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"Stop fighting with me! I've been given explicit instructions, and you're going on this date whether you like it or not."
Reid groaned dramatically as I tugged on his arm. "I already showered and everything, what else am I supposed to do, Sydney?"
"Um, put on a decent outfit?"
"What if I don't even want to go?"
"Too bad. You had the opportunity to back out when Jodie asked you if she could set you up, and you didn't, so now you're going." I mimed dragging him down the hallway to his room. "As your best friend and roommate, I'm in charge of making sure you show up and look good."
Heavy footsteps fell on the floor as Reid stomped after me. "As my best friend, I'd think you'd be on my side about not wanting to go."
Reid and I had been best friends since we were kids. Growing up next door to each other, we'd spent years playing basketball in his driveway in the summer or making snow forts in my yard in the winter. Even though Reid was two years older than me, he had always let me be part of his life. He might have teased me mercilessly, but I knew he was always there for me. He had helped me with crushes, coached me through my first date, first boyfriend, and first subsequent heartbreak.
It seemed only natural for us to room together while he went to trade school and I went to college. We were friends and students; he had a two-bedroom apartment and his roommate was moving out. It just so happened that once he was apprenticing and I had graduated, we just kept living together.
I knew people thought it was strange. Here we were, mid-20s, and living together platonically. I know a good number of people assumed we would get together one day, but Reid had never felt that way about me. It was kind of weird, at first, to bring dates back home and to know that he was across the hall from my bedroom, able to hear every little thing that happened. The discomfort didn't last long, however. Many a date had made her way into Reid's bedroom, and I learned quickly that a pair of noise-cancelling headphones was an easy enough solution.
I let myself into Reid's room as he trailed behind me.
"Just watch. She's going to be super hot and sexy and funny. It'll be your last first date, you'll fall in love and have eight kids and tell everyone about how it was just love at first sight. And I can be cool Auntie Syd and ride a motorcycle and buy them alcohol when they start going to parties in high school."
"You've never even been on a motorcycle."
I grinned at Reid from across his room as he stood in the doorway, head tilted in a pout.
"I'll learn to ride a motorcycle," I said.
"I don't know why you and Jodie think that I need to be dating someone." He entered the room and flopped onto his bed. "Maybe I'm happy living the single life."
"At the very least, you need to get laid, Reid." A startled noise came from his throat and I giggled as I opened his closet, searching through his clothes. "You used to have a parade of babes coming through here. Now you're all grouchy. It's clearly sexual frustration."
"That is so very wrong. Besides, not all of us need a 'parade of babes' in our rooms. Unlike you, I like to have a night off once in awhile. Rest up, you know."
I snorted. "Are you calling me a ho?"
"Nah, you already know you're a ho."
We both lost it, and I threw a shirt at him playfully between giggles. "Try this on for me."
I heard him shift off the bed behind me and reluctantly begin changing as I dug through his closet for a few more outfit options.
"So who is this girl, again?"
"Jodie's coworker, Lauren. She's a social worker with their agency. I've met her a couple times, she's super pretty and really sweet. Curly hair, kind of a boho-chic vibe. Lots of flowy dresses and such."
"Mm. Not exactly my type, then?"
"I thought your type was 'has boobs.'"
"I'll have you know I'm a man of discerning tastes."
"Ah yes, of course. And what is your type, then, exactly?" I turned around, arms full of clothing as Reid finished buttoning the shirt I'd thrown at him.
"You know..." he trailed off. "Sporty, kind of."
"Oh, sure." I rolled my eyes. "The shirt's not doing it for me. Take that off and put on this t-shirt with this shirt over top of it."
"Yes, ma'am."
"And these jeans." I tossed the jeans across the bed.
"Are you going to watch me change?" His hands worked down the buttons as he spoke, eyes crinkling.
"Oh, excuse me while I preserve your modesty." I turned sarcastically as he laughed.
"Gotta leave something to the imagination," he said. "Okay, how does it look?"
I turned back around and looked over Reid. "You'll thank me tomorrow after she leaves." I stepped across the room, adjusting his shirt and helping him roll the sleeves up to his elbows. "Now, tuck the front in just a bit. Perfect."
Reid spread his arms as I looked over him. "Presentable?"
He looked great. As my eyes moved up and down, I had the thought that Reid was far better looking than he had any right to be. His jeans fit nicely, held up by a nice belt. The t-shirt was fitted, showing off a physique that said "I work out, but also will order dessert." Nicely toned, but not intimidating. And the rolled-up sleeves of the shirt he had over it showed off his forearms and highlighted his large hands.
Okay, I haven't been entirely honest.
My entire life, I'd harbored a crush on Reid. I'd also spent my entire life stuck being seen as, at most, a younger sister. He'd helped me through my first date and first boyfriend, but my first heartbreak had been the day I'd seen Reid with his first girlfriend.
My second heartbreak had been the day he'd blushed, embarrassed, as his friends teased him about hanging out with me. "She's just my friend," he had shouted. "I don't like her like that!"
That had been years earlier, though, and while I'd never fully gotten over my little crush on Reid, I'd successfully moved on with my life. I'd dated casually, had a few relationships, and certainly had my share of one-night-stands parade through my bedroom in our little apartment. I'd also learned how to sneak them out in the morning, much to Reid's chagrin. He loved to give them a hard time the next day.
But, back to that particular moment, where Reid was standing in front of me, waiting for my review of his outfit. In that moment, I felt the small rekindling of the torch I'd carried for him paired with the sadness of knowing I was sending him into the arms of some other woman. I pushed those feelings away quickly, and grinned up at Reid.
"You look awesome. Want me to make sure you've got bacon and eggs ready for breakfast tomorrow?"
He swatted my arm playfully and I jumped, more out of surprise at the sudden feel of his hand against my skin. "You seem pretty sure she'll be coming back here."
"I would if I were her. I did a hell of a good job cleaning you up."
Reid arched an eyebrow at me. "You would?"
"You know what I mean." I refused to let him fluster me. "Anyway, you're right. Maybe you won't come back here."
"Ouch."
"Maybe you'll end up at her place."
He scoffed. "Sure, we'll see about that."
I had to urge Reid out of the house in time to make it to his date. When he finally left, I sighed. I had met Lauren a few times and she was gorgeous, and funny, and always looked put together. Paired with the fact that I knew she'd just returned from Mexico and had a killer tan, she was the epitome of sexiness. I tried not to be jealous. Reid had seen me in all manners of complete unsexiness, from being an awkward, gangly teenager to sweating buckets after working out to that very moment, in ratty yoga pants and a messy bun. I was quite certain she'd be back at our place after the date.
My phone went off with a text message from Jodie.
Lauren says Reid just got there. Mission accomplished! Now it's up to them.
Woo! Fingers crossed they're a match! ;-)
I smiled sadly at my phone, my text much more positive than I actually felt.
I wandered around the apartment aimlessly before flopping onto the couch, not used to the time alone. Reid hadn't been out much, and I had gotten used to having him around all the time. Suddenly, everything seemed incredibly quiet and lonely. Normally, Reid and I would have dinner together, and then we'd watch an episode of something or the other, and then maybe he'd play video games while I read a book or headed out for the night. It wasn't like we spent all our time together, but it certainly seemed that we'd gotten into a comfortable routine.
My plans had fallen through for the evening, though, and I hadn't bothered to make new ones. My best friend from college was supposed to be back in town, but her flight had been delayed. I had been looking forward to seeing her, so was feeling particularly let down.
I decided to make the most of having the apartment to myself. After showering and slipping into a comfy pair of sleep shorts and a tank top, I popped a batch of popcorn for dinner. Cracking open a beer, I settled in on the couch, picking a movie I knew Reid would never want to watch. While he preferred comedies or thrillers, I wanted love and drama.
It certainly wasn't planned that the movie I picked had a heart-droppingly gorgeous male lead that ended up in a panty-dampening sex scene with the equally erotic love interest. Watching the two of them paw at each other in a clandestine love affair was more than I could handle. Between that and the reminder of my attraction to Reid, I was in a state of full arousal by the time the movie ended.
Wiping my fingers after finishing my popcorn, I glanced down the hallway towards our rooms. Reid wouldn't be back for awhile. I was certainly not a beautiful, cat-like actress in a satin emerald dress about to be pounded against a bookshelf, but just for a moment, I wanted my own steamy scene. I flipped the TV off and shuffled through the apartment to the bathroom.
Reid and I each had our own private drawers in the bathroom, and I left a small bullet vibrator in mine for the occasional bathtub excursion. I dug it out quickly and made to go into my bedroom, but paused at the door. Glancing behind me, I eyed Reid's bedroom door.
My heart started pounding, strong enough that I could feel the pulse in my neck and hear the thundering in my ears.
"No," I said out loud.
Reid and I had our own spaces. It was my best friend I was thinking about, and he didn't deserve something so disrespectful as me masturbating on his bed.
Especially since he might be bringing someone back to fuck there.
I started back into my bedroom, but paused again, throwing another look over my shoulder at Reid's room.
Then again, I said to myself, it would be incredibly hot.
I didn't give myself another opportunity to back out. I opened Reid's bedroom door and bolted into his room. Gingerly, I crawled onto his bed over top of the blankets, lying on my back with my head on his pillow.
A scent that was distinctly Reid enveloped me. Whether it was his body wash or cologne or a mix of that with his own sweat left on the pillow didn't matter to me. I closed my eyes, inhaling as I imagined having Reid in the bed with me.
Balancing the vibrator on my stomach, I wriggled my hips, sliding my panties and sleep shorts down at the same time and taking care to put them on the edge of the bed where I knew I'd find them again. I held the vibrator in one hand as I let the other caress my stomach. My hand moved underneath the fitted tank top, sliding up my stomach to my breasts. I had forgone a bra, and the friction of my tank top against my hardened nipples was intoxicating.
I took my hand away from my breasts, trailing it down to the pool of moisture between my legs. The excitement and nervousness of being in Reid's bed was more than I could handle. I worked my fingers against the slick lips of my pussy, dipping them just inside my dripping entrance, before turning my vibrator on and immediately pressing it to my clit.
A muted sigh escaped my lips as the vibrations relieved my intense arousal. My breath came heavily, and I pushed my hips forward just slightly, grinding back against the vibrator. Reid's pillow was soft under my head and his blanket was cool against my naked lower half. I spread my legs a bit more, my hand wandering back up to my breasts. Tweaking my nipple, I stifled a moan.
I pictured Reid towering above me. He had long been a prominent image in my masturbatory fantasies. The addition of being in his room, surrounded by his things and his scent and in his bed where he fucked his other girls... it was more than I could handle. I wanted him so badly in that moment. I wanted not just the lingering scent of cologne, but I wanted his body, to feel the heat of him against me, pushing inside of me.
The slow knot of an orgasm begin to unravel deep in my stomach, and I tensed in anticipation. I adjusted the vibrator against my clit, waiting eagerly to come. I was so close, so ready, just teetering on the edge of orgasmic bliss when I heard the apartment door bang closed.
"Hey, I'm back!" Reid called out.
I had never moved so fast in my life as in that moment, panic coursing through my body as I sat up. My fingers were slick and I fumbled with my vibrator, barely managing to turn it off. I snatched up my sleep shorts as I bounded off the bed, peeked into the hallway quickly to make sure he hadn't started towards his room, and practically hurdled across the hallway into my own room.
Panting, I tossed my vibrator onto a pile of clothes and rushed to slip my shorts back on, nearly tumbling over as I tried to maintain my balance.
"Sydney?" Reid's voice was at the end of the hallway.
I popped my head out of my bedroom door, plastering a smile on my face that probably made me look a little crazy. "Hey!" My voice was too loud, too upbeat. "How'd your date go? Did Lauren come back?"
Reid eyed me warily. "Uh, no. She's nice but we didn't have a ton of chemistry. So much for a last first date."
"Aw, I'm sorry to hear that."
"Are you okay?" He frowned. "Is someone in there?"
"Nope!" A slightly obnoxious giggle bubbled out of my lips. "Just... you know, probably should have eaten a better dinner and not drank a beer. Guess I can't hold my liquor that well!"
"That's bullshit." Reid shook his head. "You're being weird. You sure everything's okay?"
I nodded, not trusting myself to speak again, as Reid walked down the hallway and into his bedroom. My jaw clenched as he flicked the light on.
"Okay then. I thought you'd be hounding me for details."
"Tell me everything," I said obediently. "What happened?"
"Well, she's a vegetarian, I don't know if you knew that. So we probably shouldn't have gone to a steakhouse." He took off the dress shirt as he talked to me. "Also sounds like she met some guy in Mexico that she has a thing for, but he doesn't live here. Never said anything for sure, but couldn't stop talking about him."
"That sucks."
"Yeah, but it was all right. She didn't give me shit for ordering a steak or anything, so that was good."
Neither of us were looking at each other, and our eyes fell on the same thing at the same time. My stomach dropped as I realized my panties were sitting on the edge of Reid's bed, just as he looked confused at the misplaced scrap of pink fabric hanging off his blanket.
"Syd, are these..." He picked up my panties, frowning down at his hand. "Why are these in my room?"
I froze in horror as any number of excuses flew through my brain. They got stuck to the sheets in the wash. I undressed really enthusiastically and they got tossed in the air. Haha, it's a prank, bro.
None of the excuses made it out of my lips as Reid frowned down at his bed. The blankets were just the slightest bit ruffled, and there was an indent in the pillow where my head was.
"Were you in my room?"
I grasped frantically at the flimsiest of straws, hoping he would end the conversation and we would never speak of it again.
"No...?"
I didn't know who I thought I was kidding. The panic in my voice, the flush on my cheeks and chest, and the damp pink panties in his hand were more than enough to incriminate me.
"And you're definitely not hiding someone in your room right now?" His voice was low, the sarcasm barely hidden.
My mouth was dry as I shook my head. Reid stepped forward, making his way into the hallway. Shaking, I took a step back into my room as he poked his head inside. He glanced around, his eyes falling on the vibrator sitting on the pile of clothes nearby.
"So you weren't fucking someone on my bed, you were masturbating on it?"
I couldn't physically speak. My throat was as frozen as the rest of me, staring at Reid. I hoped I didn't look as terrified as I felt, but I was sure my face was pale aside from the patches of skin that I could still feel burning. Whether the burning was residual from the almost-orgasm or a new reaction to the embarrassment I was feeling, I didn't know.
"Syd, what the fuck?"
"I'm s-s-sorry." The words came out stuttered, barely above a hoarse whisper.
"Why would you do that?"
Tears pricked in my eyes and an invisible grip seemed to clench inside my chest. My lips were parched and I couldn't form another sentence. I shook my head, trying not to let the tears fall. Reid was only a few steps away, standing in my doorway, and his face softened a bit as he seemed to notice my eyes watering. "Syd, talk to me. Tell me why."
"It's not obvious?" My voice was strained, as Reid's gaze stared directly into my embarrassed soul. My hands trembled and I balled my fingers into fists.
"You don't think you owe me an explanation?" His voice was dark again, serious.
I tried not to choke on my words, despite knowing I had just fucked up years of friendship.
"Because I'm attracted to you, Reid." The words hung between us. "And because it turned me on."
He glanced down at his hand. He was still holding my panties, the fabric tight between his fingers.
"Why didn't you tell me?"
I swallowed hard, trying to relieve the dryness in my mouth. "I've had a crush on you my entire life. You said you didn't like me like that."
"When did I say that?"
"You said it to Graham Polt and Brad Lindt. They were teasing you for hanging out with me."
"Syd, I would have been maybe 15 when I said that." When I didn't respond, he sighed. "You never admitted this to me because of something I said when we were kids?"
"When else was I supposed to say it? When you had a girlfriend? When you were done sleeping with some random hook up?" I finally managed to string together a sentence without stuttering, but it was short lived. "I did something stupid a-and rude tonight, I know that, I'm s-sorry. But I never wanted to s-say anything because you're my friend and I d-didn't want to make things weird."
"So you just rubbed one out on my bed, thinking that wasn't the definition of weird."
The words stung and I felt one of the tears escape from my eye. I wiped a hand across my cheek hurriedly, staring at the floor.
"How often have you done this?"
"Just tonight."
"I'm supposed to believe that? This was the first time and I just happened to catch you?"
Another tear fell. "I'm telling the truth."
I went to wipe the second tear, but Reid stopped me. His fingers wrapped around my wrist firmly, but not painfully. I still winced, but he released my wrist and his hand moved up to my cheek, wiping the tear out from under my eye.
"Do you know how difficult it is for me to listen to a string of guys fucking you from the other side of the hall?" His voice was a low growl.
"You had your own string of women to fuck," I spat back. My face burned, angry at my eyes' betrayal as another tear slipped down my cheek.



"None of them were you."
I finally looked back up at him, unsure of what to say.
He was so close, just inches away from me. When had that happened? His fingers brushed under my eye again, drying my cheek, and the distinct scent of Reid that had enveloped me on his bed was filling my senses yet again.
"What are you saying?"
"It's not obvious?" he taunted.
My body didn't know how to react. Reid was so close, tantalizingly close, and part of me yearned to press against him. Another part of me wanted to recoil, bury myself in my blankets, and sob at my mortification. It was like being an awkward kid again, when Reid would tease me until I got angry and tried to storm off, only to tell me he was joking and beg me to stay. I felt goosebumps rise on my arms as he looked down at me, waiting for my response.
I couldn't bring myself to speak and just shook my head, casting my eyes back down the floor.
"Aw, come on, Sydney." The mocking tone to his voice was familiar, but I still didn't know what he wanted to say. "All right, tell me this. Did you come on my bed?"
I grimaced, my eyes slamming shut as more tears threatened to leak out. He laughed at my reaction.
"Come on. Did you come?"
"No," I whispered.
"Why not?"
"You got home before I was done." Even shut, a tear managed to sneak out of my eye. I bowed my head, but again, Reid's hand came to my face and wiped the drop off my cheek. He tilted my head up slightly, and I reopened my eyes to look at him.
"All that, and you didn't even finish on my bed?"
"Reid, please." My voice cracked as I tried to hold in a sob. "I'm sorry. Please stop making fun of me."
"I'm just joking."
His voice was low, husky, and his body was closer than ever. I could feel his breath on my face.
"You have no idea how hot you look when you're embarrassed. But I am sorry for making you cry."
"Is this happening?" I finally managed to ask. "Because if not..."
"Do you want it to happen?"
I nodded. Reid's lips were suddenly on mine, his kiss demanding and insistent. I inhaled sharply as his tongue probed my mouth, exploring my lips. The gap between our bodies closed as his arms wrapped around me, and mine around him. His cock nudged against me, already straining against his pants.
A startled gasp escaped my mouth as he bit down on my lip. My pulse quickened as his hands explored my body, brazenly groping at my breasts and deliberately rolling my hardened nipples between his fingers. Reid chuckled against my mouth as I pushed against him, eager for more.
"Stop laughing at me," I hissed. He responded by pinching my nipple hard, eliciting a high-pitched cry from me.
"I'll laugh at you all I want," he replied.
His mouth covered mine again, and his hands traveled down my body. Without so much as a moment of hesitation, he slipped his hands down the back of my shorts and cupped an ass cheek in each of his hands. He squeezed, kneading my ass as he pushed against my body, grinding his cock against me.
Teeth grazed my lips again and he sucked my bottom lip into his mouth. I cried out and he sucked harder before letting go. His hands squeezed my ass again, his fingers gripping me hard, before he let go and took his hands out of my shorts.
"Bed," he said simply.
"Mine or yours?"
He laughed, a wicked look crossing his face.
"Yours first." A hard kiss punctuated his sentence. "I've listened to you fuck a million guys in here. Now it's my turn."
A flutter ran through my body at the implication being we'd fuck on his bed later, and another at the idea of Reid listening to me get fucked from behind the closed door of his room. I directed him to sit on the edge of my bed, then stood in front of him.
"How many times did you listen to me get fucked?" I asked.
His eyes darkened.
"Enough to know I could make you come harder and scream louder than any of them." An arm extended, reaching for me, but I stepped back.
"Were you jealous?" I teased.
"Incredibly."
I bit my lip and toyed with the hem of my tank top.
"Did you ever jack off listening to me?" I flushed a bit, my voice going quiet again.
"Almost every time." His voice was earnest, eyes full of honesty and desire. "I imagined you getting fucked in every position you can imagine. Now, can I see if your tits are like what I pictured?"
I swallowed hard, unable to think of a response. Meeting his eyes, I slid the tank top up over my head, revealing my breasts to him for the first time.
It was his turn to be speechless for a moment, his eyes savoring the view of my body as I stood half-naked in front of him.
"Are they what you imagined?" I finally asked.
"Better." He reached for me again, and I moved to him like a magnet to metal. As soon as I was within reach, his hands were on my tits, and I moaned softly as he cupped my heavy breasts in his hands. I let him fondle me for just a moment, before closing the gap between us even further by straddling his lap on the edge of the bed.
I steadied myself on his shoulders as Reid took the opportunity to dip his head down, kissing the top of my breasts.
"You missed your calling as a stripper," he teased, licking between my breasts.
"Pretty sure you aren't supposed to touch the strippers," I gasped. His mouth found a nipple as his hands resumed their position on my ass, and he traced his tongue around my areola, making me shiver. I ran my hands through his hair, holding him against my chest.
"Are you saying I should stop touching you?" he murmured.
"God no." I rolled my hips against him, and we both groaned as my pussy ground against the length of his cock. The softness of my shorts provided friction against my swollen clit, and I found myself repeating the action again and again as he ravished my breasts.
It clearly was working for Reid, too, and his mouth left my tits as his head tilted back. I wanted to be greedy; I wanted his mouth back on my nipple and his cock inside me and to come on him again and again.
But I also wanted to hear the noises Reid would make if I put his cock in my mouth.
I moved off his lap, standing between his legs as I reached down and unbuckled his belt. Reid's hands joined mine and he unbuttoned his jeans as I carefully unzipped them. His hips moved up just enough to let me pull his jeans down, and I dropped to my knees as I guided them down his legs.
Once his pants were off, I gripped his cock through his boxers. A small grunt came from his throat as I traced my fingers up and down through the fabric. He was rigid, thick, and hot. From my position kneeling in front of him, I reached up and slipped my fingers into the waistband of his boxers. I thought briefly about going slowly, tantalising and tenderly revealing his cock, but I was too full of fire to maintain that. Instead, I pulled them down quickly, freeing his cock in one movement.
The stiff appendage jutting out towards me was beautiful. I admired his cock for a moment before flicking my tongue out to taste the pre-cum that dripped from his tip. Reid exhaled loudly as my tongue made contact, and I took his tip into my mouth in response. Hands came to my head immediately, fingers pulling at my hair as I wasted no time sucking Reid's cock.
His breathing came heavily as I bobbed my head, feeling the thickness of his swollen cock filling my mouth. He was quieter than I expected at first, but that changed as he began pulling my hair harder and directing me to take his cock deeper in my throat. His tip pushed against the back of my mouth and I opened my throat as much as I could, swallowing his shaft as I reached up to cup his balls.
Reid groaned loudly as I did, his hips thrusting forward just slightly. The sounds he was making shot waves of arousal through my body, and I couldn't help but slip a hand into my shorts as I sucked his cock. My slit was drenched and a soft, humming moan vibrated against Reid's dick as I touched myself.
"You look so fucking hot right now."
I glanced up at him, eyes wide as my lips encircled his cock. He looked back down at me, able to just see my hand in my shorts. My fingers darted into my wet pussy quickly, and I let out another muffled moan against his cock, my eyes squeezing shut.
"Fuck." His hands tightened in my hair as I took him deep in my throat.
I let him thrust into my throat a few more times before pulling back and letting him slip out of my mouth with a wet sound.
"I can't wait any longer," I gasped.
"Good." He helped me up off my knees, pulling me in for another searing kiss as he pushed my shorts down. I wiggled my hips, letting them fall to the floor, and tugged at his shirt. Reid removed it swiftly, bringing it over his head and tossing it towards the floor. We shifted onto the bed together, collapsing onto the covers as our arms wrapped around each other and our lips connected again, urgent and breathless. Reid's cock brushed against my bare thigh, tantalizingly close to the dripping pool between my legs.
Hands were everywhere, legs entwined as we pressed our bodies together. Reid grabbed me possessively. He twisted me onto my back, his hands wrenching my legs apart. I half-expected him to sink into me immediately and moved to stop him so I could get a condom, but instead his head dipped down and his mouth nestled against my slit.
Gasping, I arched my back slightly, and Reid went to work eating my pussy. He lapped at my wetness greedily, his tongue licking along my slit and his mouth buried against me. Feverish moans escaped from my lips with each breath as he concentrated his ministrations on my clit. His tongue danced around me, and the agonizing ascent towards orgasm began in my stomach again. The climbing sensation built and built, the promise of coming finally within my grasp.
I glanced down at the head between my thighs. An expression of bliss filled Reid's face, his eyes closed beneath tousled hair as he feasted on my cunt.
"Don't stop," I begged, my fingers clutching at his hair. "I'm so close, Reid... please..."
He could have stopped, could have continued the intense teasing he'd subjected me to since catching me masturbating on his bed. To his credit, he didn't. Instead, he sucked on my clit while pushing a finger inside me and curling it to hit my g-spot.
The effect was almost instantaneous, and my thighs clamped against Reid's head as I came. After such a long wait and the denial of my orgasm from earlier, it was one of the most intense I'd ever experienced. My back arched as I ground against Reid's face, a blistering cry filling the room as my body shook. Heat radiated from my core as I came, writhing against Reid. As the heat gave way to a dreamy relief, my legs released Reid's head. I slowly became aware of his tongue still gently lapping at my pussy, and that my hands were still entangled in his hair.
"Sorry." I let go of his head, still trying to catch my breath.
A gentle kiss was placed on my clit, which was still so sensitive it made me twitch. Then another kiss on top of my mound, and a third above that.
"Never, ever apologize for coming like that." Reid's lips brushed against my skin as he spoke. "That was like magic."
I could only groan in response, my body still overwhelmed with pleasure. He crawled up my body, a look of mock concern on his face. "Did I break you?"
Another groan, and I pulled him down to kiss me. I could taste the slight sweetness of my juice on his lips.
"Fuck me," I mumbled against his mouth.
"Let me go get a condom," he replied between kisses.
I flopped an arm towards the edge of my bed. "Nightstand."
I recovered as Reid found the condoms and got one on. By the time he was ready, I was sitting up slightly, though my legs still felt like jelly. A pulsing need radiated from him as he kissed me.
"How do you want me?" I murmured against him as his lips pushed against mine with bruising force.
He didn't reply, just nipped at my lip one last time before pulling back and grabbing my pillow. His hands guided me to my knees and I flipped over, the pillow under my stomach as I propped myself up on my hands and knees. Second later, Reid was behind me, the tip of his cock probing at my pussy.
"Ready?" he asked, though his voice was struggling, as though he couldn't possibly wait another moment.
I was more than ready.
"Fuck me, Reid," I ordered.
He buried his cock inside me in a single thrust. Both of us made noises of relief as he finally sheathed his cock inside me, and his fingers dug into my hips as he paused there.
"You feel amazing." His voice was husky, gasping.
In response, I pushed my ass back against him. He grunted and thrust back against me, penetrating as deep as he could, and I let out a lustful breath.
"Fuck me," I begged again.
I wasn't sure how he had held back for so long. When Reid began to fuck me, there was no stopping him. I squealed as he ravaged my pussy recklessly, shoving his length as deep as he could. The pillow beneath me was excellent forethought, as it wasn't long before my arms could barely support the force of his penetrations and I collapsed onto the bed.
Reid wasn't having it, though. The fingers digging into my hip on one side left as he hunched over me, pounding inside of me as he reached around and grabbed my breast. Using it as leverage, he pulled me back up, almost lifting me to a full kneeling position. His other hand snaked down to my clit and he fingered it furiously as his mouth found my the back of my neck, nipping the skin there.
I was at his complete mercy as he tunneled inside me, filling me as deeply and roughly as he could. I'm sure the entire apartment complex could hear him making me scream.
He didn't have me in that position very long, despite how amazing it felt. As gently as he could, he lowered me back onto the bed, pumping inside me harder and harder until I was flat on my stomach with both his hands trapped beneath me. I could feel my ass shaking with each thrust and arched my back to give him the best access I could. The motion made me aware that another orgasm was approaching, and I tried to hold still as he rubbed my clit.
"Close again," I moaned. "Shit, Reid. I'm gonna come again."
"Fuck," he gasped. "I'm close. Come for me, Syd. Right now."
I don't know how he did it, whether there was a slight change in the motion of his fingers or if the pinch of my nipple triggered it, but as he ordered me to come, I did. Trapped beneath his body, I strained against him as I burst over the edge, his cock still impaling me as I rode the waves of pleasure bubbling through my body. It was in that slight moment of blissful mindlessness that I distantly heard Reid grunt as he came, his frenzied thrusting slowing as he finished.
Reid's arms grasped me tightly as his weight pinned me against the bed. I could feel him softening inside me as we both tried to regain our footing in reality. When it became too much, I shifted against him.
"Can't breathe," I whispered.
"Fuck. Sorry." His hands slid out from beneath me and he rolled onto his back.
I drew in a deep breath and flexed my fingers and feet, the tingling sensation from the aftershocks of my orgasm slowly dispelling. Propping myself up on my elbows, I looked uncertainly at Reid as he lay naked beside me. His head was turned towards me, studying me.
"Is this a thing now?" His voice was sleepy, but reflected the same apprehension I had.
"Do you want it to be?"
He nodded, extending a hand towards me, inviting me to lay closer to him. "Do you?"
"I've wanted this for years." I curled up next to him, our warm skin pressing together.
"Me too." He laid a kiss on my hair. "Rule one, though. No masturbating on my bed without me."
"Rule two. Don't give me a reason to masturbate without you."
He kissed my hair again. "I won't."
We cleaned up and crawled back in bed together, both exhausted. As Reid's breathing deepened, I told myself to remember to thank Lauren for being his last first date.
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"Yes, I understand this is room 32, but aren't 32 and 34 in the same villa?"
"No, senora, 34 is over there." The bellhop pointed at a villa a bit down the path.
"Maybe we should go back to the front desk," my mother mused. "I'm sure we could switch with someone."
"No," I interrupted. "Mom. I'm 26. Believe it or not, I could be on vacation all on my own if I wanted to. I'll survive with my room being in a different building. You can still see it from your room."
"She's got a point, Jackie." Dad hoisted himself off the cart and began unloading my bags. The bellhop scrambled to help him.
"Oh, alright." Mom pouted as I hopped out of the cart as well.
"Ralph? Jackie? Is that you?"
We turned to see an older couple bee-lining towards us on the path.
"Fred! Angela!" Mom was out of the cart in an instant, rushing towards the other couple. She embraced the woman in a hug as they both shrieked. "Oh, it's been years! I'm so happy to see you."
"Good to see you, good to see you." Dad shook hands with the man, then clapped me on the shoulder. "Fred, Angela, my daughter Lauren came with us."
Angela turned to me, over-exaggerating the wideness of her eyes. "This is Lauren? It can't be. Last time I saw Lauren, she was only maybe ten, twelve years old. If this is Lauren, I must be getting old!" She clutched her chest dramatically as my mom hooted with laughter.
"Nice to see you." I said politely, though I had no real memory of meeting Angela or Fred before.
She hugged me anyways. "Well, you're not the only one to tag along on our little reunion vacation." She turned to my mom. "John and Patty's son came along as well, but the poor thing was supposed to bring his girlfriend along. Turns out she broke up with him last month."
"Oh, I heard," Mom said. "That's too bad. Patty really liked her, I thought."
"Yep, she sure did." Angela turned back to me. "I met Will earlier, though, and let me say honey, if you're single too..."
"Single and ready to be a good, proper lady who will wait till marriage to jump into the sack with some man," my dad interrupted.
I rolled my eyes as they laughed. "I'm going to unpack." The bellhop was waiting patiently in the small outdoor foyer, standing by one of the four doors on the ground level. I apologized and tipped extra for the wait.
"Gracias, senorita, and no sorry needed." He grinned and left me in the room.
I reveled in the sudden quiet of the room. It was cool, a respite from the thick air that had surrounded us as soon as we stepped off the plane in Cancun. A bottle of wine and a glass sat on the coffee table, there was a cute swan towel sitting on the bed, and a set of patio doors overlooked a green, tree-filled area.
My parents and their high school friends had decided to have a mini-reunion in Mexico. After adding all their spouses, there ended up being 14 people. I had decided to go along as well, since the more people who used their group booking, the cheaper the trip would be. As a social worker, I didn't make a ton of money, and I was in desperate need of a break. It sounded like at least one other person had taken advantage of it, as well. I chuckled at Angela's comment and my dad's reaction. He was entitled to think what he wanted, I suppose, but the "waiting until marriage" ship had sailed in high school.
I tucked my clothing into the drawers and withdrew the stack of books and magazines I'd packed. My vacation plans were simple: sit on the beach, read, sleep. All I wanted was some time to get my mind off the everyday stresses I had back home. I'd been looking forward to it for months.
After a quick shower to freshen up and changing into a gauzy blue sundress, I left to meet my parents for dinner. We seemed to have been the last people to arrive, and it was already dark as we walked to the buffet. I took in the resort as we made our way there. It wasn't very large, but was well-maintained, and far enough from Cancun that the atmosphere was much less party-oriented. The rooms were all in villas scattered along the resort, and mine was one of the closest to the beach.
My parents' friends had a separate section of the restaurant cordoned off. There was a ton of commotion as everyone greeted each other. Names were rattled off at me while I tried to keep up. I'm not the best with names in the first place, but was hopeful I'd remember most of them.
"Oh, and this is my son, Will," said Patty. She motioned to the man sitting beside me, the only one who was remotely close to my age.
"Hi, I'm Lauren." I shook his hand as he grinned.
Will was a couple of years older than me, maybe in his early thirties. Even seated, I could tell he was a big man. His broad shoulders dwarfed the chair he sat on. He wore a plaid shirt, the top buttons undone and the sleeves rolled up revealing heavily tattooed forearms. Beneath the trimmed beard on his face was a friendly smile to detract from how intimidating he appeared.
While most of the table was busy catching up, I went to the buffet and helped myself to dinner. The trays of food looked delicious, and my mouth was watering as I filled my plate. After a long day of travelling, mediocre airline snacks, and a small bag of chips from the mini-bar in my room, I was famished.
The conversation was in full swing when I returned and took my seat between Will and my mom. Well, tried to. Will was having a loud, animated conversation with someone I thought was named Gary across the table. I tried to catch his attention so he would stop swinging his arm while he talked. He didn't seem to notice, so finally I tried to slide into my seat in between the punctuations his arm was making.
"Excuse me!" I exclaimed as he knocked into me, nearly tipping my plate of food onto the table.
"Sorry!" He twisted in his chair and scooted it sideways. "My bad. Did anything spill?"
I shook my head and pulled myself closer to the table. "It's fine, thanks."
Will continued his conversation as I took my first bite of dinner. "So, she sends back the plate for the third time, and at this point I'm just baffled. I go out there and introduce myself, say 'Hi ma'am, I'm the head chef here. I'm sorry we're having some trouble with this order so I just wanted to make sure I'm getting it right this time.' And she's just a raging bitch, and goes 'what kind of chef are you that you can't make a steak well-done?' Which I mean, I'm biting my tongue already because she's wasted three pieces of steak making me cook it the worst possible way you can cook a steak."
"Ain't that the truth," said maybe-Gary. "Who does that to a poor, innocent steak!"
"Right? So I say, 'well when you say well-done, what do you mean? What does the inside of your steak look like?'" Will's voice got very serious, and he leaned forward on the table, staring straight at maybe-Gary. "And she looks me dead in the eye, and she goes 'Well-done means the inside is a little bit pink! I can't believe you're a chef and don't know the origin of this! It's the best way to cook a steak so you can tell the chef WELL DONE!'"
Maybe-Gary collapsed back in his chair, holding his sides. "Oh shit," he gasped. "She wanted it medium!"
Will roared along with him. His laugh was loud, cutting through the general noise of the restaurant. "Right. Lauren knows what I mean, right?" He nudged me, causing some rice to spill off my fork and onto my lap.
I gritted my teeth, wiping it off. "No, sorry, I don't."
"Oh come on, you don't know what medium steak is?"
"I do," I replied, trying not to sound annoyed. "I don't like steak, though."
Will gasped dramatically, a hand flopping to his forehead. "Don't like steak! Are you sure? Maybe I need to cook you a steak, I make the best steak around."
"I don't like it," I repeated. "I don't eat meat."
"Aw now, you're not one of those vegans, are you?" maybe-Gary groaned.
"No." My voice was testy as I tried to eat while talking. "I'm vegetarian. I just don't like meat that much."
"She'll eat fish, sometimes," Mom cut into the conversation.
"Oh no, am I going to get a lecture about eating meat?" Will teased.
This man was annoying me more and more by the second. I didn't respond, just hastened my pace as I tried to finish the food on my plate.
"Well, it's not really vegetarian if you eat fish." Maybe-Gary looked at me as though he'd caught me in a trap.
"It's not a big conspiracy." I chewed the last bite of food on my plate and swallowed. "I don't like meat, it's cheaper not eating meat, if I feel like it, sometimes I'll have fish, but only once in awhile."
"Here we go." Will nudged me again, his eyes twinkling. "I'm okay with it, just don't try to convert me, okay?"
"I'm not going to throw red paint at you and call it blood." I stood up. "Excuse me, I'm tired from traveling all day. I'm going to head back to my room."
A few people tried to urge me to stay, including Will, but I excused myself as politely as possible and left the buffet. I walked through the resort slowly, trying to enjoy my surroundings, and decided to head towards the beach. I passed by my villa, then through the pool area, and onto the sand.
The beach itself was deserted. The night was still warm, and the wind caught my sundress and twirled the gauzy fabric around my legs. I wandered towards the water, my feet sinking into the sand as I inhaled the salty air around me. I didn't stay long - it was dark, and a bit unnerving to be there alone - but it was enough to calm me and make me look forward to the next day.
I was just unlocking my door when I heard Will's loud, booming voice behind me in the tiny foyer. "Did you get lost on your way back?"
"Yep," I replied tersely. "Did you follow me or are we just lucky enough to be neighbours?"
"Looks like we're neighbours!" He grinned, unlocking the door to the right of mine. I had assumed he was tall when we were in the restaurant, but hadn't seen him stand up. I was right - he towered over my small stature. "Sure you don't want to come back? There's a show on tonight in the lobby."
"I'm good, thanks." I swung the door open and closed it before Will could respond.
The bottle of wine was still sitting there. I poured myself a glass and wandered onto my patio to enjoy the warm evening air. It may have been an annoying dinner, but I wasn't going to let that sour the rest of my vacation. Travel days were always hard, I told myself. Tomorrow would be better.
**
I managed to wake up early enough to eat breakfast without anyone around to lecture me about not eating meat. My luck held out and I found a lounger on the beach next to a palapa. It was the perfect day: hot, but the breeze coming off the ocean kept it manageable, and there didn't appear to be a single cloud in the sky. I took off the flowing pink sundress I was using as a cover up and closed my eyes, listening to the ocean as I breathed in the salty air.
After awhile, I peeled myself out of the chair and took off my sunglasses and floppy sun hat. My hair tumbled out behind me, brushing against the bare skin on my back. I knew my curls were frizzy from the humidity, but it didn't really matter. I shook them out as I got up and walked into the ocean.
The water was warm and inviting, and I dove under almost immediately. Coming up, I blinked the water out of my eyes and leaned back, floating against the waves as I looked back towards the beach. The rest of the loungers were starting to fill up as people finished their breakfasts. I watched idly as they searched for the perfect spot, settling into chairs and ordering drinks from the waiters already combing the beach.
I saw my parents walking along the sand, my mom holding a large beach bag and my dad with a cocktail glass already in his hand. From my spot floating in the water, I waved. I flipped around and dove under the water again as I started making my way back to the beach, rising up once the water was shallow enough that I was brushing against the sand.
"Morning, dear," Mom said. "How long have you been out here? I didn't see you at breakfast."
"I woke up early." I wrung the water out of my hair as we talked and walked towards the lounger I'd claimed.
"We were going to camp out by the pool with everyone else today, but if you want we can come join you on the beach."
"No, go with your friends." I picked up my towel and dried off, though it was really just my hair as the warm breeze had already dried most of my skin. "Really, Mom. This is your trip, I'm okay on my own. I just want to sit on the beach."
"She'll be fine, Jackie." Dad wrapped an arm around her shoulders, tipping his glass to me. "You know where to find us if you need company."
"Right, next to the bar," I teased as they wandered back to the pool.
I settled back on my lounger, opening the first book I'd chosen. Just as I started to get engrossed in the plot, a large shadow fell across me. I glanced up to see Will's towering form blocking the sun.
"Morning!" he greeted, dragging a nearby lounger next to me and sitting down.
"Hey," I responded, trying not to sound aggravated.
"So, everyone else is up at the pool, we were thinking of doing some water polo later. Or just chilling and chatting. Think you might want to join in?"
"Not really." I flipped a page in my book absentmindedly. "I really just want to sit on the beach and read."
"Really? I know it's our parents' trip and everything, but they're still a pretty fun group to party with."
"Really. I'm not big on partying."
"Aw, come on. Not even a little?"
"A little. But not right now."
He grinned. "Later. I'm counting on you for water polo."
"Maybe." I hoped the non-committal answer would make him leave. "We'll see how the day goes."
It did the trick, and Will got up to head back to the pool. "I'm counting on you!" he repeated, walking backwards and pointing at me before turning and jogging away.
I pursed my lips. Will was obnoxious. He didn't seem to take a hint that I wasn't there to party with my parents, but I had to admit that he was a sight to behold on the beach. The tattoos I'd spotted the previous night ran all the way up his arms, and scattered art was collected on his back, chest, and even his stomach. He looked more like a biker than a chef. I couldn't help but appreciate the view as he left, his swimming trunks hanging low on his hips.
Shaking my head, I went back to my book. Good looking or not, he was an annoyance.
The non-committal "maybe" worked for most of the day. I'd read almost half of my book, the only interruptions being frequent trips into the ocean to cool off. I ate some tacos from the grill set up on the beach and was just thanking one of the waiters for bringing another margarita when the loud tones of Will's voice returned. I tried not to grumble out loud and hunched back in the lounger, hoping the group he was leading would pass by.
No such luck. "Lauren, we're going to play beach volleyball!" called Will. "Come play, we have an odd number."
"No thanks," I called back. "Don't feel like it."
"Ahh, come on!" Gary was there too, as were most of the other men from the group. "You'll be helpful, even if you are a short thing!"
I shook my head, bringing the book closer to my face.
The "beach volleyball court" was an expanse of sand just to the left of me. After a few more pleading requests to come play, the men left me alone, and I was able to get back into my book. I tuned out the loud conversations and trash-talking for a decent amount of time.
"Lauren!" The urgent shout of my name distracted me. I glanced up just in time to have the volleyball crash into my lounger, knocking the book from my hands and tipping the margarita beside me into my lap. I swore in shock at the sudden slushy coldness spilling on my bare legs and bikini bottoms.
"Shit, I'm so sorry!" Will bounded over as the other men doubled over in hysterics. "Are you okay, anything hurt?"
"I'm fine." My voice was audibly aggravated as I tried to push the slushy mess off my legs and crotch. Will stooped down to pick up my book, brushing sand from the pages and trying to flatten out a crease that had appeared.
"Let me grab you another drink."
"I am fine, Will, thank you." My teeth were gritted. "I'm going to wash off in the ocean."
I got out of my chair and snatched my book from Will's hands as he apologized again. Without responding, I tossed the book onto my beach bag and stomped towards the water. Inhaling deeply, I held my breath and dove underwater, staying under for as long as I could.
I'm not a confrontational person. Without spelling it out to him, I was stumped on how to get Will to leave me alone. As I came up for a breath, I considered it, glancing towards the beach. I couldn't see Will, but the rest of the men were back to their volleyball game.
It would cause drama, that was for sure. I knew Angela would gossip about it as soon as it happened. I frowned, frustrated. I didn't want to cause issues on the trip. Swimming back to the shore, I thought of going to Will's room that night and having a quiet conversation with him. Maybe that would be my best bet, all things considered.
When I got back to my chair, another margarita was sitting on the side table, along with some napkins. The slushy drink had been cleaned up off the chair and sand around me.
I glanced up at the volleyball game. Will looked over. He made an apologetic grimace and mouthed "sorry" at me from his spot on the court.
Some of my aggravation towards Will melted away, though I stubbornly tried to hold onto it. I shot him a quick smile and sat back down, resolving to continue enjoying the rest of the day on the beach.
**
Dinner that night brought a blessing in disguise.
"Come on," urged Mom. "It'll be fun! There's a tequila factory and we'll be going snorkeling..."
"Jackie's right," said Dad. "I think you'd enjoy it."
"No," I said again. "Really, I just want to stay at the beach."
The entire table was insistent. Everyone was planning on going on a tour the next day - everyone except me. When I found out that Will was planning on going too, I was even more committed to staying at the resort.
I finally wore everyone down, and the next day, I woke up after I knew they'd all left on their excursion. I took my time getting breakfast and sauntering down to the beach, finding a lounger at the far end. Even when they came back, I thought it'd be unlikely anyone would walk this far down to find me.
The day was pure bliss. Much like the previous day, I read, swam, and drank margaritas. Unlike the previous day, no one hit me with a volleyball, and the creeping feeling of annoyance at the first sound of Will's voice hadn't appeared at all.
That is, until the middle of the afternoon.
"Hey, stranger." I winced behind my sunglasses and turned. Will was walking along the shore nearby. He looked as deliciously attractive as he was tiresome, wearing a casual white button-down rolled up to the elbows, the front undone and revealing his many tattoos.
"Hi, Will." I tried to look on the bright side. I'd gotten most of the day to myself.
"How's the beach been?" He pulled a lounger up and sat down next to me. Will's voice and energy seemed quieter than usual.



"Peaceful." He nodded and we sat in silence for a moment, much to my surprise. "How was the excursion?"
"Good." Will stretched and relaxed back into the lounger. "All the old timers went for naps. They went a little wild at the tequila factory."
I laughed, picturing my mom getting far too tequila-drunk and needing to sleep it off. We lapsed into silence again and I returned to my book, hopeful that Will was overtired too and would maybe just sit there quietly for awhile.
That was a bit of an ambitious wish. "So, what do you do?" he asked. "Your mom mentioned you're in social work?"
The one topic I wanted to avoid. "Yeah. I work with family services."
"Sounds interesting. What does that entail?"
Take the hint, Will, I thought towards him. "A lot of shitty situations."
"Ah." Another pause. "I'm a chef. I'm saving up to open my own restaurant."
"Interesting."
Will turned towards me. "Look, I know you're into sitting by yourself on the beach and that's cool. But there's so much to do here. I wanted to check out this ATV tour tomorrow, want to come along?"
I sighed. "Not really."
"Come on. The old timers don't want to go, it's less drinking and more adventuring. One day. I promise, it'll be fun."
A stroke of genius finally came to me. "I wasn't planning on spending extra money on trips off the resort. Social work isn't known for its amazing pay rates."
"My treat." Will grinned over at me. "Come on. I'll pay. I'll sign us up right now."
Shit, I thought. "I can't accept that."
"I insist, really!"
That backfired. I couldn't think of another reason to decline fast enough. "Alright," I begrudgingly agreed. I was struck by another jolt of sudden inspiration. "On one condition."
"Yeah?"
"I get to sit around quietly on the beach for the rest of the trip and you don't bug me to go on any more excursions or to any more activities."
"Deal." Will beamed. "I'm going to sign us up now."
I'm sure he felt like he won, but as he jogged away to go to the lobby, I smiled. One day spent with Will and I was done dealing with him for the remainder of the trip. I was coming away on top here.
**
"You want this to keep the dust off, senorita." The tour guide handed me a bandana and motioned for me to cover my nose and mouth with it.
"Have you ever done this before?" I asked Will.
"Back home, yeah." He tied one of the bandanas around his mouth. Between the helmet, sunglasses, and patterned fabric, barely any of his face was visible. With the sleeveless top and numerous tattoos, he looked every bit the part of a biker outlaw. "You wanna drive?"
I shook my head, already climbing onto the back seat of the ATV. "I haven't even been on one of these before. You drive."
There were only a few other people on the tour - a family, two couples, and then Will and I. Everyone was clad in baggy shorts and T-shirts. I felt far overdressed in distressed jean shorts and a flowy tank top. As I sat on the ATV, the tour guide motioned for me to pose for a quick photo. I smiled, then remembered he couldn't see it behind the bandana.
Will hopped on the ATV and started it up. I was shocked at the sudden vibrations through the seat, and how close Will was to me. His lower back was pressed right against my stomach, and my legs molded against the back of his calves. I felt tinier than I usually did with him pressed against me like that.
"Ready?" The tour guide shouted over the roar of the ATV engines. "Here we go!"
He jumped on his own ATV and started off down the trail. I squealed as Will hit the gas and the ATV lurched forward. I grabbed for the rope handles on either side of my seat. He laughed and let out a loud holler as I bounced around in the seat behind him.
I had never been so scared in all my life. My heart was racing faster than the death machine I was trapped on. I had never been on an ATV, or a motorcycle, or even so much as a go-cart. The jungle was a blur as we passed through it, and the wind against me blew the bandana in my mouth as I tried to breathe. I could feel the rope handles rubbing the skin of my fingers raw as I held on for dear life.
I shrieked as we came to a sudden stop, the guide just ahead of us on the trail at the first checkpoint. Will turned around, laughing as I panted. "Having fun?"
"This is terrifying!" My arms were shaking, and I let go of the rope handles. I rubbed my fingers, the skin already turning red and raw. "I didn't expect to go so fast. And I keep flopping around like I'm going to fall off." I sniffed, glad for my bandana and sunglasses, as I was nearly ready to cry.
"It's okay," Will said. He looked down at my hands as I tried to rub the feeling back into them. "You'll never make it holding the handles, though. Here, hold onto me instead. It feels a lot more secure."
I hesitated, but he had a point. We'd only been on the trail for maybe ten minutes and my fingers were already sore. He turned back around and I wrapped my arms around his waist. He was so much larger than me that my arms barely made it around him. Pressing myself closer to him than I would have liked, I managed to clasp my hands together.
The guide motioned for us to go again and Will took off. I swallowed and held on tightly, my legs tensing against his. He was right - holding on to him felt a lot more secure, and I barely bounced around at all. After a few moments, I relaxed against him. The scenery flew by on either side of us, and I tried to enjoy it as best I could.
What I wasn't expecting was the reaction I had to the fear. Between the adrenaline rush, the vibrations of the ATV's motor, and the closeness of Will's body, the telltale signs of arousal started building in my body. Each bump pushed me closer against him, and with my legs spread the way they were, his lower back was a constant pressure against the sensitive area between my legs.
I steadfastly ignored the building moisture in my shorts, chalking it up to a physical reaction and nothing more. The distraction of my arousal ended up helping me get over my fear. By the time we arrived at the bay to snorkel, I was having fun.
Will dismounted the ATV first, stretching his long legs. I took off my helmet and bandana, shaking my curls out and running a hand through my hair to untangle it a bit.
"Are you okay?" Will asked. He had taken off his helmet and bandana as well, and pushed his sunglasses up onto his head to wipe the sweat from around his eyes. He looked at me, genuinely concerned. "I hope it wasn't that bad. I'm sorry if it was."
I shook my head. "No, once you gave me the tip about holding on, it was a lot better." I climbed off the ATV, stretching. My hips felt tight from sitting so long.
"I'm sturdy. Like a mountain." He squatted a bit, flexing as he mimed being a pile of rocks, and I couldn't help but laugh.
The snorkeling was fabulous. We changed into swimsuits and splashed into the bay, the calm waters washing the dust from the trail off. I'd never been snorkeling in the ocean before, and Will laughed as I fumbled with the mask and flippers. I splashed him good-naturedly and managed to get the mask on correctly, paddling away before he could splash me back.
Underwater, the world was quiet, and as we swam over the reef, I was astounded. I floated around, watching the different fish go about their business, enjoying the peacefulness of a world I didn't often see.
I caught sight of the movement beside me and glanced over. Will was paddling towards me, and I took a gluttonous look at his body under water before surfacing to talk to him.
"Enjoying?" he asked, spitting the snorkel out of his mouth.
"It's beautiful." I floated in the water, taking in the scenery around the bay. "This was a good idea, Will. Thank you."
"See, I told you, didn't I?"
"Don't ruin the moment. I was being genuine."
The tour guide called us back after what felt like just a few minutes. I was surprised when I realized we'd been snorkeling for nearly an hour. I waddled out of the water, trying not to trip on my flippers, and laughed as Will splashed me.
Everyone changed back into their regular clothes and we made our way back to the ATVs. "Alright, you're driving back." Will hopped onto the ATV ahead of me, settling into the seat.
"What? No!"
"Yep." He tied on his bandana and plunked his helmet on. "Give it a try, at least. If you hate it, we can change at the first checkpoint."
"This is a bad idea." I shook my head, still holding my helmet. "Will, I'm tiny. How am I supposed to control this thing?"
"I'll be right behind you." He grinned, grabbing on to the rope handles. "Come on, I wanna see you drive this thing."
Reluctantly, I put my helmet and bandana on and climbed on the ATV. Will leaned forward, his chest pressed against my back.
"Here's the gas. This is the brake. You use your arms to steer." He spoke confidently as he showed me how to drive it.
"I'm gonna make an ass of myself," I muttered.
I proved it, too. As soon as the guide gave us the signal to start, I hit the gas and the ATV shot forward. Will's body slammed against mine, pushing me forwards towards the handlebars as I shrieked.
"Easy, easy!" he laughed.
"This is such a bad idea."
"You can do it. Just go a little easier on the gas."
The second start wasn't so bad, nor was trying to steer the thing. Once we were on the trail, I was a bit more comfortable. I relaxed a bit, and only then did I remember how nice the vibrations felt and how close behind me Will was. Though, if he found the situation as arousing as I had, I didn't notice.
Once we reached the first checkpoint, I turned around. "You're hardly bouncing at all. I was all over the place."
"I'm also a lot heavier than you," Will pointed out. "A lot harder to toss me around, you know."
"Oh, so you don't need to hold onto me to keep from flying off?"
"Pretty sure we'd both fly off if I was holding onto you. I'm a mountain, remember? And you're like a leaf."
Before I could respond, the tour guide signaled us to keep going. I started off a lot more smoothly this time, and the rest of the ride went fine. At the next checkpoint, I asked Will to take over again. My arms were starting to get sore, and between the adrenaline and the amount of time we spent snorkeling, I was starting to get tired. He took over without question. I wrapped my arms around his waist again as we took off, resting my head against his back as I peered into the jungle.
When we returned to the bus, I was spent. I fell into my seat with a sigh as Will squeezed himself next to me. The other people from the tour got on as well, but spread out, leaving Will and I relatively isolated at the front. The tour guide served us beers as the driver left the parking lot and I drank gratefully, worn out but happy from the day's adventure.
"You look exhausted," Will said.
"I'm a little tired," I admitted. "I had no idea how long we had been snorkeling, and driving that thing takes a lot of work. Aren't you tired?"
"A little." He took a swig of his beer. "So, I still hardly know anything about you, except what Angela gossips about. Tell me about yourself."
I looked at my beer thoughtfully. "Not much to say. I work a lot. I love what I do, but it's exhausting and, well..." I stopped, sadness suddenly draping over me. "Honestly, I got into social work because I like to help people, and I wanted to make things better for people going through hard times. But I'm not even 30 yet and I think I'm burning out."
"I don't know much about social work," Will admitted. "You said you deal with shitty situations, though?"
I nodded. "I work in child welfare right now. So, think of the saddest, most depressing, terrible, horrible things that people can do. I work with those kids." I leaned back in my seat, my words pouring out uncontrollably. "I knew I needed a vacation when I started having trouble being empathetic towards my clients. It's a real thing in a lot of these jobs, people call it compassion fatigue. Like, you stop being able to feel sympathy for anyone because every day you just face these horrendous situations and it's just terrible. You start thinking like, 'oh you think this is bad? This other family I work with is dealing with this other thing that's even worse.' And that's never... it's not a competition, you know? I'm not used to feeling like that. I don't feel like myself anymore."
"Shit." Will drummed his fingers on the top of his beer can.
"Sorry." I took a swig of my own beer. "I didn't mean to dump that on you. I thought sitting on the beach and doing nothing was the answer, but I think today was the happiest I've been in months."
"Don't apologize. I might not know much about it, but I'm happy to listen."
I smiled sadly. "Thanks. I'm trying to do more of this self-care stuff that people talk about. I realized too late that I wasn't taking care of myself and that's why this burnout started. But it's hard to talk about work to anyone aside from the people I work with, and they're all dealing with the same shit too, so it's easy to start internalizing and just not dealing with anything in a healthy way. I'm sorry." I looked at Will. "I haven't been the kindest person to you on this trip, and it's all because you were just having fun and enjoying things."
"I could tell you're a nice person." Will nudged me. "I also know I'm overbearing sometimes. I'm sorry I was pissing you off. I don't know if you knew this, but I was supposed to be here with my girlfriend. Well, ex-girlfriend. We broke up last month and since I'd already paid for the trip... well, I was pretty excited that I wasn't the only non-old-timer who was here, so I was probably extra annoying to you."
"I heard that from Angela. She really is a gossip, hey?" We both laughed. "What happened, if you don't mind my asking?"
Will hesitated, his face showing a vulnerability I hadn't seen from him. "Honestly, it wasn't working for a long time. I've known since I was a kid that I wanted to be a chef, and working late nights and weekends and stuff comes with that territory. She just finally got fed up with my schedule." He shrugged. "I'm not giving up my dream for anyone. It wasn't a messy breakup or anything, no screaming or cheating or anything dramatic. The whole situation just sucks."
"Damn. I'm sorry."
Will shrugged. "It is what it is." He grinned suddenly. "Alright, I know your deep dark secrets and you know mine. So, no more apologizing, no more sad stories. Let's just enjoy the rest of the trip." We clinked our beer cans together and drank.
"So, I went to my high school reunion a few years ago," he started.
"That sounds terrible."
"It was. The night starts off, right, and about ten minutes in, this guy gets kicked out."
"Reunion crasher?"
Will shook his head. "Nah, he started harassing this girl he used to have a crush on and this other guy we went to high school defends her, right? So then the first guy gets pissed and ends up throwing two drinks all over them and gets kicked out. He's drunk out of his mind, right? And so then the other two take off, because he's just covered in red wine or something. And she's, I dunno, going to help him."
"Oh, is this going where I think it's going?"
Will laughed. "Yeah, someone said they got caught hooking up in the old home ec classroom. But that's not even the craziest thing!"
He continued the story as we drove, and I was in stitches almost the entire time. I don't know how much of it was true, but Will could certainly spin a tale. As we got off the bus back at the resort, I stopped him, remembering he'd paid for the excursion.
"Um, one more thing." He looked back at me. "I kind of, um, wasn't fully truthful about paying for the excursion. It had nothing to do with money, I was just trying to get out of it. Can I please pay you back? I feel awful about it."
"Nope." Will started walking through the lobby and I shuffled to catch up with him.
"Seriously, Will. That was rude of me. Let me pay you back."
"Your company was payback enough."
"Bullshit. Come on."
He stopped. "Alright, tell you what. If you insist, you can pay for us to go on another excursion." The corners of his eyes crinkled as he grinned at me. "You had fun today, right? Let's do something again tomorrow."
I almost declined out of habit, but stopped myself. "Okay. Let's do it."
"Yeah!" Will fist-pumped and I burst out laughing.
While Will went to the pool, I ran to the tour office and booked a trip for us the next day, then headed back to my room to shower and nap before dinner. Will might have only been a little tired, but I was exhausted.
**
We ended up next to each other after dinner.
The resort's lobby had a large stage, and I finally allowed myself to be talked into staying to watch the show. It was the warmest night of the trip, and I'd changed into a white cotton sundress for dinner and piled my curls on top of my head to try to keep from sweating. Will and I sat next to each other, just barely away from the old-timer's, as he'd dubbed them.
"So what's this show?" I asked, sipping a delicious, fruity cocktail that the waiter had just brought.
Will shrugged. "The first night it was like a magician thing. I don't know what tonight is." He looked at my drink, then at the waiter. "That looks good. Can you keep those coming for both of us?"
"Si, senor."
The lighting dimmed and a loud, jazzy song started playing. Spotlights focused on the sides of the stage and followed as two women entered from each side, clad in sparkling body suits and feathered headdresses.
"Showgirls!" I whispered. I started giggling. "If they start stripping, there's no way I can stay. My parents are right there!"
We both tried not to laugh as the show went on. The poor performers. They did a decent job, considering it was a small show at a tiny resort. It was just very clearly a small show at a tiny resort. At one point, the showgirls asked for a volunteer audience member, and who should end up going onstage but Gary.
The men in the group hollered as he made his way through the audience. Gary's face was a mixture of sun burnt and alcohol-flushed.
"Oh, this is gonna be good," whispered Will as the waiter brought us our third or fourth round of the fruity umbrella drinks.
"Ok, Senor Gary," said one of the showgirls into the microphone. "We're showing you the showgirl dance. But first, you need to look like a showgirl."
"Oh, I don't know if my wife is gonna like that..." Gary replied.
"Yes I will!" she hollered from just beside us.
I lost it, as did everyone else in the audience. Gary was begrudgingly decked out in a feathered headdress, heels, and a smear of clown-red lipstick. Will was wiping tears from his eyes as he laughed.
"You should have volunteered." I leaned towards Will, whispering in his ear. "I'd love to see you walk in those heels."
"I would be rocking that lipstick," Will fired back. "But I can't dance worth shit."
"Even better."
"Is this your way of telling me you like your men to make fools of themselves?"
I chuckled into my drink. "Bold of you to call yourself 'my man.'" Will stuttered as I sipped the cocktail and fluttered my eyes at him. "I'm teasing, don't have a fit."
Will leaned towards me to respond, but Gary's lesson was over at that point. The people around us broke out into loud cheers as the showgirls cued the music and had Gary dance with them. I clapped and cheered along with them, glancing at Will only to see him looking at me with an odd expression. Our eyes met and he held my gaze for a moment before turning away, loudly hollering for Gary to continue shaking what his mother gave him.
I wasn't sure what to think about that look, and the next time Will leaned towards me, it was to make another joke about Gary's lipstick. I shrugged it off, thinking maybe I'd read too much into it, and continued drinking.



The night was a little hazy after that. That's the best and worst part of those umbrella drinks. They go down fast, and smooth, and suddenly the showgirls are done and everyone's drinking and laughing and caught up in the moment. All I know for sure is that I distinctly made the choice to switch to water at one point, and that Will insisted that I grip his arm as we walked back to the villa even though I'd only stumbled because someone had spilled a drink on the floor.
"You alright from here?" he asked as we entered the small foyer between our rooms.
"I was alright back there," I insisted, reluctantly releasing the toned arm from my grasp. I let my fingers trail down towards his wrist, not really thinking. "But I appreciate the escort." The look I'd seen earlier returned to Will's face, an odd, unreadable expression that oozed with intensity. "What?"
He hesitated. "Nothing. You're... I've... We've both been drinking."
"I'm not drunk, Will." I thought I knew what he was trying to say, what he wanted. I wanted to tell him that I wanted that, too. That gaze, though. I felt like he was staring into my mind, and I couldn't find the words I wanted to say.
Maybe I was drunk.
"You have a lot of freckles." I watched as Will looked from my eyes to my neck, my shoulders, my collarbone. My fingers were still loosely gripping his wrist.
"I know."
He turned his wrist so his hand could grasp mine, staring down at our hands. When he finally looked back up, I was gazing up at him, my lips slightly parted, waiting, almost trapped in the anticipation that was that moment.
And then we heard voices coming towards us.
I stepped back from Will as though I'd been electrocuted, whirling towards the entrance to the foyer. Two of the other couples in the old timers group - whose names I still couldn't remember - entered behind us to go to the other rooms.
"You kids made it back alright?"
I laughed a bit too loudly and nodded. "Yep! Going to bed now!"
Without so much as a glance at Will, I turned to my door and unlocked it. The cold air hit me like a slap as I opened the door, and the sound of it shutting behind me was deafening. I swallowed and glanced in the mirror near the door. Underneath my sundress, my nipples were poking through the fabric. Will had seen that, almost certainly.
"Maybe just a little drunk," I muttered to myself. I grabbed a water bottle, gulping down half of it before going to the washroom and splashing cold water on my face. It was definitely time for bed.
**
"How are you feeling?"
Will's voice boomed in the lobby as he bounded up to meet me. I was certain he was trying to be louder than usual on purpose, but I wasn't hungover.
"Fine." I smiled in response, my sunglasses nestled in my frizzy curls, showing that my eyes weren't even bloodshot.
"Oh sure." Will settled in beside me as we waited for the bus. "Luckily you booked an afternoon trip. Pre-planning, right?"
I faked being offended. "I didn't plan to spend all night drinking. Happy coincidence."
He laughed. "So, what's your hangover busting secret, then?"
"I drank about six bottles of water after getting back to my room. I told you I wasn't drunk." I grimaced as the words came out of my mouth, not intending to reference the moment we'd had at the end of the night. "I mean..."
"Water, that's it!" Will interrupted. "Smart. Very smart. I just ate a whole bunch of really greasy bacon. And clearly hold my liquor better than you."
Apparently neither of us wanted to talk about it. I let out a slow, relieved breath.
Trying not to talk about the previous night proved difficult, and a thread of tension wound itself through the fun. The first part of the trip was exploring some ancient ruins, and by the time we finished, I was as unhappy as I'd ever been on vacation. The magic from the previous day seemed to have disappeared. Will spent most of the time at the ruins talking to another tourist on the trip, and I was left to follow along.
We got back on the bus after the ruins to go to a cenote - an underground cave filled with fresh water. By that point, we were hot and sweaty from walking the ruins, and I was eager to go down to the dark, cool water. I changed into my bikini quickly, and Will and I happened to be the first people ready.
"This is great," Will said. We'd walked down a long staircase and onto a platform in the cenote. I couldn't help but agree. It was dark, but sunlight breached the cave through a crack in the ceiling, filling the room with a gentle light that reflected the blueness of the water.
I stepped off the platform and into the water, shivering as the sudden coolness enveloped my skin. "It's absolutely perfect." Will slid into the water next to me.
"Colder than I thought," he said. His voice had about the same amount of warmth to it.
I was going crazy. Will had seemed ready to kiss me the night before, and now he was barely able to look at me.
"Senor, senorita." The tour guide waved at us, holding a camera. "Come on, get close, hold her up in the water! We'll take a nice photo for you. Perfect gift for your girlfriend, senor!"
Will looked alarmed. "We're not-"
"Sounds great!" I interrupted. Impulsively, I pulled myself close to Will and wrapped my arms around his shoulders. "Come on, darling, doesn't that sound nice?"
He looked shocked. I almost regretted the sudden act, but relaxed when his arms slid under my legs as he lifted me out of the water.
"Smile!" the tour guide directed, pointing the camera at us.
"Just picture Gary's lipstick," I whispered, and Will burst out laughing just as the flash went off.
I don't know what made me do it, but the sudden pretense of appearing to be a couple fixed everything. Suddenly, the chemistry returned. We were laughing and smiling, and most importantly, Will seemed to commit to the part by making sure he made physical contact with me as often as possible. As we left the cenote, his hand found the small of my back, guiding me towards the exit. Another shiver ran through my body, though this one had nothing to do with being cold.
We had reboarded the bus and were almost back at the resort when Will dropped the charade.
"What was that?" he asked, his voice uncharacteristically quiet.
I blinked, trying to appear innocent. "What was what?"
"Why did you do that?"
I bit my lip. "Was it a problem?"
He thought for a moment before shaking his head. "No. It was just unexpected."
"We weren't having fun." My voice was soft enough that no one around could hear us. "I wanted things to be like they were yesterday."
Will considered me for a moment. "I'm sorry if I made you uncomfortable last night. I was worried I'd make you feel that way again."
"I wasn't uncomfortable." My heartbeat increased as I took his hand in mine. "Were you?"
"No."
I cursed my luck as the bus stopped at our resort. Will let go of my hand, though he seemed sad to do so. Our luck continued to run dry. Before we could continue talking, my parents called out from across the lobby.
"Lauren! You're just in time. We're going to the a la carte restaurant tonight, just the three of us." Mom raced up to me, leaving my dad behind. "We made reservations while you were gone. I want at least one family dinner while we're here."
"Have a great time! See you at the show tonight, maybe?" Will said, the slight tone of tension that had followed us throughout the day returning to his voice.
I tried not to show my frustration. "Yeah, maybe." He waved and headed off as I stood with my parents.
"Such a cute guy," Mom murmured to me as he walked away. "No wonder you're spending all this time with him."
"It was just an excursion, Mom."
"Well, he is a looker, and you're both adults... I remember being a young lady once upon a time, too, you know!"
"Are you drunk?" I was shocked at how she was talking.
"She is definitely drunk." Dad finally reached us, not having heard her half-whispered comments. "Come on, let's get food. I'm starving."
**
I went back to my room after dinner, intent on a shower. The evening's entertainment had already started by the time we finished eating, but I hadn't seen Will in the audience, nor had I expected to. Despite his ability to appear over-the-top, I sensed he was a lot more sensitive than he let on. I wasn't sure if I had offended or upset him, but I did know that something had changed.
It didn't matter that much, I surmised. The next day was the last full day of the trip, and Will lived across the country from me. Whatever was or wasn't happening, it was most certainly staying in Mexico. I resolved to enjoy the last bit of the trip, whether or not Will was around.
I took my time and washed and dried my hair, wishing the smooth curls I was able to maintain in the climate-controlled room would last in the humid air outside. The night was dark, though it was still early, and I wasn't ready to turn in yet. Slipping into the same white sundress I'd worn the day before, I decided to go back down to the beach.
There were a few people around as I made my way down but once I reached the sand, I could only see one other person. They were far enough away that I could hardly make out their silhouette. I settled on a lounger, watching the ocean. The waves crashed, and though I was still frustrated about Will, I felt pretty good. I was relaxed, I was happy, and I was feeling recharged. I smiled at my realization. I was finally able to see the bright side of situations again. I finally felt like myself again.
"You look pretty happy." I hadn't noticed that the other person on the beach was walking towards me, nor had I noticed that it was Will, until he spoke.
"I didn't recognize you all the way over there," I replied.
"I knew it was you." He sat on the edge of the lounger, near my feet. "I could see you in that dress from space, even with how short you are."
I flushed a bit, hoping it wasn't noticeable in the dark. "I guess it's pretty white."
"And looks amazing on you."
"Are we flirting or joking now?"
Will looked a bit stunned at the forwardness of the question, but I maintained the steady look I was giving him. "I don't know," he finally said. "I had an amazing time with you yesterday, but at the end of the night, I just didn't feel right about even asking to take things further. Not with the way we'd been drinking."
"You know it would just be a vacation fling."
"Doesn't mean I want you to wake up and regret it." He glanced down. "Today, I was still so worried I'd made you uncomfortable that I couldn't relax, and then suddenly you were jumping in my arms and calling me darling, and all those things I felt yesterday came rushing back."
"And then?"
He laughed. "I remembered we're both here with our parents and how awkward it would be to try to explain that. I'm 32. I shouldn't have to be worried about sneaking around with a girl. Suddenly I felt like I was 14 years old again and trying not to let my voice crack when I met my first girlfriend's father."
I burst out laughing. "It's ridiculous," I agreed.
"I had fun today. I liked pretending we were together. I know that's probably a rebound thing, but it was nice."
"I liked the part where you picked me up in the water like I a doll or something."
Will laughed again. "Wanna walk down the beach with me? It's a pretty nice night."
He helped me off the lounger and we walked for awhile, chatting casually. A comfortable silence fell as we reached the edge of the resort property, and as we turned around to walk back, I reached for Will's hand. My hand disappeared into his as he grasped it.
"This is okay?" I asked.
"Of course. As my fake girlfriend, you can hold my hand anytime."
"Your fake girlfriend?" I giggled. "What other entitlements does that get me?"
"I'll buy you some fake flowers, and we'll go on a fake date, where I fake forget my wallet, but it's okay because it was a fake restaurant."
The joke was stupid, but it had both of us splitting our sides.
"Sounds good. I'll fake laugh at all your jokes and fake being okay with paying for our fake dinner."
"Alright. Fake everything, as long as there's no fake orgasms." He laughed.
"As long as you make sure there are real ones." I didn't laugh.
He stopped walking, looking at me. I stared back, doing my best to look serious and genuine.
"Do you want this?" he asked quietly.
"Yes."
His lips were on mine moments after I spoke the word. I had to tilt my head almost all the way back to kiss him, even as he stooped to reach my mouth. He wrapped his arms around my waist, pulling me close to him. I touched his arms, sliding my hands up to his shoulders, and eagerly returned the kiss.
The roughness of his beard brushed against my skin as he explored my mouth, his tongue probing in between kisses. As he kissed me, his hands slid further and further down my back, until he was cupping my ass through the thin cotton of my dress. My own hands explored his neck, his shoulders, the toned muscles of his chest, and back up to his shoulders again. I gently scraped my fingernails against his skin, and his body began reacting to mine. I couldn't hold back a giggle as I felt his cock twitch against me, and Will nipped gently at my lip.
"Are you laughing at me?" he asked in a low, teasing growl. I tried to respond, but his lips crushed against mine again. His fingers began to work the cotton fabric on my dress, lifting it higher and higher until he could slip his hands underneath it. I moaned against his mouth when his hands slipped into the back of my panties, his hands so large they covered almost my entire ass. He squeezed, not so hard as to hurt, but enough to make me gasp. Again, his teeth grazed against my bottom lip.
"You never warned me you bite," I breathed as he pulled back. Fingers prodded here and there as he continued his exploration of my ass, deftly dipping towards my ass hole but only ever brushing against it.
"Are you complaining?"
"No."
He kissed me again, and I felt his cock growing harder between us, pressing against my stomach. I slid a hand down between our bodies, gently cupping the bulge in his shorts, enjoying the sudden noise he made as I did.
"How about we head back to my room?" I murmured against his lips, my fingers still tracing up and down his cock as it grew and hardened under my fingers.
"Mmm. Not a sex on the beach type?"
"There's a lot of things I'd let you do to my ass, but getting sand up there isn't one of them." His cock twitched again as I traced it through his shorts.
"Let's go."
We made it back to the villa in record time, stopping only to make sure no one was in the foyer before rushing to my room. As I unlocked the door, Will stopped.
"I need something from my room. One sec."
I waited in the doorway as he rushed into his room, the door swinging shut behind him. Of course, because nothing ever goes the way I want it to, the old timers from the neighboring rooms chose that moment to return.
"Fuck!" I stepped into my room and shut the door as they entered the foyer. They stopped, chatting loudly outside their doors. "Go to your fucking rooms," I muttered to myself, watching through the peephole and praying that Will would listen before barging out of his room.
A few minutes went by. I gritted my teeth as I watched through the peephole. They stayed in the foyer for an excessively long time, drunkenly chatting and laughing. On the bright side, Will hadn't left his room, so I guessed he had heard them as well. It did mean, however, that I was stuck alone in my room, horny and frustrated.
I was so focused on watching the people in the foyer that the tapping at my patio door caused me to pitch forward in surprise, nearly banging my head against the door. I whirled around to see Will standing on the terrace. Of course - his patio was next to mine. All he had to do was hop off his and walk around the privacy wall to mine.
"I never even thought of that," I admitted as I let him into the room.
He grinned. "I have my moments of genius."
His lips were back on mine before anything else could be said, urgent and demanding, and he picked up his exploration of my body. Hands were on my back, my arms, my waist, brushing over my breasts, until he began to trail his fingers along my collarbone, up my neck, and wound them into my curls. He tilted my head up more, and his lips left mine, kissing along my jaw and neck.
The burning trail of kisses distracted me, and I barely noticed as he pushed the straps of my sundress down. It started falling away from me and I wriggled against him to let the fabric fall to the floor. Realization hit him as it dropped that I had no bra on, and his hands were on my breasts in an instant.
"You're so short," he grumbled, and guided me to spin around. He sat down on the edge of the bed, spreading his legs and pulling me in close. Seated, his head was the perfect height, and I put my hands on his shoulders as he pushed his face between my breasts. He kissed and licked the spot between them as he cupped one in each hand, running his thumbs over my nipples.
My panties were quickly becoming damp. I tried biting my lip to keep from moaning, but he removed his hand from one breast and replaced it with his mouth, and I couldn't keep it in. Will's mouth was doing amazing things, his tongue flicking and circling my nipple and kissing along the underside of my breast. He was driving me crazy and I wanted more.
Pulling back, I wriggled my way out of Will's grasp. He looked up in confusion, lips wet.
"I sense an unfair amount of clothing removed from me, and not a lot from you." I reached for his chest, unbuttoning the top few buttons of his shirt and revealing a few of his many tattoos.
Will pulled the shirt off the rest of the way. "Technically, now we're even." He looked me up and down pointedly. "I only removed one thing."
It was true. I responded by sliding my panties down and stepping out of them. "Alright, how about now?"
No response from Will as he gazed down, seemingly captivated by my pussy. He reached forward to pull me to him again, but I placed a hand on his arm before he could touch me. It was my turn to have some fun.
I stepped slightly closer as Will moved his hands to the side, watching me closely. Reaching down, I undid the button on his shorts before dropping to my knees in front of him. He sat up a bit to help me slide his shorts and boxer briefs the rest of the way down.
Everyone's seen or heard the typical movie reaction to the unveiling of a cock, usually by a bleach blonde porn star with fake tits and bad acting skills - "Oh my gawd, it's so BIG." I don't think anyone in real life has ever genuinely said that, but I came close when Will's cock was finally freed. My first thought was 'holy shit.' My second was 'how did he hide that under his swimsuit?' And my third was 'I don't think that's going to fit inside me.'
Will's cock was thick, veiny, and incredibly rigid. He was definitely bigger than average. I was glad he couldn't really see my face from his angle, because I really didn't know what I looked like with an expression of terror and absolute desire mixed together.
I wrapped my fingers around his cock first, though I wasn't able to get them the whole way around. Will inhaled as I did, and then let out a groaning exhale as I gave a few experimental strokes. His tip was glistening with pre-cum, and I dipped my head forward to lick it off. Will made another noise and I looked up to see him watching me with rapt attention. Smiling, I held eye contact with him as I moved my head forward and licked the tip of his cock again.
"Do you really think I need to be teased?" His voice was hoarse, deep in his throat.
"Me? Tease?" I kissed his cock lightly before dragging my lips along his length. "Never."



He was about to say something else, but I looked away and took his cock into my mouth. Whatever it was, it turned into a sharp inhale, and he placed his hands on my head. His fingers entwined in my hair as I bobbed my head slowly, stroking the rest of his length at the same pace.
I didn't know how much of his cock I could get into my mouth. It took me a moment to figure out the best way to suck him so that he didn't hit my teeth and I was still able to breathe. Once I managed, I slowly started increasing the amount of dick I was able to take, working my way up as far as I could until his cock pressed firmly against the back of my throat.
I'm not one of those girls with no gag reflex, but I can manage fairly well. I paused once Will's cock was as far in my mouth as I could get it, adjusted and held my breath, and proceed to swallow as much of him as I could. Even still, it wasn't everything, but Will groaned and tightened his fingers in my hair.
"Fuck," he swore. "Jesus fucking... You look so hot, Lauren."
I bobbed my head slowly and carefully as I looked up at Will, his cock as deep in my mouth as I could take it. Will was struggling to control his breathing as he watched me, and the sight of him, the feel of him, everything had me incredibly turned on. I started moving my head again, reaching up to stroke him as I resumed a slightly faster rhythm, and as I sucked his cock, I moved my other hand between my legs.
It took Will a moment to realize what I was doing, and when he did, he swore again. My slit was dripping wet and I was so horny I almost ached. A muffled moan vibrated against his cock as I rubbed my clit, and Will's fingers tightened in my hair again. As gently as he could, he pulled my head back. There was a wet popping sound as I released his cock from my mouth and looked up at him.
"Problem?" I breathed, not bothering to stop my fingers from circling my clit.
"Yes." He let go of my hair and grabbed my arms, pulling me to my feet. "I haven't gotten to touch your pussy yet, and here you are enjoying it without me."
The sheer difference in size between Will's body and my own shocked me again as he nearly tossed me on the bed. Looming over me, he looked like a giant, albeit a gentle one. He leaned down to kiss me, a hard, bruising kiss, before licking and sucking his way down my body. His tongue traced patterns along my chest and swirled past my breasts, his beard bristling against my skin. He stopped momentarily to flick each of my nipples. His mouth continued its travels down my rib cage and onto my stomach, where he kissed my belly button before beginning a series of kisses further and further down. It was agonizingly slow, and I was aching all over and begging for more by the time he finally placed a kiss on the top of my mound, just above my slit.
"I can stop here, if you want." He looked up at me, eyes innocent.
"Don't you dare," I gasped. "Please Will. I can't take it anymore."
It turns out I could take it a little bit more, because even though he dipped his head, his mouth hovered just above my clit as he breathed in my scent. I could feel his breath, hot and steady against me.
"Please," I begged again.
He lowered his mouth, his tongue flicking out to taste me, just brushing against my clit. I nearly screamed in frustration, but he finally started licking my pussy in earnest, his tongue swirling and licking my clit.
Will only paused to readjust me, bringing my legs over his shoulders so he had better access to my pussy. Once he did, he reached up and took my breast in his hand, his thumb brushing my nipple again and again. He took his other hand to my dripping hole and slowly pushed one thick finger inside of me. The sound that left my lips was lustful, almost animalistic, and I brought my hands to Will's head as the finger inside my pussy curled, pressing against my g-spot. I writhed under him, urging him on, grinding greedily against his mouth.
He sucked gently on my clit, pausing for a moment as he pushed a second finger inside my dripping hole, and resumed his pace. I felt the telltale signs of an orgasm starting deep in my stomach as he pumped both fingers inside me and licked my clit rapidly.
"I'm going to come," I gasped. "Please, don't stop, I'm so close..."
He didn't stop. Instead, he curled the fingers again, and as he hit my g-spot, my orgasm ripped through my body. I felt my legs clench against Will's head, felt my back arch as I thrashed against the bed. Tremors rose and fell through me, and I gasped for breath. It took a few moments to come back down to earth, but when I did, Will was slowly pulling his fingers from my pussy and wiping his mouth and beard across the back of his hand.
"Fuck," was all I could say, and he laughed.
"If you'll let me," he said, that husky sound returning to his voice.
"Oh god yes." He was looming over me again, and I reached up to bring his face down to mine. I could taste my juices on his lips and beard as I kissed him. As he relaxed against me, I felt his hard cock pushing against my leg, and remembered my worries about it fitting inside me. "Do you have a condom?" I asked suddenly.
He pulled back and rolled to the edge of the bed, grabbing for his shorts. "It's what I stopped for," he said.
I bit my lip as he found it, ripping the package open to put it on. "Will, I'm a little nervous," I admitted.
He had the condom part way on, but stopped and looked up at me. "What's wrong?"
I blushed. "Your cock... I'm just not sure..." I couldn't figure out how to say it without sounding ridiculous. "It's really big," I finished lamely.
Will laughed. "Sorry," he said. "I don't mean to laugh. Are you worried about me hurting you?" I nodded, swallowing hard. His expression turned serious as he finished putting the condom on and crawled back towards me. "I'm going to go really slow." His fingers were back between my legs, probing at my slit. "I'm going to make sure you're ready." His fingers slid inside me again, making me shudder. "And if it's too much, at any point, tell me. We'll figure something else out."
"Okay." I nodded, my lips parted as I breathed in. He pushed my legs further apart and moved between them. Before doing anything else, he made sure the pillows behind me were comfortable, checking to make sure I was okay. I nodded again, though I was still shaking a bit.
"Relax," he said. He pushed his fingers inside me again, making sure I was wet and ready. Once he was convinced, he removed his hand and grabbed his cock. I looked down, watching as he positioned the tip against my hole. "Relax," he repeated, looking at me. "I promise, it'll feel better if you do."
I took a breath and focused on unclenching my muscles. "Do it," I said suddenly. "Please."
He pushed the tip of his cock into my pussy, and I watched as my inner lips stretched to accommodate him. My breath came in short gasps as he pushed in just a little further, then further. I watched as his cock disappeared inside of me, and made small, uncontrollable noises as I felt an incredible fullness. By the time he was fully inside me, I was panting. My head tilted back and I slammed my eyes shut, focusing on staying relaxed as the walls of my pussy stretched around him.
"Are you okay?" he asked quietly, his voice restrained.
I tried to say yes, but all that came out was a groan. I nodded instead.
"Okay. I'm going to pull out and do it again," he told me. I exhaled as he withdrew his cock, pausing before he thrust into me again. There was less resistance this time, and his hips met mine more quickly than the previous thrust. Again, he asked if I was okay.
"Yes," I managed to say that time. "Oh god, yes."
He repeated the action again - a slow withdrawal, then another thrust forward, and a pause while he was inside me.
"I was crazy," I gasped before he could ask me if I was okay. "This feels amazing."
"Can I go a bit faster?"
It was only then that I opened my eyes and realized Will was struggling to go so slowly. He clearly wanted to fuck me relentlessly, and was holding back solely for me.
"Yes," I breathed. "Do it."
To his credit, he didn't start slamming away immediately. He moved inside me slightly faster, but still gently, and built up the pace as he went. The noises coming from my mouth weren't ones I had heard myself make before. Instead of satisfied moans, tiny, high-pitched cries came from my throat. The feeling of his cock inside me was unlike anything I'd experienced before - the sudden fullness, followed by a hollowness as he pulled out. It was amazing and strange, pleasurable and painful, absolutely erotic. I couldn't get enough.
Will began fucking me harder. He leaned forward, his elbows on either side of me, and he rested heavily on them to avoid crushing me as he fucked me. My legs were spread as far as they could go and my knees were pushed as high as I could get them, and I moaned as I suddenly realized I could feel another orgasm building.
I raised my hips slightly to meet Will's as he fucked me, and we both cried out at the deepness. "I'm going to come again," I gasped, and it was just a moment later that it hit.
It was unlike any other orgasm I had ever experienced. Not only could I barely control my movements as it rolled through me like lightning, pleasure shooting from every nerve in my body, but a sudden wetness between us made me realize I had squirted. I had never had that happen before, and I was shocked, although Will didn't seem to notice. He grunted suddenly, then stilled inside me, groaning as his own orgasm hit.
We lay together, both panting, both holding on to each other like the other was a lifesaver. Will pulled out, and only then seemed to notice the mess I'd made.
"Sorry," I whispered. "I've never done that. I didn't even know that could happen to me."
Will grinned. "Honored to be the first, then," he replied. He kissed me, and I reveled in the tenderness of the action, enjoying his lips against mine. "Let me clean up, I'll grab you a towel."
I laid back against the bed, still catching my breath and willing the feeling to return to my body. Will came back and helped me wipe off, then pushed the comforter off the bed before returning to my side. Half-asleep already, I could feel a dull throb between my legs, though it was a pain I almost enjoyed.
**
A hand was resting on my hip, and there was a solid warmth against my back. I came to a slow realization the next morning that someone was beside me before the memories of the previous night returned. The warmth against my back was Will's chest, and as I straightened my legs and shifted, I brushed against his legs and stomach. His body was curled around me, and again I felt dwarfed by his size - not just the little spoon, but like a commemorative teaspoon next to a ladle. The hand on my hip gently squeezed and released, and his lips kissed my shoulder.
"Morning." I yawned, slowly stretching out along Will's body. My hips ached, as did my stomach muscles, and a dull ache still radiated from inside my pussy.
"How are you feeling?" Will's lips brushed against my skin as he spoke.
"Mmm." I yawned again. "Pretty wonderful, actually."
The hand on my hip started sliding around to my stomach, pulling my body closer to him. From behind, I could feel his cock starting to stir, half-erect against my ass. "How wonderful?" he whispered, and his hand slid up to cup my breast.
As much as I wanted to, I didn't think taking his enormous cock inside me again was possible right at that moment. The fucking Will had given me the night before was incredible, but my body wasn't quite recovered.
I wiggled my ass against his cock, feeling him twitch and grow harder. "I don't know if I can fuck you quite yet, but..." I trailed off as I pressed my ass back against him. He whimpered softly as his grip on my breast became more firm.
"I don't think I can do anything to your butt without hurting you," he mumbled.
I giggled. "Not without about a gallon of lube. But I wasn't saying 'butt.'"
Squirming out of Will's grip, I pulled the sheets back and pushed him onto his back. Well, I pushed on his chest and said "Roll onto your back," because there was no chance of me being able to shift him myself. Once he was in place, I crawled past him gingerly, my legs still stiff from a combination of sleep and pushing physical limitations, and nestled myself in between his legs.
Will wasn't quite fully hard yet, and I traced my fingers up and down his cock, stroking softly. I cupped his balls gently, eliciting a small grunt, before taking his semi-hard cock in my mouth. He groaned again, and I worked my tongue along his shaft, feeling him grow in my mouth, enjoying the sounds he was making as I got him more and more erect.
When he was standing at full-mast, I repeated my actions from the previous night - stroking, taking him as deep as I could, and repeating, until he was as far back in my throat as I could manage. Will grabbed onto my head, controlling the pace of the bobbing. I kept a hand wrapped around the base of his cock as he increased the pace.
At some point, it went from me sucking Will's cock to Will fucking my face. He was panting and grunting as he directed my head, his hands tangled in my curls, and I tried valiantly to keep up as his cock was forced deeper and deeper into my throat. Tears sprung into my eyes as I tried to pace my breathing, until finally he thrust into my mouth a little too hard, and I gagged, the tears spilling down my face as I pulled back.
Will released his grip on my hair. "Shit, are you okay?" A hand went under my chin as he took his cock out of my mouth and forced me to look up at him. "Shit, oh no. Lauren, I'm so sorry. Fuck. You're crying."
I shook my head, swallowing and wiping my eyes. "I'm not crying," I managed to say. "Not like, sad crying. It's a side effect of having something huge shoved down your throat repeatedly." I grinned, catching my breath. "Just a little too deep on that last one, up until then I was fine. Come on, let's keep going."
He looked shocked, but I paid no attention, and resumed my position between his legs with his cock in my mouth. His hands floated above my head for a moment, uncertain, but I picked up nearly where we'd left off, opening my throat to swallow as much of his length as I could - without gagging, of course.
Will groaned and his hands ended up back on my head. He seemed to take my word for it that I was okay, because fairly soon, he was fucking my mouth again, his legs tensing as he gently thrust up while pushing my head down. It didn't take much longer before the grunting was a regular sound.
He released my hair suddenly, though his hips still strained forward. "Lauren, I'm gonna... if you don't want it in your mouth, I need you to move, now," he gasped. "I'm close."
I don't know if he was surprised that I didn't move, but I didn't even change the pace at which he'd been forcing his cock down my throat. A loud cry was followed by the feeling of hot cum spurting into my mouth. I pulled back a bit, stroking him as he came, holding just the tip in my mouth as he finished. Once I was sure he was done, I moved back and swallowed the tangy, salty cum in my mouth.
Crawling back up the bed, I laid down, resting my head on the pillow next to Will. His eyes were closed, an expression of calm bliss on his face. When he felt me lie next to him, he opened his eyes and turned towards me, pulling my head towards him for a kiss.
"That was amazing," he said between kisses. "Let me return the favor."
I smiled and laughed. "Give me a raincheck on that," I said. "I need to stretch out a bit first."
He looked concerned again. "Are you sure you're okay? It really sounds like I hurt you."
"It's not painful..." I thought for a moment. "It's more like being stiff. Like you know when you work out really hard or something the day before? I just need to get moving and shower, it'll go away."
He finally took my word for it and after a few more kisses, Will and I parted with a promise to meet at the pool after breakfast. After he left, I crawled out of bed and stretched, bending and loosening my muscles. Just the quick stretch helped with the stiffness, and it was almost completely gone after I had a hot shower and dressed for the day. Breakfast was fast - Will and I slept in a bit more than usual, so I caught the tail end of the buffet - and then I made my way down to the pool.
I tracked down my parents and their friends rather quickly. "Lauren!" my mom said. "Are you going to hang out with us old folks today?"
"Sure." I smiled. "Last day of the trip, right?"
"And the foam party!" Angela shouted. They already seemed to be three sheets to the wind.
"What's a foam party?"
"I don't know if she should go to the foam party." Will walked up while Angela was starting to explain. "She's so short, she'll get lost in the pool forever."
"You'll just have to watch out for her, Will," Mom said.
I bit back a laugh and got settled in one of the chairs.
The next few hours were a blast. We drank and splashed in the pool, taking over the swim up bar and befriending anyone else who came past. If anyone suspected Will and I spent the night together, it wasn't obvious, and any lingering soreness I'd had was gone by the afternoon.
I took a break after lunch, applying more sunscreen before stretching out on a lounger to read for a bit. I had only grabbed a trashy magazine, since I knew I would be spending most of the day with people and would only really need short breaks from the water.
Will came out of the water with a cocktail. I admired the view from behind my sunglasses - the water dripping off his swimsuit, which was hanging low on his hips. The tattoos across his chest and arms glistened as he dried off, sitting on the edge of my lounger. For a short moment, none of the old timers were around.
"Is the aqua therapy helping?" Will asked pointedly. I smiled up at him.
"Like a charm. I feel like a spry young virgin."
He choked a bit on his drink as I howled with laughter. "Is that so?" he finally said, an eyebrow raised. "Well, we better really, really make sure." He stood up and moved next to me, his arms sliding underneath my knees.
"Wait, wait!" I shrieked with laughter as he picked me up. "Let me put my magazine down! And my sunhat!"
"Get her in here, Will!" hollered Gary. Suddenly everyone was cheering for me to be thrown into the pool.
"My hat, wait!" I pitched the magazine down and flailed towards my head, trying to get the hat off. Will paused for just a moment to let me put it down, then took three giant, bounding steps towards the pool. I expected him to toss me in, but he held tight instead, and cannon-balled into the pool with me in his arms.
I barely had time to hold my breath and close my eyes, but managed. Underwater, Will released me, and I popped up slightly before he did, sputtering and laughing as the people at the pool shouted and clapped. I laughed along with them, paddling towards the swim up bar as Will surfaced.
"Asshole!" I yelled at him, and everyone laughed again. He paddled after me, gleeful.
We sat at the bar until the hosts around the pool started lugging out a large machine and announced it was time for the foam party.
"No one's explained to me what this is yet," I mentioned.
It turned out not to really need an explanation. A foam party included loud music playing as the resort staff turned the pool into a gigantic bubble bath. The machine they lugged out blew thick bubbles across the surface of the pool, and Will pulled me forward as the foam took over the bar area.
The energy of the party was amazing. It was just a bunch of drunk people in a pool with bubbles everywhere, but that day, it felt like a wild rave. I was thankful that Will stayed close. The pool was deeper on me than most people already, so the addition of huge piles of foam everywhere made it almost impossible for me to see anything.



Between the splashing and the dancing, Will and I found ourselves moving further away from the group. Suddenly, I was nearly up to my neck in the water, and Will dove under. The foam continued to pile, until I couldn't see past it, and I was buried in the bubbles.
"Will?" I asked, batting foam away from my face.
He popped back up beside me, the bubble pile wobbling on top of his head as he crouched so we were the same height. "Did you get lost?"
I smacked him playfully. "Did you drag me away from the group so you could do naughty things to me in the pool?"
"Yep." He grabbed me, pulling my body towards him. I rested my arms on his shoulders and wrapped my legs around his waist under the water as he supported us. He kissed me hard, his tongue pushing into my mouth. His lips tasted like cocktails and pool water, and were surprisingly cool against my hot skin. Under the water, one of his hands slid into my bikini top, cupping and pinching my nipple as he fondled me. I tried not to make noise, but a small gasp left my lips and Will laughed.
His hand wandered down from my breast to my stomach, sliding between our two bodies as he rubbed my clit through the fabric of my bikini bottoms. I suppressed another soft moan, and kissed him eagerly.
"Can we sneak out of here?" I murmured.
"Mm, I trick you away from the party for one minute and you want to go back and fuck already?" he teased.
"Yes." I nipped his lip to make my point.
"We'll go once the foam is gone. Say we have to shower and get ready for dinner."
I reluctantly let Will release me and guide me back to the rest of the group. We had another drink before the foam finally dissipated. I climbed out of the pool, still squeezing bubbles from my hair.
"I'm going to head back to the room," I said. "Gotta wash all this foam off before dinner."
"Aw, already?" Angela said, checking her watch. "Oh, I guess it is getting late."
"Yeah, and my hair takes forever to dry." I smiled and packed up my things.
"I think I'll head back to my room, too," Will said casually. "I still have to pack up before we leave tomorrow morning."
"What convenient timing." Gary's voice boomed. "Showers and packing, you two sure that's it?"
I froze, not sure what to say. Will laughed lightly.
"I'm sure that's it, Gary, but thanks for the awkwardness."
"Yeah Gary." My mom slurred a bit as she talked. "I don't wanna hear about whether that's it or not, that's my kid." She tilted her glass towards me. "Though if there is more to it, go get it honey, he's probably hung like a horse."
I blanched. "Mom!"
Even my dad was laughing. Will put a hand on my shoulder.
"How dare you guys question the virtue of this innocent young lady. I, for one, am here to defend Lauren's honor." He picked up my bag, boisterously chivalrous. "Come on, Lauren, I'm going to make sure you get back to your room safely, as a spry young virgin should."
Let no one say he wasn't true to his word. Will definitely got me back to the room safely. It was when we got to the room and I pushed the door open that my honor and virtue came into question.
Will's hands were on my hips instantly, pulling me back against him. I giggled and ground my ass against his crotch before turning.
"I want to kiss you everywhere," he stated.
"I'm going to taste like foam and chlorine," I replied. "So you better come shower with me first."
I went into the bathroom without waiting for a response, stripping my bikini top off and throwing it to the floor. I turned the shower on, and while I waited for the water to reach the right temperature, I bent over to remove the bottoms. I knew Will's eyes were on me, and when I turned around, he was standing in the bathroom doorway.
I motioned to the bathroom and the shower, where steam was already starting to fog the glass. The shower itself probably had enough space for four people to have a reasonably well-choreographed orgy. "There's lots of room."
"Just appreciating the view," he murmured, looking up and down my body.
"Well, come enjoy it over here. I'm getting in." I pushed the glass door open and stepped in, the door swinging shut behind me. I let the hot water wash over me, soaking my hair thoroughly. The motion on the other side of the glass told me Will had come closer, though his image was a little warped between the steam and water droplets. I ignored him, instead filling my hands with shampoo and lathering up my hair.
I washed it quickly, scrubbing my scalp and making sure the foam from the pool was all out. As I rinsed off, I glanced at Will. He was still watching from the other side of the door, and I reached forward and wiped some of the steam off the glass. "Better?"
His eyes were trained on me and he nodded.
"Why don't you come in?"
"You have no idea how mesmerizing you look right now."
I continued with my little show, pushing the lathered shampoo out of my hair. Suds ran down my body in rivers, pooling at my feet before swirling down the drain.
It was only when my hair was rinsed clean that Will removed his swimsuit and pushed the door open. A blast of cool air hit my skin as he entered the shower, naked as I was, his cock semi-hard.
"I'd wash your hair for you, but it's a little high up," I said. "I can do your back."
I grabbed the washcloth and squirted my body wash onto it, indicating he needed to turn around. I still had to reach up to wash his back, bubbles and water rippling off his back muscles and tattoos. The cloth moved over his shoulders, then his ribs, and lower and lower until it was just above his ass. Teasingly, I stopped and asked him to turn around again.
"I'll save that for last." He made to grab for the washcloth but I held tight and stepped forward, repeating the motions on his chest. I washed down his stomach and abs, before carefully running the cloth along his cock. He groaned softly and I gripped him through the cloth, washing him with loose, gentle strokes before pulling the cloth away.
I washed down his legs and back up before he finally took the cloth from me and threw it in the corner of the shower. "My turn," he growled, and grabbed another cloth.
Will had me turn around, standing under the running water. He washed me carefully and very, very thoroughly. A good amount of time was spent washing my breasts from behind, his fingers wiping the suds away and teasing me at the same time. His hands moved down my body, the cloth dipping between my legs. I inhaled sharply as he washed my pussy, again letting his fingers trail along to help the suds wash away.
Finally, he brought the cloth to my ass. I heard him kneel down behind me and I turned my head to look over my shoulder. "Need to make sure I clean this well," he said, grinning. His hands cupped my ass, his fingers kneading and massaging as he went. I fluttered my eyes closed as he ran the cloth along my crack, brushing it against my hole. My legs were suddenly pushed apart just slightly, strong fingers traveling up to the slick slit between my legs. It was only as something brushed against my hole again that I realized Will had dropped the washcloth, and that the roughness against my skin was his beard.
I was shocked as I looked back over my shoulder. Before I could react, Will's tongue was probing at the tight entrance to my ass. I inhaled sharply as he licked, his tongue swirling around my ass hole. He slipped one of his fingers past the folds of my lips and into my pussy, making me brace against the wall. A trembling cry left my mouth as he spread my cheeks further, his tongue dancing into my ass.
"Holy fuck." I tried to keep from shrieking as he kept licking, getting used to the foreign feeling of a tongue against my tight pucker. His tongue brushed against my walls, and the groan I was holding in spilled out of my mouth. I couldn't control myself from surging back against him.
The heat from the shower water splashing against me. The slick tiles under the palms of my hands. The heavy, steamy air. All of it paired with the way Will devoured my ass was more than I could handle. Before I knew it, I was coming. It erupted from me as I shuddered, crying out, pitching forward. I panted as Will withdrew his finger from my cunt and stood up.
"Oomph," he said. "That's hard on the knees."
"Jesus, Will." My voice was wheezy and weak.
He laughed and kissed the back of my neck, his arms wrapping around me. "Are you all clean now?"
"Thoroughly. Inside and out." I shifted my hips from side to side, making Will shudder as I brushed against his cock. "Are you?"
"Not yet." He kissed my neck again. "Wait here."
He stepped out of the shower and I heard him use one of the little mouthwash bottles on my counter, then fiddle with what I assumed was a condom wrapper. It wasn't long before he returned, and I greeted him by pressing my body against his and kissing him hard.
His mouth crushed against mine and he groped at my breasts, pushing me against the shower wall. "I need to fuck you, now," he growled. "Spread your legs."
"Here?" I shivered at the sudden coolness of the tile against my back. Will's hands moved down my body, nudging my legs apart, and he crouched a bit as he pressed against me.
"Hold onto my shoulders," he ordered. I wrapped my arms around his neck as he crouched to position his cock at my entrance.
"How is this going to work?" I started to ask. I barely had two words out when he entered me, simultaneously moving his hands to the back of my thighs to lift me.
The best way to describe the noise I made was a squeal of shock as I found my feet leaving the floor, and a wavering moan as his cock pushed deeper inside of me. I instinctively wrapped my legs around his waist, his cock driving deeper inside me as I did. My pussy was suddenly stretching to accommodate his size. The intense, sudden fullness seemed to shock my system, and I found myself drawing deep, heavy breaths.
Will's large hands held me steady, with support from the wall. He held still for a long moment, letting me readjust to his size, his mouth feathering light kisses against my neck. "Ready?"
"Yes." My voice was breathy, full of yearning.
Will began thrusting slowly. His hands guided me up and down on his cock, while his weight against me pressed me hard against the wall. I worried at first that he would drop me, but his strong arms didn't even waver as he tunneled inside my cunt. Soon I was so consumed by the feelings and sensations that I could barely think of anything else.
The water was warm, and while the majority of the shower stream hit Will's back, the steamy spray still clung to my skin in droplets. In contrast, the tiles on my back were cool, biting against my searing hot skin. Will's cock, thick and rigid, stretched my cunt, hitting every last nerve on my sensitive walls as he fucked me. His chest pressed against mine, my nipples poking into his warm skin. I had a complete lack of control, my body moving solely at Will's whim, and his pubic bone stimulated my swollen nub again and again.
I tilted my head back, feeling the water splash against my face. I think I moaned his name, I might have told him I was going to come. Everything was a foggy haze except the roaring of my orgasm as it built, and built, and built, until my hands were tensing and my pussy was clenching around Will's cock, tight as it could possibly be with a rod of that size inside of me. My eyes squeezed shut, stars flashing across my vision as pleasure tore through my body, unable to move or writhe against him.
Will was still pounding inside of me when I returned to Earth. "Come for me," I gasped. "I want to feel you come, Will. Give it to me."
"Gonna," was all he could say, and then he was coming as well. He leaned against me hard, trapping me between himself and the shower wall. His lips were still nuzzled against my neck, and his groan vibrated against me. I could feel the spasms of his cock still inside me as he came, and I sighed, content.
He held me up for just a few moments longer, before whispered he was going to put me down. His cock slid out of me as he guided me down the wall, my legs untangling as I found the floor. I clutched him momentarily as I regained my footing.
"That was..." I couldn't even finish the sentence.
"Yeah." Will was speechless, something that was highly unusual for him.
"I've never had anyone fuck me like that. I can't believe you held me up that long."
Will's face was a mixture of pride and happiness as he stooped to kiss me. "I might be biased, since I'm still standing here, but that might have been the best fuck of my life."
We stood in the shower for a few more minutes before reluctantly exiting. Will toweled off quickly, sliding back into his swimsuit before checking the peephole while I was still drying off in the bathroom. "Alright, I'm running for it." He blew a kiss at me from the doorway. "See you at dinner."
**
"Oh, it was so good to see you all!"
"It's over too soon!"
"We can't wait this long again, really."
"Let's do it again next year, eh? Make a tradition of it?"
"Don't see why not, the kids are all out of the house these days..."
I stood awkwardly by as everyone hugged and teared up, saying farewell to the first few people leaving - Will and his parents included.
"Oh and you two, getting along so well..." Patty wrapped an arm around my shoulders, the scent of wine oozing off her. "Thanks for keeping my Will company, dear. I hope he didn't annoy you too much."
"He was only a bit of a pain in my ass," I replied, looking at Will innocently.
We'd fucked after dinner again, urgently and desperately. I don't know that there was a position we hadn't tried. I'd ridden Will's cock passionately, filling myself with his length and coming again and again. He'd also pushed me on all fours, slapping my ass as he fucked me from behind. That morning, there was a last, slow, lazy orgasm as he drew me in close, spooning me, burying his cock into me as we woke up together.
So when I said a pain in my ass, I really meant I was trying not to make it obvious that I could barely walk.
Will grinned at me and we hugged, innocently enough, as the bus drove up to get them.
"I'll come back next year if you do," he murmured into my ear.
"See you then," I whispered back.
We parted, and I absentmindedly patted my pocket, where I knew Will's contact information was sitting. Who knows, I thought. Maybe I'd need a vacation again in a few months. I bet Will would be willing to put me up for a few days.
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"Attention everybody! I just want to say one thing real quick!"
I looked attentively at Lawrence as he tried to corral the attention of our co-workers. It was a feat to do so on a regular day, let alone in a bar with pounding music, voices layering over each other as people strained to hear their own conversations. I nudged Courtney and motioned towards Lawrence. Slowly, people focused on him.
"I'll be quick, I'll be quick!" he promised. "I just wanted to give a big thank you to everyone for coming out. Today was Mindy's last day in our office. She's been a hell of a great junior associate, and we want to wish her the best as she goes on to her new job as an associate lawyer at Benefit Legal. Mindy, we'll miss you, and you'll be a hell of a great asset to your new firm!"
Everyone raised their glasses as Mindy smiled and thanked Lawrence. I took a sip of my water and went back to the shouted conversation the rest of the legal assistants were having.
"...with this big freakin' stuffed octopus, I mean like the legs on the thing were the length of my arm -"
"Tentacles," I interrupted.
Courtney stopped her story and looked at me. "Did you just say 'testicles?'"
"No!" I shouted over both the general bar noise and laughter from the other legal assistants. "Tentacles! An octopus has tentacles, not legs." My cheeks were reddening.
"Whatever, Jessica. The tentacles, then. So they're like the length of my arm, and he's just hauling this thing around and stumbles up to me and goes 'I won this to give to the most beautiful girl at the fair,' hands me the giant octopus, and just wanders away."
"Oh my God," hooted Laurie. "And then?"
Courtney grinned coyly. "Well, he was drunk out of his mind, obviously! But he was super fine. So I followed him back to his friends, and of course they're just pissin' themselves laughing at him. So I tell them what happened, thinking I'll give one of them my number and they can give it to him when he sobers up so we can have this nice little meet-cute story, and then I got to chattin' with his one pal, Lucas. And he was drinkin' too, but he was still mostly coherent, so I banged him in my car while the gigantic octopus watched and now we're going to dinner tomorrow night!"
I joined in on the raucous hollers and giggles that followed, only mildly jealous of Courtney's story. "How do you even get yourself in these situations?" I asked. "It's like something from a movie."
"Well, you start by putting the books down and actually talking to people, Jess." Courtney tapped the novel that was sticking out of my purse.
I took the teasing in stride, though I knew I was blushing. I knew what Courtney meant, but it was easier said than done. Courtney was traditionally pretty, and played up her good looks with makeup and hairstyles that I couldn't pull off. Believe me, I had tried more than once. With a girlish face and big doe-eyes, I looked like a five year old playing with her mother's makeup. Instead, I settled for cozy sweaters, ponytails, and the hope that eventually my features would morph into something more mature.
As the other legal assistants shared more tales of things I couldn't relate to, I let my eyes wander. It was busy, but that was expected of a Friday night. Most of the patrons looked like us - business colleagues with loosened ties and blazers hanging off the backs of chairs as people began to shed their work personalities in favor of their weekend ones. I vaguely recognized some of the other people from our building, but the bar was popular, and the area had multiple high-rises that housed other law firms, businesses, and offices.
I focused on a small group dressed more casually than anyone else in the bar. Mostly clad in jeans and t-shirts, they were listening with rapt attention to the man in the center of their gathering. He was reasonably attractive and well-groomed, wearing a pair of expensive looking jeans with a plaid button-up over top, the sleeves rolled up to his elbows. I mused about what he was saying, and only realized I was staring when he happened to glance up and meet my eyes. His lips stopped moving momentarily and I felt my face burn. Turning back to my co-workers quickly, I joined in the laughter that erupted without knowing what we were laughing at.
"Who wants another round?" Courtney shouted. "Laurie? Karen? Okay, that's six shots, then?"
"Five," I corrected. "I'm designated driver. No shots for me."
"And we love you for it!" Courtney dangled an arm around my shoulders and planted a kiss on my cheek. I smiled awkwardly.
The longer the night went on, the more left out I felt. I was close with the other legal assistants, but I wasn't extroverted enough to keep up with their drunken conversations. As our co-workers started to leave and the group dwindled down, I found myself sitting alone at the table while everyone else mingled.
I glanced over at the group I'd noticed earlier, quickly catching sight of the attractive man. Their table was covered in empty glasses, and he was having an intense conversation with the person next to him. Their group seemed to be having fun, and I morosely wished I fit in, just like everybody else did.
It was no matter. While I waited for my co-workers to finish up so I could bring them home, I had my own entertainment. I pulled the novel out of my purse and flipped open to my bookmark. Shifting in my chair so I had enough light from the dim lamp above the table, I began to read.
The girls in my office knew me as the resident bookworm, and I think they assumed that I read modern, intelligent, dramatic literature. They were wrong. The book I had in front of me could hardly be called literature - polite people would call it a romance, and accurate people would call it smut. If anyone ever caught me reading some of the things I had in public, I'd probably melt into a puddle of slightly-aroused shame. I didn't know how to explain how enjoyable it was to read these dirty, exciting, terribly inappropriate books in front of people, and not be able to do anything - not even be able to react - until I was home by myself later. I'd finished book after book of some of the most erotic and arousing stories while on the bus or in the waiting room at the dentist, and forced myself to wait until I was home to deal with my body's reaction to the scenes that played through my imagination.
It didn't take long for me to be fully engrossed in the latest one. I didn't notice anyone approaching until a shadow fell across the table and blocked the light I was using. I glanced up, slightly annoyed, but prepared for the inevitable mocking at having pulled my book out in a bar.
I wasn't expecting was the man from across the bar to be standing by the table, a half-smile playing across his lips.
"I was fairly intrigued when I saw you looking over earlier, but I had to come over and find out what book was so enthralling that you pulled it out in the middle of a packed bar."
His eyes were crinkled at the corner, dark and framed under long lashes and thick, defined eyebrows. I could see why the people in his group listened to him so intensely. He exuded a self-assured intelligence that was captivating, even as he leaned casually against the bar table with one hand in his pocket.
"It's a new one," I finally managed to answer. "Just started it."
"Must be good. I can't imagine trying to read in a bar like this one. How can you focus?"
"It's easier when no one's talking to me." The words spilled out before I could stop them and I slapped a hand to my mouth, feeling my face burn. "I mean, not that I mind, what I meant was I wasn't really talking to anyone so I grabbed my book."
The man laughed as I stammered. "No, I deserved that. Excellent response." He waved down the waitress. "Can I buy you a drink to apologize for interrupting?"
"No, thank you." Again, my mouth moved faster than my brain. "I mean, I appreciate it, and I'd love a drink! But I'm driving. I'm just having water."
"I'm getting mixed signals. Let me start again." He leaned forward so I could hear him more easily, and I caught a whiff of his cologne. The scent was subtle, but enough to nearly make me swoon. "I'm Andrew. I'd love to chat with you, but I will respect if you want me to leave you alone."
"Jessica." I still had to shout to be heard over the music. "Please stay, I'm just really bad at this."
Each time we spoke to each other, we had to lean forward, shouting in the other's ear. Each time he leaned forward, I felt a little pang of longing, yearning to touch him. When he laughed, his face was close to mine, and I saw a small dimple appear in the corner of his mouth.
"Nice to meet you. I know I can't buy you a drink, but can we pretend like I did to break the ice?"
"Sure." He slid my water glass closer to me and I lifted it, raising it to him in a toast. "Thanks for the drink."
"It was nothing at all." Andrew slipped into the chair beside me. "So, what's this book that's so good you're ignoring your friends?"
"Co-workers. And it's just a... a thriller," I lied. "Whodunnit type thing."
"Love a good thriller. What's it called? I'm always looking for a new read."
Fuck.
"I don't recommend books until I finish them," I said quickly. "Check back with me in a few days."
"Is that an invitation?"
Fuck.
"D-do you want it to be?"
My entire body was screaming at me to abort mission. You've humiliated yourself already, Jessica, said the little voice in my head. You got caught reading your smut in public and now you're trying to be smooth and flirt your way out of it and absolutely nothing about you is sexy or flirtatious in any way. Abort conversation, abort flirtations, abort mission!
"I mean, a pretty bookworm is telling me to check with her in a few days... I'm hoping it's an invitation." Andrew's smile played across his lips as he focused those intense eyes on me.
I wouldn't say my jaw dropped, but my lips did part as I wildly tried to come up with a response. I'm sure I looked alarmed - I felt alarmed - but the sound of shattering glass distracted both of us before I could say anything.
Courtney was at the bar, slivers of glass glittering at her feet. I couldn't hear her from this distance, but her arms flew wildly as she shouted something at the bartender.
"Oh shit," I swore. I shoved my book back into my purse and bolted from the chair. The bouncers reached Courtney at the same time that I did.
"I'm so sorry, we're leaving, I'm taking her home." I grabbed Courtney's arms and trying to spin her towards the doors.
"Jessica, this bitch -"
Courtney slurred something at me that I couldn't understand. I looked wildly around the room, just as the other co-workers I was driving home came up to help me wrangle her.
"Let's go, time to go." Laurie and I herded Courtney towards the exit as Karen paid her tab. Just as we made it to the door, I caught Andrew's eye again. I shrugged helplessly and mouthed the word 'sorry' to him. He waved and smiled, mouthing what I think was 'me too.'
I made sure to drop Courtney off first. I still wasn't quite sure what the bartender had said or done, despite her repeated attempts at explanation. Luck seemed to have been on her side, though - our manager and most of the higher-ups had already left for the night, so they hadn't witnessed the scene Courtney caused. Laurie helped Courtney to the door and made sure she got in all right.
"Jesus Horatio Ronaldo Estefan Christ." Laurie slammed the door as she got back into my car. "I have no idea what her problem was, but I hope they don't ban us from there. Did anyone catch what happened?"
"I didn't catch what happened, but given the cost of her tab, I'll say that was a contributing factor," Karen grumbled. "That bitch better pay me back."
"Sheesh, at least she CAN pay you back. What about poor Jessica?"
I glanced in the rear view mirror at Laurie. "What about me?"
Karen hooted. "Oh yes, pulling her away from that guy. You know, I'm probably old enough to be his mother, or at least a very attractive and youthful-looking aunt, but that man you were chatting up has his picture in the dictionary next to 'faces I'd love to sit on.'"
Laurie and Karen howled with drunken laughter as my jaw dropped and I blushed and looked out the car window, shocked.
"Oh my actual God. And I thought Courtney was drunk out of her mind."
"Oh, get off it, I'm barely drunk. Karen's right, though, he was one hell of a looker. Who was that?"
"Just some guy." A totally attractive guy, I thought to myself.
"I think he said his name was Andrew." His name was definitely Andrew.
"He seemed okay, it's not a big deal." I was equal parts grateful and furious for Courtney's interruption.
"I doubt I'll run into him again. I didn't get his number or anything." Truth, and truth.
"Maybe he works in the building," Karen said.
I shrugged. "He didn't look familiar. It's no big deal."
"I don't know about that. Courtney always has those wild stories about her boyfriends and how she meets them, but you never seem to. Do you just not tell us?"
"No, I just... it's not that..." I stopped, trying to think of what to say. "Courtney is different from me. Interesting and crazy things always happen to her. She's gonna get married one day and have some crazy story about how she met her husband after getting two flat tires and losing her cell phone and he picked her up on the side of the road. Stuff like that just doesn't happen to me."
"It's because you always have your nose in a darn book," Laurie scolded. "Look what happened tonight, that guy came right up and talked to you!"
"He came up and talked to me because I had my nose in a book and he wanted to know why."
"Oh for the love of... okay, bad example. But I'm sure a lot of opportunity goes by while you're just reading away. Stop getting so lost in other people's stories, Jessica. You should try to be the star of your own!"
The drunken advice echoed in my ears long after I'd dropped off Laurie and Karen. I knew my co-workers were just trying to be helpful. Laurie and Karen were my office moms. And while I understood what they were saying in theory, I didn't know how to make that a reality. Courtney always had crazy things happening to her, even when she went to a county fair. I was quieter, and introverted, and shy. I didn't go out as much as she did. She was blonde and pretty, I still had a baby-face and plain hair. Guys went nuts over her. She knew how to talk to them without blushing or stuttering or accidentally saying things that made them want to walk away.
Courtney was the kind of girl who was the star of a story. I was just Jessica. The character that prevented the star from being thrown out of a bar by bouncers, that always carried a book around, that was always in the background.
I stretched my neck as I entered my house, letting my purse thud heavily to the floor. My novel slipped from the purse's opening as it tipped over. I'd been hoping to get a little further into it, but Andrew had... well. Thinking about Andrew was bittersweet. I didn't know if I'd had an actual chance with him. It was likely he would realize I was timid and boring and would have walked away to find some fun girl like Courtney. But I'd never know for sure, since I'd rushed away before he could figure that out.
Picking up the book, I headed to my bedroom. As I laid down on my bed, I replayed the conversation with Andrew over in my mind. In my imagined version, I was bolder. And wearing something sexier. And had a martini glass in front of me instead of a water glass.
"So, what's this book that's so good you're ignoring your co-workers?" was what he had asked.
"Oh, just a new one I started today. It's good. Very descriptive."
"What's it called? I'm always looking for a new read."
"I'm not sure it's really your cup of tea. It's more of a romance, I guess you'd say."
He'd be interested, I'm sure. "You guess?"
I'd lean closer. "It's very, very descriptive. I like to read these kinds of books, but it's a lot easier for me to hide if I get turned on in public than it would be for you."
I'd admit my little secret to Andrew. Instead of finding me weird or desperate, he'd think it was hot. He'd think I was mysterious and intriguing, not awkward and shy. He'd maybe come even closer, peer over my shoulder to see what I meant.
I closed my eyes, almost able to smell the scent of Andrew's cologne. There was a warmth spreading through my body, creeping up my neck and chest and down my stomach. Underneath my blouse, my nipples were hardening and aching in my bra. I thought of Andrew's intense eyes and the little dimple in the corner of his mouth.
I wanted to kiss that spot. I wanted to know how Andrew's mouth would feel against mine, what noises he would make if I touched him, if he would be gentle or firm when he grabbed me. I wanted to know what his cock looked like, tasted like, felt like. I wanted to go back in time to the bar, and repeat the whole interaction again. I wanted him to treat me like the women in the books I loved.
Andrew wasn't there to touch me, so I imagined my hands were his and touched myself. When I finished, lying on my bed with my hand in my panties, gasping for breath, the bittersweet emotions returned. I knew I was idealizing the thought of Andrew. After all, I'd only spoken with him for a few minutes. I'd never even found out his last name.
Maybe it was tiredness, or the afterglow of my orgasm, or the drunken advice from Karen and Laurie. I decided if I ever saw Andrew again, I'd at least try to take a bit more of a risk. It was certainly easier to decide that knowing that I'd be unlikely to run into Andrew again.
**
The weekend passed uneventfully. I read more of my book, drank tea, and fantasized about life as a romance novel character. When I returned to work on Monday, Courtney cornered me immediately.
"Jess, I am so, so, so, sosososososo, so sorry."
"What for?" I put my coat and purse away as she rambled at me.
"For Friday! For causing a scene at the bar, of course, and then Laurie told me it was my fault you lost a chance with some really hot guy and I will do whatever I can to try to track him down if you want -"
"Don't worry about it. Really, don't." I shot a look at Laurie, who busied herself in a file across the office and pretended not to listen. "It wasn't a big deal, I barely even talked to him."
Courtney looked confused. "Really? Laurie said you were really hitting it off."
I felt warm embarrassment slowly creeping up my neck. The air had been chilly that morning, and I'd put on a cozy knitted turtleneck. I willed myself to stop blushing before it showed. "It's not a big deal," I repeated. "How are you feeling, were you okay the next day?"
Courtney launched into a story about her weekend and her date with Lucas. I was able to tune it out as Laurie and Karen got in on the conversation. I tried to pretend I hadn't thought about Andrew since Friday, though the truth was that I hadn't been able to stop thinking of him. It got even more difficult to keep up the pretense when Laurie came up to me just before lunch.
"I hope I didn't overstep," she said.
I shook my head. "It's okay. But nothing happened with him, and nothing will. It's nothing."
"You know we just want you to be happy, and it was just so exciting to see you talk to someone. We just worry about you, you know."



"No need to worry." I tried to laugh. "I'm sure if it was meant to be, it would have worked out."
"Well, if you run into that man again, you make it work out. I could see the sparks between you two from across the bar." I wasn't able to keep the flush from hitting my cheeks, and Laurie saw it. "I know it's hard, honey. I know you're shy. Just try stepping out of your comfort zone, just a little, and see what happens."
"Laurie, Jessica, you coming for lunch?" Karen called across the office.
Laurie got up, but I shook my head. "I'm going to go a bit later. Just in the middle of this file."
As much as I adored my co-workers, I needed time to be alone and recharge. Eschewing the break room, I waited until the usual lunch hour was just about over before deciding to go to the cafe across the street. I was just about done my book and if the final scenes were anything like the rest of it, I could use the distraction of arousal to get through the rest of the day.
The cafe wasn't very busy, having just passed the lunch rush. A few people lingered, chatting here and there, but there was plenty of seating. I ordered a latte and a sandwich before settling at a table in the corner and immersing myself in the world on the pages of my book while I ate.
I was right - the ending was as raunchy and exciting as the rest of it. I was focused on not reacting: controlling my breathing, making sure my face didn't show a single hint of the way I was feeling. I couldn't control all my reactions, though, and I could feel myself getting wet as I read the last few pages.
The fact that there were people around me, going about their days with no idea of the pictures I was conjuring in my head deepened the ball of arousal in my stomach. I shifted in my seat slightly, knowing I couldn't do anything to relieve myself for hours still, knowing it would feel amazing when I finally could. When I finished the book, I stared at the page for a moment before closing it with a sigh and putting it gently on the table.
"So, did it end up being any good?"
I almost fell out of the chair as I glanced wildly in the direction of the voice.
At the table just across from me, Andrew was trying not to laugh. "Sorry," he said.
"Didn't see you there," I gasped. "Um, yes, yeah. It was pretty good." He had a plate in front of him with a half finished sandwich and empty bowl of soup. How long had he been sitting there? "Why didn't you say hi?"
"I didn't want to interrupt you again. You seemed really into it, and there's nothing worse than someone interrupting the ending."
I was astounded he couldn't hear the jack-hammering coming from inside my chest. Andrew looked as amazing as he had before, still dressed casually, still in an effortless way that managed to look put together.
Laurie's words about sparks between Andrew and I echoed in my mind, as did my half-asleep commitment to take a risk the next time I saw him. I didn't know if I could actually do it. I was quite certain if I tried to stand up right that moment, my legs would give out.
The other option was to continue sitting there, gaping awkwardly, and trying not to focus on the wetness in my panties. As it turned out, it might have been that wetness that made the decision for me. I found myself standing up, my legs somehow managing to support me, and moving to the empty chair across from Andrew.
He didn't seem to notice the gravitas of that monumental decision, but that was okay. "The ending was pretty good," I said as I sat down. "I don't know if it would be your cup of tea. What do you usually like? Besides just thrillers."
"Hmm, a tailor-made recommendation?" Andrew smiled, and I almost melted again. "I like books with really unexpected twists. I like to try to puzzle out what's going to happen."
I nodded knowingly. "This one might not be for you, then. It's more, umm, relationship focused. Like about the people. Nothing really unexpected happens."
"Too bad. What did you like most about it?"
I bit my lip as I considered how to answer the question. "I liked that the main character was normal," I finally said. "She was just living her life, just being a normal person. She didn't have to do crazy things to get attention and didn't have all these stories about ridiculous adventures she'd been on. Then she meets this guy and..." I stopped, not sure how to continue.
"Are you sure this is a thriller?" Andrew teased. "Sounds a bit like a romance to me."
"Can't it be both?" I smiled in what I hoped was a charming way. "A thrilling romance?"
"Well, if you like thrilling romances..." My breath hitched. "...I have a book in my office you might like. Do you work around here?"
"Yeah, uh, just across the road." I gestured towards my building.
"Ah, above the bar! I'm in this building. I'm going to end up staying late tonight, though. Why don't you stop by after work and I'll lend it to you?"
The ground beneath my feet turned to clouds as I walked back to my office. Somehow I had navigated my way through an entire conversation without wanting the earth to open up and swallow me. I was also more turned on than I had been when I finished reading my book. The prospect of getting through the rest of the day, make it to Andrew's office to pick up the book, and then getting home was almost overwhelming.
Or, I thought as I stepped into the elevator, I could fuck Andrew in his office.
My internal temperature blasted up and I was grateful the elevator was empty. Once I considered it, I couldn't get the thought of it out of my head. I didn't know what Andrew did, exactly, but maybe their office had a break room. Or a conference room. Or a supply closet, even. A picture of my legs wrapped around Andrew's waist against a wall in a dark room seemed to burn itself in the forefront of my mind. The thought of being pushed up against the wall, half-dressed, Andrew's pants around his ankles as he held me up and fucked me...
Smarten up, Jessica, I told myself as the elevator opened and I walked into the office. I forced myself to walk at a normal pace, praying that my face wasn't as red as it felt.
If it was, no one said anything. Laurie and Karen were hard at work, and Courtney must have been in a meeting. I settled at my desk, my throat dry, and tried to go back to work.
The rest of the day passed at a pace comparable to waiting out the last day of school before summer vacation. I checked the clock approximately sixty times an hour, thinking each time I checked it that at least half an hour had gone by. When quitting time finally hit, I stayed at my desk while the others packed up.
"Jess, time to go home!" Karen waved a hand in front of me as I stared at a file on my computer.
I tried not to look annoyed. "Just wanting to finish up. I'll see you all tomorrow."
Laurie hung behind as the others left.
"Are you upset?" she asked me when the office was empty.
I shook my head. "Just finishing up some work."
"You're a terrible liar, honey. I'm sorry for butting in." She sat against my desk. "You do whatever you're comfortable with."
I didn't really want to tell Laurie what I was about to do, but she looked so sad. "It was great advice. I stepped out of my comfort zone earlier today and I'm going to meet someone. I just didn't want to make a big thing about it."
Her entire face transformed. "Jessica! That's... who is it? Is it Andrew? Did you find him?"
I couldn't help but laugh. "I ran into Andrew while I was on lunch. I'm borrowing a book from him. It's nothing, really. I just didn't want to get you all worked up again."
"Oh honey. When are you meeting him?"
"Umm. Right now."
Laurie stood up in a flash, bounding to the coat rack and grabbing my things. "I'm sorry I'm keeping you! Go, go!"
I left the office smiling in spite of myself and crossed the street. It was probably for the best that Laurie waited around and I told her what was happening, otherwise my nerves might have gotten the best of me. The pool of arousal in my stomach was joined by a knot of trepidation that deepened just as the elevator doors closed to take me up to Andrew's office.
My palms were sweaty by the time I reached the floor his office was on, near the top of the building. I considered staying in the elevator and simply pressing the button to go back down, but some force of will made my feet move forward. The directory was in front of me and I stopped to check it. Andrew had only given me the office number, not the company name.
"Elevate Dev. Studio," I murmured. The boldness I'd felt earlier was fading, and I timidly made my way towards the office.
I don't know what I was expecting, but it wasn't what I walked into. Andrew worked for a tech company, and their office was quite nice. Frosted glass walls surrounded the reception area, letting in natural light from windows beyond the foyer. A woman was sitting behind the desk, even though the hours on the door said they were closed.
"Hi, I was meeting with Andrew?" I said, my voice shakier than I would have liked.
She glanced up, her face kind. "Jessica? Come on in, he mentioned a friend was stopping by. I'm just heading out, can you let him know he'll have to come re-lock the door after you leave?"
She gestured behind her and I walked past her to the rest of the office, too shy to admit I had no idea where I was going. I stepped into a larger open office area, all the desks empty. Aside from the receptionist, no one seemed to be there.
I froze, not sure what to do.
"Hello?" I called, my voice barely at a typical speaking volume. I took a couple more steps into the office. Windows ran along one wall, the source of the natural light that could be seen from the foyer, and there were a few rooms at the other end. I glanced around again, then headed towards those rooms to check.
"Thought I heard someone out here." Andrew suddenly stood in the doorway of the room at the corner, and I tried to cover up the startled twitch his appearance caused. "Sorry, I thought Christine was going to show you in."
"I was running a few minutes late, she was just leaving," I replied. "Sorry. She uh, said to lock the door after I left. Or, um, unlock the door. To let me leave."
He laughed. "Christine's great, but sometimes she doesn't think I know how to run my own business." He gestured for me to follow him into the room.
"Your business?" I repeated. "I didn't know. That you owned this, I mean."
"Yep." He shrugged as I entered the office. "It's not much, but I'm proud of it."
I looked around the office. There were windows along two of the walls, and bookcases along one. Andrew's corner desk ran along one of the windowed walls and out in the center of the room. Two comfy-looking chairs faced the desk, and a leather sofa was pushed against the wall next to the door. Like the rest of the office, everything seemed modern and trendy.
'Not much' was a hell of an understatement.
"Great view," I said, walking towards the windows. "Hey, I can see my office from here."
"Which one?" Andrew asked. I pointed to a set of windows a few floors down from where we were.
"That's not where I sit, but that's where we are. Funny, you can't see into the windows of this building but you can see into ours."
"There's a coating on the windows," he explained. "Keeps the temperature a bit more under control. Otherwise we'd be like ants under a magnifying glass." I laughed, though I'm sure it sounded forced. "Anyways, here - the book I mentioned."
I turned away from the windows. Andrew was standing in front of the bookshelves, holding a paperback. "Thanks," I said, crossing the office to take the book from him. "This is amazing. You have your own personal library here."
"I like reading. You can only stare at a computer screen so long."
He was standing close, not as close as when we'd been at the bar, but close enough that I could see the dimple in the corner of his mouth when he smiled. The image of him fucking me against a wall flashed through my head, though the supply closet had been replaced by the bookshelves. I took a small step back, my shyness suddenly returning with a vengeance.
Andrew mistook it for for uneasiness. "I'm sorry, I hope I'm not making you uncomfortable." He stepped back as well, giving me space.
"No, that's not it." My voice was rushed, panicked. "I'm just so, so bad at this." A nervous laugh bubbled out of my lips.
"Bad at...?"
"I'm just, well, very awkward, and kind of shy." The words just fell out of my mouth, punctuated by the nervous giggles.
Andrew was trying not to smile, but failing horribly. "I like that," he said simply. He seemed to sense my embarrassment, and kindly changed the subject. "Anyways, this book - it's a thriller, but kind of a romantic one. I was thinking maybe you could lend me the one you just finished and when we finish we could meet for coffee and talk about them?"
"That sounds..." I mean, it sounded great. It sounded like a dream date. The only problem was that the book was not anything like what I'd said.
"It sounds amazing," I finished. "I just really think you wouldn't like this book, maybe... can I pick a different one for you?"
Andrew looked confused. "Yeah, of course. Should I be worried you don't want to tell me what this book is? Are you reading Mein Kampf or something?"
"N-no!" My face was fully red. I could feel the heat almost radiating off it. The fantasy I'd had of telling Andrew what the book was really about came to mind, but telling him I was reading smutty novels seemed a lot sexier when I didn't actually have to say the words. The heart-racing, sweaty palmed reaction I was having right now was anything but sexy. In fact, it was making Andrew look at me like something was horribly wrong.
I sighed, realizing I had no choice but to tell him and hope he didn't judge me too harshly. "I lied," I admitted. "I wasn't reading a thriller."
"You don't have to be embarrassed about reading romance," he said. "I'll still read it, if I can discuss it with you afterwards."
I laughed, the sound somewhat hollow. "It's not just that it's a romance. It's, um, a very descriptive type of romance..." I trailed off, my voice cracking.
"You mean to tell me you were reading erotica in a crowded bar when I approached you, and again in a coffee shop on your lunch break?"
I nodded, not able to meet his eye. "I don't believe you." I looked up and his eyes were crinkled, a laugh playing on his lips. "Sorry, I'm going to need to see the proof of this."
Wordlessly, I pulled the novel out of my purse, flipping it open at random. I only had to flip three pages before I found one of the kinkiest scenes in the entire book, and I passed it to Andrew. He took the book from me, his face indecipherable, and looked down to begin reading.
I watched him, my legs seriously threatening to wobble out from underneath me, my pulse strong enough that it may have been visible through my skin. At the same time, the humiliation that seemed to be coursing through my entire body was starting to center in that same place that was feeling aroused, tying itself together with the knots of nerves and pangs of desire. I couldn't even begin to understand why I was feeling that way or how all those things tied together.
Andrew's eyes scanned the pages, and I watched his hands as he flipped to the next page. I remembered the scene vividly, and I held my breath as he got further and further into it. His eyebrows raised as he read, and his lips parted a bit before he finally looked up at me. It took everything I had in me to maintain eye contact.
"How were you able to read this in public without reacting?" he asked. "I mean, I just read two pages and I feel like I need to -"
He stopped, suddenly, and I knew what he meant. I glanced down, realized where I was looking, and turned my head, not even sure where to look anymore.
"I find it exciting." My voice was barely above a whisper. "Part of the fun is the waiting... not being able to do anything about it."
"Don't you worry someone will catch you?"
I nodded slowly. "I always wondered what I'd do if I got caught. In my head it was this kind of sexy, flirty scene, but apparently the answer is actually freeze in place and not be able to look at you."
Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Andrew look back down at the book, flipping a few pages here and there. "So when I met you, what part were you reading?" He held the book out to me. I bit my lip as I reached for it, my fingers brushing against his as I took the book. I found the section I'd been reading in the bar, a fairly vanilla scene compared to what he'd just read. Shaking, I held the book back out, only glancing up when Andrew didn't take it. He was watching me, his expression intense. "Will you read it to me?" he asked softly.
"Are you trying to make me die of embarrassment?" I whispered, my breath catching in my throat.
"Are you saying you're not enjoying it?" His voice was husky. I glanced down out of habit, and I could see that he was very much enjoying it.
I licked my lips, looking at the book. "Ron stared back at her, his mouth half-open as he watched her. 'I want you,' he said, his voice dripping with desire. Alexa smiled. She believed that: the head of his cock was nearly purple and precum was dripping down his shaft."
I glanced up at Andrew. Those eyes were focused on me intently.
"Keep going," he urged.
I swallowed and looked back down. "'Let's see if you can put that tongue to better use,' she said, and with a swift movement, she was straddling his face. Ron didn't need to be told twice. He immediately set to work, licking up and down her slit and twirling his tongue around her clit. Alexa sighed in contentment, and as she did, he sucked her clit into his mouth. She let out a surprised moan and ground her dripping cunt into his face. He eagerly lapped at her pussy, his tongue skillfully licking along her slit, teasing her dripping hole. Alexa played with her nipples as he ate her pussy, but something was missing."
I stopped reading again, looking up at Andrew. "How much are you going to make me read?"
"Depends on if you'll let me help end your wait." For the first time, Andrew seemed nervous as well. "If you want to leave, though..."
"I finished this book hours ago," I interrupted. "And then I ran into you, and I've already been thinking about you since I met you."
Andrew watched me, but didn't move. "If you'd like to, um, help end my wait, I'd like that."
No response. "A lot."
I closed the book. "Please."
My voice shook, and Andrew didn't say anything. I had no idea what he was thinking or what was about to happen. When he stepped forward, I tensed up, only for him to walk past me. I held my breath, not moving, until I heard his office door close. When I turned around, he was standing by the door, looking at me.
"When I saw you in that bar, I had to talk to you," he finally said. He began to walk back towards me. "I had to know what kind of beautiful, mysterious woman pulls out a novel and starts reading in the middle of a loud bar. And when I saw you today, I knew I wanted to talk to you again. I wanted to know more. I wanted to get to know you, discuss books with you, find out what makes you tick."
He was right in front of me, close enough to touch. "I want you to know that now, because I still want to get to know you, and talk books with you, and have dinner with you. Right now, though, I want to take that sweater off you to see if it's just your face that turns red when you're embarrassed, or everywhere else." He was only inches away, and my back was to the bookshelf. I could smell his cologne, and had to look up at him to make eye contact. "I want you to ask me to fuck you."
My mouth dropped open. I couldn't speak for a moment, and Andrew waited patiently as I stammered. "P-please fuck me," I finally managed to say. "I'd like that."



I was expecting him to grab me, push me back against the bookshelf, press himself against me. I wasn't expecting a gentle hand to nudge my chin up and guide my lips to his, kissing me tenderly, teasingly slow. Andrew's lips were soft, and the kiss was surprisingly intimate at first. Slowly, his mouth became more demanding. The hand on my chin moved around to cup the back of my neck, and his tongue explored my mouth with determination. I inhaled sharply as Andrew's teeth grazed my bottom lip. My hands had been hanging by my side, unsure of what to do. I brought them up to Andrew's shoulders, finally bridging the gap between our bodies.
Andrew wasted no time taking advantage of our closeness. He embraced my waist, pulling me closer to him. I could feel his bulge pressed against me, rigid against my hip. The hem of my sweater was suddenly being lifted, hands travelling beneath it, tracing along the waistband of my slacks and the bare skin of my stomach. I shivered, my lips trembling against Andrew's, and he pulled back.
"I'm okay," I gasped quickly. "Please don't stop."
His mouth turned up in a half-smile, the dimple in the corner appearing, almost begging me to kiss it. Before I could summon up the courage to do so, Andrew stepped back from me.
"Would it embarrass you if I asked you to undress for me?" I nodded, my face flushing just at the idea. He touched my cheek gently, his fingers cool against my burning skin. "I have a theory," he murmured. "I think you like being humiliated a little bit. I think it turns you on."
I hadn't thought about it before, but now that he said it, it made sense. Making eye contact was almost impossible, and yet my pussy was getting wetter and wetter, aching to be touched.
"You might be right." My voice was barely a whisper. "Are you going to try to embarrass me?"
He kissed me again, returning to the soft, intimate moment he'd started with. "Only a little." His lips brushed against mine as he spoke. "If you're uncomfortable, just tell me to stop, okay? I'll stop immediately." He kissed the corner of my mouth. "I want you more than anything right now, and I don't want to actually upset you."
"Yes. Yes, please."
Andrew placed one more tender kiss on my lips before pulling back. "Good." He strode across the office, turning one of the chairs in front of his desk towards me, and sat down. "Come here. Now, undress. Slowly, starting with your sweater."
My hands shook as I placed them on the hem of my sweater. I lifted it past my stomach, over my breasts, and off, letting it fall to the floor. The cool air in the office hit my reddened skin, and I shivered again. Next, I fumbled with the button on my slacks, my trembling fingers slipping as I tried to undo it.
"Having trouble?" Andrew's voice had a touch of laughter to it and I knew without looking that he had the half-smile on his face. My hair brushed against my cheeks as I nodded. "Come here." I shuffled forward, standing in front of Andrew. He looked up at me as he reached forward, undoing the button easily. I made to step back again, but his hands caught my hip. "No. Finish undressing here."
Andrew was close enough to reach out and touch me, his eyes drinking in my body, every curve, every line. My hands shook as I slid my slacks past my hips and down my legs. I had forgotten to remove my shoes, and I tried not to stumble as I kicked them off before stepping out of my slacks. I felt decidedly unsexy in that moment, and stared down shyly.
"Now the rest," he urged. He leaned back in the chair, watching as I lost layer after layer of clothing. I reached back to unhook my bra. "Slowly, I said." I swallowed again and proceeded to remove the garment achingly slow, revealing my breasts to him.
Andrew's face was still difficult to read, but I think he liked what he saw. His eyes were on my breasts, taking in their roundness, glancing over my hardened nipples. I paused, waiting for him to indicate I should continue, and he eventually nodded. "Panties, now," he stated. "Turn around, though."
I was tense as I turned, and slid my panties down. I bent at the waist to finish taking them off and heard Andrew's sharp inhale as I did. Standing up, I turned back to him. My shoulders hunched forward self-consciously and my hands fluttered around my hips, instinctively trying to cover myself.
"Perfect." The word was spoken quietly as Andrew stared unabashedly at my body. When he finally looked back up at my face, I looked away. "Come, sit on my lap," he directed. "I want to touch you."
He helped me onto the chair with him, my legs hanging off one of the arm rests as I sat on his lap sideways. He pulled me in close for another kiss. His hands moved up and down my naked body, along my waist, tickling my ribs. He took one of my breasts in his hand and caressed it, his fingers tracing along the bottom, between my cleavage, and finally across my nipple. I couldn't help but moan against his lips.
"You're enjoying this, aren't you?" He bit my lip just firmly enough to make me cry out. "You're a bit of a whore, aren't you, Jessica?" He pinched my nipple, and I cried out again. "Are you?"
"Yes," I gasped.
"Are you just saying that because you think that's what I want to hear?"
"Yes."
He pinched again. "Good." He kissed me hard, releasing my nipple. "I know you're a little bit dirty, reading all that filthy stuff in public because it helps you get off, but you're not just a whore. You are my whore, okay?"
"Yes - oh..." I trailed off into a low groan as he fingers traveled down my stomach and between my legs. He nudged my thighs apart and ran two of his fingers along my pussy.
"You're dripping wet," he commented. "Look how wet you are." He withdrew his fingers and lifted them to my face. "Look, baby."
His fingers were glistening. He didn't have to tell me how wet I was - I knew it. I nodded, then gaped as he looked me in the eye and stuck one finger in his mouth, tasting me. He took the finger from his mouth, then held his hand to me. "Your turn."
I held eye contact with him as I licked his other finger, before taking both into my own mouth and sucking gently, tasting the sweet and salty musk of my juices mixed with his saliva. Entranced, Andrew shifted beneath me. I felt his cock straining against his pants, pressing against my ass. He took his fingers back from my mouth and kissed me again, shifting me in his lap until I was straddling him. The hardness of his cock pressed against my bare pussy. His lips left mine and traced down my neck, kissing my collarbone, then the tops of each of my breasts, until he finally took a nipple into his mouth.
The noise that left my mouth was breathy and high-pitched, a noise of relief. Andrew placed his hands on my ass and pulled me forward so I was tight against him. His jeans were rough against my sensitive pussy, but I couldn't help but grind against him as he licked and sucked my nipples. He flicked his tongue and I couldn't control the noises coming out of my mouth.
When he pulled away from my breast, I was slightly disappointed, but I knew Andrew had more planned for me. My ass rested on his thighs as I looked at him.
"For the record," he said. "Your entire chest goes red when you blush, from the top of your tits to your forehead. I'm incredibly happy to know that."
I'm sure the entire area he was talking about reddened again, and he laughed. "Let me up," he said, and I slid off his lap. Immediately taking me in his arms again after he stood, he held my naked body against his clothed one and kissed me hard. "Now, I want you to undo my pants, get on your knees, and suck my cock."
My fingers did a much better job of unbuckling his belt and jeans than they had undoing my own. I knelt in front of Andrew as I pulled his jeans down, looking up at him as I did. He watched as I pulled down his boxers, finally letting his cock loose from its confines.
I wasn't a virgin. I'd seen cocks before, sucked them before, gotten laid before. But Andrew's cock was something else - not much larger than average, but thick, with veins pulsing against his skin. His head was dripping with pre-cum, and I started by licking it up slowly, exploring his head with my tongue, then his shaft, before finally taking him in my mouth.
Andrew exhaled loudly as I wrapped my lips around his cock. I sucked him slowly at first, focusing on the tip and stroking his cock with my hand, building up the pace as I bobbed my head. He rested his hands against my head, and once I heard him groan, I put my hand on his thigh and took as much of his cock in my mouth as I could.
His hands tightened in my hair as he reacted, thrusting forward and hitting the back of my throat. I gagged, tears springing into my eyes, and he swore, pulling back a bit before thrusting forward again. I gagged a little less, and soon he settled into a pace of fucking my mouth. After a bit, I looked up at him. Andrew's eyes were closed, but he opened them again, meeting my eyes. "Are you okay?" he asked, his voice strained.
My response was heavily muffled, being that his cock was still in my mouth, but I managed to get out a positive "mm-hmm" sound. Andrew smiled and pushed his cock down my throat a few more times before pulling back.
"You have no idea how sexy you look like that," he told me as he helped me back to my feet. "Do you like gagging on my cock?" I nodded, smiling just a bit. "That's what I thought. You have a talented little mouth. You're my whore, baby, and you're perfect."
He kissed me, his cock hard between us. "I want to fuck you now," he muttered. "I have some condoms in my desk. While I get one, I want you to go stand in front of the window."
"The window?" I repeated, pulling back.
He nodded. "Stand in front of the window. Facing outside. Press your tits against the glass, and wait for me."
I reminded myself no one could see in, but my legs still felt like rubber as I pulled away from Andrew and walked to the window. I glanced at the world below, cars in the street and people walking by. Just like when I read, the world would go by without any idea of the dirty things I was doing.
"Right against the window," Andrew said from behind me as he went through a desk drawer. "I want your tits up against the glass."
My breathing quickened as I froze, panicked and embarrassed. People seeing in or not, I felt more exposed than I ever had in my life. My mouth was dry and my skin felt fiery. I heard Andrew come up behind me.
"A-are you sure?" I stammered.
He put his lips against my neck and I shivered. "Do you want me to stop?" he asked. I thought for a moment, then shook my head. "Then press your tits against the glass while I fuck you against the window."
His body pressed against mine and I felt the length of his cock push against my ass. I wanted him so badly, I wanted nothing more than to feel him inside me - I just hadn't imagined it like this.
But, I thought, wasn't that half the fun? Wasn't I more turned on than I'd been in my life, even though I was embarrassed more than I'd ever been?
I stepped forward, placing my hands on the glass and turning my head to the side so I could press my breasts against the window. The glass was cold, almost painful against my flushed skin. I inhaled sharply and trembled. "Good girl," Andrew murmured. "Bend a little more for me."
I bent at the waist, curving my back so my breasts stayed against the glass. Andrew didn't say anything, and I tried to see him from the corner of my eye. He was taking in the view.
"You look delicious," he said. His hand was suddenly cupping my ass, exploring again. He pressed a finger against my dripping pussy, teasing the entrance. "This pretty little pussy is mine, and I'm going to fuck you until you scream." I whimpered, and he laughed at me. "Too much? Can't handle me talking to you like this?"
"Please," I begged. "I need you to fuck me. I'm so..." I trailed off.
"So what? So wet? So horny? So desperate?" he teased.
"Yes," I gasped. "All of those." He laughed again, a warm sound that I knew wasn't at my expense. I closed my eyes anyways, my face red, the glass beneath me taking on my body heat. "Please..." I murmured.
I didn't have to say anything else, because Andrew was suddenly guiding his cock inside of me. My eyes flew open as he gripped my hips and thrust inside me. I was so wet, his tip slipped in easily, and I moaned as his cock stretched me, finally filling my pussy. He went as deep as he could, and I cried out, resting heavily against the window. As he pulled back out, slowly, his mouth found my neck again, and he kissed and sucked the skin just between my neck and shoulder.
I can't say I've ever felt anything like it. I was so turned on, so desperate for him to fill my pussy, that it was like breathing after being stuck underwater. I pushed back against him eagerly, urging him on faster, harder, begging for more.
Andrew responded patiently, building up the pace, plunging into me intensely and thoroughly. My body pulled away from the window and was pushed back against it as he began fucking me harder. His one hand found my breasts and he grabbed me roughly, my breast filling his grip and spilling out of his hand. The other snaked its way to my pussy, his fingers searching eagerly for my clit. I bucked my hips against him when he found it, nearly screaming out.
His teeth grazed my neck as he fingered me, fondled me, and fucked me all at the same time. I lost my senses, surrendering to the feelings coursing through my body. The world went by outside without any idea I was watching them while being ferociously ravaged. The arousal in my stomach burned, my legs numbing and fingertips tingling as my orgasm approached. I tried to tell Andrew I was about to come, but I was incapable of words. He seemed to get the message, though. His fingers rubbed my clit harder as his other hand left my breast and regained its grip on my hip so he could fuck me even harder.
I came suddenly, screaming out and pounding a hand against the window, and Andrew pushed me forward, holding me against the glass as I came. It was like a bright light flashed and I could barely hear, barely see, there was nothing but Andrew's cock inside me as waves of pleasure made my body writhe between him and the window.
Gasping for breath, my senses slowly returned, and I felt Andrew moving against me again, gently, holding me up. He kissed my neck and pulled out. "I want you on my desk," he said. He helped me up on the part of the desk that ran along the window. I lay back, my ass just balancing on the edge of the desk, my legs spread for him, and Andrew re-entered me swiftly. He groaned as he leaned forward, arms on either side of me for support.
My body was barely over the previous orgasm when I realized another one was building. "I'm going to come again," I gasped, still trying to catch my breath from the first time.
"Good," he said. "I love feeling your pussy tighten around me. Now I want to see what your face looks like when you come."
I moaned as he fucked me, his stomach grinding against my clit with each thrust. It wasn't long before I came again, my body clenching, my back arching as I cried out. It was somewhere in the throws of that orgasm that Andrew came, and I felt his body still, his cock deep inside me, groaning in my ear as he finished.
He rested inside of me for a moment before pulling out. I lay there a moment longer, letting the feeling return to my legs before I tried to stand. When I finally sat up, Andrew had cleaned up, and was sitting on the sofa across the room. He motioned for me to join him. Suddenly shy again, I hesitated.
"All that, and you're still blushing?" he said, laughing. He picked the throw blanket up off the sofa and brought it to me.
"Old habits die hard," I said as I stood up and held the blanket in front of me. "Sorry."
He led me across the office and back onto the sofa, wrapping an arm around me. We laid down, and I let the blanket cover both of us. "You don't need to be sorry," he replied. "That was... Amazing doesn't feel like a good enough word."
"Yeah," I agreed. He pressed a kiss to the top of my head.
"I meant what I said earlier. About wanting to know you, not just this. Can I take you to dinner?"
"Yes," I replied. "I'd like that. But not tonight. I need to go home and recover."
He laughed. "It's also a good thing you wore a turtleneck today." His fingers traced the spot he had been kissing while we were against the window. "I, uh, may have left you something here."
I giggled and curled up against him. "Turtlenecks for the rest of the week, then."
"Luckily it fits your bookworm aesthetic. And you look hot as fuck in them."
The next day at work, I'd only been in the office for about thirty seconds before Laurie was demanding to know how my evening had gone. I smiled.
"We're having dinner tonight," I said lightly.
I left it at that - Laurie and Karen were so excited about that development that I thought I might break them completely if I told them what happened the night before. I rubbed the spot Andrew had left on my neck beneath my sweater and began the countdown to seeing him again.
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I love you and you love me
And that's the way it's got to be
I knew it from the start
'Cause Christmas ain't the time for breaking each other's heart
Merry Christmas, I don't want to fight tonight with you
—Merry Christmas (I Don't Want To Fight Tonight), The Ramones
I never thought it was such a bad little tree. It's not bad at all, really. Maybe it just needs a little love.
—A Charlie Brown Christmas, 1965
*
Christmas Eve 2015
It was the last thing I set up each year: the Christmas village.
Oh, sure, the majority of it was set up for the entirety of December. But each year, I treated myself to a new piece. It was a collectible set, incredibly popular, and the most precious thing I owned. I would dream about the next thing to add: one year, it was the toy shop. Another, the post office. Townspeople, a tiny skating rink, lamp posts, mailboxes. It grew a little more every year.
That year, it was the town Christmas tree. I had been dying to get that piece. It was my favourite one, but by far the most rare. Beautifully crafted, it had working lights and little icicles hanging off the tiny branches. After years of trying to find it, it was finally mine.
I couldn't contain my smile as I placed it in the center of the Christmas village. The previous year, the village had grown so large that I had to buy a new console table just to display it. It sat in front of our living room window, the snowy yard beyond a perfect backdrop for my tiny wonderland.
Everything was perfect.
The candles were lit. The room was scented with chocolate, peppermint, and pine from the fresh tree in the corner. Aside from those flickering candle flames, light twinkled off the shiny baubles hanging on the tree. I hadn't been able to convince Frank to install a real wood-burning fireplace in the living room, so the yellow glow was artificial, but it still lent a beautiful backdrop to the red stockings hung on the mantel.
Each year I tried to make our house look like something out of a Hallmark movie, and I was certain I'd knocked it out of the park that year. My decorations were beautiful, classy without being garish. There were festively decorated cookies on the ceramic plate sitting on the coffee table next to cups of peppermint hot chocolate, and the hum of soft carols filled the room. Instead of the cozy flannel pyjamas I usually wore on Christmas Eve, I was wearing a little gift I'd gotten for Frank. Lacy, with red and white trim, it covered just enough skin to be considered clothing.
I couldn't wait for Frank to come home. Since the calendar turned to December, I had hardly seen my boyfriend. There were Christmas events to go to, gifts to buy, presents to wrap, charitable services to perform; that was just my schedule. Frank had been working constantly, coming home late almost every night and leaving before I woke up each morning. He worked so hard, my Frank.
But that was over. The next day was Christmas, and Frank wouldn't be working. We would wake up, exchange gifts, giggle and cuddle and maybe fuck under the Christmas tree, and then I would get to work preparing Christmas dinner. Our parents were both set to come over sometime in the afternoon, we'd have a huge meal and lots of drinks, and that would be it for another year.
I curled up on the couch, pulling my favourite plaid Christmas blanket over me as I turned on a cheesy Hallmark movie. I wasn't sure what time Frank would be home, but I wanted to be ready and waiting for him when he was. I sent him a quick text —Can't wait to see you. Surprise for you when you get home. xoxo. But mostly xxx—and bit my lip in excitement.
Everything was perfect.
The movie was cute, full of Christmas magic and unrealistic drama. As predictable as it was, I was charmed by the silliness of it all. At some point before the ending, I fell asleep, dozing lightly on the couch while I waited for Frank. My plan had been to listen for the sound of his car, then move under the tree so when he walked in, he'd see me waiting for him.
But he was late. Really, really late that night.
The closing of the door woke me up, and when I opened my eyes, he was standing at the entrance to the living room. The room was dim, lit only by the decorations and the fireplace, and I couldn't quite see the expression on his face.
I smiled, hoping I still looked sexy. "Hey, darling. Merry Christmas."
He chuckled, a dry sort of laugh.
"I missed you," I said, pushing the plaid blanket off and shivering as the chill of the air hit my revealed skin. I stood up, letting Frank take in the sight of me in the skimpiest lingerie I'd been able to find.
He didn't say anything.
"Are you all right?"
Again, that dry chuckle.
"Frank, what's wrong?"
"What the fuck are you wearing?"
I recoiled at his words, slurred harshly at me from across the room.
"Are you drunk?"
"Oh, fuck off, Nicki."
My mouth dropped open. "What? What did I do?"
"What did you do? What did you do. Oh Nicki, what the fuck didn't you do. Look at this goddamn place."
I glanced around. Everything was still in place. I looked back at him. "I don't know what you mean."
"This house! It's like an explosion of Christmas shit! Look at this—what the fuck is this?"
He stormed into the room and picked up the tree I'd gotten for the Christmas village.
"Look at this. What a waste of fucking money. What'd you have to pay for this piece of shit, huh?"
"I don't understand why you're upset. Where is this coming from?"
He laughed again, slamming the tree back down on the table. I winced as two of the townspeople went flying, one crashing to the floor.
"Of course you don't understand. Every goddamn year. December rolls around, and you turn into Santa's jolliest fucking elf and I don't see you for the entire month. You go to every party, spend a shit ton of money, and then have the fucking audacity to stand there and say you don't understand why I'm upset."
I sputtered, completely disarmed by his words.
"Spit it out, girl! What is it? I-i-i-i can't?" he mocked.
"Why are you being so mean?"
"'Why are you being so mean?'" he repeated in a nasal voice. "Fuck off, Nicki. You're a whore for Christmas. Look at you. Dressed up like a slut, thinking I'm going to come in here and fuck you after you've been completely out of my life for almost a month. You think that's normal? You think it's normal for people to be so goddamn enamoured by a fucking holiday that they don't see their boyfriend for a month?"
"Frank, just calm down. We can fix this."
"Fix it? How the fuck are you going to fix it? Throw some goddamn tinsel on it and say it's better?"
"You're upset. Maybe we should talk in the morning."
"Answer the fucking question!" He stormed across the room and I winced, drawing back towards the couch. He stopped on the other side of the coffee table, an arm's length away. "Do you fucking think it's normal?"
"Y-you've been w-working—"
"We haven't fucked in a month, Nicki, you think that's normal?"
"You haven't been home!"
"Neither have you!"
"Frank, I'm sorry! I was just—"
"I don't give a shit if you're sorry! It's too fucking late for sorry!"
"Why didn't you tell me any of this?" Tears were spilling down my face. I could smell the alcohol rolling off him, even from where I stood. Each word blew a wave of whiskey-scented air in my direction.
"Because you haven't been home!"
"Are you seriously this pissed because you haven't gotten laid for a month?"
He burst out laughing. "Oh, I've gotten laid, just not with you, you fucking frigid bitch."
I couldn't speak. My stomach was free-falling, turning over and over again as his words echoed in my mind.
"You are goddamn obnoxious," he said. "All of it. These decorations are obnoxious. This fucking candle—what the fuck is this, Santa shat in a bowl and you lit it on fire? You're obsessed with Christmas and it is fucking obnoxious, Nicki, I can't take it anymore."
"You're cheating on me?"
He stopped, suddenly realizing what he had said. His mouth was open, but nothing came out.
"You're cheating on me, you think I'm obnoxious, and you're telling me all this on Christmas Eve."
"There it is again, Christmas-Christmas-Christmas," he muttered.
"Get out."
"What?"
"Get out, Frank. Get the fuck out of my house."
"It's our house."
"Get out!" I shrieked. I picked up the closest thing to me—one of the cookies off the ceramic plate—and threw it at him. "Get the fuck out, get out! I never want to see you again."
He dodged the cookie. "It's Christmas Eve, where am I supposed to go?"
I threw another cookie, and it hit him on the shoulder. "I don't give a shit. Get out!"
He took a step back as I threw another, then another. Then the plate.
It smashed on the floor, shattering loudly. I screamed, and cried, and screamed some more, until he finally left the room and the house, slamming the door behind him.
Once Frank was gone, my destruction didn't have a target. I tore garland off the railings. Collectibles went flying, figurines and decorations smashing on the floors and the walls. I knocked the tree over, listening to the decorations crunch as they broke, kicking it until the branches broke off.
Then the Christmas village. I shoved it to the floor, all but the town tree, which I picked up and hurled at the fireplace. It hit the mantel, exploding into a shower of expensive, obnoxious dust.
You're obnoxious, he said.
Sobbing, I blew out the candles. The scent was making me sick. It was obnoxious.
**
2018
Have you ever told someone they have a weird smile?
I had a friend growing up who had a weird smile. One corner of her mouth turned up higher than the other, and her lips kind of overlapped. It was charming, to be honest. Weirdness like that is what makes people beautiful and unique.
But when we were in middle school, this boy she liked told her she had a weird smile. He wasn't trying to be mean, at least not intentionally. But his ignorance had a lasting effect. To this day, she covers her mouth when she smiles. I didn't notice it at first. We were in high school when someone asked her why she put a hand to her mouth every time she smiled. She shrugged it off and lightly said that she didn't like her smile, but there was a shadow of heartbreak in her eyes when she looked away.
What I'm trying to say here is that words scar us. The most beautiful thing about someone can become a source of shame when it's pointed out in a negative light. It was so ingrained in my friend's head that she had a weird smile that she couldn't bring herself to show it to people.
Frank did that to me with Christmas.
The year after we broke up, I tried to be my regular self, full of Christmas spirit and cheer. I tried to go to the events and parties and bake cookies for everyone. But in the back of my mind, Frank's words echoed.
Obnoxious.
Obnoxious.
Obnoxious.
I never replaced the decorations. Whatever hadn't been broken, I had left in the house before I moved out. My mom had gotten a few things for me to decorate my new place with, but I'd given them to neighbours. Frank had destroyed any love I had for the season.
The year after that, I quit my job and started freelancing as a public relations consultant. The work took me everywhere, and I wasn't in town for Christmas that year. Or the next, which was the year I met Cole.
I was working for an accounting firm, helping them navigate through a PR disaster after some high ranking staff members were caught toeing the line between ethics and illegal activity. Most of the fallout had blown over by the time I started with them, and I was charged with helping repair the firm's reputation. Straightforward enough, though there was a lot of work to be done during the four-month contract I had signed.
My desk was in a kind of no-man's land between the break room and HR. At first, I had been annoyed by the placement. Most of the places I consulted for gave me an office, or at the very least, a private corner somewhere to do my work. But the PR team was an afterthought and they didn't have a real space set up.
"This isn't going to work," I said to Angela. She was one of the VPs and had come to my desk to welcome me on the first day in late September. "How am I supposed to handle calls and get anything done with people coming and going all the time?"
"I know it's not great, but it's just temporary," she said.
"It's pointless. Your firm has contracted me to help with this fiasco, but if you won't give me the proper tools..."
I trailed off as I spoke. Angela took it as a threat, and began stuttering about finding a better space, but in actuality I had gotten distracted by a tall drink of water making his way down the hall.
The man was astoundingly attractive, like breathtakingly so. Dark hair, styled neatly but not so perfectly as to make him look stuck up. Well-fitting suit, but no necktie. Dark eyes, deep and gorgeous and intense. The only thing that marred his perfect face was a large but barely noticeable scar that ran along his cheek, parallel to his jawline. And that smile. Some people have those smiles that just... well.
The second I saw him, I wanted him. I didn't know anything about him, but I wanted to jump on him like a dehydrated person would jump into water.
He was talking to someone, a somber-looking woman wearing an ill-fitting skirt suit. As he spoke, her face flushed and she nodded eagerly. He flashed that smile at her again and she tottered down the hallway towards us, seemingly intoxicated by the man's presence.
If Angela caught me staring at him, she didn't say anything, but she turned towards the man. "Cole! Hey, can you come here a sec?"
Just like that, he was striding down the hall towards us. My stomach flipped as he approached.
"Morning, Ang. What can I help with?"
Angela turned back to me. "Nicki, this is Cole Shepherd. He's one of our HR managers. Cole, this is Nicki Calina, our contract PR consultant. Maybe there's something he can do to help us with this little problem."
HR manager. My eyes flicked down the hallway, where the HR department was conveniently located.
"You know, maybe it'll be okay," I murmured.
"Well, what's going on? Maybe there's an easy solution." His voice was friendly, and approachable. It was perfect for an HR manager, smooth and calming and infuriatingly sincere. I wondered what he would sound like directing me to get on my knees and—
"We're just concerned about her desk location. She makes a great point. How can we expect excellent PR services if she's in a busy hallway?" Angela had leaned on the edge of my desk, posing in an almost-unnatural way. It was good to know that Cole's presence didn't affect just me and the woman in the skirt suit.
"I might just be overreacting," I said hurriedly.
"Not at all," Cole said. "I think Facilities mentioned something about a spare room on the fifth floor. If I'm remembering correctly, it was meant to be a new space for IT, but maybe—"
"Oh, I don't want to put anyone out." I could feel heat rising in my cheeks.
"Are you sure?" asked Angela. "As we said in the interview, we are taking this very seriously and we want to make sure you have everything you need."
I twirled my pen as both Cole and Angela looked at me. "You know, maybe just if there's somewhere quiet I can use to make calls when I have to give statements? A spare boardroom or something?"
"Absolutely," Cole said. "I'll let Larissa know that you have full access to the HR boardroom whenever you need it. If it's booked or being used, use my office. I'm just down the hall, three doors past the boardroom."
"That's perfect." I tried not to stutter and flashed what I hoped was a winning smile.
"Wonderful. So glad this will work. If we find any other spaces that might work, I'll be sure to let everyone know that PR is the priority for it," Angela said.
"That's great." Cole grinned and I nearly melted in my chair. "I have to run to a meeting, but I'm sure I'll see you regularly, Nicki."
"Every time you walk down the hallway!" I tried not to cringe at the cheery ridiculousness that came out of my mouth.
Luckily, Cole laughed and extended his hand. "You bet. Nice to meet you, and welcome to the team."
I shook his hand, trying not to imagine what his fingers would feel like against literally any other part of me, and put on the most professional tone I could muster.
"Just temporarily. I'm here on contract until the end of December."
After he and Angela left, I took a deep breath and tried to calm myself. Cole had me feeling all sorts of things, and none of them were remotely work-appropriate. Not to mention, he was an HR manager. It's one of those good life rules that everyone should follow: never develop a work crush on the fucking HR manager. Guess what their job is? Dealing with people who can't keep it in their pants at work. It's a crush that's doomed to be either tragic or unrequited.
I resolved to remain professional and ignore any inklings of feelings, appropriate or otherwise, towards Cole. I planned to treat him the same way I would any other staff member, and there wouldn't be any problems.
That plan lasted all of a day.
On my second day of work, Cole stopped by my desk.
"Morning, Nicki! Enjoying yourself?"
I smiled politely, refused to imagine what that question would sound like with his head between my legs, and nodded.
"It's been great, thanks. How are you?"
Cole smiled. "Another day in paradise. Listen, I know you've met the execs and the PR team, but I wanted to make sure you also meet some of your other colleagues. The day-to-day people you'll be around. Would you be up for having lunch with me and meeting some people?"
"That sounds awesome. Do you eat out?"
I tried not to gag on my words as they left my mouth without consulting my brain.
"I mean, go out for lunch. Or eat here. In the break room. I brought a lunch with me, I didn't know if there was much to go for around here and I don't really know anyone so wasn't sure who to ask. You know? Just... just not sure."
Cole was probably a decent HR manager, but his poker face was shit. The sparkle in his eyes was apparent as he fought not to laugh at my Freudian slip and subsequent rambling.
"I was going to order something in, as a little 'welcome to the team' gift," he said when I finally stopped talking. "Any preferences?"
"Nope."
By lunch that day, I had gotten a hold of myself just enough to prevent any further embarrassment. The next morning, he stopped by my desk again.
"Morning, Nicki! How goes the grind?"
"Good, thanks. How are you?"
"Ready for another day in HR paradise. Hey, just so you know, on Wednesdays they bring doughnuts in for the afternoon coffee break." He winked conspiratorially. "Pop by my office and let me know when they get dropped off?"
I couldn't keep myself from grinning. "Deal."
As soon as I saw Larissa, the receptionist for our floor, enter the break room with a stack of pink boxes, I slid out from my desk and popped my head into Cole's office.
"Knock, knock," I said, then cringed. "I don't know why I did that. I could have just knocked, I guess."



Cole looked up from his desk and grinned. "That can be our code word for 'it's doughnut time.'" He practically bounded out from behind his desk. "Come on. Let's get there before the sprinkled ones are all claimed."
On Thursday, Cole asked how I took my coffee.
"Black, like my soul," I muttered.
His surprised laugh startled me and I jumped, realizing I had answered without thinking.
"That's a good one," he said. "You seem more of a purple soul to me, though."
"Indigo is the lightest I'll go."
"Indigo it is. Want me to grab you one? I was just getting myself a refill."
"That'd be great. But actually, can you add some cream and sugar?"
His laughter echoed down the hallway and I couldn't help but join in.
The next week, we were eating lunch together almost every day. The week after that, no one could figure out why he was calling me Martha, and I didn't care to explain how Cole had teased me about constantly taking negative press and telling everyone "it's a good thing." And the week after that, we were officially dubbed office spouses by Karen from Legal, despite me rolling my eyes at the ridiculous concept of being a work wife.
I liked Cole as a person, I really did. It wasn't just the gloriously broad smile or his musical voice or those strong, soft hands. It wasn't just because I wanted to run my fingers along that scar on his cheek until my hands met his chin, tilting his face up to kiss me. He was quick-witted and funny, but also one of the nicest people I had ever met. The chemistry between us was indisputable, despite the fact he was annoyingly cheerful all the time, and I tended to take a more cynical view of things.
More often than not, I could be found rolling my eyes at Cole's enthusiasm for something and he could be found laughing in surprise at some dark joke I'd made. As the weeks went on, I found it harder and harder to follow that good life rule of not developing a crush on the fucking HR manager. More than once, I caught myself staring at Cole. And definitely more than once, I caught him staring back.
The nice thing about being a contract employee is that there was a clear end date. So while it was my own personal credence not to fuck anyone I worked with, there was a set deadline on my employment there, after which Cole and I would no longer be working together.
I didn't think Cole was the kind of person I'd end up doing anything besides fucking, but that was all right with me. Relationships were a pain, especially when I moved around so much, and I couldn't deny that my attraction to Cole had started off as a solely physical thing. Sometimes, though, when I caught myself staring at him before he did, I thought maybe there was something more. It was a terrifying thought, and I pushed it from my mind with a vengeance.
I say all this so that it's clear just how jarring it was when Cole walked up to my desk on the morning of December third wearing a Santa hat and a sprig of holly pinned to his suit jacket.
It was like the start of a crappy Hallmark Christmas movie. There I was, the rough-around-the-edges heroine, hilariously funny and super hot, of course. Sitting at my desk, minding my own business, when the joyful and wholesome, incredibly handsome male lead entered the hallway. I could almost hear the promo playing over us.
Cole loves Christmas. He would celebrate every single day, if he could. But a tragic incident in Nicki's past has left her with a hole in her heart where her Christmas spirit should be. What happens when these two unlikely friends must face their differences? This year, Nicki might just get some Cole in her stocking and save Christmas in the meantime.
"Ho ho ho!"
"No."
Cole laughed. "What?"
"No Christmas stuff. This is a Christmas-free zone."
He leaned against my desk. "I would have thought this is right up your alley."
"I don't celebrate Christmas."
It was one of the few times I rattled Cole. His eyes widened and he cringed.
"Shit, sorry. Am I being insensitive?"
I shook my head. "Nothing like that. I'm not religious or anything. I just don't like Christmas."
"You don't like it? What's not to like?"
I tried to laugh, but it was definitely forced. "It's kind of obnoxious, you know?"
Cole clutched his chest. "Obnoxious? Spreading Christmas cheer, far and wide for all to hear? It's glorious!"
"Hmm. Count me out." I turned back to my computer and pretended to type up a press release.
"Not a chance. You wait, Martha. Like you always say, 'it's a good thing.'"
I smiled in spite of myself. "You do you, Cole. I'm not a Christmas person."
"Challenge accepted."
"That wasn't a challenge!"
"Too late, it's accepted. By the end of the week, you'll be dripping with Christmas spirit."
He sauntered down the hallway like an oversized elf, and I rolled my eyes. Thoughts of Cole often had me dripping with something, but it sure wasn't Christmas spirit. Despite his insistence, I assumed he would drop the issue.
I realized very quickly that I had underestimated Cole.
When I arrived at work the next morning, there was a small red box on my desk. Frowning, I picked it up, opened the lid, and immediately rolled my eyes. A small ornament was inside, shaped like a chimney with a set of legs poking out the top. I put my purse and coat away, picked up the box, and walked to Cole's office.
He was sitting at his computer and did an awful job of pretending to look casual when I walked in holding the box.
"No," I said.
"Good morning to you, too."
"Cole, I don't do Christmas. Take this back."
He blinked up at me. "Take what back?"
"The gift! I don't want it."
"Gift? I didn't bring any gift. Must have been Santa."
I glared at him. "Okay then. Cole, somebody left this box with a decoration in it on my desk. I have no use for decorations because Christmas is stupid. Would you like it?"
"Nope. You should hang onto it, just in case you realize that Christmas isn't stupid."
"You're obnoxious," I muttered, and stormed out of his office.
The next day, I was hunched over my keyboard typing furiously when I heard squeals of excitement coming from down the hall. Larissa's voice drifted from her reception desk.
"Of course I love Christmas! Thank you so much, Cole! This is the perfect afternoon pick-me-up."
"Enjoy! It was my mom's recipe."
I glanced down the hallway out of the corner of my eye. Cole was walking towards me with a large white tray, the bobble on his Santa hat bouncing as he came my way. I steeled myself and continue typing.
"Afternoon, Nicki!" he exclaimed. "I didn't see you at lunch today."
"Couldn't get away," I muttered.
"You must be hungry. Cookie?"
He held the tray towards me and I stopped typing. The tray was filled with soft gingerbread cookies, and I could smell the spices from where I sat. My mouth betrayed me and began to water. I'm not joking when I say that they were the most delicious looking cookies I think I had ever seen. Deep brown, with glittering sugar sprinkled all over the cracked tops. Between the intoxicating scent and the fact that I hadn't eaten since a quick piece of toast at breakfast, I couldn't help myself.
"Yeah, actually."
As I reached for one, Cole pulled the tray back. "One caveat. You have to say 'I love Christmas' to get a cookie."
Normally when Cole grinned, I melted a bit. At that moment, I wanted to slap him.
"Fuck off." I opened my desk drawer and grabbed a bag of baby carrots, glared at Cole, and bit one.
"Oh, come on," he protested. "You can't just say that you love Christmas? Not even for my famous gingerbread?"
I threw the other half of the carrot at his head and returned to typing.
His insistence continued, and my mood didn't improve over the next few days. I stopped greeting Cole when I saw him, and didn't go to the break room to grab anything unless I was sure he wasn't there. Maybe it was petty of me, but I didn't want to celebrate Christmas. It was a miserable time of year, and I was upset that my friend wouldn't drop the damn issue.
On Monday, Cole came in carrying a large Crock-Pot and dropped it off in the break room. I couldn't tell what he was doing until about an hour later. Larissa had dipped into the room to grab a refill of coffee, and when she walked past my desk after leaving, the scent of chocolate and peppermint followed her.
They don't say that scent is the strongest memory trigger for nothing. The second I inhaled, I was transported back to my old living room, watching my world shatter around me as the tree from my Christmas village hit the mantel. I bit my lip, willing the bile that had jumped into my throat back down, and pushed memories of Frank from my mind.
My mood declined as the scent of hot chocolate permeated the office more and more. It was lunchtime when Cole finally went back to the break room. Voices rose in delight as he served up peppermint hot chocolate to everyone—"real hot chocolate, not that garbage made from powder," he kept saying—and people hurried to and from the break room to get in on it. I caught sight of the treat more than once. People carried festive red and white paper cups topped with whipped cream, red and white sprinkles, and a mini candy cane.
I refused to admit that it both looked and smelled delicious. Peppermint hot chocolate used to be one of my favourite things in the world. I hadn't so much as sniffed it since that horrible Christmas three years earlier and I was determined that it wouldn't sway me. Christmas was stupid. Christmas was obnoxious. And peppermint hot chocolate was not worth admitting otherwise.
The break room quieted down and people returned to their desks and offices. Slowly, but surely, the aroma of hot chocolate faded until it was just another distant memory. I used the lack of distraction to bury myself in the project I was working on, and it wasn't until the aroma began to strengthen again that I realized Cole was standing by my desk.
He was holding a mug, still steaming, a glob of whipped cream on top. There were no sprinkles, no candy cane, and the mug was just one of the regular break room ones.
Cole opened his mouth to speak, but I cut him off.
"What am I supposed to do to get a cup of hot chocolate? Sing you a carol? Suck off Santa?"
He looked embarrassed and shook his head, placing the mug on my desk. "I'm sorry."
I hadn't been expecting that, and I'm sure my face showed how suspicious I was.
"Really, I am," he said. His hand flitted to the side of his face, almost unconsciously touching the scar there. "I know you're busy with work, but I also know you're avoiding me. I'm sorry I pushed the Christmas thing on you so much."
He seemed sincere, but then again, he always seemed sincere. It was up to me whether to trust him or not. Sighing, I nodded.
"Thank you, Cole. I accept the apology. I'm sorry I threw a carrot at you."
He snorted and within seconds, we were both laughing. After he went back to his desk, I stared at the mug for a long time.
One sip couldn't hurt, I reasoned. Just to try it. He'd gone out of his way to make sure it was as un-Christmassy as possible. It was just a nice thing for one friend to do for another. Besides, if I didn't drink it, I would have to get up and go to the break room to dump it out. What a waste.
I took a sip and my eyes closed involuntarily as I nearly shuddered. The damn thing was fucking delicious.
**
Things didn't quite go back to normal after Cole's apology, but they didn't get worse. We ate lunch together the next day, and he didn't bring up Christmas at all. It was tense, at times, but at least we were friends again.
Not that it mattered much. While my contract was technically until the end of the month, the office was closed between Christmas and New Year's. I would be on call for emergencies, but it was just a matter of days until I was done at the firm.
I thought I was home free. No more Christmas cookies, no more nagging to get into the spirit. Just me and Cole, hanging out at lunch, making bad jokes and blowing off steam.
Little did I know that it was a ruse. Cole started pushing again the very next day, even without bringing it up to my face.
I didn't really respond to it at first. I managed to put up with the fact that someone set up a Christmas tree near my desk. Placement wise, it made sense. The break room was right there, lots of people used the hallway... really, it was justified.
The day after that, garland went up on the walls around my desk. I gritted my teeth, but ignored it.
When a strand of twinkling lights appeared surrounding my desk, that was a line. As soon as I walked in that morning, I took the lights down and shoved them under the Christmas tree. After the weekend, they were back up, and someone had put a set of elf figurines on the edge of my desk.
Something inside me snapped when I saw them. It was my last week at the firm, and I was done with Cole's bullshit. I took the lights and the garland down, picked up the figurines, and marched into Cole's office.
He was on a call and frowned as I stormed in, but his face changed when he realized what I was holding.
"Sorry to cut this short, but let me call you back later, okay?"
He hung up the phone as I closed the office door behind me and dumped the decorations on his desk.
"Stop it," I said.
"Nicki—"
"No. Just stop." My heart pounded as I stood in front of him. "Next time, I'm throwing them in the garbage."
He had the decency to look ashamed. "I'm sorry. I didn't think it was that big a deal. I was just trying to cheer you up about the season."
"You don't know anything about me. Drop it."
"So tell me. Let's unpack this." He leaned forward and put his chin in his hand, mimicking a thinker's pose. His fingers grazed the scar that marred his otherwise-perfect cheek as he stroked his smooth face. "Why do you hate Christmas so much, Nicki? You don't seem like the Scrooge type."
Now, if this was one of those gloriously cheesy Hallmark movies, things might have gone a little bit differently. My mouth would drop open and I'd sputter for a moment, before collapsing in the chair across from Cole and bursting into tears.
He would be immediately concerned at the out-of-character reaction. The slightly cynical but strong and adorable female lead, crying?! What kind of trauma could she have faced to do such a thing here, at a workplace, at Christmas?
I'd spill the story out to him. Slowly, as I explained the actions of my ex, I'd regain control of my breath, my sobs only coming at convenient points in the dialogue so that the viewer could understand what I was saying.
"And that's it," I'd say in a shaky but clear voice. "I just can't stand any of it anymore, Cole. How could I possibly be happy again?"
"Oh, Nicki," he'd murmur. He'd rise from his chair, moving around the desk to kneel beside me. "How could anyone treat you so horribly?"
"I don't know," I'd sniffle.
"Let me help you," he would whisper. "Let me show you that Christmas can bring good things, too."
And then, of course, he'd kiss me. Very politely and with no tongue, because come on—kids might be watching! And it would be super clear that I was into it, but for dramatic purposes, after a moment I'd pull away and gasp.
"I have to go!" I'd say, rising from the chair and bolting from the room.
But that's what happens in movies, not real life. In reality, I was definitely adorable, but this slightly cynical and strong female lead wasn't about to start crying. No, crying would mean that I was sad. And I wasn't sad.
I was pissed.
My heart raced faster, heat rising in my cheeks. "Not that it's any of your business, because it isn't, but something shitty happened to me at Christmas and I don't like being reminded of it."
"What happened?"
"It's none of your business."
"Maybe I can help."
"How could you possibly help?" I kept myself from shouting, but just barely. "Put a candy cane on it and some tacky decorations and say it's better?"
"That's not—"
"Not what? Not what you've been doing this whole month?"
"I just thought that maybe if you told me what happened, you would feel better."
A dry laugh barked out of my throat. "You want to know? You really want to know? Three years ago, I was just like you. Only worse. I loved every stupid thing there was to love about Christmas. I was the jolliest motherfucker you'd have ever met. And I was so jolly and so obsessed with Christmas that my boyfriend got sick of it and fucked another woman. And told me about it. On Christmas Eve."
"That's—"
"The idea of Christmas makes me sick. I broke everything, I got rid of it because he was right. It's obnoxious. It's stupid. And I want you to stop trying to make me think otherwise."
Cole nodded, his eyes wide and face serious. "I'm sorry, Nicki."
"Good for you. That's just fucking great. I don't care." I turned to leave, then whirled back towards him. "I'm glad that Christmas is a happy, fun time for you. But I swear to God, if you don't stop, you're going to have another PR disaster on your hands when it gets out that I'm being harassed by someone in HR, of all things. So leave me alone."
I flung the door open, meaning to slam it behind me but thinking better of it just in time to let it close quietly behind me.
There was no one in the hallway, and I took a moment to regroup before walking calmly back to my desk. Just as I sat down, Larissa came out of the break room.
"Oh, what happened to those cute little elves you had?" she asked. "It was so festive over here."
I know people usually don't literally bite their tongues when trying to keep from snapping at someone, but my teeth were painfully embedded in mine before I could stop myself.
**
The first thing I did on Tuesday morning was call Angela.
"I need a private space for this week. I don't care where, I just can't handle being in this hallway while trying to finish this up."
"Give me half an hour, and we'll find something."
When she came to my desk twenty-five minutes later, she had an empty box with her.
"I have the perfect solution," she said, handing the box to me. "There's not a lot of meetings this week, so you can take over the HR boardroom. I had Larissa move anything that was booked, and this way you don't have to go too far."
It wasn't the perfect solution. I had hoped to be moved further away from HR, but at least the boardroom had a door I could shut and I wouldn't have to see Cole's stupid face thirty times a day. Less than an hour later, I'd moved into the boardroom and was surrounded by blissful quiet for the first time in weeks.
Despite my annoyance with Cole, I was disappointed to lose him as a friend. I was sad that I'd never get to explore whatever there had been between us. Whether it was just a quick hook up, or that "something more" that terrified me so much, it wasn't going to happen.
We had spent three months flirting and joking around and getting to know each other. Three months discovering there was definitely a spark between us. That was all gone. Yet another Christmas loss.
It wasn't an easy week. It was long, and busy, and frantic in trying to get everything accomplished. It was lonely, and dejecting, and while everyone else was looking forward to the break and spending time with their families, I had nothing to go home to. My next contract was in the same city, but didn't start until February. I would have an entire month of nothing.
By Wednesday afternoon, I had started feeling guilty for yelling at Cole. I replayed my words over and over in my head. Each time, it became more and more apparent that the words weren't mine. They were words that had been spoken to me, words that had scarred me, and I had thrown that pain back at Cole.



He certainly wasn't blameless in the entire situation, but neither was I.
On Thursday, I sat in the boardroom twirling a pen between my fingers long after everyone had left for the day. I still had a stack of things to finish, but I couldn't focus.
Frank, just calm down. We can fix this.
How could you possibly help? Put a candy cane on it and some tacky decorations and say it's better?
How the fuck are you going to fix it? Throw some goddamn tinsel on it and say it's better?
I'm sorry, Nicki.
I don't give a shit if you're sorry! It's too fucking late for sorry!
Good for you. I don't care.
Frank's words and Cole's words and my words. All tangled up in my head like the Christmas lights I'd thrown on Cole's desk, playing like a grotesque version of a Hallmark movie. I knew exactly what it felt like to be on Cole's side of the conversation, and I'd still said those horrible things to him.
I had two options, I reasoned. I could end my contract at the firm, turn my back on the whole thing, and never think about it again.
Alternately, I could apologize to Cole, end my contract at the firm, turn my back on the whole thing, and never think about it again.
The first option was attractive. I wouldn't have to put myself through the embarrassment of an apology or own up to my mistakes. I could walk away, ignore what had happened, and move on with my life.
It was a great option, really, and I considered it strongly. The idea of dragging my sorry ass into Cole's office to ask for his forgiveness was daunting, at best. Why bother, when I was so close to being done?
But there was the problem of that stupid little nagging voice in the back of my heart, telling me that apologizing was the right thing to do. I owed it to him. I owed it to myself, to prove to myself that I was better than Frank. Frank had never apologized, not even for the cheating. Did I really want to take an action that put me on the same level as my ex?
I packed my things up. There was no chance of getting any work done that night. Begrudgingly, I promised myself that I'd go to Cole's office the next day and apologize.
**
I didn't go to Cole's office to apologize.
I intended to, I really did. It was the first thing I intended to do that day. But when I got to the boardroom, Angela was already waiting for me.
"I know it's your last day," she said as soon as I walked in. "I am so sorry to spring this on you, but one of the executives got a DUI last night driving home from a meeting with a client."
"What? Who? What were they thinking?"
"I know. It's bad. Can you help put some things in place for when this gets released?"
So instead of going to Cole's office to apologize, I spent the first part of the day dealing with the fallout of some overpaid shithead's decision to endanger anyone with the misfortune of driving the previous evening. Fortunately, or unfortunately, depending on how it's looked at, it wasn't an entirely uncommon disaster in the PR world, and I made quick work of getting everything in place.
By the time I was finished, it was almost lunchtime. I intended on going to Cole's office to apologize, but between my lack of motivation the previous evening and the loss of the morning, I was way behind. If I skipped lunch, I reasoned, I could finish up the rest of my tasks and go to Cole's office mid-afternoon to apologize. That would be better, wouldn't it? More considerate, I thought. It wasn't fair for me to take up his lunch hour with my apology.
And then I just... didn't.
Two o'clock rolled around. It would seem contrived, I told myself, to go to his office right at two. Like I'd scheduled it. I should wait a bit.
At two-thirty, I was in the middle of a complicated spreadsheet I was preparing for posterity. I couldn't step away.
Three o'clock was coffee time, and I recycled the "inconsiderate to take up his break time" excuse.
At four o'clock, I ignored the time.
At four-thirty, I nearly had a panic attack when I couldn't think of a reason not to go to his office, and that was a good reason not to go to his office.
At four-forty-five, I ignored the time again.
When five o'clock hit, I put my head in my hands.
I knew I was a shitty person. A shitty, selfish, stupid—
"Nicki, can I come in?"
If he had knocked, I hadn't heard it, nor had I heard him open the door. His voice was tentative and serious, a mask for the nervousness that entwined in his words.
"Hey, Cole. I meant to come see you today."
"You did?"
I nodded, still not looking at him. "Come on in."
He shut the door softly behind him. I took a deep breath, told myself to do the right thing, and looked up.
Cole was standing at the other end of the boardroom table. He had his jacket on, a black wool pea coat that made him look classy and fashionable. His hair was slightly ruffled, the Santa hat he'd been wearing for the past three weeks clasped in his hands instead of glued to his head.
We looked at each other hesitantly for a moment, neither willing to break the silence. Finally, Cole cleared his throat.
"I'm sorry," he said quietly. "I was way out of line. I acted unprofessionally, and worse, I was a horrible friend to you."
"I owe you an apology, too."
"You don't."
"Yes, I do." I folded my arms and bit my lip, willing my voice not to shake. "I should not have yelled at you. I could have explained the situation to you in a much less emotional way. And I shouldn't have tried to bring you down. Just because it's a bad time of year for me doesn't mean I should shit on how other people celebrate it. I'm sorry, Cole. I was pissed with what you were doing but that didn't warrant the reaction I had."
"I disagree. I think you have every right to be pissed." A half-smile played across Cole's lips. "But I accept your apology."
"I accept yours, too. I'm... I wanted... I wish I had come to your office sooner."
"Why's that?"
Now, if this were a classic Christmas movie like the masterpieces on the Hallmark channel, things would have gone a little differently. I, as the gruff but lovable heroine with a tragic backstory, would tell Cole that he'd helped me get over my lack of Christmas spirit. I'd shed a single tear, sadly lamenting that my time at the firm was done and I wouldn't get to see him every day. Then, with a sniffle, I'd tell Cole I love him, and for some reason that wasn't totally clear to the viewer, had to leave because we couldn't be together.
With every bit of tense drama I could muster, I would collect my personal items and try to run from the room. Conveniently, that would mean I'd have to bypass Cole, who was still standing near the doorway. He'd stop me with a single touch on my arm that I could easily shake off, if it were real life, and throw the Santa hat clasped in his hands across the room.
"Don't you see, Nicki?" he'd declare. "It's meant to be. We're meant to be. All I wanted for Christmas—" cue sappy music featuring jingle bells "—was for you to be happy."
Then he'd touch my face, and we'd finally kiss. It would be reasonably chaste—these are family movies, after all—but as the music swelled and the credits began to roll, the viewer would just know that Cole had hoisted me up onto that boardroom table. He'd bunch my skirt up at my waist (because in the movie, I'd be wearing a skirt even though it was the middle of winter and I hadn't worn a single skirt since starting at the firm), wrench my legs open, and fuck the Christmas spirit right back into me.
"It's my last day. I didn't want to end on a bad note. If I hadn't been a pussy about things, we could have had lunch or something," is what I actually said.
"How about dinner?"
I raised my eyebrows. "Like, now?"
Cole grinned and that familiar melting feeling crept through my body. "Yeah. My treat. To make up for—"
"You have nothing to make up for."
"Fine. As a thank you for the past few months."
I smiled. "Okay. Let's do it."
"Great, I know just—"
"On one condition."
Cole stopped, looking at me expectantly.
"No Christmas stuff," I said. "Please. Just a normal, regular dinner."
"Deal," he said. "If you feel like I'm pushing or even veering in that direction, just tell me. I promise I'll stop."
**
Cole kept his word. Dinner went by without a single mention of the season, aside from a small "happy holidays!" from the waitress as we left.
He took me to a nearby restaurant that he said was one of the best in town. It didn't look like much from the outside, but then again, the best restaurants never do. Once we were inside, it looked like a hipster's wet dream. Exposed brick walls, rich wooden tables that were artfully distressed, mismatched coffee cups and cutlery that probably came straight from the closest thrift store. It was as cool as it could be without being cool.
I gave it a pass on the trendy-but-not-too-trendy decor because Cole was right. The food was phenomenal. Nothing came served in a garden shovel and there were no deconstructed sandwiches or anything on the menu. It was just good food using great ingredients. Even stuffing myself past the point of comfort, I wasn't able to finish my portion, and had to ask for it to be wrapped up to take home.
Without the Christmas cloud hanging over us, things felt normal. By the end of the meal, it was like the entire month of December hadn't happened. We talked and laughed, joked about work stuff, and gossiped about little rumours and stories we'd heard.
But it was not normal, at the same time. The jokes were a little more risque, the talking edging on the side of flirting. Those stares we used to hide became significant gazes, lingering just a little longer than they should have. We weren't colleagues anymore, and that chemistry we'd been ignoring since September was threatening to bubble over.
Hooking up with Cole had fallen from my wish list around the same time he'd put the Santa hat on. That night, it came back with a roaring insistence, and those little smiles he was giving me weren't helping. A month ago, it would have been a dream come true. My body wanted him, there was no denying that. The rest of me did, too, and it was impossible for me to ignore that it wasn't just physical.
I cared for Cole. I had felt bad about our fight, and it wasn't just because he didn't deserve to be spoken to the way I had spoken to him. It was because I kind of... oh God, I kind of liked him. In a "stay for breakfast the next morning" kind of way. In the "something more" kind of way.
I didn't know if that was an avenue I wanted to explore. For one thing, a relationship with Cole would mean having to handle the Christmas drama like an adult at some point. For another, relationships were complicated. I hadn't been in a serious one since Frank.
Finally, I had no idea if that was something Cole wanted. And the same dreadful worry in my stomach, the one that had made excuses not to go to his office and apologize, was keeping me from admitting how I felt.
Maybe I should just fuck him and be done with it, I thought. After all, there was no discernible reason that he would want a relationship with me after the way I'd acted. I was lucky he even wanted to be friends.
The evening went by too fast. I felt a pang of disappointment when the waitress dropped the bill on the table—"No rush, but do you need the machine?"—and grabbed for it, but Cole pushed my hand away gently. I shivered as his fingers brushed against mine, and hoped fervently that he didn't notice.
"I said it was my treat." He pulled out his wallet and nodded to the waitress, who had the machine with her despite the insistence that there was no rush. Once paid, she nodded brusquely at us and left the table.
"Well, thank you," I said as we got up to leave. "That was delicious. I'm stuffed."
"Me too. Told you, best place in town."
It was that awkward part of the night, where neither of us really knew what was going to happen next. The night was clear and brisk, only mildly chilly. We stood outside the restaurant entrance for a moment, the uncertainty palpable.
"Did you want to go for a walk, maybe?" I asked.
"Do you need a ride home?" asked Cole at the same time.
I blushed, embarrassed at having misread the situation.
"Oh, no, I can get home from here—"
"No, a walk would be great, let's—"
We stopped again and chuckled awkwardly.
"Let's go for a walk," Cole suggested. "It's a nice night."
"Are you sure? If you have somewhere else to be..."
"Nowhere else I'd rather be. I just didn't want to monopolize your evening."
I tried to hide my smile at his words and failed miserably.
"Know any good places to wander?"
Cole nodded. "There's a park just a few blocks away."
We walked slowly, in that unhurried way people do when they have nowhere in particular to be. For a while, we didn't say much, but it was a comfortable silence.
Just before we reached the park, Cole spoke up.
"Can I ask you something?"
"Sure."
He hesitated, seemingly trying to think of how to phrase whatever it was, and mindlessly brushed his fingers along the faint scar on his jawline.
"Okay, it's a serious question. And we don't have to talk about it if you don't want to."
"Cole, you promised no Christmas stuff."
"It's not specifically Christmas related." He stopped walking and turned to me. "Look, I know I've only known you for a couple of months, but you've always seemed like the kind of person who doesn't let other people control your life. I just wanted to know more about what happened with your ex and how it made you stop loving something you enjoyed so much."
He was absolutely right: I did not want to talk about that in the slightest. The happy buzz I'd been riding for the evening came to a staggering end.
"That's a pretty heavy question. I thought it was bad form to talk about exes on a date."
Cole raised his eyebrows. "Is this a date?"
The second the words left my lips, I had started blushing. "I mean, no, but I just... I was joking."
"Oh."
Sighing, I tilted my head back and looked up at the darkened sky. "I don't know what to tell you. Logically, I know he was the asshole in the situation, but I can't help blaming myself. Every time I try to get past it and celebrate, I just hear his voice in my head telling me how obnoxious I was."
"That sounds frustrating."
"It is. And I just... I can't get past it. It's easier to just ignore the whole thing."
Cole nodded. "I can see why you'd say that. It's hard to move past a painful experience, especially when it's tied so closely to a holiday."
I shook my head miserably. "You don't understand. But thank you for trying."
He started to say something, then stopped. "Do you miss it? Celebrating, I mean?'
Pursing my lips, I looked at Cole. He was watching me, his face earnest, ready to back off at any second. I think he knew he was toeing the line of what he had agreed to. There was something about the way he was looking at me that stopped me from snapping at him, though. He wasn't pushing the issue. He wasn't trying to force me to be happy. He just, earnestly, honestly, sincerely wanted to know.
It was that look that made me search my own heart for the answer. The easy thing would have been to say no, I didn't miss it, and let the issue drop. But it wasn't the truthful answer.
"A little bit," I admitted. "But not enough to put myself through those memories. Don't take it as an invitation to start pressuring me."
"I won't," he promised. We started walking again, the noise of the city fading as we entered the park. "Can I offer some unsolicited advice?"
"Is it still unsolicited if you ask prior to offering it?"
"I think so. Solicited advice would require you to ask for it."
What the hell, I thought. "Sure."
"Make new memories. Start new traditions. Stuff you didn't do before," he said. "I mean, it's no secret that I go all-out for Christmas, but it's not like that's a necessity. If you miss it, even just a little bit, don't let your shithead ex ruin it for you forever."
"It's easier said than done, Cole."
"I know."
"You don't."
"Nicki, I really do." Again, he started to say something but changed his mind. "It kills me that someone took something you loved away from you. The fact that he was able to do so is a testament to how horrible of a situation it was, and I sympathize. I really, honestly do. But you just said that you miss it. Even missing it a little bit is a reason to try to get it back."
I could feel anger flaring up. The chill of the evening was even more obvious as my cheeks flushed, burning hot in the crisp air. My instinct was to yell again, to tell Cole to back off and that he had no idea what he was talking about.
But something else stopped me. The instinct to be defensive, to run away from my problems instead of facing them... that wasn't who I was. That instinct was a response, something that had been learned after I had been told my love for Christmas was what ruined my relationship. My true instinct was still there, buried somewhere beneath the layers of scars I'd obtained from having my heart broken, and it screamed at me that Cole was right.
I was quiet for a long time while I processed Cole's words, and it was only when he mumbled something that I realized it.
"What was that?" I asked.
"I said I'm sorry for overstepping."
"No, you didn't overstep. I was just thinking."
"What were you thinking?"
Again, I paused. New memories, new traditions. Stuff I hadn't done before.
"I could really go for some hot chocolate right now," I said.
Cole's face betrayed his surprise, but he got his expression under control quickly. "Peppermint?"
"Yeah."
"I know just the place. Not as good as the stuff I make, but close. Are you up for a bit of a drive?"
I would have been fine with stopping at the nearest Starbucks, but I wasn't going to turn down more time with Cole. We drove through the city, past the outskirts of town, and when he turned down a gravel road nearly half an hour later, I looked at him in surprise.
"Where are you taking me? Should I be worried they'll find me in a ditch somewhere?"
Cole laughed. "Not a chance. Anyway, we're headed there." He pointed at a property just down the road, a patch of bright light in the otherwise dark countryside. When he turned in, I raised my eyebrows.
"This is a tree lot."
"Yep. But they make the best hot chocolate in the area. Other than mine, of course."
The place was quite busy. I guess the Friday before Christmas was a popular time, and Cole had to drive around a bit before finding a parking spot. When I got out of the car, it was both my Christmas dream and my nightmare.
It wasn't a big, professional operation. The place was clearly someone's farm. At the far end of the lot, there was a cute house that was positively dripping in Christmas lights. The trees filled one section of the yard, where a man was busily helping family after family purchase the most beautiful trees I'd ever seen. In another area, a woman was serving hot chocolate from a wooden booth. Portable fire pits dotted the yard, and people milled about, sipping hot chocolate and warming themselves in the golden glow.
I couldn't see where they were, but speakers around the yard blasted Christmas carols. An older teen boy was helping families into a wagon full of hay. The horses at the head of it snorted as they waited, steam rising from their nostrils in the chilly night air.
Children hollered and giggled. Lovers strolled holding hands and sipping hot chocolate. It was a scene I'd watched in a million Hallmark movies come to life. Somewhere deep inside, my heart melted, and I forgot about Frank and being obnoxious and hating Christmas. As I took in the sights, my eyes filled with wonder.



No, wait. Not wonder. Tears.
I blinked rapidly, refusing to cry as the joy started crashing down inside me. I fought the echo of Frank's voice in my head, a voice that was somehow louder than the music blasting from the speakers. Biting my lip, I got a hold of myself just as Cole came around to my side of the car.
He took one look at my face and his smile faded. "We can leave."
I shook my head. "No, this is fine."
"It's not. You're clearly not fine."
"I'm fine, Cole," I snapped. "Let's get some fucking hot chocolate."
He looked alarmed, but I pushed past him and started towards the wooden booth. New traditions, new memories, I told myself. Frank would have never come with me to a place like this. He never even came with me to get a Christmas tree.
Cole caught up with me as I walked. I slowed my pace as he fell in step next to me.
"Are you—"
"Don't," I interrupted. "You were right. I can't let my shithead ex ruin this forever. We're here, I want some hot chocolate, and I need to take the plunge to get past my issues with this." My face burned as I spoke, and I couldn't look at him. "It's a lot easier with you here. Please help me."
I don't know what Cole was thinking, or what his face looked like, or if he was smiling or concerned or what. It didn't matter. The next thing I knew, his hand was in mine, enveloping my fingers in a warm embrace.
Neither of us addressed it. We didn't talk about it, didn't comment on the new development. My heart fluttered as he touched me, and then it just was.
When we got to the little wooden booth, the lady serving hot chocolate smiled at us.
"Merry Christmas, folks! We have regular and peppermint tonight."
"Peppermint, please," I said.
"Make it two," added Cole.
He let go of my hand just long enough to grab his wallet, but I stopped him.
"My turn," I said, and paid the lady.
He didn't argue, just put his wallet away. Once she handed us each a steaming cup of hot chocolate, he took my hand again, and we wandered away from the booth.
People passed by, parents chasing their kids and families rushing to be next in line for the hayride. They dodged around Cole and me as we walked, sipping our drinks, not saying anything. The chill of the air, the music, the smells, and sounds and lights... it all felt right. His hand in mine felt right, and it was invigorating and terrifying all at once.
"Still doing all right?" he asked softly.
I nodded, not trusting myself to speak.
"We can go whenever you want."
"Thanks." I glanced across the lot. "Can we go look at trees?"
"Of course. Do you want one?"
"No. I just want to look at them."
There were rows upon rows of trees. Near the front were the little ones, apartment-sized trees that would have fit in my tiny living room nicely. Slightly taller ones, all full and lush. Towards the back were monster trees, the kind that would need a flatbed truck to haul home. We strolled through all of them, hand in hand, sipping peppermint hot chocolate as the fresh scent of pine surrounded us.
We were in the last row, surrounded by trees at least ten feet tall, when I finished my last sip of hot chocolate.
"Want to get going?" asked Cole.
"Yeah, I think so."
He took the empty cup from me and nested it in his. "Thanks for the hot chocolate."
"Thanks for bringing me here."
There was a moment, a Hallmark movie moment. Cole was facing me. There was no one else in that row of trees. It was just us, surrounded by gigantic pines. Even the music from the speakers seemed quieter. The only way it would be more cinematic would be if large, soft snowflakes started falling.
The sincere, kind-hearted, handsome male love interest looked down at me, the Grinchy female lead whose heart was in the process of repairing. I tilted my head up to meet his eyes. We gazed at each other, both nervous, both wanting what came next but scared of moving first.
I was going to do it, I decided. I was going to kiss him. I stepped forward just slightly, raising my hand with the intent of touching his cheek, finally touching that scar of his, and Cole reached for me and—
"You folks need a hand?"
I jumped back as the man selling the trees popped his head out at the end of the row.
"No, just looking," I said.
"Let me know if you need help lifting anything," he said. "We've got lots of trees left. The perfect one for you is in here somewhere."
I smiled politely. "Thanks."
And that was it. No more moment.
Cole cleared his throat. "We should get going."
"Yep. Yeah. Good idea."
We started walking, hands kept firmly to ourselves. The Christmas-filled world of the tree lot returned brashly as we made our way down the main aisle towards the exit, and if it wasn't for the fact I had been determinedly staring away from Cole, I wouldn't have seen them.
A small section, just behind the register. The trees in that little section were as ugly as a tree could be. Stunted, short, with branches sticking out in all directions. Most of them were rather spindly, missing branches, bowed and bent in the most natural of unnatural ways.
Above them was a hand-painted sign.
Charlie Brown Specials $14
I stopped in my tracks and burst out laughing.
Cole was a few steps ahead of me and turned, a half-smile creeping across his face as he watched me double over with laughter.
"What's so funny?"
I pointed, almost in tears. "I need one. The trees over there. I need to bring one home."
I picked the most pathetic-looking tree I could find. It was barely three feet tall, twisted and gnarly, and looked as though it might collapse at the very idea of having an ornament hung on it. Luckily, I only had one ornament.
Year after year in my previous life, I had searched for the biggest, lushest, most beautiful Christmas tree possible. I had turned down trees for having a branch in slightly the wrong place, or not being quite tall enough to fit in with my vision. And as stupid as it was, I felt a kinship with that ugly-ass tree. It was broken, twisted, not quite right. But it was still there. And I was going to take care of it.
I paid for the tree and Cole loaded it into the car.
"I have to ask," he said as we bumped down the gravel road.
I knew what he was going to say. "I have no idea. I just saw that sign and those poor trees and I just... I had to have it."
He laughed. "Do you need decorations for it? We can stop somewhere."
"I have one."
"One decoration?"
"Come on, Cole. Do you really think it could handle more than one decoration?"
He grinned. "Maybe it would surprise you with how much it can handle."
"Maybe," I conceded. "But I really just needed a place to put the one decoration."
"Well, you have two decorations."
"No, just one."
"Two, if you still have the one Santa left you at the beginning of the month."
I chuckled dryly. "Yeah, I have it. Which is a total of one."
"Oh." We were both quiet for a moment before Cole spoke up again. "Can I ask something else?"
"Sure."
"When we were standing in the row of trees, just before the owner asked if we needed help..."
And of course, at that exact moment, my cell phone rang.
I was both grateful and annoyed, but decided I was thankful for the distraction. I knew where Cole was heading with his question, but emotionally, I was already exhausted. Between the stress of the day, the worrying about apologizing, the "will-they-won't-they" of the evening, and coming to terms with my Christmas baggage, I was just about spent.
"Sorry, I have to take this," I said, grabbing my phone.
"Nicki? Hey, it's Marcus," said the voice on the other end of the phone.
"Marcus?" I didn't know a Marcus.
"Yeah, Marcus from Legal, with the firm? Angela gave me this number, said you were the PR consultant?"
"Oh, right. Sorry, I... yes, what can I do for you, Marcus?"
Well, it turned out that Marcus was a bit of a moron. I closed my eyes as he tried to describe what he needed, finally spitting out that the executive with the DUI had withheld some information regarding his indiscretion the night before. Specifically, he had withheld the reason he was meeting with a client so late, why he had been drinking so much, and what the client's husband had discovered upon his return to the house. The husband was not especially happy with the "full service" package our executive had provided to his wife, and was now threatening to sue in addition to the DUI.
"You know what, this will be a lot easier if I just come in," I said, cutting off Marcus as he barraged me with questions. "Does this have to be tonight or... okay, no, that's fine. I can be there in about a half hour... No, unless you want another PR disaster because you asked an employee to speed in order to get there faster, a half hour's the earliest I can do... Great, glad we have an understanding."
I hung up the phone and turned to Cole.
"Your company has executives with the intelligence of an inbred turkey. The collective intelligence of one single inbred turkey."
He burst out laughing. "So I need to bring you back to the office?"
"Please, if you don't mind. Oh, fuck. Except I have the tree."
"I can bring it by your place. Do you have a spare key or something?"
"It's all door codes to get in. I can't put you out like that, though. If you bring me home I'll just walk to the office after."
Cole shook his head. "Don't worry about it. Text me the codes, I'll drop you off at the office and bring the tree to your place. It's not a problem at all."
It was a problem, in that it meant that my evening with Cole was coming to an end, but I didn't say that. On the bright side, it meant that I finally had Cole's number and hadn't needed to go through any awkward rambling to request it.
He brought me to the office, where I was immediately immersed in a sea of chaotic panic. Legal clung to me like I was a life preserver, and I was tasked with calming their incessant whining. It took a couple of hours, but we managed to handle the PR side of things. As for the lawsuit, well, that was Legal's problem.
When I finally managed to extract myself from the tornado of panic and leave, I checked my phone. Cole had texted shortly after he'd left me at the office.
Dropped the tree off, heading out now. Hope everything's all right. Let me know if you want a ride home when you're done.
I bit my lip, trying not to smile. He had just been to my place, he was well aware that it was just a couple of blocks away from the office.
All done. Just walking home, I'm almost there. But thank you for the offer.
As much as I wanted to take Cole up on the offer, just so we could continue, I was mentally done. All I wanted to do was go home, maybe have a glass of wine, and stare at my stupid little ugly tree.
That evening had been more like a Hallmark movie than any other evening in my life. Had the movie version of my life continued, I would have opened my apartment door to a winter wonderland.
Decorations would be everywhere, and it would smell like peppermint hot chocolate. The Charlie Brown tree would be set up in the corner, my single ornament hanging off it. I would be astounded, my eyes wide as I took in the setup.
"Cole?" I would call out, but he wouldn't be there. The viewer would watch as my face flashed emotion after emotion. Astonishment, followed by confusion, followed by a flash of anger, then sadness. My breathing would quicken, and a tear would fall down my cheek.
Another would follow it, and then I'd be full-on crying, walking around the apartment as I pulled decorations down. Moments later, the apartment door would open and Cole would walk through holding a brown paper shopping bag.
"Nicki?" he'd say.
"Oh, Cole," I'd sob. "I can't accept this. You shouldn't have bought me these things. This is too much. Please, take them back."
"Calm down, calm down." He'd put the bag on the kitchen table and rush to me, embracing me while I clutched decorations to my chest and cried. "I didn't buy all this. It's just things I had from my own place."
I'd sniffle and he'd let me go. "Why are you doing all this for me?"
"You don't know?" he'd say. Then, he'd pick up the bag he put on the table. "I lied. I did buy one thing for you."
He would pass me the bag, and I'd open it. Inside, for some reason, would be the town Christmas tree from the Christmas village I had destroyed.
"I saw it and thought of you," he would explain, even though I had never told him about the Christmas village.
"Oh, Cole," I would cry, because even though I'd been a bad-ass cynical bitch for most of the movie, I would suddenly be a highly emotional and tenderhearted damsel. I wouldn't find it creepy at all that he had decorated my home without my permission, because somehow that single evening of handling my baggage would have cured me permanently. "Cole, I love it. I love you."
"That's all I wanted for Christmas," he would quip, and then we would kiss. Cue jingly music, cue fade to black, cue imaginary scene with us fucking on the couch beside the ugly-ass Christmas tree.
In actuality, when I got to my apartment, the tree was leaning against the wall in my hallway. Cole probably hadn't gone more than two feet in my apartment, because he was a respectful and decent guy. I was thankful for that, seeing as there were dirty dishes all over the kitchen and a load of laundry piled in the armchair.
I set the tree up in the corner of the living room, and dug through the junk piled on my counter until I found the little red box Cole had put on my desk. I took out the ornament and hung it from the sturdiest-looking branch, which still dipped threateningly under its weight.
New traditions, new memories.
I didn't have Christmas pyjamas anymore, but I found the comfiest old pair of flannel pants I had and changed into them. I didn't have any hot chocolate, but I did have a bottle of peppermint schnapps and decaf coffee, so that would have to do. Then, settling in next to my Charlie Brown tree, I flipped on the TV.
There were a million Christmas movies to choose from, but I didn't want to watch some cheesy holiday romance.
An old friend had once insisted that Die Hard was a Christmas movie. I had vehemently denied it, passionately arguing that Christmas movies were not action movies. But when it appeared on my screen, I knew it was the perfect choice.
That would be my new tradition, I decided. Schnapps and coffee, an ugly tree, and Die Hard.
**
I didn't hear much from Cole over the next couple of days, but that was to be expected. He probably had family functions, Christmas parties, all those fun holiday things to take care of. I was single, alone in a city where I didn't really know anyone.
I spent the time soul-searching. By that, I mean shopping. I didn't go all-out and buy every Christmas decoration I could find, but I did get a few more things. Most of them were in the clearance section, things that were broken or missing a piece and were cheap. I fixed them up, displayed them alongside my ugly tree.
I bought a few other things. Hot chocolate, because why deprive myself? Christmas cookies, just because. Even a few gifts, which I sent via overnight mail to my parents. My mom had called immediately after receiving them, panicking because she hadn't sent me anything. I had specifically asked her, and the rest of my family, to stop buying me Christmas gifts because I wasn't buying anything for them. It took nearly an hour for me to convince her that I wasn't dying and had just wanted to let them know I was thinking about them.
The only thing I bought for full price was for Cole. I had found a small ornament, a replica of Charlie Brown's tree from the cartoon. That, along with a copy of Die Hard I had gotten for him, were the only presents under my tree.
Around dinnertime on Christmas Eve, I took a picture of my decorations and texted it to him.
Hope I'm not interrupting any family celebrations. Just wanted to thank you for helping me get a little Christmas spirit back.
I was surprised when my phone went off just a few moments later.
Looking good! Love the decor. You even have a present! Any big plans?
Present's not for me. Probably just going to watch Die Hard again. Maybe we can get together sometime after all your family stuff?
My heart pounded as I hit send. We still hadn't talked about the hand-holding, hadn't even broached the topic of the almost-kiss. I wasn't even sure that he would want to, but I had to find out.
He didn't text back right away, and my heart rate slowed until I felt like it was falling. I tried not to let it hurt, and was just about to turn Die Hard on when it went off.
I'm actually just around the corner from your place right now. I know it's last minute, but want to meet up?
I raised my eyebrows and turned off the TV.
Well that's lucky. Sure!
Great. I'll be there in five minutes.
I raced into my bedroom and changed out of the flannel pyjamas as quickly as I could. Equally frantic, I tidied up the apartment, throwing clothes into the closet and dirty dishes haphazardly into the dishwasher. When Cole buzzed to be let in five minutes later, I was breathing hard, but the place looked reasonably presentable.
He knocked on the door and I opened it, expecting to see smiling, happy, Christmas-spirit-filled Cole. I had even imagined he might be wearing a Christmas sweater, or at least his Santa hat. But when I flung the door open, Cole was standing there with a somber look on his face.
"Hey," I said lightly. "Everything okay?"
I motioned for him to come in, but he hesitated.
"Can I ask a favour?" His voice was soft, characteristically serious.
"What's up?"
"Would you... I have a thing I need to do. An errand, kind of. Would you... will you come with me?"
He seemed so vulnerable, so nervous. Hesitant to ask, but needing support.
"Sure, Cole." I slipped my boots on and grabbed my jacket. "This isn't some like, surprise family Christmas dinner or something, is it?"
He shook his head. "No. It's... I mean it's kind of a family thing, but there's no one there. It's not... I'm not bringing you to meet anyone. It'll be easier to explain when you see."
I had never seen Cole so out of sorts, but I trusted him. We got into his car and sat quietly through the ride. I tried to think of where we might be going, and when we were near the outskirts of town again, I hoped my instinct was wrong.
We drove through a quiet area with mature trees lining the road. Cole turned past a stone gate and into a private-looking driveway that wound through the trees. If possible, the car grew even more silent as I stared out the window. The pit of my stomach tightened with dread as I realized I had been right.
There was no designated parking lot, so Cole just pulled to the side of the road. It wasn't until we got out of the car that he looked at me, a forlorn uncertainty in his eyes. He held a small paper bag in one hand, and I reached out and took his other hand.
"Show me where," I said softly.
We trudged through the snow, carefully following a path of footprints until we reached the top of a hill. A single pine tree, decorated with shining ornaments, stuck out of the snow behind three headstones covered with garlands, poinsettias, and decorations.
Erica Shepherd
April 3, 1963 - December 25, 2007
Donald Shepherd
August 23, 1959 - December 24, 2007
Carrie Shepherd
November 15, 1984 - December 24, 2007
Cole let go of my hand and opened the paper bag. Inside was a small angel figurine, made from a bell and mirrored gems. He placed the figurine on his mom's headstone as I watched silently.
"My whole family loved Christmas," he finally said. "We were that family. Christmas photos every year. Matching sweaters. I hated it a bit when I was in my teens. Carrie did, too, but Dad always said it was what Mom wanted and what Mom wanted, she got.



"The previous four years, Carrie had been away at school, so she really only came home for a few days each Christmas. Mom had missed it, you know? And she was so excited that year because Carrie was done and was working back here. She was a teacher. A really good one. The kids loved her. And it meant that Carrie got some time off at Christmas, I had time off... it was just like when we were growing up.
"She wanted to visit my grandma that night. On Christmas Eve, I mean. Gran had been really sick, was living in a nursing home. And Mom absolutely insisted we wear the matching sweaters that night. So we piled into Dad's car, went out and visited Gran, cheered her up. Mom was so happy, but I remember she cried on the way home. She thought it was Gran's last Christmas and, well, I mean no one wants to... you don't want to think it's anyone's last Christmas."
He paused, brushing snow off Carrie's headstone before continuing.
"I don't remember much about the accident. Carrie and I always fought about who had to sit on Dad's side, because he had to push the seat back further than Mom did. And I won, because I was taller than she was so I needed more legroom. So when we got hit, she was on the driver's side with him. I slammed against the window—cut my face up pretty good and passed out—but somehow, that was it. Everyone else... well. Carrie and Dad were gone before the car even stopped spinning.
"Mom made it through the night. I got to talk to her again before she..."
His voice caught and I reached out, touching his arm. My heart was breaking for Cole, and I was struggling not to cry as he spoke.
He cleared his throat. "She knew, you know? She knew she wasn't going to make it. And she just said to me that I had to keep making Christmas special. And I promised her I would."
I was blinking rapidly, but it wasn't helping. A tear spilled over, tracing an icy path down my cheek.
"I said I'd make sure I celebrated for all of them. I owe it to them."
"Cole..."
I pulled him towards me as he roughly brushed his hands against his face.
"I'm so sorry," I whispered. "I'm so, so sorry."
We hugged quietly for a few moments until he cleared his throat.
"I didn't bring you here to make you think your situation was better by comparison. I just wanted you to know that I understand. I really do understand. And I needed you to know why I have to celebrate it." Cole's eyes were red, but he looked at me intently. "It's a non-negotiable part of my life."
"I understand."
We turned back to the graves, gazing down at them, and I reached for Cole's hand. He held it tightly as we stood there, quiet in our introspection, and didn't leave until soft flakes of snow began dotting the night sky, landing softly on our shoulders and in our hair like floating tears.
**
I used to wake up early on Christmas morning. As a kid, there was a reason for it. But I never stopped, even as I grew up. Year after year, I would wake up long before the sun and excitedly prepare for the coming day.
The day after Frank had left me, on Christmas morning, I woke up late. I had barely slept the night before, and when I finally did, I slept until nearly noon.
The following year, I had the same problem. I slept fitfully and stayed in bed until long after I should have.
The year after that, I had purposely stayed up drinking until late in the evening, and rolled out of bed sometime in the middle of the afternoon with a splitting hangover.
That year, the year I met Cole, the day after we had gone to the cemetery, I woke up early.
The sun wasn't up yet, but I couldn't go back to sleep. I got out of bed and made a coffee, forgoing the peppermint schnapps in favour of regular milk and sugar, and settled myself in the armchair across from my spindly Christmas tree.
Had it been under any other circumstances, I would probably have asked Cole to come to my place the previous evening. But his message had been clear: if we were going to explore that avenue, I had to accept Christmas. I didn't have to celebrate it the way he did, I wouldn't be expected to be engrossed in it the way I used to, but he would not be cutting that part of his life out for me.
And I would never, ever have asked him to. Not after what he shared with me. I might have been a cynical bitch, I might have gotten angrier than I should have and yelled when I should have listened, but I was not heartless.
He had said that it wasn't meant to make my past seem trivial by comparison, and I truly believed he didn't intend for me to feel that way. How could one not, though? What Frank had done to me was awful, but what had happened to Cole was unimaginably cruel.
Yet somehow, he handled it. Somehow, Cole rose above what had happened to him, and celebrated for people who couldn't.
I had been attracted to Cole the moment I first saw him. It seemed like eons earlier that he had walked down that hallway, grinning in a way that made my body burn. That version of me would have been happy jumping into bed with Cole, having a good time for a night or two, and moving on.
Somewhere along the line, that version of me had changed. I didn't want to jump into bed with Cole for a night or two. I wanted to live with Cole. I wanted him in my life, in my heart, and yes, in my bed. I wanted to be the one he reached for when he was sad. I wanted to pay him back for helping me cut loose the baggage Frank had left me. I wanted to wake up beside him on Christmas morning, I wanted to make new memories and new traditions for the both of us.
And there it was. The icy-hearted cynic of a female lead was softening, discovering that yes, she could love again. Yes, the sexy, mysterious man with a heart of gold was someone she could see herself with. That after all of it, her Christmas spirit was there, deep inside, waiting to be set free yet again.
The sappiness of it all made me roll my eyes, but it didn't make it any less true.
My eyes fell on the wrapped gift under the tree. Cole had thrown me off when he came over the day before, and I had forgotten to give it to him. Not that it would have been appropriate after what he had shared, in any case.
I stared at it for a long time as I sipped my coffee. When the first rays of sunlight started seeping through the window, I drank the last sip and got up.
Once my hair was brushed and I had changed into jeans and a sweater, I grabbed the present and my keys. If my life were a Hallmark movie, a particularly eagle-eyed viewer would point out that I had no idea where Cole lived, and how could I possibly have gone to his house without knowing his address? The other viewers in the room would shush that person, telling them to just enjoy the damn movie.
I'd get to Cole's house, knocking on the door just as the sun came up behind me. A confused-looking Cole would answer, hair tousled artfully as the last traces of sleep clutched at the corners of his eyes.
"Nicki? What are you doing here?"
"Cole, I needed to see you. You've changed me. Changed my life. I needed you to know that at like 7 AM for some reason."
"But Nicki, my tragic backstory..."
"I accept it, Cole. If you can accept mine."
"Of course, but—"
"But nothing. You brought me my Christmas spirit, Cole. You found it for me. And I won't lose it again, not if you're with me."
"I'll always be with you."
And then he'd grab me and we'd kiss as the golden glow of the sunrise flashed across the yard, making the snow glitter festively as Christmas music played. Cole would conveniently not have morning breath, I would conveniently not have coffee breath, and the credits would roll as he pulled me inside.
Then that one cynical viewer would scoff. "How did she even know where his house was, though? Come on, who can believe that? And who just goes over to someone's house unannounced? She woke him up! I'd be pissed."
It was a good point. What actually ended up happening was that I paused, put my keys down, and picked up my phone.
Merry Christmas. Do you have plans today?
I sent it and started fixing myself another cup of coffee, not expecting that I would hear back right away. Surprisingly enough, he responded just a couple of minutes later.
Merry Christmas. Just woke up. Haven't made plans for the day.
Shit. I cringed guiltily.
Sorry. Didn't mean to wake you up.
You didn't.
Okay. Wanna have lunch or something?
There was a long pause between my question and his response. I tried not to let it get to me or make me sad. He just woke up, I reasoned. Maybe he fell back asleep. Or went to the bathroom. Or needed a moment to come to emotional terms with what I had just asked him. Who knows? I didn't, because he hadn't texted back yet.
I was half-done my coffee when my phone finally went off again.
Sorry for the delay. Yes, I would really like that.
I snorted. "Sorry for the delay," I muttered sarcastically, then immediately felt bad about it. Cole wasn't into playing games. It was either a practical delay or an emotional one, and I could certainly understand either.
Cool. Don't think much is open today. Wanna come here or do you want me to come to your place?
Again, he didn't respond right away. After a few minutes, I texted him again.
Please don't stress out about this. Are you more comfortable staying home, or do you want me to make you something here?
His next response only took a few seconds.
LOL. Was it that obvious? If it's good with you, can I come there? I need to get out of the house.
I smiled at the phone.
Yep. Come over whenever, just let me know when you're on your way.
I spent the rest of the morning panicking about what to feed Cole when he arrived. I didn't hate cooking, but it dawned on me that my usual fare of a tuna sandwich and salt-and-vinegar chips wasn't exactly a festive meal. Sandwiches felt like a good choice, though. Casual, but I could dress it up a bit. I had a small roast that I'd planned to use for meal prep. Cheese, mushrooms, onions. I could make a decent beef dip with that. And I had potatoes. I decided potato salad was a good side, even though it was more of a summer dish, and got to work preparing it.
By the time Cole arrived a few hours later, the potato salad was chilling in the fridge, all the sandwich ingredients were ready and just needed to be broiled, and I had even folded the laundry scattered around the living room and put it away properly. I was patting myself on the back for tidying up the place when Cole knocked on the door.
He wasn't wearing the Santa hat, or the sprig of holly. He also hadn't shaved, and a spatter of scruff covered his chin except over the spot where his scar cut along his jawline.
But he was smiling, and that smile lit up his face. I couldn't help but grin back.
"Come on in," I said.
He took off his shoes as I took his coat. I realized that it was the first time I had seen Cole in anything besides a suit. Other than the previous night, of course, which barely counted since he was wearing his winter coat.
Cole always looked great in his suit, but the sight of him dressed down sent a warm tingle through my chest. He wore nice fitting jeans and a sweater. Nothing fancy, but he looked comfortable, and that was enough to increase my heart rate just a little bit.
There was a moment of awkwardness after I put his coat away.
"Do you want a drink? Uh, water, coffee, orange juice... beer or wine, if you're inclined to day drink. Oh, or coffee and schnapps."
He raised his eyebrows. "Coffee and schnapps?"
"Yeah. I invented it. It's like peppermint hot chocolate but replace the chocolate with alcohol."
He insisted on trying it, so I made two of my special coffees and we made our way over to the couch.
"Look at this," he said, lifting up one of the clearance decorations I got. "This is... something."
I laughed. "It was on sale. Isn't it hideous? I had to rescue the poor thing."
The decoration in question was a small wooden figurine of birds wearing Christmas hats. In theory, it was a cute idea, but the thing looked like it had been carved by someone who had never seen a bird in real life, and painted by someone else who had tried to make their own paint out of toothpaste and food colouring. I had gotten it for less than a dollar because one of the beaks had been broken, but it had been easy enough to fix with a little glue.
Cole grinned. "It's probably the ugliest thing I've ever seen."
"I know. I love it."
"Your tree looks good there. Actually, I think it's even healthier than it was when you got it." He touched the wrapped present underneath it. "You didn't open your gift."
"Oh, that's not for me. It's for you."
Cole glanced up in alarm. "Oh, I didn't—"
"Don't," I interrupted. "You've put up with more than enough crap from me and done a lot for me in the past few weeks. It's nothing big. Open it."
We sat on the couch and Cole opened the present.
"Charlie Brown Special," he said, grinning when he saw the ornament. "This is amazing, thank you."
"It's no big deal," I said, blushing slightly as he shot that smile of his at me.
"And... Die Hard?" He frowned, chuckling a bit.
"Best Christmas movie ever," I stated.
He burst out laughing. "I never thought of it that way. This is awesome, Nicki. Thank you."
"Don't mention it," I replied. "Thank you. For... everything."
An air of seriousness fell between us, and a nervous tangle began in my stomach. Cole didn't say anything, and I stared down at my hands, trying to think of what to say next.
"I'm shit at this," I finally said. "Look, I thought... the past few months, working with you... now that we aren't working together... fuck."
"I know what you mean," he replied softly. "It's been great. It really has. And then I felt like I kept fucking it up with the Christmas thing. I meant what I said last night. It's a non-negotiable part of my life."
"I'm good with that," I said. He raised his eyebrows at me. "I am. I can't promise you it will always be easy, but you were right. New traditions, new memories. I like these memories that I'm making with you. I want more of them. I just want... more. I don't want to just have sex with you and then never speak again."
"Wait, that was an option?" Cole said.
My face must have been cartoonishly waylaid, because he burst out laughing. "I'm kidding. Call me old-fashioned or whatever, but I don't like doing that. I want more, too."
"Thank Christ," I muttered. I could nearly feel my heartbeat through my skin. "Look, do we have to talk about this more or can I just kiss you? Because I've been waiting for ages and I'd really like—"
He cut me off with his kiss, and I was incredibly thankful for it. I grabbed at his neck, clinging to him as his hands found my waist and pulled me closer.
I was hungry for him. I couldn't get enough of his lips, soft and demanding and tasting of peppermint and coffee. Cole returned in kind, eagerly exploring my mouth. His tongue slipped past my lips and flicked against mine.
My body reacted immediately. It wasn't a slow warmth spreading from my head to my toes; it wasn't a gradual build of arousal. No, it was like electricity shot from his hands as they pressed gently against me and his mouth as it claimed mine. All at once, I wanted all of him.
A soft noise escaped my lips and Cole pulled back. "Too fast?"
"For me or for you?" I gasped.
He laughed. "For you."
I launched myself into his lap as he trailed off, straddling his thighs and grasping at the front of his sweater as I pressed my lips to his again. I felt the corners of his mouth turn up as he smiled.
"Not... too fast... then?" he asked between kisses.
"Nope."
He touched my hips, hands sliding over my sweater along the side of my body. It was almost infuriatingly slow, almost tentative. All I wanted was to rip off his sweater, unbutton his jeans, and take him inside me. I nipped lightly at his lips as he wrapped his arms around my body.
"Too fast for you?" I breathed.
"Depends on what you mean."
I pulled back, opening my eyes as a tremor of uncertainty cut through the electrical current of his touch.
"What do you mean, what I mean?"
Cole looked at me intently. "If you mean 'too fast' as in, 'Do I think it's too soon to have sex,' no, I don't. I've wanted you for months. I feel like I've known you for years. I want you more than I can even say." He kissed me lightly before continuing. "If you mean 'too fast' as in, 'Do I want to spend a little more time in this moment, unwrapping you... exploring you... touching you everywhere...'" Another kiss fell on my lips, a bit more intense that time. "It's Christmas Day. The best part of opening gifts is the anticipation."
"That's the most romantic thing I've ever heard," I mumbled.
"Really?"
"Yeah. You sap." I batted lightly at his shoulder. "But let's try it."
His lips found mine again and again. Slowly, then quickly, then slowly again. I relaxed on his lap, my grip on his sweater loosening until I was just resting my hands against his chest. His hands wandered lazily, tracing the curve of my waist, running along my back, just grazing the waistband of my jeans.
In time, I began exploring, too. I touched his chest, feeling the muscles beneath his sweater. Then his shoulders, broad and strong and relaxed. My fingertips trailed along his neck until I felt the roughness of his facial hair beneath them, broken by the smooth scar on his jaw.
I followed its path along his cheek, mapping it beneath my touch. Cole sighed softly against me and tightened his grip, clutching my body to his. My lips left his and travelled along the same path as I feathered light kisses along his jaw.
He didn't say anything, but the intimacy of the act seemed to seal our fate. As my lips left the path of his scar and journeyed towards his ear, Cole's hands slipped beneath the ribbing at the bottom of my sweater. I shivered as his fingers met the skin on my stomach, lingering for just a moment before they began gliding further and further up.
One hand found the edge of my bra as the other moved to my back, holding me in place. He walked his fingers along my ribs, tracing the outline of my breasts. They trailed up along my cleavage, then continued along the top of the cup. Once he had made a full circle, his hand finally moved over my breast and squeezed just slightly.
His quiet groan made me smile as I kissed the spot below his ear, where his jaw met his neck. I kept kissing that spot as Cole's hand grew bolder, gripping my breast more firmly as he kneaded it. My nipple was achingly hard, pressing against the fabric of my bra and into the palm of his hand.
His breath was soft against my neck, and after a moment he buried his face against it. My hair tented over his head as he kissed my neck, his lips and tongue leaving a scorching trail as he nuzzled against me. I stifled a soft moan as his hand slipped into my bra. His fingers found my nipple, rolling it between his fingers before cupping my breast again.
Between my legs, things were getting slick. My pussy throbbed, begging for attention, and up to that point I had ignored it successfully. But when I felt Cole's body reacting, a growing hardness pressing against me, I couldn't help myself. Ever so slightly, I rolled my hips. The slightest of moans escaped my lips as I added friction between us, and Cole groaned again as his hips thrust up almost involuntarily.
His grip on my breast tightened, then released as he pulled his hand out of my bra. It joined the other one behind my back and he deftly unhooked my bra. I grinned as his fingers tangled with the straps and pulled back.
"For sake of ease, how about we just take off a layer or two?" I said.



Cole didn't protest as I lifted the sweater over my head, sliding the bra off my shoulders without ceremony. After pushing both articles to the floor, I made to kiss him again.
He stopped me and I leaned back slightly, resting my ass against his thighs. "Something wrong?"
Cole shook his head. His eyes were all over me, lips slightly parted as he stared. I licked my lips, then bit the lower one, suddenly nervous as he kept staring at me.
"You sure nothing's wrong?"
"Nicki," he breathed. "Nothing about you is wrong at all. You're more beautiful than I ever imagined."
I blushed, chuckling awkwardly. "Did you imagine me often?"
"Way more often than I should have."
I couldn't hide my smile and Cole's eyes finally met mine as he grinned back. Our lips found each other again and his hands were everywhere, easing along my waist, circling my nipples, and running along my back to my hips. I wound my hands through his hair, pulling softly as we kissed.
His arousal was impossible to ignore, and I couldn't stop myself from grinding against it. The feel of his hardness beneath me, knowing it was because he wanted me, was infuriatingly enticing. I wanted it. I wanted to feel his cock inside me, wanted to taste it, stroke it, ride it... my panties were soaked, nearly to the point that I was worried I would get my jeans wet.
I had enough of the anticipation. At the very least, I needed to unwrap Cole.
I pulled away from him and tugged at the bottom of his sweater. "Off," I said simply.
He obeyed without protest, removing the garment without delay. I licked my lips, placing my hand against the soft spattering of hair in the center of his chest. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw pale lines of scars on his shoulder, more jagged than the one on his face.
My lips found those scars, too, and I kissed each one before moving on. My fingers trailed along his ribs, over his stomach, against his chest. Cole's hand found my chin and brought my face to his again, kissing me as I explored his body.
It was a nice stop, but not what I wanted. All the while, Cole's cock was still pressing against me, and I was tired of the layers of denim between us. Pulling away, I slid off Cole's lap.
He looked up at me as I stood in front of him, and I maintained eye contact as I undid the button on my jeans. I pushed them down my hips, kicked them to the side, and tried not to smile at the sharp intake of breath from Cole. I let him look, watching as he licked his lips, not moving until his eyes met mine again.
Once they did, I stepped forward, then knelt in front of him. Cole's eyes were wide as I held his gaze, reaching for the button on his jeans from my spot between his legs. I unbuttoned them slowly, only looking away from his face as I carefully pulled the zipper down.
He helped me pull the jeans off his hips, raising them as I guided them down his legs. I smiled as I looked at the package in front of me, still wrapped in his boxers, but straining to get out.
I touched it gently, gripping him through the fabric. Cole made a small noise as I stroked lightly, and I brought both of my hands to the waistband of his boxers. I pulled them down slowly, carefully, savouring the anticipation.
His cock came into view, fully erect, a drop of pre-cum glistening on his thick tip. Once his boxers were off completely, I wrapped my fingers around him, feeling the warmth of his smooth skin beneath my hand.
I didn't look up when Cole inhaled sharply again, just continued my leisurely examination of his cock. It really was a good-looking cock. I ran my fingers along a vein, circled the thick head, and back down to the base of his shaft before gently cupping his balls.
Cole's head tilted back as he groaned. I glanced up, smiling, and leaned in closer. My fingers curled around his shaft as I brought my lips to the base, placing light kisses along his cock. When I reached the bulb at his tip, I flicked my tongue out and licked from the underside of his cock to the top, tasting the pre-cum that had leaked out.
His hand tightened on the couch cushion, and when I looked up again, he was looking back.
"Too fast?" I asked innocently.
"Fuck, Nicki..." he whispered.
"Soon," I said. "But for now..."
I flicked my tongue out again, licking his head as I maintained eye contact with him. Cole's face looked almost pained and his breathing grew heavy.
"Please... will you... you know?"
Raising my eyebrows, I blinked at him. "What do I know?"
His face was flushing, though I'm not sure if it was from lust or from awkwardness. "You're going to make me ask?"
I grinned, kissing his dick lightly as I nodded.
His eyes closed briefly and then reopened. "Please, put it in your mouth."
"'It?'" I repeated.
"Fuck... I don't think I've ever..."
"Not big on the dirty talk?" I giggled and placed another kiss on his cock. It twitched beneath my lips. "Hmm. 'It' seems to want you to ask me properly."
Cole put his hand on my cheek and stroked it lightly. He took a deep breath, his voice strained as he spoke. "Please... Nicki, will you please suck my cock?"
"So polite," I murmured.
The noise he made as I wrapped my lips around his cock was a mix of a groan and a sigh. It was a sound I loved, something I knew immediately I wanted to hear again and again. I loved the noises Cole made. So many men that I'd been with were quiet. They expected me to be loud, to cry out and shriek and scream, but other than some grunts and heavy breathing, they didn't make much noise themselves.
Cole was different. Cole wasn't comically loud or particularly noisy, but he wasn't afraid to show his appreciation. I heard a lot more of those deep moans as I inched my mouth down his cock, working his shaft with my hand as I enjoyed his taste.
I wasn't one of those girls who didn't have a gag reflex, but with a bit of work, I could get Cole's cock most of the way into my mouth. When my nose pressed against his pelvis, he groaned again. I could feel his hand fluttering near my head, nervously wanting to touch me but unsure of what I wanted. And with a cock stuffed in my mouth, it wasn't like I could provide an answer if he had asked.
Looking up at him with his cock still shoved down my throat, I brought my hand to his and pulled it onto my head. Cole bit his lip, his hand hovering lightly against my hair for a moment. I started bobbing my head back and forth, and it only took about two repetitions before his hand was tangled in my hair and helping set the pace on his cock.
My pussy was still soaked, and I still wanted nothing more than for Cole's cock to sink inside me, but I also didn't want to stop sucking his cock. At any point during that blow job, I could have pulled back and demanded that Cole fuck me, and I don't think he would have been able to turn it down. But the noises he was making... I didn't want to stop. I wanted him to come in my mouth. I wanted to taste him.
After all, I reasoned as his cock hit the back of my throat, it wasn't like we had anywhere else to be. I could fuck him all day and all night, if I wanted to.
Around the same time I made the decision to keep sucking him off until he was done, Cole started panting. His hand stilled, gripping my hair tightly.
"Nicki... Nicki, babe, I don't want you to stop but... uh... if you don't... ahh... slow down... fuck..."
He tried to still my head, and I pulled his cock from my mouth just long enough to look up at him and smile.
"I know. I want you to," I said, then wrapped my lips around his cock again and attempted to swallow it.
His hips jerked forward just slightly and he hit the back of my throat just a little too deep. I gagged, but caught my breath quickly and resumed my pace. Cole groaned again, and suddenly both hands were on my head and he was panting heavily.
I didn't stop. I just kept taking his cock, listening to his grunts and moans, letting his hands guide me as I brought him closer and closer to the edge. Glancing up, I caught Cole watching me suck him intently. If I hadn't had his cock halfway down my throat, I would have smiled.
Just a few moments later, his hands tightened in my hair.
"Nicki, I'm gonna... pull back now if you don't want..."
I did want, but I couldn't say that. I settled for shoving his cock down my throat again and again, hoping he got the message.
He groaned and suddenly his cock was spasming in my mouth, twitching as globs of cum shot into my throat. I slowed my movements, sucking lightly as he finished, his hands gripping my hair for dear life.
When the last drop of cum dripped onto my tongue, I pulled my mouth off of Cole's cock and swallowed. Licking my lips, I looked up at him.
"Doing all right?" I asked lightly.
He had collapsed back against the couch, breathing hard.
"Jesus, Nicki," he whispered. "Holy shit."
I laughed as I wiped my mouth and stood up. "So, is that a yes?"
He nodded, extending his arm towards me. I settled onto the couch next to him, surprised when he pulled me in for a kiss.
"That doesn't bother you?" I asked when he pulled back.
"What?"
"Kissing after... you know?"
"Oh, I have to be specific, but you can call it 'you know?'" He chuckled as I stuck my tongue out at him. "Why should it bother me? Does it bother you?"
I shook my head. "I just have been with a lot of guys who didn't like it, I guess."
Cole kissed me again, lingering as he did. "They're idiots, then. You just sucked my cock. Least I can do is kiss you after, especially since I want to kiss you all over after something that amazing."
He punctuated his sentence by pinching my nipple. I giggled as he kissed me again, then again, and again. Then he was directing me with his hands, gently pushing me back and guiding me to lie down. When I was on my back, he nestled himself between my legs, pinning me against the couch as we kissed.
One hand held his weight; the other touched my breasts, his thumb moving over my nipples as he continued kissing me. Then he was touching my ribs, hand gliding down my stomach until it reached my panties. Those fingers of his slipped under the waistband, over my mound, and to my dripping pussy.
A muffled sound of delight emerged from Cole as his fingers dipped into my slit, slick with my juices. A soft noise passed my lips as the tip of his finger dipped into my entrance, then traced up to my clit. He never stopped kissing me, just began fingering me lightly as I moaned against his mouth.
It might have been that I was more turned on than I had ever been in my life. It might have been Cole's magic fingers. Hell, it might have been a Christmas miracle. But whatever it was, it was not going to take long for me to come.
I think Cole intended to go down on me, but I wrapped my arms around him, holding him tightly to me as my orgasm built. I could feel it coming: the tips of my toes were tingling, my thighs were starting to burn, and deep in the pit of my stomach, a fire was roaring. My nipples were hard, my fingers clenched against Cole's back, and I gasped for air.
Despite how close I was to the edge, the orgasm itself was slow. I felt each part of my body react. My head tilted back, my eyes squeezing shut as Cole's lips moved to my exposed neck.
I moaned. He kept fingering me.
I squirmed. He didn't stop.
And then I teetered off the edge. I peaked; I came, like falling in slow motion as fire shot through my body. I writhed beneath Cole, crying out as pleasure spread from my core, overtaking my senses. Clutching him tightly, I nearly cried with relief as his hand kept its pace against my clit.
All too soon, it was over, and I breathed deeply as Cole's fingers slowed, gently stroking my pussy as my body relaxed. His lips moved against my neck, muffled words that I didn't quite hear.
"What was that?" I asked.
He lifted his head and grinned at me. "I said, do you always come that fast?"
I laughed and swatted his arm. "You'd be insulted if I asked you that."
"Yeah, but I have a recovery period, whereas I can do that to you again... and again..." His finger dipped teasingly into my entrance again.
I pressed my lips together, blushing slightly. "Not usually that fast, no."
His finger pressed against me again. "And can I make that happen again?"
I nipped at his lip. "If you're really, really good at it."
Cole made a soft noise of agreement as he kissed me, finally withdrawing his hand from my panties.
"I'm up for the challenge. Why don't we move somewhere with a bit more space?"
Leaving our clothes in the living room, I took Cole's hand and led him to the bedroom.
"Sorry," I said as we entered. I may have put the laundry away, but my bed was unmade and the room certainly wasn't its tidiest. "I should have cleaned up more."
"Hmm? Didn't even notice."
I turned to look at him. Cole's eyes flicked up.
"There's a way better view in front of me," he said. "Though, if I could change just one thing..."
He stepped forward, directing me to the bed. I hurriedly pushed the blankets to the side as I sat, then lay back as Cole moved to the edge of the bed.
Leaning forward, he peeled my panties down my legs. I watched as he pulled them off, dropping them to the floor as he looked at me. He paused for a moment, then brought his hands to my knees and gently guided my legs apart.
"Much better," he murmured.
I felt completely exposed, lying vulnerably on my back with my legs spread as Cole feasted on my body with his eyes. His hands rested lightly on my knees as he took me in, eyes lingering on my pussy. When I couldn't bear it any longer, I shifted slightly.
"You're staring," I said.
"Sorry." His eyes met mine, his face serious. "I mean it, Nicki. You are so beautiful. I can't believe this is finally happening."
In another life, one that seemed to have existed only hours before yet felt like a distant memory, I would have come up with some snarky response. But Cole's eyes were so sincere, his words so heartfelt, that I couldn't think of one cynical thing to say.
Instead, I reached for him. "Come kiss me."
He climbed on the bed, nestled between my legs again. The feel of his body was intoxicating, his skin brushing against mine as he moved over me. Then he was kissing me again, and that magical feeling of electricity ran through my body as his lips covered mine.
Between us, I could feel his cock beginning to recover. It twitched, thickening just slightly as we held each other. The thought of finally having him inside me was more than enough to make me shift beneath him.
"I want you," I mumbled against his mouth.
"I know," he said. "Just a little bit longer. In the meantime..."
His words trailed off, as did his kisses. They trailed down my neck and along my shoulder. His lips found a spot on my collarbone that tickled, and his tongue darted out to make sure it really was ticklish. His lips moved lower, kissing the tops of my breasts. As he licked down my cleavage, he brought a hand to my breast and gripped it gently. His lips moved up and sucked at my nipple, and I couldn't stop the high-pitched whimper that left my mouth.
I touched his head as he licked and sucked my breast, hair weaving through my fingers as he worshiped my body. Cole released that breast and turned his attention to the other one, mirroring his actions on my other nipple.
Once he had decided I'd been thoroughly teased, he began planting kisses along my ribs. Both hands came to my waist and gripped me tightly as he nuzzled his way down my stomach, leaning back further and further as he made his way to my pussy.
I bit back a moan as he kissed the top of my mound, only to have him kiss along my hip and down the top of my thigh. My legs weren't left wanting as he caressed them with his lips, dotting kisses all the way down to my knee before he began moving back up the inside of my thigh. As he inched closer and closer to my center, I trembled, wanting... no, needing him desperately.
But Cole wasn't done. He mimicked his actions on my other leg, and by the time his kisses landed on my inner thigh again, I was a wreck.
"Please," I gasped. "Cole, please..."
His tongue flicked out and traced along my lips with the lightest of touches.
"Please what?" he said, a hint of laughter shrouded in his deep voice.
I knew what he was doing.
"Lick my cunt, Cole. Put your fingers inside my pussy, suck on my clit, do whatever you want. Just do it now, please."
I doubt he was surprised at my language, and he looked up at me as he lowered his face to my pussy. The intensity of his gaze caused me to shiver, and when his lips finally touched mine I sighed in relief.
He licked my pussy, all right. No man had ever eaten me out like that, and as he was sucking my clit and curling his fingers expertly to hit my G-spot, I decided no one else ever would. Cole could have proposed to me right then and there, and I would have asked what time the courthouse opened the next day.
I came twice with Cole's mouth between my legs. The first time was another slow buildup, warmth rising through me. I knew I was close, and I grabbed at Cole's head as I cried out. My stomach clenched and my legs seized around his head, and all the while he kept lapping at my clit leisurely.
As I relaxed against the bed and my legs dropped away from his ears, I expected him to pull back, but Cole wasn't done. He rolled his tongue against me gently, conscious of my heightened sensitivity and able to use it to his advantage. As I caught my breath, he looked up at me again.
There was a crafty gleam in his eyes as one of his fingers moved along my slit, lower and lower, until it was just pressing against the puckered entrance to my ass. He paused, raising an eyebrow at me for permission.
"Oh, God," I gasped. "You're going to be the death of me. Yes. Do it."
I felt the soft vibrations of his chuckle against my clit, involuntarily trembling at the sudden sensation. Cole kept his attention on my clit, feathering it lightly and gently, as his finger circled my asshole.
My eyes fluttered shut as his finger pushed inside my ass. I tried to relax as he fingered me, and as I did, his intensity on my clit increased. Pricks of pleasure tingled through my body, and there was no slow ascension towards orgasm that time. One minute I was in a haze of pleasure, enjoying the feeling of Cole's finger and tongue and breath against me. The next, a rapid climb began, and I could only hold on as I plunged over the edge, coming with a wild shriek as stars flashed in my eyes.
Cole removed his finger from my ass and his tongue from my clit as I panted. My legs were like jelly, my toes numb. As my eyes opened again, I saw him kneeling between my legs, grinning as he wiped his mouth on the back of his hand.
"Where the hell did you learn to do that?" I asked weakly.
He laughed and bent forward, pressing a kiss to my stomach, then my ribs, then my chest and finally my mouth. I kissed him back eagerly, the taste of my pussy still clinging to his lips.
There was a hardness against my hip, and despite the intensity and quantity of the orgasms I just had, I wanted it inside me. I didn't know if I was capable of another one, but I was desperate to feel him. The need of it consumed me, and I pushed myself up on my elbows.
"Get on your back," I told him.
"Why?"
"Just do it."
He rolled off of me and onto his back. I crawled to the edge of my bed, knocked two or three things off my bedside table, and rummaged around the drawer until I found a condom.
When I turned back to Cole, I took in the view for a moment. He was watching me as he lay there, the corners of his eyes crinkling as he smiled. I smiled back and moved towards him, handing him the condom without a word.



He put it on quickly, and as soon as he was done I straddled him. Reaching down, I guided his tip to my entrance. I didn't tease him, didn't hover over his cock or slide him along my slit. As soon as he was positioned to enter me, I sank down, exhaling as my body welcomed him inside.
Cole groaned as my pussy enveloped him. Once he was inside, I stilled for a moment, shifting my hips back and forth as I adjusted to him. His hands moved to my sides, I pushed my hair over one shoulder, and began riding him.
His length was perfect, filling me comfortably as I sheathed him inside of me again and again. My breasts bounced as I moved, and Cole's eyes were focused on them like a laser. He was making those noises again, little groans as I worked his cock, sounds that sent a sparking pulse through my body. I kept a medium pace, not slow but not frantic, enjoying the sensations and the noise and the absolute happiness I felt in that moment. I wanted nothing more than to stay like that.
On the practical side of things, however, I had physical limitations. Cole had brought me to orgasm three times. Three intense, consuming times. As much as I wanted to, I couldn't keep fucking him like that forever. I leaned forward, bringing my torso closer to Cole's, and kissed him as my movements slowed. He understood, and thrust up into me as I rested against his chest, his hands moving to my ass and gripping lightly as he took over.
His cock was still inside me when he sat up, his chest meeting mine as his hand pushed against the small of my back. I moaned softly against his mouth, a wave of delight winding through me, and ground against him instinctively. The intimacy of the moment was euphoric, our bodies pressed together and joined. My arms were around his neck as he hugged me close to him, kissing as we slowly moved against each other.
I don't know how long we stayed in that passionately close embrace, but eventually, Cole directed me to lay down, plunging inside of me as I wrapped my legs around his waist. Despite my doubt that I was capable of coming again, the familiar stirring inside my stomach began. I slipped a hand between us, fingering my clit as Cole drove into me.
"Yes," he urged. "Come on, Nicki. Let me feel you come."
It was unsteady at first, a sparking and flickering that I wasn't sure would catch. In any other situation, I would have been uncertain that I could finish before he did. But Cole was on his second round, and his stamina was much higher than mine. He kept fucking me, whispering in my ear, and the flickering became a burn that consumed me completely.
I don't know how long it took for Cole to finish. It may have been minutes later, or hours. The state he had me in had no concept of time, only pleasure. I came against him, my pussy gripping his cock as I tensed, my legs holding him close to me as I cried out. I rode that wave for as long as it took Cole to come again, shuddering as he groaned in my ear.
We held each other tightly afterward. Cole got up at some point to throw the condom away, and when he came back I had tugged the blankets over me. He moved underneath them, pulling me to his chest as we recovered. I couldn't remember a time that I felt so intoxicated off sex, so completely satiated, and so physically drained.
Cole kissed my hair. "Are you all right?"
"Mmm."
"Did that mean yes?"
I snorted and nodded.
"Can I ask you something crazy?"
"Mmm."
"Is it too early for me to use the L-word?"
My eyes flew open as my heart began to pound. He couldn't be serious. Chemistry or not, we had only known each other for a few months. On top of that, whatever was happening between us had only officially become a thing that day. It was absolutely crazy. It was absolutely too early.
And I absolutely didn't care.
"No, it's not. I think I feel the same way," I whispered.
"You don't know how happy that makes me," he said, cuddling me close. "I can't wait any longer. Let's have lunch."
Lunch.
"Asshole," I muttered, trying to wriggle out of his grip.
Cole burst out laughing. "I'm joking! Nicki—stay still—I was joking!"
I swatted his arm as I tried to escape his grip, blushing and laughing and grumbling at him the entire time. Cole tried to capture me, finally managing to grab my wrists and pin me to the bed on my back. He grinned as he looked down at me, and I smiled back at him.
"Got you," he said.
"You got me. Good luck getting rid of me."
"Oh, you're not going anywhere." He dipped his head to mine, kissing me softly. "I love you, Nicki."
"I love you, too."
He kissed me again, his grip on my wrists releasing so I could wrap my arms around him.
"Cole?" I asked after a few moments.
"Mmm?"
"Lunch sounds really good right about now."
We both laughed and he nipped at my lip.
"Merry Christmas, Nicki."
"Merry Christmas. I love you."
*
Christmas is the time to say "I love you"
Share the joys of laughter and good cheer
Christmas is the time to say "I love you"
And a feeling that will last all through the year
--Christmas Is The Time To Say I Love You, Billy Squier
**
I hope you enjoyed, and thank you for reading! Whatever you celebrate at this time of year, may it be joyous.
Love, Cheryl
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"You will marry him."
"Father, no. Please —"
"Charlotte, you will marry the Digbys' son. That is final."
"But —"
"Final!"
Father's last word was punctuated by a loud thump as he slammed his hand onto the thick oak desk. My brothers stood by him in stony silence. Neither Edmund nor Philip would meet my gaze, though Philip's face betrayed a look of sadness.
My mouth opened and closed, but I did not speak another word. Emotions swirled through me, anger, betrayal and disbelief, all muddied up into a ball of agony that settled deep inside my chest.
I had known something strange was happening when Father called us into his study after dinner. He never allowed me into the study, which of course meant I had stolen my way into the room on multiple occasions without his knowledge. To invite me in there specifically was highly suspect.
Still, the announcement that he had betrothed me to a man I had never met, a man whose name he did not even tell me, was shocking.
Father's last shout hung off the tension in the air. I stared down at the oak desk, looking but not seeing, until Father cleared his throat.
"You are twenty years old. It's time you marry." His voice was softer, but the grumbling firmness was still there. "Another London Season has come and gone. I have bought you all the finest dresses and sent you to all the best events. You have never once shown any inclination towards a man. So, I have found one for you. The Digbys are well-respected. Despite your tendency to frolic around the woods like a boy, they have agreed to marry you to him, and so you will marry him. They will arrive in a few days' time so you may meet him before the wedding."
"I do not want to marry anyone, Father. Please..."
"You will marry him, or you will be sent to a convent."
My jaw trembled as I finally looked into Father's eyes.
"Mother would have never let you do this to me." My voice came out in a hiss, and I was unable to keep the anger from boiling over as I whirled around to leave.
"I did not dismiss you!" he roared, but by the time he finished speaking, I had slammed the study door behind me.
Father had not remarried after Mother had died a few years earlier, leaving me to assume the responsibilities as lady of the house. I had done so begrudgingly, a fact well known to everyone except Edith Hathaway. Father was now courting Edith, and it was common knowledge that she was bitter that I ran the household. I was absolutely certain that Father's sudden willingness to hoist me off on the first man who would take me was a result of her interference. I would be taken to my new husband's household leaving Edith to marry my father and take over as lady of his house.
It did not bode well for any woman who would eventually marry Edmund, as he would be the eventual heir to the family estate. Perhaps that is why Edmund had not yet married, either. Edith was an ambitious woman. Her face was pretty for her years, likely why my father sought after her, but all the beauty in the world could not mask the toad-like nefariousness that lay inside her soul.
If she would have simply married my father, I would have handed the reins to her gladly. I did not want to be the lady of the house. Not my father's house, not anyone's house. I wanted to work in the stables, hunt with the men, run through the woods and find mushrooms and berries and all manner of earthly treasure. I did not want to manage the household, or embroider hoops of flowers, or change my dress three times a day.
The one and only benefit to being the lady of the house was my lady's maid, Alice.
Alice was the daughter of Mrs. Clayton, our housekeeper. She had been my dearest friend and closest confidante since we were children. A condition of my assuming the position of lady of the house was that Alice continue to be my companion. Father insisted she was not of high enough birth to be a lady's companion, but that she could be my lady's maid. Alice accepted the role gladly, as the title was of no importance to her. We only wished to be with each other day in and day out, as it had always been.
She was there after I stormed through the house and into my room, struggling to keep the tears from falling.
"Charlotte!" She rushed across the room and tried to embrace me, but I struggled away. "What's wrong?"
The tears spilled from my eyes as I threw myself onto the bed, burying my face against the pillow. The bed sank under Alice's weight as she perched beside me. She touched my back tentatively, her soft hand a comforting weight against my spine.
"Charlotte?"
Her voice was quiet, gravely concerned. I tried to speak through my tears, but the words were stuttered, unintelligible with anger. She patted my back softly, making gentle circles with her fingers until the sobs subsided and I could draw in a breath.
"He's forcing me to marry."
The words were muffled against my pillow, but Alice heard them. I did not need to see her face to know what she felt. Her hand stopped moving, resting heavily against my back, and her breath caught in her throat.
We sat that way for some time. Once it became difficult for me to breathe against the pillow, I shifted, and Alice helped me sit back up. She got up and crossed the room, dampening a cloth for me to press against my tear-swollen eyes, before sitting back next to me on the edge of the bed.
"Tell me what happened," she asked softly.
As I dabbed the cloth against my face, I told her what my father had done, and about my suspicions that Edith was behind it. Alice listened thoughtfully, holding my hand as I choked out the story. I grew angrier with each moment, and more despairing with each breath.
"He didn't tell me his name.'" I looked at Alice, her brown eyes reflecting the sadness of my own. "How can I marry him without even a name?"
"I wish I had some comfort for you." She shook her head sadly. "I am sorry, Charlotte. I never wanted this day to come."
She took my hand and brought me to the vanity, directing me to sit so she could unpin my hair. I watched in the mirror as her fingers worked through the tangles, brushing out the kinks and knots as she went.
"He'll be here in a few days," I said. "What do you suppose he will be like?"
"Handsome, I hope."
"I imagine he will think he is."
Despite the hanging sadness, we both giggled.
"Have you ever met the Digbys?" Alice asked.
"No. Or at least, not that I recall."
"The name seems familiar. Perhaps in London?"
Alice had a point. If the Digbys had a son of my age, it seemed unusual I would not have met him during the Season, though I had not put much effort into meeting manageable suitors, as my father had pointed out.
"Perhaps," I said. "I have heard of them, but if I have met their son, I do not remember it. They live quite a distance south from here."
"And you'll go live there, then. After the wedding." It was not a question.
Another small crack appeared on my precariously shattering heart, and I did not respond.
Alice finished handling my hair and had me stand to help remove the corset I had donned for dinner. Relief flowed through me as blood rushed back through my body. My chemise hung loosely around my body as I sighed.
"I think he'll be delicate," I declared as she put my clothing away and I removed my stockings and garters.
"Delicate?"
"Yes. Very fashionable and proper."
"Wearing his very best all the time?"
"Of course. He'll own a stable full of horses and all the best hunting gear, but will never use it."
"Afraid to get his hands dirty, you think?" Alice laughed softly as she returned to where I was standing.
I nodded in response, trying to find laughter in myself but failing.
"You will get through this." She reached forward and took my hand again.
"It feels like a lifetime of unhappiness is coming for me, and there is nothing I can do to stop it."
Alice began removing my chemise and I shivered as the cool air replaced it. "Why do you say that?"
"I don't want to marry." The chemise dropped to the floor as I looked at her. "I don't like men, Alice. Why would he be any different?"
Her fingers trailed up from the hand she was holding to my shoulder, then traced a waving pattern down my breast.
"You certainly exaggerate. Do you forget that I have known you for our entire lives?"
"I do not like how men act."
"You like how they look. Have you forgotten William?"
I could not help but smile. William, the stable boy who had been just a few years older than myself and Alice, had a penchant for removing his shirt on particularly warm days. Perhaps he had known Alice and I were hiding in the hayloft of the stables, and perhaps not, but we had spied on him numerous times while he had worked for my father.
Alice's other hand moved to my chest as well. "See, you do remember him."
"I will admit, he was handsome."
"And he was always kind to you. Remember? He would take us riding all the time."
"Well, yes, he was certainly kind."
"See? Men aren't so bad," she whispered.
My response was to kiss her as her fingers began to glide across my breast, her fingertips skimming my hardening nipples. Her lips were soft and warm, tasting vaguely of the wine she had with her dinner.
For years, Alice and I had found comfort in each other's arms, hunger in each other's lips, and pleasure in each other's bodies. Now we were finding solace, sharing the devastation of loss that came with knowing our lives were about to change.
Her tongue touched my lips and I parted them, my own tongue meeting hers in a gentle battle. Both of her hands were on my breasts and she circled my nipples with her thumbs. My body was responding in a way only Alice could make it, trickles of desire dancing across my skin and down to the moistening junction between my legs.
"Let me undress you," I murmured.
Alice was far more proficient at dressing and undressing me than I was undressing her, though I could certainly manage it. But by the time I had revealed her pale body, I had lost my patience. I pulled her to the bed urgently, bringing her down on top of me as we fell onto the blankets.
My hands moved up Alice's shapely waist as she pressed against me. Her breasts pushed against mine, her nipples hard points on the otherwise tender skin above me. We kissed again, and again, and again, urgently fierce and achingly desperate. Alice nudged my legs apart and nestled one of her legs between them. I knew she could feel the wetness between my legs against her thigh. It mirrored her own, scorching and slick against my skin.
She rolled her hips against me, that tantalizing moisture helping her glide along my leg. My swollen bud brushed against her thigh and I stifled the small cry that threatened to burst past my lips. Alice sensed it and knelt over me, her hands leaving my breasts.
"Is this what you want?" she asked, moving her hand between my legs.
"I want you," I said. "Just you, completely."
She leaned down to kiss me as she slipped one of her fingers into the mouth of my arousal, and that time I could not stop myself from moaning. I felt the smile cross her lips as she heard me, and her finger curled delightfully inside me. She removed her finger and pushed it back in, making me writhe beneath her.
With a final kiss on my lips, she pulled away and removed her fingers from inside me. I sighed softly, trying to mask my disappointment, but she lowered her head to my breasts to distract me. Alice kissed my breasts completely, ensuring her lips touched every inch of me, before sucking on my nipple. She ran her tongue back and forth across it, making me squirm beneath her again.
The faint giggle she made vibrated against my nipple, muffled by my breasts as she continued her teasing.
"Alice, please... I can't stand to wait right now."
"I'm certain you can," she said, but began directing her mouth lower and lower down my body. She kissed my stomach, inch by inch getting closer to my mound. By the time she reached her destination, I was begging for her mouth to work its magic.
Alice's magic started with her putting her mouth everywhere but where I wanted it. She kissed the inside of my thighs, tickled the sensitive spot where my legs met my abdomen, and licked the slick juices from my lower lips. My legs tensed as her tongue pushed its way into my inner lips, teasing the dripping hole, before finally flicking across the sensitive bud just above it.
I urged her on softly, my hands moving to entangle in her soft brown hair as she started to suck the little nub between my legs. She moved fluidly, using her tongue to make intricate circles and patterns around my nub before using the tip to bring me the pleasure I desired so strongly.
It did not take long for Alice to bring me to a place of unimaginable bliss, a crushing wave of happiness filling my body and spilling out as I tried not to scream. There was no controlling my body as the wave hit me, my limbs numbing as every part of me reacted to the feeling of the earth shattering beneath me.
When I stilled, Alice withdrew her face from my loins. Slickness coated her chin as she looked up at me, driving me wild with renewed desire. I sat up and pushed her down, kissing her hard and tasting the juices I had left on her face. She touched my body wherever she could, hands everywhere, as I pinned her against the pillow.
I was straddling Alice's hips when I caught her wrists and gripped them tight, holding Alice in place as I began kissing her body. She squealed as I teased her rosy nipples, her legs kicking slightly beneath me as I circled my tongue around them. I kissed along the underside of her breasts, pushing my face against them and tasting every inch of her that I could.
Her breasts were not my destination, however, just a stop along the way. When I was certain she'd had enough, I moved my attention down to her crevice.
"Give me a kiss, Charlotte," she whispered. "Bring me there."
I did not tease Alice the way she had teased me. I wanted her too much and loved her too greatly. My tongue found the tender bud between her folds easily, the pathway burned into my memory after years of practice. Alice's thighs trembled slightly as I licked her, filling my mouth with the juices of her arousal.
As I rolled my tongue against the button of her pleasure, I brought my fingers to Alice's entrance and pushed my finger just slightly inside. She made another soft squeal as I pushed it in further, feeling the tightness of her walls bearing down on my digit. I moved my hand in tandem with my tongue, giving her my love both inside and outside of her.
Alice's breath began to quicken, and she squirmed beneath me. Her thighs pressed against the sides of my face as her hands came to my hair, stroking it softly. I knew she was close to bliss and that the moment it was achieved, she would shove my face against her mound so strongly that I could not breathe. Eager for that moment, I licked and sucked and fingered her, listening as she grew closer and closer to the moment of pleasure.
When she arrived there, it was magic. Alice arched her back, her breasts thrust in the air as she hugged my head against her. Her thighs were tight against my ears, and her cries of pleasure were muffled. I did not stop licking her, nor remove my fingers from inside her, until a final shudder moved through her body and her legs collapsed onto the bed.
I moved back up to the pillow and pulled one of the blankets across our bodies. My eyes were set on Alice as she recovered, her breasts heaving as she took in breath, her eyes closed as she basked in the afterglow of our lovemaking. In the light of the room, she was an angel. Golden light glowed around her, highlighting each mussed hair on her head as her silhouette cut a shadow into the glow.
We had been in that moment a thousand times before, but that time was different. Instead of the swelling of love and joy that usually filled me, my stomach instead had knotted. Trepidation and sadness raised their dismal heads and the pain of the ever-cracking heart in my chest grew.
When Alice opened her eyes, she saw tears in mine. No words were necessary, and she wrapped her arms around me as my spirit broke all over again. I cried in her arms as she stroked my hair, and felt her own tears drop against my skin.
"I don't want to marry."
"I know. I know you don't."
"I want you. I only want you."
"You will always have me."
"But not like this."
"No, not like this. But I am thankful we had as long as we did. And you know I will always love you as my dearest friend."
She kissed the top of my head and we lay in silence, our naked bodies pressed together as though time stood still. If we moved, it would break the spell, and in the morning, I would be somebody's betrothed.
"Perhaps it will be a blessing if he is delicate and proper," Alice said suddenly.
"Why?"
"If he is small and soft and has smooth hands, you can pretend he is me."
I choked on a laugh, and soon we were giggling. Alice spoke in hushed and soothing tones, and despite the tears on my face, I fell asleep with her comforting arms around me.
**
Alice left sometime during the night as she usually did, and came to my room to wake me the next morning. By the time I was dressed and downstairs, word of my betrothment had spread to the entirety of the house staff. Likely under penalty of dismissal by my father, each person congratulated me, though their anxiety was thinly veiled. My marriage meant the lady of the house would change, and the stories that preceded Edith Hathaway were not pleasant.
Edmund came to me shortly after breakfast, followed closely by Phillip.
My brothers were lovely. We had grown up together, and Mother had always encouraged a closeness between us. While I was the eldest, I was also the daughter, which meant Edmund felt the need to offer me some protection. As children, he would defend me to anyone, until I one day managed to knock him down while play-fighting in the woods.
On our return to the house, Mrs. Clayton had fretted over my torn dress, mud-splattered on every hem, threads sticking out from the embroidery. Though it was Edmund that I had knocked down, he took full responsibility. Mother was amused, but Father gave Edmund a lashing that he would not soon forget. As for Edmund, he still protected me, in a way. He made sure I knew how to properly fight, taught me to use a hunting bow, and glowered over any child or stable boy who so much as raised an eyebrow at the lack of propriety in my activities.
He glanced around the room to ensure none of the other servants were listening before leaning towards Alice and me.
"Charlotte, Alice, would you like to come down to the stables with Philip and me? We would like to go riding along the creek today."
My heart was still stony, and while riding sounded lovely, I did not know if I wanted to be around Edmund and Philip. My plan had been to eat breakfast, then retire to the sitting room under the pretense of reading while I moped about my upcoming nuptials.
I opened my mouth to decline, but Alice spoke before I could even shake my head.
"That sounds lovely, Edmund. Give us a moment so I may help Charlotte change her dress and we will meet you by the stables in half an hour."
Edmund's face lit with a smile. "Wonderful. We will meet you there."



As Alice ushered me back to my room, I glared at her.
"I did not want to go riding," I complained.
"Oh, hush. You always want to go riding. I saw your face brighten just a touch under your miserable grimace."
"My brothers were there when Father made his pronouncement. Likely as not, they knew before I did. I expect they will try to convince me this is for the best, because I expect Father has instructed them to do so."
Despite my protests, Alice and I were at the stables a half-hour later. Philip had already mounted his horse, a strong-looking brown that had a temper only Philip seemed to be able to manage. They had readied my favourite mount, a gentle dappled beast with a calm demeanour that had the ability to run at speeds that put the other horses to shame.
The despair came out of nowhere as I settled into the saddle. I tried to maintain an expression of neutrality, but yet another crack appeared on my heart. When I left home, I would not be able to take my horse. The Digbys would have their own, and it would seem trivial to ask that I bring one of my own. What need would I have for it? Married ladies did not spend their time riding.
We trotted along quietly for some time, stopping only once we reached the creek. Philip and Edmund chattered back and forth, and even Alice joined in their festivities and joking. But I remained quiet, lost in the scars that were overtaking my heart.
Alice had packed a small picnic, and we spread a blanket on the ground as the horses grazed nearby.
"Charlotte, we wanted to talk to you about—"
"Don't."
Edmund sighed. "Why not?"
"Because Father has clearly asked you to make me change my thoughts regarding the whole asinine thing, and I refuse to."
"He didn't, though," Philip said quietly.
Philip was the quieter of the two, the youngest, but he had outgrown Edmund by a few inches already. He was still only a boy, just fifteen, but he had the serious demeanour of a man three times his age. While Edmund was fiercely protective of me, Philip was a quiet voice of reason. I loved him fiercely, and could not deny my younger brother when he begged my attention.
When he spoke, I sighed. "Right, then. Say your piece."
Edmund hesitated, tearing small pieces of bread from the piece in his hands as he thought. "Father only told us yesterday afternoon what he intended. I asked him not to. Philip even protested, and you know how he hates to dispute what Father says. But his mind is set."
Alice discreetly took my hand, sensing my need for comfort.
"I do not want you to go." The sadness in Philip's voice tore at me, and I could not bring myself to look at him. "We tried all night to think of a way that we could stop this. Anything that might allow us to resume our lives as they are now."
"The only way out is to run away, or to be sent to the convent," I said.
Both of my brothers looked miserable. Running away was just as bad, if not worse. I would lose everything, and I did not know how to survive in that kind of world. As for the convent, well. There was a reason that it was seen as a punishment.
"We are so sorry," Edmund whispered. "Charlotte, please believe that we are so very sorry."
I dashed a hand across my cheek, preventing a tear from rolling down my face.
"I believe you. I am very sorry, too."
"Is there anything we can do to make it easier?"
I smiled, squeezing Alice's hand. "Be here with me, come riding with me, run through the woods with me. Until the Digbys arrive, pretend with me that nothing has changed."
**
I tried very hard over the following days to look happy, but I was so obviously miserable that most of the staff began to avoid me. Visitors came and went constantly, bringing their congratulations and unwanted advice, and it took all I had to hold in my frustrated screams. So many attended the house that I barely had time to spend with Alice or my brothers, despite my wish to have a few days more with them.
We all played pretend. The staff pretended to be happy, even though their workload would increase tenfold with Edith's strictness. Friends and acquaintances pretended I would make a good wife. My father pretended he cared about my feelings and that he was not pushing me aside to make way for his second wife-to-be. During the day, Alice and I pretended to be nothing more than childhood friends. At night, we pretended that it was not one of the last times we would be in each other's arms.
On the morning that the Digby family was set to arrive at the house, Alice was doing all she could to make it look as though I had slept.
I had slept some, though fitfully and not nearly long enough, and my eyes reflected it. Puffy and red, they protruded from my pale skin as Alice frantically applied various remedies so the Digbys did not think I was ill.
"If they think I am sickly, perhaps they will call it off," I said as Alice rubbed a paste on my face.
"You look tired, not sickly," she replied. "If anything, it will just make your father angry. Best we avoid that as much as we can."
As she scrubbed and patted and rubbed, I looked in the mirror thoughtfully. "Alice, will you come with me to my new home?"
She paused, catching my eye in the mirror. "Do you think they will let me?"
"I will ask, but would you want to?"
She hesitated, though I did not blame her. Alice was my best friend, but she still had her mother, father, and siblings. If she came with me to my new home, she would have to leave them all behind. After a moment, she leaned against the dressing table and sighed.
"It would break my heart every day to be near you, and not be able to be with you. There, we will get no concessions. I will be your lady's maid only. Everyone will call me Miss Clayton, and should I so much as slip and refer to you as Charlotte, I could be beaten by the housekeeper for my familiarity. I cannot pretend that things would be the same there."
There was a lump in my throat that threatened to choke me. They were taking everything from me: my home, my freedom, and my Alice.
"The only thing that would be worse would be to lose you completely."
I looked up at her, confused.
"Does this mean you will?"
"Yes, of course. You must insist that I come with you. Otherwise, I will lose both my dearest friend and my position. Things may be different there, but at least we can experience it together." Alice returned her attention to my skin, applying a soothing balm beneath my eyes. "Perhaps they will have a man there for me to marry. The pool of potential suitors around here is rather limited."
I laughed, truly laughed, for the first time that day.
"It will be one of my first orders of business. Finding a suitable husband for my lady's maid."
It was that revelation that gave me enough hope to proceed through the day. After Alice had done all she could to make me look as though I hadn't slept on the floor of a stable, she put me in a fine dress that was once my mother's. It was a beautiful blue dress with embroidery all around the hem in golden thread, and I used to envy it horribly when Mother would wear it.
I despised wearing it myself, but I needed my mother that day. The physical discomfort of the dress was worth the memory of comfort it gave me.
Alice brought food up from the kitchen, but I could not eat it. She brought wine and I sipped some, though it only added dizziness to my growing nausea. I longed to take the blue dress off, put on an old wool one, and run into the woods with Alice. We could gather mushrooms, or swim naked in the creek. Anything we wanted. We could run.
Instead, we waited for the knock on my door to say that my husband-to-be and his parents had arrived.
By the time it came, I had found a numb sense of acceptance, and held my face stoically as I was escorted through the house to the back sitting-room. Just before the butler opened the door, Alice squeezed my hand. I squeezed it back, hoping the clamminess of my palm would go away before I had to greet my husband-to-be.
"Mr. and Mrs. Digby, may I present Miss Charlotte Blythe."
I stepped into the room, hoping they could not see the way I trembled.
Mr. Digby was sitting in one of the chairs by the fire, across from my father. He was a stout man with a drooping face and hanging jowls, the very epitome of a humanized bulldog. Mrs. Digby sat to one side of him, and even seated I could tell she fulfilled every measure of grace and beauty. She was tall, incredibly thin, and perfectly coiffed. The pair of them were an odd juxtaposition, and though neither of them smiled, their faces were kind.
"Digby, this is my daughter," Father said.
"Lovely to meet you, dear," Mrs. Digby said kindly. Her voice was smooth and warm.
I curtsied politely, nodding my head.
Mr. Digby stood up. "Yes, yes. Miss Blythe, please meet my son, Thomas."
There would be no pretending my husband-to-be was a woman. As he unfolded himself from the chair he barely fit into, I had to tilt my head up to look at him.
Thomas was built like an oak tree. His body looked hard beneath his clothes, broad in the shoulders and torso, and his legs were as thick as branches. My father was a tall man, but Thomas towered over him still by a few inches. If he thought he was handsome, he was correct. Thomas had the graceful features of his mother, with his father's thick hair and dark eyes. His hands were large, and he extended one to me.
I could not speak as he took my fingers in his, astounded by how small my hand appeared in contrast. I had expected Thomas to be around my age, but I was certain he was at least five years older, maybe more. He was not a boy, not a young man, but a full-grown giant of a man.
Madly, I wondered if I would even survive consummating my marriage to him. He appeared as though he could crush me without a second thought. Thomas dropped to one knee in front of me and kissed my knuckles as he looked into my eyes.
"It is a pleasure, Miss Blythe," he said softly.
The voice that came from his lips was not what I had expected. It sounded distantly musical, deep but warm, almost tender. Still, it sounded forced, as though he was purposely attempting to mask the booming power of his regular speech. His breath against my cold hand felt scorching, and I was sure he could not only see but feel how nervous I was. Perhaps he was used to terrifying women, or perhaps he mistook it for excitement or eagerness.
"It is g-good to meet you, Mr. Digby," I stuttered.
"Please call me Thomas." He released my hand and stood, and again I had to tilt my head up to see him. "We are to be wed, so it seems natural."
I nodded. "Yes, Thomas."
I should have told him to refer to me as Charlotte, but my mind was racing in so many directions, I did not even think of it.
"Well, perhaps we should allow Thomas and Miss Blythe to acquaint themselves," said Mr. Digby as he struggled out of his chair.
"Very well," said Father. "Charlotte, Miss Clayton may escort you."
"And take your valet," Mrs. Digby said to Thomas.
We retired to the smaller sitting room at the front of the house, Alice trailing awkwardly alongside Thomas's valet. When we arrived, they hovered near the door as Thomas and I took seats near the window.
It was quiet for a few moments as we determinedly looked away from each other.
"I am not sure what to say," Thomas said finally.
"I do not know, either."
"You seem very sad."
"That is entirely forward of you."
"I apologize." Thomas raised his hands. "I know we have not met before, but I had hoped that you would be excited to marry."
"Forgive me," I said, trying to keep my tone from being too icy. "I did not even know your name until a few moments ago. It is hard to be excited when so much is unknown."
"May I ask, Miss Blythe, why you are marrying this way instead of by courting?"
My mouth dropped open.
"Yes, yes, that's entirely forward of me," Thomas said before I could react. "But since we are marrying, I thought perhaps we could have these discussions before it happens."
What was I to say? I had not courted any man, though some had tried. I did not want to marry, not then, nor ever, but my father did not approve of that decision. I knew more and more people who married by way of courting first, rather than their parents choosing for them, but it was not unheard of not to court.
Of course, it was almost unheard of for parents to simply decide their children would wed without consulting them at all. Which meant Thomas had, perhaps, chosen to have his parents arrange a marriage for him. I could not think as to why. I was certain that more than one girl had imagined herself melting into his arms, bearing his children, and running his household.
But what was I to say? That my father was making me marry him? That I did not want to melt into his arms, bear his children, or run his household? That I had no say in the matter, and if I did, I would choose to run away with my lady's maid and be condemned for it?
"Why are you?" I asked.
"My parents did not like the women I was courting. We agreed that if I had not found a suitable wife by my twenty-seventh birthday, they would arrange a marriage for me."
I did not respond, still unable to determine what I should say to Thomas.
"Miss Blythe?"
Sighing, I looked at Thomas. "I did not want to marry," I said. "My father was unhappy about that."
He seemed confused by my revelation, but did not press further.
From the other side of the room, I could hear Alice whispering to the valet. She was quiet enough that I could not make out what she was saying, but their meeting seemed to be going much more successfully than mine. I clenched my teeth for a moment.
"Miss Blythe, I wish to know you better. Will you tell me of your family?"
I glanced back at Thomas. "Well, you have met my father. My mother is no longer with us. And I have two brothers, Edmund and Philip, who I am sure you will meet shortly."
"My condolences on the loss of your mother."
"Thank you."
Another tense pause followed.
"Well, you have met my mother and father. I believe you will very much like my mother. She is very well known to host lively gatherings, and our home is the center of many social circles. She will introduce you to all the most important people and make sure you feel as welcome in our home as you do in your own."
Considering I was feeling particularly unwelcome in my own home, that did not bode well.
"That sounds lovely."
Yet another silence full of tension and the muted whispers of Alice, followed by the muted responses of Thomas's valet.
"I assume you have many hobbies?" asked Thomas.
"Some."
His frustration was palpable. "Do you enjoy reading?"
"Yes."
"What kind of reading do you enjoy?"
I was torn between being honest and saying what I thought Thomas would want to hear. Pressing my lips together, I chose to be honest.
"I like books about geography and history. It is astounding how very large the world is."
"That's surprisingly intellectual," Thomas said, eyebrows raised.
I stared at him blankly. Dear God, I thought. My future husband just insinuated that he thought I would lack intelligence.
Well, it was to be expected. Thomas clearly had a picture of what he wanted in a wife. A woman to take after his mother, to host parties and be proper. Someone he could show off, like a trophy or a particularly large boar killed during a hunt.
"I enjoy reading historical books, as well. Have you read much about Genghis Khan? Just before we journeyed here, I read about the Mongol Empire; it was astounding, the extent of it! And Genghis Khan, he was..."
He kept talking and I'm sure I kept hearing, but the longer he spoke, the less I cared to listen.
The rest of the afternoon passed tensely. I do not know if he pinpointed the exact moment where things tumbled chaotically downhill, but for me, it was his surprise at my choice of reading material. Lord bless him, Thomas tried to improve my mood, but I was most certain he left that day with the intent of begging his parents not to make him go through with it. As he spoke, my disdain for him grew, and as I responded, he seemed more and more certain that this was a grave mistake.
Thomas was bland and infuriating at the same time. He spoke of books, trying to impress me with facts that I already knew. He spoke of hunting, telling me of techniques I'd learned as a child and bragging of kills that were not worthy of being bragged about. And riding, and how he could tame the wildest of horses and make them submit with hardly any effort. I bit my tongue before telling him that my brother Philip was likely more successful with horses than he was. And I did not speak the biting thought I had, that Thomas's submission technique was likely just being so large and muscular that he could grapple with the beast until it was too tired to do anything but listen.
The longer he blustered, the less I cared for him. I knew only too well how men like him would treat me. Thomas did not know that I knew how to ride or shoot a bow. He assumed I was a woman who would stay inside, hosting parties, and doting on him at all times.
I was not that woman, and I did not want to be that wife. Though my father hated it, I spent most of my days outdoors. I had ridden horses all my life and had the groomsmen teach me archery and fighting until my father threatened to dismiss them for doing so. My brothers then took over my lessons, ensuring I was well prepared should women ever have to be invited into a battle.
I knew Father had hoped I would settle as I grew older, but Mother had encouraged me to learn as my brothers did. Father would do anything for her, and so until she passed, he had not said anything.
Those days were gone, however, along with Mother.
Once our meeting was through, Alice escorted me back to my room to prepare for dinner.
"There is time before dinner, isn't there?" I asked as she closed the door.
"Time for what?"
I looked out the window. "I feel as though I'm suffocating."
Alice ushered me to the dressing area and began to remove my mother's blue dress.
"That may be due to this corset," she said.
She helped me change to the old wool dress I wore whenever we explored the woods. We stole through the house and past the garden, avoiding the stables as we made our way to the woods. I had no intention of doing anything in particular, but we brought a basket to collect mushrooms or flowers or whatever treasures awaited discovery. Once in the trees, I finally felt my breath return to me.
The woods were not so thick as to block the sunlight, but enough that it offered some semblance of coverage from the outside world. There was a path that wound through much of it, but Alice and I rarely followed it. We had made our own path down to the creek, and that was where we headed.
Leaves shuffled overhead as a slight wind shook them, and shadows danced around us as we pushed further through the trees. All at once the babbling of the creek reached our ears, and we hurried towards the bank. A small clearing waited for us, where we found handfuls of wildflowers lending their colour to the greenery surrounding us.
"Thank you, Alice. I can breathe now."
"There, you see. It must have been the corset. Your mother's chest was not as large as yours."
"I think it may be the crushing realization that I'm doomed to marriage with a brute of a man."
"A brute?" Alice laughed. "He certainly seemed proper enough."
"He spoke the entire time of drinking and roughhousing and sport. Watch over the coming weeks, I am certain he will reveal how boorish he can be."
"You enjoy drinking and roughhousing and sport."
"Yes, but he will not approve. I can tell already that he wants a wife who will sit at home, mind the children, and keep her mouth closed."



"That was not my impression. He seemed very smart. Nervous, certainly, but also excited. Did you not see that he could not keep his eyes from you?"
"I did not get that impression at all."
"He was a bit unusual, perhaps, but it is an unusual situation."
"And you could tell this from across the room?"
"Charlotte, he just seemed... I think you may be looking at this with some prejudice because you do not want to marry. He seemed decent. If anything, he seemed to boast a bit due to nerves. I truly believe he wanted to impress you."
"How could you have possibly heard anything? You were whispering with the valet the entire afternoon."
Alice had the decency to blush. "Jack is very sweet. I do not know if he's courting anyone, but perhaps he could be considered for that order of business you had."
It felt as though each time my heart pounded, the cracking and shattering grew closer and stronger. I could not breathe without feeling heartbreak. And there was Alice, already looking to replace me with a husband of her own.
"You have moved on quickly." The lump in my throat made my voice soft, almost hoarse.
Alice's face fell and she reached for me, but I stepped away.
"Charlotte, no! That is not what I intended."
"Isn't it, Alice? You have already started laying claims on a husband for yourself, when I have just found out that my own husband will lock me in his home like a nightingale in a cage. I will be there for his display, his pleasure, and nothing else. And you want to marry his valet."
"Do not be like this," she scoffed. "I was trying to find some happiness in this cloud you are under. Jack and I were listening to you speak with Thomas. Jack also told me that Thomas has spoken of nothing for days but his excitement to meet you. Before ever even seeing you, he was ready to love you. Charlotte, you may not have noticed, but Thomas was completely enamoured and wanted nothing more than to know you better."
"He prattled on the entire time, acting like I knew nothing about reading or hunting or—"
"Because he doesn't know that you know about those things!" Alice interrupted fiercely. "You would barely answer a single question he asked you. Will you truly fault him for trying to share knowledge that he did not know you already have?"
"What was I to say?" My voice shook, rage prickling through my chest, seeping through the scars on my heart and filling me with an anger I did not know possible. "The first thing he said was about how his mother hosts wonderful parties and how she'll teach me to do the same!"
"He was trying to make you feel welcome to his family."
"Mark my words, Alice, he wants a wife who will pump out children, stay quiet, and stay proper. I am the worst possible choice for him to marry. I will do nothing but bring him disappointment and shame."
She reached for me again, catching my wrist in her hand as I struggled not to cry.
"Charlotte. You must tell Thomas what kind of woman you are. It is the only chance for the two of you to make a happy life together. You do not have to be unhappy with him forever, you know."
"You want me to marry him, then."
A great sigh heaved from Alice's chest. "Charlotte, you know I wish you did not have to marry at all. It is happening, however, so I am trying to hope that it will be as happy a marriage as possible." She turned me to face her, touching my cheek gently. "I will forever love you, however it may be. It is my wish that you are happy, and that he pleases you, and that you love him, too, in time. I am sorry I joked about marrying Jack. I was only trying to lift your spirits."
It was in that moment that I realized how lucky I was to have Alice in my life. My love, my friend, the woman I wanted more than anything in the world, who was losing as much as I was by this event, was trying to remain uplifted. The only thing worse than losing each other would be losing the other to someone who did not want them. For Alice, she had to maintain the hope that Thomas would treat me as she would have.
I kissed her suddenly, and she was shocked enough to drop the basket of wildflowers.
"Charlotte, here?"
"I have so few days left to be yours. Yes, here. While we still can."
Her lips touched mine again and we kissed passionately, urgently. There was no soft bed to fall on, no door for us to lock or pillows to muffle our cries. It was just us, the wind blowing through the trees and grass, the flowing of the creek, and the scent of wildflowers. We held each other closely, pulling up our skirts to access each other's gardens.
Alice was already wet when my fingers breached her entrance. Her lips never left mine, and I felt the vibrations of her moan as I sunk my fingers inside of her. She pushed her body forward, pressing against me as I fingered her, and finally found my own dripping mound amongst the layers of skirts.
Her fingers matched mine, dipping inside of me, and I tasted her breath as I inhaled sharply. She spread my wetness about, bringing her fingers in and out of me before focusing on my most sensitive place. I mirrored her movements, our hands moving furiously beneath the other's skirt as we kissed.
She finished before I did, and I watched her beautiful face contort as I brought her to the place of bliss. Her hand paused on my bud only for a moment, long enough for me to watch her lips form into a round shape as her head tilted back. Breathing hard, she opened her eyes and resumed her motions, clutching me as she panted.
My finish came with the power of a lightning strike, tingling from every point of my body. I gripped Alice's shoulder as my body shuddered and thrashed, pleasure enveloping me in a haze of joy. She held me tightly and I felt as though I was glowing, floating above the woods with only her and her fingers and her lips.
The intense waves of pleasure subsided to an aching memory in our bodies, and we fell to the grass as we regained our breaths. Alice began to collect the wildflowers that had fallen from the basket.
We both froze when a loud snap and rustling came from a thicket around 100 feet away. I whirled towards the source of the noise, blood rushing from my face as my heart began to race.
"Is someone there?" Alice whispered, barely loud enough for me to hear her. "Did they see us?"
I stared at the source of the noise, refusing to even blink. Aside from the pounding of my heart in my ears and the babbling of the creek, I heard nothing. There was no shadow, no form of a person that I could make out, yet someone could easily be hiding amongst the trees.
Acting more bravely than I felt, I stood and began taking tentative steps towards the thicket.
"Charlotte, no!" Alice whispered.
I waved my hand at her and began walking slowly towards the noise. Still, nothing moved, and no sounds came. Closer and closer I crept, terrified yet determined.
When I was 20 feet away, the thicket rustled again. I screeched as a sudden blur of movement darted out from the thicket and raced towards the creek. Once I realized what it was, I began to shriek with laughter.
"What?" exclaimed Alice. "Charlotte, what is it?"
"A badger!" I called back, doubling over. "Just a badger. Oh, dear. That gave me a fright."
Alice laughed as I rushed back towards her.
"Leave it to us to be terrified by a badger," I said, still giggling.
"I thought it was a person. I thought somebody saw us," she replied, shaking her head.
Neither of us needed to state how shaken we were at the thought that we may have been discovered.
We returned shortly thereafter, taking a few moments to calm our trembling hands before heading back up the path. As we left the woods, I glanced towards the stables. Even at a distance, I knew the large figure standing near the fence was Thomas. Philip's horse, the large brown with a temper, was nuzzling Thomas's hand as he talked with one of the stable boys. I should have been encouraged that Thomas's stories about doing well with horses were true, but all I felt was anger.
As we walked back to the house, Thomas turned his head in our direction. Even from that distance, I saw the way his face lit up upon catching sight of us. He raised a hand in greeting. I took Alice's arm and turned my head away, hoping he would think I just had not seen him. As soon as we entered the house, the melancholy of the entire day began to clamp onto my lungs again, and I wondered if that was the sensation I was to feel for the rest of my life.
**
I was wrong about Thomas being a brute, and being wrong only served to infuriate me more.
In the weeks that followed our first meeting, Thomas was nothing short of a perfect gentleman. We spent little time together, and even less of it alone — alone, aside from Alice and Thomas's valet Jack, of course. And though I tried, for my sake and for Alice's, to be polite and charming and hopeful about the marriage, I simply could not.
At our third meeting, he brought me a gift.
"They are the height of fashion right now," he explained confidently as I opened the box, revealing a delicate, beautiful pair of long silk gloves. "The first day we met, you wore that incredible blue dress. I thought these would go with it perfectly."
Well, I was certain that it was actually Mrs. Digby who thought they would go with the dress. I did not imagine Thomas knew the first thing about ladies' fashion. The gloves were remarkable and slid on my skin like butter across a warm plate. They were highly impractical, matched a dress I hated wearing, and were the shade of blue that I always associated with my mother.
"Thank you," I said politely, and closed the box. Thomas's face fell, but he recovered with haste and took my hand to kiss my fingers lightly.
He brought another gift the next time we met.
"I thought perhaps you could wear it at our wedding," he said softly. He seemed certain that I would love whatever he had presented me with. I opened the box to find a necklace with a large pendant of a basket holding flowers. The flower petals were made of tiny blue jewels, and he insisted on fastening it to my neck immediately.
"It is beautiful," I said politely. "Thank you."
I caught him staring a few moments later, eyes fixed on the large pendant hanging in the center of my chest. When he realized I had seen him, he cleared his throat and turned away hastily.
He brought me other gifts. Slippers, ribbons, flowers. Gifts for a woman who would sit quietly by his side with nothing more to offer the world than her beauteous face. A woman who was not what I could be, and as time went on, a woman I felt guilty for not being. I was selfish, truly, and was certain I could not be happy as a married woman. A small part of me pitied Thomas, as I could not see how he would ever be happy with me as his wife.
There was one that differed, and it was the only one I truly enjoyed. At that meeting, he did not hand me a box, but a package wrapped in paper.
"I hope you will enjoy this," he said.
Unlike with his previous gifts, he spoke nervously, and fidgeted slightly as I unwrapped it carefully. Under the paper was a book.
"It's the one I mentioned, about the history of the Mongols. I hope it is not too violent a subject, but I thought perhaps we could discuss it when you finish reading."
Thomas would have been well within his right to be frustrated. He did not have to continue treating me with kindness. I was often short with him, polite but quiet, and did not offer much information during our meetings. A logical reaction to receiving the gift would have been to soften towards him, to feel more accepting of the situation.
Logic, however, was not how I generally handled my feelings. Instead, I resented Thomas even more, simply because he was showing that he was not the boorish moron I had expected him to be.
I thanked him politely for the book and set it to the side. Thomas swallowed, a forced smile on his lips, and kissed my fingers lightly.
The weeks went by too quickly for my liking. Mrs. Digby handled the wedding preparations. At first, she tried to make it seem as though she was just offering friendly advice, but when she realized I had no interest in the day, she took over completely. It seemed to endear me to her, somehow, that she be given full reign over planning my wedding day, as though I had given her a gift in allowing her to do the work I did not want to do. Aside from asking me for the names of guests I would like to attend, she made the rest of the plans herself.
My father and Mr. Digby knew each other from business dealings, and found that they had much in common. Both liked to hunt, eat, and bluster about every possible way the world was changing. After dinner, they could be found sitting about, smoking pipes and bemoaning the state of society almost every evening.
Edmund and Philip spent more time with Thomas than I did. Once Philip realized that he and Thomas shared the same respect and command of the large brown horse, they spent many days riding together and talking of all things equine. In the evenings, Edmund and Thomas drank heavily, laughing and storytelling around the evening fire.
Even Alice seemed to enjoy the Digbys' presence. She and Jack spent many an afternoon having whispered discussions at the edge of the sitting room. I do not know if she ever broached the topic of courting him, or if perhaps that would come after the wedding was complete. She did like him, I knew that much. While Mrs. Clayton was devastated to hear that Alice was intent on following me to live with Thomas, she was ecstatic at Alice's prospect of moving up in the world.
Yes, everyone seemed exceptionally pleased with the benefits my marriage to Thomas brought them. Aside from myself, and likely Thomas, as well.
I should not discount the attempts those around me made to offer me comfort. Each morning, a small bundle of flowers waited outside my door. If it were not for the fact that they were my favourite wildflowers, I would have thought it was another attempt at romance from Thomas. But Thomas did not know what kind of wildflowers I loved. Days went by before Alice caught Philip leaving the bouquet outside my room. He requested her silence on the matter, but Alice's loyalty lay first and foremost with me.
Alice was my true place of comfort, the only thing I felt I could cling to for normalcy. Not once did she waver in her strength, and I could not have made it through without her. My selfishness at the time did not allow me to consider how much she would also lose by way of my marriage to Thomas, and she did not allow me to see her pain at it. In retrospect, I regretted my self-absorption and the way it blinded me to Alice's plight. But my dear, sweet, strong and loyal and beautiful Alice did not let my immaturity stop her from loving me.
As I spent more time with Thomas, I fought the softening of my heart towards him. Lord knows he tried everything he could to pull forth the smallest hint that I was not dreading being wed to him. After dinner one evening, Alice was whispering in my ear as we walked slowly towards the exit. I do not remember what she was saying, but it did make me smile. As I turned to leave, I caught Thomas's eye. He was looking longingly at the pair of us. When our eyes met, he looked away hurriedly, and I wondered if perhaps he had eyes for Alice instead of for me.
When I spoke of those concerns to Alice, she laughed. "He was longing for you, Charlotte. Everyone can see how he desires you. Your future husband wears his heart on his sleeve and his thoughts on his face."
It is easy to see those things when looking back. At the time, I enveloped myself in woe and refused to see the brightness around me. I chose to see only the bad, refused to find any sense of happiness, and it is only due to the strength of character of those closest to me that they did not abandon me in that place of despair.
On the morning of the wedding, I woke bleary-eyed and unrested.
"It's time, Charlotte."
I ignored Alice and brought the pillow over my head, pressing it to my ears.
"Really, Charlotte." The bed shifted as she sat on the edge and I felt her hand touch my back. Her voice was muffled, but not enough to drown her out. "I promised Mrs. Digby that you were out of bed an hour ago. She'll have my head if you're not ready in time."
"Please, Alice," I begged. "Do not make me go out there. Tell them I died."
"I will not. Not only are you not dead, death is not better than marriage."
"How would you know? You've done neither."
"And neither have you."
She pried the pillow from my hands as I slumped, unmoving, against the mattress. Grabbing my arm, Alice began to tug me out of the bed.
"Come on, Charlotte."
"I regret to inform you that I am now dead."
She tried not to laugh, but a snort escaped. "You are certainly chatty for a dead person."
"I am speaking to you from the beyond, as a spirit. I cannot properly rest and go to Heaven until you tell Thomas that I have regretfully died."
"I will do no such thing."
She succeeded in pulling me to the edge of the bed, where she used my chest as leverage to flip me onto my back.
"You look like you haven't slept a wink, but that is far from dead."
"Perhaps I am under a curse. You could try to break the spell."
Alice touched my hand softly. "I cannot kiss you on your wedding day, Charlotte. We have risked too much already. It isn't right."
My eyes were closed, luckily, so she did not see the pain in them as she spoke. When I was certain there were no tears pooling there, I opened my eyes and glanced at Alice.
She was still sitting on the edge of my bed, looking down at me with an expression of pity and loss. When she saw I was looking, she smiled.
"There you are. Truly, I am ecstatic that your death was not of the permanent sort."
"Alice..."
"Please, Charlotte." Her face shifted to the sad expression she had just worn. "Mr. Digby is a good match for you, even if you do not think so. I believe truly that he will make you happy. For today, let us just pretend. Please, let us pretend to be happy. Let us enjoy what we can."
I nodded softly and swung my legs to the edge of the bed.
"Well, let us be on with it, then."
I am certain that many women enjoy their wedding preparations, especially when their dearest friend is with them. Alice and I tried to enjoy ourselves, but the overwhelming sadness permeated every action. Sadness was woven through the braids Alice put in my hair, tangled in the skirts of the dress Father had bought for me, tied around my neck as Alice clasped the necklace Thomas had given me. Even the bracelets I wore, passed down from my mother, were drenched in a feeling so blue it made me shiver.
The day passed in much of a blur. I did everything dutifully. I recited my vows and smiled blandly at the overly ecstatic guests. I kissed my new husband chastely, noting how very different his lips were from Alice's. I thanked the guests for coming and sat obediently at the table while a proper feast was served, though only a few bites passed my lips.
The night passed on, and more wine was served and spilled. Alice was dutifully by my side, Edmund and Philip were each dancing with lovely young ladies, and Thomas was being congratulated repeatedly by people I had never met. Acquaintances I had known for years gave polite congratulations, then bawdy insinuations, until at one point a group of guests began demanding we proceed with the bedding.
"Let's let the lovebirds get on with it, shall we?" hollered Henry Lawrence.
He was a lanky man with stringy hair and a penchant for peering up the dresses of ladies. Despite his tendencies, he was from a good family and had attempted to court me at one point. I had turned him down as politely as I could, but he was highly insistent at the time. The leering grin on his face told me he had never quite forgiven me for my rejection, and was looking forward to what little he would see by insisting on a bedding ceremony.



"Ah, I don't believe we'll be doing a bedding ceremony," protested Thomas.
A man with unruly blonde hair whose name I did not know clapped him on the back. "What, you afraid, boy? Don't think you can perform under pressure?"
The laughter was roaring, and it echoed in my ears as I looked on, horrified. I had told Mrs. Digby that I refused to be involved in such an obscene tradition. She was sitting nearby, and I looked at her helplessly as the men surrounding us insisted on a bedding.
Mrs. Digby, with all her gracious gracefulness and propriety, stood up. "Gentlemen, please. A bedding ceremony is so antiquated. Wouldn't you rather have another drink?"
Most of the men cheered, but Henry and the blond man insisted on.
"Come on, Digby, we all want to see our dear Charlotte be strummed." Henry threw an arm around my shoulders. "Your new wife's a little minx. She's been the talk of the town for years. Let us have a gander at her before she gets all plumped up with children."
"Henry Lawrence, you absolute unlicked quim!" I spat. "Take your hands off me."
"Oh, don't be such a sorning twat, Charlotte, you—"
He was interrupted by Thomas roughly grabbing his collar.
"Watch your tongue, man," he growled. "That is my wife, and I'll thank you to not only respect the good lady, but to remove your hands from her lest I remove yours from your wrist."
Thomas was not only a good deal taller than Henry, but outweighed him significantly. In fact, Henry was so outmatched that he had difficulty extracting his arm from around me as he hurried to comply with Thomas's demands. Once completed, Thomas let go and Henry glared as he straightened his shirt.
"I'm sorry to see you end your evening so early," Thomas said jovially. "Thank you for coming, Mr. Lawrence, and good evening to you."
Henry did not look at either of us as he strode from the gallery, pushing past Alice as she scurried towards me.
"Char... I mean, milady. Are you all right?"
I was shaking, but not from distress. Rather, I was enraged at Henry's behaviour, and confused by Thomas's immediate protection. I wanted to scream. I wanted to slap Henry across his face and spit at him. I wanted to push down the flare of gratitude and bashful appreciation at watching Thomas defend me.
"Thank you, Miss Clayton. I am fine."
A large hand tentatively touched my shoulder, and I turned to find Thomas hovering beside me. Hesitantly, he brought the hand to my cheek, lightly touching my face.
"Are you certain?" he asked.
Certain of what, exactly? I was not certain of anything, because the moment his fingers grazed my skin, a sense of warmth and comfort flowed through my body. I looked at Thomas, stricken by confusion, seeing him in a way I had not seen him before.
I have spoken of Thomas's attractiveness, his broad shoulders and earnest face. In that moment, though, I was stunned by the way he looked at me. Concern filled his eyes, and I forgot of my anger and despondence. My body told me to kiss him, to let him embrace me, and I nearly stepped forward to do so.
"Charlotte? Are you certain you are all right?" he repeated.
The moment fled, leaving me more confused than ever.
"I am. Thank you, Thomas. I appreciate your standing up for me."
He bowed slightly. "You are my wife. I vowed to protect you."
"Still, you have my thanks."
He smiled softly. "You take care of yourself well. 'Unlicked quim,' was it?"
My mouth dropped open. In the heat of the moment, I hadn't thought of the fact that Thomas, the Digbys, my father, and every notable noble person in the area was present when I shouted at Henry.
"My apologies for speaking so rudely, I was not... err, that is..."
"Please do not apologize. I intend on adding that insult to my repertoire."
He looked about to say something else, but was interrupted by Edmund barreling across the room and complimenting him on his fine removal of the unsavoury Mr. Lawrence. I managed to turn from them without rolling my eyes. Men, I thought cynically. Men and their absolute need to appear masculine, to celebrate strength and roughhousing and defending their honour.
I noted a distinct lack of Philip's presence. The lady he had been dancing with was looking at the exit. I followed her gaze and saw the back of Philip's form disappearing out the door Henry had exited from. My heart swelled with both worry and pride as I realized Philip was going after him.
Mrs. Digby was still close by, and she put a comforting hand on my forearm. "How awful, Charlotte, dear. I hope that unruly young man's behaviour does not spoil the evening for you."
"Not at all, Mrs. Digby." I glanced at Thomas, who was rubbing the back of his neck as he laughed at Edmund's impression of Henry's exit. He was a surprising man, in some ways. "It has been a lovely evening, Mr. Lawrence's behaviour notwithstanding."
"Thank you, dear." She patted my arm. "I am so happy to have you join our family. I love my son, but I always yearned for a daughter. I know that I may never take your mother's place, but I hope in time we can have a wonderful friendship."
"I hope for the same, Mrs. Digby." I took her hand and squeezed it lightly.
I could not keep from smiling. For all the frustrations and sadness I was experiencing, Mrs. Digby truly seemed to be an earnest woman. At least there was that, I thought. At least I had Mrs. Digby, for now.
Glancing back at Thomas, I watched as Edmund clapped him on the back. They both laughed again. In the midst of Thomas's laughter, his eyes flicked to me, and I saw the yearning in them as he gazed at me. There was not to be a public bedding, but a bedding would still need to occur.
The thought made my stomach flip with nervousness. But somewhere below my stomach, a flicker of something else was growing, so small and light that I could easily have confused it with nerves had I not felt that same flicker in the past with Alice.
My body did not seem to be on the same page as my mind with regards to my marriage. Though, even my mind was curious to find out what would happen that night. I could no longer bring myself to deny Thomas's attractiveness.
I turned to Mrs. Digby, hoping my face was not turning red. "May I ask your leave to return to my room? I refuse to be involved in such an obscene sight as a bedding ceremony, but I should like some time to myself before..."
I trailed off, and Mrs. Digby smiled knowingly.
"You need not ask me for leave from your own wedding, my dear. But of course, you should take some time for yourself." She squeezed my hand, her voice lowering. "Do not be nervous. Whatever may be, I know my son loves you. Good night, dear."
Alice escorted me back to my room after I bid farewell to the few acquaintances I truly had wanted to see. She spoke softly to me as we walked, but I could not bring myself to respond.
No words were exchanged between us as she helped me remove the cumbersome dress and corset I had been suffering from all day. I could not stand to look at her as I waited, and instead held her hand as we sat at the edge of the bed. The room was warmed by the fire, but a persistent chill seemed to engulf my bones.
I tried to see things as Alice would. She had said she hoped I would at least be happy, that though the circumstances were unfair, I should try to see the good that came of it.
It was unimaginably difficult to do that, especially with Alice sitting beside me and holding my hand. All I wanted was for her to finish undressing me, to take me in her arms and to make love to me. I did not want Thomas. I wanted her.
Except I did want Thomas. The memory of his fingers brushing against my cheek awakened an entirely new set of emotions, and the confusion from those mixed with the sadness and anger and depression had me dizzy. Those looks he had given me, those gazes and stares. The way he had defended me. Deep inside, something in me had cracked and I could no longer deny that I desired him.
How could I possibly, though? How could I possibly desire both Thomas and Alice? And how could I possibly have desire for anyone other than Alice? The guilt of wanting my own husband over my lover battled with the guilt of wanting my lover over my own husband. It seemed that no matter which side won, I would be left with nothing but guilt.
Eternity seemed to pass as we waited, suspended in silence and sadness, until three soft taps at the door signalled Thomas's arrival. With a final squeeze of my hand, Alice stood to open the door.
"Good evening, Mr. Digby," she greeted softly.
"Good evening, Miss Clayton."
A tense moment passed. I lifted my head, feeling as though a thousand pounds of weight were crushing against me, and looked towards Alice and Thomas.
She met my eyes, and the shadow of an encouraging smile crossed her lips.
"Thank you, Miss Clayton. That will be all for tonight." My voice was choked, the words passing through what felt like grains of sand within my throat.
"Yes, milady." With a final glance, she left the room, closing the door softly behind her.
Thomas glanced about my room, eyes falling along the walls, to the mantel and its various trinkets, and to my dressing table. His face was serious but nervous, and when he looked at me, I felt nothing but dread.
"May I call you Charlotte now?" he asked, breaking the silence.
"I am no longer Miss Blythe."
He moved through the room slowly, approaching me at the bed. My hands were cold, and I hoped he could not see how badly they were trembling. I thought perhaps he would simply push me down and have his way with me. As large as he was, any struggle I could make would be in vain, and as I was his wife, it was well within his rights to do so.
My shoulders tensed as he stepped closer, and when he was within arms' reach, I closed my eyes. However, his touch never came. Instead, he sat beside me on the bed, slightly further away than Alice had been sitting just moments before.
I opened my eyes and glanced warily at Thomas. He was staring at his hands, which were clasped in his lap. Again, the room was drenched in silence, until I could no longer stand it.
"What will you have me do?" I asked.
He turned his head to look at me.
"I must apologize," he said.
"What must you apologize for?"
"That you have been made to marry me against your wishes. Knowing the unhappiness it was causing you, I asked permission that we not proceed, but neither my parents nor your father would agree."
His revelation rendered me speechless, and I could only gape at him. Thomas looked back down at his hands, his own despondence clear, and a surge of guilt filled my chest.
"I cannot undo our marriage, Charlotte. But I will do what I can to make it easier. I am not a man who breaks vows, and I vowed to care for you as my wife. I will never purposely hurt you."
It was not what I expected, nor did I understand it. Thomas had no discernible reason to act as gentlemanly as he was. As his wife, it was expected that I would handle whatever he asked of me. Yet, his concern was ensuring my comfort.
"I am sorry," I whispered, and I tentatively reached out and touched his hand. "You do not deserve my unhappiness, but I cannot help feeling as I do."
"I know." He turned his hand in his lap, clasping mine in it. "Perhaps, in time, we will build happiness together."
His hand was larger than Alice's, enveloping mine almost completely in a dry warmth that contrasted my chilled skin. Where her fingers had been dainty and soft, his were strong and calloused. Again, the thought crossed my mind that he could crush me, yet he was as gentle as could be. And with that, the reminder that we must consummate our marriage returned, bringing with it a nervous knot that settled in the pit of my stomach just above the renewed flicker of desire.
"May I ask a forward question?" I said suddenly.
"Certainly."
"And you will answer truthfully?"
"Of course."
"Have you been with a woman before?"
Whatever Thomas had expected me to ask, it was not that. His eyes widened almost comically, and it was all I could do to keep the instinctive reflex of laughter from escaping. As it stood, I had to press my lips together to keep from giggling while looking up at Thomas.
"As it happens, well, ah... yes," he stuttered. "Does this upset you?"
I shook my head. "It was just a curiosity."
"Will you answer truthfully if I ask you?"
"I will."
He smirked, a light laugh dancing through his eyes. "And?"
"I have not been with a man before."
Thomas tilted his head slightly, his face serious again. "And what about a woman?"
I froze, eyes wide. He couldn't possibly...
"Surely, you jest," I murmured.
"It will not upset me to hear the truth."
He knew. Somehow, he knew.
But what did he know? Had he heard rumours? Had he seen something, sensed something?
Did he know it was Alice, and did he know she was coming with us when we left in two days' time?
Questions swirled around in my mind, my heart racing as quickly as the thoughts did. Still frozen, unable to speak nor move, I stared at Thomas helplessly.
He gazed back at me patiently, eyes steady as he looked into my eyes. Moments passed, and when my thoughts began to settle, I sighed.
"It seems that you know the answer already. I will not deny it. Does this change how you think of me?"
"No." He took my other hand and brought it to the first, collecting both in his warm grip. "It helps me to understand."
I had thought I knew who Thomas Digby was, what he would be like to marry. It was clear that I had been mistaken. Most men would deem that I was not worthy of their understanding, nor their kindness, nor would they accept that I had lain with a woman before, yet Thomas was showing me patience and acceptance of an unimaginable level.
He looked at me with quiet longing, an expression on his face that was almost pained as he gazed at me. I did not doubt Mrs. Digby's claim that he loved me, nor Alice's statement that he was enamoured with me from before we even met.

It would have been much easier to hate him if he did not love me.
"Thank you, Thomas," I said softly. "And thank you for defending me tonight."
"Thank you for the new insult. 'Unlicked quim.' I adore the phrase."
We chuckled quietly, and despite efforts to remain miserable, Thomas began to heal some of the cracks in my heart at that moment.
His hands shifted and he touched my cheek again. Just like earlier in the evening, a feeling of comfort and desire trickled through me. "We must consummate our marriage, Charlotte. I know you do not like men, but will it be all right for you?"
I did not know how to tell him that I appreciated men as much as women. I certainly appreciated Thomas's handsomeness, the strength of his arms and the ruggedness of his looks. How could I explain that my love for Alice was based on her soul, not her body? That my sadness was not due to his being a man, but to the loss of my love and my freedom?
He took my silence as an answer. "Would you prefer if we asked Miss Clayton back to help?"
I could not imagine Alice being in the room, seeing her as I submitted myself to another person. Flushing horribly red, I shook my head.
"It will be all right." I paused, then steeled my reserve. "I would like to try now, in any case."
Thomas nodded, and brought his arms around me. With a tenderness I did not think possible, he brought his lips to mine and kissed me. I closed my eyes and kissed him back, willing thoughts of Alice out of my head.
His arms were comforting around me, thick and warm and strong. The feel of his lips matched: steady, powerful, but not demanding. The kiss lasted only a moment, a precursor to what was to come, and Thomas pulled back slowly.
"I think this should work better if we were to undress," he said.
Nervously, I nodded and stood up from the edge of the bed. With Thomas's eyes on me, I removed the rest of my clothing, then made to sit back down. He reached out and took my wrist, stopping me.
"May I look at you?"
I nodded again and moved in front of him as his eyes travelled down my body. He could not hide the desire from his face, could not stop himself from staring at my nakedness, drinking in the most private corners of my body.
"That Henry Lawrence was a mewling twat, but he was not wrong in his appreciation of your beauty. Charlotte, you are lovely."
"Thank you, Thomas." My voice was immeasurably quiet, and I struggled to keep it from wavering.
"May I touch you?"
Once more, I nodded. Thomas stood and stepped closer to me. His strong hands came to my shoulders, touching my bare skin lightly as he leaned down to kiss me again. He moved slowly and carefully, his hands touching first my arms, then my waist, then up my ribs to the undersides of my breasts. He hesitated only for a moment before cradling my breasts, one in each hand.
He may not have been Alice, but my body still responded. Beneath his palms, my nipples hardened, and a shiver of anticipation crawled down my spine. Thomas explored my breasts thoroughly as we kissed, his fingers working along my flesh, tugging gently at my nipples and running along the sensitive skin between my bosoms.
Once he was finished outlining my breasts, his hands moved back down my body. Suddenly, he pulled me closer to him, our bodies pressed together as his hands wrapped around to my backside. I gasped as he gripped the flesh of my buttocks, the pressure of his fingers unexpected as they dug in.
Thomas continued kissing me as he released my rear, hands now travelling up my back as I pressed against him. Once he reached my shoulders again, he stepped back.
He was still wearing the clothing he had worn for our wedding, and he asked if I could assist with unclasping his cufflinks and buckles. My trembling fingers unhooked and unbuckled, and Thomas removed the rest of his clothing, saying nothing as I watched.
I had never seen a man without his clothing before, aside from when William the stable boy had taken off his shirt. But that was just the top part; what lay below was a mystery. I knew what was there, theoretically. Alice and I had once found an anatomy book in the study, and we had been stricken at the drawing of the man. Anecdotally, I also knew what happened to a man's body when he was with a woman. Mrs. Clayton had taken time before the wedding to speak to me about the process, seeing as my mother was not there to do so herself.
With only an anatomical drawing and a short conversation with our housekeeper, I had conjured up an image of what I thought would be there when Thomas removed his breeches. With that in mind, I had prepared myself for what was to come, telling myself that I was not afraid and that there was nothing to worry about.
That image was not accurate in the slightest, and I was quite afraid and had plenty to worry about.
When Mrs. Clayton had told me a man's member grew stiff, I had pictured the proportions of the drawing in the book, only poking out a bit. Neither Mrs. Clayton nor the book had given any mention to the fact that a man's member grew larger when stiff. I suddenly understood why Mrs. Clayton had said there might be pain when he stuck it inside of me. While Alice had put her fingers into me countless times, her fingers were not so thick as the bulging appendage now before me.
I am not sure what the expression on my face looked like, but Thomas cleared his throat uncomfortably and I tore my eyes away from the protrusion between his legs. As I met his eyes, the discomfort in his face changed, and he laughed.
"I did not doubt your honesty that you had never been with a man before, but now I am most certain that you have not."
"It is not what I expected," I admitted. "I thought... or, well, rather, I did not think..."




My words trailed out as I stuttered, and Thomas took pity on me. He reached forward and brought his arms around me again, pulling me close to him. My breasts met his chest, and his manhood touched my stomach. It was warmer than the rest of him, hard and smooth against my skin. As we touched, I felt the telltale signs of wetness between my legs. It was not possible for me to deny any longer that I wanted Thomas's love.
"I have heard the first time may be difficult for a woman," he said. "Charlotte, I vow to you, I will try to keep you from pain."
He kissed me again, then guided me onto the bed and lay me on my back. Once there, he kissed me once more and resumed touching me. Again, he teased my breasts, his large hands gripping and releasing them, before his hand moved down my stomach and to my mound.
A smile crossed Thomas's lips as he felt the dampness growing there, and his finger traced my folds lightly before nestling between them. His mouth commanded my attention momentarily, distracting me from the finger that dipped further into my crevice.
When his finger breached my entrance, a staggered gasp left my lips. It did not hurt, much like Alice's fingers had never hurt, but it did not feel the same as when Alice's hands were there. Thomas moved his hand slowly, probing me with one finger at first, and then with two. I could not stop myself from writhing slightly beneath him when the second one entered.
"Are you in pain?" he asked, his lips brushing mine as he spoke.
"No," I answered. "No, it just feels... well, I do not know how to describe it. Different, I suppose."
Thomas did me the courtesy of not asking what it was different from. He kissed me softly, still gently moving his fingers inside me.
"It will be easier if you relax," he murmured.
I tried to do as he said, willing every muscle of my body to unclench, but it was much easier to request than to do. Though the feeling of his hand working against me felt nice, the nerves and the sadness and the stress of the entirety of the past month were still heavy on my mind.
When Thomas realized I was as relaxed as possible, given the circumstances, he withdrew his fingers. With a final tender kiss, he pulled away and brought both hands to my thighs, guiding them apart, and moved his body between my legs.
I glanced down at his manhood. It was close to my mound, and from where I lay it appeared even more intimidating than it had when Thomas stood in front of me. I swallowed and attempted to relax, though the tightness in my hips and back would not dissipate, even as Thomas lifted my legs and positioned them on either side of his thighs.
Thomas held himself over me with one arm, bringing the other down to his manhood. Closer and closer he positioned himself, until I felt the tip of his rod at my entrance, ready to breach my hole and commit me as his wife for eternity. In that moment, even Thomas appeared unsteady, and he looked into my eyes with a pleading desperation.
"Yes," I said simply. The buildup was becoming maddening, and I wanted him to continue before I lost my nerve.
Proceed he did. Suddenly, the tip of his rod was pushing past my entrance, and Thomas's sex was entwined in my own. I waited for the pain to begin, but as he delved deeper and deeper inside of me, it never came. Instead, my body began to feel strangely full, and then all at once empty as Thomas pulled back.
I looked down at the joining of our bodies. The tip of Thomas's manhood remained inside me, and he began sinking into me again. The feeling of fullness increased, further that time, and before I knew it, Thomas's pelvis was flush against my own. I breathed deeply, staring at the meeting of our bodies, my lips parted as I took in the sight. Unlike with Alice's fingers or even his fingers, every inch of my tunnel was stuffed, and I could feel myself surrounding his manhood. My lips were stretched open, gripping him as though to keep him there, my body wanting his presence more than I did.
Thomas pulled back again, and burrowed inside me more quickly on the return. A small puff of breath escaped my lips as he plunged back in, the very air from my lungs being pushed out as his arousal took its place inside me. Again, and again, he withdrew and re-entered, more and more quickly each time.
He shifted then, elbows resting on either side of me as his rhythm increased. Not only was his member forcing breath after breath of air out of me, but his torso was now crushing against my ribs. I tried to move my legs so that he could better access my entrance without lying against me, but he outweighed me by too much. Resigning myself to taking shallow breaths as though I was wearing the tightest of corsets, I lay on the bed, feeling the alien sensation of my body being penetrated by him.
It was an overwhelmingly good feeling. The absence of pain and presence of pleasure was surprising to me, after expecting and being told for the entirety of my life that a woman's duty to her husband was at worst, painful, and at best, neutral. No woman was expected to enjoy it. I contemplated the conundrum, wondering if perhaps something was wrong with me.
As his shaft pistoned in and out of me, Thomas's breathing grew heavier. The sounds of his hips meeting mine, skin slapping against skin, filled the room and mixed with his grunts. All at once, his thrusting grew frenzied. This must be it, I mused, the part where he finishes.
I was correct, and moments later Thomas stilled and I felt his manhood spasming. Inside me, a sudden warmth and wetness as his seed spilled into my womb. I closed my eyes briefly as I felt it, yet another foreign sensation inside my body, and wondered if that seed would plant and make me a mother.
Thomas lay on top of me for a time, before sitting up and removing himself from inside me. He brushed the hair off his forehead and looked at me, lying naked beneath him.
"Are you hurt?" he asked.
I shook my head.
"Did it... was it acceptable?"
I had no inclination of what he was asking, so I simply nodded.
Concern crossed Thomas's face, but he did not ask anything further. He kissed my forehead lightly and moved off the bed, passing me my chemise as he pulled his clothing on haphazardly.
I was unsure if Thomas would wish to spend the night in my room, but it did not seem he expected to. Neither of us seem inclined to talk or continue on with further lovemaking, and I felt a pang of gratitude towards him for his consideration that I would want to be alone. Once he was dressed, he took my hand and kissed it before bidding me good night.
Once he had left, I got out of the bed. I had started the day a virgin and ended it a woman. It had not felt the same as my lovemaking with Alice. The place of bliss was gone, that place I had found with her the very first time we were in each other's arms. Perhaps it was because I did not love Thomas the same way I loved her. My body was frustrated, expecting the powerful ending it was used to, but did not receive. Looking at myself in the mirror, I did not notice any change, but I felt an entirely different person.
Turning back to my bed, I made to lay down again, but stopped quite suddenly.
The blankets were pushed back and the sheets were exposed. Where I had lain with Thomas, a small spot of moisture showed on them, but it was what was not present that concerned me.
Mrs. Clayton had told me I would bleed. Every virgin does, she said. But the sheets were white, aside from that spot of wetness.
I began to panic. The maids would see the sheets the next day, and gossip would follow as they told whoever would listen that I did not bleed on my wedding night. People would question whether the marriage was legitimate, and my father would be furious at the thought that we did not consummate. Worse, they would say that I was not a virgin, that Thomas had married a sullied woman.
I could imagine Henry Lawrence hearing the news and twisting it, construing a story that he had me before my husband. Thomas had defended me to him; would he do the same again, if my virginity was suspect? I had been truthful when answering his questions. Perhaps he would trust if I denied such charges against me.
But it was not just Thomas that I had to worry for. What about Mrs. Digby, my brothers, my father? What about Alice?
None of it was true. I was a virgin, and we had consummated the marriage. What was I to do?
I contemplated calling for Alice to ask her help, but that would only lead to questions. Instead, I closed my eyes and tried to think of what she would tell me.
She would be sensible. "Perhaps you did not bleed because of our lovemaking. Perhaps that is why it did not hurt."
Yes, that was possible. But what to do?
"Thomas did not look at the sheets. The maids would not know if the blood came from something else."
Oh, Alice. Even in my mind, she was the most intelligent person I knew.
I searched my dressing table for a sewing needle and found one with ease. Rushing back to the bed, I pricked my finger and let the blood drip onto the sheets. Then, putting the needle back where I found it, I lay back down and tried to sleep, but succeeded only in staring at the ceiling until light began breaking through the window.
**
"Charlotte, you must wake up."
I was awake, and had been since Alice had entered the room. At some point during the long night, I had dozed off, but it must have only been a short while before she arrived. I remembered the stretches of light as dawn broke, shadows on the ceiling lengthening and withdrawing as my mind raced unforgivingly.
My eyes were still closed, however, and I did not open them as Alice moved quietly around the room. Once upon a time, she would have crawled onto the bed, nuzzling me awake as I pretended to sleep, and I would only react when her hands found the slick eagerness waiting for her between my legs.
I did not expect Alice to play that game, and was not pretending to sleep in the hope that she would. Rather, it was the yearning to speak with her, to tell her of the previous night, to express my fears that I was strange for feeling no pain. I wanted to confess about the blood, ask for her advice, feel her comfort. It was all of those thoughts and emotions that kept me from opening my eyes, because while I wanted nothing more than to share those things with Alice, I felt that I couldn't.
She finally came to the edge of the bed and gently shook my shoulder.
"Charlotte, I know you are not really asleep. You know I cannot wake you as you wish."
Anger flared in my heart. "I do not wish for that," I muttered. "I wish to stay in bed today."
"Are you ill?"
Ill from heartbreak, perhaps.
"No."
"Mrs. Digby has requested to see you this morning. Will you have me tell her you are too tired?"
Clenching my jaw, I opened my eyes.
"No, thank you. I will attend."
Alice looked at me with concern as she helped me out of bed.
"Are you angry with me?"
"No, Alice. I am fine."
"Speak with me. How are you feeling? Was last night—"
"It was fine, thank you. I am feeling well today."
She looked stricken at my response as I walked to the dressing area, a black cloud hanging over my head. After a moment, she followed, her head bowed.
"Very well. What dress would you like to wear today?"
The following days were painfully lonely. I could not bring myself to speak with Alice about anything, and the further I withdrew from her, the lonelier I felt. But it would not be fair to confide in Alice. It was easier to isolate myself, to lick the wounds of my broken heart on my own, than it was to open them all over again.
To Alice's credit, she treated me kindly. She did not share her own pain with me, or direct her anger towards me. I knew she was frustrated—one does not have a friendship such as ours without sensing the other's emotions—but she kept it to herself.
Thomas came to my room once more before we left my home forever, with much the same results as his first visit. He did not ask again if I would like Alice to come to the room, though his brow still furrowed in concern when he finished. Again, I was confused by his question of if our joining had been acceptable. It was pleasant, I had said, but still, he seemed confused.
It would be a three-day journey back to the Digbys' estate. The night before we left, my father held a large feast. It was merry, and lively, and as sincere as a pageant wagon show. I wept after Alice had left my room, my belongings already packed and ready to be loaded into a wagon. Philip and Edmund had put on brave faces, but even my brothers could not hide their sadness. I was being torn from my family, displaced from my home, and entering a world where I knew no one and nothing.
We were to leave before the first light of day. Once the wagons were packed and our final farewells said, Alice and I climbed into the carriage with Mrs. Digby as Thomas and Mr. Digby mounted their horses to ride alongside.
"It must be so difficult, dear," said Mrs. Digby as we rattled along the road. "I do not blame you for being somber."
I tried to smile politely. "Thank you, Mrs. Digby. Endings and beginnings are bittersweet. I am sure I will feel better shortly."
That evening, Thomas and I shared a bed for the first time.
He was in good spirits after the day's journey, and as he joined me in the bed, I expected he would pull me to him. I was tired, still saddened by our departure, but knew it was my duty to him and so was prepared.
When he came into the room, I was already in the bed. It was chilly in the room and I had left my shift own, drawing the blankets up as I waited. I watched as he undressed, the small spark of excitement overtaking the sadness and tiredness.
He crawled into the bed next to me, a serious look on his face. I blinked at him expectantly, waiting for him to reach for me, embrace me, undress me.
Thomas did reach for me, but only to draw me close and kiss my forehead.
"Sleep well, Charlotte." Moments later, his eyes were closed and he drew breath deeply.
Tired though I was, I stared a long time at Thomas's sleeping form. I did not know how to interpret his behaviour, nor my reaction to it. I was not relieved or happy that he did not want to make love to me. I was concerned, wondering if I had done or said something wrong. How was I to find love and happiness in my marriage if Thomas did not want what every man wanted?
Thomas did not try to make love to me even once during our journey. I did not know what to think of it. Mrs. Clayton had said he would probably want it every night, perhaps even more than once a night. On top of all my despair at leaving home and having to act as a proper lady, I was certain I had done something wrong and that Thomas did not want me. I was torn between wanting Thomas's attention and wanting to be left alone, unhappy with either outcome and yet craving both.
I was certain he still wanted me. He must, I thought. It felt like every time I saw him, I caught him looking at me with that yearning expression. I could almost see him imagining me naked, his eyes tracing the curves of my breasts. Yet he did not reach for me, aside to kiss my forehead. I was frustrated, confused, and guilt-ridden. Lonely and dejected, and so homesick that I could cry.
After breakfast on the final day of travel, I determined that perhaps I needed air. Thomas had been kind and understanding thus far, so I thought he may allow me more freedoms than I had thought.
"Thomas, may I ask you for a favour?"
Mrs. Digby was just ahead of me, almost ready to enter the carriage, when I stopped in front of Thomas. He was just about to mount the horse, but turned to me eagerly. His face betrayed his delight at my approach.
"Of course, Charlotte. What would you like?"
"I was wondering, perhaps, if I could ride alongside the carriage with you today."
Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Mrs. Digby's mouth drop. It was not unheard of for a lady to ride a horse, but it was also certainly not the most proper of behaviours. I hoped she would not judge me too harshly.
Thomas's expression was frozen in a half-smile for just a moment before a full grin broke out on his face.
"Darling, I would sincerely enjoy that. Father?" He turned to Mr. Digby, who had just approached his horse. "May we make a change today? My wife would like to ride. Perhaps she could borrow your horse."
Mrs. Digby was certainly questioning my sanity, but declared it was a lovely idea. Mr. Digby tried not to show his relief at being able to ride in the carriage, but it was certainly there. I panicked for a moment about Alice, as without me in the carriage she would need to sit in the wagon with the other staff, but she grinned joyfully as she settled beside Jack the valet.
The sadness and frustration disappeared as soon as Thomas finished helping me onto the horse and I was able to trot alongside the party. The air was fresh, a relief from the stuffiness of the carriage, and the quiet of the countryside was a relief from Mrs. Digby's chatter.
It was the quiet that I needed most, as it turned out. With only the noise of the carriage and wagons creaking along the road, and the soft murmur of the staff chatting idly, I was able to calm my thoughts for the first time in days. My heart still ached and the sense of isolation did not disappear, but I felt at peace for the first time since that evening in my father's study. I knew it would be short-lived, but it was a relief.
Thomas did not say much as we rode. I do not think he knew what to say. His horse gave him some difficulties, I think sensing the same nervousness in him that I sensed. It was not that I didn't care about what Thomas may have been feeling, but I was so engrossed in my own emotional turmoil that I could not think of how to offer comfort to him. We rode in silence, and I watched the countryside go by.
After a while, I grew bored of the steady pace. We came upon a wide field bordered by trees, not unlike the woods near my home. I gazed longingly at the field, wishing to run through it and explore the distant woods.
It popped into my head suddenly. Why shouldn't I? Why shouldn't I take this horse and run, disappear into the trees and live amongst the wilderness? I could hunt. I could fight, protect myself. I could go, run, disappear and never return.
Thomas was just ahead of me, and I hurried to catch up to him. He looked at me when I trotted alongside him.
"Thomas, I am going to run the horse."
"What? Charlotte, wait—"
His response did not reach my ears as I directed the horse towards the fields alongside the road and began galloping.
The beast had been mild-mannered throughout, but as soon as we began running, its spirit broke free. Wind whipped my hair back from my head and the scent of the grass filled my nose as we raced forward. For a few moments, I felt untethered, unworried, and unbreakable.
I did not intend to disappear. The thought may have popped into my head, and as wildly invigorating as it would be to survive on my own, I knew I was giving myself more credit than was due. But the taste of it, the very taste and feel of a moment's freedom as we broke through the tall grass and the world flew by, was what my spirit needed.
Leaving Thomas was not an option, just as leaving Alice was not an option. Neither of them deserved my desertion, no matter my own unhappiness, but I needed that moment. I needed that wind, and that thought, that option of running and running until I could not be found. It was enough to lift me, to comfort me, to replace the need to seek comfort from those around me.
As we reached the edge of the woods, I had the horse slow until we were nearly stopped. From behind me, I heard hooves slowing, and Thomas's horse came up beside us.
He looked over at me and I smiled, truly smiled at him, for what may have been the first time in our marriage. Thomas's mouth was open, and his indignation turned to astonishment, before finally turning to laughter.



"You worried me," he said.
"I apologize."
"No need. You looked beautiful riding through the field like that."
His words made me blush, but I could not stop myself from smiling. He did not need to know what had prompted the sudden decision, and I would not ever tell him.
"I used to ride often at home," I said. "My brothers and I were always racing."
"I did not know that." Thomas turned his horse, and we walked them slowly towards the road as we talked. "We should ride together when we are home. There is a horse I have in mind for you, a perfect match, I think."
"Is that so?"
"Yes. It can be a bit tricky to control, but I believe you could. And it is beautiful. Pure grey, with a mane like silk."
My own horse. I smiled at the thought.
"Would you race me back?"
He grinned and guided his horse beside me. The race back to the road was all too short. As we returned to the party, I caught Alice's eye from where she was sitting with Jack. She grinned from her spot on the wagon, her eyes sparkling.
Thomas and I raced our horses two or three times more on the journey, though when we arrived in the nearest town to the Digbys' estate, Mrs. Digby insisted we stop and that I return to the carriage. I obeyed dutifully, climbing in with Alice following behind me.
"I did not know you rode, my dear," Mrs. Digby said.
"Occasionally," I replied. "I hope I did not upset you by asking to ride today."
"Not at all. I know how stuffy the carriage can be, especially if you are not used to travel." She smiled politely.
"Thank you, Mrs. Digby. I do appreciate time outdoors, and it was lovely to spend some time with Thomas."
"Oh, if you love to be outdoors, you will adore the garden at home." Excitement crossed Mrs. Digby's face. "Mr. Lancelot Brown—Capability Brown, he calls himself—the most distinguished landscape architect in the country, plotted the entire thing. It's the envy of all the neighbours. I'll plan an afternoon tea for us so you can meet some of the ladies nearby. Oh, it will be such an event. The flowers will be..."
Mrs. Digby kept talking as the cheer I'd found during my ride began to trickle out of me. Thomas may have promised me a horse, and that we could ride together, but it was sure to be an uncommon occurrence. The expectations were clear from Mrs. Digby's chatter: I was to be a lady. I was to act as a lady would. I was to hold social events and conduct myself in a manner befitting the Digbys' status.
The arrival at the Digbys' country house was mildly chaotic. As soon as we disembarked, Mrs. Digby began giving orders, and a team of servants obeyed her every command. I waited politely outside the carriage with Alice until Thomas returned from stabling his horse and took my arm. His face was bright, eyes filled with excitement as he brought me to the house.
He showed me to the room that would be mine, a door down from his own.
"Mother commissioned the furniture especially for you," Thomas said. "A man named Chippendale. She says he is the most renowned furniture designer in London."
I nodded and suppressed the urge to laugh. Mrs. Digby should have spared the expense, as the supposed intricacies of Mr. Chippendale's designs were lost on me. Edith Hathaway, who was likely already imagining the commissions she would make to redesign my father's home, would have been more impressed.
Thomas escorted me through the rest of the house. Everything was larger and more expensive than what had been in my home. Mother would have not cared for much of the grandeur on display, but there was an extravagant clock that would have made Edith green with envy. I was more envious of the room dedicated solely to books; the Digbys owned more than I had ever seen in my life.
As we strolled through the house, I began to feel overwhelmingly homesick. Aside from Mrs. Digby and Alice, I did not know any other people there. I did not know how I was to spend my days, nor would I have any friends or acquaintances to visit with.
The grounds were as lovely as Mrs. Digby had made them sound. The gardens were meticulously kept, and flowers of all colours bloomed prettily everywhere we turned. There were thick woods bordering the property, and I longed to rush into them to see what treasures lay there. We walked down to the stables, where Thomas greeted everyone happily as he introduced me to the men there.
Then, the pasture. Thomas let go of my arm and pointed to a horse grazing a short distance away.
"That one," he said. "You will love it."
I looked at the horse. It was every bit as beautiful as he said, nearly glowing in the soft afternoon light. I tried to smile, but the sight of the animal did nothing to bring happiness to me. It was just another freedom that was being torn from me.
It did not go unnoticed by Thomas, who tenderly brushed his fingers against my cheek as he regarded my sadness.
"Earlier today, you were as happy as I've ever seen you. Now you have withdrawn. What have I said to make you unhappy, Charlotte?"
I shook my head. "You have said nothing wrong. Your home is beautiful."
"Our home. This is your home now, as well."
I nodded. "Yes. My home."
"And the horse. You seemed so excited earlier."
"I am pleased, Thomas. It is beautiful. Everything is lovely."
"I do not believe you."
I sighed, looking up at him as I tried to plead with my eyes for him to let the conversation go. "I am happy to be here."
"You are not. Charlotte, do not lie to me." He took my hand, gripping it firmly. "You are unhappy. I know you are. Please do me the courtesy of being honest."
The words stung and I had to look away. Just like everything else, I was failing at being a wife.
"At my home, I could ride horses or go through the woods or come and go however I pleased. Here, I cannot. Here, I have expectations of me. I am first and foremost your wife."
"You are, first and foremost, Charlotte," he retorted. "You are not some inanimate object that I wish to display. I do not wish to own you."
"It does not matter, Thomas, do you not see that? You are just one of the people whose expectations I must meet." Tears welled in my eyes and I looked away, focusing on the beautiful grey horse in the distance. "I am a failure as a wife. You deserve more than what I am capable of giving, and I will only let you down."
"Charlotte..."
"I would like to return to my room, please."
We walked back to the house in silence, and Alice was waiting to prepare me for dinner. We returned to my room promptly and she began combing out my hair.
"Honestly, Charlotte, had I known you would be riding today, I would have done this differently," she said as she tried to untangle the knots.
"I did not plan to," I said.
"I am glad you did. You seemed to enjoy it."
When I did not respond, she sighed.
"Charlotte, please speak with me. You are still my dearest friend. I feel that we have lost our closeness and I do not like it."
"Alice, I love you dearly. I feel as though sharing my misery right now would only serve to hurt you."
"It hurts me more to see you so dreadfully unhappy." She put my brush down and knelt beside me, taking my hand. "Our history together is no matter. Please, share your misery with me. Let our souls be close if our bodies cannot."
How could I refuse anything to my Alice? Before I was aware of myself, I had begun telling Alice every thought and action and fear and sadness that had befallen me since the morning of the wedding. I told her of my wedding night with Thomas and how he knew I had been with a woman before. I told her that it hadn't hurt, that I hadn't bled, and what I had done to my sheets.
She giggled at that admission, having seen the sheets herself the following morning. I told her that laying with him was not the same as laying with her, that the explosive pleasure we both felt was not present with him, and that he had only come to me one other night since we wed.
And I told her of my moments of joy with Thomas that day, how freeing it had been to ride again, and how the world had begun closing in on me as he showed me around. I told her of the woods, and how I longed to see them, and how alone I felt. The confusion of wanting and not wanting Thomas, the duelling relief and concern of not having to make love to him, and the crushing sense of failure I felt as his wife.
And I cried, of course I cried, and she held me and comforted me as only Alice could.
When I was through with my sniffling, Alice returned to fixing my hair.
"Perhaps it was the travelling," she said.
"The travelling?"
"Yes. Perhaps he was too tired. Watch, I think he will come to you tonight, and if not tonight then most certainly tomorrow." I did not respond, and she continued brushing my hair out. "Perhaps Thomas would take you into the woods, too."
Perhaps he would have, had I not confessed to him how horrible of a wife I was.
"He will come for you, I am certain," Alice continued. "And he will make you see you are not a failure. He only wants your happiness, Charlotte."
I did not believe her in that moment, but Thomas was entirely capable of surprising me. I should not have underestimated him. Had I been less narrow-minded, I may have seen that Thomas was far more accepting of the unusual than I thought him.
"I have prattled on too much, Alice. Tell me of your day. I saw you whispering with Jack."
She giggled, flushing as I mentioned his name.
"Charlotte, he's such a character. He makes me laugh."
"Should I be looking to arrange a wedding for the two of you, then?"
She waved her hand. "It is too early for that. I do not know if he would even want to wed me. The stories he tells! He is a... a gallanting kind of man."
"He has been around, you mean."
"Well, he may piss more than he drinks, but the stories he tells, Charlotte... he is certainly not a gentleman. And I truly think I like that about him."
She regaled me with some of the stories Jack had told her, and I was certain he must have exaggerated some of them, but he sounded like the perfect match for Alice.
Later that evening, Alice had come to my room to help prepare me for sleep. It would be my first night there, and I was not used to the shadows cast about the place. They made me nervous, and Alice's presence was a comfort. We were sitting on one of Mr. Chippendale's beautiful settees, talking quietly by the fireplace and avoiding the chill of the room, when the telltale three soft knocks came at my door.
Alice grinned. "I told you, Charlotte."
My heart had begun pounding, but I smiled in spite of it. "I suppose you were right, then."
A log in the fireplace cracked as Alice patted my hand and went to the door.
"Good evening, Mr. Digby."
"Good evening, Miss Clayton."
Thomas stepped into the room. He had an odd look on his face, and I was unsure of what it meant. Nevertheless, I knew what he desired.
"Thank you, Miss Clayton. That will be all for tonight."
Alice nodded and made to leave, but Thomas stopped her.
"No, not yet. Please stay a moment, Miss Clayton."
Alice froze, then glanced back at me as though I had some inkling of what was happening. I looked at her helplessly as Thomas closed the door and turned the lock.
My heart dropped, and then began pounding so loudly I was certain it could be heard across the room. I trembled, suddenly cold, despite the fire nearby. A tense moment passed where both Alice and I looked at Thomas, who seemed to be wrestling with something in his mind. Finally, he motioned for her to join me in the sitting area.
Tentatively, Alice stepped towards me and sat primly at the edge of the unoccupied chair. Thomas stepped in front of us, made to sit next to me on the settee, then changed his mind and remained standing.
He turned to me first, opened his mouth to speak, then closed it again and turned away. Baffled, I glanced quickly at Alice before speaking.
"Thomas, what is the meaning of this?"
He inhaled deeply, then turned back to me. Again, he looked as though he was about to speak, then froze. He held my eye for a long moment, then turned to Alice.
"Miss Clayton, I require your assistance."
She looked shaken, but nodded. "Certainly, Mr. Digby."
"I need you to show me how to make my wife react the way she did with you, that day in the woods by the creek."
Whatever we had expected, that was not it. I could not imagine that my face looked any different than Alice's, which was wide-eyed and jaw-dropped. As she processed his words, she looked back at me wildly.
"I thought you said it was a badger!"
"It was a badger! I saw the damned thing!"
"I was not near the badger," Thomas interrupted. "I had not meant to follow you into the wood, I had just gone to explore. I came across you on the other side, and had intended to turn back so you would not think I was interrupting when I saw you kiss Miss Clayton."
"And now you want... you want her to do what, exactly?"
Thomas cleared his throat, then knelt in front of me and took my hand.
"When I saw you in the woods, stomping around in an old wool dress and free of care, I thought it must be fate that our parents decided we should wed. I thought you were the perfect woman for me, that you would love the grounds here, that you were different from all the women who just wanted to sit indoors and sew and gossip.
"And you are. I know that you are not like that. And then I saw you kiss Miss Clayton and I did not know what to think. I told myself to leave, that I should not spy as I was, but then your hands disappeared into her dress and I could not move. And when I realized you were happy, and enjoying whatever it was she was doing to you, I thought I was about the luckiest man on Earth. That you would enjoy—"
He stopped suddenly and glanced at Alice, as if remembering she was there. He did not need to finish what he was saying; we knew what he meant. Looking back at me, Thomas continued.
"And then you grew more and more unhappy. A million times, I wanted to tell you what I thought, but we were never alone. I thought perhaps once we were wed, I could tell you all these things. That I did not want you to be just another lady, that I was excited that you would enjoy... well. I wanted to make you react the way Miss Clayton did, but I could not, and I do not know why."
"I do not know either," I whispered. "It does not feel bad, Thomas. It is just... not the same."
"I want to make you happy, Charlotte. Your concerns about the expectations of you, about not being free to do as you wish—those I can show you are unfounded with time. But to pleasure you in bed—that I thought I knew how to do, but I have failed. You have not failed me in any way, you must believe me. I know you do not love me, and perhaps you never will, but I wish to do all I can to make you happy."
He turned back to Alice, still holding my hand. "Miss Clayton, I feel as though we have the same wish. Am I wrong in my assumption?"
Alice looked at me, and suddenly I saw the sparkle in her eye as she pressed her lips together. The damned girl was trying not to laugh!
"No, Mr. Digby." Even with her soft response, I could hear that she was holding back laughter.
Thomas seemed not to notice. "Will you help me, Miss Clayton?"
Her face broke into a smile as she began to giggle. Thomas looked devastated for a moment before Alice nodded eagerly, grinning widely.
"Yes, Mr. Digby. Of course." She stood up suddenly, laughter still bubbling from her throat. "Charlotte, did I not say? Did I not tell you that men aren't so bad, and that Mr. Digby was a good match for you, and that he would be here tonight and that he wanted to make you happy?"
Thomas looked to see my reaction. I had pressed my lips together, and I knew my chin trembled, but I tried to compose myself.
"Yes, you did," I said.
As I met Thomas's eyes, I could not keep myself from starting to giggle, and soon I had lost my breath from laughing so hard. When tears began streaming from my eyes, I took gasping breaths to calm myself.
Thomas still looked confused, but a smile had broken his face as well.
"But Alice, what about... well, you know."
"What is it that I know?"
I did not want to state it outright with Thomas in the room, but I was worried about the potential harm our actions could cause between Alice and Jack. Pursing my lips, I thought for a moment.
"You spoke earlier of some stories."
She frowned for a moment, then understood. "Oh! Do not worry about that, Charlotte. I told you, nothing has happened. Frankly, even if something were to happen between us, he would likely beg for me to share details."
"Do you speak of Jack?" Thomas asked.
We both looked at him in surprise. Thomas chuckled.
"Believe only half of what he says, but the rest is true. He is the last person who would be astounded by what I have proposed."
Alice smiled. "See, Charlotte. You should listen to me more often."
We broke into gales of laughter again, and I turned to Thomas.
"I am sorry," I gasped. "Truly, Thomas. My mind has been all too many places and I have been unable to break my sadness, but you have been so kind and so truly good to me. I have not been deserving of such treatment—"
"You most certainly are deserving of kindness and happiness," he interrupted, standing as he spoke. "Now, I am done discussing this. I am done with laughter. Miss Clayton, if you would be so kind as to finish undressing my wife."
With a gleam in her eye that was usually reserved for when she looked at me, Alice nodded. "Yes, Mr. Digby."
Her gaze lingered on him, and I simply knew Alice was hiding her excitement for the situation. She could not hide the reddening in her cheeks, the way she licked her lips, or the direction of her eyes. Taking my hand, Alice brought me to my feet and removed the rest of my garments, though she simply piled them on the settee instead of putting them away as she generally would. I shivered as her fingers brushed against my skin, already hungry with anticipation, and could not keep my eyes off Thomas. He, in turn, had a serious look to his face as he watched Alice and me, staring as she worked, taking in the curves of my body as they were revealed.
Once I was naked, both Alice and I looked to Thomas. He stared a moment longer, drinking in my body, then looked into my eyes with an intense consideration.
His voice came out deeply and hoarsely. "Miss Clayton, if you would, please escort my wife to the bed."
"Certainly, Mr. Digby. How would you have her positioned?"
"Lay her on her back, please."
They spoke as though I were barely present, and it excited me. Alice took my arm and led me to the bed, laying me down as Thomas directed. She fluffed a pillow under my head, ensured I was comfortable, and then stepped obediently away from the bed and looked to Thomas as he moved to the end of the bed.
He stood with his hands behind his back, staring down at me, then motioned for Alice to join him. She went next to him and regarded me in much the same way.
"Miss Clayton, do you believe it would be more effective for you to direct me on what to do, or for me to watch and follow your example?"
Alice's eyes sparkled as she considered the question. "Well, Mr. Digby, perhaps we should test both methods."
Oh, dear.
Thomas grinned, his teeth glinting in the low light of the room, and I felt my stomach flutter. I was as helpless as a rabbit, and not only was he a wolf, but there was a pair of them.
"That is an excellent suggestion, Miss Clayton. Why don't we begin with observation? And don't be shy. Do exactly what you would have in the past, and tell me exactly what you are doing to her."
"Yes, Mr. Digby. I hope you do not mind, but I will need to remove my dress as well."
Thomas, of course, did not mind.



When Alice was suitably naked, she climbed onto the bed and straddled my hips, effectively pinning me to the bed and informing me of how excited she was all at once. She leaned down, her face coming closer and closer to mine. I parted my lips, waiting for her kiss, only to have her stop when she was so close that I could feel her breath.
"You see, Mr. Digby, I begin by kissing her. She likes soft kisses at first, but then to have her tongue touched like this."
Her lips pressed against mine and I sighed in relief, rejoicing in the feel of her mouth. Fingers touched my chin and tilted my head up more, and then her tongue was slipping past my lips and twirling with my own. Thomas moved from the end of the bed to the side, to better see what Alice was doing.
She pulled back suddenly and turned to him. "Then, I begin to touch her breasts. It is very important, you see. We know that men love to touch women's breasts, but many of them do not know it feels very nice for us as well. And Charlotte, she has the most sensitive little nipples and the most beautiful breasts, don't you think? You would be remiss not to suckle them, at least a little bit."
I watched as Thomas listened. His lips were parted, and he nodded absentmindedly in agreement with what Alice said. As she spoke, her hands cupped my breasts, tweaking my nipples and pinching them between her forefinger and thumb. Thomas inhaled sharply, shifting where he stood as his eyes followed her hands. I gasped as she rubbed my breasts, the feeling familiar and altogether foreign, like a distant memory just barely fading back into existence. Her thumbs grazed my nipples as if to punctuate her sentence, and then her head was lowering, her lips trailing along my cleavage.
I could not keep myself from moaning when she finally took my nipple into her mouth. My head tilted back against the pillow, eyes fluttering shut as Alice licked and sucked, her hand holding my breast firmly. The sensation was pure magic, each action she took sending a tickle of warmth from her mouth to between my legs. I squirmed beneath Alice's hips.
"Please, Alice," I gasped.
She pulled her mouth away and looked at Thomas. "And that, Mr. Digby, is when you know she is so wet that you could simply slide inside of her without so much as a moment of resistance."
"Is... is that so?" Thomas said. His voice was strained, as were the front of his breeches.
"Yes, I certainly imagine so, sir. But you can push her even further."
"Oh Alice, no, please..."
"Oh yes, Charlotte," she giggled. "Pardon me, milady, but I would like to thoroughly educate Mr. Digby, so you will simply have to wait."
She flicked my nipple and then brought her mouth down to my stomach, kissing my ribs and licking her way down towards my mound. As she slid lower and lower, I was certain she could taste her own wetness on my skin. Her own core was dripping, positively drenched with arousal, and the only thing I wanted more than her mouth on me was to put my mouth on her.
As her head settled between my thighs, I lifted my legs, eager for her to kiss my innermost lips. But Alice stopped again and turned back to Thomas.
"Mr. Digby, this part requires some delicate movements. If you'd like, this would be a good time to exercise some practical application."
I did not know if Thomas had been aware of what he was getting into, but I desperately hoped he would join Alice on the bed. To have his head next to Alice's, pressed between my thighs, was so exciting it made me tremble.
If he had any reservations, I did not see them. As the only person in the room still fully clothed, he needed a moment to undress. The room was positively thick with the scent of arousal, intoxicating the three of us more thoroughly than an entire cask of wine. Alice passed the time by lazily trailing her fingers along my inner thigh, gazing at Thomas as he removed his clothing.
"Miss Clayton, if you stared any harder at my husband while he was undressing, your eyes would fall from your skull," I teased.
"What? I can appreciate a view, can I not?" She giggled, then flashed a wicked smile at me. "Besides, I have never seen a man naked. I should like to see what all the fuss is about."
Thomas smiled, seemingly in spite of himself, as he removed the last bits of his clothing. He faced the two of us on the bed, spreading his arms and raising his eyebrows at Alice.
She had gone quiet, making much the same face as I had when first seeing Thomas's manhood. He had very clearly been enjoying the show Alice was putting on, and his member was as thick and swollen as I'd ever seen it. Without thinking, I bit my lip, suddenly craving the fullness only Thomas could provide.
I would need to wait for that, however.
Alice had turned to me, shocked. "He puts that inside of you?"
"Repeatedly," I said.
She looked back at Thomas. "Mr. Digby, forgive my brashness, but I can certainly see now what all the fuss is about."
He chuckled good-naturedly, then joined us on the bed.
"Thank you, Miss Clayton. Now, may we proceed with the lesson?"
As if remembering that she was nestled between my legs with my most private bits on complete display just inches from her face, Alice turned back to me. "Yes, Mr. Digby. Now, I know men have some different, uh, tools in their arsenal, but this is usually how I made Charlotte scream in delight. You can use your hands, certainly, and I believe with some practice, even just your... uh... tool, but we'll begin with our mouths."
He listened obediently as Charlotte pointed out the most ticklish spots on me, proving her point by licking and sucking my thighs and inner lips, tracing her fingers along my slit and pulling my folds apart to show Thomas exactly what he was looking for. She had him kiss and lick the same spots when she was done, all the while avoiding pressing her face into my dripping canal. By the time she got to the place I wanted him most, directing him there without ever touching it, I was nearly weeping with desire.
Her head was next to Thomas's, and they studied me as though I were a painting. Thomas asked questions that I barely heard, too distracted by the need I had for one of them—either, at that point, it didn't matter who—to release me from the prison of my desire.
"Now, Mr. Digby, I will demonstrate," Alice finally said. She brought her face to my mound, and looked up at me while she darted her tongue out to lick my slit all the way up to my bud.
The noise I made was animalistic at best, and a stream of pleading poured from my mouth as she began to suck on my sensitive bud. Thomas watched carefully, his breath cool against my flushed skin as Alice licked me greedily. Her tongue traced around my bud, then flicked it, then gently lapped at the juices dripping from my entrance.
When she pulled back, I nearly cried. My hands took on a life of their own, reaching for her desperately, but she caught my wrists and pushed them back to the bed.
"Your turn," she said to Thomas. "Start slow, and gentler than you think. She'll direct you if she wants more."
"Direct me?"
"Well, she'll either outright ask, or she'll grab your hair and push your head into her. You'll learn quickly."
With that, she pushed Thomas's head towards me. He stuck his tongue out tentatively, licking my slit for a few moments before pulling back.
"Miss Clayton, you failed to mention how delightful she tastes," he said, then pushed his head back into my mound.
Alice giggled and I could only moan.
He took her advice to be gentle, only at that point I was so aroused that I needed more. Alice did not stop me that time, and I gripped Thomas's hair tightly as I pushed myself up into him. He certainly learned quickly, increasing the intensity of his tongue against me.
I cried out, urging him on. Alice was saying something to him, but I could not make out what it was. That is, until her fingers made their way to my entrance and pushed inside of me as Thomas kept licking.
Again, an unidentifiable noise from deep within my throat filled the room. My entire body was aflame; my nerves standing at the edge of a cliff and ready for the inevitable crash that was about to push me over the edge. Alice knew what was coming as my tunnel tightened around her fingers; she ordered Thomas not to stop what he was doing just in time for me to push his head into my core and hold him there as my vision exploded into a white light.
Even with Alice, I had never felt pleasure the way I felt it in that moment. It was as though I was outside my body and inside it, all at once. My mind turned to jelly, my legs to liquid, and my toes curled over as I spasmed beneath my husband.
I could not think, I could not see, I could not hear. There was only feeling, pure unimaginable bliss, that lasted for a length of time that I could not even recall. When it ended, my senses returned. Hearing came first, and some distant voice was telling Thomas to pull away. Then I could see them, my Alice and my Thomas, both grinning stupidly as they looked up at me. Then, some time after, my thoughts returned, manifesting as I mumbled "Oh, dear Lord."
"Well done, Mr. Digby," Alice said.
"Charlotte, are you all right?" Thomas asked.
I only groaned and leaned back against the pillow as Alice burst into gales of laughter.
"Now, Mr. Digby. Our lessons are about to enter the theoretical, as I'm not sure specifically how to make that happen when you make love to her, but I do have some suspicions."
"She can do that again?" Thomas asked.
"Well, certainly!"
"More than once?"
"Oh yes, Mr. Digby. Multiple times, if you do it well."
"I am not sure I am capable of moving, much less surviving that again." I opened my eyes, still trying to will some semblance of structure back into my bones so I could sit up. "Thomas, would you perhaps allow me to show my gratitude to Alice before we continue?"
It was the only point during that strange and wonderful event that Alice appeared nervous. It was one thing for her to assist my husband with bringing me pleasure; it was another entirely for me to ask to return the favour. But, as was the tradition with Thomas, he served to surprise us both when he enthusiastically agreed.
The problem lay in the fact that I could barely support my own weight in that moment, and that Alice was not the only one who deserved my gratitude. However, the problem had a solution I was certain would be more than suitable.
"Alice, my dear, I wonder if you would assist me in thanking my husband for his part in this memorable evening."
"Of course, Charlotte. What would you have me do?"
At that, I looked at Thomas. "My darling, I believe you should experience the bliss that accompanies Alice's talented little mouth. If you would stand again at the edge here, and Miss Clayton, if you would lower yourself to my face, please."
We shifted so that Alice could perch herself over my mouth, and as soon as her dripping folds were upon my face, I went to work. She gasped as I ravished her inner lips, though it was the last sound that I heard from her that was not muffled. She leaned forward, and Thomas's deep groan filled my ears.
My eyes were only capable of seeing Alice's body, and the weight of her bearing down on my head had dulled my ability to hear, but not completely. I could certainly imagine the scene that was occurring between my dearest friend and my husband. The wet sounds were clearly from Alice's mouth as she used it on Thomas's member, and the subtle shift of her body was evidence of her movements on him. Thomas was breathing heavily, making soft but deep noises, and I could imagine his hand resting on her head, his hips thrusting forward ever so slightly.
Alice's noises were of the most sensual I had ever heard. Every so often, she made a soft choking sound, though mostly I could hear the tiniest of moans as I licked her thoroughly. Her juices coated my face, slick and glistening and delectably arousing. I brought my hands up to Alice's buttocks and gripped them tightly, at which point a high-pitched sound escaped her busy mouth and she ground her hips against me.
Soon, it was no longer about what my tongue was doing to Alice, and was completely about what Alice was doing to my mouth. The wet noises from her own increased in pace as her hips rolled, crushing me beneath her as I tried to maintain contact with her bud. And those high-pitched noises, whines of pleasure, were almost constant.
Suddenly, they became louder, and I realized that Thomas had withdrawn himself from Alice's mouth. It was with good reason; moments later, she wailed as she came, pushing against me with all her might. I had no choice but to simply let her use my face, and when she finally let up and moved off of me, I took a deep and gasping breath.
"Oh no, Charlotte! Did I hurt you?" she gasped as she flopped to the bed.
"Not at all." Without thinking, I pulled her head to me and kissed her passionately. It was only when I thought about where her mouth had just been that I pulled back, hoping Thomas would not be upset that I had kissed her in such a way.
He was not, though his eyes were hungry for release. I moved away from Alice and knelt on the bed, facing him completely.
"Thomas, I am ready."
He came to me immediately, joining me on the bed as he took me in his arms. His manhood pressed against my stomach, wet with Alice's saliva, as he kissed me with abandon. I wrapped my arms about his shoulders, our bodies completely against each other as we kissed frantically.
When we parted, he made to lay me back, but Alice stopped him.
"With all due respect, Mr. Digby, may I suggest that you enter her from behind?"
Thomas touched my cheek. "Is that acceptable, Charlotte?"
"You may enter me however you please, Thomas. Just do so quickly."
The thick member between us twitched of its own accord, and Thomas kissed me before finally showing the strength and power I had been so nervous about at one point. He pushed me to the bed and flipped me to my stomach as though I weighed nothing, and as I lifted myself to my hands and knees, he grabbed my hips and buried himself in my waiting entrance.
I could not control the noise that left my lips, my elbows buckling as he rammed himself inside me. The feeling of his length sheathed into me was familiar, but the sensation was entirely new at the same time. I had thought, during our previous lovemaking, that the entirety of my tunnel was around him, but he seemed to be hitting areas I had not known even existed within me.
Thomas pumped his hips, impaling me again and again as I bent forward until my face was nearly pressed into a pillow. Alice scurried forward, one hand resting gently on my back while the other snaked past my hip and to the nub between my legs. As Thomas burrowed inside me, she began to rub that sensitive spot, and I knew immediately that I would be visiting that land of white light and explosive pleasure again.
My moans were unintentional, uncontrollable, and constant. The sound urged Thomas on, soon mixed with the slapping of his skin against mine. His fingers dug in, gripping my hips with a bruising force that was painful yet so wanted and so necessary. I surrendered myself completely to him and to Alice, though there was no other choice; I could not have moved if I had wanted to, but nothing in the world could have made me want to leave.
Again and again Thomas breached me and Alice fingered me. My breasts bounced with the force of his penetrations, my rear absorbing the majority of his crashing power. My toes began to curl again, my fingers trembled, and the knot in the pit of my stomach unravelled as they sent me to the edge. I fell, I dropped, and my body lit up as I cried out.
I could not keep myself from clenching around Thomas's shaft, and from somewhere I heard him groan as his thrusting grew erratic. His cry of pleasure echoed in my ears and suddenly I felt it, the warmth of his seed, the frantic contractions of his manhood as he emptied himself inside me. In unison we finished, finally in sync, finally surrendered to each other, and in that moment, I could not tell anyone why I had ever thought marrying him would make me unhappy.
Alice took her hand from me as Thomas withdrew. I was almost disappointed at the sudden emptiness, but it would not be for long. My husband would bring me there again, I knew, and again, and forever.
I crawled under the blankets, my body completely spent. Alice stood from the bed and began dressing, though her smile spread from ear to ear and she could not stop giggling as she looked at me.
Thomas kissed my forehead. "Thank you, my darling," he whispered. "I will endeavour to make you this happy every time we make love. I cannot tell you how much it pleases me to see you writhe beneath me like you did."
He made to move off the bed, but I caught hold of his wrist. "Thomas, will you stay with me tonight? Please?"
The smile that crossed his face was as bright as I had ever seen. He pulled the blankets back and settled in beside me, his body warm against mine as he lay back.
Alice came to the side of the bed, still grinning, though her giggling had ceased.
"Will there be anything else, milady?"
I laughed as my eyes closed, nearly taken by sleep already.
"Thank you, Miss Clayton. That will be all for tonight."
**
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"Apparently, I severely misunderstood the meaning of the term 'pyjama party.'"
Kara's face contemplated me in amused consideration. "I mean, you can go home and change if you want."
Eyes were on me from every direction, and I shook my head. "I've made my entrance. Everyone's going to notice if I leave and change."
She was fighting so hard not to laugh. Shrugging helplessly, I tore open the case of beer I'd brought with me and popped a can open.
"Hi everyone, my name's Nellie. I know you're very jealous of my super sexy outfit, but you'll just have to handle those emotions yourselves. Try not to be too sad." I took a deep swig of beer as chuckles filled the room.
In my defence, I think any sane person invited to a pyjama party would interpret it the way I had. You know, cozy flannel pants, maybe a robe, no makeup... pyjamas are synonymous with comfort. And sure, half the attendees of the party were in baggy plaid pyjama pants, maybe with T-shirts or white undershirts. It just happened to be the male half.
Kara's "pyjamas" were more along the lines of lingerie, and that style extended to the rest of the girls I could see. There wasn't an overabundance of lace or mesh bras—bits and boobs were all covered, from what I could tell. But there was definitely at least one person wearing a corset, a gaggle of sorority girls in satin dressing gowns that barely grazed the middle of their thighs, and a couple of people wearing what looked like men's button-up sleep shirts with nothing underneath. There were also a lot of short shorts and skimpy tops, and the next-closest thing to my outfit was an oversized T-shirt with long, tanned legs poking out of it.
I had dressed as a unicorn. The onesie I was wearing was soft fleece and baggy, cuffed at the wrists and ankles. On the hood was a glittery stuffed horn and horse ears, and a bushy pink faux-fur mane trailed down the back. It matched the pink tail that covered my ass. I figured if I couldn't wear a fleece rainbow unicorn onesie to a college pajama party, why did they even bother making it in women's sizes?
"Nellie, you have the craziest sense of humour!"
I recognised Jodie from my stats class wearing what passed for a modest outfit at this party. I joined the group she was standing with.
"I had to wear something. I usually sleep in my birthday suit but I didn't think that was appropriate to wear in public."
"Aw, too bad." Connor, who I had taken a few classes with in previous semesters, leered at me. "That would have been a way better outfit."
"You're a pig." I took another swig of beer.
"I'm just teasing! It's not my fault you're so—"
"I'd end that sentence there, if I were you." I looked at him pointedly. "The best part of being a unicorn is that I can stab you with my head."
"That does put a damper on asking for a blowjob," Kara interjected.
"Only need to worry if your dick's shorter than my horn, really."
Connor flushed as the girls around us giggled, but raised his beer at me.
Kara's parties were legendary, but I'd never been to one before. We had only really become friends in the past few months, after we were assigned to be lab partners. Both of us assumed the other person would slack off, so we weren't overly pleased with the assignment. It only took a couple of weeks for us to realise that we both hated group projects because we each usually ended up doing all the work. Once we figured out the other was trustworthy, we became fast friends.
The house was crowded, and I didn't know many people there. Luckily, my onesie was a great talking point. After chatting with most of the people in the living room about it—"It's so cozy! It has a glitter horn! So cute!"—I made my way into the kitchen to drop my beer off in the fridge.
I had just cracked a new can when I caught sight of a man wearing a silk-striped pyjama set with a robe over top. He even wore matching slippers. The only thing missing from his ensemble was a wooden pipe, or maybe a glass of brandy. He caught my eye and grinned, pushing past some of the people in the kitchen as he made his way over to me.
"You didn't realize it was a 'show off your assets' party either, hey?" he said by way of greeting.
The man's eyes twinkled as he smiled, and I couldn't help but think he was one of the most attractive men I'd ever seen in my entire life. In a room of gorgeous college students, his maturity and humour stood out.
"Sure didn't." I sipped my beer. "I can't imagine sleeping in some of these outfits."
"You sleep in that onesie?"
"Never said I did. I sleep naked."
He burst out laughing. "I'm Jake Hunter." His hand extended and I shook it, amused at the formality.
"Nellie Belanger. I haven't seen you around before."
"I just transferred to do my Masters. Kara used to take dance classes with my little sister, so she put us in touch."
"A Masters? You're not too cool to party with us undergrads?"
"I didn't party much in my undergrad. Figured I'd catch up now."
"You've never been to a party?"
"Not never. Just very rarely."
"Well, I'm going to have to make sure you get the full party experience tonight, then."
Jake raised his eyebrows. "What does that entail?"
"Hmm." I put a hand to my chin, pretending to think. "Some kind of frat boy shenanigans and maybe shotgunning a beer? Streaking is always a good story. I think sneaking into the girls' dorms to steal panties is out of vogue these days, though."
"I wouldn't know. Apparently, I'm so far out of the loop, I don't know what constitutes a pyjama party."
I grinned, glancing up and down at his outfit. "I dunno, I like it. Very Hefner of you."
"I don't know if I should take that as a compliment."
"Well, I think it looks good. But what do I know? I'm dressed as a unicorn in a room full of lingerie." I offered him one of my beers, which he took gladly.
We ended up talking for a good chunk of time. Jake was friendly, smart, and had many of the same interests I did. Over the course of that beer, and then another each, we discussed everything from what we were doing at that university to our favourite music. The topic had just switched to an in-depth discussion of the latest episode of a show we both watched, when we were interrupted.
"Oh good, Jake, you met Nellie." Kara sidled up behind him, smiling prettily. "We're about to play some beer pong, either of you in?"
"Yes!" I exclaimed.
At the same time, Jake shook his head. "Not really my jam, but have fun."
"Come on!" I tugged on his arm. "What about that full party experience I promised you?"
"Maybe later."
I shrugged and went off with Kara, trying not to feel hurt. It felt like there had been a spark between us, but maybe I'd misread the situation. Too bad, I mused. The full party experience could have included a sloppy drunken hook up with a coed, if he'd played his cards right.
Thoughts of Jake were soon forgotten as I teamed up with Jodie and ended up taking on Connor and some other guy I'd never met. The game started poorly for Jodie and me. We both missed our first few shots, while Connor and his friend sunk two each. Before they'd even removed one cup from the table, Jodie and I were down to our last two.
"You got this," urged Jodie as I lined up my shot. "I believe in you, Nellie!"
"WHOA, Nellie!" Connor shouted obnoxiously.
I ignored him, focusing with all my might on the cups in front of me. Beer pong wasn't my strength, but I'd never been defeated without making the other team drink at least once. I wasn't about to start, either, especially if the other team contained Connor.
Tuning out the chatter from people watching and the jeers from Connor, I finally let the ping pong ball fly. Jodie and I held our breaths as it arced through the air, and jumped up with a victorious scream as it landed perfectly in the middle cup.
It was all it took to break our streak. Connor missed his next shot, while Jodie made hers, and before we knew it, we were down to one cup each.
"Just call us the comeback queens," I taunted. "Don't miss now, Connor."
"If you want my come back, I'll have to scrape it off your teeth," he shot back.
"You're mistaking me for your sister again."
He missed the shot, glaring at me furiously as the gathered crowd around us howled.
I didn't give Connor a chance to shit talk me and let the ball fly immediately. Countless eyes followed the ball as it dropped to the cup, bouncing once off the rim before landing with a satisfying plop in the beer.
Jodie screeched and hugged me, bouncing up and down as we shouted.
"Hey, redemption! I get a redemption shot!" Connor tried to shout, but he was ignored.
I grabbed the last cup of beer off the table and drank it before crushing the glass.
Connor's teammate slipped off, and a guy named Rob stepped forward. "Wanna play again?" he asked.
"Yeah, come on, rematch," Connor said. "We didn't get a chance to do a redemption shot, so you owe me one."
"One ass-kicking wasn't enough?" I giggled.
Jodie started setting the cups back up.
"Raise the stakes." Connor's eyes had an intense, glazed look to them. "Come on, let's up the stakes. Strip pong."
"No way," I said immediately. "I'm wearing a onesie."
"You think you're so good, it shouldn't matter." Connor grinned. "Come on, are you chicken?"
"No, I'm just not stupid enough to take a bet that has me at a disadvantage."
"Yeah," Jodie piped up. "That's not fair."
"Sounds like you're afraid to me."
"I just don't see what we get out of this," I fired back. "Even if we win, we have to see you naked."
"I'm not doing this," added Jodie. "Count me out." She sauntered off.
"Oh come on!" Connor tossed the ping pong ball at her as she left. "Let's go Nellie. Strip pong or forfeit."
"Let's kick his ass, Nellie." Jake suddenly appeared at my side, nudging me. "Come on, I'll team up with you."
My surprise at Jake's sudden change of heart went thankfully unnoticed. Maybe I had been right about that spark between us earlier. Or maybe Jake was just another horny guy tantalised by the thought of girls stripping. He certainly seemed a lot more interested now that the stakes included potential nudity.
It's not that I was against strip pong. I was completely comfortable with my body and had no problem showing it off. The thing I didn't like about the whole situation was Connor, who would almost certainly make a joke about him getting me naked. Jake had on the robe, the pyjama set, and the matching slippers. If he was on my team, it'd definitely give us an advantage over the other two.
Plus, I kind of wanted to see what was going on under that robe. Horny dude or not, I certainly was interested in seeing more of Jake.
"Okay. Let's go." I started to set up the cups on our side.
"Nah, guys versus girls!" Connor responded.
"That wasn't one of the rules," countered Jake.
"Yeah. Come on, are you chicken?" I taunted, throwing his words back at him.
"Fine." Connor finished setting up his side.
The rules of strip pong are simple, mostly because one has to be fairly drunk to play and simple is better in that state of mind. Your team sinks a ball, the other team drinks and loses a piece of clothing. Just like regular beer pong, only more naked.
Jake ended up being the first one to throw. I held my breath as the ball arched through the air, hitting the lip of one of the middle cups before bouncing precariously into one of the others. We shouted and high-fived as Connor begrudgingly removed his T-shirt.
That, unfortunately, is where our luck ended for a while.
Connor sunk his first shot, and Jake took off his robe. No one else managed to make a shot until Connor's next turn, when he easily sunk it again.
"No, no, no way." Connor shook his head as Jake started taking off the striped pajama shirt. "You went first. It's Nellie's turn to strip."
"Never said that was the rules," Jake repeated.
"It is one of the rules!" Rob agreed. "Right, everyone?"
The group of people still watching us agreed with Connor and Rob. Helpless, Jake looked at me. To his surprise, I grinned.
"Sure." Bending over, I removed one of the bright rainbow socks I was wearing.
"Socks are one item!"
"For fuck's sake, Connor, since when were you such a goddamn stickler for the rules?" I blasted back.
"Since you're trying to skirt them." He leered at me, eyebrows raised.
"The rules say one item of clothing," a girl called from our collected audience. "Socks are one item of clothing."
So I lost that argument, too, and off came the matching rainbow sock. I missed my next shot while Rob sank his, and Jake removed his matching slippers.
Jake lined up his next shot, his face lined with concentration. I held my breath and cheered as it plopped into the cup. Rob took off his shirt as Connor thankfully missed his shot, and then it was my turn.
I tried to calm myself, and ignored Connor as he shit-talked me from across the table. With the seriousness of an Olympic athlete, I let the ping pong ball fly across the table, and sunk my first shot of the game. Sarcastically, Connor removed his own socks in response.
For the record, the rules don't state anything about removing outer layers of clothing first. The only real rule with that is that you can't remove an item of clothing, take off the item under it, and then put the outer layer back on. And frankly, these rules are for strip beer pong. It's not like they're written down in an official manual anywhere. It's just what's accepted at any given time.
So when Rob sunk his next shot and Connor prematurely started humming what I think was supposed to be stripper music, I skirted the rules again. Sliding my arms inside the sleeves of the onesie, I wriggled my way out of my bra before putting my hands back through the cuffs and pulling it out through the collar.
Connor groaned and I flung my bra at him. "Fucking fight me on it, I dare you."
He didn't, thankfully.
"Come on Jake, please don't miss," I begged. We had to make three more shots to beat Connor and Rob, and they only had to make two. And there was no way I'd be able to get my panties off underneath the onesie - if they sunk both shots, my onesie would have to come off while we tried to make the redemption shot.
Jake didn't miss and I sighed, slightly relieved. Rob wasn't wearing socks, so he unabashedly removed his pyjama pants, standing in his boxers at their end of the table with a grin that made me want to punch him.
Connor made his next shot. Without much ceremony, Jake began removing his shirt.
Trying not to be too obvious, I turned my head just slightly so I could watch. Jake's fingers moved deftly as he unbuttoned the top, then shrugged it off his shoulders.
"Did you dress for this?" I asked, shocked.
Jake was wearing an undershirt beneath the pyjamas. He shook his head, flushing a bit as I laughed. The undershirt was tight enough that I still got a fairly good idea of what was beneath, and I definitely liked it.
My next throw went in, and I hooted as Connor was forced to remove his pajama pants. Our opponents were down to their boxers, though I wasn't far behind. We were down to one cup apiece again, and I almost knelt down to pray that Rob would miss his shot. When the ball bounced off the table and into the crowd of people watching us, I leaped in the air and pumped a fist, shrieking in delight. Jake cheered as well, and I grasped his arm, holding it against the soft fleece of the onesie.
"Finish him," I ordered.
The room seemed to collectively inhale along with Jake. Connor waited impatiently as people cheered, urging Jake on. My eyes followed the ball, viewing the whole thing in slow motion as Jake released it. It sailed through the air, seemingly hovering over the cup, before landing perfectly in the centre.
I've never cheered so loudly in my life. Jake almost fell over as I practically threw myself in his arms, jumping up and down.
"Don't forget your redemption shot." I sneered at Connor as Rob dropped his boxers, cupping himself to preserve the slightest bit of modesty, though it obviously didn't bother him that much. He laughed along with the people around him as he waited for Connor to throw the ping pong ball.
Connor rolled his eyes and threw the ball, missing as he drank the final beer on his end of the table. Jake drank the cup anyways, celebrating with me as I collected my bra and socks before picking up his discarded clothing and passing it to him. He shrugged the shirt and robe back on, sliding his feet back into the slippers. A few of the girls that had been watching crowded around him, suddenly smitten by the mysterious man in the silky striped pyjamas.
Just my luck, of course. After all that, Jake was surrounded by girls. I might not have been wearing a bra, but they were showing a lot more off than I was.
I realised I was sweating as I pulled my socks back on. Jake was distracted, clearly, and I wasn't about to stand around pathetically waiting for him to pay attention to me again. Shoving my bra into the pocket of my onesie, I padded to the kitchen. My shoulders were jostled and patted as I pushed through people congratulating me on the game. After I managed to get past the throngs of people, I grabbed another beer from the fridge and slipped out the back door.
Given the general attire at the party, I wasn't surprised that no one else was in the backyard. It wasn't freezing, but the air held a coolness that tickled the warmth off my skin. I took a deep breath of the crisp air and leaned forward against the railing of the deck. It was small, only two feet off the ground and just big enough for a barbecue and a small patio table with chairs. The yard itself was small as well, but had a high fence that shielded it from the neighbouring houses. Not a single surrounding residence could see into the yard. That kind of privacy was almost unheard of in this area of town.
Behind me, the back door opened with a creak. I closed my eyes, listening intently, then broke into a smile as the shuffling footsteps betrayed his identity.
"Would you believe that was my first ever game of beer pong?" Jake asked, resting his arms on the railing beside me.
"You're joking."
He shook his head. "It's why I didn't want to play right away. I was afraid I'd make an ass of myself."
"So instead you wagered my potential nudity while losing your beer pong virginity?"
"Are you mad?"
I burst out laughing, leaning heavily against the railing. "You've got balls, I'll give you that."
"I figured I'd watch and see how it was played first. The potential nudity was just a bonus."
When the laughter finally ceased, I had to wipe tears from my eyes. I took a sip of my beer, regaining my breath.
"How'd you get all the way to doing your Masters without playing beer pong?"
Jake shrugged. "Like I said, I didn't party much. Spent most of my time studying."
"That's responsible of you."
"That's a kind way of calling me a nerd."
"Nerds are cool these days."
We went quiet for a moment. The spark of chemistry I'd felt with Jake earlier was still there, and the silence was comfortable as I sipped my beer.
"So how many parties have you been to, if you haven't partied 'much?'" I asked.



"I went to one like this in my freshman year, but I was that awkward guy standing in the corner drinking his first beer." Jake smiled, glancing down at the yard in front of us. "I was home-schooled growing up, so college was a huge social learning curve for me. I met some friends, but their idea of a party was drinking and watching movies. So when Kara invited me, I figured I'd check it out."
I twisted the beer can around in my hands, debating on how bold I felt. "So you were home-schooled, never played beer pong, never really partied... are you a virgin?"
"What? No." The shock in his voice made me giggle.
"I mean it's not a bad thing if you are."
He started laughing again. "I'm not."
"Well, I'm assuming you never hooked up with anyone randomly at a party, either."
"No. Why?" He looked over at me, his eyes crinkled. "You volunteering to be the first?"
I met his eyes, blinking innocently. "I'm just saying, your plan to get me naked during beer pong backfired because we were just too awesome. But maybe if you ask nicely..."
He studied me for a moment as I trailed off, his lips still curled up as he looked me up and down. "If I ask nicely, you'd take off your onesie for me?"
"Maybe."
"What if I started by asking nicely if I could kiss you?"
"Oh, I'd definitely agree to that."
With his arms still resting on the railing, he turned his head and leaned towards me. He started to ask, but I was tired of the flirting. I tilted my head up to meet his mouth with my own. That first kiss was quick, almost chaste. We were both still facing the railing, just our heads turned to face the other as our lips met. Frankly, it was almost innocent enough to call a peck.
That innocence didn't last long. Jake pulled away only so that he could face me, his arms directing me to do the same. His head dipped again, and that kiss was anything but innocent. His mouth was insistent, kissing me with an intensity that seemed to sear through me. The taste of beer lingered on his breath, strangely intoxicating as he explored my mouth.
In contrast, his hand stroked my cheek lightly, a gentle touch against my skin. I sighed against his mouth, my own hands sliding up his arms to his shoulders. Jake took the sigh as a sign to continue, drawing me closer to him. Our bodies pressed together, warm and needy in the cool night air.
"Would you take your silly onesie off for me now?" he murmured against my mouth.
"Silly?" I nipped at his lip playfully. "I thought you liked my unicorn outfit."
"I'd like it better on the ground."
I was already unzipping the onesie, shivering as the breeze hit my skin. Jake looked down as I pulled the zipper down further and further, a strip of skin appearing between the two edges of the closure. My cleavage showed, then my belly button, until the zipper ended just above my panties.
"Didn't manage to get that bra back on?"
"Are you complaining?"
"God, no." His fingers probed at the edges of the zipper, pulling the chasm open wider and wider until he could see my entire chest. "No wonder Connor wanted to see you naked so badly."
My nipples were already hard, but became painfully so as the coldness seeped in past the fabric. Jake slipped a hand past the zipper and paused just before he cupped my breast.
"Is it okay if I touch, too?"
"Oh yes." I stepped forward slightly, pushing myself into his hand and tilting my head back in relief as his warm palm cradled me.
Jake inhaled sharply. He kissed me again as he fondled my tits, tweaking my nipples and letting his fingertips feather from one breast to the other.
"Keep doing that," I urged.
I trailed my hands down his body, finding the beginnings of a bulge starting in the striped pants he was wearing. Slipping my hand under the robe, I swept my hand against his thickening erection.
His kiss grew more demanding, almost possessive as he pushed against me just slightly. He pinched my nipple, eliciting a small squeak from my throat. My panties were growing more and more damp as a stirring arousal started deep in my stomach.
"We should maybe go elsewhere?" I breathed against him.
He had just started to agree with me when the back door creaked.
I gasped, grasping the front of the onesie and holding it shut with my hands. Jake whirled around as voices spilled out into the night.
Whoever was there paused in the doorway, shouting for someone to join him. Jake turned back to me and wordlessly urged me towards the two steps down to the yard.
"Shut the fucking door!" someone yelled, just as Jake and I turned the corner to the side of the house.
I crouched on the ground and pressed my lips together, trying not to laugh. Jake's face mimicked mine, eyes crinkled as he held in his own laughter and slid to the ground just behind me. We could hear three voices on the deck chatting loudly as someone lit a cigarette.
I'm not sure what we intended to do once the people on the deck went back in the house, but I wasn't expecting Jake's hand to snake around me from behind and wiggle back into my onesie. I swallowed a surprised gasp and let myself sit the rest of the way on the ground, leaning back against Jake.
His legs were open and he held me against him, the bulge from earlier now straining against his pants, rigid against my back. He rubbed against me and I sighed as both of his hands found my breasts, cupping them and resuming their ministrations from earlier. His movements were deliberate, irresistibly erotic as he kneaded my tits. The front of my onesie slid open further, exposing me helplessly.
My panties were soaked. The radiating heat from my pussy seemed to be the only thing I could think of. I pushed back against Jake's body as he massaged my breasts, his hips grinding against me and pushing his erection against the small of my back. I was desperate for him to touch my pussy. I wanted something—anything—to soothe my needy cunt.
He seemed to get the message. Without a sound, Jake began moving his left hand down my rib cage, over my stomach, and to the top of my panties. He leaned forward, his lips brushing against my ear.
"Tell me to stop if you want me to stop," he whispered.
I shook my head.
"You'll have to keep very quiet."
"I will."
His hand kept moving, fingers walking down the top of my mound to the damp spot on my panties. He prodded at that spot, rubbing me through the wet fabric. I swallowed hard, the tingling in my stomach turning into an ache as he teased me. I didn't trust myself to speak, to ask for more, but Jake seemed to understand as I wriggled beneath him. He brought his fingers back up to the top of my panties, letting them crawl underneath the elastic.
As his hand slid into my panties, I clenched my jaw, trying even harder not to make noise. I thought I was doing well, until his fingers nestled against my dripping folds to search for my clit. Despite my best intentions, a tiny squeak left my throat.
Jake took the hand that was on my breast and brought it up to my mouth. Covering my mouth, his lips brushed against my ear again.
"Is this okay?"
I nodded, trying not to cry out.
The voices on the deck were still there, slurring loudly about something that I had no recollection of hearing later. Jake's fingers pushed against the swollen nub between my legs, just brushing my clit. His hand muffled my gasp as his fingers glided back down my slit and teased my entrance.
Just the tip of his finger pushed inside me, and again I was struggling to keep from making noise. My head tilted back against Jake as he inserted his finger further, collecting the juices on his fingertips before bringing it back to my clit. He kissed my neck, tongue tracing patterns on my flushed skin. His pace was slow, almost delicate, but it didn't change how amazing his touch felt. I knew he was going to make me come, and I knew I wouldn't be able to keep silent when he did.
I took fast, shallow breaths through my nose. The fire in my stomach was deep, burning as my pulse seemed to shake my entire body. I listened for the voices on the deck, praying they'd go inside soon, and held desperately onto Jake's knees as he fingered me. Cool air stung against my flushed skin, my tits thrust out as Jake's hand brought me closer and closer to the edge.
My lips moved against Jake's palm, mouthing words to tell him I was close and that I was going to come.
"Don't make any noise," he warned.
I didn't think it was possible to keep quiet. I was so, so close. My entire body seemed to be humming, muscles tensing as my senses threatened to overload.
The people on the deck left just in time. As their voices faded and the back door creaked shut, I surrendered to my body. To my credit, I kept as quiet as I could. Only a few high-pitched moans escaped my throat, and Jake's hand stifled the sound as I writhed against him. He held his hand against me, blissful pressure against my core as pleasure surged through my body like electricity. Weightlessness filled my body and my breath came in loud inhales through my nose until Jake finally removed his hand from my mouth.
I took a huge breath, trying to regain composure. Jake's hand still pressed against my pussy, letting small aftershocks continue to radiate through me.
"Fuck," I finally gasped, my voice still quiet.
Jake shifted and chuckled, taking his hand out of my panties as I rested against him. That stiff bulge was still resting against my back.
"I want your cock. I need you inside me."
"All that and you're still wanting more?" he teased.
I slid forward a bit, getting onto my knees so I could turn towards him. "Oh yes."
His hand slid into the pocket of his robe. "I mean, I have a condom, but wouldn't you rather go find somewhere inside?"
"No. I want it now."
Jake was a great sport. He shrugged off the robe, spreading it on to the grass beneath us. I directed him to sit on it as I took my clothes off completely, slipping the soaked panties down my legs and onto the grass. He looked up at me, stunned as I shivered slightly.
"Pants down, now," I directed as I knelt back down beside him, the robe cushioning my knees.
He pulled them off obediently, his cock springing free as he did. The condom wrapper tore open and I licked my lips, studying Jake as he put it on. His arousal was obvious, his cock thick and rigid as he unrolled the condom. As soon as he was done and leaning against the side of the house, I straddled his lap, steadying my hands on his shoulders.
There was no teasing, no heavy petting, no moment of anticipation as he nuzzled at my entrance. Jake grabbed my hips as I sunk down onto the stiff cock beneath me, sighing as he finally entered my pussy. My slick walls clenched around him, revelling in the satisfying fullness. I stilled for a moment, letting myself adjust and enjoy the feeling of his cock buried inside me. The silky softness of the pyjama fabric brushed against my nipples as I pressed my chest against him.
I moved against him, small movements at first as I moved back and forth on his cock, gradually building up to having just the tip of his cock in my cunt before impaling myself back down. His breathing was ragged as his hands guided me on top of him, fingers prodding against my skin as I rode his dick.
The ground was hard against my knees, barely cushioned by the robe, but I hardly noticed. All my thoughts were consumed with his cock burrowing inside me. I slowed only when the sound of a car approached on a nearby road, headlights seeping through the boards of the fence. My hips still moved against him gently as we both looked over, unsure if we could be seen. Stripes of light fell on Jake's face, reflecting off his eyes as he glanced towards the car. A moment later, the headlights faded. Jake's eyes met mine and I resumed riding his cock madly.
Jake's cock was the perfect size, hitting every sensitive spot within me as my clit brushed against his stomach while I rode. My tits were bouncing against him, nipples stimulated as the fabric of his shirt rubbed against them. I grasped his shoulders tightly, holding him close to me as my orgasm built again. Jake's arms guided me, pumping my hips frantically.
"I'm going to come again," I gasped in his ear.
A moment later, I shuddered. My orgasm rolled through my body as I tried not to cry out, grinding my pussy against Jake. His hands dutifully held me in place as I clung to him, gulping for air and surrendering to the white-hot burn that pulsed through me.
Light-headed, I fell against Jake. I tried to resume riding his cock, but my body felt heavy and limp.
"I can't..." My voice trailed off.
Jake's lips pressed against my neck as the hands on my hips stilled me again. "Lie on your back," he said against my skin.
I moved off his lap, my arms trembling as I grabbed the onesie and spread it on the ground as best I could. I lay down on top of it and Jake was between my legs in an instant, plunging his cock into me. He pushed my thighs open as far as they could go and fucked me without restraint, slamming against me as he let go of any reservation he had.
He was driving into me so hard that my tits bounced almost painfully. Jake let go of my thighs and leaned forward, resting on his elbows on either side of me as his weight pressed against me. The pace stayed the same, the slapping of his skin against mine the only sound other than our desperate gasping for breath.
His chest pressed against mine and I trailed my fingers along his arms, wrapping my arms around his back. I was still trying to recover from my previous orgasm. The grass tickled my skin on the spots that weren't covered by the fleecy fabric. Somehow, without warning, without so much as an awareness that it was happening, I came again. My back arched as I instinctively wrapped my legs around Jake's waist, and my nails dug into his back. The orgasm was less intense than the previous one, probably caused by the change in position and unexpected roughness of Jake fucking me, but I still saw stars as my vision narrowed momentarily.
At some point during that orgasm, Jake came as well. He slumped against me heavily, breath hot against my ear as he finally finished. I could still feel him deep inside me, though the rest of my body felt almost numb. My eyes were closed as I basked in the afterglow, barely aware of anything other than Jake's body pressed against me.
I was almost sad when he pulled his softening cock out of me and moved away. The loss of his body heat brought me back from the dreamy state I'd been in as I remembered I was naked in my friend's backyard.
Jake pulled his clothing back on quickly as I hunted for my panties and put my bra back on. He helped me back into the onesie, grinning as he zipped it back up for me.
"So are party hook-ups always that good? Because if I've been missing out on that all these years..."
I shook my head, laughing. "I think this was an anomaly, but I'm definitely not complaining."
He brushed his hand against my hair and down my back, shaking grass loose and letting it fall to the ground.
"So what now? Do I have to wait until the next time I see you at a party to fuck you again? Is there some kind of party hook-up etiquette I'm supposed to follow?"
My stomach flipped as he brought up fucking me again. "Tell you what, I'm going to have a party tomorrow," I said, taking his hand as we walked back around the house. "It's going to be incredibly loud and noisy but it's very exclusive."
"Oh?"
"Yeah. The only people invited are those who have made me come three times in Kara's backyard while I was dressed in a onesie."
"Are there a lot of people invited, then?"
I smacked him lightly, laughing. He grinned and kissed me as we reached the door.
"So is it another pyjama party?"
"Yep. Only rule is you have to come in whatever you actually sleep in."
Jake raised his eyebrows as I opened the door. "I thought you sleep naked."
"I do."
I have great memories from college, but I think my favourite was hooking up with Jake while I was wearing a unicorn onesie at a lingerie party. Partially because it was amazing that I managed to pick up anyone while wearing a unicorn onesie, and partially because it was the night I first met Jake.
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"Please, Nellie? It's exactly like volleyball."
"It is nothing like volleyball!"
"Okay, it's much cooler than volleyball. Come on. Please?"
Wearily, I sighed and closed my textbook. "You know how competitive I get. I just don't think it's a good idea."
Kara folded her arms on the table in front of her. "Jake will be there. We're playing his team tonight."
"That's even worse."
"Uh oh. Trouble in paradise?"
"There is no paradise." I rolled my eyes. "We've hooked up a few times, that's it."
"Mm-hmm."
"Don't start with me on this. Neither of us wants something serious."
"Mm-hmm."
"I especially do not want a boyfriend."
"Mm-hmm."
"Really, Kara?"
She burst out laughing. "I'm just teasing, Nell. I've heard your 'commitment is for suckers' thing a million times."
I couldn't help but laugh with her. "Yes, you have, and it's still true. Things are fine. Jake's a great friend."
"And a great fuck."
"And a great fuck. What I meant was that I don't really want to have to play against him. I told you, I get way too competitive."
"It's so much fun, though." Kara pouted. "Come on. I'll keep you from getting too competitive. And I'll buy your beers after the game."
"That's a tempting offer."
"The whole point of intramural dodgeball is to get drunk afterward. The only reason it's part of the intramural program is so we can use the gym and get a discount at Lou's Pub after the games."
"You really can't think of anyone else who could sub?"
Kara shook her head. "The game is in an hour. If we don't have enough players, we forfeit. If we forfeit, we lose our chance at playoffs."
"I thought you just said it wasn't that competitive."
"Yeah, but if we win playoffs, our team gets an open tab at Lou's at the end-of-season celebration. And a cool T-shirt that says we're the winners. And bragging rights."
"Well, if there's a cool T-shirt involved..."
"And you'd certainly be considered part of the team..."
Forty-five minutes later, Kara and I were walking into the gym. She led me to a group of people wearing the same uniform as her: a horrendous orange T-shirt that served as a jersey.
"I found a sub!" she exclaimed as we approached. "This is my friend Nellie."
The group cheered.
"I'm Veronica," said a girl with intense eyes and a "C" ironed on the front of her shirt. "I grabbed an extra jersey for you."
I was taller than average, and Veronica was even taller than me. My first impression of her was that she looked like a goddess or a princess warrior or something. She had thick, dark hair pulled back into a long ponytail, and even managed to make that orange T-shirt look irresistible.
That was saying something, as the orange T-shirt was truly awful. The piece of fabric she handed me was about three sizes larger than I was. I tried not to grimace as I pulled it on over my tank top, the hem trailing the edge of my shorts.
"Sorry," Veronica said, clearly not sorry. "It's the only spare I could find."
"I can fix it." Kara reached forward and tied a knot in the shirt just above my hips. I rolled the T-shirt sleeves into the armhole, tucking it into my tank top. "That's a bit better."
"It's fine." I grinned and did a few stretches to ensure my alterations would hold.
"You know the rules?" Veronica asked.
"Umm... dodge the ball?"
Veronica looked at Kara, exasperated. "Really?" Kara started to respond, but Veronica waved a hand at her. "I don't have time to explain all the rules to you. If you have time before we start, you can read them on the website."
"The website?"
"Official international rules are posted on the team website." Veronica looked at Kara again. "Did you explain anything to her?"
"I heard there's beer after," I interrupted.
I'd never seen someone's face turn the shade of red that Veronica's did. "Right," she said icily. "Okay. The basics. Each team has six players. There's six balls in the centre of the court." She pointed out the boundaries. "Don't cross any of those lines. If a ball crosses any of those lines, someone else will retrieve it. At the start of the game, the referee will call '3, 2, 1, Dodgeball!'"
"And we all run to the centre to get the balls," I said.
"That's called the opening rush, and no." Veronica's jaw clenched. "You don't run. Just wait on the court. No one can throw until the balls have touched the back wall of the court. So just stay out of the way of the runners."
"Runners get the balls, balls to the walls. Got it."
"People holding a ball have ten seconds to throw it. You eliminate other players by hitting them with balls or by catching a ball thrown at you. And if you catch a ball, someone whose already been eliminated can come back to your team. You can deflect a ball thrown at you using a ball that you're holding, but that's it. You can't just slap it away."
"No ball slapping. Got it."
"You can pass the ball to other people on your team by rolling it towards them. We don't do that much, but you might need to. It doesn't start a new ten-second count though."
"I know how to handle balls. I played volleyball for six years."
"Sure." Veronica looked unconvinced. "When you get hit—"
"You mean if I get hit."
She paused, incredulous. "When you get hit, raise your arms and leave the court immediately. Don't touch any of the balls that might roll out of bounds." Veronica shot another look at Kara. "That's all I have time for. Just try not to fuck it up."
As Veronica stormed away, I looked at Kara. "I thought you said the whole point of this was getting drunk afterward."
Kara looked stunned. "I mean, most of us are just here for that. Veronica can be intense, but I've never seen her like that."
"So I'm just lucky, then."
"Sorry, Nell." Kara tried to smile, but her embarrassment was obvious. "Just try to have fun, I guess."
"She didn't laugh at any of my ball jokes, Kara. How am I supposed to have fun?"
"Nellie? Since when do you play dodgeball?"
I turned as a deep, familiar voice interrupted us. Jake was there, wearing a green jersey with his last name on it and a bewildered look on his face.
"Oh, just here as a favour to my good friend Kara and her teammates since they were short a person," I replied loudly.
Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Veronica turn back towards us.
"Hey Hunter," she called.
The tone of voice was lighter, friendlier than anything I'd heard from her. She said his last name like it was some kind of inside joke. I'm no genius, but the sudden change in demeanour as she looked at Jake led to a very obvious conclusion.
He smiled in response. At least, he tried to. I knew Jake's face and I knew what he looked like in all sorts of compromising positions, and that smile was definitely forced.
"Hi," he said politely before turning back to me. "That's cool of you. I didn't know you played."
"Oh, all the time. I'm a dodgeball champ back home."
Jake snorted. "Is that so?"
"Don't underestimate me." I grinned, partially because I enjoyed joking around with Jake and mostly because Veronica's face was getting colder and angrier each second I talked to him. "Now shoo, Hunter. I have super-secret dodgeball stuff to discuss with my team."
"Good thinking. I don't want to be caught fraternising with the enemy."
"I'll fraternise with you later, if you want," I teased.
He laughed again and jogged across the gym to join his teammates. Veronica watched him as well.
"That's why she doesn't like me," I whispered to Kara.
"What?"
"Veronica has a thing for Jake. I'm fucking Jake. That's why she doesn't like me."
Kara's eyes lit up at the scandal. "How do you figure that?"
"How do you not?" I jerked my head towards her. "She can't take her eyes off him."
"Are you two done your little chat yet? You need to warm up."
Veronica had a hand on her hip as she waited for us on the court. Despite being a world-class bitch, the haughty look she was giving us was incredibly attractive. Kara and I joined her begrudgingly and did some stretching while she went to speak with the referee.
I was introduced to the other three players while we stretched. Sydney, Tyler, and Brandon were all much more welcoming than Veronica was.
"So Veronica gave you the basic rules, right?" Brandon asked me.
He was a burly guy with a thick beard, slightly shorter than me. Height aside, his broadness and booming voice made him seem larger than life. He was like a giant teddy bear, and I liked him immediately.
"Well, sort of. I'm supposed to try not to get hit and just stay out of everyone's way." I tried to bury my cynicism underneath a perky voice as we all settled on the floor, stretching our legs.
Brandon chuckled. "It's pretty simple. And the ref over there talking to Veronica, that's my friend Calvin. He's cool. He'll explain anything you might need, but no one really worries about the more obscure rules."
"There's obscure dodgeball rules?"
"Oh yeah," Sydney said.
She was insanely flexible, her torso practically pressed to the floor beside her legs as she stretched her hamstrings. "Like showdown. Kinda like the dodgeball version of a hockey shoot-out."
"Yeah, and high throws," added Tyler.
"Basically, try not to hit anyone in the head is all with that one," Brandon continued. "But it's just dodgeball. We're mainly here for the beer afterward."
I wanted to hug Brandon, but as we were sitting on the floor, I settled for wrapping an arm over his wide shoulders. "I have found my people," I declared.
"Okay, let's get ready to play." Veronica ushered us towards the starting line, and as we got into position, she turned to me. "So can you actually handle this, Nellie?"
I tried not to let her attitude get to me, but a small pit of anger seethed in my chest. "I told you, I'm great at handling balls." I glanced across the court, where Jake's team was mirroring our line-up. "Just ask 'Hunter' if you don't believe me."
Was the comment necessary? Definitely not.
Did I get a surge of vindictive joy at the expression of stunned hurt on Veronica's pretty face? Absolutely.
She marched away without comment to line up in the centre of the court, opposite the other team's captain. I caught Jake's eye from across the court and grinned at him. His eyebrow arched at me, a silent challenge marked by a coy smirk.
"It's on," I mouthed at him.
"Okie dokie, everyone," Calvin said. "Here we go! Three, two, one, DODGEBALL!"
As directed, I didn't rush for the balls in the centre. Veronica, Sydney, and Tyler made the run as Kara, Brandon, and myself held back. Veronica was the first to reach the back wall and touch her ball to it, and she rushed forward and immediately hurled the red object at the other team.
In the meantime, Sydney and Tyler tossed their balls at the same player. Sydney's missed, but Tyler hit him on the arm. I cheered as the first player of the game raised his arms and dashed to the sidelines.
A blur of red rubber was suddenly rushing at my head. Instinctively, I reached forward, the ball clapping against my skin loudly as I caught it.
"Fuck yeah, that's how you do it!" Brandon pumped a fist in the air.
They had two players out now, and I waited for the perfect moment to throw the ball in my hands. I almost hit the other player, but the ball zipped past her as she contorted out of the way like something out of The Matrix. No one caught it, but just a few seconds later, Tyler was the first person on our team to get hit.
"Don't waste a throw like that!" Veronica hissed at me.
I ducked out of the way as a ball flew towards me. "Oh, fuck off," I spat back.
Our side of the court was a blur of red balls and orange shirts. I managed a few more throws before finally hitting someone. By then, Tyler had come back onto the court after a catch, but Kara and Sydney were both out. With just four people on our side, it should have been fairly easy to avoid getting in each other's way. Unfortunately for me, Veronica was just as much of a vindictive bitch as I was.
I had just dove out of the way of a ball whistling past me, my feet hitting the gym floor with a squeal as I tried to change directions and avoid a ball flying at me from the other direction. Suddenly, I was crushed against Veronica and went flying back in the other direction. The ball hit me square in the chest as I stumbled.
"God fucking damn it." I threw my arms in the air and whirled around.
If metaphors ever became real, I'm sure actual daggers would have shot from my eyes at Veronica.
"Oops. Sorry," she said in a sing-song voice.
I stormed off the court as she threw again.
I was still angry as I joined Kara and Sydney, wiping sweat from my forehead. "Did you see her push me?" I whispered, furious.
"I don't know if that was on purpose," Sydney said.
"Let it go," Kara urged as I opened my mouth to respond.
I seethed as I watched the game progress. The teams were evenly matched and I had to begrudgingly admit that Veronica was quite good. Her long ponytail whipped through the air as she jumped around the court. Despite her height, Veronica's movements were catlike: graceful, quick, and always with purpose. Just a few moments later, she caught a throw from the other team and Sydney rushed back on the court. She picked up a ball almost immediately and catapulted it at the other team.
"Good throw!" Veronica cheered.
Unfortunately, the ball was caught just before it hit the ground and Sydney was back on the sidelines again.
Tyler deflected a ball and knocked one of the other players out, leaving them with two players. It didn't last long, though, as just a few seconds later Brandon threw a ball that was caught. I hadn't even noticed Jake wasn't on the court, but he ran out and started dodging balls from Veronica almost immediately.
And on it went. The throws came faster and harder as the teams dwindled down, and Tyler made a catch at one point that allowed Kara back on the court. Jake was on his side with just one other player.
Veronica let a ball fly towards Jake. I inhaled sharply as it propelled towards him, directly in line with his head. Jake's teammate shouted, and Jake turned just in time to get his hands up and catch the ball before it smashed into his face.
"Watch the high throws, Veronica!" Calvin shouted from the sidelines as she threw her hands up and stomped off the court.
I tried not to look at Veronica as she joined us. I tried not to notice the glowing sheen of sweat on her forehead and I tried not to think of how gorgeous she was. Reminding myself that she was a complete bitch, I refused to even look in her direction. Instead, I watched the game intently, desperately wishing Kara or Tyler would catch the ball so I could go back on. Something heard my prayers because just moments later Kara made a catch. She hooted in celebration and I rushed back on the court, picking up a ball just as she got hit by Jake.
Veronica was swearing on the sidelines and screaming instructions at me. I steadfastly ignored her as I lobbed a ball across the court, managing to hit one of Jake's teammates. Down to two people per side, things started moving a bit more slowly and with certain calculation.
Tyler was an excellent person to be on the court with. We communicated easily, nailing balls across the court in unison to try to maximise our impact. He managed to knock the other teammate out, so it was just Jake versus the two of us. I cheered and ducked as Jake nailed a ball at me.
My dodgeball skills were certainly nowhere near as strong as Tyler's. For that reason, when he made the mistake of turning to grab a ball just as Jake let one fly, I leapt in front of Tyler. My knees bent to balance my weight as I landed, meaning I was crouched at just the right moment for the ball to smash against my face.
There was a collective inhale by everyone in the gym at the slapping sound of my face meeting the ball. For what it's worth, it stung a bit, but certainly sounded a lot worse than it felt. There was no blood, nothing was broken, and I doubted it would even bruise. Throwing my hands up as the ball bounced away, I started towards the sidelines.
"Holy shit, Nellie, I'm so sorry!" Jake cried.
"It's okay, I'm okay!" I replied, but it was drowned out by the sound of a ball thudding against Jake's chest.
Tyler grinned, having taken advantage of his distraction.
"That's set done, I guess." Calvin blew his whistle and I burst out laughing as our team cheered.
Jake rushed towards me. "Seriously, Nellie, I'm so sorry. Are you sure you're okay?"
"I promise." I touched my face gingerly. My skin felt warm, but there was no pain. "Need to work on your throw, Hunter, I barely noticed it!"
He chuckled awkwardly. "Oh no, are you going to start calling me Hunter too?"
"Why, don't like it?"
"It's fine, just..." His voice trailed off as he glanced behind me, and I knew Veronica was approaching.
"Good game, Hunter," she said brightly. Turning to me, the brightness dropped. "Are you hurt, Nellie?"
"Nope." I smiled, baring my teeth more than was necessary.
"Makes sense." That fake, sing-song voice returned. "I heard you were used to having balls on your face."
"Well, it wouldn't be the first time Jake's hit me in the face with his balls," I replied, my voice sickeningly sweet.
"I... what?!" Jake's eyes widened as he processed what I said.
"You're disgusting." Veronica flung her ponytail over her shoulder as she turned to walk away.
"What was that about?" Jake finally managed to ask.
"She's been a bitch to me all night."
"That doesn't explain anything."
I shrugged. "She knows you and I have hooked up, and she doesn't like me because of that."
"Why would that cause her to dislike you?"
I stared for a moment. "Jake, man. She has a crush on you. I pegged it the second you walked in the room."
Jake was not stupid. He was a graduate student, who had done most of his high school work himself while being home-schooled and had maintained a high GPA all through his undergrad. He was one of the smartest people I knew, in fact.
However, sometimes Jake was a naive, unobservant idiot.
"No she doesn't," he finally responded, though the gears were still turning in his head. "Wait, but... oh."
"There it is."
"How could you even tell?"
"The flirting, the high-pitched voice, the hair toss, the way she calls you 'Hunter' like it's some kind of cutesy nickname. Shall I go on?"
I would have, but Calvin called for us to switch ends to start the second set of the night.
When all was said and done, Jake's team only beat us twice, and our team took every other set. I didn't get a chance to talk to him again during the game, but I did spend a good portion of time admiring him as he played. Jake was obviously very athletic, and he had amazing reflexes. Watching his body twist and muscles flex as he threw, I understood why Veronica was smitten. I'd always had a thing for watching men play sports. There was just something incredibly erotic about watching the power, the strategy, the way people got so intense. It might have just been dodgeball, but it still had all those elements.



Veronica was another matter. While Jake held most of my attention, I couldn't help but watch Veronica with a mix of jealousy and attraction. Each time she yelled or made a comment to someone on the team, I felt a curdling annoyance rising up in my throat. But each time she tossed the ponytail over her shoulder or twisted her torso to avoid being hit, a tiny shock of desire pinched through my stomach. That just served to annoy me even more, and I found myself getting angrier and angrier at Veronica.
Between the adrenaline, anger, and lust for the man on the other side of the court, I was a mess. I wanted to fuck Jake right then and there, to just give in to that animalistic instinct.
It was only at the end, when I was dripping in sweat and the knot in my oversized orange garbage bag of a T-shirt was coming undone that Jake and I spoke again.
"You coming to Lou's?" he asked as I squirted water in my mouth.
"Uh, yeah." I shook the knot out of the shirt and brought the hem to my forehead, wiping sweat off. "I'm going to hit the locker rooms and shower first, though."
"Awesome. I'll wait for you and we can walk over together, if that's okay."
"Oh, so it's okay to fraternise with the enemy now?"
"I thought the fraternising was happening later. Were we going to your place or mine?"
I raised my eyebrows. "You're so forward tonight."
"You looked hot on the court. Is that a problem?"
Smirking, I shook my head and collected my things, heading to the locker rooms across the hall.
The two girls from the other team were in the ladies locker room, and Kara and Sydney arrived just after I did. There were only three stalls available, so Kara and I settled on the wide bench in the middle of the room and chatted amicably.
"So are you still mad I made you come play with us?" she asked me.
"Nah. It ended up being mostly fun. And there's that beer you promised me."
"Always in it for the beer." She shook her head mockingly.
Sydney and the other girls were considerately quick with their showers, so it wasn't long before Kara went in one stall and I got the other. Even though Kara had waited until the last minute to ask me, I'd still had time to grab a change of clothes from my dorm room. The shower stall was small, though, so I just grabbed my towel to bring with me. I undressed quickly, peeling the sweaty tank top off my body and hanging it from the hook before shimmying out of my shorts and panties. My sports bra was soaked with sweat, and I sighed in relief as I let my breasts bounce, free from its constriction.
For a locker room, the showers were pretty good. The water was hot and the pressure was reasonably strong, and I revelled for a moment under the stream. Water ran down my face, plastering my hair to my neck. Between the water and the sound of hairdryers blowing in the main locker room area, I couldn't hear anything, and I found my thoughts drifting to Jake again.
We had been hooking up for a couple of months at that point. After meeting at Kara's party and fucking in her backyard, we'd made a point of getting together almost every week. At first, I think Jake had expected us to start dating, but I don't think either of us actually wanted that. Jake was a busy grad student and I didn't want that kind of commitment. I had made it quite clear to him that I wasn't expecting to be exclusive, either, though I hadn't hooked up with anyone else since meeting him. There seemed to be little point, when Jake was more than enough to satisfy every desire I had.
I wished for a moment that Jake was there. Standing under the spray of the shower, I ran my hands along my body, trying to quell some of the arousal I was feeling. I didn't want to masturbate. I wanted to be fucked, to have the weight and heat of another body against me. But I couldn't help but slip my hand between my legs and touch myself, hoping it would be enough to subdue myself for a while.
I heard the hairdryers switch off and Kara's voice floated over the door, jolting me back from my thoughts.
"Hey Nellie, I'm going to head out to Lou's with Syd. Jake's waiting out in the hallway for you."
"Sure, sorry! Tell him I'll be out in a few."
Figuring I could handle how turned on I was for a little bit longer, I soaped up and rinsed off. As soon as I was done, I hurried out of the shower stall, drying off quickly before wrapping the towel around me.
The locker room was quiet, and I assumed I was alone. My clothes were sitting on the bench and I dropped the towel unceremoniously, grabbing the fresh pair of panties I'd brought and stepping into them.
"Seriously, do you ever even bother trying to act decently?" Veronica's voice echoed through the locker room.
I closed my eyes briefly, inhaling deeply and willing myself to calm down. "I met you for the very first time earlier tonight," I said, working to keep my voice steady. "You've been an absolute bitch to me the entire time, and the only thing I can think of is that you've got a thing for the guy I'm fucking." Without bothering to put any additional clothing on, I turned towards Veronica.
She had clearly showered as well, but was already fully dressed. My nudity seemed to embarrass her more than it did me, and she looked pointedly away as I crossed my arms in front of me.
"Maybe I just don't like the fact that you're leading him on," she replied.
"One, Jake is a big boy. He can make his own decisions." I turned back to my clothing and put my bra on while I continued. "Two, he and I have discussed what we're doing. I don't need to justify that to you. Three, how in the hell did you even know about us? It's not exactly public knowledge."
"People talk," she said simply.
I rolled my eyes. "Veronica, he didn't even know you had a crush on him. You can't fault him for not knowing when you didn't tell him anything."
She sputtered for a moment. "What do you mean, didn't know? He knows now?"
"Well, yeah. I told him."
Her face went red. "What the fuck would you do that for?"
"Why wouldn't I?" I spat back. "You've had it out for me all night."
"Because I'm jealous, okay?" she yelled. "I haven't gotten laid in ages and when I see girls like you around, I know why."
"Are you calling me a slut again?"
"I mean the pretty girls. Guys like hot girls. I'm not hot."
"Well, I'm sorry, but that's absolute bullshit," I said bluntly. "You're this tall Amazonian goddess who kicks ass at dodgeball. You don't get to say you're not hot, because you are."
"Then why do guys go for you and not me?" Her voice wavered.
"I don't play games or beat around the bush. I tell them I want to fuck them. I mean, aside from you being a bitch to me all night, I'd fuck you. Just so you know."
She laughed. "Sure you would."
"I would," I insisted. "You're mean but you're still hot."
"I'm graduating this year and I still never got any of those crazy college stories," Veronica ranted. "I had a boyfriend for most of it and now that I'm single, I can't even get picked up at a party. I never got to experiment or do anything reckless. And then I see you and you're just living all these things that I wanted to experience and it pisses me off. You piss me off, and it's not your fault, but you do." She shook her head, stepping forward to push past me. "I'm going home."
"Wait one fucking second." I grabbed her arm before she could walk by. My heart was hammering, and I could feel heat rising in my chest as I looked at her. "You don't get crazy college stories by just going home. So you stop right there and we're going to do something crazy, okay?"
I had to look up to meet Veronica's eyes. The tension between us was almost tangible as she looked back at me, lips slightly parted.
"What are you going to do?" she asked.
"I'm going to kiss you now, unless you don't want me to."
Her mouth opened and closed, shock flashing across her face. Aside from our breathing, the room was quiet, and the tension seemed thick around us. Finally, she nodded just slightly.
"I want you to," she whispered.
I pulled her forward by the arm and crushed my lips against hers. The adrenaline, the tension, and the anger of the evening came to a head as we kissed. Veronica's shock dissipated immediately and she fought to control the kiss. Her hands moved up to my face, roughly cupping the sides of my head as she kissed me back. I wasn't about to let her be in charge, though. I nipped at her lip, drawing a gasp from her, and stepped closer, pushing my body against hers.
Veronica shoved her tongue in my mouth, and I let her explore my lips thoroughly before mirroring her actions. Letting go of her wrist, I brought my hands up to her face. Our kissing was hard, urgent, anything but tender, and my body was loving it. Heat rose through my chest and burrowed in the pit of my stomach, and the fresh panties I'd just put on were already starting to dampen. Our breasts were pressed together and I was certain Veronica could feel the hardness of my nipples through my bra and hers.
We finally parted, each of us gasping for air. Veronica's face was red and I'm sure mine matched.
"Do you want me to stop?" I asked breathlessly.
"This is crazy," she whispered. "I can't believe I'm doing this."
"Do you want me to stop?"
"No. I want more."
I reached for her again, then stopped. "Do you want me to make it even crazier?"
I wasn't sure if she would. Veronica didn't seem to have a ton of experience, and I had a suspicion that I might be the first girl she'd ever been with. I expected the shock and uncertainty to flash across her face again, but I was underestimating her.
"Why not? What are you thinking?"
Licking my lips, I glanced towards the locker room door. "Jake's in the hallway waiting for me."
Her eyes followed mine and then were back on me. "Do you think he'll...?" She trailed off, a mix of excitement and lust in her intense eyes.
"One way to find out." I started to move, then stopped. "Take off your clothes."
She started undressing as I went to the door, still in my bra and panties. Opening it just slightly, I poked my head out and looked around. The hallway was deserted, aside from Jake leaning against the wall. He was freshly showered, wearing jeans and a grey long-sleeved T-shirt.
"Jesus, Nellie, did you fall in or something? You're taking your sweet-ass time."
"Feel like doing something crazy?" I asked, ignoring his question.
Jake's eyes moved down the crack in the door, taking in the fact that I was only half-dressed. "Not afraid of getting caught?" He grinned as he stepped forward.
"Oh, that's not even the craziest part." I opened the door wider to let him in.
He looked both directions down the hallway before entering the locker room. "What's the craziest part?" he asked as I turned the deadbolt in the door.
"Hey, Hunter." Veronica's voice was soft as it floated through the locker room.
Jake's head whirled back to me comically before snapping back to Veronica, who stood by the bench wearing just a sports bra and thong.
"What's going on?" He glanced back at me. "I thought you two weren't getting along. Did I miss something?"
"Well, yeah, you obviously missed something," I said. "But that's not important. If you're not into this, go now. Otherwise..."
"Veronica, are you sure about this?" he asked softly.
She didn't respond immediately, and I watched as her chest moved up and down as she inhaled through parted lips. Redness flushed on her collarbone, up her neck and onto her cheeks as she looked first at me, then at Jake.
"I want this," she said.
"Join in or not, Jake. Up to you. But I'm going to fuck Veronica." I marched across the locker room and grabbed her, pulling her face to mine as our lips joined again.
Any hesitation Veronica had been feeling was gone, and she grasped at me enthusiastically. I had no love for Veronica, but the lust I felt for her was demanding. Desire ran rampant between us, urgent and desperate. I knew Jake's eyes were on us as we kissed, but I ignored him for the moment.
Veronica's fingers prodded at my body, groping along my hips and waist before moving up to my breasts. She touched them for a short moment before reaching behind me and unhooking my bra in a single swift movement. I wriggled out of the bra as she tore it away from my chest, her hands returning to fondle me greedily. Her touch was firm, probing, and I groaned against her mouth as she pinched my nipple.
I explored her body thoroughly as she focused on my tits. Her thong sat low on her hips and I traced along the waistband before squeezing her ass. She gasped and grazed my lips with her teeth as I ran my fingers along her crack, following the thin string of fabric that nestled there.
As she played with my tits, I pulled back from our kiss and turned back to look at Jake. His eyes were wide, glued to the scene in front of him. I grinned as he looked at me.
"Join in whenever," I said, then turned my attention back to Veronica.
With a light shove, I pushed her back towards the bench and directed her to sit down. She obeyed, and I straddled her lap.
"Suck on my tits," I ordered, thrusting my chest into her face.
"Don't tell me what to do," she countered, but the darkness in her eyes gleamed with desire as she took one of my breasts in her mouth.
I moaned as she sucked on my nipple, then squealed as her teeth came down on it. She wrapped one arm around me and held me in place, the other joining her mouth to ravish my tits. Her lips moved from one breast to the other, kissing a spot on my skin before sucking on it. I knew there would be a trail of reddish marks there the next day.
I kept pushing my tits against Veronica's face, but brought my hands to the slick ponytail and worked her hair tie out. Thick, dark hair spilled down past her shoulders, and I ran my fingers through it. As I played with her hair, she gripped my breast and took my nipple back in her mouth, sucking hard. A sharp noise came from my throat as I involuntarily bucked my hips towards her, my fingers tightening in her dark hair.
With a hum of disappointment, I pulled my breasts away from Veronica's face as I sat back on her lap. My ass balanced on her thighs, a small gap between our torsos.
"Fuck you for being so good at this," I hissed at her.
"Fuck you for making me want it."
I didn't reply, just grabbed at her sports bra and wrenched it up over her tits. From behind us, I heard a sharp inhale as Veronica's breasts bounced out of the fabric. My own gasp matched it as I took in the view.
That sports bra must have been working overtime, because I would have never guessed Veronica was hiding the set I had just revealed. I thought my tits were good, but hers were phenomenal. Heavy and swollen, her breasts had no right to be as perky as they were. Her nipples were perfectly round, almost begging for me to suck them. She lifted her arms to help me remove the sports bra completely, and before she could put them back down, I had buried my face there.
I licked her cleavage teasingly before bringing my hands up to the firm mounds in front of me. My tongue circled her nipple, taking the hard nub into my mouth and raking my teeth against it. Veronica's breasts seemed to be as sensitive as mine were, because she tossed her head back and cried out as I savoured her tits.
The metallic sound of a buckle clanked from Jake's general direction and I grinned as I kept licking Veronica's breasts. Her hands explored my body, fingernails scratching along my back as she ran her fingers up and down.
"Nellie, I'm so wet," she mumbled.
Jake swore softly from behind us, and I pulled away from Veronica's tits to look at him. We both giggled as we saw Jake's hand in his pants.
"Jake, you had an open invitation to come join us and you're still standing there jacking it yourself?" I teased.
He stuttered for a moment. I sighed in mock frustration and slid off Veronica's lap.
"Come here, Hunter," I ordered. "Veronica, stand up."
He started across the locker room as Veronica stood. Once Jake reached us, I put my hands on my hips.
"Do you want to fuck Veronica, Hunter?"
He nodded, swallowing hard as he looked at Veronica's almost-naked body. She flushed.
"Do you want to fuck me?"
He nodded again.
"Veronica, take off his shirt."
She looked at him nervously before stepping forward. I could see her fingers shaking as she reached for the hem of his shirt. It wasn't until that moment, with them standing in front of each other, that I noticed Veronica was nearly as tall as Jake was. She could barely look him in the eye, however, and focused her attention on removing his shirt. Jake watched as she did, lifting his arms to help her undress him. It was only then that she met his eyes, and when she did, he smiled encouragingly.
"Now take off his pants," I said, my voice softer than before.
Veronica moved her hands to the waistband of Jake's jeans. His belt hung loosely, already unbuckled, and his pants were already undone. She pushed them down his hips, working them past the bulge of his cock. Jake kicked off his shoes as his jeans came down, stepping out of them and shoving them to the side with his foot.
I was watching the two of them with rapt attention. Jake exuded his usual confidence but being respectful of Veronica's nerves, he held back and let her follow my instructions as she slowly stripped him. It was intensely erotic, and for the moment, I was happy just to watch.
"Now kneel down and suck his cock, Veronica." She looked at me, and I met her gaze steadily. "Is that a problem?"
"No."
Jake and I both watched as she dropped to her knees in front of him. She removed his boxers, her actions slow but not timid, and revealed Jake's cock. He was fully erect, the thick appendage jutting out proudly. Veronica wrapped her hand around him and Jake's relieved sigh turned into a groan as she took him into her mouth. I licked my lips as she began bobbing her head, Jake's cock disappearing into her mouth a little more with each motion.
Wet sounds came from Veronica's lips as she worked Jake's cock. His hands ended up on her head, resting on top of that thick, dark hair while she sucked him off. I enjoyed the show for a bit before approaching Jake. Reaching up, I turned his head towards me and kissed him.
"How did this even happen?" he murmured against my mouth.
One of his hands left Veronica's head and cradled my breast, his thumb brushing across my nipple.
"Doesn't matter," I whispered back.
A muffled groan left Jake's mouth as Veronica made an attempt at swallowing him completely. His hand tightened on my breast, and I'm sure the one he had on Veronica's head did too.
"Hold on one sec, Veronica," I said.
My hand joined Jake's on her head, but with the intent to hold her still. She paused, Jake's cock still in her mouth as she looked up at me. I dropped onto my knees beside her.
"What?" she asked, looking mildly annoyed at having to remove Jake's cock from her throat.
I raised my eyebrows. "You have to share, bitch." I wrapped my fingers around Jake's cock and brought him to my mouth, dragging my lips along his swollen tip.
"Fuck you." She glowered at me for a moment before pushing forward, her hands cradling Jake's balls as she licked his shaft.
Jake seemed to have no complaints as we battled over his cock. I kissed along his length, stroking him gently as Veronica played with his balls. When I went to wrap my lips around him, though, she brought her mouth to mine, and the tip of his cock dipped between us for a moment. Jake seemed to enjoy that, and I looked up to meet his eyes as we shared him like an ice cream cone. I stroked him firmly, working my hand up and down his shaft while our tongues flicked around his cock head.



His panting urged us on. Veronica pulled back from his tip and I took Jake in my mouth, sucking gently as I continued to jack him off. Her mouth ended up on his balls, and Jake's knees nearly buckled as she licked before taking them in her mouth. Not to be outdone, I opened my throat and shoved Jake's cock as deep in my mouth as I could take it.
"Oh, God yes," he groaned.
His hand pushed on the back of my head, driving himself even deeper in my mouth. Veronica sucked on his balls for another moment before releasing and pushing on my arm.
"Let me," she begged. "Nellie, I want to taste him."
I knew Jake was getting close. His breathing was ragged and small grunts were escaping his throat. As soon as I moved my mouth off his cock, Veronica took him in hers. She mimicked my actions, her nose pressed against Jake's pubic bone by the time she had him all the way in.
When she pulled back, I gripped Jake's cock again and started stroking harder. She resumed her fondling of his balls and we each took turns licking and sucking his tip. Somewhere in the mix, we also started kissing, our lips meeting on Jake's cock, our tongues dancing against each other while licking him.
Soon, our mouths weren't on him at all, as we resumed kissing each other with a starving passion while working Jake's dick. Veronica's other hand returned to my tits and she brushed her palm against my nipple. My hand started on her breasts, but I slowly worked my way down her stomach until I could slide my fingers between her legs. She gasped and adjusted her stance, spreading her knees open just slightly. I rubbed her pussy lightly through the soaked thong before pushing it aside and darting my finger into her dripping slit.
"Yes," she urged against my mouth. "That feels so good, Nellie."
"I'm going to come," Jake suddenly panted. "Fuck, I'm going to... Nellie..."
I closed my eyes as I felt Jake's cock twitch under my hand, and a moment later he was spurting hot cum on the side of our faces. Both Veronica and I ended up with cum dripping down our cheeks, and when I was sure I'd stroked every drop out of Jake, I let go of his cock and opened my eyes.
Veronica's mouth moved from my lips to my cheek, and I moaned as she licked Jake's cum off my face. When she was done, I returned the favour, tasting the saltiness mixed with her sweat. Jake took a step back, sitting down on the bench with a sigh as he watched us clean each other up.
"You two look so hot," he murmured.
"We know," I said.
I turned my attention back to Veronica. My pussy was dripping wet and begging to be touched, but I wanted to taste hers first.
"Lie down."
"Here?" She looked at the floor uncertainly.
"Good point." I looked up at the bench where Jake was sitting. "Jake, spread my towel out. Veronica, lie down on the bench."
It took some adjusting, but eventually Veronica was lying on her back on the bench. Jake insisted she rest her head on his lap while he recovered. Having fucked Jake numerous times before, I knew he had stamina, and my guess was that by the time I made Veronica come he'd be ready to go again.
Once she was comfortable, I crawled onto the bench and straddled her hips. I meant to start by kissing her lightly, but as I leaned down to kiss her, she grabbed me and pulled my face to hers in a bruising embrace.
"Don't fucking tease me," she mumbled against me.
"I'll tease you all I fucking want." I jerked my head away.
With a renewed sense of defiance, I began licking and sucking down her body, grazing my teeth anywhere I thought might be sensitive. Veronica squirmed beneath me as I ran my tongue along the undersides of her breasts, her hands clawing at my shoulders. I moved further down her body, hands tracing down her ribs as I kissed her stomach.
"God damn it, Nellie." She gasped as her hips thrust forward underneath me. "I can't take it anymore."
"Too bad." My lips tickled her stomach as I tortured her, moving tantalisingly slow towards her core. "You'll just have to wait."
She growled in frustration. "Please, I need it. Please, Nellie."
I glanced upwards as my lips landed just below her belly button. Veronica was looking down at me, her eyes desperate. Grinning, I kissed her stomach again, slightly lower, though I did speed up my movements a bit. Once I reached the waistband of her thong, I hooked my fingers in it and slid it down her legs. Once it was off completely, I nestled myself back between her legs and lowered my face to her pussy.
She was drenched, and instead of continuing my teasing, I stuck my tongue into her glistening folds and licked firmly. Veronica groaned in relief, her hips rising off the bench to bring her pussy closer to my mouth. Her juices covered my face almost instantly, a tangy sweetness that coated my lips and chin as I set to work eating her out.
I traced my tongue along her inner lips, sucking lightly before circling my tongue around the swollen bud between her legs. I tested a few different techniques as I licked her: flicking her clit with my tongue, licking her up and down and side to side. The reaction I was waiting for happened when I flattened my tongue and pressed against her. Veronica cried out and arched her back, pushing herself harder against my mouth.
Taking this as my cue, I alternated between licking her like that and sucking her clit. Her breathing quickened and legs pressed against the sides of my head. I finally brought my fingers up to her entrance and pushed two inside of her at once.
"Yes!" she hollered, and she pressed her hands to the back of my head, grinding against my face as I lapped at her cunt. I curled the fingers inside her, finding her G-spot and increasing the pressure from my tongue. Veronica urged me on, and I was so focused on the delectable pussy in my face that I didn't realise Jake had moved until I felt hands on my hips.
I kept licking Veronica's cunt as Jake worked my panties down my thighs. As he bared my ass, I tore my face away from Veronica's pussy for a moment, pressing her clit with my thumb while I turned.
"You have a condom on?" I panted.
"Of course," he said.
"Good." I turned back to Veronica's cunt and resumed eating her out.
My own pussy was dripping wet, and Jake grabbed my hips as his cock pushed at my entrance. With practised ease, he plunged inside of me. I moaned against Veronica's pussy as he started fucking me, the sensations familiar yet far more intense than usual. Veronica's own cries were muffled by the thighs pressed against either side of my head.
I was turned on beyond belief, and I knew it wouldn't take long for me to come. The hand inside Veronica's pussy was resting on the bench, and I balanced precariously as I reached between my own legs to finger my clit.
The cock fucking me relentlessly was distracting me from focusing on Veronica, but I made sure to maintain the licking of her cunt. If it weren't for Veronica's thighs pressing on my ears, I probably would have realised she was about to come, but between my distraction and her unintentional earmuffs, it surprised me when she did. Suddenly, her pussy walls were clenching on my fingers and she was shoving my face hard against her cunt, her hips bucking wildly as she came. I kept licking dutifully as she rode out her orgasm, stopping only when I felt her relax back against the bench. Her knees fell open, her thighs coming away from my ears.
Seconds later, waves of pleasure rolled through my body and I pushed back hard against Jake. My pussy tightened around him as my body seized, electricity spiking from my fingertips to my toes as I cried out. Panting, I fell forward between Veronica's legs, Jake still pushing inside me powerfully.
As much as I wanted to have him continue fucking me, I knew my pussy would be raw before he finished again.
"Jake," I gasped. "Jake, stop."
He let out a disappointed murmur but pulled out. "Are you okay?"
"Yes. But Veronica needs to be fucked now."
She had been sitting up on her elbows, watching as Jake pounded me. At my statement, she met my eyes again.
"Yes, please," she said, her voice dripping with desire.
I scooted back on the bench, standing on wobbly legs and sliding my panties the rest of the way off as Veronica sat up. "How do you want it?" Jake asked, grinning at Veronica.
"I want to ride your cock," she said simply. "Lie down."
As soon as he was on the bench, Veronica was straddling him. I watched as she sank down on his cock, sighing as he filled her. She rocked against him, letting him slide out completely before impaling herself on his rigid dick again and again.
I wasn't sure where I fit in at first, until Veronica looked at me. "Sit on his face," she ordered.
So I did. Jake's hands cradled my hips as I settled on his face, the scruff on his chin rough against my thighs. Jake had eaten me out multiple times before—though never from this angle—and he knew what I liked. Facing Veronica, I watched as her tits bounced while she continued riding his cock. Her pussy was stretched around him, and watching him disappear inside her sent shivers of arousal through my body.
She reached forward and pulled me towards her, kissing me as she fucked Jake. I kissed her back, and soon we were both panting and moaning against each other's mouths. Jake's tongue pushed against my cunt as he sucked my clit, and Veronica kneaded my breasts as she continued riding him. I mirrored her actions, tweaking her nipples and feeling the weight of her tits as they bounced.
A sharp gasp left my lips as I felt Jake's hands exploring my ass. We had talked about him fucking me in the ass some time, but hadn't yet tried it out. Since that conversation, though, Jake had been obsessed with touching my ass. A few times, he'd fingered my ass hole, though I was still getting used to it. Sitting on his face gave him the perfect opportunity to explore even more. With his tongue still working hard against my clit, he lifted me away from his face just enough to slide a finger along my slit. Once he had collected some of my juices, the finger trailed up to my tight ass hole.
I tensed a bit as the tip of his finger pressed against it, then forced myself to relax as he pulled back a bit. I ground my hips against his mouth when I was ready for him to try again. Getting the message, Jake added more pressure, and this time his fingertip slid inside it. Almost instinctively, my anus tightened around him, but as he massaged the inside of my ass, it loosened up. Jake pressed his finger even further inside me, and I had to grab Veronica's shoulders to keep from losing my balance and falling forward.
"Tell me what he's doing to you," she mumbled, her lips brushing mine.
"He's sucking on my clit, then pressing his tongue against it," I gasped. "And he just put his finger in my ass." I could feel Jake smile between my legs as I told her.
"Do you like it?" Veronica asked.
"Yes." The word came out almost hissed, and as I confirmed my enjoyment, Jake started slowly thrusting his finger in and out.
"What's he doing now?" she asked as a small squeal fell out of my throat.
"Fingering... fucking... finger fucking?" I could barely form the words. "Fuck, it feels so good."
The sensations were too much, and I knew I was going to come again. As Veronica kissed me and pinched my nipples, my hips bucked against Jake's mouth. I came again, hard, and cried out against Veronica's lips. Jake kept sucking my clit as I came, the finger in my ass stilling inside of me. Fire seemed to burn through my body as I submitted to my orgasm, and the world seemed to go hazy as whiteness filled the edges of my vision.
It took a long moment before I regained any semblance of control. Once I could feel my limbs again, I worked my way off Jake's face. Veronica was still riding him, and almost as soon as I was standing, came as well. Watching her come was an event in itself. She tossed her head back, her long, dark hair almost feathering across the top of her ass. Her breasts were thrust in the air, gloriously huge and almost begging to be sucked. And the noise, almost musical as she cried out. Jake reached down and gripped her hips as she came, thrusting up into her as she bucked wildly.
"Veronica, I want you to lie on your back so I can fuck you," Jake told her as she recovered.
I grinned, knowing he wanted to unleash himself. Veronica was about to have the fucking of a lifetime.
She nodded and dismounted Jake. His face was still shiny with my juices as he stood up and, for what I think was the first time, kissed her hard. He guided her back onto the bench and plunged his cock inside of her.
As he fucked her, I crouched beside the bench and grabbed Veronica's tits. I took one nipple into my mouth as I played with her other breast, and her hands ended up in my hair as I licked and sucked her tits. Jake's cock pumped in and out of her, making her tits bounce as he drove inside her. The wet, slapping sound from between them harmonised with Veronica's moans - little cries and grunts with each thrust that Jake made.
I kept sucking and licking Veronica's nipple as I moved my other hand down to her clit. As Jake fucked her, I started rubbing her sensitive little nub. Unintelligible words came from her mouth, and I assumed she was close again.
"Come for me, Veronica," Jake directed. "I want to feel you come on my cock."
She did, almost instantly, and it was like watching a star explode. Her body writhed, back arching as she screamed. My hand was still between her and Jake, and a sudden warm wetness drenched my fingers as she squirted.
I knew Jake loved the feeling of a pussy bearing down on him, and I knew he was about to come as well. As he grunted, still fucking Veronica madly, I brought my hand up to his mouth.
"You made her squirt, Jake."
His eyes met mine and a wicked gleam flashed through them as he took my fingers in his mouth and tasted Veronica's juices. With that, Jake was coming again, stilling with his cock buried deep inside Veronica's cunt.
In the moments that followed, the silence seemed palpable. Aside from the sound of our breathing, the locker room was quiet until Jake slid out of Veronica. At that point, she groaned, her knees coming together as she shifted on the bench. Her eyes opened and she sat up, looking from me to Jake and back again. Jake also looked at me, as though I was the one who should break the awkwardness. I didn't know why they thought I was the person to do that, but I chalked it up to everyone being a little drunk off their orgasms.
"So, do we all shower again now, or do we just go to Lou's smelling like sex and hoping no one will notice, or...?"
Veronica's mouth dropped open in disbelief. Jake burst out laughing.
"What are we going to tell everyone when we all walk in late together?" He started cleaning up as I reached for my panties and bra.
"I'm going to tell them that we had a crazy threesome in the locker room. Then, when they don't believe me because that's fucking insane, you make some shit up about Veronica and I having a mature conversation about why we didn't like each other and coming to a mutual understanding and respect for one another."
Veronica still looked shocked, and I worried for a moment that she was having second thoughts about what we had just done. However, a smile broke out on her face and she started laughing as she reached for her own clothes.
"That's even less believable than a locker room threesome," she said.
By the time we were all dressed and cleaned up, we were chatting like old friends. Once we were ready, I unlocked the locker room door and peered out. No one was in the hallway, and somehow, we'd managed to have an entire threesome without anyone even trying to get into the room.
As we walked to Lou's, I hooked my arm through Veronica's. "So, tell me. Do you always squirt like that?"
Instead of her face turning red, Veronica laughed. "Sometimes. Why? Do you not?"
I shook my head. "You need to teach me. I'm jealous."
She agreed to it, surprisingly, on the condition that Jake be there. Jake agreed to it, of course, on the condition that we use a bed instead of a locker room bench next time.
I guess getting fucked like that loosened Veronica up, both literally and metaphorically. I grinned as we walked into Lou's, still arm in arm. I couldn't wait for my lesson with Veronica.
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"To Jake and Veronica," I said bitterly.
Raising my shot glass, I clinked it against Sydney's before downing the cheap, oily whiskey in one gulp.
Sydney laughed, her face flushed already. "Sorry, Nellie, but this is probably the funniest thing I've ever heard."
She wasn't wrong. Looking back, it was hilarious. Jake had been my fuck buddy for a few months, but it was never going to be anything more than great sex. Veronica and I couldn't stand each other at first, but that had all changed with a steamy threesome in the locker room after a dodgeball game.
And really, even at the time, I was happy for them. Jake and Veronica seemed good together, and while I wasn't the monogamous type, I wasn't going to stand in their way. After our adventure in the locker room, Jake and Veronica had gone home together, and the rest was history.
Jake didn't tell me until a couple weeks later, but I figured something had happened when he'd slowly stopped texting me. Until that point, Jake and I had been hooking up nearly once a week. It wasn't quite enough for me—if I had it my way, I'd be getting laid every night—but it was great. Finally, one night he'd asked if we could talk.
"Let me guess," I said as soon as he walked into Lou's Pub. "You've met somebody else."
Jake looked startled. "I haven't even sat down yet."
I grinned. "Is it Veronica? You two still fucking?"
He told me the details over a beer. They'd gone home together after the dodgeball game. I knew that much. But he hadn't left the next morning, and they had ended up spending the weekend together. Then they'd had dinner together, and slowly realized that neither of them wanted it to end.
"I expected you to be upset," Jake said. "I didn't know how to tell you."
"I'm not upset." I took another gulp of beer before continuing. "So, just to be clear, this isn't like an open relationship or anything, right? Like, you two are together-together."
He smiled sadly. "She and I talked about it. She said she'd be okay with it since you and I were doing whatever first, but—"
"But she'd prefer if you didn't."
"She never said that. I just don't think I can do it. I'd feel guilty."
I smiled and finished my beer, patting him on the arm. "No hard feelings, Jake. But if you guys ever feel like a repeat of the locker room, well, you know I think your girlfriend's hot." I winked and left the bar.
I'd then called Sydney and asked if she wanted to go for a drink. We'd hung out a few times since playing dodgeball together, especially once we realized we lived in the same apartment building and had just never run into each other. She met me at a dive bar a few blocks from campus and listened attentively as I told her the story of the pyjama party and the dodgeball game.
"I'm sorry," Sydney said as she finished laughing. "I just can't imagine how they're going to tell people they met. 'Oh, we had a threesome with Jake's fuck buddy and fell in love.' Imagine telling a story at their wedding."
I laughed, signalling the bartender for another round. "I'm happy for them." Sydney raised an eyebrow at me. "No, really. It just sucks that I'm losing my regular source of dick. He was my own little unicorn. Non-committal, good in bed, hot as fuck."
I failed to mention I was mostly upset because I had half-jokingly asked Veronica to teach me how to squirt, and she'd agreed, but that the lesson had never happened.
The bartender brought us cheap whiskey mixed with Coke and Sydney raised hers to me again. "Well, on to bigger and better dicks."
"Cheers to that." We drank again. "So, what about that roommate of yours?"
Sydney shook her head. "Reid's seeing someone, I think." She sounded forlorn.
"Sad that someone's not you?"
I raised my hands in defense as Sydney protested. Clearly, I was right, but I'd obviously hit a nerve.
"Just kidding, Syd. Okay, what about that guy on the dodgeball team. Brandon?"
A mischievous grin flitted across her face. "Oh, I bet Brandon would be good in bed. He gives the best hugs. Isn't he kind of short for you though?"
I shrugged. "I never bothered caring about height."
Giggling, we plotted out how I would approach Brandon to see if he wanted to hook up. He was quite the opposite of Jake: shorter, broader, with a thick beard and wild hair. The more often our drinks were refilled, the more ludicrous the plotting got. Sydney had known Brandon for a couple of years, and knew he was a bit of a stereotypical nerd. Aside from video games and dodgeball, he was also really big into Dungeons and Dragons.
"Think he'd want to role play?" I giggled into my whiskey and Coke.
"Oh, fuck, probably." Sydney laughed. "Would you do it, though?"
"Fuck yeah. Especially if I could get all dressed up." I grinned, picturing myself in an elaborate tavern wench outfit. "That would be pretty fun, actually."
The more I thought of it, the more I was getting excited about the idea of sleeping with Brandon. Granted, it was all hypothetical at that point. Brandon had no idea of the trashy fantasies I was sharing with Sydney, nor had he ever given any indication he would be interested. Still, prior to the imbibement of multiple highballs, Syd had said she'd be willing to get Brandon and me together for a couple of drinks. Maybe he'd be into it.
We were feeling pretty good, laughing and joking around when Sydney nudged me.
"I think those guys over there are checking you out," she whispered.
Trying to look nonchalant and failing miserably, I glanced in the direction she was talking about. Three men who appeared to be a little older than Sydney and I were seated around a table. They immediately caught me staring, laughing as I blatantly checked them out. Sydney smacked my arm as I shrugged, grinned, and jerked my head towards the bar to see if they'd come over.
"Nellie!"
"What?" I giggled again. "There's three of them and two of us. Take your pick, and I'll take the other two."
The three men hadn't heard me say that, but they did hear Sydney's peals of laughter as they sauntered over.
"Seems we missed a pretty good joke," said one as they came up.
My guess was that they were all late twenties, maybe early thirties. Certainly not the usual college-aged boys I usually picked up. Sydney and I were clearly students, wearing different versions of the same college hoodie and drinking the cheapest available liquor. Still, if they didn't mind, I didn't mind.
"Buy us a drink and maybe we'll tell you," I said.
"Forward little thing, aren't you?" he replied. "I'm Shaun. Shaun Taylor."
Shaun's reddish-brown hair was trimmed and tidy, and he had a strong jawline and nice eyes. He held himself with authority, shoulders squared and back straight, but his smile was wide and friendly.
"Nellie," I replied. "And who are your friends?"
"Greg Barry."
A man with a thin, serious face and thick hair extended his hand to me, shaking it formally. Greg's eyebrows seemed to naturally rest in a scolding frown. Besides that, he had a nice smile, though he didn't flash it as often as Shaun did.
"Darryl Alexander," said the last one.
Darryl's head was shaved and he had a bright smile beaming from his dark skin. He was the tallest of the three, though he stooped to lean against the bar.
"And, sorry, didn't catch your name there?"
Sydney smiled shyly and introduced herself. Her eyes seemed to linger on Greg, who shook her hand just as formally as he had done to me.
"So, what are we drinking, ladies? I want to hear that joke." Shaun waved at the bartender.
"Well, I said I might tell you," I teased. I had no intention of actually telling the men what I'd said, though I had already decided I'd be going home with one of them.
I didn't know a woman who wouldn't, frankly. I knew Sydney was as open as I was to hooking up with guys she'd just met, and I was sure that the three men could sense it. They were friendly and funny, but a competitive tension hung between them as they tried to determine which of the three would be left out of a one-night stand.
"So how do you three know each other?" I asked after our next drink.
"Co-workers," Darryl said casually. "And you ladies?"
"We played dodgeball together one time." Sydney smiled coyly. "Our captain Veronica was really impressed with how Nellie handled the balls."
"Not this again," I groaned. Even Greg cracked a smile. "I told you, Veronica screamed the whole time. It was Jake who liked my ball handling."
"Well, maybe you'll let us come see you play sometime," Shaun said. "I'd personally love to see these ball-handling abilities."
"Jake, hey? Is that your boyfriend?" asked Darryl.
"Nah." I took a large gulp of my drink, unsure if I should explain what Jake had been to me.
"I see. Unrequited crush or break up?"
"Why does it have to be one of those?"
"I'm good at reading people." Darryl was leaning a bit closer now, his eyes twinkling as he smirked. "Kind of a talent. And you're a bit of an open book."
I raised an eyebrow. "Is that so?"
"Oh yes. So, is this Jake kid someone you like, or someone who broke your heart?"
"If you're so good at this, you tell me."
Darryl laughed. "This is part of my job. I've been doing this for years."
"Well, Mr. Alexander, I've taken two psychology classes." I licked my lips and smiled.
"Two psychology classes and you think you're an expert?"
"Nah, I just think it makes me qualified to determine that you're full of shit."
Darryl was a good sport, laughing along as Shaun razzed him about my response.
"Okay, all right," Darryl said as the laughter petered out. "Come on, Nellie. Was I close?"
I thought for a moment. "You were half right on one of them."
Shaun looked intrigued. "Half right? So it was a requited crush?"
I shook my head as Sydney giggled.
"You dumped him?" Darryl guessed. Again, Sydney laughed as I shook my head. "Shit. What's your guess, Greg?"
"Jake had a crush on Nellie." Greg still looked serious, but I noticed he had inched closer to Sydney and that she was leaning against his arm.
"Nope!" Sydney blurted. "Nellie and Jake were hooking up casually but he got together with Veronica after—"
"After I urged her to tell Jake about her feelings because she had a crush on him," I finished quickly.
Not that I was embarrassed about hooking up with both Jake and Veronica, but I didn't think our new friends needed to know that right off the bat.
"I would have never guessed that," Darryl mused.
"Should have taken a couple more psychology classes." I grinned as Shaun dissolved into laughter again.
As the night wore on, it became clear that Greg had made a claim on Sydney. A few drinks later, she was practically sitting on his lap, and even the crease between his eyebrows had relaxed a bit. This left me in the slightly awkward yet incredibly flattering position of having Darryl and Shaun compete for my affections.
Frankly, I didn't know how I was supposed to decide between the two of them. Darryl's deep voice and dark skin were intriguing and seductive, but I also wanted to rest against Shaun's broad shoulders as he grinned that goofy smile of his. I wanted to know if Shaun would keep smiling while I sat on his face, but also what Darryl's smooth head would look like nestled between my thighs.
"Nell?"
Sydney's voice broke me out of my contemplative pondering. I looked at her attentively.
"Sorry, didn't hear you."
"I said I need to go to the washroom."
"Ah yes, the mysterious ritual of tandem bathroom visitation," Shaun quipped.
"It's not that mysterious." I slid off my barstool and hooked my arm through Sydney's. "We're going to go talk about you."
We sauntered to the bathroom, giggling as Darryl made fun of Shaun. I was sure their eyes were on us as we walked away, and I knew that most girls would face forward and let them ogle. But playing games like that wasn't something I did. Just before we rounded the hallway to the bathroom, I glanced over my shoulder. Sure enough, all three men were watching us, and I smirked as I caught Shaun's eye.
The bathroom was lit harshly in comparison to the dim bar we'd just left. It was reasonably clean, considering we were in a dive bar, but two of the three stalls lacked toilet paper and the door to the other was hanging slightly askew. Stark fluorescent lights glared down at us, making me blink rapidly to adjust my eyes.
Sydney did a small dance and looked at me, her eyes lit up. "Okay, what's the plan?"
"Plan?"
"Oh, come on. I'm absolutely ready to fuck Greg." She leaned against the bathroom counter, then jumped back, realizing it was wet. "I figured I'd take him back to my place, so if you know which one you want to hook up with..."
As she trailed off, I ran a hand through my hair, adjusting it in the hazy mirror. "I don't know," I finally said. "I like them both."
Sydney pursed her lips. "That is a dilemma. They are both incredibly hot."
"I thought you had eyes for Greg," I teased.
"Oh, completely. He's a teddy bear behind that stern face. And I've been sitting in his lap. I am not ending this night without seeing what he's packing."
"Well, if you want to take off—"
"No way. We stick together. Sexy as they may be, I'm not leaving you with two strangers in a dive bar."
"I can handle myself," I protested. "I don't want you to miss out on Greg just because I can't decide whose dick I'd rather suck."
Sydney shook her head. "Nope. We walk home together, with or without those boys."
On a quick side note, it was that moment in the bathroom when Syd and I really became best friends. I had a lot of friends, good friends, but not one of those platonic soulmates who seem to pop up in every girl's life. Drunk and horny in a dive bar bathroom, Sydney declared she wasn't willing to leave me alone with strangers and would give up a sure thing just to make sure I was safe. That's what friends did, I supposed, but wasn't something I'd ever experienced before.
Smiling, Sydney and I plotted out the rest of the evening. We knew she was going to take Greg back to her place, but needed to figure out what we were going to do with Shaun and Darryl. Once we did, we strolled out of the bathroom, arms again linked.
"Welcome back," Darryl said. "We were starting to think you climbed out a bathroom window to escape."
"Actually, we were talking about just how hungry we are," Sydney said.
Greg made a strained face. "I think they have a food menu here, but—"
"Ew, no." I shook my head. "We were going to go back to my place and order a pizza."
"Damn, pizza is, like, my favourite food in the world," said Shaun, grinning.
"Oh, is that so?" I fluttered my eyelashes innocently. "Well, would you gentlemen like to come back and split one with us?"
"Absolutely," Shaun said. "I do, anyways. I know that Darryl absolutely hates pizza so maybe he wants to head home."
"Fuck off," Darryl grumbled. "I like pizza."
I touched Darryl's arm. "Well, you're invited whether or not you like pizza."
Shaun's face fell just slightly as Darryl grinned.
"You too, Shaun. I can't deny a man his favourite food."
Sydney was practically hanging off Greg as we closed our tabs and headed out. As we walked home, they trailed slightly behind, Sydney's laughter loud through the quiet streets. Shaun and Darryl flanked either side of me, unabashedly competing for my attention as we walked. Even with a quick stop to pick up pizzas from the place closest to our building and beer from the liquor store next to it, we were back at my apartment in almost no time.
"You'll have to excuse the mess," I said as I led everyone into my apartment.
It was a habit of mine to say, though my apartment didn't look half as bad as it usually did. I had cleaned the kitchen earlier that day and there were only a few pieces of clothing scattered through the living room, instead of half my wardrobe. A stack of textbooks and notes were strewn across my coffee table, and I put the pizzas on the counter while I got plates and napkins from the cupboard.
"Damn, are you sure you're a student?" asked Darryl. "This is a pretty big apartment for one person."
I laughed awkwardly. They weren't wrong. My apartment was a two-bedroom, two-bath with a balcony overlooking a park across the street. Sydney's apartment was in the same building, but her roommate had already graduated and gotten a job, and faced the other side of the street. Sydney knew why I had such a nice place, but it wasn't something I was especially proud of.
"She's definitely a student." Shaun started clearing up some of the books I'd left on the coffee table, while Darryl cracked beers open for everyone. "Forensic psychology, hey?"
"No shit?" Darryl looked at the textbook, then back at me. "What did you say you're doing at school?"
"Forensic Science," I said.
"Gonna be a cop?"
I shook my head. "I want to be a crime scene investigator of some kind. I haven't decided completely yet."
Shaun burst out laughing and I frowned, deciding Darryl was slightly ahead in their competition now. "What, is that a problem?"
"No, we just..." He shook his head as he continued chuckling.
Greg had settled himself into my armchair, and Sydney had settled herself onto his lap.
"Why are you laughing at her, then?" she asked. "What, are you drug dealers or something?"
That time, Greg burst out laughing. The sound startled Sydney and myself, and I nearly dropped the pizza boxes as I carried them to the now-cleared coffee table.
"What is so funny?" I demanded, starting to get annoyed. "It's not because I watched CSI and decided I'd base my career off a TV show, if that's what you think."
"No, no," Darryl said quickly. "You just never asked what we do for a living."
Sydney and I exchanged glances. They had said they were coworkers, but neither of us had asked further.
"I assumed you were all male strippers or something." I took a piece of pizza and started eating.
"Well, Shaun used to be, but not anymore."
"Wait, really?" I whirled towards Shaun. "Did you actually?"
He nodded. "Paid the bills while I went through recruitment."
"Recruitment for what?"
Shaun grinned. "Well, the recruitment and training process for the police takes like two years."
"You're cops?" Sydney said incredulously. "Yeah, right."
"We are!"
"Prove it," I challenged.
Shaun and Darryl laughed as they pulled police badges out of their pockets.
Sydney's eyes were wide. "Why didn't you just tell us earlier?"
Greg took the piece of pizza she handed to him, as he was unable to get it himself with her on his lap. "A lot of people don't like cops."
"Well, I think it's sexy."
Sydney wiggled on Greg's lap. His expression flickered momentarily from its usual seriousness to one of lust, and I didn't think it would be long until Sydney insisted he walk her home down the few flights of stairs to her apartment.
I nodded in agreement as I drank my beer. "Yeah, that's cool, but I need to hear more about this stripper business."
Darryl rolled his eyes as Shaun grinned.
"Well, I can show you," he teased.



"Keep it in your pants, man," Darryl groaned. "No one wants to see that."
"I kind of want to see it." Sydney's voice was shy, and she glanced at Greg and bit her lip. "Just a little."
That's how, as I ate a slice of pizza and drank a beer, Shaun ended up slowly gyrating in my living room. Sydney and I giggled and hollered as he pulled out his phone to play some music. I settled myself on the couch next to Darryl, who was leaning against the armrest looking unimpressed as he ate his pizza.
To his credit, Shaun was a good dancer. He faced me as he unbuttoned his shirt to reveal a tight white undershirt. I licked my lips as he continued to move, his hips rolling as he swayed to the music. The shirt finally came off and revealed the broad shoulders I'd been daydreaming about, his biceps toned but not so muscular as to be threatening. Hooting, I egged him on, pushing the now-empty plate onto the coffee table as I leaned back with my beer.
Sydney had gone quiet. As Shaun twirled around, I noted that Greg was whispering something in her ear, his hand firmly gripping her thigh. She had a wide smile on her face, and turned to whisper something back to him. They were unreasonably adorable together, I decided, and hoped that Greg would call her after they spent the night together. She might have been younger than he was, but it didn't seem like loosening him up would be a bad thing.
My attention turned back to Shaun as he lifted the undershirt. His jeans were slung low on his hips and a trail of coarse hair scattered from his belly button to under the waistband. I licked my lips again, watching his thick torso as he lifted the shirt up more and more. His nipples were hard, poking through the white fabric, and I wanted nothing more than for him to come over so I could lick them.
I got my wish, though I didn't end up licking Shaun's nipples. He gyrated across the room and stood in front of me, nudging my legs open. My lips were pressed firmly together as I tried not to let the nervous giggle bouncing around my chest out. Shaun leaned forward, putting his hands on the top of the couch as he hovered over me, hips swaying as he trapped me under his body.
His chest was dangerously close to my face, and if I reached out, I could grab his ass and pull him towards me. But I was transfixed by the front of his jeans, an inviting bulge snaking against his thigh. Even covered by the denim, he seemed big, and I felt the familiar tingle of arousal begin in my stomach. Had I not been surrounded by three other people as I received this strange and unexpected lap dance, I would have reached forward to feel him.
The song ended and Darryl coughed. Shaun paused, still hovering over me, and grinned as I looked up to meet his eyes.
"So, what do you think?"
I tried to play it cool, ignoring the warm dampness that was starting to invade my panties. "Not bad, not bad at all."
"Not bad?" He stood up, scoffing jokingly. "I'll have you know, women would come from miles away just for the chance to get a dance like that from me."
"You're so full of shit," Darryl grumbled.
It wasn't long before the beers were empty and the pizza was gone, and I still hadn't decided who I'd rather fuck. I could tell Greg was getting impatient, and though she was trying not to show it, so was Sydney. Finally, she stretched and yawned.
"Well, Nellie?" She looked at me pointedly.
"Oh, if you're tired, you can head home," I said cheerfully.
I wasn't worried about anything unwanted happening, plus Sydney knew she could check in with me.
She slid off Greg's lap and held her hand out to him. "Officer Barry, would you be willing to walk me home?"
"Actually, it's Detective."
Darryl rolled his eyes again as Sydney made a small noise of appreciation. After an understandably hurried farewell, Sydney and Greg left for the long walk down three flights of stairs to Sydney's apartment.
My apartment seemed quiet after their departure, even though they had spent most of their time subtly touching each other and whispering back and forth. The lack of their presence made me much more aware of the two men sitting in my living room, both wishing that I'd tell the other to leave.
Shaun finally broke the tension. "So now what?"
"No more games. Let's cut to the chase," Darryl said before I could respond. "Nellie, you know we both want to hook up with you."
A grin was spreading across my face. "Really? I had no idea."
Shaun laughed, but Darryl's face remained serious.
"Are you okay with that?"
"With the fact that you both want to fuck me?"
"He's making sure you're consenting," Shaun clarified.
"Wait, am I consenting to fucking both of you or do I still have to choose?"
"Well, I mean, we thought you'd try to pick one of us, but—"
"I'm fine with either."
Shaun's grin had faded and he looked at Darryl as if to challenge him.
Licking my lips, I looked back and forth from Darryl to Shaun.
Neither of them had any idea what they were in for. Maybe they had never met someone like me before, someone who wanted sex the way I did. I didn't think they realized that given the opportunity to have one cock or two, I was always going to pick two. Watching the silent battle between them as they met each other's eyes was arousing in itself, and my pussy seemed to throb as each of them considered the situation.
"Let me get this straight," Darryl finally said. "You want to fuck both of us? Like, at the same time?"
I shrugged nonchalantly, though I couldn't hide the grin forming on my face. "Either works for me. I mean, it wouldn't be the first time I've been with two people at once. Though, it's never been two guys before."
Darryl's face was impossible to read, but Shaun was a bit more obvious. He didn't care if he had to share me or not. In fact, given the way he was staring, I thought perhaps he would actually prefer having Darryl there. And the more I thought about it, the more I wanted both of them. I didn't want one of them to back out. I didn't want to pick. I wanted a cock in my pussy and in my mouth at the same time. Was that really so much to ask?
"I have an idea that might help." I stood up. "Shaun, come sit here."
Pushing the coffee table out of the way as Shaun sat down, I stood in front of them. "Now, I got an unexpected lap dance earlier, and that got me thinking all kinds of thoughts about the two of you. So, why don't I give each of you a dance and you can both think through my proposal?"
Even I knew my reasoning was half-baked at best, but that was kind of the beauty of it. When people want something, they'll accept any sort of ridiculous or impractical thought process to justify whatever is going to happen next.
I knew when both Shaun and Darryl agreed to my asinine reasoning that I'd be fucking both of them.
Biting my lip in what I hoped was a sexy way, I turned some music on and approached Darryl. "So, do I have your consent to dance for you, Officer?"
He nodded, eyes glued to me as I stood in front of him. I was still wearing my college hoodie, and as soon as he nodded, I started lifting it up slowly. I wasn't sure whose sharp intake of breath I heard as I brought it over my head, but I was grinning as I removed it and tossed it towards the chair Greg and Sydney had been sitting in.
I considered removing my jeans and bra but decided against both as I sauntered up to Darryl. Swaying my hips in time to the music, I looked down at the vision before me. His chin was tilted up, attention rapt, face still cautiously guarded.
If I'd been thinking, I would have had Darryl and Shaun sit on my kitchen chairs rather than the couch, but I could work with what was in front of me. Shaun had danced around the room a bit before leaning over me, but I wasn't about to waste my time with that. In a single swift movement, I was straddling Darryl's lap.
His hands fluttered for a moment before settling against my thighs, and I rolled my hips against him as my hands rested on his shoulders. Darryl's eyes roamed over my torso, taking in the gentle bouncing of my tits as I moved against him.
My body moved to the music, but my ears heard only the sound of Darryl's breathing mixed with my own. His hands gently stroked my thighs as I ground against him, and my bare stomach pressed against his shirt as I pushed my body close to his. The quietest of groans escaped his mouth as I settled back against his lap.
There was a tell-tale bulge beneath me, and I regretted not taking my jeans off so I could better feel it through his pants. Making do with what I had, I made sure to brush against his hardening cock each time I rolled my hips on his lap. Darryl seemed to like it, and his head tilted back as I wriggled against him.
That wouldn't do. I had been steadying myself against his shoulders, but took one of my hands to the back of his neck and tilted his head up in line with me. At the same time, I pushed myself up and knelt with my body as close to his as I could, pressing my breasts against his face.
That time, the sharp inhale came from Shaun, as I could feel the muffled vibration of a louder groan from Darryl against my tits. I knew Shaun's eyes were on us as I rubbed my tits against Darryl, the thin fabric of my bra the only barrier between his lips and my hardened nipples.
I was fairly certain there were rules about how one could touch a girl giving a lap dance, but those rules were for people getting paid. In the privacy of my apartment, I had no rules, so when Darryl's mouth latched on to my nipple through my bra, I was okay with it. When his hands moved from my thighs to my hips, then around to my ass and pushed me even harder against him, I was even more okay with it.
Unable to continue what passed for dancing in that situation, I let my hands trail up to Darryl's smooth head, caressing it as he nuzzled my breasts. His breath was hot against my skin and I bent an arm around my back, unhooking my bra as he played with my breasts. Pulling away from him just slightly, I took it off and flung it towards the chair to join my hoodie.
Darryl's mouth returned to my breasts in an instant, and he took full advantage of his newfound access. His tongue traced around my nipple, sucking at the hardened nub in a way that made me want to grind against him again. With his hands still cradling my ass, I couldn't, and I instinctively tried to wriggle my hips in a way so the tightness of my jeans would offer some relief.
It was futile, and I was about to make the agonizing decision to pull my breasts from Darryl's mouth when the choice was made for me. Shaun cleared his throat and I realized the song had finished.
"I think it's my turn," he said.
Darryl grumbled under his breath but released me. My face felt flushed and I was sure my chest was red. I slid off Darryl's lap, trying not to show how incredibly turned on I was.
Shaun started a new song and raised his eyebrows at me. "I'm ready when you are."
The bulge I'd noticed in Shaun's pants earlier was still there, straining against his pants as he looked up at me. With a grin, I danced a bit in front of Shaun before unbuttoning my jeans and slowly sliding them down my legs.
I'd always been comfortable naked, but that was one of the first times I ever felt truly powerful in my nudity. Both Shaun and Darryl were still fully clothed, but as I stood before them in just a thong that was already soaked through from my arousal, I felt as though I could demand anything from them.
It was too bad I didn't have any speeding tickets. I was almost certain they'd wipe my record clean for just a moment of my attention.
I climbed on Shaun's lap as gracefully as I could. I half-expected him to immediately grab me and continue where Darryl had left off, but he didn't touch me at all. I began to roll my body against Shaun, making sure to grind my dripping pussy against the straining bulge in his pants.
His jeans were rough against me, and as much as I wanted to continue the lap dance charade, my body was begging me to do more. After a few moments, I leaned back, resting my ass against Shaun's knees, and reached for his waistband.
Shaun watched me intently as I undid his pants and slid my hands inside. I was sure Darryl was watching closely as well, but all my attention was focused on getting access to Shaun's cock. The heat from his swollen appendage seemed to radiate even through the fabric of his boxers, and he sighed as it finally pushed out of the opening I'd made in his jeans.
It was all I wanted for the moment. Shaun's cock jutted out from his pants, tenting the fabric of his boxers, and I moved back up his body. That time, when I rolled against him, his length nestled against my dripping folds. A relieved moan slipped from my mouth as I revelled in the friction between us, using his cock to bring some relief to my desperate pussy.
Things devolved from there. Shaun seemed to be unable to resist touching me any longer, and he grabbed my ass hard. He pulled me forward, then pushed me back, and I wantonly moaned as I used his cock. It was big, as expected, and by that point, I was so turned on that he probably could have pushed the entirety of it inside me without any resistance.
When Shaun let go of my ass, I didn't stop grinding against his cock. I was fairly certain that my wetness had started seeping through his boxers, since my own thong was already soaked. He didn't seem to notice, or if he did, didn't care. His mouth found my tits, finally resuming the attention Darryl had been paying to them.
It was too much for me. As Shaun sucked on my nipple, twirling his tongue around the hard bud, I knew I was going to come. Bearing down on his covered bulge, I ground my clit against him.
"She's going to come on you."
Darryl's voice was distant as he told Shaun I was close. I'm sure it was obvious, that my breathing changed or that my eyes squeezed shut as I used Shaun's body, but in the moment I wondered how he knew. It didn't matter. Shaun heard him and continued sucking my tits. As I got closer to the edge, he thrust up against me slightly, his thick cock hitting my clit with the perfect pressure to push me over.
I cried out as I came, writhing against Shaun as an orgasm rolled through my body. I kept pushing my clit against him, the pressure of his cock against me just enough to extend the waves of pleasure. As I finished, I gasped, sliding back so my sensitive nub wasn't pushing against the fabric of his boxers any longer.
I glanced down as Shaun released my nipple from his mouth. I was right: there was a large wet spot on his boxers, concentrated mostly on the length of his cock. I glanced up at Shaun.
"Oops," I said. "I think I might have gotten you a little wet."
"Absolutely zero complaints from me," he responded.
I lifted myself off his lap, slightly unsteady from the orgasm that had just wracked my body as I stood in front of them. "So, officers? I think you were supposed to be thinking about if you both wanted to fuck me or not."
"Was that what I was supposed to be thinking about?" Shaun mused. "I definitely got distracted. I might need a repeat."
Darryl ignored him. "I want to fuck you, and I want to watch this dumbass fuck you."
His voice was hoarse, and his eyes were full of blatant desire.
I grinned, moving back towards Darryl. "I have a couple of rules," I said. "Shaun, are you listening? These apply to you, too."
Shaun nodded. "Yes, ma'am."
"Condoms are a must. I have them in my room." Both men nodded, and I continued. "I haven't ever been fucked in the ass before and would prefer not to go there tonight, but you can play with it any other way. Otherwise, if you want to try anything, I'm pretty much game. Just tell me first."
They nodded again.
"I also have never been fucked in the ass, so don't get any funny ideas, Darryl," Shaun said.
Beckoning them to follow me, I led the men to my room. It was slightly messier than the rest of the apartment, though I was counting on the view of my ass to distract them from it. The box of condoms I had was sitting on my dresser, and I grabbed it and tossed it on the bed before sitting on the edge. Darryl and Shaun stood side by side in front of me.
"Undress," I ordered.
They obeyed immediately, and I couldn't keep myself from glancing back and forth between them as layers of clothes slipped off. Darryl took off his shirt, bare-chested beneath the buttons, and moved on to his pants. Shaun was a little quicker, already pulling his jeans down.
Both men were well-toned, Darryl taller and leaner while Shaun had broad shoulders and a thicker torso. Darryl's skin was smooth, while Shaun had a bit more hair spattered across his chest and stomach. I stared hungrily, taking in their bodies that were both so different but so absolutely gorgeous.
When they finally got around to removing their boxers, I couldn't keep from grinning. Just as their bodies were different and gorgeous, so were their cocks. I couldn't really say that one was bigger than the other. Shaun's cock was longer, already leaking pre-cum down the swollen tip, but Darryl's was thicker, and his dark, engorged head was almost begging to be sucked.
I was already wanting more. My pussy craved those cocks, and I wanted nothing more than for them to fill me up as they fucked me. A gentle ache of desire was starting in my stomach, and I was aware of the distinctly hollow feeling that wouldn't be satiated until someone's cock was buried balls-deep inside my cunt.
I must have stared longer than I thought. Darryl eventually cleared his throat and I startled, face flushing as I met his eyes.
"Like what you see?" Shaun teased.
"Very much." I stood up from the edge of the bed. "I'm very glad you both won the competition."
Darryl smiled, seemingly in spite of himself. "Oh, the competition hasn't even started yet. I'm going to make you come more times than he will."
"Like hell you will. I've already made her come once," Shaun shot back.
"I fully endorse this competition," I said, though neither of them seemed to notice.
"I think using your dick as her fuck-toy doesn't really count as making her come, Shaun."
Shaun shrugged. "Fine. I don't need the extra point anyways."
"Even playing field, then," Darryl said, and before Shaun could react, he had stepped across the room, grabbed me, and pressed his lips to mine.
His hands were suddenly everywhere, running along my arms, trailing along my breasts, caressing my stomach. They finally settled on my ass, fingers gripping my flesh as he brought his body close against mine. Darryl's cock was pinned between us, a rigid pole digging into my stomach as he held me to him.
I wasn't sure what to expect with two men commanding my attention. Fluttering my eyes open, I looked over Darryl's shoulder at Shaun. Surprisingly, he was smiling, his hand wrapped around his cock as he watched Darryl grope me. I smiled against Darryl's mouth, enjoying the view of Shaun handling himself.
Darryl seemed to notice he didn't have my full attention anymore. He turned his head to see what I was looking at, then shook his head and scoffed.
"You like watching him jack off?"
I failed miserably at trying to look innocent. "A little."
With a steady hand, Darryl guided us so he was standing behind me while I faced Shaun. Immediately his arms wrapped around my body, holding me in place against him. His cock was nestled against my ass crack and I wiggled my hips, eliciting a grumbling groan from Darryl's mouth. He brought his hands down to my hips, grinding forward as he pulled me back.
Shaun watched as Darryl started touching me again. His large hands left my hips and slid back up my stomach, fingertips dragging along my ribs before cupping my breasts. Even with those big hands, my tits spilled out just a bit, and he kneaded gently before pinching my nipples.



I moaned, leaning back against Darryl's chest as he explored my tits. His lips pressed against my neck, sucking the tender skin there as he rolled my nipples between his fingers. Tingles of arousal shot through my body, and I squirmed against him again, my pussy begging for attention.
He seemed to get the message and one hand left my breast, travelling back down my body to the waistband of my panties. With practiced ease, Darryl slipped his fingers into my thong and over my mound. One finger slid along my dripping lips and I moaned again as he teased my entrance. My pussy ached to be penetrated and I wanted nothing more than that finger to dip inside of me, but to no avail. Darryl began teasing me relentlessly, his finger tracing along every part of my pussy except where I wanted him to go.
Leaning heavily against him, I whimpered as I looked at Shaun. He was transfixed by the sight of us, his hand moving slowly along the shaft of his cock. Darryl's strong arms held me in place and I was helpless in getting what I needed.
"Shaun, please," I gasped.
"Darryl, man, this isn't fair," he said.
Shaun let go of his cock and stepped forward. A wild flutter of hope that he would make Darryl stop teasing me filled my chest as he reached down in front of me. It faded quickly when I felt him tugging at the waistband of my panties, working them down my hips until they fell past my knees and to my ankles.
"Much better. I wasn't able to see her pussy." Shaun grinned as he took a step backward.
Disappointed, I let out a soft cry. "Please stop teasing me."
Darryl's lips moved against my throat, and I was sure he was smiling. "But it's just so fun. And I love feeling you wiggle against my cock like that."
"Wouldn't you rather have it inside me?" I asked, desperate for release.
"All in good time."
His finger trailed dangerously close to my clit and I tried to move my hips forward to meet it, but Darryl was too quick. Frustrated, I slumped back against him.
"You should see how hot she looks," Shaun said to Darryl. "She's so wet, her pussy is shining."
"I know, I can feel it. I don't think we've ever had someone this wet before." Darryl's finger slid along my labia as if to punctuate his statement.
The way they spoke as if I wasn't there was unreasonably erotic, and though it didn't seem possible, I was even more turned on. Somewhere in my mind, I had a question about what they had just said, but I was too distracted to focus on it.
"Will someone please touch my fucking cunt?" I demanded.
Darryl's laugh was muffled against my skin. "I am touching your cunt, Nellie."
Another frustrated cry left my lips, and both Shaun and Darryl laughed.
"Okay, okay, I think she's had enough," said Shaun.
He stepped forward and brought his hands up to my face, cradling my chin as he pressed his lips to mine. I kissed him back, slightly reserved until Darryl sunk his finger inside of me without warning.
I cried out again, though this time with relief. Shaun grasped the breast that Darryl wasn't already holding as he kissed me, then lowered his head to it and sucked on my nipple as Darryl's finger pressed against my G-spot.
The warmth of Darryl's body behind me, the hardness of his cock still pressing against my ass, and Shaun's wet mouth on my breast all heightened the feel of Darryl's finger in my cunt. Before I even knew what was happening, the walls of my pussy were clenching down on his finger and I was coming again, nearly screaming as Darryl held me in place.
My eyes were scrunched shut as my head tilted back, and as I came down, Darryl pulled his finger from my pussy.
"I barely had to touch you at all to get that one," he murmured in my ear.
I tried to form a response, but my mind was still catching up. My legs still felt like jelly and my vision still seemed hazy when I realized Shaun was no longer sucking on my nipple and was instead kneeling in front of me. I looked down just in time to see him push his face against my mound.
I knew I was lucky when it came to orgasms. Although rare, I could sometimes come without stimulating my clit, as had just happened with Darryl. While his hand might have brushed my clit, it was definitely more focused on my G-spot. And the glorious thing about those kinds of orgasms was that my clit didn't have the intense heightened sensitivity right after.
So, while I was usually too sensitive to have anyone touch my clit right after I came, Shaun was in luck. He buried his face against my pussy and took my clit into his mouth, sucking gently. My knees buckled and I had to steady myself on Shaun's head, his short hair tickling my fingers. If it weren't for Darryl still holding me up, I would have fallen.
His tongue moved deftly around the bud between my legs, lapping up my juices eagerly. As Shaun licked my pussy, Darryl gently moved against me, rubbing his thick cock against my ass. He grasped both my breasts and he kissed my neck as I leaned against him, my body still trembling.
Shaun's tongue was magic. He ate my pussy eagerly, but with a level of skill that was practiced and perfected. His hands gripped my thighs as he devoured me, and the soft, wet sounds emitting from between my legs were like music. Quiet moans trickled out of my mouth as he pushed his face against me, tongue sliding between my folds before flicking against my clit.
Darryl was doing something behind me, and his body shifted away from mine for a moment. I wanted to ask what he was doing, but Shaun's mouth had me captivated. I pushed myself against his face, grinding my clit against him as he ate me out eagerly. It was only when I heard the telltale sound of a wrapper being opened that I realized Darryl was about to fuck me, and a smile spread across my face.
The bed creaked softly as Darryl sat down, reaching forward to grab my hips. His fingers brushed Shaun's as he grasped my thighs, and Shaun pulled his face away.
"Get up on his lap, Nellie." Shaun was smiling, his face glistening with the juices from my pussy. "Keep facing me."
With guiding help from both Shaun and Darryl, I straddled Darryl's lap reverse cowgirl. Before sinking down onto the thick cock prodding between my legs, Shaun reached forward and kissed me. He tasted like me, slick juices coating his lips and chin as he explored my mouth.
A grumbling sigh came from behind me. Shaun had gripped Darryl's cock and was guiding it to my pussy. I pulled away and watched as Shaun positioned Darryl's cock beneath me, then moved his hands to my hips and began forcing me down on the thick rod.
My head tilted back as Darryl and I released matching groans of satisfaction. Shaun's pace was slow, and I felt every inch of Darryl's cock stretch my lips as it pushed inside me. The walls of my pussy gripped his swollen shaft as he filled me, and it wasn't until I felt my skin pressing against his that I drew another breath.
"How does he feel?" Shaun asked.
I moaned in response, trying to move my hips, but Shaun held me still.
"Tell me," he demanded.
"Big," I managed to say. "Good."
My stuttered response made both men laugh, and Shaun released his grip on me. "Let me see you fuck him," he said.
I moved slowly at first, letting myself adjust to the feeling of Darryl's cock buried inside me. As I rolled my hips and began riding him properly, Darryl groaned and his hands fluttered along my sides. Pangs of pleasure ran through my entire body, tingles that started at my fingertips and tickled along my skin down to my toes.
I had been resting my hand against Darryl's leg, but as the fiery satisfaction ran through my body, I moved my fingers between my legs. Shaun made a small noise as I started rubbing my clit, and I began riding Darryl's cock faster as I touched myself.
"You just standing there while she handles herself?" Darryl grunted from behind me. "Shit, Shaun, just go home and jerk off if that's all you're going to do."
"Fuck off." Shaun stepped forward, taking my hand from between my legs and supporting my shoulders. "Lean back. Let this lazy bastard do the work."
"I'm going to fall," I protested.
"No, you won't," Darryl said.
Still buried inside me, he pushed the both of us up along the bed, until he was leaning against my headboard. I was astounded that he was strong enough to do that while I was sitting on top of him, but that was nothing compared to what he was about to do.
I leaned back as instructed, and Darryl's hands firmly wrapped around my waist as he began thrusting up into me. The pace I'd been maintaining, that I thought had been rather fast and hard, suddenly seemed like a leisurely stroll through the park. Each time he shoved his cock as deep as he could, a small puff of breath left my lips, as though he was forcing the air out of my lungs.
Somehow, despite being on top, Darryl had me under his complete control. His arms were tight around me as he mercilessly pounded my pussy, and my tits were bouncing almost uncontrollably.
It was unbelievably amazing.
I watched as Shaun climbed on the bed, crawling towards us. Darryl slowed his pace as he felt Shaun move closer. I expected Shaun to start fingering my clit, or maybe grab onto my bouncing tits, but he did neither. To my shock, he grinned that warm smile of his, lowered his head, and resumed his attention to my clit with his mouth.
I had never, ever expected to have someone lick my pussy while someone else fucked me. I couldn't have even begun to imagine the sensation of someone sucking my throbbing clit while their friend was balls deep in my dripping cunt. The intensity was incomparable, and my mind seemed to lose track of everything happening aside from the cock in my pussy and the tongue on my clit.
My eyes were closed, or maybe open. I had memories of seeing Shaun licking me while Darryl fucked me, but it could have just been my mind filling in the blanks after the fact. All I really knew is that my body was overloaded, my senses flooded with pleasure, and I was going to come again.
I tried to tell the men, but nothing came from my mouth except a mix of cries and moans. Shaun seemed to be fluent in whatever language I was speaking, and his hand came up to my breast, fondling me as he enthusiastically feasted on my clit.
My third orgasm of the night nearly caused me to pass out. At that moment, I was weightless, the thumping of my heart the only thing I could hear as waves of electricity consumed me. I felt my heartbeat in every part of me, travelling through my veins and my skin, setting me on fire as a white light sealed my vision.
Darryl had stopped hammering his cock into me at some point, and Shaun's head had moved from between my legs. When I came back from wherever it was that orgasm had brought me, they were arguing about whose point it was.
"She came on my cock," Darryl said.
"Yeah, and I had my mouth on her clit, right next to your balls. Point goes to the person whose face was closest to the other's balls."
"Fine. We're one-one."
I was leaning heavily against Darryl's chest, his cock still inside me as I opened my eyes.
"You guys have done this before." The realization hit me during that moment of clear mindlessness.
Darryl chuckled behind me, his lips pressing against my neck. "Guilty."
"You knew you were going to both fuck me tonight."
"The second we saw you." Shaun leaned forward to kiss me.
I kissed him back, as eagerly as I could considering I still felt like I was made of jelly.
"Could have told me earlier," I mumbled. "Would have saved me a lot of trouble worrying about it."
"Yeah, but it's more fun for you to think it was your idea."
Shaun helped me off Darryl's cock, allowing me to crawl forward on the bed. As I knelt beside him, he kissed me again, wrapping his arms around me as our chests pressed together. His cock probed against my thigh, and I reached down to stroke him lightly as we kissed.
Pre-cum was dripping from his tip, slick under my fingers as I rubbed his cock. For the first time that night, Shaun seemed to lose a bit of control. His eyes fluttered as he groaned against my mouth, his shoulders relaxing with relief as I moved my hand along his shaft.
Poor Shaun hadn't had any attention paid to his rigid cock yet, aside from the small amount of grinding I did against it while we were still dancing around the issue. As I kissed him, I knew that had to change.
"Stand over there." I pulled away from him and tilted my head towards the foot of my bed.
Shaun nodded and hopped off the bed, standing at the edge. I moved forward on my hands and knees, appreciating the view of his jutting rod.
As I settled in front of Shaun, I looked back at Darryl and wiggled my ass at him. "Come on over any time."
Darryl grinned. "I want to watch a little of the show first."
With that, I turned back to Shaun, sticking out my tongue and immediately licking the pre-cum off his dick. He exhaled as I lapped the sticky fluid up, circling my tongue around his swollen head before exploring the rest of his shaft. My tongue traced along each of the throbbing veins, the smooth skin of his dick hot against my mouth. Once every inch of his cock was shimmering from being licked, I kissed my way back up to his tip.
I looked up at Shaun, and his eyes met mine as he watched me, entranced. The smile was gone from his face and his eyes were wide, yearning as he waited for me to take him into his mouth. I held eye contact with him as I opened my lips and slid his tip into my mouth, then more of his shaft, and more, until he was hitting the back of my throat.
It was only then that Shaun broke the eye contact, his head tilting back as he groaned. His hands moved towards my head as I began pumping his cock in and out of my mouth, swallowing as much of him as I could. His cock was a good length, but I didn't have any trouble taking it down my throat. As my nose pressed against Shaun's pelvis, he groaned again and pressed against my head, holding me in place for a moment.
"Damn, she's one hell of a cocksucker," Darryl commented.
Shaun grunted in response and released his grip on my head, allowing me to move back before attempting to swallow his cock again.
Darryl had been somewhat quiet while he fucked me, just the occasional groan or loud exhale. Shaun, on the other hand, was much noisier. He swore under his breath, making deep noises as I worked his cock. It was incredibly hot, and my pussy was throbbing again in no time as I listened to Shaun urge me on as I sucked his cock.
The mattress shifted as Darryl finally moved towards me. My toes curled in anticipation as his legs brushed against mine while he positioned himself, ending up with his legs outside mine as his hands gripped my hips. As I sucked Shaun's cock, Darryl nudged his tip against my waiting entrance before plunging inside me with a single thrust.
My cry of surprise at his sudden entrance was muffled by Shaun's cock, which felt like it was halfway down my throat. As I moaned, his hands tightened in my hair and he cried out as well.
It was clear that Darryl was done teasing. He was done with watching, done with moving slowly, done with anything aside from working to his own finish. His fingers dug into my hips as he shoved his cock inside me, recklessly powerful. Darryl's balls slapped against me, hitting my clit as he used my pussy, fucking me with abandon.
Every second of it was bliss. I loved the lack of control, the feeling of him inside me, and the way he took me for his own. It did mean, however, that I could barely keep Shaun's cock in my mouth, let alone focus on sucking him off. The force of Darryl's thrusts made it hard to keep any sort of pace.
With his cock still in my mouth, I glanced up at Shaun, pleading with my eyes for him to take control. He seemed to get the message, and his hands tightened in my hair again as he began thrusting forward into my mouth. In almost no time at all, they managed to get into a rhythm. As Darryl thrust into me, Shaun pulled my head onto his cock, pushing himself as deep as he could go into my throat. As Darryl pulled out, Shaun pulled back just a bit before impaling me again.
I could barely breathe, yet I'd never felt so amazing in my life. Somehow, I managed to snake a hand between my legs, and began fingering my clit as the two men ravaged my body. I knew it was about them now, but there was no question that I would come again. Aside from grinding on Shaun's cock, I had been under their control for every orgasm, unable to move or to writhe against them, held firmly in place by hands and bodies and arms. It was like an addiction: I wanted to feel it one more time before they were done with me, I wanted to be helpless in my orgasm as they used my face and my cunt.
It didn't take long for me to get there, and unlike the other times, there was no warning the men. As I crashed over the edge for the fourth time, the walls of my pussy clenched around Darryl's cock. He let out a surprised cry that turned into a groan, and his thrusting became erratic as he came.
My own cries were still muffled by Shaun's cock, and he swore intensely as he fucked my face. As I finished, breathing hard through my nose as Darryl was still buried inside me, he looked down at me.
"I'm close, Nellie," he growled. "Just give me a minute."
I couldn't respond, of course, but I made another small noise that vibrated against Shaun's cock as I looked up at him. He groaned, and just a moment later I felt the warmth of his cum shoot into my mouth. His cock spasmed against my tongue and I swallowed eagerly, while Shaun held my head still against him.
Darryl slid out of me and leaned back on the bed while Shaun finished. When his fingers loosened their grip in my hair, I pulled back, letting his cock out of my mouth with a soft pop. Still kneeling, I sat back on my heels and watched as Shaun flopped back onto the bed.
I wasn't sure what to say, which was unusual. It's not that I was embarrassed or ashamed or anything like that, but what does someone even say after being fucked like that? I was still catching my breath, the aura of afterglow still blanketing my senses. My mouth still tasted like Shaun's cum and my pussy was still wet and aching from Darryl's cock.
Shifting a bit, I looked from Shaun to Darryl, who were both watching me with guarded expressions.
"Are you okay?" The note of worry in Shaun's voice was touching, though he tried to hide it.
I nodded slowly. "I'm just trying to figure out how exactly I won that competition."
"Wait, what?" Darryl scoffed. "I clearly won. I made you come way more than he did."
"Well, that's the thing." I grinned as I turned towards them fully, shifting so I was sitting on my hip with my legs curled beside me. "You both said the first orgasm didn't count as a point to either of you, since I was using Shaun's cock. So that means it was my point."
"Okay, I guess. But then I made you come while you were just standing there," Darryl said.
"And I got the point for licking your clit while he fucked you," added Shaun.
"And then I was fucking you while you sucked him off, so—"
"And I was fingering myself," I interrupted. "So, if the first one was using Shaun's cock, then that should count as using your cock. I earned two points, you each got one."
The incredulous expression on Darryl's face set Shaun's laughter off, which in turn had me giggling like a maniac.
"You might be going into the wrong career," Darryl finally said. "That's almost lawyer-like thinking there."
"Don't put that garbage idea into her head."
Shaun moved up the bed, mirroring Darryl's position, and beckoned me to sit between the two of them. I obliged, nestling between them as my body relaxed, a sense of exhaustion beginning to overtake me.



We chatted idly for a little longer, just enjoying the feel of each others' bodies, laughing and joking as we relaxed. I asked how many women they'd picked up like this, and listened as Darryl explained how a bet during their police training turned into the system they had now. Darryl's uncanny ability to read people's faces paired with Shaun's warm personality made finding women who were open to it a lot easier.
They reminisced about some of their other conquests, and it was only when I felt myself jolt awake that I realized I was falling asleep.
"We'll let you get to bed," Darryl said. "You seem pretty tired."
"Four orgasms will do that to you," I yawned.
I wrapped a bathrobe around me while the men dressed, and walked them to the door.
"So, is this stuff a one-and-done thing for you guys?" I asked as they prepared to leave.
Shaun looked surprised. "Why, you want another go?"
I shrugged, grinning. "I'm just saying, I wouldn't say no to a repeat performance."
As I closed the door behind them, I wasn't sure if they'd take me up on it. Climbing back into bed, I drowsily made a small wish that I'd hear from them, and immediately fell asleep.
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Chapter OneThe first red flag should have been that Roger said he would meet me in Winnipeg.
"I have an interview the day before, so I'll go down early and you can just meet me there."
The second was the tickets.
"I'll get the tickets on the way there. You get them on the way back. I'll give you yours when we meet at the station."
The third was that he wouldn't pick up his phone when I tried calling him to say I was on the bus to Winnipeg.
The fourth and fifth were the text messages he didn't respond to while I was on the bus.
The sixth was the unanswered phone call when I got to the train station.
The seventh was a photo message from Kristen of Roger with his friends at the Timmy's, back home.
I hate to be the bearer of bad news—that was a lie, she was probably giddy with glee about it—but they're bragging about tricking you into thinking Roger was going to take you to Montreal.
I tried calling Roger again, but it went to voicemail. Seconds later, another text from Kristen.
Did you just try calling him? They're laughing. I'm so sorry, Lacey.
I didn't respond to her, opting instead to text Roger.
Ha, ha. You got me. I bit my lip as I struggled to find the right words. Why?
He didn't text back right away, and neither did Kristen. When he finally did, my heart settled somewhere in the area of my small intestine.
Srsly? Cant believe u fell for it. Just wanted to fuk u, but ur such a fukn goodie 2 shoes. Sry not sry LOL
It was accompanied by a picture of him and his friends inside the Timmy's, flipping off the camera.
You know those movies where some character is sitting on a bench for hours while a blurry montage of people rushing by shows the passage of time? And it's supposed to be all artsy and meaningful and stuff?
I always thought those scenes were so dumb. Who would just sit there for hours on end staring at a wall? I mean, I can certainly sit still and stare mindlessly at things. Any good church-going girl can. Still, I couldn't imagine a single scenario where I would do so simply because of some kind of emotional devastation.
I learned a lot of things about myself that summer. The first was that I was entirely capable of sitting on a bench in a train station, frozen in indecision as I tried not to let the heartbreak show on my face.
A lot of things kept me from moving. Embarrassment. The aforementioned indecisiveness. Betrayal. Take your pick, really. But there I was, the very picture of a trope. The naive small-town girl, backpack loosely clutched to her chest as she perched on the edge of the metal bench, staring at a brick wall as fear and anger and sadness paralyzed her.
The world passed around me. Screaming children scampered by with their families. Old men held their wives' hands as they escorted them to the platform. College students, people my age, plotted how they would sneak alcohol and weed onto the train.
And still I sat.
I could have done the reasonable thing and just bought a bus ticket home, hanging my head in shame as we drove back to that nameless small town. Something inside me wouldn't allow it. The whole thing was my own fault. I had trusted Roger. I had forgiven him. I had turned the other cheek and in doing so, had turned a blind eye to the obvious mistake I was making.
Roger and I grew up in the same nameless small town, the kind that is nothing more than a blip on a map. The kind that are all the same, but all different. Ours was north of Winnipeg, Manitoba, far enough that a trip into the city was more than a day trip but close enough that a bus ran regularly.
In that little town, Roger Swift was the epitome of a heartthrob. He was a hockey boy, of course, like all desirable males are in any small Canadian town. Tall, with broad shoulders and shaggy blond hair, his nose only a little crooked from an errant puck, he played center for the junior hockey team three towns over. Roger's main claim to fame was that he had nearly been drafted into the NHL.
He hadn't made the cut, but he came closer than most. He was a real hometown hero, the kind that could do no wrong.
Somewhere, in a perfect universe that really only exists in romantic comedies, Roger and I would have been high school sweethearts. We would have married at 20, and by 22—the age we were that summer—we would have had one or two tiny blessings bouncing on our hips as we hosted social events and hockey tournaments.
The preacher's daughter and the handsome jock are supposed to end up together. At least, they do in hockey towns where cheerleaders aren't really a thing.
It only works if the preacher's daughter meets certain expected standards, though. You know, the preacher's daughter you pictured when I said I was a preacher's daughter. Perfectly beautiful, with glowing skin and bouncy curls. Chastely innocent in the eyes of the community, her father, and her Father, but willing to exploit God's Loophole since it would mean she's technically still a virgin.
I was not that kind of preacher's daughter, because my father was not that kind of preacher. When people asked what religion I was, I simply said Christian: there was no point in explaining the way the denomination had split off into branches that formed into sects that became the little church my family was a part of. Like my town, it didn't matter. It was better to be nameless.
I was the kind of preacher's daughter who argued the Loophole was void since sodomy was considered a sin as well. Despite what my father taught in his church, I didn't think sodomy was particularly sinful, nor did I think people were going to Hell for having sex before marriage. It's just that people tend to believe you're "saving yourself for marriage" when you start arguing theology with them.
In addition to that, when you look as plain as I did, no one is really aiming to corrupt the sweet, naive virgin. Sweet, naive virgins are supposed to have rosy cheeks and thick lips that are just a little too sultry, breasts that make those modest blouses pull just a little too much. They're not supposed to be gangly, freckled girls with eyes like a frog and hair straighter than a church pew.
All of that meant that even with my willingness to push the book a little on the whole "sex before marriage" thing, no one was asking me to do so.
Despite my fear of disobeying my father, I had been pushing the book on a lot of things. Growing up, I had been friends with a young girl named Delilah who lived down the street. Delilah's family was religious, but they didn't go to our church. Mom said they were Catholics, which apparently meant they were the wrong type of Christians.
I was fascinated with Delilah and Catholics. She would tell me about their services, which seemed to feature a lot less yelling and condemning than my father's did, and about things like the saints.
My father thought saints were false idols. I only knew that because one day, after Delilah had taught me about all sorts of saints, I had made the mistake of telling him what I had learned. He forbade me from seeing Delilah again, cursing her family for corrupting my innocent mind with talk of prophets of evil.
I never told him, but I asked Delilah to teach me about the saints at school. My father wouldn't know, I reasoned, and I couldn't understand why her version of church was evil but my version of church wasn't. Delilah happily agreed, bringing books and stories to me each day. I learned the prayer of Saint Francis, that Saint Valentine wasn't just the patron saint of love but also of beekeepers, and memorized trivial details about even the most obscure of saints, like Saint Blaise, whom I prayed to whenever we had to take our cat to the vet.
I just didn't understand why saints were bad. What could be wrong with asking a particularly holy person for their support in asking God for help? My father said no, but I thought God would understand why I wanted to know more about them.
It was just another way that I wasn't a typical preacher's daughter.
I was not the preacher's daughter that smiled innocently as she stood beside her family at church, but flashed her panties at the boys when her father wasn't looking. No, I was the preacher's daughter who was still living in her childhood bedroom at 22, at least during holidays away from her private all-girls college, the one who unironically wore a golden cross around her neck at all times, didn't wear anything more than lip gloss for makeup, and had never so much as held hands with a boy.
No, not because I was into girls.
Not that there's anything wrong with that. Jesus loves everyone.
Despite what my father would say, of course. He's... traditional, I suppose would be the kind word for it. One must honour their mother and father, it's in the Bible.
The Bible doesn't tell you what to do when your father tells his son he's a perverted fag who is doomed for eternity, though, and that if you so much as say Sean's name after he's left home forever, you cause a fight that would be right at home in Revelation. Your father will say it says to stone sinners, but it also says to love each other and that murder is a sin.
It also doesn't tell you what to do when you start questioning what you've been taught, and what you've been raised with. It doesn't tell you what to do when you find out the other girls at your religious college think your beliefs are fanatical, even for Christians. It doesn't tell you what to do when you're too scared to stand up to your parents. It doesn't tell you what to do when you miss your brother every day.
It just tells you to honour thy father and thy mother.
I'm getting ahead of myself. I was talking about Roger, who was the catalyst in this whole God-forsaken situation.
The point is this: the hockey heartthrob does not end up with the preacher's daughter who has average-sized breasts, a turned-up nose, and freckles covering every inch of skin. I was stupid to think, at any point in my life, that Roger Swift had any interest in me. I was stupid to have a huge, dumb, ridiculous crush on a boy who was as mean to me as Roger was.
He'd been horrible to me as we grew up. More than once, he'd stolen my notebooks or dumped my backpack into a snowbank. More than once, I'd turned the other cheek and forgiven him. More than once, I truly believed him when he said he had changed.
The most recent time had been a month earlier.
I was home for the summer. Well, home after graduation, so I guess I was home until I figured out what to do next. My friend Kristen was back, too. We had gone to the same elementary, junior high, high school, and college. I suppose we were friends, but it was a friendship of convenience. Aside from living in the same town and having heavily religious families, we weren't all that similar.
Still, we were going to lunch that day. Convenience is a strong motivator.
Roger walked into the Timmy's with Alex McConnell and Curtis Zakowski just after we had finished ordering and were waiting by the sandwich line for our food. Kristen nudged me.
"Look who it is."
They seemed to be having a similar conversation, Roger nudging Curtis as he tilted his head towards us. Our eyes met across the coffee shop as he glanced back over.
Whatever I had been expecting, it wasn't for his face to light up.
"Lacey Stephens!" he exclaimed, bounding over to us. "Oh, and Kristen, how are you?"
"Fine," she said coldly.
Before I knew what was happening, Roger had wrapped his muscled arms around me. As quickly as the hug had started, it ended, and he stepped back with a hand still resting on my arm.
"Shit, Lacey, look at you. It's been ages. You look great."
Kristen scoffed, but I was flattered. "Thanks, Roger. It's good to see you."
"You... wow." He shook his head, a lopsided grin spreading across his face. "You girls having lunch? Mind if me and the boys join ya?"
Kristen minded, but the Bible says to love thy neighbour.
She had gone home after eating lunch, but I stayed at Timmy's with Roger and his friends for a couple of hours longer.
The next day, we'd met for lunch again, but without his friends.
It was the fifth or sixth time that we'd met for lunch when he planted the idea in my head.
"If you could travel anywhere, where would you go?"
"Oh, I couldn't really go anywhere."
"If nothing was standing in your way. Not money or commitments or anything, what would you do?"
I thought about it for a moment. "I don't know. I've never been any further than Winnipeg."
Roger raised his eyebrows. "Never?"
A blush was creeping up my cheeks. "Nope."
"Never even to, I dunno, like... like Saskatchewan?"
I shook my head, embarrassed.
Roger studied me, intense blue eyes focused on my face before reaching across the table and putting his hand on top of mine. My heart stuttered at the sudden warmth of his fingers.
"Let's go on a trip," he said. "You and me."
"You..."
"Uh huh."
"...and me?"
Roger grinned. "Yeah. Let's go to... I dunno, Montreal."
I tried to laugh, but his hand was still resting on mine and it was incredibly distracting. "How would we even get there?"
"We could take the train."
We planned to spend the Canada Day long weekend in Montreal. With all the stops and train switches, it would take about three days to get there, so we planned to leave on the 26th of June. That left me with just a few short weeks to figure out how exactly I was going to tell my parents I was not only travelling out of the province for the first time, but would be travelling with a boy.
And that the boy was Roger Swift.
I was not nervous without reason. The last time one of his children had done something he deemed a sin, my father had disowned them.
My brother Sean was four years older than me, and the person I had looked up to more than anyone else in the world. He was my own personal hero. As kids, I didn't understand why people thought Sean was trouble. I knew he came home from school covered in bruises and scrapes, and I knew the hockey boys didn't like him, but I thought it was because Sean always did the right thing.
He was forever defending people. When Roger used to steal my backpack and dump my books into snowbanks, Sean would grab him and push him away. When the other boys jumped on him and started kicking him, he'd yell at me to run. As much as I wanted to help him, to make sure he was safe, I was too scared. Every time, I ran.
I didn't know what the words they called my brother meant. When they called him "fag," I didn't understand. When they called him "queer," I thought they meant he was weird.
It was only when I heard my father shout those words at him that I understood.
He left home the same day I heard those words leave my father's mouth, and I hadn't seen him since. He was seventeen when he left.
"Left" isn't the right word, but no one ever told me if he ran away or if he was forced to go.
I was only thirteen, still young but old enough then to know what "gay" was. Young enough that my parents still shaped my thinking. Old enough to question what I was being taught.
No matter what age I was, I was not brave enough to help my brother when he needed me.
It was a Sunday like any other, mid-winter and bitterly cold. Our dad was already at the parish, getting ready for the morning service. Mom was making sure Sean and I both looked presentable, then ushering us into the car as quickly as she could. I played the piano for the church choir, so when we arrived, Sean and Mom headed to the pews while I made my way to the front.
It wasn't a large church. The building was old, made from wood and prayers, and had just enough room at the front for a small choir and an upright piano alongside the altar. There was a single step up to a platform so my father could see over the crowd, and no sound system: it would hardly be needed in a room that small.
From where I sat at the piano, I saw everything.
I saw a boy I didn't really know give Sean a hymn book.
I saw Sean grip the book tightly through most of the service.
I watched him tuck it behind another book when he had to get up for communion.
Mom returned from communion first. Whether she took his book on purpose or whether she just grabbed one without thinking, I would never know.
Sean entered the pew at the same time that she opened the hymn book. She had already started singing, so when she saw whatever she saw in the book, a high-pitched note squeaked sharply from her throat. Sean's face fell, turning as pale as I'd ever seen someone turn, before flushing red from the base of his neck to the tips of his ears.
Why my father came to check on her, I'll never know either. In my memories, Mom tried to close the book and hide it, but he caught her wrist before she could. I never knew if that was what truly happened, or if she handed the book to my father willingly.
What I do know is that his face turned the same shade as Sean's, but his eyes were filled with a rage that I had never thought possible.
We left the service with Mom immediately after it finished, forgoing our usual receiving line aside my father. She drove recklessly across town, tires skidding along the ice before parking haphazardly on the driveway. Sean's eyes were swollen and red, tears trickling down his face, and no one spoke a word.
He was home just long enough to throw some necessities in a bag.
"What's going on?" I asked desperately, but neither he nor Mom would answer.
"Sean, what happened? Why are you crying? Mom, why is he packing?"
"He's packing because he's a sinner. A perverted fag."
I hadn't heard my father come home, and jumped as his voice floated up the stairs.
"Lacey, go to your room."
"But—"
"Go to your room and stay there until I say you can come out."
I should have defended my brother. Instead, I cowered in my room as they shouted at each other, hurling disgusting words back and forth. I prayed, begging God for help, begging Him to make the shouting stop. The whole time, I flipped frantically through my Bible, trying to find the part that said Sean couldn't live with us if he was gay. The pages tore as I read, teardrops staining the delicate paper as my father and my brother screamed at each other.
The house grew suddenly quiet, broken only by the loud slam of a door. I rushed to my window and watched Sean stalk down the snowy street with a backpack on his shoulder. He slipped on a patch of ice and nearly fell before catching himself on a parked car, straightened back up, and disappeared.
My father didn't say I could come out of my room, so I sat there the rest of the day. I watched out the window, hoping that Sean would come sliding back up the street, but he never did.
When Mom finally came to my room, her eyes were rimmed with red. She brought a sandwich on a plate, handing it to me.



"Why?" I asked.
She shook her head.
Instead of defending him, instead of demanding they let him come back, I ate the sandwich, stayed with my parents, and let nearly ten years pass without trying to find my brother. Too scared to rebel, too cowardly to stand up to them, too complacent to change.
The point is, I had a reason to be nervous. A week before we were set to leave, I finally mustered the courage to tell my parents about it.
It was Sunday, and that meant my father was tired and Mom was serving roast for dinner. Aside from the sounds of forks scraping against our plates, it was quiet, and it was only when I could barely stand the silence that I finally spoke.
"Mom? Daddy? I wanted to get your blessing on something."
My father glanced up.
"Yes, Lacey?" he said.
I squirmed a bit in my chair, staring down at the plate of beef and peas in front of me. "Well, I... I wanted to go on a trip."
"To where?"
"M-Montreal."
"When?"
"For the long weekend."
"With who?"
I tried to answer quickly, but made the mistake of glancing up at my father. The words stuck in my throat as his eyes pierced through me. Taking a hurried sip of water, I looked back down at my plate.
"Um... with Roger. Roger Swift."
The scraping of utensils stopped, a deafening silence stretching across the room.
"Let me make sure I understand this," my father finally said. "You want my blessing to take a trip to Montreal with Roger Swift, a boy who I've had to counsel multiple young women about?
"Not alone," I rushed. "We'd be taking the train. Th-Then we'd be staying with his grandma. His mother's mom. There's t-two spare rooms. B-But I could stay at a hotel instead if you think that's a better idea."
My father put his fork down, then entwined his fingers as he laid his hands on the table.
"I'm quite surprised, Lacey." His voice was steady, his eyes cold. "Roger Swift has a... reputation."
"He's changed, Daddy." My voice was squeaky, and my fingers unconsciously went to the cross I wore on a gold chain at all times. "H-He's different now."
"I thought you were smarter than that."
"Dennis!"
My mom's shocked exclamation covered my wince. Even my father looked surprised at her interruption. Shaken, she cleared her throat.
"Lacey has always been a good girl. I trust her to do the right thing, and I believe the Lord would admire her willingness to forgive and see the best in people."
I was as shocked as I had ever been when my father gave me permission to go to Montreal with Roger, albeit with a final warning.
"God is always watching. He will know if you sin, and so will I."
His words echoed in my mind as I sat on the bench, backpack hugged to my chest, as I tried to decide what to do.
Going home would mean facing my father's judgement. It would mean my mother spoke in my defence for nothing.
I would have to face Kristen's fake pity. And if Roger and his friends were laughing about me at Timmy's, it meant the whole town would know how stupid I had been soon enough. Everyone would laugh about that stupid Lacey Stephens, so gullible she went all the way to Winnipeg, so desperate that she believed Roger Swift actually liked her.
This time, when everyone made fun of me, Sean wouldn't be there. My protector. My brother.
Sean.
The idea hit me out of nowhere.
I had money saved up from teaching piano lessons and working at the library while at college. A pretty good amount of money, actually. I was already in Winnipeg, already at the train station. What was stopping me from finding Sean?
I had nearly jumped off the bench before considering the fact that I had no idea where Sean was.
He had never called, never written. If he used social media, he didn't use his real name, because I had never been able to find him. Nothing came up when I Googled him, either. I had nearly given up on the idea when something stirred deep in my memories.
Vancouver.
"The ocean is right there," Sean had said, pointing at a map. We must have been so young. Sean couldn't have been more than ten.
"And then you can go to the mountains, right there. You can go skiing and then to the beach, all in one day!"
"You're lying!" I had giggled.
"Nope. I'm gonna live there one day, you'll see."
"Can I visit you there?"
"Of course. I'll have a big penthouse apartment. You'll have your own room when you come to visit. I'll paint it pink, just for you."
The train went two ways: East to Toronto, or west to Vancouver.
I closed my eyes and said a brief prayer to Saint Christopher, asking his help for a safe journey. I stood up, slung my backpack onto my shoulder, and walked up to the ticket counter.
**
The dining car was crowded when I entered.
It was dinner time, so it was naturally busy. After placing my order at the bar, I looked around. There were a few empty seats, but they were all at occupied tables. At the closest one, a stooped old lady was thumbing through a well-worn Bible as she ate. She reminded me of my Nana, a severe old woman with permanent crease lines around her lips from pursing them so often.
A few tables away from her was a rough-looking man. His jean jacket looked like it had seen better days and his dark hair was long and messy. He was the kind of person that would have made my mom clutch her purse just a little more tightly, though something about his serious face was intriguing. There was no food in front of him, but he sipped a cup of coffee.
Directly across from him was a man even more handsome than Roger Swift was before that puck broke his nose. His chin was covered with a light scruff that only added to his attractiveness, and his blonde hair was neatly trimmed. He was tipping a bottle of beer to his lips when his eyes caught mine, startlingly blue irises drawing me in, even from across the car.
I should have sat with the old lady. That would have been the safe, responsible thing to do.
But I was feeling rebellious.
Not rebellious enough to sit with the man in the jean jacket, mind you, though it wouldn't have mattered. The moment those blue eyes met mine, my feet started moving towards them.
"Anyone sitting here?" I asked.
"Nope. All yours."
"Thanks."
He grinned at me as I sat down. "What's a pretty girl like you doing travelling all alone?"
Despite my best efforts, I giggled. "Just visiting family."
"First time away from home?"
"How could you tell?"
He leaned across the table, eyes sparkling wickedly. "I'm a little bit psychic."
"Oh really? What's my name then?"
Squinting, he stroked his chin as he looked intently at me. "I'm getting a sense that it starts with an A..."
I raised my eyebrow.
"...or a B... C? D? EFGHIJKL—"
"L! You got it!"
"I knew it! Your name is... Leanne. Lindsay? Loretta!"
I was shaking my head as I laughed.
"Lacey," I said. "Lacey Stephens."
"That was my next guess." He extended his hand. "I'm Brody."
"Nice to meet you."
We talked for a bit. Brody was a personal trainer for part of the year, which explained the chiselled body, and was on the train to Jasper, where he worked as a trail guide during the summer. He had grown up in Ottawa, gone to school in B.C., and seemed far too experienced to be bothering with a girl like me.
I said as much to him, and he laughed.
"You're sweet," he said. "Let me buy you a drink."
"Oh, I don't—"
"I'll be right back."
He was gone before I could even say that I wasn't much of a drinker. Don't get me wrong, I wasn't some teetotaler. Even my father wouldn't have gone so far as to say drinking was a sin. I just didn't drink often, and I didn't drink when I was alone with a man I'd only just met.
At least, I hadn't up until that point in my life.
Really, though, what was the worst that could happen? Brody was sweet enough, and unreasonably good-looking. There was no reason for him to be interested in a girl like me, and yet, we were having a great conversation. Why shouldn't I have a little fun?
Before I knew it, Brody was back at the table with another beer for himself and a fancy cocktail glass filled with a light-pink liquid for me. He sat down and slid the cocktail glass across the table to me.
"I hope you don't mind, but I picked something for you. I think you'll like this. It's sweet and bubbly, just like you."
I blushed as I glanced down, taking the glass from him. "Thanks."
It smelled like lemon and grapefruit, and whatever was bubbly in it splashed lightly against my nose as I lifted it to my lips.
"Don't drink that."
I hadn't noticed that the man in the jean jacket had stood up, and neither had Brody, apparently. He jumped slightly, a splash of beer jumping out of the bottle as he turned towards the other man.
The glass was nearly resting against my lips, but I froze, looking up at him.
"Why not?" I asked.
"Yeah bro, what the fuck?"
I cringed at the curse, not used to hearing people swear.
The man in the jean jacket glared at Brody. "I saw you put something in it."
I nearly spilled the drink as I brought the glass back down to the table, my eyes wide as I processed the accusation. Brody laughed awkwardly.
"W-what? Are you serious, bro?"
"I saw you put a pill in it."
"That's some pretty serious shit you're accusing me of, bro."
"That's some pretty serious shit that you did, bro."
"I didn't do anything! Maybe you need to back off."
"Maybe you need to stop trying to drug girls."
"You tried to drug me?" I gasped.
Brody whirled towards me. "I didn't! God damn, this dickhead is just trying to stir shit up."
I looked back and forth between the two men, my lips parted. I had no idea who to believe. The man in the jean jacket looked back at me, his dark eyes softening as he saw my confusion.
"Easy way to settle it," he said. He leaned over the table, grabbing the glass in front of me and plunking it in front of Brody. "You drink it, man."
"No way," Brody protested.
"Why not?" I asked.
He stuttered for a moment. "I don't like grapefruit. And besides, I bought it for her!"
"I'll buy you a new one, but you have to drink it first," said the man in the jean jacket.
The two of them stared at each other, Brody glaring defiantly up as the man in the jean jacket towered over him. For a moment, I thought he was going to jump out of the chair and tackle the other man, and I cowered back in my seat.
"Gentlemen, what seems to be the problem here?"
I chose the moment that the conductor stepped in to slide out of my seat. It was only then that I realized the rest of the car had gone quiet and were watching the drama unfolding with rapt attention. My hand flew to the gold cross around my neck, stroking the cold metal for comfort as I caught the eye of the old lady with the Bible. Her brows furrowed in silent judgement, and without thinking I scurried from the dining car back to my seat.
When I sat down, my hands were trembling and my heart was racing faster than I thought possible. The seats beside and across from me were thankfully empty, and I brought my hands to my face as I tried to keep the tears from spilling out of my eyes.
What had I gotten myself into?
Brody had seemed so nice. I hadn't expected him to do something like that at all, and I couldn't understand why. I mean, I knew men tried to make girls... dothings that good girls weren't supposed to do, but I didn't know why he would try to drug me. He hadn't even insinuated he would want to see me again, let alone do... that.
Why hadn't he just asked? I would have said no—well, probably would have said no—but he never even gave me the choice.
I replayed our conversation in my head.
Brody had asked where I was from. I had answered truthfully. Nothing there seemed untoward.
He had asked me what I did for a living. I said I had just graduated college, but I taught piano lessons to make some extra money.
"What did you take in college?"
"Education. I want to be a teacher."
"Nice! What kind?"
"Music, ideally. Oh, and probably religion. And whatever else I can. I just like teaching, really."
"Religion?"
"Yeah, my father is a preacher and—"
That, right there. That was where I had made a mistake.
His next question was about boyfriends. I said I didn't have one.
He asked why not. I said boys didn't like me.
And from that, he would have figured out that I wasn't the kind of girl who would do the things he wanted me to do. He would have thought he'd be better off to drug me, drag me to the sleeper car he had oh-so-casually mentioned, and... well.
There was only one reason why something like this could happen to me. It was a warning.
God was trying to tell me I had made the wrong decision. He wanted me to know that getting on this train was not what He had wanted me to do.
God was telling me to go back home.
I touched the cross around my neck and suppressed a sob at the thought. If He wanted me to go home, why did that make me feel so wrong?
The world passed by outside the window, and I stared at it for a long time. All I could see were wheat fields, broken by the occasional silo or thicket of trees, flat land surrounding us as far as the eye could see. I was so absorbed in my thoughts I didn't realize anyone had approached until he was sitting in the seat across from me.
"Forgot your meal."
The man in the jean jacket was holding a box, studying me warily with those serious, dark eyes. I tried with everything in me to smile and thank him kindly, but only managed to stop my chin from trembling for a moment as I reached for the box.
"Thanks."
The box was slightly warm and the scent of food was comforting, but I figured the meal had to have been sitting for a while. Not that it mattered. It was just a plain, boring sandwich for a plain, boring girl.
"You all right?"
I shook my head.
The man looked uncomfortable and I realized he had just been trying to be polite.
"Sorry," I muttered. "Thank you for bringing it to me. And, well, for stepping in. I didn't..."
"It's okay," he said hurriedly. "Just the right thing to do."
"Well, still. Thank you."
I expected him to leave right away, but he didn't. Instead, he nodded his head towards the box I was holding.
"Eat. You might not feel like it, but you should."
I didn't really feel like it, but he was right. The box held a turkey sandwich cut diagonally, wrapped neatly in a piece of wax paper. I looked back at the man, then held the box towards him.
"Split it with me?"
The corners of his eyes crinkled, a tight smile on his lips. He held my gaze as he took half the sandwich. "Promise I didn't fuck with it."
"Yeah, well... so did the last guy."
The chances of him putting something in my sandwich were slim, but I still waited until he took a bite before digging in. We ate quietly, the sound of the train moving along the tracks the only noise for a while.
"I'm Noah," he said when he finished eating.
"Lacey."
"Nice to meet you. Sorry it was like that."
"Yeah. I... I feel really stupid."
Noah shook his head. "That guy was a douche. They're kicking him off in Saskatoon. He's sitting up with Security right now."
"He really put something in the drink?"
He nodded. "There's a camera in the car. Doesn't catch him doing it explicitly, but he's kind of an idiot. Conductor's probably gonna come find you in a bit, make sure you're okay. They were wanting to detain him first."
"Does this kind of thing happen often?"
"Not on the train."
I frowned. "Does it happen in other places?"
Noah looked at me warily. "Well, yeah. Like in bars and stuff."
"Oh."
"You've never heard of it?"
I shook my head. "I've never been to a bar before."
He laughed, though not unkindly. "Jesus, girl. Where're you even from?"
"A small town. Really small, I guess. I didn't know how scary it could be away from home."
"What're you doing away from home by yourself?"
I didn't answer, just glanced back out the window.
"That was smart."
"What was?"
Noah's smile was reserved, his lips tight. "Not answering. You gotta be careful, Miss Lacey. You can't just blindly trust people like you did with that asshole in the dining car."
"So why should I trust you?"
His laugh sounded like a dry bark. "Good, you're learning."
We fell silent, and I studied Noah's face as he gazed out the window. My first impression of him had been that he was kind of scruffy-looking. I had been wrong. While his clothing was threadbare and had seen better days, they were clean, and the messiness of his hair was really only because it needed a trim. It was shiny, almost black, and the ends grazed the collar of his jacket. He was younger than I had initially thought, maybe a couple of years older than me.
He gave off the air of someone who had to work twice as hard to earn half as much as anyone else. I didn't think Noah's life had been particularly easy, and though my instincts so far had proven to be completely flawed, I felt like he was a good person. I had been wrong to blindly trust Brody, but I didn't think I was wrong to trust Noah, at least a little. I offered a silent prayer of thanks that Noah had been in that dining car, and that he had come to find me after.
It was while I was offering my silent prayer that I wondered if I had misread God's sign. Maybe He wasn't telling me to go back home. Maybe He was telling me I should have sat with Noah, and that my lesson was to stop judging books by their covers.
"Something on my face?"
I jumped, flushing as I realized I had been staring at him. "Sorry. I was just... thinking."
"Must've been a pretty deep thought." Noah smirked again, tight and reserved, but the sparkle in his eyes was kind.
"How long until we get to Saskatoon?"
"Couple hours. Is that where you're headed?"
I shook my head.
"Where are you headed, then?"
"Should I really not trust you, like you said?"
Noah looked serious again. "You got no reason to trust me, but I promise I'm not gonna hurt you or anything."
I disagreed about having no reason to trust him. Noah had protected me in the dining car, and that had to be worth at least a bit of trust.
"I left home to find my brother," I said. "He left home a long time ago. My parents... well, they thought he was... he just..."
"They kicked him out?"
"I don't know." I fidgeted with the wrapper that had been around the sandwich, tearing little strips into it. "He's gay. They thought that made him bad. It was almost ten years ago that he left."
"Where does he live?"
"Somewhere in Vancouver."
Noah studied me, frowning. "That's all you've got to go on?"
I bit my lip. "Well, I don't know for sure that he's in Vancouver. I just think that's where he went."
"You think..." He trailed off, his jaw hanging open. "You jumped on a train to Vancouver on the off chance your brother that you haven't seen for ten years might be there?"
"Well, when you put it that way..."
Noah laughed again, shaking his head. "Did you ever think of trying to call him first?"
"I don't know his number."
"Facebook?"
"Couldn't find him."
"Do you have literally anything to go off of? What makes you think he's in Vancouver?"
He looked incredulous as I explained my reasoning.
"Damn, Lacey." Noah shook his head. "Look, I hate to... I dunno, burst your bubble. But there's like two million people who live in the Vancouver area."
"Well, I know there's a lot, but I thought maybe someone might know him."
"A lot? Lacey, I'm not exaggerating. There's at least two million people who live there."
I bit my lip again. "It's all I have to go off of."
"Maybe you should head back home," Noah suggested. "Regroup, try to get some info from your parents."
"I can't."
"What about other family? Or friends? Someone must know—"



"No," I interrupted. "I can't go home."
Noah stared at me. "Did they kick you out too?"
I fixed my eyes firmly to my shoes. "I don't want to talk about it."
The conductor picked that moment to interrupt us.
"...and I truly can't apologize enough, Miss Stephens," he finished after rambling on.
"Thank you," I said quietly.
"Is there anything we can do to make your trip more comfortable or secure? Perhaps an upgrade? We can put you in one of the sleeper cabins. All cars have full security, of course, but if a room would help..."
"Oh, no, I don't need that," I said.
Noah coughed. "You sure, Lacey? Nothing wrong with getting an upgrade. Maybe one for the trip back, too."
"Of course, Miss Stephens, we would be more than happy—"
"Really, it's all right."
The astonishment on Noah's face was almost comical, a reddish hue spreading across his cheeks as I turned down the sleeper car.
"Well, if you insist," said the conductor. "Tell you what, I'll make a note on your customer profile. If you change your mind, you just need to tell any employee and we'll get you in a sleeper cabin."
Noah stared at the conductor after he walked away, then turned back to me. "Are you crazy? You gave up a sleeper cabin!"
"I didn't pay for it."
"It's not like it'd be stealing! They're offering you a nice service to help make up for that douchebag's behaviour."
"It's not their fault. And I'm okay, thanks to you."
Noah shook his head slowly as he stared at me. "You really haven't ever left that small town of yours, have you?"
"Not really. Why?"
He sighed. "Fuck. I was gonna get off in Edmonton, maybe head up north."
"Was?"
"Guess I'm going to Vancouver now."
"What? Why?"
Noah shook his head. "'Cause if I don't, you're gonna get yourself in trouble. Then I'm gonna have to hear some sad news story about a pretty small-town girl named Lacey Stephens who ended up dead in a ditch somewhere."
**

Chapter TwoThe stop in Saskatoon was relatively uneventful. I watched from my window as Brody was escorted off the train. His face was sullen and haughty, and when he glanced back at the train I ducked below the window, hoping he hadn't seen me.
The weightlessness of relief settled on my shoulders, and I said a brief prayer, thanking God as I relaxed. I didn't leave the train, opting instead to huddle in my seat across from Noah. It was only after the train left and I started to get tired that I regretted passing up the sleeper cabin.
The train seats weren't uncomfortable to sit in, but sleeping was another matter. I had never tried to sleep sitting in a chair before and couldn't seem to tilt the seat back far enough to get comfortable. After giving up on that, I tried lying across the seat next to me, then realized that I didn't have a pillow. I wrapped my sweater around my backpack and rested against that, only to find myself staring across at Noah. He was dozing in his seat, arms folded in front of him and head leaning against the window, seemingly oblivious to the sound of the train clacking along the tracks.
I didn't feel right about accepting an upgrade for something that wasn't the train company's fault, but I did resolve to buy myself a pillow and blanket during the stop in Edmonton. We would be in the city for a few hours in the morning, and according to my phone, there were shops nearby to wander while we were there.
During my fight for comfort, I prayed quietly. I asked God for strength, thanked Him for sending Noah to help me, and told Him how afraid I was. I asked Him to help me find Sean, to watch over me, and with a surge of stomach-turning guilt, to forgive me. I thought it was more likely that God would forgive me than my father, but I asked Him to help my parents forgive me, too.
After praying, I watched Noah sleep for a while. He looked even younger in his sleep, though his face still held tension that creased his forehead. He had moved his bag to the seat across from mine earlier in the night, despite my protests that he shouldn't change his travel plans just because I was an idiot.
"They weren't plans, exactly," he had said. "It's no big deal."
We hadn't talked much for the rest of the night. Noah had taken out a ragged-looking paperback and began reading, while I pulled out my e-Reader to do the same. After the stop in Saskatoon, I had gone to the train's washroom to brush my teeth and wash my face. When I'd returned, Noah was already asleep.
I had checked my phone a few times, but after the last awful message from Roger, there was nothing. Either word hadn't made it back to my parents yet, or they were waiting for me to crawl home with my tail between my legs. I imagined they knew. Kristen wouldn't have been able to contain herself and probably went straight to my parents' house after seeing Roger at the Timmy's.
I wondered what would happen when I didn't come back home right away.
I wondered if I'd still have a home to go to once I told them what I was doing.
That was the thought bouncing around my mind as I finally began to fall asleep. The train car had darkened, just lit from the emergency lighting that lined the aisles. Aside from the loud rumbling of the train on the tracks, it was quiet, and no one had walked down the aisle past my seat for some time. I was warm, but not overly so, and had finally managed to tuck myself against the seats in such a way that I was reasonably comfortable. My eyes were closed, my breathing steady, and I could feel my body sinking into that blissful place of unconsciousness.
So of course, that was the moment the train blasted its horn.
My eyes flew back open and I let out an involuntarily whine. As my eyes re-adjusted to the dim lighting, I caught a flash of light reflecting in the dark eyes across from me. Uncertain if it was the horn or the noise I'd made that had woken Noah, I apologized.
"Part of the joys of train travel," he said.
With a sigh, I sat back up.
"How do you sleep through it?"
"Practice. Or sleeping pills. Or you take the sleeper cabin upgrade they offer you."
My cheeks flamed slightly. He was right, of course.
"I would feel guilty taking an upgrade."
"Why?"
"It was my own fault. I got myself into that situation."
Noah's face softened and he shook his head. "Don't say that."
"I did, though. It was my—"
"No, it wasn't." He moved out of his seat and folded his tall body into the one next to me, speaking more quietly than he had before. "Look, you might have a little too much blind faith to be running around on your own. That doesn't make what happened your fault."
"He could have... done things to me. And I didn't do anything to protect myself."
Noah shifted slightly. His thigh pressed against my knee, a strangely comforting warmth as he looked at me.
"Not saying you shouldn't be careful. People are bastards and a lot of them are willing to hurt you. Doesn't make it your fault when something like that happens."
His face was serious, eyes wise beyond what they should have been for a man his age. Though he had just told me I needed to be careful, I struggled not to find comfort in Noah's closeness. With a concentrated effort, I tore my eyes away from his and looked down at my hands.
"Thanks," I whispered.
"You think the best of people. Not a bad thing, just sometimes people aren't the best, you know? Don't let that son of a bitch get in your head." I winced at his language, which he noticed. "What's wrong?"
I couldn't stop the heat from rising in my cheeks. "It's stupid. You'll laugh at me."
"Probably. Tell me anyway."
I smiled shyly. "I'm not used to hearing people swear. It's jarring."
As promised, he laughed, but it didn't make me feel stupid. In fact, I chuckled a bit, too.
"Damn. I didn't even think people like you existed anymore." He grinned, not the usual tight-lipped smile I had seen, and his dark eyes glinted. "I'll try to tone down the language. I don't want to offend your delicate sensibilities, Miss Lacey."
"You don't have to," I said softly. "It doesn't offend me. It's just different."
"We come from some pretty different places, I guess."
It was then that I realized I didn't really know anything about Noah, aside from the fact that he was far more streetwise than I was.
"Where do you come from?" I asked.
"Here."
"The train?"
He laughed. "Nah. Just Canada. Here and there, you know."
I tried not to show my disappointment in his evasive response.
"Will you tell me a bit about you? I don't even know your last name."
Noah considered me for a moment, his expression serious again. I wondered if he was deciding whether to trust me. He must have thought he could, because he finally answered.
"It's Reiman. Noah Reiman. And I wasn't trying to be cute. I've drifted for a while now. Guess I could say I grew up in the Kootenays in B.C. Left when I was 16, haven't really settled anywhere permanently since."
"Why?"
That tight-lipped smirk appeared again, along with a short pause. "Haven't found home yet."
"Do you ever go back to visit your family?" My words made Noah tense, and I grimaced. "Sorry. I didn't mean to get too personal."
"Nah, it's all right." He took a breath. "Don't have much family. Dad died when I was a kid. Mom's in jail."
I didn't know what to say. "I'm sorry."
"All good. Shit happens."
I didn't press for more details and he didn't offer them.
"What about you, Miss Lacey? I got bits and pieces of your tragic past. You're trying to find your brother, you got some drama with your parents, you're too kind for your own good. What else is there to know about you?"
I smiled and shook my head. "That about sums it up. My father's a preacher. I live at home. I went to college."
"What'dja do there?"
"Education."
"I might look stupid, but I figured that much out."
"No!" I laughed again. "I meant Education, like to become a teacher."
Another of those rare, true smiles flashed across Noah's lips. "You'd be a good teacher. I can tell."
"How so?"
"You'd be nice. Genuinely nice. Not one of those bitch teachers who yells at all the kids and shit. They'd give you a hard time sometimes, you know. Kids can be dicks. But anyone fucks with you and those kids would defend you to the death."
He seemed to have forgotten that he intended to tone down his language, but I found I didn't mind. In truth, there was a warm delight spreading through my chest, and I was fairly certain it was the nicest compliment I had ever received.
"Did you have a teacher like that?"
Noah shrugged. "Had a couple good teachers. Most weren't. But I remember Mrs. Charpentier pretty good. She was sweet, saw the best in everyone, kinda like you. Thought I'd make something of myself. Might've been right, but she got real sick and left the school. Then my mom got arrested. Didn't really have anyone seeing anything in me after that."
He spoke matter-of-factly, but there was sorrow beneath his words. My instinct that Noah's life hadn't been easy was right, but it wasn't something I wanted to be right about.
"That was when you were sixteen?" I asked.
"Fifteen, really. Stayed in a group home for a few months before I took off."
At fifteen, I had been on the honour-roll at school and one of the youth leaders with the church. I had already started teaching piano lessons and had managed to save up enough to go with Kristen and a few other friends to a Youth of the Church conference in Winnipeg that summer.
"How long ago was that?"
"You asking how old I am, Miss Lacey? That's not considered a rude question?"
"Oh, I didn't mean..."
Noah bumped my arm lightly. "Teasing you. Was about ten years ago."
He was about the same age as Sean, then, and was about the same age when he experienced tragedy, too. Maybe that age was terrible for all boys.
"What about you?"
"What about me?"
"I know you're not supposed to ask a lady her age, but..."
"Bold of you to assume I'm a lady," I responded.
Noah laughed, a genuine bark of surprise. "You seem pretty lady-like to me, but I could be wrong."
His laughter made that warm feeling in my chest spread. I liked hearing him laugh as much as I liked talking to him.
"Being called a lady makes me sound like I have my life together. I don't."
"You're what, twenty-one?"
"Twenty-two."
"Not supposed to have your life together yet. Enjoy it while you can."
We talked a while longer, whispering back and forth, making jokes. Noah had warned me not to trust easily, but he certainly made it difficult to practice.
At some point during the evening, we fell asleep. I didn't remember making the decision to do so or hearing Noah say he was tired, but when the train pulled into Edmonton the next morning my head was resting against his shoulder.
I woke up slowly at first, blinking at the sudden bustle of people around us. As my mind began to work, I realized Noah's hand was resting against my thigh. It was most certainly unintentional, and even then, wasn't inappropriately high, but the feel of his palm resting against my jeans was intimate in a way I had never experienced. It wasn't unwelcome, though. I had obviously been comfortable enough to fall asleep resting my head against him... and my legs... and, well, as I woke even more, I realized I was pressed quite snugly against him in the seat.
My face burned and I tried to shift away casually. Whether my movement woke him up or if he had been jostled by someone moving down the aisle, I didn't know. His hand left my thigh casually, a fluid movement, and neither of us addressed how closely we had slept during the night.
"Morning," Noah said, his voice raspy.
"Good morning."
I extended my legs, wincing as my muscles protested. Every part of me was stiff and a knot was pinching somewhere deep in my left shoulder.
"Must be in Edmonton?"
I nodded, rubbing a spot on my face where I could feel a line that had been pressed into my skin from the denim of his jacket.
"Got a few hours here, then. You said you wanted to stop by a couple stores?"
Noah didn't seem nearly as sore as I did, only yawning as he stood and ran a hand through his thick, dark hair. He worked his fingers through a tangle near his chin as he looked at me.
"Are you sure you want to keep going to Vancouver?" I fiddled nervously with the gold cross around my neck, pretending I was untangling it. "I know you said you were getting off here."
"Told you, gotta make sure you get there okay."
"It's really sweet of you."
He waved a hand at me. "Don't feel too flattered. Wouldn't be able to live with myself if I heard something bad happened to you."
I smiled as Noah collected his bag. He could pretend it was self-serving all he wanted, but it was still a kind act.
There was a Tim Horton's right in the train station, and I beelined for it as soon as we stepped off the train. Noah followed behind me, catching up as I joined the line.
"Desperate for coffee?" he asked.
My stomach rumbled. "And breakfast."
He smiled tightly and nodded. When we got to the till, I ordered an extra-large French Vanilla cappuccino, a breakfast sandwich, and two extra hash browns. Noah stepped out of the line and I looked at him, curious.
"What do you want?" I asked.
"Oh, I'm good."
"Seriously, Noah. My treat."
"It's fine."
I raised my eyebrows at him. "Order something or I'll pick for you."
He looked uncomfortable, but turned to the cashier. "Just a small coffee, then. Black, please."
I had no idea why he was being so resistant and it was starting to frustrate me. Frowning, I folded my arms. "Get something to eat, please."
"Lacey, just drop it."
"Add an everything bagel," I said to the cashier. "With herb-and-garlic cream cheese, please."
After paying, we stepped to the side to wait for our orders.
"What was that all about?" I asked pointedly, keeping my voice low.
Noah glared at me. "I don't need your charity, you know."
My mouth dropped open, my frustration disappearing as it was replaced by the crushing realization that I had offended him.
"I didn't mean—"
"Yeah, whatever. Just drop it."
"No!" I folded my arms, scowling. "I'm trying to apologize."
Noah's jaw was clenched and he glanced around, eyes darting suspiciously as he looked at the people surrounding us.
"Look, I get money's probably no big deal to you," he hissed. "You don't need to buy me shit. I'm capable of supporting myself."
"I wasn't implying that you couldn't," I whispered back. "I'm sorry, okay? I didn't think of it that way. I was trying to buy you breakfast as a thank you for saving my ass, giving up your plans, and being an all-around decent person to me since I'm way over my head here. It's the least I can do, Noah. It's not about charity."
He glared at me a moment longer before his expression changed to one of confusion.
"Did you just say 'ass?'"
My hand flew to my mouth before I could stop it and Noah burst out laughing.
"I have an extra-large French vanilla, small coffee, breakfast sandwich, and bagel?" called the worker behind the counter.
Noah grabbed the bag before I managed to react, balancing his coffee on top of mine. He was still chuckling when we sat down at a small table nearby.
"Does this mean you forgive me?" I asked.
"Ah, can't stay mad at you." He dug into the bag, sliding my breakfast sandwich across the table. "Taking one of your hash browns, though."
After eating, we made our way out of the station to a small mall nearby. I had heard that Edmonton had the biggest mall in the world, but we didn't seem to be near it. There was a London Drugs in the mall, and I was able to find a neck pillow and travel blanket, as well as a few other miscellaneous items I thought I might need since the length of my trip and destination had changed.
Noah didn't get anything, and I didn't ask if he wanted anything. We hadn't talked about how different our economic situations were, and I had no intention of offending him further. I did pick up a few snacks and things I could keep in my bag, hoping he'd be okay if I offered to share something with him while we were on the train.
I was paying for my purchase when my phone started ringing. Without even pulling it from my pocket, I knew who it was.
"Cash or card?" asked the cashier.
My throat had gone dry and I held up my debit card, paying quickly as I tried to pull my phone out. The call went to voicemail before I could answer it, but before she had even handed me the receipt, it was ringing again.
"Sorry," I said to her. "Thank you."
I grabbed my bag and flew past Noah, who was waiting near the exit. As soon as I was out of the store, I answered the phone.
"Hi, Daddy."
"Barbara, she answered. Lacey, I'm putting you on speakerphone."
He fumbled with the phone for a moment, then the strange echo-y sound of his voice returned. "Lacey, there had better be a damn good reason for you to—"
"Lacey, sweetie, where are you? Are you in Winnipeg?"
My mom never interrupted my father. It was that more than anything else that tore at my heart, and I nearly burst into tears.
"Mom, I'm okay, I'm fine—"
"Where are you?" my father said coldly.
"Sweetie, Kristen came over this morning and said she hadn't heard from you since yesterday, and we thought we saw Roger Swift in town earlier—"
"Did you lie to us about who you were going with?"
"No, Daddy," I said. "D-Did Kristen not say what happened?"
"Did you do something with that boy, Lacey?"
"Oh Lord, sweetie, did he touch you?"
"No, Daddy. Mom, he didn't do anything. He didn't go to Winnipeg—"
"We'll come get you," Mom said firmly. "Where did you stay? Are you at the train station? I'll get the car, we can be there in a few hours—"



"No, I'm not... I'm not at the train station. I d-decided to... I wanted..."
I was getting flustered, my face turning red. Noah came up beside me, looking alarmed, and touched my arm. My eyes must have looked wild, completely unhinged.
"Are you okay?" he asked.
"Who was that?" my father demanded. "Lacey, who are you with?"
"N-Nothing, Daddy. I'm not—"
"Sweetie, just tell me where you are, I'll come—"
"Barbara, shut up." My father's voice was growing colder, louder, and more terrifying than I had ever heard. "I swear, Lacey Marie Stephens, if you are lying to me, there will be Hell to pay when you get home. Now, where are you and who was that man?"
I swallowed hard. My entire body seemed to tremble, my heart pounding. My father was two provinces away and yet I felt as though his eyes were on me, boring deep within my soul as he demanded answers.
"Roger never came to the train station," I began. "H-He was... it was a joke. I was... embarrassed. I didn't w-want to see anyone for a while."
"Where are you?" my father demanded.
"I took the train anyway." My throat felt like it was closing.
"Lacey, where in the Hell are you, and who was that with you?"
"Don't tell him," whispered Noah, and I realized my father was speaking so loudly that Noah could hear him from where he stood.
"I'll b-be back soon," I choked.
"Goddamnit, Lacey, it is a downright sin to lie to me! God will condemn you for daring to try to deceive me. Are you ready to burn in Hell for eternity? Or will you tell me where you are?"
"I can't."
"You will burn, Lacey Marie. You will be Satan's whore, you will be condemned to an afterlife of pain, unless you—"
"I'm sorry," I whispered.
He was still yelling when I hung up the phone. The moment his voice was cut off, I burst into tears.
Noah's arms were around me in an instant. I buried my face against his chest, the denim of his jacket rough against my cheek as I cried. My entire body shook, but Noah held on tightly as I gasped for breath.
"I'm sorry," I mumbled when I finally regained the slightest bit of composure. "You must think... I can't even imagine what you must think."
"I think your dad's a dick," he said bluntly.
"It's stupid," I sniffled. "I said I couldn't go home, but I chose to leave. You must think—"
"You don't know what I think, so why don't I tell you?" he interrupted.
I sniffed again and nodded. Noah's voice softened, comfortingly warm as he spoke.
"Some guy was an ass to you, and that was the last straw in a long line of bullshit. You don't want to go home and deal with that shitstain who just screamed horrible things at you."
"Yeah, but it's not like... it's not like you, I'm not—"
"Don't compare yourself to me. Just because the hand you were dealt is different than the one I was dealt doesn't mean it's not a shitty situation. No one should talk to you like he just did. That isn't okay, Lacey. That's not right."
It was a real struggle not to start sobbing again. I took a deep breath, wiping my cheeks as I sniffled.
"You're not judging me for running away?" I asked.
"Not running away. You're running to something better. Can't judge you for that, I'm doing the same."
He guided me to a bench outside the store and went back in. When he came back a few minutes later, he had a bottle of water and some tissues. My chin trembled as I wiped my face and sipped the water, but soon enough Noah was leading me back to the train station.
"Let's go find your brother," he said, and we stepped back onto the train.
**
My phone rang four or five more times before my father gave up, and I tucked it away in my bag. We spent the rest of the day en-route to Jasper. The nice thing about passing Edmonton was that the landscape changed. Up to that point, the world was shades of dusky gold and vibrant yellow, wheat and canola, until it met pure blue skies as far as the eye could see. It was immense and beautiful, a lonely land stretching far past where the eye could see until it met that thin line in the distance that connected the ground to the heavens.
The fields extended past Edmonton for a while, but soon things changed to green. One moment we were surrounded by farms; around the next corner, trees shadowed the train tracks and leggy pines danced as the engine stirred up the air around them. We darted in and out of forests until mountains began rising around us. The world went from green to grey to green again, the colours deeper, the air richer. I was humbled by the sheer enormity of the rugged Rocky Mountains that pierced the sky.
Noah laughed at my face as I turned away from the card game we had been playing, my eyes huge as I plastered myself against the train window.
"That means I win," he said, collecting the cards off the table.
"Sure," I mumbled distractedly. My cheek was pressed against the cool glass as I strained to see more than the window would show me.
Noah tapped the deck of cards against the table. "Think you can tear your eyes away for two minutes?"
He led me away from our seats and towards the back of the car. We stepped through the partition onto the next one, and again to the next, until we were in a carriage I hadn't entered before.
There were seats there as well, but the main difference between that car and the one we were sitting in was the set of stairs in the middle.
"This place has an upstairs?"
To his credit, Noah didn't laugh at me. He chuckled, sure, but it didn't make me feel bad the way it would have if it was anyone else. When Noah laughed, it wasn't at my expense.
"Sort of," he said, and started up the stairs.
I crashed into his back when we got to the top and nearly fell back down the steps, but he turned and caught me just in time. Had I been less distracted, I probably would have gone red, stuttered in embarrassment, and spent the rest of the day thinking about how his hand had nearly grazed my breast as he grabbed my arm.
I didn't notice any of that at the time. Instead, I was speechless as the train car gave way to the mountains. Windows surrounded us, heavy glass that gave a panoramic view of the surrounding mountains.
My heart swelled and I nearly cried. The beauty was like nothing I had ever seen. Stone jutted out around us, reaching and reaching far past the heights any man could build himself, tips of white snow meeting the clouds that dotted the cool blue sky above us. There were trees everywhere, thick and dense forests that beckoned me to explore them, to see what treasures were hidden around the trunks of trees older than any person I knew.
Noah let go of me and I stepped down the aisle, eyes wide. When I reached the end of the car, I stood still and silent, letting my eyes take in the creation around me. I touched the cross around my neck without thinking. In no church had I ever felt so humbled. No Psalm had left me feeling the glory I did in that moment, and no sermon could possibly compete with the whispers of God that flowed through the world He created.
This is what God is, I thought. My mind was clear, the words strong and steady in my head. He was not what my father said He was. He was not going to condemn me, or my brother, or Noah or anyone. He was not a set of rules in a book written thousands of years earlier.
God was love. He didn't care who people loved, as long as they loved. He didn't want us to suffer. How could any being that created such beauty want people to burn in Hell simply for existing as He created them? He created beauty, and He had nudged me onto this train in His mysterious way so I could realize that. He had sent me to Noah so I could learn.
I had never felt so certain of anything. I had never been so sure that what I knew was wrong, and never felt so comforted in finding out the truth.
Noah came up behind me. "You all right?"
I snapped out of my reverie. My fingers fluttered from the cross around my neck to my cheek. I was relieved that I didn't find tears there, though I had never felt so emotional.
"It's just... overwhelming." There was no way to explain what I had truly felt.
The corners of Noah's mouth turned up, a soft expression in his dark eyes. "It's pretty cool. Never seen mountains before?"
"I've never left Manitoba before. What they call mountains there aren't really... I mean, they're just very large hills, I guess."
Noah knew a lot about mountains. It made sense. His childhood was spent in the Kootenays, not so far from where we would be stopping in Jasper. We settled in two of the seats, the dome of windows around us as he pointed out at the ranges and named them, telling me things I had never known about the world.
We stayed there until the train pulled into Jasper. The town itself was small, not even as big as the small town I'd grown up in, but we took the chance to walk around for a few hours while we could. After I took pictures of almost everything, prompting Noah to shake his head at my touristy ways, we stopped at a small bakery for a snack.
"Should figure out what we're going to do when we get to Vancouver," he said, picking at a bear claw I had insisted he split with me.
"There's still lots of time," I replied nonchalantly.
Noah raised an eyebrow. "Well, I mean... we'll be there tomorrow."
"What?"
"About 24 hours from now. It's only about two days from Winnipeg to Vancouver."
I stared at Noah as the realization hit me.
"It's only been a day since I met you?"
Three people turned to look at us as Noah doubled over. I blushed, but ended up giggling along with him.
"That was a stupid thing to say."
Noah shook his head, wiping his face as he regained his breath. "Nah. Time seems different when you're on the train. And you've had a lot of shit happen since yesterday."
He wasn't wrong about that. All the crazy things that happened in the previous twenty-two years of my life added up weren't equal to the insanity of the past day.
As it turned out, the insanity wasn't done, either.
We reboarded the train at the set time, only to be told there would be a slight delay. An hour later, we were told it would be just a little longer. We ate dinner in the dining car together, where Noah teased me for bowing my head to say grace quietly before eating my turkey sandwich, then resumed waiting. We fell asleep a few hours after that, assuming we'd start moving in the middle of the night. When we woke up early the next morning, we were still sitting at the station in Jasper.
A conductor came by shortly after that.
"I have some bad news, folks."
I didn't quite understand why they didn't bus us to the next stop in Valemount, where we could catch a train that hadn't broken down, but our only option was to backtrack to Hinton about an hour in the opposite direction. Resigned to our fate, Noah and I boarded one of the coach buses the train company was providing.
Our luck didn't turn around in Hinton.
"Two days?" I cried.
"I'm sorry, miss," said the lady behind the ticket counter. "There just isn't enough room on the next train for everyone. We can offer you and your boyfriend a voucher for accommodations..."
I flushed as she called Noah my boyfriend, but he just waved it off.
"Take the voucher, Lacey," he said. "I got another idea, but just in case it doesn't work out."
There was a Tim Horton's nearby, and Noah told me to hang out there for a couple of hours.
"Where are you going?" I asked, alarmed.
"I got some friends in the area," he said. "Gonna see if they can help us out."
"Why can't I come with you?"
He smiled tightly. "You're good people. They're... well, they're all right, but you might make 'em a little nervous."
I wasn't entirely sure how I, the least confrontational and most cowardly person I knew, could make anyone a little nervous, but I went to the Tim Horton's as directed.
I spent the time trying to track down more information about Sean. The internet wasn't much help, so I tried contacting any of his old friends from school that I could find, hoping someone might know where he was. The ones that got back to me didn't, and the others never responded.
I tried spelling his name every which way I could think of. Sean Stephens. Sean Stevens. Shaun Steven. Shawn Stephans. Nothing.
I tried looking through the Instagram accounts of local gay bars, thinking maybe they'd have a picture of frequent patrons and hoping he might be one of them. All I discovered there was that I really, really wanted to see a drag show.
I was nearly ready to find out how much a private detective would cost when Noah rolled into the parking lot in a beat-up brown sedan with a cracked windshield.
"Where... how... who gave you a car?"
"Told you, I got some friends in the area. It'll be a long drive, but we can get to Vancouver before midnight. You got money for gas?" He pulled the keys out of his jacket pocket, tossing them lightly in the air before catching them again.
I nodded eagerly and followed him out to the car.
**
The mountains were beautiful, but they sucked for cell reception.
My phone cut in and out as we drove, so I couldn't keep trying to find Sean online. Over the next four hours, Noah and I talked, sharing stories about growing up, opening up to each other in ways that didn't seem real for people who had only known each other a day. Noah's advice had been not to trust anyone, but he was wrong. I trusted him. God had set me on a path to meet him, and he had been a better friend to me than anyone else in my life.
He told me stories of a life I had no experience with, yet shook his head when I said I had nothing to complain about. He tried to make me understand that what my father said and did wasn't right, wasn't normal—even by religious standards—yet handled the hardships he had faced with a stoic sense of acceptance. When he spoke of picking Christmas presents from Santa's Anonymous, I thought of all the donations I'd placed in cardboard boxes for the less fortunate. It was painful to realize that those toys went to people like Noah; that he was the person behind the faceless "less fortunate" who we tried to help.
I refused to pity him; I knew he didn't want pity, nor did he need it. What I wanted was for him to stop the car so I could hug him again, feel the roughness of his jean jacket against my skin. I listened quietly to his stories, knowing he shared them not to make my own problems seem lesser, but because he trusted me as much as I trusted him.
That drive was life-changing in some ways. Not because Noah was there to save me. He wasn't responsible for my salvation. Nor was he responsible for teaching me a lesson. He wasn't some mystical being who came into my life simply to guide me to the realization that other people had it worse than I did.
No, it was life-changing in that I realized how quickly people can grow to care about each other when they're being honest. If someone had asked me who the person I cared about most in the world was at that moment, I would have said Noah.
That realization was as terrifying as it was life-changing.
Despite my fear, I quietly thanked God for bringing him into my life.
We were both getting hungry and had agreed to stop in Barrière, which was about a half-hour away, when my phone started ringing.
Up to that point, I had been ignoring my phone every time it rang. My father had tried to call a few more times, but had given up earlier that day. Half the time, it was in the bottom of my backpack and I didn't hear it anyways. But after losing reception while trying to find Sean online, I had placed it in the cupholder.
So when the screen lit up with an area code I didn't recognize, I frowned.
"Your dad again?" asked Noah.
"No."
I debated letting it go to voicemail, but curiosity got the best of me.
"Hello?"
"Lacey?"
I knew his voice instantly. My hand flew to the cross around my neck as I teared up.
"Sean?"
"Hey, sis."
I burst into tears. Big, ugly, slobbery tears of joy and relief and happiness streamed down my face. Noah looked alarmed, but I waved a hand at him and turned towards the window.
"Where are you, Lace? I've been trying to call for hours. It keeps saying you're not available."
"W-We're on the highway," I sniffed. "I keep losing reception."
Our luck had finally turned around. Noah came up on a rest stop at that exact moment and immediately turned off, pulling into a parking spot so we didn't risk losing reception yet again.
"Are you okay? You're safe?"
"I'm safe," I repeated. "Sean, I can't... I'm so happy to hear your voice. I'm coming to find you. I wanted... needed to find you."
"Why didn't you just ask Mom for my phone number?"
"Mom has your phone number?"
"Yeah, of course. She... wait, you didn't know that?"
"They never talk about you. I thought... didn't they... did you leave on purpose?"
"No, of course not." Sean sighed, and I imagined him as I'd last seen him, scrawny and gangly and brushing curly hair out of his eyes. "They really never talked about that day?"
"No."
"Well, you heard what happened. You were there."
"I only heard yelling. Then saw you leaving."
"Dad kicked me out, Lacey."
"I-I thought... I mean, I didn't know if he kicked you out or if you left or..."
"Bit of both, I guess. It was leave or go to gay camp."
"Gay camp?"
"Conversion therapy."
I cringed. "I'm so sorry."
"It's okay. It's not your fault."
"I miss you."
"I miss you, too, Lace. Shit, it's so good to hear your voice."
"Mom really had your phone number all this time and never told me?"
Another sigh from Sean rattled through the phone. "She has it. We don't talk very often. I tell her to leave Dad every time but she just won't."
It was all news to me, and I could barely process what was happening.
"Listen, Sean, we're not far now, can I come see you? We'll be there in about... what, Noah, like four hours?"
Noah nodded. "Four or five."
"Who's Noah?" asked Sean.
"A friend of mine," I said.
"From home?"
"No, from..." I had no idea how to explain it. "From somewhere else. We can talk more in person. I think we're about a half-hour from Barrière."
"You mean Barrie? No way you're making it here in four hours. It's gonna be at least six, probably more like seven. Are you going through Peterborough?"
"Peterborough? Where's that?"
Sean paused. "Lacey, where are you right now?"
"I told you, half an hour from Barrière. I'm pretty sure that's how it's pronounced, not Barrie. It's got the funny French accent thing on one of the Es."
"Lac-Barrière? What are you doing way up there?"
"What do you mean, way up there? It's right on the highway."
"Where the fuck..." he mumbled. "Where do you think I live?"
"Umm... Vancouver?"
**

Chapter Three"Montreal?! Are you serious?"
Noah's face was red.
"I'm sorry! I really thought—"
"That's on the other side of the country. We literally are on the wrong end of the country right now."
"I'm sorry, I'm so—"
"They're not even anything alike. One's French, the other's Vancouver!"
"I'm—"
"You've got to be kidding, Lacey. It's a joke, right? We didn't actually spend all this time going the wrong fucking direction?"
"N-Noah please, I-I'm s-s..."
I couldn't get past the stutter.
You fucked up. You pissed him off.
The thought was insistent, intrusive. Suddenly terrified, my heart began pounding, then racing, then fluttering so fast I couldn't distinguish one beat from the next. Every bone in my body was telling me to run, but there was nowhere to run to. We were on a highway, at a rest stop, surrounded by trees and mountains and probably bears. Tears were pouring down my face again and my stomach was knotted, so tense that I felt like I was going to puke. I hunched over in the passenger seat, nausea overtaking me.



Noah was my friend, but Noah was a stranger. What if he left me there? What if told me to get out of the car and left me at that rest stop on the highway? I had never heard my father scream the way he had when Sean disappointed him. I had never imagined he would try to send my brother to conversion therapy or kick him out.
Who was to say Noah wasn't capable of something like that? I barely knew him, all things considered.
There was a high-pitched sound. I didn't know if it was real, if it was a squeal coming from my throat or a ringing encased only in my mind. I pressed my hands to my temples, clenching my jaw as the ringing turned to a throb.
I'm dying. I think I'm dying.
I wasn't sure if I thought it or said it. My breathing was ragged, gasping and uneven.
"Lacey, calm down." His voice was distant, quiet beneath the throbbing pulse in my ears. "Are you all right? I'm sorry, hey, I'm sorry, I didn't mean to make you cry. Shit, Lacey. Talk to me. I'm really sorry, all right?"
His hand touched my shoulder and I tensed. He yanked it away as though I was made of fire.
"I'm sorry, I'm sorry, please don't cry. Fuck. Look, I can't say I'm not frustrated, because I am, but it's not directed at you."
The pounding in my ears turned into a rushing sound. With an alarming amount of clarity, I thought I was about to pass out.
"You're scaring me. Breathe. Just... just take a breath for me, please?"
I didn't want to scare him.
"Lacey. Listen. I'm sorry. I'm sorry I'm frustrated. I'm sorry I was a dick just now. You must be frustrated, too. It's okay. We'll turn around. We'll get back to Hinton and catch the train again. It's gonna be okay, you just gotta breathe. Please. I'm sorry."
I tried to inhale normally. It took all my strength just to take that breath, but I forced myself to. Noah asked me to. I was supposed to do what people asked me to.
"Please don't be mad at me. Please be okay."
The rushing in my ears faded. It turned back into a pounding, then a pulse, then nothing. My body still shook, trembling as though I was encased in a snowbank, but my breathing returned. Still hunched over, I felt the cross around my neck.
"I'm sorry," I whispered.
"No," he said softly. "I was out of line. Look, if you don't want to be around me, I'll drop you off wherever you want."
"Please don't leave me here."
His hand touched my shoulder again, tentative. When I didn't tense up, he held it there, a soft comfort as I slowly realized I wasn't going to actually die.
"I would never," he said. "Is that what you thought?"
"Y-You're mad at me."
"No," he said again. "Shit. Lacey, I'm sorry. I didn't think. I'm mad at the situation."
When I was finally able to unfurl myself from the hunched ball I'd tucked myself into, Noah moved his hand.
"Do you have panic attacks a lot?" he asked.
"Is that what that was?"
He tried not to laugh, but the corners of his eyes crinkled. "So no, then?"
"I usually run away when people are mad at me."
He apologized again and again. I forgave him on the condition he accepted my apology, and then forgave him unconditionally anyway. I didn't try to excuse his behaviour. There was nothing to excuse. My reaction to his frustration was the problem, and the long drive back to Hinton gave me time to think about why I had reacted that way.
He wasn't yelling. He was angry, but he wasn't screaming or yelling or threatening in any way. He had every right to be upset, considering the huge mistake I had made, but I didn't like upsetting people, and I didn't like confrontation. The moment his face had reddened, I had started panicking.
Noah blamed himself fully, but I disagreed. We came to an uneasy truce, both of us certain it was our fault. I didn't think his reaction was unwarranted; he didn't think I should trust him again. After driving for a few hours, he pulled into another rest stop.
"I'm sorry."
"Noah, I said I forgive you."
"No, I'm sorry because I'm tired. Can't drive anymore tonight."
We slept at the rest stop. Noah insisted I sleep in the back while he sat in the passenger seat. In the morning, we made it to Valemount about an hour after waking, stopping for breakfast.
"Let me get it," Noah said, digging through the pockets of his jean jacket.
"No."
"Lacey—"
"No." I looked at him firmly. "You've been put out of your way this entire time because of me. If you don't want to go back across the country with me again, I don't blame you, and that's okay. But at least let me show my gratitude, okay?"
"I'm coming with you."
I knew better than to question him on it.
"Listen, guys, I hate to interrupt but are you gonna order?" asked the cashier.
"Extra-large French Vanilla, breakfast sandwich, a medium black coffee, everything bagel with herb-and-garlic, and two hash browns," Noah said promptly.
I smiled as I handed my card over to pay.
**
Noah said his friends wouldn't mind picking up their car in Jasper, so we stopped briefly to see if the train was still out of service. It was, because of course it was, so we bought more bear claws at the bakery and continued on to Hinton.
The closer we got to Hinton, the quieter Noah became. At first, I thought it was just because he was tired. The day before was long and emotional, and sleeping in the car had made me long for the comparative comfort of the train. We were both ragged, in need of showers and a meal that didn't come in a paper bag.
It wasn't until we were driving past the city limits that the tension in the car became so thick that I wondered how I'd missed it.
"How are we going to get from your friend's place back to the station?" I asked.
He didn't respond immediately.
"Noah?"
"We'll drive it to the Timmy's and leave it there."
"Really? They won't mind?"
"Nah."
I bit my lip as I watched him out of the corner of my eye.
"Because I don't mind bringing it to them, you know," I said. "If you think it's okay, I'd really like to say thank you."
"Ah, I don't think that's a good idea."
"Why not?"
"They're not home."
"Oh."
Another pause as my brows furrowed.
"How do you know that?"
"I talked to them."
"When? You haven't called anyone or—"
"Lacey, it's fine." His voice was calm but strained. "Really. We'll leave it at Timmy's and walk. I'll let them know as soon as we get there."
I took his word for it, chalked up his reaction to being tired, and was quiet until we got to the Tim Horton's.
Noah parked the car at the edge of the lot and we both climbed out.
"Wait, what about the keys?" I asked.
He glanced down at the keys in his hand, then back up at me.
"I'll leave 'em in the restaurant. Let them know to pick 'em up there."
He returned with coffees for both of us and we started down the sidewalk. His legs were longer than mine and he walked so fast I nearly had to jog to keep up.
"Noah, slow down."
He kept up the same pace. "Just want to make sure we get there on time."
"The train doesn't even leave for another two hours. We don't have to rush."
His jaw was clenched, face serious. "Still, let's just get there. Make sure we got tickets and everything."
"Why are you acting so strange?"
He didn't answer, but I found out soon enough.
The highway ran in a straight line right through the town of Hinton with the train station on one side and the bus terminal on the other, and we were on the bus terminal side. We were crossing a side street so we could get to the crosswalk when the beat-up brown sedan we'd spent the past day in came to a screeching halt in front of us.
"Oh, your friends found the car already!"
Noah's face was pale, but he still managed to look at me with incredulous disbelief. It was the only time he looked at me in a way that made me feel stupid.
"Reiman, there you are!"
Two men and a woman climbed out of the car. Noah looked rough around the edges because his clothes were worn and his hair was messy, but he was an overall good person. His friends looked rough around the edges because they were rough around the edges.
The driver was barely taller than me, skinny as a rail, and had a face like a particularly angry muskrat. His hair was greasy and dark, thin facial hair was spattered across his upper lip and chin. From the passenger side came a man taller than Noah and twice his width. His head was shaved and dark tattoos were scrawled up his neck and onto his face.
The woman was tall as well, and the only way to describe her looks was that she was hot. Her makeup set off the darkness of her eyes, lipstick that made her full mouth look pouty and enticing, and her hair was short and spiky. She wore a baggy hoodie with the sleeves rolled up and a very short pair of shorts that clung to her skin.
"Hey Noah." Her voice was high and tauntingly flirty. "Oh look, you found a pretty friend."
"Just let me do the talking," Noah mumbled to me. Before I could respond, he stepped forward. "Hey, Pauline. Long time, no see."
"Sammy said you'd been by. Thought you'd wait to see me, but now I can see why you didn't."
I swallowed hard.
"Yeah, well, I thought Reiman would've brought my fucking car back in a couple hours like he said he would," the shorter man said. His voice was cold and he glared at Noah as he stalked up to us.
"Sam, I was gonna explain—"
"Shut your fuckin' trap. You steal my fuckin' car and for what, to impress this bitch?" He jerked a thumb at me and I felt my cheeks go red.
"Ah, can see why, ya know?" said the taller man. "Reiman, introduce us, eh?"
Noah was standing just in front of me, his arms folded protectively. "No."
"Seems the least you could do for stealing my fucking car," spat Sam.
"You stole the car?" I repeated.
Pauline hooted, slapping her thigh. "Jesus Christ, Noah. Where'd'ja find this one?"
"Leave her alone," Noah said. "She's got nothing to do with this."
"That so?"
The tall man started forward suddenly. Noah stepped back and bumped into me. I dropped the coffee I had been holding and grabbed the sleeve of his jacket as I stumbled, meaning that when the tall man pulled me away from him, Noah couldn't grab him back.
"Hey, pretty thing. I'm Darian. What's your name, baby?"
I looked at Noah, terrified, and didn't respond.
"Don't be such a fuckin' pig," Noah growled. "Let go of her."
"Don't think I will," Darian said. An arm heavier than a tree branch wrapped around my shoulders. "'Least not till Sam says so."
"Please don't touch me." My voice was small and squeaky as I tried to pull myself away from Darian.
He burst out laughing, as did Pauline. His arm tightened threateningly around me as she sauntered towards us.
"Just look at her," Pauline snorted. She grabbed the cross around my neck and tugged, breaking the chain easily. "Look, Sammy. Little Christian girl. You here to save Noah's soul or something?"
"Didn't you get enough of that in the pen? Now you're goin' after little Christian girls?"
Noah's face was red, fully red. "You're all wrong. She's a friend. Haven't touched her."
"Nah, he wouldn't touch her," Pauline said. "Noah's just a fuckin' rat thief, never did nothing to any girls. He's too noble. S'why I like ya, Noah. Even if you did just steal my baby brother's car."
"Oh, so she's a little whore then, hey?" Darian's face lit up as he leered down at me. "Why else she with your scrawny ass?"
"Stop it," Noah said again. "Seriously, fuck off. Your problem isn't with her."
"Yeah, back to the matter at hand!" Sam stomped his foot. "You fuckin' ask me to borrow a car for two hours, two hours you say to me, and just disappear? You disrespect me like that, you fuckin' goof?"
"And then you don't even tell your cute little girlfriend you stole it?" Pauline giggled. "Aw honey, did he tell you anything about him? Did he tell you where he made friends with my baby brother here?"
Noah's expression didn't change, but he didn't look at me. Darian nudged me hard.
"She's talkin' to you. Answer."
"He didn't," I whispered obediently.
Darian and Pauline hooted with laughter again.
"Lemme guess, he told you he was a good guy, just down on his luck? Talked his way into your life, maybe got you all hot with his bad-boy looks that are so different than your pretty boys from back home?" She was mocking me, my cross dangling from her fingers as she spoke. "Well, he can say whatever the fuck he wants. He can tell everyone he's changed and he's gonna get his life on track. We all been hearin' it from him for years. Fact remains, he stole a car from the man he shared a prison cell with for three years. He'll fuck you over too, pretty girl."
A prison cell?
My head was spinning.
The car was stolen.
Noah had been to prison.
Darian's fingers were digging into my arm as he held me in place.
Noah had lied to me, and he wouldn't even look me in the eye.
Pauline's words hung in the air. She looked at me as though she was waiting for a response, but I had nothing to say. I had no tears in my eyes. No pain, nothing to beg for. I felt numb. Broken. Stupid.
Pauline seemed to be able to read my face, every emotion and thought and terrified twitch I made. What she saw at that moment, I didn't know. Whatever it was, it made her stop. She pressed her lips together and sighed.
"Let her go, Darian."
"But—"
"Do it, you fuckin' goof." She held the broken necklace out to me. "Here. Sorry I broke it. Get some money from Daddy to buy a new one."
Darian released my arm and I took a giant step away from him.
"Now for you," Pauline said as she turned to Noah. "You got the car back, no harm there. But you disrespected Sammy, and you know that can't fly. Gimme your jacket."
"No."
Her eyes seemed to flash in the sun as she glared at Noah. "Give it."
"Don't," he pleaded.
"Gimme the fuckin' jacket, Noah."
I had never seen Noah take his jean jacket off. It should have been something I noticed before. After all, it was summer. It wasn't especially warm, but it wasn't cold enough to warrant a jacket. The realization hit me only as I saw Noah's face scrunched in distress at being told to give up his jacket.
"You already broke my necklace," I interrupted. "Take that if you need something from us."
Pauline glanced at me, her eyebrows raised. "Us, eh?"
"No, keep your necklace," Noah said. Dejected, he started unbuttoning the jacket.
I held the necklace out to Pauline. "It's worth more than an old jacket. Take it."
She made a disgusted face. "You think this is about money?"
I did, but apparently that was incorrect.
"I got it for my First Communion," I said. "I've worn it every day since I can remember. It was my grandmother's."
"Lacey, keep your fucking necklace," Noah implored, his voice as desperate as his eyes.
"Lacey?" squealed Pauline. "Oh, that's fucking adorable." She snatched the cross out of my hand.
"Take my damn jacket, Pauline! You wanted it in the first place," Noah protested.
"Nah. I got this shit now." She laughed as she started stalking back to the car. "C'mon, you two."
They left as quickly as they'd arrived, leaving me standing in the middle of the street with Noah as we watched the car drive away.
The world went silent around us as the car turned the corner, and all I could do was stare at the spot it had been while Noah shifted uncomfortably.
"You're probably wondering—"
I started walking away before Noah even finished the sentence. It seemed to startle him, and he jogged to catch up with me.
"Wait, just let me explain—"
He reached out to touch my arm and I batted his hand away.
"Lacey, wait—"
"No."
I stopped suddenly and Noah crashed into me. My heart was pounding so hard that I felt dizzy as I whirled towards him.
"You know what, Noah? You were right."
"What?"
"You said I shouldn't blindly trust people. And then I trusted you."
He tilted his head back, eyes closed. "Listen, just let me explain—"
"You stole a car! And lied to me about it!"
"It wasn't really—"
"You've been in prison."
He went silent.
"For what?"
Noah looked away, his jaw clenched.
"For what, Noah?"
"Theft."
"Theft."
"And drugs," he mumbled.
I couldn't look at him.
"I'm clean," he continued. "Have been for almost six years now. I got involved with some people, did some stupid shit. I never hurt anyone, Lacey."
"You broke the law."
"I fucking—" He stopped suddenly, running a hand through his hair. "I fucked up. I've been paying for it every single day since then. I didn't lie to you, I just didn't... I don't tell people. That's not who I am anymore."
"You lied about the car."
Again, he went silent.
"I accidentally got us to the wrong side of the country. That's a mistake. You put us in danger! I thought they were going to kill us. Or we could have been arrested. You made me an accomplice to a crime!"
"They wouldn't have called the cops."
"Not the point!" I bit my lip, hard, to keep from crying. "You need to leave me alone. I might be stupid, but you put us in danger on purpose."
The serious expression on his face stayed stoic, but he closed his eyes.
"Why'd you give them your necklace?" he asked quietly.
"It was just a stupid necklace. I don't care about it."
It was the first lie I'd told Noah. I should have felt guilty. It should have bothered me more that I didn't.
I turned and ran away from him as fast as I could.
**
Reading signs from God is not easy.
They say He works in mysterious ways, but that summer I began to think it was just an excuse so people didn't feel as bad about making the wrong decision. It was a way to justify their actions and choices while still believing that God had the capacity to care about each and every one of us, like there weren't seven billion other people He was watching over at the same time.
If God worked in normal ways, I probably would have gone back home when the people at the train station told me that I couldn't catch a train east for two days. I would have interpreted that as God telling me I had made the wrong choice, that it was time to go home to my little town with its little ways and little problems.
Throw in some "mysterious ways," though, and you can interpret that as anything. Throw in a girl who was frustrated and scared and alone, and you can interpret it as "well, I'll just take a bus back to Edmonton so I can take the train tonight." It didn't seem to cross my mind that even if Noah and I hadn't fought, we still would have been stuck there for two days.
The Hinton stop was conditional, they said.
"It's not a major stop, so they need 48 hours' notice if you want a pickup here," said the woman behind the counter.
"48 hours," I repeated. "There's nothing else? They can't, I don't know, make an emergency stop?"
"Is it an emergency?"
I thought for a moment, then sighed. "No."
She smiled politely, though I'm sure she was rolling her eyes internally. "I'm not supposed to send customers to our competitors, but the bus to Edmonton leaves in about an hour. They'll bring you right to the station in Edmonton, and the train leaves from there about two hours after you'd arrive."
I crossed the highway back to the bus terminal, wary of seeing Noah en route, but he had disappeared. I told myself I wasn't worried about him, that he was an adult who could take care of himself. Hell, he could take care of himself better than I could take care of myself. I told myself I didn't care what happened to him, that I was angry with him.
I ignored the small, whispery voice in my head that said he deserved forgiveness. Look what happened when I forgave Roger, I reasoned. Forgiving people had gotten me into this mess.
I ignored the fact that Noah hadn't intended to hurt me. It didn't matter. I was hurt all the same.



If God wanted Noah to be forgiven, He could forgive Noah Himself.
The bus was already waiting at the terminal when I got my ticket sorted out. The back of the bus had the most people, so I sat near the front and plopped my backpack onto the seat next to me. I had bought a cheap pair of earbuds at the London Drugs in Edmonton, something that seemed like a distant memory by then, plugged them into my phone, and closed my eyes.
I spent the entire bus ride trying not to think about Noah. Of course, that meant he was the only thing I could think of.
Why had he been so distressed about giving up his jacket? I understood that Noah didn't have much in the way of money, but still. It was a jean jacket, one that had certainly seen many better days. The denim was faded in spots, patches on the elbows almost completely worn through. The fabric hung off his body loosely, a few sizes too large for him.
The look in his eyes when Pauline had demanded it from him was pure anguish. I could see his face in my mind clearly, pinched in distress, his eyes wildly begging her to ask anything else of him.
I'd given up my necklace for him. It had been instinct, something that flared up in me when I saw that expression. Despite him lying to me, I didn't want him to see him hurt. I was certainly sad about losing my cross, but it didn't torment me the way the threat of losing his jacket did to Noah.
Maybe it was a good thing Pauline had taken it. It was a symbolic moment of growth, a literal and figurative breaking of chains. The mountains had laid the foundation for me to understand that. God was not in control of my life, no more than anyone else was in control of my life. The lessons I learned growing up about forgiveness and loving thy neighbour and doing the right thing were there as guidelines for being a good person. How I used those lessons was up to me.
He wanted me to do the right thing, but He would forgive me when I didn't.
Kind of like how I wanted Noah to do the right thing. If God would forgive Noah, I should follow His example.
I squeezed my eyes shut even tighter. I didn't want to learn that lesson. I wanted to keep being mad at Noah.
I tried to think of Sean instead. In only a few days, I would get to see my brother again. It had been nearly ten years, and I tried to imagine what he might look like. I couldn't seem to picture what the scrawny boy of seventeen would have grown into.
The thoughts about what Sean would look like caused my mind to wander back to Noah. He and Sean were about the same age, and I started wondering what Noah would have looked like growing up. Had he always had long, scruffy hair? Were his shoulders always so broad? Had he always been so tall?
I kicked myself mentally, my cheeks flushing. I was angry at Noah, no matter how attractive he was. No matter how he had hugged me when I cried, how warm his body was curled up against mine that night on the train...
I kicked myself mentally again.
I went back to Sean. He had promised to pick me up from the train station when I got there. What happened after that, I didn't know. My father had stopped trying to call and I had no idea if my parents would even welcome me back home. Perhaps if I repented and begged their forgiveness, my father would consider it.
The problem was that it would be a lie. I couldn't be forgiven for something I felt I was right about.
That was the key, right there. Deep down, underneath my racing mind trying to interpret God's mysterious signs and wondering if I was doing the right thing, I knew I couldn't be forgiven for running away.
Noah had said it best. I wasn't running away. I was running to something better.
I spent the last part of the bus ride praying. I went through the list of saints Delilah had taught me all those years ago, praying to any of them that might be able to help me. I asked for Saint Ignatius to help make sure my decisions were good. I asked God—begged God—to work in normal ways, to make His signs a little clearer. Both Saint Christopher and Saint Michael heard prayers for protection. And for Noah, I prayed to Saint Maria Goretti, hoping wherever he was, she would watch over him.
My hand reached instinctively for the cross around my neck as the bus stopped in Edmonton. A tiny knot of pain curled around my heart when I remembered it wasn't there.
The lady at the station in Hinton had said the bus would take me right to the train station in Edmonton, but that was a bit of an exaggeration. The bus terminal was about three kilometers away, but there was a shuttle leaving every fifteen minutes that would bring me over. The shuttle driver directed me to leave my backpack beside the van and he'd put it in the back. I did exactly as he said and climbed in alongside a couple of other people.
I say this because I want to make it clear that I did exactly as I was told. Backpack beside the van, driver would put it in the back.
There were a few things I can admit were my fault. I shouldn't have left my wallet in the bag. I shouldn't have left my phone in the bag. I should have watched him put the bag into the van, because when we arrived at the train station, it wasn't there.
"Is it in another shuttle?" I asked desperately.
The driver shook his head. "This is the only one. We go back and forth from the station to the terminal all day."
"Can you call over? See if someone has it?"
He did, but shook his head at me after a few moments. "Sorry, miss."
"It can't be gone. It can't."
"I can take you back to the terminal if you want."
I might have shaken my head before walking away, but a haze had settled over me. All I knew was I sank down on a bench, much like I had in Winnipeg, and stared aimlessly in front of me.
If I had just forgiven Noah, he would have been there with me and stopped me from doing something so stupid.
Uncharacteristically, I hadn't cried after running away from Noah earlier that day. I hadn't cried on the bus. Instead, I waited until I was sitting alone at a train station before bursting into tears like a crazy person.
I was very aware that people were sidestepping around my bench, refusing to acknowledge the sobbing woman with her head in her hands. I didn't blame them. Nobody wants to deal with the emotional breakdown of a person they don't know. No matter how hard I tried to tell myself to pull it together, I couldn't seem to stop crying.
Losing my wallet meant I had no money, no way to get another ticket, no way to get food. Losing my phone meant I could only call one phone number for help, since I couldn't remember Sean's. Losing my backpack meant defeat.
It meant I was wrong.
It meant that I was interpreting God's mysterious ways incorrectly.
Or it meant that He had heard my prayer for more obvious signs. It meant that when Noah came strolling up to me holding my backpack, I was to forgive him.
It was the soft nudge of my bag tilting against my calf that made me take my head from my hands. I looked down at it and gasped, lunging forward to grab it. When I looked up, tears still staining my cheeks, Noah was already walking away.
"Wait!"
He kept moving and I scrambled to catch up with him.
"Noah, please. Wait one second."
He stopped but didn't turn to me.
"I didn't take it and I'm not following you." His voice was cold.
"Where did you find it?"
"Saw some kids with it at the bus terminal and took it back, heard some driver ask people to keep an eye out for it, figured you were here."
"Were you on the bus too?"
"Didn't think you'd take the bus," he mumbled. "Saw you get on but didn't want to bother you."
My chin trembled as I looked down. "Thank you."
"Leave you to it, then."
He started away again, heading towards the exit where the shuttle was waiting.
"Wait, where are you going?"
"North."
Another knot of pain clamped around my heart. I would never see Noah again if he went north. I would never speak to him again if I didn't do it right that second.
"Noah, I'm sorry."
He stopped, pausing before turning back towards me, his body tense. When he finally met my eyes again, the serious grimace on his face softened.
"I'm sorry," I whispered again.
Noah stepped forward, still hesitant.
"For what?"
"For telling you to leave me alone." My voice was shaky, but I hoped he could tell it was genuine. "For not listening to your explanation. For accusing you of putting us in danger."
He cast his eyes to the floor. "Don't need to apologize for that."
"Yes, I do."
He shook his head. "I did all those things. You aren't wrong."
"It doesn't matter. I should have been a better friend."
"I'm the one who needs to apologize," he said. "I lied to you. I'm sorry."
"We both made mistakes."
"No. I'm the fuck up here, not you."
"You're not a... a f-fuck up."
I was surprised steam didn't start rising off my cheeks from how hotly they burned, even though I'd stuttered my way through swearing and had lowered my voice when I said it. Noah looked up, astonished, and I had to press my lips together to keep from laughing at his expression.
"Miss Lacey, did you just—"
"Let's never speak of it again."
He chuckled, a staccato grunt, and tried to hide his smile.
"Shit. You make it hard to stay mad."
I tried to smile back, but I didn't want to say goodbye.
"Are you really going up north?"
The serious expression overtook his smile again.
"Guess so. Was what I was gonna do before I met you."
I had never asked him to come with me. He had decided for me, appointed himself my protector when he realized how far in over my head I was. I had told him he didn't have to come with me, and he had insisted. But when I told him to leave me alone, he had done so without question, only breaking the command to help me yet again. He was there because he wanted to be, but would he stay if I asked him to?
I wanted him to stay with me as much as I needed him to.
"I know I don't really have any right to ask, but will—"
"Yes."
"You don't even know what I was going to say."
"I'll come to Montreal with you."
The relief that flooded me almost brought me to tears again, and I sniffed as I smiled. "Just, no more secrets, okay? And no more stealing."
He nodded solemnly.
"I promise."
**
I hadn't planned on taking that sleeper cabin upgrade.
Really, I hadn't.
But I also hadn't planned on taking a cross-country trip, meeting a man who would change my life, getting stranded in Hinton, sleeping in a car on the side of the road, or having my backpack stolen. I hadn't planned on giving up my necklace, lying to anyone, or ignoring my father's phone calls.
I was feeling like a bit of a different person when I walked up to the ticket counter.
"So, this will get you to Toronto," said the lady. "You'll have to stop off there and get a different line to Montreal. It'll be less expensive to buy your tickets at that time."
"Great," I said. "Also, can you take a look at my customer profile? There should be an upgrade on there."
She tensed up. "Oh, um... I mean, I guess. Was that for... both of you?"
I was sure plenty of people tried to scam their way into an upgrade, but Noah and I weren't them.
"Yep."
Her lips pursed. "I apologize for any confusion. The note says a one-person sleeper cabin."
"There's no chance we could get a cabin for two? Or two one-persons?"
"I really can't make changes to an existing upgrade."
"Not at all?"
"Well, I could put you both in business class instead, if you like."
The person I had been four days earlier would have agreed, maybe even apologized. But the person I was that day was not having it.
"I hope I'm not making things too difficult," I said. "It's just, I would think after I was nearly drugged and assaulted on my trip—where my friend here stepped in to help me, by the way—and then we were both stranded in Hinton and had to take a bus back to Edmonton just to get back on the train, that maybe there would be a way for us to get upgraded to something better than business class."
The lady's face changed as I spoke. She glanced at the computer and clicked a few items, her eyes widening as she looked further into the profile. I imagined the conductor who had helped us originally put in a few more details than she had originally seen because she even started to go a bit pale.
"Miss Stephens, I am so sorry for the experience you've had," she said. She typed quickly, then printed a ticket. "I must have, uh... misread the booking. It says right here that you've been upgraded to a premium suite. My apologies. Please, take a food voucher for your troubles."
I might have imagined it, but I thought Noah looked proud as we walked away from the ticket counter.
We received a few strange looks as we made our way through the cars that housed the sleeper cabins and suites. It wasn't unexpected. Most of the other passengers in those cars were older, cleanly dressed, and clearly well off. Neither Noah or I had showered in at least four days, carried only backpacks, and probably looked a little rough.
I didn't care in the slightest.
When we got to our assigned cabin, I was shocked.
"Oh my gosh," I breathed.
"Holy fuck," Noah blurted.
I didn't even know trains had rooms like that. It was small, of course, but twice as long as any of the other cabins. Instead of the narrow bunk beds I had expected, there was a Murphy bed tucked into the wall. Everything was covered in dark, rich wood. There was even a small chandelier hanging in the middle of the room. It had a leather couch facing a reasonably large TV, a small dining area with fresh flowers on a vase in the middle, and most importantly—
"Oh thank you dear, sweet Jesus." I nearly wept as I opened the door into a private bathroom with a shower stall.
Finally, it seemed like we had caught a break.
I told Noah to use the shower first because I couldn't guarantee I'd be out of it in a reasonable amount of time. While he showered, I explored the suite. There were complimentary snacks in some of the cupboards and I helped myself to some actual fresh fruit for the first time in days.
When Noah exited the bathroom, I was flipping through the channels on the TV and munching on an apple.
"All done?" I asked, glancing over at him.
Instantly, my neck snapped back towards him. Noah's hair was still damp, towelled dry and messy around his face. His skin almost gleamed with cleanliness and he seemed more relaxed than I had ever seen him.
Most noteworthy, however, was the fact that Noah was not wearing his jean jacket.
Noah was not wearing any jacket. Or a shirt.
It's not like I had never seen any man without his shirt on. I didn't live under a rock, obviously, but there was a big difference in seeing a man without a shirt at a swimming pool, for example, and having Noah walk into the room unexpectedly and gloriously half-exposed.
Something I hadn't known about Noah was that he was covered in tattoos. They were beautiful, all intricate drawings and symbols that danced along his skin. Not a single one peeked over the collar of his shirt, so it was surprising to see the scrawling black ink that snaked across his arms, back, and chest.
Oh, and his chest.
That jean jacket hid a lot.
Noah was thin, but not scrawny. His chest muscles were hard and defined, and his shoulders were strong. A few errant drops of water dotted his smooth skin, and a feeling I had never really felt before made me long to lick each drop off of him.
"What the fuck," I whispered, shocked at my own thoughts.
I could feel my entire face going red. Probably my entire neck, chest, and the rest of my body, too. Especially that little spot in my stomach that was fluttering in an almost-enticing way.
"Shit, sorry." Noah grimaced, looking slightly embarrassed. "I didn't mean to make you uncomfortable."
Uncomfortable was one word for it.
I wasn't stupid. I knew what it was. I had been attracted to men before, but I had never, ever had my body react to someone the way it did to the sight of Noah shirtless.
"It's fine," I said quickly, standing up and almost falling over. I was suddenly very light-headed. "J-Just unexpected. I've never seen you without your jacket on."
He rubbed his neck nervously. I tried not to stare more than I already had.
"Well, I wanted to talk to you about that, actually."
I didn't want to ask him to wait until I'd had a moment to calm myself, or until I got out of the shower.
"Sure," I said.
He nodded, not looking at me. "You asked for no more secrets. It's not a secret, really, but I... You gave up your damn necklace so I could keep it, even though you were pissed at me."
"It's not—"
"I know you lied," he continued. If possible, I turned even redder. "Saw you touch that thing all the time, every time you were nervous or scared or whatever."
"I didn't realize it was so obvious."
"Yeah, well." He smiled tightly. "I'm sorry you lost it because of me."
"It's okay. It was my grandmother's, but if it makes you feel better, she wasn't a very nice person."
That wasn't a lie. Nana was a lot like her son, my father, and I didn't have any overly fond memories of her. I wore that necklace dutifully and while it was a comfort to me, like Noah had said, it was still just a piece of metal.
"I'll replace it for you," he promised. "It might take a while. But I'm gonna get you a new one."
"You don't have to."
"Want to."
I opened my mouth to reply, but he shook his head.
"So the jacket. It's uh, it kinda seems silly to say it out loud. But I've had it almost my whole life. I told you about my dad?"
"You said he died when you were young."
Noah nodded. "Mom looked everywhere for the jacket after he died. Wanted him to be buried in it, I guess. He wore it all the time, one of his favourite things. She realized I'd taken it, had it in my bedroom. Was sleeping with the thing like it was a goddamn security blanket."
He finally met my gaze, a desperate yearning for understanding gleaming deep within his dark eyes.
"Thought she was gonna whoop my ass when she found it. 'Stead she kinda nodded and patted my back. Said Dad would want me to have it but I had to take good care of it."
"I'm glad Pauline took the necklace instead," I said, and I meant it completely.
He shifted slightly. "She, uh, knew the story, obviously." He cleared his throat. "You heard her say how I knew Sam, right?"
I nodded. "You were, um, in prison together?"
"You say it so innocently. Like it was summer camp or some shit." Noah's eyes sparkled as he chuckled. "So, kept in touch with Sam after our stint. Ended up living with him awhile in Hinton. Pauline's his sister, she was around a lot... so uh, there's some... uh, history there."
I looked at him blankly, waiting to hear what the history was. Noah cleared his throat awkwardly.
"You really gonna make me spell it out?"
It took a moment longer, but I figured it out myself.
"Oh. She's your ex-girlfriend?"
"Dunno if I'd call her a girlfriend really, but that's the gist of it, yeah."
My face flamed again as I realized what he meant.
"Oh."
"So that's why she was so shitty towards you. Wasn't too happy with me when I left town."
I nodded, swallowing hard.
"I'm sorry, Lacey."
"It's okay," I said. "I don't even know what you're apologizing for."
"All of it. Not telling you about this before. Letting Pauline take your necklace. She wouldn't've bothered except she felt threatened by you."
"Threatened? By me?"
"You know, like... I dunno, like she thought maybe she and I could get together again or something, then saw you and thought—"
"Me?" I repeated. "She needs her eyes checked. Pauline was terrifying, but even I noticed how... you know, pretty she is."



Noah frowned. "What do you mean?"
"Well, you know, I mean I know I'm pretty plain-looking and she had that, like... dark, sultry kind of look."
"You think you look plain?"
I shrugged, looking away from him. "I look like me. Nothing special. It's no big deal."
Noah was quiet. A strange sort of tension filled the room until I couldn't stand it any longer and looked back at him. He was studying me, a line creased between his eyebrows.
"What?"
"You don't know how you look, do you?" he said quietly. "You're not just saying that to be modest or something. You really got no idea?"
I couldn't respond. I didn't know how to respond. The strange little flutter in my stomach had returned, stirring up something that I didn't know how to handle.
"I should take a shower," I whispered, and strode past Noah into the bathroom.
The door closed quietly behind me as I tried to make sense of what was happening. The bathroom was warm, thick with humidity from Noah's shower. He had washed some of his clothing in the sink and let it hang on the towel rack to dry. I refused to imagine what he must have looked like in that room just minutes earlier, standing under the running water and washing himself while I ate an apple just a few meters away in the next room.
I absolutely refused to picture that.
Shivering slightly despite the warm, damp air, I undressed. The mirror was slightly fogged, and I ran a towel over it, looking at myself in the mirror.
I didn't know what Noah was talking about. The girl that stared back at me couldn't be described as anything better than plain. Eyes that were too big stuck out from underneath long, straight, boring hair. She was covered in freckles, head to toe, splotches of brown that stuck out against her pale skin. Where Noah's body had been hard and toned, mine was soft. I didn't run, didn't work out. Not that I ever showed them off, but my breasts weren't anything special. They were average sized and usually hidden behind a reasonably baggy top. My hips were curvy. My backside was normal, not small but not large. I would never go so far as to say I was ugly, but I wasn't anything special.
I was average. Just an average girl, with an average face hidden beneath layer upon layer of freckles.
Maybe both Noah and Pauline needed their eyes checked.
The thought of Pauline and Noah together made me cringe. I hadn't expected that Noah was celibate or something. I was a virgin, and I knew that made me the weird one, but the thought of him with her, their mouths pressed together as their bodies entwined, made me angry and aroused and uncomfortable all at the same time.
I didn't want to admit it was because I wanted my mouth pressed to Noah's as he did unspeakable, nearly sinful things to me. Why would Noah even want to do those things to me?
There had been that look in his eyes, though. That look as he asked me if I knew what I looked like. It wasn't a look of pity or of concern. It was something else, something like... longing.
Maybe he did want to do those things to me.
It felt wrong to admit, but maybe I wanted him to.
I didn't come out of the bathroom for a very, very long time.
**
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Chapter FourI hadn't really considered the implications of the sleeping arrangements.
After my very long shower, we ate in the dining car before returning to the cabin. While we were gone, the concierge had turned the room over for us.
We knew there was only one bed, a double that folded down from the wall. The thing was, once the bed was folded down, it rested on top of the small sofa in the room. Not that the sofa was long enough for either of us to comfortably sleep on it, but still.
"It's fine," I said as we stood just inside the doorway to the room. "We're adults. We can share a bed."
The words sounded impossibly immature coming out of my mouth.
"I can sneak out to the Economy car," Noah said. "They won't even notice another person sleeping there."
"Don't be silly. We'll just share the bed."
I used the bathroom first, brushing my teeth and washing up, and then settled in the bed while Noah took his turn. The TV was opposite me, so I flipped through some channels while waiting.
I had a set of pyjamas with me, because of course I did. Noah, on the other hand, walked back out in his jeans and a T-shirt. I felt like I should tell him to just be comfortable, but after the conversation earlier, I didn't know that I could handle it. He crawled on top of the covers, leaning back against the headboard as I snuggled into the comforter.
"You don't have to do that," I said.
"I know," he replied. "But I think we'll both feel better if I do."
He was probably right. Maybe.
After turning the TV off, I lay awake for a long time. I had a double bed at home and it certainly seemed large enough, but with Noah's body just inches away from mine, I realized how small it really was. I could feel the heat rising off his body as I lay there, staring up at the roof and listening to the train slide along the tracks.
"You asleep?" he asked after a while.
"No. Are you?"
He chuckled. "Yeah, I'm talking to you in my sleep right now."
I was glad he couldn't see my face.
"Offer to go find a seat in Economy still stands," he said.
"No. I'd feel too guilty to sleep. Might as well stay here."
He shifted on the bed, rolling to his side to look at me. I turned my head towards him, his eyes reflecting the pale light shining in from the train window.
"Tell me something about you, Miss Lacey."
"What do you want to know?"
"Tell me the craziest thing you've ever done, besides this."
I laughed and looked back up at the ceiling. "I was only 17 when I went to college. My birthday's in November. When my roommate found out, she bought a bunch of coolers and brought them to our dorm. We drank them, I puked my guts out, and when my birthday rolled around, I couldn't even stomach the smell of alcohol. I didn't drink again until a year later."
"That's the craziest thing you've ever done?"
"I told you, I'm boring. You've been around for all the other crazy stuff."
"You really bought into that whole religion thing, eh?"
"I had to. I didn't know anything else."
"Nothing wrong with having faith, but you know what your dad—"
"I don't want to get into it."
"Sorry."
We went quiet for another moment.
"What was prison like?"
He chuckled that startled, barking laugh. "That escalated quickly."
"Sorry. Too personal?"
"No. Just don't think anyone's ever asked me that, to be honest." He thought for a moment before continuing. "It sucked. I mean, obviously. The first couple weeks were bad. I was withdrawing. They don't really give a shit, it's not like when you go to rehab or something, so I was shaking and puking and sick and just completely out of my head. Then that stops and you wish it hadn't because you start living the same day over and over." He paused again. "Sam was my second cellmate. First one OD'ed. Found him and told myself I wasn't gonna ever touch that shit again."
"I'm sorry."
"Don't be. Was what it took to get my life turned around. Well, as turned around as you can with a record."
"What do you mean?"
He laughed dryly. "Shit affects everything. Getting a job. Renting a place. You fuck up like I did, it follows you. Not that I had much to go back to when I got out, but I lost it all anyway."
"What did they arrest you for?"
"Deal gone wrong. Guy fucked me over, I stole his truck, cops got me for both. Plead guilty. When my date finally came up, I'd already finished withdrawing and figured I'd just own up to it. Wasn't worth fighting."
"And... you said your mom..."
"Drug trafficking."
"Sorry."
"Don't be. She warned me not to get involved with the same fuckheads she did, but I was desperate. It was deal or be homeless."
I processed the information quietly, long enough that Noah shifted again.
"I'm not religious, but you think God would forgive me?"
"Yeah," I said.
"Do you?"
"Without question."
**
The next day was Canada Day.
Had my original plans with Roger gone through, I would have been in Montreal. As it turned out, we would spend part of the day right back where I had started: the Winnipeg train station.
Noah and I spent most of the day in our suite, playing cards and watching TV. We ordered food to the room and blew through the voucher we'd gotten from the station in Edmonton, but we'd be arriving in Toronto the next day so it didn't matter too much.
The closer we got to Winnipeg, the more anxious I felt. We would be stopping there for a few hours and the concierge suggested we take in a nearby festival, but I refused to get off the train. Noah, on the other hand, said he wanted to pick some things up during the stop. After he left, I huddled in the suite, leaving only to wait in the lounge when the concierge came back to set the room to the nighttime configuration.
Noah found me there just before we left.
"Doing all right?" he asked.
I shook my head.
"I know," he said. "We'll be leaving soon."
He sat next to me and hesitantly wrapped his hand around mine. The terror that wracked my body started to evaporate as I gripped his hand tightly. Together, we sat in the lounge not speaking, not addressing the electricity that seemed to flow between our palms as we touched each other, until the train started to move.
Once it did, the trance was broken, and Noah slipped his hand from mine.
When we re-entered the suite, I couldn't help but laugh.
"What the hell..." muttered Noah.
On the table was a small bucket with a bottle of sparkling wine in it.
"'Happy Canada Day,'" I read on the small card nearby. "Sweet, free champagne!"
Noah shook his head. "Never thought I'd be taking the train in a fancy suite with free champagne."
"I'm putting my pyjamas on," I declared. "Then I'm going to sit in bed and drink champagne and pretend everything is all right."
I showered quickly and dried my hair, changed, and was back in the suite in no time. Noah rolled his eyes at my excitement, but the corners of his eyes were crinkled as he tried not to smile. He opened the bottle for me and ducked into the bathroom as I poured myself a glass.
Curling up in bed, I put on a game show and was playing along with the contestants when Noah came back. He was wearing a shirt that time, but had a brand-new pair of pyjama pants on.
If possible, he looked even more enticing in the T-shirt and baggy pants than he had when he walked out shirtless.
"I like your pants," I said lamely, then blushed.
Noah smiled, his mouth tight. "Figured I'd try to be a little more comfortable tonight."
He poured some water into the champagne glass.
"Not having any?"
"No. I don't really drink."
My face went red as I stared down at the glass in front of me. Of course Noah didn't drink. He had said he was clean.
"I'm sorry. I didn't even—"
He leaned forward, clinking the glass against mine. "Don't be."
"I should put this away."
"Not a chance. It doesn't bother me. Even break down and have a beer once in a while. I just try not to make it a habit." He smiled as he brought the bottle over, topping off my glass. "Never had a problem with alcohol, just don't want to risk it."
He put the bottle back on the table and sat on top of the blankets with his champagne flute of water.
"Just go under the covers," I said.
"Lacey—"
"It's fine."
"You sure?"
I nodded, my heart pounding furiously.
"I trust you."
He pushed the covers back and crawled underneath them. "Told you that was a bad idea."
"I know."
I know what you're thinking. Innocent Lacey drinking champagne in bed with Noah, who she is fully and completely attracted to, can only lead to one thing.
If you guessed that one thing was falling asleep, you'd be correct.
Nothing happened while we sat there. After I finished my glass, Noah put the flutes away and emptied the rest of the champagne into the bathroom sink, and when he returned to the bed, I'd already fallen asleep.
He must have turned off the TV and the lights before falling asleep himself, because when I woke up a few hours later, it was dark in the room.
I was warm. Incredibly warm. And unbelievably comfortable. Sleepily, I shifted my hips slightly, then froze as my eyes popped open.
Noah was behind me. His breath tickled against my neck and I knew he was fast asleep. I could feel the weight of his body pressed against mine, his arm wrapped around my side. My arm was on top of his, holding it close against me, our fingers entwined. My legs were tucked up, as were his, and my ass was cradled in his lap.
His lap, where something very hard was pressing against me.
I bit my lip. Noah was asleep. It didn't mean anything.
Then again, he was curled up against me completely, and I had pulled him closer, held his hand in place.
That fluttering was starting in my stomach again. I told myself to wriggle away from him, to do the proper, responsible thing and move away. The flutter grew more insistent, and there was a spot between my legs that was becoming incredibly warm.
Frozen with indecision, I lay there, listening to Noah breathe, pleading with my body to stop reacting to his.
I tried to tell myself I would talk to Noah in the morning about my feelings. The flutter didn't listen.
I reasoned that, whatever my relationship with God, whatever my religion did or didn't say, it was widely accepted that a physical relationship was meant for people in love. I had known Noah for a matter of days. Love wasn't on the table. What was happening to me was temptation, was something to be resisted... or at least, that's what my father would have said.
My father was wrong about a lot.
I told myself I should run away like I did with all things that scared me. I told myself I didn't want to do anything inappropriate.
I was an absolutely terrible liar. Even I knew that.
I had just about convinced myself to at least let go of Noah's arm when it moved. Noah sighed as his body tensed, hugging me just a bit closer to him, the bulge behind me pressing firmly into my ass cheek. I couldn't help it; a small squeak left my throat.
"Wha..." Noah said drowsily.
Hoping he would fall back asleep, I didn't respond.
Noah shifted again. I felt the moment he woke up fully; like me, he froze, and his eyes probably popped open completely. The soft breath that had been tickling my neck stopped as he held it in.
"Please tell me you're not awake," he murmured.
Not about to lie to Noah again, I winced.
"I'm awake."
"Shit," he hissed. His legs uncurled, pulling his hardness away from me. "Fuck. Lacey, I'm sorry. I was... I was sleeping."
"I know. It's okay."
"I didn't mean... I must have just moved closer... Fuck, this is why I said it was a bad idea. I'm so sorry."
"It's okay."
He paused. Beneath my hand, his fingers flexed.
"Are you going to give me my arm back?"
"Do you want it back?"
The tension in the room was heavier than the blankets were around us. I could almost hear the thoughts flying through his mind, trying to figure out a response.
"I don't want you to think I'm taking advantage of you," he finally said.
"I'm the one who has your arm."
He groaned. The flutter in my stomach roared.
Slowly, his body shifted back towards me. The bulge returned to my ass, pressed against me purposefully. I sighed softly and Noah's fingers slid from mine. His arm moved as his hand made its way to my side, then travelled down to my stomach.
If he noticed how fast my heart was racing, he didn't say anything. Fingers pushed underneath the hem of my tank top and suddenly his hand was gliding up my stomach. By the time his rough palm reached the underside of my breast, I was nearly shaking with anticipation.
Before he touched me further, his other hand travelled up my back. He brushed my hair to the side, exposing my neck. A shiver ran through me as the cool air hit my skin, only to be suddenly replaced by warm lips pressing against my neck. While kissing my neck lightly, he resumed the movement under my shirt, and a large hand cupped my breast.
I bit my lip, trying not to make a noise as his fingers explored my breast. He found my nipple, stroking it lightly with his thumb and causing a shock of desire to rush through my body. I wanted Noah, wanted him to touch me everywhere, but I was simultaneously terrified.
"Do you want me to stop?" he whispered, his lips moving against my neck.
"No," I said, though my voice was high-pitched.
"You sure?"
"Mm-hmm."
He moved his hand off my breast anyway. "Turn towards me."
I rolled over obediently. Facing Noah, I was even more nervous. He didn't say anything, just touched my cheek lightly and brought my face to his, his lips pressing softly to mine.
It was my first kiss.
My mind went completely blank. I'd seen people kiss before, in real life and in movies and on TV. I knew, theoretically, how to kiss somebody. I knew I was supposed to move my mouth somehow, and close my eyes. But at that moment, any sense of what I was supposed to do evaporated from my head.
Noah's eyes opened as he pulled back. "You don't want this."
"Yes I do."
His hand moved away from my face. "This was a bad idea. I'll go. We can talk tomorrow."
"Wait, no—"
"Lacey, it's okay. I don't want you to do something you don't want to do."
"I do want to!"
"You say that, but you're lying there like you're made of stone, quiet as a mouse, and won't kiss me back. I don't—"
"I've never been kissed before."
He had been about to roll over, but stopped. In the dim light, I could see his eyes were wide.
"What?"
I hoped he couldn't see how red my face was. I was no longer trembling with anticipation, but with something that was a mix of vulnerability and fear.
"I'm a virgin."
Noah stared. Full-out stared at me, frozen as he propped himself up on one elbow. It was a long, long moment of silence as he gaped at me.
I had never felt more like a freak in my life.
"Nope." He shook his head suddenly, breaking his statue-like gaze. "I can't. This isn't... I can't do this."
"Okay."
The sound of my heart breaking must have been obvious because Noah winced.
"Not because of you." He sat up, a respectable distance away from me. "Lacey, you're... I can't do that to you if you've never... I should not be trusted with that responsibility. You deserve someone good."
"You are good," I whispered.
There were tears in my eyes, blissfully hidden in the dark. Under the blanket, my stomach was still exposed, and though I was completely wrapped in the comforter, I had never felt colder in my life.
"That's not..." He sighed, shaking his head. "Shit. Look, this isn't about you. I like you, Lacey. I really fucking like you. I think you're... I want to just..." Again, he shook his head. "Shit. Never mind. Look, your first time should be special, okay? You deserve that. I'm not..." He paused again, swallowing hard. "I'm not taking your virginity on a fucking train."
I tried to joke about it. "So not being on a train is still on the table, then?"
"That's not—"
"I was joking," I mumbled, pulling the blanket up to cover my face.
I was feeling particularly unattractive. I had never thought I was beautiful, but I had never thought I was so unattractive that Noah wouldn't even want to kiss me.
He said something, but I didn't hear it. I was focused on not crying, biting my lip hard as I tried to direct my attention to anything other than the sadness that was enveloping my heart. Inhaling steadily, I exhaled softly, pushing the air past my lips. Moments later, a yellow glow filtered through the blankets as Noah turned the lights on.
The mattress shifted as he sat back down on the bed. I couldn't see him. The only part of me not covered by a blanket was my forehead and my hair.
"Lacey," he said quietly. "Please come out and talk to me."
"I can't."
"Please, Miss Lacey?"
The tears I'd been working so hard to push down welled up in my eyes again. A soft pressure touched my shoulder.
"Don't cry," he said. "Let's talk."
I blinked hard, three times, then forced myself to pull the blankets away from my face and sat up.
Noah was looking at me, his hair a tousled mess around his head and his face serious. My eyes met his and then flicked away, still too embarrassed to look at him.
"I'm sorry."
I shook my head. "It's fine."
"Don't lie to me."
I winced, my eyes slamming shut at his words.
"Okay, it's not fine."
"Tell me what's going through your head."
I fought the tears, even with my eyes closed.
"You don't want me." My voice was quiet, almost no louder than a thought.
"I do." His voice was miserable, just as quiet as mine. "I do, Lacey. You're just... you aren't like anyone else I've ever met. I'm scared of breaking you."
I frowned, my eyes opening back up. "Breaking me?"
"Ruining what makes you special."
"My virginity? I thought you said you weren't religious."
He sighed. "No, not like that. I don't want to hurt you. I don't want you to do something like this just because it's convenient."
"It's not exactly convenient to be turned down like this."
"Lacey—"
"I want you because I like you, Noah. I want you because I trust you, because you've been kind to me, because you've followed me back and forth across the whole stupid country to make sure I'm okay. You've taught me so much and made me feel like I'm important. I care about you." A tear escaped my eye and fell off my cheek onto the blanket. "I don't want you just because I'm turned on and you're the closest man around. I just don't know what I'm doing and I'm apparently really, really bad at this."
His eyes were on me. I could feel them, even as I stared down at the blankets.
"Okay," he finally said.
I looked up at him. His expression was resolute and serious, his forehead creased as he stared at me.
"What?"
"If this is what you really, truly want—"
"It is."
"—I'm not going to... we're not having sex on this train."
I bit my lip as my cheeks burned.



"I don't have any, uh, you know." Noah's stoic face cracked a bit and he blushed. "I'm assuming you're not on the pill or anything, either."
I shook my head.
"So not that. But if you want to just... it's not just about that, you know?"
"Not really."
"We can do other things."
The flutter that had gone quiet in my stomach reared up again, though it was tentative. I looked down, embarrassed.
"I don't really know what to do," I said.
"Come here. I'll help you."
When I moved towards him, Noah caught me by the waist and brought me onto his lap, my thighs on either side of his and my ass resting just above his knees.
"Close your eyes," he said.
I did.
A hand came to my chin. His breath was warm against my lips as he leaned forward.
"When I kiss you, kiss me back," he whispered.
Soft lips pressed against mine. That time, I returned his kiss, trying to mimic the movements he was making. I felt him smile and risked opening my eyes for a moment. As soon as I did, Noah pulled back.
"Am I doing it wrong?"
He laughed lightly. "No, not at all."
His hand found mine and guided it up to his neck. Unable to help myself, I brushed my fingers through his hair.
"Kiss me again," he said.
I brought my lips back to his. At the same time, he put his hand against my cheek, deepening the kiss until I felt dizzy. I pulled back that time, gasping for breath. Noah's eyes crinkled and I blushed.
"You're laughing at me."
"I'm not," he said. "I promise, I'm not. But you're allowed to breathe, okay?"
We worked on kissing for a while longer. It was a strange feeling at first. I had never been kissed before, and it took a bit of time to get used to the feel of his breath, the taste of his mouth. Strange, but not unenjoyable. Slowly, I relaxed, and as I relaxed, I explored with a little less direction from Noah. When his tongue slipped into my mouth, I flicked mine lightly against it. When his teeth gently nipped my bottom lip, I repeated the action on his. Soon, both my hands were on his head, his hair tangled between my fingers.
The hand Noah had on my hip moved up to my waist. Once there, both his arms slid behind my back and hugged my body closer to him. My breasts pressed against him and I was certain he could feel the hardness of my nipples against his chest. The pressure felt good and I longed for him to do what he had been doing before I admitted I was a virgin.
When he pulled back again, I stopped playing with his hair and let my hands rest on his shoulders.
"Doing all right?"
"I think so."
"Think so?"
"Well, I mean, you'd be the better judge, don't you think?"
He laughed. "You're doing great. Are you feeling okay?"
I nodded.
"I'm gonna start touching you some other places, all right?"
That was more than all right with me.
He brought his lips to my neck again as his hand moved back under my tank top. Unlike when he had first touched me, he moved slowly. His fingertips caressed my skin, trailing lightly across my stomach, zigzagging lazily upwards until he was tracing the spot where my breasts met my ribs. I bit my lip, a shiver running through me as his fingers tickled along a particularly sensitive spot.
"Still okay?" His voice was muffled against my neck, where his tongue was gently tracing patterns.
"Yes," I breathed.
The lightness of his touch faded as he took my breast in his hand. He explored slowly, tantalizingly soft, my nipple brushing against the roughness of his palm. I clung to his shoulders, my head bowed against the side of his, struggling not to gasp as he found spot after sensitive spot to outline.
When he finally took my nipple between his fingers and rolled it softly, I squeaked and jumped slightly.
"Sorry," I said quickly. "Sorry, that just... feels nice."
He pulled his mouth away from my neck, meeting my eyes. "Sorry? For what?"
"For squeaking."
"Are you purposely trying not to make noise?"
I nodded.
Noah struggled not to laugh. His eyes flicked away from mine for a moment as he pressed his lips together. I couldn't tell whether his reaction made me want to laugh or cry, although a giggle bubbled up from my chest at his expression. After he regained a bit of composure, he kissed me softly, then pressed his forehead to mine.
"Make noise," he said. "I want to hear you."
"You do?"
His thumb circled my nipple as he spoke. "How else am I supposed to know what you like? You can tell me, or you can make some noise and I'll know to do it again."
He punctuated the sentence by pinching my nipple between his fingers again. I shuddered and let out the breath I'd been holding in, relaxing as a soft moan escaped with it.
"Fuck," he swore. "Yeah, like that."
He did it again, and again. Each time, a shiver of pleasure ran through my body, ending at the dripping pool that had started between my legs. I couldn't help myself and wiggled slightly, not sure what my body was wanting but desperate to find out.
Noah noticed and pulled his hand from my tank top. He slid up the bed a bit, his back resting against the headboard.
"Move up a little," he said.
He guided me closer to him, my thighs now on either side of his hips. He watched my face closely as I relaxed back onto his lap, and I figured out why as soon as I was settled.
It took a moment for me to decide how I felt about the hardness that was now pressing against my mound. Despite the layers of fabric between us, it felt incredibly intimate and wickedly arousing. More importantly, when I shifted my hips again, both Noah and I made soft noises of contentment.
As it turned out, I decided I liked it.
Noah kissed me again as his hands moved to my hips, guiding me to roll them against him. Each time I did, the friction sent a wave of satisfaction through my body. As the wave subsided, I paused, waiting until I couldn't stand it anymore before doing it again.
Noah pressed my forehead to his again. "Can I take your shirt off?"
His voice was soft but gruff. Goosebumps pricked along my arms at the sound of it. The idea of being naked in front of him was daunting, but I knew it had to happen sooner or later.
I swallowed hard and nodded. "Can I take off yours too, then?"
"Of course."
He let me do him first. I pulled up the hem of his shirt, my eyes glued to the tight muscles and scrawling ink embedded in his skin. Brazenly, I stared at his chest, taking in each picture and symbol drawn there. Without thinking, I brought my hand to one of his tattoos and trailed my fingers along it.
Noah patiently let me explore until I looked back up at him.
"Do you have any tattoos, Miss Lacey?"
I shook my head. "Just all these stupid freckles."
He caught my hand in his and brought it to his lips, kissing one of the thousands of brown spots that covered my skin. "I like your freckles."
I couldn't keep from smiling. "I like your tattoos."
Noah let go of my hand and pulled me in for another kiss. As he did, his hands found the hem of my tank top and began guiding it up. I clung to his lips as long as I could, feeling as each inch of skin he revealed met the cool air around us. When he was about to uncover my breasts, he paused.
"You okay?"
"Yes."
"Promise?"
"I promise."
He pulled the tank top up the rest of the way. I lifted my arms to help him slide it off completely, shyly putting them back down as he tossed my tank top to the side unceremoniously.
I sat back a bit as he looked at me, feeling more exposed and vulnerable than I ever had in my life. Reflexively, my shoulders hunched forward and my hands fluttered nervously, itching to reach up and cover myself. Something buried deep inside, some learned lesson from years past, told me to be ashamed, and I couldn't help listening to it.
My head was bowed, eyes cast down, so I didn't see when Noah pulled his eyes away from my breasts. Instead, I felt his hands come up to my shoulders, straightening them back, then sliding down my arms to take my hands in his. Still, I couldn't look at him.
"Talk to me." His voice was soft, comforting.
"I'm nervous."
"We can stop any time."
I shook my head, my hair tickling along my bare shoulders.
Noah released one of my hands and brought it to my shoulder, brushing the hair off it.
"It's okay to be nervous, but you don't have to be. You are beautiful, Lacey. Every bit of you."
I didn't respond, just leaned forward and kissed him. His bare chest pressed against me, warm and smooth, and after a moment his arms wrapped around my waist.
The kissing was different that time. I didn't know which of us was responsible, but it was more urgent, more demanding than it had been earlier. All I knew was that I liked it.
I liked the feel of his mouth against mine, his tongue sliding against my lips. I liked it when his arms held me close, when my breasts flattened against his chest, skin against skin. I liked the feeling of his hardness pressing against me, and liked it even more when it was pressing against the hungry place between my legs that wanted more and more.
I just didn't know how to tell Noah that. Or what more even was, really.
Maybe it was the way I was squirming against him or maybe it was the tiny noises I was making, but Noah seemed to know what I wanted before even I did. His hands began to move again, wandering up and down my sides and back, to my breasts and down my stomach, until his fingers were slipping beneath the waistband of my pyjamas.
Again, he paused.
"Still—"
"Yes."
He chuckled softly and nipped at my lip. "Good."
The tips of his fingers moved into my panties. I was certain my entire body was quaking with the beat of my heart, forceful and nervous and exhilarating all at once. The rest of his fingers followed, and then his hand was cupping my mound lightly. A finger ran along my slit and Noah's lips twitched into a smile as he felt how wet I was.
"Damn, Lacey."
"Sorry."
He nipped at my lip again. "This is not something to be sorry for."
His finger traced along my slit a couple more times. He didn't push it inside of me, but dipped it between my folds and teased along my entrance before moving up to the throbbing, sensitive center.
I gasped when he touched me there. His fingers began to circle me, rubbing lightly, then increasing the pressure ever so slightly. He brought his other hand back up to my breast, fondling me for a moment before pinching my nipple again. I cried out, my eyes slamming shut at the intense pleasure Noah was giving me.
I should explain something about growing up in a small town as the admittedly-naive daughter of a very conservative preacher. Sex was not a topic that was to be discussed, ever. I mean, I knew the biology of it. Insert this into that, baby comes out nine months later. Make sure you're married, enjoying it is a sin, all that good stuff.
The rest of what I knew about sex was very, very basic. It felt good, or so I had been told. I knew there were lots of different ways to do things. I knew that women could like it just as much as men. The thing to remember, though, is that up until four days earlier, I had been a by-the-book girl who followed all the rules.
I had never watched a dirty movie. I turned my head during regular movies that had sex scenes. And while I had... explored myself a little bit, I had never truly masturbated or anything.
So when Noah's fingers began moving faster and the pleasure became more intense, I didn't know what to do.
"Lacey, relax," he was whispering. His forehead was pressed against mine again, his lips moving just a breath away from my own.
I whimpered in response. My body was fighting itself. What he was doing felt amazing, but a complete lack of control was threatening to overwhelm me. I didn't like it, but I did like it. I needed more. I wanted less.
It was too much. My shoulders tensed, then my back, then the rest of me as I gripped Noah's arms.
"What..." I tried to speak, but the word trailed out into a breathy cry.
"Relax," he said again. Unlike every other moment up to that point, he didn't stop, didn't pause. "Just relax. Trust me, Lacey."
The effort required to unclench my muscles was monumental, but I managed it because Noah wanted me to.
"Look at me," he directed.
I forced my eyes back open and tried to focus on his. His dark eyes were intense, focused on me as his fingers danced against my clit. I could feel what he was doing, feel him pressed against me, but my body was going somewhere else. It was like I was climbing, trepidatiously ascending at a rate I couldn't control, higher and higher, faster and faster, terrified I was going to fall.
"Noah..." I whimpered.
"Trust me."
I did, and I fell, and it was bliss.
My eyes squeezed shut again as a strange cry left my mouth. I didn't know when Noah took his hand off my breast, but he clutched me tightly as my body spasmed. Vibrations of ecstasy coursed through my every nerve, like the feeling of music that's too loud and too deep and so, so good. My head tilted back for a moment, my neck exposed to Noah before I hunched back forward, burying my face against his shoulder.
When I finally regained control of my body, I was resting heavily against Noah. His hand was still in my panties, gently stroking my slit as he held me to him with his other hand. I could feel his breath against my ear, his face buried in my hair and against my neck.
Sitting up took effort, since every one of my extremities felt like jelly. Once I began moving again, Noah withdrew his hand from between my legs and helped support me as I sat back.
I was panting, still shaking a bit, as I met his eyes again. Noah's face was serious, his eyes guarded as he waited for me to speak.
I really didn't know what to say.
"What the fuck was that?" I gasped.
I had never seen Noah laugh so hard.
"Sorry, sorry, I'm not laughing at you," he choked between laughs.
I couldn't help but giggle with him, knowing I was blushing, knowing how stupid I sounded, and not caring. Noah brought a hand to his face, wiping his cheek before pulling me in to kiss me.
"You really don't know what that was?"
"I mean, technically I guess I know what it was. But I've never... I mean people said that it felt good to... well, you know, but I didn't know I could even do that."
His hand stroked my cheek lightly. "You are the sweetest person I've ever met."
I kissed him again, tenderly, before pulling back and glancing down.
"Now what about you?"
The question seemed to make him conflicted. There was still a hard bulge tenting his pyjama pants, and I wanted to make him feel as good as he had made me feel. At the same time, I think Noah was worried about pressuring me to go further than we already had.
He didn't say anything right away, and I looked back up at him.
"I want to, Noah."
"Are you sure?"
"I just need you to, well, to show me what to do."
He nodded solemnly, then took my hand in his. I let him guide me, watching carefully as he pressed my palm against his erection, letting him move it back and forth against him.
"You sure?" he asked again.
"Yes."
He groaned softly, hesitating for just a moment before pushing the waistband of his pants down. I watched with poorly-hidden eagerness as he removed them.
Unsurprisingly, I had never seen a penis before. Aside from diagrams in my science book at school, I barely had any idea what one was supposed to look like. I didn't know if Noah's was bigger or smaller than average, or how it compared to what any other man's looked like, but my first thought was that I really liked it.
It probably helped that I knew it wasn't going inside of me right then and there, otherwise I might have been stereotypically afraid.
Noah took my hand again and brought it to his shaft. His hand covered mine as I wrapped my fingers around him. The heat of it surprised me, as did how smooth it was. Beneath my fingers, I felt him twitch slightly before Noah began guiding my hand up and down on him.
He sighed softly, and I looked up long enough to see he had tilted his head back and closed his eyes. A look of relief was drawn across his face, and I couldn't help but smile before looking back down at our hands.
He guided me for a while, then took his hand away. I kept stroking him at the same pace, adjusting only when he asked while I learned what to do.
"Grip it just a little harder," was one.
"Bit faster, please," was another.
I understood then what he meant about noises being helpful. Noah was mostly quiet, but I got accustomed to the small groans he made when I did something he liked, the way his breathing changed when I changed the speed at which I stroked him. It was fascinating and intriguing, but I knew there was so much more I could do.
"Noah, can I ask you something?" I said, slowing my hand just a bit.
His eyes opened again. "Yeah, of course."
"Can you tell me..." I froze, unsure of how to phrase what I wanted to say.
"Don't be shy. Ask me."
I bit my lip, feeling heat rising in my cheeks as my nervousness began pumping through my heart. "Can you t-tell me how to... wait. What should I call it?"
Despite my rambling, Noah was unbelievably patient with me. "Call what?"
"Your, um..."
"My cock?"
I knew my face was red and I couldn't meet his eyes as I nodded. Noah laughed softly and pulled me towards him. A quiet, comforting kiss pressed against my lips as he tried to quell my embarrassment.
"You can call it whatever. Penis, dick, cock, whatever. I don't care. Say a couple of them, see what feels right."
I murmured the words, considering each as I let the syllables roll through my mouth. 'Penis' felt too clinical. 'Dick' felt too juvenile.
"Cock," I said. Noah chuckled again.
"Sounds good. I say 'pussy,' is that okay?"
I nodded.
"Now, what was the original question you were going to ask?"
Right.
"I want to... I mean, your c-cock... can you tell me how to do it, um, with my mouth?"
He looked incredulous. "Are you sure?"
"I want to try, if that's okay."
A dry chuckle accompanied his disbelieving smile. "Never thought I'd have a girl ask if it's okay."
"Is it not normal?"
"That's not what I meant." He took my hand from his cock and pulled me in for another kiss. "More than okay. Amazing. But you don't have to if you don't want to."
"I want to."
I moved away for a moment so he could finish taking his pants off. Once he was done, I settled myself between his legs.
"So, uh, main things to remember," he started. "You can kinda just... I mean, what you were doing with your hand, you can do that with your mouth. But you don't have to do just that, you can... I dunno, explore a bit. I don't know how to explain this."
"Just tell me if I'm doing something wrong when I do it, I guess."
He nodded. "If I'm gonna, you know, finish, I'll warn you. Up to you how that happens, just move if you don't want... you know." He cleared his throat. "And uh, teeth are not good down there."
I had figured that much out, but didn't blame him for making sure it was said.
I started out by exploring, figuring Noah could tell me what was and wasn't working. Wrapping my fingers around him again, I brought the swollen head to my mouth and licked it tentatively. There was something clear already leaking from his tip that left a salty taste on my tongue, although it wasn't unpleasant, and I spent some time licking the rest of it off him.
Noah seemed to like that. I could feel him watching me, though I couldn't bring myself to look up at him. After licking the tip of his cock, I moved on to the rest of it. There was a vein along his shaft that throbbed, and I kissed it gently before working my way down to the base.



From there, I licked back up the underside of his cock. When I reached the tip again, I took it into my mouth.
Noah definitely liked that.
He tried to suppress the groan he made, but the throaty sound was accompanied by his hand flitting towards my head. His fingers brushed against my hair, lingered there, but moved after a moment.
I bobbed my head on his tip a few times, stroking the rest of him at the same pace. It was another new, strange sensation, and I didn't feel like I was doing it quite right. Holding just the tip of his cock in my mouth felt like it wasn't enough. All it was really doing was making my mouth water, and I wasn't sure if Noah really wanted a bunch of saliva on him.
It really felt like I should put more of him in my mouth, so I stopped stroking him with my hand and carefully pushed my head down until his tip was pressing against the back of my throat.
As terrible as my instincts seemed to be about other things in my life, that one was correct. Noah groaned loudly, almost surprisingly so, and that time he couldn't keep his hands off my head. I glanced up at him, eyes wide to ask the questions I couldn't with his cock in my mouth.
"Yes," he panted. "Yeah, that's... you got it." He stroked my hair gently, then lightly gripped it. "Now just..."
He didn't say the rest of it, just started guiding my head up and down on his cock.
Once I got the rhythm down, Noah's hands just rested on my head, fingers twisting through my hair. I couldn't help the wet sounds that escaped from my mouth as I moved and a couple of times, I pushed his cock just a little too far down my throat and choked, but he didn't seem to mind. Actually, he seemed to quite like the sounds I made when I gagged on him, but I didn't think I could do that too often without making myself sick.
I wasn't sure how long it would take for him to finish, but when his breathing became heavier and the soft groans more frequent, I thought he was probably pretty close. Sure enough, a few moments later, he lightly pulled at my hair, his voice frantic and demanding.
"Lacey, you gotta move now if you don't want me to come down your throat."
I glanced up at him, catching his eye as he looked down at me, and kept bobbing my head.
"Oh, fuck," he grunted. His eyes squeezed shut as his fingers tightened in my hair, and suddenly his cock was pulsing and my mouth was filling with a hot liquid. He tasted salty, a little bitter, but again, not unpleasant. I didn't know how much there would be and panicked for a moment, not sure what I would do if it didn't all fit in my mouth, but he sighed and tilted his head back, relaxing heavily against the headboard as his cock stopped twitching.
Fairly certain that was it, I moved my lips off of his cock. I wasn't sure what I was supposed to do with the mouthful of cum I now had, but remembering what he said about coming down my throat, I figured I was supposed to swallow it. Immediately after I did, Noah sat back up.
"Do you want something to spit into?" he asked.
I froze. "Um... am I supposed to?"
He smiled, eyes tired but warm, and pulled me towards him.
"Doesn't matter. You can swallow if you want, or spit it out. Some girls do. You do what you're comfortable with."
He kissed me lightly, his hand tenderly brushing through my hair as he flattened the spots he'd gripped.
I knew I shouldn't need validation from him, but when he pulled back, I couldn't stop myself from asking for it.
"Was it okay?"
"Yes, Miss Lacey." He helped me back under the covers, cuddling up tightly to me after turning off the light.
My eyes were heavy, body satisfied but tired, and I felt myself fading quickly towards sleep. I was nearly there when I felt Noah's lips press against my forehead.
"You're pretty special, you know."
Before I could respond with anything more than a smile, I fell asleep.
**

Chapter Five"What are you thinking about?"
My fingers were absentmindedly tracing along a feather tattooed on Noah's chest, just above his left pec.
"Statues."
He chuckled. "Statues? Where'd that come from?"
I had woken up in Noah's arms. He was still naked, his body pressed against mine as his arms encircled me protectively, his face buried in my hair. There hadn't been a time in my life where I had felt so at peace, so content, and so unwilling to leave the comfort of another person.
There also hadn't been a time in my life where I'd needed to pee so badly, and there had been no way of extracting myself from Noah's grip without waking him.
I had slipped my tank top back on while I was in the bathroom, and when I returned, Noah had put his pants back on but was still lying shirtless on the bed. He was lying on his back, rubbing his eyes, but extended an arm to me. I hurried back into the bed and lay next to him, resting against his chest as we both shook off the last traces of sleep.
It felt different than the night before. Had Noah wanted to kiss and touch me, I would have certainly been fine with it, but the sense of urgency and eroticism wasn't there. Instead, it felt quiet, tranquil in its coziness, familiar, but brand new.
My mind wandered as we lay there, just enjoying the peace. When he asked me what was on my mind, I answered without thinking.
"Yeah, statues. You're going to think I'm a total dork if I tell you."
"Tell me anyway."
"Have you ever heard of Saint Teresa of Avila?"
"Wait, you're thinking about religious statues?"
"I told you, it's kind of dorky."
He chuckled. "I can't say I've heard of her."
"She became a saint because she had spiritual visions and she wrote about them. Then there was this artist, Bernini, and he made a statue showing one of her visions."
"What was her vision?"
"I don't remember the exact wording, but it was about getting stabbed by an angel a bunch of times and being in so much pain she was crying out, but that the pain was from God's love and it was so strong that it felt good."
"That's a little fucked up."
"I know. When we talked about it in class, my professor said the stabbing was symbolic of having your sins torn from you and the pain was from the love of God taking their place. But when he showed us the picture of the statue that Bernini made, she looks like she's really enjoying the pain, you know? And he said that's what's called religious ecstasy, and there's a ton of other paintings and statues depicting all sorts of other saints going through this experience."
"And this is on your mind because..."
"I'm thinking now that maybe they were all just having orgasms, but since sex was a sin, they said it was a spiritual vision to cover it up."
Noah's laughter shook him so strongly that I was jostled beside him.
"What? The similarities are all there! Moaning, painful but in a good way, repeatedly being impaled, overwhelming loss of control..."
He was wiping tears from his eyes when he finally calmed down.
"Jesus, Lacey. You're something else."
He brought me to him for a kiss that lingered just a little too long, leaving me just a little too light-headed. When we parted, he cleared his throat.
"Should probably grab breakfast. Gonna be in Toronto in a few hours."
**
The lady at the train station in Edmonton had said buying our tickets to Montreal would be cheaper in Toronto, and she was right. However, if we had just bought the tickets when we were in Edmonton, we wouldn't have had to wait until two days later to get the train.
"It's busy on the long weekend," explained the man behind the ticket counter. "Sold out, reduced trips. Best bet is to get the midday train on Monday."
"Maybe we should just rent a car," I said to Noah. "It seems stupid to wait two days to take a five-hour trip."
"You ever drive in Toronto, Lacey?"
"I've never been here before."
He shook his head. "You've never seen traffic like here. I'm not willing to drive it. You shouldn't either. It'll take us at least six or seven hours to get from here to Montreal. That's only if traffic's good. Could be a full day of travel."
"Really?"
"Barely gonna lose any time if we just stay here a couple days. We'll be there by Monday night on the train, Sunday night if we drive. I got a place we can stay."
While Noah made some calls to figure out where we were going, I called Sean.
"I was starting to panic," he said.
"Sorry. We got delayed in Alberta but we're in Toronto now."
"When should I pick you up?"
"Well, not until Monday night. The train is sold out for the next couple days."
Sean made a noise of frustration. "Damn. I was all excited to see you today."
A twang of guilt pinched my stomach. "I'm sorry. I was, too."
"Not your fault." He hesitated, as if unsure how to proceed. "You talk to Mom at all since you've left?"
"No. I stopped answering my phone."
"She's worried, you know."
Another pinch of guilt, stronger that time. "I'm scared to call. I don't want to talk to Daddy."
"I know. But I wanted you to know that Mom's worried. So am I. What about if I get you a plane ticket, eh? You could be here tonight."
It was tempting. An hour on a plane and I'd finally be in Montreal with my brother.
An hour on a plane, and that would be the end of my time with Noah.
I bit my lip as I looked at Noah a few feet away, talking on his phone as I talked on mine. I very much doubted that the offer of a plane ticket would be extended to Noah, too.
"It's okay," I said. "W-We already bought our tickets for Monday and have a place to stay."
"We, as in, you and that friend of yours no one seems to have heard of?"
"He's got a name."
"Yeah, Noah, right?"
I didn't like the tone of Sean's voice and matched it with my own icy response.
"Yes, that's correct."
"Mom said none of your friends have ever heard of him."
"You told Mom?!"
"Wha—of course I told Mom! She's been... Christ, Lacey, do you even know how worried everyone has been? You disappeared, for all intents and purposes. Mom was ready to file a missing person report. She freaked the fuck out when I said you were with someone named Noah that she'd never heard of, convinced he was some serial killer who was going to—"
"—leave me dead in a ditch somewhere?"
"Uh, yeah."
"He's helped me, Sean. You'll understand when you meet him," I said quietly, hoping my voice wouldn't carry over to where Noah was standing.
"Promise me right now that he hasn't hurt you or manipulated you or done anything bad to you."
"I promise."
"Are you fucking him?"
"Sean!"
My face flushed instantly red, my breath catching in my throat as I gasped. Instinctively, my hand fluttered to my throat, looking for the missing cross around my neck.
Sean started laughing.
"Jesus Christ, Lace. A couple people in Vancouver might not have heard that, you wanna try again?"
"What the hell, Sean?"
"Hey, I'm not gonna judge you. You're an adult." He was still laughing. "I was just teasing, I'm sorry. Look, if you are, whatever. Just be safe, okay? This whole thing seems really sketchy."
"I can't believe I'm having this conversation with you. I'm not... I don't even..."
"Clearly," he interrupted. "I don't think I've ever heard someone blush through the phone before. You're still the good one, Lacey."
He didn't say it unkindly, but the words still struck a nerve.
I was tired of being the good one.
"You sure you don't want us to buy you a ticket?" Sean asked.
"It's okay. I'll call you Monday when we're about to get in."
"All right. Love you, sis."
Hearing my brother say he loved me for the first time in years nearly made me cry, but I held it together.
"You too."
Noah was done with his call when I walked back up to him. My face must have still been pink.
"You okay?"
I nodded, not trusting myself to say anything.
"All right. Okay, so I've got us a place to stay for the night. I've got some friends who live pretty close."
"Are they, um..."
"Not like Sam and Pauline, no," Noah said hurriedly. "Promise. They're good people. Might be a little more urban than you're used to, but it'll be safe for the night."
We took a bus to Noah's friends' place. Much like our trip through the mountains, my eyes were glued to the window nearly the entire ride.
I had never seen a city like Toronto. Buildings towered over us, as large and grand as the mountains had been, and there were people everywhere. My experience with cities was limited to Winnipeg, mainly, and the small part of Edmonton I'd seen around the train station. Neither of those places were anywhere near as crowded, as bright, and as intimidating as Toronto was. Everything gleamed in the summer sun, shiny and modern and nothing like I'd ever seen before.
The people we passed looked so unlike people I had ever seen before. They hurried back and forth in clothing that seemed foreign to me, all angles and sharp cuts. To me, they seemed like clones, cookie-cutter people who walked at the same speed with the same looks on their faces. At one intersection, I saw a man with a sign preaching about the end of days. He tossed his arms passionately, preaching to crowds of people waiting to cross the street. Not a single person looked at him or even seemed to notice he was there.
That man made me shiver. The way he spoke, the passion in his eyes paired with the anger and the judgement of his sign, made me think of my father. In another world, a world far north of a city that was dwarfed in comparison to this one, I would have been sitting in a church attentively, listening to words like that spewing at me.
He looked at the bus just before we started moving again. I swore his eyes met mine, that he could sense all the things I had done and would do and that he condemned me for it, without ever speaking a word.
Then, as soon as he had been in my window, he was gone, replaced by a street full of stores with full display windows showing everything from clothing to lingerie to computers.
Even once the bus left downtown, I was overwhelmed. The city sprawled in every direction, buildings and houses laid out with the same vastness that I imagined the ocean must have. The closer we got to Noah's friends' place, the less shiny things began to seem. The height of the buildings sank and the people on the street became less identical.
Past that, buildings began to appear more rundown. The gleaming buildings of Toronto's downtown were replaced with brick and stone that lent a dusted hue to the world. The smooth ride grew staggered as we drove onto roads that were less maintained, cracked and bumpy and bordered by boulevards of brown grass and cigarette butts.
Noah seemed to grow more uncomfortable as we moved further away from downtown. When we finally got off on a street lined with older, rusted vehicles parked in front of tired-looking houses, he stopped me.
"I know this isn't the kind of place you're used to," he said.
"What do you mean?"
He didn't meet my eyes, looking uncomfortably down the road. I followed his gaze, noting the wire fences surrounding small yards with patches of dirt, crumbling driveways and sidewalks, and scraggly trees.
"Don't have to humour me. I grew up in places like this. You probably drove through them with your parents telling you to lock the car door and not look out the window."
I had no response. He wasn't wrong, exactly, but it hadn't crossed my mind that I should be worried.
"I'm sorry," he continued. "If I could've found somewhere a little less, you know... a little nicer, I would've."
Noah had pride. It wasn't the kind of pride people mean when they talk about the seven deadly sins, not the kind of vanity or hubris that makes people insufferable. No, the pride that Noah had was born of his humbleness, as contradictory as that would seem. He didn't want to accept kindness from people that he felt he couldn't repay. He didn't want to rely on others or be seen as dependent on anyone but himself.
He didn't want me to think less of him for what he could provide.
"Do you think I'm shallow?" I asked. It came out harsher than I intended and I winced. "Wait, not like... that came out wrong."
Noah tried to smile, but it was the tight, reserved kind of smile that I had been seeing less of. "Don't think you're shallow, just... you're used to a different standard. Don't want you to feel like you won't be safe here."
"I know I'll be safe. You're here."
He nodded solemnly, then led me down the street.
**
Six people lived in a house with three bedrooms and a studio-type space in the very small basement.
Jenny and Tom owned the house. When we entered, Tom embraced Noah heartily.
"Brother, it's been too long!"
"Thanks, man. You saved our asses." Noah returned the hug.
"Who's this, then?"
"Lacey, my friend Tom. Helped me get a construction job a few years ago."
Tom shook my hand. "Lots more of those jobs for you if you settle down here, Noah."
"We'll see." He smiled tightly, though not coldly.
"Lacey, beautiful girl, this is my partner and my love, Jenny."
A petite woman with a long braid that settled at the small of her back grinned at me and gave me the warmest, most earnest hug I had ever received.
"Welcome, Lacey. So nice to meet you." She grinned at Noah, nearly dancing in excitement as she released me from her hug. "Noah!" she stage-whispered. "You take care of this one."
I blushed and Tom's booming laugh filled the small living room at the front of the house.
Tanya and Shannon shared a room. They briefly said hello, but Tanya was leaving to work an evening shift at a hotel downtown and Shannon was going to get groceries. They shared a kiss quickly before stepping past us and disappearing into the street.
"We did a little juggling," said Tom as he led us to the other bedroom. "This is Duncan's, usually, but he said he'd crash downstairs on Robbie's couch. Robbie had a friend staying over but it's probably about time for her to go home for a night or two. Although they might just chuck a pair of earplugs at Duncan, who knows."
I felt guilty, of course. "I'm sorry we're putting him out."
"Don't be! Duncan's not paying rent this month, he'll sleep where we tell him. Don't worry, Jenny washed up the sheets this morning so you got a clean bed, at least."
"Thanks, Tom," Noah said. "I owe you."
"Never, brother. You've saved my ass before. You know you always got a place to stay here. It's nothing. You two get settled, grab a shower, whatever. Jenny's about to get dinner going and Shannon's picking up some beer. Duncan and Robbie and what's-her-name might pop by, we'll see."
We thanked him profusely before going into Duncan's bedroom. It was a small room, filled mostly by the bed and a small desk that had an old TV sitting on it, but it was clean and smelled reasonably fresh.
"Looks like we're sharing again," I said casually.
Noah shook his head. "Nothing will be happening here, Lacey."
I busied myself digging through my backpack, hoping he didn't see the embarrassment written across my face. Of course, because it was Noah and because he seemed to know every minute thing about me, he crossed the room immediately and took my chin in his hand, tilting my face up to his.
"We need to talk about this, and we will. We get a good meal, a good night's sleep tonight in a room that's not moving across train tracks, and we talk tomorrow, okay?"
"Okay."
He pressed his lips lightly to mine, but it was still enough to make me breathless.
"Tomorrow."
**
I showered first, but when I was done, Noah wasn't in the room. Shyly, I wandered to the kitchen, where Jenny was cooking something that smelled spicy and comforting.
"Is there anything I can do to help?" I asked.
"Sure is!" Jenny handed me a bottle of wine. "Have a glass and keep me company. Shouldn't be too long now, but Tom's outside smoking with Duncan and they dragged Noah and Shannon along, so it's the perfect time for me to interrogate you."



Her laugh was musical and friendly, and I joined in as I poured wine for the two of us.
"What do you want to know?"
"Well, I got the Cole's Notes version from Tom, who got a brief summary from Noah. Suffice to say, I know you're a sweet girl from some small town in Manitoba who had the fortune of finding your way into Noah's life. How'd that happen?"
"Oh, that's... I don't even know where to begin."
"Well, how'd you two meet?"
"On the train."
Jenny raised an eyebrow as she stirred a pot. "Is a better question when did you two meet?"
My stomach knotted as I bit my lip.
"Uh, well... today's the second so... um, six days ago."
Jenny turned to me slowly. She may have been a small person, but I had never felt so intimidated in my life. If the way that conversation was going was any indication of the one I'd have to have with Sean in a few days' time, I was screwed.
When she burst out laughing, I was both surprised and relieved.
"Oh, girl. Now you gotta tell me the whole story. How the hell... I mean, I know Noah's a good kid, don't get me wrong, but six days?"
As succinctly as I could, I explained how I met Noah. I started by telling her about the drugged drink on the train and told her about my screw-up that had us on the wrong end of the country, but glossed over running away from him in Hinton and losing my bag in Edmonton. I also didn't mention sharing a bed with him the previous evening, although Jenny asked as soon as I was finished.
"Shit, we thought when Noah talked about you that it was, you know, you two were... Girl, I can get Noah to sleep downstairs with the boys if you want, or in the living room."
"N-No, it's fine."
"You sure? Because—oh." She grinned. "You're just leaving out all the juicy bits, aren't you?"
I blushed horribly red as she laughed and slapped her hand against the counter.
"I thought that would explain it, but I just got more questions now."
Sipping the wine, I waved a hand in the air. "Ask away."
"How'd you end up on that train alone in the first place?"
I stared down into my wine glass. For some reason, I was comfortable talking to Jenny, and the story spilled out without me even thinking about it. I told her about Roger tricking me into thinking he was interested and about what my parents were like, what they had done to Sean. Though I hadn't filled my glass very much, thinking I would sip it slowly, it emptied faster than I thought.
When I finished talking and looked back up, Jenny was watching me with a guarded expression. Without saying anything, she reached forward and poured more wine into my glass.
"I feel very guilty complaining about all of this," I said suddenly.
"Don't, girl. Don't at all." She stirred the pot a few more times before lowering the heat to a simmer, then moved to the small kitchen table to sit next to me. "Look, Noah's a good kid. I said that already, didn't I?"
"Yes."
"He is, don't get that wrong. But you... well, you come from a bit of a different situation. How much has he told you about his background?"
"I know he's been, um, in prison, if that's what you mean."
"That's part of what I mean, yeah, but it's good that you know that." She sighed and sipped her wine. "There's no deep dark secrets or anything, not that I know of. Noah's had some trouble in the past, but he's grown up a lot. He lived with us here for a few months a couple years back. Tom does that with his company, you know. Tom had trouble with the law when he was young, got out of that life, started up a construction business. He hires a lot of kids like Noah, wants to see 'em succeed. Shannon's lived with us since before Noah did, does the books for the business now. Duncan's just getting on his feet now, too."
"I didn't know that."
"No reason for you to. Think Noah probably would've stayed, but he hates the city. Don't blame him. You grow up in the mountains, you want mountain life. But he keeps in touch, lets us know he's okay. He's looking for something. Don't think he knows what it is yet, but he's searching." She looked at me pointedly. "You're a sweet girl. I can tell that by looking at you. Just remember, Noah's had a very different life than you."
I promised her I would, though I wasn't entirely sure what she was trying to actually say.
**
Wine flowed freely in Tom and Jenny's house, and even more so once we finished dinner. To my credit, I didn't drink excessively, but over the course of the evening, had enough to leave a tingling buzz in my head.
Noah was more relaxed than I had ever seen him, although in fairness, I'd known him less than a week. Even still, he was as protective as me as ever, making sure I was comfortable and happy.
I was relaxed, too. Jenny was one of the nicest people I had ever met, and though Shannon was guarded at first, she reminded me strongly of Noah. Tom was overwhelmingly friendly, earnest in a buoyant way, and so easy to like that I hoped our two-day stay wouldn't be the last time I would see him. Duncan was quieter, but he talked a lot with Noah, looking up to him like he was truly his brother. Even Robbie, who ended up leaving to spend the night with the girl Tom had mentioned earlier, was kind and welcoming.
The dynamic of that random assortment of people who I had never met before was more like a family than my own.
"Come out for a smoke, Noah," Tom boomed.
"I don't smoke, man."
"Good man. But come out, in any case. Duncan, you too."
"You need to quit that nasty shit," Shannon said, shaking her head.
"Don't judge me just because I sin differently than you," Duncan shot back.
Tom clapped him on the shoulder. "You're learning. Good."
"You good?" Noah asked me. I nodded and he touched my shoulder gently as he slipped behind my chair. "Back in a few."
"How are you actually doing, Lacey?" Jenny asked as the men closed the back door.
"I'm good. I really am." I smiled at her as I sipped my wine. "I was just thinking that you guys are like a family."
"Not like, we are one," Shannon said. "Even Noah. You too, now."
"Everyone who comes through these doors is part of my family," Jenny said. "Tom and I, we never had kids. So we have you kids, instead."
"Still time to have kid-kids," Shannon said.
"Ah, time, but no time." Jenny filled her glass again. "And no wine. That's a hard deal-breaker."
I shouldn't have brought up family, because the next thought in my mind was of my own. Jenny noticed my smile fade.
"You thinking 'bout your parents?"
"Am I really that easy to read?"
"Like a book, girl." She patted my hand. "You said you been ignoring their calls?"
"Yeah. After my father yelled at me, I just couldn't." I took a breath, finally saying out loud what had been on my mind for days. "I don't think I want to go back home. I don't think they'd want me back, but I don't want to live there anymore."
"You should try to talk to them," Jenny said. "Not sayin' it'll fix anything, but to at least get yourself some closure."
"Call 'em," Shannon added. "Now, while you're thinking it. Otherwise you're gonna stall and stall and never actually do it."
"Yeah," I said. "I should."
They meant well with their advice, I knew they did. It wasn't Jenny and Shannon's fault that after a few more glasses of wine than I was used to, I decided it was good advice.
I excused myself from the table and walked to Duncan's room. It was just after 10:00PM in Toronto, which meant it was just after 9:00PM back home. Certainly still early enough to call.
I didn't turn the lights on. For some reason, sitting in the dark felt more appropriate. I perched on the edge of Duncan's bed and pulled my phone out.
"Please, God," I mumbled, though I wasn't even sure what I was praying for.
Force of habit made me select the home phone number. It was only when it was ringing and I hoped that my mom would answer that I thought maybe I should have just called her cell phone.
"Lacey?"
I closed my eyes.
"Hi, Daddy."
"Let me guess, you're stranded somewhere and you're ready to come crawling home. My prodigal daughter, begging forgiveness. Or is it too much to think you've already learned your lesson?"
My throat had gone dry. I wished I'd brought my glass of wine with me.
"Is Mom there?"
"You can talk to me or you can hang up."
I stayed silent.
"Where are you?"
"I'm staying with friends."
"That boy? Noah?"
My stomach twisted. Mom had told him what Sean had told her.
"I told you God would know if you sinned."
"I called because I wanted to tell you I don't want to come home."
He snorted into the phone. "Where did I go wrong? That's what I'd just love to know. Your brother ends up a faggot. You end up a whore. Did I not tell you what happens to sinners? Did my children really turn out to be such morons when all I did was try to teach them how to live eternally?"
"I don't want to be like you."
"I'm disgusted. I'm disappointed and disgusted."
"Goodbye, Daddy."
"If you hang up this phone, you can never come back. Understand? You are gone. You are dead to me."
"That's okay. I forgive you, Daddy."
I hung up the phone without listening to his response, pressing it to my chest as I stared unseeingly in front of me.
Maybe it was the wine. Maybe it was because I needed that closure, like Jenny had said. There was an unexpected lack of emotion in me as I finished the last conversation I would ever have with my father.
I should have been upset. He did call me a whore, after all.
I should have wanted to cry, mourn, grieve the loss of my family.
I should have been panicked, knowing that there was a dwindling amount of money in my chequing account, that all my possessions were gone aside from the few days' worth of clothes that were in my backpack.
Instead, I was numb.
The men must have come back in from the yard just a few minutes after I'd gone to the bedroom. Jenny and Shannon must have had just enough time to explain where I was for me to end the call with my father and stare blankly for a minute or two, because Noah entered the room almost instantly.
"Tell me you didn't call," he said.
"I called."
"Fuck!" He sat down next to me on the bed. "You shouldn't... you shouldn't call people when you've been drinking."
"I'm not drunk."
We could both hear the flatness in my voice.
"You okay?"
I nodded.
"What happened?"
A giggle burst from my lips, surprising both of us.
"I've been disowned for being a whore."
Noah stared at me as I laughed uncontrollably. I flopped back on the bed, still clutching the phone to my chest as tears leaked from the corners of my eyes, laughing until I couldn't breathe.
When I finally began to calm down, Noah lay down beside me, resting on his side so he could look at me.
"Are you actually okay?"
"Yes."
"I don't believe you."
I turned my head towards him. "Maybe tomorrow I won't be. Right now, I feel relieved."
"Maybe we should—"
I cut him off with a kiss, hard and demanding. It caught Noah off-guard and he nearly fell backwards off the bed. He was wearing his jean jacket and I grabbed the front, pulling him back toward me to kiss him again.
He kissed me back for a moment, but when I moved to wind my fingers through his hair, he moved away.
"Wait, Lacey—"
"Please, Noah?"
I reached for him again, but he caught my arm and held it tightly. I tried to pull it back from him but he held me in place, preventing me from moving at all.
"No."
"Noah—"
"You've been drinking and you just had a pretty big thing happen. This is not—"
"I've been disowned for being a whore, so why not? I might as well do what I'm being disowned for."
"You're not a whore. Stop acting like this," he growled. "Lacey, stop. I'm not fucking you like this."
His words made me recoil and I stopped struggling. Noah let go of my arm and moved off the bed.
"Robbie isn't coming home tonight. I'm going to sleep downstairs with Duncan. You... you should go to bed now, okay?"
"Okay."
When the door closed softly behind him, I finally started crying, and fell asleep with tears still streaming down my cheeks.
**

Chapter SixGoing to bed before everyone else meant I was awake before everyone else.
It was also Sunday, and years of church-going meant my biological alarm clock had conditioned me to wake up just past sunrise on Sundays.
There was a short, blissful moment just after opening my eyes that I was free from worry, ignorant to the events of the previous evening. When I remembered where I was, what my father had said, and why Noah wasn't beside me, it all came flooding back, along with the realization that my head was pounding.
Apparently, I had been at least a little drunk.
I was nearly catatonic with embarrassment. My stomach was tense, tightened knots of humiliation nearly making me curl up in a ball. My eyes were painfully dry and my cheeks tight with withered tears. Words swirled maddeningly through my head, echoes of what had started as one of the best nights of my life and ended as the worst.
I'm disappointed and disgusted. Whore.
Noah's had a very different life than you.
I'm not fucking you like this. Stop.
There didn't seem to be any tears left in my body, so I was stuck simply listening to the imagined reiterations of those voices as they worked together to break my heart.
I fucked up.
I was a fuck up.
Was it possible to die from embarrassment? Part of me wanted to find out, to simply stay in that bed forever and never leave. If I did that, Noah would eventually come to the room and find me. I very likely wouldn't be dead, because he'd come to the room and find me in just a few hours. Then I would have to talk to him, own up to what I had done.
Or maybe he wouldn't. Maybe Noah would never want to see me again, and Jenny would be the one to come to the room, explaining to me that he had left, and I would have to walk out in front of all the new friends I had met and shamefully leave the house.
Either way, the thought of Jenny and Tom and Shannon staring at me as I walked out was too much to handle. I didn't want to see their pity, their judgement.
It was time to run away again.
The problem in trusting Noah to get us here is that I didn't really know where I was or how to get anywhere else. I knew where the bus stop was, but not what number would get me where I needed to go or even how often it came by. I was running low on money, but taking a cab was my best bet. However, I didn't want to risk making a phone call to order one.
In my small town, Uber wasn't a thing, but Toronto was a city. I had never used it before, but how hard could it be?
As it turned out, not that hard. Even I was able to figure out how to work the app, and as the previous day's events had shown, I was an idiot. The most difficult part was deciding where, exactly, I wanted the Uber to take me.
I could go to the airport. I could call Sean, tell him I wanted the plane ticket. He'd want to know why, and I would have to fess up to what happened. The thought of telling my brother about my idiotic actions made my stomach tense up all over again.
There was only one other place I knew in Toronto, one place where I knew I could wait for the next 24 hours. I could try to get tickets for the morning train instead of the midday one and maybe be in Montreal by the afternoon, where I could forget all about the previous day. I could brush off Noah's absence by saying he decided to stay at Tom and Jenny's and never have to speak of him again.
A bottle of water sat beside the bed. I didn't remember bringing it to the room, but I used it to swallow an Advil, then splashed some on my face to wipe off the dried tears. I didn't stop to brush my teeth or use the bathroom, not wanting to risk waking anyone up. I packed up my backpack, ordered the Uber to pick me up at the end of the street, and waited until it said the driver was about three minutes away before dashing quietly from the room and out the front door.
**
It was pouring rain.
Between the quick jaunt to the end of the road to catch my Uber and the frantic scurrying to get from the Uber to the train station, I was soaked. The hoodie I had put on was the only one I had, and I peeled it off once I got inside, draping it on the chair next to me while I shivered and tried to wring out my hair.
The station was comparatively quiet when I first arrived, but grew busier as the hours went on. Eventually, people stopped arriving wearing raincoats and shaking water from their umbrellas, and I looked out to see the sun gleaming brightly. By that point, my clothes had mostly dried, but I was still bone-chillingly cold. I thought about going out in the sun just to warm up, but the numb sadness that had defined the entire morning kept me from moving. I couldn't even bring myself to pray, let alone leave the bench. Instead, I turned back forward and closed my eyes, clutching my damp backpack to my chest.
Even with my eyes closed, I knew it was him before he sat down.
"How did you find me?" I asked.
"You know like, two places in Toronto," replied Noah.
His voice was serious, but I could hear a quiet thread of laughter as he spoke. The sound of it pricked painfully at my heart.
"Sure, laugh at me because I'm a moron."
"Not laughing at you. And you're not a moron."
I sighed, opening my eyes. "Just get the lecture over with."
"What lecture?"
"'I was worried, Lacey,'" I said, trying to mimic his serious voice. "You're too dumb to run around Toronto by yourself. Now let's talk about your terrible decisions last night so you can feel even shittier about all of it'."
"I don't sound like that."
I tried not to laugh, but the trace of a smile cracked through.
He hesitantly touched my arm. "You're freezing."
"Doesn't matter."
Before I knew what was happening, he was shrugging off his jacket. "Here."
"I don't need—"
He didn't listen, just wrapped the large jacket over my shoulders. It hung off of me loosely, delightfully warm from his body heat. I tried not to let the light scent of him relax me as the denim enveloped me, but it was very, very difficult.
After a few long moments of silence, Noah spoke again.
"Jenny and Shannon wanted to apologize for pressing you to call your parents."
"Not their fault."
"No, but they feel bad. They didn't know the situation."
"I made my own choice."
"Still. I said I'd pass it on."
"Tell them it's okay."
"I wanted to apologize for—"
"Don't." My response was harsh, snapped in a way I didn't know was possible for me as my stomach curled and tensed.
He fell silent again. I closed my eyes briefly, my face contorting as the wounds from my embarrassment reopened and flooded me with shame.
"It's my fault, I'm sorry." The words were quiet, gravelly, unlike my voice. "I feel so stupid."
"Walking away from you wasn't what I should've done," Noah said. "Should've been there for you."
"That's not your responsibility."
"Promised to keep you safe."
"What, you think I'm a danger to myself?"
"You hurting?"
The words made me pause and I finally glanced towards him. He was looking back at me, his face open and unguarded, poignantly sincere.
I couldn't think of anything to say but the truth.
"Yes."
"Then I'm sorry."
"Are you?"
"Am I what?"
"Hurting."
He seemed surprised by the question, and the fact that it surprised him made me feel worse. Noah had been there for me through the strangest, most complicated, most exhilarating and painful and freeing week of my life. The fact that it had been so one-sided was a failure on my part.
"No," he finally answered. "I understand."
I didn't have enough grace left in me to accept that without crying.



He pulled me towards him, letting my tears stain the plaid green shirt he was wearing. His arms held me tightly, his face and lips pressed against my hair as he let me heal in his arms.
When I had regained control of myself, he let me go, gently using the sleeve of his shirt to wipe my cheeks.
"I'm sorry. Please forgive me," I said quietly.
"Will always forgive you." He brushed his fingers lightly through my hair. "You wanna sit in this train station all day?"
"Not really."
"Good, me neither. Come with me."
"Where?"
"You trust me?"
"Should I?"
He laughed. "Good answer. Come with me anyway."
**
I stopped in my tracks when Noah led me to a car in the parking lot.
"It's Tom's," he said when he saw I wasn't moving. "Swear to God, he lent it to me."
"You said you hate driving in Toronto."
"I do. We aren't going far though."
He wasn't joking about that. Noah pulled into the parking lot of our destination just a few minutes later, though he managed to curse at two other cars during the short drive. Once we were parked, he reached into the backseat and grabbed a bag I hadn't noticed when I got into the car.
"C'mon. Let's go for a walk."
The juxtaposition of the tall, gleaming buildings in Toronto with the wide, blue expanse of water that bordered the park he led me into was jarring and surreal. Ferries glided back and forth from an island across the water, and the air smelled of freshness and rain and grass as sunlight glinted off drops still drying on the paved sidewalks.
The park was busy, though I was sure that was to be expected for a Sunday in the city when the rain stopped. I followed Noah through the park to a wooden boardwalk, then walked along it until we reached a relatively isolated spot. Every bench and picnic table seemed to be claimed, so Noah withdrew a blanket from the bag and spread it on the grass, then sat down.
My heart fluttered hopefully, but it was still tender from the past day's problems.
"What is this?" I asked, still standing a few feet away from the blanket.
Noah raised an eyebrow at me. "Believe it's called a picnic."
"Why?"
"Guess that's just what people call it when they eat outside."
I tried not to laugh. "No, I mean, why are you doing this?"
Noah looked up, his dark eyes studying me. He looked vulnerable, nervousness written across his tensed forehead.
"Wanted to do something special for you."
The hopeful flutter in my chest grew more insistent. Maybe it really was all going to be all right. I bit my lip as I smiled, not knowing what to say.
Noah's nerves seemed to dissipate as I smiled.
"You gonna leave me sitting here like a fool? Come sit. Dunno what Jenny packed for us but it'll be good."
My stomach rumbled at the mention of food. I hadn't realized how hungry I was, but since my stomach had stopped clenching in embarrassment, I guessed it was starting to notice that I had skipped breakfast.
"Is this a date?" I asked after we scarfed down the lunch Jenny had prepared.
"Well, uh... yeah."
I picked at a napkin thoughtfully. Did having coffee with Roger at the Timmy's count as a date? It's not like he had put much thought into it, aside from texting me to ask if I wanted to meet for coffee. He hadn't made me feel like Noah did, making my heart flutter and unable to keep from smiling.
I decided coffee with Roger didn't count as a date. Noah knew he had my first kiss, my first orgasm, and my first time away from home already. What was one more?
"That makes this my first date," I said softly.
"Didn't know that. Hope it's okay for a first date." Noah's voice was steady, but I could sense the trepidation behind it.
"It couldn't be more perfect. Thank you."
I touched his hand softly and he twisted his wrist, catching my fingers through his. He brought my hand to his mouth and kissed my knuckles lightly.
We spent most of the afternoon in the park talking about little things, easy topics that didn't delve too strongly into the deep, dark secrets we already knew about each other. Appropriate topics for a first date, ones that helped us learn more about each other, things we had skipped over in the intensity and rapidity of our strange relationship.
His favourite colour was green. He had a dog named Rex growing up. He had once worked at an amusement park, but quit after a drunk girl had puked on his shoes. When he was a kid, he wanted to be a cowboy, and then a firefighter, and then an electrician. They had offered some trades programs while he was in prison, but he couldn't get into the electrician one so he did carpentry instead, which helped him meet Tom after he got out.
We sat on that blanket for hours, watching the ferries sail back and forth, watching people enjoy their day, and petting the occasional dog that came running up to us for pats. When we grew tired of sitting on the ground, Noah packed up the blanket and we walked along the boardwalk, strolling unhurriedly along the water in the late afternoon sun.
When we reached the furthest end of the park, we stopped, looking out at the water. Noah leaned one elbow on the wooden rail, his body turned towards me.
"We didn't talk about what I said we'd talk about."
The tension in my body returned with a vengeance. I tore my eyes away from him, staring hard at the water beneath us. It lapped against the rocks below tumultuously.
"You change your mind?"
"N-No, but—"
"If you have, it's okay."
I shook my head.
"No, I still, um, want that." I could feel the residual embarrassment of my actions beginning to twist in my stomach. "I just thought maybe you wouldn't after, you know. After last night."
"Doesn't do much good for me to forgive you if you won't forgive yourself," he said. "Dunno if that's in the Bible or anything, but seems like you're punishing yourself over this more than you need to, Miss Lacey."
It was something I hadn't considered, and something that struck a chord in my heart. As I thought over his words, Noah brought his hand to my chin and gently tilted my face up to look at him.
"Need you to tell me, point blank, that this is what you want. Need to hear it. Not gonna be able to live with myself if I do something, then find out you didn't want this after all."
"I do," I whispered. "I want this. I want you, Noah."
He kissed me then, his hand cradling my cheek as he ducked his head to meet mine. I kissed him back, feeling like my heart was flying, like my feet were lifting off the ground. We stayed that way for a moment, then a few more, and didn't part until a gaggle of teenagers hollered and cat-called from the other side of the boardwalk.
As we were walking back through the park, Noah's hand holding mine tightly, his phone rang.
"Just a sec."
He let go of me and took a few steps away, talking quietly so I couldn't hear him. I took the opportunity to look out at the water, trying to avoid eavesdropping on whatever it was Noah was doing.
He strolled back up just as the call was finishing.
"Thanks. I owe you," he said into the phone, and hung up.
"Everything okay?"
His grin was surprisingly gleeful, a warm and genuine smile that lit up his entire face.
"Everything's great. C'mon, I'm getting hungry again. Let's get dinner."
**
I thought Noah had meant we would be going back to Tom and Jenny's for dinner, but I was wrong.
He parked the car in a lot just off Yonge Street and told me to bring my backpack with me, just in case. We started walking to a nearby cafe. Along the way, I pointed at a building with delight.
"That's the Hockey Hall of Fame!"
Noah checked the time on his phone. "Closes pretty soon, but we can check it out if you want."
"No, I just thought it was cool to see the building."
Noah grinned. "C'mon. Dinner can wait."
"Really, it's fine. No point in paying admission if we'll just have to leave."
"Best time to go, as long as you don't mind we won't see the whole thing."
I let him talk me into it. I wasn't the biggest hockey fan in the world, but we were Canadian. Canadians are born loving hockey. I felt less bad about it when Noah was able to get tickets for half the price considering the time. He refused to let me at least buy my own.
"Dinner is on me, then."
"Not a chance."
"Noah..."
He shook his head. "It's covered. I got this."
The building itself was a shrine to Canadian legend. The original Stanley Cup was regarded as the holiest of relics, and worshipers of all ages paid their respects as they walked by in hushed tones. In the Great Hall, I was awed by the portraits and the stories that wound through the walls.
My eyes were wide, my voice hushed as I excitedly pointed out an original game-worn jersey of Mario Lemieux's.
"He was my brother's favourite player," I said quietly. "Daddy nearly cried when he raised a Penguins fan, but Sean couldn't be swayed."
Noah listened patiently and tried to share my excitement, but at the end of the day, the Hall of Fame is a museum. Surrounded by a cathedral of hockey legacies and treasures beyond my wildest dreams, the thing that mattered most was that Noah was there to share it with me.
I estimated we got to see about a third of the museum before it closed, which was fine by me. I could still say I had been to the Hall of Fame, and I had a picture with the original Stanley Cup to prove it. I was certain that Sean would be ravenously jealous, although after a moment, realized he'd probably been there already. After leaving, we continued on to our original destination, which was more of a cozy restaurant than a cafe, just a few blocks away from the Hall of Fame.
It wasn't a fancy place, and the prices weren't completely insane, but it was more expensive than anything we had eaten on the trip.
"I'm still pretty full from lunch," I said, pretending to muse over the menu. "Maybe I'll just have some soup."
"Order a full meal or I'll order it for you," Noah said from behind his menu.
I lowered mine to glare at him, only to see his eyes sparkling at me mischievously from above the menu.
"I don't—"
"Lacey, it's covered." He lowered the menu and looked serious. "Don't worry about how."
I didn't raise my eyebrows or even say anything, but Noah grimaced.
"I mean, it's covered, like with money. That was obtained legally."
"I didn't—"
"Yeah, you did, but that's okay."
"Noah, I absolutely didn't think that."
I didn't know if he believed me, but it was the truth. In any case, I ordered a full meal, though I turned down the glass of wine the waiter suggested with it.
Instead of teasing me, Noah waited patiently as I bowed my head to silently say grace. When I looked back up, he shifted.
"Never really said grace before," he said. "Don't know what to do."
"You just thank God for the food," I said.
"That's it?"
I nodded and he looked down at his plate. Shrugging, he closed his eyes.
"Thanks for the food, God. Amen."
It was perfectly sweet, and I couldn't help smiling.
The rest of dinner was as easy and comfortable as the afternoon had been. We lingered at the table longer than we were probably welcome, but neither of us seemed to care. Once the waiter had stopped coming by to fill our water glasses, Noah paid the bill and we left.
The sun had gone down while we ate, but the street was as bright as the middle of the day. It wasn't nearly as busy, however, and I was starting to get a bit nervous when Noah pointed at a building across the street.
"Mind if we stop in there? That's where Tanya works."
The building in question was a hotel that looked out of place compared to the skyscrapers around it. Quaint might have been one word. Historic would be another. I wondered if Noah had booked a room there and was planning on surprising me, but wrote it off as soon as we entered the building. We looked as out of place as we had in the sleeper carriage on the train, and I hoped Noah knew me well enough to know that I didn't need something like this.
I was happy wherever he was.
Tanya was working the front desk and waved brightly as soon as she spotted Noah. I followed him up to the desk, though I was taking in the sleek lobby around me.
"Nice to see you again, Lacey," she said kindly.
"Thank you, you too."
"Just wanted to pop in and say hi," said Noah.
"Good timing. You have some handyman experience, right?"
Noah glanced at me. "I'm kind of on a date right now."
Tanya turned to me. "Any chance I can borrow Noah for just five minutes? Our usual night guy is on his break and there's just the smallest little problem in one of the rooms. Won't take any time at all."
"Yeah, no problem," I said.
Noah smiled tightly and I hoped I hadn't said something wrong.
"Thank you so much! Come on, I'll show you which room." Tanya started towards the elevators. "You too, Lacey, you can come with us."
"Oh, okay."
Noah and I trailed behind Tanya as she led us to a room on the fourth floor. Once we got there, she handed Noah a keycard.
"You'll see what I mean. Just bring the key back when you're done."
With that, she was practically sprinting back down the hallway to the elevator. I watched her, bewildered, as she caught the elevator just before it closed. She waved brightly again as the doors shut behind her.
"Well, that was weird," I said.
Noah didn't say anything, just put the keycard in the door and pushed it open.
"Should I wait out here?" I asked.
He laughed and shook his head, holding the door open for me.
"Nah. Come in."
The room was small and dimly lit, a soft golden glow emitting from a lamp in the corner. There were flickering candles lining a wooden dresser and roses in vases on each of the nightstands. Petals were strewn lightly across the hardwood floor and bed, not so many as to be a nuisance, but enough to set the cozy, romantic scene that lay before me.
The door closed softly behind me.
"Shit, she really went all out," muttered Noah.
I couldn't speak as I stared at the room. It was like something from a daydream, the kind of fairytale setting that only existed in the hormone-addled fantasies of giggling girls at sleepovers. I should have been swooning, flattered, ready to be swept off my feet and onto the bed.
Yet the only thing I could think of was Noah's face when I insisted that I buy him breakfast; the way he'd looked so ashamed when we got off the bus near Tom and Jenny's house; the fact that he'd spent money on train tickets to places he didn't need to go, just to make sure I was safe.
I didn't deserve Noah. I didn't deserve what he was sacrificing for me.
"Lacey?"
I didn't know if he had said something prior to that, or if he had noticed the stricken expression on my face.
"Hmm?"
His dark eyes were clouded with worry. "If you changed your mind, that's okay. Not a—"
"This is too much." My voice was barely above a whisper.
"It's okay, don't feel like you have to—"
"No, I mean this is too much. I don't... you didn't have to. This is just, it's... I'm not ungrateful, but how..."
"You don't need to worry about that."
"Why are you doing this for me?"
"You're special." He shrugged, looking down at the ground. "You deserve a special first time."
"B-But it's—"
"Will it make you feel better if I tell you how?"
I fell silent, but nodded. Noah took my hand.
"I asked Tom this morning if I could borrow his car to look for you. Told him what happened between us."
I cringed and Noah shook his head.
"He's a good man, Lacey. Was more worried about you than anything. Told him the whole... well, most of the story. 'Bout wanting to... to make it special for you. Jenny jumped in, wanted to give me some money to take you out. I said no. Don't want charity."
He laughed suddenly, shaking his head. "Fuckin' Tom must've been scheming all along and jumped on the opportunity, told me he's got a job coming up in the fall that he could use a hand with. So I gotta come back in September for a couple weeks to earn back the salary advance he just gave me. Asshole'll probably try to pay me again then, too."
"But this is still... I would have been happy with you anywhere."
"Clean sheets or not, I wasn't gonna be doing this on Duncan's bed," he said firmly. "Shannon mentioned last night that Tanya might be able to swing a deal on a room—"
"Wait, last night?"
"Ah, yeah, I kinda asked to see if anyone had somewhere private we could... I didn't explain everything, just, you know... Anyway, this morning Tanya said she'd see if there were any spare rooms tonight. She's the night manager, can pull this kind of shit. Called earlier and said she had a room, told me to consider it an early Christmas gift and she'd uh, you know... romance it up a little."
He looked around the room again. "You said you'd be happy with me anywhere, and I know that's true because you can't tell a fuckin' lie to save your life." Noah took my hand in his. "I wanted this for you. You deserve more than I can do, but I needed it to be at least a little better than Duncan's nasty-ass mattress."
A choked laugh surprised me.
"I haven't... I need to shower."
Noah smiled and touched my cheek lightly with his other hand.
"There's no rush. Go, shower. Relax. You're in control, Lacey. You say what happens and when."
**



        Runaway Pt. 03

        Gentle romance, rough passion, and a surprising reunion.

        
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/runaway-pt-03

Title: Runaway Pt. 03

Author: MsCherylTerra

Category: First Time

Description: Gentle romance, rough passion, and a surprising reunion.

Tags: canada, female first time, highway song story, passion, losing virginity, romantic, first date, hotel room, oral sex

Series: Runaway


Authour's Note:
This is part three of Runaway, a story for the Highway Song event arranged by blackrandl1958. In the previous chapters, Lacey and Noah start heading back to Montreal after ending up on the wrong side of the country. Noah is alarmed to discover that Lacey is a virgin, but gives in to his feelings for her before trouble strikes in Toronto.
Chapters have been marked throughout the story and it will be posted in four parts.
Special thanks to the team of people who beta-read and edited this story: BarryJames1952, Bebop3, blackrandl1958, norafares, OneAuthor, and Steve M. This story would not be possible without them. Any remaining errors—factual, grammatical, or otherwise—are my own.
**

Chapter SevenIs there anything quite so strange as knowing you're about to lose your virginity?
I scrubbed myself clean in the shower, nervous and excited, eager and hesitant. I took the time to dry my hair, brush my teeth, stare at myself in the mirror and try to figure out if I'd look any different after. On one hand, I was rushing, trying to get out to Noah as quickly as I could. On the other, I knew the moment I opened the bathroom door, everything would change.
Something as simple as dressing after my shower took minutes to figure out. It seemed silly to put clothes on, knowing he was about to remove them. Walking out with nothing on, though, was beyond what my modesty would allow. I finally decided to compromise with one of the robes that hung in the bathroom, then reconsidered when the fabric felt rough against my sparkling clean skin and the length only came to the middle of my thigh. I finally managed to talk myself into wearing the robe and that the roughness of the fabric was just an incentive to take it off more quickly.
I tried to ignore the part of me that was attempting to sabotage the whole thing.
Deep inside, something taunted me, telling me Noah wouldn't be there when I opened the door. It's an even more elaborate prank, said the nasty little voice. He's fucking with you, just like Roger did.
I told myself he wasn't. I wasn't the same gullible, naive girl who Roger had tricked. Noah wasn't the kind of person who would do that. I trusted Roger in spite of him abusing that trust again and again. I trusted Noah because I knew he wouldn't.
The voice changed to my father's.
Whore.
I shook my head. If God was going to judge me for this and not for the good that I did, then let Him. The God I had begun to believe in was one of love, forgiveness, and goodwill. He was not going to condemn me for something like this.
A smile played across my face as I stared in the mirror. I wouldn't look different once I lost my virginity. I looked different already. The woman in the mirror was not the same girl who had left home a week ago.
She was better.
Once my hair was dry, the robe was on, and I had sufficiently stared at myself in the mirror, I took a deep breath and opened the door.
Noah was sitting on the edge of the bed. His jean jacket lay across the chair in the corner of the room, but he still wore his plaid green shirt and dark jeans. When I stepped out of the bathroom, he stood up. His lips parted, but he didn't speak.
"I'm ready," I said softly.
He came to me and took my hand.
"You are in charge, okay? You want me to stop, say stop. You can change your mind at any time."
"I won't."
"I know, you're set on this. But if you do, if something isn't feeling right, promise me you'll tell me, okay?"
"I promise."
We kissed and Noah let go of my hand, running it up the side of the robe to my shoulders. He pulled back and frowned.
"This robe is terrible."
I burst out laughing. "I know."
"Let me take it off you."
Such a simple statement, yet it was monumental. Noah had touched me in places no one else had. He'd removed my shirt on the train. He'd held me close, pressed tightly against him. This would be the first time he, or anyone else for that matter, would see me fully naked.
I refused to let my nervousness control me.
Noah's hands met mine on the knot of the robe belt. I started untying it; he finished, gently pulling the loop free and letting the robe hang open. I watched his face as he watched my body come into view, his eyes taking in my curves, my breasts, and my sex.
His hands pushed the robe from my shoulders, following its path down my arms until it fell to the ground. Once he reached my wrists, he crossed the bridge to my hips. His hands travelled back up my sides, grazing my breasts lightly before they reached my neck. Cupping my face with both hands, he brought me in for another kiss.
"You are enchanting. Come here. Lie on the bed."
He guided me onto the bed, fluffing the pillows around me so I was cradled in a nest of clouds, propped up so I wasn't quite lying flat on my back. When he was satisfied that I was comfortable, he stood at the end of the bed and shed his shirt and jeans, then joined me on the bed.
Again, he kissed me, and again I felt my limbs go weak as my mind went dizzy. Hovering over me, his head was a silhouette in the golden glow of the lamp in the corner. He looked every bit of the guardian angel I knew he was.
"What am I supposed to do?" I asked.
"Relax and let me take care of you," he murmured.
His lips pressed against mine before I could respond. Then they pressed to my chin, a gentle caress before moving on to my neck. His hair fell to the side of his face, tickling my skin as he feathered his way to my collarbone, his lips worshiping each patch of skin they pressed against. The tip of his tongue traced paths from freckle to freckle, leaving a trail of goosebumps behind as he mapped out my skin.
Fingertips brushed against my breast, prodding lightly as he held one in his hand. The kisses journeyed on, marking my chest and the tops of my breasts until his face was nestled in my cleavage. Again, his tongue darted out, finding an especially sensitive spot between my breasts that made me tremble beneath him.
The mix of anticipation and apprehension was intoxicating. I wanted to lose myself under Noah's body, revelling in the feel of his lips against me, but the fear and excitement of what was to come clouded my mind. I told myself to relax, to enjoy what was happening, to embrace the new sensations and the way electricity seemed to spark at Noah's lips and travel through my body. Each time I tried, however, an insistent little worm of a thought would twist in my mind, telling me to be afraid, urging me to go back, admonishing the parts of me that liked what Noah was doing.
That little voice was wrong. It was ingrained in me from years of being told that anything enjoyable was sinful. I chose to ignore it, chose to believe that there was more to existence than resisting temptation. What better way to honour God than to bask in the delights He created, to love and appreciate the gifts He gave, to live and enjoy and simply be?
Noah glanced up at me, aware of the tension running through me.
"Tell me what you're thinking."
I bit my lip, not wanting to admit I was having a spiritual revelation as he had his face pressed into my breasts.
"Just a little nervous," I whispered.
"About what?"
"What you're thinking."
He chuckled. "I'm thinking that I'm nervous."
I had not been expecting that.
"What? Why?"
"Want to make sure I do this right." He pressed another kiss between my breasts. "Don't want to ruin sex forever for you by making your first time shitty."
His statement broke some of the tension in me and we both chuckled.
"Also thinking you're fucking gorgeous," he said. "Dunno what I did to make you like me, but whatever it was, I'm glad I did it."
I was trying to think of what to say when his mouth closed over my nipple, and whatever was in my mind evaporated. The response Noah got was probably exactly what he was hoping for as I moaned. He sucked on my nipple, then flicked it with his tongue, and a jolt of that captivating electricity shot to my core. As the hot wetness of his mouth moved against me, I groaned again, my hand fluttering to his head.
I hadn't expected it to feel so good. Sure, I had liked what he did to my nipples when we had messed around on the train. I knew men liked breasts: looking at them, playing with them, burying their faces in them. Even knowing that, I could have never imagined the amount of arousal that would course through my body from him feasting on my breasts.
Noah spent quite a while there, my enjoyment of what his mouth was doing obvious. It wasn't until I squirmed beneath him, my pussy so wet I could hardly stand it, that he tore his heated attention away from my nipples and began kissing the underside of my breast.
He kissed my ribs, his tongue resuming its roaming from freckle to dotted freckle down my stomach. Both hands gripped my sides as he nuzzled against my belly button, then lowered to my hips as his lips moved an inch lower. He kissed that spot, and then an inch lower than that, and again until his lips reached the top of my mound.
I watched, my lips parting in astonishment as his head moved between my legs. I was completely unprepared for what he was about to do. Sure, I had heard rumours of it, but in my naive little mind, I had thought it was just a joke, an urban legend, that people didn't actually do that.
Not that I had a problem with it. It wasn't like it was any different than when Noah's cock had been in my mouth or when I had swallowed his cum. If I could do it to him, it wasn't unreasonable to think he could do it to me. After all, Noah was the one who had decided to do it. It wasn't like I had asked him, so if there was an issue with it being weird or not, you know, the usual way of doing things, that was on him.
Not that I thought it was weird or that it was particularly—
The whirling justifications that were spinning through my mind were cut off as Noah looked up at me, dark eyes glinting, and licked my pussy.
"Oh!" was all that came out of my mouth, a breathless squeak of shock at the foreign feel of his tongue pressed against my inner lips. I felt Noah smile, saw his eyes practically sparkle just before he looked away and licked along my slit completely.
It was by far the strangest sensation that I had experienced, though not in a bad way. He explored my pussy thoroughly, his tongue tracing every curve and crevice and even dancing along my entrance. He kissed me everywhere, from the ticklish spot where my leg met the swell of my pussy to nearly the lowest edge of my slit, dangerously close to the Loophole hole.
It wasn't until his lips surrounded my clit and he sucked incredibly gently that I understood.
My eyes pinched shut as he began to focus his attention there. He alternated what he was doing, spending time licking it, circling it, sucking it, and stroking it. I gasped for breath, the chills that ran through my body almost exhausting to keep up with, and a steady stream of quiet groans found their way out of my mouth without even consulting my mind.
He shifted slightly at one point, bringing my legs over his shoulders. My thighs touched his ears, his hair tickling the inner spots that it brushed against as he lapped at me possessively, practically drinking the juices that were flooding my crease. I couldn't help but stare, watching as he ravished my pussy, entranced at the sight of him pleasuring me in a way I hadn't even known possible.
The overwhelming feeling of losing control had just begun to prick through me when Noah stuck a finger inside me.
I hadn't noticed his hand move between my legs, just under his chin. He put his fingertip against my entrance, glancing up with a question in his eyes that had only one answer.
"Yes, please," I squeaked.
Again, that foreign feeling of a smile against my most private place. He pushed forward, his fingertip slipping inside me easily. Another strange sensation, an intensely satisfying one. It didn't hurt, not that I cared or even thought of that in the moment. Slowly, savouringly slowly, he inserted more of his finger.
He found a spot I didn't know was there, the pad of his finger pressing against it as he flattened his tongue against my clit. The ascent quickened, rushing me towards the edge where I knew I would fall again. My hands found Noah's head and I ran my fingers through his hair without thinking, instinctively desperate for something to hold on to. He didn't stop what he was doing as my legs tensed, didn't react when my wordless gasp turned to a muffled shriek, and didn't let go as I submitted to the lightning that consumed my body as I came.
My back arched and my thighs pressed harder against his head. My eyes weren't open, but all I saw was white light as my body shook, everything from my toes to my fingers going numb with an electric passion that burst through me. It could have been seconds or minutes or hours; I had no concept of anything but radiating euphoria for a stretch of time.
When my body relaxed, it relaxed completely. My thighs fell away from Noah's head and my fingers unfurled, releasing the grip I had on his hair. He withdrew his finger from inside me and pressed a final kiss to the top of my mound before sitting up and grinning as he wiped his mouth.
I tried to say something. I wasn't sure what, exactly, to say. I wanted to apologize for pulling his hair. I wanted to thank him and kiss him and tell him I would be his forever if he asked me. It was likely for the best that I couldn't speak, just opened and closed my mouth a few times before shutting my eyes and groaning.
He sidled up alongside me, taking me into his arms as I regained my breath.
"You okay?" he asked.
"Mmm."
"You gonna recover or did I break you?"
"Jury's still out on that."
He laughed. My mind began to function somewhat normally again and I had to ask.
"I didn't even know that was a thing. Doesn't it... I don't know, taste strange?"
"Never got curious and tasted it yourself, Miss Lacey?"
My face went red.
"Is that, um... Do people, uh, usually do that?"
"Not weird to, if that's what you're asking."
"What does it... you know..."
He loosened his embrace and moved slightly back so he was looking at me.
"Kiss me and find out."
Noah waited patiently for me to lean forward and kiss him. I did so uncertainly at first, my lips brushing against his as my own scent filled my senses. His lips were warm, still slick from their devotion to my pleasure. As I tasted myself for the first time, I deepened the kiss, suddenly curious about the sweet, tarty flavour that lingered on him. It wasn't a bad taste at all, but more importantly, the memory of where that mouth of his had just been and where that taste came from excited me in a way I hadn't expected.
The kiss became about much more than finding out what I tasted like. Noah's arms tightened again, holding me close against his body. He still wore his boxers, but I could feel the thick stiffness of his cock pressed against me, scorching hot even through the fabric.
He had distracted me with his mouth, but I wanted the rest of him. I slid a hand between our bodies, reaching for his stiff arousal. As my hand closed around him, he took a sharp breath, his hips moving forward to meet my hand.
"Sorry," I whispered. "Did I—"
"No, not..." he trailed off, his head bowing forward. "Fuck."
"What's wrong?"
"Not wrong." Noah grimaced. "I just really fucking want you, Lacey."
I felt his words inside me. They wrapped around my nerves, making my body thirst for him. Throughout everything, Noah had seemed restrained, focused on me and me alone. Hearing him say those words, hearing him admit his own needs, did something to me that I couldn't explain.
I wanted to say something sexy and smart in response. Maybe "Then why don't you take me?" or "What are you waiting for?" Instead, my brain shut down, still torn between desire and hesitancy, wanting to move forward but realizing that meant Noah would literally be sticking his cock inside me. Inside me. So instead of something cheeky or erotic, I responded with the only thing that popped into my head.
"Okay."
"Okay?"
I could already feel my hands starting to tremble. "L-Let's... I want you, too."
Noah unfolded his arms, touching my cheek lightly. "Are you sure?"
I nodded, my jaw unwilling to cooperate with my mind.
"Lacey, if you're not—"
"I am." Finally, words. "I am, Noah. I just... I can't help but be nervous. I want to. I really... really want to. Just, it's a little intimidating."
"What are you scared of?"
I bit my lip. "It hurting. Being bad at it. N-Not liking it."
Noah stroked my cheek lightly. "Told you to relax and let me take care of you. That means not worrying about being bad at it." His lips found mine, reassuring in their confidence. "Gonna do my best to make sure you like it. No guarantees, but I'll try."
I smiled, his humour shining in his dark eyes.
"As for it hurting, well, I dunno if it will. Know you're ready because I just about drowned in your pussy."
A sharp bark of laughter surprised us both as I reacted to his words. He laughed along with me and kissed me again.
"Gonna be gentle. You're gonna tell me if it hurts or what you need. Not that I, uh, make a habit of popping cherries or anything, but..." He trailed off, his cheeks turning uncharacteristically pink. "Well, I mean, you know I've been with other girls."
"I know," I said. "It doesn't bother me."
"Asked a girl once. She said it didn't hurt, not even the first time. Only hurts if you're not ready. Dunno if that's true for everyone but... well, did it hurt when I had my finger there?"
I shook my head.
"Not quite the same size, but probably a good sign, don't you think?"
It was an excellent point.
He kissed me softly. "You're in control. You say stop, I stop."
"Okay," I whispered. "What do I do?"
He settled me on my back again, making sure I was comfortable before he slid to the other side of the bed and removed his boxers. I watched, entranced, as he took a box from the nearby nightstand and withdrew a condom, unrolling it onto his cock before moving between my legs.
My heart had to be loud enough that he could hear it. I felt almost cartoonish, as though it might jump from my skin and beat frantically outside my body. Noah moved himself forward, parting my legs further as he exposed my pussy, letting the backs of my thighs rest against the tops of his as he moved in closer to me.
I stared down between our bodies. Just days earlier, his cock had been in my hands and mouth, but it suddenly seemed much more intimidating as it approached my virgin pussy. I remembered the feeling of him in my throat, the moments where I had choked on his tip, pulling back so I could breathe. And now, he was going to put it there?
He took hold of his cock, nestling it against me. His tip slid against my slit for a moment, then was positioned at the entrance to my body. Once it was there, he propped himself up over me, one hand still wrapped around his cock and his face just inches from mine.
"Ready?"
I could only nod.
"Relax."
I tried, forcing my muscles to unclench one by one.
"Gonna put the tip in now, okay?"
Again, I nodded.
His eyes didn't leave mine as he guided his cock forward. There was a moment of pressure, then a feeling of stretching as the thick head of his cock penetrated me.
I couldn't help it: I tensed up. The muscles of my canal tightened around his tip, gripping it, making the alien feel of having something inside it all the more pronounced. My arms shook as my body stiffened, and Noah stopped moving.
"You gotta relax."



"Trying," I whimpered.
The arm that was propping him up was near my shoulder and his hand found my hair, stroking it lightly.
"It'll be okay. I promise."
I took a breath and closed my eyes.
A gentle brush of a kiss was pressed against my mouth as he comforted me.
"Trust me."
I felt the words more than I heard them. I did trust him, completely. If I didn't, the tip of his cock wouldn't be anywhere close to where it was at that moment. That thought alone was enough to let the tension drift from my body and I breathed deeply.
"Okay."
Noah moved his arm from between us, letting go of his cock as he pushed slightly more inside of me. I kept my eyes closed, focusing on the sensation, the way my pussy was stretching to accommodate him and the feeling of his cock against my slick walls. There was a sense of discomfort, pressure, unfamiliarity as he paused again.
"Open your eyes. Look."
I opened my eyes, meeting Noah's for a moment before glancing down between our bodies. His cock was about halfway inside me, my entrance encircling him tightly. It felt strange, almost unreal, and the sight of it was one of the hottest things I had ever seen.
A small noise left my mouth as Noah pushed forward even more. I watched more of his cock disappear within me, felt myself filling up with his body. Soft pants left my lips as he sunk further and further inside me, until his skin was pressed against mine.
It was all in.
"Oh," I breathed, staring at our bodies joined together.
Noah let me stare, waited as my body adjusted to being impaled on his cock. It didn't hurt, that much was true. It was unfamiliar and strange, a fullness I could hardly have expected or explained, but it didn't hurt. I wouldn't have said it felt good, exactly, but it wasn't painful.
When I finally looked back up at his eyes, he spoke again.
"Gonna move now, okay?"
"Yes."
Yet another new sensation followed: a sudden loss of that fullness. As Noah pulled his cock back out, my body relaxed even more, until just the tip of his cock was still nestled inside me.
I took a breath, as did he.
"Still good?"
"Yes."
He started pressing forward again. That time, it felt less strange. The fullness overtook me as he buried himself inside me again. Again, he paused once he was fully inside me, then pulled back out.
The discomfort disappeared on his third thrust. The pressure became pleasure on his fourth. The fifth time Noah buried his cock inside my pussy, I sighed, my head tilting back. He dipped his head forward and kissed me, his lips warm and comforting against me as he withdrew his cock again.
I felt his weight shift as he began a slow rhythm. His arms were by my shoulders, supporting most of his weight, but I still felt the pressure of his body resting heavily against mine. He no longer paused when he was fully inside me, but moved consistently, treating my body as delicately as he would a butterfly. He kissed me, murmured soft words to me, told me I was beautiful, before he moved his head to the side and buried his face against my neck.
Growing more comfortable with the physical aspect of having a cock inside me had its downsides, however. It was strange to just lie there, but I wasn't sure what to do. Where were my hands supposed to go? Was I supposed to embrace him, touch him, stoke his back? Maybe I was supposed to grab his butt. I had no idea, but lying there just felt wrong. My legs were spread as wide as they could go, and there was a strange tightness in my hips because of it. I thought maybe shifting them to wrap around Noah's waist would help. As I embraced the feeling that at first had been so strange, I wrapped my legs around his hips.
Noah groaned when I did. The sensation between my legs changed, his cock seemingly deeper inside me than it was before. His rhythm staggered a bit, a few shallows thrusts off-beat, before he held still for a moment.
"What's wrong?" I asked.
"Nothing." His voice was hoarse, his eyes squeezing shut.
"Tell me."
Noah groaned again. "Not wrong. Just..."
"Just what?"
"Fuck." His voice nearly cracked, the strain evident in each word. "You feel so good. You're so... so fucking tight. Just want to... it's just... hard going slow when I want you so fucking much."
I didn't tell Noah I had no idea that it was supposed to be faster.
"Do it how you like it," I said.
"But you—"
"Show me. I'll tell you if it's too much."
The low growl that left his throat was almost animalistic. Noah's teeth grazed my neck as he started moving again. Even at that, I didn't think he let loose the way he wanted to, but his movements became faster, harder. A wave of intensity filled me as he did, making my skin prickle with delight.
That was the point where it went from feeling comfortable to feeling good.
Noah's breath was hot against me as he thrust harder inside me. Small noises were pushed from my throat, tiny yelps as he took the pleasure he needed from my body. His chest moved against mine, my breasts bouncing slightly against him each time he buried himself inside me.
It wasn't like when he had used his mouth or fingered me. That feeling of ascent wasn't there, but it still felt amazing. The worry of what to do with my hands disappeared as I embraced him, my fingers trailing along his back as he finally took what he needed from me.
His breathing was heavy, hot against my skin. He pressed a kiss against my neck quickly before sitting up, my arms falling back to my sides and my legs untangling from behind him with the fluidity of his movement. Our eyes didn't meet until he had hooked his arm under my knee, pushing my leg up higher than I could on my own.
I cried out, my head tilting back into the pillow as he penetrated me again, as deep as he ever had.
"Fuck," he grunted. "Not gonna last..."
His movements became more intense, slightly faster, his body slapping against mine as he tunneled inside me. The last few thrusts were deep enough that I felt like the air was being pushed out of my lungs. He cried out with each thrust until his body shuddered, his eyes squeezing shut and his face twisting in pleasure as he came.
As he finished, he released my leg, leaning forward again and burying his face against my neck. A muffled groan vibrated against me, sending a chill through my body that made me grin.
"Fuck," he murmured. "Shit. I'm sorry."
Sorry? The grin fell from my lips.
"What?"
His cock slid out of me as he shifted off me, rolling to the side. "Said I'm sorry."
"For what?"
Noah looked upset as he wrapped his arms around me.
"Not making you come."
"But you did, earlier."
"I meant again."
"Wait, again? Like, more than once?"
Noah froze. "Well... yeah. I mean, girls can sometimes have more than one."
The fact that my mind was completely blown must have showed on my face because he chuckled.
"Shit, maybe I shouldn't've told you. Let you think that was really good."
"It was really good."
"You don't have to—"
"It was, Noah. I swear." I looked at him earnestly. "It felt... I don't know how to describe it. But I liked it."
He kissed me suddenly, unexpectedly. I melted against him as he held me to him, our bodies pressed together, his skin warm against mine. When we parted, he stroked my hair lightly.
"You should go to the bathroom."
Alarmed, I glanced down. "Did something—"
"No, no!" he interrupted hurriedly. "I dunno, some girl told me that girls should pee after sex. It helps make sure you don't get a bladder infection or something. Don't ask me, I don't know. Just... I mean, if you didn't know you could come more than once, I felt like you probably didn't know that."
It seemed like a good idea, so I untangled my body from his and slid from the bed. The robe was still sitting on the floor, discarded, and I entertained the idea of putting it on before stepping over it and walking to the bathroom naked. The idea of being modest around a man who had just had his cock inside me, whose face had been buried against my pussy, who had seen the most intimate parts of me closer than I ever had, seemed silly.
I glanced in the bathroom mirror, because of course I did. Familiar brown eyes stared back at me, the only difference from before being the flush of pink along my chest and the messiness of my hair. I still looked like me, plain and freckled, big eyes set on a normal face. I didn't know what Noah saw that he thought was so beautiful, but I couldn't help but smile as I remembered how he looked losing control, trying so hard to remain gentle but struggling to contain himself.
Maybe I was plain and boring, but I still made that happen. It bolstered my confidence enough that I didn't even consider dressing before walking back out of the bathroom.
Noah was sitting on the edge of the bed and stood as I came back out. He pulled me close to him again.
"You okay?"
"Yes."
"Promise?"
"I promise."
He took his turn in the bathroom and I crawled into the bed, turning on the lamp on the nightstand before pulling the sheets up to my neck. When he came back out, I watched as he capped the candles in the room, the yellow glow of the lamp reflecting off the sheen that still covered his skin. He turned the lamp in the corner off last, the tattoos on his chest and arms playing like shadows across his muscles, and joined me in the bed.
"Have one more thing for you."
"What?" A surge of guilt ran through me. "You've already done so much."
He ignored me and reached across the nightstand, sliding something off it.
"Sit up and turn around."
I did as he asked, facing away from him. His fingers brushed my hair off my shoulders gently, exposing my neck. Moments later, the cool snaking of a chain fell against my skin. I looked down as he fastened it, a silver cross resting on my freckled chest.
"Noah, I—"
"I said I was gonna get you a new one."
His fingers lingered against my skin for a moment. I turned back towards him as he moved his hands away.
"Sorry it's silver. I couldn't... well. I hope it's okay."
I could only hope the kiss I pressed to his lips spoke for me because no words could have possibly said what I was feeling.
**

Chapter EightI didn't think I would forget a single moment of my trip with Noah, but waking up the next morning was a memory that would be burned into my mind forever.
It wouldn't come as a shock to anyone that I had never slept naked before. Even sleeping in shorts and a tank top was risqué for me. With Noah, though, it just felt right. I fell asleep with his arms around me, my head resting on his chest as we dozed off after spending hours talking and laughing in bed together.
Sometime during the night, he had rolled onto his side. Like when we had awakened on the train, he was pressed against me, embracing me tightly as we slept. The only possible way we could have been closer was if he had been inside me again, and it sure felt like that was on the table when I woke up.
I listened to him breathe, my eyes open but unwilling to pull myself away from him. His cock was erect, digging into my hip and driving me crazy. I wanted him all over again, wanted him inside me, wanted him to make me come with him buried in my pussy.
A part of me wanted to slowly slide down his body, trying not to wake him, and take him into my mouth. I wanted to listen as he woke up, surprised, aroused, feeling my lips around him as he wondered if he was dreaming and quickly realized that he wasn't. Another part of me, a much stronger part, was far too scared to do anything like that, especially not knowing if Noah would like it or not.
I settled for staring at the tattoos I could see from where he held me. I loved his tattoos, admired the skill that went into making his skin the masterpiece that it was. Yet another part of me wanted to stick my tongue out, to trace the lines and patterns on his chest, memorize the map of art that inked his skin. The scared part of me prevented that from happening, too.
I wondered briefly what had me so worked up. Maybe losing my virginity had turned me into the kind of person who was obsessed with sex, who craved it like a fix. Maybe it was just the feel of Noah's body, warm against me, attracting me to him like a magnet. Or maybe it was just the fact that his cock was so hard, and it was right there, and I couldn't bring myself to do anything about it.
When Noah finally woke up, I was uncomfortably wet from imagining all the things I wanted to do to him. Given my limited sexual experience, it was really just versions of the things Noah had done to me before, but it was enough. One particular thing kept playing in my mind: the way he had grabbed my leg the night before, the sound of his body slapping against mine as his gentleness had turned to passion. The way he had felt inside me when he loosened the tight grip he had on his control, relinquishing just the smallest amount.
I wanted to know what would happen if Noah lost all control.
He didn't realize I was already awake, but unlike that night on the train, he didn't seem desperately embarrassed about waking up clutching me. He shifted his hips slightly, his hardness moving away from me, but pressed his lips against my hair.
"You up?" he whispered.
"Yes. You are, too."
He chuckled. "G'morning to you, too."
I licked my lips. "What would you have done if you'd woken up in my mouth?"
A startled bark of laughter left his mouth. "Shit. Probably would've come the second I figured out what was happening." He kissed my head again, his fingers spreading as he ran his hands down my back. "Was that your plan?"
"I considered it. I didn't know if you'd like that."
He laughed again. "Well, can't speak for any other man, but I'm probably never gonna say no to having that pretty mouth of yours around my cock."
"Even when you're sleeping?"
Noah groaned. "Jesus, Lacey. You don't even know how fucking hot that would be."
"What other things don't I know?"
"You asking me to show you?"
"Maybe."
He hummed softly, almost sarcastically, and shifted on the bed to look behind him. "We gotta catch a train at noon. I dunno if there's enough time to show you everything."
Oh, he wanted to play that game? Thinking quickly, I peeked over his shoulder.
"Hmm. You're right."
It shocked him when I threw the sheets off and got out of bed.
"Wait, what?"
"Well, I need to shower and get ready."
"You... okay."
I paused just before turning to go to the bathroom, looking over my shoulder at Noah. He was sitting on the bed, hair sticking out from one side of his head as he looked at me, trying to cover a comically shocked expression.
The night before, when he had told me he wanted me, I wanted to say something sexy but couldn't think fast enough. That morning, I wasn't about to make the same mistake.
"You can join me if you want."
I smiled, hopefully in a coquettish way, and walked into the bathroom with my heart racing so fast I thought I might pass out.
There was just enough time for me to turn the water on before Noah barged into the bathroom. I pretended not to notice as he threw a condom onto the bathroom counter.
"Don't give me that innocent face," he murmured as I blinked up at him. His voice was a low growl, but his eyes sparkled playfully. "When did you become such a tease?"
"When I had to lie there with your—" the word nearly got stuck in my throat, proof that I wasn't nearly as sexually inclined as I was pretending to be "—c-cock pressed against me all morning and not be able to do anything about it."
He pretended not to notice my stammer, for which I was grateful, and stepped forward. I took a step back.
"So you laid there, thought about sucking my cock and waking me up, and decided not to? How's that my fault?"
"I thought about a lot of things."
Another step forward. I licked my lips as I stepped back.
"Got yourself all hot, eh?"
"Mm-hmm."
That time, my back hit the wall.
"Then why'd you run away?"
His last step forward brought him directly in front of me. He towered over me, just inches away, ready to grab me.
"I believe you're the one who said we didn't have enough time."
His hands were on me the moment I finished speaking, grabbing my upper arms as he pulled me towards him.
"Not my fault you're an inexperienced little thing. Would take days to make a dent in the shit you don't know."
"Well, maybe pick one or two and show me now."
His lips caught mine fiercely. "You are playing a dangerous fucking game," he mumbled.
"Good."
He groaned. "Damn it, Lacey. I shouldn't—"
"Don't."
"You literally just—"
"Please?"
"I don't want to hurt you."
"I trust you."
"Fuck!"
His lips crushed against mine again as his fingers dug into my arms. My moan was muffled against his lips and he released one arm, his hand slipping between us and travelling directly to my pussy.
"You want to be fucked?" he growled.
"Yes," I breathed.
"Say it."
I froze as I stared up at Noah. His fingers were pressed against my slit as he stared back down at me, his eyes serious.
"Tell me what you want, Lacey. I need you to say it."
"I want... Noah, really?!"
"You want it, you have to ask for it."
It had started off playful, but Noah wasn't joking around anymore. If I wanted him to play rough, he would, but he needed to know I meant it.
And I did. I meant it.
"Please fuck me."
He growled again and shoved his hand against my pussy. I gasped and he let go of my arm, bringing his hand behind my head and pressing my lips to his with bruising force. His hand moved out from between my legs and up my stomach, leaving a trail of my own wetness against my skin before aggressively gripping my breast.
I cried out softly, but before he could pull back and infuriate me with another question about my well-being, I wrapped my arms around his shoulders and nipped at his lip.
He groaned and his hand left my neck, travelling down my body and firmly grabbing my ass. His fingers dug in as he groped me, kneading my flesh beneath his palms.
"Know what I'm gonna do to you?" His voice was hoarse, dripping with a ferocious desire.
"Tell me."
"Gonna bend you over that counter. Then I'm gonna fuck you from behind so I can watch your ass bounce."
His hand moved back to my pussy, where he barely paused before pushing a finger inside me. My knees buckled and I had to catch myself to keep from falling as Noah's teeth grazed my lip.
"Last chance to run away."
"Never."
He spun me towards the bathroom counter, pushing me down towards it. I caught myself on my palms as he grabbed the condom he'd brought in earlier, when he thought we were going to playfully and gently make love again.
Seconds later, he was positioning his cock to enter me. He hadn't lied about the last chance; without saying anything, he shoved his cock inside me, his hands moving to my hips and pulled me back as he pushed forward.
A long, low sound left my mouth as I felt my body accept his cock into it. Before I could even adjust to the feel of him inside me, he was pulling back out, and then he was fucking me.
My elbows hit the counter painfully as I adjusted myself, holding my chest off the counter. My breasts bounced with each thrust, swaying beneath me as his body pounded against mine. His cock was hitting places I didn't even know existed inside of me and I cried out, my eyes squeezing shut as instinct and pleasure overtook my senses.
The room was filling with steam from the shower that was still running behind us. Before the mirror fogged over completely, I glanced into it, and that was when I saw the difference.
The woman staring back at me wasn't a plain, boring, small-town girl with bug-eyes and freckles. She was something else, something desirable and erotic, a creature of passion. I saw the woman Noah saw, someone special, someone beautiful. Her lips were parted, pouty and swollen and lustful. No, not her lips. My lips. My eyes were half-closed, eyelashes tickling my cheeks as I blinked. My nipples were hard and swollen, my breasts shaking with the force of Noah's thrusts.



And Noah.
His eyes met mine in the mirror, dark and yearning, watching my every expression as he took me. He towered over me, skin gleaming, his chest powerful and beautiful and in that moment, mine. I couldn't see the joining of our bodies, but I could feel it. The walls of my pussy embraced his cock as he stretched me open and his skin slapped against mine, hard and freeing and so, so right. A shudder of pleasure ran through my body as I submitted to Noah, to the way he made me feel, to what his body could do to mine, and I moaned as I abandoned any inhibitions I had left.
Grey drops of fog broke our gaze as the mirror clouded. Noah thrust into me hard, his fingers digging into my hips, and then released me. His cock slid out and I was momentarily disappointed before he pulled me up from the counter and turned me around.
"I need to look at you." His voice was hoarse and grating, darker than his eyes and full of a need that made me tremble. He grabbed the back of my thighs, just below my ass, and lifted me onto the counter with a strength I hadn't seen before.
I squeaked in astonishment and grabbed his shoulders to steady myself. Noah pushed my thighs apart brazenly and stepped between them, burrowing his cock back inside me in a single, swift motion. I cried out as another shudder ran through me and he kissed me, roughly nibbling at my lip.
"You see how fucking hot you are?" he growled. "You know how badly I've wanted to fuck you like this?"
"Ungh," was all I could say as his lips mashed against mine. A hand moved beneath us, his fingers vigorously moving against my clit. He rubbed firmly, and between the sensations of his fingers and his cock, I could hardly think.
He kept talking as he fucked me, punctuating his words with hard, deep thrusts as he worked my clit. "Perfect, beautiful, innocent little Miss Lacey." Another soft bite on my lips. "You're so fucking tight. Fuck."
My entire body was shaking as he spoke, trembling in anticipation as a fire sparked in my stomach. It was too much and, at the same time, not enough. His teeth grazed my lips, one hand working my clit furiously while the other held me to him. His cock was so deep, impaling me again and again and driving me crazy. Around us, the air was thick not just with humidity but with a scent that muddled my mind, sweet and musky and it came from us. His words penetrated the foggy haze that enveloped my mind, echoing in my brain as the fire in my stomach caught, and then raged, and then I was lost.
The sound I made bounced off the walls of the bathroom, reverberating between us as I clung to Noah. My orgasm exploded through me, merciless in its consumption of my body. I knew Noah was speaking, but for the life of me, couldn't make out what his words were. His hand never stopped moving, just tormented my clit as my body clenched uncontrollably.
He came after I had regained the slightest bit of control, enough to realize my fingernails were digging into his back as his head buried itself against my shoulder. His last few thrusts were erratic, hard staccatos that were solely for him, not for me. He cried out against my neck; his arm constricted around me as he squeezed my body as close to his as he possibly could.
Long after he finished, as we caught our breaths and regained our composure, Noah stayed inside me. He held me closely, his face still against my neck as his cock softened. His hand rubbed my back gently, comfortingly, though I wasn't sure whether the comfort was for me or for himself.
When he finally pulled himself out of me and lifted his head, his forehead was furrowed with worry. Before he could say anything, I kissed him.
"You're okay?" he mumbled against my mouth.
"Yes."
He moved back, his grip on me loosening. "Shit, Lacey. That was..." He trailed off, shaking his head as he wiped his face. "You sure you're okay?"
I was more than okay. I was elated. I was glowing. I was reasonably certain that if I slid off the counter at that moment, my legs would give out from under me.
"I'm okay."
"I didn't hurt you?"
"Not even a bit."
He smoothed my hair back off my face, dark eyes searching mine for any sign of untruth. Not finding it, his face relaxed and he kissed me again.
"So, Miss Lacey. You've had sex twice, two different ways. You like it better softer or a little rougher?"
"Yes."
His laughter echoed off the bathroom walls as he helped me off the counter and into the shower.
**
"...just left Cornwall. We should be there in about an hour."
"Perfect timing," said Sean. "We'll pick you up at Gare Centrale. Now, listen carefully. It's a big station, really busy. We'll meet you by the Tim Horton's."
"Tim Horton's, got it."
I heard someone speak indistinctly in the background before Sean spoke again. "Right, there's two. We'll meet you at the Tim's inside the station, not the one outside."
"Who was that?"
"Don't worry about it. Repeat that back to me, Lace."
I rolled my eyes. "Gare Centrale, big station, meet you at the Timmy's inside, not the one outside, don't worry about whoever reminded you of that."
"When did you get so snarky?"
His words were teasing but good-natured, and I smiled.
"See you soon, Sean."
"Can't wait. Love you, sis."
It wasn't until I hung up the phone that it hit me. My smile faded slowly at first, then disappeared all at once.
"We're almost there."
The starkness of my voice made Noah look up from the battered novel he was reading.
"Yeah, we are."
I couldn't read whatever emotion it was that flashed in his eyes. It may have been heartache.
Though, it also may have been relief.
"I thought I'd feel happier."
Noah's hand caught mine.
"What do you feel?"
"Nervous. A bit sad."
He squeezed my fingers lightly. "One adventure ends, another begins."
I tried to smile as I nodded, but the question about whether that next adventure would include Noah was left unspoken.
Green fields passed by us as Ontario turned to Quebec. Noah's hand remained in mine as I stared out the window, not really seeing the landscape that pressed us ever closer to our destination. My thoughts were consumed as everything caught up to me. My father had really, truly disowned me. My childhood home, the only place I had ever lived aside from the dorm room he paid for while I was in college, was no longer my home.
The money I had in the bank seemed like so much a week earlier. Faced with the fact that I no longer had a home to go to, though, it seemed sparse. I had enough to get by for a little bit, but I also had nothing to my name except what was in my backpack, no job, and no prospects for one.
I hadn't asked Sean how long I could stay with him, or even if he had room for me to crash for more than a couple of nights. I also hadn't seen Sean in years. What if we didn't get along anymore? What if he thought I had waited too long to find him?
What if he didn't like me?
"Nickel for your thoughts?"
His voice startled me. My hand fell from my neck, where I hadn't realized I was twisting the silver cross he'd bought for me.
"Don't you mean penny?"
"Nah. They got rid of the pennies, remember?"
I snorted softly.
"Talk to me."
"I think I just realized I'm technically homeless."
"Don't think your brother's gonna take you in?"
I shrugged.
"It'll work out."
"How do you know?"
"Don't. But worse comes to worst, we head back to Toronto and crash with Tom and Jenny for a while. Tom'll let me work with him. Probably help you find a job too, while you figure shit out."
A shred of my nervousness disappeared. "You'd come with me?"
"'Course. You don't know where they live."
"I do. The Uber picked me up there."
"Shit. Looks like you don't need me after all."
"Yes I do."
Noah went quiet, looking down at our hands. The shred of nervousness that disappeared came back, along with some of its friends.
"Are you... will you stay? With me, I mean?"
"Lacey, I—"
He was cut off by an announcement on the intercom. I bit my lip, hoping he didn't notice how sweaty my palm had suddenly become.
When the announcement stopped, Noah didn't speak right away. I stayed silent as well, willing myself not to ask any more of him than I already had. It nearly killed me, though, as every fibre of my being wanted to beg him not to leave me.
He squeezed my hand again when he was ready to talk.
"I'm gonna stay with you while we figure out what's next," he said softly. "Can't promise more than that. We just don't know what's gonna happen with your brother. Let's get there, get you settled in. If he doesn't want me there, I can—"
"That's not an option," I interrupted.
"It's not up to you."
"If he doesn't want you there, I'm not going to stay there either."
"Don't say that. Anyway, I got friends in Montreal. Or somewhere near Montreal, at least. But I got places I can crash."
"Do you just have friends everywhere?"
He laughed. "Been around the country a couple times now. You meet people here and there."
I nodded but didn't say anything. That unspoken question swirled around us, prodding to be asked. When the tension became too much, Noah cleared his throat.
"Do you want to talk about... this?"
"What do you mean?"
"This. You and me."
"Do you?"
"Not really." He squeezed my hand softly. "I don't want to think about it having a time limit."
"Good. Me neither."
We didn't talk about it. We sat on the train, holding hands until Noah wrapped an arm around my shoulders. I pulled my feet up on the seat, leaning against him as we looked out the window and watched fields turn to trees, trees turn to roads, and roads turn to buildings.
The shreds of nervousness turned to worry and the worry to fear as Montreal appeared on the other side of the window. When Noah finally kissed me on the top of the head and said we should get ready, I was paralyzed against him, tears welling up in my eyes.
"You can do this," he whispered when I didn't move.
"What if I can't?"
"Came all this way just to pussy out?"
"Maybe. I run away from everything that scares me."
"Know for a fact that isn't true."
I twisted in my seat, turning to look at him.
"You've seen me do it multiple times."
He kissed me, comfortingly steady and reassuring.
"Also seen you naked and shaking in fear. Didn't run away then."
"That's different."
"How?"
"I wanted that. I'm still a coward about everything else."
"Pretty sure a coward doesn't travel across the country by herself getting up to all the trouble you did."
"That was because I was running away."
"You called your dad. You hung up even though you knew what it meant."
"That was—"
"Was not something that a coward does." He kissed me again, his magical lips melting away some of my fear.
The train stopped and people began to bustle around us, heading for the doors.
"Come on. Let's go meet your brother."
He still had to urge me off the train, trying to prevent people from pushing against me as we stepped onto the platform. Maybe it was just because I knew it was our final destination, but the station itself seemed to be more massive than even Toronto. People walked in every direction, stepping around each other without missing a beat in an intricate dance that I had never learned.
Noah taught me the steps as he took my arm, leading me through the throngs of people towards the main hall of the station. Once we were there, we stopped. Noah let go of my arm as I saw the familiar red letters of the Tim Horton's glowing brightly.
"See him yet?"
I searched the faces of the people waiting nearby, but didn't see one that belonged to my brother. Still we walked closer, and I was so focused on finding Sean that I almost didn't hear Noah's next comment.
"Holy shit, that lady over there looks just like you, Lacey."
"Lacey?"
Time seemed to move like syrup—the thick, cheap, sickly sugary kind—as I looked towards the voice that called my name. When I saw the woman Noah was talking about, I turned back to him, an incredulous look rivalling the one he'd given me when the beat-up old sedan pulled up in front of us in Hinton spreading across my face.
"Lacey!"
I turned back to her.
"Mom?"
**

Chapter NineNoah's arms stopped me from running.
I had already taken two steps backward when he caught me, strong arms that rooted me to the floor. My eyes hadn't left her face, a reflection of mine, brown eyes wide on a freckled canvas that gave a hint of what my future held. Emotions coursed through me, betrayal and confusion and guilt. The instinct to greet her respectfully was strong. The instinct to run was even stronger.
"Goddamnit, I told you two this was a bad idea."
A tall man with blazing red hair and chiselled features was standing just behind my mom, shaking his head as he grimaced. Beside him stood a man I hardly recognized, yet knew instantly. No longer the scrappy-looking teenager with curly hair that fell into his eyes, Sean's face was tensed into a worried frown. He stepped away from the red-haired man and past our mother, holding his hands up in surrender.
"Lace, just let me explain—"
"What the fuck, Sean?!"
The words were out of my mouth before I knew what I was saying. I clapped a hand to my mouth, startled by my sudden outburst.
"Lacey Marie!" Mom gasped.
"Come off it, Mom," Sean said. "Lacey, look. There's a lot to explain, I know—"
"You tricked me."
"I didn't," he insisted. "I swear to God. I just, we thought you might not come if you knew—"
"I'm not going back." My eyes focused back on my mom. A desperate, wild ferocity was pounding in time with my heartbeat. "I'm never going back there."
"Neither am I."
Could something have surprised me more than hearing her say that? Maybe.
Maybe if the sky had turned green and the sun was replaced by two glowing hockey pucks. Maybe if Roger had appeared alongside her, repented, joined a seminary, and was devoting his life to helping spread the word of God on humanity's first manned mission to Alpha Centauri.
In terms of actual, realistic possibilities, nothing could have surprised me more.
It was only as I stared at her dumbfounded, Noah's arms still loosely gripping me as if I would sprint away at any second, that I saw the differences in her. Her eyes, so similar to mine, were rimmed with red, swollen against her freckled skin. Tense lines snaked away from the corners of her mouth, a strange mix of sadness and relief as she pressed her lips together.
And her left hand, furled into a fist around the strap of her purse, was missing the plain gold ring my father had sworn an oath on so many years ago.
Noah released me as my shoulders sagged.
"What..."
"We have a lot to talk about, sweetie."
"Let's do that at our house," said Sean. "Please, Lacey? Come with us, let us explain?"
I could only nod, still gazing at the naked spot on Mom's finger.
The red-haired man stepped forward. "Well, now that we've gotten the initial drama out of the way, welcome to Montreal." He extended his hand. "I'm Rick. I'm so glad to finally meet you."
I blinked off the shock long enough to be polite. "S-So nice to m-meet you. I'm Lacey and th-this is Noah."
Rick grinned at Noah as he shook his hand as well. "Hell of a story you two must have."
I pretended not to notice my mom's hand tighten on her purse as she took in the sight of Noah. Her eyes flitted to the long hair brushing the collar of his jean jacket, silently judging his worn clothing and beat-up shoes. He either didn't notice or pretended not to, as well, and nodded solemnly at Rick.
"It's been an adventure."
Sean hovered nervously behind Rick until I finally looked at him.
"You're shorter than I remember," I said.
He snorted. "You're taller than I remember."
Both of us fought back tears. Neither of us were successful as I lurched forward to hug my brother for the first time in nearly ten years.
When we parted, our hands mirrored each other as we hurriedly wiped our faces.
"Um, Sean. T-This is Noah. He—"
"Made sure my precious runaway sister didn't end up dead in a ditch somewhere." Sean forewent the handshake and hugged Noah tightly, much to Noah's obvious surprise. "Thank you. I don't know what the hell happened this past week but thank you."
Noah nodded stiffly as Sean released him. "Uh, thanks. Good to finally be here."
Mom stepped forward, albeit hesitantly. "Hello, I'm Barbara Stephens."
Noah was taller than Sean, almost as tall as Rick, and yet he seemed to shrink as my mother sized him up.
"Nice to meet you, Mrs. Stephens." His voice was restrained, barely wavering but nowhere near as steady as it usually was.
"Just Barb, please." She extended her hand. "I owe you some gratitude for taking care of Lacey."
"It was no problem."
The tension between the two of them was more than obvious and I shifted uncomfortably. Sean seemed to notice too, and thankfully stepped in.
"Well, let's all get going. We have a lot of catching up to do."
Mom looked at me. "Does your new friend—"
"Noah is coming with us."
"Of course he is," Sean said quickly. "It'll be a bit squishy in the car, but we'll all fit."
Mom nodded tersely and hesitantly touched my arm.
"I'm glad you're okay."
I bit my lip and nodded, trying not to cry again.
"Thanks, Mom."
**
It was the most uncomfortable car ride of my entire life.
Rick tried to gallantly insist that Mom sit in the front seat, but she shook her head pragmatically.
"There'll be no room for Lacey if we put both of you giants in the back seat."
She was unfortunately correct, and so I sat in the middle seat, squished between her and Noah.
They were both so tense and rigid that it was like sitting between two filing cabinets. I probably wasn't much better, but at least they each had a door on the other side that they could lean into. I had no choice but to press against Noah on one side and Mom on the other.
Putting me in the middle seat was also likely a prevention method. There was a 50/50 chance that I would have opened the door and jumped out of the car somewhere in the middle of downtown Montreal, and I was fairly certain everyone else suspected that.
I itched to grip Noah's hand as we drove, but they were clenched tightly in his lap. Instead, I took in the sights of the city that I had somehow missed while we were on the train.
Unlike Toronto, Montreal wasn't all angles and corners and shining buildings. It was a whimsical mix of old and new, huge stone cathedrals on one corner and shining glass high-rises on another. None of the other cities we had been to had the same sort of historical feel, the sense of rich tradition and modern life twisting around each other like ribbons.
As we left downtown, we wound through streets lined with trees and houses on hills, beautiful places that looked like something from a storybook. Sunlight shone strongly, bathing the world in an early-evening glow, and I imagined it streaming through kitchen windows and onto patios as people sat down for dinner.
We turned into a quiet neighbourhood about a half hour later. The houses there were large, manicured lawns with cheerful flower gardens bordering the properties. I knew which house was Sean's before he pulled in. My mom's car was parked in the driveway, comically out of place in comparison to the other expensive cars parked along the block. As soon as we were parked, I scrambled out of the car behind Noah.
Sean's house was quaint in that it was small and had a cottage-like feel from the stonework on the outside, but it was clearly designed to look that way. The small yard was lush and green, shaded by a large, healthy tree that branched across his yard and the one next to it.



"Come on in," Rick said. "No sense standing out on the driveway."
He grabbed Noah's backpack from the trunk as Noah took mine, shaking his head as I reached for it. He slung mine over his shoulder and carried his own by the handle.
"Your house is beautiful," I said to Sean as we walked up.
"Nothing to do with me. Rick's the rich one, I'm more of a kept woman." Sean laughed flamboyantly as Rick rolled his eyes.
"Don't listen to him. I'm a glorified servant. He's damn good at what he does."
Noah saved me from having to ask an awkward question to my own brother.
"What do you do, Sean?"
"Architecture. I draw houses, people build them."
"Give yourself some credit," Rick urged. "He designs custom homes for people with far too much money. Designed this one, too."
I could see every bit of Sean's personality in the home as we entered it, though he insisted it was Rick who had made most of the decisions. Once inside and away from the other homes in the neighbourhood, it didn't seem that small, and every touch, from the colour of the floors to the art on the walls, was meticulously perfect.
What surprised me most were the small details that I didn't expect. A rosary hung from the edge of a mirror in the front hall. In the kitchen, a cross was prominently displayed over the window. I wouldn't have expected Sean to keep any sort of religion in his life after how our father treated him, but small things here and there showed he had.
The most surprising detail of all was a small portrait that hung on the fridge.
I remembered the photo being taken. We had gone into Winnipeg for some reason as a family, and my mom insisted on going to Sears to have a "real family photo done, just the four of us." I was maybe six or seven at the time. She begged and begged for all of us to smile, and we did... for the first ten or so times. On the last one, Sean had whispered in my ear to make a silly face. When Mom saw the photo, she had nearly cried laughing at my crossed eyes and stuck-out tongue and Sean's teeth poking out over his upper lip. She bought one or two of the nice family photos, but the rest of them were of that last picture, much to my father's dismay.
A smile crossed my face as I looked at the photo. Sean and I were wearing matching sweaters, knitted monstrosities that I recalled being incredibly itchy. Mom was in her nicest Sunday dress. I couldn't remember what my father had worn, and it didn't matter. The magnet that held it to the fridge was covering him almost entirely.
"Remember how pissed Dad got?" Sean asked, coming up behind me.
"'You spent good money on this?! What kind of family will people think we are?!'" I said, rolling my eyes. "I think you've improved the photo with the magnet, to be honest."
"Couldn't cut him out without losing part of your head," he explained. "Figured it was the next best thing."
"It's great."
"Hey, you see this, Noah? Come here." Rick waved Noah across the kitchen. "I almost didn't recognize Lacey in the train station. This is the only photo I've ever seen of her."
I laughed as Noah came up and snorted at the photo.
"You haven't changed a bit." He nudged me softly and I mimicked the face at him, sticking my tongue out as far as it would go.
"I cannot wait to hear all the stories you have about her, Noah," Sean said.
I tried very, very hard not to blush as I thought about some of the stories Noah had about me. I doubted very much that Sean would want to hear all the stories Noah had.
"Maybe Noah could wait in the living room while we have a quick talk," Mom said from behind us.
The laughter in the kitchen faded and I felt my shoulders tense.
"You know, I was going to fire up the grill and make some steaks for dinner," Rick said hurriedly. "Noah, you drink? Grab a couple beers and you can help me on the patio."
"Oh no, Rick, you can—"
"That's a great idea," interrupted Sean as he glared at Mom.
Noah awkwardly helped as Rick pulled ingredients and steaks from the fridge, shyly asking for just a bottle of water instead of the beer before carrying as much as he could out the back door. I mouthed an apology at him when he caught my eye and he nodded, a tight smile on his lips.
Once they were gone, I sat at the kitchen table.
"Beer or wine, Lacey?" Sean asked.
"Wine."
He got a glass for each of us and sat beside Mom, across from me. She looked slightly scandalized at the glass in front of me, and even more when I took a large sip.
We were all quiet for a moment, no one sure of where to start.
"Have you talked to your father?" Mom finally asked.
"He disowned me."
She recoiled as though I had slapped her in the face.
"When did you talk to him?"
"Two nights ago."
"He actually said that?" Sean asked. "Like, he said—"
"Well, he said I was dead to him for being a whore and if I hung up on him, I could never come back." I shrugged. "So I hung up on him."
Sean muffled a snort as Mom pressed her lips together.
"Lacey, I'm so... I can't believe..." She stopped, her voice catching. "Your father is... he... that... that jerk!"
I couldn't help it. I burst out laughing, unable to contain my emotions any longer. Sean joined in next, and Mom followed shortly after, until the three of us were howling at the kitchen table.
It was ridiculous. Ridiculous and hilarious and heartbreaking, the three of us sitting around his table and laughing at the fact that my father, my brother's father, my mom's husband, had broken our family so it could reform in the iteration it was at that moment.
My hands found my head as tears started to fall. I didn't know when, exactly, the laughter turned to sobs, but suddenly Mom was beside me with her arm around my shoulders and I was reaching for her, crying on her shoulder like a child as she comforted me.
"It's okay," she murmured. "It's all right. We're here, together."
I sniffed and nodded, pulling back from her. "I'm okay. I'm fine."
"Lacey..." She hesitated, then tentatively touched the silver cross Noah had gotten for me. "Where... what happened to Nana's necklace?"
My face burned. "It's, um... it's a long story."
"Maybe we should get the stories out in the open," Sean said. "Get us all on the same page."
"Yes," Mom shuffled back to her chair, wiping her own face as she sat back down. "What happened, Lacey? When you left for Winnipeg?"
I started from the very beginning, that day that seemed so long ago but in actuality was just barely a week gone. I told them how Roger had tricked me, how terrified I was to go back home and face my failure. The moment Sean had popped into my head and how certain I was that he would be in Vancouver, and how little planning I'd done before getting on the train headed west.
I didn't tell them about the drugged drink. When Sean asked how I met Noah, I glossed over the part in the dining car and said I'd told him what I was doing and he said he'd look out for me.
We didn't tell the story in turns. It evolved, starting with one person and moving to the next as the tales entwined. Mom picked up the story when I mentioned the phone call in Edmonton.
"Your father and I were bringing coffee to the senior's center. When we pulled out of the Timmy's, Dennis commented that he was sure he had just seen Roger's truck pull into the parking lot. I said it must have just been a similar one, but he was certain that it had that horrible window sticker on it."
"Calvin pissing on Ford," I said.
Sean laughed as Mom rolled her eyes.
"Yes, that one. When we got home, he was about to call you when the doorbell rang. Kristen was there and she told me how she had seen Roger the day before, what she had heard, but that she had never heard back from you and she was worried. I told her we'd let her know when we heard back and Dennis called right away."
"And I didn't tell you anything useful," I said. "Daddy was so mad and I just—"
"He heard Noah in the background and he lost it." Mom shook her head. "He tried calling back as soon as you hung up but—"
"I was bawling. Noah was there for me, he... I would have gotten into trouble without him."
She continued on. My father kept trying to call while she tried to figure out where I was going. They had fought the entire day as she told him to calm down, sure I would call back. When they woke up the next morning and I still hadn't called, he had lost his mind. She had suggested filling out a missing persons report, but he had screamed at her that he didn't want the embarrassment. Desperate, Mom had told my father she was going to ask Kristen some more questions, drove three blocks down the street, parked, and called Sean.
"I thought you had died," Sean said, not a trace of humour on his face. "Mom called and just kept mumbling 'she's gone, she's gone' and I thought you..." He shook his head, shivering. "She finally got the whole story out. We both thought she was grasping at straws, thinking you'd reach out to me, but I promised her I'd try to get a hold of you. Rick was ready to ask his boss to lend him money to get a private investigator."
"I was considering getting one to find you," I mumbled. "You're not online anywhere."
"I don't go by that name anymore," Sean said. "I guess you wouldn't know that. But I changed it after I left. It's Sean Lemieux now."
"Lemieux? Like Mario Lemieux?"
He burst out laughing. "Yeah, exactly."
"I should've known. He was your favourite player."
"Only because I thought he was hot. Closest I'd get to being Mrs. Lemieux."
I giggled as Mom smiled tensely.
"Well, anyway, I kept trying and when you finally answered I nearly shit myself. And then when you told me you thought I was in Vancouver, I nearly had a heart attack. As soon as I got off the phone with you, I called Mom and said you were scared to call home because of Dad, but that you were with Noah. Which, of course, she nearly had a heart attack over because she had no idea who Noah was."
"I asked everyone," Mom said. "Kristen had never heard of him. A couple from church have a son named Noah, but he works at the grocery store and I had seen him that day. When I called Sean back later to see if he'd heard from you, I... well..."
Her face changed, grief and sorrow and anger mixing up in her eyes as she cast them down at the table.
Sean touched her hand softly.
"It's okay, Mom."
She took a breath. "I thought your father had gone out. I shouldn't have called Sean from the house, but I wasn't thinking straight. I told him what I found out, talked to him for a while and asked him to tell me if he heard from you again, and when I turned around..."
Sean picked up the story, summarizing quietly. My father had heard enough of Mom's conversation to figure out who she was talking to, and he was livid. He screamed at her, berated her, and when she screamed back that he had pushed both her children away, he had grabbed her and pushed her into the wall hard enough that she saw stars.
Her scream had been loud enough that the neighbours heard. When they pounded on the door, my father had taken a breath, straightened his shirt, and went out the back door to his car. Mom didn't move until she heard him drive down the road. She gathered herself and went to the door to tell the neighbours that everything was fine. Then she went upstairs, packed up as many of her belongings and mine as she could, and gotten in her car.
"Sean told me to leave. For years." Her voice was raggedly quiet. "I... I never could. Somehow, knowing I had two children who were strong enough to run away from that man made me realize I could, too."
Her statement made me angry rather than relieved. The sudden change in emotion confused me and I frowned, trying to determine what my instincts were trying to tell me.
"She called from the road," Sean continued. "That drive is a full 24 hours if you don't stop. You made it in, what, 26?"
"Something like that." Mom shook her head. "It was very stupid and dangerous of me. I slept on the side of the road for a couple hours and kept driving."
"We didn't know if we should tell you or not." There was pain on Sean's face as he spoke. "You're my baby sister and I always have and always will love you, but I haven't seen you in ten years. I didn't know if you'd take the news well."
"And I felt like I didn't know you at all," Mom said. I bit my lip hard as I tried not to tear up again, torrents of guilt rushing through me as she spoke. "I don't mean that in a bad way, sweetie. It was just so unlike you, and I felt like I had failed, like my daughter was running from me as much as she was running from Dennis. I was so scared and so worried... and so proud."
"Once Mom got here, we decided we'd wait until you were in Montreal to bring it all up. It just... it felt like the safe choice." Sean's eyes were nervous. "We didn't intend to trick you or lie to you, Lace. The intent was—"
"The intent was to take my opinion out of the decision." My voice was harsher than I intended and Mom visibly winced.
"No, it was..." Sean stopped and took a breath. "I can see how that was a consequence of what we did. I'm sorry."
"It's fine."
It wasn't, but there was nothing to be done now. I had been on a train, learning and growing and changing with Noah, losing my virginity and going on dates and fucking around while my family had fallen apart. My leaving had been the catalyst; if anyone was to blame for the mess, it was me, and if there was anyone to be blamed for not being involved in the clean-up, it was also me. I ran away. It was stupid to expect they would wait for my opinion when they didn't even know where I was.
"If you say so," said Sean. "So, that's how Mom ended up here. She got in a couple days ago and we've just been trying to sort things out while waiting for you."
I thought perhaps I wouldn't have to share the rest of my story, since the major drama had been resolved, but Mom wasn't having it.
"So when Sean called you, you were driving? What happened to the train?"
"It broke down in Jasper," I replied. "We... well, Noah had some... friends. In Hinton. They lent us their car."
"They lent you a whole car?" Sean's eyebrows were raised. "And were okay with him driving it all the way to Vancouver?"
I shifted uncomfortably. Lying did not come easy to me, and I wasn't sure how to gloss over the rougher parts of the story with their attention laser-focused on me.
"It was a strange situation," I said. "When we got the call from Sean—"
"Wait, you didn't answer my question," Sean said.
"It's not important."
"It sounds important."
"Why would it sound important?"
"Because you're avoiding the question, which makes me think it was important."
My knee bounced as I glared at Sean.
"This conversation only works if we're all being honest," Mom said softly.
"You already don't like Noah," I said quietly. "I feel like you'll judge him without understanding everything."
"It's not that I don't like Noah—"
"Mom." I looked at her, suddenly very tired. "You literally just said that this only works if we're all being honest."
"I understand you met him in some very unique circumstances. That doesn't mean he's not a good person, it just means that... well, maybe there are some things about him that you've overlooked."
I opened my mouth to respond, but Sean cut me off.
"How'd you guys get the car, Lacey?"
"His friend lent it to him." I sighed and closed my eyes. "Just, he maybe didn't tell them we intended to go all the way to Vancouver."
Mom's lips pressed together tightly.
"See, you—"
"It's an understandable concern," Sean said quickly, cutting me off. "But just because it was a questionable decision doesn't mean he's a bad person. It's... let's just leave it there, okay?"
Mom and I both nodded.
"And your necklace?" she asked stiffly. "Nana's cross?"
My hand fluttered to the silver replacement Noah had got me.
"I gave it to his friends."
"Lacey!"
"It was to make up for the car."
"So you lost your grandmother's antique necklace to make up for his decision to steal a car?!"
"I chose to do it," I said fiercely. "Noah helped me more than he had to with everything."
"Like what?"
I stiffened and took a sip of wine, composing myself.
"Look, I'm not ready to talk about all of this." I stood up to leave as Sean protested.
"Wait, just wait." He held his hands out as if it would stop time. "Look. Let's... okay. Mom, Lacey's been through a rough week. She's right, we need to respect that. Lace, we just... it's hard to understand what Noah did for you if you don't tell us."
I looked at him closely, realization dawning on me. "You don't like him either."
"That's not—"
"Why can't you just trust that he's a good person? Why can't you just take my word for it?"
"I haven't talked to you for ten years!" Sean's eyes were glistening, his face twisting as he tried to maintain his cool. "I don't know you. I want to, but... it's hard to take your word when I don't know what your word means anymore."
"Noah was the one there for me when I was scared. He kept me out of trouble. He was the one hugging me when I cried, talking me through panic attacks when I was on the wrong side of the country, and making sure I was safe." I fought back my own tears, mirroring Sean's expression. "If that's not enough, then I'm sorry. But I can't tell you more right now."
"Okay." Mom's voice was soft. "You're right. We haven't been giving you the right support to feel like you can share those details without our judgement. I'm sorry."
Sean nodded, taking a calming breath. "Please stay, Lacey."
Hesitantly, I sat back down. I tried to keep the anger and iciness from my voice, but the rest of my story came out flat and cold.
"We returned the car. Then took the bus to Edmonton so we didn't have to wait in Hinton for two days. Caught the train there, got an upgrade so we had a bed... beds... to sleep in. They said tickets would be cheaper if we bought them in Toronto and that was true, but the train was sold out. Noah had friends in Toronto that we stayed with."
Both of them caught my slip-up about the bed on the train, but neither said anything as I sipped my wine.
"I called Daddy when we were in Toronto. He didn't tell me that Mom wasn't there, even though I asked to talk to her. I told him I didn't want to come home and he said he didn't know where he went wrong, since Sean was..."
"Let me guess. He called me a faggot."
I nodded. "And called me a whore. He said if I hung up, I would be dead to him. I told him... I said I forgave him. And then I hung up."
"You forgave him?" Mom said quietly.
"I forgave him for me, not for him." I looked at her, my expression cold but softening as I saw the look on her face. "I didn't know about what happened to you. He didn't even tell me you had left."
She nodded, not speaking.
"Then we came here." I finished my glass of wine. "That's it."
"That's it for the story, or you need more wine?" Sean joked awkwardly.
"Both," I replied, not really joking. It was enough of a break in the tension that we all laughed, however.
"I'll take a glass, too," Mom said. "I think... I think we all need more wine."
That was the understatement of the year.
**
Of everyone aside from myself, it was Rick who got along best with Noah.
After refilling our wine and chatting about menial, unimportant details, Sean went to the patio to see how dinner was coming along. As he opened the door, we were greeted with a gale of laughter coming from outside.
"Yeesh, it sounds way more fun out here," Sean said as he stepped out of the kitchen. "I should've joined this party instead!"
I agreed with him completely.
"It'll still be a while," I heard Rick say from outside. "Potatoes are taking longer than I thought."



"Well, why don't you come in, Noah? We can show you to your room, let you guys get cleaned up a bit. Must've been a long day."
The tension and anger that had consumed me throughout the conversation with Mom and Sean melted as Noah stepped back in through the door. Just the sight of him gave me a sense of relief and contentment that I couldn't explain. He still smiled tensely, but seemed to have gotten a bit more comfortable.
That little shred of comfort disappeared from his eyes when my mom looked at him with a harrowingly stiff stare.
"Sean, why don't you put Lacey in the room I'm in? Noah can take the basement room and I'll sleep on the sofa."
She didn't have to spell out her expectations. Noah and I were not to share a room.
I bit back what I wanted to say, which was that the sleeping arrangements were not up to her, in an attempt to keep the fragile peace we had just established.
"Of course not. I'll take the couch," I said.
Noah shook his head. "It's fine. I'm good with couches."
"No one is sleeping on the couch," Sean insisted. "My office has a futon."
"Perfect. I'll take the futon," I said.
"Well, the downstairs room has Lacey's things in it," Mom said.
"My things?" I asked before remembering what she had said about packing some of my belongings up. "Oh! Well, I'll just bring them upstairs."
She nodded tersely.
So that was how Noah ended up in the basement guest room while Mom ended up on one side of the upper floor, and I ended up in the room next to Sean and Rick's.
Sean pointed out the office I'd be sleeping in before showing Noah and I down to the guest room.
"Sorry," he said quietly. "I mean, I probably should have asked if you were okay in the same room. I assumed—"
"Can we not right now?" I asked, blushing.
He stifled a laugh. "Jesus, Lacey. Fine. Anyway, I forgot Mom might have an issue with it. Sorry."
I forgot all awkwardness as soon as he opened the guest room door and I caught sight of the stack of boxes my mom had brought.
I had expected a bag or two with some essentials, maybe some mementos that couldn't be replaced. The boxes that were there looked like they held most of what I owned, likely more things than what my mom had brought herself, given the limited space in her car.
Nearly crying, I rushed to the boxes and opened the first one.
Clothes. Clean clothes. And underwear. Actual, real, fresh panties that hadn't been washed in the bathroom sink of a moving train.
Noah and Sean both laughed as I clutched an armful of fabric to my chest.
"You can leave whatever you want down here," Sean said. "We almost never use this guest room. Till you've got everything sorted out and you're settled, I'll store whatever you need, okay?"
"You're not staying here?" Noah asked, confused.
"Oh, she can!" Sean shifted awkwardly. "I mean, of course, our door is always open. Mom's staying here while she gets back on her feet. We just weren't sure what the next step was for you, Lacey."
"I don't really know either," I mumbled.
"We'll figure it out tomorrow. No rush." Sean stepped back out of the room. "Anyway, you saw where the bathrooms are. Dinner should be about a half hour. Rick always forgets potatoes take longer than he thinks they will."
For the first time since we got off the train, Noah and I were thankfully and gloriously alone.
"You okay?" he asked immediately.
I nodded.
"You've been crying. Your eyes are red."
I sighed miserably, abandoning the boxes to sit on the edge of the bed.
"They don't like me, eh?"
"They don't know you."
He smiled tightly. "What'd'ja tell them about me?"
"That you helped me and took care of me. They know about th-the car in Hinton. Not about... your friends or what happened. Just that it w-was... borrowed. Mom noticed I didn't have my necklace."
He sat next to me on the bed. "Don't lie to them for my sake."
"I didn't lie. I said I didn't want to talk about it, and I don't."
"I'm making things worse by being here."
"No." I grabbed his hand roughly. "Don't leave me here." I swallowed hard, willing myself not to tear up again. "Please."
His lips found my cheek, warm and comforting against the dried tears.
"You want me here, I'm here. We'll figure it out tomorrow."
I turned my head, catching his lips with my own. For a moment, we just stayed like that, innocent and chaste in our contact, comforted and revived by our closeness.
When we parted, I told him about the conversation with Mom and Sean. Noah listened quietly as I explained everything, tiredly reliving the emotions and frustrations and sadness. When I finished, he didn't say anything, just wrapped his arms around me and held me close.
We only moved away from each other when the sound of footsteps coming downstairs echoed through the basement.
"Lacey?" my mom called. "Noah. Dinner is just about ready."
I kissed Noah quickly and grabbed the armful of clothes I had pulled out of the box before exiting the room. Mom stood at the bottom of the stairs, warily disapproving as I exited.
"What were you—"
I dropped the clothes and cut her off with a tight hug that shocked her.
"Thank you," I said. "For my stuff."
I pretended not to notice the tears in her eyes when we parted.
"Of course, sweetie. Any time."
**
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Chapter Ten"So, Noah. Where are you from, exactly?"
I looked up from cutting my steak at Sean. Noah swallowed the bite of food he'd taken.
"I grew up in the Kootenays. Cranbrook, BC, mostly."
"And now?"
I tried not to glare at Sean.
"A little bit of everywhere. Going back to Toronto in the fall for work."
"Oh, what do you do?"
"Got a carpentry background. Gonna be working on a construction site downtown, I think."
It probably shouldn't have surprised me how easily Noah could talk around those questions without specifically lying. I knew he didn't like talking about his past, so answering the way he had still afforded him some privacy while satisfying Sean's curiosity. My mom, on the other hand, wasn't so easily pleased.
"Do you still have family in Cranbrook?" she asked.
"A few aunts and uncles, I think."
"What about your parents?"
"My dad died when I was a kid. My mom and I aren't close."
Mom had the decency to look slightly ashamed. "I'm so sorry to hear that."
"Thank you."
I thought that was it for the conversation and took another bite. As usual, I was wrong.
"So what were you doing on the train when you met my daughter?"
"Heading up north. Figured I'd work on the patch or something for a few months."
"Do you switch jobs often?"
Noah smiled politely. "I've been trying a few different things out."
"You must have been doing well to be able to drop everything and help Lacey. What did you do before?"
I swallowed my bite of steak barely chewed, almost choking on it. "Mom, come on."
"I'm just trying to get to know Noah," she said smoothly.
"Was out east working on a boat. Figured I'd try fishing." Noah smiled tightly. "Wasn't for me."
"So you just up and left without something else lined up? Or did they let you go?"
"Mom!"
"What, Lacey? It's a fair question!"
"You're interrogating him."
"Noah doesn't mind, does he?" She raised her eyebrows at him.
"No, ma'am." He clearly didn't mean it, given that his tight smile grew even more tense as he clenched his jaw.
"Well, I personally would hate working on a fishing boat," Rick cut in. "I mean, I'm sure being surrounded by hunky fishermen all day would be just dreamy, but I can't imagine the smell."
"That's where your mind goes?" Sean laughed. "Being surrounded by a bunch of seamen?"
I nearly choked on my wine as everyone burst out laughing.
"How did you two meet?" I asked Sean when I managed to stop coughing.
"My boss was designing a house with Sean's firm," said Rick. "Damn guy has more money than he knows what to do with but couldn't care less what his house looks like. All, 'whatever, Rick, ask Aspen what she wants in the house.' And she's all, 'I don't care, Rick, I'm barely home. Make sure the bedroom has a bed in it.' So of course, I had to step in and decide how to spend their money."
"He was a nightmare to work with," said Sean. "Doesn't know a thing about architecture but wanted everything laid out just so. I think he was secretly doing it so he had an excuse to spend more time with me."
"Oh, it wasn't a secret, everyone fucking knew that except you," Rick said to another round of laughter. "Theo was so pissed when he found out I'd added two extra rooms and a pool just so I had more excuses to talk to you."
"We finally finish the project and Rick goes, 'Hmm. Maybe you could design a house for me now.'" Sean rolled his eyes. "A year later, we moved into it together."
I was itching to ask how Sean had managed to get a degree in architecture and pay for it after being kicked out at 17, but didn't want to risk the light-heartedness that Rick had so thankfully provided. Instead, I smiled at Sean.
"You guys are so great together. I'm so happy for you."
He blushed, beaming proudly as he patted Rick's hand. "Thanks, sis."
"So, sorry Rick, you mentioned something about being a glorified servant. What is it that you do?" I asked.
"His best friend's famous and Rick's his assistant," Sean answered for him. "He's a professional best friend."
Rick rolled his eyes but took the comment in stride. "He didn't hire me to be his best friend, he's just paying me for all the years I was his best friend for free."
"I swear, I'm going to get you business cards with 'Professional Best Friend' on them."
"Don't seem to mind so much when it keeps you rolling in steaks and bottles of wine."
"You said those were gifts!"
I couldn't stop laughing as they teased each other, sharing a quick kiss before going back to their plates. Noah listened quietly, and I realized the conversation was making him uncomfortable. There didn't seem to be anything we could talk about that everyone was all right with.
I apologized to him after dinner, going to his room under the guise of looking through the rest of the boxes.
"It's fine," he said.
"You were uncomfortable."
"Lacey." He stopped what he was doing, looking at me intently. "I'm not gonna pretend like this is what I'm used to, but it's fine. I just don't know what to say to them that won't cause issues for you."
"I don't want you to think you have to hide who you are."
"We come from different places." He returned to his backpack, digging for his soap and toothbrush. "Never stayed in a house like this before. Dunno what to do or what to say. Your family wants to judge me for my background, that wouldn't bother me. I'm used to it." He looked up again. "You're not. You've gone through enough this week, you don't need more drama because of me."
"Don't leave."
"Promised you I wouldn't."
I bit my lip. "They just... we all just need time, I think."
"You don't trust me? I promised I wouldn't go, I won't go."
"That's not what I meant." I glared at him. "And you know damn well that I trust you."
He shook his head and laughed.
"Careful, Lacey. That's the third or fourth time you've sworn today. Gonna have a mouth like a trucker soon." He crossed the room and kissed me. "Gonna take a shower, clean up a little. Rick said I could use their washing machine so I'm taking him up on it. Can't leave without my clothes, you know."
**
Everyone turned in relatively early that night.
Between the travelling, emotional breakdowns, and startling revelations, all of us were fairly tired.
I put on fresh pyjamas after showering, grateful for the feel of clean, fresh clothing against my skin. When I finished, the upstairs was quiet and the rest of the house was dark, so I went into Sean's office, said my nightly prayers, and laid on the futon. It was extremely uncomfortable, hard metal bars jutting through the thin cushion, and I made a mental note to tell Sean his futon sucked.
I tried for a long time to get comfortable. My body was tired, my mind numbly exhausted. If it weren't for the discomfort of the futon, I might have fallen asleep before the thoughts of worry and frustration invaded my mind, but that wasn't the case. Soon, not only was there a metal bar running across my kidneys, but I was staring at the dark ceiling with annoyance as the day's events played over and over in my head.
When I finally had enough, I told myself to go try sleeping on the sofa. Honestly, I did. I rolled off the futon, my body aching like I was in The Princess and the Pea, and went to the door. Cracking it open, I checked the hallway. There were no lights on, and no cracks of light under any of the door frames. Silently, I crept from Sean's office and down the stairs, thankful the house was new enough that nothing seemed to creak yet.
And then I walked by the sofa and continued towards the basement.
A golden line of light glowed under the door frame to Noah's room. Quietly, I tapped on the door, then turned the knob and let myself in.
"Was wondering if you'd do that," Noah said quietly.
"I couldn't sleep. That futon is terrible."
He was lying in bed shirtless, a few pages away from finishing the tattered novel. Putting it on the table next to the bed, he reached towards me as I scurried across the room.
"I'm glad you're still up."
"Couldn't sleep. Got used to having you close by. It felt weird."
I crawled in next to him as he turned out the light. Moments later, he was hugging me close to him, powerful arms that made me feel so small, so infinite, and so safe all at once.
"Should we talk about this now?" he asked softly.
"Probably."
Quiet moments passed as neither of us were willing to actually talk about it.
"I don't want to lose you," I finally whispered.
His lips found my forehead. "Me either."
A long time passed without either of us speaking. Whether intentional or not, we both fell asleep.
**
"I figured you'd end up hating the futon."
I froze in the doorway to the kitchen. Sean was sitting at the table, a steaming coffee in front of him as he grinned at me.
"Um... don't tell Mom?"
He chuckled quietly. "I won't."
"I didn't think anyone would be up yet."
"Rick's a late sleeper. Habit from working with an entertainer. Mom was probably up late crying again. And Noah..."
"We didn't do anything." I walked into the kitchen and sat across from him, helping myself to the coffee in the French press on the table. "That futon just really sucks."
"I know. Rick hates it, too."
I poured enough sugar in the coffee to make Sean wince. "Why don't you get rid of it?"
"Jesus, does it even taste like coffee once you're done with it?" he asked, watching as I added a healthy amount of cream.
"I don't know. I don't really drink coffee on its own."
He rolled his eyes. "Rick tries to throw it out, I bring it back inside. It was the first piece of furniture I ever bought. Can't bring myself to get rid of it."
"Oh."
Sean smiled. "It's weird to hold onto it, I know. But it reminds me how far I've come."
"You've done incredibly well. I'm so proud of you."
"I'm proud of you, too. You've grown up a hell of a lot since I left. I missed so much."
"If it makes you feel better, most of that has been in the past week."
We sat quietly, sipping our coffee.
"Why don't you like Noah?" I asked suddenly.
Sean sighed. "I do like him. It's just overprotective big-brother mode turning on."
"Why?"
"He didn't seem like... he seemed kind of rough, you know?" Sean stared down at his hands. "I shouldn't judge, especially not just by sight. I know that. Rick and I talked about it last night after we went to bed. He said Noah's a smart guy, really down to earth. And he clearly cares a lot about you. How something like that happens in a week, well... I guess weirder shit has happened. I prayed about it last night."
"You still pray?"
Sean laughed. "Yeah. And I've been going to church again. Rick's even coming with me these days."
"Even after..."
"Yes, even after Dad." Sean took another sip of coffee before proceeding. "He took something beautiful and made it into something terrifying. What Dad does isn't religion. It's to control people through fear." He looked at me steadily, eyes earnest and searching. "If you feel like you're a little lost, I understand. I went through it, too."
"It's very confusing," I whispered. "I just don't know how... how to follow the rules anymore."
"You know the important rules. The rest is just humans thinking they understand God's plan." Sean smiled encouragingly. "Come to church with me and Rick on Sunday. Noah, too, if he wants."
"I don't know if Noah would."
"That's okay. Church-goer or not, he's still a good person."
I bit my lip. Sean's words should have made me feel better, but he didn't know about Noah's past.
"Can I tell you how we really met?" I asked softly.
"Please."
"And you won't judge?"
"Of course not."
Drawing a breath for strength, I told him about the drugged drink on the train and how Noah had stepped in. Then I told him about how Noah had refused to leave me on my own because he was certain I'd end up dead in a ditch if he did, about him being there after my father's first phone call, and how he talked me through the panic attack in BC when we realized we were going the wrong way.
"And there's more, but..." I stopped, staring at my coffee cup.
"But you're about to tell me he's a convicted criminal."
My eyes shot up. "How did you know?"
Sean's face faltered and his eyes went wide. "Shit, Lacey, I was joking! Are you fucking serious?"
I felt my face going red as my mouth dropped open.
"You're not joking. Holy shit, you're not... what... please tell me he's not a murderer."
"He's not!" I hissed. "He... he used to..."
"Assault? Rape? I'll kick his fucking ass if he hurt you."
"Sean! I just told you about all the selfless things he did for me and that's where your mind goes?"
Sean stopped, his face red, breathing unsteadily. "You're right. You... this is why you didn't want to tell me." He took a deep breath. "Sorry. I'm sorry, Lace. Really."
I took another sip of coffee, trying to calm myself down.
"He used to be into drugs," I said softly. "A long time ago. Six years, I think he said. He got in with a bad crowd of people, got caught stealing someone's truck, and hasn't stopped paying for it since."
"And then he stole a car last week."
"Sean—"
"I know. Fuck." He shook his head.
"He knew the guy he took the car from. He did ask to borrow it... just not for how long he ended up having it."
"And you were okay with that?"
"No. After they confronted us, I gave them my necklace to make them go away. The girl, she... she just wanted to do something to hurt Noah. So that was good enough for her."
My coffee was almost gone. Sean poured more while I continued talking, adding cream and sugar without needing to ask.
"I left him in Hinton. Took the bus to Edmonton by myself to catch the train there. And you want to know what happened?"
"What?"
"My backpack got stolen."
"What?!"
"Between the bus and the train station. I left it with the shuttle driver and someone stole it. I didn't even know until we were at the train station and it wasn't there."
"Shit, Lacey. What did you do?"
"Sat on a bench and cried."
He snorted. "Really?"
"Yeah. My phone, my wallet, everything was in there. I couldn't even call you. I would have had to call home for help."
"Oh."
"Noah found it."
"I thought you left Noah in Hinton."
"He was on the bus. He saw me, I didn't see him. He left me alone and would have respected me not wanting to see him, except he saw the kids who stole my backpack and got it back from them. Then he got over to the train station, gave it back, and went to leave again."
Sean's face was stoic, watching me carefully.
"I asked him to stay. I asked him to promise he wouldn't keep any more secrets or do anything like that again. He promised."
"And you trust that?"
"Completely."
He considered me for a long moment.
"Okay. If you trust him, I trust him."
"Thank—"
"Just answer one thing."
I stopped, looking nervously at him. Sean leaned forward, lowering his voice so much I had to lean forward to hear him.
"Are you two fucking?"
"Sean!"
He laughed. "You are?"
My face was burning as I sipped my coffee. Sean continued to stare at me, waiting for an answer.
"Yes," I growled miserably. "But that was my choice."
"Was he... you know, your first?"
"I can't believe you're asking me this."
"I know for a fact there was no way you got a sex talk from Mom and Dad. So yeah, I'm asking you this."
I stared at the wall behind him, willing the floor to open up, a meteor to hit, anything to get me out of that conversation.
"Yes."
"You were safe?"
"Yes."
"Was he good?"
"Sean!"
He nearly fell out of the chair laughing. "What? It's not my fault your boyfriend is hot. All dark and mysterious with that killer jean jacket."
"He's not... I don't know if he's my boyfriend."
Sean raised an eyebrow at me.
"I don't know," I repeated. "I... I didn't want to talk about it."
"I understand."
"He was really sweet, Sean." I couldn't look at him as I spoke. "We got... well, things kind of happened, but not like, totally happened when we were on the train. When he found out I hadn't... he was so concerned. And in Toronto, he... the night I called Daddy, I wasn't... I embarrassed myself. I left in the morning without saying anything. He committed to going back to Toronto to work that job like he said, even though he hates Toronto, and came to find me. He took me on a real, actual date, and to dinner and a hotel and... He got me a new necklace because I gave mine up in Hinton."
I finally looked up at Sean. "I can't even tell you how much his past doesn't matter. That's not who he is."
There was a mix of emotions on Sean's face. Worry was certainly there. But so was something else, something warmer.
"You really like him, huh?"
I nodded.
"You're pretty special, Lacey." He smiled and got up to make more coffee. "Noah's lucky to have you. And you're lucky to have him."
"So you approve?"
"I can think of a million reasons not to." Once he had refilled the French press, he came over to set it on the table while it was brewing. "Most of them revolve around you being my baby sister and me not wanting to accept that you aren't the kid I left behind at home. Some of them are because you've known him for a week and he's your first... whatever you want to qualify him as. But that would make me a huge hypocrite. Rick was my first boyfriend."
"Really?"
Sean nodded. "I did nothing but focus on school and work after I left home. Didn't have time for guys. Then Rick waltzed into the firm one day. I knew he was the one the day I met him. I just missed all the signs he was throwing at me saying he thought I was the one, too."
"Did he really add two rooms just to keep talking to you?"
"No. It was three rooms, a pool, and he made me redesign the entire second floor."
We laughed quietly.
"How did you afford to go to school on your own?"
"I had some help from Mom," Sean admitted. "She sent some money. The rest was loans."
The little flare of anger I'd felt the previous day when Mom had talked about seeing her children pushed away returned. I realized very suddenly that it was because it shouldn't have taken both of us being disowned for her to leave. Seeing Sean kicked out should have been enough.
I didn't say anything about it, just nodded.
"Now, what are you going to do?" Sean asked.
"I still don't know."
"You know you can stay as long as you like."
"I feel like you'll have your hands full with Mom."
Sean snorted. "Yeah, I don't know what her plans are. Maybe you two can settle here somewhere. Mom said you want to be a teacher. There's lots of teaching jobs around here."
"Maybe."
"Give yourself a couple days to recover. I'm sure whatever the next step is, it'll come to you."
I nodded. From above, we heard someone begin walking around.
"Sounds like we're about to get company," Sean said.
"Sean?"
"Yeah?"
"Thank you."
I stood up and hugged him tightly, much to his surprise. He hugged me back.
"Any time, sis."
**
The day was going so well.
After coffee with Sean, I'd gone back upstairs and gotten dressed. When I returned, Rick was in the kitchen making breakfast, Mom was at the table drinking coffee, and Noah was just coming up from the basement.



"Morning," I said to everyone.
"Good morning," Rick responded. "How about that futon, Lacey? Comfortable, eh?"
"Oh, it was perfect," I said. Rick raised his eyebrows. "Who doesn't love having metal bars jab into their body every time they move?"
"See, Sean? It's terrible. We need a new futon."
"We'll see," Sean said, exchanging a knowing grin with me.
"Good morning, Noah!" Rick said cheerfully. "Have a good sleep?"
"Great, thanks." Noah looked longingly at the coffee on the table. "Mind if I help myself to a cup?"
"Only if you don't abuse it the way Lacey does," Sean replied, passing him a mug. "Should've just heated up a cup of cream and sugar, skipped the coffee."
I stuck my tongue out at him.
"Noah, I'm not sure if you know this, but we generally don't wear jackets inside the house," Mom said, eyeing Noah's jacket coldly.
Noah smiled tightly. "Force of habit, I guess."
"We don't enforce that rule," Sean said. "It's fine, Noah."
Aside from Mom's comment, the morning went well. Sean had booked the week off from work, Rick was on a temporary hiatus since his boss was apparently back home visiting family, and we spent most of the day relaxing and catching up. Rick insisted on taking us to lunch at a lovely restaurant that served hearty Quebecois cuisine, then driving through the neighbourhood his boss lived in so he could point out the house Sean had designed.
Sean had warmed up to Noah quite a bit and they were getting along incredibly well. Even Mom seemed to be lightening up later in the afternoon as Noah shared a story about a face off with a moose he had in the mountains.
We didn't make any decisions. I still didn't know what was next or how Noah fit into it. It didn't seem to matter, though. A day of precariously building up a small sense of normality seemed right. It felt freeing, like we could go just a little while without something going wrong.
Yes, the whole day was going perfectly fine, until I fucked it up.
We had just finished eating dinner and I had gotten up to clear the dishes.
"Lacey, could I have some more wine?" Mom asked.
"Sure. Red or white?"
"Red, sweetie. Thank you."
I took her glass to the counter and refilled it, walked back to the table, and stubbed my toe on the leg of Noah's chair. The glass jostled and almost the entirety of it ended up on the arm of his jean jacket.
"Shit!" I cried.
"Lacey!" my mom gasped, horrified at my language.
"Oh, your jacket," I whimpered, ignoring her. "Noah, I'm so sorry."
"Not the first drink that's been spilled on it," he said. "Don't worry about it."
He grabbed a napkin and rubbed it on the stain.
"That's not how... oh, give it here," Mom said, standing up and reaching for the jacket.
If it wasn't for what happened next, it would have been a sweet gesture of her slowly coming to terms with Noah's presence.
Noah resisted. "It's fine, I can just wash it."
"I insist."
"Really—"
"Come on, off with the jacket." She held her hand out for it.
Uncomfortably, Noah took his jean jacket off.
"Wow, that is a lot of tattoos," Rick commented.
Noah chuckled awkwardly. "Yeah, I guess."
Mom's lips were set in a thin line, so tight that the skin around her mouth paled.
"My, that's certainly... something," she said, taking the jacket.
"Don't be prudish," Sean said. "Lots of people have tattoos."
Mom took the jacket to the sink. "I didn't say anything."
"It's fine," Noah said quietly.
"No, it's not." Sean frowned. "Mom, please don't talk to my guests like that."
"I was just surprised," she said. "I just haven't seen anyone with tattoos like that who wasn't in a gang or in prison or something."
My face was red. Noah's face was stony. Sean's eyes bounced from me to Noah to Mom.
"That would be a story!" Rick laughed, oblivious to the three of us. "You've never been to prison, have you, Noah?"
The silence in the room was deafening. Noah looked at me, uncertain of what to do.
"It's up to you," I mouthed at him.
"Uh, have you, Noah?" Rick said awkwardly.
Mom turned slowly from the sink.
"Uh, yeah, actually," Noah said quietly.
"Oh shit," Rick said. "Man, I'm sorry, that was—"
"Did you know about this?" Mom's face was scarily cold as she met my eye.
My throat seemed to be swollen shut. My head jerked forward as I nodded.
"You... you brought..." She composed herself. "Lacey, don't you think you should have maybe discussed that with the owners of the home you were bringing him to?"
"I knew," Sean said immediately.
"You knew?"
"I knew and I don't care." Sean stood up, ever my protector, and moved between Noah and Mom. "Lacey trusts him. I trust him. Look at everything he did to take care of her."
"What did you do?" she spat at Noah.
"It doesn't matter—"
"I wasn't talking to you, Sean."
"I had some trouble with drugs." Noah's voice was steady, so quiet that it almost got lost in the tense electricity in the kitchen.
"Drugs." Mom made a strange, choked sound. "Anything else?"
"Some theft."
"Theft! Just like the car!"
"You need to back off," Sean said. "We are not fighting right now. Let's just walk away, cool down."
"He's a... he went to... he committed a crime! Lord, I have patience, but this... Lacey, he is bad news!"
"Mom, stop it." Sean looked at me, frantically shaking his head as he saw my face turning redder and redder.
"It's about safety. Just because he hasn't done anything yet doesn't mean he won't."
"That's not fair, at all."
"I can't believe you would bring a criminal into your own brother's home!" She spat the word like it was a piece of gristle.
"Enough!" I screeched.
Sean raised his hand towards me. "Lacey, don't—"
"You are out of line!" I stood up, jostling Noah out of the way as I glared at my mom. "If we all got judged based on actions in our past, you'd be just as guilty as anyone else."
"Excuse me?"
"You let Daddy kick Sean out."
"What could I—"
"You could have told him no!" I yelled. "You could have left him back then. Why didn't you go before he hit you? Why did it take him disowning me for you to do something about it? Why wasn't it enough the first time?"
"That's not the same."
"It's worse."
"Lacey, don't..." Noah's hand was on my shoulder.
"Don't touch her," snapped Mom.
"Don't tell him what to do!" I snapped back.
"I'm just trying to protect you!"
"From what?"
"From being involved with the wrong type of people!"
"How is he the 'wrong' type of people?"
"He... Good Lord, Lacey, how can you defend this? What were you thinking? You run away and meet a... a..." She waved her hand at Noah, unsure of what to call him. "And just trust that he's changed because he didn't have a chance to try anything?"
"How can you be so horrible?" My chest felt like it was going to explode as my hands shook. "What happened to forgiveness? To not fucking judging people?"
"Language!"
"I'm a goddamn adult, I'll speak however I want!"
"I'm your mother. It's my job to take care of you. I'm just trying to protect you."
"How can you say that when you never even tried to protect us from Daddy?"
I didn't know when it happened, but she had started crying.
"He never hurt you."
"Sure, not physically. Neither has Noah."
"I did the best I could."
I didn't know when the tears started streaming down my cheeks, either.
"You stayed with him even after he made Sean leave. You stayed with him even though he terrified us. You let him think... you let him make us think that was normal. You didn't do anything at all until I finally got out. Why wasn't it enough when he kicked out Sean? Why?"
"So you'll forgive him, but you won't forgive me?" Mom said quietly.
"You expect forgiveness when you judge Noah like that?"
"Lacey." Noah's voice was soft, but firm. "That's enough."
"Yeah," I said. "You're right. I'm leaving."
I whirled around and stormed past everyone, shaking with the strength of emotions that couldn't be controlled.
**

Chapter Eleven"What are you doing?"
The sounds of people yelling at each other slithered into the room as the door opened. Noah had followed me upstairs, entering the office just in time to see me shoving as much as I could into my backpack.
"Leaving."
"You're not leaving."
"Yes I am."
"Lacey, stop." He strode forward and took hold of my backpack.
"Give it back."
"Talk to me."
"About what? You were there!" I wiped my face furiously on my sleeve. "I'm leaving."
"You're not running away from this."
"Yes I am."
"Please don't."
The words were small, beggingly quiet. It was only then that I looked up at Noah's pained eyes and realized they were glistening.
"Noah..."
"Take a breath. Talk to me."
I sank down on the futon, ignoring the metal bars that dug into my ass, and put my head in my hands. Noah sat beside me, an arm around my shoulders as I tried not to sob.
"You weren't joking. This futon is awful."
I choked on a wet laugh, sniffling.
"I'm sorry," I said. "What she said... I'm so angry."
"I told you, I'm used to it. You're not."
"You shouldn't have to be used to it."
His hand made gentle circles on my back. "You're one of the only people that wasn't freaked out by it."
"I almost never saw you again because of it."
"No, you almost never saw me again because I lied about it. Then, like the unreasonable gem of a person you are, you forgave me."
"Because I didn't want you to leave. It was selfish."
"Doesn't matter. I didn't deserve it, and you did it anyway. Besides, that's not the point."
"It's not fair."
"Life's not fair. We move on." His hand trailed off my back and to my hand, gently enveloping it. "Don't leave. We came all this way."
"We came all this way to find Sean. Not to find my mom."
"She's here, so make the best of it. Get some closure."
"Last time I got closure, my father disowned me over the phone."
The door to the office opened. Noah and I both looked up to see Sean standing there.
"Don't go," he said. "Please."
"I can't stay," I replied.
His eyes were red, tears still drying on his face.
"Lacey, she..." He sighed, pulling the computer chair away from his desk and sitting in it to face us. "I know why you're pissed. I get it. But I forgave Mom a long time ago for not leaving when Dad kicked me out. You need to as well."
"But—"
"I know it's hard to see it right now, but... Mom was... Lace, she was getting the same shit from Dad that we were. It's not easy to get out of situations like that. She's a victim here, too. We all were. Don't let him pit us against each other."
"She..." My face reddened as I realized I had just screamed at a woman who was as terrified and broken as I had been.
"If you want to be chained to your anger, then don't. If you want freedom from your past, you need to forgive." Sean smiled, his eyes far away. "Rick told me that, actually. Way back when."
"But what she said..."
"It'll be best if I go," Noah said softly.
"No." Sean and I spoke in unison.
"What she said was out of line. You're right about that." Sean turned to Noah. "You're welcome here. I can't ever repay you for being there for Lacey and protecting her from all the shit you did. I meant what I said. I don't care what happened in your past, you have a place here."
"I'm just causing problems," Noah argued.
"No," I said again. "Noah, please. Don't go."
"You need to figure out what your next steps are and you need to figure out what's happening with your family. I'm causing issues with that."
The tears I'd fought so hard to control spilled over again.
"I need you," I whispered.
Noah looked at me. He opened his mouth, but nothing came out.
"Stay tonight," Sean said, interrupting the tension. "Both of you. Stay for the night, we'll all calm down. Tomorrow we'll figure out a solution."
He wouldn't leave the office until we both promised to stay the night. After he did, Noah turned to me, touching my cheek tenderly.
"You're a good person," he said.
"I feel like sh-shit right now."
"I know." He kissed my forehead, wiping tears off my face with his thumb. "Look, I'm gonna go back downstairs—"
"You just promised you wouldn't leave."
"I'm not." He kissed me again, tilting my lips up to meet his. "I'm not leaving tonight. You know I keep my promises."
I nodded. "Sorry."
"I'm gonna go downstairs. They've stopped fighting. I'm gonna talk to Sean, apologize to Rick. Dunno when you told Sean but—"
"This morning."
"This morning?"
I nodded. "After I snuck out of your room. He was already up."
Noah made a soft noise.
"Sorry. You said—"
"Don't be sorry. I don't want you to lie for me. Ended up working out in the end."
He kissed me again, then again, taking a bit of my sadness away with him each time.
"Relax a bit. Take a shower, calm down, whatever. Come down to the basement when you want."
**
I took Noah's advice and took a very long, very calming shower.
The water was running cold by the time I got out and I shivered, the thick steam in the air not enough to warm the spots that the stream of water had hit once it went cold. I took my time brushing and drying my hair, praying as I dressed.
I asked every Saint I could think of for help. Saint Jude and Saint Rita, since everything felt impossible. Saint Therese for guidance. A general call-out to the rest of them for help, just because.
I prayed for forgiveness. Whatever I was feeling, I had certainly not approached it in the best way.
I prayed for strength. God knew I needed it as much as I did.
I prayed for help. I prayed that Noah wouldn't leave. I prayed for things to become easier, for the trials to be finished.
When I was done praying, I left the bathroom.
Soft voices floated up from the kitchen, too quiet for me to make out words, but all masculine in nature. Whatever had happened while I was in the shower, Noah was still talking with Sean and Rick. Light pricked through the doorframe of the guestroom. I assumed Mom had retired for the night.
I didn't want to see anyone quite yet. I needed a few more moments, just a few. Tiptoeing down the hallway, I turned the door handle of the office and slipped in quietly, facing the door as I gently closed it behind me.
Maybe it was some intrinsic sixth sense, or a subtle change in the air, or an imperceptible trace of perfume. Maybe it was just that children could sense their parents the way parents could sense their children. Whatever it was, I knew she was in the room before the latch had settled in the jamb.
"I'm not ready to talk to you yet," I said softly, not turning around.
"Please just listen, then."
Her voice was hoarse, cracking as she spoke. I didn't want to look at her but I couldn't bear not to. Turning, I saw Mom sitting back against the futon, eyes bloodshot and pleading. She had changed into pyjamas, a housecoat wrapped around her tightly. Everything about her spoke hurt, from the way she held her head to the trembling of her jaw.
I couldn't look at her. Folding my arms in front of me, I nodded, staring down at the floor.
"I'm sorry," she said. "I... I have a lot of work to do on myself."
"It's not me you need to apologize to."
"I know. Noah deserves more than an apology from me."
I looked up at her warily.
"You were right," she said. "You see the good in people. And he is good, I know that. I don't have an excuse for the way I acted, and I don't think either of you want one. I hope he can forgive me. I hope God can forgive me. I don't deserve a bit of it. I have a long way to go to be a better person. I don't know how you..."
Her voice cracked again and she cleared her throat. "Somehow, despite having horrendous role models in me and your father, you turned out the way you did. You are so wonderful, Lacey. I don't know who shaped that in you, but it wasn't me, and I'm sorry it wasn't."
I wanted to cry, to rush across the room and collapse into my mother's arms, sobbing and begging her to forgive me for hurting her. I fought against it, letting my eyes water but not spill as I hugged my arms around myself for strength.
"I shouldn't have said those horrible things," I whispered. "You weren't... you weren't a bad mom. You did shape things for me. It's n-not your fault that D-Daddy was the way he was. You tried your best."
"I did," she said. "It wasn't enough. I know that, and I'm sorry for it."
"It's okay." The words squeaked out of my throat as it tensed, a lump of heartache clogging my mouth.
"The rest of the world is very different from what I know," she said. "It doesn't excuse my actions but I hope it can help explain them."
"It does."
She looked at me fiercely, a fire behind the same brown eyes that I shared with her. "I'm going to be better," she said. "I am going to do better. It isn't right for me to ask your patience while I learn, but—"
"I forgive you."
Her words ended in a soft squeak.
"I forgive you," I repeated. "And I'll be patient. And I'm sorry. Please forgive me."
My voice broke and so did my resolve. Mom extended her arms and I ran to her.
"There is nothing to forgive," she murmured. "You don't need to be sorry. I do."
We sat that way for some time.
Nothing was truly resolved, not really. It was a step, of course, but there was a long journey up a steep mountain of trials before things could even begin to be fixed. It wouldn't have seemed so bad, except I didn't know which direction the next step was. Each option had its own trials, its own pot of gold at the end, but only if I were to give up so many other treasures along the way.
"Everything has changed," I whispered.
"I know, sweetie."
"I don't know what to do."
"What are your choices?"
"Stay here. Find a job. Try to build something."
"Or?"
I hesitated. Mom's arms tightened around me.
"Or you're not sure, but it involves Noah."
"Yeah."
"If nothing was standing in your way, not money or obligation or fear or anything, what would you do?"
The last time someone had asked me that question, it had set this whole ridiculous thing in motion. I flashed back to a simpler time, when a man with a crooked nose asked me where I would go if I could travel anywhere.
We'd agreed on Montreal. Somehow, despite getting on a train in the wrong direction, I'd ended up there anyway.
I knew what I would do, but I couldn't bring myself to say it. The silence was answer enough.
Mom shifted, releasing her grip on me. "Telling you to follow your heart breaks mine, because I know your heart isn't leading you here." Her hand went in the pocket of her housecoat, withdrawing something as she smiled. "You've done pretty well following it so far, though."
"I don't know what my heart is telling me to do."
She laughed as she pressed the item into my hand.
"You're a goddamn adult, Lacey. You'll figure it out."
**
Noah was lying on the bed, still fully dressed, when I made my way to the basement guest room.
"Hey," he said as I closed the door.
"Hi."
"Hell of a night."
"I'm sorry."
He stretched before sitting up, his legs dangling off the end of the bed.
"Your mom doing better?"
"How did you know I talked to her?"
"Could hear you two. Didn't seem like you were about to start screaming at each other again, so left you to it. Sean was itching to run upstairs though. Think he was scared he'd lose some stuff if you started attacking each other."
I snorted as I sat down beside him. "No, it was... it was good. She's sorry for what she said."
He made a soft noise.
"I know it doesn't mean much coming from me."
"You forgive her?"
"Will you be mad if I did?"



His lips were all the answer I needed as they brushed against mine.
"You okay?"
I nodded. "You?"
"Yeah." His fingers found the back of my hand, tracing small patterns on it. "I'm sorry."
"For what?"
"All the shit I've stirred up by being here."
"Noah, don't—"
"None of this would have happened if—"
"You're right, I wouldn't have even made it here if you weren't here."
He sighed. "I don't belong here."
"If you don't, then neither do I."
He tried to say something more, but I brought my hands to his neck and pulled him towards me.
"I've had enough talking tonight," I said firmly, kissing him as I finished speaking.
He hesitated, silently protesting before kissing me back. His hand moved to my side as I twisted towards him, his lips relaxing against mine, his breath warm against my mouth.
My body began responding insistently. A warm feeling spread from my chest to my stomach, needing him, wanting him more than I wanted anything in the world. Not really sure what I was doing but following what my heart was telling me, I crawled onto his lap. Noah sighed against my mouth, his other arm wrapping around me as he pulled my torso close to his.
The denim of his jacket was rough under my palms as I ran my hands along it. They found the opened edges of the jacket and slipped inside. I caressed his chest, strong and firm beneath his T-shirt, before pushing the jacket off his shoulders. He let go of me just long enough to let the jacket slide off his arms. Before it had even hit the bed, his arms were back around me, hugging me tightly to him as we kissed.
My mind may not have known what I wanted, but my body did. I trailed my fingers along Noah's neck, tickling a spot behind his ear that made him shiver, then ran them through his hair. He made a quiet noise as I lightly tensed my fingers around the thick, dark strands of his hair, my fingers moving lightly against his scalp as I touched him.
I wanted every bit of him and more. The things Noah did to me, the way he made me feel, was like nothing I had ever experienced. I refused to consider what my feelings meant, not when I didn't know how long Noah would be in my life or if he even felt the same way. For the moment, though, I was content with just experiencing those feelings, letting them run through me as the rush of passion for him consumed me.
Noah's fingers spread against my back, his hands working down to the hem of my shirt. Cool fingers slid beneath the fabric, making me shiver as they met the scorching tenderness of my skin. I sighed, letting his hair fall from my hands as I continued to let my fingers wander. The next place they stopped was his face, gently caressing his cheek, before trickling down his neck to his chest, then down to his stomach.
We didn't speak as I pulled at his shirt, his arms leaving me once again so I could tug it over his head. Before he could embrace me again, I was working the button on his jeans, unbuttoning it swiftly before sliding off his lap and to my knees in front of him.
"Lacey, you don't have to..."
"Shh."
I hoped my eyes showed the seriousness of my intent, the absolute and urgent desire I had to taste him. They must have, because Noah nodded slightly before helping me pull his jeans and boxers off.
He wasn't completely hard yet, but I was certain I could get him there. Settling between his legs, I lightly ran my fingers along his cock, stroking him gently before leaning forward to kiss it.
I worshiped his cock, exploring every spot between his legs, running my fingers along his shaft and cupping his balls lightly. I watched as he grew, his arousal becoming more prominent, taking him into my mouth so I could feel him thicken against my tongue.
Noah groaned as I bobbed my head, my mouth watering as his cock lengthened. My lips stretched wider as his erection swelled, his cock throbbing in my mouth as I worked my tongue against it. Once he was fully hard, I began to slowly push him further and further down my throat, embracing the feeling of his tip pressing against me, leaning into him as I choked on his cock.
As I pulled back, I glanced up. Noah was watching me, his face serious, dark eyes filled with something that I couldn't identify. When our eyes met, his lips turned up slightly, something mournful hidden by his smile as he looked at me.
"You're so beautiful," he murmured.
I couldn't respond, not with him deep in my mouth, and I wasn't ready to stop sucking him. I looked back at his cock, tasting the first drops of the sticky fluid that dripped from his head as I swallowed him again and again, slowly and deliberately, savoring the feel and the taste.
Whatever tension Noah had been carrying seemed to slip from his body as I sucked him. His hands rested against my head as he breathed deeply. Fingers gently stroked my hair, strands twirling between his fingers as I focused on his cock. Something deep in my subconscious told me to embrace the moment, to try to memorize each ridge and curve of his cock. My tongue studied him, my lips learning each inch of skin.
I knew he was enjoying what I was doing, but I didn't intend to have Noah finish in my mouth. I wanted him inside me, wanted that feeling of fullness and completeness that he brought me. Even with that desire, though, I was reluctant to stop sucking him. It was a few moments before I took his cock from my mouth.
Noah didn't say anything, just looked up at me as I stood. My hands were on the hem of my shirt when he reached out to stop me.
"Let me."
I dropped my hands back to my side as he stood. He kissed me lightly before delicately lifting my shirt. He didn't just undress me; he unwrapped me, unravelled me, memorized me as he removed my clothing. My bra straps were pushed down my shoulders, his fingertips following their path down to my wrists. His lips met the tops of my breasts, dragging along my skin as he replaced the cups of my bra with his mouth.
Noah fell to his knees as he worked my pants down my hips. His hands gripped my legs, working their way down past my knees as he pushed my pants towards my ankles. Once they were gone, his fingers hooked in the sides of my panties, and again his mouth began to trace the path they left. That time, though, he stopped when he reached the drenched lips at my center, his tongue dipping out to taste me.
I watched, entranced, as he pushed his face against my pussy, licking my juices and circling his tongue around my clit. I gasped as he brought his hand between my legs, his fingers trailblazing a path of their own as he pushed them inside of me.
Flutters of pleasure quivered through me as he made love to me with his mouth, his fingers gentle but intense inside of me. I sighed, my head tilting back as his other hand moved to my ass, pulling me closer against him. His ministrations grew stronger, quicker, and as much as I wanted to feel his cock inside me, I couldn't bring myself to stop him.
The flutters turned to pulses, and the pulses to a raging need. My hands found Noah's head out of necessity, my knees threatening to give way as every nerve in my body began to tingle in anticipation. He kissed me intimately, his tongue dancing, twirling, rolling against my clit. I shivered, unable to stop the small noises that escaped from my throat, tiny whimpers of pleasure and need and yearning. I was so focused on staying quiet that I barely noticed as my body began to shake, closer and closer to release.
I peaked with him gripping my ass, face buried in my pussy, biting my lip as I tried not to cry out. A low, choked moan was the compromise as the overpowering rush of my orgasm took me, a heavenly thundering of fire washing through me. My body shuddered, my pussy clenching around Noah's fingers as he moved them inside of me.
When he pulled away and stood up, I nearly fell. He caught me, strong arms holding me closely as I willed my knees to bear my weight. His cock was hard against my skin, and despite having just came, I needed it.
I needed him.
"Lie down," I said.
He obeyed silently, moving back on the bed. I made to join him, but stopped.
"Condoms?"
"My bag," he said. "Front pocket."
I found them quickly, taking one of the small packets from his bag and bringing it to him. I knelt on the bed as he sat up to put it on. Once he was done, he looked at me, patiently yielding to my control. Suddenly nervous, I bit my lip.
"I know what I want. I just... I don't know... how."
"What do you want?"
"To be on top of you. Like when we were on the train, but with you... inside."
He guided me on top of him, showing me where to put my legs. Once there, he reached down, gripping his cock with one hand as I positioned myself over him.
"Now just lower yourself down," he directed.
I did, feeling the tip of him pressing against my entrance. Bit by bit, I sunk onto his cock, focusing intently as his head moved past my entrance. I impaled myself on him slowly, groaning softly as his shaft stretched me, the walls of my pussy tight around him.
"Fuck," Noah murmured as he entered me completely. He had taken his hand from between us and rested it on my thigh, his other hand clenched on the blanket beneath him.
I breathed shallowly, adjusting to the feel of his cock sheathed inside me. For a moment, all was still, and the only thing I could hear was our breathing and the rushing sound of blood in my veins.
"Ready?" Noah said, his voice hoarse.
I nodded. He moved his hands to my hips.
"Now you just... move your hips... like..." He stifled a groan as I rolled my hips experimentally.
"Like that?" I asked.
"Mm-hmm."
His response was choked. I did it again.
"Fuck. Yeah, keep... keep doing that."
I couldn't have stopped if I wanted to, and I most certainly didn't want to. I tried different things, shifting my hips one way or another, lifting myself on my knees before sinking back down on him, each experiment more thrilling and more satisfying than the last. Noah watched my body, his eyes glued to my breasts as I bounced on top of him, finally choosing a rhythm and letting myself fall into that pattern.
As much as I trusted Noah, I had never been entirely certain that he was right about being able to orgasm more than once each time. It seemed almost insane to me until that moment, when I was on top of him. Something about the spot his cock was hitting inside of me, paired with the way my clit seemed to brush against him each time I sank back down, was bringing me there again.
I tried not to think too much. I tried to let my body tell me what to do, to listen to its needs, to let it control what I was doing. One of Noah's hands left my hip and moved up to my breast, his fingers closing around my nipple and tweaking it as I rode him. I used his cock as I pleased, letting my inhibitions go free as a pulsing wave took over my body.
It built up, stronger and stronger. I was panting, trying to maintain the smallest semblance of command over my body so I didn't cry out and wake up everyone in the house. When the second orgasm hit, my hand crashed against Noah's chest, a high-pitched squeal escaping my throat as I failed miserably at keeping quiet. My pussy was bearing down on his cock and I shook, trembling as my eyes squeezed shut and my back arched.
As soon as my orgasm faded, Noah sat up, his cock still inside me. I whimpered at the sudden change, an aftershock of the tidal wave shuddering through me as his cock changed position. His arms wrapped around me and he shifted back and forth slightly as our bodies pressed together, his knees bent as he supported my weight.
"You're amazing," he whispered as he kissed me. "You are so amazing."
He didn't let me respond, just held me as he re-positioned us, his cock sliding out of me as he guided me onto my back. Once I was there, he moved back between my legs, burrowing inside me as I wrapped my legs around his waist and my arms around his neck.
His pace was slower than mine, but powerfully consuming. Noah's lips didn't leave mine as he moved inside me, his weight heavy against my body as he made love to me. I was exhausted, completely spent, but addicted to the feel of him inside of me. I didn't come a third time—I didn't even know if that was possible, though something in me was eager to find out—but those little aftershocks kept trembling through me, making me shiver and gasp as he penetrated me again and again.
I had never felt so desirable, so safe and so content, as that moment with Noah. His body consumed me, the safety net of his arms pinning me against the bed. I gasped, inhaling his breath as he exhaled, filling me with life and power and complete oneness. If I had to pick one moment to live over and over for the rest of my life, it would have been that one, with Noah buried inside me as he clung to me like a life preserver.
When he came, he groaned against my mouth, stilling inside of me as he finished. Nothing outside of us mattered; the entire world existed within the confines of our bodies, in the tangle of limbs and sweat and pleasure. Noah clung to me, breathing hard, and I never wanted to let go of him.
I had to eventually, of course. And I had to get dressed, to go back upstairs to clean up. I'm sure he expected me to come back down, to spend the night next to him, but I told him I'd stay upstairs. He didn't argue, just nodded and kissed my forehead, unspoken words lingering in the air, waiting to be freed but never finding that fate.
I lay on the futon for a long time, awake not because of the discomfort, but because I knew.
Somehow, I knew. Maybe it was from the way he had clutched me or the moments where he just watched. Maybe it was the way he traced every curve of my body under his fingers and lips. Maybe it was what we hadn't said, words unheard before I cut him off, words neither of us would say at the end of the night.
Whatever it was, I knew Noah intended to leave in the morning.
**

Chapter TwelveNoah sat in bed for a long time, staring at the door I closed behind me. He wondered why I had left, wondered if he should have stopped me. One more night together would have been enough, he thought. One more night feeling the breath puff past my lips as I lay next to him. One more night watching my eyelids flutter as I slept, feeling things he didn't think he was capable of feeling, fighting against them only to let himself relax and enjoy just one more night next to me.
He didn't get that, and he thought it was probably a good thing that I had walked away. He felt selfish, taking something that wasn't his to take, keeping me near him when he felt I deserved to be free.
He thought about all the years I'd spent in that small town, under the thumb of a man who had a backwards, tyrannical way of thinking. I wasn't his to keep, Noah had decided. I had just spread my wings, just finally learned about the world that waited outside. He thought keeping me with him would make him no better than my father.
It hurt him more than he could handle. He had tried—valiantly, I might add—to keep me at an arm's length. For my protection, he had told himself, but it was really for his. But things didn't go as he planned. That arm's length shortened as his arm bent, and fell, and soon embraced me. He told himself it was just for one night... and then it was two. After two, he said that was it, and then he found that he couldn't stop.
He started justifying it. It would hurt when I left him, he knew that. It would be heartbreaking, an ache that he wouldn't be able to shake off like he did with so many other things. Wouldn't it be awful to be in such pain for only a few days' worth of time?
It would, he decided. And it would be wonderful. It would be worth it.
But he hadn't expected to face it that night. He had expected the pain to start in the morning when he had to peel his body away from mine, shivering in the cool air as he dressed silently, wondering if he should risk kissing my forehead before stealing out the door.
He set an alarm on his phone, eighteen minutes after sunrise and only five hours away. When he turned the light out, he tried not to think about how lonely the bed was, how he wanted to be watching me breathe instead of staring at the ceiling, and eventually, fitfully, Noah dozed off.
The alarm wasn't necessary; he was awake as the sun rose at twelve minutes after five, his hand instinctively reaching out to find me before he remembered. He lay there a little longer, then rolled over to turn off the alarm before it rang.
He dressed slowly, his mind telling him to hurry while his heart told him to stop. After shrugging on his jean jacket, he messily made the bed, though he tried to straighten the sheets as best he could. He tidied the room, taking every trace of himself that he would have left behind, before finally telling himself to stop procrastinating and go.
Not a single footstep echoed through the house as he stole up the stairs. His backpack didn't even rustle against his shoulder as he slipped his shoes on. Noah wasn't a thief; he wasn't an addict, he didn't do that anymore. But even when he had—even when he was sitting in a courtroom, telling a judge that he was guilty—he had never felt as ashamed as he did sneaking out the door of Sean's house.
Maybe it was because he knew he was still a thief. Maybe it was because he knew he had stolen my heart, but he thought it was better to break it than to keep what should never have been his.
He turned the door handle carefully, silently shaking his head as he realized it was unlocked. He made a mental note to tell Sean to be more careful before remembering he wasn't going to talk to Sean again. The only sound he made from the moment he'd left the guest room to then was a soft, almost inaudible creak as the door opened.
Without pulling it fully open, he slipped through the door, turning as he went to carefully pull it closed behind him. The second sound he made was the soft click as the latch fell into the jamb.
The third was when he turned around, tripped on me, and swore.
"Jesus-fucking-Christ-holy-shit-what-the-fuck," he rambled, catching himself before toppling off the step.
"Good morning to you, too."
"What the fuck, Lacey?" he gasped.
"I could ask the same."
"What are you doing out here?"
"You're not the only one who can figure out a thing or two."
It was the first time I really surprised him. He was truly, honestly shocked that I was sitting on Sean's front step, patiently waiting for the moment he would try to walk out of my life.
He recovered from it quickly, catching his breath before regaining that serious, stoic look I knew so well. Sighing, he sat beside me on the step.
"Why?" I asked.
"Thought it'd be better this way."
"For me or for you?"
"Both."
His voice was quiet, but he couldn't fully hide the pain.
"Where are you going?"
"Don't know yet."
"I would hope you'd at least let me say goodbye."
"You'd try to talk me out of it."
I smiled, laughing softly. "Yeah, I would've."
"I'm still going, Lacey."
"I know."
He paused. "I just... I can't... I can't be what you deserve. Fucked up that chance before I even knew you."
"Have you ever forgiven yourself for that?" I waited, but he didn't respond. "You should. You deserve it."
"I can't stay here," he said. "And you... you deserve to be happy."
"Can you tell me one thing? Just... whatever the answer is, tell me honestly."
"I will."
"Promise?"
"I promise."
I took a breath, steadying my resolve.
"If nothing was standing in your way... not money or fear or what you think I deserve or anything... what would you do?"
He shook his head. "I can't. I can't do that to you."
"You promised."



Noah sighed, a miserable, forlorn sound.
"Would still leave."
My heart fell, a Bible page's thickness away from shattering.
"But I'd beg you to come with me."
I looked at him. He was staring down the driveway, more vulnerable than I had ever seen him.
"I don't want to stay here," I whispered.
He finally looked at me, his forehead creasing into a pained expression.
"I don't even know where I'm going."
I shrugged. "Let's go to the train station and find out."
He laughed, a sharp bark of surprise. "And how're you gonna get a train ticket, huh? Neither of us are working."
I didn't know how to tell him about the deposit receipt my mom had given me, the one that put the entirety of the wedding fund she'd been saving since the day I was born into my account. I had protested, pushed the receipt back at her and told her I didn't need it, but she had shoved her hands back into the pocket of her housecoat.
"I gave Sean the same when he was... when he left," she said. "He went to school. You've already been. So, follow your heart. Go find out what's out there. Just... maybe save a little of it for an apartment or something when you're done running."
Even after spending half the night trying to figure out how to tell Noah about it, I still didn't have an answer.
The silence was apparently answer enough.
"I can't," he said.
"Can't what?"
"Let you do that. You got money, put that shit towards something important. Get your life together. You got enough for a fresh start, you don't piss that away following some guy to the train station."
"If it's enough for a fresh start, why wouldn't I go somewhere where I can actually get a fresh start?"
He fell silent.
"Run away with me."
"Lacey..."
I stood up without warning. My backpack was beside the step and I picked it up, pulling it over my shoulder in a fluid movement as I walked away from Sean's house.
For the second time, I surprised Noah. I heard him stand and rush after me, though I was already on the sidewalk by the time he caught up.
"What are you doing?"
"Leaving."
"But—"
"I'm leaving with or without you," I said, still striding confidently down the street.
"What?!"
I had left a note for Sean. He would understand.
My mom had hugged me the night before.
"Just call, let me know you're safe. That's all." She kissed my head and I didn't hear her start crying until she had gone back to her room.
I had packed my bag that morning, knowing Noah would try to leave before I was awake, knowing damn well that I could be up earlier than he could. The sun rose as I sat on the step, the sky orange and pink and open. I hadn't expected him quite so early, but someone up there must have been watching to make sure we didn't miss each other.
Smiling as he fell in stride alongside me, I glanced over at him.
"I said I'm leaving. Wanna come?"
Noah stared for a moment before a smile started, flickering lightly on his lips before growing into a grin.
"Well, shit. Someone's gotta make sure you don't end up dead in a ditch somewhere."
**
We could have travelled a different way.
We could have taken a bus, or walked, or flown somewhere.
But the train had laid the rails for us, and the train was where we felt at home.
It was as busy as it had been the day we'd arrived, but we sidestepped the people as we made our way into the station.
"Where do you want to go?" Noah asked.
I shrugged. There was a rack of brochures near the entrance and I grabbed one, a map of all the routes the company provided. There was a free table at the Tim Horton's inside and I opened it, studying the inked lines as Noah got us breakfast.
"I don't know any of these places," I said, sliding the map towards him as he sat down. "You pick."
"Nah. You're the one running away. You decide."
I glanced back down, then back up at Noah.
"Give me a piece of your bagel."
He frowned. "What?"
"Just a small piece." I reached over and ripped a small chunk off, making sure to get some of the cream cheese on it.
"What are you doing?"
"Close your eyes and spin the map around in front of me. Tell me when to drop the bagel."
He burst out laughing. "Seriously?"
"Just do it!"
We both closed our eyes and Noah moved the map around, shifting it back and forth, spinning it on the table. I held my hand over it, waiting patiently for his cue.
"Okay. Now."
Our eyes opened at the same time, following the bagel chunk as it dropped through the air. With a quiet splat, it landed on the map.
Winnipeg.
"Oh, fuck no!" I blurted.
Noah's laughter echoed through the station. People looked at us sidelong, wondering why the tall man with shaggy, dark hair was wiping his eyes on the sleeve of his jean jacket as a freckled woman hastily wiped cream cheese off a map.
"Let's try again," he finally choked. "You move the map this time, I'll bagel it."
Still giggling, we closed our eyes again. I flipped the map around, shifting it around the table, and spun it a few times.
"You ready yet?" Noah asked.
More than ready.
"Okay... now."
The bagel dropped, and we opened our eyes.
**
Some artistic license has been taken with this story:
1. Canada does have a national passenger train, but to my knowledge, it is not used nearly as often as I have indicated in this story. In addition, a trip like Lacey and Noah's would be relatively expensive, and the infrastructure of ticket sales and carriage classes were invented to assist with the story's plot.
2. The train stops, lengths of stops, and locations of stations and bus terminals are based in reality, but were occasionally extended or removed to help the flow of the story.
3. The cities mentioned are all real, but some of the geography is altered. While each place does indeed have a Tim Horton's, it may not be geographically located where I indicated it was.
4. I have purposely not named the sect of Christianity Lacey and her family practice. My own background comes from Catholicism but I have mashed those practices up with some others for the purpose of this story.
5. The least believable part of this story was when Noah could find a parking spot in downtown Toronto just off Yonge Street. I know, I invented a parking lot where one doesn't exist and pushed the realism boundary a little far there, but I hope you can forgive me.
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Alex
I stood at the doorway watching her. I don't like kids. I don't dislike them either, they simply don't exist in my day-to-day life so I don't really think about them much. But, something about the little girl was compelling. She was talking to a woman who was clearly her mother. They could have been twins, separated by 20 years and a few hundred dollars' worth of tattoos. The woman was shaking her head and the little girl was looking up at the acoustic guitar.
Walking over, I took it off the wall. "Hey, I'm Alex. Did you wanna see the guitar?"
The woman smiled but shook her head again. "Oh, no, thank you. She's just... Well, her uncle plays and she wants to. She, uh, gets excited."
"Honestly? It's more of a prop than anything else. She's welcome to fool around with it. Worst-case scenario, we'll re-string it."
"That's really kind, she'll be careful."
The girl was careful as she took it gently from my hands. Speaking over her shoulder, she addressed her mother. "Mom, I can talk for myself." She looked up at me. "Thanks! My uncle has electric guitars, but he said he'd teach me how to play one like this."
"That's great. Have you started yet?"
"No, he's sort of busy."
I smiled down at her. "I'm sure he'll find the time." I looked around and they were still setting up so we had some time. "Wanna try something real quick?"
She nodded her head. C Major was probably too difficult for her small hands, so I wracked my brain for something that would be workable for her. Maybe some simple open chords to shift up and down? We could just use three strings instead of all six and she'd at least get a feel for playing.
"Mister?"
I smiled. "Sorry. I was lost there for a second just thinking. You know 'Happy Birthday', right? Why don't we give that a try? Three chords should be doable and people have birthdays all the time, right?"
We worked through it as people around us set up the studio to help look like a precise, arranged photo was actually impromptu. They worked and left us alone and I enjoyed the joy in her eyes when she mastered something. Her mother looked both happy and concerned.
"Are we in their way? I don't want to get anyone in trouble."
Her mouth twitched a bit, her worried tone kind of endearing.
"Nah, it's fine."
"You work with these people?"
"Sort of." I looked down at the little girl. "So, you know 'Shake it Off'? The Taylor Swift song? Wanna try that?"
She was soaking everything up like a sponge. Her smile was contagious and some of the studio employees and photographers' assistants would smile along or pat her on the head, which was sort of obnoxious. She was a kid, not a pet.
We got through the whole song once and were trying it a second time when the star of the show arrived. He was the rock star of the moment and came in with the requisite rock star attitude. He was ignoring some people while berating others and had a bottle of Jack in his hand, wearing an 80's throwback leather jacket with no shirt.
The only thing that gave him any redemptive value is that he dropped everything when he saw the little girl.
"Uncle Jimmy!"
"Hey, there's my munchkin. You doing okay?"
"Yeah, Alex was showing me how to play guitar!"
"Was he?" He turned to me. "You Alex?"
I smiled up at him from the stool I was sitting on. "Yup."
"Well, Alex, you know who I am?" He didn't give me a chance to answer and just kept talking. "I'm Jimmy Reilly. Maybe you heard of me? Cover of Guitar Player? Three top 20's in the past 12 months? Why don't you go back to pushing pencils or a broom or whatever you do and I'll teach my niece about the guitar."
"Look, dude..."
"You deaf, Alex? I don't have time for a conversation. Want an autograph, see me as we're leaving. Pick up your little acoustic, get out and hope that you didn't get her started on any bad habits."
I looked at him for a minute before he continued.
"Should I be using sign language? Get the fuck out."
Shaking my head, I left. Sitting down in my office, I turned on my laptop. The studio was live and I could hear everything going on through my speakers. Big Mike was talking.
"Reilly, get in the control room."
"What?"
"Get in the control room or get the fuck out."
"Who the hell are you?"
"Co-owner of the studio. Leave or come talk to me in the control room."
A few seconds passed and I could hear them again, this time without the ambient noise.
"I didn't want to call you out in front of anyone and I'm gonna let you finish up, but you're not coming back. You're banned."
"You can't be serious. You're banning me? You think the label's going to let that happen?"
"Yeah, I do. You know why you're here? 'Cause we're famous. Fucking legendary. Everyone wants to record here and all the best have. You really think the label is going to back your play and have some sort of boycott or something? Get real."
"What, cause of some dick who shouldn't have been in there anyway? Whadda ya want? I'll give him an autograph, smooth it out. Not a problem."
"An autograph? You have any idea who that guy is? You're the flavor of the month. Six months from now there'll be another you. Two years from now no one'll remember your name. That guy you were going off on is Alex Franzetti. Fingers Franzetti. He's been one of the greatest guitarists in the world for three decades. Fuck, you're not even talented enough to know how good he actually is. He's also my business partner. You're done. Enjoy the day, cause you're not coming back."
Jimmy started cursing and I heard a door slam. Picking up my phone, I called Big Mike.
He answered and immediately started speaking. "Hey, it's handled."
"Yeah, I heard. Do me a favor. Give the girl the acoustic. Not her fault her uncle's a douche."
"You got it."
I saw the girl and her mother in the parking lot through my office window shortly after. They got in their car and were leaving when the car stopped abruptly near the building. She must have seen me through the window and made her mother stop, as she bolted from the car, guitar in hand and ran over the grass and through some thigh-high bushes and banged on the window.
She mouthed "Thank you!" and hugged the guitar to her chest.
Smiling, I mouthed back "Welcome."
Her mother waved as the girl was more cautious in pushing past the bushes and headed back to the car. She was a beautiful woman. Jimmy was an ass, but he seemed to care about his niece and his sister was hot, if way too young.
Yeah, her youth and my age didn't stop me from noticing that she wasn't wearing a wedding ring.
Sitting back in my chair, I started typing up my article for Guitar Player. I wrote for them under the name Curt Llama, reviewing new albums, talking about the state of the industry or pretty much writing anything that caught my interest. I decided to write about supposed prodigies who cared more about showmanship than craft. Pulling out examples of flash-in-the-pans who were supposed to be the next wunderkinds, it was pretty clear that I was referring to Jimmy.
As I wrote I could hear him getting progressively louder. I guessed that Big Mike's refusal to kiss his ass hadn't gone over well. I left the link on and listened in. He was going off on everyone that might listen and his people were trying to placate him without doing or saying anything that would irritate my partner. The simple truth is that we were bigger than Jimmy was.
Being located in Pueblo, we were out of the limelight of LA or NY. For bands or artists that wanted to remove themselves from distractions and temptations, we were exactly what they needed. We garnered a reputation as the 'go-to' studio for bands wanting to create their masterpiece.
Jimmy wasn't interested in producing a masterpiece, or maybe he was stupid enough to believe that he had. Living in Pueblo, his photoshoot was the result of happenstance and convenience. Legendary studio and an up-and-coming artist that could roll out of bed and be here in half an hour? It wrote itself.
So, there I was typing while he was ranting and the poor photographer tried to get some usable shots. Eventually, Jimmy must have found a guitar. He told everyone he was going to just riff and play whatever popped into his head 'cause he was so incredibly creative. He'd barely begun playing when I realized it was "Caprici di Diablo" by Yngwie Malmsteen. Not the easiest song to play, but not insanely difficult either. I was pretty sure he was directing the music my way, throwing down the gauntlet however he could.
Laughing, I just continued to write. When he was done, he started yelling again. Big Mike had finally hit his limit and I could hear him throwing everyone out. Picking up the phone, I called our security guys and had them help clear out Jimmy and his sycophants. Big Mike was a tough, crotchety son of a bitch, but he was in his early sixties.
Jimmy was stumbling towards his limo, no longer clutching the bottle of Jack, when he saw me through the window. He flipped me the double bird and walked off. His niece was much nicer.
When I was done with the article, I plugged my guitar into the audio interface, played "Caprici di Diablo" and then got his personal email from someone at his label. I sent him the recording with the following message:
Is that what you were going for? Keep practicing.
**
Em
"...that bitch ass motherfucker—"
"Watch your fucking mouth," I spat.
Jimmy rolled his eyes at me, still glaring down at his phone. I took two steps across the small kitchen, snatched the phone from his hands, and turned off the ridiculously-fast twanging of some metal song before it made my nerves snap. Pepper whined from beneath the table, his tail thumping against the chair leg.
"Hey!"
"I don't want to hear this crap right now."
"This crap is how I make my fucking living, Em."
"It won't be for long if you keep acting like you did today."
"That was—"
"—bullshit, it was absolute fucking bullshit." I peered down the hallway, where a mostly off-key rendition of The Birthday Song floated out from Leia's bedroom, and lowered my voice to a hiss. "You embarrassed the shit out of me."
"I embarrassed you? You were supposed to be directing my goddamn photo shoot and you took off!"
"You threw a tantrum! An actual tantrum, Jimmy! In front of Leia!"
"That old dude—"
"—was teaching Leia how to play the guitar, because all she's talked about for the past six months is how Uncle Jimmy says he's gonna teach her to play the guitar and Uncle Jimmy's going to come this weekend and show her how to play the guitar and Uncle Jimmy promised that next weekend—"
"I've been a bit busy, if you hadn't noticed," he said icily.
"Maybe if you put down the booze once in a damn while—"
"Who the hell are you to talk? You were just as—"
"Don't even go there with me." I turned towards him, and whatever look was across my face made him shut up. "Yeah, I did stupid shit when I was twenty, too. But I didn't have the kind of money you do, and that severely limited the stupid shit I could do. And hey, it worked out for me, because I got Leia out of it and you damn well know I wouldn't trade her for anything in the entire universe, but you know what she didn't get out of it?"
"A father. I fucking know, you've told me—"
"Then why do I have to tell you again?"
He folded his arms across his chest, looking far more like a pouty, emo pre-teen than a man of twenty with a music career. I took a breath and ran a hand through my hair.
"Jimmy, I get growing up wasn't easy—"
"Oh, and here we go with the traumatic childhood bullshit—"
"Fuck off, are you serious?"
He fell silent as I glared at him.
"I'm sorry I left you at home when I took off. You were ten. I was eighteen. I clearly couldn't even take care of myself, let alone my kid brother, as proven by the fact that I got knocked up like, two years later."
He put his hand on his hip in an insultingly exaggerated effeminate pose. "'And I could have let you just live on the streets when you got kicked out, Jimmy, but out of the goodness of my heart I took you in and for the past five years I've done nothing but love you and support you.'"
His high-pitched mocking of my voice hurt me more than it irritated me, though it was incredibly irritating. Taking another deep, shaky breath, I swallowed the hurt and put my hand on the counter.
"I will be taking Leia to get guitar lessons from someone else."
"I can do it for free. Someone else is gonna cost you—"
"I don't care. I don't want you teaching her right now."
Jimmy fell silent, pain and confusion furrowed into his brow. His mouth opened but for once, he didn't speak.
"We've had this conversation a million times. You're drinking too much. You're partying too much. You want to live the rock star lifestyle, fine. But you will not be exposing my daughter to that kind of toxicity while you do."
"I'm not—"
"It's not up for discussion." I folded my arms and leaned against the counter as Jimmy stared at me. "You are drunk. Like, literally right now. You're drunk, and you have been for hours. I'm sorry I wasn't the perfect role model for you, I'm sorry we had shit parents, but you can't keep throwing that in my face. I'm trying to do better for her. And right now, you aren't better."
"You can't." The words were slurred, but beneath the layers of bourbon-scented breath was a pleading desperation. "She's my niece, you can't stop me from seeing her."
"I can, actually, but I won't. That would hurt her more than it would hurt you. But you're not going to be teaching her to play guitar, and as long as you keep acting like you did today or showing up drunk or high or whatever, you're not going to be allowed around her."
Jimmy wasn't used to being told "no" anymore. Part of it was the amount of ass-kissing thrust upon him by his manager and fans, but a larger part of it was the intense anger he could muster up in a single stare. His magazine covers all featured that seething scowl, a trademark of his that he had been using to intimidate people for years.
It didn't intimidate me, however. Not only had its effect on me worn off after years of seeing it, but it was also hard to feel intimidated by someone whose dirty diapers I had changed and who I'd had to mother in place of our actual mother.
Still, I felt myself breathe a sigh of relief when Jimmy stood up and stumbled from my kitchen to the front door. I watched as he got in the back of an expensive black car that looked completely out of place in my neighborhood.
I knew its departure also meant my doorbell would be ringing in approximately five minutes. When it did, I had already opened two beers and had a bag of popcorn in the microwave.
"It's open!" I called over the sound of Pepper barking.
The pattering of two children running—one from her bedroom to the front door, the other from the front door to the bedroom—was immediate.
"Baylee, be polite! Say hi to Em."
"Hi, Em!" called a young voice.
"Baylee I got a guitar!" shrieked Leia.
With that, the girls were off, and Kelsie was wandering into my kitchen.
"So what's the latest?"
Kelsie was my best friend. We stuck together like flies on paper. Baylee and Leia had been in the same class since kindergarten and had thankfully been practically inseparable since. As far as I knew, Kelsie and I were the only two single moms in the girls' class, and that was reason enough to ostracize us. It didn't help that both of us looked... well, a little less clean-cut than most of the moms.
I had taken most of my piercings out after having Leia, but Kelsie kept all of hers: eyebrow, lip, nose, and tongue were the visible ones. She had a few tattoos, but not many; I would need to wear a floor-length turtleneck poncho with mittens to cover all of mine. She dyed her hair multiple colors; mine was naturally dark.
Together, we were clearly those moms. Other moms joked about drinking coffee until it was socially acceptable to drink wine. Kelsie and I had definitely shared a flask of whiskey more than once during a soccer game.
I told her the story of the day as we sat at the kitchen table, drinking beer and eating popcorn, throwing the occasional piece to the dog begging at our feet.
"So this guy, Alex, is showing Leia how to play guitar when Jimmy walks in and just tears him a new one. And like, he's clearly someone with the studio, because he just... gave Leia a guitar. Like, had one of his people give it to her. And I'd already started taking off because I was humiliated by Jimmy's tantrum, so I didn't even get to thank him."
"Hmm. Was he cute?"
I had to think about it for a moment. The short answer was yes, really. There had been something enticing about Alex, something almost familiar, but I couldn't put my finger on it. It was like being reminded of someone, but not being able to pinpoint who.
"I mean, he was... I don't know. Sure. In that khakis-and-golf-shirt kind of way."
"Ah. Dad-bod?"
"No!" I laughed, shaking my head. "Just like, not my type. You know. Probably too clean-cut. He had some great tattoos though."
"We both know you love your tattoos."
"I do. He was also like, way older than me."
"Hmm. Too bad."
I took another sip of beer. "Anyway. Now I have to figure out how I'm going to pay for guitar lessons."
"Jimmy should be paying for them."
"I'm not asking Jimmy for money."
"If you would just get over your pride—"
"That's not it. I just... it's weird. He already spoils Leia. He paid off the house."
"He could have bought you a better house."
"I like this house." I shook my head before she could speak again. "It doesn't matter. I'm not asking Jimmy for money."
"Why don't you go back to the studio tomorrow? Ask this Alex for suggestions and thank him for the guitar?"
"Not a bad idea, actually." Finishing my beer, I grinned. "And hey, two birds, one stone. Leia still has to sell an entire case of Girl Scout cookies. Maybe she can charm some of the staff while she's there."
**
Alex
Big Mike and I each had our own office and shared a common office where we met with clients. We had no need to be in the center of the city and space was cheap, so we built for comfort. I'd dragged a decent chair into his office and we were going over monthly bookings. He sat on a metal folding chair behind his desk as we worked. It was a weird point of pride with him and he'd look at my ergonomic chair with disdain whenever he saw it.
For people outside the industry, musicians and singers were legends. In the industry, people like Mike were the legends. His basic uniform had been the same since the '80s; shorts to his knees, black socks, sneakers, and a Hawaiian shirt. A large man, he'd been terrifying back in the day. He'd managed some of the biggest bands in history and was as professional as anyone could hope for, unless he felt someone was messing with what he termed "my people."
If he felt you'd ripped off a band somehow, start running. And don't try to hide in hell, 'cause I was pretty sure that Satan was terrified of Big Mike and would give you up in a minute. Have a deal with a site manager and he didn't live up to his obligated percentage of concession sales during a concert? Mike paid him a visit and the situation was rectified immediately. The label playing games? He'd hire the biggest, scariest lawyers you'd ever seen and forensic accountants that would find Jimmy Hoffa just to rifle through his wallet.



Mike was the center of more urban legends than Ozzy.
He was older now and retired from managing bands, but that hadn't mellowed him much. The thing that pissed him off the most? If anyone let it be known that he was actually the nicest guy they'd ever met. There was a local father and daughter duo that played charity gigs around the area. The girl played the violin, the father played pretty much anything else; guitar, another violin, bass, etc. Big Mike was visiting his mom at a senior center they played at when he saw them playing for the residents. They sold CDs after the shows and donated the money to homes for homeless vets.
The quality was crap. Mike had to fix that. So that day, he had them in a studio and they were playing as we went over the books. Gratis. He also paid for the engineer and the artist who worked on the cover. His only condition was that they never, ever mention his involvement. He'd disappeared from the studio a number of times over the years for up to two weeks at a time. No word, no notice; just gone. I was the only one who knew it was to take a musician to rehab and stay by their side until they got over the initial hump.
How did I know? I saw the books. Our studio paid for most of it and I was fine with that. I'd be a hypocrite not to be, as Big Mike was the person that picked me up from the gutter and had been my sponsor ever since.
Glasses on the end of his nose, one hand rubbing his greying beard, Mike spoke up. "Black Soul Records is paying for last week's cleaning. All of it. Aroldis Gomez thought it would be a good idea to try to get some chick's vocals while she was cumming and was banging her on the floor next to the mic. Fucking degenerate. That shit was overplayed when Guns and Roses did it." He paused without looking up. "Don't. I'm telling ya, Alex, don't fucking touch it."
My finger had been headed towards his little hula-girl statue that he kept on his desk. If you flicked her hips she moved back and forth, grass skirt swaying. He hadn't even glanced my way.
"What?"
"Seriously, don't 'What?' me. Just don't touch her."
Smiling, I went back to my laptop. He preferred using a print-out. We spent another hour going over end-of-month reports and when we were done, he hit a button on a console and the recording session from the father and daughter came on.
"Think you can play something?"
"For them? No, why? The father's got it."
"Yeah, but his name won't sell copies."
I stared at him before speaking. "You know I'm not into that. I don't want my name out there. Just let all that shit die."
"It's been, what, twenty-five years? Get over it and grow a fucking pair. The money goes to vets, you fucking commie."
My neck and ears were growing hot and I was sure I was turning red. "Look, just make a donation. I'll cover it. It... You don't know..."
Mike interrupted me, speaking softly, voice laced with anger. "I don't know? Me? I was there, Alex. Every day and every night. Out of rehab, back in rehab, meeting after meeting after meeting since then. Don't tell me I don't know. It wasn't my family and I respect that, but you don't get to say I wasn't there. You paid your debts. She wouldn't want you to keep hiding. You know that."
Standing, I clenched my fists. "I said no."
**
Em
"Listen, Ms..."
"Em. Just Em is fine."
"Ms. M, unless you have an appointment—"
"No, Em. E-M. No Ms. Just Em."
Mike's beard almost twitched with a surly annoyance and whatever modicum of politeness he'd managed to muster fell.
"Listen, lady. I know you were here yesterday, but people don't walk in here and demand to see Alex without some sort of..."
I waited for the rest of the sentence, but his eyes had left my face and were staring somewhat behind me. I followed his gaze to see Leia had finally walked up with her case of Girl Scout cookies.
"Isn't that a little heavy for you?" he asked.
"She insisted," I muttered. Leia could be as stubborn as they came sometimes and had insisted on hauling the case of cookies by herself from the trunk of the car.
"It won't be if you buy some Girl Scout cookies from me, Mister."
Mike's beard twitched again. His lips pursed slightly. Then he smiled, noticed that I saw him smiling, and the surly annoyance returned to his face.
"Why'd you need to see Alex again?"
"When we were here yesterday, he was... teaching her. And you said he gave her the guitar."
He nodded, then shook his head.
"That means this is Reilly's niece. He's been banned."
"So her uncle was a dick and that means we're banned, too?"
"I wanna be in a band!" Leia said brightly. "Mom, can I be in a band?"
"No, banned as in not welcome here," he said.
I watched the moment Leia wrapped him around her little finger. Her shoulders drooped just slightly, her lower lip curled beneath her teeth, and she made the tiniest sniffling sound before he caved completely.
"Of course you're welcome here," he grumbled. "C'mon in. Let me grab that case, kid."
I tried not to laugh. Leia's reaction had been completely genuine. She had no idea that most people would do anything just to see her smile. One glance of her big, innocent eyes could melt even the coldest of hearts. My life was going to be hell the day she figured out how easily she could manipulate people.
We followed Mike through the studio. When we got to the office area, he pounded on a closed door.
"Alex. You got a drop-in."
He looked at Leia and jerked his head to the other door.
"Got your money in here, kid. Let's see how many boxes I can afford."
"...the fuck you talking about, a drop-in?" floated through the door as it opened. Alex was frowning, but it changed to an expression of confusion as he saw me.
"Uh..."
"Hi. We met yesterday, sort of."
"Yeah." He stared at me. "The kid I was teaching."
"That's my daughter. Leia. She, um... well, I wanted to say thank you, you know, for showing her how to play, and more importantly giving her the guitar. I've never heard 'Happy Birthday' so many times in my life."
Alex laughed, his face brightening as a smile spread across it. That trace of something familiar, something tempting, was there. A small glint in his eye, maybe. I couldn't quite put a finger on that or on the way it made me feel before it faded away again.
"I, um, also wanted to apologize. My brother's an asshole. He has that rock star syndrome and it's... something."
He shrugged, waving it off. Alex didn't seem to be much for words, so I continued.
"Anyway, I wanted to thank you, apologize to you, and then ask a favor."
"What's that?"
"It's when you ask someone for their help with something, but that's not important right now."
The quip was out of my mouth before I could stop it. I cringed, but Alex started laughing again.
"Yeah, all right. So kind of—what'd'ja call it, fay-vurr—are you looking for?"
I couldn't stop myself from smiling, but I did shake my head.
"Her uncle said he'd teach her but... well. I'd rather he didn't. So I thought, maybe it wouldn't be too expensive to just... I mean... do you have any recommendations? People who might be willing to take Leia on as a student?"
Alex rubbed the back of his neck. The sleeve of his golf shirt fell back slightly, revealing even more of the tattoo on his bicep. I tried very hard not to stare, and even harder not to wonder if he had more tattoos hiding under that clean-cut look of his.
"I'm sure I can think of someone. Let me think on it a bit."
"Sure. No problem. I mean, it's not the—"
I was interrupted by a squeal of delight coming from the other office. Alex raised an eyebrow and stepped past me, going to the other door. I followed him and poked my head in.
Leia was watching a dancing hula girl sway her hips back and forth, giggling madly. Mike was sitting behind a desk, elbow resting against it and hand covering his mouth. It did nothing to hide the smile in his eyes as she played with the hula girl.
Alex, on the other hand, looked completely flabbergasted.
"What are you doing, sweetie?" I asked.
"Mom!" She hustled away from the hula girl on the desk, eyes sparkling. "Mister Mike bought all the Thin Mints!"
"Yeah, well..." Mike coughed gruffly.
"She touched the doll," murmured Alex, slightly awed.
"What?"
As if she had just noticed him, Leia turned to Alex. She grinned wildly, a dark splotch between her white teeth gaping through. She'd lost a tooth just last week, and the change in her smile tugged at my heart the same way she tugged at everyone else's.
"Hi, Alex!"
He almost fell over when she rushed up and hugged him. Leia was slight so I doubted it was from the force of her hug, and more from the shock that washed across his face.
"Thank you so much for the guitar, thankyou-thankyou-thankyou!"
He patted her shoulder almost uncomfortably before smiling as Leia let go of him. There was almost a sadness in his eyes as he looked at her, hidden just so, replaced by the usual look of reluctant adoration that people got when they looked at Leia.
"No problem, kid."
Leia managed to sell the rest of the case of cookies to staff around the studio, though true to his word, Mike had bought all the Thin Mints she had. Alex walked us out after she shoved a handful of money into my purse, telling me sternly that she knew exactly how much was there and it had to go into her envelope at home.
"Can I leave you my number?" I asked Alex.
He smirked. "That's pretty forward of you."
I laughed in spite of myself. "I meant for the recommendation."
"Oof. There goes the ego boost."
He grinned, that smile brightening his entire face again, and I noticed again just how good-looking he was; not just for a guy who was years older than me, but actually really good-looking.
"Maybe I was just trying to be subtle about it."
Alex's eyes met mine for the briefest of moments and I knew, right then, there was an unmistakable spark. I knew he must have realized it too, and for a moment I thought he was going to continue flirting with me.
Instead, he cleared his throat and chuckled before taking his phone from his pocket. "What's the number? Oh, and... your name, I guess. I never did get it from you."
"It's Em."
"Next letter?"
"No, just Em. E-M."
He looked up. "What's it short for? Emma?"
"Don't push your luck," I laughed. "Just Em."
"Last name?"
"Reilly."
"Really?"
"Yeah, it's..."
He started laughing and I realized he was joking.
"Give me a couple days. I'll see if there's anyone good in town."
**
Alex
"Alex? Knock, knock."
Startled, I looked up. I'd been staring at my laptop but not seeing anything for a few minutes.
"Yeah, sorry, Lini. What's up?"
"Just wanted to go over the schedule for next week if you have a minute."
"Sure."
Lini was our office manager. Part of a pretty good church choir, she was the one who organized the singers when they all came in to use the studio. We must have been pretty messed up that week because she came back a few days later, told us how we were screwing everything up and presented us with a five-page typed up document about systems we could put in place for scheduling and sharing space and half a dozen other problems she saw. Then she told us we should hire her and let her take care of it.
Big Mike looked at me, I nodded and he told her she was hired. That was more than fifteen years ago and it was the best decision we've made. I don't care how good we were as a collective of engineers, studio musicians, and assorted staff; if we couldn't book enough hours, we wouldn't make money. Within a month Lini had us running like clockwork.
"Anything for today?"
"Uh-huh. You have a meeting at noon with Bryn. He likes what you did on what he sent over and he has some new material he wants to run by you. Sort of unfair for you two to be working together. Maybe you'll give it a rest for a while and let someone else win a Grammy."
Bryn Lake was one of the best songwriters working. Labels paid the two of us astronomical amounts of money and a piece of the back-end when they wanted sure-fire hits for someone new they wanted to push. He specialized in pop and I focused on rock. We balanced each other out and worked well together. To be honest, he was the more talented of the two of us, but he couldn't play guitar, so I had that going for me.
I'd kept writing after I dropped out of the band and had gotten enough acclaim and awards after giving the songs to old friends that I was offered gigs as a song doctor. Bryn and I would write together or fix someone else's work. We both moaned and groaned to the labels about how hard it was to write in someone else's style, but it was all bullshit. We could fix something within a couple of days.
He was always either back home in England or traveling, so we did everything via teleconferencing. It was another way for me to keep my toe in the industry water without actually playing gigs. Those days were long gone. I could BS with Bryn, exercise that creative muscle, make some damned good money and live my quiet life.
When we were done talking, Lini left and I went back to staring at my laptop. There was just something off about that little girl and her mom. It kept poking around at the edges of my brain. Eventually, I sighed and picked up my phone.
Her voice was slightly raspy like Amy Winehouse's had been. It sounded oddly warm and as if it was from someone who had truly lived life.
"Hello?"
"Hi, Ms. Reilly. This is Alex from Afterglow Studios. We, uh, well, you know who I am."
"Oh, hi Alex. You can just call me Em, you know."
There was a hint of teasing in her voice, a flirty kind of undertone that I liked. As much as I liked it, it also made me nervous.
"Uh, listen, I put some thought into it and I'd be happy to teach Leia."
"Oh. That's... Look, I wasn't trying to get you to do it yourself, I just wanted recommendations or to see if one of the people there were looking for a side gig. No offense, but are you... There's no right way to put this, so I'll just say it. You any good?"
I chuckled. "I think I can handle it."
"Okay. Are most of your students advanced?"
"No, I, uh, I haven't taught in a while. Quite a while."
"Yeah? And something changed?"
"Actually, it's been too long. I enjoyed it when I taught. Immensely. I sort of put that behind me when... Well, I changed my life a lot and gave up teaching. I think I'd like to get back into it."
"Yeah, okay. I don't really know anything about this. How often should she get a lesson? Once a week? And... You know, I really should have opened with this. Um, I appreciate the offer and everything, but how much do you charge?"
"It's on the house."
"No, seriously. I can't accept that. How much?"
"Really, if I want to get my chops back as an instructor I need a beginner student and it wouldn't be right to charge you when I'm not on top of my game. How about $25.00? And twice a week? My schedule is pretty flexible. Let me know what days and times work for you."
"Tuesdays and Fridays? Say, four-thirty or five?"
"Four-thirty works. Do me a favor?"
"Uh, yeah, sure."
"If she brings any more cookies to sell, be careful where you unload your car. The red zone is for immediate loading and unloading of passengers only. There is no stopping in a white zone."
She laughed.
I looked at the time on my laptop. It was still early. "Do you guys have an hour free now? Might as well get started."
"I think so, but we have to leave right after so I can head over."
"Over where?"
"Over Macho Grande."
It was my turn to laugh.
"No, I don't think I'll ever be over Macho Grande."
They arrived in less than half an hour, Leia clutching her guitar. She was a hugger and I was definitely not, so I turned as if we were going to walk back to the studio to forestall any full-on hugging attempts. As I turned to her, she looked almost hurt and I felt like shit.
She grabbed my forearm, which was a little weird. "Where's Mr. Mike?"
"His office. We have to pass right by it." I turned to her mom. "Em, did you want to join us? We can pull in a chair from the snack room or grab mine."
"Sure."
When we got to Big Mike's office Leia walked in and stood there patiently as Mike spoke on the phone, his back towards us. I cleared my throat loudly and he turned around.
Looking down at Leia, he almost smiled and continued. "Hey, I gotta call you back." He paused. "Yeah? Well, what if I don't give a fu... crap, dammit... a darn. What if I don't give a darn? Don't like it, I'll find someone else that wants our money." He paused. "Yeah, that's what I thought."
He hung up.
"Hey, darlin'. Here for a lesson?"
"Yup, and I brought these for you." She handed him a brown paper lunch bag.
"You did? What is it?"
"A sleeve of Thin Mints, but I froze them. They're the best that way and you like Thin Mints, so... And I put them in the bag to keep them cold."
"Well, that was really, really nice. How much do I owe you?"
She looked surprised. "No, those were from my own cookies. I bought some with my chore money."
"You... No, let me give you something."
"It's... I wanted to just do something nice. I didn't want any money."
She sounded hurt and it was like something broke inside Mike.
"Oh, sweetie, that was... um, okay. Ah, thanks, that was really, uh, nice. I, uh, listen, don't start crying or anything, okay? I really like them. I'll have some now. It was nice'a you to think of me."
He opened the bag and then the plastic sleeve of cookies and popped one in his mouth.
"Delicious."
"Okay, see you later! Today's my first lesson!"
She pushed his hula-girl again, starting it swaying. The crotchety old fuck had a smile on his face. What was the world coming to?
I'd forgotten how tedious it could be to teach beginners. I'd also forgotten how contagious their excitement was when they heard themselves do something the right way and produce the right tones. Leia was nothing if not passionate. She'd clearly practiced Happy Birthday and Shake it Off.
She put her hand on my arm again. "Where did you get your tattoos, Mr. Alex?"
"Just Alex is fine. A bunch of places. I used to travel a lot when I was younger. I'd find the best in whatever city I was in and go there."
"I like them. They're different than Mom's. This one looks sort of scary."
She'd pointed to one on my left forearm. "It's a Japanese Oni. They're supposed to be scary. I got it done in Osaka."
"It's sorta cool. I want to get one when I get older. When did you get your first one?"
"Uhm, wow. I guess I was eighteen. A long time ago."
"EIGHTEEN! That's... That's so old!"
Em stifled a giggle. It wasn't quite so funny to me.
"Yeah, real old. Let's get started."
We spent our time going over some basics. She was studiously watching her fingers as we went through repetition after repetition. I was able to talk her through it and simultaneously fish my phone from my pocket and text Em.
Invest in earplugs.
A minute later she checked her phone and snorted with laughter. I got a quick reply back.
I thought I had a good poker face. That obvious?
Sorta.
I thought I was done with this after I went through it w Jimmy.
I smiled. Sorry. Two in one family. Brutal.
She snorted again. It was sort of cute.
When we were done, I walked them to the front door. Leia wanted to give me a hug and this time I didn't turn away. I'd rather feel uncomfortable for a few seconds than like an asshole for the rest of the day.
I turned to Em. "So, you'll be back on Tuesday?"
She grinned. "Unless Leia learns how to drive in the next few days, yeah."



"Smart ass," I muttered.
She grin and crouched down near Leia. "Did you say thank you?"
Leia gave me a hug again, mumbled a "thanks" and started towards their car. Em stood up and her shirt rose a little revealing a belly chain.
A fucking belly chain. The hottest piece of jewelry a woman could wear. That just wasn't fair.
"See ya Tuesday, Alex. Thanks.'
"Yeah. Not a problem."
A fucking belly chain.
Big Mike stopped me as I walked back through reception. "Hey, you put any thought into playing with that father-daughter band?"
"What the hell, Mike. I said no. I'll write them a check."
"Coward."
"Yeah? Go fuck yourself, you Polynesian wannabe!"
I stormed off to my office. A few minutes later the phone rang.
"Yeah?"
"Italian good for lunch?"
"Sure. Get me some sort of pasta with chicken."
"You got it. You're still a coward, but you're my coward. Make it a big check."
I laughed.
**
Em
"...hey soul sis... soul sister..."
A sharp twang.
"Ain't that Mr. Mister on the... radio, stereo..."
Another twanging sound, followed by a whimper from Pepper, who was their literal captive audience.
"You're not very good at that yet."
"I still have to practice, Baylee! I'm learning!"
"Let me try!"
"No, it's my guitar!"
"Girls," Kelsie called from the kitchen. She made no move to stand up. "No fighting."
"But Mom..."
"Maybe I need to come over there and take the guitar away, Leia." I also didn't make a move to stand up.
It wasn't needed. The voices hushed and Leia started strumming the guitar again.
"I'll play, you sing, just not so fast, okay?"
"I was kind of hoping I had to take the guitar away for five minutes," I whispered. "Just five minutes."
Kelsie snorted and ate a handful of popcorn.
"The lessons aren't going well?"
"They're going great. Alex says she's learning really fast." I rubbed my eyes. "I guess I should just be grateful she's graduated from 'Happy Birthday'."
"You okay? You seem..."
"Just tired. I've booked a couple extra clients to offset the costs. He's giving me a deal on the lessons but she's still going to need strings and shit."
"The fun kind of clients or...?"
I snorted. "No. Although I almost outed Patricia's husband to her during their session."
"Patricia, like Hayden's mom? From the girls' class?"
"Yep."
"Oh my God, you didn't."
"What else was I supposed to do? I'm trying to set up the perfect family photo and he keeps going 'are you sure I don't know you from somewhere? You just look so familiar, you know?'"
"And you said...?"
"Well, I was nice enough to him the first couple times. Polite laugh, just have one of those faces, you know. And of course he goes, 'I feel like I'd remember your face though. I mean you have all those tattoos.' And that's usually when people figure out... you know."
Kelsie laughed, though not unkindly.
"You could just say you used to model, you know."
"The last time I tried that, the guy's wife figured out real quick what kind of 'modeling' I did."
She made a soft noise of concession and I sighed.
"It's not that I'm embarrassed, I just—"
"I get it, don't worry."
"I mean I am a little embarrassed."
"It's literally no different than the boudoir photos you do. You're just on the other side of the camera now."
"I'd say there's a pretty big difference between boudoir photos and dudes jacking off to alt-girls online."
Kelsie snorted again and threw a piece of popcorn at me.
"What?" I laughed, catching the popcorn before it hit the ground. "They're not just jacking off to photos, they're jacking off to old photos. Leia wasn't even six months when I did the last shoot."
"Okay, but you could have—wait." Kelsie frowned, staring at me. "You were still doing the photos after you had Leia?"
I could feel heat creeping up my neck. Kelsie knew pretty much everything about me, but apparently that was a surprise.
"I mean... yeah, a few. Before Jones took me on as his assistant, I was still, you know. Modeling."
She gaped. "You were doing nude photos less than six months after having a baby?"
I laughed, relieved that it wasn't judgment in her eyes but astonishment. "Yeah. My tits looked great while I was breastfeeding."
"Lucky bitch." She threw another piece of popcorn at me.
"Anyway, Patricia's husband just wouldn't let it go. So finally I was like, 'let's do some mother and son shots' and got him to come over to the camera to 'look' at one."
"I see where this is going."
"All I asked was if he really wanted his wife to know where he knew me from."
"And he said..."
"Nothing, and gave me an extra fifty as a tip."
Kelsie burst out laughing, as did I.
Prior to having Leia, I'd been the definition of a hot mess. Young, dumb, on my own for the first time... one thing had led to another and I'd ended up—for lack of a better term—modeling. In the two short, yet very long, years I'd done so, I'd developed a bit of a cult following. I'm not sure that there's any other kind of following when it comes to what was politely referred to as "alternative pin-up girls," not that it mattered. The point was that even years later, I was still being recognized as a "model."
Then Leia came along. Well, more accurately, one of Leia's potential fathers came, and it was a long time before I realized my body wasn't just filling out, I was pregnant. By the time I figured it out, there were a handful of different guys it could have been, and I only knew how to find a couple of them.
When she came out looking just like me, it was very clearly neither of the two men I'd tracked down. They were kind enough to take paternity tests anyway, but she was as white as snow and they were both African-American. No one was surprised when neither of them shared even a questionable amount of DNA with her.
So, Leia didn't have a father.
Jones was a photographer I worked with before getting knocked up. We worked together on a number of shoots and made a great team. He took me in after I had Leia and started training me to work as his assistant, rather than in front of the camera. It was from him that I discovered how much I truly loved photography. He taught me everything I knew, gave me a set of his old equipment, and told me to get my own business started before I got sucked back into a life he knew I didn't want.
I owed Jones everything. I would have married him, but his husband would have probably had a problem with that.
I was no longer in front of the camera; I was behind it. Graduation photos, family portraits, maternity shoots, and newborn pictures kept me steady, but my favorites were the boudoir shoots. I'd made quite a name for myself when it came to taking sensual, dramatically lit photos that reeked of sexuality and empowerment.
Well, my alternate ego had made a name for herself. "Passion by Fire" and "Portraits by Em" were two different companies, for all intents and purposes, though I had a few clients who knew me under both names. It was more to keep Leia in the dark, just for a few more years. I couldn't bring myself to explain Mommy's past just yet.
Kelsie and I had polished off the bowl of popcorn and Leia and Baylee had just about nailed "Hey Soul Sister" when someone knocked on the front door.
"Who's that?" Kelsie asked, as if I'd know.
"Well, if it's not you, then I have no idea."
I was halfway to the door when the knocking became a pounding.
"Please open up, Em."
Jimmy's voice was desperate in a way I hadn't heard before. The first thought that crossed my mind was that he'd gotten someone pregnant. The second was that he'd pissed off the wrong person and someone was after him. The third was that if he had dragged his drama to my front door and put my daughter in harm's way, I'd kill him myself.
When I flung the door open, I was ready to lose my mind at him yet again. When I saw his face, I was speechless.
Jimmy had been crying.
"I need to talk to you."
"Hey girls!" Kelsie shouted from the hallway. "We're gonna go play outside for a bit."
"That's perfect!" squealed Leia. "We can give you a concert in the backyard."
"I cannot think of a single reason for you to not do that," Kelsie said unenthusiastically.
She managed to usher Leia, Baylee, and Pepper outside without them seeing Jimmy, who had collapsed on the couch in my living room after I quietly shut the door.
"Do you want a beer?" I asked uncertainly.
Jimmy shook his head.
That was a surprise, too.
"What, uh, do you want to talk about?"
"I'm fucked."
"Generally or for a specific reason?"
"Both." He pulled his phone from his pocket and chucked it onto the coffee table. "Read that."
The screen was on an article posted in Guitar Player, which I inferred was some kind of music magazine. The title big, bold, and shady as all fuck.
Wasting Away Again in Margaritaville
Jimmy was being an asshole. Jimmy was drinking too much, partying too much, and being downright insufferable. He was egotistical, overwhelmingly cocky, and unbearably rude. He was on a fast path to self-destruction. He was a danger to himself, a bad influence on my daughter, and a completely unbearable excuse for a human being.
He was also my brother, and as I continued reading, I felt my face growing red with rage at whoever had written this about him.
Sadly, Buffet couldn't shoulder the load alone, so we have another Jimmy wasting away in Margaritaville. This one is squandering his overhyped talents on trying to be a cliche and live a sybaritic lifestyle that went out of fashion decades ago.
As our friends in country music might say, he's all hat and no cowboy.
"I'm fucked," he said as I looked up from the phone. "This is it. It's over."
"None of this is exactly a lie," I said.
Jimmy's forehead wrinkled. He stared down, shoulders hunched, suddenly not the man of twenty sitting on my couch but the boy of ten who'd cried as I kissed him goodbye and ran away from home.
"I know," he said.
He cried on my shoulder. I let him, my heart breaking and relieved at the same time. I didn't want Jimmy to lose his dream, but...
It wasn't the time for those thoughts. It was the time for support, to just be there for him as his world crashed down around him.
"Who is this guy?" I asked when he pulled away, roughly wiping his face.
"Dunno. Some writer."
"Who the fuck names their kid Curt Llama?"
A wet, sniveling laugh bubbled from Jimmy's throat.
"Uncle Jimmy?"
Leia was peering into the room from the kitchen. Jimmy tensed, his cheeks red with embarrassment.
"Hey, munchkin."
The only thing Leia could do was rush over and hug him. Luckily, it was probably the only thing in the world that would make Jimmy really feel just a little bit better.
**
Alex
I was more leaning on the stool than sitting on it as I noodled through some thoughts I had with the guitar. Bryn thought that we were pretty much done and just needed a hook for our latest song and I was letting my fingers and brain operate independently, hoping they'd meet somewhere in hooksville. Leaning over, I jotted down some stuff in my notepad and then got back to it.
There was a brief knock and then Lini opened the door for Leia. Her gap-toothed smile was wide and she was carrying the acoustic with pride. The video and audio allowed Em to watch and hear us while she waited in reception. It had been about six weeks and she'd finally started feeling comfortable sitting in reception and watching the monitor once in a while.
I pulled out my phone. We regularly had musicians in the studios at two and three in the morning doing who the hell knows what, so our security service had us hooked up with live feeds from almost every conceivable angle. I pulled up the reception area and saw Em sitting there, thumbing through a magazine. She was wearing jeans and a tight dark blue tee with a faded Betty Boop image.
She looked good. Real good.
"Mr. Alex?"
"Yeah, sorry honey. Let's get to it." I looked at the image again before putting the phone down.
Leia's feet dangled as she sat on a stool next to me and she began chattering, telling me about her practicing and how her dog would listen to her playing, which led to a discussion about her dog and how he wouldn't obey any commands. It was a problem, but insignificant in the grand scheme of things. I constantly had to reign her in and help her focus, but that was part of the job when teaching kids. The upside is that her brain was like a sponge, soaking up everything she was taught at a crazy rate.
She was going to have to grow into the instrument before she got any sort of mastery, but in spite of her tiny hands, she was making amazing progress. Yes, she was raw and new, but everyone was at some point in their playing. It was evident that she practiced frequently.
I waited for a pause before interrupting.
"Remember when you asked about the Oni?" I turned my arm over to show the tat. "You seemed disappointed that you wouldn't be able to get any tattoos until you were the ripe old age of eighteen, so I thought I'd help out."
Reaching past her, I grabbed the paper bag and handed it to her. Eyes wide, she paused and then opened it. To say she wasn't impressed would be an understatement. She looked like a kid that had grabbed the biggest present under the tree and ripped off the wrapping only to discover it was a dictionary.
I wasn't sure what to say. "Um, they're temporary tattoos. You can..."
"Thanks. That was really nice, but I'm almost eight. These are for kids."
"Yeah, sorry. I wasn't really thinking. I, uh, I knew a little boy once that really loved them, but yeah, he was younger than you. They had to be Star Wars. All those weird characters and... Well, you're not here for that. Let's get to it."
Twelve lessons in and she was, if anything, more enthusiastic than she was on the first day. I wasn't interested in pretending that she was anything other than what she was; a passionate, talented child with less than two months of guitar under her belt. That being said, she had what her uncle didn't, she played with heart.
Maybe he had at one time, but if so, it was long gone. I wrote another article about him and I heard that he hadn't shown up in LA for a meeting with his label. What's worse is that they hadn't pressed him.
If they don't give a fuck, that's a very, very bad sign.
As important as Guitar Player was in the industry and as solid as my writing could be, I didn't have that sort of sway. He must have been pissing some important people off for a while. Someone should have explained the rules. If you're going to be an asshole, you have to be a genius or so established that they can't ax you. He was neither. I'd gone out of my way to listen to some of his early work on YouTube of all places. He'd had promise. That promise was traded in for pablum.
Jimmy Reilly became style over substance with a heaping tablespoon of prima donna.
We'd been going for a while when Leia stopped playing.
"Do you know an old group named Mettic?" she asked.
"Medic? No. Like a doctor?"
"Um, I don't know. They have a song about puppets. Uncle Jimmy likes them. They're his favorite."
"Do you maybe mean Metallica?"
"Yeah! That's them. Can you teach me the puppets song?"
"That's a... You mean 'Master of Puppets', right? Like this?" I played a bit of the song.
She nodded her head. "That's the song!"
"That's a bit advanced for you, Leia. Maybe in a while, we can work on part of the song."
"Can we do a little? Just a small part?"
"Uhm, let me see if I can figure something out for next time. Why?"
"Uncle Jimmy's sad all the time and I thought maybe if I can play his favorite song... I don't know, it was probably stupid."
"No, honey, it wasn't stupid. It was really nice. Let me think about it, okay?"
Leia and I worked for an hour and twenty before I looked up at the clock and realized we were over.
"Hey, look at that. Twenty minutes past an hour. You owe me, Leia. I'll take the extra pay in more cookies."
She looked concerned. "The cookies are done. They only have them for a while. I can maybe get some from the store."
"I was just kidding, kiddo. We're good. Let's get out there to your mom. She's probably wondering if you stole Mike's hula-girl and escaped out the back."
She laughed and we went out to meet up with Em.
"Mom, we need to get Mr. Alex some cookies 'cause we kept going after an hour."
I raised my hands. "I was just joking with her. I don't need any cookies."
Em smiled. "How about dinner? I sort of was hoping... Well, it can wait. Are you available this weekend at all?"
Her voice got that raspy, warm quality to it again. I had to stop myself from leaning towards her.
"Uhm, yeah. Saturday?"
"Saturday'll work. Five?"
"Sure. Can I bring anything?"
"No, we're set. I'll text you the address."
They left and I went back to my office, stunned. Was this a date? Did I just agree to a date with a woman who was at least twenty-five years younger than I was? I needed to talk to her about Leia playing in a recital anyway, so whatever this was I could at least get that done, but... yeah, I was lost.
On Saturday, I showed up at the address at ten to five. I checked my breath, ran my fingers through my hair, grabbed the bag and walked up to the door. Em answered, leaning down to prevent her dog from jumping on me, and stepped out of the way so I could enter.
"Leia's at her friend's. C'mon in."
"Thanks. I brought a cake. Didn't want to come empty-handed. I..."
Fuck.
Jimmy was sitting at her kitchen table. He'd shaved his head and was wearing a ripped "Farewell to Kings" tee and faded jeans. He looked like a thinner, taller Henry Rollins. It was completely unfair. He looked like a rock star with the long hair and looked like an edgier rock star with the shaved head thing. There was no way I could pull that off. The prick.
"Jimmy wanted to talk to you," Em said.
Great. Just fucking great.
**
Em
Alex looked at me like I'd laid a trail of candy for him to follow only to then shove him in a pit of snakes lined with speakers blasting Leia's rendition of "Hey Soul Sister" on repeat. Guilt tugged at my chest, worsening when I noted that Alex was dressed just a touch nicer than usual. He'd frozen just half a step away from me in the cramped front hall and I could smell the faint scent of a lightly spiced cologne.
Oh my God. He'd thought it was a date.
Even worse, I was more disappointed about it not being a date--even though I hadn't realized I'd asked him on one--than I was about the fact that he thought it was a date in the first place.
But that was a problem for another time. The immediate issue was the fact that Alex was staring at me like I'd kicked a puppy.
I cleared my throat. "So, uh, I mentioned to Jimmy you were stopping by for dinner and he asked if he could... um, talk to you."
"I would've called the studio but I'm still banned," Jimmy added unhelpfully.
"Wasn't my doing," Alex said. He seemed to resign himself to the situation and stepped in the house further. If I hadn't known better, I would have said he looked cautiously arrogant as he brought the cake to the kitchen, Jimmy watching warily while he sipped a can of Diet Coke.
I raised my eyebrows at Jimmy, trying to silently communicate with him.
You promised me this wouldn't be a pissing match.
He seemed to get the message and jerked his shoulders helplessly. Another pang of guilt and I sighed, trying not to clench my jaw.
"Can I get you something to drink, Alex? Dinner's just about ready."
"Uh, yeah. Please."
"We have Coke, Diet Coke, grape soda, orange soda, apple juice. Any of those things mixed with vodka. Or beer. Or, um, water, I guess."



He chuckled a bit. "As interesting as vodka and grape soda sounds, I'm good with water."
Yeah, it definitely wasn't a date.
I poured him a glass of water and considered grabbing a beer for myself. Jimmy wasn't drinking, Alex wanted water... I sighed and grabbed a Diet Coke for myself.
Dinner was a simple curry with rice, yet another sign that I hadn't realized I'd asked Alex on a date. I just wanted to make something that wasn't covered in processed cheese or ketchup. My kitchen was small to begin with and the addition of the silent tension between Alex and Jimmy was making it feel unmanageably cramped. By the time I put their plates in front of them, I was seriously regretting agreeing to this.
The first few bites were taken in silence. I glanced at Jimmy.
Please just say whatever the fuck you wanted to say. Please.
I had to think it really hard at him a few more times before he finally put his fork down, took a breath, and steadied hands that I hadn't realized had been shaking.
"Leia played me a few of the songs she's learned," Jimmy started.
Ugh. He wanted to make small talk?
"I'm not getting into this with you," Alex replied.
"Look, dude, I just—"
"She's working her ass off, I'm doing the best I can. You got a problem with it, take it up with your sister, not me."
I tried not to react as he threw me under the bus, though I decided a second accidental-date was very unlikely as anger pricked through me.
"I'm trying to fucking apologize!" Jimmy blurted angrily. His face turned red, his jaw clenched as he fought back a mix of anger and embarrassment.
Alex stared at him silently.
Jimmy swallowed, looking down at the untouched plate of curry in front of him as he took a shaky breath.
"I mean, you probably saw. Maybe you didn't. I dunno. I'm not the flavor of the month anymore. I'm fucking nothing. Some dick wrote a couple articles about me, my label got pissed. I fucked up. I got nothing now."
He cleared his throat. The struggle of saying the words made it clear this was a shot to the heart for his pride.
"That Mike dude was right and I'm fucking sorry, okay? I'm sorry I lost my shit at you. Thanks for teaching Leia because I would've just fucked it up."
His voice cracked at the same time my heart did, though both of us tried not to show it. I pushed the curry around on my plate before risking a glance up at Alex.
His face was guarded. Jimmy's head was still bowed, the only sound the gentle scraping of my fork and the shaky breaths Jimmy was taking.
"You sober?" Alex finally asked.
"Three weeks," Jimmy mumbled. "Would've been four but..."
But he'd fallen off the wagon after the second article was put out, shaved his head while black-out drunk, and called me in the middle of the night. He'd been so incoherent that I had called Kelsie and begged her to watch Leia so I could go check on him. When I got there, he was puking in the bathroom, surrounded by piles of hair, only half-conscious.
To say I was worried about Jimmy was an understatement.
"Okay," Alex said. "I, uh, accept the apology."
Jimmy nodded, but a look of grudging humiliation crossed his face.
"Look, I know... you don't... I don't have the right. You know? I know that. But... can you help me?"
To say I was surprised was even more of an understatement. I knew Alex was important as far as the studio went, but had no idea what he could possibly do to help Jimmy. Did guys who ran studios usually help fallen rock stars?
Jimmy noticed the bewilderment on my face and looked at Alex, shocked.
"Wait, she doesn't..." He trailed off and shook his head, almost incredulous.
"I don't what?" I asked.
Both Alex and Jimmy ignored me as they made eye contact. Alex seemed to be studying Jimmy, and Jimmy could hardly hold his gaze. I suddenly longed for the moment when I thought the worst that would happen over this dinner was a pissing match.
"We can talk," Alex finally said. "Look, I'll... come by the studio next week. Monday afternoon."
"I'm banned—"
"You're unbanned, temporarily, and it won't take much to get re-banned so don't try any bullshit."
Jimmy nodded.
"I promise, man. I... you won't regret this."
"We'll see about that."
The rest of the dinner was slightly less awkward. Jimmy even ate heartily, the first time he'd finished his plate since before the article had been released. He was done before I'd eaten half of mine, though Alex wasn't far behind.
"Seconds?" I asked Jimmy, reaching for his plate.
He nodded. "Please."
I got up to fill his plate and when I returned, Alex had just finished his last bite.
"That was delicious," he said, putting his fork down. "Thanks, Em."
"Thank you for eating it without covering it in ketchup or cheese sauce. It was kind of nice cooking a grown-up meal. Do you want more?"
He shook his head. "I'm stuffed."
"Well, bad news. There's still a ton left and it's getting cold."
"Bad news, if I have another helping, Leon will definitely be getting larger."
I burst out laughing and shook my head as I sat down to finish my plate.
"Who's Leon?" Jimmy asked.
I raised my eyebrow at him.
"From Airplane?"
"What's that?"
"It looks like a big Tylenol," I said.
"But that's not important right now," added Alex.
I snorted and Alex lost it, shaking his head as he laughed. Jimmy looked confused but nodded, glancing between the two of us.
"It's a movie," I finally said.
"Must've been before my time," Jimmy said.
"You're coming over next weekend to watch it."
"Ugh, I don't wanna watch some old movie."
"Watch yourself, young whippersnapper." I laughed, but Alex didn't find Jimmy's quip quite as funny as I did.
Jimmy helped clear the table and put the dishes in the dishwasher. I packed a spare Tupperware full of leftovers for him in spite of his protests, shoving it at him as he tried to leave without it.
"C'mon Em, I don't need—"
"At least I'll know you're eating," I whispered fiercely. I wasn't ignorant of the drawn look on his face.
"Emb—" He drew out my name, knowing exactly which button to push.
"Don't," I hissed. "Take the fucking Tupperware, Jimmy."
I won, and he took the leftovers as he left. After I closed the door behind him, I turned to Alex.
"I need to apologize—"
"Don't worry about it."
"I am worried about it." I folded my arms across my chest. "I didn't mean to like, trick you into coming over or anything. It wasn't... Jimmy just said he wanted to talk to you. I just, I didn't really think and—"
"Really, Em. It's fine."
It wasn't fine, obviously, but I sighed.
"Do you want a coffee or something? Or a... what do you call those after-dinner drinks? I don't have anything but we could test out that grape soda and vodka."
He laughed. "Coffee sounds great."
Despite how full of curry we were, we both agreed that a slice of cake with the coffee would be good. Instead of sitting back at the table, we went to the living room to sit on the couch.
"So, I actually wanted to run something by you," Alex said as he finished his cake.
"What's that?"
"It's—"
"I mean what do you mean," I laughed before he could say anything else. I tried not to melt as he grinned, more relaxed than he had been the rest of the evening.
"Well, Leia's getting pretty good. I mean, for the length of time she's been playing. I think she should perform."
The look on my face said everything.
"I meant a recital," he said hurriedly. "Like, with other students, performing for parents. Just to get a feel for it."
"Does she have to?"
"I mean, performing live helps them learn. It gives them instant feedback. It's exciting for them."
"Did you already tell Leia about this?"
"No. I wanted to run it by you first because I don't have any other students. I just know a guy who's putting together a small thing at the mall in a few weeks and she could play then."
I pressed my lips together. Leia was seven. Seven. Jimmy had been about the same age when he became obsessed with the guitar. By ten he was telling everyone he was going to be famous. He played Metallica constantly. Loud, angry, screaming music that covered the pain a little boy with shitty parents was going through.
"You don't know this, but Jimmy and I didn't have great parents," I said quietly. "I basically raised him. So him being kind of a dick is kind of on me. I had never been as worried about him as I was when his career was going well, and I've never been more worried about him than I am now. He's different. He's... Ever since those articles came out, he's been like a shell."
Alex shifted on the couch uncomfortably but said nothing.
"I don't want Leia going down that path."
"She won't," Alex said. "It's just a recital. And frankly, she's obsessed with Taylor Swift. Going from pop-country to metal would be... unlikely."
"Can I think about it?"
"Yeah. Of course."
"Thank you."
"No problem."
"No, it is, and I need you to know how grateful we are."
"Em, I appreciate that, but it's not that big a deal."
"Yes, it is." I put my hand on his knee before he could speak again, hoping the sudden but fierce sincerity showed on my face. "For everything. I know how much guitar lessons cost. I know twenty-five bucks an hour is basically nothing. You stay late with her every time, you keep giving her books and strings and just... I don't think you really know just how much she loves playing, and you don't understand how much it means to me."
The words hung in the air as Alex stared at me, and it was only when he glanced down at my hand that I realized I was still touching him. I chuckled awkwardly, pulling my hand back as I tried not to die of embarrassment.
"I just mean, thank you. And now you're doing this stuff for Jimmy."
"We're just gonna talk. I'm not saying for sure—"
"I know, but it's still... you're giving him a chance. I don't know why you're being so good to me but... I mean, if you ever need anything..."
I trailed off, a slow redness creeping up my cheeks. That awkward chuckle started again and I reached for my coffee cup to mask the way I was sliding back on the couch.
"Well, there is one thing..."
Oh, God. This accidental-date was going somewhere.
"Yeah?" I asked.
Alex looked at me, his eyes serious as he leaned forward slightly.
"Yeah. I'd still really like to know what Em is short for."
I nearly spilled my coffee as I laughed. When I looked back up, Alex was grinning again and I rolled my eyes.
"Really? You're gonna make me do this?"
"What? It's a simple question. Is it... Emily? Emma? Emerson?"
I shook my head.
"Emelia? No wait, that would be Am..."
"If I tell you, you have to promise me you won't laugh, you won't make jokes, you won't tell anyone else."
He looked serious again, eyes sparkling excitedly.
"Yeah, I promise."
"It's..." I sighed, shaking my head. "Ember."
"Amber?"
"No, Ember. Like a glowing coal. Ember."
"Makes sense," he said. "Explains why you can be so fier—"
"You just promised!"
He laughed, not unkindly, and I couldn't help but laugh too.
"Ember." The name rolled off his tongue, almost seductively smooth. "I like it. It suits you."
"Nobody calls me that anymore," I said.
"Can I call you Ember?"
Maybe it was because I liked the way he said my name, or maybe it was just because I really, really liked him. Before I knew what I was doing, some crazy part of me told him he could.
**
Alex
"Oh, for... Mike, get the fuck down."
He was wearing his usual shorts and Hawaiian shirt and was up on a ladder poking around in the drop-ceiling in the snack room. His voice was muffled as he replied.
"What?"
"If you're going to wear baggy shorts and get on a ladder, I'm begging you, wear underwear. We play "Free Bird" here, we don't enact it. Nobody needs to see that shit."
He pulled back, took two steps down and looked at me. "Seriously? Didn't think about that. Sorry. It's all good. We're done."
Big Mike slipped the tile back in place and got off the ladder. He nodded grimly at me as if we were co-conspirators taking down Nixon. Jerking a thumb towards the ceiling, he continued. "Cameras. Right at the fridge. This shit ain't gonna stand."
"I'm gonna need a little more than that. What are you talking about?"
"Some son of a bitch stole my Thin Mints from the freezer. I was saving them. My last box. They're gonna try to play me like that? Gimme a hand."
He headed off to his office and I followed him. He handed me some papers he'd printed out and some scotch tape.
"Hang these up around the place."
PROFESSIONALISM
It's the halmark of any sucesful busness. Thats why you people cant act like degenerat fucking animals and steal food from other people including me, but also everybody (but mainly me). If my Thin Mints arent returned to the freezer I'm gonna find out who stole them and ruin you're career. Think I'm joking? Try me. Just put them back and everythings fine. You can buy them online from the Girl Scouts. You got to Next Wednesday.
Sincerly.
-Mgmt-
"When I check the cameras and see them returning the cookies, I'll have them."
"So, you're not gonna let it go if they return them?"
"Fuck no. The hell with that. What sort of dick steals cookies?"
"Did you run this by Lini?"
He was clearly irked by the question. "What, I need to ask permission to do shit in my studio?"
"No, I meant to have her type it up. There's a few... peculiar spellings."
"They get the point, right, smartass?"
"That you're a psycho? Yeah, probably."
"I'm tired a people walking all over me."
I doubt anyone had taken advantage of Big Mike since he was eight years old. He posted the fliers himself.
"Leia's uncle? Jimmy Reilly? I unbanned him. He's coming down today to talk."
Mike raised an eyebrow. "Yeah?"
"Yeah."
"Okay. Let me know if you want me to deal with him."
"Thanks, but it's not gonna be a problem. Tell Lini?"
Going back to my office, I sat down and reread my articles about Jimmy. Was I rough? Yeah. Was it all true? Also yeah. The main question was, was it deserved? I wasn't sure. He was a jackass, but music labels produce assholes at record rates. Why did I come down so hard on this one? Why hadn't I ever spoken out before? I wasn't too happy thinking that I had abused the small amount of power that I had.
Most of all, it bothered the hell out of me that Leia was so concerned about her uncle and I hadn't cared at all about what sort of an impact I might have. I'd dealt with a lot of shame in my time, more than enough for most people. To add to that seemed abhorrent. It took me more than a decade to even start to forgive myself for what I had done and now I jump back into being an uncaring, self-centered prick without a second thought.
I think that I may have hated Jimmy because he was me, or the me of thirty years ago. The me that was responsible for the death of his wife and son. The me I'd gladly kill, over and over again. I couldn't kill that me, but there was Jimmy; talented, sullen, drunken, shining Jimmy. So, I took that shine, took his career and took his self-respect.
Because of something I'd done three decades earlier.
So, I wrote two articles that helped break this kid down, I completely misread what that dinner was supposed to be and Em was going to hate my guts as soon as she found out that I was the writer with the poison pen. Fantastic. The worst part of it all is that once Jimmy left, that next ninety minutes or so were some of the best I could remember.
It was stupid. The age difference was huge, but it felt like we fit somehow. Em was... I didn't know. I wasn't a teenager. I wasn't going to claim that she was perfect or that we were destined to be or something, but I really thought that something was there. Confirmation bias, I guess. She was sort of the best of both worlds. Stable, but edgy, responsible but fun and a good mom who has great taste in ink.
What more could I want?
Enough. It was silly. I imagined something that wasn't there. Fine. Time to move on.
I opened up the weekly summary from Lini and checked the scheduling. She did an excellent job of keeping the venue booked as much as possible with artists that were similar. Death metal and church choirs weren't the best matches. We had six large studios, two very large and five small. It could get busy and a bit close with lots of mandatory mixing.
Lini knocked and then popped her head in. Then she verbally said, "knock-knock". It was a weird habit of hers.
"Knock, knock, boss. Mr. Reilly is here to see you?"
"Yeah, fine. Thanks, Lini. Jimmy, c'mon in."
He sort of slouched in and sat down opposite me.
"Water? I've got a mini-fridge."
"Nah, I'm good."
"Okay. So, let's just assume that we were both having a bad day when we met and we got off on the wrong foot. Why don't you tell me where you'd like to be professionally and how you think I could help you get there. If I like what you're saying, maybe we can work something out."
"Right. Uh, I'm not sure where to start, to be honest. I guess... You know Gary Clark Jr.? I mean, not know him, know him, but you're familiar? I want something like what he has going on. He's respected, man. You know? He plays these festivals and he puts out his albums and he does fine and shit, but the people that know? They really fucking know. The average guy at the mall probably doesn't know who he is, but I do, you do, the right people do. That's what I want."
"That's... respectable. Hard to believe, but respectable. He's not in the tabloids, he's not tossing couches off hotel room balconies like it's 1985, he's not insisting that everyone kisses his ass. You sure that's what you want? You made for that grind of touring and playing out two hundred and fifty days a year?"
"Dude, you're talking like it's a chore. That's my fucking dream, man. Em and Leia are all I've got here. If I can stay in touch with them and come home to them once in a while, I'd be in heaven. What I want is to be a fucking professional. I want people to think of me... All right, I'm not kissing ass here, but I know what you do. I know that you sit in on recordings for old friends. I know that people depend on you because first off, you'll do what you'll say you'll do and second; because you're fucking amazing. Speaking of that, how come Em doesn't know who you are?"
I paused. "It's... that's not me anymore. At all. It would be, I don't know, giving her a false expectation or something."
"Just telling her how good you are?"
"No, but that drags up all the old shit and why I don't play out anymore and, yeah, just not interested. I'm the studio guy now."
"Okay. Whatever."
"So, tell me what went wrong."
He sighed. "I started believing the hype. Part of me did. Another part of me was constantly worrying about when they'd realize I was a fraud. I hid from that in the bottle and in being Jimmy Reilly, all capital letters. You know what I mean? If I'm the star, it doesn't matter what they say or think, 'cause they aren't. Not so much, right? Didn't quite work out. Some dick from Guitar World had it out for me like I slapped his mother. Guy's name is Llama. Like some sort of goat or something. He tore me up and people started talking shit online. The label lost interest. Yeah, not good."
We kept talking and he finally broke it down to three things. He wanted to be respected as a professional. He wanted to be as good as he could possibly be and he wanted Em, but especially Leia to be proud of him.
"You're saying the right things, Jimmy. I need to see you walking the walk. That fair?"
"Yeah, totally."
"Okay. I'll pay you a grand a week. You're going to be the studio guitar bitch. Anytime anyone needs a guitarist, you're it. I don't care about style, I don't care about how good the band or performer is, I don't care about anything other than you're playing your best every time with a fucking smile on your face. We'll find time every day to work together one on one. Good deal?"



"Sure. Good deal."
"Jimmy, you gotta be sober. That going to be an issue?"
"No. I haven't touched anything in more than three weeks and I'm going to keep that up. But maybe we should start Monday. That'll give me a month dry. Sort of a nice, round number. It's not too bad. I just need to sorta get my head straight. I don't want to be flipping out on people here because I want a drink."
"Okay. If that's an issue, Big Mike can help. He's my sponsor."
"Your... Seriously? You're in a program?"
"Yup."
"Um, I don't think I'm at that point, but if it's worse than I thought, I'll let you know."
I believed him. He didn't have the signs of an issue so bad he'd get DTs or serious withdrawals. He went home and I told Lini and Mike. He'd be stringing instruments, teaching lessons, playing for anyone that needed it and anything else we could think of.
Towards the end of the day, I got a text from Em.
How many kids would be performing?
Not sure. 10? Maybe?
U sure she's ready?
They will all be at her level. She'll be fine.
I had to wait at least five minutes for her reply.
Okay. Please set it up. Don't make me regret this.
Smiling, I made the call to arrange for her inclusion.
**
Em
Leia clutched at my hand in a way she hadn't since she was probably four or five.
"Mom, I thought it was just gonna be a few people."
With every ounce of motherly strength I could muster, I hid the fact that I, too, was terrified.
"It's not that many people, honey."
It was so many people.
"You won't even notice them once you're on stage."
Nothing I could say would make her feel better. It took Baylee squealing and grabbing Leia excitedly to turn the nerves into excitement.
"Leia, it's just like when we're playing at home, only you get to be a real rock star this time!" She sighed dramatically, then giggled. "Remember me when you're famous!"
Leia turned red but her gap-toothed smile peeked shyly across her face.
"She's been begging all morning to go onstage and sing while Leia plays," Kelsie muttered in my ear. "If she asks, I checked with you and you said the guitar teacher said no."
I nodded, my face stony.
Ten kids, Alex had said. They'd all be at her level, he had said. It was just a small showcase to promote a local music school, he said. Mostly grandmas and grandpas and parents sitting in the food court at the mall, waiting for their own precious kid to get onstage and ignoring the rest of what was happening, he said.
Alex was so full of shit I was almost more angry at myself for believing him.
There was a stage set up on one side of the food court. Lights and microphones were being put on the stage, a bunch of chairs were set up in front of it, and people were milling about already. Not just grandmas and grandpas and parents, but people who looked like they knew what they were doing. They were there for a reason.
Leia and Baylee walked ahead, Leia clutching her guitar to her chest as she scanned for any sign of Alex. Her hair was French-braided into two shiny, tight pigtails that had taken me the majority of the morning. She had steadfastly refused to wear a dress, which was a good call on her part since it was just my own nervous anxiety at what the other mothers would think if I sent her up there in jeans and a T-shirt.
"That bastard," I muttered to Kelsie. "He told me this was a small thing."
"It's going to be fine," she muttered back. "It's not that huge a thing."
"Look at all these people!"
"Yeah, and did you see the big poster board over there or were you too busy freaking the fuck out?"
She tilted her head in the direction of said poster.
"I can't even see that from here."
She snorted. "It says the beginner level kids will be onstage from four to five. I'm assuming that's Leia's group. I very much doubt that they're expecting a full house for a bunch of seven-year-olds. It's probably to make sure the mics work and everything."
I glared at her sidelong. "Since when do you know so much about music recitals?"
"Dude, I played piano for like thirteen years. I've been in shit like this."
"Jimmy never did shit like this."
"Jimmy didn't exactly have the standard upbringing, either."
I didn't have time to respond before Leia whirled around.
"Mom, he's not here yet," she said, ignoring Baylee's excited chatter. "And Mom, neither is Uncle Jimmy."
Her lower lip trembled and I forced a smile.
"They'll be here, sweetie. It doesn't start for a little while still."
Even still, I pulled out my phone and typed a text to Jimmy.
Get your ass here asap I'm freaking out and Leia's starting to worry
"Calm yourself, I'm right here."
I jumped as Jimmy came up behind me, patting me on the back before dipping down so Leia could throw her arms around his neck. I took a breath as he lifted her off her feet, grinning over her shoulder as he whirled her around.
"Hey, munchkin," he said. "This is so cool, I can't wait to see you up there! You're going to do awesome."
My nerves settled as I watched the fear melt from Leia's face. She looked up to Jimmy, grinning broadly. He, in turn, had a genuine smile on his face as he patted her on the back.
"C'mon, Uncle Jimmy, where should you guys sit to watch me?"
"Run up and see if there's room in the third row, right near the aisle, okay?"
"What's so special about the third row?" I asked as the girls took off.
"Nothing, I just wanted to tell you to calm down, she's gonna be fine."
"Where's Alex?"
"I dunno, Em, probably on his way. Tone down the stress, it's just a recital."
"He said it was going to be way smaller—"
"Em." Jimmy looked at me with a sobering, mature calmness that was like nothing I'd ever seen before. "Alex knows his shit, he wouldn't put Leia up there if she wasn't ready, and he probably didn't realize there was a showcase after."
"You have two grown-ass adults telling you to calm down," Kelsie added. "Stop overreacting."
I stared at both of them for a moment before blinking and shaking my head.
"Okay. You're right. I won't kill him the second he walks in, I'll wait for him to explain himself."
"Who are we killing the second he walks in?"
I turned towards the sound of Alex's voice, ready to forget what I had just said and give him a piece of my mind. I then immediately forgot what I was about to say, even though the words had been ready to burst out of my mouth.
Alex was... hot.
Whenever we went to Leia's lessons, Alex was dressed in variations of the same outfit. Khaki pants, usually a golf shirt, stuff that I would consider to be standard wear for a guy not quite twice my age. Besides the tattoos that peeked out from his sleeves and collar, there was really no indication that Alex was anything besides a mild-mannered, clean-cut business owner.
Even dressed like that, he was damn good-looking. But his weekend wear was... well, the kind of thing that would have made that accidental-date a lot less accidental.
Fitted jeans. Black T-shirt. Leather jacket. And an expression on his face that was part bemusement, part cocky smirk, part waiting for me to finish whatever I'd been saying as the moment got longer and more awkward.
"Um."
"Who's Um?"
"What?"
Alex laughed. "I said who're you killing. You said Um. That your evil twin or something?"
Christ, it was like he didn't even realize he was dressed like... I mean, he had no idea. He strolled in, not even a little bit aware of how different he looked, how he was absolutely fucking dripping sex appeal.
"Well, since Em is apparently too rude to introduce us, hi." Kelsie elbowed past me and stuck out her hand. "I'm Kelsie. Em's best friend."
"Nice to meet you. Alex."
"Pleasure, Alex. So, you single?"
"Uh... yeah."
"Hmm." Kelsie smiled brightly. "Well, let's go take a seat, shall we?"
She maneuvered her way into the aisle first, forcing Baylee to sit next to her. Of course, that meant Leia had to sit next to Baylee, and she absolutely insisted that Jimmy sit next to her, leaving me and Alex sitting at the end of the row.
"Thanks a fucking lot," I mouthed at her.
"You're welcome," she said loudly.
After Alex spoke with Leia about what to expect and everyone was settled and waiting with various levels of eagerness for the first student to take the stage, Alex leaned toward me. I inhaled that same spiced scent of his cologne, so light it hardly seemed to be there, so enticing I had to stop myself from leaning closer.
"So why were you going to kill me when I walked in?"
"This just seemed a little bit more... elaborate... than you made it out to be."
He glanced around. "It's just a mall food court."
"I meant... you know, the stage and stuff. It's... I've realized now it's not as intense as I thought it was. So you're safe. For now."
He chuckled lightly.
"Well, how 'bout I make it up to you? Let me take you guys out to dinner after to celebrate Leia's first performance."
"It's a date," I said without thinking.
"Is it?"
Before I could reply, a man stepped onto the stage and tapped the mic, signaling the start of the recital.
**
Alex
Leia went back to the section where the waiting performers gathered. She was fourth up. Clutching her guitar, she kept looking over at us pleadingly, as if we could somehow magically take away the butterflies that must have been swarming in her stomach. Em started to get up as the first little boy began playing his cello.
I put my hand on her thigh. "Let me get this. Trust me?"
She turned from her daughter to me and there was a pause before she nodded. I slipped from my seat as unobtrusively as possible. When I got up to her, Leia grabbed my forearm.
"Hey, kiddo. A little nervous?"
"No, I'm okay." Her voice was shaking.
"Good. Just what I wanted to hear. That being the case, you probably won't need it, but I have a surprise for you."
"Really?"
"Really. You know how you've been playing some songs with Uncle Jimmy?" She nodded her head again. "Well, he's right over there."
Jimmy was standing between a large sign listing the times for the performers and the stage. Unless someone was actually behind him or on the stage, he couldn't be seen.
"So, we've played everything you're going to play a million times at the studio, right? Same thing. You know you can do it, because you've already done it. But, if you get a little nervous, Uncle Jimmy is going to be right there and he's going to be playing along with you on his guitar. Every note of the song, just like you do at home. If you need to, just look over at him. He'll be right there with you the whole way through."
Leia launched herself at me and wrapped her arms around my waist. I awkwardly just stood there for a minute before reaching down and patting her back.
"Okay, I gotta get back to my seat. You gonna be okay? Just look at me or your mom or at Uncle Jimmy. We've got you."
She nodded and when I turned to walk away, she grabbed my forearm again. "Thank you, Mr. Alex."
"You're very welcome, sweetie."
I tried to be as quiet as possible as I went back and took my seat. The other little kid, Leia's friend, stared at me the whole time as if I had stolen her candy. I had no idea what I'd done to piss her off. Earlier she'd called me "the guitar teacher" as if it was slightly worse than Gestapo leader. She'd insisted on singing Taylor Swift songs at me until the first performer started. And I do mean 'at me'. Like she was proving a point or something. Kids are weird.
They had chairs set up to the left of the stage that were mostly out of view of the audience. The waiting performers sat there or milled about. We'd see Leia pop into view every once in a while. When the third performer left the stage with her violin, Em grabbed my hand in a death grip. Leia was next.
She leaned over and whispered. "I'm a damned wreck."
"Looks like you picked the wrong week to stop sniffing glue."
Em chuckled and mock-punched my arm. She used her left and continued holding my hand with her right.
I wasn't exactly friends with the organizer, but we had a good working relationship. He took the stairs up the stage two at a time, clapped his hands together once and walked briskly to the mic.
"Ladies and gentlemen, I'd like to introduce our next performer. She's a guest with us today and represents Afterglow Studios. She'll be playing a couple of songs on the guitar for your enjoyment. Let's give a warm welcome to Leia Reilly!"
Em jumped up and applauded like crazy. Leia walked up the steps and onto the stage and looked terrified. Halfway to the chair they had set up, she looked up, passed us and into the rear of the audience. She stopped in place, frozen and then waved widely, a huge grin breaking out on her face. Leia seemed to calm down, walked over and sat down. Turning around, I didn't see anything.
She did well for her first recital. Looking over at Jimmy when she got flustered, she made her way through her songs. The audience clapped politely and she ran over and leaped off the side of the stage, I'm assuming into Jimmy's arms. That was confirmed when he came walking around the stage and towards us, carrying her. When she saw everyone she blushed and pushed against him until he put her down.
Running over to us, she hugged everyone and took a seat. Em's friend wanted to leave until I explained that they could do what they wanted, but everyone around us sat through Leia's performance and I was going to do the same for the children that came after her. It took a while, but we listened appreciatively and applauded after each kid played.
"So, kiddo, it looked like you settled down really quickly."
Leia looked up at me. "Yeah, I was really shaking, but then I saw Mr. Mike and I sort of felt okay."
"Big Mike was here?"
"Yeah, in the back."
Huh.
We walked off before the intermediate kids got started, letting their friends and family grab our seats. As we wandered through the Pueblo Mall, I was wondering what the etiquette was. Kelsie and her daughter were clearly tight enough with Em to be invited here, so I thought it was okay to ask them to join us.
"Hey, Kelsie. We were going to go get dinner. Can you guys join us?"
She looked at Em and then gave me a small frown. "Oh, I wish I'd known. I promised to take the kids to Mookie's for tacos." They looked like they were about to object. "And Cold Stone Creamery for ice cream. Why don't you and Em have a good time and I'll steal Jimmy to help me with the kids? You can pick up Leia at my place when you're done."
"Uh, yeah, okay. You sure?"
"Absolutely. Have a great time."
Em had no problems with a dinner for adults, so we parted company, letting Kelsie and Jimmy take the kids.
"Park East good? We could stretch our legs afterward at the Riverwalk."
"That's a little pricey. You sure?"
I knew she was careful with her money, but I had the studio, residuals coming in from our first three albums and the money from the songs I wrote with Bryn. Actually, those songs eclipsed my other revenue by a lot. I could eat there three meals a day, every day, but I didn't want to sound like a jackass.
"Well, it's a special occasion and I thought Leia and Jimmy would be with us, so it's actually going to be cheaper than I had planned."
"Okay, sounds great. Am I dressed okay?"
A voice called out from behind us. "Excuse me? I'm sorry, could I get a quick picture?"
Em closed her eyes for a second and spoke from the side of her mouth. "Keep walking. Ignore him."
"Hello? It'll just take a minute. I'm a huge fan."
She took my hand and sort of pulled me as she picked up the pace.
"Seriously, just two seconds. If you..."
Em turned and unleashed on the guy.
"Look, I don't know how you behave normally, but I'm out in public trying to talk to a friend. If you're a fan, you have the PO Box. Send something there. Just... What the hell is wrong with you people? Is being respectful too much to ask? There's a reason I haven't done an appearance in years, but that's not good enough for you, is it?"
Appearance? What the hell was she talking about? The guy looked as confused as I was.
"I, uh, I was talking to Fingers. But, yeah, sorry lady. Are you somebody?"
She turned beet red. "No... I... No, sorry. I... Fuck." She turned to me. "Alex?"
"Yeah, sure." I put my arm over the guy's shoulder and he took a quick selfie with his tongue hanging out and fingers sporting the horns.
"You're the best, man! You keep in touch with the guys?"
"No, not really. Once in a while. Christmas card stuff. I appreciate your listening. I'm sure they do as well. The fans are everything."
"You working on anything new? I follow all your session work."
"Uh, no, not really, but again, thanks. Really kind. Listen, we were heading out to dinner. Maybe I'll see you around."
"Okay, sure. Thanks, man. Made my week."
"No problem. Have a good one."
He turned to Em. "He's the best!"
She raised her eyebrows. "Apparently so."
He pumped his fist and started making a call as he walked away. Em looked at me as we continued towards the exit.
"So, want to explain what the hell that was?"
"I was going to say the same thing. Appearances?"
"You first. Who are the guys? How did he know you?"
I sighed. "Okay, so... Yeah, this was another lifetime ago. I was one of the founding members of Death Knight. I left after we recorded our third album but before it was released. I sort of still do some session work."
"The metal group? Are you shitting me?"
"Uhm, no. But that's not me anymore."
"Seriously? No lie, you were in one of the most famous bands in the world? And you're here living in Pueblo?"
"Yeah. Let's... Let's not make this a thing, okay?"
She paused for a minute. "Any other secrets? Are you also part of Crosby, Stills, Nash, Young and Franzetti? Got anything on Broadway? Have a few Grammys in your back pocket?"
"Uhm, no on the first two."
She sounded almost pissed. "You've got to be kidding. You have a Grammy?"
"Well, no. More than one."
"Alex... How many fucking Grammys do you have?"
"Two for Death Knight, nine for songs I've written with Bryn."
"Who... Nine? You have nine Grammys? You... What the living fuck? No one says anything to me? Does Jimmy know who you are? What am I saying, of course he knows who you are. And he never said anything to me."
"Not his fault. I asked him not to."
"Why? So you could play some sort of game of not letting the stupid local chick know she was dealing with some rock legend? Was it fun? Did the two of you have a good laugh behind my back?"
I was starting to get pissed. "It's not like that. At all. I left the band because... Look, some things happened. I... I had to get out of that life. It fucked everything up. It's not me anymore and I haven't been that guy in decades. I'd give up absolutely everything if I could redo my life and never have joined that fucking band, okay? You have no fucking clue what that cost me, so yeah, now I stay in the studio and work on songs for other people. You have a problem with that, it's on you."
She stopped walking and paused before speaking. "I... yeah. I guess I can understand that. Sorry. I shouldn't have jumped your shit. It's just a lot, you know? Let's just go get dinner and let me take this all in."
"What? Seriously? No, I don't think so, Em. What did you mean about appearances? I'm not letting that go so easily."
**
Em
I was feeling a lot of things.
Like, a lot.
My daughter's guitar teacher was a legend. A Grammy-award-winning rockstar who just happened to be teaching my seven-year-old daughter how to play fucking "Happy Birthday" on the guitar. That fact alone was enough to make my head spin a thousand times a second.



Then there was the crushing humiliation, the intense mortification of losing my shit at the dude who stopped us. And that got a thousand times worse as Alex glared at me, annoyance still written across his face as he refused to let me get away without telling him what I was talking about.
"Well?" he asked testily as I froze.
"Can we talk about it somewhere else?" I asked quietly.
"What? I just had to—"
"Please, Alex." My voice shook and I turned even redder, more pissed at myself for sounding pathetic than I was embarrassed. "Just your car, even?"
He almost said no. Then he studied me for a moment, sighed, and jerked his head towards the parking lot. We said nothing as we walked through the lot, save for Alex pointing out which car was his and me mumbling a quick "thank you" as he opened the passenger door for me.
"Flustered" and "flattered" were then added to the growing list of emotions I was experiencing.
He got into the driver's seat but didn't turn the key. I tried to collect my thoughts and figure out how to tell him, but apparently I was taking too long.
"Gonna make me ask again?"
"Give me a fucking second," I snapped.
Alex made a small noise, almost like a scoff, but shrugged.
"I used to do some... alternative modeling." It came out sounding flat and lame.
"Uh. Okay."
"Under the name Ember Firestone."
He chuckled. "All right."
"Naked."
"Oh."
I swallowed, the silence in the car almost overwhelming.
"I was pretty popular," I added quietly.
"I can imagine."
"Please don't."
He laughed a bit and shrugged. "Okay. And?"
"And what?"
"What's the rest of the story?"
"Um... I stopped just after Leia was born? I don't... I still get recognized sometimes. I don't like it."
Alex turned to me. "That's it?"
I must have looked offended, or at the very least confused, because he started laughing again.
"I just mean like, that's... that's the deep dark secret?"
"Um. Yeah. I used to do like, shows and stuff. Kind of like conventions? But I... don't. Not anymore."
"Okay."
I stared at him. Where was the inevitable judgment? Where was the leering grin, the slow expectation that he probably didn't have to take me to dinner at a fancy restaurant, he could probably just pick up a six-pack and bring me back to his place and I'd...
"Look, you got your past, I got mine," Alex said. "Does any of this change anything?"
"Um. No, I guess not."
"Great. Let's call it even then." He turned the car on.
"Wait, seriously? You don't... I don't know, think I'm a whore or something? Like, surely this has to bother you. It bothers everyone."
"I don't think you're a whore, it doesn't bother me, and don't call me Shirley."
I lost it, laughing harder than was probably called for due to the overwhelming relief. Alex grinned as he put the car in reverse.
Inviting Alex over for dinner had been an accidental-date, but this was more of a circumstantial-date. I mean, he had invited my kid, and my best friend and her kid and my brother... and thanks to Kelsie, none of them could make it. Still, I wasn't complaining as we got to the restaurant and Alex held the door for me.
It was fairly busy but we got a table with ease. My eyes widened a bit as I took in the prices on the menu but Alex pointed out what he said was best, so I shrugged and told him to pick whatever. I wasn't usually one to let someone else order for me but I trusted his opinion.
It was a good instinct; the food was amazing. What was more amazing was the company. The chemistry between me and Alex was undeniable. It had been there when he sat and talked for an hour and a half after our weird accidental-date. It had been there when he touched my thigh while waiting for Leia to take the stage. And it was there now, stronger than before, almost electric in the way it overtook us.
Alex was easy to talk to. He was funny and clever. He was easygoing and accepting. And in that black T-shirt, he looked impeccably attractive. It barely crossed my mind that he was old enough to be my father until after dinner when we were strolling aimlessly along the riverwalk.
"Okay, so let me get this straight," he said, laughing. "You hate your name."
"Yes."
"Even though it suits you perfectly."
"Yep."
"Because your parents gave you a weird name and you just wanted to be called like, Britney or Ashley or Caitlin like everyone else."
"Well, yes."
"And then you named your daughter..."
"Oh my God, don't!" I laughed. "I was twenty-one. It made sense at the time."
"You just wanted everyone to know you were a Star Wars fan?"
"No!" I blushed, shaking my head as I tried not to smile. "It's... look, it's kind of a stupid story. You're going to laugh at me."
"Yeah, probably, but you should still tell me."
I bit my lip. Truth be told, the story wasn't all that funny. It was stupid, but not funny.
"I had this friend growing up. Like when I was really young, maybe Leia's age. His mom used to be really sweet to me, which I just... I didn't realize at the time, but she was definitely trying to make up for my own parents. Feeding me and buying me presents and stuff."
"Her name was Leia?"
"No. It's just that they were really important to me. Anyway, we used to play like, all the time. And we always played Star Wars. Constantly. He was always Han Solo, I was always Princess Leia. It's one of the few good memories of my childhood."
"What happened?"
"He died."
"Shit. I'm sorry."
I smiled. It was all I could do to keep from crying.
"It's okay. It was a long time ago. But when I got pregnant and was trying to think of names, I wanted something... I dunno, meaningful. If she'd been a boy I would've named her after him. But she came out a girl, so I went with Leia. To a pregnant twenty-one-year-old, it seemed like a touching tribute. Unfortunately, I set her up for a lifetime of teasing, just like my parents did to me."
Alex didn't laugh. Instead, almost hesitantly, he took my hand. I squeezed it gently.
"My son used to love Star Wars," he said.
"You have a son?"
"Yeah. He would've been a couple years older than you."
The words seemed to bypass his mind before he said them, because he seemed to only realize what he'd said after a few moments. He let go of my hand, the sudden discomfort between us apparent.
I just didn't know if that discomfort came from him admitting how close in age I was to his son or from the revelation that his son was gone.
"Guess I should tell you the whole thing," he said, clearing his throat. "Kinda has to do with the reason I left the band."
"What happened?"
He was basically Jimmy was what happened.
At least, if Jimmy had been allowed to continue, if Jimmy had gotten married really young and had a kid, and if Jimmy had kept drinking and doing drugs and partying until his young wife got fed up and threatened to leave him, so serious in her intent that she moved out of their house while he was on tour.
The biggest difference was that Alex had been far more valuable to his label than Jimmy was.
"I couldn't lose her. Told her I'd do whatever it took, whatever she wanted." He shook his head, chuckling dryly. "She'd've never asked me to give up being in the band, but she wanted me sober. Big Mike stepped in, got me into rehab. Only thing was the label wanted to keep it all hush-hush, didn't want it all over the news. So they made up this story about us going on tour in Europe to cover the fact that I was in a swanky fucking rehab center in southern France."
"That... makes sense, I guess."
He shrugged. "Yeah. Makes sense. I was fucking detoxing in paradise when she packed her shit back up to move back home. Was probably lounging by a pool feeling sorry for myself when that truck ran a fucking red and hit the car."
There were no words.
"'Course they were both in it. Never would've happened if I'd just..."
He trailed off, jaw clenched. My heart ached for him, the guilt he was carrying so strong I could almost feel it. He'd lost everything, and he blamed himself.
There were no words. Of course there were no words. Words would never be enough.
I did the only thing I could think of: I stepped forward and wrapped my arms around Alex. He stiffened for a moment, but only just a moment before he was hugging me back. He clutched me tightly, body pressed against mine, his head bowed against my shoulder.
We stayed that way for a long time, far longer than was appropriate. It was probably because at some point, the hug stopped being about comfort. A slight shift of my hand here, a subtle move of his hips there, and suddenly my heart was racing as the heat from Alex's body overtook mine. His breath hitched almost imperceptibly and he swallowed as I became very aware of how good it felt to be held by him.
"I should probably get you back home," he said quietly.
I let go of him and stepped back, trying not to blush.
"Yeah. Kelsie's probably had it up to here with the girls by now."
The car ride back to my place was quiet. Alex pulled into the driveway just as my phone went off.
The girls and dog are having a sleepover at my place wink wink nudge nudge
"Goddamnit," I muttered.
"What's wrong?"
"Uh, Leia's just sleeping over at Kelsie's tonight. She'll be... tired tomorrow. You know. Cranky."
"Oh."
There was a silent, electric, overwhelmingly overt tension as the implication hit him.
"You should come in," I said, staring straight ahead at the dashboard.
"Should I?"
"Yeah."
He didn't say anything as he contemplated long enough that I couldn't take it anymore.
"Or don't," I said. "Invitation's open."
I got out of the car before he could say anything else. My pulse threatened to burst through my skin as I unlocked the front door, not looking behind me, not checking to see if he followed. When the front door shut with a quiet click behind me, I let out the breath I hadn't realized I was holding, though my shoulders slumped with disappointment.
At least, they did for the ten seconds or so before Alex pulled the door open again.
I turned towards him; he reached for me. Without a second thought, his lips were pressed against mine, urgent and soft and leaving me breathless. It was like being showered with sparks, like something had burst above us and was raining electricity and heat and desire over us in the front hallway.
I had never wanted someone so badly in my life.
His hands were confident, one holding the back of my head as he kissed me and the other sliding to my waist and around my back, pulling my body tight against his. I gasped as he bit at my lip, tongue flicking over the spot he nipped at before doing it all over again.
My hands were less confident, but I slipped my hands in the opening of his leather jacket and ran them down his chest. He made a soft noise when I moved past the hem of his shirt and to the waistband of his jeans, my fingers tracing along to the buckle of his belt.
"I have concerns about this," he mumbled, but he didn't stop kissing me.
"They don't seem too pressing," I murmured back.
"Em... Ember."
I stopped what I was doing and looked up at him. His eyes met mine, wide and guarded, but unable to completely hide the desire buried in them.
"You're sure?"
"Yes."
He groaned softly and pulled my face to his again.
By the time we made it to my bedroom, Alex's jacket was off and his belt was unbuckled. My shirt was lying somewhere in the hallway and my hair was worked out of its ponytail, falling around my shoulders. His hands were running along any inch of exposed skin he could find, a trail of tingling arousal inching along my skin as he moved his fingers.
I lifted his shirt and he paused his exploration of my body long enough to pull it off over his head. Then he was unhooking my bra, pushing the straps down my arms and letting it drop to the floor.
Before he touched my breasts, he paused, staring down at them.
"I only took out most of my piercings," I explained, almost shyly.
Alex grinned and said nothing as he lowered his head, taking one pierced nipple into his mouth as he gently cupped my other breast.
I tilted my head back, unable to stop myself from moaning softly. My nipples tingled as he lavished attention on them, his tongue twirling around the barbell, sucking and kissing and licking all around my breasts. I cradled his head against me, sighing as he played with my tits, running my fingers through his hair.
His mouth didn't leave my breasts, but his hands did. He unbuttoned my jeans and pushed them down just enough that he could slide his hand into my panties. One calloused finger slipped between my folds and I felt him smile against me when he realized just how wet I was.
"I want you." I tugged gently on his hair and he groaned.
"Fuck, Ember," he murmured.
I don't know what was more surprising: the fact that I didn't mind him using my full name, or the fact that it was the sexiest sounding thing he'd ever said.
"Please," I said, and he laughed.
There wasn't much more in terms of foreplay. Neither of us was patient enough; we had been dealing with a day's worth of torturous sparks between us. When he pulled his hand from my panties, he pushed them the rest of the way down and I stepped out of them. As he straightened up, I finished undoing his jeans and he let them drop to the floor as he pushed me towards the bed.
I licked my lips as he finished undressing. Alex laughed when he saw where I was looking and I grinned unapologetically.
"Leon really is getting larger," I said.
"Oh fuck, don't call my cock Leon," he groaned.
I laughed as he crawled onto the bed next to me. Before he could bring himself over me, I pushed on his chest and got him to lie on his back.
"I have an IUD. Are you... good?"
"Yep."
"Thank God."
I swung my leg over his hip, positioned him at my entrance, and sighed in relief as I pushed myself down on his cock. Alex groaned, his eyes closing briefly and his hands moving to my hips.
There was no teasing, no slow buildup. I rode him hard, craving the satisfaction he was bringing me. At first, he let me use his cock, let me grind against him and bounce on top of him, but before long he wanted to take control.
He pulled me forward, bringing my breasts towards his face so he could suck my nipple as he began thrusting up into me. I cried out, clinging to him as he moved inside me, pleasure hitting every sensitive spot in my body and overwhelming my senses. How he could do so much at once was beyond me; his mouth was doing one thing, his hands holding me in place, his hips pushing up inside me hard and rhythmically.
I was mumbling something incoherent when I came. My legs trembled uncontrollably and I clutched at him, crying out as my vision sparked with stars from the intensity of the pleasure. I heard Alex groan, felt his mouth move away from my breast as he said something, and then he was kissing me.
While he was kissing me, he came, his own noises vibrating against my mouth as he finished. Still quivering, I rested heavily against him, gasping for breath. He held me close, one hand moving up to push my hair off my face.
We probably should have talked about things right away. I mean, that would have been the responsible thing to do. Instead, we kissed a bit more, curling up next to each other and falling asleep without so much as another word.
When I woke the next morning, he had already left.
**
Alex
"Morning, Alex!" Lini was unspeakably perky in the morning and I've grown to love her like a sister, but I just couldn't handle shit that morning.
"Don't, okay? Just... Don't. I need some time."
I closed the door behind me as I entered my office. Leaving the light off, I sat at my desk and berated myself. I'd left like the proverbial thief in the night. As if I was ashamed of her. The truth was, I was ashamed of myself. She was... I didn't know what the right word was. Not 'pure'. 'Good', maybe?
She was a hardworking mom, a good person who had helped to raise her brother when no one else stood up. Me? I was the guy getting pep talks by self-help gurus while my son and wife were t-boned and killed by a guy in a truck. I laid there staring at Em for half the night before I couldn't take it anymore. She deserved better than me. It was like I was sullying her bed by lying next to her.
Mike picked up on the first ring.
"Hey, you in the office?"
"Yeah. You free tonight?"
"Not sure. Why, what's up?"
"I need to get to a meeting. Can you..."
"Yup. There's one at First Methodist at 7:00. I'll drive."
"Okay. Mike? Thanks."
"Don't thank me. We're in it together, brother. Just work the program."
Leia's next lesson was the following day and I wasn't sure how things were going to go down. I ran from Em's bed like a coward. There was no way that was going to end well. She deserved better. I knew it and she had to know it. We were done, that was obvious, but I couldn't stop thinking about Jimmy and Leia. He was better than I would have anticipated, much better. That little girl had wormed her way into my heart and I wasn't sure how I was going to deal with things if that was over as well.
Em didn't call or text and my day was hell. My stomach was rumbling as we drove to the church and I felt like I could sleep for days if I could manage to close my eyes for just a few minutes. Mike got me some donuts and a coffee as I sat down and I nibbled a bit. The coffee just brought up some bile that was waiting for an excuse to make its presence known.
I wasn't going to start drinking because of what happened the previous night. That wasn't the issue. The concern was things piling up and me starting to spiral. I wanted to avoid that, so there I was, eating stale donuts and avoiding bad coffee.
We had some time before the meeting started and Mike was talking to a woman next to him who looked like she had just realized that she made a horrendous mistake by choosing that seat.
"Yeah, so who does that? Fucking cookies. Sorry, effing cookies. Fucking Thin Mints, you know? Sweetest little kid and then some degenerate just helps themselves. Well, they're going to get theirs. Don't worry about that. They sell these Exlax cookies things. I took them out and put them in an empty Girl Scouts box. Do-si-dos. Who the hell eats those things? Anyway, I then pulled all the tp from the bathrooms. Happy eating, motherfucker. Am I right?"
She made an excuse to get some tea and sat on the other side of the room when she came back.
"Dude, you gotta let this go. It's just some cookies."
"It's not the cookies, asshole. It's the principle. They thought I been sleeping on it. Didn't want to fess up. Deadline came and went. Good. I got 'em right where I want 'em."
"Yeah, regular James Bond."
"Fuck you. You going up?"
"Yeah."
"Me too."
"Good. Don't talk about the cookies."
When it was time, I got up and walked to the little podium thing they had set up.
"Hi, my name is Alex and I'm an alcoholic. So, I had sort of a rough day..."
After speaking for about five minutes, I made my way back over to my seat. It was cathartic. I spoke about myself, my issues and about Em. Big Mike's surprise was evident when he heard how I fucked things up with her. I expected compassion, what I got was a mixture of anger and frustration flashing across his face.
There was a ritual to the meeting and a sense of community. It was like revisiting something that had put me back together when I thought I was broken beyond repair. There were echoes of that healing for me and parts of me that were frayed began to reattach. For some reason, I was hungry for a really good burger when we finished up. Mike and I stopped on the way back to the office to get my car and had two giant, juicy cheeseburgers. I saw some families there and I thought I'd lose my appetite, but I didn't. I was just consumed with 'what ifs' and 'what might have beens'.



Big Mike took a deep pull of his Cherry Coke and signaled for the waitress. "Can I get the check and another one of these," he pointed to his plate. "to go? Thanks."
"I got it, Mike."
"Nah, you get the next one."
"Okay, thanks. So, Leia did really good, right?"
"At what?"
I paused. "The recital. Playing. Nervous, but she settled in. She even did that little foot stomp thing like Jimmy. Cute as hell."
"Wasn't there, but good to hear it went well."
"You... What? Sure you were. She saw you. When she first came out."
"Nope. Forgot all about it. I'll make the next one."
"You shitting me?"
"I said I'll be there, I'll be there."
"That's not what I meant and you know it."
"Yeah, whatever."
Pushing back in my chair, I looked across the table at him.
"Are you pissed at me?"
He threw his napkin on his plate. "Yeah. Yeah, I'm fucking pissed. It's been a quarter of a fucking century. What the hell is wrong with you? I wasn't close to Rebecca, not like I was with you, but I knew her. Probably better than you think. Who did she call when she couldn't reach you? Who made sure she had cash when she needed it? Who arranged for her to fly in to sets? So, yeah, I knew Becks. She wouldn't want this bullshit, man. If she were here she'd slap you senseless."
My heart clenched hearing her name. I hadn't heard anyone say it in decades, not when referring to my wife. That shit was kept buried deep, deep, deep. All the emotion that hearing her name could drag up was just too much. But he was right. He had his own relationship with Becks and he had a right to talk about her. I just wished it didn't almost drown me in memories and regret.
"I know, I just..."
"If you know, start acting like you know. You're fifty-two years old. You can't stay until she wakes up even if you're fucking scared shitless? Grow a pair. You better have a heart to heart with that girl and let her know what's up and I'm telling you one thing." He took a deep breath and paused. "If this fucks things up with Leia, you and me are gonna have words."
Big Mike tipped well and gave the meal to a teenager sitting on the curb. The kid looked homeless and Mike left a twenty on top of the styrofoam box. He dropped me off and I took my car home. I wasn't good, but I was better than I had been.
Spending most of the next day in my office, I made some good progress on a song for an up-and-coming pop star that Bryn and I were writing for. Around four I made my way over to Mike's office. We spoke for a while and he tossed me a CD for the father/daughter band. He'd gotten them back and they looked good. The artwork was strong, the song selection was tight and the artist captured something of their personality. We obviously lost money on them, but they'd sell better for than what they had previously. I checked the giant board he had on his wall and saw that the Poplin Family Jug Band was due in again the following month.
"Looks good. How many you have made?"
"Five hundred."
"Cool. The money all goes to charity?"
"Yup. Vets."
"Great. Listen, I'm gonna cut out early. I'll..."
"Mr. Mike!"
Leia came barreling into his office, a box in hand.
"I saw you and you were right there and I was really scared but you gave me the thumbs," she stuck both of her little thumbs-up, "and I knew it was going to be okay."
"You did real good. Here." He tossed her a flash drive. "A friend of mine was there with his camera, so I asked him if he could tape it."
"Can I watch it now?"
"You got a lesson, right? It'll still be there when you're done."
Sitting there silently, I just listened to them. First off, Mike clearly paid someone to video her playing. Second, I couldn't believe she was there for her lesson. There was a weight gone that I didn't notice until it left. I wondered if Jimmy brought her.
Leia handed him a box of Thin Mints. "I ate some of yours from the freezer a while ago. We had to order these special, so it took a long time to get them. I didn't want you to think I forgot or get you upset or anything."
"Upset? Honey, I didn't even notice. You eat all the cookies you want. That was really good of you to replace them."
I interrupted them. "Leia, we're going to use studio six. Why don't you head over there?"
"Okay."
When she left I just stared at Mike. He stared back. Finally, he broke.
"Shut up."
I smiled, got up and went to studio six.
We had a good eighty minutes. She talked and talked about the recital, going over every minute of it. Leia wanted to know when the next one was taking place and seemed disappointed that I didn't know.
She mentioned how she asked her mother if she could play with her uncle at his next concert while they drove over here and Em told her he wasn't doing that right now. Leia seemed sad and confused and I felt even worse about my part in shutting down Jimmy's career. When we were done and walking out, I stopped with her when we reached Mike's office.
"Hey, I need to talk to your mom. Can you hang out with Mr. Mike for a couple of minutes?"
Em looked up at me when I walked into reception and then passed me, as if looking for Leia.
"Can we, uh, talk for a minute?"
"Is it about Leia?"
"It's... No."
"Then no."
"Look... I don't blame you for..."
"Oh, you don't blame me? Wow, I'm just so blessed. How lucky I am, the great Fingers Franzetti doesn't blame me. Do you have a handkerchief? I think I'm getting the vapors."
I sighed. This wasn't going to work but I at least owe her an apology. Looking around the room, I took a seat two away from hers.
"Listen, I'm going to ask a favor. I'm hoping for a yes, but I don't expect one. Have a coffee with me. Let's go to the 2244 Diner, have a piece of pie and some coffee and when we're done, if you never want to speak to me again, I'll understand. Give me forty-five minutes or an hour and I'll put everything on the table. Please? Lini and Mike can hang out with Leia until we get back."
"She..."
"Please?"
Em stared at the wall, not looking at me. She finally got up and walked over to the receptionist's desk, calling out to the office that was behind that barrier. "Lini? You have a minute?"
Lini popped out, a cruller in hand. "Hey, Em. Settling up for the lesson?"
"Um, yeah." She started fumbling for her purse. "But also, can you do me a favor and watch Leia for about an hour?"
I held up my hands towards her as if in prayer. Lini looked at me over Em's shoulder. "Sure. That'll be fine."
Lini and Em went to talk to Leia and then we headed to the diner. She was silent on the way there. We got a booth, ordered some food and just sat quietly until the waiter brought us our waters.
I studied my fingernails as I began. "Earlier? Not blaming you for what happened? That's not what I was saying. I was trying to say that I don't blame you for hating me. I... Look, I have issues, okay? I don't want to throw psychobabble at you, but I've got a lot of self-loathing going on." Placing my hands palms down on the table, I forced myself to look Em in the eyes. "I woke up and just stared at you, knowing I didn't deserve you. Deserve whatever we were or might become. It freaked me out and like a little bitch, I ran. I panicked. Mike, he took me to a meeting last night. It... Yeah, I'm rambling. The point is there's no excuse."
"No, there isn't."
"And, yeah, this is going to... I'm not even sure how to say this, so I'm not going to couch it somehow in the right words." I looked away from her and put my hands on my lap. "I'm Curt Llama. I wrote those articles. You deserve to know. Both of you do. He... Well, yeah. I should have told you a long time ago."
I've never seen anyone turn so red. It was almost frightening. She turned from a pissed off woman into a mama bear in the span of five seconds.
"You're lying. You are so not Curt Fucking Llama. You didn't almost destroy my brother on a whim. You... You... You piece of shit! What the hell is wrong with you? He's a kid! What, are you some jealous old fossil who couldn't stand his having what you used to? So you bang his sister and try to steal his niece? Is that it? I thought he was suicidal. I thought my brother was going to try to kill himself, you... you..."
Her voice was getting louder and louder and she looked around at the other people that were staring at us.
"Yeah, keep watching. Never seen someone have pie with a piece of garbage before?"
Emotions were running through me. Shame was there, fear was popping its head in, but lurking in the back were some hints of anger. Yeah, I was at fault, but only partially.
"Look, did he deserve those articles? Not the way they were written, no. But did he deserve them in general? Yeah, he fucking did. Okay, I could have been less acerbic and gentler. I'll cop to that. And yeah, him bottoming out had to scare the crap out of you. But where did you think he was headed? I know people in the industry, Em. We talk. I do research. I spoke to people in LA and NY. Shit was getting dark. Real dark."
"Oh, so it's okay that you ruined his career and sent him spiraling to the point that I was going over in the middle of the fucking night to make sure he didn't fucking off himself because he's better now?"
Eyes still flashing, she leaned back and looked at me, waiting for me to continue. I guess that was something. She wasn't just storming out.
"I'm not a psychic, and I'm not trying to make any stupid claims that make me into anything other than a jackass that shit all over Jimmy, but his wasn't a story with a happy ending. And yeah, I was a dick. I got it. For the time it took to write those articles and for all the effort it took to avoid telling you it was me, yeah. A big dick.
"But I'm not going to fall on my sword and pretend that's the whole story. He's sober. He didn't just get sober, he's staying sober. He's cleaned up. He's playing better than ever before. You know where he was yesterday? He was the reward for a high school band class. They averaged an eighty-five for a big test or some shit and he went in and spent the afternoon with them. Jimmy. Mr. Rock Star spent his afternoon jamming with some high school kids because they got good grades. He plays with Leia all the time. You think he likes Taylor Fucking Swift? And yeah, part of that was Mike, but part of it was me."
"You don't get it, Alex. He's my brother but he's not just my brother. I fucking raised him. And yeah, I fucked that up, but you hurt him. I'm supposed to just get over that?"
"I'm not making excuses, I was flat out wrong. But I'm trying, Em. I'm really trying. Can you at least see that? I have him working on songwriting with one of the best in the world. We work on technique every day. Mike has him being part of the community and helping other people. All he talks about is Leia and you and his craft. He actually calls it that. His craft. Nothing about labels or women or tours. No crazy stories about getting arrested and having the label bail him out."
"I love where he's at now, but you don't get the credit for getting him there. He could have just as easily gotten worse. And what was I to you? Just another 'fuck you' to Jimmy? You fucked me and took off, now you're expecting... what? Me to just... accept that?"
"Being with you was never about Jimmy. And I'm not expecting anything. Actually, that's wrong. I'm expecting you to say no. But if you give me a chance, I'd like nothing more than to try again. All of this was me. All of it. I fucked up. Let me make it right? One chance?"
"Look, you have no idea what it was like waking up alone and you didn't even have the decency to leave a note or call or text. I don't know, Alex."
"Fair enough. This is on me. For what it's worth, I'm truly sorry. If I can ask for one thing, please don't let my bullshit stop you from bringing Leia down."
"No, that's totally independent of... anything else. I wouldn't do that."
When we returned to the studio I went and got Leia and brought her back to reception. Leia waved goodbye and they started walking towards the exit. Em paused and turned back to me when they reached the door.
"Alex? Let me think about the other thing."
"Yeah. Sure. Thanks."
**
Em
"...barefoot on the grass, listening to our favorite... favorite song... when you said you looked..."
"Baylee, I told you I don't know this one good enough yet."
"My singing will help you learn it better!"
"But you go too fast!"
"That's how fast the song is!"
"Girls." Kelsie's voice was tired.
The girls glanced up to the balcony from the lawn where they were sitting, looking guilty. Pepper got up and bounded across the yard, likely thankful to be released from his role in the audience. I raised my eyebrow at Leia. The squabbling ceased and she started playing the song again.
"As if I didn't hear enough Ed Sheeran on the fucking radio," I muttered.
"Okay, so let me just get the whole thing straight," Kelsie continued, soft enough that the girls couldn't hear us. "So I went through all that effort of getting you two alone and conveniently scheduling an impromptu sleepover so you two could hook up, and he just fucking left?"
I nodded and took another sip of beer.
"And then he tells you he's an alcoholic with self-loathing issues, he admits to you that he wrote those articles, which like, I still can't fucking believe he wouldn't take that secret to the grave because oh my God, and he's sorry but not entirely sorry because Jimmy's doing good now?"
Nod. Sip of beer.
"And then he asks you to consider giving him a second chance?"
Nod. Beer.
"And you... you're actually, legitimately... considering it."
"Well..."
"You're actually fucking insane, did you know that? Em, you're insane."
I sighed and finished my beer, placing the bottle firmly on the patio table with a loud clunk.
"Was the sex actually that good?"
"That's not what this is about."
"I can't believe you're considering it."
"I don't know what to do. I really like... liked him. And like, maybe I could've forgiven the, you know, hit-it-and-quit-it thing he pulled... but he hurt Jimmy, Kels."
"You just fucking said it," she pointed out. "You could have forgiven it. But you can't forgive him for hurting Jimmy."
"It's not that simple, though. He... he's also tried to help Jimmy. He feels bad."
"Oh, he feels bad," mocked Kelsie.
"Come on, I need your help, not your sarcasm."
"Does the judge let a robber go because he feels bad about holding up a liquor store?"
"What if the robber's already punishing himself over it and is also, like, giving the liquor store owner a bunch of money and helping it be a better liquor store?"
Kelsie folded her arms.
"So you want to forgive him."
"No, I... I don't know. It's complicated."
"No, it's simple. Look me in the eyes, right now." She stared back at me, face incredibly serious. "Pretend I'm Jimmy."
"This is stupid." Pepper whined from beside me suddenly and I shushed him.
"Look me in the eyes and tell me the whole thing. Seriously. If you can't tell Jimmy, how the fuck are you going to make this work?"
"Stop it, Kels, I'm not doing this, just help me figure—"
"If you can't tell Jimmy that his sister is fucking not only his boss, but the guy who ruined his career, then maybe it's not a great idea to continue!"
"You're fucking my boss?"
Kelsie's beer spilled all over the balcony as she knocked it over. Both of us turned towards the back door, where Jimmy was standing holding a stack of songbooks for Leia.
The only saving grace was that Leia hadn't seen him yet.
"Inside!" I practically shoved Jimmy through the door. "What are you doing here?"
He held up the books. "Thought I'd drop by on my way home from work. No one answered so I just came in."
The door slammed shut behind Kelsie as she followed us inside.
"Jimmy, let her explain—"
"Wait, so I heard that right?"
He stared at me, face oddly blank as I tried to figure out what to say.
"What, um, do you think you heard?"
"Uh... Em is fucking Alex, and Alex... wait, by boss you mean Alex, right? Mike's not really your type."
"Oh my God," I mumbled. "Yeah, not... not Mike."
"Okay, and the guy who ruined my career?"
I stared at Jimmy, willing him to understand, willing him not to make me explain. He didn't get it, just stared at me with a strange look of disgust.
"They're, uh, the same guy."
I watched the wheels turn in his head as he processed the rest of the statement. Though, maybe that wasn't quite the right turn of phrase. It was more like watching the entire universe crash around my brother's eyes, a million galaxies' worth of crushing gravity hitting him all at once.
"Jimmy, let me explain..." I begged quietly. "I didn't know."
"Alex is Llama? Curt... Curt fucking Llama?"
I swallowed hard and nodded.
Still Jimmy stared. I waited for him to blow up, almost poised to pounce if he tried to storm past, imagining he would get into his car and drive to the studio and do... something. Something to Alex, maybe.
When he started laughing, Kelsie and I exchanged bewildered looks.
"Jimmy? You okay?"
"You know, I should be pissed, but that's just... that's just classic Alex." He shook his head, grinning. "What a fucker. Thank God he did it though, am I right?"
"What... classic Alex...?" Kelsie repeated.
"You're... not mad." The words came out flat, almost monotone with disbelief.
"Shit, no. I mean, it was a dick move, for sure. But I would've ended up in the same position either way. Fuck, I owe everything to him, Em."
"Um..."
"Not everything," he added quickly. "But I mean, besides you, no one's ever, you know. Helped me like he has."
"So you're not going to... I don't know, kill him?"
Jimmy's mouth scrunched a bit as he thought.
"Nah, that's probably a bit much." His face brightened as he grinned devilishly. "I mean, maybe he'll give me a raise. I'll ask tomorrow."
He plopped the songbooks on the counter and let himself outside to see Leia. I stared after him, then looked at Kelsie.
"Emotional maturity?" I gasped. "From... Jimmy?"
"Holy shit," Kelsie muttered. "I mean, I'm still pissed at Alex, but damn. He really has turned that kid around."
"Kels, I'm giving him another chance."
"Girl, I can't even be mad about it."
Jimmy was playing with the girls, Kelsie was okay with supervising them, so I went inside and texted Alex.
Where do you live?
The response was almost instant, albeit confused.
Uh... Pueblo. Or are you looking for more specifics?
I want to talk to you in person.
He texted the address moments later, and a short time after that, I pulled into his driveway.
It wasn't the kind of place I expected Alex to live. Or, well, maybe it was. The Alex that wore khakis and golf shirts might live here, but the Alex with the leather jacket and the jeans and the tattoos... Either way, it seemed strange to see the neatly manicured lawn and well-tended flower beds outside the house. Then again, maybe he had people to do that for him.
Before I even knocked on the door, Alex opened it.
"C'mon in. Want something to drink? I have, uh... water."
"An impressive selection, but I think I'll just go with water."
He chuckled and motioned to the couch in the living room. I perched almost nervously on the edge of the couch. The room was tidy, minimal in decoration but clean and welcoming. In one corner sat a music stand and chair, in another, a bookshelf with stacks of magazines, photos, and other small knick-knacks, and a large leafy plant in a third. I looked around the room, looking but not really seeing, until he set two glasses of water on the coffee table and sat beside me. I swallowed as I felt his eyes on me, patiently waiting for me to speak.



"I told Jimmy."
"About you and me?"
"About Curt Llama."
"Ah."
There was a tense, awkward silence.
"I mean, I didn't really tell him. He kind of overheard."
"How pissed is he?"
"Um. He said that was 'classic Alex,' called you a fucker, and said he was going to ask for a raise."
Alex laughed, startling both of us.
"Shit. Well, he probably deserves it at this point."
Again we fell quiet. I sipped water to fill the silence.
"When you said you'd make it right if I gave you another chance, what did you mean?"
"I want to do the right thing," he said.
"What does that even mean, though?"
Alex put his glass of water back down on the coffee table and hesitantly took my hand. I let him, my heart fluttering when his fingers brushed against mine.
"Well, for starters, if I was lucky enough to spend a night with you again, I wouldn't leave while you slept. I have realized that it's a shitty thing to do."
I couldn't help it; I laughed.
"I'm not gonna keep shit from you. No secrets, no... no other alter egos. You know them all now, I think."
"Fingers, Llama, and Alex?"
"Yep, that's all of 'em."
"Three for the price of one. How lucky."
He chuckled, then shook his head, suddenly serious.
"Look, Ember." My name almost rumbled from his throat. "I can't promise you I'm gonna be perfect or anything. I dunno what the fuck is going through your head about this, I dunno why you'd want to...I mean, you're young. You're hot. You're a hell of a good mom and a really fucking awesome person. I want another chance with you more than anything. When I say I'm gonna make it right, I mean I'm gonna show you you're not making a mistake."
I wanted to jump into his arms, but I was still hesitant.
"It's one thing for Jimmy to forgive you. Sure, it's his career that took the hit, but I was the one picking up the pieces. At the same time, you've helped my daughter, you've helped me... I mean, this is stupid but you're one of the first people I've told about my, um, modeling who hasn't like, immediately either lost his mind or looked disgusted. And then you're also the same person who just... left. Like I meant nothing to you."
"You didn't mean nothing."
"I don't know what to make of all this." I looked up at him, hurt and confused and uncertain. "I have a kid, Alex. She adores you. If I give you another chance and it doesn't work out, she's going to be devastated and that'll just be another person in my family I have to pick up the pieces for."
A determined resolution was set on Alex's face. His fingers squeezed mine firmly before he spoke again.
"There isn't a chance in hell I'm going to fuck this up again," he said. "I don't have a crystal ball or anything. I dunno what the future will hold and I can't promise you things will work out the way we—well, I, at least—want them to. But Ember, I fucking promise to try my hardest."
Kissing him wasn't quite a conscious decision. One moment he was simply holding my hand and swearing he would try for me, for us. The next, I was pulling his face to mine and pressing my lips to his.
I hadn't gone over to Alex's with the intent of anything aside from talking. That electricity between us, those sparks and chemistry and unyielding tug of enticing attraction, had another idea. Was it what I wanted? Yes. Was it a good decision? That remained to be seen.
Whatever it was, Alex seemed to want it too.
He kissed me back eagerly, almost celebratory in his enthusiasm. Strong arms wrapped around my waist as I shifted on the couch. He pulled me into his lap, clutching at me like he almost couldn't believe I was there.
"You're not gonna regret this," he murmured.
"Don't make me regret it."
"Never."
His tongue slipped into my mouth and that was it for talking, at least for the moment.
I hadn't kissed Alex with the intent of anything further coming from it. It's just, once his arms were around me and his lips were searing hot and demanding against mine, I couldn't resist.
He led me to his bedroom, turning as he entered and taking me in his arms again. I was as eager as I had been the first time, but Alex had other ideas. He kissed me deeply, each movement precise, each moment purposeful.
There was no lack of passion as he removed my clothing piece by piece. First my shirt, taking his time to caress my body as he lifted it over my head. Then my bra, staring a little longer than strictly necessary at my breasts. My clothing removal was paused so he could run his tongue along the piercings on each nipple, making me shiver as arousal surged through me.
He undid my jeans, not saying a word as he stripped them from me. He took a moment to take my mostly-naked body in his arms and kiss me before jerking his head towards the neatly-made bed.
"Lie on your back."
"What if I don't want to?"
The smirk that crossed his lips was almost arrogant, almost infuriatingly cocky. "You're gonna want to."
As it turned out, he was right about that.
Alex removed his shirt and jeans before joining me on the bed. His fingers slid up my calves, tracing along the tattoos on my legs before gently parting my thighs. He moved between them, kissed my lips again, and then proceeded to kiss everything else.
Every inch of my body was subject to Alex's attention. He kissed along my arms, my chest, and of course my nipples. He caressed my hips, trailed his fingers along my legs, pressed against my stomach. I was squirming beneath him by the time he finally peeled my panties off, and whimpered as he kissed up the inside of my thigh.
When he finally pushed his face against my pussy, I almost lost it. My hips had a mind of their own; my hands clutched at his head as my legs tightened around his ears. I felt Alex chuckling, felt the smirk on his face as he began lapping at me.
I was hardly able to keep my eyes off him, watching as he fervently ate me out. He glanced up to see me biting my lip and pinching my own nipple as he ran his tongue over my clit again and again. One hand reached up and cupped my other breast; the other moved between my legs so he could push two fingers inside me.
I cried out as he did, my eyes squeezing shut. Alex didn't stop, just kept licking and sucking and thrusting his fingers inside me until I was grabbing his hair. I gasped, a stream of babbling nonsense pouring from my mouth that Alex seemed to understand better than I did. When I came, I came hard, my back arching off the bed before I shuddered beneath him.
As soon as I was done, Alex pulled himself from between my legs.
"Glad you laid down?"
"Don't push your luck," I gasped. "But yes."
He laughed, eyes crinkling as he nestled between my legs. His lips pressed to mine again, lightly at first, then more insistently, almost pleading with me.
I brought my hand between us and tugged on the waistband of his boxers. He assisted me in sliding them down, then returned to kissing me as I wrapped my hand around his cock. Alex exhaled a quiet groan, a trace of relief on his face as I began to stroke him slowly. Then his hips were shifting and I was guiding him inside me, his lips were pressed against mine and he was sinking into me.
Tender and sweet were not words I generally associated with sex. I didn't really do tender and sweet. With Alex, though, there was no other way to describe it. He moved with purpose, like it was a piece of music. He started slow, took his time, and built up. He kissed me, held me, touched me as he took me, and when I came again it was more than just bliss.
I wrapped my arms around him, holding him closer to me as he finished. Just like our first time, he kissed me as he did, his groan muffled against my mouth as he spilled inside me. We stayed that way for some time, clutching each other.
"I have to get home," I eventually murmured. "Leia's got school tomorrow."
My face was flushed and my throat was dry. My hair was a complete mess and my clothes were rumpled from being tossed on the floor. I tried to straighten myself out as much as I could while Alex laughed, pulling his jeans back on as I flattened my hair.
"Do you mind if I have some water before I go?" I asked.
"Hmm, I dunno. Water's in short supply these days." He kissed me again. "Lemme grab you a glass."
While he was in the kitchen, I made a mistake.
Well, not really a mistake.
I made a discovery I would have rather not made.
It wasn't Alex's fault, the same way it wasn't my fault. Neither of us could have known, neither of us could have ever even suspected.
While he got me a glass of water, I wandered into his living room. I looked at the things I hadn't really seen earlier, the pictures and the knick-knacks on the bookshelf in the corner. There was a picture of Alex and Mike, an older couple that might have been Alex's parents, and a school portrait of a girl with wild brown hair and freckles. A niece, maybe, or a friend's kid.
Then there was the photo tucked just behind those ones.
My back was turned to the kitchen when Alex entered.
"Snooping already?" he laughed. He stopped laughing as he came up behind me and saw which photo I was holding. "Uh. Sorry. That's my... was my... wife. And my son."
"Eddie."
I thought he might drop the glass of water. The surface of it shimmered as his hand shook. My stomach turned as I took a shaky breath, putting the photo back on the shelf.
"How'd you know that?" he asked.
I shook my head, still staring at the photo.
"Ember, tell me."
"I would've named her Eddie."
"What?"
"If Leia was a boy. Eddie was always Han Solo. I was always Princess Leia. He... he was my best friend. And his m-mom always watched out for me."
Alex said nothing. He took a step back, nodded once, then turned and walked through the house silently.
After a moment, I let myself out.
**
Alex
I wasn't angry. How could I be angry? It was just. No matter how fucked up things got, you could only get truly angry if you thought that things weren't fair and just. I deserved every bit of this. Ember was fate, slapping me in the face and telling me it hadn't forgotten what I'd done. Two and a half decades had gone by and I'd successfully hidden. My guilt was in the past and I was living my quiet grey life. No love, no glory, no fame but also no pain.
Then she strode through the wreckage of my life, making me remember what was possible and what I had lost. I'd fucked women over the past twenty-five years. I'd had good times since my world ended. There were even times when I was happy. But Ember was the first thing since they died that was real. She was the first new person that I felt that I might be able to love. And she turned out to be my son's best friend and I was such a crappy father that I didn't even know she existed.
Well played, Fate.
I couldn't go back to my bedroom, to the smells and sights and memories. Grabbing two pillows from the couch, I went to the guest room. The sensors turned the bedside lamp on when I entered the room and I laid down and put my hands behind my head. I'm not sure how long I remained there staring at the ceiling, but I eventually rolled on my side, grabbed the lamp and hurled it against the wall. I didn't want to see, I didn't want the light. I wanted oblivion.
*****
"She's crowning. Would you like to watch? It's almost time."
I'd played before 50,000 people without butterflies and yet here I was with my wife, a doctor and two nurses and I felt like I was going to yack.
"No, I... I'm good here."
Becks had my hand in a death grip. I used the cloth that had been in the now tepid water to wipe the sweat from her brow. "Love you, baby. You're doing amazing. You're a fucking miracle."
She took time from her grimacing to look up and give me a half-smile tinged with pain. Becks squeezed my hand and looked back down at the doctor who was between her legs.
Time passed. It could have been a minute or a year. I heard a squall and the doctor looked at Becks and then at me.
"Congratulations. You have a healthy, beautiful son."
*****
"Becks! Becks! Becks!"
She came running out the back door and onto the patio where I was kneeling in front of Eddie.
"What? What's wrong? What..."
"Shhhhh! Listen. Quiet." I waved my hand in a downward motion and she joined me, confusion on her beautiful face.
"Da..." He giggled. "Da..."
Tears pouring down my face, I grabbed him, stood and spun around. Pulling him close, I whispered in his ear.
"Yeah, buddy. I'm your dad."
*****
"Just get home. Right the fuck now." She hung up the phone.
She didn't seem pissed, but I'd never heard her like that. I put down the guitar. "Sorry, guys. Gotta go. Something weird's up."
I raced home in my Mustang. If the album was as big as the label thought it was going to be, I could finally trade it in for something reliable. Becks had the Volvo. That thing was like a tank and would run forever. She needed the good car, I didn't.
Slamming on the brakes in front of the house we rented, I ran through the front door to see my wife and Eddie sitting on the floor of the living room. Becks looked at our son.
"Look, Eddie. Where's Daddy? Where's Daddy?"
She lifted him up to his feet and held him. "Where's Daddy?"
He pointed at me excitedly and then turned. She let go of him and he took a step towards me. And then another. Then he fell on his butt. Getting on his hands and knees, he carefully got back on his feet and wobbly took another step. Towards me. Towards his father. I got down on my knees and held out my arms, crying like a little bitch.
*****
"It's his first day of school! Don't give me some bullshit about you working on songs all night. I can hear you, Alex. You're slurring every word. Get a damned cab and get home. Now."
My head was splitting, and she was so insanely loud. "Look, we're right in the middle of something. It's really good. Joe found an amazing hook and..."
She spoke slowly and without inflection. Her anger pulsed through the phone line. "Alex, listen to me carefully. Call a cab. Get in the cab. Get home. This isn't ever going to happen again. It's a once in a lifetime thing."
"I'm not... I'll be there by this afternoon. Promise. We just need to..."
She hung up. What the fuck? So I missed breakfast. Who gives a fuck about breakfast? I have to be there for him to have some fucking Corn Flakes? I leaned back into the couch, hung up the phone and the bottle of Jack in my other hand fell to the floor.
*****
Blood was everywhere. Mike's nose was a wreck and I was about to hit him again. Some part of me knew that he let me hit him. Stepping close, he wrapped his arms around my shoulders and just held me.
"I'm sorry. I'm so, so sorry."
"No, it... No..." I tried to push him away, but he wouldn't let me. I finally leaned into him, rested my head on his shoulder and squeezed as hard as I could as I screamed, over and over and over.
They were gone.
*****
Waking up, it took me a minute to realize where I was and why. After laying there for a while, I got dressed and looked at the key rack. The Porsche seemed like a good choice. Going out to my huge garage, I passed the other cars, got into the red Porsche and pulled out onto the street. Within minutes I was at Big Bear Wine and Liquor on Hailey Lane.
They didn't have places like this before my hiatus from drinking, that was for sure. It was like a Home Depot for alcohol. The store was tremendous and had aisle after aisle of wine, beer, and liquor. I breathed deeply, feeling a melancholy lifting. Songs ran through my head, dominated by riffs that were hard and fast. This is where I belonged.
I put the two six-packs and the bottle of Jack on the counter. My hand lingered on the bottle. I'd missed the feel of its edges, how they caressed my hand. I could afford anything they carried now. Hell, I could afford to buy the place, but the bottle of Jack seemed fitting and right. I was going back to where I started.
"Find everything you were looking for?" She was a cute kid. Probably early twenties. Way too perky and happy, but life would beat that out of her.
"Sure did. Sure did."
I gave her a fifty and let her keep the change. Getting back in the car, I was up over 110 by the time I got to the studio. This was home. Where I lived was just a house, a building where I kept my shit. Going into Mike's office, I took out what I wanted. He thought he was my caretaker. Big Mike kept all the stuff he thought I'd want someday. It was all garbage, trinkets and worthless crap.
There'd been a time when I'd dream of the burn as the liquid slid down my throat. More than anything, that's what my subconscious thought of as I slept. The slightly harsh burn was a Pavlovian trigger, signaling that release was on its way. Those dreams haunted me for more than a decade. That's not what I hungered for now. I just wanted what only my curse could give me. It would let me forget, and that's what I craved.
My mouth was dry, and my head was pounding. I smelled some sort of flowers. Blinking slowly, I opened my eyes. I was on the couch in reception, the Gold Records for "Dance of Death", "Carrion Fever" and "Tomorrow Corpse" were laying on the floor among four of my Grammys. Mike was crouched down, staring at me from less than a foot away. Twisting my sore neck to my right, I realized that my head was on Lini's lap and what I was smelling was her perfume.
I looked back at Big Mike. "I didn't... They're unopened. I didn't."
"I know, buddy. I know. Let's get you to a meeting."
**
Em
"You are being so unfair! Mommy, please!"
Leia burst into tears and it was a struggle, a real fucking struggle, not to cry with her.
"I'm sorry sweetie, but we can't go tomorrow."
"That's what you said last time, too! I haven't seen Mr. Mike or Alex or Ms. Lini forever and Alex said we were gonna learn part of the puppet song and he said learning new songs is important to get better and... and..."
"I'm sorry, Leia."
She wailed, a heart-wrenching cry of pure misery, and ran to her room. It was only when she got there that I let out the breath I'd been holding, along with a small amount of tears.
Being a mom was the hardest thing I'd ever done. It was harder than raising Jimmy. It was harder than having shitty parents who didn't feed you enough and didn't buy you school supplies. It was harder than walking to your best friend's house after not seeing him for three days, knocking on the door, and having a strange woman answer and tell you that Eddie wasn't ever going to be able to play again.
And those days were the hardest days of motherhood I'd experienced.
Leia lashed out at me. I didn't blame her. She was angry, upset, and discovering the crushing realization that life isn't fair. How could I blame her for being upset as her childish sense of justice was questioned and destroyed? She wasn't wrong: it wasn't fair, it didn't make sense, and I was kind of a poopy-headed meanie.
Although, I'd still sent her to her room after she called me the last one. It wasn't fair, either, but she wasn't allowed to talk to people like that.
I could hear Leia sobbing in her room from where I stood in the kitchen. After taking a moment to compose myself, wiping my own tears off my face, and putting my "mom" face back on, I went to her room.
"Sweetie?"
She sniffed loudly, her face buried in her pillow.
"Leia, honey. I know this isn't fair. I'm sad, too."
She sniffed again, a bit less dramatically, and turned her head so she could look at me with one eye.



"You are?"
I nodded and sat on the edge of her bed.
"I'll call Al—uh. I'll call the studio again tomorrow and we'll... we'll see. Maybe Uncle Jimmy can come over instead and help you learn some new songs."
She sniffed again, wiping her face with the pillowcase before sitting up.
"I'm sorry I yelled at you, Mommy," she said. "I didn't know you were sad, too."
I had to blink very rapidly and stare up at the ceiling as she hugged me.
She was practicing her guitar a few minutes later, quiet strumming as I gently closed her bedroom door and went back to the kitchen. I picked up my phone and scrolled back through the messages.
I'm sorry. I didn't know. Can we talk?
Ok, if you don't want to talk, that's fine. Can you just let me know you're ok?
Should I bring Leia for her lesson tonight or no?
Called Lini, she just said you're not there. Alex, just tell me if you're okay. I'm worried.
It's been four days. Are you even fucking alive?
You asked me to keep bringing Leia for lessons but I can't do that if you're not going to be there. I need you to let me know.
Ok, so we're communicating through Lini now? Thanks a fucking lot.
I'm sorry. I was mad when I sent that. There's no real guideline for how to deal with shit like this. I'm not going to beg but I'd really like to talk about this.
Please.
Sighing, I typed a final message to him.
Lini called. I'm not bringing Leia tomorrow night. Sorry.
I wasn't expecting a reply, and didn't get one. Instead, I sent a message to Jimmy.
Will you help Leia learn some new songs?
Yeah, I guess... something wrong with Alex showing her?
Don't want to talk about it. Come over tomorrow night. I'll make spaghetti.
I busied myself after that. I cleaned the kitchen, made dinner, cleaned the kitchen again. Leia was sullen, a stoic sense of acceptance and disappointment in her innocent eyes.
"Can Baylee come over?" she asked when we were done eating.
"If Kelsie says she can, sure. I'll send her a message."
Of course Kelsie said yes. She was over before I had even finished cleaning the kitchen. Even Baylee seemed to be affected by the sadness that permeated my house. She said her usual cheerful greeting to me, then quietly walked to Kelsie's bedroom.
"How are you doing?" Kelsie asked. She picked up a dish towel and started drying the dishes I'd stacked in the sink.
"You don't have to do that."
"Whatever." She dried a plate and slid it into the cupboard. "Answer my question."
I stared at the dish I was scrubbing.
"Okay," I said after a moment's thought. "I talked to Lini. I'm not bringing Leia for any more lessons."
"What the fuck? Really? Has he messaged you yet?"
"No."
"After all that, he doesn't even have the decency to—"
"Don't, Kels. I'm not pissed."
She fell silent.
"Lini said he's been having a rough time. He almost started drinking again."
"Shit."
"Like, bought a bunch of alcohol and almost... Don't tell anyone. I mean, Lini told me but I don't know if—"
"Yeah, yeah. Cross my heart, all that stuff. So he's, uh... relapsing? Is that what's it called?"
I shrugged. "I feel awful."
"It's not your fault."
"I know it's not. I still feel bad for him."
"So you think it's over? Like, whatever the two of you had?"
"I guess so. He doesn't seem... you know. I don't blame him. How do you get past that?"
"But you still wanted it to go somewhere." It wasn't a question. "You still do want it to go somewhere, don't you?"
When I didn't respond, she put the dishtowel down, wrapped her arms around my shoulders, and let me cry.
Two weeks went by. Jimmy started coming over regularly, helping Leia with new songs. She still asked about her lessons, still cried when I said we weren't going to the studio. She would make Jimmy promise that he'd tell Mr. Mike hello from her, and Jimmy always came back the next day saying that Mr. Mike said hello back.
She asked him to say hello to Alex as well. I didn't listen to see if Alex had also said hello back.
Jimmy was in the living room with Leia when Alex finally texted me.
Can u tell me how u knew him?
**
Alex
"They" say that a parent should never outlive their child. The ubiquitous "they". There's truth in that, but it's not a worst-case scenario. "They" don't seem to have an aphorism that covers how parents shouldn't be responsible for the death of their children.
"They" also say that you need to take things one day at a time. That was actually of more help to me, both in my sobriety and in dealing with the loss I was responsible for. A lifetime of living with the guilt of my wife and son being crushed by that truck because I was in rehab instead of with them was inconceivable, but today? Yeah, I could probably make it through today.
Another truism was that the best way to help yourself is often to help others. So, that's what I did. Big Mike got us a chartered flight to New York and we spent a week volunteering at a center for veterans with addiction issues in Westchester. It was good, for both of us. Mike had to scale back his scary bad-ass persona since we were dealing with some actual scary bad-asses. I was able to get some perspective on who I was, both to myself and others.
Lini held down the fort. In addition to everything else, it was humbling to see how little we were actually needed. We like to pretend that we're hard-core and knee-deep in the business, but the truth is that it was often just a fancy clubhouse for not-so grown-up little boys. While we escaped our privileged lifestyles by sharing a room and doing grunt work for a while, Lini made sure that the trains ran on time, the bills got paid and everyone was happy back home at the studio.
Em sent texts. Lots of texts. I couldn't deal and Mike threatened to take my phone. I've known for a while that it was okay to be selfish when it came to my sobriety. If she was triggering me, I needed distance. But that was while I was awake. I'd lay in that uncomfortable, narrow bed ten feet away from a snoring Mike and start to think of her as I drifted off.
I wanted to answer her texts. Fuck, I wanted to just grab the phone and call her. That's what I wanted, but not what I needed. Besides, what was I going to say? That I was 1,500 miles away handling my shit so I can't help Leia today? Instead, I leaned on Lini again. She'd tell me that Em would call and what they discussed. I was an open book. I was being honest when I told Em that I didn't want there to be any more secrets. Lini had carte blanche to tell her anything.
After putting the mop and bucket back in the closet, I went down to the kitchen. Mike was doing food prep. He was surprisingly good. He had a staff member telling him what was needed, but if he put his mind to it, there were few things he couldn't do. I grabbed an orange and a sandwich and sat next to him while he chopped some celery.
"When you're done eating, pack your shit. We have a flight back at nine."
"Yeah?"
"Yeah. LaGuardia."
"You don't ever get tired of just making all the decisions, like I'm gonna follow you around like your puppy or some shit?"
"You wanna stay, Alex? Got some more stuff to work through? Wanna clean a few more toilets?"
He continued when I remained silent.
"Didn't think so. Car service is picking us up at seven."
"Okay."
Lini gave us a thorough debriefing when we returned to the office two days later. I'd had a cleaning service come in and scrub down my house. It smelled vaguely like some industrial-strength antiseptic, but at least I was able to go back in my bedroom. I still slept in the guestroom, but at least the bedroom didn't hold too many ghosts of what could have been.
"Give me some good news, Lini. Seriously, anything. Tell me something about your church or the studio or your kids or something."
"Okay, how about this? Jimmy picked up four of your studio sessions and the clients were pissed as hell. Before the session. When they left they couldn't stop talking about him. He also went through your notes and worked on some songs with Bryn. When they were done, Bryn called and begged me to get you back to work, but he appreciated Jimmy's trying and said he was working his ass off."
"No shit?"
"I'm not making it up, if that's what you're asking. And we've had this discussion before. It's your studio. You and Mike and everyone else can do whatever you want anywhere else, but in my office, please watch the cursing."
Sometimes I forget that Mike and I aren't normal people. Lini is the epitome of middle-America and is probably the most decent person I know. The woman's already starting college funds for grandkids that haven't been born yet.
"Uhm, yeah. Sorry."
She smiled. "It's okay. Just... I need my own little space sometimes. You get that, right?"
"Sure. You're the mom here and that's not your job. I'll try to do better."
"Thanks. Oh, he also gave two tours. One to some high school students and one to a manager who has some acts he thinks might want to do some recording. Honestly, he's like a different person. He's nothing like the arrogant kid that was yelling at everyone that first day."
"Yeah. Pretty crazy."
"Alex, I was complimenting you. That didn't happen in a vacuum and it wasn't an accident. You know he looks up to you, right? Like a... Well, he looks up to you."
"I, uh, yeah. Well, it's him. He's doing the work."
She just smiled. "Sure."
I was back a week before I finally sent Em a text of my own.
Can u tell me how u knew him?
She didn't reply right away. I'd fixed most of Jimmy's work with Bryn and sent it over to him and I began making some notes on what changes I'd made and why. I'd been avoiding Jimmy and going over what he'd tried to do and my thoughts would be a good way to break the ice. We clearly needed to talk.
I got the text as I was finishing my notes.
We went to the same school. Then he moved down the street from us with his mom. I didn't know about you. I mean, he talked about his dad all the time but he never said what you did, who you were. Just that you traveled a lot. I spent a lot of time at their house. She was really nice to me, I told you that. It was like having a stable home or something. After... I really missed them. A lot. I'm sorry.
It wasn't a lot, but it was something. What I really wanted was to hear her tell me about my son. A story, an anecdote, a favorite joke; anything that I could latch onto. Something in me wouldn't let me ask. I hoped against hope that she'd volunteer something.
Popping my head into studio four, I waited while the musicians carried their stuff out.
"Jimmy, got a few minutes? Can we go over the stuff you did with Bryn?"
"Yeah, sure."
He sat down in my office a few minutes later. I got up, closed the door and then sat back down.
"I'm not sure where to start. I owe you an apology. I'm not going to sugar-coat it. I'm not sorry for what I did, but I am sorry about how I did it. On top of that, I should have told you as soon as you started working here. Not many people know I'm Curt Llama, but you deserved to know."
"Okay."
"Okay?"
"Yeah, we're good."
I told him we were bumping his pay up to $1,500 a week and then we went over the songs. We discussed his approach, what his thought processes were and why I went in the directions I did. He asked the right questions and seemed excited.
"So, uh, feel free to say no. I, uh, I sorta started working on my own stuff. I mean, I've always done that. If you play, you don't really have a choice, but I've sorta gotten serious about it. If you could, uh, maybe take a look? When you have a chance? Or not. Whatever."
I smiled at how nervous he was. "I'd be happy to, Jimmy. Nervous?"
"Yeah, a little."
"First time?"
"No, I've been nervous before."
I laughed. He must have watched the movie with Em, just like she said.
A few days later he casually mentioned that he'd been stopping by Em's house on the days that I used to teach Leia. He'd sit with his niece in their living room and he'd teach her what he could. It was fine. Actually, it was the way it was supposed to be and was sort of full circle. I stepped in to do the job because he was in rockstar mode and refused to, in spite of his promises. So, yeah, it was fine.
Which was confusing, because it left me feeling like shit.
I kept my head down and nose to the grindstone for another week before I found myself standing in front of my rack of guitars next to the wall of amps. My thumb was acting of its own accord as it slid back and forth across the calluses on my finger. After throwing some picks and a package of strings in the pocket of my leather jacket, I grabbed the Taylor acoustic and headed out to my bike.
Standing in front of their door, I had to wipe my sweaty palms on my black jeans before knocking. It took a minute before the door opened. I couldn't read her expression. All I knew was that she was the most beautiful thing I'd ever seen and that my heart ached as I looked at her.
"Uh, Jimmy, he's doing some session work. I thought, maybe, if it's okay, maybe I could step in for him? With Leia? If it's all right?"
**
Ember
If it was all right?
All right?
He thought he could show up on my doorstep without warning, without so much as a message, holding a guitar and wearing those black jeans and that leather jacket and was... was that a motorcycle?
I blinked those thoughts away as I stared at Alex. Regardless of how good he looked, we still hadn't spoken in weeks. We hadn't talked about Eddie. We hadn't talked about the way that information had sent him spiraling. We hadn't talked about how guilty I felt, how worried I was, or how hurt I'd been that he refused to talk to me.
And, as I processed his words, it was unlikely he was there to talk about it now.
He was there to see Leia.
I'm ashamed to admit I almost closed the door in his face. I almost used my daughter as a punishment, withholding her from seeing someone she cared about simply because I was angry he wasn't there to see me. He wasn't entitled to see her, not really. He wasn't family, he was just her guitar teacher.
Except he wasn't just her guitar teacher.
Not to mention, if Jimmy was working and couldn't make it, Leia would be devastated yet again.
"Don't get her hopes up," I said. "You tell her it's just today. Just today. And if she asks why you aren't teaching her anymore, you say it's because you asked Jimmy to take over because he needs to learn how to teach guitar lessons."
"Okay, but—"
"And if she asks why she can't go to the studio to do her lessons, you say it's because you're fully booked and there's no room."
He nodded.
"You have one hour." My voice broke a bit and I turned away from the door, hoping he didn't notice. "Don't go over."
"Em, wait."
"Leia! Come here please."
"Ember, please."
His voice cracked and the barely-healed scar on my heart had split open. A forlorn yearning, almost physically painful, filled my chest. I swallowed hard, taking a breath before responding.
"I don't hold it against you," I said quietly. "I understand why you had to... why you didn't call. That doesn't mean it didn't hurt, Alex. So just... just do the lesson, okay?"
"Can we—"
"Alex!" screeched Leia. She practically bowled me over as she raced to the door and threw her arms around him.
I listened from the kitchen over the next hour-and-a-half as Leia chattered at Alex, her talking interspersed occasionally with the sound of their guitars. I listened to the low rumble of Alex's voice as he responded to her and his bright laugh when she said something funny. I tried very hard not to picture the smile that accompanied that laugh, that smile that made me melt, knowing that if I did my heart would break all over again, knowing I couldn't have him.
When the one hour mark passed, I almost went in to end the lesson. Instead, I started making dinner.
Half an hour later, I stepped into the living room. Leia was in the middle of playing a new song, Alex listening carefully as she strummed. I folded my arms, leaning against the doorway as I waited for her to finish.
I didn't owe him anything. I didn't owe him the chance to talk to me, or forgiveness, or an apology, or an explanation for why I wouldn't listen to him. I had done nothing wrong, and really, neither had he. As I watched him quietly listen to Leia's guitar, though, I realized I owed it to myself. I needed closure as much as anything else, and it wasn't worth refusing it just to make a point.
Alex looked up at me when Leia finished the song.
"Think that's all the time we have," he said to Leia. "Smells like your dinner's ready."
"Okay," Leia said sadly.
"You did good, kiddo. Jimmy's a pretty good teacher, hey?"
She grinned again and nodded as Alex stood up.
"Sorry. I didn't realize it was an hour. Uh, I think that clock over there might be broken." He motioned at a clock I had hanging on the wall, the time frozen at 4:43.
"Battery's dead," I replied. "Just never bothered replacing it."
He nodded. "Well, sorry."
"Stay for dinner."
Alex's eyes widened just a bit, but he managed to contain most of his shock.
"You sure?"
"It's just Kraft Mac and Cheese with hot dogs. Hope that's okay."
I ate quietly, as did Alex. Leia ate slowly because she was talking so much, only finally finishing her small portion after I pointed out that the longer she took to eat, the less time she would have to walk Pepper with Baylee before she had to come in.
"Right!" she exclaimed. "Alex, you can come with us to walk Pepper, if you want!"
"Uh..."
"Alex and I have something to discuss," I said firmly. "Kelsie said she would walk Pepper with you girls."
She hadn't, but she usually came with me and the girls, so I held out hope that she'd agree to it. I managed to give her a head's up via text while Leia enlisted Alex to help her clear the table, and she was over just a few minutes later to pick up Leia and the dog, raising her eyebrows meaningfully at me.
After they left, I returned to the kitchen. His back was to me, wrist-deep in a sink full of suds as he washed the last of the dinner plates.
Whoever said there was nothing sexier than a man who did housework was wrong. There was nothing sexier than Alex, specifically Alex, in his dark jeans and black T-shirt doing dishes in my kitchen. He put the last dish on the drying rack and turned to me, wiping his hands on the dish towel.
"So," he said.
"Did you come here just for the lesson or was that a cover?"
"Both."
I snorted and a lopsided half-smile crossed his face.
"Okay. So why'd you come, then?"
"Look, Ember. I'm not gonna ask for another chance. I fuckin' blew both of them, I get it. I came to apologize."
"You didn't blow the second chance."
"Yeah, I—"
"No."
Alex fell silent, though he seemed wary.
"I was fucking worried about you," I said. "Like, really fucking worried. I don't care if this is something you can't get past or if you don't want to see me anymore or if you think it's, I dunno, weird or something. Like, I get it.
"I don't think it was your fault. It wasn't my fault. It just... is. It's just a weird fucking thing that happened and it's... it just is. And was I pissed when you fell off the face of the earth and just didn't let me know? Yeah, because I was fucking worried. I thought... like, I just thought something bad might've happened."
"Something worse, you mean."
"I thought you might be dead," I said bluntly.
He opened his mouth to respond, but nothing came out.
"I'm very glad you're not."
Alex snorted. "Well, uh. Thanks."



"I miss you."
He didn't hide the surprise that time, although surprise wasn't quite the right word. There was a bit of shock, but something darker flashed across his face, something almost painful.
"This can't work," he said.
"What can't?"
"This." He gestured to me and then to himself. "There was already enough against us from the beginning. Now knowing that... I mean, shit, Ember, we already knew I was old enough to be your dad without throwing in the fact that you actually used to be friends with—"
He stopped suddenly.
"With Eddie," I finished.
"You were my son's best friend and I never even knew you," he said. "I look at you and I see another fucking reminder of how much I failed them."
"I don't remember ever meeting you," I said. "That doesn't mean you failed them. I mean, shit, besides Baylee, I don't remember half of Leia's friends, and she's literally friends with them right now. It's not like it's also been twenty-some years. And they... his last name--"
"We used my wife's," he said softly. "So people wouldn't know him if I made it big."
"You couldn't have known, Alex. Neither could I."
Alex shook his head.
"What the hell do you want with a guy like me, Ember?" He looked exasperated. "I'm way too old for you, I'm an alcoholic, I've got baggage like a fuckin' airport."
"I don't know, Alex. Maybe it's because you look really hot in those jeans."
He laughed, almost startled.
"More likely it's because you're actually a really great guy with a really good heart. I just don't know how I'm supposed to make you understand that when you don't see it for yourself."
The smile faded from his face and he looked down at the kitchen floor.
"Do you not want it to?" I asked.
"What?"
"Work. Like, are you saying this because you don't want to—"
"You've gotta be kidding me. Of course I fucking want to. It's a matter of whether I should, and I don't think adding you to the list of people whose lives I've fucked up is something I should do."
"Well, why don't you let me make that decision? Seeing as it's my life and all."
He looked torn between striding across the kitchen to kiss me and striding across the kitchen to run out the front door.
"What's your decision, then?"
"I want to be with you, Alex."
My heart pounded as he started across the kitchen. When he kissed me instead of running, I nearly cheered. Since my mouth was otherwise occupied, I settled for kissing him back.
His arms worked their way around my waist and I rested mine on his shoulders. Already my body was responding to him, a slow warmth burning throughout me. He had just slipped his hand beneath my shirt when the front door opened with a loud bang.
We pulled back from each other and I hastily straightened my shirt, though there wasn't enough time for the redness to fade from my cheeks before Leia barreled into the kitchen, Kelsie trailing just behind her.
"Mom, we forgot Pepper's ball! Do you know where it is?"
Kelsie's eyes darted from me to Alex, back to the redness on my face, and burst out laughing.
"Nope, you know what, Pepper's ball is probably at my house, let's go check there."
Leia frowned. "But you said—"
"I sure didn't! Let's go, girls."
"Have fun," I said weakly.
"You too," Kelsie called before slamming the door behind her.
Alex didn't speak and neither did I. We looked at each other, I bit my lip, and then we were both laughing. I was still giggling when he pulled me back towards him, pressing against me as we kissed again.
"We probably have like, an hour," I murmured.
"Should probably make good use of that time," he replied, and moments later his lips were on mine again, he grabbed my hips and pushed his pelvis against mine, and I was staggering as I tried to kiss him and lead him to the bedroom at the same time.
Again it was electric, and again it was like I couldn't get enough of him. Alex took my shirt off and unhooked my bra with a smooth gesture that I just knew he'd done a million times before. That fact didn't bother me. After all, I was benefiting from his experienced hands and confident grip and skilled tongue.
As much as I wanted to have his hands and tongue and everything else all over me, I wanted something else first. Alex was in the process of unbuttoning my jeans when I pushed his hands away so I could lift his shirt over his head. The moment it was off, he reached for me again and managed to unzip my jeans. I slid my hands between his, parting them so I could fumble with his belt buckle.
Alex turned his palms out and gripped my wrists.
"Let me." His voice was husky, almost pleading.
"Maybe you should let me do what I want first."
"What if I don't want to?"
I glared up at him, though I couldn't hold the expression as his eyes sparkled playfully.
"You're going to want to, Alex. Let me take your fucking pants off."
He hesitated before smirking and releasing my wrists. He lifted his hands and shrugged. "Go for it."
I hurried to undo his pants, shoving them down his hips, then dropped to my knees in front of him to pull them down the rest of the way, along with his boxers. His cock thickened as I wrapped my fingers around him, and even more as I stuck my tongue out and licked from base to tip.
I spent a good amount of time exploring with my tongue, tracing along each ridge and vein. Alex was watching me, I was certain: I could feel his eyes watching my every motion, though I didn't look up at him. At least, not until I was ready to wrap my lips around the head of his cock. When I was, I glanced up, meeting his eye as I took him in my mouth.
Alex exhaled a soft groan as I did, his cock twitching against my tongue as I began bobbing my head slowly, stroking his cock as I did.
"Fuck, Ember."
He brushed my hair away from my forehead, gently holding it back as I worked his cock deeper in my mouth. Once his tip hit the back of my throat, he groaned again and his hand tightened in my hair. I moved slowly at first, increasing the pace only when Alex's hand tightened again and his hips thrust forward almost unintentionally.
I choked a bit the next time he pushed his cock deeper than intended and he pulled back, but I grabbed his ass and pushed him deeper in my mouth.
"Fuck!" he grunted, and the hand holding my hair was suddenly on the back of my head, pushing me forward more and more until he was completely, entirely in my mouth.
I did that for a while longer before Alex grabbed at my hair, pulling a little harder than he had previously.
"You gotta stop."
I was almost disappointed to pull back and take him out of my mouth, but I recognized the urgency in his tone. As fun as sucking Alex's cock was, I definitely didn't want things to end there. After all, we were on a time limit, and I still desperately needed him inside me.
He helped me to my feet and kissed me, his breath still coming in shallow gasps as he held my body against him.
"Gonna let me take your pants off now?" he murmured.
"Mm-hmm."
I felt him smile against my lips and his hands moved between us, finishing the job he started as he pushed my jeans down. He grabbed my hips again and turned me, directing me towards the bed and pushing me down on it.
Before joining me on the bed, he tugged my jeans and panties off. He crawled on the bed, parting my legs easily before dipping his head down to kiss my pussy.
It wasn't like the last time; the slow, teasing, gentle kisses around my body had turned to determined vigor as he focused his attention on my clit. Currents of pleasure seemed to radiate from my core, snaking through my body until it reached the tips of my fingers and toes. I writhed beneath him, whimpering as he licked me, craving the sweet friction of his tongue.
He made me come fast, hard, and loudly. There was no long journey of ascent, no teetering on the edge of orgasm. One moment I was moaning softly; the next I was clutching Alex's head, shaking uncontrollably as I shrieked, the entirety of my body seizing.
When it subsided and I had loosened my grip on his head, he pulled back, raining gentle kisses on the inside of my thigh before bringing himself over me. I shivered as he kissed my breasts, the heightened sensitivity of my body almost too much. He handled me delicately, just barely grazing his tongue along my nipples.
I sighed as he caressed me, his fingertips rough but his touch tender, patient as my body recovered. When his lips made their way up to my neck, I reached between us and gripped his cock, guiding him inside me.
That was the end of the tenderness. Alex couldn't seem to hold back anymore and he thrust inside me hard. Then he was moving, fast and urgent and passionately as he plunged into me. He groaned and hooked an arm beneath my knee, pushing my leg up so he could get deeper and fill me completely.
It was a blur, a haze of pleasure, the details foggy. The only detail that mattered was how good it felt, how very right it all felt. His hands skimmed my breasts, gripping and squeezing more than once. My leg ended up resting on his shoulder as he kissed my calf at one point, but at another he was kissing me, body pressed against mine and lips murmuring soft words to me.
I came again, and at least one more time after that before Alex groaned and came inside me. He held me tight as he finished, hugging me to him like he would never let go, or maybe could never let go. I fought to catch my breath, kissing his neck and running my fingers along his back as he rested against me.
"How fast do we have to get dressed?" he asked after moving off of me, his arm extended so I could curl up against his chest.
"Dunno."
He kissed the top of my head.
"Anyone ever tell you you're loud in bed?"
"Is that a complaint?"
"Fuck no."
"Well, don't get used to it." I kissed his chest lightly. "We'll have to be a little quieter once you move in. I don't need Leia hearing that."
He laughed. "Move in?"
"Mm-hmm. You're not getting away from me that easy this time."
"I'm not sayin' yes, but what if I want you to move into my place?"
"Okay, but I practically have a built-in babysitter here."
"Mm. I see your point. You think we'd need a nanny."
I laughed at his gentle teasing, reveling in the beautiful, quiet moments. Maybe it was a bit forward to be thinking about moving in together, but I knew what I wanted. I'd never been so certain of anything, and I'd never wanted anyone more than I wanted him.
I wanted to wake up in his arms. I wanted to watch him help Leia clear the table and teach her guitar. I wanted more dates like our accidental one, more like our circumstantial one, and maybe even an intentional date one of these days.
It wasn't going to be easy. Alex had his issues, and I had mine. Trying to explain why I wanted a man 25 years older than me was hard enough; trying to explain that he was the father of my childhood best friend was going to be even harder. We were going to have to explain things to Leia, something I'd never done. She'd never met a man I'd been with before and I had no idea how she would handle it. Jimmy had been fairly nonchalant about the whole thing, but I still didn't know how much he really knew.
There were going to be fights and disagreements; moments where we didn't understand each other and moments where we couldn't. There would be second chances and third chances. There were going to be bad times, good times, funny times, devastating times, and I wanted nothing more than to share those times with Alex.
Those were all concerns for the future, though. At that moment, all I wanted was to curl up beside him, his arms around me, his heartbeat steady against my cheek as he stroked my hair. I wanted that moment to last forever, or at least until the front door opened with another loud bang and Kelsie was talking loudly enough to cover the sounds of us quickly dressing before Leia could barge in.
**
Epilogue
Three weeks had gone by since I had knocked on Em's door. Three weeks of denying that I was going to move in with them. Two weeks of waking up next to Ember. One week since I'd been back to my house. And that's what it was. A house. Em and Leia had a home and it shook me that they were actually welcoming me to be a part of it.
I still struggled with self-worth, but fuck it. This was a gift and I was going to take it.
Ember and I had long, drawn-out discussions of how to explain our relationship to Leia. We went online to check resources, we bought some books and talked about it endlessly. Em even wanted to roleplay answers to questions she might ask. In the end, she just told her mother that she needed to buy more Kraft mac and cheese if I was going to be eating with them every day.
I tried to be as respectful as possible of Jimmy's relationship with Leia. If he came over, I left my acoustic out and went for a drive or a walk. I'd often come back to see him using it as they played together. He continued his lessons with her, but so did I.
The day after one of their lessons, I asked Jimmy to come back to my office.
"What's up, boss?"
"You remember the father and daughter band? Violins?"
"Sure. The Popplins. The father's making me an acoustic. Three-quarter size. It's a surprise for Leia."
"No shit? He any good?"
"Seems like. I've seen some of his other stuff and he makes the instruments they play in the studio and onstage."
"Well, that's cool as fuck. Anyway, the CDs Mike got made for them, the money goes to a rehab center for vets. The father and daughter do a bunch of charity gigs and that's one of the places they play. I wanna do something for the venue. You're going to help. I, uh, I'm gonna rent a concert hall and we're gonna play."
"Dude, I... I can't do that. You know who I was when... Wait. What the fuck, did you just say 'we'? Are you playing? Is Fingers Franzetti playing out for the first time in almost thirty years?"
I took a deep breath. "Yeah. My life is... better. I don't have that need to hide anymore. It feels right."
"That's...Wow. I don't know, that's crazy. This is gonna be your comeback concert? Reintroduce you to everybody?"
It wasn't going to be my comeback concert, but Jimmy didn't need to know that yet.
"Yeah, sure. It'll raise a lot of money and pack the hall. I'm gonna lean on you a bit, okay? It's been a while."
"Of course. Fuck. This is unbelievable. You gonna get the guys from Death Knight to play?"
I smiled. "No. This is about me."
It was actually about him.
"Well, whatever you need. I got you, man. Whatever I can do."
"Thanks. Appreciate it."
When Jimmy left I began calling venues and speaking to promoters. I wanted to wring every penny possible out of this for the rehab center. I got printers to donate promo material, radio stations were eager to get on board. I popped up on guitar forums and started talking it up and got locals to play for free. The only ones that weren't donating their time and services were the union crews, and that wasn't their fault.
So, yeah. This was a big deal for the center. We were even thinking about livestreaming the concert and getting donations that way. But that wasn't my only motivation. To be honest, I didn't give a fuck if I played in front of a crowd, for a few people in the studio or just for Em and Leia. This was about something else. I helped put an end to Jimmy's career. I owed it to him to give him a new start. And he deserved the fuck out of it. He had changed so much that it was almost hard to believe.
I didn't make my last call until almost 7:30 and didn't get to Em's until after 8:00. When I walked in Leia looked up and immediately grabbed the guitar she had sitting next to her.
"Mom! Alex's home!"
There was no moving. Standing there, I just stared at her and looked around, trying not to cry. It hit me like a sack of cement.
Em walked in and stopped when she saw me. "Alex? You okay?"
"I, uh, yeah. Yeah, I'm good."
Wiping away the nascent tears, I walked with her into the kitchen and she put a plate of food in the microwave for me. Leia followed, grabbed my forearm in her usual weird way and started telling me about her day as I ate.
Each forkful took a while. I looked around as I ate, one part of my brain on Em and Leia and another on my surroundings. The furniture was old but comfortable. The refrigerator made an odd hissing sound and leaked water. Dinner was meatloaf with a mushroom gravy, mashed potatoes, and peas. I wiped my eyes with my forearm again. Em looked at me with concern, but I just smiled and gave her a small nod.
After 25 years, I was home.
**
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"Truth."
"What's the craziest thing you've ever done sexually?"
Veronica's face went bright red, unable to stop herself from glancing across the circle at me.
"Never mind. Dare."
A wave of disappointed shouts and raucous laughter filled the room as Veronica refused to answer the question. I was one of the laughers, as was Sydney, who most certainly knew what Veronica would have said. Jake didn't laugh, but he did smile as he held Veronica's hand comfortingly.
"Now I just want to know what it is even more," complained Alison.
"Yeah, you can't switch after picking," added Brandon.
Poor Veronica. Her mouth opened and closed silently as she met my eyes again.
I didn't care for one second if she told everyone about the threesome she, Jake, and I had in the locker room. But Veronica was a bit more tightly wound than I was, and wasn't quite ready for people to know about her sex life. I doubt she had expected the game to get so sexually focused, naive as she was.
At first, we had all pretended that playing Truth or Dare was far beneath us. Far too mature for that, we had said. But that was a bold-faced lie. Slowly, people admitted that they'd like to play, and there we were.
It was far more fun to play as adults, I had decided. The addition of alcohol made people a lot less inhibited with their answers and dares. The few times I'd played in high school, the Truth questions were all about who liked who, and the Dares were fairly tame. This game had started off strong. Since we were at Sydney and Reid's, they had flipped a coin for who would go first, and Reid won. He spun the bottle and landed on Calvin.
"Truth," Calvin had picked.
"What's your weirdest fetish?"
Calvin had looked surprised, glancing around the room.
"It's cool, man, we're all friends here," Jake said kindly.
He had still stuttered a bit before answering. "Well, I mean, it's not that I've ever done it before, but I always kind of wanted... I mean, it would be... you know that like, rope... tying... rope bondage stuff?"
So, that's how we found out Calvin was into what he finally said was kinbaku, an intricate type of rope binding. I immediately decided that if he picked Dare, we were daring him to try tying someone up.
We'd also found out that Alison lost her virginity in a clubhouse her friend had built above the bar her mom owned, watched Jake take a body shot off Brandon, and witnessed Kara leaning against the couch in just her bra after being dared to take her shirt off.
It was Kara who had asked for Veronica's craziest sexual story, and who was insisting that she couldn't switch to Dare. I took pity on Veronica as she looked around for help.
"I think you can switch after picking, but only once," I interjected.
"When we used to play it back home, you could refuse to do the Truth or Dare, but you had to do Seven Minutes in Heaven with someone of the asker's choosing," Alison added.
"Fine, do we agree to that?" Kara asked, to which everyone nodded. "Okay, Veronica. Seven Minutes in Heaven with Reid."
Alison tried not to look offended that Kara had picked her date, but we all caught the look she gave Reid as he got up and led Veronica to the small storage room beside the bathroom that fit just the washer and dryer and a cabinet of various items. Giggling like maniacs, we crowded into the hallway and listened at the door as Sydney started up a timer.
To be honest, it was boring. Reid and Veronica were chatting quietly, awkward laughs occasionally floating through the closed door. When seven minutes was up and Sydney flung the door open, they were standing on opposite ends of the small room, Veronica's arms crossed as Reid leaned against the washing machine.
Alison looked relieved, and Jake smiled encouragingly at Veronica, but the rest of us groaned at the lack of result.
"Seven minutes wasted." Brandon shook his head sadly.
"Oh whatever, we could barely hear what they were saying anyways," Calvin muttered.
"You said your fetish was rope bondage, not voyeurism," I teased.
Calvin scoffed. "Brandon's the voyeur, not me."
"Oh sure, regular Peeping Tom over here," Brandon replied sarcastically as we made our way back to Sydney and Reid's living room.
Once everyone was seated, Veronica took her turn and spun the bottle. When the bottle landed on me for the first time of the game, I raised my eyebrows as I met Veronica's eyes.
"Be nice to me. Remember I said you could switch," I told her as everyone laughed. "I pick Dare."
"Dare her to take her shirt off," Calvin suggested.
"Nah, dare her to give someone a lap dance," said Sydney.
I stuck my tongue out at her. She knew what happened the last time I gave someone a lap dance.
Veronica cleared her throat. "I dare you to rub your boobs on Calvin's face for a full minute."
Calvin's eyes were wide and he couldn't stop himself from smiling. I laughed, too. Calvin was sitting between Veronica and Brandon, and I had a feeling it was more of a show for Veronica than anything.
"Sure. Bra on or off?" I asked, standing up as I removed my T-shirt.
I knew that Sydney, Veronica, and Jake wouldn't be surprised by seeing me half-naked. Kara and Reid didn't appear to care one way or another, and even Alison seemed to have loosened up a bit. Calvin appeared to be frozen in place, and Brandon was determined not to look at me, his cheerful demeanour suddenly much quieter than usual.
"Bra off," Veronica decided, shrugging nonchalantly.
Grinning at Calvin, I took my bra off and threw it back towards my shirt. His eyes were glued to me, and he barely moved as I straddled his lap and turned to Veronica.
"Start the timer!" I said cheerfully, then pressed my breasts against Calvin's face.
His breath was warm on my skin as I jiggled my tits against him. I knew Calvin was trying very hard not to react because the warm puffs that came through his slightly parted lips were frequent. Since I was straddling him, I could feel his cock starting to twitch beneath me. While it would have been incredibly fun to start grinding against him, I didn't know how much Calvin would appreciate that, so I pulled myself away from his crotch and pushed even harder against his face.
On one side, I knew Veronica was watching intently. Even though she and Jake were exclusive now, I had a feeling she'd realized she liked tits a bit more than she thought she had. I smiled at her discreetly, a knowing look in my eyes, before glancing towards Brandon.
Brandon's face was stoic, an unusual expression for him. He was a loud, boisterous guy with a thick beard and broad torso, usually smiling joyfully at all times. I thought perhaps he wasn't having fun, until I realized he was watching the show out of the corner of his eyes.
A little bit jealous, maybe.
I licked my lips. I had told Sydney I'd be interested in maybe hooking up with Brandon, but nothing had really come from it. That had been the same night I'd met Shaun and Darryl, and while I hadn't seen either of the officers again, the lewd fantasies we'd made up about Brandon had fallen somewhat by the wayside.
The thought of fucking him came roaring back, though. The thrill I'd gotten from feeling Calvin's cock twitch beneath me returned, only this time it was a full tingle of arousal at the thought of rubbing my tits across Brandon's face. I didn't know if anyone noticed my nipples harden even more. That is, aside from Calvin, who took in a sharp breath as I let one nipple trail across his lips.
Calvin's sudden inhale seemed to get Brandon's attention, and he noticed me looking at him. I bit my lip as we made eye contact and smiled as his eyes flicked down to my tits reflexively. When he looked back up at me, I knew right then and there that Brandon would be up for at least some of the little fantasies I'd thought up with Sydney.
"And that's time," Veronica said softly.
Calvin cleared his throat as I pulled away.
"Thanks!" I said to him brightly.
Laughter filled the room as I got off his lap. I pulled my T-shirt back on without bothering with my bra, settling back in place as Calvin tried to discreetly adjust himself.
"Your turn to spin," said Veronica.
I leaned to the center of the circle and spun it, watching as it flew past each person sitting there. When it finally slowed, it landed on Sydney.
She groaned and tilted her head back. "Goddamnit, of all the people..."
It wasn't without reason. Sydney and I were close, and I knew a lot about her. I knew exactly what kind of Truth questions would embarrass her, and exactly what kind of Dares would be the most difficult.
When she looked back at me, I could almost read her mind. 'Don't make me do anything with Reid,' her eyes seemed to beg.
Sydney had never admitted it to me, nor probably to anyone, but I knew she carried a torch for Reid. They had been friends since they were kids and were now roommates, though nothing remotely romantic had ever happened between them.
I wasn't a mean person. Whatever she asked, I didn't intend to cause any actual harm.
We stared at each other for a moment longer, trying to communicate only through eye contact, before she finally sighed. "Dare."
I thought for a moment. "I dare you to spin the bottle and make out with whoever it lands on for thirty seconds."
In comparison to the rest of the game, I thought it was a pretty tame request. Since everyone had just seen my tits, I figured it wouldn't be too big of a deal. Sydney looked relieved and spun the bottle right away.
My heart dropped as it slowed. I tried not to look panicked as it shifted past Jake and started to point at Reid. Even Sydney froze, her eyes wide, but luck was on our side. Both of us released a quiet breath as it moved past Reid and landed firmly on Alison.
Alison looked surprised, glancing at Reid as she realized it had stopped on her. He grinned.
"You're lucky, Syd. Alison's got a great tongue."
Everyone burst out laughing, the invisible tension fading from Sydney and I as she crawled through the circle towards Alison. She didn't say anything, just gently pulled Alison's face towards her and kissed her softly.
From what I could see, Reid was right: Alison looked like she was a great kisser. Both girls closed their eyes as they explored each other's mouths, Sydney kneeling as she cupped Alison's cheek. Alison put her hands on Sydney's shoulders and kissed her back, and the room seemed entranced by the sight of them.
Calvin had a huge grin on his face, and Brandon was watching intently when I glanced towards him. He seemed to realize I was looking, and glanced over at me. I grinned at him and he looked back to Alison and Sydney's show, his cheeks red beneath his thick beard.
Brandon was a bit of an enigma, I decided. I knew him as a loud, funny guy. But something seemed to have him a bit rattled, and I wondered if maybe I'd misread his quiet looks from earlier. He continued joking around, though his deep voice seemed a bit softer than usual, and the booming laugh was a bit forced.
Their kissing was getting a bit more intense, and Alison's hands had moved down Sydney's arms a bit. Reid couldn't seem to look away, and I wondered if maybe the three of them would end up exploring each other some more.
But I didn't have time to wonder any further than that, because Sydney pulled back and looked over her shoulder. "I am pretty sure that's been way longer than thirty seconds."
I burst out laughing. "Oops. I didn't set a timer. I'll start it now."
"No way!" Sydney and Alison said together as Sydney started moving back to her spot.
I conceded and shrugged, half-heartedly apologizing. Sydney rolled her eyes at me, but laughed, and spun the bottle again for the next victim.
For the first time in the game, it landed on Brandon.
He laughed loudly, grinning wildly as Sydney rubbed her hands together and smiled. She shot me a knowing glance that no one else seemed to notice.
"What'll it be, Brandon?"
"Truth," he said, almost immediately.
I think he thought it would be less embarrassing than whatever dare Sydney could come up with, but frankly, he didn't know what Sydney and I had talked about a few weeks earlier. Sydney smiled innocently as she pretended to think.
"Hmm... Truth, you say." She drummed her fingers against the coffee table lightly. "Okay, Brandon. If you had to fuck anyone in this room, who would it be and why?"
Brandon chuckled along with everyone else as he glanced around the room, determinedly avoiding my eye as he did. Reid and Jake urged him on, but Brandon didn't answer right away.
When he finally spoke, it wasn't the answer anyone really expected, except for maybe Sydney. "I pick not answering," he said.
"Seven minutes it is!" Sydney exclaimed. "Who will it be, who will it be..."
I rolled my eyes at her charade.
"Nellie, I think. Nellie and Brandon, Seven Minutes in Heaven for you!"
Brandon laughed that loud, forced laugh again as I got up.
"Wow, what a surprise. I mean it was an honour just to be nominated," I joked as I sauntered towards the room, everyone following behind us.
"Don't forget to start the timer," Brandon requested as we were ushered into the storage room.
"Sure thing." Sydney grinned and slammed the door shut.
It was darker than expected, and oddly quiet. We could hear the muffled chatter and giggles, but couldn't really make out any distinct words. The only light in the room came from the cracks around the door, and as my eyes adjusted to the darkness, I could see Brandon's outline on the other side of the room.
"So, what should we do with our seven minutes?"
He cleared his throat, chuckling. "I don't know. Talk sports?"
I licked my lips and took a step closer to him. The room was so small that it put me only half an arm's length away from him.
"Sure, let's talk sports. What sports do you follow?"
"Well, hockey, mainly. I don't, uh, don't actually follow sports that much."
I took another step closer. This close, I could see the light reflecting off Brandon's eyes, a sliver of warm glow just barely falling across his face.
"I like hockey. Probably the only thing I really follow. Who do you cheer for?" I put my hand on his chest and lowered my voice, certain no one in the hallway could hear me. "Tell me to stop if you don't want me to touch you."
Brandon inhaled softly. "Is this happening?" he muttered.
"The playoffs? Yeah, I'm sure they're happening, they happen every year," I said loudly. My hand trailed down his belly to the waistband of his jeans, where I brought my other hand to undo the button. "Who are you hoping wins?"
"B-Boston," he said.
I slipped my hand into his now-unbuttoned pants, under the waistband of his boxers. Unsurprisingly, Brandon's cock was rock hard, and I started stroking him lightly as we chatted.
"Bruins fan, eh? My dad's from Quebec so I grew up a Canadiens fan."
"Jesus, Nellie," he whispered.
"I can stop," I whispered back, starting to withdraw my hand from his pants.
He reached down and grabbed it, holding my wrist in place. "Not a chance."
Brandon's voice was choked and I giggled. "You're right, they don't have a chance at the cup, but once a fan, always a fan."
I used my other hand to release his fingers from my wrist, then guided him to the hem of my T-shirt. Once it was there, some of Brandon's confidence seemed to return, and he brought his hand under my shirt and up to my breasts.
His fingers found my nipple easily, the pad of his thumb brushing across it before he began kneading my tits. I sighed softly, my eyes fluttering as he explored my breasts, and resumed stroking his cock.
"So tell me something else about you," I said. "I don't know you all that well."
"I have no idea what to say."
That was fair, given he was a little distracted.
"What was the first job you ever had?"
He seemed to think for a moment, and I took the opportunity to increase the pace of my hand. I had less than seven minutes with Brandon, and didn't want to leave him hanging.
"Grocery store," he managed to grunt. "I was a stock boy."
"Oh cool. I worked at an amusement park. Ran the roller coaster for a while, then the swings. Hated doing the carnival games, though. Felt like I was ripping people off."
Brandon's breathing was heavy as he gripped my breast beneath his hand. I continued jacking him off as I talked, only making him interject occasionally. The whole situation was unreal, but I was having a blast. I'd played Seven Minutes in Heaven before, but had never actually done anything during my turn in the closet.
My panties were starting to get wet as he played with my nipple again. I knew there was no way I'd be able to come before the seven minutes was up, but I was craving the feeling of something against my pussy. Still working Brandon's cock, I quickly undid the button of my jeans, then grabbed his hand and guided it between my legs.
"Stick your fingers inside me," I whispered urgently.
He made a choked noise as his fingers moved into my panties, feeling the juices coating my folds. I sighed as he slid a finger into my dripping entrance, the walls of my pussy clenching almost involuntarily against his thick finger.
"So he quit after I got really drunk at the staff party and puked on his shoes..."
I continued yammering as Brandon fingered me, my hand setting the pace on his cock. We had to be getting close to the timer going off, but I couldn't bring myself to stop.
Brandon was almost panting, and he leaned his face towards mine. "This is embarrassing but I think I'm gonna come already. Where...?"
It was a good question, and one I hadn't thought of before grabbing Brandon's cock. I didn't think he'd want to sit around the party with his boxers full of cum, but it would be pretty obvious if either of us walked out there with jizz on our clothes. So I did the only sensible thing.
Pulling Brandon's hand from my own pants, I dropped to my knees in front of him and pulled his cock out fully from his boxers. As soon as it was out, I took him in my mouth and began bobbing my head.
Brandon's knees buckled slightly as he grabbed my head. Within just a few moments, he was coming. Hot spurts of salty cum filled my mouth and he struggled to keep quiet, muffled groans escaping his throat as he finished. As soon as he was done, I stood back up, and we both hurried to do our pants back up.
"Sorry," he mumbled. "That was—"
"—totally expected and not something to apologize for." I laughed as I patted my hair down. "You can make it up to me later, okay?"
As soon as I finished speaking, the door flew open. I squinted in the sudden brightness as the faces of our friends peered eagerly into the room.
"Damnit, nothing from them either," declared Calvin.
Brandon was standing in almost the same spot Veronica had been, and I had mirrored Reid's pose leaning against the washing machine. Casually, I walked from the room.
"Course not. Like we could get anything done with you people yammering at the door."
"Don't look so surprised, you could hear them talking the whole time," Sydney said.



"I don't know, there were a couple of suspect sounds to me," Alison added.
I raised my eyebrows as we re-entered the living room. "I don't think I'm even capable of being that quiet while doing anything suspect."
"Yeah, Nellie's more of a moaner," Veronica said.
She slapped a hand over her mouth as she realized what she had said, but it was too late. Calvin let out a shout and nudged Brandon.
"How would you know that, hey, Veronica?"
She looked humiliated, but I couldn't think of anything I could say to fix the situation. Luckily, Jake stepped in.
"Because I told her." He glanced over at me as he put an arm around Veronica's shoulders. "You all know Nellie and I used to hook up. Anyways, sorry Nellie. I might have told Veronica about some of our, uh..."
Laughing, I shook my head. "All good. I don't mind." I settled down in the same spot as everyone else moved back into the living room. "Besides, nothing wrong with being loud. Is there something wrong with enjoying sex, Calvin?"
He raised his hands in defeat. "Okay, okay. Sorry."
"Now then," Sydney said. "Brandon, it's your turn."
If anyone noticed the flush on Brandon's face or the tremble in his hands, they didn't say anything. They did notice him fumble the bottle and nearly break it, but aside from a few chuckles, no one really reacted. As he spun the bottle, I took a long drink from the beer that was in front of me. I could still taste Brandon's cum in my mouth. It's not that it was unpleasant— Brandon had tasted surprisingly good, almost sweet, if I was being honest—but with the way the game was heading, there was a pretty good chance I'd have to kiss someone else, and that would certainly be suspect.
The bottle landed on Jake for the second time in the game.
"Dare," he said, almost immediately.
Brandon thought for a moment before laughing. "Okay, I have an idea, but I need to ask Syd something first."
Shouts filled the room as people protested.
"It's not what you think!" Brandon exclaimed. "I need to know if there's something I can use before making my dare!"
Jake rolled his eyes, but laughed. "Okay, fine. Ask Syd."
Leaning across the circle, Brandon covered his mouth with a hand as he whispered something to Sydney. She listened intently, then burst out laughing and stood up.
"Absolutely, yeah!"
She walked quickly into the hallway and into her room as we all exchanged confused looks. When she returned just a few moments later, she was holding a pair of pink panties up proudly.
"You've got to be kidding me!" Jake exclaimed as Veronica doubled over, cackling wildly.
"Dude, I dare you to wear Syd's panties for the rest of the night." Brandon grinned as Sydney presented the panties to Jake.
"Don't worry, they're clean." She hesitated before handing them over. "And I don't want them back, consider it a souvenir."
I was laughing so hard that I couldn't breathe as Jake gingerly took the panties from Sydney.
"Fine, but I'm putting them on in the bathroom," Jake said.
We were all still giggling when he returned, holding his boxers.
"Let's see, we need proof," Veronica urged.
Jake tried to glare at her, but he was laughing too. He slid the waistband of his jeans down slightly and the room filled with hollers as the pink edges of the panties came into view.
"How do they feel?" asked Calvin as Jake sat down.
He shifted back and forth slightly. "Very soft," he declared. "I'm feeling exceptionally sexy."
Tears trailed down Veronica's cheeks as she laughed, the sound so infectious that we were incapable of continuing the game for several minutes. Finally, once we'd all stopped wheezing, Jake took his turn to spin the bottle.
The next few rounds went by quickly. Jake's spin landed on Reid, who picked Truth and had to tell everyone about the last porn video he'd watched. Reid's spin went to Kara, who was dared to take off her pants and proceeded to sit in the circle in her bra and thong. Kara landed on Veronica again, and Veronica wisely picked Dare. Kara made her take her pants off and grind against Jake's lap until the next round, leading Sydney to remind everyone that she did NOT want the panties she'd given Jake back.
"Yeah, they'll probably be a little stretched out in the front," quipped Calvin.
Jake had started laughing, but we all caught the small, choked groan he made when Veronica suddenly rolled her hips.
Things seemed to ramp up from there. Maybe it was the half-naked bodies of Veronica and Kara. Maybe it was the fact that we all knew Jake's cock was pressing against Veronica's crotch. Or maybe it was just the consequence of a bunch of college-aged people playing a dirty game. Whatever it was, things escalated from teasing and partial nudity to full-on sexual acts.
It started hesitantly. Reid had spun and landed on Alison, who picked Truth again.
"Have you ever been fucked in the ass?" he asked her.
Alison's face went slightly red, but she hitched her breath and laughed. "No."
"Do you want to?"
"That's two questions, mister."
"Okay, okay, just tell me if I can put my finger in your ass," Reid said.
I tried to catch Sydney's eye to see if she was okay. She was laughing and watching Reid and Alison intently.
Alison didn't answer, just spun the bottle. With what seemed to be perfect luck, it landed back on Reid.
"Dare," he chose.
Alison glanced around the circle, hesitating before looking back at Reid.
"I dare you to put your finger in my ass," she said.
I'm sure everyone's jaws dropped, but Reid's probably most of all. He regained his composure immediately, accepted the dare, took a swig of beer, and directed Alison to kneel on all fours.
We watched as he undid her jeans and slid them down. From where I was sitting, I could see Alison's profile. She looked nervous, but the flush on her neck and chest told a story of arousal. Alison had seemed the tamest during the game so far, so it was a hushed kind of excitement to watch her be the one to escalate things.
Reid pulled her panties down, letting them rest just under her ass cheeks. The visual was stunning. Alison's ass was perky, not overly large or thick, but certainly cute. The way the panties framed her made it look all the more delectable.
I wasn't sure what Reid's plan was. He touched Alison's ass gently, caressing her, and I expected him to suck his finger or something to prepare her. I don't think anyone expected his fingers to dip down to Alison's pussy, least of all Alison. She gasped in surprise as Reid's finger disappeared into her cunt. Kara's eyes widened and Calvin made an involuntary noise.
Reid fingered her gently a few times, Alison's eyes fluttering as he collected wetness from her pussy. Once he had, he used his other hand to spread her ass, withdrew his hand from her cunt, and started teasing her puckered hole.
"Relax," he murmured, though we all heard it.
The room was almost completely quiet, the sounds of anticipated breathing the only thing breaking our entrancement.
Alison let out a soft breath. As she relaxed, Reid's finger finally pushed forward into her tight ass hole.
"Oh!" she gasped.
Reid only had his fingertip inside her, but he withdrew it, then pushed it back in. Again, Alison gasped. That time, Reid's finger went halfway in.
"Holy fuck," whispered Kara, her eyes almost glazed as she watched the show.
Again Reid withdrew his finger, his other hand gently kneading her ass cheek before he pushed his finger in one more time. As it went fully in, Alison moaned softly, and he held his hand still once his entire finger was in her ass.
Across the circle, Brandon met my eye. I couldn't know for sure, of course, but I imagined he was as turned on as I was from the show happening between us. I licked my lips and smiled gently before watching Reid pull his finger out of Alison.
For a moment, I thought maybe he'd finger her again, or possibly just pull her up and bring her straight to his bedroom. But he just slid her panties back up, and Alison pulled her jeans up the rest of the way.
She glanced around the circle again as she buttoned her jeans, wary of our reactions. No one said anything, and when she made eye contact with me, she looked terrified and worried.
"That was fucking sexy," I declared. "That wins for best dare of the night."
Alison's worry seemed to vanish and she giggled, and soon everyone was talking over each other to tell her how hot it was. I couldn't help but laugh. No one wanted to admit how turned on they were until someone else did, but I had seen everyone's faces during the show. There was not a man in the room who wasn't rock hard under his jeans, and I could pretty much guarantee that every pair of panties was soaking through.
Well, except the pair Jake was wearing.
It never quite got to the point that things seemed like they were going to devolve into an orgy, and no one had to do anything they weren't comfortable with, but it was a hell of a show. Kara was dared to masturbate in front of us for a minute, though she kept her panties on and just slipped her hand inside. Sydney picked Truth when the bottle landed on her, and had to give a detailed description of her last sexual encounter. The others in the room loved it, but it was a story I'd already heard before.
Sydney dared Calvin to use his rope-tying skills, just like I had thought of, and Jake volunteered Veronica to him almost immediately. Reid was a carpenter, so luckily had a variety of tools including a roll of rope in the storage room, and Calvin used it to tie a chest harness around Veronica as she stood topless in the center of the circle. I could easily see why Calvin had a fetish for it. Veronica's breasts strained against the rope and I doubted Jake would be able to hold himself back for much longer.
Once he was done, Calvin took his turn. The bottle spun quickly, light reflecting off the glass as it slowed, and slowed, and pointed at me.
"Dare," I said.
Calvin met my eyes across the circle.
"How crazy are you feeling?" he asked me.
"Completely," I said, grinning.
"You sure?"
"Come on, Calvin," Sydney said. "Let's hear what you want."
His eyes didn't leave mine. "I dare you to come sit on my cock for the next round."
The tension in the air was palpable as everyone waited for my response. I couldn't risk a look at Brandon with everyone staring at me, but from the corner of my eye I could see he was frozen.
"Think you'll really last that long?" Jake said, breaking the silence.
Reid snorted. "Yeah, maybe she should just ride your cock for like a minute."
"A minute?! I need at least two."
"Fine, the dare is for Nellie to ride Calvin for two minutes."
"Seems fair," Calvin grinned. "So, Nellie?"
I stood up. "Got a condom, big talker?"
Most of the people in the circle murmured excitedly, though I noticed Alison excuse herself to the bathroom and Brandon was still silent. I chanced a look at him and he met my eyes. I thought he might be upset, but the look on his face was one of pure arousal.
Maybe Calvin hadn't been lying when he called Brandon a voyeur.
Reid threw a condom at Calvin, whose hands only shook slightly as he caught it and undid his jeans. I stood in front of him, waiting as he got ready. A slight reddish tinge flushed his cheeks as he took his cock out, unrolling the condom onto it. As soon as he was ready, I slid my jeans and panties down, taking a moment longer than strictly necessary as I kicked them towards Brandon.
"Hold these, would you?" I asked teasingly.
He didn't say anything but grabbed my jeans as chuckles filled the room.
Brandon's eyes stayed glued to my body as I settled myself onto Calvin's lap again. I positioned myself over his cock, the tip of it pressing against my entrance. I was dripping wet, so turned on that I just wanted to impale myself on him immediately, but I held off. I looked at Brandon, who was tense with anticipation, before turning my head over my shoulder.
"Somebody start a timer," I called.
"Got it," breathed Alison. "Ready... go."
I sank down on Calvin's cock, groaning as he filled me. Calvin's eyelids fluttered, but I barely noticed him. The entirety of my being was taken over by the desperate need to just fuck someone, paired with the intense eroticism of watching Brandon's face as I fucked his friend instead of him.
I rode him hard and fast. Calvin grunted as I sank down on him again and again. I couldn't seem to move fast enough, hard enough to satisfy myself, but it didn't stop me from trying. Turning my head away, I met Brandon's eyes as I fucked Calvin.
That was what I needed.
He was trying not to react, but his breath was coming in short bursts as he stared at us. I moaned softly, finally feeling that unravelling of the arousal within me, that slow ascent to orgasm that I was craving. Maintaining eye contact with him, I doubled down, slipping a hand between my body and Calvin's to finger my clit as I rode him.
"That's two minutes," Alison said from somewhere behind me.
I ignored her.
"Nellie," called Veronica after a pause. "Time's up."
"I know," I gasped. "Just need a few more seconds."
There was a loud peal of laughter and Calvin groaned.
"Fuck, I don't know if I have a few more seconds."
"Don't care," I told him. "I'm almost done."
His hands tightened on my hips as he grunted. I knew he was coming, but I didn't stop, just bucked my hips wildly as I stared into Brandon's eyes.
I came hard, breaking eye contact with Brandon as my eyes squeezed shut. I cried out as I fingered my clit on top of Calvin's softening cock. My pussy tightened around him, clenching hard as waves of pleasure ran through me, my muscles tightening and then releasing their tension.
When my orgasm subsided, I slid off Calvin's cock, panting slightly.
"Thanks," I said brightly, and kissed him on the cheek.
The group behind us laughed and talked loudly, giving a play-by-play of what they had just seen. I noticed Veronica's hand in Jake's lap and Kara's in her panties as I pulled my jeans back on.
Calvin cleaned up and returned to the circle to some good-natured razzing about his performance time.
"Let's see you do better," he said to Reid. "Watching all this and then having Nellie go to town on your cock? Doubt you would've made it past the first minute."
I took a long swig of beer after sitting back down, catching my breath slowly. I was used to marathons; fucking Calvin had been a sprint. Even still, I wanted more. I caught Brandon's eye again and those tingles of arousal coursed through me as I remembered the look on his face as he'd watched me fuck his friend.
"I think it's your turn, Nellie." Sydney's lips were pressed together as she tried not to laugh.
"Ah, fuck," I said. "Okay. Let's do this."
I spun the bottle, watching as it twirled past each person. When it landed on Jake, I knew immediately what to do.
"Dare," he said.
"I dare you to do Seven Minutes in Heaven with Veronica."
"That's supposed to be for if he doesn't do the dare," Veronica said.
"You protesting being able to go fuck your boyfriend in the closet?" I asked.
Her mouth opened and closed as Jake howled with laughter.
"Got any more of those condoms, Reid?"
In the ensuing shuffle of people from the living room to the hallway, I grabbed Brandon's hand.
"Let's go."
"What? Where?"
"My place."
We moved quickly, sneaking to the door and grabbing our shoes before anyone noticed. Just as I pulled him into the hallway of the building, I heard Calvin's voice.
"Where's Brandon? Wait, and Nellie?"
The door slammed shut behind us. I immediately turned to Brandon and grabbed his shirt, pulling him in for a kiss. His beard was rough against my cheeks, but his mouth was warm and welcoming. As I pressed myself against him, I could feel his cock bulging against his pants.
"Come on. I live three floors up. Let's go fuck."
Brandon took a breath and looked at me. "Holy shit. Are we really?"
"Are you not wanting to?"
"Fuck yes. I mean, wait. No? What's the answer that means yes, I want to fuck you?"
I grinned and pulled him towards the stairwell. "That'll do."
We practically ran up the three flights of stairs. When we got to my apartment, I grabbed him again and kissed him. Our lips mashed together, urgent and demanding.
"You really like to watch, hey?" I asked breathlessly as I reached for his cock again.
"Fuck yes," he groaned. "It's... kind of embarrassing. But it's so fucking hot."
"Don't be embarrassed." I undid his jeans again, deftly unzipping the front so I could slide my hand into his boxers again.
"I can't believe this is happening," he said again.
"Do you not want it to?"
"I do," he said, pulling back. "I'm just... you're so fucking hot and I'm just a chubby nerd whose gets off watching other people fuck. I never thought... this whole night has been insane."
"Have you ever watched people in person before?"
He shook his head.
"What was your favourite part?"
He laughed. "Watching you come on Calvin's cock."
"Well, now it's your turn to get off. Come on."
I led him to the bedroom, shedding my shirt as we walked and chucking it on the chair in my living room. Once there, I pulled my jeans off again and turned to Brandon.
He stared at me, standing naked before him, my chest flushed and nipples hard. I held still as his eyes roamed my body, taking in everything before looking back up at me.
"Lie down," he said simply.
I happily obeyed as Brandon undressed.
He said he was just a short, chubby nerd, but I liked Brandon's body. As he joined me on the bed, I let my fingers run along his side, appreciating the smoothness of his skin and the thick cock between his legs. He caught my wrist as I touched him and pinned it to the bed before leaning down and kissing me.
"You had your turn with everyone else tonight," he said. "Now it's my turn."
I moaned softly as he brought his lips to my chest, kissing and nipping at my skin before moving his mouth to my tits. He hovered over me, resting heavily on his elbow as he gripped my breast, bringing his mouth to my nipple and nuzzling his face against me. His beard was rough against me, scratching lightly against the tender skin, and I loved the feel of it.
His hands explored thoroughly, running along my stomach, his lips following down my body as he kissed and sucked every sensitive spot he could find. I was putty under his hands, a messy ball of arousal and desire. I needed him inside me.
"I'm not complaining about the excellent work your tongue is doing," I said as he circled it around my nipple, "but I'd really like you to fuck me."
He looked up at me, eyes wide as he grinned. "Please tell me you have a condom."
I threw my arm towards the nightstand and he reached over, quickly finding them and putting one on. Without saying anything, he pushed my legs apart, manipulating my body beneath him.
"Is this okay?" he asked, his voice pleading with me to say yes.
I grinned and nodded. A wave of relief washed across his face, compounded with a groan as he finally thrust his cock inside me.
My eyes fluttered shut for a moment as Brandon entered me. His cock was thicker than I was used to, thicker than Calvin's had been, and I relished every inch of him as he buried himself inside me.
His movements weren't gentle, but they weren't rough. He started by fucking me slowly, watching his cock move in and out of me as he pumped his hips. I groaned as he moved, feeling myself stretch around him, a satisfying release of anticipation finally spreading through me. It started in the pit of my stomach and circled around my hips, snaking down my thighs as my muscles relaxed and accepted Brandon's cock inside me.



As far as sex went, it was pretty vanilla. Of course, seeing as my most recent sexual encounter before that consisted of one cop fucking the hell out of me from behind while I swallowed his partner's cock, a lot of sex was going to seem pretty vanilla to me. But Brandon didn't need anything more: he was more than adept at fucking me the way he was.
His hands travelled along my body as he moved, squeezing my breasts and gripping my hips as he pounded inside me. For a while, he held himself up on his elbows, his weight resting against me as he fucked me deeper and harder than I could have expected.
When he repositioned himself back up, he pulled me closer to him, effortlessly sliding me down the bed and bringing my legs up as high as they would go. The change in position had him hitting the deepest spots in my pussy and I cried out.
I tried to move my hand to my pussy but he stopped me, batting it away as he replaced it with his own. His fingers pressed against my clit and started working it gently, increasing pressure as his thrusting became more demanding.
My body was on fire and I knew it wouldn't be long. I whined quietly, squeezing my eyes shut as my body tingled, precariously close to an explosion of pleasure.
"Come on, Nellie," Brandon grunted. "Come for me."
His fingers rubbed against me, the pressure perfect as he brought me closer and closer. I cried out as I came, a sudden burst of intense fire overtaking me completely.
"Oh fuck yes," he groaned, his fingers still working my clit. My back arched as the orgasm dragged on, the pressure of his fingers extending it, sparkling lights bouncing through my eyes as I tried to regain control of my body.
When I was spent, he moved his hand, leaned forward on me again, and lost any sense of rhythm he'd had as he mercilessly pounded inside me. His arms were around my shoulders, clutching on to me as he buried his face against my shoulder. I gasped for breath, losing it as soon as I caught it, his movements preventing me from truly recovering.
It was intense, and it was amazing, and I was almost sorry when he grunted that he was coming and stilled inside of me. A muffled groan against my neck accompanied his final staccato penetrations, and I finally drew a deep breath and was able to keep it.
Brandon moved off me, wiping his forehead as he collapsed on the bed next to me. My legs fell to the bed, resting heavily against the sheets.
"That was fucking great," I finally murmured.
Brandon laughed. "That's really good to hear."
It was late and we were exhausted, so Brandon stayed over.
The next day, I caught myself making breakfast when we woke up.
When he asked me to dinner, I hesitated. Dating wasn't really my thing, but Brandon was so sweet, and so kind. And such a good fuck.
I said yes.
After he left, I frowned at the door and then sank onto the couch. Was I capable of treating Brandon as well as he deserved? My senses screamed at me that I wasn't, that I would end up breaking the poor guy's heart and ruining any friendship I might have had with him.
Another part of me wanted to find out what having a boyfriend was like. Specifically, the part of me that really, really liked Brandon.
I sighed and pulled myself forward, grabbing my books off the coffee table. I had studying to do, and arguing with myself about whether I was even capable of a relationship would have to wait.
More than once, though, my mind wandered to the moment the night before when I had been sitting on Calvin's cock, watching Brandon watching me. I licked my lips and grinned.
Who knows, I thought. He was a bit kinky. Maybe I was capable of being with Brandon.
I would just have to wait and see.
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"Eleanor, there you are!"
"Dad, please. It's Nellie."
"Nellie sounds so juvenile, honey. You're a little old for it."
"It's Nellie."
His eyes flashed, annoyance followed by condescending humour. "Oh, all right, Nellie. Welcome home, babygirl."
I tried not to shudder as my dad hugged me, listlessly hugging him back as my bag fell to the floor with a clunk.
"Nellie, I want you to meet my girlfriend."
Her name might have been Ashley or Ashleigh or Brayleigh or Kaylee. It didn't matter. She was just like all the other new girlfriends my dad had in that she was blonde, slim, and only a few years older than I was. I nodded politely at her before forcing a smile.
"I'm a bit tired from the drive, Dad. Mind if I go settle in?"
"Not a chance," he said. "Pierre! Take Nell's bag up to her room, please. We'll have a drink before dinner."
Wearily, I followed him and Ash-Bray-Kay-lee-leigh to the kitchen.
My mom had tried to get me out of this kind of life. I hadn't understood why she'd left my dad when I was a child, thinking it was crazy for her to go from living in a multi-million dollar house to renting a small apartment where she had to sleep in the living room so I had a bedroom. Whatever lessons she tried to impart on me failed. I had gone behind her back to maintain a relationship with my father after I turned 18 and wasn't obligated by a court order to spend time at his house. It was only after he started expecting a perfect, obedient daughter in return for supporting me that I realized why my mom had left when she did.
Dad paid for everything. My tuition, the nice apartment, all my bills. I never told Mom where the money came from. She thought my tuition was paid by a mix of scholarships and loans, and that I worked as a server to make enough money to live on. I never told her that I'd barely worked a day after starting college, and she never asked why I seemed to have no issue booking time off work to do the things I wanted to do.
Accepting that money from my father came with a price: putting up with him.
There was a reason the new model of girlfriend never progressed to being his wife. They could have called him a cure for gold-diggers: the man who made women realize that money wasn't everything. Yet they kept flocking to him, younger and younger each time, each one determined to be the next Mrs. Maximillian Belanger until they actually tried it and realized no amount of money in the world was worth marrying my father.
Ash-Bray-Kay-lee-leigh obediently procured a jug of sangria from the refrigerator, pouring glasses for the three of us as we settled around the table. I glanced out the doors to the patio.
"Nice day. We could sit out back."
"Ah, too much distraction there," said Dad. "Tell me about your classes. Going well?"
"Yes, very well."
"And you're sure you don't want to switch to law, hmm? Something a little less gritty?"
"I want to be an investigator."
"Hmph." Dad sipped his sangria, eyebrows furrowed as he looked at me. "Well, there's still time to change your mind."
"I won't."
"Yes, but I might."
The threat was thinly veiled and I tried to smile, but succeeded only in clenching my teeth together.
"So Nellie," said Ash-Bray-Kay-lee-leigh. "I was hoping you and I could have a little girl talk. Maybe we could go shopping together this weekend?"
"I'm not calling you Mom," I said disinterestedly.
She gasped. "Of course not! I'm not old enough to be your mom. I just thought—"
"Yeah, no, I'm good." I downed the rest of the sangria.
"I'd appreciate it if you'd be kind to Kimberlee," my dad said coldly.
Kimberlee, that was it. "Sorry."
Dad smiled at my obedient apology. "Good. Well, if you won't go shopping, why don't I leave you two girls to get to know each other? I've got some business to attend to."
I tried to figure out whether Kimberlee would be the type to drop her charade as soon as Dad left and warn me not to get in her way, or the type to keep up the obedient Stepford wife act while trying to suss out what kind of person I was. I hoped it was the former, but unfortunately, it ended up being the latter.
"So, girl-to-girl," she said, pouring more sangria for me. "Tell me about you, Nellie. I've heard so many good things from your dad."
"No you haven't," I scoffed.
"I have! He's so proud of you."
"Mmm."
"How's college life really going?"
"Good."
"Just good?"
"Yep."
"Making lots of friends? Good memories?"
"Yep."
She grinned conspiratorially. "Lots of boyfriends?"
Just what I hoped for. The perfect topic to freak her out on.
"A few."
Kimberlee leaned forward. "Oh? Any of them special?"
I pretended to think. "Well, let's see. There's Jake, who I fucked in a backyard and had a threesome with. Ended things there when he started seeing the other girl from the threesome, though. Then I met these two cops, Shaun and Darryl. They were pretty fine. Fucked both of them at the same time, but haven't heard from them since which is just... I mean, whatever, but I wouldn't have said no to a repeat, you know what I mean? Oh, and then I just broke the heart of this super sweet nerd named Brandon."
I felt a twang of guilt bringing up Brandon, remembering the look on his face as I tried to explain that it truly, truly wasn't him, it was me.
"That was really shitty of me. But he wanted a relationship and I just want to fuck people, which is how we met, actually! It's funny, I kind of ended up having sex with his friend in front of him, but that was only after going down on Brandon in the closet. Oh, because we were playing Truth or Dare. Not because I have a particular fondness for closets."
Kimberlee stared at me, trying not to show her shock. I finished the rest of the sangria in my glass and stood up.
"So yeah, I guess no one really special. Anyway, good talk, Ashley."
"Kimberlee."
"Sorry, Ashley must have been the last one."
She sat at the table, mouth agape as I stalked out of the kitchen and into the backyard.
Water shimmered in the pool, glinting in the late spring sun and sparkling as I displaced it with my feet. It was hot, almost summer-like, and the pool water felt nice against my skin. The backyard was empty, a yard too small for a house too large for two people. Dad hadn't had any other kids, and he didn't marry again after my mother had left. Instead, he filled his house with women who all stayed the same age as he grew older and older.
I didn't know why he insisted I visit. Maybe it was because I was the only kid he had. I wasn't especially kind to any of his girlfriends, and it wasn't a secret that I was miserable every time I was there. Still, he expected a visit at the end of each semester, and at least two or three times over the summer.
My feet glided through the water as I dangled them in, sitting on the edge of the pool. Mom thought I was working and couldn't go home to see her that weekend. I hated lying to her, but not as much as I hated imagining what her reaction would be like if she found out I'd not only maintained a relationship with my father, but was actively using his money.
"Ohmigod. Nellie, is that you?"
Dad's McMansion had a tall fence on either side, but the Marchand's deck overlooked the yard. I glanced up to see Anne-Marie sunning herself on a lounger, large sunglasses pushed up on her forehead as she scrambled to the rail.
Anne-Marie Marchand had been my best friend growing up and one of the reasons I had been so devastated when my mom and I moved away. We were the same age and had spent every waking moment together as children, and as many moments as we could together when I was back to visit my dad.
I grinned in spite of my melancholy mood. "Annie! Hey!"
"Ohmigod. I'm coming over. Stay right there."
Moments later, she burst through the gate to my dad's backyard, still in her bikini. Squealing, she rushed over to me as I stood, enveloping me in a strong hug.
"It's been too long! How are you, cherie?" She stuck a toe into the pool. "Can we swim?"
I ran inside to change into a bathing suit, passing a shocked-looking Ash—I mean, Kimberlee—on the way. On my way back, I grabbed the rest of the sangria she'd made and a couple of glasses.
It was like being silly, carefree teenagers again. Anne-Marie and I jumped in the pool, laughing as we drank sangria and caught up.
"You'll never believe who built a house up the hill," she said.
"Who?"
"Theo Barker. The singer."
"No shit?" I asked. "He moved here?"
"Uh huh. I've seen him with his wife a couple times." Anne-Marie sipped her sangria. "She's super-hot, of course."
"Is it a nice house?"
"Looks like. Very trendy. Surprising, after having seen the two of them. She is very business-like, and he looks like a homeless frat boy."
"Hmm. Well, as long as they're happy."
Anne-Marie splashed some water at me. "Any cute boys to tell me about in your life?"
I laughed and shook my head.
"Girls?"
"Nah."
"Sexy professors? Anything?"
"Nope, nothing."
Anne-Marie sighed. "I would have thought by now you'd be living it up, having to fight guys off. Are you still so shy?"
I couldn't tell her the truth.
I was about to respond when the patio door at Anne-Marie's house opened and a man poked his head out.
"Anne-Marie?"
"Over here!" she called, waving her hand. "Jean-Paul, look who's home!"
My mouth went dry as Anne-Marie's older brother stepped onto the balcony.
"Nellie!"
"Hi, J.P."
I hadn't seen him in three years, but he was as gorgeous as ever. All angles and muscles and tanned skin. The sun seemed to absorb into him, an aura of warmth surrounding him as he flashed perfectly white teeth towards me.
"Long time, no see!" he said. "How's college?"
"Great," I said, trying not to choke on the dryness in my throat. I sipped my sangria. "How's... whatever you're up to these days?"
He laughed lightly. "Good. I just started as a junior associate at Dad's firm. Finally moving out, probably in the fall. It's going well." He drummed his fingers on the rail. "Anne-Marie, Mom said to tell you we are going to dinner with the Thibaults. You may want to get ready. Good to see you, Nellie."
I watched as he went back inside. Anne-Marie giggled.
"You still have a crush on my brother, then?"
I shook my head.
"Oh, Nellie." She grinned conspiratorially. "He isn't seeing anyone right now, I can tell you that for certain. But you deserve better. J.P. is a man-whore. Though, if you want me to put in a word—"
"I really don't. Thanks, though."
"Hmm. Maybe Marc-Andre would be better for you. I can ask him?"
"I don't want to sleep with either of your brothers," I laughed.
"Well, Marc-Andre is 18 now, so if you do..."
"Thanks, but I'm good."
She left shortly thereafter, promising to meet for lunch while I was there so we could continue to catch up. I left the pool behind, cleaning up the glasses and the pitcher of sangria as I dripped water all over the kitchen, then went up to the room my dad kept for me.
It faced the front street and I looked out before changing. J.P. was in the front yard, talking to his younger brother as they waited for Anne-Marie. It would certainly be a while before she was ready, but they seemed content to lean lazily against the BMW in the driveway.
Staring at J.P. brought back far too many memories.
I could never tell Anne-Marie about the men and women I slept with. Not without having to admit what I had done with her brother. What he put into motion for me.
It would surprise most people to know that 18-year old Nellie was shy and nervous around boys. It would probably surprise most of them to know that 18-year old Nellie was also a virgin.
I know. It's hard to imagine the girl who gets double-teamed by a couple of cops she just met or fucks a guy in front of her friends was ever anything but a ho, but we all have to start somewhere.
It was the summer after I had graduated high school. I was staying with my dad for a few weeks, though I had told my mom I was travelling with friends. He had just paid my first year's tuition and rent, and slipped a healthy amount of money into an account for me to use as I pleased.
His girlfriend at the time was named Brayleigh and she was a jealous, paranoid, lovesick bitch who hated me. It worked out all right: her jealousy kept Dad busy since she was constantly whining for him to take her out, leaving me to my own devices at the house.
I spent most of my time with Anne-Marie, who was getting ready to go to college as well. J.P. was home from law school for the summer, and I spent day after day mooning over him as Anne-Marie and I swam in the pool.
"You should marry him," she said to me on the last Saturday I was staying with my dad.
"What? Who?"
"Jean-Paul. You like him," she teased.
"I don't," I replied, blushing furiously. "Besides, he's your brother. That's weird."
"Ah, if you marry him, we can be real sisters, cherie," she said. "I don't mind. You should tell him you have a crush on him."
"No way," I said. "And I don't have a crush on J.P.!"
"Sure, and the sky isn't blue, and this pool isn't filled with water." She giggled and splashed me. "Your face is so red. You must need more sunscreen."
"Oh, shut up," I muttered, diving under the water to get away from her.
"I'm sorry, cherie," she said when I surfaced. "I was just teasing."
"I know."
"Want to go out tonight? Hit the bar, maybe find someone to take your mind off my brother?"
I turned onto my back and kicked my legs, sending a torrent of water cascading over Anne-Marie.
"You bitch!" she shrieked, laughing as she swam away. "My hair!"
Going out that night did sound fun, though, so we towelled off a short time later, intending to go for dinner and then bar-hop for the rest of the night. I stepped into my house quickly to grab an outfit and my makeup. Anne-Marie's parents weren't home, so we figured we could pre-drink and have some fun at her place first.
"Eleanor, there you are." Brayleigh was sitting in the kitchen, her tone sarcastic as I let myself in the back door.
"I'm just getting some clothes," I muttered. "And please call me Nellie."
"Hmph." She rolled her eyes. "Well, we are having some guests over tonight. I would prefer if you found somewhere else to be, Eleanor."
"Don't even worry about it. I'm going out with Anne-Marie."
"Perhaps you can stay there."
"Here's hoping."
I gathered my clothes and makeup quickly, not bothering to change out of my bathing suit before heading back over to Anne-Marie's. She was on the phone when I let myself into her room, a towel snug around her body and a hair dryer in one hand.
"She's here now, so I don't want to hear any more of it, Remy. I am going out with Nellie tonight. Don't come over."
I rolled my eyes. Remy was Anne-Marie's boyfriend and I had no idea what she saw in him. He was whiny and possessive, always trying to control Anne-Marie and who she saw, what she did. Anne-Marie wasn't the type to be controlled, so they often fought.
"Why are you still with him?" I asked when she hung up on him.
"Oh, you know," she said, giggling. "We fight but it's all in fun."
"It doesn't sound very fun."
"Well, the fighting, no. Afterward, though..."
I stared at her blankly. Anne-Marie laughed and threw a hairbrush toward me.
"The bedroom, Nellie."
"Oh." I blushed as she dropped her towel and began dressing.
"You'll understand one day," she said, shimmying into a tight dress that stopped mid-thigh. "You should make that your goal for college. Fuck the first boy you can find, get that cherry popped so you can get over it and see how good it is."
"I don't want to just fuck any guy that walks across my path," I muttered. "I want to like him."
"You can like him. You don't have to love him."
"It's just, the first time should be special."
"Trust me, it's not the big deal you think it is."
I used her shower so I could clean the scent of chlorine off my skin and hair. Once I was done, I wrapped a towel around myself and popped my head out of the bathroom.
"Can I use your hair dryer?"
Anne-Marie whirled around and it was only then that I saw Remy standing in front of her, his face red as he attempted to surreptitiously shield the very obvious bulge in the front of his pants. Anne-Marie's dress was pushed up almost completely to her crotch and she tugged it down, laughing.
"Oops, sorry Nellie!" she gasped. "Um, would you... could you give me and Remy a few minutes to finish our discussion?"
"Jesus Christ, Anne-Marie," I said, looking away as I turned red.
I grabbed my makeup bag, plucked her hairdryer from her hands, and scurried out of her bedroom.
Once in the hallway, I heard Anne-Marie giggle again. It quickly turned into a breathy gasp.
"Oh, Remy..."
I rolled my eyes just as I realized I'd left the bag containing my clothing in her room.
Naked except for a towel, I wasn't sure what to do. I could walk back home to get ready on my own, but the idea of seeing Brayleigh again paired with the embarrassment of walking across our front lawns in a towel stopped me. The Marchands had plenty of other bathrooms, but that would require me to walk through the rest of the house in the towel.
Frankly, the entire problem was that I was naked when my supposed best friend had kicked me out of her bedroom to fuck her boyfriend.
And of course, because the situation just had to get worse, that was the moment J.P. entered the hallway to go to his room.
J.P., who was four years older than me, breathtakingly good-looking and, despite my fervent denial, the object of every romantic fantasy I'd had since discovering what romance was.
He did a double-take as he saw me standing in the hallway, clutching a hairdryer to my chest as water dripped from my hair.
"Uh... hey, Nellie," he said.
Every inch of exposed skin I had turned red.
"Hi," I squeaked.
"What're you—"
"Remy's over."
He rolled his eyes. "Of course. Jeez. On the bright side, they'll be done in about five minutes."
"Oh, good."
There was an extended pause.
"Did you want to come get ready in my room?" he asked. "I mean, you don't have to wait out here."
Anne-Marie moaned loudly from inside the bedroom.
"Yes please."
J.P. laughed and tilted his head towards the door next to Anne-Marie's. "Come here, then."
There was no bathroom in J.P.'s bedroom, since Marc-Andre had taken over the room he used to have while J.P. was in law school. It didn't really matter, since I had no clothing, which I admitted to him in embarrassment when he said he'd turn around so I could change.
"Shit, she really left you hanging," he laughed. "Here. Borrow my robe. Better than a towel."
He handed me a robe that was far too large for me and I shrugged it on gratefully. It was far less likely to fall open than a towel. After that, he settled on his bed with a book while I dried my hair a few feet away.
Once done, I looked towards the door.
"Think they're done yet?"
"Probably not," J.P. said. "I was joking about the five minutes."



"Oh."
"You didn't know that?"
I blushed. "I knew that, I just was hoping."
J.P. grinned. "You a virgin, Nellie?"
"No," I lied.
"Sure you're not." He chuckled and went back to his book.
"I'm not!" I insisted. "Not that it's any of your business."
"Of course," he said. "You and Anne-Marie going out tonight? Try to pick up some guy?"
"I don't do that."
"No?"
I shook my head and opened my makeup bag.
"If you say so," he said, still chuckling.
I tried to do my makeup, but the massive sleeves on J.P.'s robe kept getting in the way. Frustrated, I put my makeup away.
"What's the trouble?"
"The sleeves," I explained, holding my arm up. "It's fine. They should be done soon, right?"
J.P. raised his eyebrows as a banging sound started from the room next to us.
"Uh, maybe."
I groaned in frustration and sat on the edge of his bed. "Jesus, do you have to listen to them every time?"
He laughed, closing the book. "They tend to keep it quieter when my parents are home, but I usually put headphones on."
"Sorry. You can if you want."
"It's fine. We can suffer awkwardly together."
I laughed in spite of myself. Moments later, a muffled cry filtered through the walls from Anne-Marie's room. I tried not to picture what was happening on the other side of the wall, and tried very hard not to find the sound erotic.
"Doesn't it bug you?" I asked.
"The sound?"
"Well, and that it's like... I mean, she's your sister."
J.P. shrugged. "It's just sex."
I blushed again. "Yeah, I guess."
"You got some hang-ups about sex?"
"No," I said. "I just—"
"Oh, fuck yes!" shrieked Anne-Marie.
"Jesus Christ," I muttered.
"You sure you're not a virgin, Nellie?" he laughed.
"Why do you keep asking me that?"
"All the blushing and the questions..."
"I'm just making conversation," I muttered.
"Hmm. Sure."
I shifted uncomfortably. Listening to Anne-Marie and Remy fuck was weird in the first place, but listening to them while sitting with J.P. was even worse. On top of that, I couldn't stop picturing my best friend getting railed by her sleazy boyfriend, and worse than that was the fact that my body was clearly not in agreement with me that it was weird.
No, my body was sending little flutters of arousal through me, small tingles that were telling my pussy to get wet and my nipples to get hard. I folded my arms in front of me, fairly certain that J.P. wouldn't be able to see them poking against the thick fabric of his robe, but not willing to chance that he could.
"Who was your first time with, then?" J.P. asked suddenly.
I stuttered for a moment. "That's not your business, either."
"Ah, come on. Tell me." He shifted on the bed, propped up on an elbow as he looked at me. "Was it super sweet and romantic? Something out of a fairytale?"
"It doesn't matter."
I felt his foot nudge against my back playfully. "You keep saying you're not a virgin, but I don't see any proof being presented."
"Don't lawyer me."
He burst out laughing. "Lawyer you?"
"Yeah, you're trying to be all lawyerly about things and interrogate me. I'm not falling for it."
"I'm not a lawyer yet, so don't worry."
"What was your first time like, then?" I asked, trying to deflect him.
"Super shitty," he said. "I lasted about ten seconds and she cried after."
"Oh."
He shrugged. "I got better at it."
I pressed my lips together. "That's good to know."
"Was yours any better than that?"
I shrugged. "It is what it is."
"That's not an answer."
"Why do you want to know so bad?"
He shifted on the bed again. "Just wondering if it'd be weird for me to hit on you or not."
It was a good thing I was facing away from him. I knew my eyes widened and my mouth dropped open. At the same time, a series of high-pitched moans reverberated through the wall as the pounding sound grew louder. While I tried to think of a response, J.P. cleared his throat.
"Obviously it would be. I'm sorry, Nellie. Look, you can say you're not a virgin but—"
Maybe if Anne-Marie hadn't moaned like that, or maybe if I wasn't naked under that robe with my pussy dripping, or maybe if it wasn't J.P. sitting in the room with me, I would have said something different.
"I'm not a virgin," I said fiercely.
"You—"
"I'll prove it to you."
After all, how hard could it be? I knew what sex was. I'd been on the pill for two years at that point at my mother's insistence. I had seen videos and I'd done a little bit of fooling around here and there. I could bullshit my way through the rest of it. Frankly, what Anne-Marie said earlier was right. I should just get the cherry popped and get over it.
Should I have been honest with him? Maybe. But I reasoned that if I was, he would decide he didn't want to have sex with me. And I didn't want to take that risk.
"Wait, what?"
I stood up and turned around, heart racing as I faced J.P.
"I said I'll prove it to you."
His eyes widened as I undid the belt of the robe, shrugging the blanket of soft fabric off my shoulders and letting it drop to the floor. Standing in front of J.P., fully naked, it took everything in my power not to tremble.
Not that he would have noticed if I did. My heart was beating so hard that it might have been visible through my skin, but J.P.'s eyes were firmly glued to my breasts.
"Holy shit," he muttered. "Right now?"
"Yes, right now." I glared at him. "Were you joking about hitting on me?"
He shook his head slowly. "No, but... wow, Nellie."
His eyes raked over my body, taking in everything all at once with his lips slightly parted.
"You sure?" he finally asked.
"Positive."
"Come here, then."
I got onto the bed as J.P. took his T-shirt off, chucking it across the room. I crawled over to him, my hands going immediately to the button on his jeans before he stopped me, his hands moving up to my neck and pulling me in to kiss him.
His lips were soft but insistent as he nipped at my bottom lip. I never knew a kiss could do what his did to me, which was to send thrills of desire racing through my veins, dropping through my body and straight to the slick wetness between my legs. My hands left the button of his jeans undone and moved to his head as his arms travelled down my body, pulling me closer and closer to him.
When my breasts touched his chest, I shivered. The intimacy increased as he wrapped his arms around me and pulled me onto his lap, straddling his hips as we kissed. His tongue met mine and I gasped softly. I felt J.P. smile against my mouth, his strong arms embracing me for a moment longer before his hands skimmed along my back.
Confident fingertips on one hand trailed along my ribs and up to my breast. He gripped it lightly, then squeezed, then pinched my nipple between his fingers as I let out a soft moan.
"Quietly," he murmured against my mouth. "Unless you want Anne-Marie to know you're fucking me."
I shook my head and gasped when he pinched my nipple again.
His jeans were rough against me and I knew the juices from my pussy had to be staining the denim. Beneath the fabric, I could feel his cock bulging against me, a hardness I was familiar with but that had never been so close to my pussy. I wanted it inside me, wanted to know what it would feel like stretching me wide open and pushing in and out of me, but J.P. wasn't there quite yet.
He played with my tits a while longer, pulling back from my mouth to dip his head down and push his face against them. I moaned again, stifling it by biting my lip, as his mouth found my nipple. He ran the tip of his tongue along it, sucking it for a moment before nibbling gently at the sensitive skin. I gasped sharply and he chuckled.
"You like that?" he asked.
"Yes," I hissed.
He groaned and dug his fingertips against my skin as he shoved his face against my breasts.
My body felt like it was on fire. I was desperate for him to be inside me, squirming against the hard bulge between his legs, trying to get some relief from the insistent need for friction. J.P's firm grip loosened as his hands moved from my back to my ass. His fingers dug in again, squeezing the flesh there as he guided my body harder against the bulge.
"You want this?" he mumbled against my tits.
"Yes," I groaned.
"Better make it quick," he taunted. "Wouldn't want Anne-Marie to finish up and wonder where you are."
I nipped at his lip. "Stop teasing me."
His teeth grazed mine back. "But it's so fun to watch you blush."
I moved off him as he reached between us, finishing the job I'd started in undoing his pants. He worked them down his legs at the same time as his boxers, revealing his swollen cock quickly.
When I said I was a virgin, I meant in the most technical of senses. I had touched, licked, and sucked cocks before. Well, one cock. His was different than J.P. 's was, though I might have thought so more because I was nervous about having it inside of me. Trying to hide my nerves, I licked my lips and looked up at J.P.
"You on the pill?" he asked.
I nodded.
"You cool if we..."
I shouldn't have been cool without him using a condom, but I nodded anyway.
He made a soft noise. "You wanna be on top? I'm kinda liking having your tits in my face."
I climbed back onto his lap, hoping he couldn't tell that I was trembling. He leaned against the headboard as I straddled his hips, his cock brushing against my wet folds. My breath was coming in short gasps and I tried to play it off as excitement.
There was no moment of him checking with me to make sure I was ready or if I'd changed my mind because J.P. didn't know I was a virgin. There was no moment where he slid inside me slowly, letting me adjust to the size of his cock as he penetrated it for the first time. No comforting hand touched me softly, no kiss to urge me to relax.
Instead, I reached down, positioned the head of his cock at my entrance, and plunged him inside of me in one single movement, followed by a high-pitched yelp as I scrunched my eyes shut.
"What the... Nellie?" he gasped.
I couldn't move. It didn't hurt, per se, but it felt weird. The pressure of having something so large inside me was foreign, a strange presence that I wasn't sure I liked. I took a small breath, whimpering slightly despite trying to keep quiet.
"You fucking liar," J.P. murmured, his tone nowhere near as unkind as his words would have one think. "You're a virgin, aren't you?"
"Not anymore," I said, my teeth clenched.
"Shit. Oh, shit," he swore. His hands went to my back, then to my hips. He held me still with one hand while the other travelled up to my face, cupping my cheek lightly. "Are you okay?"
I nodded.
"Liar," he said.
"Maybe a little."
"Why didn't you tell me?"
"I didn't want you to judge me."
He chuckled slightly. The cock inside me jostled and I tried not to wince. "I wish you would've told me. I wouldn't have—"
"You wouldn't have fucked me, and I know, and I'm sorry," I interrupted.
"No, I still would've fucked you if you wanted me to." His fingers danced lightly against my cheek before moving to my neck. "Just maybe not so... suddenly."
I pried my eyes open. J.P. was looking at me, his face concerned.
"You okay?"
I swallowed, thinking as I focused my attention to what was happening between my legs. Sitting motionless against him, things seemed to have relaxed a little, the feeling less uncomfortable and now just unfamiliar.
"I think so."
He pulled me in to kiss him. "You want to stay like this or you want me to take over?"
I shifted my hips experimentally and J.P. shuddered, groaning softly.
"Like this," I said. "Just... for a bit. You can tell me if I suck at it."
He chuckled. "You'll be fine. Just..." He paused, looking at me seriously. "Promise you're on the pill?"
"I am, I swear."
"Okay."
He nodded, loosening his grip on my hip and bringing his other hand back down. Gently, he began guiding me to ride his cock.
It took a few moments, but once I had slid back down on his cock a few times, it started feeling good. Maybe it was the fact that J.P.'s pelvis pressed against mine, brushing against my clit as I moved. Maybe it was just getting used to it, my pussy accepting that I had impaled myself on his rigid erection and that it was supposed to be good, I was supposed to like it. Whatever it was, it didn't matter. The tingles of pleasure I'd felt earlier returned as I began moving faster, moaning softly.
J.P. groaned as it became apparent that I liked what was happening. Again, his hand left my hip and made its way up to my breasts. He gripped one gently, fingers prodding against my skin as he brought his mouth down to my tits and shoved his face between them again.
I moaned again, forgetting I was supposed to be quiet until I heard the pounding against the wall, a reminder that my best friend was still in the next room with her boyfriend while I fucked her brother. I bit my lip, gasping as I kept riding him, a spreading warmth moving through my stomach.
It surprised me to find out that, while I'd had orgasms before, they felt a little different when I had a cock inside me. My body began to prickle, not from my skin but from somewhere deep in my stomach. That prickling feeling began to turn to a quiver, then a shudder, and then my legs suddenly began to shake. I gasped, trying not to cry out, trying to bite my lip as my thighs went numb, my fingernails digging into J.P.'s back as I clutched at him desperately.
He groaned as I did, lifting his head away from my breasts, my hips still bucking against him as I came. My mind went as numb as my legs were, a euphoric wave of release crashing through me. The small, high-pitched noises that came from my mouth were muffled by his shoulder as I buried my face against him, and his arms held me tightly as I writhed on top of him.
"Yes, Nellie!" he hissed. "Oh, fuck yes."
"Holy shit," I gasped as the shaking in my legs subsided. "I can't... I think my legs are asleep."
J.P. made a soft noise, his arms tightening around me. I tried to keep rolling my hips, but between the numbness in my lower body and the enervating intensity of my orgasm, it wasn't working.
Instead, J.P. slid down a bit, bent his knees, and started thrusting up into me. I struggled for air as my body crashed against his, my tits bouncing against his face as he took over completely. I braced myself against the headboard, trying not to fly off his lap as he fucked me, really fucked me, our skin slapping together as he moved.
"Nellie," he said suddenly. "I'm gonna come. Is it okay to..."
"Not in me," I said, alarmed by the thought. "Do it in my mouth."
"Oh Jesus," he groaned.
He almost pushed me off his lap and I caught myself, diving forward and taking his cock in my mouth immediately.
"Fuck!" he grunted, and his fingers twisted in my hair.
He thrust into my throat and I gagged, choking on him as he erupted. His hands pushed down, his cock pulsing as he emptied cum down my throat, tears springing into my eyes as I fought for air.
It should have bothered me to have my mouth used like that. Instead, the thrill of it consumed me, the sound of him losing control echoing in my ears as he pumped himself down my throat. Anne-Marie had been right: it wasn't the big deal I thought it was.
It was better.
After what seemed like an eternity, his grip loosened and I pulled back, heaving for breath as I wiped my mouth.
"Shit, Nellie, I'm so sorry." He pulled me towards him, tenderly touching my face, a strange juxtaposition to the way he had just shoved my head onto his cock. "I'm so, I didn't mean... fuck."
"It's fine," I said, brushing my hand under my eyes. "I'm fine."
"No, that was... I lost control, that was horrible of me."
"It's fine."
I tried not to sniffle as my nose watered. J.P. winced as he pulled me close to him again, his arms wrapping around me.
"It's not fine. I'm sorry. I didn't..."
"It was hot," I said, my voice hoarse.
"What?"
I licked my lips and giggled. "It was pretty fucking hot, you can't deny that."
He burst out laughing.
"Shit, now I'm gonna be the one responsible for giving you a complex or something."
He kissed me lightly, still gently touching my face and hair.
We stayed that way for some time, him just holding me as we regained our breaths and composure. It was only when I heard the bedroom door beside us open that I shot out of his arms, panicked.
"Nellie?" we heard Anne-Marie call from the hallway.
J.P. bolted into action, pulling his jeans on quickly as I wrapped myself in his robe. I glanced in the mirror, flattening my hair as best I could and hoping I could pass off the flush on my cheeks as embarrassment. J.P. got his shirt on, straightening it quickly before patting his own hair down.
"Nellie, where are you?"
"In here!" I called.
I grabbed the hairdryer and my makeup bag, rushing to the door just before Anne-Marie could open it.
"What are you doing in Jean-Paul's room?" she asked. "And his... robe?"
"I left my clothes in your room before you kicked me out," I said.
She burst out laughing. "Oh no, I'm so sorry, cherie!"
"It's fine, let's keep getting ready. Is Remy gone yet?"
"Yes, he's left. I'm so sorry, Nellie," she said as we walked back into her room.
Her bedding was ruffled and a condom wrapper lay discarded on the floor.
"It's okay, I get it."
"You don't, little virgin, but you will one day," she teased. "Whew. Open the window, will you? I think I need to shower again. I didn't think it was so strong when I left, but it really smells like sex in here."
I swallowed hard as I opened her window. There was no way for me to shower again without her getting suspicious. I hoped I didn't smell too much.
When we finally went out that night, I picked up a guy at the bar. Anne-Marie squealed in delight as I told her I wasn't going home with her. I don't remember what his name was, only that he didn't fuck me nearly as well as J.P. had, that when I took his cock in my mouth, he groaned but held still and barely touched me. When Anne-Marie asked me for the details of my first time the next day, I told her the true story... just not that it had happened with her brother before we went out.
I didn't see J.P. again after that. I left a few days later and while he lived at home during college breaks, he wasn't always there. Anne-Marie and I kept in touch, but I only saw her briefly on the occasional trip to my dad's. So I never spoke with him about what happened, nor did I ever tell him that he started me down a path of finding sex as good as my first time with him had been.
Sighing, I shook off the memory as I changed back into a pair of leggings and a baggy T-shirt.
Dad and Kimberlee went out for some function that night. I didn't care what it was, and firmly declined joining them. After they left with Pierre driving them, I grabbed a bowl of popcorn from the kitchen and was just settling on the couch when the doorbell rang.
I sauntered to the door with the popcorn in one hand, peeking out the window before shaking my head and opening the door.
"Thought you had dinner with the Thibaults," I said.
"Turns out I have a really bad headache and couldn't go," said J.P.
"Yikes. Sounds rough. How'd you know I'd be here alone?"
"Your dad is also having dinner with the Thibaults."
I laughed.
"What do you want, J.P.?"
"Worst case scenario? We should probably talk about that day," he said.
"What's the best case scenario?"
He leaned against the doorframe, hungry eyes flicking down my body.
I blushed, my stomach fluttering like I was a virgin all over again.
"Come here, then."
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It doesn't interest me
if the story you are telling me
is true.
I want to know if you can
disappoint another
to be true to yourself.
If you can bear
the accusation of betrayal
and not betray your own soul.
If you can be faithless
and therefore trustworthy.
—The Invitation, Oriah Mountain Dreamer

**
At what point does love stop being beautiful and become something sick?
She was the closest thing to a goddess that existed on Earth. Everything about her was joy and peace and happiness. Wherever she went, she found beauty: to her, city lights were the same as sunrises; a bag drifting in the wind held the same majesty as leaves in the breeze. Everything she touched was made better for it; every person she met felt honoured to have even just briefly been in her presence. She was so sweet, they said, so kind, so beautiful and so genuine, as warm as her golden-brown eyes were in the basking light of sunset.
His eyes were blue. Icy, cold, intense: a blue so dark it was almost a new colour. They were focused eyes, hard eyes that slashed at her softness. They absorbed everything, those eyes, picking out details that tried to scurry away and hide like beetles, only to be revealed by a hand plucking the stone away like it was nothing.
Most of all, they absorbed her. They took in every bit of her, every gentle curve of her perfect body, every shining smile and every gasping breath, every inch of skin covered with the sheen of desire as he fucked her, every feather-light touch of her hand as she clutched him closer, urging him on, begging for more, writhing beneath him until those eyes squeezed shut and he was coming inside her.
At least, that's how I pictured them together.
"Cecily?"
I knocked my wine over, jumping out of my thoughts at the sudden touch of Minah's hand on my arm. The glass shattered and red liquid sprayed across the table.
"The dress!" Natasha shrieked.
There was no need for that kind of noise; the liquid wouldn't dare to dream of sullying Minah's wedding dress. Not a drop splashed within a foot of her, choosing instead to soak the pristine tablecloth and drip onto the skirt of my own lavender bridesmaid dress.
Still, Natasha shrieked, Minah gasped, and the wedding guests moved collectively, heads snapping towards me in hive-mind unison. Natasha pounced between me and Minah, a bodyguard against the blood-like red wine stain threatening the immaculate dress that graced Minah's immaculate body.
Silence hovered through the hall. I wasn't bold enough to risk a glance at Axel, but I could feel those intense eyes watching from the other side of the head table.
"I'm so sorry."
My voice wavered, not from nerves but because it always did. I truly was sorry; no one wants to be the person who nearly destroys the bride's wedding dress.
There was a moment when I thought she might... something. A moment when I didn't give her enough credit. Her eyes flashed, her jaw clenched, I imagined she would scream at me, tell everyone, tell them all what I was and what I had done.
I was wrong. Ever graceful, Minah laughed musically.
"It's nothing," she said in that melodic lilt. "Even if it was something, it's only a dress."
Chattering murmurs returned to the hall as people looked away. Natasha drifted away at the slightest touch of Minah's hand, and then she was resting her comforting palm against my shoulder.
"I only meant to ask if you were okay," she continued. "You had that lost look, like when you're writing."
I doubted I had that look, but Minah was giving me an out. "Just daydreaming. I thought I might... you know. Inspiration."
Minah's face lit up. "A poem?"
"Maybe."
"Oh, Cecily! That would be... oh, I hope you do. Please, if you write about me and Axel, you'll share it with us, right?"
I nodded, though it was about as likely as me sharing the details of the daydream she'd interrupted. Surely, she'd love to hear my detailed description of how I imagined her new husband fucking the daylights out of her.
Even still, that strange, creeping feeling came over me again, and I knew Axel had glanced back over. I risked a look in his general direction as a waiter scurried over to mop up the wine. Sure enough, Axel's gaze was focused directly on me. His lips twitched into the tiniest of half-smiles as I met his eyes.
he knows
I forced a smile past my trembling lips and tore my eyes away, patting the damp napkin the waiter had brought against the red wine stain on my skirt.
He doesn't know, I told myself. It's impossible.
he can hear you think
"Impossible," I said out loud.
"Miss?" the waiter asked.
I coughed, trying to make it sound like a laugh.
"Sorry. I need more... excuse me."
I felt Axel's eyes on me as I walked to the bathroom, but when I looked back, he was dipping Minah for a kiss, a grin on his face as he focused on her. Only her.
**
I didn't want him when I met him.
We shared two classes together: Screenwriting, and Studies in Literature and Film. I was a year ahead of him and we had different majors, so the crossing of our paths was unlikely to begin with, but I missed the universe's memo that it was a sign.
It wasn't that I didn't notice him. I did; everyone did. Half the women in our classes swooned because he was brooding and quiet, the mysterious enigma, the handsome, haunted art student whose secrets were buried beneath the chiselled lines of his statuesque face. The other half swooned because he was an athlete. His body was as toned as his face was perfect.
He seemingly had no interest in any of them. Some tried to seduce him with low-cut shirts and flirty hair-tosses. Others tried appealing to his mind, waxing poetically about art house films and the brilliance of pioneers like Dreyer. They were the embodiment of the woman who would come and go, talking of Michelangelo, like a patient etherized upon a table, like yellow smoke sliding along the street.
All of them wanted to know his secrets. All of them wanted to be the woman who would earn the fixation of those startling eyes, who would carve out a path to his heart and make him bare the secrets of his soul to them.
Except me.
I found him dull. Oh, yet another artsy, sensitive romantic who wore black sweaters and carried a canvas messenger bag and had a stupid pretentious name. Axel Pierce, like his parents had known he would be a brooding old soul. Yet another college boy with longish hair and pouty lips and a permanent scowl on his face as he pondered the injustice of life and the illusion of liberty and the lack of inspiration to be found in the world. Another tortured creature that stood amid the roar of a surf-tormented shore, contemplating if all we see or seem is but a dream within a dream.
He bored me.
Intimidating and unapproachable, he sat alone in class, either ignorant or unaware of the mooning girls batting their eyelashes in his general direction. I thought I was above him, more than him, too good to be a cliché like the rest of them. So what if I was a poetry student? So what if I dressed the part, flowing black wraps over black shirts and black jeans and black hair? I didn't need to be the entirety of a cliché and obsess over the volatile being who mused alone in the corner.
As it turned out, Axel was just quiet and not very good at making friends.
I discovered this when I was paired with him as my peer reviewer in Screenwriting. I believed it to be a misfortune at first; rolling my eyes, I slumped across the classroom and settled in the chair next to him, staring moodily at the professor as he waited for everyone to pair up.
"I'm Cecily."
"Axel," came the resonant response.
I tapped my fingers against the desk twice. "I'm pretty critical when it comes to reviewing, so don't expect me to take it easy on you."
"You shouldn't. It would defeat the entire purpose."
I turned my head and found myself trapped in the prism of his gaze, caught like a spider under a glass, mesmerized by the strange colour of his eyes and the depth of his stare.
Then the professor spoke, I turned away, and forgot about that moment.
I found him to be almost surprisingly articulate, thoughtfully perceptive, and infuriatingly silent. When we exchanged assignments for review the first time, I was blown away by a story of cold revenge. His main character was horribly wronged, treated maliciously by everyone who was supposed to love her, and yet she did nothing. I found myself angry with her, frustrated by her lack of response, until she methodically destroyed the people around her.
Every word was gold. The bastard wrote better than I could ever dream of writing.
"You'll be an amazing screenwriter," I told him when I gave it back.
"I want to be a video editor," came the muted response.
It was almost sad that he didn't want to utilize that kind of talent.
Slowly, Axel and I became acquaintances. Not friends, really, not anything more than the kind of people who nodded in acknowledgement when we passed each other on the quad. As the semester passed, though, we became the kind of acquaintances that met to study or to brainstorm in the library, then the kind of acquaintances that went to the campus bar to have a drink after a midterm.
"You should meet my roommate," I told him.
"Why?"
"I think you'd like her."
He didn't shrug, didn't nod, didn't say yes, no or maybe. His eyebrow twitched, which was as much a response as I could hope for.
I didn't think he'd actually like my roommate, but she had just gone through a breakup and I was desperately trying to find a rebound fuck for her so she would stop moping about the apartment all the time. It was less for my benefit than hers; I hated to see her sad.
When Minah walked into the campus bar, his eyes went to her immediately. He watched as she quietly made her way through the crowd, people swishing away like reeds to let her through, an aura of calmness spilling behind her as she made her way to us.
"This is my roommate, Minah. Minah, this is my... classmate. Axel."
Neither of them heard me.
I had never seen Axel smile, not really. That day, I watched his face unfurl, opening the way a flower blooms for the first time, feeling the first resplendent rays of sunshine on petals of silk and finally seeing, finally understanding its purpose.
Two people fell in love that day, and I was one of them.
**
I denied wanting him.
He spent hours that felt like days and days that felt like lifetimes at our apartment. Hours upon days upon months. Their love didn't develop over time, the seed wasn't planted and nurtured until it took root and sprouted and flourished. No, their love was dandelions: one moment there were none, and the next it was an infestation.
And lucky me, I was the one who had breathed on the puff.
Day after day, Axel was there in the morning when I woke and after every class when I returned. He was a better roommate than Minah, even though he didn't actually live with us and I would never have said anything negative about Minah. The constant presence of her yoga mat spread across the living room where the coffee table was supposed to go and the thick hair that clogged our shower drain were small prices to pay for her friendship.
At first, I was logical about it. He was good-looking, I told myself. It was a physical attraction, nothing more. A school-girl's crush, a daydream. One could admit Michelangelo's statue of David was attractive and know that it didn't mean they were in love.
After the first few weeks of their relationship, Minah sat down with me on an evening that Axel wasn't over. It was before he started spending the night, back when it was still just Minah and me, back when I had a break from seeing his face every time I turned around.
"You don't mind if I date Axel, right?"
I looked up at her sharply.
"Why would I mind?"
She was biting her lip, dark eyes wide and vulnerable, and remained silent.
she knows
I shook the intrusive thought away. They popped up every now and then, those thoughts. Thoughts I didn't think, thoughts that weren't my voice, little whispers that said things that might have been true and might have been lies. I never spoke of them, never told anyone. It was hardly the first time I'd had a thought like that, though it was by far one of the most insistent, and I didn't need people thinking I was crazy.
Even if it was a little bit true.
"He's all yours."
but i want him
"I don't want him, don't worry."
Minah looked at me sadly, silently.
she can hear you
I laughed at that one, causing Minah to look at me strangely. She couldn't hear me, I told myself. That was excessively paranoid, even for me.
The silence stretched, even more awkward.
but what if she can hear you
"You and Axel make a great couple," I said. "You're perfect for each other."
Her face brightened, waves of glowing delight flowing from her and filling the small kitchen we shared.
"I really like him," she said. "I mean, I really, really like him."
I swallowed a lump of resentment and another one of guilt. Minah was perfection; she didn't deserve my rancorous thoughts. I had my chance with Axel; I didn't want it. I didn't want him.
That weekend he spent the night for the first time.
They tried to be quiet. It made it all the worse, knowing how hard they tried to muffle their noises on my behalf. The walls sponged up the sound of Minah's high-pitched cries, the low resonance of Axel's breathless groans, the rhythmic thump of her bedframe against our shared wall, and wrung each noise out into my ear as I lay on my bed.
I tried to tell myself the prickling sensation that started in my heart and seeped through my bones was embarrassment, or maybe annoyance that they couldn't have just asked me to leave for the night so I didn't have to hear it.
When I left my bedroom the next morning and found Axel sitting at my kitchen table with a cup of coffee, I tried to twitch my mouth into a smile. He looked up at me, eyes patiently focused, and asked how I'd slept.
"Good," I said.
"Were we, uh..."
"Nope."
He nodded once, brusque, stoic. "Good."
Minah bounded into the kitchen from the hallway.
"Good morning!" she chirped, her voice bright and soft and warm. "Cecily, do you want some pancakes? I thought maybe I'd make pancakes this morning."
I did love pancakes, and I was adamant that I felt nothing for Axel, so I said yes and ate breakfast with them.
Days went by where I insisted to myself that I didn't want him. They fucked all the time. All the fucking time. I'd put headphones on. I'd try to write. I'd study. I'd read. I'd turn the sound on my laptop up and try to drown them out, but it was constant, the beating of a hideous heart. Each day it grew louder, each day I insisted it was nothing, each day I felt I would fade, fade far away, dissolve, and quite forget until the night I found myself listening to what I still insisted was nothing.
I sat on the edge of my bed and stared at the floor, a beautiful and sick song of stifled moans and slapping bodies echoing in my mind, slow at first and then growing, crescendoing, climaxing in an explosion in another universe only a few feet away from where I sat.
The next night, I listened again.
And again.
They grew less concerned with their level of noise and the song changed. It became more poignant, more passionate, infuriating and arousing and intoxicating. As the song changed, I changed. My laptop lay abandoned, my headphones not even in the same room. I sat at the edge of the bed, then cross-legged in the middle of the bed, then lying on my back.
I told myself again and again that it was nothing. He was nothing. I felt nothing.
I finally admitted to myself that it wasn't "nothing" on the night I slid my hand into my panties, touching myself as I pictured Axel fucking Minah, pictured his smooth, pale skin pressed against her toned body as he impaled her on his cock. I pictured them together; just them, never imagining myself writhing beneath him. The image of that was too much, too painful, too impossible. I came with them, biting my lip so hard it nearly bled, twisting on the bed as I muffled my own pleasure far more successfully than either of them had.
Not that it mattered. They were absorbed with each other, and I was alone.
It was just a crush, I told myself that night.
And the next night.
And the one after that.
I didn't admit to myself that I was in love with him until the night I was still trying to catch my breath when I heard him say it, his voice as quiet as a pebble dropping in a lake as it splashed through the walls.
"I love you, Minah."
My hand was still in my panties, my heart squeezed and clenched and cracked, and I could see them. I could see him over her; I could see his lips move as he spoke; I could see eyes of dark blue trained on her face and her face alone.
I didn't want him until she had him.
I didn't want him until he looked at her like she was the only woman in the world.
I loved him, and he loved her, and I cried.
**
Love left forgotten and unfelt will rot. It will mold and fester, turning rancid and toxic until there's no hint left that it used to be something beautiful. Once it's toxic, it starts to spread. It creeps along, black fingers sulking forward and sidling up into the darkest recesses of the mind. Then it feeds there, grows there, and if it's not caught in time, it takes over.
It becomes an obsession.
I knew it was happening, and that was probably the only reason I was able to keep it from completely ruining me. I felt it, as sickly warm as a humid breath on a cold neck and as encompassing as the air around me.
I thought about him all the time: In the morning, during class, in the evening, while he was fucking Minah, while he wasn't fucking Minah, while I showered and shopped and fucked men who weren't him in the hopes that they'd make me forget.
They never did.
I was still lying to myself and insisting it was just a phase when the paranoia truly took root.
It had always been there, really. It was there before Minah had ever asked me if I was okay with her dating Axel. I had never addressed it, never acknowledged it, and that's probably why it lay dormant for so long.
It used to be little things. Thinking a waitress had it in for me if my order was wrong in a restaurant, then thinking the kitchen had spat in my food, even if I'd done nothing to deserve it.
My saving grace was the other part of me. There was Crazy Cecily, Cecily who believed a cook she'd never met had it in for her, but there was also Cecily who knew that Crazy Cecily was crazy. Even in my darkest times, part of me knew it was all in my head.
It didn't stop me from thinking those paranoid thoughts. It didn't stop them from consuming me.
We were out with friends. Other friends. Their faces became blank in my memories, smooth and plastic and unimportant. In recollection, I only remembered Minah and Axel and Natasha. It was likely because I wasn't paying attention. I was daydreaming, always daydreaming, and the daydream that took over my every moment both day and night was Axel.
I remember the daydream. I was picturing his body, specifically. Axel was wearing a dark grey knit sweater that day, very art-student, very unlike his actual personality. He wore sweaters a lot, usually ones with higher collars because he was always cold. It was the one complaint I remember Minah making, and it was never really a complaint at all. Just that his hands were cold, and she would take them between hers and try to warm him up.



Such a small gesture. Such a beautiful one.
That day, his sweater did not have a high collar. It was a crewneck, and I remember that because I was staring at his Adam's apple and wondering if he liked to be kissed on his neck.
That led into wondering if he liked to be kissed other places, and that led to imagining what his chest looked like beneath the knit sweater, and if he had that line of muscle on his ribs that some guys do, and if he had that defined V-line on his stomach that pointed beneath the waistband of those black jeans he was wearing and...
"Earth to Cecily!"
I blinked at Natasha. "What?"
She burst out laughing. "Must've been a deep thought."
"That's her writing look," Minah said loyally. "Were you thinking of a story or a poem, Cecily?"
"Um..."
"Must've been a poem about Axel's body. You were mentally undressing him!" teased Natasha.
she knows
"I wasn't." I tried to sound haughtily offended and slightly dignified, but I was betrayed by the flushing redness that started crawling up my neck.
"We all know what you were thinking," Natasha continued.
stop it natasha seriously just please stop it, stop it
"Stop it, Natasha, seriously," Minah said.
Was it logical for me to connect Minah's words with my thoughts? No. Did that stop the intrusion of the idea that they could hear the things I shrouded in my mind, that they knew what I was thinking, that they knew the only thing I thought of was Axel?
Also no.
It was crazy. Insane. It was wrong, I was wrong. I was ill, my mind was feverish, it was flicking on, off, on, off, as heavy as a lecher's kiss, and it was telling me that they knew.
It didn't help that when I looked up, eyes of ice were focused on me completely, boring past my mind and past my soul and into those dark corners where the festering moss of obsession was invading my mind like dandelions.
**
There was a list of reasons why we were perfect for each other, and a veritable encyclopedia of reasons we weren't.
That encyclopedia went from C for Crazy to S for Sick. Other reasons were sprinkled here or there: real reasons, logical reasons, things like "he's in love with your best friend" and "he deserves better than you" and "Cecily, you're fucking crazy."
I tried to force reasons in, like shoving loose-leaf papers with handwritten excuses between the pages and trying to pass them off as fact. He liked sports, I thought they were stupid. I wanted a kitten; he was allergic to cats. His face was too chiselled, his jawline too strong. I liked softer men, less intimidating ones, ones who didn't look like they could be on the covers of magazines.
They never stuck, though.
Axel was an only child. I was an only child. More than once, we'd commiserated about the lonely life of growing up without a sibling, the strangeness of being "only" when everyone else was "family."
When Axel ate dinner, he saved the best part of the meal for last. I did something similar, but I had to eat all of each item on its own before moving to the next one. Rice first, then vegetables, then chicken. Axel took it a step further; he saved the best bites from each thing for the very end. The piece of chicken with the most seasoning was cut off and pushed to the side while he ate the rest. The broccoli with the most cheese on it would sit beside it long after he finished eating the rest of the broccoli.
Axel liked horror movies. I liked thrillers. Axel liked reading quietly on the couch on rainy days; I liked reading quietly in the chair on rainy days. There were simple synchronicities between us, things that made me feel as though we were two sides of the same coin, two pieces of the same puzzle. I wouldn't go so far as to say we were cut from the same cloth. That would have been an insult to Axel.
I thought I would have been perfect for Axel if Minah hadn't been even more perfect. She was his opposite and therefore made him whole; where Axel was fire and ice, she was calming waters. He was stoic and silent; she was graceful joy. He shied away from attention and she couldn't avoid it; he was the lone wolf and she brought the pack together.
I couldn't do any of that for him. I couldn't squeeze blood from a stone, but Minah didn't have to squeeze. She knew him better than anyone.
I knew him better than she did, though in a different way. Minah didn't see Axel the way I did. She didn't know how he looked at her when she wasn't watching, didn't notice the way he tilted his head slightly to the right when people were talking. She didn't know he mimicked people's quirky little habits, that he unconsciously began resting his right hand on top of his left wrist when they sat across from each other at the table because that was how she was sitting.
I noticed that when he picked up some of mine. Of course I noticed, because I noticed when I was doing them, too. It started when Minah was cooking dinner for the three of us one evening.
"So, Cecily," she said lightly, though butterflies batted at the words and made them shake with nerves. "Axel and I wanted to discuss something with you."
they know
I tapped my fingers on the table six times. I had to; I was compelled to. Twice with my ring finger, twice with the middle, twice with the index.
"What's up?"
My voice wavered. Neither of them noticed anything unusual about that, chalking the fragility up to my usual trembling tone rather than the tornado of panic that was buffeting my throat.
Minah sat at the table beside me and across from Axel. She was going to tell me she knew I was in love with Axel. She was going to say she knew what I did to myself when I listened to them fuck. She was going to call me creepy and obsessed and disgusting and tell me to leave and never speak to them again and the worst part of all of that was that I'd never see Axel again and oh God, wasn't that the problem in the first place?
My chin trembled and I drummed my fingers again. Tap-tap, tap-tap, tap-tap.
"Well, you know Axel and I have been together for almost a year now."
Had it really been almost a year? I tried not to stare and simply nodded. Tap-tap, tap-tap, tap-tap.
"And we were thinking, maybe, if you're okay with it..."
Oh God.
"...Axel could, um, move in with us?"
Her voice lilted up at the end, partly inquisitive, partly pleading.
"With us?"
"Well, yeah. I don't... I mean, if you want to move out you can, but I really don't want you to."
Axel was looking at me. I knew he was; I could feel his eyes like they were fingernails scratching up my bare arms. I didn't look at him, couldn't look at him.
Tap-tap, tap-tap, tap-tap.
"We'd split the rent three ways. And the utilities."
Her tone was strange, as if she didn't think she would have to convince me. It was off, not quite the Minah I knew, though I could have been imagining that. I was, of course, wrapped up in my own thoughts.
Was waking up every morning knowing Axel was in the bed just a few feet away from mine, albeit on the other side of a wall, worth saving a few hundred dollars each month? Was it worth it knowing I'd see his face all the time, morning and night, that there was no escape aside from shutting the bedroom door? He would be there all the time, he would use the same bathroom as I did, he would be naked in there moments before I was, he would eat and breathe and sleep in the same space as I did. He would be near always, be near me now, my tormenter, my love, be near me while I watched him be with someone else. It would be harrowing agony, constant torture. A few hundred dollars a month in savings, and all it would cost was my sanity.
Of course, I'd already given that up for free, so the decision was easy.
"Absolutely," I said. "Yeah. That's a great idea." Tap-tap, tap-tap, tap-tap.
Minah's face lit up and I smiled back, fake and forced and unbalanced.
"I knew you'd say yes! Thank you, Cecily." She hugged me from her chair, warm and fluid, as comforting as simmering water is to a lobster. "Babe, when do you want to move in?"
I accidentally looked at Axel and was lost in ice as he stared back.
"Next week," he said, and his fingers echoed mine on the table.
Tap-tap, tap-tap, tap-tap.
**
I wrote the best poetry of my life during the time I lived with Axel and Minah. It was really the only good thing that came of it.
I wrote constantly, nightly, daily, eagerly and fanatically. Most of the poems never saw the light of day. Two of them earned me A's in my Advanced Creative Writing class, and one of them was published in an anthology. The rest were too disturbing to even leave in writing. I ripped page after page from my notebook, tearing the sheets into tiny pieces of confetti, and threw them off our balcony to scatter in the wind, or flushed them down the toilet, or just buried them beneath the trash in the kitchen.
Minah and I graduated when Axel still had a year of school left. I began looking for jobs, something that would supplement any meagre income I scrounged from my writing. I applied at publishing houses and newspapers, then bookstores and libraries, then finally got a job as a sales associate at the fine art supply store near campus. My lack of knowledge about paintbrushes and canvases wasn't an issue; most of the customers thought they knew more than the dumb people working behind the counter, anyway. It just happened to be true in my case.
Minah taught yoga part-time while in school and began doing it full-time once she graduated. Her aim was to open her own studio, and by the time Axel graduated, she was well on her way to doing so. People loved Minah. She had a loyal following, and just lacked the initial investment to break off on her own.
Within a few months of graduating, Axel was working his almost-dream job. He was hired by the local hockey team as a junior video editor and quickly became his boss's go-to person.
I got promoted from sales associate to keyholder, so that was nice.
Six months after he graduated, I walked into our apartment after work one night to see Minah standing in the living room. The apartment was full of hot, explosive energy that seemed to radiate from where she stood.
"Cecily!" she gasped as soon as I walked in. Her eyes were sparkling, glistening, bright and manic and purely breathtaking.
"What?" I asked eagerly, drawn in by her energy.
She burst into tears, spun in a circle, and couldn't contain the exorbitant joy from twisting her body into an electric dance.
"Look!"
I did all the things I was supposed to. I hugged her and squealed and congratulated her. I grabbed her left hand and oohed over the garish stone that adorned her ring finger. I gasped theatrically and hugged her again when she asked me to be her bridesmaid, committing to it fully and telling her how honoured I was.
When Axel came out of the bedroom a few minutes later, I teased him good-naturedly, congratulated him, and found myself in the awkward position of not knowing if I was supposed to hug him, too.
Before I was really aware of the decision, Axel's arms were around me and his chest was pressed against mine and I could smell his cologne and my cheek brushed the coolness of his neck and his breath was in my ear and I was touching him, oh my God I was touching him, and then he let go.
I stepped back and laughed. It sounded deranged in my mind but Minah and Axel didn't notice. Instead, they insisted on having a drink with me to celebrate. I guzzled the sickeningly sweet sparkling wine and feigned exhaustion.
"Long day," I said. "Big order came in today. Time for bed for me. Keep it down, you two lovebirds."
Ha, ha, ha. Tap-tap, tap-tap, tap-tap.
They didn't keep it down and I didn't keep my hand out my panties and I didn't stop crying the entire time.
When they finished and I finished and I wiped the tears from my face, I started looking for a new place to live.
**
Absence makes the heart grow fonder and the obsession stronger.
I shouldn't have assumed being away from Axel would help me get past it. If anything, it made it worse. I conveniently forgot that I'd fallen in love with him before he lived with me and Minah, conveniently told myself that moving out would be a good thing, that it would be a cure for my poor, unwell mind.
My new home was a basement suite two blocks from work. It was small, dark, and old. Being in a basement, it should have been cold all the time, but instead it was sweltering hot. Air hung like cobwebs throughout; thick strings of dangling heat. Walking from my bedroom to the kitchen was like swimming. Even opening the windows didn't seem to help; the air was immobile, as much a part of my apartment as the walls and the floors and the fixtures.
Still, as Minah and Axel helped me unload the boxes and furniture I'd taken, I was hopeful. It wasn't until we finished bringing my stuff in and were standing amongst towers of cardboard treasures that my hopes were crushed.
Minah sniffed as she wiped dust from her hands.
"Don't cry," I said.
"I'm just going to miss you." Her voice was heartbreakingly small. "If you ever need... if you need a place to stay, you know, we're always happy..."
"I know."
She hugged me tightly and my heart pinched. For the entirety of our degrees and a year-and-a-half past, we had lived together. She was the closest thing I had to any sort of sister, the closest friend I had. It was a testament to how I loved her that even though she was with Axel, I never resented her for it. I never resented him for loving her, either.
After Minah let go, I smiled. I kept smiling as Axel took her place, smiled as he hugged me, smiled as I tried not to inhale the scent of sweat and cologne and him. I smiled as my body tingled, as my heart ached, as we parted.
"I'm going to miss you," he said.
"Yes," I breathed.
He gave me the strangest look.
When they left, I sank onto the puffy couch we'd hauled down the stairs and put my head in my hands. I could feel him on me, could smell the ghost of his cologne and his sweat sticking to my shirt.
He was going to miss me.
I spent the rest of the night replaying that moment in my mind. His body, his arms, his scent, his gravelly voice echoing over and over in my mind. I was trapped in my own mind, frozen stiff by memories that made my heart soar the way someone jumping off a bridge soars. It hurt, all of it hurt, and I still knew how wrong it was and how toxic and crazy and fucked up it all was. I knew it and it still didn't stop me from feeling it, couldn't stop me from feeling it, and I hated myself for it.
I wanted to puke; I wanted to cry. I wanted Axel more than anything else in the world. I wanted that moment back, I wanted him to say the words again. I wanted to relive it over and over, I wanted it, even though I knew it would hurt every time, I wanted him in a way that was so all-encompassing and so sick that I couldn't handle it anymore.
When I crawled into bed, I lay awake for a long time. There was no shared wall, anymore, no thumping bedframe that told me when Axel had his cock inside Minah, no stifled moans or deep grunts.
Well, there was, but not in the real world.
I listened to it in my mind, like having a song stuck in my head on repeat, constant and aggravating and unsatisfying. I could hear them, really almost hear them, could almost see them together. Closing my eyes transported me home, because where I was wasn't home. Home was in my mind.
I choked back a sob, slid my hand between my legs, and listened to the song playing in my mind again, and again, and again.
**
Even having moved, everything was still the same for me. Minah applied for a business loan to get her yoga studio started. Axel was promoted from junior video editor to video editor. I still worked the same shitty job at the art store. Still made almost no money by writing. Still obsessing over Axel, still knew it was wrong, still couldn't stop.
Minah suggested getting together at least once a week. I always said yes.
At first, Axel was there every time. The more he was there, the more I convinced myself he knew exactly what was going through my mind at any given moment. The more I convinced myself of that, the quieter I became around him, until I caught myself responding to questions only in my mind.
"How are things going?" he asked one day.
it's going terribly i'm miserable and i miss you
There was a long, long pause.
"Uh... Cecily?"
"Sorry," I said. "I was... thinking. Things are going fine."
He stared at me, nodded slightly, and looked to Minah to continue the conversation.
I stopped seeing him so often after that. Often, he was there when we got together, and sometimes he wasn't. Then sometimes he was there, and often he wasn't, and when he was there, he wasn't Axel, not my version of Axel, not the Axel I obsessed over. He seemed withdrawn, more so than he usually was, and tense. There was still a little part of me that was sane enough to assume it was because he thought I was crazy.
The crazy part of me still insisted it was because he could magically read my mind and knew the dirty, perverted things I thought about him. That crazy part still insisted on loving him, on daydreaming about him, on wishing for one more brush of his fingers or stilted hug, one more masochistic night that I could listen to him and Minah.
That crazy part also whispered that something was wrong, that Axel wasn't okay. It murmured, pulled towards him, tried to tell me something that I refused to hear.
It was a night just a few months before the wedding when everything changed.
"Where's Axel tonight?" I asked when Minah came into the bar.
"Working," she said lightly. "He says hello."
For an evening, it was like old times, pre-Axel times, times when it was just me and Minah gossiping and giggling and talking. We drank heavily and ordered fried appetizers, chatting about miscellany and sundries, and for a while, I wasn't obsessed. I wasn't sick. I was just Cecily again.
Even when she brought up the wedding, I was okay. I was okay right up until she smiled sadly, took a sip of her drink, and tilted her head to the left as she looked at me.
"Are you okay, Cecily?"
"Yeah, why?"
She leaned forward. "I mean, really okay? You... seem different."
Different? What could possibly be different? I'd been obsessed with her now-fiancé for years. Nothing had changed there, except the fact that I barely saw him anymore and that I was miserable because I barely saw him anymore, and barely seeing him anymore meant I should be able to just get the fuck over him, but instead my fucked up mind was insisting on making me remember what he sounded like when he came and what he smelled like when he was moving boxes and...
"Cecily?"
I continued staring at her and Minah looked worried. Really, really worried.
"Cecily, what—"
"Sorry," I said. "I was... I'm fine. I mean, yeah, I seem different. I'm living on my own for the first time and it's... I miss you guys a lot."
She laughed lightly, awkwardly.
"Okay. Well... that's... I mean, that's better than me, I guess."
Better than her?
"What's wrong?" I asked.
"I'm... worried."
"About what?"
"Axel."
"Like, about him and the wedding?"
"Just in general," she whispered. "He's... we're fighting a lot more now."
Fighting? Axel and Minah were fighting?
"How?" I breathed.
She shrugged, still not looking at me. "You know how sometimes people get really upset? Like... like really, really upset? And it's not... I mean, you know. It's not really their fault that they get upset?"
The drink I was sipping turned to gravel in my mouth. Pebble by pebble, rocks filled my stomach as I processed what she was asking me. Axel couldn't. He wouldn't. He... my Axel was gentle. He wasn't capable of... it was impossible. Impossible.



"Minah... are you..."
"Please don't tell anyone," she begged. "I'm so ashamed. I don't know who else to talk to, Cecily. I just can't... I didn't mean..."
"Is he hurting you?"
She stopped, eyes wide.
"No," she gasped. "No, he's... no."
"But you—"
"He would never. How could you... Cecily, he wouldn't... he would never hit me."
"I know," I said hurriedly. "I just... the way you..."
She started laughing, a musical tinkle as she shook her head.
"No, no. I didn't... I can see why you'd think that. He's not. He loves me, Cecily."
I nodded, but I wasn't quite sure if I believed her.
**
Two weeks before the wedding, Minah and Axel had everyone in the bridal party over to their place for dinner. I didn't know if rumours of my strange behaviour had spread to everyone or if I was just particularly withdrawn that night, but I found myself sitting next to Axel on the couch as the party went on without us.
There was a forcefield of misery on that couch. The joy from the party hit the air around us and stuck our glass shield before trickling to the ground, like a bird on a window, like blood on a wall, dribbling down and down till it hit the floor with a splat. Axel's eyes were focused forward, watching Minah. My eyes were focused forward, watching anything but Axel. Every so often, Minah glanced in our direction, something foreign and unreadable in her warm eyes.
"Are you okay?" I finally asked.
"Yep."
I kept my head straight but flicked my eyes toward him. He didn't move, just continued watching Minah.
"Are you sure?"
His Adam's apple bobbed just slightly as he swallowed.
"Yeah. I'm fine."
I turned my head toward him. "There's a scratch on your neck."
That got his attention. He took his eyes off Minah and reached up to touch the faint line that ran from just below his ear to the collar of his sweater. As soon as his hand moved, I saw Minah glance over again, her shoulders tense.
"Here?" he asked.
"Yes."
"Happened when I was getting a haircut. Guy slipped."
I stared at him, unblinking. "Oh."
Axel met my eyes.
he's lying
There was something lurking beneath the blue irises that made me shiver. Something cold. Something not quite balanced. Something familiar.
"Are you okay?" he asked.
"Yes."
My fingers moved on my thigh of their own accord. Tap-tap, tap-tap, tap-tap.
Axel's fingers echoed the movement, almost unconsciously, and a prickling sense of uncertainty crept up my spine.
"Something's different," I said.
"What?"
"Something's wrong. What's wrong?"
He said nothing, but something was. That lurking little something beneath his eyes surfaced for a fraction of an instant and it wasn't guilt or anger or danger. It was something familiar, something hurt, something threatening to become unhinged.
takes one to know one doesn't it
"Axel, if something—"
"Drop it."
"But you—"
"You're mistaken."
"Yes, but that's not—"
"Cecily." His voice was barely a whisper. "I'm getting married next month."
he knows
"I'm happy for you."
"Me too."
he knows he knows he knows he
"Okay, well, I'm glad you're okay."
He didn't say anything and I stood up, said goodbye to Minah, and left.
Except for in my memories, I didn't see him again until the wedding.
**
Everyone knew I was crazy. I was only there because it would have been rude to uninvite me to the wedding, to replace me as a bridesmaid, to tell crazy Cecily that she couldn't be there because she made people uncomfortable with her staring and her tapping and the sick desire written across her face.
They pretended they didn't know, but I knew they knew. I knew they were faking it. I knew they were just being polite when they said hello and hugged me, that they were listening to my thoughts and knew how fucked up I was. I pretended with them, acted like nothing was wrong. I was the perfect bridesmaid, attentive and demure. I oohed and awed and teared up at all the right moments. I hugged the right people, held the flowers, built a wall in my mind that I thought would block my fantasies from everyone.
I pictured it; bricks upon stone upon concrete, built up, up, up, rising into the clouds and buried beneath the dirt. It was attacked by invaders but held strong, battered by rain and thunder and wind. Where that came from, I didn't know, nobody knew. No one could tell me, nobody knows where the wind comes from or where the wind goes, but my wall kept it out, kept them all out.
After nearly spilling wine all over Minah's wedding dress and making the waiter look at me like I was unstable—which I was, but that was beside the fucking point—I cleaned up my dress as best I could. Natasha dashed into the bathroom as I was drying the fabric beneath the hand dryer.
"Minah and Axel are about to give a speech," she blabbered. "They're just waiting on you. Are you good?"
Good? No. I was not good. Not in any sense of the word. I was not good mentally, good ethically, feeling good, morally good, any sort of fucking good.
"Yeah, I'm good." The stain on the skirt of my dress was almost unnoticeable, just an inked shadow sprayed atop my thigh.
"It cleaned out pretty well."
Natasha sounded like she was being friendly, but it was fake. I knew it was fake. I could tell she hated me, could tell she knew how wrong it was for me to be there, that she could see my thoughts and knew what had startled me so badly.
I nodded at her, reinforced the wall, and stared straight ahead as I walked back to my seat. Minah and Axel were sitting in their spots, Axel leaning towards her, his lips brushing against her ear as he whispered something. She was giggling and blushing, manicured fingers pressed to her lips.
I didn't look at them. I did, but I didn't. I went back to my chair, took a sip of the wine glass that had magically reappeared and been refilled, and waited.
Moments later, the ear-splitting tinkle of knives on glass clanged through the hall as Minah and Axel stood. They made all the appropriate gestures—embarrassed waves, playfully begrudging submission, a lingering and loving kiss that elicited cheers and sighs—before stepping to the microphone on the podium set up just beside the table.
Axel stood silently beside Minah as she spoke. She was eloquent and sweet, thanking her parents for paying for the wedding, Axel's parents for their support, all the out-of-town guests who had travelled oh-so-far just to celebrate the fact that they would be having government-sanctioned sex with each other for the rest of their beautiful, perfect lives.
And then she told them what I did.
"...the best wedding party we could possibly ask for. I have to give a special thanks to one of my bridesmaids. Not that you aren't all completely amazing, but, well... Cecily, can you stand up for a sec?"
Me?
Oh, God. She was going to tell everyone. She knew, she had heard me, and she was going to tell everyone in the room that I was in love with Axel and that I touched myself to the thoughts and sounds of them fucking and that I was obsessed I was a creep I was gross and creepy and weird and wrong and—
"Cecily?"
I stared at her for a moment, stricken with nerves. Minah smiled gently and gestured for me to stand. I staggered to my feet, shoulders tense, ready to bolt the moment she revealed my secrets to everyone.
"If you don't know my best friend Cecily Larch, you are doing yourself a disservice. Cecily is the sweetest, kindest, most caring person I know. She's brilliant and creative and an incredibly talented poet." Minah beamed at me from where she stood. "And if it weren't for Cecily, none of us would be here today. Cecily, thank you for introducing me to the love of my life. You brought me and Axel together and I am so grateful for it. Everyone, please raise your glass to my beautiful bridesmaid Cecily."
I jerked a hand into the air and waved awkwardly at the other guests. Heat was rising through me, redness that started in my bones and seared my muscles and stained my skin.
supposed to go hug her now you have to go hug minah now move your fucking legs
Minah opened her arms as I scurried toward her, wrapping them around me as flashbulbs popped around us, strobing lights catching memories like mice in traps. She hugged me, turning her head so she could speak in my ear.
"Thank you so much. Love you to pieces."
"You too," I choked, trying to pretend the emotions eating me from the inside out were happiness and joy instead of terror and obsession.
"I owe you everything." Axel's voice was quiet, flat, but not emotionless.
I tilted my neck up, up, up to look in his eyes.
"I'm happy for you both," I whispered.
It would have been weird if I hugged Minah and not Axel. I forced myself not to linger, forced myself to hold still, to keep from trembling, to look normal act normal be normal for five fucking seconds, Cecily, everybody's watching.
They kindly pretended I wasn't a freak. No one called out my strangeness, no one accused me of loving Axel, no one described my sick fantasies, and I sat back down with a racing heart and sweating palms and the scorching feel of Axel's arms burning around my body.
Minah kept talking. She talked and talked and talked. What she actually said was a mystery. I could think of nothing but Axel, nothing but his body, nothing but the ache of having to witness him love somebody else. Her words were the soundtrack to the cracking of my heart, the festering of those weeds in my mind, the way they rotted and started breeding lilacs out of the dead land, mixing memory and desire, stirring dull roots with spring rain.
Rain. Her words were rain. I couldn't make out what the words were, as mysterious as an incantation, an alien language, jumbled nonsense that didn't matter. It was the sound of her words that mattered, the music behind them, something almost cleansing and healing and...
And it was going to be okay.
For a moment, just a moment, a beautiful, clear, sane moment, I thought it was going to be okay. It came from nowhere and went nowhere, the wind again, battering down the wall I'd built because it wasn't needed.
He loved her. She loved him. What more could I want for a man I loved and my best friend? They were happy, and I was... I wasn't happy, but I would be, one day. It was like the fog lifted, like the world grew bright, like the dandelions were cut down and cleared and I could breathe, I could think, I wasn't Crazy Cecily, I was just... me.
No one could read my fucking mind. What kind of paranoid bullshit...
I glanced at Minah. Axel stood beside her, his hand resting on the podium, and the gold ring around his finger glinted as he tapped his fingers.
Tap-tap, tap-tap, tap-tap.
My jaw twitched as I echoed the taps. I couldn't stop myself from doing it, couldn't control my fingers.
Tap-tap, tap-tap, tap-tap.
The moment of clarity fogged back up, not quite as thick as before, but no longer crystal clear. When Minah stopped speaking, I clapped politely along with everyone. The jingle of knives against glasses rang through the hall, Axel pulled Minah's face to his, and I excused myself from the table again.
**
Minah found me in the coatroom.
Her voice floated among the hanging garments, twirling between them like wind through the trees.
"Cecily?"
I held my breath, hoping she wouldn't look behind the second-last row of coats, praying she wouldn't see me sitting on the ground in the corner with tears in my eyes. There were a thousand reasons I didn't want to be discovered and only most of them were because of my feelings for Axel. A few of them were because it was Minah's wedding day and she shouldn't have to deal with a crying bridesmaid.
It was supposed to be her day.
When she appeared at the end of the row of coats, I thought perhaps her eyes would gloss over me. Maybe I could pass as a pile of rags in the corner, a sad, forgotten lump of fabric, invisible and intangible, worth more as a simple pile of rags than it would be with myself included.
"What are you... are you crying?"
"No." I wiped my cheeks furiously as Minah started down the row, the skirt of her dress trailing behind her.
"Cecily, what's wrong?"
"Nothing."
"You lie," she said kindly.
Before I knew what was happening, she was floating to the ground beside me, skirt billowing around her legs as she settled on the ground.
"Minah! Your dress."
"It's only a dress," she said, and took my hand. "Why are you crying?"
because you married the only man i've ever wanted ever loved ever thought about and i can't have him and this is painful minah it fucking hurts it would be easier to just die it would be enough to just
"Cecily?"
if you can fucking hear me minah why do i have to say it outloud
She stared at me, silent, unreactive. My face turned red.
crazy fucking cecily
"It's your wedding day," I croaked. "Don't worry about this."
"You're my best friend," she whispered. "Please tell me. Is it... you don't, you know..."
she knows
"...don't be mad, but is it because you... you're lonely?"
"Yes," I breathed. "Of course. I just... I wish I had someone like... I mean, not like Axel, obviously, but... I wish I had what you two have."
good cover cecily that didn't sound suspicious at all you fucking moron
She pretended to accept my words as truth and wrapped an arm around my shoulder.
"I'm sorry," she murmured. "I know it must be hard."
"Please don't be," I said. "It's your wedding day and I'm so... happy for you. I just needed a moment."
"Let me take the moment with you. I could use a break from the chaos."
She sat with me for a moment and then a moment more, her closeness comforting. I rested my head against her shoulder as we sat on the floor of that coatroom, listening to her breathe, telling myself that if I couldn't have him, at least it was Minah who did.
"I'm going to set you up," she said suddenly.
"Huh?"
I straightened up, turning my head to look at Minah. She grinned, eyes sparkling as she took my hand.
"On a date. I know the perfect person."
She did know the perfect person, but I doubted she would set me up with her husband. Still, I squeezed her hand, smiled, and said I'd like that.
**
The man she set me up with was exactly like Axel, if Axel had been the exact opposite of himself in every way.
Where Axel had eyes of ice, Blaine's were warm and hazel. Axel's hair was the darkest shade of red that could still be called ginger; Blaine's seemed to be spun from sunbeams and gold. Axel was tall, broody, dark; Blaine was broad, chipper, and opinionated.
Blaine was everything I thought was my type during the pre-Axel part of my life. Post-Axel, he was acceptable.
My feelings for Blaine were hard to put into words. I couldn't say I loved him. What I knew as love was reserved for Axel. That feeling wasn't love either, not really, not normal love, but I didn't know what love was. I couldn't know what love was.
Still, Blaine was there. He was attractive enough, seemed kind enough, was good enough in bed that I couldn't really complain. Minah introduced us two weeks after her wedding. They worked together before Minah opened her studio, teaching different workout classes at the same gym. Minah taught yoga; Blaine did all manner of classes related to strength training.
We met for dinner at a bar not too far from my basement suite. I was supposed to meet him at 7:30 but walked in the bar closer to 8.
"Sorry I'm late," I said.
Blaine smiled at me from across the table.
"No worries. Got caught up at work?"
no i just didn't want to come
"Yeah, something like that."
"It happens. Hope you don't mind but I ordered a drink while I was waiting."
"Not at all." I flagged the waitress down. "Let me catch up to you."
He laughed, a bright, easy sound.
"That's the kind of thing I like to hear."
We ate and talked. Well, Blaine talked. I listened, drifting in and out on the topics until he frowned and knocked on the table.
"Hey, if you're not into this date, that's cool, but—"
"I am," I said quickly. My face turned red and I tapped my fingers on the table. "I just... sorry. It was a long day. I feel like I must be boring you."
"You're a little quiet. Just makes me want to know what's going on inside that head of yours."
He grinned, teeth almost twinkling from the charm he was trying to exude. I bit my lip, smiling, and Blaine must have thought the charm worked.
Really, it just made me certain that Blaine couldn't read my thoughts and therefore really might be the perfect man for me.
We drank some more and I talked a bit, telling him about my writing and my job and how that was all I really had going on. We talked about movies and TV shows. I asked him about books but Blaine said he didn't really read much. And we drank more, and more, and more, until hours had passed and we were stumbling out of the bar together.
"So, uh..." Blaine said.
I had an arm around his shoulder, both of us leaning against the other to keep from tumbling on the sidewalk.
"Over there," I said.
"Huh?"
"I live there." I gestured in the general direction of my place.
"You asking me to come back to your place?"
"No, I'm telling you to come back to my place."
We both laughed hysterically and staggered down the sidewalk.
He followed me in, lips crushing against mine as soon as the basement door swung shut behind us. Before I could even turn the lights on, he was fumbling with my jacket, pushing it down my arms and I was pulling at the hem of his shirt.
"Fuck, you're eager," he murmured as I gave up on his shirt and started unbuckling his belt.
"Is that a complaint?"
The response was a hand suddenly gripping my breast, squeezing painfully hard as I gasped against his mouth.
We stumbled through the dark basement to my bed, clothes shedding here and there as we undressed each other. He reached for the light when we crossed into the bedroom, but I grabbed his wrist.
"I like the dark," I murmured.
He chuckled, his hands finding the band of my bra and unhooking it.
"Little bit of a freak, Cecily?"
"You don't know the half of it."
He laughed again and kissed me, grabbed my tits, and pushed his hardening cock against my pelvis.
I let him grab me, let him fondle my breasts and suck on my nipples and push me to my knees in front of him. Pulling his boxers down, I took his cock in my mouth and let him grab my hair, let him control the speed of my head. He started slowly, respectfully slowly, but as I continued, he moved my head faster and harder until he was practically humping my face, his cock buried in the back of my throat.
He came without warning, grunting as he shot a load of cum down my throat. My nose dripped and eyes watered, but I swallowed all of it as he panted above me.
"Fuck, you're good," he mumbled.
I was mildly disappointed. I had been hoping to fuck him, hoping he'd take my mind off Axel, hoping against hope that he would fuck me so good I'd forget about my obsession. The disappointment faded when Blaine helped me up, kissed me heatedly, and pushed me onto my back on the bed.
He yanked my jeans and panties off before crawling between my legs. I could barely make out the outline of his body, but even in the dark I could picture the grin on his face as he put his palms on my thighs, spread my legs, and dipped his head down between my legs.
His tongue was talented, I had to give him that. He licked up and down my pussy, dipping his tongue into my dripping hole before flicking it against my clit. I gasped as he started ravishing my clit, moaning and squirming as something other than my own hand touched me there.



Blaine knew all sorts of tricks. He slid a finger inside me and began gently thrusting it in and out; after a moment, he added another. Another finger pushed insistently into my ass, and I'd never felt so full before. I clutched at his hair, my thighs pressing against his ears, gasping for breath as he ate my pussy eagerly.
It felt good. All of it felt good. But it wasn't enough.
It wasn't enough until the combination of my drunken state, the darkness of the room, and the fact that his hair was about as thick as I imagined Axel's to be allowed me to put someone else's head between my legs. Blaine's head was a dark shadow, but my mind filled the rest of the picture in with ginger hair and a chiselled face. I watched, entranced, as that imaginary man looked up at me, as blue eyes stared into my own, as Axel ate my pussy like he was starving, like he was mine, finally mine.
I nearly wailed as I came, fingers twisting through his hair as I shoved his face hard against my pussy. My back arched and I writhed, my vision bouncing from darkness to white light to icy blue and fiery red and him. As I finished and released his head, my legs relaxing open, my breath coming in frantic puffs, Blaine laughed and the spell was broken.
"Damn, I could listen to you come like that all night," he murmured.
"Mmm," I responded.
He laughed again and pressed his lips to mine, still slick and tangy from my juices, and then he was rubbing his erection against my mound, sliding his cock along my slit and grinding it against my sopping pussy.
"Lemme fuck you," he growled.
"Yes," I breathed, and he pushed himself inside me without another word.
I didn't picture Axel again, couldn't face the guilt of picturing him when he was my friend's husband, when he wasn't the man fucking me, when it wasn't fair to Blaine that I imagine someone else's cock inside me. I didn't come again, either, but moaned theatrically when Blaine pushed his fingers against my clit and demanded I come on his cock. I tensed my muscles as an afterthought, a commitment to my deceit, and Blaine groaned.
He pulled out, stroking his cock as he blew a second load all over my stomach, a hot, sticky mess of cum that splashed between my belly button and ribs. Still panting, Blaine reached over and turned the bedside lamp on, found a towel, and helped me clean up before lying back on my bed.
"Can I stay the night?" he murmured.
"Yes," I said.
He stayed that night, and the next night, and on the night after that, he complained that my basement was too hot and maybe I could come to his place the next time. I did, and from then on we spent every few nights together at his apartment.
He wasn't Axel. No one else was Axel, but I couldn't have Axel. Instead, I settled for Blaine, settled for comfort and acceptable sex and an easy mindless relationship. He was good to me, mostly, and I tried to be good to him.
We started seeing more of Minah and Axel. Minah invited us over regularly for dinner, or we would go to the movies together. Blaine and Axel got along well enough, though Axel was so quiet it was hard to tell if he really liked Blaine.
Whenever we went out together, I made sure to hold Blaine's hand and kiss him as often as I could without being obnoxious. It didn't prove anything to anyone except myself, and as it didn't really prove anything to me, I wasn't sure why I was doing it. I just needed to show myself I was with Blaine, only Blaine, and that Axel was never an option.
It wasn't a cure for my sickness, but at least I could manage the symptoms. I still pictured Axel almost every time Blaine and I made love, but the pain started to numb, then fade, then become just a quiet tingle in the back of my mind whenever I saw him.
**
Six months went by. Minah and Axel bought a house together and moved out of the apartment we'd shared. Minah's studio opened and was a resounding success. Axel was Axel. He didn't say much to anyone and nothing to me, really. I still worked at the art store. I dated Blaine because he was convenient. Because he was convenient, I became comfortable. Because I was comfortable, I didn't notice the subtle shifts.
He wanted to fuck all the time. Every time I saw him, he wanted to fuck. It didn't matter if I was tired or if I hadn't showered or if I was on my period or anything, Blaine wanted my body. It was easier just to let him have it, so I would spread my legs or open my mouth and think of Axel while Blaine rutted against me. Sometimes I came, sometimes I didn't, sometimes Blaine cared, often he didn't.
I didn't notice the way he sighed miserably when he finished, the way he stopped handing me the towel when he came all over my stomach or back or face, the way his touch became harder and firmer, pinching my flesh between his fingers and biting my shoulder, trying to make me react, trying to break me out of a place of numb complacency.
I got lost in my head. Hours upon hours were spent thinking of Axel. It didn't hurt anymore, really. It was almost a comfort. It was like pouring milk in coffee before adding sugar; it was the thing I'd always done. It never crossed my mind to add the sugar before the milk, just like it never crossed my mind to stop thinking of Axel. Even seeing him in person wasn't difficult anymore. His brightness faded, the fire of his hair dulling and the ice of his eyes melting until he really only seemed grey to me. Everyone seemed grey to me. Grey and bland and uninspiring.
"What is this?" Blaine asked one night, picking up the composition book lying on his coffee table.
"Poems," I said.
"Yours?"
I shrugged. "I was trying to write."
He flipped the book open, thumbing page after page, raising his eyebrows as he read my words.
"Hmm. Are they any good?"
I shrugged again.
They were terrible, but Blaine didn't know enough about poetry or prose or language, in general, to even have the slightest concept of what qualified as a good poem.
"Gonna publish any of them?"
"Probably not."
"Maybe you should think about, you know, a career or something."
I didn't respond and Blaine grumbled, rolling his eyes.
"You ready?" he asked a little while later.
I hadn't moved off the couch.
"Yeah."
Again, he raised his eyebrow at me.
"Cecily, I'd like it if you could make a fucking effort when we go out in public, you know."
The words should have stung. Instead, they fell flat. I shrugged again, went into his bathroom and cleaned up a bit, then joined him in the kitchen.
"Acceptable?" I asked.
"What's wrong with you lately? You pissed at me or something?"
I shook my head.
He sighed. "Yeah, whatever. Come on."
He drove to the restaurant we were meeting Minah and Axel at. After he parked, he reached across the seat and grabbed my wrist before I could open the door.
"Listen." His voice was stern, almost angry, and his fingers squeezed the delicate bones in my wrist hard enough that I winced. "I dunno what's going on in that head of yours, but smarten the fuck up. Stop acting like fucking Eeyore and don't embarrass me in front of Minah and Axel, got it?"
I stared at him for a moment, a long moment, a moment where I tried to drum up some kind of feeling. Rage or fear or humiliation or confusion. Anything.
A flicker of anger sparked, nearly caught, but hissed into numbness as I looked into Blaine's eyes.
"Got it," I mumbled.
He let go of my wrist and I opened the car door.
Minah and Axel were already seated at a table. Blaine's demeanour changed as soon as we saw them.
"How's my favourite yoga teacher?" he said brightly as Minah got up to hug him.
"Great, thanks! How's my favourite personal trainer?"
He mumbled something and she laughed before releasing him from the hug.
"Cecily! How are you?"
"Good."
She hugged me, then looked me up and down, eyes clouded with concern.
"Good?" she repeated.
"I'm good," I said.
Axel surprised us all by greeting us warmly, grinning as he stood to shake Blaine's hand. Then, without warning, he hugged me.
The numbness faded, colours filled the world, and my heart started racing as his body touched mine. Six months of pain, of love, of desire, of obsession came roaring back, sudden and heavy, rushing over me and around me and through me like a waterfall.
oh no oh no oh no oh no oh no oh
A high-pitched laugh bubbled up from my chest and burst out of my throat. Thinly veiled disgust stretched across Blaine's face as he watched, and Axel let go of me.
"Sorry," I babbled. "That was just unexpected! Hi, Axel. It's good to see you. Sorry. You just surprised me, that's all, nothing... nothing else. Sorry."
Minah giggled. "What are you apologizing for?"
"The... the weird laugh. Thing." I felt my cheeks turning red and plopped into the empty chair next to Blaine.
Axel didn't seem to notice my awkwardness, or if he did, he ignored it and took his seat again. The air around him seemed to bounce and vibrate, buzzing with swarming potential, and he looked at Minah longingly.
She caught his eye and her face scrunched before she giggled again.
"Oh, just tell them."
"We have some news," Axel said immediately.
Minah touched his hand and he jumped slightly. After a moment he relaxed, turning his palm up to clasp her hand.
"News?" I repeated.
Minah pressed her lips together, a glowing secret behind her golden-brown eyes, and she glanced at Axel.
"We're having a baby," he said.
A baby.
It might have just been in my mind, but it felt like there was a moment where the world froze. A beat, a heartbeat, a long beat of processing, processing, processing, turning the words over and over in my mind.
baby baby baby baby baby baby they're having a baby
Blaine was staring at Minah. I only knew that because I got past the moment first and let out another deranged laugh as I grabbed his forearm.
"A baby! I can't believe it!" My voice was shrill, shaking, shocked.
Blaine recovered as I glanced at him, tearing his eyes away from Minah and grinning broadly.
"Fuck, dude, congratulations!" He bounded out of his seat and clapped Axel on the back, then leaned down and kissed Minah on the cheek. "Congrats, mama."
She teared up and dabbed the corner of her eye with a napkin.
"It's still early," she said quietly. "Really early. So just... don't tell anyone yet, okay? Just in case, you know, things... happen."
"Nothing's gonna happen." Axel's voice was a low rumble and he squeezed Minah's hand.
There was just the slightest bit of stiffness between them, the tiniest hint that something was wrong. Then again, the dam that had been holding my emotions back had burst open, flooding me with feelings, bringing back all the sadness and infatuation and suspicion and adding a few new things in, like jealousy and despondent sorrow and yearning, so much yearning. There was a good chance I was just imagining the sudden tension, praying there was a rift there, then falling to the guilt I felt from hoping for such a thing.
I spent the rest of the evening consumed with thoughts of babies. Babies, babies, babies. I couldn't imagine what Minah and Axel's baby would look like. Would it have Axel's hair? Probably not. The red would be lost under Minah's genes, the same with his blue eyes. His fire and ice would be lost, drowned in the encompassing waters that made up Minah. Maybe it would have Axel's face, but I couldn't marry the strong lines of Axel's bones with Minah's earthy colouring.
If Axel and I had babies together, they'd be beautiful. His red hair with my green eyes, or my black hair with his blue eyes... we'd have babies that looked like fairytale characters, babies that had unblemished, pale skin and beautiful faces and little turned-up noses. People would stare at our children, surreal little creatures that possessed unearthly beauty, and they would be jealous and astounded and awed that one little being could be so perfectly formed.
If Blaine and I had babies together, they would be... cute, I supposed. Cute in the way that all mothers think their children are cute.
The evening passed in a blink, and when I finally shook the image of tiny faerie-like children with red hair and green eyes from my mind, Blaine was pulling into the parking lot of his apartment.
"You staying?" he asked.
I nodded and followed him inside.
"So that's exciting," I said casually as we shook off our coats.
Blaine grunted in response.
"Do you think it's a boy or a girl?"
He shrugged.
"What do you think it'll look like? Probably like Minah, I think, but maybe it'll—"
"Would you just shut up about the fucking baby, Cecily?"
I recoiled, my mouth half-open with unspoken words hanging from my lips. Blaine glared at me, eyes cold and angry, before laughing awkwardly.
"Can't get you to talk all damn night and now you just wanna talk about the baby."
"I just—"
"Shh."
He grabbed me roughly, kissing me so hard I thought my lips might bruise or split or bleed. I struggled back, pressing on his chest.
"Blaine, wait—"
"Don't fucking tell me to wait."
I'd been so self-absorbed over the course of the evening that I hadn't noticed the shift in Blaine. I hadn't noticed the tension slinking through his muscles, the whiteness of his knuckles as he gripped the steering wheel, the hard line of his jaw as he clenched his teeth. It wasn't until those tense muscles were trapping me in his arms, those white knuckles were bearing down on my breasts as he gripped them, and his teeth were closing so painfully on my bottom lip that I really, really noticed.
"Stop," I gasped.
He didn't.
"Please don't," I whimpered.
The hand on my breast tightened and he shoved his pelvis against me, cock hard and throbbing and angry beneath his jeans.
"Blaine, stop!" I shouted, and I pushed him as hard as I could.
He stumbled back, regained his footing, and the next thing I knew I was on the floor with pain shooting through my jaw. Blaine stood over me, hand hanging in the air like a hawk soars, almost graceful, almost sickeningly elegant as he stared down at me.
I looked up, shocked, and touched my cheek.
"You know, I could be with a thousand other chicks, ones that aren't fucking crazy-ass cunts who live in fucking la-la-land," he growled.
Suddenly, he was tugging on my arm, pulling me to my feet, fingers digging into my flesh as I protested. "Instead I have Cecily fucking Larch, useless goddamn poet who doesn't know when to talk and when to shut the fuck up."
"Stop," I gasped again.
He grabbed my chin, forcing my face to look up at him.
"I don't want to talk about the fucking baby."
Each word he spoke was enunciated perfectly clearly, harsh and domineering and frightening.
"Let go of me," I whispered.
He hit me again, something in my mind broke, and the next thing I knew I was screaming as I clawed at Blaine's face.
I don't know how I ended up on top of him. Blaine was twice my size and infinitely stronger, but somehow, he ended up on the floor in the kitchen. I had him pinned, there was skin under my fingernails that used to belong on his face, and patchy bruises were blossoming on his cheeks and forehead.
He grabbed my wrists, struggling as I screeched words that weren't words at him.
"Get off me!" he roared.
I slapped him.
"Never. Fucking. Hit. Me. Again," I hissed.
He stared up at me, eyes bloodshot, cheeks turning red, and I realized I was digging my fingers into his neck.
"Okay," he choked. "Let me go."
"Don't you ever fucking hit me."
"I won't."
His voice was hoarse, delicate and fragile and breathless. My heart raced, eager and invigorated, an emotion I couldn't name pounding through my veins with each hammering thud.
"Don't you ever fucking hit anyone, you piece of shit."
"Please," he gasped. "Cecily, p-please, I can't b-breathe."
For a long moment, I hesitated. I paused, I waited, I felt sickly encouraged, resistant to moving my hand from his throat. I stared down at him with shameful pride and numb horror. Then I let go of his neck, got off him, and bolted away before he had even finished taking in a rasping breath.
The door slammed behind me and I ran, I ran, I sprinted down the hallway and down the stairs and out the door and past people on the sidewalk. My shoes hit the pavement, clapping a rhythm of fear and anger, my thoughts humming in the background in a twisted a capella.
he hit me i hit him he hit me i hit him he hit
The words rolled and rose, bubbling and boiling and spilling from my eyes. When I finally had to stop running, keeling over and gasping for breath as my lungs burned and my body screamed, they became one clear thought:
axel wouldn't have done this to me
**
I hid in my basement for a week.
My boss fired me after I failed to show up three days in a row. He left a message on my voicemail since I refused to answer the phone.
Minah called a few times. I didn't answer for her, either. The first message she left was sympathetic.
"Hey Cecily, it's Minah. Sorry I missed you. Blaine says you two broke up and I just wanted to check in, see how you're doing. I'm so sorry to hear it didn't work out; you seemed so happy together the other night! But you have to do what's best for you. Call me back when you have a sec and let me know you're okay. Love ya."
The next one came two days later.
"Hi Cecily, it's Minah. Just checking in. Blaine seems really upset about the whole breakup and says he can't get a hold of you either. I'm gonna stop by your place later, okay? I'm worried about you."
That night, an impatient and annoyed message:
"Cecily, it's Minah. I know you're home, I can see you through the window. Can you please answer the door?"
The next day:
"Hi, it's Minah. Look, I don't know... I don't know what happened between you and Blaine. Clearly there's more to it than Blaine let on. I saw him today, Cecily. He had... scars. On his face. Bad ones. I'm not... Cecily, I'm so worried about you. Please. Please answer. Please call me back."
After deleting the last message, I wondered numbly when Minah had started talking to Blaine so much. Maybe Blaine was trying to do damage control.
I didn't answer the door when Minah visited because the entire left side of my face was still swollen and purple. By the time the swelling subsided enough that I could cover the discoloration with makeup, it was almost a week after the night Blaine had hit me.
I spent the first few days huddled in my bedroom, not sleeping, not eating, terrified that Blaine would show up and break my door down. I sat in the corner and clutched my cell phone to my chest, staring tensely at the door and jumping at every whisper of a noise, whether real or imagined.
I nodded off to sleep sometime on the third day, after I got fired but before Minah's second call. When I woke up, I crawled into bed and slept fitfully on and off for two more days. I got out of bed when I heard someone knocking at the door, but when I caught sight of myself in the mirror near the front hallway, turned and crawled back into the comforting darkness of my room.
When the guilt of making Minah worry finally overtook the shame and fear and anger, I got out of bed, showered, and slathered on a layer of makeup that didn't quite cover the bruise but was better than nothing. I dressed, brushed my hair, and warily poked my head out the door to survey the yard before scurrying to my car and driving to Minah's.
I rehearsed what I was going to say in the car. I didn't know what Blaine told her, but it was obvious he hadn't admitted to hitting me. Minah was my friend, though, and one of the most understanding people in the world. She'd believe me, I thought. And she'd forgive me. I had been so wrapped up in my own world that I almost felt like she was a stranger. The moment of tension between her and Axel at dinner the previous week drifted through my mind, twisted like a bag in the wind, and faded.



When I got to Minah and Axel's house, I parked on the street, walked up to the front door, and lifted my hand to knock before stopping. The upstairs window was open and I could hear a familiar song, a familiar rhythm of a bedframe knocking the wall and breathy moans.
I should have called first.
My face turned red and I went to walk back to my car before hesitating.
It was a familiar song, but it wasn't their song.
I would know. I listened to Axel and Minah fuck for years. I could tell what position they were fucking in based on the pitch of Minah's cries. I could tell when Axel was about to come based solely on an almost-imperceptible change in how hard the bed frame hit the wall. And I knew without a doubt that I was listening to a cover of their song, an almost-but-not-quite version of the original, and that Axel was not featured on this particular remix.
My heart pounded as I took one step back, then another. I nearly fell off the front step before hurrying back to my car, unable to believe what I had heard. I sat in the front seat, slumping down and staring at the front door of their house.
she can't be she wouldn't she can't be cheating not on him
"Impossible," I whispered.
Minah wasn't a cheater. Minah... Minah was... Minah loved him. She had to love him, she married him, and he was... he was Axel. She married fucking Axel and she was cheating on him?
I had to be wrong, I reasoned. Maybe Axel had a cold or something, and he just didn't sound like himself.
I believed that about as much as I believed Blaine deserved a second chance.
Still, I sat in my car and stared at their house, waiting, watching, wondering, praying that what I heard was wrong. A hallucination, maybe. Just more of Cecily's crazy bullshit perverting her mind. The other option was impossible, was wrong, was the death of hope and love and all things beautiful in the world. In that house, in that room, if she was doing... love would lay bleeding in the bed, dying wherever roses lean with smiling mouths and it couldn't be. She couldn't be, Minah couldn't.
When the front door opened and Blaine walked out, I bit my lip so hard it bled, like love, like roses, like blackened betrayal and encompassing rage.
that bitch
I slumped low in the seat, only my forehead visible through the window, my eyes following as Blaine walked to his car, got in, and drove away. He didn't notice my vehicle or see me. Still, it took a long, long time before I could peel my fingers away from the steering wheel and open the door, stepping out on legs that knocked together as I walked.
When Minah answered the door, she stared at me for a moment. Her lips were still slightly swollen, her hair artfully mussed up around her head.
"Cecily?"
"Hi."
She wrapped her arms around me, pulling me in close. I could smell him on her, the scent of sex, bitter and musky and wrong. She was supposed to smell like Axel, not like Blaine.
"Come in. I've been so worried about you."
I followed her through the house numbly, hardly listening as she spoke. She got me a glass of water and we sat at the kitchen table.
"How are you feeling?" I asked.
She put a hand on her stomach. There wasn't even a hint of a swell of anything there, but she smiled demurely.
"Good, so far. It's still so early."
"Is Axel home?"
She stiffened. "No. Why?"
My heart wrenched as the final straw I grasped at slipped from my fingers.
that bitch that fucking bitch
"I need to talk to you. Just you."
Minah relaxed. Her face was as inviting and calming as always, but I knew a snake hid beneath that beauty.
"Blaine hit me," I said.
She should have recoiled, should have blanched or been shocked or appalled or something as I told her what happened. Instead, she stared at me calmly, still trying to maintain that sense of peaceful oneness she always had.
"He what?"
"He hit me. After dinner with you and Axel last week."
Minah nodded slowly, pressing her lips together.
"Blaine said... he said you got a bit physical with him when he tried to break up with you."
There was no sense in denying the truthful part of that statement.
"I hit him back, but only after he hit me. He never tried to break up with me."
"Cecily, are you sure, because I know sometimes... sometimes you aren't... well."
"You think I'm crazy? You think... you think I'm lying?"
She grimaced. "No, I just mean..."
"You don't believe me?"
"I do!" she gasped. "But Blaine... I told you, I saw the scratches on his face—"
"Yeah, that was me." I plucked a napkin from the holder in the center of the table, dipped it in my water glass, and rubbed the foundation off my cheek. "I did that after he did this."
"Cecily, I'm not saying you're lying, but..."
"...but you're fucking him, so you're taking his side."
Her mouth fell open.
"What?" she finally said.
"I saw him leave."
"That doesn't mean—"
"I heard you fucking."
"You didn't."
"I did, Minah, I fucking heard you two and I saw him leave and I can't believe you would do this!"
She stared at me, silent. The calm, beautiful, peaceful Minah I knew disappeared. For a moment, for a single fleeting breath, the golden-brown of her eyes turned molten, liquid, danger and beauty and terror, before she began to cry.
"It's not that simple," she whimpered.
"So you are."
"Yes," she hissed. "I am. Just... you don't understand."
"How long, Minah? Were you fucking him when you set us up?"
She shook her head.
"How long?"
"A couple of months."
Months. She didn't insult me by pretending that day was the first time, that it was a mistake, that it was a heated moment where she wasn't thinking. She told the truth: she'd started fucking him while he was fucking me.
"Why would you do that to me?"
Her jaw tightened. She looked almost remorseful, almost regretful, almost sad, sad in the way a hyena might look sad after ripping flesh from the bones of a gazelle.
"It's not... you two always looked so happy together," she whispered. "You were always touching and kissing and... I wanted that. Axel... he's not the same person I fell in love with."
The room spun around me. How could... she had Axel. On what planet did it make sense for her to want Blaine just because he... because we kissed in front of her? Because he was mine? Because she was... how could Minah possibly be fucking jealous? She had Axel.
"How can that... you've been married for six months. Six months, Minah, and you're cheating on him?"
"You wouldn't understand."
Her voice was weak, wavering more than mine did on a normal day. She sounded broken, honestly broken, and for a moment I felt bad for her. She was my best friend. Something was wrong, something was causing distress and pain and trouble in her life, and didn't I owe it to her to help solve that? Didn't I owe her some understanding?
I would have considered it if it wasn't for the fact that she was hurting Axel.
"So you're cheating on him? That's your solution to whatever fucked up issue you think you have?"
"You have no idea." She glared at me.
"So explain it to me."
"I... I can't."
I stared at her, stared at the hand resting lightly on her stomach, and realization dawned on me. "Oh my God, Minah. Is the baby—"
"No!" she interrupted. "It's... it's Axel's."
I stared at her, silent, trying not to judge, trying to squash the anger I was feeling on Axel's behalf, trying to refrain from shaking her and screaming and telling her what a fucking moron she was for cheating on the picture of perfection with Blaine, of all fucking people.
"Minah, why?" I urged again.
She swallowed and risked a look at me. There was helplessness in her eyes, sadness and forlorn regret and a darkness I had never seen.
"Remember when I asked you... you know how people get upset and sometimes they... I mean, you know. You just did it, too. You got upset with Blaine and you—"
"Upset? He hit me, Minah!"
"Yes but you, like, cracked, you know?"
"What are you trying to say?"
"You know Axel's seemed different over the past while." She looked at me pleadingly. "You know. You asked him about it, remember? At the... before the wedding."
There had been a scratch on his neck. He said it was from a haircut and told me to drop it. He said I was mistaken. Of course I remembered. Had he... it couldn't be. He couldn't. He wouldn't.
But I had to ask. I had to, because it was the only explanation that I could think of that would justify Minah doing what she did.
"Is he hurting you?" I whispered.
"No!" she spat. "He would never. He would never lay a fucking hand on me, understand?"
I recoiled, stupidly stunned by the sudden venom in her voice. This wasn't the Minah I knew. This wasn't my Minah, my friend, my roommate, the woman who was beautiful and sweet and peaceful. When had she become... this? When had she turned from my Minah to the crying, angry, shaking woman before me?
Worse, why hadn't I noticed?
I was supposed to be her friend.
"You need to tell him," I said. "Minah, you have to tell Axel. You can't just—"
"Tell him?" She laughed, a sound like crumpled plastic bags, and shook her head. "What, so you can swoop in and comfort him and beg at his feet for him to finally fucking notice you?"
I swallowed the pain and shook my head. Pricks of vertiginous numbness swirled through my body, dizziness that overtook the tips of my fingers and toes, shivered up my spine and through my ribs, squeezing my lungs and stomach like a vice.
she knows
Of course she knew.
"This isn't about me. If you're not going to tell Axel you've been fucking Blaine behind his back, I will."
Her eyes were wild, darting about the kitchen, and I watched as her face softened. It morphed, it changed, it transformed from a snake to a helpless baby deer. I frowned, confused, as she sobbed thinly and her voice took on a deep-seated hurt that wasn't present before. She paused, hesitated, then shook her head and sniffed.
"Cecily, why would you say such a thing?"
"Because you—"
"I'd like to know the answer to that, too."
that bitch
The water glass tipped as I spun in my chair, whirling towards the soft, gravelly voice behind me. Axel stood in the entrance to the kitchen, the bag he used to carry his laptop to and from work hanging loosely off his shoulder. He stared at me, eyes harsh and focused and hurt, and my mouth fell open.
For a long moment, he stared at me, then flicked his eyes to his wife.
"Minah?"
She didn't sob dramatically or wail or protest. She sniffed again, shook her head, and took a shaky breath.
"Cecily, I don't know what we did to hurt you, but to threaten me like this? This is beyond... I know Blaine broke up with you but I had nothing to do with it, and for you to come here and try to... try to hurt my marriage... I thought we were friends."
"I'm not... that's not..."
"What?" Axel said.
Minah looked up at him, her eyes shining.
"She said she was going to tell you I was..." Her voice cracked at the perfect moment and she shook her head. "She threatened to tell you I was cheating on you. So she could..." She paused, biting her lip. "Cecily, we can get you help."
"You can't be buying this," I finally blurted, turning to Axel. "I heard them. I heard them, Axel, and I saw him leave."
He looked from me to Minah. She stood from her chair and put a gentle hand on my shoulder.
"I know you're taking this hard," she said quietly. "But we know how you feel about Axel. I'm so sorry, Cecily. I didn't know it was this bad. I didn't think it would ever... we didn't think you'd try something like this."
My face went red, fire twisting through my core and turning my skin to hot coals. I was still looking at Axel, and when his eyes fell back to me full of pity and pain, I knew I had lost.
"I'm not making this up," I said desperately. "I don't care if you think... if you know... I don't care about that. She's cheating on you."
"What's more likely?" Minah's voice was gentle, making the harshness of her words even more painful. "Me deceiving you, or Cecily being in love with you? Because we already know the answer to that."
Axel didn't respond.
"She's jealous because of the baby, Axel. She told me." Minah patted my shoulder again. "You're not alone. We're going to be there for you, Cecily. We can get you help. I know a good doctor who can... he can help."
My mouth opened and closed. Axel's face was red, disgust and second-hand embarrassment written in his eyes. For a moment, all we could hear was the steady drip of the water I'd spilled dropping to the floor. Drip-drip, drip-drip, drip-drip.
"I'm going," I finally whispered.
"Let us help you," Minah pleaded, earnest and fake and sickeningly kind.
I shook her hand off me, disgusted by the snake-like way she touched me, and stood up to stride past Axel. He didn't move from the entrance to the kitchen as I approached.
"Excuse me," I said stiffly.
Axel shifted to the side but caught my elbow before I passed him. His eyes fell on the bruise that covered my cheekbone.
"What happened to your face, Cecily?"
I waited for the inevitable surge of electricity to take over me, the pathetic giddiness that always accompanied his touch, but it didn't come.
It was probably the first time I'd looked straight into Axel's eyes without that sense of entrapment, that feeling of falling, that bloom of obsession as his gaze fell on me. Instead, I felt humiliation and dejection. Crazy Cecily, Obsessed Cecily, Sick Cecily with her fucking bruised face, impercipient and naive and stupid, stupid, stupid.
"He hit me," I said, and shook his arm off.
Neither Axel nor Minah followed as I let myself out, shutting the door softly behind me.
**
I didn't have enough friends for word to spread like wildfire. It spread more like melted wax, dripping and hardening and cracking, the truth burning away until it piled up into a grotesque, uneven lump.
Still, Minah's story spread to the few friends I did have. They made sure to tell me how disgusted they were on her behalf, how gracious she was to offer to help me after I'd done so much to hurt her, how selfish and arrogant and creepy I was. Then the messages dried up, my phone stopped vibrating with angry texts and mocking voicemails, and I was alone.
I applied for unemployment payments and was rejected. I considered Minah's suggestion of seeing a doctor and rejected that myself. I didn't have that kind of money, and I sure as hell wasn't going to ask Minah for help.
I huddled in my basement for a week. The air was hot and sticky, clinging to me, trapping me, enveloping me in spider's silk, but I was so cold. I put on layers of sweaters and buried myself in blankets, sweat dripping from my forehead and soaking the fabric around me, but I couldn't stop shivering.
I thought of the baby and cried when I realized I'd probably never get to meet it.
I thought of Axel and curled up into a ball, smaller and smaller, the weight of the blankets not enough to crush me as flat as I wanted them to.
The bruise faded until it was barely a stain on my cheek, like paint wiped across my skin and then washed off.
I woke one morning soaked in sweat, my hair sticking to my face, my lips cracked and dry with dehydration. I untangled myself from the blankets, peeled off two of the three sweaters I was wearing, and weakly stumbled to the kitchen.
I left the faucet running as I filled and drank and filled and drank and filled and drank glass after glass of water. I drank until my stomach was full, bloated with liquid, and my skin had become clammy and cool.
It had been two or three days since I'd eaten. There wasn't much in the fridge, but there were a couple cans of ravioli in the pantry. I opened one can and ate it cold while heating another on the stove. After burning my mouth on the second can, I stripped the rest of my clothes off and went to the shower.
I stayed under the water until it ran cold, then dried my hair and put clean clothes on. I gathered up the blankets and sweaters and put them in the wash. I wiped down the counters, swept the floor, opened the window, lit a candle.
All of this I did mindlessly, thoughts empty and blank, welcoming the numbness and using it to break free of the prison I'd put myself in. I didn't know why that day was the day it took hold, why that was the day I began pulling myself together. I didn't know why the sick thoughts in my mind had gone quiet. All I knew is I was slowly, gradually, achingly escaping the twisted cage surrounding me.
I should have realized that freeing myself left me vulnerable to being trapped by someone else.
When he knocked on my door, I had just finished making the bed. My shoulders tensed as fear slithered up my spine. It would not be good news. There was no good news. I was sure it was either my landlord threatening to evict me or Minah coming to gloat or another friend coming to shame me or Blaine coming to... to something.
I crept carefully to the door, silent, curious but terrified, intending only to look out the peephole and then steal away once I knew who it was. He knocked again and I nearly screamed.
"Cecily. I know you're home."
The words were muffled, but it was him. Quiet and flat, but not emotionless. Deep, rumbling, troubled. The only voice I'd open the door for.
Still, after unlocking the deadbolt, I opened the door cautiously. Peeking out, I saw him and only him standing there, and then forgot I was trying to open it slowly as I caught sight of his face.
There was a bruise on his cheekbone, mirroring the one fading on mine almost perfectly. More were spattered along his forehead and down the other cheek. Angry red scratches slashed his brow bone and neck, and his bottom lip was swollen and split. His eyes found mine, watching as I took in the sight, watching the stunned shock washing across my face.
"Axel?" Without thinking, I reached for him, uncertain he was real, needing to touch him to find out for sure.
He was real, but I didn't get to find out on my terms.
I yelped as he grabbed me, startled as his hands closed around my arms, and then his lips were on mine. The puffy spot that was swollen and split must have been tender, but he kissed me hard anyway. I gasped as he guided me with his body, pushing me back inside the basement, the door swinging closed behind him as he nudged me until my back hit the wall of my front hallway.
Axel was kissing me.
Axel.
I responded instinctively, my mind blank, the voices and the anger and the terror silent as I kissed him back. It was everything, it was all I wanted, him and his mouth and his body pressed to mine as he stole my lips. My body rejoiced, on fire, eager, wanting more and more and more, and I gave in. I kissed him, I touched him, I ran my hands up his arms and to his neck.
My fingers brushed along the raised scratches on his throat and I froze.
"Axel," I mumbled, trying to turn my head away from him.
He directed my mouth back to his and I struggled away again.
"Axel, stop."
He did, eyes opening as he stopped kissing me, and it took every bit of strength I ever had or ever would have again to push him away.
Mental strength, at least. Axel didn't move away from me, but he stopped touching me. He watched silently as I touched my lips with my fingertips and tried to understand what had just happened.
"What are you doing?" I whispered.
His jaw twitched but he didn't answer.
"Axel, what the fuck?"
"I know she lied." He was still close enough to me that his breath tickled against my lips as he spoke. "She's fucking Blaine."
It answered something, but not everything.




"Why are you here?"
The light reflected off his eyes, glinting like sunlight off a dagger. "She hurt you, too."
"You... you don't... you've never cared about that before."
"Don't you want to get back at her?"
My mouth dropped open. Axel mistook it for an affirmative answer and pressed his lips to mine again, firm and insistent and I didn't push him away that time.
I didn't kiss him back, either.
"I'm not that person," I protested.
"Help me," he murmured. "Help me get back at her."
He had one hand cupping my cheek. The other touched my side, the place where my waist dipped in, and slowly moved down. I shivered against him, I kissed him back, I sighed, and then I pulled back again.
"I'm not that person. Don't make me that person."
"She was horrible to you. No one would blame you."
His body was hard against me, his fingers cool as they slipped beneath the hem of my shirt and skimmed across my stomach. Every nerve in my body was on edge, desperately telling me to stop talking him out of it, to let him touch me, let him fuck me, let him kiss me and hold me, let myself give in and take what I'd wanted for so, so long.
My conscience didn't have the same demanding urge.
"Stop."
Tears pricked behind my eyes, not because of what he was doing but because I couldn't let him. My Axel wouldn't do this. I would not let him be that person, either.
He paused with his hand on my ribcage, eyes flicking open as he stopped kissing me.
"What?"
"I won't help you cheat on your wife."
His jaw twitched. "Cecily, she's fucking—"
"She's fucking Blaine, I know, and she's told everyone I'm crazy and she's right, but I won't help you punish her. You... you wouldn't do that."
"How the fuck do you know what I would do?"
The words were cold, harsh, bitter as swirling snow. He wasn't in his right mind. I would know better than anyone, seeing as I didn't think I even had a right mind anymore.
"What happened to your face?" I asked.
He didn't speak. His eyes told me the story, told me to think of the little things I'd seen along the way. The scratch on his neck. The way he flinched when Minah touched his hand unexpectedly.
You know how people get upset and sometimes they... Please don't tell anyone. I just can't... I didn't mean...
But I'd interrupted her.
He would never lay a fucking hand on me, understand?
He wouldn't, but she might.
My hand shook, trembling, quivering, unsteady as I lifted it to his face. With fingers lighter than a breeze, I touched the swollen skin on his cheek.
"Did Minah do this?"
My Axel would have nodded or shaken his head, confirming or denying if I was right. The Axel I knew, the Axel I wanted would have been embarrassed, ashamed, just like I was when Blaine hit me. I would have told that Axel it was okay, I would have held him, would have kissed each of his bruises and scratches and whispered comforting things to him.
My Axel wasn't there. The Axel pressing me to the wall was an injured animal, defensive and angry and in pain.
He shoved my hand away and trapped me between him and the wall, his body hard against me, his eyes cold and his lips curled back.
"Axel, I..."
"Don't fucking ask," he growled. He tried to kiss me again but I turned my head, his lips catching the faded bruise on my own cheek.
"Don't do this. You don't want to do this."
"You don't fucking know!"
It was the only time I'd really heard him raise his voice and I trembled, staring up at him, eyes wide.
"What, so she can be a cheating whore but I can't? I have to have fucking morals about everything?"
"You're having a baby with her. This isn't just—"
"Everyone knows you're obsessed with me, Cecily. Fuck me and get it over with. You've wanted this for years, I fucking know you have, just—"
"Fuck you."
My voice was strong, for once, and he stopped, staring at me. I pushed him away from me as hard as I could.
"Fuck you, Axel. This isn't what I wanted."
He took a step back, then another, and chuckled dryly.
"You were fucking obsessed with me. You don't fucking want me, either?"
"I'm obsessed with the person you were, not... not this! I'm not fucking you just because you want to get back at your goddamn wife." Tears spilled down my cheeks, scalding, burning, scarring, and I pointed at the door. "I might be crazy but I'm not a shitty person. I'm not here for you to just use like a fucking object. I'm a person, Axel. Get out."
His face fell. "That's not... I didn't mean... Cecily, I'm sor—"
"Get out!"
"I'm sorry."
I jerked my hand at the door again.
He nodded, turned, and left without another word. Shaking, I rushed to the door and turned the deadbolt before stretching to look through the peephole. Axel stood outside my door for a moment, then walked slowly to the sidewalk. I watched until he turned around the corner of the house, then turned away.
Rage filled me. It dripped through my body, pooling in my feet and rising, taking over every inch of my body. It wasn't hot, it was cold, freezing and dark. It kept coming, kept pouring through me until it was in my mind, watering the infestation of obsessed weeds, nurturing them, changing them, making them grow stronger and taller until the rot had spread throughout me.
It was a new obsession, a stronger obsession, and I was almost calm as I accepted that this was it. This was the one that would break me.
That was okay. I had no job, no friends, no love, nothing.
I had a broken heart, I had rage, and I had the knowledge that she had damaged him, splintered him, shattered him, taken all the things that made him magical and crushed them. She had ruined Axel, my Axel, the man she was supposed to take care of and love and cherish because I couldn't, because he loved her, not me.
I was going to fucking destroy Minah.
**
Normal people would probably have directed their anger at Axel. They would have mourned, grieved, then picked up the pieces and moved on, finding some new joy in the world. There would probably be some anger reserved for Minah. She certainly wasn't blameless, but her role had hurt Axel more than it hurt me. Frankly, normal people would probably have been relieved that it was over. Being stuck in the middle of their insane relationship wouldn't have been anyone's idea of fun.
I was so far from normal.
The first thing I needed to know was if Minah was truly the one hitting Axel. I was fairly certain. He had all but confirmed it, but I needed full certainty before I did anything to her. I needed to see it for myself.
We all have to have morals of some sort.
I brought my car to the dealership and traded it in for a much shittier car and some cash to pay my next month's rent. Then I immediately drove it to Axel and Minah's house, parked it down the street a bit, and walked to the nearest bus stop to go home.
The next day, I called the yoga studio from a blocked number and asked for Minah. The receptionist put me on hold, and when Minah answered, I hung up. Then I took the bus back to their house.
I was fairly certain Axel was at work, too, but I knocked on the door and waited for a few minutes before searching the front step for the hidden key. Axel was smart enough not to leave it under the welcome mat, but Minah was constantly forgetting her keys someplace or another, so there was definitely a spare hidden. I was just about to start digging through the flower bed to see if there was a fake rock when I eyed the bronze knocker on the door.
Who had a door knocker these days?
There was a small clasp, barely visible, and the door knocker swung open when I unhooked it. I plucked the hidden key from the knocker, turned on my heel, and took my new car to the nearest hardware store to get a copy made.
When I returned, I replaced the old key, used the door knocker to knock on the door again, then tested my new copy in the door.
It worked; I swung the door back closed and locked it, then strolled back to the bus stop and went home.
The following day, I made my way back to Axel and Minah's house. Minah's car was in the driveway, so I ducked into my car and watched the house for a while. She left about an hour later, I got out of the car, and hurried to the front door.
I still knocked on the door before letting myself in, just in case.
The house was silent when I entered. The air almost hissed as I displaced it, like it knew I wasn't supposed to be there. I ignored it and began searching the house quickly, not wanting to spend a moment longer than I needed there.
If I wasn't completely broke and had a decent job, I would have just bought a small camera or a bugging device or something. That kind of spyware was beyond what my meagre budget could afford, so I was stuck with searching desperately for anything that might give a hint of what she was doing.
I had no idea what that kind of evidence might look like. Minah was a cold-hearted bitch, but she wasn't stupid enough to leave a full written confession of how she beat her husband lying around.
The search turned up nothing until I got to the bedroom.
Minah had always been a bit of an untidy person. Axel was far cleaner, but their bedroom looked like a tornado had gone through it. Minah's clothes were everywhere, on the bed, on the chair, hanging from dresser drawers, on the floor of the closet. I tried not to move anything that would cause suspicion, but it was the things that weren't there that clued me in.
Only half the drawers had Minah's clothes hanging out of them. The other half were empty.
One side of the bed was rumpled and recently made. The other had a stack of clean laundry on it.
There were still plenty of Axel's clothes in the closet, but the missing ones were telling. His favourite sweater, the one I knew he wouldn't leave home without. A jacket I knew he always wore.
His razor and toothbrush were gone from the bathroom. I moved a hair straightener out of the way and snapped back my hand with a hiss, flinching as I realized Minah had left it plugged in. She'd nearly burned down our apartment multiple times doing the same thing. With no roommate or husband to check up after her, it was a good thing I'd broken in so soon after she'd left. Rolling my eyes, I unplugged it, making sure it wasn't touching anything before leaving their house.
I may not have found any evidence of Minah's treatment of him, but I was completely certain that Axel wasn't living at home.
When I went home that night, I didn't quite know what to do with the information I'd found. Sure, Axel wasn't living there, but I didn't know where he was. I had no more real information than I'd had that morning. And if he wasn't living there, I wasn't going to witness anything by watching from my car like I'd planned to.
And after I'd done all that work to make my new shitty car seem unsuspicious on their street.
It was easy enough to figure out where he was, though. I knew where Axel worked. I knew what his car looked like. He had no idea what my new car looked like. All I had to do was wait in the parking lot until he left work the next day, drive a few cars behind him, and continue past the hotel I saw him pull into. When I got home, I called the hotel, asked for his room, and muffled my voice through a shirt and put on an accent as I asked if this was room 492.
"No, it's 238," he replied softly.
"Sorry to have bothered you, monsieur," I said before hanging up.
Easy.
The following day, I dressed carefully. I had one of Blaine's dress shirts, one I'd borrowed months earlier after sleeping late at his place and rushing to get to work on time. I wore that, belting it over a pair of jeans, and drove to Minah's yoga studio. Her car was in the parking lot behind the building, so I parked down the street and strode confidently through the front doors.
"Welcome to Shanti Yoga," came the pleasant greeting from behind the reception desk. A sweet-looking girl wearing a sports-top stood as I entered. "Our class just started, but there's another in forty-five minutes."
"Actually, I'm here to see Minah," I said.
She smiled. "Of course! I'll call her up."
Before the girl could even grab the phone, it was ringing. She frowned, then picked it up.
"Hi, Minah. You have a—" She stopped, listening, then glanced at me fearfully. "Um, okay."
She hung up and bit her lip. "I'm really sorry, but she said she'd like you to leave."
I laughed. "Those were her words?"
The girl didn't say anything, but I knew Minah had phrased it quite differently. I looked up at the camera behind the desk and grinned, waving into it.
"Tell her Cecily needs to speak with her. It's urgent."
I left as requested, pulling out my phone and fiddling with it as I turned around the back of the building. I made it about ten feet down the alley when Minah burst through the back door.
"How dare you," she hissed as she marched towards me. "This is my business."
I tucked my phone in the pocket of the dress shirt and shrugged.
"When did Axel move out?"
She stopped, staring at me.
"Who told you?"
I shrugged again.
"Goddamnit, Cecily, I'm not into playing fucking games—"
"Oh, you're not? I'm so sorry, I thought after you tried to convince your husband I was lying about your affair because I wanted to fuck him that games were kind of your thing."
She glared at me, arms folded across her chest.
"And I told you, you don't understand—"
"When did you start hitting him?"
Her mouth dropped open.
"I didn't..."
"I'm not fucking stupid, Minah." I took a step towards her and she stumbled backward. "Don't insult me. I thought maybe he got into it with Blaine at first, but those scratches... Blaine hits. He hits really hard, you know. He doesn't scratch."
She stared at me for a long moment.
"You don't understand."
"Why did you hit him?"
"I didn't mean to!" she hissed. "I just... I got mad."
"But you did. You didn't mean to, but you hit him."
"Yes, okay? I fucking hit him. And he should have hit me back but he wouldn't, he didn't, he never would lay a goddamn finger on me and that pissed me off even more because his fucking morals wouldn't let him. He let me hit him and scratch him and scream at him and he never even protested until you walked in with your goddamn bruised face telling him I'd slept with Blaine."
"Why?"
"Because he's a pussy." She threw her hands in the air, laughing suddenly. "He's a fucking pussy, Cecily, he's so goddamn in love with me that... well, you would know, you're in love with him the same fucking way."
I stayed silent as she laughed again, shaking her head.
"It was just a mistake, you know? We were fighting and I... I just... I got so mad. And he just stared at me after I slapped him, looking like a wounded goddamn puppy. I felt so bad, Cecily, I cried and I told him to leave me and he wouldn't. And then the next time I hit him harder and he still just stood there. And then after that, it was like a fucking challenge, like he wanted to see how angry I could get.
"And I tried to tell you because I fucking needed help, but you're so goddamn self-absorbed and obsessed with him that you didn't even... you didn't think... And then you waltz in with Blaine, fucking Blaine, all over him and so happy and so..."
She choked back a sob.
"I didn't want him to leave me. I just wanted him to man up a bit. Stop letting me... stop making me do that to him."
"Man up?" I repeated, trying to keep the disgust out of my voice. "Hitting you doesn't make him a man, no more than you hitting him made you a man."
She shook her head. "I know it's not normal. I know it's fucking crazy, okay? I know."
"So why did he end up leaving?"
"He's coming back. He said he's just taking a few days to think and figure out what we'll do next. It's not over, Cecily."
"You know he came to see me, right?"
Her hands flexed into fists. I thought she might hit me and tensed, ready for her to swing. She didn't, though.
"Did you..."
"No."
She scoffed.
"I told him no."
"What a loyal little friend you are," she muttered. "It doesn't matter. He's going to come back to me. He thinks we're having a baby."
She didn't mean to say that. I saw it on her face as soon as the words left her mouth, saw them float through the air like dandelion seeds, saw her inhale sharply as though she could take it back.
I stared at her, horrified, my stomach sinking. I had only been there to find out for sure she'd been hurting Axel. She'd said it herself, Axel had morals. He wouldn't leave her if she thought she was pregnant. If she wasn't... well, that changed everything.
"Don't," she said. "Don't tell him."
"Minah—"
"Cecily, if you tell him, I'll ruin his life and I'll ruin yours. I will tell everyone you fucked him. I will tell everyone he hit me, and who do you think they'll believe? That's his biggest fear, did you know that? I do, because he's my husband. He is terrified of people thinking he's a failure. He'd rather let me hit him than admit marrying me was a mistake. And I'm going to show him it wasn't a mistake. Fuck with that, and I'll fuck with you. I will not let this go."
She was deadly serious, serious enough to bolt forward and yank me towards her, fingers digging into my arm as she hissed in my face.
"I told him I was pregnant so he wouldn't leave. He is going to come back, he is going to believe me when I say I've had a miscarriage from the stress, and we are going to continue on without your sick little obsessed face in our lives. I am not losing him."
"Take your hands off me," I said flatly.
She didn't for a moment, then seemed to remember that I wasn't Axel, that when Blaine had hit me, I'd choked him and nearly clawed his eyes out, and let go of my arm.
"You don't deserve him," I said. "I thought you did. I thought if I couldn't have him, at least it was you. But you weren't... you were never the person I thought you were, were you? You've been a fake the entire time."
"It's not my fault you're a fucking crazy moron."
I laughed. "No, I guess it's not."
She looked confused, then concerned, then properly terrified as I continued laughing, shaking my head as I walked away from her down the alley.
**
"Your French accent needs work."
I shrugged. "You could have called me out on it."
Axel snorted and opened the door the rest of the way.
"She's not pregnant," I said after he shut the door.
Axel nodded brusquely. "Figured. When'd you find that out?"
"Three days ago."
He hesitated, the question of why I'd waited hanging from his lips, but then only nodded and shrugged.
"I'm sorry she hit you."
His jaw clenched. The bruises on his face were almost gone, the scratches barely ridges along his otherwise-smooth skin.
"Why did you come, Cecily?" His voice wasn't unkind, just tired.
"To tell you she's not pregnant and that you shouldn't go back to her."
"And then what? She tells everyone I beat the shit out of her, that I cheated on her, that... I mean, shit, she'll probably tell everyone I caused her to miscarry." The ice in his eyes was gone, long gone, replaced by pedestrian misery. "Who are they gonna believe? She doesn't need an ounce of proof to ruin my life and I would need a mountain of evidence to even cause doubt that what she's saying is true."
"So you're going to go back."
He sighed and shrugged. "Yeah. Probably. You know better than anyone how... I mean, two days and she'd turned every last person against you."
I nodded and looked down.
"Was that it?" he asked. Again, not unkind, just tired.
"I guess so."
"Can I apologize?"
I looked into eyes that were sad, eyes that carried regret, eyes that were watching me warily as I stood in front of him. Eyes that I loved, that I couldn't hold a grudge against, eyes that would never look at me the way they looked at Minah. Though, that didn't seem to be such a bad thing anymore.



"You already did."
"That wasn't enough. I'm sorry." He swallowed hard, the muscles of his throat tight. "I shouldn't have... I mean, what I did was horrible and what I said was even worse. I'm sorry."
"You weren't really wrong about any of it."
There didn't seem to be anything he could say in response.
"She said she would ruin my life and yours if I told you she faked the pregnancy."
"I'll pretend to be appropriately devastated when she loses it."
"I wanted to ruin her life for what she did to you."
He smirked, a little half-smile tilting the corner of his lips up.
"I'm going back to her, so if you could, uh... not. I'd appreciate it."
My heart hammered in my chest.
"Can I at least..."
"What?"
He wasn't watching as I looked up at him, trying not to appear half as desperate as I felt, trying not to look pathetic and failing miserably. If he wasn't going to leave her, I couldn't hurt her without hurting him. I had one option, one thing I could do to get the smallest shred of vengeance, a prick of a pin rather than a stab of a sword, but vengeance all the same.
"Will you sleep with me? Please?"
His neck snapped towards me, his mouth dropping open, and I shifted uncomfortably.
"Or not," I whispered. "I just... I'm sorry, that was... I shouldn't have. I'm sorry."
Axel looked mildly amused, his eyebrow raised as I stammered.
"I thought you didn't want to be part of punishing my wife."
"I changed my mind."
He took a step closer.
"You said you felt like I'd be using you. Like an object."
I trembled and shook my head.
"You said I was a different person now. That you didn't want that person."
"I think we both are. And I... I do."
He was in front of me, inches away, and I had to crane my neck up to keep holding his gaze.
"Does it help if I say I've always thought you were gorgeous? Even back before you introduced me to her?"
"That's sweet of you."
"It's true," he murmured. "Why'd you think I kept asking you to study or go out for drinks?"
My heart fluttered, dropped, fluttered again, then sank.
"Don't," I whispered. "Don't tell me that."
He lifted a hand to my face, brushing my hair away from my cheek. I shivered involuntarily, the coolness of his fingers almost burning against my flushed skin.
"It's not meant to hurt you. Just want you to know it's not just about... her. I want you."
I still thought he was lying, though whether it was to me or to himself I didn't know. Either way, it didn't matter. It was enough, and I let him guide my face up to his and kiss me again. His mouth was soft, much less insistent than the heated, demanding kiss we'd shared in my basement, and I kissed him back breathlessly.
Moments later, it wasn't just kissing. I wound my fingers through his hair and kissed him like he was oxygen; he wrapped his arms around my waist and pulled me to him, holding me tight, inhaling sharply as I nipped at his bottom lip.
Then he was guiding me, pulling me forward, directing me to the bed. Before we got there, his hand slipped under my shirt, travelling up to my breast and caressing it gently above my bra. I pushed the hem of his sweater up and he parted from my lips to help me pull it over his head.
I stared at his body as it was finally revealed to me. There were more faded bruises on his arms, but other than that, his skin was perfectly unblemished, smooth and pale. He was reasonably toned, not aggressively so, but enough that I could see the outlines of his muscles along his chest and stomach.
Axel let me stare at him, let me drink in the bared skin and perfection that was his body, before pulling me back towards him. I was almost hesitant to touch him, like he might evaporate in a puff of dust the moment I put a hand on him. One palm met solid flesh, though, and the other mirrored it, and I ran my hands down his pecs and ribs and stomach.
He chuckled as I exhaled softly, a hum of appreciation escorting the air as it puffed past my lips.
"Let me see now?" he asked, and I nodded.
He pulled my shirt up slowly, revealing me like a piece of art, like a statue making its debut. I didn't bother waiting for him to unhook my bra; as soon as my shirt was off, I twisted my arms behind me and unclasped it, letting it fall from my body as Axel watched.
"Fuck," he murmured.
I felt redness scrawl from my collarbone up my neck. He stared at my breasts unabashedly. Without the same hesitation I'd had, he reached up and cupped his hand around my breast, feeling my nipple crinkle and harden beneath his palm as he kneaded it gently.
I wanted to ask him if my tits were nicer than Minah's, but I didn't really want to bring up his wife while we were fucking. It didn't end up being my choice. Axel brought his other hand up to grasp my other breast, then looked up at me.
"Would it be weird if I asked to... uh, kiss them?"
"My... my breasts?"
His face took on the slightest hue of pink, the tone dancing across his perfect skin. "Yeah."
"Why would that be weird?"
"Minah hates that."
I bit my lip and he turned redder.
"I mean... shit. I shouldn't have said that."
I shook my head slowly. "She's crazy. Yes, you can... I mean, frankly, Axel, you can do pretty much whatever you want to my breasts."
He made a soft, throaty sound, dipped his head, and immediately took my nipple in his mouth. My knees buckled as he began to suck, then lick, then circle his tongue around the hard nub before releasing it from his mouth and moving to the other one.
I whimpered and Axel pulled back, straightening up.
"Why'd you stop?" I gasped.
He didn't seem to have an answer, so instead kissed me as he lightly ran his fingers along my cleavage.
I made another soft whimper, still kissing him as I brought my hands between us and undid his jeans, then my own. I wriggled out of mine; he pushed his off and to the side, and then he grabbed me around the waist and pulled me onto his lap as he sat on the edge of the bed. It took a moment for me to steady myself on his lap, my arms resting heavily on his shoulders so I didn't slide backwards. He splayed one hand on the small of my back to support me while the other guided my breast back into his mouth.
He was obsessed, completely obsessed with my breasts. It felt like hours that he worshipped them, sucking and kissing and rubbing his face against them. I squirmed on his lap, feeling the hardness of his cock tenting his boxers, pushing against my dampening pussy, and I shuddered in his lap. I was so wet, as wet as I'd ever been in my life, and I needed him. I needed him inside me, I needed to know what he felt like, I needed to see for myself what his face looked like when he came. He was so hard, so ready, and it was for me, he was hard for me. Not for Minah, not for anyone else. He wasn't mine forever, but he was mine right then, and I wanted him. I needed him.
"Axel," I murmured.
A muffled groan against my breasts was the only response.
"Axel, let me take my panties off."
He murmured softly, something almost sad.
"I'll be on top. You can keep playing with my tits while you fuck me."
A much louder muffled groan vibrated against me, and his hand moved so I could slide off his lap.
I shed my panties quickly; Axel pulled his boxers off without ceremony and slid back on the bed, propped against the pillows. I paused again, staring at his naked body, trying to memorize every patch of hair and every defined muscle, staring at his swollen cock and the way it twitched, the way it jutted out from the thick reddish curls between his legs. I needed to memorize it, needed to be able to bring this picture back up. I'd imagined him for so long, it was almost strange to see his body as it actually was, and stranger still that it was far more perfect than I had even imagined.
My face turned red when he cleared his throat.
"Sorry."
"Don't apologize. Come here," he murmured, and I crawled to him on the bed.
His arms caught me and pulled me onto his lap again, kissing me heatedly. I straddled his hips, lowering myself so I could rub against his cock. He inhaled sharply as I rolled my hips, feeling him slide along my slit, and I needed him, I needed him.
"Please," I whispered against his lips.
He reached down to guide himself inside me. Just as he placed the tip at my entrance, teasingly close, a single shiver away from being inside me, he paused and pulled back from my mouth.
"Cecily... you sure?"
"Yes." There was a pause, a heartbeat, a single moment of reflection. "Are you?"
"Yes," he said firmly, and pushed his hips up. The swollen head of his cock breached my entrance, stretching me, and suddenly I was sinking down on top of him. My eyes squeezed shut and my mouth dropped open, wordless and soundless and everything all at once as he was finally, finally inside me.
"You okay?" he asked.
I couldn't speak, just nodded, trying to memorize the feel of him, the way my pussy was gripping every inch of him, the weightless fluidity that seemed to wash through my body, arousal and desire and satisfaction all crashing together and filling me, overwhelming me, overtaking me. My body sang, my mind empty, my heart whole, and I nearly cried.
Nearly, very nearly, but I kept my eyes squeezed shut until I was certain there were no tears. When I opened them, Axel was looking up at me, concern and pleading desire mixed on his face.
"You okay?" he asked again.
"Yes." I started to move my hips, but strong hands held my hips in place and stopped me.
"No. Tell me."
Tell him what, exactly? Tell him I'd dreamed of this moment? Tell him it consumed me? Tell him I'd pictured him with his wife, pictured them in every position imaginable, pictured what he looked like naked and wondered what his cock was like and that it had been years, years of a completely manic addiction to him and now he was inside me, he was really there, and I couldn't, I couldn't.
"You don't want to know," I breathed.
His face was dark, and suddenly those eyes were full of the intense ice that I knew, and he was drawing me closer, bringing me in to kiss me, and speaking words that skimmed my lips and breezed into my ears and rooted in my heart.
"Yes, I do."
It was probably more of a reflection on Axel's mental state than my own that he started moving his hips, groaning as he thrust up into me as I described all the sick things I'd locked away in my mind. He seemed to love listening to me murmur in his ear about how much I wanted him, how many years I spent listening to him fuck Minah, how many times I masturbated to the sound of them in the room next to me, and how intense the emotional upheaval of finally having him there was.
I whispered the things I'd imagined about him. I told him how surprised I was to see his body, that it was better than I pictured, that I'd never be able to get the image of him out of my mind. I told him about the first time I fucked Blaine, about how he went down on me and I didn't come, couldn't come until I pictured him, imagined his head between my legs, imagined him feasting on my pussy.
"I know it's fucked up," I murmured. Tears had started dripping down my cheeks at some point. I didn't know when, didn't really know why. He moved beneath me, gently pushing himself in and out of me, his arms wrapped around my waist as I leaned against him.
My voice caught as I continued. "I'm sorry. I'm so sorry. It's not right, it's never been right, but I couldn't... I can't help it."
I couldn't tell him I loved him. I wouldn't. He knew, we both knew, but I kept the words inside. They had to stay there.
He found my lips, then he kissed the tears from my cheeks, brushed the hair away from my face and kept moving beneath me.
"It's okay," he whispered. "It's okay, Cecily. Don't cry. It's okay."
He kissed me again, and again, and murmured comforting things, sweet things, things that probably weren't true and wouldn't matter if they were. It was enough to know he didn't hate me. Everything else was inconsequential, insignificant, worth no more than torn-up poems scattered in the breeze.
He didn't fuck me. I had fucked my share of men and that was not fucking. That was lovemaking, that was the quintessential romantic bullshit that shouldn't have happened, not when we were there because he was getting back at his wife for cheating, not when we knew he was going back to her, not when there was no future where we were together.
But it happened, and it was good, and it was intense, and I wouldn't have traded it for any other moment I'd ever had.
As I stopped crying, I began moving faster on top of him. Axel groaned and my promise to let him continue playing with my tits came to fruition. He propped himself up a bit, burying his face against my chest as I rode him. He sucked my nipples, flicked his tongue against them, nipped softly at the sensitive nubs. Each little thing he did sent waves upon waves of pleasure through me, pooling in the core of my body until I could think of nothing aside from his mouth and his cock and the pleasure that was building, and building, and building.
"Don't stop," I gasped as he sucked on one nipple. "Keep doing that, don't stop, please Axel..."
He made a soft noise, a deep noise, a noise that vibrated against me and kept vibrating until my entire body was quivering in time with it. I whimpered, my legs shaking, and bore down hard against him until I slipped over the edge and came, crying out and clutching at him. Time didn't stop, it didn't stand still, it moved like honey poured on a plate: slowly, then faster, then all at once, spilling and piling and taking over my entire being.
The intensity of it exhausted me and I slumped against Axel, trying to catch my breath. He didn't complain, just buried his face against my breasts before he started pushing up into me.
He was close. I knew these sounds. I knew this pace. He was going to come.
Moments later, he pulled his face away from my breasts.
"Gonna come," he gasped. "You gotta move."
"Stay inside," I whispered. "It's okay."
He groaned, his hands tightened on my hips as he thrust up hard one, two, three, four more times and then he was spilling inside me, grunting, his head tilted back on the pillow and his eyes squeezed shut. I watched him with rapt attention, eagerly taking in every motion and every expression. I barely blinked the entire time, aware of the feel of his cum deep inside me, but ignoring it in favour of watching the way his mouth moved, the way his collarbone jutted out just slightly as he tensed, the way the corners of his eye crinkled and his brow creased.
He was beautiful. So beautiful.
When his eyes opened again, I blinked, acting as though I hadn't just been staring at him like he was the first sunset I'd ever seen. I smiled awkwardly and moved off him. I thought he'd want me to go, to let him be alone, to end that weird and strange and hot encounter and let him move on with his life.
Before I could even swing my legs off the bed, he pulled me in close, pleading with me to lie down next to him. I obliged, letting him wrap his arms around me and hold me close.
"Minah never wants to do this anymore," he whispered, almost to himself.
My heart was torn between aching and anger. How could she not want to hold him or be held by him? How could she not want to feel his breath against her skin, his hands on her back, the steady pounding of his heart and the gentle rise and fall of his lungs as he caught his breath? How could she not want this moment?
I let him hold me and held him back. I let him kiss me again, let him touch my breasts. When his cock began prodding against my thigh, I spread my legs and let him take me again, this time on my back, and the next time on my side, and once from behind before ending up on top again. I let him do all the things he said Minah didn't like, shaking my head at each one. She didn't like having her breasts touched. She didn't like letting him fuck her from behind. She didn't like when he kissed her ribs, didn't like when he rubbed her shoulders, didn't like having her hair pulled.
I could understand that last one, but he was so gentle about it, it barely qualified as hair-pulling.
For three days, I stayed in that hotel room with Axel and let him fuck me every way he could think of. I came more times than I could count; I cried more times than I'd like to admit. I told him everything, told him all the weird and sick and unhealthy thoughts I'd ever had about him. He listened to it all, took it all, forgave and accepted and understood it all.
He had loved Minah the way I loved him. He understood what it was, to have that all-encompassing, overwhelming, obsessive type of love. He didn't have it as strongly as I did, but he understood.
"I don't feel like I deserve your forgiveness," I told him on the second night we were together.
He shook his head. "You do. I'm sorry it... I'm sorry we never had a chance."
My heart had fluttered and sank more times than I could count.
"Don't say that to me."
He nodded and kissed me instead, and moments later he was inside me again.
Late at night on the third day, I left while he was in the shower.
Given the chance, I think we probably would have stayed in that hotel room forever, but Minah would have certainly rained fire on us if we had. I don't think either of us wanted it to end, but it had to. After making love slowly and passionately, I feigned sleep until Axel got up to shower.
Then, despite my promise to him that I wouldn't ruin Minah's life, I got dressed, collected my things, and burned her to the ground before even walking out of the room.
**
"Cecily? Cecily Larch? Is that you?"
I stiffened at the familiar voice. Of course she would be here. Of course today, of all days, Natasha would walk into the same coffee shop as me, situated between me and the exit, trapping me with nowhere to run, nowhere to hide, no way to escape.
"Natasha," I said flatly. "Hi."
"Oh my God," she squealed, and rushed forward. I braced myself, but she wrapped her arms around me gently. "It's been so long! What, six months?"
"Eight, I think."
"Wow," she breathed, glancing down. "So..."
I didn't say anything, staring at her as her words hung in the air, feeding off the discomfort that came from her expectation of my response.
"So," she said again. "You, um. You're looking good."
"Thanks."
"Oh, sit down, have a coffee with me, let's catch up!"
"Catch up?" I repeated. "The last time I heard from you, it was to tell me I was a horrible person for what happened with Minah, and that I should consider turning myself into a mental hospital before I ended up actually hurting someone."
She laughed awkwardly. "I was, uh, wrong. Please, Cecily? Let me apologize?"
I shrugged and turned on my heel, settling into a wooden chair at an empty table. I had some time to kill.
Natasha hurried to get a coffee and settled across from me before I could change my mind. As soon as she did, the questions started.
"What are you up to these days?"
"Working, mostly."
"Not at the art store anymore."
"No, I... I work for a publisher. Proof-reading."
Natasha hummed, her eyes flashing. "Congratulations! That's a step up, hey?"
I shrugged.
"Are you, um, seeing anyone?"
"Nope."
Another hum, this one more contemplative. I knew what the next question was before she even thought of it.
"So, what really happened with—"
"I suggest you ask Minah," I interrupted.
Natasha took a breath, trying to maintain her pleasant facade.
"I know what Minah's said, and I know what Axel's said, too. They're adamant that nothing happened, but if anyone knows why they got divorced, I figure it has to be you."



I stared at her, letting the words sink in.
"Divorced?"
Natasha stared back. In another life, the look on her face would have made me feel stupid. In this one, I didn't care.
"Uh, yeah. I think it was finalized... last month? Maybe the month before?"
That was news to me. I swallowed hard, trying to keep my face as neutral as possible.
"It was really surprising," Natasha continued. "Rumour had it that Minah was pregnant and lost the baby, and then filed for divorce like a week later. But she absolutely refuses to talk about it and Axel, well, he hardly talks to anyone, anymore. She just said they grew apart and were happier on their own."
"That's sad to hear."
Natasha leaned in, lowering her voice. "I think one of them had an affair. I mean, you know who moved in with Minah?"
I could guess, but shook my head.
Natasha feigned sympathy. "I'm so sorry. Um, Blaine. She and Blaine are together now."
"Hmm. Well, they deserve each other. I hope they're happy."
She smiled, covering the fact that I knew she was disappointed by my lack of reaction.
"So, do you think she cheated, or was it..." Natasha trailed off and glanced down again, almost out of instinct.
"Maybe neither of them had affairs. Or both. Or maybe they just grew apart," I added unhelpfully. "I wouldn't know. You know Minah cut me out."
"I heard she offered to help you."
"Well, you would know better than me, I suppose."
Another awkward silence fell between us. Natasha shifted uncomfortably. I relished every second of it.
"So you really didn't know?" she finally said.
I really, truly, hadn't known. After leaving the hotel room, I went to my basement, packed up my possessions, trashed my cell phone and got a new one, and moved to the other side of town. The plan was to leave town, but given my financial situation at the time, it wasn't exactly doable. Instead, I lived in my shitty little car for a while before picking up a job at a small publisher as a proof-reader. It was hard work, long hours, and little pay, but it was enough to get me a small apartment and food on the table.
I'd been diligent about avoiding anywhere I thought someone from my old life might see me, but I had an appointment that day that couldn't be moved.
"I didn't know," I said. "And, honestly Natasha, I don't care. I'm done with all that. I have... more pressing concerns now. Obviously."
She nodded.
"Is it too personal for me to ask who—"
"Yes."
"Okay." She shrugged, dropping it, and I knew exactly what was going to happen when our strange little meeting was over.
"Look, I have to go," I said. "I have to get back to work."
"Well, give me your number!" she exclaimed. "We can have coffee another time and—"
"No."
"What?"
I shook my head. "I'm not giving you my number."
"Are you sure?" she asked icily. "I can pass it onto Axel, since you might finally have a shot with him."
I laughed, laughed hard enough that tears pricked in my eyes, hard enough that other people in the cafe glanced sidelong at us and Natasha looked vaguely horrified.
"No," I finally said, composing myself. "I'm good. Thanks, Natasha. I'd say it was good seeing you but... well."
I shrugged and left the cafe. I wasn't the gambling type, but I would probably be a rich woman if I bet that she was on the phone with Minah before the cafe door even closed.
I thought about Axel a lot while driving back to my apartment. Well, more than usual. Those days, his presence was a constant, but I kept him firmly in the back of my mind. I built a greenhouse there, one with brick walls and encased in glass, raised off the floor of my consciousness, and that was where the weeds of my love for Axel stayed.
That day, though, I opened the door, just a little bit, just enough to glimpse the dandelions, not enough for any puffs to sneak past, and I thought of him.
I was disappointed. Not because they got divorced; I was elated, overjoyed, ecstatic that he got out, that he didn't go back, that he was free from the whirlpool that was Minah. I knew better than to hope that meant I, as Natasha had oh-so-eloquently put, had a shot with him. Axel already had one broken, crazy woman in his life. He didn't need me, too.
No, I was disappointed that he let her off so easily. I was angry, actually. Minah had nearly destroyed him, had hit him and scratched him and manipulated him into someone new. She'd poured herself over him, extinguishing his fire, carving his ice into someone else entirely, someone she could control, someone who wasn't the beautiful, perfect person he already was.
He was content with her saying they'd grown apart? That they divorced because they weren't happy together anymore? That she was living in the house they'd bought together with the man she'd fucked when she was supposed to be faithful to him? I didn't understand how he could let everything she did slide, how he kept what she did to him quiet.
Morals and ethics, I thought. Maybe that's how normal people did things. Axel wouldn't hit Minah, because he felt it was morally wrong, even when she was leaving inky bruises on his skin. Maybe he couldn't bring himself to hurt her this way, either.
Still, I boiled about it. When I'd left the hotel room, leaving behind only a USB with the recording of my conversation with Minah and a note apologizing for not telling him about the recording before he'd spent three days fucking me, I assumed Axel would be hell-bent on vengeance. I assumed he'd use it to take everything from her. It was wholly unsatisfying that he'd simply left her, splitting things equally and moving out from his home, letting her go on the way she was.
She was still fucking Blaine, even. The pigs. They deserved each other.
I mused about it as I pulled into the parking lot at work. I hadn't intended on making Minah aware of my little revenge, intending on keeping it for me and me alone, but maybe once all was said and done, I'd send her a message.
Then again, that would mean Axel would find out, too, although I had a feeling he was about to anyway, thanks to stupid, nosy Natasha.
Guilt surged through me. I hoped it wouldn't hurt him too badly. I'd done the work when it came to getting Minah's confession, had prodded the snake, had tucked my cell phone in my pocket and let it record her deeds and my embarrassing admissions, and had turned all that over to him to let him do with it as he pleased. I thought it would be enough to quell the anger I felt, but it seemed that I'd been wrong.
I considered, very briefly, contacting Axel. Very, very briefly. I only spent two hours staring blankly at a manuscript, contemplating what I would say to him, considering whether it would be better to just show up out of nowhere to see him in person. I could go to his work again, follow him back to wherever he was living. I'd have to tell him what I'd done. I could pass it off as a mistake, maybe, but he'd know.
It was that fact that made me shake my head, close the greenhouse door, and go back to proof-reading until my eyes were bleary and my boss was telling me I really needed to stop working so late, and did I skip dinner again, and here, eat this before you leave, Cecily, I'm not letting you leave until you eat it.
He knew I was crazy, I think, but he didn't mind. I was very good at my job.
I went home and spent the night awake in front of my work laptop, idly clicking as I daydreamed and pondered and tried to think of what I could do to make that very angry, very unsatisfied part of my soul quiet down. I spent hours upon hours searching for information on Minah and Blaine, trying to find some kind of dirt on them, trying to figure out if I could get Minah's studio shut down or maybe get Blaine fired from the gym where he worked. I grew restless, frustrated, more and more irritated the longer I searched. I wasn't a hacker; I didn't have the kind of skills needed to break into their bank accounts or plant information or anything like that. I was a proof-reader, an English major, just one crazy person who was sickened by injustice.
It was around two in the morning when I thought perhaps Minah was stupid enough to use the same password she'd been using since we were roommates. She wasn't, at least on her email, but it did make me wonder if she had thought of changing the locks after Axel moved out.
Likely not. Axel had morals; if he couldn't even bring Minah down with the recording I'd given him, the likelihood of him doing anything nefarious with access to what used to be his home was low.
And I still had a key.
I lay in bed, dreaming magical, grand ideas of what I could do with that little key. I could be petty and change things around their house. I could be criminal and rob them. I could be full-on Crazy Cecily and burn the fucking place to the ground. Anything was possible.
In the end, I decided I would plant evidence of an affair and see if I could get Blaine and Minah to break up, too. Not overly creative, but simple enough, and it would likely be effective. I was on a time constraint, so I couldn't afford to be too grandiose with my plans.
I slept soundly the rest of the night, waking up refreshed and perky in the morning. I was cheerful at work, so cheerful that some of my coworkers asked what was wrong. I read through stacks of pages and left promptly at five, waving at my boss as he nodded approvingly. On the way home, I decided I felt like Chinese food and picked up a takeout order that could have fed three people, in addition to myself. I drove to my apartment, intent on planning the rest of my revenge on Minah, fumbling my work bag and the giant bag of takeout and digging my keys from my purse as I turned out of the elevator and down the hallway.
I froze three doors away from my own when I saw Axel standing there. He turned towards me and froze, lips parted to say something, eyes not meeting mine but staring directly at me, trained on the giant bag of takeout.
Well, more likely focused on the fact that the giant bag of takeout was resting on my very prominent, very large, very pregnant belly.
"Wow," I said. "Natasha didn't waste a damn second spreading that around, did she? How'd you track me down?"
"Is it mine?" he asked.
I sighed. "Come in. Have dinner with me."
"Is it mine, Cecily?"
"Can we at least do this in my apartment?"
His face was set in stone, but his breathing was heavy, barely contained by his lungs. I almost shook as he finally looked into my eyes, eyes no longer full of ice but full of blue flames, searing hot, dangerous, intimidating.
Almost.
"Is it mine?"
I rolled my eyes, and shoved the bag of food into his hands.
"Hold this so I can unlock the door."
He followed me in, striding almost instinctively to the kitchen and depositing the bag on the counter. I tossed my keys into the bowl near the door, kicked my shoes onto the mat, and dropped my work bag beside them.
Axel watched silently as I finally turned to him.
"Yes."
His expression didn't change. His eyes flicked down to my belly again, then back up to my face.
"You lied to me, you—"
"I didn't lie.
"You said it was safe. You said I could—"
"No, I said it was okay."
He fell silent again, realizing what I meant.
"So you... you planned..."
"I hoped." I shrugged, moving into the kitchen and pulling plates from the cupboard. "I knew I was... I mean, it was the right time. I waited a couple of days before going to see you to make sure. I thought... I just hoped maybe it would happen. I didn't know if you'd even want to have sex with me. I had no idea I was going to spend three days with you."
"So you, what, wanted to trick me into knocking you up? So I would leave Minah and be with you or something?"
I paused, hurt as I looked at him.
"Seriously, Axel?"
"Yeah, seriously! You fucking... you're pregnant, Cecily, you have... you just said you got pregnant on purpose and didn't fucking tell me and—"
"I didn't fucking tell you and you're still asking if I did it to make you leave Minah?"
His lips were parted but nothing came out.
"I didn't want you to leave Minah because of me," I said. "I wanted you to leave her because she treated you like shit. I gave you the recording and left so that you could end it if you wanted to. It had nothing to do with me."
"Oh, the fucking recording." Venom dripped from his words as he found them again. "You couldn't have bothered telling me about it before we fucked for three days?"
"You wouldn't have had sex with me."
"I... what?"
I shrugged. "I know it was shitty. I don't regret it. I wanted you. I wanted to have sex with you once, just one goddamn time. I told you again and again, I told you all the crazy shit I thought and did and wanted. So yes, I had the recording, and yes, I could have given it to you before anything happened, and yes, I guess that means I tricked you into fucking me, and guess what? I still don't regret it."
"And you weren't going to tell me. About the baby."
"I thought you were still married."
"That... you fucked me when I was still married."
"Yeah, well." I started scooping fried rice onto each of the plates. "The baby was for me. I didn't want her to get back at Minah or to trap you into being with me or anything like that. That's a terrible reason to have a baby. I wanted her for me."
He stared at me, silent as I moved from fried rice to sweet-and-sour pork. I wasn't sure if he was trying to follow my skewed logic, trying to process any of the insanity I'd just tried to explain to him, or trying to tell me he wanted more pork and less rice.
"Her?"
"Yeah. It's a girl."
He nodded brusquely, his throat muscles flexing as he swallowed. Silently, I put the rest of the food on our plates.
"Soy sauce?" I asked, holding up a handful of packets.
"Yes, please," he said softly.
We carried our plates to the table and I dug in. Axel took a few small bites, staring at me as I practically inhaled the food.
"So, you divorced her," I finally said through a mouthful of chicken.
"Yeah."
"Why didn't you tell anyone what she did?"
"I just wanted out. She has to live with what she did."
I raised an eyebrow at him. "You just, what, split everything? Fucking Blaine is living with her now, did you hear that?"
He snorted. "Yeah."
"And you're okay with that."
"Of course not."
He took another bite and looked up at me. I froze mid-bite, seeing something in his eyes that I hadn't seen before. That fire again, that blue flame, something cold and hot and dangerously explosive.
I pressed my lips together, but it couldn't stop the slow spread of a smile across my face.
"What?" he said.
"You're planning something."
He shrugged noncommittally.
"I planned something, too. When I found out you weren't... there."
He raised his eyebrows, still not smiling, but that flaming gleam in his eyes sparkled.
"When are you due?" he asked.
"In about six weeks."
"Seems kind of excessive for you to make plans right now."
I took the hint, nodded, and continued eating.
"You staying in town?"
"I was going to move," I replied. "But it's expensive. Besides, I have a job here now."
"Want a roommate?"
"Who're you thinking of?"
He laughed, a surprised little bark, and I swear my little girl fluttered her feet at the sound of his laughter. Though, it might have just been my heart.
"When can you move in?" I asked.
"Next week."
Next week. I smiled down at my plate, then bit my lip.
"I'm not asking you to be a dad," I said. Axel looked up, serious again. "I'm not asking you to love me, either. I wasn't lying. I wanted her... I wanted her for me. I never thought you'd want to even know about her. But if... if you, you know, want to..."
"I want to. If you'll let me."
His voice was firm, genuine, almost pleading. All I could do was nod, and moments later Axel was standing and pulling me to my feet and kissing me and I was soaring, flying, walking through clouds as his lips moved against mine.
Then he was pulling at my shirt, lifting it above my belly and running his hands along it. I undressed him in kind, pulling his shirt off and letting it fall to the floor as he unhooked my bra. I'd given up on jeans weeks earlier and he tugged down the leggings I wore, falling to his knees in front of me as he pulled them down.
His lips met my belly, kissing it softly before dipping down to my pussy. I squeaked as he kissed me through my panties, nuzzling against my slit and kissing the inside of my thighs before finally removing my leggings completely.
When he stood back up, he took in the sight of me: my swollen stomach, the striped marks snaking up my skin. Mostly, he stared at my breasts, larger now than the first time he'd seen them, and I almost had to laugh when he licked his lips before glancing up at me.
"I think you can touch them. Nothing's... happening there yet."
Still, he was gentle, careful as he caressed me, his lips as light as tulip petals as he pressed them to my nipples. When he'd had his fill of exploring my body, new again since the first time we'd been together, I tugged on his hand and led him to the bedroom.
When he was finally, blissfully, gloriously naked and had slipped my panties off, he kissed me passionately before pulling me onto his lap. This time, when he slid inside me, I didn't cry; this time, I sighed and shuddered and began rocking against him. He groaned, holding my hips, his knees bent behind me as he carefully thrust up into me.
We found our rhythm quickly; the quiet, deep, guttural noises he made were the bass line, the sound of his body meeting mine again and again a steady beat, the breathy, wavering cries that left my lips the melody. It was the most beautiful sound I'd ever heard, the perfect song, soothing and arousing and crescendoing until I was writhing on top of him, his hands digging into my hips as he finished with me, both of us panting and shaking from the intensity.
When I slid off him, he pulled me close, kissed my face and my cheeks and my neck, and rested his hand on my belly as we caught our breaths.
"This is crazy," I murmured. "You realize that? You're crazy."
"Must be. You're crazy, too," he replied, and his lips pressed against my forehead.
"Then there's a pair of us, don't tell."
"They'd advertise, you know."
I fell silent as he finished the poem, his mind following mine, his words confirming what I had always suspected. He was perfect. We were perfect.
We.
I bit my lip, unable to name the emotion that flowed through me. He seemed to sense it and tightened his arms around me. Quietly, we planned the sudden concept of us, of us together, of us only a few short weeks away from being parents.
**
We didn't talk about Minah again.
I thought perhaps our revenge was that we were together. That we were happy. That after everything, we found each other. Axel never brought up what he intended to do, and I never shared the half-baked plot I had, or the fact that I had a key to his old house.
He moved in three days after he found me. He never did tell me how he managed to get my address. It didn't matter; I had things I didn't tell him. We each had our secrets.
He told no one he had found me, least of all Minah, though we didn't actively hide that we were together. I supposed she would find out one day; we'd be out in public, maybe with our daughter, and someone would see us.
It didn't matter. None of them mattered.
Still, it was hard knowing that she didn't suffer. It burned, glowing coals somewhere deep in my soul, knowing what she did to him. What she did to me barely mattered; she could hurt me all she wanted and it would never compare to how I felt about her hurting Axel.
That bitch.
But out of respect for him, I let it go.



We quickly fell into a steady routine. It helped that we'd lived together before. It was made easier by the fact that it was just the two of us. For the first time in what felt like forever, I was happy, truly happy, and as each day went by and my belly grew and our daughter came closer to entering the world, I was happier.
Two weeks after he moved in, he came home late one night, and the one after that, too. I ignored it, despite the gnawing suspicion deep in my stomach. That weekend, he kissed me in the morning and said he had to work, then left the apartment before I could even question why he had to work on a Saturday.
When he came home around dinnertime, I asked. He must have seen the fear in my eyes because he pulled me in close, kissed my forehead, and promised it wasn't what I thought it was.
"You say that but..."
"You'll see," he murmured. "You'll see soon. I promise."
I thought maybe he was going to propose, which made me even more suspicious and concerned. I mean, sure, I'd gotten pregnant without telling him and now he was living with me after we hadn't seen each other for months and that all happened after an insane, toxic, crazy woman had almost destroyed both of us... but it felt a bit early for marriage.
He wasn't lying, though. I didn't have to wait long to find out. We were sitting at the table that night, tension still stretched between us as we quietly ate dinner, when his phone rang.
He wiped his mouth on a napkin and answered, his tone calm and stoic.
"What?... Fine, hello to you, too. What do you want?"
There was a long, tense pause as he listened.
"Wow. I'm sorry to hear that."
Another long pause.
"Did they say what caused it?... Mm. And you think... Are you serious? You're crazy... You're the one calling me up to throw baseless accusations around. Besides, what would I get out of it? I'm not on the insurance anymore, not after you bought me out."
He met my eyes.
"No, I cancelled it. It's in the contract, remember?... What do you mean, you didn't get new insurance?... Well, I'm sorry to hear that. Good luck, Minah."
He hung up, put the phone down, and ate another bite. I stared at him, astounded, confused, and just the slightest bit concerned.
"Boy, it's a good thing I was with you all day today, right?" he asked casually.
I raised an eyebrow. "Of course. We went to Buy Buy Baby to pick up the car seat and when we came home you worked on the nursery."
"Yep, that's what I remember, too." He ate another bite of chicken. "Poor Minah. It sounds like her house burnt down."
I dropped my fork and stared at him, mouth agape.
"They said it looks like she left her hair straightener plugged in before going to work."
"She must have done that a thousand times when we lived together," I said, picking my fork back up. "I always unplugged it for her. I might even have some old emails I sent her telling her to be more careful next time."
When his eyes met mine again and I saw those glinting blue flames behind them, I couldn't stop the slow smile that crossed my face.
Of course we were perfect together. He was just as fucking crazy as I was.
**
The stars go waltzing out in blue and red,
And arbitrary blackness gallops in:
I shut my eyes and all the world drops dead.

I dreamed that you bewitched me into bed
And sung me moon-struck, kissed me quite insane.
(I think I made you up inside my head.)
—Mad Girl's Love Song, Sylvia Plath

**
Author's Note:
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We descended a narrow set of wooden stairs, the steps barely visible under the flashing rainbow lights and the mixed haze of fog and deep, pumping bass. The girl who'd let us past had raised an eyebrow at the group of us, her black-stained lips twisting judgmentally as she stamped each of our wrists.
"Mandatory coat check," she grunted, and tilted her head toward the cut-out in the wall.
My friends giggled and peeled off their coats and sweaters. Krista's midriff peeked out above low-slung jeans, Jacquie made sure her cropped sweater revealed just enough tanned skin to be enticing, and Anne-Marie shivered and rubbed her bare arms as her mini-skirt sashayed around her thighs.
Who they thought they'd be attracting at a place like this, dressed like that, was beyond me.
"Um, mine's not really a coat," I mumbled to the pale, black-haired girl. I rolled up the sleeve of my flannel plaid shirt to let her stamp my wrist.
"You're fine. Tell your straight friends not to ogle at the queens, will you?"
"Oh, we're all—"
But she had already turned to the next people in line.
"Mario! Sean! How are you boys doing? Where's that cute red-head of yours?"
I rubbed my own red hair unconsciously and waited restlessly as the other girls paid the bored-looking girl in the coat check window.
"All right ladies, let's go!"
Jacquie's voice was sing-song, almost mocking as she pushed past me and began descending the narrow staircase. I made to follow her, but Anne-Marie rushed past, giggling as she held Krista's hand.
"Don't do that, they'll think we're... well, you know."
Yes, because appearing to be gay at the gay bar would be such a scandal.
I sighed and began my descent down the narrow staircase. As far as I knew, none of the four of us identified as anything besides straight. I certainly didn't. The girls knew that; I had met all of them through my boyfriend, Wyatt. I'd certainly heard enough about all of their conquests to know that none of them had even dipped a toe in the lady pond, unless someone was really keeping a secret well.
The novelty of the gay bar had enticed them. I tried not to cringe as they giggled and whispered—well, shout-whispered—about all the things they saw.
"Ohmigod, that guy is wearing a mesh shirt!"
"Jacquie, look! Is he... oh my God, he's wearing a jockstrap, never mind."
"Leigh, that girl is wearing the same shirt as you. You fit right in!"
Krista nudged me and pointed at a girl with short hair, indeed wearing the exact same flannel plaid shirt I had on.
"Let's get a drink!" shouted Jacquie.
She looped one arm through Krista's, took Anne-Marie's hand, and began sauntering off through the bar. I had to scurry to catch up with them.
The bartender wore a sheer tank top, muscles flexing beneath the gauzy fabric as he shook a pink fruity beverage into a cocktail glass for Jacquie, a tropical blue fruity beverage into a hurricane glass for Anne-Marie, and an orange fruity beverage into a martini glass for Krista. They each paid and turned to scout out a table while I stepped up to the bar.
"Can I just have a beer?"
He popped the cap off a bottle of Heineken and slid it across the bar to me.
"Hey, just FYI," he shouted. "Like, I know you haven't paid yet so not so much for you, but for your friends. Tipping is customary."
I swallowed and jerked my head forward into a nod, handed him a twenty, and dashed after my friends before he could get me the change.
They had found a table not too far from the bar and were leaning into each other, giggling.
"Leigh, did you see the guy with the beard and the long skirt?"
I shrugged and sipped my beer.
"Oh my God, are you going to be a complete downer all night?" Jacquie's usually-nasal voice was harsh as she shouted over the music. "Lighten up, Leigh."
"I didn't say anything!"
"You look like we dragged you into a funeral instead of a club."
I bit my lip, my hand itching toward the phone in my pocket.
"I'm just worried about Wyatt."
"Ugh!" groaned Krista. "Wyatt, Wyatt, Wyatt. Can we go one night without you complaining about Wyatt?"
"I don't complain about him," I mumbled, but no one heard me.
"She's got a point!" Anne-Marie shouted. "You always seem so unhappy about our dear Wyatt."
"I'm not unhappy!" I protested. "He just seems distant right now."
"Maybe if you stopped being so damn clingy," Krista said snidely.
"I'm not clingy! I just—"
"Guys, for my birthday, I have a request," interrupted Jacquie. "Can we puh-lease stop talking about Wyatt?"
I swallowed and nodded.
"That's my girl," she said, nudging me. "Forget Wyatt, loosen up, put a goddamn smile on that face, and drink up, bitch!"
I hated when she called me one of her bitches, but I forced a smile anyway and took another sip of beer.
The three of them had finished their drinks before I even got through half of my Heineken.
"Watch the table for us, Leigh," demanded Jacquie. "We're going to get a refill."
"Don't forget to tip," I said, but she had already turned on her heel to lead Anne-Marie and Krista back to the bar.
My friends, for lack of the existence of anything else in my life that could be described as a friend, were friends of circumstance. They were better than nothing, I reasoned, and if it weren't for them, I would have no friends. Making friends in a city where you know no one is hard enough. Me making friends period was next to impossible.
I had met the three of them through Wyatt, my boyfriend. He was the only organic friend I'd made after moving to the city for school. I'd met him at the convenience store near my apartment the first night I'd moved in. He had worked there—still worked there—and had been kind enough to walk me back to the apartment after seeing me pass the store three times.
"You lost or something?" he'd asked when I came in.
"Um..."
"Keep seeing you walk by."
"Yeah," I had whispered. "I can't find my building."
He had smiled, charming and sweet, and slid the bottle of water I'd stopped to buy across the counter without charging me.
"I get off in ten minutes. Let me help you."
So I had waited outside the store, and ten minutes later he came strolling out, backpack in one hand and cigarettes in the other.
"You smoke?"
I didn't, but I took one from him anyway.
I told him my address and he led me down the street, pointing out the side road I'd kept missing when I'd been wandering back and forth by the convenience store, and walked me up to the front door of my apartment.
"Thanks," I said.
"No problem. Cute girl like you shouldn't be wandering around all alone."
My face had turned red and he'd laughed.
"You know, it's pretty hot out here. Maybe I could grab some water from you before I walk home?"
So I invited him up to my apartment and he left the next morning.
It wasn't the most meet-cute story out there, but it didn't have to be. A few months later, I asked if we were boyfriend and girlfriend. He shrugged and said we might as well be, and a couple of weeks after that, introduced me to his friends. I became "one of the girls" with Jacquie, Anne-Marie, and Krista. Somehow, I still managed to feel like a fifth-wheel even though there were only four of us.
While they were getting their second round of drinks, I took the opportunity to check my phone to see if Wyatt had messaged me. He had been upset when I said I was going out for Jacquie's birthday.
"I thought we could hang out and watch a movie or something," he said when I stopped by the convenience store on his break.
"You're not off work until 11."
"Yeah, but you'd still be up. Besides, I gotta cover the mid-shift tomorrow, so I thought maybe I could just stay at your place since it's closer."
"You still can. You have a key."
He rolled his eyes.
"Yeah, I guess."
There were no new texts. Sighing, I set my beer on the table and texted him quickly.
At the bar. How's work going? Miss you.
"Ohmigod, you better not be texting Wyatt or I'm going to honestly take your phone away from you," Jacquie shouted when she came back to the table.
"I'm not," I said, tucking my phone into my pocket.
When I felt my phone vibrate a few minutes later, I nearly pulled it out, but knew Jacquie would snatch it from my hands the second I did. Instead, I gulped down the rest of my beer.
"I'm going outside," I said.
Anne-Marie scrunched her nose and Krista made a gagging gesture.
"We'll wait here," Jacquie said kindly.
Well, kindly for her. Jacquie was an on-again, off-again smoker. She was currently off-again, but I knew she'd be begging to bum a smoke by the end of the night. She did, too, which is why she was being "nice" about it.
I left my beer bottle on the table and crossed the bar, pressing my body against the wall of the narrow staircase as a group of men cascaded past me.
"Can I go out here and come back in?" I asked the girl with the black lipstick.
She nodded.
"Just go to the left instead of the right. There's a fenced area."
There were a few people milling about the smoke pit. No one paid any attention to me as I stepped around them, finding a spot against the brick wall of the building to lean as I lit my cigarette. Nervously, I pulled out my cell phone.
Work's fine.
I took a drag of my cigarette before replying.
Are you mad at me?
I was nearly done when he finally responded.
No.
Of course he was.
Sorry. I can come home if you want.
I butted my smoke out in the ashtray and jumped out of the way as a girl gestured wildly, almost smacking me without realizing it. At the door, I held my wrist up for the bouncer to see. He wasn't paying attention and I walked past both him and the girl with the black lipstick before starting back down the stairs.
The table I'd left my friends at was occupied by four men and eight shot glasses. The beer bottle I'd left on it was gone, as were my friends.
The club wasn't particularly huge, but I couldn't see them anywhere. I bit my lip, glancing around, before deciding they must have gone to the bathroom. I could see that there was a line for said bathroom, so I went to the bar in the middle of the room to order another drink while I waited for them to finish.
I tipped well again, taking a sip of beer just as my phone vibrated.
No, stay out. I love picturing my girlfriend rubbing up against a bunch of dudes and then coming home to me.
The girl wearing the same plaid shirt as me bumped against my arm, sloshing some beer from the bottle as my shoulders slumped. If it was possible for a human being to feel any smaller and more invisible than I did, I didn't know how.
We're at the gay bar. No dudes rubbing up against me. I'll finish my drink and meet you at my place, if you want.
Send a pic.
As surreptitiously as I could, I tilted my phone up and took a photo, sending it to him as my cheeks stained red. Moments later, he texted again.
Damn. Finish up that drink and come home so you can tell me about the chicks rubbing up on you instead. In detail, baby. Particularly that one in the tube top.
Well, at least he wasn't mad.
I sipped my beer slowly, looking around the bar to see if my friends had re-materialized. They hadn't, but a loud burst of cackling laughter caught my attention on the other end of the bar.
Even from across the bar, I could see that everything about her was too much.
She was too tall, too big, too loud. Her smile was too wide and her hair too wild. She wore a T-shirt that was too tight around her breasts and too baggy around her waist. Her jeans were too snug around her hips and too loose around her thighs. Her cutting laugh was too sharp to be dulled by the pulsating music and foggy lights.
I had never seen a woman like her.
Some people are like black holes. They absorb all the light around them, all the energy and life and vivacity from anyone who happens to pass by. They demand attention by being drains of everything around them.
People like her, though... she didn't absorb the energy or light. She consumed it, refracted it, and exuded it back into the universe. The people around her were dulled by comparison, but not because she stole the spotlight. She was the spotlight. She was the golden hour, rays of the sun that made everyone around her glow with promise, shining on them, highlighting them, letting them bask in her luminescence.
Her light wasn't a physical thing. She wasn't ugly, but I would have hesitated to call her beautiful if I hadn't seen the way she lit up a dark, hazy club. Her face was round, chubby cheeks causing the corners of her eyes to wrinkle as she grinned. I couldn't see what colour her eyes were, but they were lively and intense. Her tongue darted across pale pink lips before she said something to the woman beside her, the laughter turning to a sensual pout.
Really, though, her beauty was a mix of illusion and aura. She didn't wear makeup, at least not that I could tell. She was dressed plainly, even more plainly than I was. Yet somehow, she was the most captivating person in the room. She caught attention, yet didn't demand it. She inspired intrigue, instigated fascination.
She was the kind of person I wasn't. The kind of person who would never even notice me.
At least, until her light found me, revealing me, pulling me out of my comforting invisibility.
Sparkling eyes met mine across the bar as she caught me staring. One corner of her mouth tilted up into a smirk, an eyebrow raised, and she winked.
Her eyes were green.
My face burned the colour of my hair. I tore my eyes away from her, took a huge gulp of beer, and left the half-finished bottle on the bar.
**
"Come on, Leigh. Tell me about the bar."
"I didn't even talk to anyone, I don't—"
"There were tons of hot chicks in that picture and not one of them grabbed your ass or—"
"Wyatt!"
"—rubbed her tits all up against yours, or maybe—"
"I didn't even dance with anyone."
"You ditch me all night to go out with your girlfriends and won't even tell me one dirty little story?"
I sighed. There was no reason to tell Wyatt a dirty little story. One, nothing had happened, and two, he was already pushing his cock against my ass, hard from whatever dirty little story he had been telling himself since he'd found out we were at a gay bar.
"Come on, Leigh. You can make it up to me. Paint me a picture."
"I don't—"
He reached around me, unceremoniously dipping his hand into my panties and cupping my pussy.
"Tell me."
He wanted to fuck. I knew he wanted to fuck. And if I didn't get on with it, he was going to get annoyed.
"Well, there was this one girl..."
He made a soft grunt of satisfaction and shoved his cock against my ass again.
"She was really... pretty, I guess. She had green eyes."
"What'd her tits look like?"
"Um, big, I guess. They were kind of pulling at her T-shirt."
"Mmm, and her ass?"
"I didn't see—"
He groaned in frustration.
"I mean, it was... round."
"Not like this bony little thing?" He pinched my ass as he spoke.
"No, she was really, um, curvy. She looked... soft. Like she'd be really warm and... Wyatt, I don't know how to do this. I don't like girls."
"Pretend you do."
I swallowed and closed my eyes.
"Okay. Well... she had long hair. It probably would have been really nice to pull on if she was, um, licking me. And if I'd danced with her, I probably would have got to feel her big tits, um, bouncing?"
I pictured the woman who was too much. Really, if I'd danced with her, I probably would have felt like I was floating. Her body would have pressed against mine, her curves jostling as I put my arms around her. I imagine she would have touched me, maybe slipped her hands beneath the plaid shirt I was wearing and felt the soft slope of my waist as she pulled me in.
I bet she would have kissed me. I pictured the tip of her pink tongue flicking against her lips, a glistening wetness on her soft mouth. I wondered what she would have tasted like, if she'd been drinking beer or highballs or fruity cocktails.
Would she have kissed me, or would I have kissed her?
Wyatt's hand moved against my pussy, and I realized with a start that I was getting wet just thinking about touching and kissing that woman at the bar. My eyes flew open as he pulled his hand out of my panties and insistently pushed on my hips.
"Look at you, getting all wet thinking about this bitch," he murmured. "Maybe I do need to worry a little when you go to the gay bar."
"No, I—"
"Shh."
He positioned himself behind me as I got to my hands and knees.
"Keep talking, baby. Tell me how you'd lick her pussy."
"I, um, would... lick it."
He shoved his cock inside me, one hard thrust, and I cried out softly.
"Yeah? You think you'd like eating some bitch's pussy?"
"I don't... maybe."
"Yeah you would, wouldn't you? You'd like to get your tongue all up in there, suckin' on her clit like a little whore, wouldn't you?"
"Um. Yeah."
"Fuck, Leigh." He grunted and kept thrusting, his skin slapping against mine as he fucked me.
He didn't make me keep talking. I didn't know what to say, so it was probably a good thing. Instead, he muttered things, painting images for himself of her big tits pressed against my normal-sized ones, her sitting on my face and grinding her pussy against my mouth.
When he finished, I hadn't, which wasn't unusual. What was unusual was that I wanted to.
Normally, once Wyatt had grunted, came, and rolled over, I'd get up, use the bathroom, and then curl up next to his already-sleeping form.
That night, though, a tingling sort of need was still prickling inside me. A sad, lonely sort of dissatisfaction washed over me as he groaned, his cock buried inside me. My pussy clenched as he pulled out, not ready to be empty, but Wyatt was already pulling his boxers back up and collapsing on the bed next to me.
I went to the bathroom as usual, and returned to the bed as usual, where Wyatt was snoring as usual.
Instead of falling asleep, I lay on my back beside him, staring up at the ceiling, picturing those green eyes as they met mine. Then I pictured those green eyes looking up at me from between my legs.
My pussy ached. Actually, physically ached as I imagined the woman's round face nestled in my thighs, the tip of that pink tongue flicking out and licking not her lips but mine, dancing around my clit. I pictured her sucking on it, circling it, eating my pussy hard and fast.
Glancing at Wyatt's sleeping form, I carefully slid my hand into my panties and bit back a moan as I touched my clit. Slowly, I began to rub myself, pictures of the things Wyatt had described flowing through my mind.
When I came, I almost cried out, but managed to hold it in. Wyatt shifted beside me, but the snoring didn't stop. Panting quietly, I withdrew my hand from between my legs and glanced back at him.
I liked men, I told myself. It was just a weird night. She was pretty, she was intriguing. She was a fantasy, and nothing more.
**
"Really? Again?"
I shrugged at Wyatt as I slid my debit card through the card reader.
"Jacquie said they met some guys who do drag and they're doing a show tonight."
"Ugh. And that's supposed to be entertaining?"
He opened the pack of cigarettes I'd just paid for and took two before sliding it over to me.



"I just thought since you're working the night shift, I'd tag along. Get out of the house."
He shrugged. "Whatever."
"I can come over to your place after, if you want."
"How are you gonna get from downtown back to my place? I'm not coming to pick you up."
"I could take a cab."
"Gonna be an expensive cab ride."
I shrugged. "I'll just make this my last pack of smokes for this paycheque and think about getting my license, then."
He waved at his coworker and pointed to the door, then the till. His coworker nodded, no words needed to convey the message. Going for a smoke. You watch the front.
I followed Wyatt out of the store and around the corner of the building to the dilapidated bench and old coffee can that served as an ashtray. He lit both of the cigarettes he'd taken from my pack and handed one to me.
"Where did you get your driver's license at?" I asked after taking a drag. "Maybe I'll go next weekend."
"You don't need to. I can drive you around. I just hate driving downtown."
He touched my hand as we smoked, twining his fingers in mine. I sat back against the bench, holding his hand quietly. Things were good, I told myself. Wyatt could be crass or rude sometimes, but he was mostly good. He cared. He did drive me around a lot, after all. I'd never bothered getting my license as a teenager, and I had meant to once I moved into the city. Wyatt never seemed to mind driving, though, and it just never seemed to matter that I couldn't.
"Tell you what," Wyatt said as he flicked his butt into the coffee can. "Give me a kiss and let me bum another couple smokes off you and I'll pick you up after work."
I smiled, kissed him, and got him to sell me another pack before I gave him the one I'd just bought.
**
I took my phone out when I felt it vibrate without thinking. Before I could even read the message on the lock screen, Jacquie had plucked it from my hands.
"Hey!"
"We said no phones!" She pulled it back as I lurched across the table.
"It was just a habit. Can I have it back, please?"
"Nope. It's mine now."
Krista laughed. "You're going to be a great teacher, Jacquie."
Jacquie again jerked the phone out of my reach as I tried to grab it, passing it to Anne-Marie as Krista howled. My face turned red as I snatched nothing but air from her hand.
"We're here to watch the show, not to text our boyfriends," Jacquie said sternly.
"The show hasn't started yet."
"Not the point."
Anne-Marie cleared her throat. "Um, maybe you actually should read the message."
She looked up from my phone and handed it to me, her eyes apologetic. Glancing down, I felt what little happiness I had left drain from my body.
Going for drinks after work. Can't drive you home.
"Great." I tried to smile and slid the phone back in my pocket without responding.
"What is it?" Jacquie asked.
"You just said we're not—"
"Ohmigod, I know what I just said, but now I want to know what Wyatt said."
I tried to ignore the fact that she'd just assumed no one besides Wyatt would be texting me. I mean, it was true—everyone else I texted was standing at the table with me—but it still bothered me.
"He can't give me a ride home."
"Just take a cab."
I nodded, still miserable, and Krista rolled her eyes.
"What's wrong now?"
"Oh, I just spent the money I was going to use for a cab on a pack of cigarettes that I then gave to Wyatt so now I'm kind of stranded, you condescending bitch," is what someone braver than me might have said. Instead, I just shook my head.
"Nothing. I'm going to get another... um, a glass of water."
I turned from the table without saying anything further. As I waited in line at the bar, I glanced back at the table just in time to see Jacquie wave excitedly at someone. She pointed, the three of them picked up their drinks, and before they'd fully disappeared into the crowd, another group of people took over the table.
There was a bar stool open near the end of the bar. Once the bartender took notice of me and I got my glass of water, I went and sat on it to text Wyatt back.
Okay. I don't really have a plan B... do you think maybe I could borrow a few bucks for the cab?
Sorry. Don't get paid till next Thursday.
Okay... I'm kind of in a pinch here.
What, you can go out on a Saturday night and I can't?
I didn't mean it like that.
Just ask your dad for some money. Dunno what your hangup is but get over it.
He knew exactly what my hangup was on asking my dad for money, and it stung that he'd throw it in my face like that. Before I could process it completely, the bartender slid a bottle of Heineken he'd just opened in front of me.
"I didn't order—"
"It's from me."
I turned my head and inhaled ever-so-slightly as I looked into eyes that were almost as green as the beer bottle in front of me.
Up close, the too-muchness of her was even brighter. A smirk danced across her lips as I stared, my mouth suddenly dry, my face glowing as brightly as the flashing lights that danced across the fog in the bar.
"Usually people say thank you," she said after a moment.
"Oh, I, um..." I licked my lips, trying to get some moisture back into my mouth. "Thank you. I just, I can't... take this. I'm not gay. And I have a boyfriend."
She shrugged, resting an elbow against the bar.
"Not too hung up on that. I just like meeting people."
"Oh." I thought for a moment, then smiled and took the beer. "Well, thank you."
She clinked her own drink against my glass. "I'm Bretta."
"Leigh."
"You didn't want to dance with your friends?"
She tilted her head towards the dance floor. I followed her gaze to see the three people I'd arrived with dancing, carefree and laughing, not even noticing I wasn't with them.
"I don't really dance," I said.
She snorted. "You're not a very good liar."
How she knew about the pang of sadness, the longing to go and join the group and have fun and let loose that overtook me, was beyond me. I shrugged half-heartedly and looked back at my phone.
"Who're you texting that's making you so unhappy? The boyfriend?"
My eyes widened, probably comically, at her bluntness. Her head tilted back as one of those loud, spreading gales of laughter burst forth.
"I, um... sorry, but I just met you," I said softly.
She shrugged again, still chuckling.
"Like I said, I like meeting people, hearing their stories. You've been here two weeks in a row, your friends keep taking off without you, you're staring sadly at your phone at the bar instead of dancing. Then you tell me you're not gay, which just raises more questions. Tell me your story, Leigh."
My head was still spinning.
"You knew I was here before?"
She laughed again. "I don't think I've ever seen someone's face turn quite that shade of red."
I'm sure it turned a very similar shade of red before she stopped laughing again.
"I didn't mean to stare," I said. "You just looked like you were having fun."
"I always have fun." She took a sip of her drink and nudged the bottom of my beer bottle. "So, what's making you so sad, Leigh?"
I shrugged.
"Nothing, really. My boyfriend just decided to go out tonight and I'm trying to figure out how to get home."
"That's not the whole story."
"Well, I just... I'm a little strapped for cash, and he doesn't get paid until next week, so I used the money I was going to use for a cab to buy him a pack of cigarettes."
"Ew. Do you smoke?"
I blushed again and she laughed.
"All good. I'm not going to lecture you. I quit last year. I get how it is."
I smiled at her gratefully. "Thanks. I know it's... it's stupid."
"That's still not the whole story, though."
"How would you know?"
She grinned, her teeth flashing in the dim light of the bar. "You've got something hidden in those eyes."
The way she leaned in as she said it made my breath hitch. I wasn't used to people seeing things in my eyes. I wasn't used to people even noticing me, and yet there stood Bretta, her spotlight laser-focused on me.
"He, um, told me to ask my dad for money."
Bretta clicked her tongue. "And there it is. So what's the story with daddy?"
I shrugged. "He just has his new family now. I don't like to, you know, ask for much."
It took a bit for me to admit the real problem, which was that my dad's new wife already hated the fact that he paid for my tuition. He made enough money that I'd barely qualified for a student loan, which was long gone on books and rent, but Sharon hated my dad spending any money on the reminder of his ex-wife.
It didn't help that I looked like her. Without some major reconstructive surgery, I was always going to have my mom's cheekbones and face shape. I could cut my hair to my chin as I always did, but it would still be the same shade of red that hers was. I couldn't change my height or my build, couldn't control the fact that I shared the same lips as she had. If it weren't for the fact that I had my dad's eyes, she probably would have questioned if I was even his kid at all.
Well, I had his eyes and his DNA, which the test had proved conclusively when my parents had divorced.
We never talked about the test. He'd never questioned it in front of me, never said that he suspected he wasn't my real dad. It was only when we were at the appointment that my mom told me why they had to swab my cheek. When the results came back, she showed them to me, then forwarded them to her lawyer.
Two months later, she was living overseas and I was living with my dad. A month after that, Sharon moved in. The following year, she'd had the twins, two years after that, my half-sister. She was never unkind to me... but she was never exactly kind, either.
My siblings were much younger than me, so when I left for university, the twins were just starting kindergarten. Sharon had fought with my dad about paying my tuition, insisting that he should be saving the money for their kids—since I wasn't theirs, I was just his—but my dad had cut the cheque without so much as entertaining her arguments.
Bretta listened as I told the story, bits and pieces at first until I was talking without her prompting me for more information. I wasn't sure exactly how she got me to open up like that, but before I knew it, she had waved the bartender down for another round of drinks and bought me a second beer.
"So you have these family issues, and your boyfriend... what's his name?"
"Wyatt."
"Wyatt tells you, knowing full well that it's a sore spot, to ask your dad for money instead of coming to get you?"
I knew where she was going and I shook my head.
"It's not like that. He... Wyatt's a good guy."
"Is he, though?"
"Yes." I stared at her defiantly.
She met my eyes for a moment before another sharp laugh burst from her lungs. "Tell me about Wyatt. How'd you meet?"
"He works at a convenience store near my apartment. I got lost when I first moved in and he walked me home."
"That's not so bad, I guess. He's a student, too?"
I shook my head. "He's one of the night managers, though. Or, well, assistant managers."
The laughter faded first from her eyes, then from her lips as I talked about Wyatt.
"He talks to you how?" she blurted at one point.
I blushed, squirming nervously on the bar stool. She leaned in closer and suddenly we weren't in a bar anymore; the world only existed between her and me. Her eyes were intense, pools of green that penetrated past my pupils and into my heart.
"You know that's not normal, right?"
"It's not... I mean, I just..."
"He's got to at least be good in bed, right?" she asked.
"Um, well..."
"Jesus Christ, Leigh."
"I don't know many people here."
"Ditch his ass. You'll meet someone else. At least it's only been a couple of months," she said.
I must have looked confused because she chuckled again.
"I mean, since you started school and met your boyfriend. Still lots of time to make friends."
"Oh."
Bretta frowned. "I mean, you're what, eighteen?"
I could feel my cheeks reddening again. "Um... I mean, I moved here when I was eighteen."
"And now you're...?"
"Twenty-one."
Bretta gaped at me, lips parted comically as she stared.
"Girl." The disbelief spilled from her like water across the bar. "You've been with that asshole for three years?"
"He's not—"
"Do you love him?"
I didn't answer.
"You've been together three years. Why aren't you living together?"
I shifted again on the stool. I didn't owe her anything; I'd only just met her. I didn't have to justify Wyatt to her.
There was just something about Bretta. She was too much; she was more than I could handle. She had noticed me—me, of all people—and wanted to know about my life. No one ever wanted to know more about me.
"We... I'm still in school. I gave him a key to my apartment, and I have one to his."
She snorted, unconvinced, and jerked her head in the direction of the dance floor. "And those girls, you met them through him? Three years and that's... do you have any other friends?"
The words stung and I felt heat rise in my cheeks again.
"Please tell me you see there's a problem, Leigh. Your boyfriend is... I mean, calling him mediocre would be giving him too much credit. He's manipulative and he's horrible to you! And your 'friends,' as you call them? They're—"
"Yes, okay?" I hissed.
Tears sprung in my eyes and I tightened my fingers around the beer bottle, staring down at it and willing myself not to cry. Even as she spoke, her words harsh and blunt and far too forward for someone I'd literally just met, I couldn't hold it against her. Every bit of it was true, and every bit of it was a truth I'd been avoiding.
Bretta stared silently at me until I had composed myself. When I finally looked back at her, the sympathetic pity in her eyes made me want to cry all over again.
"I get it," I said. "I'm pathetic."
"You are not pathetic."
"You don't need to rub it in. But Wyatt... he's not that bad."
"You keep telling yourself that."
"If it's such a problem, what am I supposed to do?" I asked her. "Those are my friends. That's all I have. And he... he helps me. My... three years, I'm supposed to, what, just... break up with him?"
She leaned in closer, face stoic and sincere.
"Let me help you."
"I don't know what to do," I said.
My heart ached. Hard, slow, pounding heartbeats nearly shook my body as I processed Bretta's words.
"The problem is all inside your head," she said to me. "The answer is there, too. It's easy. You just have to think logically."
"How would you know? You don't know me."
"Look, I hate to... I dunno, intrude or whatever. Don't take this the wrong way, but there's gotta be like... at least fifty ways you could leave that son-of-a-bitch. I mean, shit. Go to his place, get your stuff, and slip out the back door while he's sleeping. That'd be better than he even deserves."
"He's... he's all I have. We had... have... we have a future. We have plans."
"Make a new plan." Her eyes seemed to flicker, flames hidden beneath the green irises.
"That's easier said than done."
"Why?"
"What if I don't... want to? What if it, you know, makes him sad?"
She rolled her eyes, that smirk crossing her lips again.
"After all the shit he's done to you, you don't need to be coy about it. Kick his ass to the curb and set yourself free."
My heart was pounding, a steady, firm drumbeat underlining each of her words. I was almost light-headed, her intense eyes focused on mine as she leaned in close.
"I can't," I whispered. "Bretta, it's... what about... I mean, I don't even have a driver's license."
"Take the bus."
"What am I supposed to tell him?"
"Tell him? It's not a conversation. You don't have much to discuss with him. He's a dick, you deserve better."
"And what if I don't?"
"If you don't break up with him—"
"No." I bit my lip, the drumming of my heart fading to a low pulse. "What if I don't deserve better?"
"You do."
Her face was so close to mine. When had she leaned in so far? I could almost feel her breath escaping between parted lips, brushing against my face, a soft citrusy scent filling my nose. For a long moment, I stared into those green eyes, frozen, dangling on the edge of something that didn't make sense.
Then she blinked, a wide grin spread across her face, and she pulled back. I shook off the moment as she pulled out her wallet, took twenty dollars out, and thrust it into my hand.
"Here. Get a cab. Go to his place, right now, and drop off the key, Leigh."
I tried to shove the money back at her, but she turned on a heel, a cackling laugh cutting through the sudden roar of the bar that rushed back into my ears.
"I don't need—"
"Get yourself free, girl! It was nice to meet you!"
She disappeared into a throng of people and I sat in shock, staring after her for long after she'd walked away.
**
Wyatt's face was twisted in shock.
"You are not," he said.
My jaw trembled but I clenched it, nodding shakily.
"Y-Yes I am."
A cigarette hung from his fingers, ash clinging desperately to the tip as it burned forgotten.
"Are you fucking kidding me, Leigh? You're breaking up with me?"
I folded my arms across my chest.
It had been a week since the whirlwind night that I'd met Bretta and she'd convinced me I could do better than Wyatt. I had used the money for the cab to go to Wyatt's, but I couldn't just drop off the key.
No, after letting myself into the apartment, Wyatt had woken up. He was sleeping on the couch, not in his bed, and grinned brightly when he caught sight of me.
"Hey, baby!"
His words were slurred, still semi-drunk, but he was just... he was so happy to see me. And despite the resolution I thought I'd had after my conversation with Bretta, I had caved as soon as he wrapped his arms around me.
He'd made a show of going down on me, something he only ever even tried to do when he was drunk. I didn't have the heart to tell him the only reason I was "so wet" was because he'd slobbered everywhere. When he pulled himself away from my pussy, he kissed me sloppily as he pushed his cock inside me.
And of course I didn't come, but my heart did swell as he murmured in my ear about how good I felt. When he came, he groaned, resting heavily against my body as he spilled inside me.
"You make me so happy," he mumbled, and kissed me again before rolling off and falling asleep.
I lay awake beside him for a long time, Bretta's words echoing and fading until I was embarrassed that I'd considered leaving Wyatt because a stranger told me to.
Still, throughout the week, a melancholy haze grew around me. It was little things, at first. Wyatt commenting on how much I ate at lunch one day. Wyatt opening my cigarettes and helping himself without asking. Wyatt unabashedly staring at a woman in a tight dress that stumbled into the convenience store while we were sitting on the bench smoking on his break one night.
Each little thing was accompanied by the reverberations of Bretta's voice, stronger and louder each time.
Get yourself free, girl.
The final straw was when I brought up getting my license again.
"You'll probably fail the test anyway," he said as we sat on his patio, smoking. "It's just a waste of money."
I stared at the cigarette between my fingers, only half-smoked. A wave of nausea passed over my body and I wrinkled my nose, butting it out and standing up.
"We should break up," I said.
The statement surprised me almost as much as it surprised Wyatt.
"What?"
"I'm breaking up with you."
It wasn't until he started begging that I lost my nerve.
"Come on. Let's talk about this." The ash dropped from his cigarette onto the patio as he spoke. "What's this really about? Because I don't think you need your driver's license?"



"We've been together three years, Wyatt. You gave me a key to check your apartment when you went camping with your friends and I just never gave it back. That's the closest we've come to moving forward."
"That's what this is about? You want to get married or something?"
"No. I just, I don't think... you always talk down to me."
"What do you mean?"
"L-Like you... you say I'm just going to fail the driver's test anyway. You don't believe in me."
"Of course I believe in you!" He butted the burnt-out cigarette in the ashtray. "You, you're in school. You're gonna be the best hacker in the world when you're done."
My cheeks flared. "Information Systems."
"What?"
"I'm getting a degree in Information Systems. It's a Science degree."
"You know I don't get that shit. You do computer stuff."
"This is what I mean. You don't even know—"
"I fucking do know, don't talk to me like I'm stupid."
His cheeks were slowly turning red and I stepped back nervously. He seemed to sense my fear and lifted his hands non-threateningly.
"Baby. Leigh. Give me a chance here."
Then it was "Come on, baby. You never even told me these things were bugging you."
"Don't I deserve a chance to fix it?"
"I need you. Of course I need you."
"I want you. Of course I want you."
"You've got all these thoughts in your head that I never even knew about. Why didn't you talk to me?"
"Of course I respect you. I respect you so much, baby."
He talked and talked, and I resisted. Then I wavered. Then I gave in, still shaking my head as he stepped forward and wrapped his arms around me.
"I'm gonna show you," he said. "You mean the world to me."
"Do you love me?"
He hesitated for no longer than it took to blink, but he still hesitated.
"Of course. You know I just... I have trouble saying it."
He had to go to work after that, so he drove me home before heading to the convenience store.
"Gimme a kiss," he said, leaning over the seat.
Tight-lipped, I pressed my mouth to his.
"A real kiss," he chided.
I repeated the action, then got out of the car feeling both over and underwhelmed.
For most of the night, I sat on the balcony of my apartment. I smoked half-cigarette after half-cigarette; each time I'd get a few puffs in, I'd suddenly feel sick and crush it out in the tin can I kept on the small bistro table. Then I'd stare, my thoughts spinning in circles again and again, until I found myself lighting another cigarette.
What I needed was a friend. Someone to talk things over with, someone who would tell me what they thought without the bias of being in the situation.
Jacquie, Krista, and Anne-Marie were not my friends. I understood that clearly enough when I finally stood up, chucked the remainder of my cigarettes in the toilet, and put on a clean shirt before calling a cab.
**
"Three weeks in a row? You sure you're straight?"
Bretta had caught sight of me before I had even stepped off the narrow staircase. She watched with a grin on her face as I worked my way through the crowd of people towards her at the bar.
"Here." I thrust twenty dollars into her hand, refusing to take it back as she tried to shove it to me. "No. You paid for my drinks and a cab home. Please let me pay you back."
"Only if you tell me you dumped his sorry ass."
Her expression didn't change, but mine did, and Bretta sighed as she waved the bartender down.
"Girl, really?" Disappointment hung in her words and I blushed. "Tell me you're not here with your so-called friends again, at least."
"No. I came alone."
She tilted her head, a soft huff of breath leaving her nose before she glanced at me, a wry smile twisting on her lips.
"Why'd you do that?"
"You're the closest thing I have to a friend," I mumbled. "I need help."
Her expression softened. She ordered a drink for herself and a beer for me, shaking her head as I tried to pay for it and using the twenty I'd given her instead.
"Talk to me, girl." She sipped her drink and leaned in, eyes focused on me and me alone.
Before I could even entertain the thought of stopping myself, I told her everything from the moment I'd left the bar the week before to the moment I'd left my apartment to go there. I tried not to cry, but couldn't stop a tear from dripping as I repeated the things Wyatt had said while I tried to break up with him.
"You don't believe a word of that, do you?"
I shook my head. Seemingly without thinking, Bretta reached up and wiped the tear off my face. My eyes met hers as her thumb brushed across my cheek, a shiver working its way down my spine as she touched me. She pulled her hand back quickly, as though I'd shocked her, and looked unsettled for the first time.
"Sorry." The unsettled look was replaced by a bashful grin. "And I'm sorry things didn't go smoothly with the breakup. I wish there was something I could do to make you smile."
"Thank you," I said softly. "But, um, actually... could you... I mean, I know you told me how to last week, but could you tell me again how I can just... leave him? I need to hear it again."
She smiled, and she leaned in, and quietly she built me up.
"You just leave," she said. "You deserve so much better than that asshole. Whatever you have to do to get out, do it. If that means ghosting him, ghost him."
"What if I never find anyone else, though?"
Bretta rolled her eyes. "Leigh. Girl. You're fucking gorgeous. Open your eyes and I bet you could have a lineup of lovers just waiting for you to notice them."
Gorgeous?
I laughed awkwardly, sipping my beer. "I don't know about 'gorgeous.'"
She touched my knee. I suppose the intent was to be comforting, but that electric current that had coursed through us when she had brushed the tear off my cheek returned, searing through the fabric of my jeans. She didn't take her hand away, instead staring hard at me with serious, sober eyes.
"You're gorgeous," she said again, and I felt the words trickle through me. "You are smart, hotter than you have any right to be, and far more forgiving than you should be."
She moved her hand off my knee. I was nearly breathless, but I had no idea if she'd felt the same chemistry. Why would she? She was the sun; she was both gratifying warmth and dangerous, ferocious heat. She was too much, and yet somehow had noticed the little speck of dust that was me.
"I just don't know," I whispered.
She sighed, shaking her head.
"Look, you deserve better. You deserve someone who treats you like you're all the stars in the sky." Bretta finished her drink, placing the glass on the bar before leaning back in. "If you can't do it right now, sleep on it. Regroup your thoughts. In the morning, you'll see the light, and you'll be able to leave that prick. I believe in you."
I didn't need the morning to see the light. I could already see her.
The pounding of my heart drowned out any thoughts I might have had before leaning forward and pressing my lips to Bretta's. I wasn't thinking when I kissed her, but I kissed her hard. Like a moth to flame, I couldn't stop myself from tasting those pink lips, from feeling the surge of energy that flowed between us. I kissed her like a stereotype, like a bouncing, throbbing Katy Perry song. I kissed her with everything I had in me and everything I still needed, with urgency and desperation and a craving for someone who had shown me the kindness she had.
She kissed me back. She did, without hesitation, giving in to the electricity and the need and the moment. Her lips were soft, her breath stained with citrus and sweetness and alcohol. It was only for a moment; a beautiful, energizing, thrilling moment, nowhere near long enough before she brought her hand to my cheek and gently pulled away.
"I wasn't lying when I said you're fucking gorgeous."
I could feel the rejection before she said it and I cringed, my face burning under her palm.
"I just don't make a habit of getting involved with straight girls who don't know what they want."
"I'm sorry," I whispered, pulling back from her flame and sliding from the barstool. "I, um, have to go."
"Leigh, wait, I don't want you to think—"
I couldn't let her finish the thought. Bretta was the sun: bright and shining and conspicuous. I wasn't. I was a shadow, barely noticeable, almost invisible. For once, I used it to my advantage, and slipped between the crowds of people until I was practically running up the stairs and away from her.
**
I was silent during the cab ride to Wyatt's, only speaking to thank the driver as I paid. The crushing weight of Bretta's rejection paired with the mortifying guilt that I'd kissed someone who wasn't my boyfriend hunched my shoulders as I scuffled towards his apartment.
I could tell him, I thought. I mean, I should tell him. It was another woman. Wyatt's jealousy seemed to stretch only to other men. Frankly, I could probably whisper in his ear about how she kissed me and he'd be ready to fuck me instantly. Maybe I'd even come.
Or I could just keep it to myself. It was just a kiss. It was just a strange, stupid, one-off type of thing that would never happen again. I could just go in, tell him I was happy to see him, and keep moving on with the pathetic little charade that was my life.
I could give him the second chance he had wanted. Didn't he deserve it? If I deserved a second chance for kissing another woman, it was only right that he get a chance to address the concerns I'd never brought up with him before that day.
Bretta was wrong. Bretta had put it into my head that Wyatt was a terrible boyfriend. She'd never met him, she'd barely met me, and she had no business intruding on my life like that.
She was wrong.
Well, she was wrong until I realized she probably was right, which happened when I quietly unlocked Wyatt's front door and stepped inside.
I froze before even closing the door behind me. Wyatt shouldn't have been home from work yet, but his shoes were sitting on the mat by the entrance. Next to his were a familiar pair of women's shoes.
And from his bedroom...
"Oh fuck, Jacquie!"
A breathy moan.
Then the sound of the bed frame slamming against the wall, a rhythmic, steady drumming.
Drop off the key, Leigh.
Bretta's voice echoed as I took one step into the apartment, and then another. The door swung shut, but they didn't hear it over the sound of the bed smashing against the wall. I took another step.
Wyatt's keys were on the counter. I picked them up carefully and slipped the key to my apartment off the ring, then pocketed it before laying the key to his apartment beside it.
I didn't have much stuff at his place. A toothbrush, some shampoo, a few spare pairs of underwear. I was okay with leaving those things behind. He did have a few PlayStation games I'd lent him, so I crossed to the living room and took those. One of my hoodies was lying on the arm of the sofa and I grabbed that, too.
Jacquie's purse was sitting on the armchair. I toyed with the idea of dumping it all over the floor before just walking past it. She was punishing herself enough already by fucking Wyatt.
Just before I opened the door to leave, Wyatt gave that tell-tale grunt and the pounding of the bed frame stopped. I hesitated for a moment, considered calling out to him and telling him we were through, but shook my head and smirked.
There was nothing for us to discuss. I didn't owe him an explanation. He had insisted he wasn't stupid, so if he couldn't figure out what happened, that was on him.
I opened the door, slipped through it, and let it slam shut behind me as I strode confidently down the hallway.
**
"Back again?"
The girl with the black lipstick smiled as I held my wrist out.
"Back again," I said.
"I'm Melissa, by the way," she said as she stamped it.
"Leigh. Nice to meet you."
"Again?" Simone laughed and nudged me. "Thought you said you were straight."
I shrugged. "I kissed a girl once."
Both she and Paula laughed, and I joined in as we slipped down the narrow staircase.
"I came here with some... people," I shouted as we moved into the crowded bar. "Ended up liking it."
On the Monday after I'd left Wyatt's key on his counter, I went to my classes as usual. My phone had nearly blown up with texts and calls from Wyatt and Jacquie. I'd grown tired of hearing it vibrate, so blocked their numbers, but Anne-Marie started texting on Jacquie's behalf while I was in Stats.
"Your bag is vibrating," whispered the girl next to me.
"Sorry," I whispered back, then dug into my purse and blocked Anne-Marie, too.
The girl had stared at me with veiled curiosity and I smirked, leaning towards her.
"I caught my boyfriend fucking my friend this weekend. They're all very sorry about it."
She stifled a laugh. "You don't seem too broken up about it."
I shrugged. "I have no friends and no boyfriend, but I don't think I've ever been happier."
"I'll be your friend," she whispered. "I'm Simone."
"Leigh. Nice to meet you."
Simone got me to tag along with her for lunch that day, introducing me to her ex-girlfriend, Kelsey, who she was still close with. We had lunch again the day after that, and when Stats rolled around again on Wednesday, she saved me a seat.
By Friday, I was part of their friend group, which included Paula. The following week, we set up a group chat and my phone was almost constantly buzzing with updates. We went shopping on Saturday and I invited them over for dinner and drinking afterwards.
Wyatt stopped texting after he showed up to my apartment that night, pounding on the door as he begged to let in. Paula had answered the door, taken one look at him, and burst out laughing.
"Hey Leigh!" she called. "Your ex is here."
Flanked by Simone on one side and Kelsey on the other, I went to the door and raised my eyebrow at him. He glanced at each of them, all with their lips pressed together and trying very hard not to laugh.
"What's so funny?"
"I told them you suck at eating pussy," I said, and closed the door in his face.
The following weekend, Simone insisted that she wanted to go dancing. Kelsey bowed out, but Paula and I said we were in. Once we'd descended the staircase, we each got a drink, downed it, and then took to the dance floor.
I didn't go there expecting to see Bretta. I knew she was there the moment we walked in. It was nighttime, and she was the sun: I could sense her, even though I couldn't see her. It didn't matter; I wasn't there for her. I was there for me.
"I need a break!" I finally shouted to Simone. "I'm going to get a drink!"
"We'll be here!" she yelled back.
Sweaty and gasping for breath, I made my way to the bar. I asked for a Heineken and a glass of water. Before turning away from the bar, I chugged nearly half the glass. The other half ended up dripping down my chest after I turned around and immediately crashed into Bretta.
"Shit! Sorry, Leigh!" She looked alarmed, and even more so when I burst out laughing.
"You can make it up to me. Come dance."
Without waiting for a response, I pushed past her and back to my friends on the dance floor. Bretta followed, and we danced lazily as I drank my beer.
"Look at you," she mused, green eyes grazing over me. "So you left him?"
I smiled, nodded, and took a sip of beer. Bretta laughed.
"How'd he take it?"
"Well, once he pulled his dick out of Jacquie, not great."
I finished my beer as I brought Bretta up to speed, starting with walking into Wyatt's apartment and ending with the way I'd met my new friends. Said new friends were grinning at me from a respectable distance away, and waved when I directed Bretta's attention to them before putting my beer bottle down on a nearby table.
"Seems like you're doing pretty well." Bretta smiled, her eyes bright and her energy genuine.
"I am. And it's all your fault."
She laughed sharply. "My fault?"
"Yep. You pushed me to do it. Thank you."
I don't know which of us moved closer to the other, but she was suddenly leaning in.
"You know, you've been gorgeous this whole time, but you seem extra-beautiful now that you've set yourself free."
I smiled up at her, basking in the radiance of Bretta's light and shining my own back at her.
I can't say which of us touched the other first. I don't know if her hands were on my hips before or after I placed mine on her shoulders. I don't know which of us closed the slight gap between us, which one of us pressed her body against the other first.
All I knew was that the feel of her body moving against mine was intoxicating.
Bretta's head inched closer to mine. For a moment, I thought she was going to kiss me, but her lips barely grazed my cheek as she leaned close to my ear.
"You're a pretty good dancer."
I turned my head slightly, my lips brushing her ear as I spoke into it.
"You know I'm still a straight girl who doesn't know what she wants, right?"
Bretta pulled my hips towards her and I swayed them gently, bumping against her.
"You're sure not moving against me like a straight girl," she said bluntly.
I bit my lip, trying not to smile.
"Well... maybe I just don't know what I want, then."
Again Bretta's hands pushed my body into hers, and I gasped softly.
"You're sure moving around like someone who knows what she wants."
As it turned out, I did know what I wanted.
However, since Bretta was the first woman I'd ever wanted that from, I didn't quite know what to do.
She kissed me, a passionate, dizzying kiss that heated my entire body. When we parted, my cheeks were flushed, and I ran a hand through my hair.
"I just, I have to go to the bathroom," I murmured.
"You have to go to the bathroom, or you have to get away from me?" Bretta grinned, releasing her grip on my hips. "You can be honest with me."
"The bathroom," I said, and kissed her again. "Wait here."
Paula and Simone tailed after me as I slipped through the crowds of people. Once in the bathroom, Simone grabbed my arm.
"I fucking knew it!" she squealed. "I knew you weren't straight!"
"You know more than me then." I turned the tap on and splashed water on my cheeks quickly, trying to stop the burning flush that was staining my skin red.
Paula was more sympathetic.
"Are you sure... I mean, are you going home with her?"
"Yes," I said firmly. "I just... guys, I don't know what... how do you, you know..."
After the fastest crash course on lesbian sex in the history of the world, they made sure I was safe, hugged me, and sent me back into Bretta's arms.
She was waiting just off the dance floor, a bemused smile on her face as I strode out of the bathroom. With more confidence than I truly felt, I walked up to her, took her hand, and looked her in the eye.
"So, your place or mine?"
**
"You can tell me to go any time."
Bretta stood in my bedroom, a respectable distance away from me as I left the bathroom. I touched my mouth, lips still swollen from the unceasing kisses she'd placed there during the cab ride back to my place. The rest of my body tingled, aching for her, and I shook my head.
"Just be patient with me." I could feel myself pleading with her and bit my lip. "I, um... I mean, I haven't done this before."
A wolfish grin spread across her wide mouth.
"We'll take it slow. At first."
Crossing the room, she kissed me again. Heat rose through me as she carefully started removing my clothes, fingers dancing along my skin as she pushed my T-shirt up and unbuttoned my jeans.
After stripping me to my bra and panties, she stepped back to admire my body. I licked my lips, still blushing, as she made a soft noise of approval.
"What about you?" I asked.
She raised an eyebrow suggestively, gesturing for me to come closer.



My hands shook only slightly as I lifted the shirt over her head and undid her jeans. Bretta's body was as different from mine as could be. Everything about her was too much for me to handle. Her breasts were too large, too proud as she stood in front of me. Her stomach was too soft, her hips too wide. Her curves were too extreme, her ass too round, her pussy too wet.
I had never been more turned on in my life.
She directed me, guiding me sweetly onto the bed, lying next to me and kissing me softly as she began to explore my body. Her fingers slipped beneath my bra, gently rubbing my nipples, and I sighed against her mouth as she pinched lightly.
Then her hand slipped back out of my bra and her mouth became more demanding. I kissed her back eagerly while she touched my ribs and waist, then my hips. Her hand didn't slide into my panties quite yet; instead, she explored the damp cotton that covered my pussy, smiling wickedly as she made me gasp against her mouth.
"Can I touch you?" I asked.
Bretta laughed.
"You damn well better."
She parted from my lips and watched as I looked at her, almost too nervous to physically reach out and feel the soft skin that lay before me. Swallowing, I reached a tentative hand forward, so slowly that Bretta took my hand and brought it to her breast.
I watched my fingers move, almost of their own accord. My hand mimicked the actions of her own moments earlier, sliding beneath her bra and cupping the soft flesh of her breast. Bretta sighed as I explored, my body tingling and trembling with excitement.
My hand was bound by the tightness of her bra and Bretta tucked an arm behind her, unhooking it. I helped slide the fabric cups away from her, staring as the most beautiful breasts I'd ever seen in my life came into view.
They weren't perfectly round or particularly perky. They were real, gorgeously swollen, capped with hard pink nipples that looked as inviting as hot chocolate on a winter day.
I had never understood why men wanted to lick and suck on nipples, aside from it being a reasonably reliable method of foreplay. When I saw Bretta's nipples, I finally understood, and couldn't stop myself from dipping my head low to take one in my mouth.
She inhaled sharply and exhaled a moan as I tasted her breasts. My hands joined my mouth on her breasts and I fondled them lightly as I worshiped her. I kissed and licked every spot I could, listening as she reacted, dragging my fingers along the underside of her breasts and touching all the places I wished she'd touch when it was her turn. I buried my face against them, breathed her in, flicked my tongue out and left little marks along her cleavage.
"You're driving me crazy," she finally panted. "Feel like licking something else?"
My face turned red as I pulled away and Bretta giggled.
"I've never—"
"I know." She brought my face to hers and kissed me.
"Yes, but I mean, I've also never... it didn't feel very good when... other people did it. To me, I mean. I don't know where to start, even."
"Didn't feel good?" She frowned.
I shook my head.
"Well, we've already established your ex was shit in bed." She pushed on my shoulder firmly. "Lie back. I'll... show you."
And oh, did she show me.
My bra was off before I knew what was happening, and then Bretta was overtop of me. She kissed me again and began working her way down my body, lavishing just enough attention on my breasts to make me squirm, then continuing on lower and lower until she was kissing the waistband of my panties.
She slid them down easily, pulling them completely off my body before confident hands parted my legs. I was almost self-conscious, just a hint of worry floating through me before she smiled and met my eye.
"Leigh, your pussy is fucking beautiful."
I must have turned red because she laughed, though my skin was so hot I couldn't tell the difference. Still laughing, she lowered herself back to the spot she'd left off at and kissed my now-naked mound.
Closer and closer her lips got to mine, the anticipation building and curling and throbbing through me until a soft, pink tongue finally flicked out of her mouth. She traced it teasingly along the outside of my folds, looked up at me from between my legs, and held my gaze for just a moment before vigorously plunging in.
It was magical. Her tongue did things I didn't know a tongue could do. She found my clit easily, lavishing it with attention before pulling back and dipping her tongue into my entrance. She built me up, only to pause. It was an adventure, a roller coaster, a story of twists and turns and ups and downs. I writhed beneath her, gasping and moaning, my body screaming for release at the same time it screamed for her to never, ever stop.
Just when I thought it couldn't get any more intense, Bretta began fingering me.
"Oh,fuck," I wailed.
I felt her laugh, felt it vibrate against my clit as she pushed her fingers deep. I couldn't stop myself from grabbing her head, fingers twisted through her hair as I ground myself against her. She kept licking, kept sucking on my clit and curling her fingers to hit my g-spot.
The orgasm that hit me was like none other. I felt my legs shake uncontrollably, the muscles seizing as my stomach hardened. My heart raced so fast I thought it was going to explode, but I exploded first. I shrieked, twisting beneath her, back arched and breasts thrust in the air.
When I slumped back against the bed, Bretta pulled herself from my pussy and placed soft kisses along the inside of my thigh.
"I've never come like that," I blurted, and she laughed against my leg.
"Think you learned a thing or two?"
I thought I'd be nervous about licking a pussy for the first time, but after finding out just how amazing it felt, I was eager to try it for myself. I sat up and pushed Bretta onto her back, eagerly pulling her panties down as she laughed at my enthusiasm.
I didn't have the patience she did and hoped she wouldn't mind that I practically dove into her pussy rather than kissing down her body. Given the sound she made, I didn't think she minded too much at all.
Going down on guys was one thing. It was utilitarian, really, almost boring. Bob head, stroke cock, try not to gag. It served a purpose, and even the least skilled cock-sucker could perform a serviceable blowjob simply by opening their mouth.
Eating pussy didn't deserve to be put in the same category. It was far more work, for far more reward. Eating pussy was more like kissing. It was like exploring, like trying to solve a puzzle. It was thrilling and exciting, intimate and warm. And each time Bretta moaned or gasped or tightened her legs around my head, it sent a tingle of pride and desire through me.
She tasted amazing. I didn't know if my pussy tasted like hers, but she was an odd mix of tangy and sweet, a flavour I couldn't quite put my finger on and couldn't get enough of. I took my time at first, licking and kissing everything thoroughly before I set to work on her clit.
Bretta had mostly sucked on mine, which I quickly figured out was because she had been in tune with my every movement and knew that was what I liked the most. I did the same on her, but what really drove her crazy was when I flattened my tongue and lapped at her clit.
She swore when I did that and her hips bucked forward, grinding against my face.
"Do that again," she gasped.
I did, and she cried out loudly and grabbed at my head.
I kept doing it, and she swore again, and before I could even get to the point where I got to put my fingers inside her, she came.
Her orgasmdid things to me.
Looking up from between her legs as she shook beneath me, watching her face as her eyes rolled back, hearing the drawn-out noise of pleasure she made as she finished... it was too much.
I needed her again. I needed more.
She gave me more. She took a few moments to kiss me while she regained her breath, both our mouths tasting like the other's juices as we heatedly kissed. Then she was pressing her naked body against mine, hands moving everywhere, our breasts pushed together as she embraced me.
I came again sitting on her face; she came as I sprawled across her body, licking her as she licked me, finally pushing my fingers inside her dripping pussy. We collapsed against the bed, both of us exhausted, but not too exhausted for the gentle cuddles to turn to more exploration. Lying on our sides, we fingered each other, coming again before finally, shakily agreeing that we were spent.
She cleaned up in the bathroom while I lay on my bed, eyes half-closed in a fog of overstimulated pleasure. When she came back out, I forced myself to sit up.
"Stay the night?"
She contemplated me for a moment, suddenly guarded.
"You ever hear that joke about what a lesbian brings to a second date?"
I shook my head.
"A U-haul."
It took me a moment but I laughed.
"I don't usually do second dates," Bretta said gently.
"I mean, in fairness, I don't think we've had a first date," I said.
She raised an eyebrow and I shrugged.
"Stay the night if you want. I just figured out that I like girls and my dating track record includes a three-year relationship that didn't go anywhere. It's gonna be a while before I'm bringing U-hauls anywhere, much less on second dates."
When she crawled into the bed next to me after a few long moments, I smiled.
"Besides. You know all the ways to leave a lover. It's easy, remember?"
After laughing for far longer than the joke called for, she wrapped her arms around me. When I woke the next morning with her still holding me, I smiled again.
Maybe our first date would be breakfast.
**
A huge amount of thanks to norafares and Bebop3 for their work in putting on this event, as well as to OneAuthor for editing. All remaining mistakes are my own.
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"That's very disappointing to hear, Nellie. Perhaps we should have a little talk about your final year of school and who, exactly, will be paying for it."
I tilted my head back against the wall. There was no winning with him. If I kept the job I'd taken, he would be upset I didn't come to visit. If I quit and went to visit my dad, I'd be miserable, and there was the very real chance I'd end up fucking J.P. again.
And as great as fucking J.P. was, Anne-Marie had come very close to discovering her brother balls-deep in me the last time we'd hooked up. First and foremost, she was my friend. Second, she would have been ecstatic that I was finally hooking up with him. She would probably start planning a wedding while we were still trying to get dressed.
And marrying J.P. would kind of suck. I mean, marrying anyone would kind of suck, but a marriage to J.P. would be the kind of thing my father would approve of, making it a questionable decision at best.
"I said I'm sorry, Dad. I need to get something on my resume. I'll come home for a visit later this summer."
"I could have arranged an internship here for the summer."
"I don't need you to arrange anything, I just—"
"Wanted to do this on your own, I know. If you are ready to do all this on your own, perhaps next year's tuition is something else that should be handled on your own."
I swallowed hard, my palms sweating against my phone, and hoped my nerves didn't show through my voice.
"I understand," I said. "I mean, if that's the condition, then I guess I'm sorry to hear that and I'll just find some other way to pay for school."
My father fell silent. I wasn't sure if he was upset or proud that I called his bluff. I also wasn't sure that it was a bluff at all.
"Arrange a trip next month," he said. "The Diamond Gala is the second weekend in July. Kimberlee is on the board and I will be giving a speech. You will attend and I will transfer next year's tuition then."
I let out a breath I didn't know I had been holding.
"Will do. Thanks. I have to go back to work now."
"Goodbye, Eleanor."
He was annoyed enough to use my full name, but I wasn't stupid enough to correct him before hanging up. I wiped my sweating hands on my apron, tucked my phone into the pocket, and shuffled through the backdoor into the kitchen.
"You're late," barked Nigel.
"Sorry," I muttered. "I had to take a call."
"This is the last warning." Nigel shoved a stack of menus at me. "Drop these off at table six and table fifteen just got seated."
Table six was a family consisting of two parents and four children far under the age that should be allowed in a neighbourhood pub. I smiled politely as I handed them the menus before Jessica shoved her way over to the table.
"Hi, I'm Jessica, I'll be your server. Thank you, Nellie, this is my section tonight."
I forced a smile and took the final menu with me as I turned to head to table fifteen. Of course Jessica wanted the six-top; table fifteen only had one person seated at it. I, on the other hand, broke into a genuine smile when I saw him.
"Hey, Professor Cameron."
If you looked up the definition of "silver fox" in the dictionary, you'd see words describing what it means, because that's how dictionaries work. However, if you Googled "examples of a silver fox," a picture of Professor Cameron might just come up near the top of the search results, along with the swooning reviews of every starry-eyed girl on campus.
Silver might have been the wrong word; Professor Cameron's hair was still mostly dark, but had a thick streak of grey over his left temple. The rest was salt-and-pepper, heavy on the pepper. There were a few wrinkles scattered by his eyes, but they only deepened when that bright smile lit up his face.
"Nellie!" he exclaimed. "I didn't know you worked here."
I shrugged as I handed him the menu. "Just for the summer. Build up the savings, you know."
"I'm surprised you didn't try for one of the summer internships at the station. I thought you wanted to be a forensic investigator."
I laughed awkwardly, trying not to show how uncomfortable I was.
"Uh, yeah. I did apply, actually. They, um, didn't accept me."
"A mistake on their part." Professor Cameron took the menu from me. "It's a competitive internship, though, so don't feel too bad. You should have asked me for a reference letter."
"I thought you didn't do reference letters."
He smiled up at me. "For most students, no. For students I actually think are worth being a reference for, yes."
"Is it too late for me to ask for one?"
"I'll see what I can do. Normally I'd tell you to wait until the fall, but you know I'm on sabbatical next year."
I tried to hold back an ecstatic grin, but failed as I nodded. "Can I get you a drink?"
"Normally I don't fraternize with my students. Or is this bribery?"
"Former student, but don't worry. I'll put it on your bill."
He laughed, shaking his head. "You're quick. I'll take whatever lager you've got on tap."
My stomach fluttered hopefully as I crossed to the bar to get Professor Cameron's beer. I'd taken three of his classes over the past couple of years, and he was one of my favourite professors. He specialized in Forensic Psychology, which was always interesting, but he made it even more enthralling with personal tales of the convicts he'd evaluated and cases he'd been involved in. Despite having two PhDs, he refused to be called Doctor, and insisted on being called Professor Cameron because he said teaching was the accomplishment he was most proud of.
I didn't know whether that was true or not, but he was a hell of a good professor. When I found out he would be on sabbatical for the last year of my degree, I took the 400-level course he taught a year early just so I could have him as the teacher.
In addition to being a silver fox, Professor Cameron had the reputation of being one of the toughest professors on campus. People swapped horror stories of failing grades in his classes; claims of his refusal to help students were legendary. He encouraged the stories, but it only took a few weeks of actually taking classes with him to learn they were bullshit. He was a picky marker, sure, but he respected hard work and people who actually wanted to be there. If he saw potential in someone, he tried to foster it. He had no time for people who skipped class or slept through it, but his office door was always open to students who needed a little more explanation on one of the topics he covered.
Which was why, despite being mostly interested in the practical, scientific side of crime scene investigation, I had taken all the courses Professor Cameron offered for my degree.
And, of course, the whole silver fox thing.
When I brought the beer back to his table, Professor Cameron had closed the menu and was idly browsing a newspaper.
"Decide on some food?" I asked, setting the beer down.
He smiled up at me. "Bring me whatever your favourite meal from this place is. I trust you."
"My favourite? Oh man. I'm a chicken-strips-and-fries kind of person. Are you sure?"
"Are the chicken strips good?"
"I mean, yeah. They're made in-house, so—"
"Perfect. I'll have that."
I didn't get a chance to talk to him much after that. Nigel seated three couples and a family of four in my section, which was a lot considering I was still pretty new to the job. A short while after that, Jessica threw a fit in the kitchen and stormed off just before table six's food was ready, so I ended up running food for her section. The bar got backed up and I jumped in to pour drinks, then Nigel yelled at me for using the wrong glass for a rum-and-coke that was going to table two.
When Professor Cameron's order was up, I grabbed it before Nigel could run the food for me.
"Sorry for the wait," I said as I placed it in front of him. "We got slammed all of a sudden."
"Not a problem." He smiled as I slipped three small bowls of sauce in front of him.
"This is off-menu," I said conspiratorially. "Mix this one and this one."
"What's the third one for?"
"The fries. Don't bother with the ketchup, this is way better."
He looked at me, eyes serious, and tapped the side of his nose.
"Our secret."
"Good. Because this is definitely bribery."
He burst out laughing as I moved away from the table, grinning to myself, before Nigel gave me shit for leaving table twenty's food on the warming shelf.
When I finally made my way back to Professor Cameron's table, someone else had already cleared his plate. He sipped a coffee I hadn't brought him, which meant I would be splitting whatever tip he left with whoever poached my table. Still, I smiled.
"Any dessert?"
He shook his head.
"Great tip on the sauces, though. I might have to try that at home."
"The recipe will cost you extra."
"Darn. I suppose that bribery only goes so far."
I brought him the bill and the machine. In spite of the short conversation, I found myself sad that he was about to leave.
"Hey, you're a psychologist," I said.
"I am?"
I grinned and sat on the chair across from him.
"Can I pick your brain about something?"
He nodded and folded his fingers in front of his chin in that serious, stoic, professorly way.
"What is up, as the kids say?"
Snorting, I leaned forward.
"So my boss is kind of a dick. Is there any, like, reverse psychology methods I could use to get him off my back? He yells at me for the stupidest stuff."
As if on cue, Nigel burst past the table. He stopped, took a step back, and looked at me.
"You're not on break," he practically spat. "And you shouldn't be sitting with the guests. I'm sorry, sir. Is she bothering you?"
"Not at all," Professor Cameron said. "In fact, I asked her to sit with me for a moment to listen to a very sad story about my ex-wife, and she very kindly obliged me. I was going to ask her to run and grab her manager so I could pass on my gratitude for the exceptionally personable service this evening."
To say Nigel looked suspicious would be an understatement, but he nodded curtly.
"I'm sorry to hear about your ex-wife," he said. "Nellie, when you're done, the kitchen could use a hand rolling flatware."
"I fucking hate rolling flatware," I muttered as he walked away.
"He's divorced," Professor Cameron said quietly. "So if he gets on your case, make up a story about how your mother was terrible to your father. That'll get you some sympathy."
I raised my eyebrows. "How could you tell?"
He shrugged. "His reaction to the words 'ex-wife' and the tan line on his ring finger. It's fairly recent."
"Damn. You're good."
He smiled, allowing himself a very brief moment of deserved narcissism. "I know."
"Now, how do I pretend my mother was the terrible one and not my father?"
Professor Cameron shook his head.
"I'm not a miracle worker, I'm afraid. That would, ah, take a number of sessions to unpack."
"Too bad," I sighed.
It wasn't the response he was looking for. Professor Cameron may have been the psychologist, but I knew a signal when I saw one. That was a hint, or at least, as close to a hint as he'd be willing to give.
Because, after all, Professor Cameron was a decent guy. If a professor as good-looking as he was started fucking students, he wouldn't be a professor very long. That kind of rumour would spread like an exploded water balloon: sudden, but all-encompassing. No one would be willing to keep a rendezvous with him secret, not with the kind of clout that would come from fucking Professor Cameron.
I'm sure he had offers in the past, but he wasn't the type to take people up on them. It made what I thought he was trying to imply all the more enticing. Considering he had taught me everything I really knew about psychology, I thought he'd be better at hiding the tense nervousness in his eyes as he unconsciously propositioned me.
I was incredibly glad that he wasn't.
"That you're going on sabbatical, I mean," I added. "I could have gotten you to help me unpack it during your office hours."
He chuckled, smiling wryly, but didn't say anything.
"So, you mentioned that reference letter..."
"Right! I should... well, I suppose I could email it to you. Would that work?"
"Sure." I bit my lip, thinking. "Though, I don't check my student email much during the summer. Maybe you could, um, text me once you've sent it?"
"I'd need your phone number for that, Nellie."
"It just so happens I have this pen and paper to provide you with said phone number." I tore a scrap of paper off my order pad and took a pen from my apron, jotting it down quickly. "Unless you feel that's too forward, Professor?"
He cleared his throat as he took the scrap of paper from me.
"Not at all. I'll text you this week when I finish the letter."
He left as I cleared the last of the dishes off his table, smiling as I brought them to the kitchen. A reference letter and the potential chance to hook up with Professor Freaking Cameron? I was practically walking on air. It dawned on me that I should probably be worried about the ethical considerations of fucking a man I wanted a reference letter from, but he'd offered it before the weird, tense moment of uncertainty. Even if I turned him down, I had a feeling he'd still write the letter.
Not that I wanted to turn him down. I mean, come on. Professor Cameron was the absolute definition of a silver fox.
I tested his theory about Nigel being divorced on my next shift. When he came into the kitchen, I was pouting and staring at the schedule.
"What's wrong?" he asked snidely.
I jumped, pretending to be startled.
"Nothing. My mom just told me she's coming up to visit for a few days, which would be fine except I really wanted to go see my dad that weekend. And now the only other weekend he's available, I'm working." I shook my head. "I know, it's not your problem. He's just been so sad since she left."
Professor Cameron was damn good. Despite a biting remark that I shouldn't expect special treatment, Nigel changed the schedule so I was working that weekend and gave me the second weekend of July off.
A few more days went by, and I still hadn't heard from Professor Cameron. I checked my student email to see if he'd sent the reference letter without texting, but there was nothing. When it was officially a week later, I decided I'd email him after work. I had no qualms whatsoever about fucking him, but even if he did, I still really wanted that reference letter.
It turns out I didn't have to, though. I was working the day shift that Friday, and just before it ended, he walked into the restaurant.
"Hey, Professor Cameron."
He smiled warmly. "Nellie. Would it be strange to ask to be seated in your section?"
I bit my lip.
"Well, no, but I don't have a section. I'm off in fifteen minutes."
"Well, that won't do," he said. "I can't order chicken strips without the secret sauce you make. I suppose I'll just have to go somewhere else."
"I'm sorry to hear that."
He lingered, however, and I could see him battling with what to do next. I tried not to smile as I watched him internally debate his next step. Finally, he cleared his throat.
"Would you like to join me?"
I refrained from dancing gleefully and simply nodded.
Fifteen minutes later, I walked out the back door of the restaurant and around the corner to a quiet bistro down the block. Professor Cameron was already seated and waved as I entered.
"I hope you don't mind, but I went ahead and ordered. Chicken strips and fries, correct?"
"That's perfect," I laughed as I sat down. "Thanks."
"Your letter," he said, sliding it across the table. "I thought you may want the original copy, but I sent a digital one this morning."
I grinned as I looked down at it, still smiling when I glanced back at him.
"Thank you. Seriously, this is... this'll make a huge difference."
He cleared his throat.
"Every bit of it is true. You were an excellent student, and you'll make a wonderful forensic specialist."
I tucked the letter into my work bag, blushing at his words. The waiter picked that moment to bring our meals out: chicken strips and fries for me, a sandwich and soup for him. We fell silent as we ate, that strange, disquieted tension floating between us.
I was certain he still wanted something more than a quiet dinner at a bistro, and I was also certain that he was far too shy to ask for it. Professor Cameron came across as confident, but that was really only when it had to do with his work. Past that, I was discovering he had as much uncertainty as the rest of us.
It was going to be up to me.
"So are you married?" I asked, taking a bite of my chicken strip.
Professor Cameron nearly choked on his soup.
"What—"
"I don't know much about you, and it's kind of weird not to talk during dinner."
He recovered and laughed, relaxing slightly.
"No, I'm not married anymore."
"Ah. The ex-wife thing was true?"
"Yes, although it wasn't such a sad story. We simply grew apart. She's a very kind, intelligent person, and we're still quite close. It's been... three years now? Almost four. I'm lucky to still consider her a close friend."
I nodded, then shook my head.
"That sounds unlikely."
He chuckled and ate another spoonful of soup.
"Well, she's also a lesbian. Her wife is a lovely woman."
"Oh."
"It's much easier not to harbour animosity. She was born the way she was, and frankly, I wasn't lying about growing apart. It just happened to coincide with her discovering she's gay."
I nodded again, chewing thoughtfully.
"What about you, Nellie? I know you're not married, obviously, but you must be dating someone."
I shook my head.
"No one? I find that hard to believe."
I laughed dryly. "I'm not dating anyone. Emphasis on 'dating.' Oh, and I guess on 'one.'"
His eyes widened and he made a soft noise of comprehension.
"Does that surprise you?"
"A little."
"What do you think that means?" I asked. "Psychologically speaking."
He chuckled again.
"You're asking me to psychoanalyze you? Most people prefer that I don't."
"I'm just curious."
He looked across the table at me for a moment, studying my face.
"Well, given what I know... you mentioned some problems with your father."
"Ugh, don't tell me it's daddy issues. That's such a cop-out. It's always daddy issues."
"Are you saying you have a good relationship with your father?"
"No, I just don't want you to say that's the problem."
He laughed and shook his head.
"Well then, it's probably just the typical exploration of your sexuality. Probably better to discover whatever there is to know now instead of after you've been married for twenty years."
No one would blame him if he'd sounded bitter, but Professor Cameron spoke matter-of-factly. I ate a fry as I mulled over what he said, ignoring the fact that he had just revealed he'd been married before I was even born.
"Okay, but what if it's almost an excessive amount of... exploring?"
He raised an eyebrow. "What do you mean by excessive?"
"Is that a personal question or a professional one?"
He considered it for a moment, then swallowed hard. Meeting my eye again, he finally gave me a hint that I was on the right path, however nervous he was coming across as he said it.



"I feel like making it personal would be much more interesting."
A smile spread slowly across my face. "I don't know if I can answer that without you judging me, Professor."
"My judgement on the matter isn't important. It boils down to what you feel is excessive."
"So does, like... seven seem excessive?"
"Seven what?"
"People."
"Not particularly."
"So far. This year. If you don't count the, um, people who were watching that one time."
A nervous laugh bubbled up from his chest.
"Perhaps the question shouldn't be about the number but about the... content."
"Like what level of freakiness I get up to?"
"Something like that. There would be a lot of considerations, however. The level of freakiness, as you put it, but also the effect on your quality of life, the way you're finding yourself in these situations, the similarities and differences between partners and encounters, the general relationships you're having with these partners..."
"I mean, they're not really relationships. I'm not into the whole settling-down thing."
"I simply mean relationships in the context of how you relate to those people. A one-night stand is still a relationship by definition, though colloquially it wouldn't be considered a relationship, per se."
I dipped another fry in my ketchup and considered what he said. Was there anything in common with the people I'd fucked? A grad student in a backyard at a party. A threesome in a locker room, then a threesome with two cops after a night out. A sweet nerd with a penchant for voyeurism that I actually had tried to see more than once. And of course, J.P.: lawyer, well-off, brother of my childhood best friend.
After a moment, I shrugged.
"I guess it's just exploring," I said. "There's really no similarities between partners, and... well, like, there's always going to be some similarities between encounters, but they've been fairly different. I don't think I'm trying to like, recreate trauma or something."
"Would you say it's having an effect on your quality of life? Are you ignoring responsibilities or exhibiting compulsive behaviours?"
"No. It's not like if I don't get laid, I'm going to have a mental breakdown."
Professor Cameron's face turned slightly red.
"I'd say that takes hypersexuality off the table," he murmured.
I pressed my lips together, trying not to laugh. "So you don't think I'm a nymphomaniac?"
"If I had to qualify you as anything, it would be as a normal young woman with a curious mind and an above-average but healthy libido. As for the why..." He paused, pretending to think for a moment. "...I'm going to have to stick with my original instinct and go with daddy issues."
I groaned theatrically and slumped in the chair. Professor Cameron laughed at my display, finishing the last of his sandwich as I straightened back up in my seat.
"I don't have daddy issues," I said. "My dad is a dick, and that's an issue, but it's not like... I'm not going out and trying to find someone who will fill a void."
"Thankfully, otherwise this would be even more awkward," he mumbled.
"What would be more awkward, Professor Cameron?" I blinked at him innocently, but couldn't stop the grin that spread across my face.
"I believe you know, Nellie, and given that you do, I think calling me 'Professor Cameron' is a bit formal."
"I'm not calling you Daddy, if that's what you mean. That's just weird."
His face reddened, but he laughed.
"No, I'd prefer just Ben."
"Your name is Ben?"
Uncertain if I was joking, he nodded hesitantly. "You've been to my office multiple times. My name is on the door. And on the syllabus for every class you've taken."
"I didn't read the syllabus."
The scandalized look on his face was so genuine I almost felt bad.
"Sorry. I just wrote the due dates down when you said them in class."
"How did you do all your readings? The entire list was in the syllabus."
"There was a list? I just read the whole book."
"You read..." He shook his head in disbelief. "I can't even be mad about that. You did more work than you needed to."
I shrugged and laughed as he composed himself.
"Well, in any case, yes, my name is Ben."
The waiter came by to clear our empty plates and drop off the bill. Ben waved my hand away as he paid for both our meals, but I shoved cash for what I thought was roughly the cost of my meal into his hand after the waiter walked away. Patiently, he slid it back across the table.
"I invited you to dinner," he said. "So I would like to pay for dinner."
I begrudgingly took the cash back and tucked it into my purse. "Thanks, Prof... Ben."
Once outside the bistro, that uncertain, questioning moment of what would happen next settled over us. There was anticipation and doubt, exhilaration and fear, the knowledge that whatever happened in those next moments would change both of us going forward.
I hated those kinds of moments.
"So I live close by." I gestured in the general direction of my building. "Wanna come over and fuck?"
I worried for a moment that Ben might actually go into shock. A thousand things flashed across his face. I could guess what they were: surprise, desire, lust, ethical dilemmas, moral obligations. Probably the worry that I might actually be crazy battling with the hope that what they said about crazy chicks was true.
Then he shook it off.
"No."
It was my turn to be surprised. I wasn't used to being turned down, but if he didn't want to... well, that was his problem, not mine.
Shrugging, I smiled at Ben and slung my purse over my shoulder.
"All right. Thanks for dinner, Ben."
I had barely turned to walk away when his hand circled around my wrist.
"I mean I don't want to go to your place, and I don't... 'fucking' doesn't describe what I want to do to you."
There was nothing I wanted more than to find out what, exactly, he wanted to do to me instead.
Ben didn't want to go to his place, either. What he had in mind was a hotel a few blocks away. I laughed as we entered the foyer. It wasn't like I expected him to take me to a cheap motel, but I also didn't expect him to bring me to a ritzy place where my waitress uniform and lack of luggage made it very clear what I was doing there.
Maybe someone else would have been uncomfortable or embarrassed, but I relished the practiced, stoic look on the clerk's face as she asked Ben if he wanted two queens or a king.
"King's fine," I said brightly.
He turned red and I grinned at the clerk.
Ben second-guessed himself from the moment the clerk handed him the key cards to the moment I had to pluck one from his hand to unlock the room. Even as the door clicked shut behind us, he hesitated.
"Nellie, if you—"
"I wouldn't have literally asked you to come to my place and fuck if I didn't want to."
"Let me say this to clear my conscience. Please."
Quietly, I looked up at him as he cleared his throat.
"I have never... never done this with a student before, former or otherwise. There's no... expectation that you do this with me. You've already received your grades, I've already written you your reference letter, and I do not want you to feel like this is some kind of... payment. For that. If that's why you're here, we need to stop."
"What if I'm here because I literally just want to—"
"Please stop saying it like that." His mouth twisted uncomfortably. "I don't... that's not how I want this to be."
"I'm not into relationships, Ben. If you're expecting more..."
"No. It's stupid enough for me to even entertain the idea of... this, let alone making it something more."
He was just using a lot of words to say that he wanted to fuck and nothing more. I suppose it was one of those weird things that people don't think about when they're coming up with those teacher and student fantasies. Or maybe the uncertainty and need for justification was specific to psychology professors. Whatever it was, Ben had a lot to say before he would even consider proceeding.
I let him ramble for a few more minutes, but when he started justifying the ethics of what we were doing, not as a teacher and former student but simply as two humans in general, I had to stop him.
The problem was that I couldn't get a word in edgewise. After trying three times, I put my purse on the chair near the door, kicked off my shoes, and began unbuttoning my white uniform shirt.
"...which means that if you consent, and I consent, you can withdraw said consent if... what are you doing?"
I didn't respond as I shrugged the shirt off my shoulders, then lifted the undershirt I was wearing over my head. Speechless, Ben stared as I unbuttoned my black dress pants and pushed them away from my hips.
Once I was left in just my bra and panties, I looked at Ben.
"Yeah, so I'm cool with all this. If you're really that uncertain about it, you can go. I won't be offended. But I'm pretty turned on from just, you know, picturing all this. I'm gonna go check out that bed now and get myself off if you won't do it, so... yeah."
I unhooked my bra, dropped it to the floor, and started to turn away before Ben stepped forward, grabbed my shoulders, and kissed me.
Fucking finally.
I kissed him back eagerly, nearly melting against him as a hand moved from my shoulder to my chin, gently caressing my cheek before kissing me harder. Then he was running his fingers through my hair, trailing them down the back of my neck, touching me like he was making sure I was real.
"Bed?" I murmured against his mouth.
"Yes."
He parted from me just long enough for me to dig quickly through my purse for a condom, then for us to stumble to the bed. I stopped Ben from grabbing me again when we got there, instead nudging him to sit on the edge of the bed. He did so obediently, his knees parting so I could stand between them and kiss him again.
A few moments earlier, I wasn't sure that Ben would ever shut up. However, he was almost completely silent as I guided the sleeves of his blazer down his arms, then unbuttoned his shirt. I could feel his eyes on me as I undressed him but I didn't meet them. I was having the time of my life looking over every inch of his body as I revealed it.
He still didn't speak as I unbuckled his belt, but did make a soft noise as my fingers brushed over the bulge that was tenting the front of his pants. I licked my lips unconsciously, unbuttoned and unzipped his pants, and tugged them down.
He shifted to help me remove them, pushing them down his thighs as I carefully lifted the waistband of his boxer-briefs over his very swollen, very hard cock.
"Nice," I said.
His laugh turned to a groan as I wrapped my fingers around his shaft and stroked it slowly. He twitched beneath my fingers, his head already sticky with precum. Still gripping him lightly, I kissed him softly before lowering myself to my knees.
"Oh..." He exhaled heavily as I looked up at him, running my tongue along the underside of his cock.
I licked from base to tip a few more times, enjoying the taste of his precum and the noises he made as I lavished him with my tongue. When I had thoroughly licked and tasted every inch of his cock, I glanced back up at Ben.
He watched, lips slightly parted as I stretched my lips around him. Slowly, I pushed my mouth down on him, taking more and more of his cock until he was pressed against the back of my throat. I adjusted myself slightly, opened my throat a bit more, and proceeded to get my nose all the way to his pelvis.
Ben groaned, panting a bit as I pulled back and then repeated the action. I moved carefully, deliberately, savouring the feel of each ridge and bump against my tongue. It was only after a few repetitions that Ben's hand found the back of my head, stopping me while he was buried completely in my mouth. He held me there, staring down at me.
"Give me a moment," he murmured. "You have no idea how you look with my... I need to commit this to memory."
I could imagine. I could almost see an image of myself reflected in his eyes, my mouth stretched around my professor's cock as I looked up at him. The inverse had to be true for him; his cock was buried in his student's throat, and that was clearly doing something for him.
When his hand left the back of my head, lingering just long enough that I knew he wasn't quite ready to let the image go, I kept bobbing my head. Ben groaned again and let me develop a rhythm, slightly faster, as I swallowed him over and over. Again that hand ended up on my head, just resting this time, and only tightening when he stopped me with that same reluctant linger.
"Something wrong?" I asked as he pulled out of my mouth.
"I don't intend to finish quite so soon."
I licked my lips and smiled. He pulled me up from my knees, bringing me between his legs for another kiss.
"I've barely gotten to touch you yet."
"Touch away," I said between kisses.
And oh, did he ever.
Before even lying down on the bed, Ben had touched every part of my body he could reach. He started with his arms around my waist, bringing my body close to his. With him sitting and me standing, his head was perfectly in line with my breasts, and he pushed his face against them, kissing and sucking on my nipples. Then he kissed the underside of each of them as his hands ran down my back and to my ass.
I still had my panties on. Ben tugged the waistband down so he could cup my ass as he kissed my stomach. His fingers dug in, squeezing and releasing, and then his hands continued down to the back of my thighs.
Despite how hesitant he had seemed at points, his hands were confident. It was almost surreal how he was able to pinpoint the exact spots on my skin that would make me shiver, almost orgasmic just to have him touching me. My whole body tingled under his touch, snakes of heated arousal stemming from his fingers through my nerves, all centering on the one part of my body he hadn't touched yet.
"Ben, please," I finally gasped.
He had almost come close to brushing against my pussy, but his fingers instead trailed down the inside of my thigh. He had to know how wet I was, had to have felt it staining my inner thigh, had to know he was tormenting me with his touch.
"Patience." His voice was muffled, lips pressed against my cleavage.
I whimpered, biting my lip, and felt him smile.
"I think I've already been patient enough."
He pulled his head back from my breasts to look up at me. His eyes sparkled and he smirked.
"Of course you have. Now you just need to be a little more patient."
I glared at him before smirking myself.
"Well, I mean, I did say I would just get myself off if—"
"Not a chance."
He grabbed my hips. I almost giggled at his reaction before he stood, twisted out from between me and the bed, and casually pushed me onto the bed with a surprising amount of strength. Before I could react, he was over me, brushing the hair off my face as it fanned beneath my head.
Then his lips were pressed to mine again. It was thrilling, the sudden loss of control, the surety with which he grabbed my tits and nudged my legs open. It almost killed me to pull away before it was too late.
"C-Condom," I gasped.
"Oh, we're not there yet." There was some self-satisfaction in his smirk, but before I could comment on it, he had started kissing my chest and breasts again.
Then he kissed my ribs.
Then my stomach.
Then, agonizingly slow, he teased his way down to my panties. He didn't remove them, but kissed the soaking fabric, his tongue darting out against my fabric-covered pussy.
I watched, almost mesmerized, as he kissed my pussy. The change from teasing torment to awe-inspired worship wasn't gradual; as soon as he finally slid my panties down my hips, his expression changed.
He gazed up at me for a moment, face stoic, his hair slightly askew. Then his head dipped, his tongue slid between my folds, and I was having my pussy eaten in a way I'd never experienced.
He didn't feast on my pussy; he savoured it. Each flick of his tongue was intentional; each kiss was purposeful. Ben's mouth was amazing, but even more amazing was the way he focused on my pleasure and my pleasure only. There was no question that he truly enjoyed what he was doing, and his genuine zeal manifested as adulation to my body.
I only stopped watching Ben lick my pussy when he pushed a finger inside me, almost lazily thrusting it in and out. The pad of his finger found my g-spot easily, and between that and the way he was lapping at my clit, I was getting close.
He slowed his movements almost imperceptibly as that final climb to orgasm started, just enough that the buildup was a journey in itself. I clutched at his hair, pulling his head close to my core, my legs tensing as he held his pace steady. Each motion sent a thrill of anticipation through me. One hand held my hip down, preventing me from pushing up into his face, though I strained to do so.
It was only when I started gasping, my breath coming in quick, desperate bursts, that Ben let go of my hip. I moaned, pushed my pussy against his face, and moments later felt my entire body begin to shake.
I sank into the orgasm, feeling each and every moment of bliss as it fired through my body. My toes curled, then pointed; my legs quivered around Ben's head. Warmth spread from that little spot low in my stomach, washing through each part of my body from my toes to my head. I cried out as I peaked, my body writhing as I came with Ben's tongue still ravishing my clit.
His movements slowed, squeezing out each tiny aftershock he could before he finally pulled away. His lips and chin glistened as he smirked at me again.
"How dare you be so good at that?" I panted.
"Years of experience," he said with a grin.
I reached for him, beckoning him forward until he was over me again, and kissed him. The feel of his body over mine was unreasonably comforting. He was warm and attentive, his lips inviting and soft as they worked against mine.
The tiniest flicker of contentment with the cozy, protective way he held himself over me pricked through my body. As soon as the thought that I could get used to this floated through my orgasm-hazed mind, I opened my eyes with a start and jerked away from Ben. He pulled back, concern written across his face.
"What's wrong?"
I had a... feeling. Like, a feeling-feeling. I wasn't about to tell Ben that, so instead did my best to squash whatever part of me decided that we were having feelings now and grinned up at him.
"I was just very relaxed," I lied. "And remembered suddenly that I still want to fu... I mean... um... you know what, no offence Ben, but fuck it. I still want to fuck you."
The corners of his eyes crinkled as he laughed. He kissed me again, brushing his hand across my forehead.
"I'd very much like to be inside you," he murmured.
"Condom," I whispered back.
He nodded and shifted on the bed, reaching for the condom I'd tossed on the nightstand. As he did, I sat up, waited patiently for him to put it on, and then shifted to my hands and knees.
"Like this?" he asked, slightly surprised.
"I like it like this," I said, wiggling my hips suggestively. "Don't you?"
Given the way he settled behind me and slowly--agonizingly slowly--pushed himself inside me, I imagined he did. He did that thing again; his hands tightened on my hips, holding me in place when his cock was about halfway inside me, and held still. I knew he was staring and let him do so for as long as I could, until finally I couldn't take anymore.
Shifting my hips under his grip, I whimpered.
"Please, Profes—I mean, Ben."
"Oh fuck," he swore, and his fingers dug into my hips as he shoved the rest of his cock inside me, stilling again once he was buried in my pussy.



A startled sort of giggle burst from my lips when he swore, culminating in a groan as he thrust inside me. I bit my lip as he mumbled something, not quite loud enough for me to hear.
"What was that, Professor?"
He groaned again, panting slightly, and I felt his cock twitch inside me.
"Don't," he gasped. "I can't... don't call me that."
"It sounds like you kind of like it."
"It's the hottest thing I've ever heard in my life."
I rolled my eyes and pushed my ass back against him.
"Stop overthinking, Professor Cameron, and just fuck me."
Ben shuddered and it crossed my mind that I may be what some people call a bad influence. I mean, I understood why he might not want me to call him Professor while he was fucking me. The reasoning could range from simple guilt that he was giving in to the fantasy of being with a student, to anxiety that no one would be able to call him Professor Cameron ever again without bringing up the image of my mouth wrapped around his cock that he'd worked so hard to memorize.
However, it was really hard to feel remorse when he started driving his cock in me so hard I could barely hold myself up.
It was even harder when I squeaked out a breathy "Oh yes, Professor," and he practically roared. His hands left my hips, one snaking around to my clit and the other wrapped around my ribs, gripping my breast hard.
It took a moment of repositioning, but once he had, his legs were outside of mine, his cock was stretching me wide open again, and the only thing keeping my face from crashing into the mattress was the sheer strength of Ben's arms. He drove into me, fingering me hard, his breath hot against my back.
"Again," he grunted.
I doubted he was capable of more than a single word, but I knew what he wanted, and I was grinning as I said it again.
How could I not? Ben Cameron, the silver fox, the mostly-mild-mannered psychology professor who knew better than anyone why he'd get off on me screaming out for him to "fuck me, Professor, fuck me harder," was currently doing said fucking and he was really, really good at it.
When I came, I knew he wasn't far behind. My pussy gripped his cock hard, clenching down as I writhed beneath him. A steady stream of nonsense blurted from my mouth as my vision went white, bright stars pinpricking from behind my eyelids. He wasn't quite done when I slumped forward, gasping for breath.
"Yes, Professor Ca—"
And then he was grunting, coming, his fingertips digging into my breast as he clutched at me. I grinned, loving the way he sounded as he finished, groaning and swearing softly as he pumped those last few times.
His grip on my breast loosened and he gave me time to find my arms beneath me before pulling out carefully. He didn't say anything, just sat back on his knees and watched as I lay on my stomach before rolling to my side and stretching.
"Damn," I murmured.
He chuckled a bit, face red, still catching his breath.
"I, uh... that was..."
"Hot."
"Yes. Hot."
He got up to throw the condom away before lying beside me on the bed. Spent, I was half-asleep as I curled into him. There was the briefest moment of hesitation before he put his arms around me, just long enough for me to drowsily question why I had cuddled into him like that, before I was dozing against Ben's chest.
I woke up like that a number of times that weekend, but the nagging little worry of feelings disappeared after Ben told me he was spending his sabbatical at Stanford and would be living in California for the next year.
Still, I found myself sad about it. I decided I'd cheer myself up by spending the entire weekend fucking Ben.
Aside from him taking a short trip to a drugstore to buy some condoms, neither Ben nor I left the room. We ordered room service for breakfast; delivery for dinner. I didn't so much as put a single sock on my body the rest of the weekend.
There was a jacuzzi in the room, which Ben and I sat in for ages, laughing and talking and arguing playfully. He spoke to me as an equal, rather than as a student, and I found that by the next afternoon, the "Professor Cameron" thing didn't really hold the same magic for either of us.
Though, maybe that was because he spent the rest of the weekend solely dedicated to pleasuring my body. It started with him taking my foot into his lap while we sat in the jacuzzi, massaging it after I told him about being on my feet all day. By the time we dried off and made it back to the bed, I was a mess of relaxation and arousal. Once he was done with me, I could barely move again.
I would say with almost complete certainty that Ben licked and kissed every single inch of my body over the next two days. In the case of my pussy, he kissed and licked it multiple times, making me come again and again. I had to practically hold him down to suck his cock, insisting more than once that I wanted to taste him, I wanted him to come in my mouth, before he finally believed me.
My cell phone died sometime on Friday night, and since I didn't have a charger, it wasn't until I got home late Sunday that I noticed the litany of missed calls, texts, and voicemails. A few were messages from friends—Sydney had correctly assumed I was holed up somewhere getting fucked after her third message to me—but the majority were from Nigel.
Nigel, my boss, who had switched the schedule because I wanted the second weekend of July off... and had told me to work that weekend instead.
That weekend which I had just spent getting fucked every possible way I could by Ben, completely forgetting that I even had a job to go to.
Unless you've literally been kidnapped, consider this your termination notice. We'll mail you your ROE, don't bother coming back in.
"Fuck," I muttered. "Fuck, fuck, fuck."
No job meant no money. No money meant calling my dad.
I toyed with the idea of faking a kidnapping a little more seriously than I should have before sighing. I texted Sydney back to let her know I was alive, texted Ben to say thank you for the amazing weekend but not to look for me at the restaurant, and texted Kara just to say hey and see what she was up to.
Then, having stalled all I could, I called my dad, nearly puked as I told him he was right, and asked if I could come visit him that week.
"Of course, babygirl. I'm so happy to hear that, Nellie."
"And, um, since I decided not to work there..."
"I'll ensure I transfer a little extra to your account. In an unrelated matter, Kimberlee is hosting a charity dinner on Saturday. Perhaps you could extend your visit to attend that with her."
When I hung up from talking to my dad, Sydney had texted back begging for details of the weekend, Kara texted back that she was busy with work but maybe we could hang out next week sometime, and Ben had texted asking where, exactly, he was supposed to get sauce for his chicken strips if I wasn't at the restaurant anymore.
Well you could always come over to my place and I could share the recipe... Tuesday?
A few moments later, my phone went off again and I licked my lips, grinning.
I'll pick up some chicken strips on the way.
**
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"You've brought an appropriate outfit?"
"Yes, Dad."
"Appropriate, Nellie."
Sighing, I dropped my suitcase to the floor and unzipped it, removing the dress I'd packed haphazardly on top of my clothing.
"You approved this one last time," I grumbled, shaking the fabric out. "Knee-length, black, tight enough to be alluring but not low-cut enough to look like a slut, remember?"
"That is Chanel!" Kimberlee whimpered. She reached forward instinctively, stopping herself before she rescued the fabric from my uneducated hands.
"You also wore it last time," Dad said, ignoring Kimberlee as he took the crumpled dress from me.
"Well, yeah, but it's just a black dress."
Dad gave me a cold look, then turned to Kimberlee and handed her the dress. "Please pick something else for Eleanor to wear tomorrow. Not black. I believe Angelique said Clinton was intending to wear red, perhaps something Valentino would be best."
"Clinton?" I repeated.
"Clinton Thibault."
"Why does it matter what Clinton's wearing?"
The look he gave me was clear: he was patiently humouring my idiocy, but losing tolerance.
"You will be attending as his date."
"No," I blurted. "No fucking way."
"Eleanor!"
"It's Nellie," I said, gritting my teeth. "And there's no way I'm going with Clinton Thibault. No way. I refuse."
Kimberlee seemed to tremble as my dad set his eyes on me, drawing himself up to his full height. Luckily, he wasn't very tall, and since I'd had a lifetime of experiencing that look, some of the intended intimidation was lost on me.
"Clinton's father is an important investor," he said. "He is well aware that you do not have another date, so you will be attending the gala with Clinton."
"Dad, he's a fucking pig, he—"
"Language!"
"He is!" I protested.
Clinton wasn't just a pig, he was the worst kind of pig. Rumour had it he had a little trouble understanding what "consent" was, and at least three different girls had made claims about him that were swept quietly under the rug with undisclosed price tags applied to their silence.
But as Dad said, his father was an important investor. Investor in what, exactly, I didn't know, but my dad spoke two languages: business and personal gain. When Clinton decided to cop a feel, well, what was a little loss of dignity if it meant keeping the investors happy?
"That seems rather harsh, Nellie," Dad scoffed.
"Harsh? He doesn't understand the meaning of the word 'no.' He's not just a pig, he's fucking stupid."
"I'm quite certain those rumours are greatly exaggerated," Dad said, impatience strung through his voice. "Boys will be boys. Clinton is a perfectly nice young man with a bright future. You could certainly do worse."
"What if I get another date?" I asked, trying not to sound as desperate as I felt.
Dad raised an eyebrow. "Do you really believe I'd buy that after the last debacle?"
My face turned red and I struggled to maintain my cool. The last debacle was the previous month, just after I'd lost my waitressing job and went crawling back to my dad for money. I'd pushed the envelope a bit too far when I told Dad I'd find my own date for the charity dinner Kimberlee was hosting, then showed up with Sydney on my arm dressed in a very nice tuxedo with a painted-on mustache.
I'd thought it was hilarious. Dad, not so much. He would probably have reacted better if I'd gone with my original plan, which was to ask Ben to come as my date, but I thought having my former professor who also happened to be a man the same age as my father escort me to dinner would be even more scandalous than my best friend with a fake mustache.
"I won't... I'll get a real date," I said. "Someone, um... A guy, obviously."
"And where, exactly, are you going to find a date the night before the event who I would give my blessing to? Keeping in mind, of course, that we are talking about the Thibaults, and I am not about to offend them so you can find some lowlife to gussy up for an evening."
I blurted the first name I thought of. My dad raised his eyebrows, glanced at Kimberlee, then chuckled with that condescending, patient humour.
"All right. I'll let the Thibaults know that you, unfortunately, had already committed to going with someone else."
"Thank—"
"And if you're lying," he continued, "you will be Clinton's escort for every event he is to attend for the rest of the summer. I believe they were intending on going to Vermont for a festival next weekend. I'm sure they would be appreciative of your attendance."
I nodded.
"And Eleanor? No further surprises," he said. "Do not show up in a different dress than the one Kimberlee purchases. Do not dye your hair, get some horrid tattoo, or decide you need your nose pierced. You will be present and proper at this event or I expect you will need to find a new, less expensive place to live for your final year of school."
Dad stalked away, leaving Kimberlee standing in the foyer holding my dress as she stared at me.
"Regret it yet?" I asked her sarcastically.
She didn't say anything, just looked at the fabric in her hands.
"What colour, if not red?" she replied.
"Black."
"Nellie, please—"
"Rainbow, then. Honestly, Kim, I don't care."
"Kimberlee."
"Kim'll do."
She sighed, but instead of walking away offended as I expected, she put a comforting hand on my shoulder.
"I'm sorry."
With that, she quietly left the foyer, following my dad to the kitchen and leaving me standing next to my suitcase. I glared after her, more angry about the fact that she was being gracefully nice to me despite me lashing out. Kimberlee was supposed to be a dumb, shallow gold-digger. She was with my dad, after all. She was supposed to bite back, to snap at me when I called her Kim, to call me Eleanor instead of Nellie as a nasty retort.
She was not supposed to be kind to me. She was not supposed to apologize to me. That wasn't something I knew how to handle.
I swallowed hard, picked up my suitcase, and went to my room to shower, change, and figure out exactly how I was going to pull this all off.
Dad and Kimberlee went out for dinner, meaning I had no excuse not to contact my potential date. I had told myself I wasn't going to text him. I had told myself I was done with him, that enough was enough, that we were taking too many risks and things were getting too complicated.
I hadn't said those things to him, though, so as soon as the car pulled out of the driveway, I sent him a text.
You home?
He responded seconds later.
Whole house to myself, if you can believe it.
I didn't bother texting back, just slipped my shoes on and walked to the house beside my dad's. Before I could even knock, J.P. opened the front door.
That cocky, jovial, infuriatingly attractive smile crossed his face as he saw me. "Hey, Nel—"
I didn't even let him finish before grabbing his shoulders and pulling him in to kiss me.
"—lie," he mumbled, the words mixed with laughter and muffled against my lips. Strong arms wrapped around my waist, pulling me in close, and he stumbled backwards into the foyer of his house.
I wouldn't have put it past J.P. to lie about having the house to himself. He would have thought it was funny, probably, if I'd knocked on the door and someone else had answered, making me scramble to explain what I was doing there. Luckily for both of us, he'd been honest. As soon as the front door swung shut, I was unbuckling his belt and working on the button of his pants.
"Been on a dry streak or something?" he murmured.
I doubted it was a complaint. His hands were just as busy as mine, pushing beneath my shirt and up to my breasts, and his tongue flicked against my lips as he kissed me back eagerly.
Still, I didn't respond, just unfastened the button and then unzipped his pants. I shoved his hands away and pushed him so his back was to the front door, eliciting a startled laugh from J.P. The laugh faded into something far throatier when I dropped to my knees, pulled his pants down the rest of the way, and wrapped my fingers around his quickly-hardening cock.
"Holy fuck, what—ugh." He grunted as I took him in my mouth, his hands hesitating for a moment before resting on the back of my head. "Jeez, Nellie, you... ugh..."
His cock twitched in my mouth. I could feel his eyes on me, though I didn't glance up, just continued working his cock deeper and deeper, relishing the feel of it thickening against my tongue. J.P. groaned again, his fingers threading themselves through my hair, and his hips jerked forward as my nose pressed against his pelvis.
I had no idea what was going through his head, and he likely had no idea what was going through mine. It didn't matter; J.P. seemed to be more than happy with the turn of events.
He rested against the door as I sucked him, fingers only tightening in my hair when I did something he particularly liked, thrusting forward just slightly every now and then when he couldn't help himself. I focused solely on him, refusing to think of the reason I was there, refusing to remember how angry I was with my dad, refusing to do anything but work towards having his cum shoot down my throat.
Wet noises echoed in the foyer as I bobbed my head, muffled gagging sounds punctuating them every so often as I took him down my throat. Before long he was gasping, then muttering under his breath, then leaning heavily against the door as I shoved his cock down my throat.
"Nellie," he mumbled. "Oh my God. Oh, my fucking God."
His hands tightened in my hair and I knew. He groaned, a stilted and staggered sound, and I relaxed my throat as I prepared for the inevitable moment that he pushed himself as deep in my mouth as he could. Moments later, his cock pulsed, and my eyes were watering as he ground my head against him, holding me there as he emptied himself into me.
When his grip on my hair loosened and I could pull myself off him, I gasped for breath and wiped my eyes.
"Fuck," he gasped. "Sorry."
I ran the back of my hand across my mouth before looking up at him and grinning.
"You'd think with how many times we've done this, you'd realize you can stop apologizing."
He laughed and helped me to my feet, kissing me again before pulling up his pants and boxers.
"Jeez," he murmured. "Fuck. That was unexpected."
I licked my lips, then bit the bottom one.
"So. I have a favour to ask."
J.P. laughed harder than I'd ever heard him laugh before.
"You sure you don't want to be a lawyer?" he chuckled. "Like, honestly. You'd be perfect."
"I'm sure. I might be a bit of a sleazebag, but not enough to be a lawyer."
"I'd tell you to suck my dick, but you just did, so..." J.P. kissed me again, still grinning. "Right. What's the favour?"
"I need a date for the Diamond Gala tomorrow night."
He froze, the grin turning to more of a grimace.
"Uh..."
"I know. It's totally and completely ridiculous for me to be asking and this... whatever this thing is we have going on isn't, you know, dating or dating-adjacent or any of that. I wouldn't be asking if I wasn't desperate."
He snorted. "You sure know how to flatter a guy."
"You know what I mean. Please, J.P.? I really need help."
"Nellie, come on." There was almost pity in his eyes as he looked down at me. "Look, you said... I mean, fuck, after the whole thing with Anne-Marie almost walking in, I thought—"
"I know." My face was turning red.
"I thought you were done with me," he said bluntly.
"I'm not." I bit my lip, embarrassed that he had realized how upset I'd been paired with the discomfort of admitting I wasn't, as he put it, done with him. "Are you done with me?"
"Of course not." He leaned against the door again, looking past me down the foyer. "There's no one else? Like, really, honestly no one else?"
"No one else my dad will—"
"You told your dad?" He looked horrified.
"Not... no. Sort of. Not about..." It was so uncommon for me to get flustered, it took me a moment to realize that's what was happening.
"Jeez, Nellie." He rubbed the back of his neck. "Look, I... ugh. Fuck. It's not that I don't... I was surprised to even hear from you tonight. Look, you're the one who said this is a casual thing."
"I know what I said." My stomach curled, partly from nerves and partly from the disgust of having to beg for anything, let alone for J.P. to escort me to a charity gala with my father.
"You don't think my sister will lose her fucking mind when she sees us together?"
"She'll be ecstatic. She'll start planning the wedding before dessert is served."
He laughed. "Yeah, I know. So... I just, I don't know."
"If you don't, I have to go to every event for the rest of the summer with Clinton Thibault."
J.P. may have been cocky. He may have been arrogant. He may have been the kind of guy who everyone just knew was a lawyer. He could talk himself out of almost anything and charm himself out of the rest. He was incredibly privileged and knew it, though sometimes was still ignorant about what that meant.
The thing about J.P., the thing that had stolen my heart as a kid and kept it until he'd finally taken my virginity as an adult, was that he was truly a good person beneath all of it. Where Clinton Thibault's disgusting actions were paid off by his family, J.P. owned up to his. Not that he'd ever even consider trying something as despicable as Clinton would, but I remembered him getting expelled in high school for fighting. The first time, he'd gotten a warning after his dad intervened, while the other kid got expelled. The second time, J.P. had purposely picked a fight directly in front of the principal's office on the day the superintendent was visiting.
Anne-Marie had come over crying when their father got home because he was yelling so loudly. J.P. had insisted it wasn't fair that the other kid got expelled when he didn't, and that was that.
He had a firm sense of justice. He had that smug lawyer-like personality, but in my eyes, he was redeemed by a moral compass that was a lot stronger than other people in the ritzy social circles our families kept. J.P. couldn't stand people like Clinton Thibault, and more specifically, he completely despised Clinton Thibault. He despised him enough that when I said his name, J.P. groaned and tilted his head back.
"It had to be that piece of shit," he grumbled. "Damnit, Nellie."
I folded my arms and looked up at him. He glared at me.
"I know what you're doing," he said, waving a finger at me pointedly. "Don't think I don't know."
I almost felt a little guilty. I almost threw all dignity aside and begged, almost gritted my teeth and apologized, despite the fact that I hated apologizing more than I hated begging. Thankfully, I hesitated for a brief moment, and J.P.'s glare turned to a mischievous smirk.
"What do I get out of this?" he said.
I raised an eyebrow. "I just sucked your cock."
He shrugged. "I can get that from you any time. That can be payment for me agreeing to the favour. The actual doing of the favour, though..."
I couldn't help laughing at his audacity. "You're such a fucking lawyer."
"You're the one who wants the favour."
I tried to stop smiling and tilted my head, shrugging. "What do you want, then?"
His eyebrow twitched, he seemed to unconsciously lick his lips, and his eyes grazed down and back up my body.
"I want to fuck you in the ass."
I managed to keep myself from laughing. I tried to look appropriately affronted, slightly hesitant, but not hesitant enough that he'd feel bad. I pursed my lips, pretended to mull it over, then nodded.
"Okay."
J.P. raised his eyebrows. "Okay?"
I shrugged again, hoping I looked somewhat helpless. "I really need a date for this, so yeah. You can. Tomorrow, after the gala. My dad and Kimberlee are staying at the hotel so... so you can come over."
He couldn't quite hide the shock in his eyes, though it might have been an excited gleam.
"What colour tie should I wear?"
After telling him I'd text him once Kimberlee had bought my dress and leaving to walk back to my dad's house, I finally grinned. I had my date, I didn't have to spend the night or the summer with Clinton Thibault, and J.P. didn't need to know I had been wanting to try anal for ages anyway.
Kimberlee had a dress ready for me by noon the next day. She didn't go with red or rainbow or black, but instead a light blue that was entirely unlike anything I would have picked for myself. I texted a picture of it to J.P. and he said he had a tie that matched, so that was one thing taken care of.
I was in my room later that day, still in a bathrobe after the hair stylist and makeup artist Kimberlee hired had finished my hair and face, when the doorbell rang. Moments later, my dad's butler Pierre stammered loudly from the foyer that I had a visitor and she was on her way up.
Raising my eyebrows, I turned just as my bedroom door opened and Anne-Marie burst in.
"You asked my brother to be your date and you didn't even tell me?!" she squealed. "Nellie! Are you together? How did you make him agree to that? You must tell me everything."
"It's not like that," I said, even though it was definitely like that. I wasn't about to tell J.P.'s sister that I agreed to let him fuck me in the ass so he'd be my date. She didn't even know we had hooked up. Not the first time, not any of the subsequent times, none of them.
"I knew you always had a crush on him," she giggled. "Look at you, look at your hair. You look ravishing."
"It's not like that!" I repeated. "He's helping me out because otherwise..."
I trailed off, glancing out to the hallway before closing my bedroom door.
"Otherwise my dad was going to make me go with Clinton Thibault."
Anne-Marie nodded in understanding, though she frowned. "That still doesn't explain why Jean-Paul is going with you. When did you ask him?"
"I, um. Went to your house last night. To see if you knew anyone who would go with me."
She raised an eyebrow.
"Well, you know I don't know many people around here anymore," I said.
"I told you I was out last night. Why didn't you just text?"
Of course she wouldn't just drop it. I shrugged, trying to look miserable.
"I was really upset and I just forgot. J.P. was home and he, uh, saw that I was upset. So I told him about it."
"And he... offered?" She looked even more confused.
"No, I asked. I mean, I was desperate, obviously."
"That doesn't sound like him at all," Anne-Marie stated bluntly. "What is Jean-Paul getting out of this? Honestly, Nellie. Tell me."
"Nothing," I said quickly. "Nothing at all, he just—"
"There is no way my brother is getting nothing out of this." She raised her eyebrows at me, grinning maniacally. "Nellie Belanger, cherie, are you lying to me?"
"I owe him a favour," I said. "That's it."
She pressed her lips together.
"That's it, Anne-Marie. Nothing... nothing else."
She was still suspicious and pressed a little further, but left when I wouldn't say anything more about it with a promise that she would see me that night. Heart racing, I texted J.P. quickly to tell him what I'd told her.



Told you she'd go insane he replied a few minutes later.
Why did you tell her we were going together?
I could almost hear the smirking arrogance in his reply.
You wanted her to find out when she saw us together there for the first time? You don't think she would cause an absolute riot and start picking names for our hypothetical babies immediately?
I glared at my phone for a few minutes before responding.
Shut up.
See you in a couple hours, babe.
DO NOT CALL ME BABE.
You got it, babe.
I seethed for a moment before laughing. J.P. was such a prick, but I wouldn't have changed a thing about him. I was still dreading going to the gala, and still dreading going out in public with J.P. and dealing with the questions and the rumours and the suggestive remarks, but at least he wasn't Clinton Thibault.
And at least I was getting to try anal with him. It seemed appropriate, seeing as he was the person who had taken my virginity. Though, he hadn't known until I was sitting on his cock that I was a virgin, so I really had no concept of if he would be gentle or not.
Ten minutes before he said he was picking me up, I put the dress on, picked out a pair of shoes I thought I'd be okay to spend the night in, and went down to wait in the foyer. Kimberlee was on the board of whatever charity this event was for, so she and my dad had already left. My dad had been disappointed enough to call me "Eleanor" when I said J.P. and I would get ourselves to the gala, likely because he still didn't quite trust that I would actually show up. Thankfully, I managed to convince him, because I couldn't stomach spending the drive over with both my father and a man I was currently fucking.
He rang the bell a few minutes early. I opened the door and my mouth went dry as I took in the tall, perfectly dressed man standing in front of me.
J.P. had always been good looking. He was infuriatingly good looking, actually, the easy kind of handsome that just didn't seem fair. He had money, he was gorgeous, he was smart; it was an unreasonable amount of good fortune. I should have hated everything about him, everything he represented. I had spent the past three years trying to squirm out of the lifestyle my dad loved and surround myself with normal people, normal things, a life that didn't revolve around designer names and back room business deals.
That didn't stop me from being incredibly attracted to J.P, unfortunately, and seeing him standing in front of me with the sun behind him, his blond hair almost glowing, dressed impeccably in a well-fitted suit and tie that brought out the blue of his eyes only made that attraction worse.
"I know I look good, but you're going to have to tear your eyes away sometime so we can get going," J.P. said.
"Don't flatter yourself, I was trying to figure out how to politely ask if that was what you were really wearing," I shot back.
He burst out laughing.
"Your dad already gone?"
I nodded and he stepped through the door, brought a hand up to my cheek, and kissed me heatedly.
"Don't have time for this right now," I murmured against his mouth, though I couldn't stop myself from kissing him back.
J.P. snorted softly and pressed his body against mine.
"You look good," he said, his voice smooth and drippingly seductive. "Really good. I can't wait to fuck you in the ass tonight."
I slapped his arm as he started laughing again.
"C'mon," I grumbled. "Let's get this over with."
"The gala, right? Because I plan on taking my time with—"
"Yes, the gala, you fuckwit," I laughed.
"Fuckwit!" He feigned offense before holding his arm out to mine. "Careful now. Let me remind you which of us is getting fucked in the—"
"Oh my God, you're obnoxious. You need to stop," I giggled. "Anne-Marie is already suspicious. If you keep acting like this..."
"I'll be a perfect gentleman," he promised.
He wasn't a perfect gentleman, and to be honest, it was better that way.
I had been dreading the gala. I hated events like that: galas, charity dinners, luncheons, celebratory receptions, all of them. I hated schmoozing with people, I hated acting the socialite, I hated the fakeness and the pretentious snobbery and the politics. This life was the reason my mom had left my dad. She had never wanted me to be involved in it, and now that I was, I understood why.
She still didn't know, and I still had no plans to tell her. One more year, I kept telling myself. I could get him to pay for one more year of school and then I would be done with my dad.
The Diamond Gala was one of the biggest events of the summer and the one I'd been dreading the most. Stuffy, pompous elitists flocked to the ostentatious display to puff their chests and display their plumage and just be gigantic, stuck-up assholes. I was sure it was going to be unbearable, but having J.P. there made it kind of fun.
He was comfortable in settings like that, having grown up in the same social circles I had, but his comfort with the situation meant he also knew how to poke fun at it. One moment he was shaking hands and discussing business; the next, he was pinching my ass with a completely straight face as I tried to catch up with my high school volleyball coach.
"It's great to see you again, Nellie," Coach said. "And you, Jean-Paul. Thank your mother for inviting me."
"Absolutely," J.P. said. "She appreciates the work your group does, as we all do."
He shrugged. "It's my pleasure, and it's always nice to catch up with former students."
"Nellie thinks so, too," J.P. said. His fingers dug into my ass again and I covered my gasp with a cough. "You know, Coach, I remember hearing Nellie talk with my sister about having the biggest crush on you when she was on the—"
He was cut off when I slapped his arm hard. I mean, it was certainly true, and in general something like that wouldn't embarrass me, but Coach had known me when I was a lot less of a ho. J.P. dissolved into laughter, patting my ass lightly.
"I'm teasing, of course," he said good-naturedly. Coach nodded, seemingly unconvinced, before politely excusing himself.
"You're an asshole," I muttered to J.P. as we watched him walk away.
J.P. blinked at me innocently before smiling wickedly.
"Don't you dare," I said. "Don't make an anal joke."
"I'll let it slide this time, but—" his hand trailed back to my ass and squeezed, thankfully hidden by the cocktail table behind us "—and it's a big butt..."
I snorted back a laugh and J.P. smiled winningly.
"Cherie! You seem to be having so much fun."
Anne-Marie floated up to us, her arm looped through that of her on-again, off-again boyfriend Remy. She gave me that maniacal smile again and I rolled my eyes.
"Hi, Anne-Marie," J.P. said. "Have you run into Mom and Dad yet?"
"I saw them briefly speaking with the Thibaults." She gave me a pointed look. "It seems Clinton did not manage to find a date, so he's pouting with his parents at one of the back tables."
"Good," I said without thinking.
"Serves him right," J.P. said at the same time.
"Already speaking in unison!" Anne-Marie squealed. "You are so sweet together."
I shifted uncomfortably but J.P. just laughed.
"Sister, I wouldn't do such a thing to you," he said righteously. "Your friends are firmly off-limits."
"You're so full of shit," I whispered after Anne-Marie and Remy excused themselves a few minutes later. "How many of her friends have you fucked?"
"Like six, but you're my favourite," he murmured back.
I covered my mouth, trying not to turn red as I held a laugh in. "I bet you say that to all her friends."
J.P. shook his head, surprisingly. "You're the only one I've fucked more than once, too."
"I'm honoured."
"You should be." His hand gently squeezed my ass again, lingering longer than was strictly necessary. "How long do we have to stay?"
"At least until after my dad's speech."
"Hmm." He sounded vaguely disappointed.
"Jean-Paul," said a voice from behind us.
Almost instinctively, J.P.'s hand moved from my ass to the small of my back as we both turned.
"Mr. Belanger," J.P. said pleasantly. "Good to see you."
He shook hands with my dad and Kimberlee, smiling that charming, easy grin the entire time. I tried to copy it, but even I could tell it looked like more of a grimace.
"I'm a bit surprised you agreed to attend with Nellie," Dad said to him. "Pleasantly surprised, of course. I didn't expect the two of you were—"
"Here as just friends," I interrupted.
My dad shot me a cold look. "Of course. I meant that you were that close of friends. Although, Nellie, you could certainly do far worse than Mr. Marchand here."
His approval almost made me want to tell J.P. that the deal was off, though none of it was his fault. I bit back the urge to immediately contradict anything my dad approved of and smiled.
"Like Clinton Thibault?" I said innocently.
Kimberlee winced as my dad's arm tightened on hers.
"Well, I appreciate you saying that, Mr. Belanger," J.P. said smoothly. "You're right, it's surprising how close Nellie and I have gotten, but I can assure you we're just friends. No need to worry about me sneaking in the back door."
The bastard. I pursed my lips, trying with everything in me not to laugh at his innuendos.
My dad didn't seem to notice as he chuckled politely.
"Well, in any case, thank you for being here tonight," Dad said. "I know Kimberlee appreciates the support, as do I. Your father's firm has always been so supportive of the Diamond Gala. You are working with him now, correct?"
J.P. nodded. "Yes, for now."
"For now?" Dad repeated. "You have other plans?"
It was clearly a slip-up. J.P. hadn't meant to say the last part, but grinned and chuckled smoothly.
"Well, we never know what the future holds," he said.
"Hopefully it will hold a decision to stick with your father," Dad told him. "Jean-Luc's firm is renowned."
J.P. nodded. After exchanging a few more pleasantries, they shook hands again. Dad and Kimberlee sauntered through the crowd to find their next social victim. We watched them disappear between designer gowns and impeccable suits. I couldn't ignore the tension; J.P. still had that casual, carefree grin on his face, but a muscle in his neck was taut and for once, he was quiet.
"What did you mean, for now?" I asked quietly.
He didn't answer right away. When he finally did, the voice that came from his mouth wasn't like anything I'd heard. It wasn't flirty or teasing or falsely polite. It was almost... serious.
"I don't know a lot of people who went to law school so they could sit around and read corporate contracts all day," he said. "I wanted to make a difference."
"So make a difference," I said.
He laughed, a dry chuckle instead of his usual warm laugh. "Thanks, babe. Couldn't have got to that conclusion myself."
I glared at him. "You don't have to be such a dick."
If I didn't know any better, I would have said a look of apologetic embarrassment flashed across J.P.'s face. I did know better, though, and decided I was seeing things.
"Right," he said. "I don't. And I didn't have to agree to come here and be your date and put up with all these questions, but for some damn reason, I did anyway."
I tried not to let his words hurt, but they did sting. J.P. seemed to sense that and again, that look spread across his face. He opened his mouth to say something, but I spoke before he could.
"Sorry to inconvenience you, Mr. Marchand," I muttered sarcastically.
J.P. opened his mouth to say something. No words came out, and instead, he studied me intently for a moment.
"You have no idea, do you?" he finally said.
Clearly, I had no idea. I had no idea what he was talking about, what he was referring to, or what he was trying to say. What I did know was that his words dripped from his mouth, that they were loaded with something incredibly enticing, and that the tension between us was threatening to bubble over. Before I could cut through that tension and ask what he meant, J.P. shook off the strange mood and grinned that melting, mischievous grin.
"Fancy a walk, Miss Belanger?"
He extended a crooked elbow to me. I raised my eyebrows and he responded by letting his eyes trail up and down my body. His gaze was strong enough that I felt it running across my skin like fingers, and an involuntary shiver crept up my spine.
I knew exactly what kind of walk he fancied.
"Ugh, don't talk like that," I scoffed, fooling neither of us as I took his arm.
We left the ballroom, J.P. leading us casually through the foyer before turning down a deserted hallway. My entire body tingled in anticipation, my panties already dampening as I glanced around, making sure no one had seen us.
There was a doorway near the end of the hall tucked into a small alcove, and that was where J.P. led us. The moment we were mostly hidden from view, he kissed me, pushed me against the door, and hiked the skirt of my dress up.
"It's really unfair," he murmured against my mouth. "You sitting there teasing me all night, making all these lewd comments, making me grab your ass until all I can think about is how I'm going to bury my cock in it in a few hours..."
"Oh, of course," I laughed. "I'm the one making lewd comments and forcing you to think about how you're going to slide your cock inside my tight little virgin ass and feel the way my—"
"See, exactly like I said." He nudged my thighs apart with his knee and grabbed my breasts, squeezing lightly as he pinned me against the wall. "How am I supposed to behave like a gentleman when you've got me hard as a fucking rock, Nellie?"
The hardness he was referring to was pressing against my panties through the fabric of his suit pants. I nipped at J.P.'s lip and he groaned, rubbing his cock against me again.
"Maybe you should let me take care of that," I murmured.
My hands moved to unbutton his pants. His hands joined mine and moments later, I was pulling his cock from his pants, he was shoving my panties to the side, and he had lifted one of my legs up to get better access to my pussy. Seconds after that, he was pushing himself inside me, I was biting my lip in an attempt to hold back a moan, and then he was fucking me against the door in that little alcove.
There was a sense of urgency, a need to rush to the finish line because every second we were away from the gala was a second that risked us being discovered. I held onto him tightly, his arm supporting my leg as he drove himself into me, both of us struggling to keep our breaths steady and our noises quiet.
I couldn't pinpoint what was so hot about it. It might have been the frustration of dealing with my dad and the night in general, or the strange look on J.P.'s face, or even just the knowledge that he couldn't wait a few more hours and had to fuck me right that second. It might have been that at any moment, someone could come around the corner and see us. Normally, that wouldn't bother me—it wouldn't even be the first time that year that I'd had sex in front of other people—but considering one of those people might be my father or J.P.'s sister or any number of others who could tell them what they saw, it was risky. Even for me.
Whatever made it so hot didn't matter. Even though it was fast and hard and completely carnal, I was going to come, and I murmured this in J.P.'s ear as he buried himself inside me.
He could have made a snide remark about how we were sure to be discovered, since I probably couldn't keep quiet to save my life. Instead, he brought his hand up to my mouth and covered it, kissing the side of my neck as he drove himself in me again and again.
I squirmed against him, feeling the delicious buildup of pressure, the climbing ascent of bliss, and then I was coming. My nails dug against the fabric of his suit, a high-pitched whine left my throat as the combined effort of me keeping my mouth shut and J.P.'s hand muffled any further noise, and I shuddered as pleasure rolled through me.
J.P. finished seconds later, grunting softly as he stilled inside me. I could feel him come, and as usual, I had a fleeting moment of shame knowing that I didn't make him wear a condom, that we were relying solely on my birth control, that it was completely moronic considering we weren't exclusive to each other, that we were both actively fucking other people. A moment after that, I could feel his cum dripping from me as he pulled out, and I shivered again. I couldn't deny how much I loved that feeling.
I hated that I loved the feeling. J.P. was a complete bastard, but for better or for worse, I trusted him.
The bastard grinned as he zipped his pants back up and tucked his shirt in.
"You okay?"
"Yep," I said. "That was much needed, thank you."
He laughed, smoothing a wrinkle from the skirt of my dress.
"I'm still fucking you in the ass later," he said.
"You better be."
He raised his eyebrows. "What?"
I pressed my lips together and tried not to laugh, but it was futile. "Come on. Someone's going to notice we're gone, and you know chances are good that it'll be Anne-Marie."
Someone may have seen us leave the main ballroom, or maybe just noticed that my cheeks were flushed and my lips were swollen. By the time we could leave the gala without causing suspicion, there was definitely a rumour going around that J.P. and I were together. Anne-Marie seemed to stoke it, nurture it, until I was certain she was trying to make it truth through sheer force of will. At least two people told me that J.P. and I were perfect for each other, as if that wasn't a complete insult. It took everything in me not to slap them.
We said goodbye to my dad and Kimberlee but purposely avoided Anne-Marie and Remy, as well as J.P.'s parents. We didn't bother with a valet; waiting in the foyer would just leave more opportunities for people to see us together. On the way back to his car, J.P. grabbed my ass no less than four times, only stopping when we almost got caught by Angelique Thibault. He didn't touch me again until we got to his car.
"Let me get that," he said chivalrously, passing by so he could open the door for me.
My heart fluttered momentarily, a light feeling that almost made me feel sick because it was too romantic, too couple-like, too not-a-casual-thing for him to do. The fluttering went away when he paused before getting the door handle, pushed my body against his car, and captured my lips as he pressed himself against me.
When he pulled back, I was breathless, and J.P. was grinning.
"Excuse me," he said. "I can't get the door for you when you lean against it like that."
"Fuck you." I blushed and smoothed my dress down before stepping away from the car.
J.P.'s lips brushed against my cheek as he opened the passenger door for me. "Soon. In the ass. Remember?"
"No, I'd most definitely forgotten." I climbed in the car, only continuing after J.P. walked around the vehicle and slid into the driver's seat. "Are you sure that's what you want? I mean, you haven't brought it up at all since we talked. I can't think of a single time you mentioned anything even remotely related to fucking me in the ass."
"Babe, I want nothing more."
"Don't call me babe," I grumbled, but J.P. only grinned.
The drive back to my dad's was full of tension. Not the uncomfortable, crawling, awkward tension that had been present during the gala, but a raw, excited, alluring tension that preceded what we were going to do. J.P. was mostly quiet as he drove, though I caught him smirking more than once and I knew what he was thinking when I glanced at his lap.
The bulge in his pants was one clue; the other was that I was thinking the exact same thing. There was a light, aching feeling in the pit of my stomach that wanted to tell J.P. to drive a little faster.



He parked in the driveway at his house, but we didn't stop there. Instead, we stole away to my dad's house. Despite the fact that my dad and Kimberlee weren't home, and wouldn't be home for the rest of the night, my heart still pounded as I opened the front door, and I still felt the need to sneak up the stairs quietly. J.P. laughed but humoured me, silently following me to my room.
The moment I closed the door, he kissed me. I made a soft noise as his hands ran down my sides, finally resting on my hips and pulling my lower body against his. He was hard again, incredibly hard, and I shifted my hips against his, feeling his cock press against me.
"Jeez, Nellie," he groaned. "How do you do this to me?"
I didn't have an answer, just nipped at his lower lip before pulling away.
"Let me take a shower first," I said.
He chuckled. "Trying to procrastinate your way out of this?"
I dodged his lips as he tried to kiss me again. "No, stupid, I just want to make sure everything's clean before you stick your dick in my ass."
It might have been the fact that his blood was concentrated a bit lower than usual, but for once J.P. didn't have a witty response ready immediately. For the quick moment that I saw his face, he looked surprised, but I turned away and ducked into the bathroom before he could recover. I was relieved he hadn't thought to suggest joining me since it saved me from having to listen to him laugh as I put a shower cap on.
As soon as I had it, I rolled my eyes at the pathetic thought. Stupid J.P. With anyone else in the world, I wouldn't have cared.
I showered quickly, scrubbing every inch of my skin clean as fast as I could before drying off and wrapping a towel around my body. Getting dressed again seemed pointless, and I hadn't even bothered bringing clothes into the bathroom with me. Barely ten minutes passed before I opened the bathroom door and stepped back into the bedroom.
J.P. was sitting on the edge of my bed. He was still fully dressed, surprisingly enough, and looked up at me when I entered the room.
"I thought you'd be naked by now," I said.
"We should talk first."
Oh God. My stomach turned over, twisting into a knot of tense dread.
"Talk?"
He drew in a breath, exhaling loudly. "Look, I wasn't... I wasn't joking, exactly, about wanting to fuck you in the ass, but I don't... I didn't expect you to take it so seriously. I don't want you to feel like you have to give it to me as some kind of fucking payment. I wouldn't... I don't want to be that guy."
The relief must have shown on my face, though J.P. mistook its reasoning.
"See, I fucking knew... Jeez, Nellie. Fuck. I'm sorry. We don't have to—"
"Oh, we're going to." I unwrapped the towel and let it fall to the floor before walking towards him.
He froze, mouth still open as he stared at me.
"Nellie, you just looked—"
"I thought you wanted to like, talk-talk. Like 'we need to talk' kind of talk." J.P. grimaced, but I continued before he could say anything. "I don't want to talk. I do want you to fuck me in the ass. I mean, did you really think I wouldn't want to try that?"
He chuckled and shook his head. "I should've known."
"Yeah, you should've." Another step closer brought me directly in front of J.P. and his hands moved like magnets to my hips, drawing me nearer. "Have you ever done this before?"
He shook his head. "Not, uh, all the way. Have you?"
"Nothing except, you know. Fingers. Do you know what you're doing?"
J.P.'s arrogance shone through just slightly, a smirk crossing his lips. "Don't worry, babe, I can take care of this."
I let the pet-name slide. "Get on with it, then."
He pulled me down to kiss him, lips eager against mine. I made a soft noise as his hands moved up and down my body, caressing my waist and cupping my ass, then a slightly louder one when his lips left mine to find my breasts. He flicked his tongue against my nipple before sucking on it, sending waves of titillating desire through my body.
As he kissed and sucked and licked my breasts, his fingers dug into my ass, squeezing and releasing, then inching closer and closer to my crack. When one of his fingertips finally slid into the valley, he paused, looking up at me with his mouth still pressed against my nipple.
"You're sure?"
"Yes."
He nodded, returned my breast to his mouth, and trailed his finger down my ass crack. I shivered as it lingered by my asshole, but he didn't push it inside. Instead, he brought his finger lower and lower, collecting the dripping wetness from my pussy.
"You're damn sure, apparently." His words were muffled but I could feel him grinning as he realized how turned on I was.
I would have responded with something clever, but he dipped his fingertip just barely inside my pussy, then returned it to the pulsing little ring of muscle, and I could barely think.
Gently, almost unbelievably gently, J.P. worked the tip of his finger into my ass. I sighed as he penetrated me, relishing the feeling of his finger pushing inside me, a bit disappointed when he started pulling it back out after barely inserting the tip.
Then he did it again, pushing further that time. I moaned softly and J.P. swore. He did it again, and again, until his finger was almost fully inside me and my knees were buckling as I stood in front of him.
He withdrew his finger completely and collected more wetness from my pussy. He played with my asshole a bit before I felt a second finger pushing through the tight muscle. Moments later, both fingers were pushing inside me. He barely got the tips in before my ass instinctively tightened around them.
"Relax," he said immediately.
I nodded and tried to focus on loosening my muscles, but my body didn't want to cooperate. I tried, focusing so much on trying to relax that I couldn't relax. Miserably, I whimpered and J.P.'s other hand moved to my lower back, rubbing softly before withdrawing his fingers from my ass.
"Thought you wanted this," he teased softly.
My face went a bit red. "I do. I'm just, uh... I mean, there's not a lot of things left that I haven't tried, and this is one of them."
"This coming from the girl who impaled herself on my cock before mentioning she was a virgin?"
"Yeah, well, I've learned a few things since then."
He laughed and pressed a kiss between my breasts before looking up at me. "I've wanted to try anal basically since discovering it was a thing. The one girl who was willing to try it let me get the head of my cock in her ass and then said she couldn't take it. I've learned a little more since then. If you're willing to trust me, I think I can make you relax."
If I was willing to trust him. As if I didn't trust him completely already.
"Okay."
He pulled me onto the bed with him, kissing me before directing me onto my stomach. I stopped only to reach over to the nightstand and grab the lube I'd bought to prepare for that night. Before standing to remove his clothes, J.P. grabbed a pillow and tucked it beneath my stomach, propping my ass up in the air, then slid off the bed.
I craned my neck to watch him undress. When he caught me looking, he grinned, slowing down the unbuttoning of his shirt.
"You can tip after the show," he teased, shrugging the shirt off his shoulders.
"Don't flatter yourself. I need something to watch while you get yourself organized and it's either you or the headboard."
J.P. laughed, unbuckling his belt and pulling his pants off. "I'm better than the headboard? Careful, Nellie. I'm starting to think you might actually like me."
"You have your moments."
Once he was fully naked, he crawled onto the bed, bringing himself alongside me. His lips found mine, warm and enticing and tantalizing. I tried to ignore the way his kiss left me breathless, the way it seemed to weave through my bones and curl around my entire body.
It grew more difficult when his lips left mine and moved to my neck, and then to my shoulder.
"You trust me?" he murmured again.
"Only God knows why, but yes," I replied.
He chuckled, the sound vibrating against my skin, and then shifted so he was behind me. I turned my head, but I couldn't really see him. I could feel him, though; his hands traced down my back, tickling along my spine until his fingers were tracing down my ass crack again. Then he traced the path his fingers had made with his lips, kissing the back of my neck and lazily running his tongue along my spine.
I expected him to stop kissing me once he reached my ass, but he didn't. The first few kisses were just against the swell of my ass. He nipped the skin softly before kissing it again, his lips moving closer and closer to my crack. When his tongue finally dipped between my cheeks, my eyes widened and I gasped. His hands slid beneath my hips and pulled me up from the pillow, I gasped again, and then he was licking my ass.
"Oh," I breathed, and I felt J.P. grin before the tip of his tongue started flicking against my backdoor.
It was like nothing I had ever experienced, and that was really saying something. A moment of tension clutched at me but dissipated as soon as he slipped a finger into my pussy while he licked my asshole.
I moaned and relaxed into him. J.P. made a noise of approval that I barely heard. Between the pillow and his hand, I barely had to support myself, yet I still felt like I was going to collapse against the bed from the sheer sensation of it. I knew I liked having fingers in my ass, and I assumed that meant I'd like having a dick in my ass, but his tongue? It was something I hadn't considered, and I was overwhelmed by the sheer intensity of it.
Every sensation in my body seemed to stem from where his tongue swirled against me. He licked enthusiastically, eager at the same time he seemed to relish it. Maybe it was that, more than anything, that made my body shake, made my stomach tighten and my legs tremble. The knowledge that he was loving it, that he was licking my ass and enjoying every second of it... it was more than I could handle.
"J.P.," I gasped, struggling to prop myself up on my elbows. "I'm gonna... J.P., I'm..."
I couldn't finish the sentence, but he knew. A second finger joined the one he had in my pussy, he buried his face harder against my ass, and his tongue stopped teasing along the outside of my anus and slipped past it, dipping inside me.
My eyes squeezed shut as my body began to shake and I grabbed at the sheets, balling up my fists. He kept licking, kept fingering me, kept making me lose my mind as I came. My entire body felt like it was on fire and I wasn't sure whether my vision was dark because my eyes were closed or because I went temporarily blind from the pleasure that surged through me.
I was so consumed by the orgasm that I barely noticed when J.P. took his fingers out of my pussy and planted a final kiss against my ass. I was still trying to catch my breath when I heard him flip the cap of the lube open. I barely noticed as a finger coated with cool gel pushed easily into my ass and only tensed slightly when a second one joined it.
By the time I had regained some sense of what was happening, J.P. was fingering my ass slowly but deeply. I sighed, pushing back against his hand.
"You okay?" His voice was hardly recognizable, aside from the dripping, craving tone that underlined each word.
"I'm okay," I whispered.
"Think you're ready?"
I didn't hesitate, didn't even think.
"Yes."
J.P. groaned and pulled his fingers out of my ass. It was slightly disappointing, the loss of the sensation, but I forgot that feeling after I craned my neck to look back at him.
He wasn't watching me, preoccupied at that moment with pouring some of the lube into his hand and rubbing it on his cock. He was as hard as I'd ever seen anyone, his cock dripping with precum. I licked my lips unconsciously as he stroked his cock, watching him spread the lube evenly along his length, and it was only when he paused that I glanced up and met his eye.
"You're so hot," he said simply.
I laughed. "I already agreed, J.P. You don't have to flatter me."
His face was uncharacteristically serious, his hands moving to my ass again and caressing it gently.
"I'm serious," he said. "Nellie, you... I've never been this hard before in my life."
"Guess you better do something about it," I replied, and shook my ass just slightly for emphasis.
J.P. groaned and touched my ass again. "You sure? Really, really sure?"
"Yes."
"I'm gonna try to, you know... but it's probably still gonna hurt a bit."
"I know."
J.P. swallowed, his throat muscles flexing as he stared at my ass before grabbing the lube and adding a bit more for good measure.
"Tell me if it's too much," he asked.
"I will."
He apparently decided that I was as certain as I would ever be, and moments later my hips were being lifted off the bed. I held myself up as he spread my ass cheeks, took a breath as soon as I felt his thick head pushing against my entrance, and willed my body to relax as he guided himself forward.
There was resistance. I couldn't control it, really, no matter how hard I tried to relax, but J.P pushed his cock steadily forward. Slowly, I felt myself stretching around him. I took a deep breath, relaxing into the intense sensation of pressure. All I could think about was the feeling, the way he was slowly pushing forward, the way the ring of muscle was inclined to protest its penetration and the way I was willing myself not to let it. Further he pushed, and further I stretched, and just when it was almost too much, the tip of his cock was completely in.
J.P. wasn't quite panting behind me, but his breathing was heavy. My ass clenched around him, pulsating just slightly as it gripped the head of his cock. He paused, holding still, letting me adjust to the feel of his cock violating my asshole, taking the last bit of virginity left in me just like he'd taken the first bit.
Well, not just like that. He'd taken the first bit of virginity unknowingly, not aware until I had shoved his cock fully inside me that it was the first cock I'd ever had in my pussy. This time, he knew, and this time he was careful and gentle and tender. I knew he could feel how tight I was; I could feel how tight I was, I could feel every bit of the head of his cock completely enveloped inside of me. He was patient, probably struggling to hold himself back, telling himself he had to take it slow, he had to let me adjust.
At least, he was until I started pushing back on his cock.
"Nellie," he groaned, the sound strangled. "Oh, fuck."
He was still frozen behind me, but his fingers squeezed my hips as I shifted further back. I was hyper-aware of his length, and after pushing another inch inside me, I had to stop and take a gasping breath.
"Holy fuck," he gasped. "Are you..."
"Yes, just..." I sighed, content, then pushed back again.
"Fuck!" His fingers dug into my hips again.
"In a bit," I said, my voice almost dreamy.
He couldn't hold himself still any longer, though he managed to take it slow. It was almost a lean forward, a gentle pressure increasing as he pushed inside me, despite his hands simultaneously pulling me back onto him. It took some time but inch by inch, he filled me, and I felt all of it.
It was hard to explain. I'd never felt like that with a cock in my pussy. I obviously loved the feeling of getting fucked, but I couldn't say that I felt every single ridge, every bump, that once it was inside me I could still feel just how big it was. The closest I could imagine was Brandon, whose cock was thicker than average and so stretched me more than usual. Even that wasn't really comparable to the feeling of being stuffed, the tightness, the way my body resisted him at first before almost pulling him in.
It was intense. It was the only way to describe it. I was so full, so intensely full, and when J.P.'s hips finally pressed against my ass cheeks and he was completely buried inside me, I whimpered.
"Holy fuck," he gasped. "Nellie, I'm... holy fuck."
"Yes," I squeaked.
When he pulled out, I nearly came. It was hardly even an exaggeration; the feeling of his cock sliding back out of me was relieving in a way that was consuming, yet when just his tip remained inside me, I found myself pushing back again.
"Again," I pleaded, and J.P. made a noise that was barely recognizable as human.
He didn't completely plunge inside me; he was still careful, still gentle, but it was faster that time. When he pulled out that time, he took a moment to add more lube, then pushed back in. I whimpered again, pressing my face against the mattress as I gripped the sheets.
"Can I go faster?" he asked when he pulled out the fourth time.
"I thought you'd never ask," I gasped. "More lube, first."
Another one of those strange, beautiful, deep sounds erupted from his throat. I couldn't see him, but I could almost hear his hands shaking as he squeezed another dollop of lube onto his cock. The thick tip nudged my anus again and he thrust his cock inside me smoothly, just a bit faster than before, and pulled back out. I couldn't stop the high-pitched squeal that left my throat when he plunged inside me again, my eyes squeezing shut.
"Nellie?" he asked, half-groaning and half-concerned.
"Harder," I gasped.
The next noise he made was a full groan, and that was the last clear thing I remember.
He fucked me hard. I knew that much, knew he was pounding my ass as hard as he'd ever pounded my pussy. He enjoyed every second of it, I knew that too. I knew each time he pushed his cock in me, I felt it, like my nerves were exploding from the sensation. I knew I felt full, achingly full, almost uncomfortably full, until he pulled back out and I craved it again, and again, and again.
My hand shook as I slipped it between my legs, fingering my clit as he took my ass. I cried out as I rubbed the swollen nub, my pussy soaking wet. After that, things melded together, a mixture of sensations and sounds and pleasure and gasping, breathless, amazing pressure.
There was a hazy moment where I realized I was going to come, and a slightly clearer moment where I knew it was going to be like nothing I'd ever felt before. I pushed my fingers against my clit harder. Everything seemed to feel like it was happening with ten times more intensity than usual, and my legs started to shake hard enough that I thought they might break.
"I'm gonna come again," I whispered.
"Yes," he grunted. "Come on, Nellie, come for me."
I cried out, rubbed my clit harder, and felt my stomach tighten.
"Gonna come," I gasped, almost in disbelief. "Don't stop, J.P., I'm gonna... oh my God, J.P., I... "
My orgasm boiled over and I screamed his name. At least, I think I did. It might have sounded like nonsense, it might not have even been words, but I remember as clear as day crying his name as the intensity overtook me. It may have been me filling in memories that weren't there, since I couldn't imagine that J.P. would hear me literally screaming his name and let me live a single moment without teasing me about it. The loss of control was so sudden, so all-encompassing and so heated, that I couldn't help myself.
There were tears in my eyes, not from pain but from the fact that I couldn't even breathe. When I looked back on that moment, I never pictured what I actually saw—darkness and white light flashing in my eyes as I came, followed by a view of the blankets since my face was buried against the mattress—but what we must have looked like, what J.P. would have looked like with his cock buried inside me as I shattered beneath him.
He came at some point. I barely registered it happening, aside from thinking that the sound of him coming was one of my favourite sounds in the world, and the sudden feeling of him spilling inside me. I felt each spurt of cum inside me, felt it in a way that was almost better than feeling him come inside my pussy, and then J.P. was resting heavily against my back.



He stayed there for a moment before pulling out and collapsing beside me. When I looked over, his face was shining with sweat and his hair was matted against his forehead, but his eyes were closed and a smile of pure elation played gently on his lips.
When J.P. and I hooked up, it was usually fun. We didn't tend to take things too seriously, we laughed and teased each other, we fucked hard and fast and passionately. That night couldn't really be described as just fun. It was fun in the way that it was enjoyable and amazing and I came hard enough that I might have had a legitimate out-of-body experience.
It was fun in the way that I could see it happening again, in the way that I almost yearned to curl up against his body and rest with his arms around me. I couldn't, though. It was one thing for me to do that when I hooked up with Ben, but J.P. and I weren't like that.
"Um," I said softly, and he opened his eyes. "Would you mind passing me the towel I left on the floor?"
"Fuck. Sorry, yeah, let me..."
He rolled over, grabbing the towel so I could awkwardly shuffle to the bathroom and clean up. When I returned, J.P. was still lying on my bed, but he had pulled a sheet over himself. Again, his eyes were closed, and one arm was tucked behind his neck.
"You've made yourself comfortable," I remarked.
J.P. laughed and opened his eyes, fixing them on me.
"Come here," he murmured.
I stiffened, which he noticed.
"Come on, Nellie," he sighed. "Just come sit with me for a bit."
"That's not a good idea."
"Please?"
It was the tone of his voice more than anything that made me even more certain I shouldn't go to him, and at the same time, made me disregard that certainty and crawl beside him on the bed. The arm tucked behind his head curled around my shoulders and we both exhaled, almost relieved as our bodies touched.
I was content. I was comfortable. It terrified me completely.
After a while, his fingers started tracing small patterns on my shoulder.
"Nellie, can we talk about—"
"No."
He sighed. "Would it really be so bad if—"
"Yes."
He fell silent, and I felt guilty.
"Come on. You can't stand me," I joked. "Remember? I'm your sister's annoying friend, I tease you all the time, I make lewd comments..."
He laughed, an easy, casual kind of sound. "Right. And you think I'm hideously ugly."
"Just the worst. I can't even look at you."
Before long we were laughing, and it was only when he pulled me in to kiss me that we stopped. It lingered just a little too long, and both of us refused to acknowledge it. We refused to acknowledge the fact that I fell asleep against his chest, that he woke me up a few hours later when he got dressed to go back home, and that he kissed me again in the darkness of my room, softly and sweetly and so unlike J.P. that I thought I might have dreamt it.
I left the next day, walking stiffly to my car and loading my suitcase in the trunk. Just before I left, Anne-Marie barrelled over from next door.
"I did not see you and Jean-Paul leave last night," she said brusquely.
"I tried to find you before we left," I replied. "Sorry. You know I was only there because I had to be."
"Hmm," she said, grinning. "Also, my brother was not home when Remy and I returned last night."
I shrugged. "Maybe he went out after we got back? Ask him when he gets home."
"He is home now, and says he went out to a girl's place after the gala, but won't tell me who." She looked at me pointedly and I stared back blankly.
"Well, you'll have to ask him again, I guess. He didn't say anything to me about going to a girl's place after dropping me off."
"Really," she said, her eyes gleaming with laughter. "That is so funny, because Jean-Paul said if I really wanted to know, I could go ask you because he told you on the way home."
I rolled my eyes. "J.P. is just fucking with you, Anne-Marie. He knows you apparently want us to get together. What's more likely, that J.P. is playing a game with you or that I know who's place he went to last night?"
She finally conceded that her brother was probably just teasing her before hugging me and wishing me a safe drive back home. After she left, I got into my car, glanced back at the Marchand's house, and caught J.P. grinning at me from the driveway as he walked past Anne-Marie to his car.
I could almost see his eyes sparkling playfully as he raised a hand and waved. I rolled my eyes, flipped him off, and backed out of the driveway.
Before pulling away, I glanced at him in the rearview mirror. J.P. blew a kiss at me and I laughed.
He was such a bastard.
**
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"Okay, can you just repeat the plan for me? One more time?"
"I'm getting a tattoo."
"You're getting a tattoo."
"Yep."
"You want it on your shoulder."
"Mm-hmm."
"And that's the extent of what you know you want."
"Yep."
"Because as long as it's visible, it doesn't matter what it looks like, since it's just to piss off your dad."
I rolled my eyes at Sydney. "You seem to have a pretty good understanding of the plan, for someone who just asked me to repeat it. And it's not just to piss off my dad. That's a happy side effect. I've always wanted a tattoo."
"People who have always wanted tattoos usually have an idea of what they want to get before just waltzing into a tattoo shop!"
"Maybe I'll see something I like."
"It's a tattoo, not a fucking T-shirt at the mall!" She put her hand on the portfolio of flash tattoos I was looking at, while we waited for the tattoo artist to come to the front. "Nellie, come on. This is crazy, even for you."
"Since when are you the mature voice of reason?" I asked, frowning at her. "Next it's going to be that I need to eat more vegetables, and then you're going to tell me I should go to therapy instead of working my issues out by sleeping around with people, aren't you?"
"It's not a half-bad idea," she said. "You are literally fucking your former professor. Like, I get it, that's hot, but Nell—"
"Ben is a psychology professor," I interrupted. "That's practically free therapy right there. Plus, I get laid. Win-win."
Sydney studied me for a moment, before shaking her head and laughing. "Okay, look, as long as you recognize that what you're doing isn't, you know..."
"Normal?"
"Yeah, sure." She wrapped an arm around my shoulder. "You're my best friend. I just want to make sure you're okay."
"I'm okay." I smiled at her. "Even Ben thinks so. He told me I was just a typical young woman with some underlying issues stemming from my dad's somewhat-sociopathic nature, and that exploring my sexuality was a normal, healthy thing to do."
"Right," Sydney said. "And then he fucked you for how long?"
"Well, he ate me out first and I came, like, three times. He really, really loves that, and I mean, who am I to stop him?"
She howled with laughter and I grinned.
"Syd, I promise. I'm fine. I'm not getting a tattoo just to piss my dad off, I actually want one. And I'm not sleeping with Ben to work out daddy issues of some sort, he's just really good in bed."
"And you're not even entertaining the option of getting into a relationship with J.P. because your dad approves of him, and you can't bring yourself to do anything your dad approves of, even though you clearly like J.P. and—"
"Don't." I held up a hand. "I don't like J.P. He's a complete bastard. He just also happens to be an exceptionally good fuck."
"I've never met him and even I think that's bullshit," Sydney replied.
"I don't want to talk about it."
She put her arm back around my shoulder in another half-hug. "Okay. I'll drop it, for now. Any of these look like something you want to be drawn permanently on your body for the rest of your life?"
"I kind of like this bearded merman playing the ukulele," I admitted, pointing at a drawing on the page.
"You've got to be fucking kidding me."
I was nearly crying with laughter when a man came out of the back. Through my laughter, I took in the sight of him. He wasn't quite good-looking, with a relatively average face and a hooked nose. At the same time, he was one of the most attractive men I'd ever seen. His face might have been average, but his eyes were intense and focused. Long brown hair was tied back in a ponytail, showing off tattoos that crept up his neck, and aside from a piercing through his eyebrow, his face was marred only by the short scruff on his cheeks. He just seemed so comfortable in his own skin that I couldn't really help being pulled in.
He watched me and Sydney giggle for a moment, patiently bemused as we tried to collect ourselves.
"Let me guess," he said flatly, though there was a touch of humour in his voice. "You're here to get your ears pierced."
"Close," I said. "I was thinking nipples."
He shrugged. "Sure, we can do that. Left, right, or both?"
"Wait, really?" Sydney asked. "And also, ouch."
"It's not so bad, actually," he said. "It's a pretty straightforward piercing. Takes a while to heal though, and you cannot fuck with them while they're healing."
"Wait, you can't fuck at all?" I gasped, horrified.
The corner of his mouth twitched. "I mean you can't play with the piercings while they're healing. Can take anywhere from six to twelve months. You can, uh... well, it's not a genital piercing."
I scrunched up my nose. "Well, fuck that. I don't want my tits out of commission for a year."
He nodded, chuckling dryly. "Okay, so you're not here for your ears, you don't want your nipples pierced... so how can I help you?"
"Oh, right. I'm Nellie. I have an appointment to get a tattoo."
"Sweet. I'm Damon, and I have an appointment to give you a tattoo." He looked down at the portfolio in front of me. "This the one you're thinking of?"
Sydney groaned. "No, Nellie. Don't get that. How about this one?"
I scoffed. "Do I really look like an 'infinity-symbol-with-a-heart-in-it' type of girl to you?"
"Fine, what about this one?"
She pointed at a maple leaf that, while pretty, was kind of boring. I shrugged and flipped the page of the portfolio I held, pausing for a moment.
"Oh, this is kind of awesome," I said softly.
"You want a... a tree?" Sydney asked.
"I mean, it's a really cool tree. I like how leaves kind of fade away." I shrugged and flipped the page. "It's a contender."
"So we're doing a flash tattoo," Damon said, interrupting our discussion. "Well, the stuff in that binder is pretty standard. Couple of pin-ups, anchors... uh, birds and shit. Arrows."
"Basic bitch stuff," I said, grinning.
"That what you're looking for?"
"Not really, but not... not-really, either."
"All right." He leaned across the desk to pick up one of the other books, the slightest hint of a woodsy cologne wafting past. "Well, let's narrow it down. We can look for something that works with your style already. What other tattoos do you have?"
"Uh... none."
Damon raised his eyebrows, though his voice remained fairly steady. "So you're getting a flash tattoo for your first tattoo, you don't really know what you want, and your current contenders are a bearded merman and a tree."
I grinned. "Yep."
He shrugged. "Look, I'm not going to try to talk you out of this because that would be stupid from a business perspective. But I also don't want you storming back into my shop a year down the road, bitching that I gave you a shitty tattoo. You sure you—"
"See, even he thinks this is ridiculous!" Sydney said.
"Nah, I didn't say that," Damon said. "But I've definitely done more than one cover-up on an impulse decision some chick made when she was eighteen."
"Oh, that won't be a problem," I said. "I'm twenty-one."
I thought Damon might laugh but he didn't, though he did smile. "All right, well, I said my piece. You want a tattoo, you're getting a tattoo. You have an idea of where you want it?"
"Kind of on my shoulder." I motioned to a spot on my back over my T-shirt. "About here."
"And how big?"
I shrugged. "Whatever looks good."
"Any... I dunno, hobbies? Interests? Inspirations?"
"Um... well, I like true crime and stuff. I want to be a forensic investigator." I pursed my lips. "But that would be a weird tattoo."
"What about sports?"
I shrugged. "Yeah, I mean I obviously like hockey, but not, like... I dunno. I don't want a hockey stick on my back. I played volleyball for years but I don't want a volleyball."
"She has a lot of sex," Sydney suggested, her voice unhelpfully innocent.
It didn't seem like much would shock Damon. I would have thought he'd react a little to a statement like that, but he really just glanced at Sydney before looking back at me. I shrugged and tilted my head.
"I mean, she's not wrong," I said. "But I'm not getting, like, a dick tattooed on my shoulder. Maybe something more subtle?"
"Of course, more subtle." Damon's voice was completely deadpan. "What about a dick, but it's hidden in the tree or something?"
I grinned. I knew it: there was a sense of humour under the serious, calm demeanour. "Or that infinity symbol, but instead of a heart, it's a dick!"
Damon chuckled softly. It was a warm sound, deep and throaty, probably his version of keeling over with laughter.
"Interesting thought, but why don't we steer away from the infinity dick and pick something a little more... not a dick." He thought for a moment. "We don't want basic bitch stuff but liked the tree... I kind of have an idea. Are you dead set on doing it on your shoulder?"
I shrugged. "What do you have in mind?"
"It's not in one of the books. Just something I've been messing around with, but it would look better... well, lemme grab it and show you. It's a little less hilarious and a little more serious, but I think you'll like it."
He was right. The drawing he grabbed from the back and handed me a few minutes later wasn't hilarious like the merman or basic like the infinity heart. It wasn't like anything I'd flipped through in the books, or anything I'd pointed out to Damon as something I'd be interested in. Yet somehow, it was perfect, and he'd known it would be perfect.
It was the silhouette of a dragon, wings spread in flight, with scales trailing behind it as it flew. Delicate wasn't quite the right word to describe it, but it wasn't huge or gaudy. It was almost graceful, in a way. I fell quiet as I studied the drawing.
"That's gorgeous," Sydney said. "I mean, really... that's awesome."
I nodded and looked up at Damon. His eyes seemed to sparkle again.
"I know what I'm doing, eh?" he said. "All right, here's the thing though. On your shoulder, it's gonna look kinda weird. We could do it a little higher up than you showed, but honestly, I pictured this to be a collarbone tattoo."
"Like, here?" I asked, motioning to a spot on my chest.
Damon shook his head and reached forward, hesitating before he touched me. "Can I...?"
"Yeah, for sure."
He traced his finger along my clavicle. "The dragon would go here—" he tapped a spot almost by my shoulder "—and the scales would kind of trail all the way over here."
"That's going to be a lot harder to hide from your dad," Sydney said.
Damon raised his eyebrows. "Your dad's not gonna come in here and lose his shit on me, is he?"
I swallowed my instinctive response, which was that my dad would be more likely to try suing him than coming into the shop himself, and shook my head. "I'm not hiding it, really. I just want the option to, you know, cover it... if I need to."
"Would you be covering it regularly or just on special occasions?" he asked.
"Special occasions."
"Makeup," he said simply. "Not at first since it'll still be healing, obviously, but after that. One of the girls who works here has an instruction sheet I can give you. Way easier than trying to cover it with clothes or whatever."
"I can do that." I considered the drawing again, trying to picture myself with a gorgeous dragon flying across my chest. "Okay, let's do it."
"All right," Damon said. "Just one more important thing about doing this on your collarbone."
I raised my eyebrows at him and he regarded me seriously, making sure I was paying attention before he continued.
"It's gonna hurt like a bitch, sweetheart."
I assured him I could handle it no less than three times before he let me sign the waiver. Sydney shook her head when Damon asked if she wanted to sit in the room with us while he worked.
"I'm not super into needles," she admitted. "Or, you know, pain. Just call me when you're done, Nell. I'm gonna go shopping."
Damon gave me a quote, let Sydney know roughly how long the appointment would be and less than ten minutes later, led me to a cramped room in the back.
"Now, usually I'd tell people to wear a lower-cut shirt," Damon said as he prepped the stencil. "But, uh, since you didn't..."
"I can just take it off," I said.
"Well, yeah," he said. "I was gonna offer you a towel or something if you wanted to cover up."
"Nah, I'm good." I took off my top and put it on a small ledge in the corner. "Do I need to take my bra off or...?"
"Nope, just slip the strap down your arm." Damon motioned to the bed in the middle of the room. "Take a seat, get comfy. You want a glass of water or something?"
I slid onto a bed-like seat that was kind of a mix between a dentist's chair and a patio lounger, and waited. Given his smooth composure, I hadn't expected Damon to get embarrassed or anything when I took my shirt off. I mean, he was a professional tattoo artist. He had to have seen it all. Still, it was one of the few times I'd started taking my clothes off that didn't garner some sort of reaction from the person in the room.
He was almost an enigma, I decided. He had a sense of humour but seemed almost unshakably solemn. As he prepared the last things he needed before starting the tattoo, I studied him, wondering just what it would take to get him to crack.
Part of me wanted to be good and let him do his job without pushing any buttons. Another, more insistent part of me, really wanted to find out if he would drop the steady, stoic demeanour. I licked my lips unconsciously. Maybe he wouldn't drop it. Maybe that serious intensity extended to everything he did, and maybe...
"Right," Damon said, shaking me out of my thoughts. "So, we're gonna apply the stencil now. Take a look, make sure you're really, really happy with how it is, because that's exactly how it's going to look. Well, except it'll be black instead of purple. But placement, size, all of that is going to be exact."
After confirming no less than three times that I was happy with the placement, Damon sat on the stool beside the bed, picked up the tattoo gun, and paused.
"You sure you're ready?" he asked.
"Hell yes," I replied.
"It's gonna hurt," he said again.
"I'm looking forward to it."
Damon's mouth twitched. "Lucky me. Last appointment of the day and I got a masochist."
I laughed. "Maybe. It's not like I've done this before, so I guess we'll find out."
He nodded solemnly, leaned forward, and the tattoo gun started buzzing. One gloved hand was steady and confident against my chest, and the other brought the tattoo gun towards me. Moments later, a sharp pain pricked at my skin. It wasn't strong enough to make me gasp or flinch, but I definitely took a shallower breath than normal. After just a few seconds, he moved the tattoo gun away.
"Doing okay?" he asked.
"Yep."
"Good. This is the easy part."
I tried not to laugh, knowing it would make my chest shake. Damon smiled wryly, put the tattoo gun back to my chest, and started tracing along the stencilled lines.
It was hard to explain what the sensation was. It hurt, certainly, but at first, it seemed tolerable. It was only as he got further along that I really understood why people said tattoos were painful. The sensation built up, becoming more intense as he went. I could almost feel it vibrating through my entire body each time he passed the tattoo gun over my collarbone.
"Do people usually talk while they're doing this?" I asked the next time he took the gun away, wiping a spot on my chest.
"Sometimes," he replied, not looking at me. "I think people find it helps distract them from the sensation."
"It does feel weird," I admitted.
"Hurt as much as you thought it would?"
The tattoo gun buzzed over my bone and I winced.
"Maybe a bit more than I thought. I'm starting to wonder how you managed to go through having this done on your entire body."
Damon smiled, his mouth tight as he concentrated on the tattoo. "People aren't joking when they talk about tattoos being addicting. You'll understand after."
"Why?"
"Trust me. Soon as I'm done, you're gonna start thinking about what you want for the next one."
"What was your first tattoo?"
He wiped my skin again, not seeming to notice that his hand brushed the top of my breast. "I got a pretty kick-ass skull done on my back. The guy I ended up apprenticing under did it. Hell of a good artist. Hard as fuck on people apprenticing for him, but I learned more than I would've under anyone else."
I was about to ask another question when there was a knock at the door.
"Yep," said Damon without moving the tattoo gun away.
The door opened and a girl about my age poked her head in. She had piercings all over her face, spiky hair, and colourful tattoos up and down her arms.
"Hey boss," she said. "Sasha and I are done with our clients. You cool if we head out?"
"Yep," Damon said again. "Lock up the front first, though. Don't need someone coming in while I'm back here."
She nodded, went to leave, then turned back and looked at me.
"Hey, you're finally doing the dragon tattoo!" she exclaimed.
The corners of Damon's mouth turned up. "Finally talked someone into it. It's her first one."
"First tattoo and you're doing the collarbone?" The girl gaped at me. "Damn. You're pretty brave."
"Uh, thanks?" I said.
"Jeez, how are you so calm?" She laughed. "When I got mine done, I was whimpering almost the whole time."
"Well, I mean it hurts, but it's not that bad. Am I supposed to be crying and wailing or something?"
"Nah," Damon said. "You're doing really good."
"Oh, wow. He said he had a pretty client, but pretty and a high pain tolerance?" teased the girl, grinning at me. "You're impressing Damon. That's hard to do."
"Ah, fuck off," he muttered.
"Will do, boss. Night!"
She laughed and practically flounced out of the room, giggling as she shut the door. Damon shook his head as the door closed behind her, still focusing on my chest.
"You're the boss?" I asked.
"Mm-hmm. Apprenticed here, then worked here and there for a few years, then bought the shop when Joey retired."
He sat back a bit, studying the tattoo before leaning forward and pressing the gun to my skin. I watched him work for a few minutes, waiting until he had moved the tattoo gun away before speaking again.
"So you think I'm pretty?"
Damon snorted. "Don't play that game. You're cute, you know that."
"So I guess the real question is if I'm impressing you."
He looked up, intense eyes meeting mine, his face still calm. "Sweetheart, you're twenty-one."
I blinked at him innocently. "Yeah. And?"
"You're twenty-one. And you're getting a tattoo to piss off your dad."
"Not just to piss him off."
Damon smirked. "Sure. Either way, you're twenty-one. I'm thirty-six. I'm not the guy who's gonna give you the validation you're missing from your dad."
"Why does everyone think I have daddy issues?" I wondered out loud. "Yeesh. Don't worry, Damon. I already get validation from the other older guy I'm sleeping with. His name's Ben. I think he's almost fifty. Maybe over, actually. I never really asked."
It was the closest I had gotten to surprising Damon. He tilted his head slightly, eyes widening enough that I knew I'd shocked him, just a bit.



"Anyway, I was just fishing for compliments." I smiled sweetly at Damon. "Normally, I let guys flatter me a little more before getting me down to my bra."
He laughed, an actual laugh that time, and shook his head.
"You're a weirdo." He leaned back forward and the now-familiar sensation of the tattoo gun buzzed and pricked at my skin.
"Me? You're the one who tortures people for a living."
He snorted and shook his head. "Guess we're both weirdos, then."
There wasn't exactly tension in the small room to begin with, but Damon did seem to relax a little. He was still quiet and steady, but he seemed a bit more open with me after that.
"So are there actually people who get off on this kind of thing?" I asked.
"What thing? Like, being in pain?"
"Yeah."
He nodded. "Yep. There's a couple of guys we had to tell not to come back. They were making the girls uncomfortable."
"I guess that would be weird."
"To each their own," he said. "I mean, if pain gets you there, whatever. But my girls don't get paid enough for that."
"Does it get you there?"
It was a risky question for me to ask, and I wasn't sure that Damon would answer. To my surprise, he shook his head.
"Nah. Don't really like being in pain, don't really like causing pain."
"Could've fooled me," I said, gritting my teeth as the tattoo gun vibrated over my collarbone.
Damon's mouth twitched as he wiped my chest again, and unless I was imagining things, his fingers trailed just a little lower on my breast than they had the previous time.
"I get it, sort of. It's a power thing. There's something... I dunno. Something about being able to make people feel things, strong things. I like being able to control those sensations."
I licked my lips unconsciously. "So does what you're doing right now, like, turn you on?"
Damon didn't respond right away. After a moment, he pulled the tattoo gun away from me and sat back. His eyes didn't meet mine.
"Maybe you should call your friend back," he said. "Seeing as we're here alone."
"Sorry," I said. "Did I make you uncomfortable?"
He smiled wryly, finally looking up at me.
"I'm not uncomfortable. Just don't want you to think... you know."
"Think what?"
His eyes were serious. "That I'm gonna try something with you."
"Oh. Do you not want to?"
I really, honestly thought that would get Damon to crack. I was expecting his eyes to widen, maybe for him to laugh awkwardly, maybe for him to admit he did.
Instead, his eyes almost sparkled as he smirked at me.
"Flattered, Nellie, but you're not the first one to offer that kind of thing in exchange for a tattoo. You still gotta pay."
I burst out laughing. "Damn. You have me all figured out."
"'Course I do. Recommended your tattoo, didn't I?" He looked at me seriously again. "You want to call your friend, call her. I don't want you to feel... you know."
"I don't feel that way." I smiled at him. "If you're fine, I'm fine."
He thought for a moment before nodding solemnly and leaning forward, returning the tattoo gun to my chest.
"Tell me about this dude," he said.
"Ben?"
"Mm-hmm. That's a hell of a statement. Gotta be some story behind that."
"He was my psychology professor."
Damon startled both himself and me with a laugh. "Seriously?"
"Yep. But don't worry, I wasn't his student at the time. He just happened to come into the restaurant I was working at. One thing led to another and I ended up spending the weekend naked in a hotel room with him. It was pretty great."
"Wow," he said, slightly awed. "Yeah, I can imagine. So you and him are...?"
"Nothing that can really be labelled," I said. "He's moving to California next month. It's just a fun thing. Nothing serious."
"Not into guys your own age?"
"I guess not. J.P.'s older than me, too."
Damon raised his eyebrows. "Who's J.P.?"
"This other guy I'm sleeping with. But he's only four years older. He was my neighbour growing up."
Damon hummed softly and I winced as he started moving the tattoo gun over a particularly sensitive spot.
"So your friend wasn't joking about the sex thing."
"Not even a bit," I replied. "I'm not into the whole monogamy thing. Or the whole serious relationships thing."
"Well, you're only young once," he muttered.
He wiped off the tattoo again, and that time I definitely didn't imagine his fingers lingering just a moment too long on the top of my breast. I didn't speak again until he went back to tattooing me.
"What about you?" I asked.
"What about me?"
"Who are you sleeping with?"
Damon flicked his eyes up to mine for just a moment. "You're trying to rattle me, aren't you?"
"Guilty."
He smiled and didn't respond.
"Come on," I said. "I told you."
"I don't have any interesting stories like you do," he replied.
"So you're not sleeping with anyone right now?"
"Nope." He went to wipe my chest again.
"Is that why you keep touching my tits?"
Damon froze with his fingers just barely grazing the top of my breast. He glanced back up, silent, an almost-guilty expression on his face.
"I can take my bra off, if you want," I suggested.
"This isn't right," he said.
"Sure it's not. But it's fun."
He made a soft noise, almost a groan, not quite a sigh. "Nellie, you... you're twenty-one."
"What are you worried about? Want me to sign another waiver, say that I'm consenting to removing my clothing while you tattoo me and that I'm okay with you grabbing my tits and that I promise not to tell?"
He stared at me, not moving. I could almost see the internal battle happening.
"I have to finish your tattoo," he finally said. "Still got the dragon left."
"Want to finish it while I'm topless?"
I was expecting another long, conflicted pause. Instead, Damon surprised me by nodding almost immediately.
"Yeah."
I sat forward in the chair, unhooking my bra quickly and sliding it off while he watched. I tossed it toward the ledge that held my T-shirt, then leaned back in the chair.
Damon stared at me for another moment, then shook his head just slightly and leaned forward without saying anything. He didn't touch my breasts, but rested his hand on my chest as he brought the tattoo gun back up.
"How many topless girls have you tattooed?" I asked once he started again.
"Lots."
"Does your face always turn so red?"
He scoffed. "I'm not turning red."
"It's a little red," I teased.
He shook his head. "Normally when they're topless, it's because I'm tattooing something I couldn't access with their top on. You are... an exception."
I kind of liked being an exception.
For what felt like a long time, the only sound was the buzzing of the tattoo gun and the occasional rustle as Damon wiped my skin. I watched him work, watched him carefully make sure he didn't touch my breasts, and watched his eyes flick down my body every so often.
It should have been more of a turn on, but the pain of the tattoo was really distracting. Still, I enjoyed the way that Damon kept looking at my breasts. I wasn't entirely sure he would take things further than just looking at me, but I was really, really hoping he would. Studying him as he worked, I couldn't help but find him even more attractive. The way he stared, a piercing gaze completely focused on the task at hand. The slight movement of his lips, his teeth grazing the bottom one just lightly as he concentrated.
He really was far more attractive than I'd initially thought. I wondered briefly if I only thought so because the pain I was in was messing with my mind. I decided he was truly attractive when he glanced up at me, his eyes concealing a hidden sparkle, and I almost forgot how much getting tattooed hurt.
"You said earlier you like being able to control sensations," I said.
"Mm-hmm."
"What other sensations do you like to control?" I asked.
"You're killing me, sweetheart," he muttered.
I grinned and he glanced up, chuckling that soft, dry laugh as he caught my eye.
"You're a damn tease, you know."
"Am not," I said. "That would imply I don't intend to go through with things."
He didn't reply that time, but his fingers trailed a little lower again when he wiped them over the tattoo. For what felt like a really long time, we both fell silent.
"Almost done," he said a while later. "Last little bit here, then you're free. How're you feeling?"
I licked my lips and he glanced up.
"About the tattoo, not... otherwise."
I laughed. "It hurts like a bitch."
"You're doing good. You're pretty quiet, actually."
"I don't think anyone has ever said that about me."
Damon chuckled. "Yeah, probably not."
"I've been told I moan pretty loud."
He swore under his breath and shook his head. "Jesus, Nellie."
When he finally finished, sat back, and declared the tattoo done, I felt my entire body relax. I hadn't even realized I'd been tense until he put the tattoo gun down.
"Take a look before I bandage you up," Damon said, motioning towards the mirror hanging on the wall. "Make sure you're happy with it. It'll be a little red right now, that'll fade."
I slid off the tattoo bed, surprised at how shaky my legs felt after what really wasn't all that long sitting there, and walked over to the mirror. As soon as I saw the tattoo, I let out an excited squeal.
"Holy shit, Damon!" I exclaimed. "It looks so fucking cool!"
I almost forgot that I was topless and hitting on a guy fifteen years older than me as I leaned towards the mirror, examining the dragon that now adorned my chest. For a moment, all that mattered were the crisp lines of the tattoo, the way it looked like it was soaring off my skin and into the air, and I was completely overjoyed.
And I mean completely overjoyed. It took me a moment to realize that it was the adrenaline rush Damon had been talking about. All I could feel was a sense of bubbling giddiness as I stared at my skin.
"Turned out pretty nice, I think," Damon said from behind me.
"I fucking love it," I said, turning back to him and grinning.
"Good." He smiled back. "Let me, uh, bandage it up. You gotta keep it covered for a while. Do you wanna sit back down or—"
"No, this is fine."
Damon nodded, his head jerking just slightly.
"Would it be cool if I, uh, took a picture of it first?"
"You want a topless picture of me?" I asked innocently.
He almost laughed. "It'll just be of the tattoo."
"I mean, you can include more if you want. But yeah, you can definitely take a picture."
He took it quickly, showing me the image that, sadly, did not include any of my tits in it before putting his phone away. Standing in front of me, he applied a layer of ointment to the tattoo. His eyes didn't stray from what he was doing, but I watched the entire time he ran his fingers over the tender skin, soothing it with the thick lotion. They lingered just a moment longer than they should have before he picked up the bandage. His voice was quiet but firm as he gave me instructions.
"This'll protect it for a bit. Once you take the bandage off, you'll probably see some blood and ink. Don't worry, that's normal. Don't wear anything you don't mind getting stained for a couple of days, or anything super tight for probably about a week. Don't expose it to sunlight, don't pick at the scabs, use the lotion on it frequently."
He finished bandaging it, then cleared his throat as he took off the gloves he was wearing. "And, uh, stay out of swimming pools for a while."
"Anything else?" I was barely able to stand still, let alone process anything he had said.
"Yeah, but fuck if I can remember," he said bluntly. "I'll give you an aftercare sheet. Read it. Call if you need, uh, clarification."
His eyes were firmly focused on my breasts and I grinned.
"Are you going to finally touch them properly now, or...?"
Damon lifted a hand. I thought he was going to grab my breast or maybe tweak my nipple or something, but instead his fingers brushed it lightly before continuing up to my neck. Gently, he pulled my face to his and kissed me.
I sighed as I kissed him back. My entire body felt like it was vibrating, my heart racing and my head light. I touched Damon's chest for a moment before gripping his T-shirt and pulling him harder against me.
"You weren't wrong about that adrenaline rush," I mumbled against his mouth.
"'Course I wasn't," he replied, pulling back slightly. "You know how many fucking tattoos I have? Been there, done that."
I burst out laughing, giggling almost uncontrollably. Damon's mouth twisted into a half-smile.
"This isn't a good idea," he said gently. "You're damn cute, Nellie, but this—"
"—is super hot and a great idea after all?" I finished.
"You're hopped up on adrenaline and fifteen years younger than me. Yeah, it's a bad idea."
"I was hitting on you before the adrenaline kicked in," I pointed out.
He didn't have a response to that. For another long, tense moment, we stood just inches away from each other. Damon still didn't say anything and finally, I shrugged.
"But, if you really think so, I guess. Do I pay you up at the front or...?"
"Yeah." Damon cleared his throat. "Yeah, uh, if you wanna put your shirt back on and... I'll meet you up there."
He left the room before I had even turned to the small ledge that held my clothes. I knew the strap of my bra would rub the tattoo and irritate it, so tucked it into my purse instead of putting it on. Before going to the front, I checked my phone, and there was a text from Sydney.
Half-assuming you're gonna fuck the tattoo artist before you leave, so I'm meeting Kara at Lou's for a drink. Come meet us when you're done.
I laughed and shook my head. Sydney knew me far too well, although it didn't seem like I'd be actually fucking Damon. It was too bad. Once the pain had subsided, all the arousal I should have been feeling as I flirted with him hit me at once, and my panties were practically soaked already.
Damon was waiting behind the reception desk when I walked up. He stood completely still, but his fingers were drumming nervously on the counter. I smiled politely and pulled out my credit card.
"Wait." For the first time, he looked nervous. "I, uh... I don't know how to say this."
"You still want to hook up and kind of regret walking out just now?" I asked.
He looked at me, completely serious. "I live above the shop. Literally, my apartment's right there. Come up."
I grinned. "So, how much for the tattoo?"
"Uh, I—"
"I'm not paying for this by sleeping with you. I'm doing that because I want to. Besides, you know what'll piss my dad off even more than me getting a tattoo? Having to pay for it."
Damon shrugged and took my card. As soon as the transaction went through, he stepped around the desk and motioned to the back. I followed him as he flicked the lights off, locked the door, and led me up a staircase at the back of the shop.
There was an awkward moment after he unlocked the apartment door and led me in. Damon didn't look at me right away, still seemingly second-guessing his decision to ask me upstairs.
"Can I use your bathroom first?" I asked as the door closed behind him.
"'Course. Second door on the left," he said, motioning down the hallway.
"And the bedroom?"
"First door."
"I'll meet you there."
I used the trip to the bathroom to text Sydney so she wouldn't worry, then cleaned up quickly. Damon's bedroom door was open and I walked in to see him standing at the edge of the bed.
"So," I said. "Here we are. Planning on telling me this is a terrible idea again, or can we just get to it?"
He didn't respond, just crossed the room and wrapped his arms around my waist. His lips found mine and I ran my hands up his chest, to his neck, and kissed him harder. He let me kiss and touch him for a moment longer, then wrapped his hands around my wrists and gently pulled them away.
"You're sure you're good with this?" he asked.
"Yes."
"'Cause if you're not..."
It was my turn not to respond. Instead, I shook one hand out of his and twisted the other, taking his hand and gently guiding it to my stomach. I unbuttoned my jeans and Damon inhaled slightly as I pushed his hand past the waistband. I guided his fingers into my panties, pressed his hand to my mound, and let him feel the wetness collecting in my slit.
"Yeah," I said. "I'm really, really sure."
Damon made a soft, deep hum of appreciation. His fingers began to move on their own, sliding between my folds and teasing along my entrance before he withdrew his hand.
"Come here," he murmured, pulling me in for another kiss.
He guided us back to the bed, and for a while, all we did was kiss. He knelt on the bed, pulling me onto his lap. I wrapped my legs around his waist as he held me to him, his lips gentle on mine, his breath warm and inviting against my mouth.
Things progressed almost naturally, unhurried and comfortable. Damon slid a hand beneath my T-shirt, running his fingers along my stomach and sides before bringing it up to my breasts again. His touch was confident, gentle at first but increasing in firmness as he explored. I lifted my arms as he tugged my T-shirt up, wincing only slightly when the raw skin where my tattoo was tightened. After he dropped my shirt on the floor, I laughed as he took a moment to adjust the bandage that had shifted on my tattoo.
Damon didn't say anything, just patted the bandage down, his touch just light enough that the dull throb of pain was barely noticeable. He kissed me again and moved his hand down to my breast, squeezing softly and then more firmly before brushing his thumb across my nipple. He repeated the action again, and again, until I moaned softly and squirmed on his lap.
As soon as I did, he brought his other hand to the small of my back and pulled me closer. I tried to wiggle my hands between us so I could take his shirt off, but he nudged them away. His hand trailed up my side and back down, fingers tracing along every curve, light enough almost to tickle me.
I whined quietly again and shifted on his lap. Damon's mouth twitched, his fingers still maddeningly light against my skin. The whine turned into a sharp gasp as he bit down on my bottom lip, not painfully hard but sudden enough to make me open my eyes. He was looking at me, eyes sparkling, enjoying my momentary shock far more than he should have.
I grinned and he kissed me again.
"Different sensations, eh?" I asked.
"You just wait and see, sweetheart."
I didn't have a chance to respond. As soon as he finished speaking, he crushed his lips to mine, hard and insistent, his arms wrapping around me with surprising strength. Before I knew what was happening, Damon pushed himself up on his knees and I was squealing in shock as he lowered me to my back, his arms the only thing stopping me from flopping over.
I giggled as I landed on the bed, though I couldn't quite stop myself from grimacing as the tender skin on my chest tightened painfully again. The burning sensation beneath the bandage was strange; it was painful, but the pain wasn't distracting me. It was heightening everything, just a bit, just enough that I didn't quite mind it at all. Damon's mouth twisted into that little half-smile as he held himself over me. He didn't let me speak, just nestled between my legs and kissed me again before bringing his lips to my neck. His teeth grazed my skin ever-so-slightly before he kissed the spot he'd nipped at, and then his mouth was moving lower.
He didn't really worship my body. The things he did with his mouth were for him, for his enjoyment, things he wanted. He wanted to kiss me, wanted to suck on my breasts, wanted to feel my nipples hardening beneath his tongue. It was a minor distinction, but an important one: my pleasure mattered to Damon only in that he needed it to gain his.



I couldn't explain why I liked that so much. On one hand, I guess he could have been considered selfish. On the other, Damon's demanding charge over my body was exhilarating. I mean, how could I complain about him being selfish if his selfishness meant he was tugging my jeans past my hips, pressing his mouth to my panties, and groaning as he felt the wetness seeping through the fabric?
And that's what he did. Once my jeans were off, he pulled my legs apart and pushed his face against me, kissing the top of my mound and the wet spot on my panties, before shoving them to the side. I couldn't stop myself from smiling as I tilted my head back, moaning as his tongue dipped into my slit and licked all the way up to my clit. When I glanced down, Damon was looking up at me, and those intense eyes were sparkling again.
The reason I knew his actions were for him as much as they were for me was simple: Damon was not a quiet lover. Soft groans vibrated against me as he ate my pussy, one hand holding my panties to the side. The other trailed up my inner thigh, traced along the spot where my leg met my hip, and then teased along my entrance. The noise seemed to move through me, settling in that aching, needy part of my stomach that was telling me I needed, absolutely needed, to be filled up.
His fingers brushed against me lightly, right up until the point that his fingertip was toying with my dripping entrance. Without warning, he plunged his finger inside me, and I cried out as the intensity of his mouth sucking my clit increased at the same time.
As quickly as he'd started fingering me, he stopped, pulling his hand from my pussy and lightly flicking his tongue against my clit. I whimpered again, pushing my hips towards his face.
"Not fair," I moaned.
"Too bad," he replied.
I felt his mouth twitch into a smile. He kissed the inside of my thigh before moving back to my pussy.
He didn't go quite as fast that time, letting his tongue linger and dip between my folds, tasting me and teasing me. I was sure his breath was warm, but compared to the heat of my pussy, it felt cool. He slowly began to build the intensity back up, flattening his tongue and licking my clit, and before long I was panting.
"Feels good," I mumbled, resting my hands lightly on his head.
I was so distracted that I didn't realize what he was doing until I heard the sound of his belt unbuckling. I opened my eyes and glanced down to see Damon undoing his pants as he ate my pussy, then sliding his hand into his jeans and stroking his cock.
It was insanely hot, and I bit my lip in an attempt to not cry out.
I must have still made some kind of sound. Damon's eyes flicked back up to mine and I felt him grin again. I saw that grin as he pulled his head away from my pussy, despite my pleading protests.
"Please don't stop," I begged, trying to reach for his head again.
He caught one wrist in his free hand, pulled his other hand out of his pants, and pinned my other arm to the bed. As he did, the skin beneath my bandage rippled painfully. I gasped, the pricks of pain travelling through my body and mixing with the eager pleasure pooling in my stomach. I'd never experienced that mix before. I was starting to realize I was really missing out.
"Just gonna have to wait a bit, sweetheart," Damon said.
I groaned and he leaned down to kiss me. His cock was hard, the denim of his jeans rough on the tender skin of my pussy. I couldn't stop myself from wriggling the tiniest bit beneath him, and Damon responded by grinding his hips against me.
"Oh!" I gasped.
He nipped at my lip again. "You taste amazing."
Again, the words seemed to curl through my body. I closed my eyes, moaning and tilting my head back. Damon chuckled, kissed my exposed neck, and pushed his hips against me again.
The friction was delicious, but it wasn't what I was craving. He kissed down my chest again, taking my nipple into his mouth and sucking lightly. I focused on the feel of his mouth on me, his body above mine, and the way his hand was inching down my side.
All at once, he took his mouth off my breast, grabbed the back of my thighs, and twisted my body effortlessly beneath him. A shrieking giggle burst out of my lips as I ended up on my stomach, surprised by the sudden change in position, and a soft whimper followed up as my tattoo was jostled yet again. I barely had time to focus on that; half a second later, Damon lifted my ass in the air and tugged my panties down. His head dipped, and he began licking my pussy from behind.
The whimper became a low groan and Damon responded with a throaty noise of his own. I couldn't see what he was doing, but his mouth moved off my pussy and was replaced by his fingers pushing back inside me. I laughed again when he, quite literally, kissed my ass, and again the laugh turned to something else when he sank his teeth gently into my ass cheek.
No one had ever bitten me there before, and as it turned out, I had really been missing out on that, too.
"Jesus, Damon," I whimpered as he pushed his face against my ass again.
"I can stop if you don't like it," came the muffled response, his lips brushing my skin.
"Don't you dare."
I felt him smirk, so clearly I could almost see the expression on his face, before it moved away from me. The bed dipped as Damon shifted his weight and I twisted to see him reaching for the nightstand. He opened the drawer and grabbed a condom.
He didn't undress, just pushed his jeans down a bit. I licked my lips, staring as he took out his swollen cock, put the condom on, and moved back behind me. Strong hands pulled my hips back, the tip of his cock nudged at my entrance, and then he was plunging into my pussy.
Damon didn't fuck me slowly, but he wasn't exactly fast about it, either. Still, I felt every motion, every thrust, deliciously satisfying and making me want more at the same time. The sheets were balled up in my hands as I sought anything to brace myself on, gripping them tightly and squealing as his body slammed against mine. I couldn't stop myself from grinning, from pushing back into him, and moaning and feeling every inch of him inside me.
I was just getting into it when he pulled out, his hands stilling me by firmly holding my hips in place.
"What—"
I was cut off as Damon dipped his head back down and kissed my pussy again. I gasped, startled but enthralled by the rapid way he changed what he was doing, seemingly at a whim. He dipped his tongue into my slit, then just as quickly was flipping me onto my back again and pulling my panties off the rest of the way.
I couldn't explain why I loved what he was doing so much. Damon gave as much as he took, but he didn't give me the chance to so much as try to control what was happening. It was thrilling and exciting, not knowing what was happening as he manipulated my body beneath him, trusting him enough to know that whatever he was doing, I'd like.
I mean, sure, I had just met him, but I had to trust him. The man had just inked a permanent dragon onto my skin. There was an implicit sort of assurance that he would treat me well, confirmed by the fact he was pushing my legs up and burying his face against my pussy again.
Damon was working his pants down his hips as he ate me out, his tongue swirling around my clit and sucking lightly. Shivers ran through my body, my legs quivering just slightly as the pleasure mounted into pressure.
"Please," I panted, pushing my hips up just slightly to grind against his face.
I felt Damon grin again before he pushed a finger inside my pussy. I moaned, grabbing his head without thinking. He didn't stop that time, just kept ravishing my clit, fingering me intensely, until I was gasping short, quick breaths.
He groaned into my pussy and that was it. I was coming, writhing, pushing his head into my pussy and falling into complete bliss. Tremors ran through my body, pricking at my nerves and making me shiver, intensely at first and then fading slowly, until I was sagging back on the bed and Damon was lifting his head, shaking my hands away from him.
"Damn," he murmured, and grinned at me.
There was just enough time for him to pull his jeans off and for me to laugh weakly before he was back on top of me, spreading my legs and pushing them up to nearly my shoulders. I looked up at him eagerly, he chuckled, and seconds later his cock was buried as deep inside me as anyone had ever been.
He took off his shirt at some point; I wasn't entirely sure when, since I'm fairly certain my eyes were rolled back in my head for the majority of the time he was inside me. He felt so good, every movement intensely perfect, and it was all I could do to hold on for the ride.
My eyes did fly open when one of Damon's hands left my leg, letting it fall beside him, and moved to my clit. He met my gaze, his face serious and concentrated, and began rubbing in time with his thrusts.
"Oh, fuck," I whimpered.
He chuckled just a bit. "Come on, sweetheart. Come for me again."
Between the depth of his cock and the movement of his fingers, it was only a matter of time. He whispered quietly, urging me on, until I was shivering and whining and gasping. A wave of heated ecstasy crashed over me, I cried out, and I was completely lost to him as I came again.
Damon groaned as I did, his mouth dropping open as he continued fucking me. I caught glimpses of him between the surges of pleasure, quick little moments where I watched his face come alive as he felt me clench around him. I had barely stopped coming when he let go of my other leg, pulled my hips as close to him as he could, and leaned forward.
He kissed me urgently, pushing himself inside me as hard as he could. My arms were shaking but I wrapped them around him anyway, kissing him back as his motions prolonged those last moments of orgasm.
"Close," he grunted against my mouth. "Fuck, I'm..."
He trailed off, his body tensed, and his thrusting staggered just slightly. He held himself inside me and his muscles trembled beneath my fingers as he finished. I clung to him, letting him kiss me hard as he came, not loosening my grip until he relaxed and nipped lightly at my lip.
"You good?" he asked after he caught his breath.
I nodded, smiling tiredly, and Damon chuckled before kissing me again.
"Probably about to have an adrenaline crash," he said, pulling away so he could throw out the condom.
"Not probably, definitely," I murmured. "I'll get out of your hair, just give me a sec."
He frowned, crawling back on the bed beside me.
"Chill with me for a bit." The bandage on my chest had slipped just slightly again and he adjusted it as he spoke. "Or are you in a rush to get somewhere?"
"Not really," I yawned.
He finished adjusting the bandage, brushed my hair off my face, and kissed me softly.
"So stay. You hungry?"
As it turned out, I was starving. Damon still didn't lose that serious, stoic demeanour, but he seemed to have relaxed a bit. He made sandwiches and brought them to the bed, smiling as I devoured mine before he had even eaten half of his. When we were done and lying back on the bed, he full-out laughed when I noticed for the first time that he had a nipple piercing.
"I've been shirtless for ages," he said, his arm around my shoulders as I lay on his chest.
"I was a bit distracted!" I protested. "And there's a lot going on with... this."
I motioned to his chest and stomach, which were covered in various tattoos. Damon smiled and let me touch his piercing, his eyes closing briefly as I played with it. It was mesmerizing, in a strange sort of way, and his fingers caressed my skin gently as I touched him.
"Where did you get this one?" I asked, moving my hand to a tattoo of an anchor just below his left pec.
"The anchor? That was one of my first apprentices. Let her practice on me."
"She did pretty good."
"Yep."
I traced my fingers to another one. "What about this?"
"Which one?"
"The bird."
"Oh, that one was cool. I got that at a convention a few years ago by this artist I've been a fan of for a while. Hoping to see him again sometime. I've got a couple blank spots on my back I'd like done."
I chuckled softly, then full out laughed at one that spread across his ribs.
"You just found the dragon?" he asked.
"Yeah," I said, grinning. "No offense, but I like mine better."
Damon's hand came to my chin, tilting my head up to look at him. He kissed me gently, comfortably, and smiled as we parted.
"I like yours better, too."
I ended up spending the night at Damon's. I hadn't intended to, but we fell asleep shortly after I discovered his dragon tattoo, and by the time we woke up a few hours later, it was pretty late. Instead of leaving, I went down on him, and a few hours after that, I was coming on his cock for the third or fourth or eighth time. I lost count after a while.
Before I left the next morning, Damon insisted on checking my tattoo again. When he finished, he kissed me lightly.
"Come back and see me when you know what you want for your next one."
"Oh, I already know," I said. "Bearded merman with the ukulele. I'll see you in a few weeks."
**
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BitchHe was hunting me.
I could sense him nearby. There was no sound; every footstep muffled expertly, barely a whisper against the hard ground. There was nothing to see; the darkness was thick and the fog thicker, so heavy that even my shallow breathing disturbed it. Even still, my eyes darted back and forth, searching for any sign of him.
He was the cat, toying with me, teasing me, stalking me. I had no choice but to huddle in the corner, quiet as the mouse he thought I was, waiting for his inevitable discovery.
It was only a stroke of luck that tipped me off; the slightest stumble just to my left. I reacted instantly, darting out from the alcove I'd tucked myself into. He raised the gun as I flew past him, shooting wildly, the brief flashes of light illuminating the grin on his face.
"Get back here!" he hissed, all too aware of the fact that he might be overheard, but by the time he corrected his feet, I was already diving behind another wall.
Hunting turned to chasing; I had just enough time to reposition myself before he barrelled around the corner.
"Got you," he said gleefully.
Before he could pull the trigger again, I did the only thing I could think of, the only thing that might save me from what felt like an inevitable demise: I grabbed the front of his vest and pulled. The sudden movement threw him off and he stumbled.
"Wha—" he gasped.
The look of surprise on his face was the last thing I saw before I cut him off, pressing his mouth against mine eagerly. I felt him inhale sharply as our lips touched, a single moment of stiff tension jolting through him before he relaxed, just slightly, just enough to brush his fingers against the birthmark on the side of my neck.
It was a good kiss, I had to give myself credit for that. It was heated and earnest and I felt it, every single bit of it shiver through my entire body. It surprised me, almost, the way that kiss jolted through me. With anyone else, I might have melted against his body, wrapped my arms around him and urged him on until I could wrap my legs around him, too.
But that wasn't what I was there for.
I slipped my tongue into his mouth; he groaned softly, just distracted enough to not notice me move my torso away from his. Still kissing him, I raised my gun and pressed it to the target on his chest.
"I'm sorry," I whispered against his lips.
His eyes flew open and he jerked away, but it was too late: I pulled the trigger.
There was a single beat; a clear moment of silence where betrayal filled his eyes and I felt guilty, strangely guilty, almost embarrassed at my deceit.
"Seriously?" he asked, stepping back.
The target on his chest blinked, three sad mechanical notes playing as his gun went dead, and the lights flew on.
"That's game!" someone called.
I looked up at Liam, biting my lip and trying not to smirk.
"Sorry," I said.
His cheeks turned pink and he stepped back.
"Yeah," he said, chuckling awkwardly. "Yeah, no, that was clever. Cunning, really."
"Liam, I—"
"Technically against the rules though," he said. "For the record, laser tag is supposed to be no contact."
"You're right. I'll tell everyone I cheated by kissing you."
"No!" Liam's face went redder still. "You won. Fair and square."
"It was just a kiss," I said.
He shot me that bright smile of his, good-natured and casual. "Good game, Thalia. Really. You got me, but I'll get you back."
I grinned and punched him lightly on the arm. "Don't threaten me with a good time, kid."
"Kid? I'm six months older than you!"
"Oh, six whole months?"
He snickered. "Okay. Five months, three weeks, and four days. Five in a leap year."
He slung his arm around my shoulders as we walked out of the laser tag arena to our friends, half of whom were cheering and half of whom were groaning at the prospect of paying my team's bar tab that night.

Loud Mouthed Bitch"You should hook up with him."
I tore my eyes away and looked at Liam, barely able to hide the disgust on my face.
"Carson?"
"Yeah. He's into you."
I snorted. "I'm not into him."
"Could give him a chance. See what's up."
I twisted the silver-plated rings on my middle finger and studied Carson for a moment. Tall, lithe, and preppy, Carson hardly looked like the type to be sensitive and moody, but I knew he was. I wrinkled my nose and looked back at Liam.
"I'd destroy him."
Liam grinned. "He'd be into that."
"Sure he would," I said sarcastically. "Come on, Liam. You know I don't date people just because."
"I know." The bartender took Liam's cash and started putting pints on the bar in front of us. "I also know you haven't been with anyone in a while, and you're starting to get that look."
"What look?"
"You know the one." His eyes sparkled from behind his glasses as he glanced at me. "The 'If-I-don't-get-laid-soon-I'm-gonna-buy-a-three-pack-of-cucumbers-and—'"
"You are absolutely disgusting." I picked up two of the pint glasses and glared at Liam. "As if I'd use cucumbers for that. I'm a modern woman, Liam. I own at least four different vibrators."
His cheeks turned red, but he laughed as I stuck my tongue out at him and marched back to the table. Setting one of the pints down in my spot, I slid the other across the table to Hannah. She shook her head and passed it down to Carson, who was sitting just to her left.
"No more for me," she said. "I'm a lightweight. Two's the limit. Liam said he'd grab me a Shirley Temple."
She drawled Liam's name, almost reverent in the way she said it, and I snorted.
"Come on. Gotta build that tolerance up."
"You can only do so much when you're as small as I am," she said lightly.
"Well, luckily I've got a fat ass, so more beer for me." I took a huge gulp as Carson laughed.
"You don't have a fat ass," he said. "I think it's perfectly proportionate."
If it weren't for the fact that Liam's words were still ringing in my ears—he's into you, he'd said—I might have brushed the comment off. Instead, I got that gross feeling in the pit of my stomach, that uncomfortable little twinge of disgust mixed with suspicion.
"What are you doing staring at my ass, Carson?" I shot back.
He sputtered for a moment and Hannah rolled her eyes.
"Ignore her," she said. "She wouldn't know a compliment if it bit her on her aforementioned fat ass."
"Ah, fuck you," I said. "I'm fine with my ass the way it is, but that doesn't mean I want people ogling it."
"I leave you alone for five minutes and you're already talking about your ass?" Liam said, sitting down beside me. He passed some of the pints to the others at the table and handed a Shirley Temple to Hannah.
"Didn't mean to offend you," Carson said stiffly.
I waved a hand at him. "It's fine. Just remember I'm a person, okay? I'm not defined by the size of my ass."
"I wasn't trying to—"
"Don't push it," Hannah advised. "Thalia saying 'it's fine' is the best you can hope for. Take it as a win."
"Who invited you again?" I asked Hannah.
"Speaking of wins," Liam said loudly. "A toast to the Blue Team for a kick-ass game of laser tag today. Congrats, guys."
"Damn straight," said Patricia from down the table. "Kicked your asses, for sure."
We raised our glasses and clinked them around. I drank another large gulp after knocking my beer against Hannah's Shirley Temple, simultaneously grateful and irked by Liam's interruption. On the one hand, I knew he was just trying to keep the peace. I knew as well as anyone, except maybe Liam, that Hannah had a huge crush on him. Everyone knew just as well that I found Hannah annoying, including Hannah. Given that Liam was my best friend, she had one of two options: be on my good side, or try to come between Liam and me. She'd very clearly picked option two.
On the other hand, Liam also knew I hated people speaking over me almost as much as I hated people speaking for me. He shot an apologetic look at me after I refused to clink my glass against his, and leaned in after I finished drinking.
"Don't hate me," he whispered, his voice throaty and pleadingly warm.
"Of course I don't hate you," I whispered back. "I absolutely love it when people cut in and decide the conversation's over without letting me make decisions for myself."
"That wasn't what I was doing, and you know it."
I glared at him a moment longer, then sighed. "You're right, you asshole."
"What's all this whispering, then?" Carson asked loudly. "You two seem to be pretty darn close."
"Uh, yeah," I said. "Liam and I have been friends since we were literally in diapers."
"Well, I think I had graduated to Pull-Ups," Liam said.
"Is that really it?" Carson teased. "I dunno, Liam, after all that bragging you did about how good you are at laser tag, only to lose to Thalia, who admittedly had never even played before... I think you may have double-crossed us, my friend."
"Oh, come on," Liam groaned. "I told you, she caught me off guard. Beginner's luck."
Not technically a lie, I decided.
"Well, just goes to show who you'd want around if you were ever in trouble." Carson slid closer to Hannah so he could lean across the table, grinning mischievously at me. "I only got taken out because three people ganged up on me. In a dark alley, I'd be far more capable of protecting you than Liam here would."
"Is that so," I said flatly. "And why, exactly, would I need your protection?"
"You know," Carson said. "In case of, like, robbers or something."
"Mmm," I said, unimpressed. "And you don't think I'm capable of protecting myself?"
Liam winced but didn't say anything.
"I didn't say that," Carson said. "I just mean, you know, if you and I were out together sometime, I'd be able to look out for you."
"Well, there's your first problem," I said. "You and I wouldn't be out together sometime."
Hannah seemed to forget that we didn't like each other and positively cackled. "Good one."
Carson smiled, tension tightening his lips. "Yikes, you don't hold back."
"Sure don't," I said casually.
I expected him to respond to me, maybe even to insult me, but Carson turned his sights on Liam again.
"So buddy, what's the deal, then? How'd you manage to lose to a total beginner?"
I tried not to fight Liam's battles for him. He knew that it annoyed me when he spoke up on my behalf; I knew he was embarrassed when I got fired up on his behalf. After all, we'd been best friends for almost twenty years. We knew those things about each other, and more.
Frankly, I would have been surprised if there was anything I didn't know about Liam. I couldn't remember a time where I hadn't known him. My mom and Liam's mom knew each other from some granola-hippie-mom's group they'd been a part of, and when Mom decided to open her organic-plastic-free-vegan-soap-and-body-products-collective-shop after I was born, Mrs. Northway offered to take me into her home-based daycare.
Other than me and Liam, though, I don't remember any other kids who were at the dayhome. It might have been that there weren't any, or it might have been that we were just best friends from day one.
One of the things I knew very well about Liam was how badly what Carson was saying would hurt him. To most people, it would seem like friendly ribbing, jokes between guys who felt the need to swing their dicks around to prove their worth. To Liam, though, it was a reminder of his dad, and the way his dad had belittled him growing up.
Just thinking of Liam's dad made my heart beat faster as anger welled up in me. Ever since Liam was a little kid, he'd never been quite good enough. Everything he did was mocked by that shitstain of a man; Liam was never good enough, strong enough, manly enough; as if a seven-year-old kid should be concerned with how masculine he is. That in itself was bad enough; what Liam's mom had to deal with was even worse.
I don't remember him specifically telling me that his dad would hit his mom, just that we both knew. He made me promise to keep it a secret, and one of my biggest regrets was not understanding enough to tell anyone. We were too young, really, to understand, but if I'd managed to figure it out, it would've saved Liam and his mom a lot of years of pain. As it stood, he was nearly eleven when his mom finally found the strength to leave his dad.
Liam was the strongest person I knew. Even having something as horrible as that in his past, he was cheerful and kind, if maybe just a little too shy. He was optimistic and hopeful, clumsy and hardworking, and I was lucky to be his best friend.
As his best friend, I knew him well enough to notice when he started getting that slightly-constipated-mostly-anxiety-ridden look on his face while Carson was teasing him. He tried to mask it with his usual charming half-smile, but he clearly wasn't enjoying himself.
"Dude, it's just laser tag," Liam said uncomfortably. "If it's that big a deal, I'll pay your share of the tab."
"That's not what I'm saying," Carson replied. "I'm just saying for such a big talker, you sure didn't live up to the hype."
"Leave him alone," I said. "It's literally just laser tag. It's a kids' game."
"Tell me your secret method, then," Carson said. "How do I beat this guy next time?"
"It's a secret."
"Oh, so there is a secret method!" he exclaimed. "Come on, what do I have to do next time?"
"I very much doubt you'd want to use my method," I said coldly.
His eyes widened and he looked over at Liam. "Damn, dude. Throw the game and you got to cop a feel or...?"
Patricia's mouth dropped open and Hannah made a high-pitched scoffing sound, but Carson ignored both of them.
"Come on, man," Liam said. "I wouldn't do that."
"I might, I mean have you seen Thalia's—"
"Enough." Liam placed his glass on the table firmly. "Don't talk about her like that."
"I'm sitting right here," I said to Carson. "You realize that, right? That I can hear you being a fucking pig about this?"
"Oh, I'm just joking. Lighten up." He rolled his eyes again.
"I kissed him," I said. "Okay? I kissed Liam. It's not a big deal because we're friends and we have been for years. It was just a stupid trick to catch him off-guard. You, on the other hand, are disgusting. Don't talk about my tits, don't talk about my ass, don't talk to me, okay?"
Hannah glanced from me to Liam, then back to me.
"Wait, so you kissed him, like, as a joke? That's so mean."
"Liam's fine with it," I said.
"Yep," he agreed quickly.
Hannah's nose twitched just the slightest bit. "Well, fine. But I think you're overreacting. Like, you're being kind of a bitch to Carson. He was clearly joking."
"If not wanting some guy to talk about how he'd throw a game of laser tag so he could feel me up is bitchy, then I guess I'm just a fucking bitch then," I said sarcastically.
"And kind of a loudmouth," Hannah added helpfully.
I flipped her off, downed the rest of my beer, and stood up. "You all suck. I'm going to sit over there."

Ugly Bitch"Okay, so I have an idea."
"Oh no."
I elbowed Liam, jostling him just enough that his beer sloshed out of the red Solo cup. He used the sleeve of his sweater to wipe it up.
"Come on. I swear it's a good one this time."
His hair flopped into his eyes as he shook his head again. "You say that, Thalia, but remember the last time you had a 'good' idea?"
"Four words. Never. Have. I. Ever."
"Nope. No way."
"Come on! It'll be fun. Let's get, I dunno, Mike and Patricia and a couple of others and—"
"We've played this before, and you know all of the things that never have you ever done that I have, and if I agree to this I'll be puking in the bushes outside in, like, half an hour."
"Buzzkill," I grumbled.
He laughed and nudged me back, lingering just a second longer than I had so I knew he was just teasing me. "What about Sociables? Keeps us on an even playing field."
Mostly I just wanted to get drunk, so Sociables it was. I gathered as many people as I could, unfortunately including Hannah and Carson, and we settled around Mike's kitchen table.
The rules of Sociables should be simple. Draw a card, perform the action associated with that card, and move on to the next player. In theory, it's easy. With this group, though, it was a gong show. Rule cards were always obscure and difficult to follow, the inexplicable presence of the imaginary little green man was vehemently defended, and the Question Master was a shade too complicated for my alcohol-addled brain.
The first card I drew was a two: give two drinks to another player. I, of course, picked Liam. When it was his turn, he drew an eight: the Buddy card.
"Thalia's my buddy," he said immediately, and drank.
"Bastard," I muttered, and followed suit. Every time Liam drank after that, I had to drink, too.
We were two rounds in when he arrived.
I'd never seen him before. I certainly would remember if I had. He was tall, not lanky but not over-muscled, and he shrugged off a worn leather jacket to reveal arms that were positively covered in tattoos. They snaked along his forearms and under the cuff of a T-shirt that fit him just a little too well, then peeked up over the collar onto his neck. The sides of his head were shaved and his hair was long and styled neatly on top, casually flippant in a perfect way.
"Thalia drinks!" declared Hannah.
"Huh?"
I tore my eyes away from the perfect stranger across the room to see everyone at the table with their thumbs hanging off the edge. Carson was grinning, the Thumb Master card flipped on the table in front of him.
"Finish your drink, Miss Thalia," he teased.
Luckily for me, there were only a few mouthfuls left in my Solo cup. I gulped them down quickly, then slapped my hand on the table.
"I'm done," I said.
Liam burst out laughing and Mike groaned.
"Tapping out already?" he said.
"Lightweight," muttered Hannah.
"Lightweight?" I repeated. "You're drinking Michelob. Is that even 3%?"
She rolled her eyes at me and opened her mouth to respond, but I had already stood up and was pulling myself across the room to the magnetic stranger.
"Hi," I said when I was close enough. "I'm Thalia."
He looked down at me, a sensation I wasn't entirely used to. Some of the men I knew were either my height or slightly taller than me, but most of them were shorter. After a moment, he smiled.
"Markus," he said. "Nice to meet you."
"I like your tattoos."
He smiled, dark eyes sparkling as his eyes flicked down my arm. "I like yours. Your artist did a good job. Are they all animals?"
Without thinking, I extended my arm to him. His fingers were cold as he lifted my forearm closer to him. Boozy thoughts swirled around my head, none quite strong enough to form a statement that sounded anywhere near sophisticated.
"I like animals," I said instead of something sexier.
He chuckled. "Yeah, me too."
I shrugged off the embarrassment. "I haven't seen you around before."
"Me and Markus went to high school together," Carson said, coming up behind me. "How's it going, man? Glad you could make it."
He shook Markus' hand.
"Would've made it sooner if I knew you had such nice friends." Markus' voice was soft but deep, a rolling ball of sex appeal that almost made me blush.



Carson raised his eyebrows. "Wait till you meet the ones who are actually friendly."
"Oh, fuck you," I said.
Markus regarded him stoically. "Yeah man, that was cold."
Carson chuckled awkwardly. "Ah, I just mean Thalia's the... you know, the... outspoken type. Have you met Hannah?"
"Hi," she said cheerfully as she staggered over. "That's me, I'm Hannah."
"Markus," he replied, then turned back to me. "So, who's your artist? Someone local?"
"Yeah, he works out of—"
"You should get him to cover this!" Hannah exclaimed.
Without warning, she poked the birthmark on the side of my face, a brownish splotch that extended from just below my right ear along my jawline and cheek. I batted her hand away, glaring as I stepped back.
"I like my birthmark, thank you," I said coldly.
"You're so confident," Hannah said, her voice sincerely fake. "Like, it's surprising, considering how nasty that birthmark is."
"Wow, you're kind of a bitch, hey?" Markus said bluntly.
I snorted as Hannah's face turned red.
"At least I'm not an ugly bitch," she scoffed at me, then turned on her heel and walked away.
"Ouch. How will I ever recover from such a harsh insult?" I said monotonously.
"Maybe I could comfort you sometime," Markus said.
I grinned at him through my drunken haze.
"It's a date."

Slutty Bitch"Wow. You look phenomenal."
I tried to pretend like I wasn't the type of person who was flattered by compliments on something as menial as my appearance, but coming from Markus, I couldn't help it.
"Thanks," I said. "You look pretty damn good yourself."
He shrugged as though he'd woken up like that, like he hadn't put any effort into making sure his jeans fit just right and taking his time to style his hair just so. I most definitely wasn't the type of person who would just play along, though, so I raised my eyebrows at him.
"You're going to tell me you put no effort in at all?"
Markus laughed, his lips curling up into an amused smile. "You got me."
"I don't like those games," I said. "I took my time getting ready and shit because I'm interested in you. If you did the same, cool. You can just tell me."
His bottom lip curled between his teeth and he flicked his eyes down ever so briefly before grinning.
"Well, cool. I'm into it." He extended his arm to me. "C'mon. Let's grab a drink."
I took Markus' arm as he guided me into the bar we'd agreed to meet at. We settled in a booth and placed our orders, then subjected ourselves to that awkward moment of silence where we weren't really sure where to start.
"So you tried to explain to me what you're taking in school," Markus finally said. "Maybe you could, uh..."
"Explain it sober?" I finished, and laughed as he nodded. "Sociology. I want to work for, like, a non-profit that supports women's rights or helps people who have experienced domestic violence or something."
"Ah, okay," Markus said. "So sociology is...?"
"It's trying to understand why humans act the way they do," I said. "So I basically want to work in social services of some kind."
"That makes a lot more sense," he said.
"Why, what'd you think I wanted to do?"
Markus bit back a smile. "Honestly, I thought you wanted to be an archeologist. I was really confused."
"Hmm, that's an interesting idea, though. I could be the next Indiana Jones."
"Not quite the type of whip I'd picture you with, but it's just as hot so—"
"Watch yourself, mister," I chided, though I couldn't stop myself from grinning.
Markus pulled his lip between his teeth again, stifling a small smile.
"And you do... sorry, what again?" I asked.
"Graphic design," he said. "I wanted to be an illustrator or an animator or something, but graphic design was a bit more accessible."
"That's still really cool."
He shrugged it off, more genuinely that time. "I like it. Always liked drawing and shit so it worked out."
"You didn't want to be a tattoo artist?" I teased, motioning to the ink on his arms.
Markus smiled. "Nah. I like drawing them, not so much the whole tattoo gun thing."
"What kind of things do you draw?"
He looked at me for a moment, then smiled.
"Got a piece of paper?"
By the time the server came back with our drinks, Markus was halfway through a sketch on the back of a crumpled receipt I'd found in my wallet. I watched him, entranced by the way his hands moved as he drew, the way his forehead creased just slightly as he concentrated. I was so fascinated by him that when he put the ballpoint pen down and turned the receipt towards me, I was almost disappointed.
"Wow." I looked down at the sketch. "This is... wow."
"It's you."
"I know," I laughed. "It's so accurate, it's almost scary."
Markus smirked and bit his lip briefly.
"It's almost like I'm good at what I do."
I studied the drawing, shocked by what he could do in just a few short minutes: a quick sketch that showed a girl with downturned eyes and a serious expression, the hint of my birthmark peeking out from thick hair he'd scratched on the paper.
"Wow," I said. "You made me look... pretty."
"I just drew what I saw."
I didn't exactly agree with him, but I didn't want to get into that with Markus. Instead, I just stared for another moment at the crumpled drawing in my hand.
"Can I keep this?"
"If you want it."
I smiled at him and nodded.
"So, tell me more about you," Markus said. "You grew up here?"
We went through all the basic first date topics. I was from the city, he had grown up in the same suburb as Carson before moving to go to school. He had two younger sisters; I was an only child. After ordering another drink, we talked about friends and hobbies, TV shows and books, and dream vacations.
Markus was easy to talk to. He was laid-back but interesting, a good listener, and had a good sense of humour. When we finished our second drinks, I suggested paying and maybe going for a walk or something.
"Let me get it," he said when the server brought the bill.
"I'd rather split it," I replied.
He shrugged and the server handed me the machine first, then passed it to Markus.
"So, is this your way of saying you had a good time, but there's no second date?" he asked when we got outside.
I frowned, glancing up at him. "What? Why?"
His eyes were guarded, but he relaxed a bit at my obvious confusion.
"Normally when a chick insists on splitting the bill, it's 'cause she's not that into the whole thing and feels bad or something."
I pursed my lips and he winced.
"What'd I say wrong?"
"Well, I don't really like being referred to as a 'chick'," I said. "And I told you before we even sat down that I don't like those kinds of games."
"Fair point." Markus did that infuriatingly hot thing with his mouth again, his teeth dragging along his lip slowly. "Have I fucked it up now by forgetting you said that and then referring to you as a chick?"
"Depends. Are you going to do it again?"
"Not only am I not gonna do it again, but I'm also gonna apologize for doing it in the first place."
He grinned hopefully and as hard as I tried, I couldn't stifle a soft laugh.
"Sorry," he continued. "Forgive me? Let me make it up to you, maybe on a second date?"
Before I could answer, someone squealed from down the sidewalk.
"Thalia!"
I turned and saw Patricia waving at me, grinning wildly, and Hannah trailing just behind her. Whatever smile had been on my face became slightly more forced as they sauntered up to me and Markus.
"Hey," I said, hoping I sounded more enthusiastic about their presence than I felt.
"Oh, sorry," Patricia said as her eyes fell on Markus. "You're on a date."
"It's okay," he said, smiling at them. "We were just heading out."
"Wow, look at you," Hannah said, looking down and then back up at me. "Markus is a lucky one, eh?"
I frowned, looking down at my outfit. "What?"
"Don't let us keep the two of you," she teased. "You've clearly got somewhere more, um... private to go to continue your... 'date'."
Some people blush when they're embarrassed. I wasn't that type of person, likely because I didn't really get embarrassed. Embarrassment was for people who were ashamed of something, and I had nothing to be ashamed of. It was to Hannah's detriment that when my face started turning red, she assumed it was due to anything besides anger.
"Oh, I'm making you uncomfortable," she said. "Sorry, Thalia."
"Is there something wrong with the way I'm dressed?" I asked bluntly.
Hannah's smile was as sweet and genuine as Splenda. "Of course not. I guess I'm just not used to seeing you in something so... revealing."
"Come on, Han," Patrica said softly. "Don't be mean."
"I'm not being mean!" Hannah said.
"Yeah, don't worry about it," I said to Patricia. "I love it when people insult me. It means I don't have to be nice anymore."
"Maybe we should go." Markus took my hand, squeezing it gently before I could say anything else. "Good to see you two again. C'mon, Thalia."
I was still stewing about Hannah's remarks when Markus and I were three blocks away, glaring at the ground in front of me as he continued to hold my hand.
"Why's she such a bitch to you?" Markus finally asked.
"Because of Liam," I muttered, then fell silent.
"Uh, gonna explain that further, or...?"
I rolled my eyes. "She's got a thing for Liam. He's completely clueless and she's one of those girls who wants to play hard to get, but that's a little hard to do when he's not trying to get her in the first place."
"Oh. And since you're his friend..."
"She thinks I'm some kind of competition," I said, and Markus nodded. "Which is stupid all around. Liam and I are just friends."
"The two of you seem pretty close," he said.
I shrugged. "We've been friends since we were kids."
"I mean, so have lots of people. It's, uh, cool, I guess. That you're so comfortable with each other."
I bristled at the hint of insecurity in his voice. "He's my best friend. Is that a problem?"
"'Course not." Markus was still holding my hand and he squeezed it again.
"Because I don't fuck around with the whole jealousy thing," I continued. "If you're not cool with him being my friend, this thing isn't going to work."
"Wasn't even thinking that," he said. "Give me some credit here."
I shrugged. "You wouldn't be the first to have an issue with it. I'm just being honest."
"No issue on my end. Just kind of explains why Hannah's insecure about you being competition for her."
I snorted. "She wouldn't even qualify to be in the competition. Have you seen Liam? He's certifiably hot and probably the nicest person you'll ever meet. He can do far better."
Markus chuckled and squeezed my hand again. "Don't let her get to you."
It was easier said than done, though, and we said good night shortly after that.
"Want a ride?" he asked when I said I should probably head home.
I shook my head. "I'll get the bus."
"But I still get a second date, right?"
We were standing just outside the transit station. I pushed my annoyance with Hannah down for a moment, turned towards him, and smiled.
"Yes, please."
Markus grinned, I stretched up and kissed him on the cheek, and promised our next date would end a little better.

Fake BitchI rested my head against Liam's shoulder, sighing heavily.
"Eat too much?" he asked, shifting slightly so his hand wasn't pressing against my thigh.
"Yep," I groaned.
Carson chuckled from across the table. "I mean, in all fairness, I did offer to share that pizza with you."
"I love myself too much to share a pierogi pizza with anyone," I said. "Why would I deny myself that deliciousness?"
"You know you can order a smaller pizza, right?"
I flipped Carson off as Liam laughed, jostling my head.
"It's a losing battle, man," he said to Carson. "Trust me. There's nothing Thalia loves more than pierogi pizza."
"It's the perfect pizza," I mumbled, and he lost it again, laughing so hard I had to sit back up.
When the server brought our bills over, Liam waved my card away and paid for my pizza and root beer.
"You get it next time," he said.
I was too stuffed to argue with him, so I just nodded. Once he paid, we slid out of the booth and started heading back to campus.
"Maybe I should just skip the afternoon," I groaned. "Liam, can I go take a nap at your place?"
"You'll give me hell tomorrow if I let you nap at my place instead of going to class," he replied.
I grumbled, but he was right. Still, I lagged behind our group of friends as we walked, until it was just Liam and me straggling behind.
"You never told me how your date with Markus went," he said.
"Good, sort of."
"Sort of?"
I shrugged. "We ran into Patricia and Hannah. Hannah was a bitch. But he wants to go out again so couldn't have been that bad."
"How was Hannah a bitch?"
"She implied I was dressed like a slut."
I could feel the sudden tension rolling off him. "What did, um, Markus say about that?"
I shook my head, anger flaring up at the memory of Hannah's comments. "Didn't say anything. I wasn't even... like, I shouldn't have to even justify what I was wearing, but it wasn't even that revealing, Liam. I was just wearing a normal fucking tank top. It's my stupid boobs."
"Your boobs aren't stupid," he said patiently.
"I hate them."
"I know you do."
"They've caused me nothing but problems."
"I don't believe that for one second."
I didn't reply and Liam wrapped an arm around my shoulders as we walked. I slipped my arm around his waist. I'm sure other people thought we were too affectionate with each other for people who were just friends, but he was one of the few people I really felt comfortable touching. I knew he would never try anything, and it meant I could relax and appreciate the feel of his arm around me.
"What's going through your head?" he asked a few moments later.
"I wish I could just get a breast reduction."
"I know, but—"
"—but the doctor said they're not causing any physical issues so it'd be purely cosmetic, and my parents won't pay for cosmetic surgery, and they're not half as bad as I think they are, it's just because of all my psychological trauma from growing them three years before any of the other girls in my class and there's nothing actually wrong with my body," I finished. "Does that sum it up?"
Liam smiled sadly. "Yeah."
It wasn't the first time I'd complained about my chest to Liam, and it probably wouldn't be the last. He was probably the only person alive who knew how insecure I was about my body. To everyone else in the world, I was confident, outspoken, and unapologetic. Nice people said I was a strong, independent woman. Everyone else said the truth: I was a bitch.
Only Liam knew that I was a fake bitch.
He was the one who had seen me cry day after day when the other kids made fun of me growing up. We were quite the sight: me, the tallest girl in the class who looked three or four years older than she was, and him, short and nerdy and fiercely defending me against the asshole children who bullied me. He stood up for me time and time again, and it was only after his parents divorced, his mom moved a couple of neighbourhoods away, and he had to change schools that I was forced to learn how to stand up for myself.
"Fake it," he'd told me while I was crying on his last day at our school. "Just pretend it doesn't bother you. Eventually, it won't."
So I did, but he was only half right. Nearly ten years later, it still bothered me. Liam was no longer the short, nerdy boy I relied on to defend me; he was still a nerd, but he was the same height as me now, and I didn't need him to fight my battles anymore. People still judged me because of my body, only instead of making me cry, it pissed me off. Instead of laughing because I was wearing a bra while most of my classmates were still playing with Barbies, people assumed I was promiscuous and looking for attention.
It bothered me more than it should. I had no problem with sex, or talking about sex, or having sex or anything. I just hated that people assumed it was all I wanted. I hated that people assumed I was nothing more than my body. I overcompensated for it by never letting myself give in and just have fun. One-night stands weren't an option. Even when I was dating someone, I was hesitant to make things physical too soon. It wasn't because I didn't want it; it was simply because I wanted to be more than just a conquest.
"Let's skip class," Liam said suddenly, pulling me from my thoughts. "C'mon. We'll go watch a movie at my place or something."
I grinned and we turned at the next block to make our way to his apartment, rather than following the rest of our friends to campus.

Stupid Bitch"Thalia, wait up!"
I looked around and caught sight of the person who called my name.
"Oh. It's you."
"Don't sound so disappointed," Hannah said, jogging up to me. "I might start to think you don't like me."
"Start to think?"
She rolled her eyes at me. "Can we talk, please?"
"I'm on my way to class," I said, resuming my pace towards the quad.
"I'll walk with you, then."
"Nothing stopping you from doing that, I guess."
Hannah was about six inches shorter than me. She hurried along behind me, struggling to keep up with my long strides.
"Look, I get it. You don't like me and—"
"And nothing. You can end the sentence there. I don't like you."
"You're not making this easy," she grumbled.
"Making what easy?"
"Trying to be nice to you!" she hissed. "Jesus, Thalia. I'm apologizing, okay?"
I stopped dead in my tracks, nearly tripping Hannah as she tried to avoid crashing into me.
"You're what?" I said.
"Apologizing!" she repeated. "I'm sorry, okay? For the other day with Markus and the whole... well. The whole thing."
I stared at her, eyebrows furrowed in confusion. Hannah shifted uncomfortably, folding her arms across her chest.
"Who told you to apologize?" I finally said.
"What? No one, I—"
"I'm not stupid, Hannah."
She sighed. "It doesn't matter. Look, you know I... I mean, it's probably pretty obvious, but I... I like Liam, okay? He barely knows I exist."
"Oh, I get it," I said sarcastically. "You need to apologize because being a bitch to me hasn't helped you get with him, so now you want me to, what, put in a good word for you?"
"No, actually. I want you to stop leading him on."
"Excuse me?"
Hannah glared up at me. "Stop leading him on."
"You need to get over this idea that I'm your competition with Liam," I said. "Seriously. We're friends. We have been since we were kids. Just because you want to hook up with him doesn't mean—"
"You know, for someone who just claimed she's not stupid, you're kind of an idiot."
"Fuck you." I turned back around and started walking away.
"Wait!" she cried. "Thalia, do you seriously not... are you blind or something?"
"Fuck off, Hannah."
"Thalia, just fucking wait for one goddamn second!"
I stopped again and turned back to her. "Give me one good reason."
"When was the last time Liam dated someone?" she asked.
"What?"
"Liam. When was the last time he actually had a girlfriend?"
"I'm not gossiping with you about Liam's past relationships."
She rolled her eyes, seemingly seconds away from stamping her foot in frustration. "I'm trying to make a point here. Just humour me, okay?"
I sighed and thought for a moment. "I don't know. Maybe a year ago? He was dating Marie while I was dating Cody, so I guess they must have broken up just after we did."
"And before that?"
"Where are you going with this?"
Hannah spread her hands out, gesturing like her point should be obvious. When I continued staring at her blankly, she sighed.



"Liam is really good looking, you realize that, right? He should have no problem getting a girlfriend."
"Just because he doesn't want to date the first person who comes along—"
"That's not it." She rubbed her temples before taking a deep breath. "He only dates people when you're dating someone else. If you're single, he's single, because if you ever decide you want to give him a shot, he wants to be available."
I couldn't help it. I burst out laughing, hard enough and unexpected enough that I started snorting and had to cover my nose with my hand.
"You really dug deep into the conspiracy files for that one, eh?" I cackled.
Hannah didn't laugh. "Thalia, stop leading him on. The touching and the kissing and the staying over at his place? He's got feelings for you. You might be too blind to see it but you're hurting him, plain and simple."
"Just because you're jealous—"
"I'm not fucking jealous!" she hissed. "Yeah, I like Liam, but it's more about me feeling bad that he's so hung up on someone who's never even going to give him a chance."
"You don't know me," I said. "And you don't know him. Liam doesn't and never has had feelings for me."
"If you honestly think that, you're a stupider bitch than I thought you were."
I rolled my eyes and walked away. That time, Hannah didn't follow.

Frigid Bitch"What was your first kiss like?"
I laughed and shook my head. "No way. Ask me something else."
Markus squeezed my hand as we walked through the park. "Tell me. I want to know."
"You're not going to like the story."
"Well, now I have to hear it."
I sighed. "Well, it was with Liam."
"Ah," he said, then laughed. "So there is some history there."
"Not really," I said. "It wasn't like... we made one of those stupid pacts that if we hadn't had our first kisses by a certain age, we'd kiss each other. So, I mean, obviously, we didn't end up having our first kisses with other people, so we went through with it."
"Not all that romantic, eh?"
I shook my head, laughing. "No. It was terrible. We kissed and then couldn't look at each other without laughing for, like, five minutes. And then I was like, 'Well, look, we did that, so why don't we kiss again until we don't suck at it?'"
"And he, shockingly, agreed to it?"
"Your sarcasm is both noted and unappreciated."
"Just teasing," he said.
"I know." I smiled, shaking my head. "What about you? What was your first kiss like?"
"Pretty awesome, actually. It was my friend's older sister. Nothing especially unique about it, though."
"Hmm, too bad. Any super unique kissing stories?"
He smirked. "Not yet. Ask me again tomorrow, maybe."
I burst out laughing. "You seem pretty confident you'll have a new story by then."
"Yeah, well... a guy can hope."
I tried to hide my smile and happily failed. Markus squeezed my hand again and we kept walking, chatting idly and flirting obviously. It seemed like only moments passed, but it must have been far longer. Neither of us seemed to realize it until the sky started darkening.
"We should head back," he said, glancing up. "It looks like it's about to pour."
We tried to hurry through the park, but the distraction of our conversation meant we had noticed the clouds far too late. Before we even reached the main road, the clouds burst, the rain coming down hard enough to bounce off the concrete sidewalk and puddle on the grass within minutes.
"Fuck, I'm sorry," Markus said as we hurried down the sidewalk. "C'mon, I don't live far from here, we can wait it out there."
"You don't need to apologize for the rain, you know," I laughed.
Water dripped down his face as he first smiled, then paused, then pulled his bottom lip between his teeth.
"Hey, remember how I said I might have a unique kissing story for you tomorrow?"
He didn't get a chance to say anything further. I reached up, tilted my head just slightly, and pressed my lips lightly to his. I felt him smile against my mouth before kissing me back just a bit harder, his hands moving to my waist.
Whoever said that kissing in the rain is romantic was a fucking liar. It's kind of gross, actually. My hair was matted against my head and my clothes were soaked; everything was wet and slippery and cold. I shivered, not from a sudden rush of chemistry between us, but from the fact that every inch of me was waterlogged and covered in goosebumps.
It was fun, though, I had to admit that. I only intended to kiss him quickly before we continued scurrying through the storm to his place, but he lingered, holding me against him until I had to practically squirm out of his arms.
"Come on," I said. "Let's get out of the rain."
Markus took my hand and led me down the street, cutting through an alley before we got to his building. The air conditioning was running full blast in the hallways, and by the time we got to his apartment, I was almost trembling from the cold.
"C-can I maybe b-borrow a sweater or something?" I asked, teeth chattering.
"Maybe I can think of another way to warm you up," he suggested.
I laughed uncomfortably. "Or maybe you could lend me a towel so I don't drip all over your carpet."
He obliged, grabbing a towel that I hoped was clean from his bathroom.
"I can throw your stuff in the dryer," he said as he handed me the towel. "But in the meantime, I can lend you some sweats or something."
"P-please."
He gave me some privacy as I dried off in his bathroom and slipped into sweatpants that were far too big for me and a T-shirt that was uncomfortably tight across my chest, especially considering my bra was soaked and I'd had to take it off, too. Holding the now-damp towel in front of me, I poked my head out of the bathroom.
"Any chance I could borrow a sweater?"
He had changed into dry clothes and was towelling off his hair when he turned to me.
"Yeah, of course," he said. "C'mon out and grab one."
I swallowed and nodded, opening the bathroom door the rest of the way and stepping out.
"You can just leave the towel in there," he said. "There's a basket in the corner."
I don't know why my nerves got the best of me. I usually didn't let them. People said I was blunt to the point of being a bitch; I really should have just told him I was self-conscious about my chest and I just wanted to keep it covered. Insecurity is a hell of a thing, though. The prospect of admitting I was self-conscious only served to make me more self-conscious.
Instead, I told myself I could do this, took a steadying breath, and put the towel in the basket behind me. I repeated to myself that it wasn't a big deal, that it was fine, that Markus wasn't going to say anything about my breasts, and left the bathroom again.
I was mostly right: he didn't say anything about my breasts. His eyes spoke for him, though, and I folded my arms across my chest and glared until he looked up at me guiltily.
"Sweater?" I asked icily.
"Right, yeah," he said, clearing his throat. "Sorry."
He led me to his bedroom and gestured at the closet. I picked the first hoodie I managed to find and wriggled into it quickly before turning back to face him.
"Looks good on you," he said, and that time he very intentionally let his eyes trail down my body.
"Don't," I said.
"What?"
"Don't look at me like that. I'm cold and soaked and I was 98% sure you weren't some kind of sleazebag, so please don't prove me wrong."
He looked amused, but nodded and held his hands up. "You're right. Sorry. You just... you look really good right now. That's all I'll say."
Maybe it made me a hypocrite, but I didn't react to Markus' comments the way I might have to someone else. It probably had something to do with the fact that I really did like him, and maybe because his clothes were soft and warm and smelled faintly of his cologne.
"Okay," I said. "Thanks."
He smiled and tilted his head towards the door. "How about I throw the dryer on and you pick a movie or something to watch while we wait?"
For the first bit of the movie, things went well. He turned the dryer on and settled beside me on his couch, close but respectfully distant enough to give me space. I relaxed, almost certain I'd overreacted earlier, and told myself I'd apologize after the movie was over. Being unapologetic about who I was as a person was one thing; being apologetic when I was wrong was another thing entirely.
I almost convinced myself that Markus deserved an apology and absolutely intended to talk it over with him. That is, of course, until he proved that even being 98% sure of someone's intentions wasn't enough.
It started innocently enough: he leaned forward to take a drink of water and put the glass back on the coffee table, and when he settled back, his thigh was pressed against mine. A few moments later, he put his arm around my shoulders. There was no fake yawn, no dramatic stretch where he reached across me as if I wouldn't notice the obvious change in position. He simply put his arm around my shoulders, then glanced at me sidelong.
"Is this okay?" he asked.
He really should have asked before doing it, but I let that slide, too.
"Yeah," I said.
Only a few minutes after that, his thumb began making lazy arcs along my shoulder. My heart primed itself to begin beating faster; my stomach did a warning flip.
"Thalia?" he said quietly a few minutes later.
"Mm-hmm?"
Out of the corner of my eye, I saw him graze his teeth along his bottom lip.
"Can I kiss you again?"
My heart began pounding and my stomach tightened more firmly this time.
"If it's just a kiss," I said through a dry mouth.
He didn't respond to that. Instead, he used the arm that was around my shoulder to pull me a bit closer and brought his other hand to the side of my face. He kissed me slowly at first, his mouth warm and inviting, and I kissed him back. His breath brushed against mine and he deepened the kiss, just a bit, just enough to graze his teeth against my lower lip instead of his own. I wanted to enjoy it—really, I did, I wanted to like what he was doing and maybe find out what his lips felt like in other places—but I was still on edge. I was still cold, still nervous, still not quite sure I wanted to go any further with Markus.
I liked him, that much was certain, but I wasn't ready for that. I wasn't ready for him to touch my breasts or spread my legs, I wasn't ready for him to see me naked or bury himself inside me. I didn't know him well enough.
I didn't want it. Not with him, not yet. When his fingers trailed along the patch of skin just below my ear, the one that was just slightly rougher than the surrounding skin, I tensed. It felt too intimate for him to tenderly caress my birthmark, as if we weren't only on our second date but somehow further along.
I couldn't handle that.
"Can we slow down?" I asked.
"Yeah, baby," he murmured, but that didn't stop him from slipping his tongue into my mouth.
I wriggled my arms out and pushed lightly on his chest. "Don't call me that."
"Okay," he said, and pressed his mouth against mine.
His hand left my face and started moving down my arm. I stiffened, and when the palm of his hand moved from my bicep and brushed against my breast, I pulled back and forced my head away from his.
"What the fuck are you doing?" I asked.
He froze, his eyes flying open. "What?"
"I just fucking asked you to slow down and now you're trying to grab my tits."
He sat back, looking wounded.
"Sorry," he said. "I, uh, misunderstood."
"Sure." I folded my arms as he let go of me and shifted away from him so quickly that I jarred my elbow against the armrest.
He was looking at me, probably warily, but I was staring angrily at the TV across the room and couldn't quite be sure of his expression.
"Are you okay?" he asked.
"Yep."
Markus sighed. "You said you don't play games."
"I don't," I grumbled.
"Okay, so talk to me."
"I don't want to talk to you."
"How else am I supposed to know what the hell just happened?"
I didn't respond, just continued glowering at the TV. After waiting a few moments for me to respond, he sighed again.
"Okay, I'll talk then. Here's what I understood. I asked if I could kiss you, and you said yes."
"I said as long as it was just a kiss," I muttered.
"Right, and I guess... I took that as a yes, then. Was it meant to be a no?"
"No," I said. "It was a yes, I just only wanted to kiss."
"Right," he said again. "And then I called you, uh, baby, which you made very clear you didn't like and I'm sorry. And you asked to slow down, which... I thought I did."
My palms were starting to sweat and I could feel my hands trembling. Crunching them into a fist, I pressed my folded arms against myself even harder.
"You touched my chest," I finally said.
"It was an accident," he insisted. "I was just moving my hand."
"Moving your hand... towards me. In the general direction of my tits. Like I wouldn't notice what you were doing."
"Did you want me to stop?" he asked. "'Cause if you did, that's cool, I just didn't... it wasn't clear, okay?"
"Wasn't clear?" I repeated, finally turning to him. "You thought I was, what, just enjoying myself after pushing you away and asking you to slow down? What about that wasn't clear?"
He frowned, almost looking offended. "I mean, no, it wasn't. The other day you said this date would end better and I thought... Look, I'm sorry I missed the message, Thalia, I wasn't trying to—"
"Yeah, well, sorry doesn't fix everything." I twisted back towards the TV and resumed scowling at it.
Markus took a breath, exhaling slowly before he spoke again.
"I didn't think it was that big a deal. It was just a kiss."
"Until you tried to grab my boobs, and after you couldn't tear your eyes off them earlier," I snapped. "What, am I just some kind of conquest to you? A walking, talking set of holes you can use?"
The words seemed to fill the room, accusatory and cold and angry. I couldn't take them back once I'd said them, but I had no desire to take them back at all. He was just like the rest of them, just like every other fucking guy who wanted one thing and one thing only. One statement turned to another, one excuse leading to more, and my breath could barely keep up with how hard my heart was pounding.
"What the fuck?" he finally asked, shocked.
"Oh, so you weren't staring directly at my tits from the moment I walked out of the bathroom to the moment I put a sweater on? You didn't just try to feel me up?"
He sputtered for a moment. "Okay, like... yeah, I was staring, but I didn't—"
"But nothing. You were staring."
"Yeah, 'cause you're hot!" he said. "I'm sorry I think you're attractive, is that what you want to hear?"
"I don't want to hear any of it. You're just like everyone else, you want one thing and when I won't move fast enough for you, you—"
"Are you fucking kidding me?" he asked. "Are you actually serious? We kissed. We've been on two dates, Thalia. You kissed me on the cheek the other day and we've held hands, and we've kissed. That's it."
"Oh, and now you think I'm a frigid bitch who won't put out, so you're done with me."
"That isn't what I said!"
He was on the brink of yelling. My pulse was so strong in my throat that I thought I might choke, and even clenching my hands into fists couldn't stop the tremors that ran through me. I refused to call it fear. Instead, I stood up and glared at him.
"Where are my clothes?"
"What?"
"Where are my clothes?" I asked again. "I'm leaving."
He laughed and shook his head. "Yeah, that's probably a good idea."
He stood up suddenly and I instinctively jumped backwards, nearly tripping on the side table. Markus froze, staring at me like he wasn't sure what to do.
"I'm just grabbing your clothes from the dryer," he said steadily. "That's it."
I watched from one side of the room as he crossed to a door near the bathroom. The dryer protested as he opened it mid-cycle; moments later he was passing me an armful of warm, damp clothing.
"You can keep the clothes you have and bring them back another time," he said as I went to his bathroom.
"No, thank you." I slammed the bathroom door behind me and struggled into my wet clothes, left his piled neatly on the counter, and stormed back out.
"Thalia, wait," he said as I pushed past him towards the door.
"No, thank you," I said again.
"For fuck's sake," he muttered. "Look, I clearly got confused, okay? You said the other day that today would end better and I thought that meant, you know, like... you wanted to hook up. I was obviously mistaken. I think we've both said and did some things that—"
I laughed over his words, and kept laughing as he tried to continue, and laughed until I slammed his apartment door behind me and started down the cold hallway. By the time I reached the front, Liam had answered his phone.
"What's up?" he asked.
"Can you come get me?" I whispered.
I walked through the rain in the general direction I knew Liam would be coming from. When his car pulled up, I got in, my clothes making a squelching sound as I settled in the passenger seat.
"You're soaked," he said.
"Sorry. I'll clean your car out."
"Not what I meant." Liam put the car in park and looked at me. "What happened?"
If anyone else had asked me that question, I don't know that I could have brought myself to answer. Markus had touched me. He touched me in a way I didn't want him to. I told him not to and he did anyway. Sure, he said it was an accident, but he also said it was a misunderstanding, which meant it wasn't an accident.
How could I possibly explain to anyone that I'd freaked out, that I'd been scared, and that maybe I should have been clearer when I asked him to slow down? And how could I explain that I never meant to lead him on, that my statement about our second date ending better didn't mean I wanted to fuck him? How could I own up to the guilt, justified or not, of leading him on? And how could I ever possibly explain the way I was torn between blaming Markus for doing something he shouldn't have done without asking, for making assumptions on things he should have a clear answer on, and for blaming myself?
How could I tell anyone in the world, other than Liam of course, that maybe Markus was right. He hadn't called me a frigid bitch, but maybe it was reasonable for him to think that. Maybe that's what I was.
I tried really hard to be the headstrong, unassailable, confident type of bitch when I told him, but it was hard to do that when I couldn't stop crying.

Crazy Bitch"You're going to start drinking already?"
"You think I'm only just starting?" I asked, glaring at Hannah before turning back to the server. "Actually, it's Friday. Make that a double Caesar, please."
"Okay, double Caesar... anything to eat?"
"I'll take the party plate," I said, closing the menu.
The server raised his eyebrows. "The... party plate? That's meant to be shared, just so you know."
"I'm well aware," I replied. "Can you add an extra order of the deep-fried pickles onto that? And two containers of marinara for the mozza sticks."
He nodded, not quite able to hide the judgement on his face, and scratched my order onto his notepad. Liam held back his laughter until the server had walked away.
"Shut up," I muttered. "I just want a giant plate of deep-fried everything, okay?"
He squeezed my shoulder softly and didn't say anything further.
"Are you eating your feelings or something, Thalia?" Hannah asked.
"It's none of your fucking business," I replied.
"Clearly, since you almost forgot to invite me. I had to hear about this from Mike."
"Oh, I didn't forget," I mumbled.
"C'mon, Thalia," Liam said. "Let's all get along."



I glared at him, then sighed. "Fine."
Hannah, however, didn't care to listen to Liam's suggestion. "You forgot to invite Carson, too, so I texted him. He'll meet us after his class is done."
"Great," I said unenthusiastically. "Just who I wanted to see."
"Maybe he'll ask Markus to come."
"And maybe I won't puke all over the table," I replied.
Hannah frowned. "Uh, didn't you guys go out the other night and—"
"It didn't end well," I said, grinding my teeth. "Drop it, okay?"
A modicum of sympathy appeared on Hannah's face, but she didn't say anything else.
"This was a terrible idea," I said to Liam. "I should've stayed home."
"Home? You were skipping class and moping around my place," he replied. "Look, I know you're bummed about things, but you need to—"
"Stop telling me what I need to do," I grumbled.
He sighed. "You know what I mean."
I did, but I still crossed my arms and pouted for a few minutes. Liam patiently waited until I was done sulking before continuing.
"I just want you to be happy," he said quietly. "Okay? I know you're upset, but holding a grudge is just punishing yourself."
I made a face at him, despite him being right, but tried to brighten up. My mood increased considerably when the server brought our drinks over along with a basket of bread. I helped myself to a piece immediately, slathering it with butter before taking a huge bite and immediately retching.
"Ugh," I said.
"What?" Liam asked.
"This tastes like Sambuca."
Hannah frowned, grabbing a piece of bread and smelling it before taking a small bite.
"Um, normal people call that licorice," she said. "And I'm pretty sure it's just from the fennel seeds on top."
Wrinkling my nose, I started picking the small seeds off the top of the bread. I was so engrossed in making sure every last disgusting little pod was off the rest of my bread that I didn't notice when Carson walked in.
"Afternoon, everyone," he said, settling into the only free chair left at the table: the one directly across from me.
"Hey," I said, hoping my sullenness could pass for being distracted.
He grabbed a piece of bread and started eating it. "So Thalia, I hear things ended badly with Markus the other day."
"Wow, you should be in HR or something," I replied. "Your tactfulness is the stuff of legend."
Carson rolled his eyes. "Coming from you, I'm gonna have to take that with a grain of salt. You're as blunt as a used crayon."
Before I could respond, the server returned with our food. He placed a cheeseburger and fries in front of Liam, a chicken sandwich in front of Hannah, and a loaded platter of every imaginable appetizer the pub offered in front of me. The server hadn't even turned away when I dug in, immediately burning the roof of my mouth on a particularly hot deep-fried pickle.
"Hungry?" Carson asked.
I flipped him off, blew on the pickle, and popped the rest of it in my mouth.
"So what happened?" he asked.
"Drop it," I said, my mouth still full.
"Nah, I wanna hear the story," Carson said. "Markus is one of the most laid-back people I know, so for him to be upset is pretty fucking weird, you know?"
I swallowed and picked up another appetizer. "It's none of your business."
"Well, I mean, he's my friend, so it kind of is."
"Did you come here just to confront me about this? This is why we don't invite you to things."
Carson rolled his eyes. "No, it's just I haven't seen you since whatever happened and I figured I'd try to get the story now."
"If you want the story, ask him."
Carson opened his mouth to respond at the same time that he reached for one of the hot wings on my plate. Without even thinking, I slapped his hand away and glared.
"One, fucking ask," I said. "And two, get your own fucking food."
"Jesus Christ, selfish much?" he asked, pulling his hand back.
"Selfish? Don't touch people's food without asking!" I said.
"Markus said you went a little crazy. I thought he was exaggerating but—"
I laughed, a single high-pitched note that garnered far more attention than I'd have liked. "Sure. I went crazy. You obviously know what happened better than I do. I mean, I was there and everything, but God forbid you take my word on what happened."
"What happened, then?" Carson asked. "'Cause Markus said you guys were making out and you started accusing him of doing some pretty horrible stuff that he swears he didn't actually do."
"Dude, you need to back off," Liam said. "You sound like a massive asshole right now."
"I know I do, but—"
"But nothing!" I snapped. "Fine, give him the benefit of the doubt. Sure, maybe he didn't mean to touch my tits. He fully admitted to staring at them, and he didn't slow down when I asked him to, and then he yelled at me because—"
"—because you accused him of calling you a frigid bitch when he never said anything even close to that!"
"It doesn't matter!" My heart was pounding so fast I thought I might pass out. "I told him... I said I didn't want to... I mean I could've... It just doesn't matter, okay? You brought this up, not me."
"People aren't mind readers, Thalia," Carson continued as if I hadn't spoken. "The second he realized you were upset, he stopped. I'm not saying he did everything right, but you're overreacting."
"What the fuck, Carson?" Hannah said. "You're being a massive dick right now."
"She's overreacting," he repeated.
She looked from Carson to me and then back again. "Whatever did or didn't happen, you're being an asshole."
"So she's allowed to insinuate that Markus is the kind of guy who would do something like that but I can't defend him?"
"I never insinuated anything." My voice cracked and I tried to swallow, but my mouth was dry. "I didn't want to talk about it. I never even said anything to anyone except Liam because I—"
"—realized you were wrong and he was right?" Carson finished, almost triumphant. "You realized you went overboard?"
I wasn't often left speechless, but that was one of those times. So many thoughts were rushing through my head that I couldn't pick a single one of them to say out loud. Carson smirked, picked up one of the fries on my plate, and ate it.
"You should apologize. I mean, just because it's the right thing to do, not because Markus would consider going out with you again. He thinks you're a crazy bitch and there's no way in hell he'd give you another chance."
"I don't want another chance," I finally said.
"Good. Because you were a huge bitch to him."
I opened my mouth to respond, but Liam spoke before I could.
"Stop calling her a bitch." His voice was low and angry, colder than I'd ever heard. "Not putting up with people's shit doesn't make her a bitch."
"Of course you'd defend her," Carson said sarcastically. "Think she'll finally put out for you if you take her side enough times?"
"Fuck you," Liam said. "You're making it seem like Thalia was the only one who was wrong in the whole situation and—"
"Exactly!" Hannah said, surprising all of us. "I mean, for fuck's sake Carson, no matter what happened, he still made her uncomfortable. You have no idea what's that like, being in a situation where you're scared and feel pressured and someone's not listening to you. She might've overreacted but something had to happen for her to react in the first place!"
"Yeah, but—"
"But nothing!" Hannah folded her arms and glared at him. "Thalia and I don't even like each other and I still think you're being a fucking asshole."
"Excuse me, folks."
We all looked up at the sound of a deep voice. Our server stood some feet away, behind a man who was clearly the manager or the owner or something.
"I hate to cut in, but your table is being a little loud. Perhaps you could take your... discussion... elsewhere?"
"No need," I said. "I'm leaving."
"Thalia, wait..." Liam said.
I threw some cash on the table and told them to split the rest of my platter. Before anyone could even react, I was out of my chair and striding towards the exit.

Cold Hard Bitch"Thalia, slow down!"
I ignored Liam, walking as fast as I could down the sidewalk towards the transit station. His footsteps slapped against the concrete, but even when they slowed as he caught up to me, I ignored him. Silently, he walked alongside me, panting slightly as he tried to catch his breath.
"Are you okay?" he finally asked.
"Yep."
"No you're not."
"Then why'd you ask?"
He sighed. "Come back to the bar. Carson feels like a dick and wants to apologize and—"
"Oh, well, if Carson wants something, then of course I will. I couldn't possibly let him not get what he wants."
"That's not... look, I know this is a complicated situation but—"
"But what?" I stopped so suddenly that Liam ended up three steps in front of me before he reacted. "But what, exactly? Why don't you go back to the bar and just speak for me again, since you're so fucking good at that?"
He glanced away for a moment and took a breath. "We've talked about this. I wasn't trying to speak for you, I was standing up for you."
"I don't need you to stand up for me!" I yelled. "I am fully capable of taking care of myself and standing up for myself and telling people exactly what I think. I don't need you to step in and try to control the situation like I lack the ability to deal with things on my own!"
"I know you don't!" he protested. "I'm not trying to control things, I just—"
"Just what? Just think I can't handle myself? If you think that, you're as bad as the rest of them."
Liam didn't respond, though it was probably for the best. Between the thundering of my pulse rushing through my ears and the way my entire body seemed to be shaking, I likely wouldn't have even heard him.
"You know exactly what happened with Markus because I told you exactly what happened with him. Yeah, I probably could have handled the situation better and yeah, he didn't know I'm sensitive about... stuff, and yeah, I was scared and angry and upset but you know what? I was perfectly happy to just let it go, and then fucking Carson has to come in and start pushing buttons. And instead of letting me defend myself, you have to jump in and take over like you're some kind of white knight."
"You know it bothers me, right?" he asked.
I laughed, throwing my hands out contemptuously. "What? That I'm a huge bitch? That people don't like me? How does that affect you at all?"
"No," he said. "It bothers me when people are mean to you."
"Oh, I'm so sorry that people being mean to me is just so hard for you to deal with and—"
"Jesus Christ, would you stop for a second?!"
The words I was trying to say almost ceased to exist and my eyes widened as Liam raised his voice. He looked at me, his forehead wrinkled and a pained expression crossing his face.
"You get it in your head that, I don't know, everyone's against you. You know I fucking care about you, right?" he said. "Yeah, even with the fact that you're talking to me like... this. Like whatever. You're the strongest woman I know. Like, you're a complete badass. I know you can handle yourself, I know you can defend yourself, but I don't like to sit there while people talk about you like that. I'm on your side, Thalia."
"So I'm supposed to just get over it because it's what you want?"
"That's not what I said and you fucking know it," he shot back. "When people stand up for you, it's not a goddamn insult! It's supposed to be supportive, not degrading. You can be a strong person and still appreciate it when people are on your side."
"Oh, so now I'm not appreciative enough?"
Pink patches appeared on his cheeks, his eyes fierce with frustration. I had never seen Liam with an expression quite like that. I couldn't quite pinpoint how it made me feel. It scared me and it bothered me, but there was something else, too.
"Are you doing this on purpose or do you actually believe that every word I say has some underlying meaning?" he asked bluntly. "You know damn well that I wouldn't ever say something like that. I don't want to hurt you, Thalia. I love you, okay? I fucking care about you. I always have, I always will. It just pisses me off when people talk about you like that. They don't know you the way I do. I'm not trying to upset you or talk over you or disrespect you."
"You don't get to choose—wait." I stared at him. "What?"
It was impossible to tell whether Liam had meant to say what he did or if it slipped out accidentally. Either way, it didn't really matter. The words were out there. He didn't backpedal and he didn't try to deny what he had said. He simply froze, the fierceness in his eyes changing as redness crept up his neck and cheeks. After a moment, he sighed.
"Yeah," he said. "I... yeah."
"No," I said. "You don't. You do not love me."
"Thalia, I—"
"You don't!" I shouted. "Don't say that, don't fucking do this to me, okay?"
"I do," he said. "It's not... I'm sorry. I can't help it and I know you're not interested and that's—"
"Stop it." My voice shook, and whether it was with anger or fear or something else, I didn't know. "Stop it, right now. You're lying."
"Okay," he said. "Fine. I'm lying."
"No, you're not." My voice broke and I wanted to scream and push him and run away all at the same time. "You... how long?"
He looked down, probably so he didn't have to look at me.
"How long, Liam?" I asked, my voice shaking.
"Since before we moved," he said quietly. "Since we made that pact as kids."
Years, he meant. Literally years. Almost half of our friendship, he'd been in love with me, and I hadn't known it. I couldn't speak, couldn't even move. I couldn't place the emotion I was feeling. It might have been anger. It felt more like devastation.
"No," I said. "You... there's no way. No. You can't say that."
"Okay. I won't say it."
"How could you say this?" I spat back. "How... we've kissed, Liam. I've... your place, I have stayed at your place, at your apartment because I thought you were just my friend, not someone who just wanted to—"
"I am your friend!" Some of the fierceness returned to his voice as he looked up. "I can't help it, okay? I love you and I know you don't want to hear that but I would never have... never, Thalia, you get that? I would never have done something to hurt you."
"Sure," I snorted. "That's what they all say."
He recoiled slightly, hurt eyes staring at me from behind his glasses.
"You could've told me," I continued. "You could've said... something. Anything. You lied to me, you made me think we were just friends and now you're telling me you wanted more. Why didn't you just tell me?"
"Because you're my friend!" he exclaimed. "I didn't want to lose that and I knew... you always said we were just friends. I'd rather have you in my life as a friend than lose you over this."
"I can't believe you."
I folded my arms across my chest. My voice wavered, the anger beating hard and heavy in my chest, the threat of tears all too real. I had cried in front of Liam a million times, I had sobbed and sniffled and wailed because I thought he was safe. He had seen me in those vulnerable moments because I'd trusted him.
I couldn't do that anymore.
"I didn't do this on purpose," he said. "It's not like I woke up one day and thought 'hey, I'm gonna fall in love with my best friend because that's a good idea'."
"You knew." As hard as I tried, my voice still cracked. "You fucking knew how I felt about... stuff like that. You knew... no, you know. You know... everything, you know fucking everything about me, you know how much something like this would hurt me. You lied to me. You... you let me trust you."
His shoulders slumped as he looked up at me, pleading. "Thalia, I'm sorry."
"How could you do this to me?"
"I'm sorry," he said again.
I turned on my heel and walked towards the transit station, long steps that brought me further and further away from him. That time, Liam didn't follow.

Pathetic BitchKids say horrible things.
When I first started getting bullied, I thought they'd eventually run out of names to call me. I was a naive kid, apparently.
The first names were simple ones. Mean, but simple. Ugly. Fat. Stupid. They made fun of my birthmark, my hair, the way I walked, the way I slouched to appear smaller. There was only so much I could do to make myself invisible when I was a head taller than every other kid in my class, but I still tried.
When I had to start wearing a bra, they called me Thalia Titsling. When I started getting hair under my arms, some asshole kid said I looked like an orangutan, so my nickname became Orangu-Thalia. That one didn't last very long, probably because it was too long to say. As the other girls started catching up to me, it morphed into the far-less-creative Tall-ia.
Around the time Liam moved away, the nicknames fell out of favour and insults became the weapon of choice. I wasn't just ugly; now I was an ugly bitch. A fat bitch. A stupid bitch. When they made me cry, a pathetic bitch. When I stood up for myself, a loud-mouthed bitch. When I wore anything that hinted at the fact I had breasts, a slutty bitch, and when I wouldn't date boys, a frigid bitch. When I fought back, a crazy bitch, and when I tried to smile and ignore them, a fake bitch.
They called me a bitch, so that's what I became.
It stopped being an insult when I wore it as a badge of honour. It became armour, something I could wrap around myself to deflect the insults and the mocking and the laughter. They called me a bitch, and instead of crying, I could say "Yeah, so? Is that the best you've got? Is that the worst you can think of?"
I took that word and I embraced it. I became it. I let it define me and control me and become a part of me. I told myself again and again that it was just who I was. If I was going to be a bitch, I'd be the biggest fucking bitch there was.
Underneath all those layers of armour, though, somewhere deep in my heart, it still hurt every single time. There was only one person in the world who knew that; one person who knew how all those words and insults and actions tore at me. One person who knew all the things people had done to me, all the ways I'd been hurt, and all the trouble I had trying to trust anyone after years of learning why I shouldn't.
There was one person in the whole world who I trusted, and he'd done the one thing I couldn't handle: he'd fallen in love with me.
Some people might have found it romantic. They might have thought it was sweet that he was willing to stay around someone he thought he couldn't have because friendship was better than loneliness. If we were characters in a movie, I might have run to him on that sidewalk, fallen into his arms as cars and people passed us by, and kissed him—really kissed him, that time, not just one of our fake kisses—before telling him I loved him too.
This wasn't a movie, though. This was my life. This was my friend, my best friend, someone who knew my every secret, my every embarrassing flaw, who had seen me cry and seen me at my absolute worst. He was someone who put up with me when I was being unreasonable. Somehow, even though I was angry and saying horrible, mean, terrible things to him, he loved me.
Worse, we had kissed. I had slept in the same room as him, never knowing that he wanted to see me as anything more than a friend. He had never said anything, never done anything, but whether I liked it or not, it changed everything.
After leaving Liam standing on the sidewalk, I went home. I kept my face stoic and calm, I kept my breath steady and measured, and I walked in the house and greeted my parents. Before they could say anything else, I excused myself to my room under the guise of studying for a midterm. I didn't study, of course; I sat on my bed as emotion after feeling after memory washed over me, each of them fighting each other for my attention. Anger bounced into shame and shame rolled into betrayal. Regret morphed into fear, which twisted and knotted and curled around itself until it became some kind of generalized misery.



Almost every night since Liam and I had gotten cell phones—so, going on somewhere near ten years—we'd texted or called each other. Some nights it was just to send funny pictures back and forth; others, it was to talk about a show we were watching at the same time; more than a few were spent having heart-to-hearts. Somehow, he had never thought to bring up the fact that he was in love with me.
It was on one of those calls that I told him about my first boyfriend; it was another I told him about when we broke up because I wouldn't put out. Liam knew all about Shaun, the so-called friend I had who insisted on constantly buying things for me. Shaun would buy me lunch or bring me presents or pay for my ticket when we went to the movies with friends. After months of this, he got mad at me when I wouldn't call him my boyfriend.
I told him he'd never asked me to be his girlfriend, and I'd never asked him to buy all those things for me. It didn't seem to matter; he thought I owed him something all the same.
Liam knew about the night I lost my virginity and how I'd insisted on keeping my T-shirt on because I didn't want my boyfriend at the time to see my breasts. He knew how we eventually broke up because said boyfriend was tired of me keeping my shirt on. Liam also knew about the next boyfriend, the one who I nervously undressed in front of and who then wanted to spend all his time touching my breasts, like I'd ceased to exist as a person as soon as I'd removed my clothes.
I was angry. I was so mad at Liam when I got home, so hurt that he'd hidden those feelings from me and went on pretending that we were just friends. The problem was, the more I thought about it, the more the anger changed.
I thought I knew everything about Liam, just like he knew everything about me. I knew he always carried exactly five dollars in change in his wallet. I knew he was terrified of public speaking, alligators, and horses. I knew what he looked like when he was crying; how devastated he'd been when his cat Marshmallow died when we were kids; how he took his coffee and what his favourite beer was. I knew how broken he'd been when his dad had thrown those horrible, terrible words at him, and I knew how hard it was for him to see the way his dad hurt his mom.
Somehow, he'd hidden his feelings from me. Somehow, I'd missed the fact that he loved me. And somehow, he knew exactly how upset I would be when I found out, so he'd kept it from me because he wanted to be in my life. He'd rather hurt himself than hurt me.
And instead of seeing that, I'd pushed my best friend away. I was still angry, still hurt, still upset... but it wasn't all Liam's fault.
A lot of it was my fault.
That night was the first in nearly ten years that Liam didn't text me before bed, and I didn't text him, either. I didn't sleep well, but thankfully, the next day was Saturday and I could lock myself in my room all day using the same midterm as an excuse. When my mom knocked on my door mid-afternoon, I scrambled to pull a textbook onto my lap before she opened the door.
"Thalia? Did you hear me?" she asked.
"No, sorry. I was... focused," I said.
"Of course, sweetie. Your friend is here to see you. No big deal, but next time can you just mention to us if you're having someone stopping by?"
I frowned. "Liam's here?"
Mom shook her head, just as confused. "No, she said her name is Hannah."
If I put my mind to it, I'm sure I could have thought of something that would shock me more. At that moment, though, I was at a complete loss.
"Right," I said. "Sorry. I... forgot."
Mom smiled patiently. "That's okay, sweetie. Do you want her to just come up or did you two have plans?"
"Uh, I'll... yeah, actually, just... I can come down and get her."
Mom waved it off and a few minutes later, Hannah was walking into my bedroom.
"Thanks, Mrs. Taylor!" she called behind her.
I stared at her as she turned to me, confusion and concern apparently clear on my face.
"I wanted to come check on you," she said. "After you left, we were worried, and when Liam came back, he looked upset but wouldn't say anything."
"We? Who do you mean by 'we'?" I asked.
"Well, me, mostly." She invited herself to sit on my bed, bouncing a bit before scooting back to lean against the wall. "Carson was still being kind of a dick but I think he was just trying to save face."
I snorted. "What a surprise."
"Are you okay?" she asked.
"Why would I tell you, Hannah?" I replied. "No offense, but we're not exactly friends."
"Because we're not exactly enemies, either. And friends or not, what happened with Markus clearly upset you, and whatever happened with Liam clearly made it worse."
I stiffened as she said his name, which didn't go unnoticed.
"So... what happened?" she asked.
"You were right," I said before I could stop myself. "Liam... likes me. Liked me. Loved me? I don't know. I fucked up."
I don't know which of us was more shocked when I started crying. I didn't completely sob or anything, but the moment I felt wetness pooling in my eyes, I viciously brushed my hand across my cheek.
"Are you... crying?"
"Shut up," I growled.
She held her hands up, leaning away from me. "I mean, if you are, it's probably a good thing. It's good to know that you experience some emotions other than anger and being offended."
"Thanks," I said sarcastically.
"No problem. So he finally admitted it, eh? What happened?"
"Why am I even talking to you about this?" I asked.
Hannah rolled her eyes. "Look, I might have been a bitch to you a million and a half times, but... well.. I do respect you, you know."
I snorted and made a strange coughing noise as I tried not to laugh. "Is that so?"
"Okay, well... maybe it's more like I admire some aspects of your personality," she said. "'Respect' is probably the wrong word."
"You literally called me a stupid bitch the other day."
"Yeah, I did," she said. "I'm sorry."
"Don't be. I was being a stupid bitch."
"I don't think you were, actually," she said. "You really didn't know about Liam's feelings, right?"
I cringed and shook my head.
"Well, I'm sorry I accused you of leading him on. Clearly I was wrong. So, what's going on?"
Sighing, I explained. I tried to start with the Markus situation, but before long I was spilling what felt like my entire life story to Hannah. Really, that's where the whole thing had started. I admitted to her how resentful I was about my body, how self-conscious I was, how I felt like I had to be so careful because otherwise people would think I was a slut.
"What would be so bad about that?" she asked.
My mouth dropped open. "What? It would... I mean... no one wants to be known as a slut."
Hannah shrugged. "That's just surprising. You don't seem like the type of person who cares what other people think. If you want to sleep around, sleep around. Who the fuck cares?"
"Well, I don't want to sleep around," I grumbled.
"That's fine too. No one says you have to."
"You literally implied I was dressed like a slut when I was out with Markus."
"Yeah, well, I was a total bitch," she said. "I'm sorry for it. I'm going to try to do better. But honestly, Thalia, it doesn't matter if you have huge tits or no tits, or if you sleep with a new guy every night or are still a virgin. People are going to call you a slut or a whore or a bitch or whatever else you can think of because people are fucking terrible."
When I finally got to explaining what happened with Liam, I broke down again. That time, I didn't try to hide the tears, and Hannah shifted on my bed to sit next to me. I tensed instinctively as she hugged me, but relaxed after a moment.
"I asked him how he could do this to me," I choked. "I can't... he's my friend and... all those times I kissed him or we hugged or... I just feel, like, betrayed."
"He didn't really do this to you," she said, holding my hand. "Like, think about it. He's loved you since you guys were kids. God knows why. It's not like he can control it."
I laughed, a thick, wet sound. "Yeah, God knows why."
Hannah laughed quietly. "I can see why you feel a bit betrayed, but I mean, it's not like he ever tried anything. It's like you said, he'd rather deal with unrequited feelings than just not be a part of your life."
"I don't understand why he'd do that."
"I think the more important question is what you're going to do about it now."
Frowning, I glanced over at her. "What do you mean?"
"Well, like it or not, him admitting it is gonna change your friendship. Do you really see him as just a friend? Or is there something more there?"
Something more? I raised my eyebrows but couldn't bring myself to respond. Liam was my friend. My best friend. I couldn't deny that Liam was attractive, or that he was sweet and kind and funny, or that he would probably treat me far better than any other man in the entire world. Even a day earlier, though, if someone had asked me if I'd ever consider dating him, I would have laughed. It wasn't like I'd never thought about it, but I'd never seriously considered it. At least, not consciously.
Subconsciously was another story. How many times had I leaned against him or sought out a hug from him? How many times had I insisted it was just because we were friends, never considering why we were just friends when he made me feel so good? How many times had we kissed, and how many times had I ignored the little jolts of warmth that trickled through me when his lips touched mine? I chalked them up to a physical reaction, but I'd kissed other guys before, and I didn't always feel like that.
With Liam, I'd felt it every time.
"Thalia?"
"I don't know," I said.
"You don't have to know right now. I mean, it's a pretty big thing to think about."
I contemplated silently for a moment longer, staring at the wall.
"I don't deserve it, though," I finally said.
"Why?"
"I've been such a bitch to him." I looked down at my hands, a wave of guilt overtaking any of the other emotions I had. "I mean, not even just yesterday. Why would he want to put up with me? I jump to conclusions, I overreact, I'm moody. I've said mean things to him and I... I haven't even been a very good friend, let alone someone he should... you know. Be with."
"So be better," Hannah said.
"Thanks, that's helpful."
"It damn well should be." She let go of my hand and folded her arms across her chest. "Be better, Thalia."
"How? What am I supposed to do, just start letting people walk all over me? Smile and nod when people are assholes to me?"
She frowned. "You do jump to the weirdest conclusions."
"What?"
"Why would you have to change everything about you? You tell it like it is. You stand up for what you believe in. You take what you want. That's fucking admirable, Thalia. Keep doing that, just stop taking everything as a personal attack."
"Yeah, but—"
"But nothing. The problem here isn't you standing up for yourself or being a bitch. It's taking things out of context or misunderstanding their intent and assuming everyone is trying to hurt you. All you need to do is listen more."
"And how am I supposed to fix everything, hmm? I fucked up. I don't know if Liam and I are even friends anymore."
She shrugged. "Apologize."
"I don't—"
"You damn well better," she insisted. "You don't need to apologize for who you are. You do need to apologize when you fuck up. Admitting when you're wrong and owning up to your mistakes isn't a sign of weakness. It's what bad bitches do."
I sighed. "Why does it sound so easy when you say it?"
"Because it is. The options aren't just being a doormat or being a bitch."
Hannah grabbed my hand again and grinned.
"You can be that bitch."

Real Bitch"Hello?"
"It's me."
The intercom went quiet for a moment before Liam spoke again.
"Uh, okay. I'll... unlock the door."
I bit my lip as the lock buzzed to let me into the lobby of his building, just then realizing I probably should have called or texted to ask if I could stop by before showing up. Hannah hadn't left until we talked a bit more about all the things I could do to be less of a bitch and more of a bad bitch. Being considerate was one I clearly had to work on.
When I got to Liam's floor, I second-guessed myself. I'd let myself into his apartment a million times, but was that too forward? Was that appropriate given the circumstances? I hadn't decided before reaching his place, so I compromised and knocked before opening the door.
"Can I come in?" I called.
"Yeah," he replied.
I closed the door softly behind me. "I should've called first. Is this a bad time?"
Liam had clearly just pulled on a clean T-shirt and possibly his jeans, as well. His hair was messy, the dark curls shiny and damp. He must have just gotten out of the shower. I tried not to stare at him, but knowing what I did, it was difficult not to appreciate just how gorgeous he was.
"No, it's fine," he said cautiously. "Uh, is there... d'you want something to drink or...?"
"I came over to apologize," I said.
Liam's eyes widened almost comically behind his glasses and I grimaced.
"Apparently I've been such a bitch that apologizing is surprising," I continued. "I just... I'm sorry. I haven't been a good friend to you and you were right about me taking what you said the wrong way. I wasn't doing it on purpose, I don't think. I'm used to having to fight back and I sometimes forget that... well. It just... it's a habit. It was a habit. I'm trying to... I'm gonna try to break that habit."
He didn't say anything and I cleared my throat, trying to prevent myself from curling my shoulders forward as a reaction to my discomfort.
"And I'm sorry for not, um, appreciating you standing up for me. Because you're right, and you didn't have to do it and you still did and I was a bitch about it rather than appreciating that you cared enough about me to take my side. I'm gonna work on that, too. I mean, if... if we're still... if you still want to be my friend."
He still didn't respond and I pressed my lips together, my breathing becoming shakier.
"I'm also sorry for reacting how I did when you told me, um, what you did yesterday. I don't have a way to say that's something I'll work on because the truth is, I was just scared. That doesn't make it any better but I'm still sorry for it."
"Let me ask you something," he finally said.
"Okay."
"If it were you, would you forgive me? If I was the one apologizing right now and you were in my shoes?"
Up until that moment, I hadn't quite figured out if I was trying to salvage our friendship or if I was trying to salvage any sort of relationship with the hope of it eventually becoming something more. Under Hannah's advice, I had finally just decided to go over to Liam's place. Regardless of what my actual feelings were, I needed to apologize, and if I needed more time to think about it, I could tell him that.
When I felt a strange sort of pressure in my chest, like my heart was almost cramping, I knew the answer. Worse, though, was the fact that I had to answer his question, and that I knew the answer would ruin any chance we had before it even began. It would ruin any chance at salvaging whatever friendship we had left.
"Probably not." I hoped he could hear the honesty in my voice, if not the sadness. "Maybe with this whole... you know, trying not to be a bitch thing, I would. But if it was me the way I am... well, the way I was... the way I'm trying not to be anymore, then no. Probably not."
Again, he didn't say anything. Taking his silence as his answer, I smiled sadly at the ground.
"Okay. I'll go, then."
I had my hand on the doorknob when he finally responded.
"Please stay."
Closing my eyes, I sighed.
"Liam, I'm apologizing, but I'm not going to beg for forgiveness."
"I know you won't, and I don't want you to."
I turned back to him warily, finally meeting his eyes.
"I accept your apology," he said. "I always will. You're my best friend and I... Thank you."
Clearing my throat, I tried not to look too relieved. "No. Thank you. I, um, really fucked up. I was terrified you wouldn't want to be friends anymore."
Liam grinned and I fidgeted, trying to ignore how captivating his smile was.
"You're not getting rid of me that easily," he said, though his cheeks turned red after a moment. "Though, um, I need to apologize too, still. I'm sorry for making things weird. With, uh, what I said. Yesterday."
Another shiver of anxiety ran through me, my stomach turning nervously. "Did you not mean it?"
He cleared his throat. "Uh, yeah. I meant it."
My mouth was dry and my hands were shaking, not because I was scared but because I knew everything was about to change. At the same time, my heart was fluttering, eager to find out just how willing Liam would be to take that next step.
"That's fucking terrifying," I said. "But if you want to, um, try it. Like, try... us. I'd be interested."
He inhaled sharply and grimaced. "Oh, shit. I thought you meant about being bothered when people are mean to you."
Every muscle in my body went stiff and my face must have betrayed how horrified I was, because it wasn't even a second later that an apologetic grin spread on Liam's face.
"I'm kidding, Thalia," he said. "I meant about being in love with you. That's what you meant, right? Because... like, shit, please tell me you're not joking."
"You're such an asshole," I muttered.
He couldn't quite hide his smile. "I'm sorry. I am, I'm sorry, that was... I mean it was funny, but it wasn't the right moment."
"I don't know if I want to push you off your balcony or kiss you."
"Hmm. Tough choice. Can I decide?"
I tried not to laugh. I pursed my lips and scrunched my nose trying to hold it in, but failed. Half a snort later, he was fighting just as hard as I was not to laugh.
"Is that a yes?" he asked.
"Yeah, sure. You can choose."
He pretended to think for a moment. "Okay, the balcony sounds tempting, it really does, but I think I'm gonna go with kissing."
Before I could even stop laughing, he was in front of me, and I was still giggling when he put his arms around my waist and I put mine on his shoulders.
We were both smiling during that kiss; our first kiss, our first real kiss. It was the kiss that mattered, the one that wasn't just because of some pact, that wasn't just a joke or a ploy to win a game of laser tag. It only took one kiss, that first kiss, for us to understand: we were still best friends, and we always would be. We were just best friends who happened to fall in love.
The smile faded a bit from my lips as I realized it, but not because I wasn't happy. It faded because I pulled him against me, because I kissed him just a little bit harder, because I needed to feel his body pressed against mine in one of the few ways I hadn't felt it before. Those little jolts of electricity, the ones I used to ignore, shot through me. I needed more. Not just needed; I craved it, wanted it. I wanted him.
He held me closer, kissed me one more time, then parted from my lips. His forehead pressed against mine and I opened my eyes.
"Do you want to slow down?" he asked gently.
"No," I whispered.
There was a look in his eyes, a vulnerable desire with reluctant hesitance buried beneath it. I brought my hand to Liam's cheek, then brushed a piece of hair off his forehead.
"No," I said again, more confidently. "I trust you."
As soon as I spoke, his eyes filled with solemn sincerity. He nodded and swallowed.
"You can change your mind," he whispered.
"I won't. I want this."
"Thalia, are you—"
"I want you, Liam. Yes."
He made a soft noise and kissed me again, more urgently that time, and I ran my fingers through his hair as I returned it eagerly. Even still, there was hesitation strung throughout him. I couldn't blame him for that. The way his hands trembled just slightly matched the small shivers that ran through me as I realized he was still thinking about me, still worrying, still wanting to make sure I wasn't going to freak out.



I respected that. I hadn't given Liam any real reasons to believe I wasn't a crazy bitch, but I could. I would. It would take time, but I would prove it to him. In the meantime, I would have to show him I meant what I had said.
His hair was still damp as I ran my hands through it, but dry enough that it didn't tangle as I worked the curls between my fingers. With my hand gently pressing against the back of his head, I slipped my tongue into his mouth. He inhaled sharply before his tongue met mine, and his fingers gripped my waist just a little harder as we explored each other's mouths. In all the times we'd kissed, we hadn't kissed quite like that, and the excitement of the new sensations trilled through my body.
It was enough for a while, to get comfortable with each other, enough to just kiss and relax against each other. When it wasn't enough, when those little quivers of excitement began nudging something deep inside me to do more, I pulled away just slightly.
"Liam?"
"Mmm?" he said, his eyes opening again. A soft smile spread across his lips, making him look distracted and half-tipsy.
I bit back a smile of my own. "Can we go to your bedroom?"
My question was met with a response I didn't expect. I thought maybe he'd get an excited gleam in his eye, or nervously but eagerly nod, or just stammer and stutter until I had to grab his hand and lead him there. What I wasn't expecting was him to swallow and look away before clearing his throat and looking back at me.
"I, uh... I don't know."
My confusion must have shown because he sighed.
"I want to say yes," he admitted. "I do. I just..."
"I mean, it's okay," I said quickly. "We don't have to... it's fine, if you don't want to, that's totally—"
"No, I do. I really... I really do, I swear. I just..." He paused, took a breath, then seemed to steel himself. "I'm going to say this and I'm sure you're going to take it the wrong way but please let me explain, okay?"
I nodded, though my stomach tensed nervously. "I will. I can do this."
The words were more for my benefit than his, more a soft reassurance that I could truly do this without being a bitch, but Liam nodded anyway.
"Okay. I'm just nervous because I know how, uh, sensitive you are. About your body. And I don't want to make you uncomfortable or do something that you don't like or... well." He cleared his throat. "Thalia, I think you're beautiful. I like the way you look. I want to be able to, well, show you that. I don't want to be scared that I might touch you the wrong way and make you hate me."
That old instinct was there, the one that told me to pick apart everything he'd said. He thought I was sensitive?! He thought I'd be upset if he touched me the wrong way?! I swallowed and pushed those instincts down, firmly telling myself that I knew exactly what he meant and he had every right to be concerned. Liam knew me better than anyone. Those fears weren't unfounded.
"I can't promise," I said. "I can try really, really hard, but I can't promise I won't... you know. Get self-conscious. I just... I'm afraid."
"Why?"
I swallowed, struggling to admit the real reason, but I owed it to both Liam and to myself to be honest.
"I'm afraid you'll see me the way I see me. That you'll see... something you don't like."
"That's not possible," he said plainly. "Everything about you is beautiful. You're the smartest, fiercest person I've ever met. I love everything about you."
Somehow, it was the perfect thing for him to say. I took a breath and nodded slowly.
"I'll try, if you'll let me."
He regarded me for a moment, wary and solemn, before the corners of his lips flicked up and his eyes took on that excited, nervous look.
"You don't have a single thing to be self-conscious about," he said. "Let me show you."
If I hadn't already realized I was in love with Liam, I would have figured it out when he brought me to his room and unwrapped me like I was made of crystal. He kissed me softly, making sure each movement he made was purposeful, tender, and slow. His hands didn't wander as he undressed me, though his lips pressed against my neck and collarbone.
He started with my skirt, a simple enough thing to remove; one tug of the zipper and it fell past my hips and to the ground. I tried not to shake as he lifted the hem of my shirt up, tried not to stiffen when I had to move my arms to let him pull it up over my head. Once it was off, though, I couldn't stop myself from slouching my shoulders forward, staring at the ground just beyond us as he stepped back.
"Thalia?" he asked.
"I'm trying," I said.
He didn't respond right away, instead moving forward and guiding my shoulders back before bringing his fingers beneath my chin and tilting my head back up.
"You're incredible," he whispered.
I half-laughed in response, not quite able to believe him. Liam wasn't having any of it, though; he kissed me again, his hands moving to my waist and pulling me against him. Through his jeans, I could feel the effect I was having. With anyone else, it might have felt like too much, too fast, too rushed.
With Liam, I felt safe.
"You are," I said back, wishing I had something more eloquent to say.
It didn't matter. He smirked against my mouth as he kissed me, and I took advantage of the pause in my own disrobing to tug at his T-shirt. His lips lingered on mine for a moment before he brought his hands to mine and took his shirt off without ceremony, then he immediately brought his mouth back to mine.
I wasn't done, though; once his skin was pressed against mine, I slipped my hands between us and worked the button of his jeans. He made another soft noise against my mouth, and that time his hands didn't join mine. Instead, his fingers traced a pattern up my arm as I carefully unzipped his jeans, only leaving so he could push his jeans down and step out of them.
When he straightened back up, his eyes flicked down my body. I fought the nervousness and focused on the way his gaze made my body temperature rise. I could feel the slightest flush starting on my chest, a warm tinge just beginning to grace my skin. Liam saw it, too, and he met my eyes for just a moment before leaning forward to kiss my collarbone.
I gasped a bit but relaxed against him. He wrapped his arms around my waist and held me to him as he brushed his lips against my skin. I could feel his cock beneath the thin fabric of his boxers, already so hard. He ignored it, though, instead moving his mouth lower and lower until he was kissing the top of my breasts. It moved lower still, his tongue darting out between my cleavage, until he was kissing along the cups of my bra.
"Are you okay?" he asked.
"Yes," I breathed.
He glanced up at me. "Are you sure?"
I was sure, I told myself, and to prove it, I nudged Liam away and made him sit on the edge of his bed. Without giving myself time to think, I unclasped the front of my bra, shrugged it off, and let it fall to the floor.
He was trying so hard to be respectful and selfless, but even Liam couldn't stop himself from inhaling sharply as he stared at my breasts. Instead of feeling uncomfortable, I embraced it, biting my lip softly as he looked at me, not moving until he tore his eyes away and met mine again.
"Thalia," he whispered, and reached for me.
I went to him, and for what felt like the first time, didn't cringe away when someone pressed their face against my breasts. He handled them gently, cupping one breast with his hand as he ravished the other with kisses. I rested my arms on his shoulders, unable to keep in a soft moan when his tongue snaked out to lap at my nipple.
Liam groaned and did it again before sucking on the hardening nub. I moaned again and he pulled me closer, forgetting for a moment that he was going slow because he was nervous. The hand that wasn't squeezing my breast moved to my ass.
Whatever soft gasp I made was enough to remind him he wanted to go slower and he pulled back, looking up with a distinctly panicked expression on his face. Before he could say anything, I nudged him back on the bed and crawled on top of him.
"Oof," he grunted, then grinned as I straddled his hips. "Hi."
I laughed. "Hi."
My pussy was dripping. My panties were already starting to soak through, and it only got worse when I felt Liam's bulge press against my covered slit. Shifting my hips, we both made soft noises as I ground against him. He pulled me down to kiss him again, unable to stop himself from grasping my breast and pinching my nipple.
We were a tangle of limbs on the bed, skin to skin and body to body. Whatever nerves or fears we had were gone; left in their place was desire and exhilarating intoxication. We skimmed our hands along each other, feeling each other, touching each other, exploring and revelling what was happening.
I was the first to push things further. Liam was sucking on my nipple again when I gripped his cock through his boxers. He shuddered against me and I stroked lightly through the fabric before guiding my hand beneath the waistband. When my fingers wrapped around his cock, he groaned into my breast and I grinned.
His cock was dripping pre-cum. I spread it along his shaft with each stroke, feeling the ridges and bumps beneath my palm as my hand moved. He shuddered again and his breath puffed against my skin.
"Thalia, I want you so much," he mumbled.
"You can have me," I said simply.
"Fuck," he gasped, but instead of sitting up or pushing me onto my back, he pushed his fingers into my panties.
I moaned as his fingers traced along my slit, just barely dipping into my entrance before flicking against my clit. My pussy ached as he teased it, desperate to be filled, and I could only handle so much.
"Liam," I said sternly.
He glanced up, his fingers pausing, a modicum of worry in his eyes.
"You better have a condom," I continued.
He grinned, probably partially out of relief, and nodded.
"Get it. Now."
Hannah had been right: I was a person who took what I wanted. Right then, I wanted Liam's cock inside me, and he was all too happy to oblige. It probably didn't hurt that I told him to sit back against his headboard so I could sink down on top of him, both of us sighing as he entered me for the first time.
"Thalia," he whispered as he filled me. "I love you."
"I love you, too," I whispered.
We kissed before I started rocking my hips against him, only parting so Liam could kiss my breasts as I rode him. Any self-consciousness I had faded away into primal need; I couldn't get enough of his cock. I wanted to move faster, harder, take him deeper and deeper inside me. I wanted more, and I took it.
It didn't take long for me to come. Between the way he was sucking on my nipples and how I could grind my clit against his pelvis each time I sank down on him, I was halfway there in no time. His fingers dug into my hips, guiding my movements. When he started thrusting up into me, I was lost.
"I'm gonna come," I gasped.
He groaned in response, or maybe he said something; I didn't know, and I didn't really care. My orgasm hit and my body shook, a radiating rush crashing through me. I cried out, my nails digging into Liam's shoulder as I trembled, and he kept pushing up inside me even as I finished and tried not to slump against him.
When he came, he stilled for just a moment before taking those last few staggered, deep thrusts. His breath was hot against my breasts, his hands holding me in place as he finished, his low groan muffled but almost arousing enough to make me want him all over again.
He finally looked up at me as his cock began to soften, pulling me in for a kiss as we rested against each other.
"I love you," he said again.
"Even though I'm a bitch?"
"You're not," he said. "You're perfect."
I kissed him again. "Thank you for being on my side. I love you."
He pushed my hair off my face before pressing his forehead to mine.
"I'll always be on your side."

That BitchHis breath hitched when I came out of the bathroom. I raised my eyebrow, folding my arms after standing there for a minute.
"Are you just going to stand there and stare, or...?"
"Yeah," Liam said.
"Well, stop it. You look ridiculous."
He grinned. "Ridiculous? You're the one who has to be seen with me."
I stuck my tongue out at him. When he came over to kiss me, he nipped lightly at my lip.
"You look amazing."
"You do, too," I whispered.
And he did, though I was able to keep my hands off him as we finished getting ready. Liam, on the other hand, grabbed my ass while I was trying to put my heels on.
"Cut that out," I chided.
"Hmm... nah," he said.
I glared at him, though it was hard to maintain it without smiling. "Stop or I really am going to push you off your balcony."
He looked thoughtful for a moment before turning on his heel and marching to the balcony door.
"What are you doing?" I asked.
"Checking how far a drop it really is," he said. "It might still be worth it."
"You ass!" I couldn't hold back the laugh that time and Liam grinned as he turned back around and pulled me in for a kiss.
"Let's go. Everyone's already going to be shocked when we show up together."
"Well, not when we show up together," I said. "When we show up and start making out in front of everyone, maybe."
He snorted, grabbed my ass again, and we hurried to the elevator.
We weren't in a fraternity or a sorority, but Hannah was, and her sorority did a fancy charity dinner every year. I had been annoyed with Liam for insisting we go when she asked us months earlier, but given her role in our reconciliation, I was far less annoyed that day.
Liam and I had spent the weekend together in his apartment, something that didn't seem all that strange until I came back home and announced to my parents that we were dating. My dad felt the need to have a strict discussion with him when he came by a few days later, but otherwise, I don't think anyone was especially surprised. We didn't really make a big deal about it, and while a few of our friends knew, it was the first time we were really going out as a couple.
"There they are!" Hannah exclaimed when we walked in.
"Sorry we're late," Liam said.
"I'll say. They're just about to start dinner. You two get trapped by the duvet or something?"
"Don't be such a bitch," I said, but grinned and hugged her.
Carson was sitting nearby and his eyes bounced from me and Hannah to Liam.
"Did I miss something?" he asked.
"Yeah, probably," I said before sitting down.
"Since when are you two friends?"
"Since I helped her finally see that she and Liam should just fuck already," Hannah replied. "Like everyone else had already figured out."
Carson gaped at me. "Wait, are you two an actual thing now?"
"I don't really like being called a 'thing', you know," I replied. "But if you're asking if Liam and I are together, well, yeah. Didn't you just hear what Hannah said?"
He snorted and shook his head in amazement before turning to Liam.
"You're a brave man. Good luck taming that one."
My temper flared instantly, heat rising through my cheeks. "Excuse me?"
"Why the fuck would I want to do that?" Liam asked before Carson could respond to me. "I love her the way she is."
Carson rolled his eyes and laughed. "Because she's a little intense. It's just an expression. I mean, sure, if you're into that whole... I dunno, girl power thing."
"Well, that would be the difference between you and Liam," I said icily. "He's secure enough that he doesn't feel the need to control me. You, on the other hand, are apparently looking for someone who just sits there quietly. May I suggest one of those silicone sex dolls you can get custom made?"
Carson turned red. "It was a joke."
"It wasn't very funny."
He glared at me. "You can stop being a bitch anytime, you know."
I smiled at him sweetly as Liam took my hand.
"I'm not a bitch, Carson. I'm that bitch. And if you've got a problem with that, well, fuck you."
Before he could respond, the lights in the hall dimmed slightly, and I turned to the stage to listen attentively to the speeches as Liam tried not to laugh.
"Love you," he whispered.
I squeezed his hand. "Love you too."
**
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Look, I know I should've looked in the rearview mirror, okay?
I know.
I mean, I know now.
I should've looked in the rearview mirror, or twisted to look out the back window, or hell, I guess I could've washed my car so the goddamn backup camera wasn't covered in dirt.
There's a lot of things I should've done. There were a lot of things I could've done. The fact of the matter, my friend, is that I did not do those fucking things, and I ran over the crazy old lady who lived down the street.
Well, okay, I didn't really run her over. My foot was barely on the gas. The car was rolling backward like it does down the driveway and before I hit the usual bump at the bottom where the curb dips down, I heard a thunk.
That's what it sounded like. Just... thunk. Dull and quick, and at first, I was like "what the fuck was that" because I knew I wasn't far enough down the driveway to hit the dip in the sidewalk, and besides, it didn't usually sound like that. Luckily, I had those quick reflexes from all those years dodging dudes who tried to grab me and my best friend Kevvy and beat the shit out of us, so I slammed on the brakes without even thinking.
Anyway, so that was when I looked out the side mirror, and I see these... sorry, I shouldn't laugh, but it was kinda funny in a way... see these legs just pokin' out from behind the car with these big old orthopedic shoes on them, kinda flailing in the air. And I'm just like, oh shit, 'cause that's a fuckin' person! So I put the car in park—'cause I was thinking a bit more straight by then, right, and I didn't want the car to roll backward—and I jumped out and ran over to her.
Now, I knocked her down, I fully admit that. I hit her with my car. Poor old thing was lying on the ground on her back, grey hair splayed across the sidewalk, groaning. And I felt extra bad 'cause she was wearing this like, old lady skirt. I dunno how you describe it. Those real long ones that are made of cotton or something. And the reason I could see her legs was that her skirt flew up and was all bunched around her waist.
That was the first weird thing, 'cause I recognized her as the lady who lived down the street, and she's been living in that house since God knows when. I'd seen her a couple of times out walking or whatever. Didn't seem like a very social person, kept to herself, whatever, but I knew she had to be old. Like, not old-old, but like, older. Like older than my mom, but my mom's not that old, she's only 50. So like, maybe old enough to be my grandma? I wasn't really sure. Either way, you think, a lady that age, skirt bunched up around her waist, she'd have on some granny panties or whatever.
Not this lady, though. She had on these tiny little red lace panties and like, you could tell she kept things, uh... well-groomed, you know? 'Cause those little panties, they were tight, and there was no way there could be any kind of hair or anything under there. You'd see it instantly. So that kinda shocked me a bit, not gonna lie, but I only looked for a second before helping her.
"Shit!" I said. "You okay?"
"Do I look okay?" she groaned.
"Ah, shit. Fuck." I knelt down next to her. "Can you stand up?"
"Watch your mouth, young man," she said.
"Sorry, ma'am."
"Ma'am!" she scoffed. "You're losing points there, dear. I'm not old enough to be a ma'am."
"Uh, sure," I said. "Okay, miss... Ms...? Mrs?"
"Fiona," she said hoarsely. "Fiona Ragnelle."
"Mrs. Ragnelle, I'm so—
"Ugh. Just Fiona, please."
"My bad," I said. "Fiona, I'm Henry Gawain, and I'm real sorry, okay? Do you think you can stand up?"
She moved a little, shifting side to side like she was testing to see if something was broken.
"I think so," she said. "I think—"
And see, everything would've been fine, except she started patting down her sides and discovered her entire skirt was around her waist. I shit you not, her face turned as red as those little lace panties she was wearing.
"Oh my God!" she hissed. "Were you looking at my panties?"
"N-no!" I said. "I mean, yeah, because... well, I mean, not on purpose."
She struggled to sit up, but when I tried to help her, she batted my arm away.
"I can't believe you," she spat, tugging her skirt down over her legs. "You hit me with your car, then you sit there looking at my panties like some kind of pervert. I ought to call the police!"
"N-no!" I said, alarmed. "Look, Mrs. Ragn—I mean, Fiona, look there's no... we don't need to call the police, right? Look, you're okay, you're sitting up and everything!"
"How dare you?" she said. "You drive like a damn maniac all over the neighbourhood and now that you hit me with your car, you want me to just pretend that's okay?"
"Not at all," I said. "I just mean, there's no need to call the cops, okay? We can... like, let me make it up to you, how 'bout that? I can, I dunno, mow your lawn or something. Whatever you want, you call me up and say 'Henry, get your ass over here and open this jar of pickles for me' and I'll run right over and do it."
She stared at me for a minute, I think probably trying to make sure I wasn't lying, and I wasn't. I was dead serious about not wanting her to call the cops. If she did that, they'd find out I was driving without my license, and then I'd be real fucked because they'd probably arrest me or something.
"You mean that?" she asked.
"Oh, yeah," I said.
"So if I said to you 'Henry, get your butt over here and put on a Speedo and clean out my pool,' you'd do that?"
"Well, I'd have to go out and buy a Speedo first," I said uncertainly. "And I mean, that's not really what... ah, what the hell. Yeah, if you didn't mind having to wait for me to hit up Walmart, I'd clean out your pool in a Speedo."
Her eyebrows furrowed as she stared at me. "How old are you?"
"I just turned 19 a couple months ago," I said.
Her mouth was a little wrinkled, not because she was old but because she was twisting her lips, kinda like she'd eaten a Sour Patch Kid or something. Then she nodded at me briskly
"I believe you, Harry," she said. "I won't call the police."
"Cool," I replied, trying to hide how relieved I was. "And it's, uh, Henry. Now, uh... were you serious about that Speedo? 'Cause I don't mind, really, I just was about to go to work and I don't get my paycheque till Friday, so if—"
"I was joking," she said stiffly. "No, I have something different in mind for you."
She made me give her my phone number, and then let me help her up and get her back to her house. She was walking pretty good so I didn't think I really hurt her, but I wasn't taking any chances. Fiona could've easily sold me out to the cops. Still, I was pretty much shitting bricks 'cause she wouldn't tell me what she had in mind for me, just that I was to come over to her house the next day after work and to plan to be there for at least a couple of hours.
That was the second weird thing about the whole situation. I couldn't stop thinking of it the whole rest of the day, or the next day. I mean, she said the Speedo thing was a joke, but that's a pretty fuckin' odd joke to make to someone you don't know, right? So then I thought maybe she wanted me to do something else, like clean her house naked or be a stripper for her bridge game or something. I wouldn't blame her. Not to toot my own horn or whatever, but I'm pretty hot and she seemed kinda lonely, so I get why she'd want something like that.
I told my buddy Kevvy about it and he said she was probably joking about it as payback for staring at her panties, which made sense, too. I probably deserved it, if not for staring at her panties, then for thinking about them later that night when I was in the shower.
Not that I told Kevvy or anyone about that part of it. I mean, no one really wants to admit they jerked it picturing some old lady's panties, but like, ignoring how old she was, her legs were pretty fine and those panties were hot. I'd never see any girl wear panties like that, and it'd been a while since I'd seen any girl wearing panties in real life. So yeah, I got off thinking about Fiona's old lady pussy underneath those panties, and maybe that was a little weird, but I came pretty hard so it was worth it.
The next day after work, I stopped at home to take a shower quick and then went over to Fiona's. She lived six houses down and on the other side of the street, and she'd said to be there right at 5:30 PM, so I had to jog to get over there on time. I was still pretty nervous when I knocked on the door, and it was only then that I thought maybe I shouldn't've worn my nice jeans and a good T-shirt. Like, if she wanted me to clean or whatever, I should've put on some old clothes.
It was too late to do anything about it though, so I figured I'd just try to be careful.
Fiona opened the door shortly after I knocked. She looked pretty nice for an older lady. Her grey hair was done up in curls and she had on some makeup, but it was nice makeup. When my grandma wore makeup, it always looked sort of scary because she'd wear bright blue eyeshadow and this crazy red lipstick, but Fiona looked really classy. She had on another long skirt and a red shirt that was kinda low in the front, and just looked... well, I mean, I admitted I jerked off thinking about her, so she looked pretty hot for an older lady. I wondered if she was wearing lacy panties again and then stopped wondering about it because I didn't really want Fiona to catch me getting hard or something.
"You're right on time, Harry," she said. "That's a good start."
"It's Henry," I said. "And thanks."
I wasn't really sure what I was thanking her for. Maybe for not calling the cops.
"You're welcome. Come in and follow me."
Her house was kind of sad. It was dark and dungy, the curtains drawn and a layer of dust covering most of the surfaces. If Fiona was around my grandma's age, she should have had pictures of her grandkids on the walls and stuff, but they were pretty bare. The carpet was really dark and she didn't have much furniture, either. What she did have was really old, but not the nice kind of old that people go out to those antique shops for. It was old and kinda beat up, like someone had taken a baseball bat to most of it.
She led me into her living room at the back of the house, which was a little nicer. It wasn't quite as dusty and she had a nice-looking couch and a rocking chair. There was a fireplace, too, and a couple of bookshelves and a coffee table. It was still dark, though, the curtains closed as tightly as they were around the rest of the house, and a single lamp glowed in the corner.
"How are you feeling?" I asked as she settled onto the couch.
"A little stiff," she said. "But I'll survive. For now."
I grimaced and nodded. "I'm sorry, again. I feel really bad."
"I know you do." Her tone was a bit comforting, and the lines around her mouth deepened as the corners of her lips turned up.
"I'm glad you're mostly okay, though," I continued.
"Me too."
Awkwardly, I shifted from one foot to the other. "So, uh, what do you want me to do to help? Cleaning? Yardwork? I'm pretty good at repairing stuff, too, if you've got, like, shit to fix up anywhere."
"Language," she said.
"Sorry."
"You're forgiven." Fiona patted the spot on the couch beside her. "Come sit down. Do you like Scrabble?"
I must've looked as confused as I felt because she laughed.
"You know, Harry, I thought and I thought and I thought all night about what I could get you to do to help me out, and you know what I eventually decided?"
"Uh, nope," I said. "And it's Henry."
"I decided I'd just really like someone to play Scrabble with."
Immediately, I thought it was too good to be true, and that I was getting a hell of a deal here. I mean, I ran over an old lady, and all she wanted me to do was play Scrabble with her? It was another weird thing, but for me, it was like hitting the jackpot. Then I was kinda disappointed because I'd worked myself up into thinking she'd want me to, like, give her a striptease or something, and I knew that'd be fucked up but it was sort of hot. Then my chest did that thing where it hurt a bit. Her voice was steady and her expression didn't change, but I could hear sadness beneath her words and see loneliness in her eyes. Once I considered that, it didn't seem quite so weird after all.
"Yeah," I said. "Shit, of course I'll play Scrabble with you."
"Language," she said again.
"Sorry." I moved over to the couch and sat next to her. "But also, you know, if you do have anything you need me to do around the house, I can help with that too. After Scrabble, if you want."
She looked surprised for a moment, then smiled. "Would you like something to drink, Henry? I have apple juice, water, or coffee."
"Apple juice is great," I said. "But let me get it, at least."
She refused to let me get it and came back a few minutes later with two glasses of apple juice and a plate of cookies. Then, it was time for Scrabble.
I started off surprisingly good, actually, but it became clear pretty quickly that Fiona was way better at Scrabble than me. It's a game for smart people, not for guys who had to take remedial English in high school. Still, it was pretty fun, even if I was spelling words like "cat" and "dude" and she was spelling words like "sovereign."
"How long have you lived here?" I asked while I was waiting for her to take her turn.
"Too long," she said distractedly. "Far too long."
I nodded, even though I didn't really understand. "Did you move here with your husband or something?"
"No."
I nodded again, just for something to do. "Cool."
She played "avalon" and I frowned.
"Is that a real word?"
Fiona smirked. "Are you challenging it?"
I shrugged and took one of the cookies off the plate. "Nah, I trust you."
"Do you?" she said.
"Yep," I replied through a mouth full of cookie.
A little while later, I tried asking her another question.
"Where did you live before here?"
"I've always lived here," Fiona said.
"Always? Like in this house?" I asked, laughing.
She looked at me, one eyebrow raised. "What are you so desperate to know about me, Henry?"
"Just trying to get to know you. I didn't even know your name before I ran over you and I've lived on this street my whole life."
The sound of her laugh shocked me. It was almost musical and made her sound genuinely happy, and also about 30 or 40 years younger than she looked. Which would've put her around my age, maybe. I wasn't sure, and I knew enough to know that it definitely wouldn't be polite to ask. I also didn't know what she was really laughing at; I didn't think I'd said anything funny.
"Dear, you wouldn't believe me if I told you," she chuckled.
I frowned. "Try me."
The corners of her eyes crinkled even more than usual as she stared at me. Her eyes were really strange, I realized. They were a really dark shade of blue, almost purple, and they studied me intensely. I stared back, almost unable to move, almost a little scared of how strong her gaze was.
I had no idea what she was thinking. I barely had any idea what I was thinking, and I was the one thinking it. All I knew is that Fiona's eyes were like magnets and after a while, I don't think I could've looked away if I wanted to.
Strangely enough, I didn't want to. Strangely enough, I started thinking about her panties again, and I felt my face starting to turn red. I couldn't stop myself from remembering what her legs looked like, how perfect her crotch looked behind that lacy scrap of fabric, and how good it felt when I was stroking my cock and thinking about her.
When she finally spoke again, her voice was soft and smooth, almost sensual in its comfort.
"I'll tell you," she said. "But you have to kiss me."
See, that's when shit got really weird, 'cause she wanted me to kiss her, right? And I probably should've been a little concerned about that, because Fiona was... well, old. The old, though admittedly hot, lady from down the street was staring at me with her weird-ass eyes in her weird, dirty house, and she wanted me to kiss her.
And I wanted to kiss her, so I did.
I don't know what I really expected. I thought maybe she'd have stale breath, but it wasn't too bad. Kind of tasted like apples, probably from the apple juice. Her lips were a little wrinkly but they were really soft. It wasn't, like, a perfect kiss, but it was good, and I obviously liked it because I closed my eyes and kissed her harder.
Once my eyes were closed, I couldn't even tell she was older than me at all, and it was like I couldn't get enough. I put my hand on her waist and she trailed her fingers along my neck, making my skin tingle. My cock twitched and I couldn't quite believe how turned on I was getting just from kissing her. She seemed to realize it too, and the hand that wasn't playing with my hair and touching my cheek moved forward into my lap.
I felt her smile at the same time her hand cupped my cock through my jeans. She started rubbing it and I couldn't help shudder against her. It was only when her tongue slipped into my mouth that I realized what I was doing, and my eyes flew back open.
"Are you okay, Harry?" she asked as she caught my gaze.
"Fiona, you're touching my cock," I said hoarsely. "And it's Henry."
"Would you like me to stop?"
Here's the thing. Like, despite the fact that she was old and her lips were a little dry and all that, my cock was pretty hard. I was really liking how her hand felt through my jeans and I'd already kissed her, right? And I'd already jacked off thinking about her the night before. And I mean, come on. It's not like I was drowning in pussy otherwise. So yeah, maybe it was all pretty fucking weird, but it's not like stopping there would take any of it back.
"Nah, you can keep going."
She laughed again and even though I'd just said she could keep doing it, she pulled her hand away.
"I will," she said. "I need you to do something for me first, though."
"Anything," I said.
"That's good to hear," she replied. "I need you to kiss me again."
I leaned forward obediently but she stopped me.
"Not there."
It turned out she wanted me to kiss her pretty much everywhere but on her mouth. Under her direction, I unbuttoned the red blouse she was wearing and kissed her chest, then unhooked her bra and kissed her breasts. They were pretty good, actually; I mean, a little saggy, but saggy boobs are still boobs. I kissed between her breasts, I kissed her nipples, I sucked on them—that wasn't at her request, that was just because I really liked her nipples, and I think she liked what I was doing because she started breathing heavily—and I cupped my hand around them and played with them for a while.
She seemed to like all of it, but eventually, her hand came under my chin and gently pushed my face away.
"You still have plenty more kissing to do," she said.
I must've looked confused because she rolled her eyes at me.
"Down there, Henry."
I got a little nervous there, I've gotta say. I mean, she looked hot, but I didn't actually know what was under those little panties she'd been wearing. And like, her breath wasn't bad, but... well, I'm not trying to be a dick, but I was a little worried that things might taste a little musty.



But I had said I'd do whatever she wanted, so I helped her lie back on the couch. I kissed her stomach, then pushed that long skirt of hers up and bunched it around her waist just like it was after I'd hit her with my car. She was wearing lacy panties again, this time purple, and I stopped to admire them for a minute.
She really was hot, I decided, not even just for an older woman. She was legitimately sexy, to be honest. I licked my lips as I peeled those little panties off her and revealed a beautiful bare pussy underneath. As soon as I'd gotten her panties off and spread her legs a little wider, I kissed her exactly where she wanted me to.
The first couple licks weren't great, I've gotta be honest about that. Musty wasn't really the right word, and neither was stale. It just tasted kind of... old. Like, everyone compares pussy to eating a peach or something, but it was more like if the peaches had been canned and then maybe sat in a basement for a couple years longer than they should've. Like it wasn't bad, but something was a little off, you know?
Still, I didn't gag or anything, just set to work because that's what Fiona wanted me to do. She moaned when I started licking along her slit and flattening my tongue against her clit. I wasn't exactly sure what I was doing—I'd tried eating pussy a couple times before, but my girlfriend at the time hadn't been super into it—but Fiona seemed to like it. She held mostly still, but I could feel little pulses beneath my chin as I nuzzled my face against her.
Then it got weird again, because like I said, it wasn't exactly the freshest peach I'd ever tried, but suddenly it was like I couldn't stop. I'd started licking her dutifully, but as her fingers wrapped in my hair, I got almost eager about it. My chin and cheeks were soaked with her juice and I couldn't get enough, I wanted more of her. My cock got even harder and I had to fumble with my jeans a bit because it was starting to hurt, which was crazy because I don't think I'd ever been so hard that it hurt like that before.
When she started to shake, I got a bit worried. I tried to pull back and ask if she was okay, but she tightened her grip on my hair and pushed my head against her pussy hard. I took that to mean that I really shouldn't stop, so sucked on her clit as she kept moaning. She got louder and louder, and her thighs were pressing hard against the sides of my head, and suddenly she was pushing down on my head even harder and her legs were clamped against my ears. I could barely breathe, but I hardly cared; I was completely captivated by the way Fiona moved beneath me.
It was like magic, like I'd made a volcano erupt or started a tidal wave. My cock throbbed as I felt her come, and I really, really hoped she wouldn't want me to go home just yet. I kept working her pussy with my mouth as she shivered and quaked beneath me, only stopping when her legs finally loosened and she tugged my hair gently.
"That was excellent," she panted. "Henry, that was just wonderful."
"Thanks," I said cheerfully. "You sounded pretty fuckin' hot, not gonna lie."
I helped her sit up again and she surprised me by kissing me heatedly.
"Stand up," she ordered.
I obeyed eagerly. Fiona sat on the couch, completely topless, and her hands trembled just a bit as she tried to unbutton my jeans. I didn't say anything, just reached down and unbuttoned them for her. She smiled up at me and slid my jeans down my hips, followed by my boxers.
Her hand shook as she wrapped her fingers around my cock and I gotta say, I felt a little guilty. I mean, she was hot for her age and all that, but she looked a little flushed and I was worried she might be tired. Still, a woman had her hand on my cock, and it might've been a wrinkled hand but it was still a hand other than my own. I stopped feeling guilty when she stroked me firmly.
My cock was dripping at that point. She looked up at me with those bizarre purple eyes and brought the head to her parted lips, her tongue flicking out and licking up my pre-cum. I couldn't stop staring at her as she started licking me and I groaned pretty loudly as she took my cock into her warm mouth.
And that's when things got really, really fucking weird.
See, I kinda started to feel really bad because she was so much older and it was just a little weird that an old lady was sucking my cock. Like, not because she was doing it—that felt great, not weird at all—but because, like, it's not like it felt good for her, and she had just been in a car accident the day before, and I didn't want to hurt her or something. But I also really, really didn't want her to stop what she was doing. I also didn't want to go soft in her mouth and that was a real threat if I started thinking too much.
Just for a moment, I closed my eyes and tilted my head back, focusing just on the way her mouth felt and how good it was. I listened to the sloppy sounds of her sucking my cock and decided it was still pretty fucking hot.
She bobbed her head a little bit and then stopped stroking. The sudden change made me open my eyes and I looked down to see Fiona moving her mouth further down my shaft. When the tip of my cock hit the back of her throat, my knees almost buckled.
"Oh, I fuckin' love you," I breathed.
She glanced up at me, her violet eyes wide, and I felt my face go red. I slammed my eyes shut and tilted my head back, hoping she'd let the fact that I'd just said I loved her slide. It was embarrassing, right, and super fucking weird to tell anyone you loved them when they were sucking your cock for the first time, but especially when I barely even knew her. And, of course, when she was old enough to be... well, something.
I was getting close by then, and I knew it wouldn't be long before I came. I wasn't quite sure what she did, but there was a sudden strange sensation. The air in the room had been hot and stuffy, but it suddenly felt almost crisp. On top of that, it was like her mouth grew wetter and warmer, and when she stopped trying to swallow my cock and started stroking it again, her hand felt softer. I opened my eyes and looked down to see a different woman sucking my cock.
No, seriously.
Fiona was gone. The woman who now had my cock in her mouth was beautiful, incredibly beautiful. She had curly hair like Fiona's, but it was long and black instead of grey. The hand wrapped around my cock wasn't wrinkled; it was smooth. She was topless, too, but her tits were perky and round, her nipples puffy and pink. Her skin was flawless and pale, and there wasn't a single wrinkle on her face when she looked up at me with those strange, violet eyes.
Fiona.
My mouth dropped open and before I could really process what was happening, I came.
I felt kinda bad about that too; I should've warned Fiona, but in fairness, she didn't warn me before pulling that Benjamin Button shit. She didn't seem to mind too much; I watched her throat tense and release as she swallowed my load, her eyes never leaving mine as she did.
When I finished, panting, she finally let my cock fall from her mouth.
"What the fuck?" I gasped.
"Language," she said.
"No," I said firmly. "No way. I get to swear about this because you just fuckin'... you... how the fuck, what the fuck just happened?"
Fiona smiled, her face almost glowing. "You broke the curse. Look."
She stood and I took in her body, staring at her tits until she cleared her throat. She gestured around the living room and I gaped at it. The house itself had changed; no longer dusty and dim, it was brightly lit and clean, the furniture gleaming and the walls suddenly full of pictures and art.
"What the fuck?" I said again.
A curse, she explained, placed on her by an evil witch that was jealous of her beauty. Only love could break the curse, she said, and since I said I loved her...
"...even though you had to go and swear while you were doing it," she said. "Apparently it counted."
My face turned red. "Well, I mean... like, yeah, I guess I do... love you, but—"
"Oh, it's fine," said Fiona. "I don't think it had to be true love or anything. I'm a bit hazy on the details of the curse. I've been an old woman for like... I don't know, 50 years now? My memory wasn't so great to begin with. You seemed to have loved me just long enough to break the curse, and now I'm 19 again. I have my whole life ahead of me, Henry, and it's all thanks to you."
"No problem," I said uneasily. "Don't mind at all. Glad I could help."
She licked her lips and stood up, making me step back and almost trip on the coffee table.
"Let me show you my gratitude," she said huskily. "You loved me when I was wrinkly and old, now you can love me like this."
I might be dumb, but I'm not stupid. A half-naked chick with great tits was coming on to me, and if I thought I'd been hard when old-Fiona had been sucking me off, it was nothing compared to how hard I got thinking of young-Fiona doing it. So yeah, I took off the rest of my clothes and she got naked and pushed me down on her couch. And let me tell you, those tits? Fucking amazing. She rubbed them all over my face before riding my cock, and since I'd just come, she was working at it for quite a while. I think she came probably three times before I even got close, then she asked me if I'd take over so I got her to bend over the side of the couch and fucked her like that till I finished.
When we were done, I flopped back on the couch and she curled up next to me. I was tired, like really tired, and she kissed me and told me to relax with her for a bit.
"Thank you," she whispered as I was falling asleep. "I'll never forget you, Harry."
"Henry," I mumbled.
So that was it. I fell asleep and when I woke up, she was gone. I thought I must've been in shock or something. I don't really think it's unexpected that I was shocked; I mean, I was fucking an old lady, and that's shocking enough, but then she went and turned into a chick my age? It's enough to fuck anyone up, you know?
And I mean, who the fuck was going to believe me? The creepy old lady who lived down the street was really a 19-year-old girl cursed to be an old woman until she found love of some sort? Not even true love? The curse didn't even break with the kiss? Like, come on. You can't make this shit up because if you did, you'd make up a better fucking story than this half-assed fairy tale.
**
"The woman is still missing." Detective Chaucer switched off the recording and looked through the glass at the young man sitting at the interrogation table. "Fiona Ragnelle of 1405 Bathe Street has disappeared. This shithead Henry Gawain says it was a witch's curse."
"What are you thinking, then?" Detective Becket asked.
"He's insane," Chaucer said. "No doubt about it."
"Or a really good actor," replied Becket. "It's one hell of a tale. Though it was kind of weird. He didn't have to tell it like that, you know, with all the dialogue and shit. And those sex scenes? Far too detailed. I think he's a little fucked in the head."
"It's just that," Chaucer said. "A tale. I'd like to know what this little fucker is hiding."
"There's no evidence of foul play," Becket replied.
"You can't possibly believe him."
"I don't, but what can we charge him on? There's no evidence he did anything except wake up naked in some lady's house."
"And that, gentlemen, is not specifically against the law."
Both detectives turned as a tall woman in a sharp blue suit strode into the room.
"Not you," groaned Chaucer.
"Yes me," she said. "Good to see you, Detective." She turned to Becket and stuck out her hand. "You must be the new partner. Alyson Loathly. I'm Mr. Gawain's attorney."
"This kid works at the fucking Renaissance Faire," Chaucer said. "How the hell can he afford you as an attorney?"
Alyson smiled. "A very kind benefactor is paying my fee for Mr. Gawain. Here's a statement, actually. Miss Ragnelle was quite certain that should be enough evidence to let the poor boy go, but I said I'd come down myself just in case."
"What... Fiona Ragnelle?" Becket asked.
"Yes, Miss Fiona Ragnelle, of 1405 Bathe Street," Alyson said firmly. "She would've come herself, but she decided to take a last-minute trip to Canterbury. You know how impulsive young ladies can be."
Becket and Chaucer watched as Alyson collected Henry Gawain from the interrogation room, whispering something to him as they left. He grinned and waved at the two detectives.
"I told you it was a fuckin' weird story," he said, and strode off down the hallway.
"He's lucky," Becket said.
"Lucky?!" repeated Chaucer.
"That Loathly lady arrived just in time. I was about to suggest we call in a psychiatrist."
"That Loathly lady is a pain in the ass," muttered Chaucer.
He picked up the file and signed off on the paperwork, having wasted his entire night listening to some bullshit tale about the old lady of Bathe Street.
**
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Waking up used to be the worst part of my day.
Sometimes it meant not knowing when or where I'd be sleeping next. Occasionally, it meant I was being prodded awake by someone telling me that this was the end of the line, I had to get off the bus. In prison, it had meant it was 5 AM and it was time for another day of monotonous bullshit. As a kid, it meant deciding whether to eat right away or wait until stars of white light pinpricked my vision and I was so light-headed, I thought I might pass out.
Since her, though, waking up was everything.
No matter how we'd fallen asleep, even if we'd gone to bed at different times, I woke up with her in my arms. During the night we came together, our souls magnetic, unable to let something as pedestrian as sleep keep us apart.
Sometimes she faced me, small puffs of breath dancing against my skin as she cuddled me in. I drew my arms around her, needing to offer my protection even in sleep. Other times she turned away and I clutched at her, pulling her body close to mine, needing to know she was there and real and mine. I would bury my face into her hair, breathing in the light scent of flowers that allowed my subconscious to drift into a world of dreams and contentment and peace.
Always, I woke up holding her, skin burning where we touched, burrowed in piles of blankets. When we travelled, she would lean into me, only able to sleep when she was curled up against my chest, halfway between her seat and mine. I would wrap my arm around her shoulders, ignoring the tingling sensation as my nerves fell asleep and my arm went numb. I didn't mind. I welcomed it. Needed it.
Needed her.
We slept that way a lot over the summer, wandering from city to city on trains and buses. Seeing the country through Lacey's eyes had been magical, like seeing it for myself all over again. When we left her brother Sean's home in Montreal and went back to the train station with no real idea of where to go, she'd developed a system of making those choices. I'd sacrificed more than a few pieces of my bagel-and-cream-cheese so she could throw it at a map like a dart. More often than not, we'd end up laughing as she wiped cream cheese off the map, vetoing destination after destination until we found one she actually wanted to go to.
Her method had brought us to cities and mountains, as far west as Vancouver and back east to Toronto in September, where we settled in with Tom and Jenny so I could work back the salary advance they'd given me.
Jenny shrieked in delight when Lacey had entered the house.
"Girl, I am so happy to see you," she squealed.
Lacey looked relieved as Jenny hugged her.
"I'm sorry for how I left last time," she said softly.
"Water under the bridge." Tom clapped me on the back and hugged me tightly before he and Jenny switched places.
"Nothing to be sorry for," Jenny said, still looking at Lacey as she brought me in for a hug. "I am just so happy you're back. Now, for real this time, can I put you in the same room, or are we still dancing around whatever you two got going on?"
Lacey's face went a delightful shade of pink and she looked at me, alarmed.
"Same room is fine," I answered for her.
Jenny squealed again and batted my arm lightly.
The roommate situation had changed a bit since we last stayed with them. Robbie had moved out of the basement and in with the proverbial What's-Her-Name, whose name turned out to be Leslie and who was a lovely, ambitious girl that brought out the best in him. More than once, the two of us expressed our astonishment for Lacey and Leslie. Both of us broken, both of us pieced back together by women who could have been with anyone but somehow chose us.
Tanya and Shannon had lived with Tom and Jenny the longest but weren't interested in moving to the basement suite, claiming it was too cold down there. Duncan had the next claim on the basement rooms but insisted it made more sense for us to have the larger space. He later confided that his room was above the bed in the basement and he didn't want to, in his words, "listen to the two of you fuck all the time."
If it weren't for the fact that we had our own space, I think Lacey and I would have left after the couple of weeks I promised Tom I'd work for him. Duncan might not have been entirely graceful with his wording, but it was true that I had a hard time keeping my hands off Lacey. For what it was worth, she seemed to struggle as much as I did. Having our own place to... well, you know, fuck, made it a lot easier than if we were just in Duncan's nasty-ass bedroom for a while.
It was the night after I started working with Tom that she brought it up.
"What would you think if I maybe interviewed for a teaching job?" Lacey asked.
"Here?"
She was sitting on the edge of the bed, watching as I changed out of my work clothes.
"Yeah. Like maybe... maybe we spend the winter here or something."
I snorted softly. "Winter in Toronto is shit. But winter everywhere is pretty much shit." I dropped the shirt I'd worn into the hamper, looking up at her. "You wanna stay in Toronto?"
She stared at her fingers, not looking up at me as she spoke. "I don't know. I wouldn't mind. I mean, we have Tom and Jenny, a place to stay... If not, that's okay. But we should probably figure out... you know, something. If not here, then where. And... you know, if that means... if we both..."
I knew what she wanted to ask. The way she avoided looking up, the tension of her shoulders as she stared at her hands told me everything.
"You really asking me if I want to stick with you?" I asked.
Her skin was slowly turning the colour of a new rose, pinkish tinges crawling up her neck towards her cheeks as she nodded. Even after everything we had been through, she was still nervous, still worried that I would leave her behind.
As if that would ever be an option. She didn't know it, but leaving her would be akin to purposely choosing to stop my own heart.
"Miss Lacey," I said softly.
I saw the corners of her lips turn up, just slightly. Moving in front of her, I crouched down and took her hand.
"Interview for the job. If you don't get it, we'll figure something else out. Together."
She finally looked up at me, warm brown eyes glistening with the slightest wetness. I hated to see her cry, but she never hid her emotions, and I appreciated that about her.
"Promise?"
"I promise."
I sealed it with a kiss, her lips warm and inviting and mine. One kiss turned to more as her fingers trailed along my neck and up to my hair, gently guiding my body towards her. Powerless, I followed her direction, moving on top of her as she lay back on the bed.
"I just got home," I murmured against her. Her legs parted as she pulled me closer, her hand moving across my bare chest to my shoulders. "Covered in dirt. I probably stink. Let me shower first."
"I don't care," she whispered, fingertips trailing lightly along my side, making me shiver. "We can shower together after."
How could I say no to that?
After dirtying up the sheets, "showering," then taking another shower to clean up after the first shower, she told me more about the job. It was to join the substitute teacher rota, she said, so she wouldn't necessarily be working full time, and she wasn't even sure they'd hire her. In the meantime, she had found a job teaching piano a couple of evenings a week at a nearby music school, but said we should wait until she heard back from the school board before deciding for certain that we'd stay in Toronto.
I didn't wait. When Tom called out for us to take lunch the next day, I approached him.
"You got any work after this job?" I asked bluntly.
"For you, man? Always." Tom grinned. "How long you sticking around?"
I shrugged. "Lacey's gonna work as a teacher for a while. Figured we'd see how it goes."
"I've got jobs booked up until February. Probably past that, but nothing certain yet." Tom clapped me on the back as we walked towards his truck. "We'll start training you as a site manager."
"Dude, I can't—"
"Won't take no for an answer. You're one of the best fuckin' workers I've ever had. Might as well get you moving up the chain."
It was hopeless to argue with him. "Is it cool if we stick around your place?"
"Jenny'll be ecstatic. When does Lacey start?"
"Dunno. She's calling them today to set up an interview. Would be as a substitute, sounds like."
Tom laughed. "You seem pretty certain she'll get the job."
"She will." I looked at him seriously. "You know Lacey. They'd be fucking stupid not to hire her."
I didn't know how long it would take for the school board to get back to her, but even Lacey seemed surprised when she had a job offer just two weeks later.
"They must be desperate," she said.
More likely it was because they saw what everyone saw. It was impossible not to love Lacey.
We celebrated that night. Jenny was so proud of Lacey that she cried, hugging her until Lacey had to beg for a moment to wipe her own eyes. Tom chuckled and tilted his head towards the door.
"Come smoke with me, Noah."
"Don't smoke, man."
"Good. It's a disgusting habit. Come anyway."
We left Jenny and Lacey in the kitchen to collect themselves. Tom lit up a cigarette and leaned against the wooden railing on the back porch. Through the window, I could see Lacey giggling as she and Jenny wiped their eyes.
"You in love with her?"
The question didn't surprise me. The fact that I couldn't bring myself to answer did.
Tom chuckled as I looked at him. "Not ready to admit it yet?"
"I... I mean..." I stopped, glancing back towards the window.
"You do, man." He took a long drag on his cigarette, flicking ash onto the grass behind him. "Loved her the moment you met her, didn't you?"
Again, the words got stuck in my throat. I nodded instead, not looking at Tom.
"Should probably tell her."
"Yeah."
"She knows." He inhaled again. "God knows you've proved it to her. But she'll want to hear it."
By the middle of October, she was teaching one or two days a week. I worried at first. The schools were all over the city and Lacey wasn't especially comfortable getting around on her own. She managed, though, and by November had struck up a good relationship with a school not too far from Tom and Jenny's place, and was their go-to choice for a substitute.
I worried about that too. It wasn't the kind of place Lacey grew up in and the rundown houses and pawn shops just highlighted the differences between us. I knew Tom's story was like mine: he grew up poor and transient and then got arrested for doing stupid shit just like I had. He had made something of himself, started his company, and vowed to help dumbasses like me. It meant when he finally could afford property, he bought it in the neighbourhood he knew... which was full of dumbasses like me who needed his help.
But I didn't give Lacey enough credit. She didn't see the neighbourhood the way I did and saw the best in everybody, no matter their background. Every person on the street got a warm smile and a hello from her, and she never seemed uncomfortable when faced with people who were rough around the edges. People began to recognize her, and soon enough she had endeared herself to nearly everyone. If someone fucked with Lacey, they'd have a host of people to deal with.
Even still, when she started working at the school more regularly, I begged Jenny to go with her in the morning and meet her after work, just to make sure she was safe. Lacey saw the best in people, but people weren't always the best. I didn't want her to get hurt.
She had a full two weeks booked at the school at the beginning of December. It was during that week that the temperature dropped, a snowstorm battering the city with wind and slush.
"You can't walk in this," I told her. "Tom and I will drive you before we head to the site."
"It's fine, Noah," she said. "I grew up in Manitoba. This is a lovely spring day compared to what I'm used to."
"Fine. I'll call you a cab."
"It's a fifteen-minute walk. I will be fine."
I lost that fight but begged Jenny again to walk with her, telling her I'd pay for a cab to bring her back. She accepted begrudgingly but warned me that I was being overprotective.
"She's not a child, Noah," Jenny said. "She can walk on her own, you know."
Friday brought wind strong enough that Tom called it quits mid-afternoon. "Can't work in this," he said to the team. "Get home, get safe. I'll need some overtime from you once the weather lets up, if you don't mind."
Not a single person on the team minded and we got back into the neighbourhood around four o'clock.
"Wanna call Jenny and see if they got a cab home?" Tom asked. "About that time, isn't it? If she's still at the school, we'll pick her up."
He slowed as we approached the school, waiting as the phone rang. I stared out at groups of kids walking home, hoods up as they played with the slush that passed for snow there. It wasn't cold so much as it was windy, but I still didn't want Lacey and Jenny walking in that weather.
"Noah?"
"Hey, Jenny. You and Lacey home already?"
"Um... well, I'm home."
My stomach dropped. "And, uh, Lacey?"
"She..."
"You haven't been walking home with her, have you?"
"Noah, I'm sorry, she just said she didn't need—"
"Fuck!"
I hung up and immediately tried calling Lacey. My heart pounded as the phone rang, and rang, and rang.
"Hello! You've reached Lacey's voicemail. I'm so sorry I mi—"
I hung up.
"She's not answering."
Tom's face was as serious as mine. "I'm gonna start driving the route home. Keep an eye out for her."
He crawled along the route. I kept redialing Lacey's number, peering at groups of teenagers suspiciously as I watched for her. Each time it reached voicemail, I hung up and tried again.
"There." Tom jerked the wheel suddenly.
A wave of relief washed over me, the tightness in the pit of my stomach releasing. Almost immediately, anger replaced it as Tom pulled up next to a woman in a long green parka with the hood up.
I rolled the window down. "Lacey?"
She turned towards me. Her face was mostly covered by a scarf, but the patches of skin that showed were red with windburn. Her eyes sparkled brightly as she saw me, and her smile matched as she pulled the scarf down to speak.
"Oh, hey. You left work early?"
"Yeah, it's really fucking windy." It came out more harshly than I intended, and Lacey's smile faded.
"Um..."
"Why are you walking? Why isn't Jenny with you?"
"Lacey, hop in," called Tom. "We'll drive the rest of the way."
She stared at me, her face unusually unreadable.
"No," she finally said. "You're mad at me."
I sighed, frustrated. "I'm not... I mean, yeah, but not... look, just get in the truck. We can talk."
"Miss Stephens!"
I turned my head as a group of teenagers walked up behind Lacey. She turned towards them.
"Hi, guys! Hurry up and get home, okay? It's pretty windy!"
"This guy giving you trouble, Miss Stephens?" asked one of the kids.
He was taller than Lacey, built like a football player, and had a voice that was artificially lowered to mask the fact that testosterone hadn't blessed his vocal cords yet. He stalked up beside her, glaring through the window at me.
"What?" I said indignantly.
Lacey pressed her lips together, trying not to laugh.
"Well yes, he is, Dylan, but he's supposed to. This is my boyfriend."
Dylan looked suspicious as he regarded me.
"Hello, Dylan," called Tom.
"Oh!" He looked surprised. "Hi, Mr. Cardinal. Sorry. Just wanted to make sure Miss Stephens was okay. I didn't know this was your truck."
"That's okay, Dylan. That was a kind choice, making sure your teacher was safe. But maybe Miss Stephens could hop in the truck now before we freeze out here." Tom smiled politely as he looked at Lacey pleadingly.
"Sure," she said, though her voice betrayed her annoyance. "Have a good weekend, Dylan. Thank you. Don't forget, chapter six questions for Monday, okay?"
"Yes, Miss Stephens." The boy waved politely at Tom, nodded sternly at me, and went back to his group of friends as Lacey opened the door to the backseat and jumped in.
"How long—"
"I don't want to hear it, Noah."
"Don't care if you don't want to hear it," I said evenly, trying not to let my anger seep through. "I was worried. You didn't answer your phone."
"It's in my bag, I couldn't hear it."
"How long have you been walking by yourself?"
I watched her reflection in the rear-view mirror as she tilted her head back and sighed.
"Literally, just today. Jenny comes every single day but I felt bad because it was so windy so I told her not to worry about it." She moved her head forward, catching sight of my eyes in the mirror and glaring at me. "I'm not a child, Noah. I'm putting up with you insisting I can't walk anywhere unescorted, but don't scold me."
Before responding, I took a deep breath. The anger in my stomach faded, shrivelling into something that resembled shame.
"You're right," I said.
Lacey's eyes widened. "Wait, what?"
"You're right." I looked away from the mirror, catching the small smile on Tom's face as I glanced out the window. "I was scared."
We didn't speak again until we got home. Tom went up to the main part of the house while Lacey and I went down to the basement.
She didn't say anything as she took off her boots, shaking the snow off onto the mat before removing her scarf and jacket. I hung up my own jacket and boots, running a hand through my hair before turning to her.
"I'm—"
"I'm sorry." Her lips turned down, her forehead tense as she looked up at me. "I didn't think—"
"Don't," I said. "I'm sorry. You were right, I was being unreasonable about—"
We were both so adamant that we needed to apologize that neither of us could complete a sentence before the other was interrupting.
"You were just doing what you thought—"
"I was being overprotective and not letting—"
"I should have told you, or taken a cab, or—"
"It's my fault—"
"I didn't mean to scare—"
She stopped talking as I started laughing. After a moment, her lips curled into a soft smile.
"Fuck, Miss Lacey. We're not very good at fighting."
She giggled and stepped towards me. "I'm sorry. I really am."
I leaned down to kiss her. "I'm more sorry."
Her cheeks were still cold from the wind, but her mouth was warm and inviting. "I'm most sorry," she whispered, her lips brushing against mine.
"Let me make it up to you?" I murmured.
"Mmm," she said. "Well, if you insist..."
I made it up to her twice, bunching her skirt up around her waist before sliding her tights down and burying my face against her pussy. She writhed beneath me as I lapped at her eagerly, the taste of her slick juices intoxicating. The first orgasm came quickly, her hands tugging my hair as I slipped a finger inside of her. As she recovered, I kissed her thighs, then gently pushed my tongue back against her pussy and started all over again. It was only when she gasped that she needed a break, still shaking beneath me from her second orgasm, that I pulled away.
She made it up to me in the shower. I cupped her tits as she reached up to wash my hair, hardly able to stop touching her as she ran a soapy cloth along my body. When she finished, she knelt in front of me. Water beat against my back as she took my cock in her mouth. I watched her lips stretch around me, the warmth of her mouth enveloping me entirely as she pushed her head down on me. I loved watching her, loved the way she moved and the enticing noises she made as she swallowed me.



I tilted my head back, the water spraying against my forehead as the tip of my cock hit the back of her throat. She gagged and I hated myself for loving it, for the soft groan I made and the way the sound of her choking sent a rush through my entire body. I hated that she was uncomfortable and that it felt so fucking good, and that I couldn't stop myself from pushing forward just the slightest bit in the hopes that she'd do it again.
She did it again, and again, and each time my knees grew weaker and weaker. She did it because she knew, because she could hear how much I loved it and because she was more amazing than I could ever hope to be. I risked a glance down and saw her swallow me completely, her nose pressed against my pelvis as she took my entire cock down her throat.
That was it for me. I gasped out a quick warning seconds before coming. My mind went blank as my cock pulsed, a release of pressure and tension and freedom washing over me as I came. Lacey swallowed as I finished, wiping her mouth delicately as she pulled away.
"Fuck," I muttered when I finished, holding her arm as I helped her stand back up. "How the fuck are you so good at that?"
"I had a good teacher." She grinned as I kissed her, water rushing over us as I held her close to me.
The words almost spilled out of me then, but something stopped me. Probably because telling her I loved her after coming down her throat wasn't the best way of doing it.
It was Lacey. I wanted it to be perfect for her.
Dinner that night was awkward. Duncan and Shannon were home and didn't understand why Jenny was upset. She was horrified that Lacey and I had fought about her not being there. Robbie and Leslie came for dinner as well, and Tom finally regaled them all with the story of Dylan coming up to rescue Lacey from me.
"How did you know him, by the way?" asked Lacey.
"His brother worked for me for a while," Tom said nonchalantly. "We are hoping he'll come work for me again when he's back out."
We all nodded in understanding. Tom didn't say anything else, but I knew he took it hard when he didn't have success with someone he tried to help. He never lost hope that they would turn around one day, never blamed them for relapsing or falling back to crime. He blamed himself, took it personally that he hadn't helped them enough.
"Dylan is a good kid," Lacey said softly. "He's going to be okay."
"He's got a good teacher like you to help him." Jenny glanced up at me and grimaced again. "Really, I have to apologize—"
"No, you don't," I interrupted.
"It's fine, Jenny," Lacey said.
"It's not. I feel just awful that you fought and it's my fault."
"Jenny, for the thousandth time, it's not your fault," I said.
"Yes, but you still fought and that's—"
"We're over it," Lacey said firmly. "We made up. It's okay."
"You say that, but—"
"They're fine, Jenny. I heard them making up at least twice," Duncan grunted as he shovelled another bite into his mouth.
I shoved Duncan's shoulder as Lacey turned red. Shannon knocked a glass over as she keeled over, laughing.
"Key's to block the vents before going at it," Robbie suggested.
Lacey buried her face in her hands as the rest of the table broke down.
"Yeah, that doesn't work," Jenny snorted. "Sorry, bud."
"Oh my God," mumbled Leslie, her face turning the same shade as Lacey's.
"Now you see why I wanted to move in with you." Robbie laughed as he kissed Leslie's cheek.
We ended up staying in the kitchen, laughing and chatting and eating for the rest of the night. Jenny didn't apologize again but forced Duncan to apologize for embarrassing Lacey. She shook her head good-naturedly, still red in the face but smiling.
It was late when Tom insisted Duncan, Robbie, and I accompany him outside for another cigarette despite the frigid weather. They shot the shit as I watched Lacey through the kitchen window. She was smiling, beautiful, toying with the silver cross around her neck as she laughed with Shannon.
"Shit, you got it bad," Duncan said.
"Huh?"
"Can't tear your eyes off her."
"Ah, fuck off."
Tom's laughter boomed. "You tell her you love her yet?"
I shook my head.
"Noah. Man."
"I know," I muttered. "I just haven't found the right time."
"Any time's the right time."
"Should've told her this afternoon," Duncan said. "She sounded pretty—"
"Talk about her like that and I'll fucking end you," I interrupted, turning to him.
Duncan opened his mouth to say something, but raised his hands when he saw the look on my face. "Sorry, man."
"Don't joke about that shit," Robbie said, slugging Duncan on the arm. "You'll understand one day. You'll meet a girl, you'll fall in love, she'll probably be blind so you won't have to worry about freaking her out with your ugly mug..."
Tom's laughter thundered through the cold air as Duncan shoved Robbie. I rolled my eyes.
"Fucking freezing out here. I'm going back in."
I slipped behind Lacey's chair back to my own, trailing my fingers along her neck as I moved past her. She jumped at the feel of my cold hands against her skin and I laughed.
"Sorry."
"It's fine." She took my hand as I sat down, squeezing it between her own to warm it up.
I wanted to say it then, but I didn't want everyone's eyes on us as I admitted it to her for the first time.
We didn't stay much longer. Lacey yawned after Tom, Duncan, and Robbie came back in. It wasn't without reason. She woke as early as Tom and I did for work, getting to the school an hour or more before the students did to help prepare the breakfast program.
I said goodnight to everyone as Lacey helped tidy up the rest of the kitchen, then we made our way down to the basement. It was cold down there, despite the heat running constantly, and we undressed quickly before climbing into bed.
Lacey had gotten in the habit of sleeping naked. I didn't know when, exactly, it became her preferred method of sleeping, but I wasn't about to complain. She crawled under the blankets and drew them up to her neck as I slipped in beside her.
She found her place in my arms immediately, snuggling close and pressing against me for warmth. Her body fit against mine perfectly, her skin smooth and soft, and I held her tightly as we relaxed against the bed.
We didn't speak except to say goodnight. As I lay there with her in my arms, I thought I should tell her. My mouth went dry and I swallowed, my heart starting to race as I prepared myself to say those words that she already knew I felt.
"You awake?" I whispered.
A soft breath was the only response.
I kissed the top of her head and closed my eyes, but sleep didn't come for a long time.
When it finally did, I dreamt of her. I dreamt of the day I'd met her, the first time she'd slept against me on the train towards Edmonton. She had been pressed against me, far closer than anyone should be to a stranger on a train. I had considered moving, waking her up and telling her to be careful who she fell asleep on, but listening to her breath against the soundtrack of the train was entrancing. She'd been so relaxed, so peaceful, and I'd closed my eyes again.
Sometime during that first night, my hand had slipped onto her thigh. I didn't know if she'd realized it when she woke the next morning. She pulled herself away from me, her face a soft shade of pink when I'd opened my eyes and pretended I hadn't noticed her sleeping on me, but I'd thought about that for a long time.
In my dream, I told her I loved her right then and there.
In the real world, I woke up before she responded.
Lacey was in my arms as she always was, a cold ray of light streaming through the small window and caressing her peaceful form. It was early, too early to be awake on a Saturday. She was still asleep, her breathing steady and deep, her lips just a hair away from my chest. One arm was slung around my side, her fingers tickling my spine lightly. The air in the room was chilled, and a goose-pimpled spot on my shoulder that wasn't covered by the blanket was likely what had woken me up.
Well, that and the fucking hard-on I had, but I steadfastly tried to ignore it.
I moved slowly, untangling one arm from around her so I could shrug the blanket up a little higher. Of course, despite my best intentions, Lacey woke up.
"Go back to sleep," I said softly, tightening the blankets around us, the heat between our bodies enough to keep us warm.
"Mmm." She wriggled in closer, her lips finally meeting my chest as she kissed my skin softly. Her hips shifted tantalizingly against my erection.
"Mmm," she said again, and I felt her lips curl up into a smile.
"Go to sleep, you wicked girl," I muttered.
Her hand moved away from my back, tickled my side, and trailed down my stomach.
"No, I don't think I will," she whispered.
"Fuck."
I shut my eyes briefly, smiling against the top of her head. Her hands explored me lazily, teasing me until I couldn't take it anymore.
When I moved my arms away from her, she shifted, bringing her head up so I could kiss her. I did obediently, pressing my lips against her waiting mouth, flicking my tongue against her lip as I ran my hands down her body.
She was warm, her body welcoming and inviting as I touched her. Underneath the blankets, we explored each other, hands moving softly and slowly as we kissed and cuddled close.
"Why's your shoulder so cold?" she breathed against me as her hand traced the cold spot on my arm.
"You stole all the blankets," I murmured. "Little blanket thief."
She scoffed. "How could I steal blankets? You were wrapped around me."
"That's how good of a thief you are."
She nipped lightly at my lip. "How will you ever forgive me for magically stealing the blankets?"
"Dunno. Guess it's a good thing I love you."
There was a split second where I didn't realize what I had said. When I did, my eyes popped open, a mild sense of panic freezing my movements as Lacey's eyes opened.
She stared blankly at me for a moment. Heat rose in my cheeks, my heart suddenly racing as I met her gaze.
"Did you just—"
"Fuck." I squeezed my eyes closed again. "I wanted to... I was going to tell you. I just wanted... I was waiting for the right fucking time, and now I've gone and fucked it up."
"You didn't fuck it up."
"I wanted it to be special."
"It was special."
"You're just saying that."
"Noah, look at me."
I reluctantly opened my eyes. Hers were wet, sparkling in the cold glow of the morning light.
"I know," she whispered. "I love you too, you... you dumbass."
I burst out laughing. "Dumbass, eh?"
Her lips met mine as she moved forward, pushing me onto my back. The blankets fell away from her shoulders, but she didn't seem to notice the cold air as she straddled me and kissed me again and again.
"Yes," she said. "I love you. I'm so in love with you."
"I love you," I managed to say between kisses. "You don't know how fucking much I love you."
"Yes, I do."
Her pussy was hot against my skin. I could feel her wetness against me, slick against my pelvis, and suddenly I wanted nothing more than to sink inside her, to feel her surrounding me, to fill her and be hers and have her be mine.
"I want you," I whispered against her, my hands going to her hips and gripping lightly.
She didn't respond, just reached over me and towards the nightstand. I strained up as she did, kissing her breasts as they hovered over my face and making her giggle. She shifted out of the way and handed me the condom, waiting patiently as I fumbled with the packet and unrolled it over my cock. When I was done, she repositioned herself over me, my cock just barely nudging the entrance of her pussy.
Her hand was resting on my stomach as she looked down at me. The cool light threw shadows across her face, dark patches outlining the curves of her freckled body as she perched atop me. Her hair was mussed, gently brushing against her shoulders and arms as she gazed at me, her brown eyes wide and sparkling as she bit her lip. Against her chest, the silver cross glinted, the only speck of adornment on either of us.
This beautiful, sensational, exceptional woman was mine.
I was the luckiest bastard alive.
We made love slowly, indifferent to the world around us and the cold air pricking at our skin. All that mattered was her, the way she moved and the sounds she made, just her. I knew every curve of her body. I knew where to touch her, what to do to make her writhe and cry out and dig her fingertips into my shoulders. But that morning had something new: the words. The knowledge, the confirmation that I loved her and she loved me and that I couldn't—wouldn't, but mostly couldn't—live without her.
The feel of her riding me slowly, savouring each inch as she brought herself down on my cock again and again had my mind blank, focused only on the sensation of her around me. She leaned forward, hovering over me and kissing me as she moved. I grabbed her ass and bent my knees, thrusting up into her as she cried out against my mouth.
"Yes," she moaned. "Oh God, Noah... yes..."
I groaned as she came, her pussy tightening even more around my cock as her body trembled, clenching against me in a maddening way, until I couldn't handle it for a single second longer.
"Lacey..." I grunted. "I'm..."
"I love you," she whispered, and that was it.
I came harder than I ever had before. I swear, I nearly went blind, clutching her body to me like a life preserver as I finished. She held still on top of me as I recovered, my cock still buried inside her as I gasped for air, my fingers digging into her flesh as my mind cleared and fogged and cleared again. After I loosened my grip on her, she shifted, letting me slide out of her as she fell back on the bed.
"I fucking love you," I muttered as she curled up against my chest.
"I f-fucking love you too," she whispered, giggling as she swore.
I wrapped my arms around her and kissed her forehead. Moments later, her breathing slowed and she nestled against me sleepily.
It was too early to be awake on a Saturday. A smile crossed my face as I closed my eyes. I would wake up with her in my arms again, my favourite part of the day. We slept and I held her, the soft scent of flowers from her hair filling my nose, reminding me she was there, and she was real, and she was mine.
**
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"You can't be serious. He was married the whole time?"
Sydney sighed and downed the rest of her drink. "Apparently. It would explain why Shaun and Darryl never called you again or anything. They'd eventually have let it slip that Greg was a complete dirtbag."
My jaw twitched as I struggled to contain my anger at the three men we'd met months earlier. I'd slept with both Shaun and Darryl while Sydney took Greg home. He'd spent the night and then called the next day, and they'd been casually seeing each other for several months. When she asked me to go for a drink with her that night, I'd had no idea it was because she'd found out not only was he cheating, but that she was the other woman.
"What a fucking asshole," I grumbled.
"I know."
"We should tell his wife."
"Already on it."
I raised my eyebrows and Sydney looked up, grinning mischievously at me.
"He thought he was smart by giving me a fake name, but—"
"Wait, what?! His name wasn't Greg?"
"No, it was Greg, but his last name was Murphy, not Barry. So when I saw the picture of him with his wife, he was all smug thinking he could just ghost me. Like, he really thought I was a complete moron." Sydney took a sip from her empty glass, forgetting she'd already finished it, and waved at the bartender to bring her another.
A slow grin was spreading across my face. "And then...?"
"Well, I'd like to say I did some tedious searching through social media and newspaper articles and what have you, but all I did was google Shaun and Darryl. Once I found them on Facebook, I checked their friends lists and voila. Greg Murphy. His wife's name is Marla and they have two kids."
I cringed. "Yuck. A complete fucking asshole."
Sydney nodded. "I feel kind of bad."
"Why would you?" The bartender put another drink in front of her and she paid before I continued. "You didn't know he was married. He's the one who was a complete dirtbag. It's not like you actively tried to seduce him or something."
She nodded but didn't seem convinced. "Well, anyway, I found his Facebook and then tracked down which detachment he works out of, plus the real estate company his wife works at, plus the school both his kids go to."
"So what's next?"
She shrugged. "I haven't decided yet. I could just call her and tell her, I guess. I mean, I have enough selfies with him to prove I'm not lying about it."
"That's so unsatisfying though."
"I know." She sighed. "But I also can't get too creative. He's a detective, don't forget. And obviously has people like Shaun and Darryl on his side."
"Hmm." I swirled my beer, staring at it as I thought. "It's too bad he knows that you know. You could have set up an elaborate event where his wife walked in."
"Right? I reacted too quickly. Although she might have killed me, who knows. Anyway, I need to decide soon. He's got a new job so they're moving soon."
"Where's he moving to?"
"Montreal."
"Syd." I put my beer down on the top of the bar, staring at her.
She looked at me blankly. "What?"
I rolled my eyes. "You've been there with me. Where does my dad live?"
She started smiling as the realization dawned on her.
"Where do I know at least one lawyer, albeit a corporate lawyer, but one who might have connections?"
"You think J.P. would help?"
I laughed. "Vengeance on a dirtbag cheater? This is right up his alley. He'd be ecstatic. I mean, shit, all we'd have to do is like... arrange a day to be in Montreal, run into Greg with his family somewhere, cause a huge scene and—"
"—and wouldn't your dad lose his mind if you ended up causing a huge scene?"
I fell silent, twisting my beer bottle again. "Good point."
Sydney grimaced. "Sorry."
"Okay, okay. Second idea. We get J.P. to seduce Marla Murphy."
Sydney burst out laughing. "I don't think she's his type."
"I'll just promise him anal again. I'm sure he would help us."
"I think it would be more likely for you to seduce Greg."
I shook my head. "Not a chance. One, I have standards."
"You do not."
"I have some standards, and dirtbag cheaters fall below them. Two, Greg knows who I am and knows we're friends. He's a dumbass, but he's not stupid."
She pursed her lips. "Okay, but like... I don't want to break poor Marla's heart. Like, if J.P. seduces her and then dumps her, isn't that kind of... terrible? And besides, that makes Marla look like a bitch rather than making Greg look like the asshole he is."
I thought for a moment. "Okay. What if we tell Marla, suggest she get back at Greg by fucking J.P., and then... wait, no, we don't want to hurt Marla. That won't work."
"I think we probably just tell Marla," Sydney said. "I mean, if it were me, I'd want to know."
"Ugh, I know, but I want to make that worm suffer," I groaned. "Okay, what about if we put together some kind of event that Marla and Greg would need to attend together, and they need a babysitter, right? So then they hire you as the babysitter, not knowing it's you..."
"That sounds like the start of a bad porno."
"...or no, wait, they hire me as the babysitter, and Greg's just like sweating, right? And he's so concerned about me being the babysitter that he doesn't realize until it's too late that you're at the event too, and you pull out all the receipts in front of Marla and everyone. Then she slaps his face and kicks his ass to the curb."
It might have been ridiculous, but at least Sydney was laughing. By the time we were a few more drinks in, she was feeling a lot less guilty, which was really the whole point. It wasn't her fault that Greg was a cheater. She didn't know he was married, and it most definitely wasn't her fault that he continued the charade for months before she found out.
Still, I was enraged on her behalf. Despite her protests about not wanting to make Marla the bad guy, I casually brought it up to J.P. the next time he texted me.
Would you seduce a guy's wife to get revenge on the guy for cheating on said wife?
I could picture the look on his face when he texted back.
Hypothetically or are you asking another favour?
Maybe both.
I'm gonna need more context.
I started typing the story before getting frustrated and just calling him.
"Long story?" he asked, laughing as he answered.
"So you know my friend Sydney?" I responded.
"Yeah, the one sleeping with the... oh fuck no," he said. "No way."
"You don't even know—"
"Sydney was the one sleeping with the cop, right?"
"Um. Yeah."
J.P. snorted. "Babe, you could promise me anal, a threesome, blowjobs for the rest of my fucking life and I still wouldn't fuck a cop's wife."
"Even if he was a dirtbag who cheated on the wife?"
"Yes, even then!" he exclaimed. "Jeez, Nellie. That's, like, lawyer life rule number one."
I sighed miserably. "But he hurt my friend."
"I'm not saying don't get back at him, but I'm not seducing his wife."
I didn't say anything and he sighed.
"Look, if you know how to find this guy's wife, why don't you just tell her what he did and call it a day?"
"If it were you, would you honestly be satisfied with that?" I asked.
"Fair point," he replied. "But I know you, Nellie. This shady, underhanded shit isn't you."
"You don't know me that well," I grumbled.
"Babe," he said.
"Don't call me babe," we both said at the same time, and I groaned as J.P. laughed.
"See?"
"Fuck you."
"Mm. I'd like to, but it's a bit of a long drive and it's pretty late. Maybe this weekend."
I rolled my eyes. "Yeah, sure. Why not?"
"Awesome. I'll be there Friday night. I've got a workshop all day Saturday, but we can probably fuck again Saturday night, too."
"What?" I said. "Were you serious?"
He had that smirking, egotistical, shit-eating grin on his face. I was sure of it. I could almost feel it through the phone.
"Yeah. But hey, if you're busy, what about that newly single friend of yours?"
My face turned red and I didn't respond.
"Nellie? Babe? I was joking."
"I know," I muttered. "I was just trying to think of how to nicely say that she's too good for you."
He burst out laughing. "Harsh, babe. Wouldn't expect anything less. Look, in all seriousness, I am gonna be in town this weekend. I'd love to, uh, see that little apartment you told me about. And maybe stay with you. And, like, also fuck you in it, if you're up for it. But I can get a hotel if that's not cool with you."
I don't know why I said he could stay at my place. It was a stupid thing to do, really. Despite the fact that we'd been hooking up regularly for a few months at that point, we weren't anything more than friends who occasionally fucked. And really, it was super occasionally now that I was back in school and he had moved out of his parents' house. Not that it even mattered: I tried to go to my dad's house as little as possible, so even though he wasn't just next door anymore, it wasn't like I was there anyway.
The last time had been a few weeks earlier. My dad had insisted I visit him one weekend a month, so the week after my other hook up, Ben, had left for California, I went for my monthly visit. For some stupid reason, I thought the fact that J.P. had moved out of his parents' house and into his own apartment would stop me from hooking up with him every fucking time I was there. And it almost did; I didn't tell him I was in town. He only found out because his sister Anne-Marie was, of course, still living with her parents in the house next to my dad's.
She had been pushing me to date J.P. for ages. As far as I knew, she had no idea that I'd lost my virginity to him years earlier while she hooked up with her boyfriend in the next room, and she had no idea that I'd slept with him again at the beginning of the summer, and then again, and then... well. Multiple times. On one of those occasions, Anne-Marie had nearly walked in on us, not knowing I'd snuck into his room. She'd also nearly had a maniacal meltdown when I convinced J.P. to escort me to a gala, even without knowing that I'd promised him anal to get him to agree. Before the night was over, she'd started picking out names for our future children.
She'd never been able to prove J.P. and I were hooking up, but I had a feeling she would be willing to try nearly anything to get us together. It was even more frustrating because she wasn't the only one: Sydney had been pushing me to take things further with J.P., and even Ben had mentioned before he left that it seemed like we would be good together. They were all wrong, of course: J.P. was a complete bastard and I didn't do relationships, and it had absolutely nothing to do with the fact that he was the kind of person my father would approve of me dating.
Nothing at all.
J.P. called me as soon as he found out and teased me about not texting him. I told him it was because he was ugly, he called me a snotty brat, and half an hour later I was sneaking out of my dad's house and down the street where he was waiting in his car.
We didn't quite make it to his new apartment. We made it about three blocks away before he pulled over in a semi-private parking lot and fucked me in the back seat of his car. I told him it was terrible and I deserved far better than his dirty backseat; he said it was a BMW and probably the most luxurious car I'd ever been fucked in. We fucked again, he dropped me off down the street, and I'd snuck back inside before anyone noticed I was gone.
There was nothing between us. It was sex, plain and simple.
Ben had been a main source of sex for me for most of the summer, but he was my former psychology professor and he was on sabbatical at Stanford for the rest of the year. J.P. was in Montreal, so it wasn't like I saw him regularly, and my course load was insane that semester. I hadn't even had time to go out and party with my friends, let alone try to find another person to hook up with.
That must have been why I agreed to let him stay at my apartment, I decided. Simply put, I needed to get laid, and J.P. was great in bed. In fact, I was so certain that all I really needed to get out of my slump was some dick that I was actually looking forward to him staying the weekend and spent most of Thursday night cleaning my apartment. I scrubbed the floors, vacuumed the living room, put fresh sheets on the bed and made sure my other sheets were clean and neatly folded, since I was sure I'd have to replace them for Saturday night. My kitchen was cleaner than it had ever been, my coffee table only had the textbooks and notes I needed for studying, and I even lit a goddamn candle.
J.P. noticed exactly none of it when he showed up Friday.
I had just finished eating when my phone went off. The number showed it was the entry system from the foyer of my building.
"Hello?"
"It's me," he said. "And the second I get up there I'm tearing your panties off so you better—"
I pressed the button to let him in, laughing as it cut him off, and ran to the bathroom to brush my teeth. As I finished, I heard him knock on the door, but decided he could wait for a few minutes. Just as I was sauntering across my apartment to let him in, he knocked again, the loud raps slightly more impatient than the first time.
"Who is it?" I called teasingly through the door.
The responding chuckle was muffled, but his response was clear as he raised his voice. "It's just me, Giovanni Cockeverlasting, the male escort you ordered? I charge by the minute, sweetheart, so you better answer the door and—"
I wrenched the door open, my face bright red.
"You bastard!" I gasped, lurching forward to see if any of my neighbours had heard him.
J.P. grinned wolfishly and nudged me back into my apartment before I could see if anyone was in the hallway. One hand was occupied with his small suitcase and a reusable grocery bag; the other snaked around my waist and pulled my body close to him as the door swung shut. His lips were on mine before the door even closed and as soon as it was, he dropped the suitcase and wrapped his other arm around me.
"Asshole," I muttered, and I felt him smirk.
"Missed you too, babe." He nipped at my lip. "Don't call you babe, I know."
His cock was already hard; I could feel it through his jeans as he tugged my body closer to his. He was holding me so tightly I could barely breathe and only let go so he could start shoving his hands beneath my shirt.
"If you know, why'd you do it?" I asked between kisses.
His laugh brushed against my mouth and he gripped one of my breasts firmly. "Because I really like that snooty little look you get on your face when I do."
"Snooty?" I repeated, pulling back from his mouth and glaring at him.
He grinned. "Yeah, that's the one."
"Fuck you," I scoffed, but I couldn't stop myself from smiling.
"Oh God, yes, please," he sighed, and crushed his mouth against mine again.
"Been on a dry streak or something?" I teased as he tightened his grip on my breast again.
He grunted in response, his other hand leaving my waist and trailing down to my ass so he could squeeze that as well.
"You have exactly five seconds to show me where your bedroom is, otherwise I'm going to bend you over your kitchen table," he said in a low rumble. "One... two..."
"Three..." I grabbed his hand and directed it down to the button of my jeans. "Four..."
He groaned and pushed my hand away, roughly undoing my pants before trying to shove them down my hips at the same time as my panties.
"Four and a half..." I continued, smirking at him.
He laughed, pulled my pants the rest of the way down, then grabbed me by the hips and forced me to turn around. Before he could shove me onto the table, I bent over it, craning my neck to look back at him.
"Four and three quarters..." I slowly swayed my hips back and forth.
"You're a fucking brat," he laughed. The sound of his belt unbuckling was followed by his jeans unzipping before he pulled his cock out.
"Four and seven-eigh—"
"Five." He grabbed my hips and shoved his cock inside me.
The soft cry of bliss I made was drowned out by his satisfied groan. He paused with his cock deep inside me for barely a second before he began fucking me, properly fucking me, hard enough that the edge of the table was jammed against my stomach almost painfully.
It didn't matter to me; I barely noticed it. I was consumed with the feel of him inside me, his shaft completely buried in my pussy. His hips slapped my ass, the sound filling my ears as a backdrop to his breathless grunts and the steady moans being pressed from my lungs by the force of his thrusts.
Maybe it was because I hadn't gotten laid in a few weeks, but everything felt far more powerful than usual. He was pounding me hard, but I could feel every inch of his cock being gripped by the walls of my pussy. He felt bigger than I remembered, deeper inside me than I recalled, his cock throbbing and hot in a way that I must have forgotten. Each time he plunged inside me, he hit my G-spot, and I knew I was grinning as that warm, familiar feeling started trembling through my legs.
"Fuck, I missed you," he gasped from behind me. "Your pussy is so fucking good, Nellie."
I whimpered in response, unable to think of anything to say. Instead, I shifted, trying to reach down so I could finger my clit. J.P. wasn't having any of that; before I could so much as move my arm, one of his hands left my hip and reached around. I shuddered as he shoved it between my legs, finding my clit easily and rubbing it furiously.
"Come on my cock," he teased. "I know you want to, babe."
Even with him behind me, I could picture the smug look on his face. It served to annoy me, infuriate me, and make me laugh breathlessly as he filled me again and again. Even through the laughter, though, there was no question he was in charge; I had teased him and taunted him with my hips and my mockery of his countdown, but that was only because he had let me.
He likely knew that, too; shortly after he demanded I come on his cock, I did. I cried out, slamming my hand against the kitchen table as my stomach tightened and my pussy clenched around him uncontrollably. J.P. let out a staggered sort of groan that I barely heard beneath the cloud of my orgasm, a feverish wave of pleasure washing over me. I pushed back against him, trying to draw it out as long as I could.
"Yes," he breathed. "Oh, fuck, Nellie. I'm gonna come."
I grinned through the haze of pleasure as he gasped, grunted, and spilled inside me. He didn't stop as he came, still fucking me, still drawing out every ounce of pleasure that he could before both of us were completely overcome by it. His fingers stopped moving against my clit as he slowed, then finally stopped, gasping for breath.
"Jeez," he muttered.
"Mm-hmm," I said dreamily.
He pulled his cock out of me slowly. I stood carefully, suddenly aware of the aching spot the table had been jabbing on my lower stomach and rubbing it gently as I turned. Before I could say anything, he wrapped his arms around me and kissed me heatedly. When he pulled back, there was something in his eyes that I didn't really recognize.
"I missed you," he said.
"You missed my pussy, you mean," I replied.



"No, I—"
"That's definitely what you meant."
He raised his eyebrows. I looked at him unswervingly and after a moment, he smirked.
"Sure, babe."
I groaned, but before I could pull myself out of his grasp, he kissed me again.
"I know you missed me too," he whispered against my mouth, and when he pulled back, I was breathless.
"I—"
"You got anything to eat?" he asked, releasing me before I could say anything and turning back to the door to grab his suitcase and the bag he'd dropped. "I didn't have dinner before I left and was eager to get here, so didn't stop before coming over."
I pulled up my jeans and panties, smiling shakily. "Uh, yeah. There's some pasta in the fridge."
"Not gonna cook us something?" he teased.
"I'll show you where the pots are if you want to make your own damn dinner. I've already eaten."
He pretended to be offended as he made himself comfortable in my kitchen, opening the fridge like he'd been there a thousand times before. "You didn't wait for me? Ouch."
I laughed at him, shaking my head. "If you thought you were going to come over this weekend and I'd play housewife, barefoot and pregnant in the kitchen, you were really fucking wrong. I was even thinking of maybe going out tonight."
He smirked as he found the container of pasta I had leftover and popped it in the microwave.
"Too bad," he said. "I thought you'd be looking forward to dessert."
I raised my eyebrows. "Dessert?"
"Mm-hmm," he said, leaning against the counter and grinning. "I brought you something."
"Let me guess. It's your dick."
"Well, it is something thick and creamy but—"
"You're disgusting," I laughed.
"No, seriously!" He grinned and grabbed the bag he'd put on my counter. "I brought dessert."
My mouth dropped open as he withdrew a white bakery box. "You went to Trou de Beigne?"
"Well, I had to say thank you for putting me up for two nights somehow," he said. "Fancy doughnuts were cheaper than wine or something, so—"
"Oh, stop, before you flatter me half to death," I said monotonously.
J.P. grinned and held the box to me. "Go on. They're your favourite."
Something prickled at the base of my neck. He shouldn't know what my favourite doughnuts were. We weren't dating and there was no reason for him to remember that; I didn't even remember telling him about it. It bothered me that he knew, but not enough to not take the box and immediately dig into a Nutella Banana doughnut.
Still, I chewed it thoughtfully as I watched him check on his pasta, stirring it and licking sauce off his thumb. He had to be teasing me, I decided. He knew I didn't want a relationship; we'd been on the same page about what we were to each other the entire time. He was pushing the boundary to mess with me, just like he always did.
And he did, constantly. The texting and flirting and joking around started when we'd reunited early that summer. Then there was the fact he'd agreed to attend the Diamond Gala with me, but he'd only gone as my date because I promised him anal. He spent the entire night teasing me in front of everyone at the gala, although he almost backed out when he thought I was just doing it for him; I'd had to promise him I really did want to actually try it before he'd agree. That didn't mean anything, though: there was a big difference between wanting a relationship and not wanting to take advantage of me.
After sex, he'd wanted to cuddle, but that didn't mean anything. I had learned that from Ben after we'd finished fucking one day and I'd finally asked him why I wanted to cuddle with him.
"Psychologically speaking, it makes sex more satisfying," he explained, his fingers tracing lazy patterns on my arm. "Certainly in traditional monogamous relationships, it increases the bond between partners, but even in a situation such as ours, it enhances the endorphins experienced post-intimacy, so—"
"—so it means nothing, my body just likes being touched," I said.
Ben had laughed. "Something like that. Are you not enjoying it?"
I had buried my head against his chest, not willing to admit I was enjoying it far more than I really wanted to.
So it really did make sense that after a particularly-thrilling session such as the one where J.P. and I had anal sex for the first time, he'd want to cuddle. He'd also wanted to talk—like, talk-talk, like talk about us talk—but seeing as we'd just finished what both of us eventually conceded was some of the best sex of our lives, it might have had more to do with those leftover hormones and endorphins.
We'd still been texting regularly. I'd gone back to school, he'd moved out of his parents' house and into his own apartment, and a month had passed since we'd seen each other.
That had to be it; we'd both been busy over the past month, probably too busy to really get laid by anyone else. That was why he had missed me, and he was just being nice by bringing my favourite doughnuts as a thank-you for putting him up for the weekend.
"You've gotta let me finish eating first," J.P. said, breaking me out of my thoughts.
"What?"
He smirked, sitting down at my kitchen table and eating the pasta straight from the container. "If you stare any harder, your eyes might actually pop out. I need to eat before I can fuck you again. Gotta keep the stamina up."
I snorted and took another bite of my doughnut. "Don't flatter yourself. I was just appreciating how delicious this doughnut is and your face happened to be in the way of my wistful gaze into the distance."
His laugh was muffled by a mouthful of pasta. He covered his mouth with the back of his hand, shaking his head before swallowing. "Sure, babe. Good to know your 'this is damn delicious' face is the same as your 'damn, I'd sure love J.P. to jam his cock in my—'"
"In your dreams," I interrupted, laughing.
"Yours too," he said confidently. "I've got all weekend to jam my cock anywhere you want me to, babe."
I rolled my eyes and grabbed the box of doughnuts, moving to the table to sit across from him. "Keep this up and you're going to be jamming it between the couch cushions, because that's where I'll make you sleep."
His eyes sparkled and he swallowed another bite of pasta. "I assumed I'd be sleeping on the couch anyway, Nell. But, I guess if you want to spend the whole night together, I'll keep you company in your bed."
My mouth dropped open. "Well, I just assumed—"
"I'm joking," he said. "Trust me. I plan on fucking you hard enough that you'll pass out from exhaustion and won't even notice that I'm taking up three-quarters of the mattress."
"You seem pretty confident in your abilities," I said, recovering just enough to respond.
He smirked arrogantly at me. "Proven track record, babe. But hey, if you don't think I can do it, maybe you should aim to fuck me until I pass out. That way I won't have to worry about listening to you snore."
"I don't snore," I grumbled.
J.P. smiled, his eyes sparkling with a boyish mischievousness. "Guess I'm about to find out."
"Maybe. I'm still leaning towards making you sleep on the couch."
"Sounds like a challenge to me."
I snorted. "A challenge for what?"
He ate the last bite of pasta, wiped his mouth, and pushed back from the table. "I really have to spell it out? For the right to sleep in your bed, obviously."
Before I could respond, he'd stepped around the table and pulled my face up to his again, kissing me hard. I kissed him back, hating myself a little bit. I hated the fact that he could leave me so breathless, that he could unsettle me, that there was a quip ready on the tip of his tongue for every statement that I could make. I hated how much he challenged me and I hated when he got the best of me.
At least, that's what I told myself.
When he pulled back, I stared up at him, trying desperately to think of something to say, but J.P. beat me to it.
"So if I win, you sleep on the couch." He grabbed my hand suddenly and brought it to his lips, took a bite of the half-eaten doughnut I forgot I was holding, and walked away to bring his dishes to the sink.
I hated how much I liked him.
"Jeez, what's that look for?" he said, glancing over his shoulder as he washed his dishes. "Glare any harder and I might end up with literal daggers in my back."
"You ate my doughnut," I muttered.
He burst out laughing, shaking his head as he stacked the clean dishes in the sink. "Tell you what, babe, I'll—"
"—stop calling me babe for once?"
"Nah." He dried his hands and walked over to me. "I'll make it up to you. One, there's another of that flavour in the box. Two, I'll eat something else for you."
"Oh, what an offer," I said sarcastically. "You were going to do that anyway."
He pulled me to my feet, dipping his head to kiss me again. "Probably. But you can eat the doughnut while I eat your pussy, if you want."
I didn't fully take him up on that. I did eat the other doughnut, and I did insist J.P. eat me out until I came against his face, but I didn't do them at the same time.
I thought part of the magic between us came from the fact that we were constantly hiding what we were doing. There was usually a frantic tension between us, a need to bite back the sounds we were making and to rush towards the finish line before someone could discover us. I would never admit it to him or to anyone, but I was incredibly wrong about that.
The evening passed in a timeless flash. J.P. insisted he needed a shower, then called me into the bathroom just after I'd stolen another doughnut and settled on the couch.
"Nellie, babe," he said, cracking the bathroom door open. "How's your shower work?"
I ignored him and he laughed.
"Nel-lie," he said in a sing-song voice. "Come on."
"Don't call me babe," I said boredly.
He sighed theatrically. "Okay, doll, I won't call you babe. Can you come show me how to turn this on?"
"You're pretty dumb for a lawyer," I said bluntly, rolling my eyes as I crossed the apartment.
It turned out I was the dumb one. He was already stripped down, a towel around his waist, and he clearly knew how to turn the shower on since it was running when I walked into the bathroom. He just wanted me there with him so once he was done washing off, he could push me to my knees and shove his cock down my throat.
I eagerly let him do so, blinking water out of my eyes as his groans echoed through my bathroom. Once he came, he pulled me to my feet, pinned me against the wall of the shower, and fingered me until I could barely hold myself up.
"Looks like I'm going to win that challenge." He smirked as I clutched his arms.
"Not a fucking chance," I gasped.
We called a truce for a while, watching some show on Netflix before his hands started inching towards me. By then, I'd recovered enough to have some sense, and I pulled him to my bedroom before things got too heated.
I rode his cock until I could barely move; he shoved me on my back and fucked me until he was sweating. I couldn't count the number of times I came, only that when we both finished, we were exhausted.
"Call it a draw?" J.P. panted as he flopped back on my bed.
"Mm-hmm," I conceded.
I was too tired to protest when he wrapped his arms around me, instead accepting the action and resting my head on his chest.
"What time is your workshop?" I yawned, closing my eyes.
"11," he mumbled. "Gotta take off from here about 10:30."
I fell asleep before I could respond, passing out so quickly and so thoroughly that I barely noticed the way his lips brushed against my forehead.
I stirred at some point during the night, just enough to roll off of his chest and turn over, but I didn't remember doing it. When I woke up the next morning, I was buried beneath the blankets, clutching them to my neck, while one of J.P.'s hands wandered mindlessly along my body.
"You awake yet?" he mumbled.
"Mm-hmm," I said back.
His smirk was such a trademark expression that I could almost hear him doing it. "Great. Any chance I can have some of those blankets back? You've been hogging them all night."
I laughed, still barely awake, and loosened my grip on the blankets. "Only because you asked so nicely. Let me remind you whose bed it is."
The mattress shifted as he tugged the blankets away and curled up under them, moving closer to me as he did.
"Yours," he said. "And since you're so kindly letting me sleep here instead of on your couch, maybe I should repay the favour?"
It was a nice thought, right up until the fingers of his other hand brushed against my spine. I couldn't help it; I squealed, my eyes flying open at the sudden chill.
"Why are your hands so cold?!" I gasped.
He burst out laughing, grabbing me as I tried to wriggle away from him. "Because you stole the blankets, babe, remember? I'm freezing my ass off over here."
There was a playful struggle; J.P. kept trying to run his hands along my perfectly-warm skin, and I kept trying to get away. I only managed to get the upper hand when I rolled over, pressed my body against his, and grabbed his ass.
"Doesn't feel that frozen to me," I said.
"You're terrible."
"Your cock disagrees."
He was hard, of course, and his cock was a lot warmer than any other part of his body. J.P. chuckled and leaned down to kiss me.
"Damn thing keeps betraying me," he mumbled.
"Ugh. Your morning breath is awful," I said.
Both of us laughed, and neither of us stopped kissing. His breath wasn't the greatest, but mine couldn't have been any better, and the tingles of pleasure that seemed to radiate from his lips made it well worth it.
We kissed lazily, gently exploring each other, revelling in an unrushed and unhurried way. It was almost enough to make me worry; almost enough to make me question why waking up next to him felt so good, but before I could think too much about it, we were interrupted.
"Is that your phone?" he mumbled.
"What... who's calling me at... what time is it?"
"9:30."
I rolled my eyes and brought his lips back to mine. "Ignore it. Probably my mom or something."
We did ignore it, even as it started ringing again, and by the time he nudged me onto my back and slid his cock inside me, I couldn't tell if it was still ringing or not.
He fucked me slowly, far more slowly than I was used to. It was as passionate and intense as any other time we'd been together, but something about feeling every inch of him settling inside me before withdrawing filled me with a simmering bliss. I writhed beneath him, shivering as he pressed his lips to my neck, running my hands along his sides.
When he brought his mouth to mine and kissed me again, I felt it. Not just physically, but I really felt it. It was simultaneously thrilling and terrifying. J.P. must have felt it too, because his lips didn't leave mine. He simply kissed me harder, drove his cock inside me deeper, and made me see more stars than I could ever remember.
He only parted from my mouth when I moaned, shifting my hips as I searched for release. His eyes met mine, bright and blue and far more serious than I'd ever seen them.
Terrifying. Thrilling, but mostly terrifying.
I tilted my head back and sighed, finding a reason to close my eyes and break the power of his gaze. He either didn't notice or didn't mind, and he kissed the base of my throat. His actions grew faster, urged on by my quiet moans, and I knew we were both getting close.
I was biting my lip, inching ever further on the path to release, when someone knocked on the door of my apartment.
"The fuck?" I gasped.
J.P. paused, a hesitant expression on his face.
"Ignore it," I said, deciding quickly. "It's probably Syd, she can wait."
"You're the boss," he said, grinning.
Me being the boss meant when someone knocked again, louder that time, I had to sigh miserably and make the executive decision to ask J.P. to move off me for a moment so I could see what Sydney wanted, prolonging both my orgasm and his, and leaving me incredibly grumpy as I stalked towards the door.
I was thankful that I decided to grab my bathrobe before crossing my apartment. Sydney had seen me naked multiple times, but something had made me shrug on the robe before answering the door. I could really only chalk it up to luck, because Sydney was not the only person standing there.
"Nellie, chérie! Surprise!" Anne-Marie Marchand launched herself forward and threw her arms around me.
Anne-Marie, who lived next door to my dad.
Anne-Marie, whose brother had just pulled his dick out of me seconds earlier.
"Anne-Marie," I said, hugging her back and staring weakly at Sydney. "What... are you doing here?"
"She said you were expecting her," Sydney said, catching my dismayed look. "And that you weren't answering your phone."
"Oh, I lied a little to Sydney," Anne-Marie said as she released me. "You weren't answering your phone, but I knew you said your friend lived here and hoped she'd let me in. Remy told me last night he has some kind of lawyer workshop today and I begged him to bring me along so we could hang out while he's there! I haven't seen you in ages, and now I finally get to see your little apartment! It's so cozy, how perfect for you!"
She was talking a mile a minute and all I could do was stare.
"You okay, Nell?" Sydney asked.
I nodded. "Thanks. I, uh... I was just in the middle of something."
Anne-Marie stepped back and really looked at me.
"Ohmigod!" she gasped. "Oh my God! I'm so sorry! Oh, you hardly ever hook up with anyone and I interrupted. I feel awful."
Sydney looked flabbergasted. "What is your definition of 'hardly ever'?"
"Not the time," I said, my teeth clenched. "Thanks, Syd. See ya later."
"Nell, wait—"
But I shut the door before she could finish speaking.
"Look, um, Anne-Marie," I said, thinking quickly. "Can you just... maybe hang out in my other room for a bit so I can get my, um, friend out of here?"
"Oh, you don't have to be embarrassed," she giggled. "Are you finished with him? I can make coffee and wait if you need some time."
"Oh, I think I'm finished," I said. "He just might be, um, embarrassed."
"Because of me?"
"He's kind of... shy," I said, barely able to keep a straight face even though my heart was racing at the thought of her discovering J.P. in my bedroom. "He's very, um, private."
"I'm so sorry I didn't call," she said, genuine remorse in her eyes. "I really am, chérie. I just wanted to surprise you."
"You did!" I said as cheerfully as I could. "It's okay! I just... let me, um... look, can you just wait in the den so he can leave? I'd really just rather not—"
"Oh, not a chance," she said, grinning wolfishly. "I want to meet your friend!"
"I'm... no. You can't."
"What are you so embarrassed by?" she giggled. "He's not your boyfriend?"
"I don't have a boyfriend."
"That's fine. I still want to see what fine piece of meat you're hooking up with."
I watched as Anne-Marie stepped into my kitchen, making herself as at home as her brother had the night before. I looked to the bedroom door—thankfully shut—and back at Anne-Marie as she started looking in my cupboards.
"You must have coffee," she said, turning towards me.
"Yes, but just—"
"Oh, Trou de Beigne!" she exclaimed, abandoning her search for mugs as her eyes fell on the bakery box on the table. "Where did you get these? They don't have a location here, do they?"
"My... friend brought them."
"Your friend is from Montreal?"
Shit, I thought. "No?"
She raised her eyebrows and glanced around the kitchen, her eyes falling on the suitcase J.P. had left near the door.
"This looks familiar," she said.
"It's not," I said firmly. "Definitely not familiar. It's, uh, mine. I just got it."
"Really?" she said, her lips turning up and her eyes starting to sparkle. "So if I opened it, I wouldn't see men's clothing of some sort?"



"Nope."
"And these shoes here, the ones that look very familiar as well, those are...?"
I shrugged nonchalantly. "They're just shoes. Lots of people have shoes."
"It's just so funny," she said lightly. "My brothers both have shoes just like these, but they aren't very common, you know. They're from Veritas Bespoke."
"Yeah, well, anyone can order things online," I replied. "Maybe they're more common than you think."
"Bespoke shoes means they are custom-made, Nellie," Anne-Marie said.
I scoffed. "Well. Maybe they're knock-offs or something."
"Mm-hmm," she said unconvincingly. "So the doughnuts from Trou de Beigne are from your friend, who is not from Montreal, where Trou de Beigne is located and where my brother Jean-Paul lives. And the luggage you say is yours, even though it looks much like my brother Jean-Paul's luggage. And the shoes you say are your friend's, even though they look surprisingly like my brother Jean-Paul's shoes..."
"I've told you a million times, there's nothing happening there," I said. "You're just trying to find patterns where there aren't any. It's called apophenia, actually, I learned that from Ben! This, um, guy. I was sleeping with him. I can tell you all about that. He was a professor. Interesting, right? A psychology professor."
"Sure he was, chérie." She bit her lip, excited energy trembling off her. "And is he in your bedroom right now?"
"Well, no, but—"
"And so if I were to go over to your bedroom right now, I would see...?"
"Nothing."
Her eyes sparkled. "Well then, there's no reason for me to not look, is there?"
"Anne-Marie, please. Don't."
"Ohmigod, Nellie," she squealed.
Before I could even react, she lunged across the apartment.
"No!" I rushed towards her, but there was no chance of me stopping her before she threw my bedroom door open.
The idea of time standing still was strange to me. I could understand the concept of shock. I could understand how moments, big moments, could affect people. The concept of time pausing at those moments didn't make sense to me. A second is a second, no matter what is happening in that second, and a minute is a minute.
However, the moment Anne-Marie opened my door and froze, I felt time slow down. I didn't feel myself slow down, but it was like trying to walk through water rushing the opposite direction.
"Hey, sis," I heard J.P. say.
"I knew it!" shrieked Anne-Marie. "Jean-Paul, you absolutely filthy man-whore!"
By the time I was at the door, Anne-Marie was turning to me with a grin on her face that showed all of her sparkling white teeth.
"Nellie Belanger, you sly girl," she squealed. "How long? When can I tell everyone? Are you coming to Thanksgiving dinner? Oh, you absolutely must, Mom will be ecstatic."
"No, I—"
"I won't hear it," she said. "You must, if not at Thanksgiving, then another night. They're going to be so excited, Nellie! And your father, well, we all know he already loves Jean-Paul so you'll have no problem getting his approval, and..."
I glanced helplessly into my bedroom. J.P. was sitting on the bed with the sheets around his waist, shirtless, his hair tousled almost artfully. He looked bemused, watching Anne-Marie blabber relentlessly about all the things we absolutely must do now that we were an "item." When he finally caught my eye, he pressed his lips together, but wasn't able to keep himself from shaking with laughter.
At least one of us found it funny.
"...can't believe you didn't tell me sooner! You must have gotten together when, Nellie, before the Diamond Gala? Is that why he agreed to go with you?" Anne-Marie was still talking, though she finally paused when she saw J.P. starting to laugh.
I took advantage of the single moment between her short-term silence and J.P.'s muffled laughter to say my piece.
"Get out."
"What?" Anne-Marie said.
"You heard her," J.P. said.
"Both of you," I said.
"Wait, what?" he said, still laughing.
"Both of you need to get the fuck out of my apartment." I pointed at the door. "Now."
"But Nellie, chérie—"
"Out!" I said.
"Babe, come on—"
"Now!"
J.P. shrugged and started to get out of bed.
"Ohmigod, you're naked," Anne-Marie muttered, her face going red as she turned away.
"No, really?" J.P. said sarcastically. "I don't know how you usually do it, but most people take their clothes off."
"You're disgusting." Anne-Marie laughed again and looked at me. "How do you put up with him?"
"I don't," I said. "I'm not dating your brother. I don't even like him. It was just sex."
I ignored the flash of something that resembled hurt on J.P.'s face and turned, stalking away from the bedroom.
"Can both of you just get out of my apartment, please?" I said loudly.
Anne-Marie was just gracious enough to leave right away. J.P. got dressed, quiet for once, and stopped in front of me in the kitchen before leaving.
"I know you kicked me out but I actually do have to go," he said. "I'll come by later so we can talk."
"No," I said.
"I'll bring pizza."
I glared at him. "Fine. But I don't like you."
"I know you don't, babe."
For a moment, I thought he was going to reach for me, to bring me in to kiss him again. Maybe it was the fact that I'd boldly stated I didn't like him, twice, but he hesitated. There was a strange tingle of guilt, but before I could do anything, he grinned and grabbed a doughnut from the box on the table.
"Don't call you babe," he said. "I know."
I spent the day studying; legitimately studying, doing anything I could to take my mind off the morning's drama. Anne-Marie texted to apologize; I'd accepted, then immediately started ignoring her when she insisted yet again that J.P. and I were perfect for each other. Sydney stopped by around lunch, apologetic and wary until I told her at least five times that it was fine, I didn't blame her. More wisely than Anne-Marie, she dropped the subject when I told her to after she started asking why it was such a big deal that Anne-Marie found out I was sleeping with her brother.
When my phone went off around dinnertime to indicate that someone was buzzing to be let in, I almost considered letting him stay outside. I didn't want to talk. Still, even I couldn't justify not talking to him. I might have been petty, stubborn, and vindictive, but that went past the line of fair.
"Pizza delivery," J.P. said as I picked up the call.
"I don't have any cash."
"That's okay. I just need you to take care of the tip," he replied.
I rolled my eyes as I buzzed him in. When he knocked a few minutes later, I dragged myself to the door. I opened it to see him standing on the other side, holding a large pizza box and grinning.
"I've got an extra-large sausage for Nellie?" he said.
"Ha, ha," I replied monotonously. "So clever."
He chuckled as he let himself in, the door swinging shut behind him. "I know. I've been working on that one all day. The workshop was mind-numbingly boring."
"And that was the best you came up with?"
He put the pizza on the table and then turned to me. "Let's talk."
"Can we not?"
He looked serious for once, folding his arms across his chest. "You really think that's the best course of action?"
"What do you want me to say?" I asked. "I told you, this isn't... what Anne-Marie wants isn't—"
"You don't want a relationship," he said. "Yeah, I know. You want this to be just sex, I know that too."
"So what is there to talk about?" I asked, exasperated.
"You're not stupid, Nellie," he said. "Both of us know that it's not just sex."
"Yes, it is."
He raised his eyebrow at me. "I just said you weren't stupid."
"Stupid and willfully ignorant are two different things."
He laughed, startled. "Okay. Fair. So you're in denial?"
"Being in denial would imply there's something to be denying." I walked into the kitchen, grabbing plates and napkins to bring to the table. "Since there isn't, I can't be in denial."
"You really would've made a hell of a good lawyer." He followed me, taking the plates and napkins so I could grab each of us a drink.
"This isn't actually a sausage pizza, is it?" I asked.
He shook his head and flipped the box open. "Pepperoni and mushroom."
"Good."
He smirked and put two slices on a plate before handing it to me.
"Okay, so there's nothing more to this than sex for you," he said, sitting at the table. "Correct?"
"Yep."
"Okay. So, hypothetically, if there was something more..."
"Don't," I said. "Seriously, J.P. I don't want... that."
"Why?" His voice was soft, not angry or disappointed, but without a hint of laughter. "Look, I'm not saying... we don't have to want that. I just want to know why."
Sighing, I looked across the table at him. He looked back, uncharacteristically vulnerable, his expression patient and open.
"I don't want a relationship," I said. "I don't want to be tied down to someone and not be able to... you know, just enjoy myself. The idea of being with one person... it makes me feel like I'm suffocating. I don't want someone to... I dunno. Own me."
J.P. regarded me as I took a bite of pizza. As I chewed, I raised my eyebrows at him.
"What?" I asked.
"Have you ever been in a relationship?"
I snorted. "Yes."
"Seriously, Nellie," he said. "I know you had a boyfriend in high school, but that barely counts. I know you slept with me and then went a little... wild."
"Are you judging me?"
He shook his head. "I'm trying to understand. Relationships aren't about owning people and they shouldn't be suffocating."
"You've met my parents. You know what my dad is like. He owns people. I don't want to be in that situation."
"I wouldn't do that to you," he said.
"If you want something more than what we're doing, it's not happening," I said bluntly. "You asked what my issue was, I'm explaining it."
"I know," he said. "Look, I'm just saying, for future reference... there's no reason a relationship has to fit into the box you're creating, okay?"
"Fine. I still just want to get laid and have fun with no strings attached."
He chuckled. "Okay. So, the big question, then."
"What big question?"
His lip curled between his teeth. "Is that still on the table for us? 'Cause I realize Anne-Marie is intense, but I'd kinda like to keep doing this. I'm not stupid, you know. I know a good thing when I see it."
"As long as you know that this is it," I said seriously. "It doesn't go any further than that."
"Can we change one thing about what we're doing?"
"I just said—"
"Can we say we're friends, at least?" J.P. continued. "'Cause like it or not, Nellie, I care about you. I don't need that to be anything more than as a friend who occasionally begs me to fuck her senseless, but I do."
I stared at him for a moment. "I mean... I guess."
"Are we not friends?" he asked bluntly.
"No, we are," I said. "I guess... I mean, yeah. That makes sense."
"I'm allowed to care about you as a friend, right?"
"Well... yeah."
"Great," he said, grinning. "Super glad to be in your friend zone, babe. Especially knowing how well you treat your, ah... friends."
I picked a mushroom off my slice of pizza and threw it at him as he laughed. He ate it and then I let him pull me away from the pizza at the table and into his arms. And even though we'd just said it was sex and friendship, we continued where we had left off that morning.
J.P. kissed me, far more softly than he should have for someone I was just supposed to be fucking. I kissed him back and trailed my fingers along his neck in a way that was much more intimate than we'd agreed to. When he undressed me, he did so slowly, running his hands along my skin as he revealed it. I unbuttoned his shirt and he shrugged it off before pressing his lips to mine again.
"This is pushing the friend boundary," I mumbled against his lips.
"Nah," he whispered. "You said I could care about you as a friend."
"Is this your way of slowly pushing boundaries further and further until you've tricked me into marrying you or something?" I asked.
He lifted my shirt over my head. "Jeez, babe. You think I'd do something so diabolical?"
"Yes," I said bluntly, and he laughed even harder.
"Nah," he said again, and his hands trailed down my chest. "I'm just appreciating my really attractive, really sexy, really turned-on friend. Don't read too much into it."
He was such a fucking liar, and for some reason, I didn't care. Instead, I chose to believe him, chose to let him use his body to guide me into my bedroom. His lips didn't leave mine, his fingertips feathering along my skin until he nudged me onto my bed.
Just like the night before, our usual urgency was gone. I was free to let my mind go blank and just enjoy the feel of his mouth on my breasts, to appreciate the way he sucked on my nipples and circled his tongue around them. I ran my hands through his hair, twisting the curls absentmindedly between my fingers while he explored my body.
He didn't really need to explore it. He had multiple times before. He played with my tits the same way he had the very first time we'd had sex. It had been years earlier, when I was eighteen and a virgin who could barely stutter my way through a conversation with the older boy next door. He'd explored them thoroughly over the entire previous summer, his hands tracing every inch of me, his mouth exploring even further.
I couldn't admit to him the real reason we couldn't be together. Sure, part of it was that I didn't want a relationship, but I couldn't tell him that I couldn't be in a relationship with him. He represented everything I hated; he represented the life my father wanted me to have. More importantly, a relationship with him would mean I'd have to admit to my mother that I'd been accepting money from my dad for years. I'd have to come clean about my involvement with him after she spent years trying to pull me away from the ritzy, societal life my father was part of.
There was no chance for me and J.P. There was no future other than what we already had.
It didn't matter at that moment, though. What mattered was the way he was kissing my body, the way his cock was pressing against my thigh as his lips moved from my breasts to my ribs and my ribs to my stomach. His hands gripped my sides, holding my body steady before his mouth delved further south.
He kissed my mound before teasing his tongue along my folds, glancing up at me with sparkling eyes. I bit my lip as he kissed the inside of my thigh, then inhaled sharply as he nipped lightly at the sensitive skin there.
I didn't have time to say anything before he stuck his tongue between my folds. He groaned before licking me more firmly and my hands moved back to his hair, my head tilting back as he started working my clit.
"That feels so good," I whispered.
He didn't stop; his tongue kept up its path, licking along my slit until he reached my clit, then ravishing it with attention. Each movement made my body prickle with delight, a pool of pleasure starting to gather somewhere deep inside me. I gasped, my eyes squeezed shut, and J.P. took the opportunity to dip his finger inside me.
When he dared to withdraw that slickened finger and press it against my ass, I whimpered. He smiled—not that I saw it, but rather, felt it—and pushed forward until he'd breached the tight ring of muscle. I cried out and he started fingering my ass more quickly, stopping only to put yet another finger inside my pussy.
I didn't last much longer; when I came, my thighs clamped around J.P.'s head and I probably almost drowned him. He didn't complain, didn't pull away, didn't even stop doing that thing to my clit with his tongue. Every second of that orgasm lengthened, drawn out by his actions, until I was quivering beneath him and tugging at his hair, so oversensitive that I couldn't handle a moment more.
He withdrew slowly, kissing my thighs again before sitting up. He held my legs as far apart as they would go and nestled himself between them, looking directly into my eyes as he guided his cock inside me.
I bit my lip, unable to look away from him that time, and he brought himself forward to kiss me as he drove his cock forward. I moaned against his mouth, the taste of my pussy still strong on his slick lips, and he shuddered as I darted my tongue out to meet his.
"Fuck, Nellie," he whispered. "Your pussy is... ugh... just fucking amazing."
I kissed him in response, letting him fill me and pull back, letting him murmur soft things to me about how good my body felt. I slipped a hand between our bodies, rubbing my clit as he fucked me, letting that build-up of pleasure begin all over again.
His voice took on the softest hint of an accent when he was distracted. I didn't know when I started noticing that, but now that I had, I couldn't stop hearing it. I knew he spoke French fluently—he'd grown up in Montreal, after all—but aside from being in bed with him, I couldn't remember another time I'd heard him fail to cover his accent. Unlike Anne-Marie, who leaned into her accent because she thought it made her sound sophisticated, J.P. almost always spoke smoothly in English.
I could hear it, though, those little inflections as he encouraged me, begged me to come for him, told me what it felt like when my pussy trembled around his cock and how hard it was for him to hold back when it happened. I didn't say a word. I couldn't say a word. I didn't really know this version of J.P., the one whispering dirty things to me and fucking me gently.
I tried not to think about how much I liked it.
He knew I was coming at the same time I did. A wide grin spread across his face as he watched me, his breath matching my gasps as I felt myself teeter on the edge, and his body stilling just for a moment as I came on his cock. He grunted, then pulled back just a bit before shoving inside me hard, and then he was groaning as he finished, too.
Before he pulled out, he kissed me, then flopped on his back beside me to catch his breath.
"That was awesome," he said.
Little aftershocks were still pulsing through my body. "Yeah, that was pretty good."
He lifted his hand. "High-five?"
I burst out laughing. "What?"
J.P. turned his head toward me and grinned. "C'mon. Don't leave me hanging. I'm pretty sure friends high-five after sex. If they don't, they should."
I had a hard time controlling my laughter as I high-fived him, even as he leaned in and kissed me again, his own laughter brushing against my face and lips. I couldn't quite remember the last time I'd had so much fun with someone, especially someone I was sleeping with.
Sure, Jake had been a lot of fun. We'd tried some new things and hooked up regularly, but he didn't make me laugh the way J.P. did. I'd had fun with those cops, the ones I'd met the night Sydney met Greg, but both of them together couldn't make me come the way J.P. did. And I couldn't deny that playing a raunchy game of Truth or Dare with my friends that culminated in sleeping with Brandon was fun, even if the resulting relationship with him was disastrous. If I had to choose between that and any of the times I'd hooked up with J.P., I'd still pick J.P. And Damon, he'd been... well. The man who had given me my tattoo was selfish in the best possible way, passionate beyond anything I'd ever experienced, and one of the coolest people I'd ever met. I just didn't like him the way I liked J.P. His arms didn't fit around me the way J.P.'s did.
And I had really liked Ben. I had to admit that. Ben had been funny, and smart, and considerate, and so good in bed. He could eat pussy for hours, he could fuck me until I could barely walk, and the conversations we'd had while recovering naked in bed were great. I missed him quite a bit, but even I knew part of our relationship stemmed from the fact that he was far older than me. I hated to admit it, but it was true.



J.P., though...
He was fun. And, as I was starting to discover, he was thoughtful. He was sweet. He challenged me in a way no one else really did. It infuriated me, the way he could fluster me, the way he could shock me with what he said. I was so used to having the upper hand all the time that it almost killed me to know he could be above my level.
I hated that he could surprise me. I hated that I was even thinking of how much I liked him. I didn't want a relationship. I didn't want a boyfriend or monogamy or to give up my freedom. I didn't want anniversaries and dates and milestones.
I hated that he made me even consider wanting those things.
I hated that even if I did want those things, I couldn't have them. Not with him.
As he pulled me to his chest, I tried not to think too much. I tried to just enjoy the feel of his body, the safety of his arms, and the way his breath brushed against my cheek.
Maybe there was no potential for anything more than friendship, but I had to admit that being friends with J.P. was... well, nice.
**
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The phone rang three times before he picked up. His laugh preceded any form of greeting.
"Wow, this must be a Thanksgiving miracle. I think this is the first time you've ever called me out of the blue."
"I need your help."
J.P. laughed. "Babe, you've been in town for less than a day. I already told you we can sneak away from your dad's dinner party thing tomorrow and hook up. You're the one who insisted we couldn't get together today."
"It's not that," I hissed. "I need you to be serious, okay? I need help. I'm... I'm not joking. At all."
Whatever laughter was in J.P.'s voice as he teased me vanished.
"What's wrong, Nellie?"
I glanced at the closed bathroom door. I was sitting on the edge of the tub in a closed-and-locked bathroom, inside my closed-and-locked bedroom, on the second floor of my father's massive mansion. He was sitting on the first floor in the dining room with his girlfriend, Kimberlee, a woman twenty years younger than he was who looked thirty years younger than he did, drinking coffee and laughing with one of his investors. Even if I'd screamed, it was unlikely anyone would hear me, and yet I could barely bring myself to whisper.
"Don't laugh," I said to J.P., my voice cracking. "I need you to not laugh, to just... I'm... don't laugh at me, okay?"
"I mean, is it funny?" he asked.
"J.P.!"
"Okay!" he said, masking a chuckle. "I won't laugh."
"I wouldn't be asking if I had literally any other option," I said. "Seriously. I can't get out of the house without my dad asking why, I don't know where to go, I just... I need you to do something for me."
"What?"
"And I need you to not freak out."
He sighed heavily. "Nellie. Babe."
"Do not call me babe. I'm not your babe. We are friends. We are just friends, and just because sometimes we fuck doesn't mean that you can call me babe. So don't, okay? Don't call me babe."
He chuckled again. "Okay, jeez. Take a deep breath and tell me what's going on. Otherwise, I'm gonna start thinking you're pregnant or something."
When I didn't respond, he chuckled again, though almost nervously.
"Nellie?"
"I need you to bring me a pregnancy test," I whispered.
J.P. didn't laugh. He went completely silent, so quiet that for a moment, I thought he might have just hung up, blocked my number, and disappeared off the face of the planet. There was barely a breath, barely even a hint that someone existed on the other end of the phone.
"You're joking," he finally said, his voice hoarse. "Babe, you're joking."
"I'm late, okay?" I hissed. "I just... I didn't realize it until today, but... I mean, it might be nothing, but I'm freaking out."
I was prepared for any number of reactions from J.P. I was prepared for him to get angry, for him to panic, for him to ask incredulous questions like "didn't you say you were on the pill?" and "is it mine?" and "so you're getting an abortion, right?"
What I wasn't prepared for was him to take a breath, let it out slowly, and then speak to me calmly.
"Here's what's going to happen," he said. "I'm supposed to go to my parents' for dinner tonight anyway. Ask Anne-Marie to come over to hang out. I'll come by to 'get her' when it's time for dinner and I'll drop the bag off near the front door or something, wherever I can get away with hiding it. I'll text you where I leave it. You go, you do the pee thing, you call me while you're waiting and we'll find out together."
"I... what?"
"What?" he asked.
"That's almost... logical."
"Amazing what you can do when you're not freaking out," he said.
"I think I have a bit of a right to be freaking out," I huffed.
"Freaking out isn't going to do you any good," he said. "Shit happens, let's figure out what's going on and take it from there."
"Since when are you so level-headed?"
"It's a pretty good trait for a lawyer, babe."
"Don't call me babe."
I could almost hear him smirk. "One of these days you'll stop saying that."
"One of these days you'll stop doing it."
"I wouldn't do that to you," he said. "I know how much you love it."
I glared down at the bathroom floor, hating the fact that he was a little bit right, and absolutely loathing the fact that it was true.
"Nell?" he said. "It's gonna be okay."
"Easy for you to say."
"It's not, actually," he said. "It'd be a hell of a lot easier if you weren't just my friend."
"Don't do this to me right now."
"Not intending to. I'm just saying, it's not easy."
"We are just friends," I said. "We're not... it can't be anything more and I don't want it to be. This... this is just..."
"I get it," he said. "It's gonna be okay. Call up Anne-Marie, get her to come over. She'll be ecstatic, she's been an absolute terror since she found out about... us."
Heat burned through my neck and cheeks as I thought of the last time I'd seen his sister. Anne-Marie had been my childhood best friend, and while we weren't as close as adults, we were certainly still friends. She'd shown up at my apartment unannounced a few weeks earlier, which would have been fine, except J.P. was staying with me that weekend. I'd thought she was insufferably zealous about trying to make me and J.P. consider dating each other before she found out we were sleeping together. That was nothing compared to the unbridled glee when she discovered him sitting naked in my bedroom.
"I haven't talked to her since then," I mumbled.
"Trust me, I know," he said. "I, unfortunately, don't have the same luxury."
"Is she even remotely understanding of the fact that you and I aren't ever going to be a thing?"
There was the briefest moment of hesitation before he answered. "Not really. She still thinks you'll change your mind."
"What am I supposed to... I don't know, do with her?"
"That's up to you, babe. For what it's worth, I think she misses you, so maybe she'll be a little less..."
"Insane? Pushy? Delusional?"
J.P. chuckled. "Yeah. All of those. Look, I gotta go, okay? I'll go pick up the, uh, test. Anything changes or you have any problems, text me, okay?"
"Okay. This is, um... it's really... well, cool of you."
"Oh, wow. You sure know how to flatter a guy."
I rolled my eyes. "This is what I get for trying to be nice. I'm trying to thank you, idiot."
"Careful, babe. Keep talking like that and I'm gonna get all frisky."
"You're disgusting."
"Mmm, that's right, babe, tell me all about it."
"Sometimes I seriously question why I even bother talking to you."
"Nellie! Please! My cock can only get so hard. If you're not going to let me come over there and—"
"Goodbye, J.P."
I hung up while he was still laughing, not quite laughing myself, but feeling slightly less dismayed than I had when I first called him. Not much less, but enough that the crushing feeling in my chest lifted to something slightly less suffocating.
I hadn't wanted to spend Thanksgiving at my dad's, but after my mom decided to book a last-minute trip to Vegas, I had no excuse. It was only after I had arrived at my dad's the previous evening that I found out why: he'd called her.
For four years, I'd been lying to my mom. Her only goal in life was to make sure I didn't end up indebted to my father. She'd left him when I was a kid, doing everything she could to make sure I only spent the absolute bare minimum of time with him. She had created her own downfall: because I didn't know him, I didn't know what would happen when, at 18, I asked him to pay my college tuition.
I called her in a panic as soon as my dad revealed what he had done; she'd answered, and I had cried and begged her to understand.
"I do understand," she said. "I can't pretend it doesn't hurt, Nellie, but I understand. I just wish you would have told me."
"You would have been mad."
"Not mad. Disappointed."
And is there anything, anything in the world that's worse than hearing that? "I'm not mad, Nellie, I'm just disappointed." I didn't know if my heart was more broken by the words or by the cliche of it all.
Then there was the icing on the cake: grabbing my birth control pills that morning at my dad's house only to discover that I should be on my period.
I didn't quite know what it said that my first instinct was to call J.P. Honestly, it should have been to call Sydney. She was my best friend, the person who could talk me down, the one who would have told me to stop panicking and think logically. Maybe it was because Sydney was dealing with drama of her own: she'd recently found out that Greg, the man she'd been seeing for months, was not only cheating, but that she was the other woman.
It was yet another reason why I didn't believe in relationships: he'd broken her heart, and for what? Because he was too much of a pussy to end things with his wife before sleeping around? The whole thing had fucked Sydney up more than she was willing to admit, and I just couldn't add more to her plate.
Although I needed Anne-Marie to come over so J.P. had an excuse to drop off the pregnancy test, I procrastinated texting her until mid-afternoon. At first, I told myself it was because Dad had his investor friends over, and it would be weird for Anne-Marie to be there. Once they left, I decided it was too risky for Anne-Marie to be there at the same time as Dad and Kimberlee. When they left for some reason I wasn't listening to, I couldn't think of anything else to stop Anne-Marie from coming over.
Sighing, I wandered down to the kitchen as I texted her.
Are you home?
Anne-Marie's phone was constantly glued to her hand, and her thumbs moved faster than most people could speak. Her response was buzzing in my hand seconds later.
YES! Are you in town? Please, can we talk, chérie?
I took a deep breath and nearly reached into the fridge for a beer before remembering my predicament. Instead, I sullenly grabbed a bottle of water before responding.
Come over.
She had to have been standing in the foyer of her house, ready to sprint to my dad's house while she waited for my reply. Barely two minutes later, the doorbell was ringing. Pierre, my dad's butler, answered, and stammered an announcement to me as Anne-Marie barged into the house.
"In the kitchen," I said flatly.
"Nellie!" she gasped as she flew into the room. "Ohmigod, I am so glad you finally texted, cherie. I'm so sorry. I am so, so sorry. Jean-Paul said I made you uncomfortable and he explained that... well... honestly, I still think you two would be an absolutely magnificent couple but I understand why you're concerned and I'll stop being so pushy about it, okay? If you two want to do... whatever you're doing, that's none of my business, but just know that you would be so good together."
She was talking so fast that I could barely breathe.
"It's fine," I said. "Just... um, one, it's kind of a secret so if you could... not blurt shit like that out in my dad's kitchen..."
Most people would look embarrassed. Anne-Marie clapped a hand to her mouth, but only to stifle a laugh.
"I'm so sorry," she giggled.
"It's fine," I said again. "They're not home."
"Can I just say, Nellie, that you and Jean-Paul would—"
"Don't," I said. "Seriously. You're my friend and he's your brother and I know that's probably kind of weird but—"
"Weird?" She rolled her eyes. "I don't necessarily want to hear all the dirty details about you and my brother, but it's not weird, cherie. You. Are. Perfect. For. Each. Other."
"We're not, and I don't want to talk about this."
"You are, and—"
My jaw twitched. "I invited you over because I still want to be friends, but if you're going to harp on this—"
"I'm not." She folded her arms and raised a perfectly-manicured eyebrow at me. "But, as you said, maybe it is weird that you are sleeping with your friend's brother behind her back, and as such, perhaps you could allow me to say a few words before I agree to drop it."
A slow heat crept up my neck. She had a point. It was a stupid point and I hated it, but it was a point all the same.
"Fine. Just this once. Say... whatever."
"Thank you." Anne-Marie drew herself up to her full height, smiling primly. "Now, Nellie, cherie, my friend. You have been in love with—"
"Stop right there. No, I haven't, and I am not."
She waved a hand at me. "Call it what you want. You have been in love with Jean-Paul since we were children and anyone with even 50% of their vision remaining in one single eyeball could see that. I have said it for years, and I am right. You protest and complain and deny it, but you cannot hide that little sparkle in your eye, and neither can he. If you are too stubborn to admit it, that is to your detriment. You have been with him for months, you loved him enough to let him take your virginity you oh-so-virtuously prized when we were 18—"
The heat in my neck vanished as the blood drained from my face. "Wait, what?! He told you?"
"In excruciating detail." Perfectly white teeth gleamed at me as Anne-Marie grinned. "Though, it was partially my fault. I can be very persistent."
"No shit," I muttered. "I can't believe him."
"Nellie, he cares for you very deeply."
"As a friend. And apparently not enough to not tell you every fucking detail of—"
"He cares for you as much more than a friend," she said. "You know he has not been with anyone else for months? You know how difficult it is to make Jean-Paul commit to anything, let alone to a woman?"
"We're not exclusive," I said.
"Perhaps you aren't, and he knows that, but he does not want anyone else."
I studied her for a moment, glaring at the satisfied smirk on her face.
"You're full of shit," I declared. "He never said any of that to you."
"He told me he took your virginity," she said smoothly. "What else do you think he's told me?"
"I don't care," I said. "He didn't say that, he doesn't feel that way, and even if he does, it's not happening. Thank you for your incredibly unwelcome opinion, Anne-Marie. I'm sorry I slept with your brother and didn't tell you. Now, can we never talk about this again?"
She almost said more, but I think she could see the hardly hidden anger and discomfort in my eyes and nodded graciously. "Of course, cherie."
"How's school going?" I muttered.
"Oh, good," she said, going to the fridge and helping herself to a bottle of water. "Boring as always. The funniest thing happened, though! You remember my friend Jacquie I told you about? So, it turns out she was sleeping with our other friend Wyatt, who was dating our other friend Leigh. And poor Leigh, she's such a little mouse and everyone kind of thought she would just take Wyatt back but as it turns out, she's dating a woman now!"
I wasn't quite sure what the funny part of the story was, but laughed softly as Anne-Marie continued talking... and talking... and talking.
It was a blessing in disguise. We sat at the table, drinking water and eating some chips I found in the pantry. Other than the occasional surprised interjection, I didn't have to say much, and she didn't notice my obvious distraction. It was nice that Anne-Marie and I were on good terms again, but all I could think about was J.P. coming over in a few hours and hiding a pregnancy test somewhere near my dad's front door.
Still, all was going well until Anne-Marie smacked my arm suddenly.
"I can't believe I forgot to ask!" Her lips curled up into a conspiratorial smile. "I've heard the rumours. Are they true?"
"What?" I frowned. "Rumours?"
Her eyes glinted mischievously. "About the new arrival."
My heart nearly stopped, but I shook it off quickly and laughed. There was no way she could mean what I thought she meant. I was reading into it far too much.
"I haven't heard anything about a new arrival. Like, someone moving here, or...?"
Anne-Marie snorted. "Of course not, cherie. I mean about the new little Belanger on the way."
He'd told her.
That bastard.
The fucking bastard.
"You've got to be kidding me," I said. "Are you... he told you?! How... why the fuck would he do that?"
"What—"
"I don't even know yet!" I hissed. "I asked him this morning. This morning, Anne-Marie, and he fucking told you already! I knew I shouldn't have trusted him. Why the fuck did he make me go through this whole charade to get the test if he was just going to tell you anyway?"
"What test?" she asked softly.
"Oh, don't pretend like..."
I trailed off, intending to glare at her, but stopping when I saw the baffled amazement on her face.
"...you don't know," I finished, my voice barely a whisper.
"Nellie!" she gasped. "Oh my God."
"Don't," I said.
"This is—"
"Anne-Marie, don't."
"—amazing!" she shrieked. "Ohmigod, Nellie. Oh, God, of course I mean, I hope you aren't if you don't want to be, but if you are? Can you imagine?! Ohmigod, Jean-Paul would be so excited, he's always wanted—"
"Stop!" I growled. "I just said I don't want to talk about J.P. with you anymore, and this is no exception."
"But you might be—"
The words tumbled out of me faster than I could even think them. "I might be pregnant, but I also might not be, and even if I am, for the last fucking time Anne-Marie, I don't want to marry your goddamn brother!"
"You might be what, Eleanor?"
Anne-Marie and I both froze, staring directly at each other as someone spoke from the other side of the kitchen. Slowly, I turned my neck. My dad stood in the entrance to the kitchen, his face oddly blank, his eyes cold and focused. Beside him stood Kimberlee, her eyes wide.
"Oh no," I whispered.
"Would you like to repeat that?" my dad said, slowly but menacingly moving across the tile floor. "A bit louder, perhaps, since I think some of the neighbours may not have heard you."
I recovered my voice as I turned the rest of my body to him. "Dad, I—"
"Or are you satisfied with just Anne-Marie knowing?" he interrupted. "Perhaps you could just repeat it for us, then, because I believe what I just heard you say is that you may be pregnant."
"That's not—"
"—not what you said? You didn't just admit to being a promiscuous whore loudly to my next-door neighbour?"
"Dad, I—"
"I thought you were better than this," he spat. "Though, I suppose I should have known better. Your mother was just as stupid, it's how we got you in the first place."
"Jeez, that's a horrible thing to say to your daughter."
None of us had seen him stride up behind Kimberlee. No one had heard the doorbell ring. I wondered if maybe it hadn't, if Pierre had just happened to open the front door at the right moment for J.P. to stride inside and toward the shouting coming from the kitchen. When he appeared, my heart jumped back to the place in my chest where it was supposed to be and started pounding hard enough that I nearly lost my breath.
"Jean-Paul," Dad said coldly as he caught sight of him. "What happened to not sneaking in the backdoor to see my daughter?"
Some men would have crumbled under my father's gaze. J.P., on the other hand, smiled that easy grin, glancing around the room as though only just becoming aware of the tension.
"Well, Mr. Belanger, I never snuck in the backdoor," he said confidently.



"You have potentially knocked up my daughter," Dad said. "Do you honestly think that blithe attitude is appropriate?"
"'Potentially' being the keyword here, Mr. Belanger," J.P. said. "I was stopping by to bring a test to Nellie so she could find out for sure."
"Well, how responsible of you," Dad replied. "At least one of the two of you has some sort of brain in your head. Maybe there's hope for the little bastard."
My face went red. "Dad, stop it."
"Stop it?" he repeated, turning his attention back on me. "Stop what, exactly, Eleanor? Enough is enough. You have been belligerently hostile towards me for ages. Between the tattoos and the attitude at events... I've had enough. You mock me openly, publicly, and still I pay for your goddamn school. You insisted on going to that school for some unbecoming career because you want to be a crime scene fanatic. As if that isn't enough to explain to people, you're now possibly having a child before even graduating. I sincerely hoped you wouldn't take after your mother so strongly, but—"
"How dare you?"
That wasn't J.P.'s interruption. I didn't say it, either, and Anne-Marie's hand was pressed to her lips as she stared at my father and his worsening tirade. It took me a moment, but as Dad realized who spoke and turned to her, my eyes moved to Kimberlee. Her eyes were full of a fire I'd never seen, and her hands were clenched into fists.
"Excuse me?" Dad said.
"I said how dare you, Max," she repeated. I expected her voice to shake or waver, but it was as fierce as her gaze was. "I've had enough. You do not speak to Nellie like that. You should never speak to anyone like that, but she is your daughter!"
Dad's face twisted angrily. "You do not get to tell me how to—"
"Yes, I do," she said plainly. "I absolutely do. Nellie puts up with far more horrible treatment from you than she should, and you should be nothing but proud of her. She is incredibly smart, highly accomplished, and breathtakingly strong. She is a wonderful young lady and the more I see of her, the less I see of you in her."
"How dare—"
"No," she insisted. "No. I have listened to enough from you. You do not speak to your children like that. If you treat Nellie that way, I can only imagine how you will treat ours."
"That's what I was asking about," Anne-Marie piped in quietly.
My mouth dropped open. "What?"
Dad turned back to me, his mouth curling into a sharp sneer.
"That is why I wanted you to attend Thanksgiving this year. We wanted to let you know that Kimberlee and I are having a child together." He turned back to her. "Though, I'm starting to question that decision."
"Good," Kimberlee shot back. "You should, because so am I."
I had never really seen my dad look shocked. I barely had time to appreciate the misery and confusion on his face as Kimberlee stood firm, her shoulders held back and her chin square as she stared him down.
"You're having a baby?" I repeated. "How?"
"You're old enough to know how that works," Dad snapped. "At least I'm in the position to care for a child, unlike you. You're not even out of college. How are you supposed to raise a child on your own?"
"She's not alone," J.P. said.
"No? How do you even know it's yours, Jean-Paul?" Dad hissed. "I wouldn't put it past her to not even know whose it is. Are you the only man she's fucking?"
J.P. wasn't smiling anymore. No one was. Anne-Marie's mouth was open, Kimberlee looked furious, and I couldn't even begin to think of some kind of response. J.P. looked across the kitchen, meeting my eye, and I had no idea what he was thinking. For a long moment, I thought he was about to agree with my dad, to shrug and turn on his heel and walk out. Instead, he jerked his head towards the stairs.
"Grab your stuff, Nell," he said. "You should get out of here. You can stay with me."
"She absolutely will not," Dad said.
"It's absolutely not your decision to make," J.P. replied.
"You do not get to come into my house and tell my daughter to—"
"It's a good idea," Kimberlee said. "I think I'll do the same."
Some people explode when they're angry. My dad wasn't like that. He blew up sometimes, certainly, but when he was angry—really, truly, furiously angry—he imploded. The room went quiet as every bit of tension and energy seemed to draw itself to him, and his face twisted as he looked at Kimberlee. None of us were certain what was about to happen, but J.P. tensed and stepped forward just enough to make it clear that he had no problem protecting Kimberlee, too.
My dad wasn't like that, though. Instead, he laughed. It started quietly, just a chuckle, then grew.
"Fine," he said. "Leave."
He then took his advice, turned on his heel, and left the kitchen. I assumed he was going to his study. For a long, quiet moment, all of us stared at the spot he left, like it was a black hole that couldn't help but absorb our gaze.
"Babe," J.P. finally said. "Go get your stuff."
"Babe?" repeated Anne-Marie, her amused tone completely out-of-place in the tense room.
Part of me prickled, ready to snap at J.P. that he didn't get to tell me what to do, that I didn't need him to protect me, and for the love of God, to stop fucking calling me babe. The rest of me mocked that little part, telling it that I didn't always have to be cynical, I didn't always have to be angry, and that I could accept J.P.'s offer to get me out of that house immediately.
"I'll just be a sec," I said quietly, sliding out of my chair and starting towards the stairs. Kimberlee followed, waiting until we were out of the kitchen and away from the Marchands before stopping me.
"Nellie, are you—"
"Why did you defend me?" I asked. "And why... I mean, you're having a baby with him."
"Because he's wrong," she said simply. "And the baby... well. I'm having a baby with or without him. That will be Max's choice to make."
"You'd leave him?"
She nodded. "He can either change his attitude or lose out on yet another child. I know you don't see it, Nellie, but he regrets how much of your life he missed. He just doesn't... he has no comprehension of how to be a father."
"Clearly," I muttered.
She took my arm as we walked up the stairs. "It will be okay. I would rather be a single mom than have him think he can continue acting like this. I love your father, but I don't love him enough to treat myself with such disdain. Not anymore."
"I can't imagine why you'd love him in the first place."
"He does have his good points," she said. "You don't see them, and I don't blame you. But they're there."
I snorted and she squeezed my hand.
"He is about to lose his daughter, his girlfriend, and his future child if he doesn't make some big changes," she said. "If that is not enough, then nothing ever will be."
Apologizing didn't come naturally to me. There were few things I hated as much as admitting I was wrong. I'd already apologized once that day, to Anne-Marie, though it wasn't really an apology; I'd mostly said it so she would shut up. To apologize twice in one day was almost foreign to me.
But if there was anyone I owed an apology to, it was Kimberlee.
"I'm sorry," I said to her. "I haven't always been the nicest to you."
"You haven't," she replied, though the corners of her mouth ticked upwards. "And that's okay. I understand. Now, go get your things."
"Where are you going to go?" I asked. "Do you need, I dunno, a ride or a place to stay or...?"
There was just the tiniest hint of arrogance on her face as she smiled. "No, but thank you. The Porsche is mine and I'll go stay with my parents for a few days. I may not make quite as much money as your father, but I do have a career, you know."
I didn't know. Everything I thought I'd known about Kimberlee was crashing down around me.
"If you leave him," I asked. "Can you... can I meet the baby still?"
She hugged me. "Of course. It'll still be your sibling. And if you, um... well, if you are—"
"I'll let you know," I whispered.
"For what it's worth, you and J.P. are lovely together," she said.
I groaned. "Not you, too."
"Oh, it's one of those situations," she said, then held back a chuckle that turned to a snort, that became a trembling giggle. "Well then, just... go get it, girl. He's hot, I don't blame you."
I laughed so hard I had to brace myself against the wall. Once I caught my breath enough to wipe the leaking tears from my eyes, Kimberlee hugged me again, promised it would be okay, and walked down the hallway to the bedroom she shared with my father.
My things didn't take long to collect, and she must not have packed very much, because she was back down the stairs before I was. When I went back down, J.P. was waiting in the foyer, Anne-Marie had already left, and Kimberlee was just plucking her car keys from Pierre's fingers before striding confidently to the garage.
"Ready?" J.P. asked after she left.
I nodded, said goodbye to Pierre, and walked past J.P. out of my father's house for what I almost hoped was the last time.
J.P. and I drove separately to his apartment so I didn't have to come back for my car the next day. I had no idea if I'd even be welcomed back; knowing my dad, there was a chance he'd have it towed off his driveway out of spite. On the drive over, I focused only on following J.P.'s car, refusing to think, refusing to process the fact that after 22 years, I was going to be a big sister. I absolutely refused to even entertain the idea that the little sibling Kimberlee was pregnant with might be an aunt or uncle before they could even sit up properly.
I parked in the visitor parking once we got to J.P.'s building, waiting by my car for him to park his own. He jogged over to me once he was done.
"You okay?" he finally asked.
"Just peachy," I replied. "I have a Schrödinger's baby situation going on here. I'm going to be a big sister for the first time in my life. I may or may not be disowned by one or both of my parents, and worst of all, I'm stuck staying with you. Shit's going great, J.P. It's just fucking great."
The bastard laughed and reached for my bag, slinging an arm around my shoulder as he took it from me. "Well, at least your sense of humour wasn't damaged in the hailstorm of drama I just got caught up in."
"Yes, because it must be so difficult for you to be witness to my family's drama."
"Finally, someone acknowledges it," he muttered playfully.
I half-laughed but didn't respond.
His arm tightened around my shoulders as we walked. "Are you actually okay?"
"Of course not."
He didn't say anything, just kept his arm around me and his pace steady as we walked to the building.
"Weren't you supposed to have dinner with your parents?" I finally asked as he held the door to let me in.
"Don't worry," he replied. "Anne-Marie will tell them what happened in excruciating, slightly embellished detail. Once my mom finishes hyperventilating, I expect she'll call to inform me she's too young to be a grandmother."
"Oh."
He grinned at me and pushed the button for the elevator. "That will be her only concern."
I brought a hand to my mouth theatrically and gasped dramatically. "They won't be hideously embarrassed and ashamed that you dare to have sex?"
"I think they've given up on being ashamed of me and have resigned themselves to hoping whatever embarrassing thing I do is at least funny."
I was surprised when I laughed; J.P. simply smiled. An easy silence fell between us until we made it to his apartment. He unlocked the door, holding it for me as I entered.
"Okay. Let's get this over with," I said as the door closed behind him.
"What?"
"The test, J.P."
He stared at me for a moment, his expression almost blank. I sighed heavily and held my hand out.
"Stop playing games. Just give me the test so I can stop freaking out."
The blank expression started to change, his eyes sparkling as the corners of his lips twitched.
"Does your dad have a gardener?" J.P. finally said.
"A... what?" I asked. "What the fuck are you talking about?"
"A gardener. Like, for his plants outside."
"I don't... maybe? Pierre might do it but... seriously, what the fuck? Just give me the—"
"It's in the planter by the front door."
My mouth dropped open. J.P. was fighting not to laugh, but failing miserably. A muscle in his throat spasmed and his chin trembled.
"You put it... in the planter?" I repeated. "At my dad's?"
"Mm-hmm. And then I was a little distracted when we were leaving so I, uh... left it there."
"In the planter."
"Yep."
"At my father's house. Someone is going to discover a pregnancy test... in the flowers near his front door."
"I think it's a shrub, actually." J.P.'s voice cracked.
That was it for me. The moment his voice broke, I started giggling, then he snorted, and before I knew it, I was laughing so hard I could barely hold myself up.
"I'm sorry," he managed to choke through laughs. "I'll go get another one, or I guess I can go back and—"
"No way," I gasped. "Leave it there. If I ever go back, I'll see if anyone's found it."
"I can't believe I forgot to... jeez." He shook his head, wiping tears of laughter from his cheeks.
"Look on the bright side," I said. "At least it wasn't used."
There was a brief pause in the laughter where J.P. looked at me, I looked at him, and then we dissolved into laughter all over again.
We probably should have been a lot more stressed, considering the circumstances. But I couldn't stop laughing, which made him laugh more, which made me laugh more. With anyone else in the world, it would have felt wrong. With anyone else, I might have been trying not to cry, or scream, or throttle him for being stupid and forgetting the test in a flower pot, of all places.
With J.P., I felt like it was going to be okay.
"I'll go get another one," he said after we calmed down. "And some food. You like pad thai?"
"Yeah," I said. "Food would be good."
"It's gonna be okay, you know."
"I would hope so. If you bring back shitty pad thai, I'll have to seriously question your taste in restaurants."
He laughed again. "I meant the other thing."
I nodded. "I know."
He touched my shoulder softly, something else clearly itching to be said, but he decided against it. I thought he was going to leave, but instead of grabbing his keys, he picked up my bag.
"Now, I know when I stayed at your place you were gonna make me sleep on the couch, but I'm a far better host than you are, and I simply insist you take the guest room," he said.
"You have a guest room?" I looked around the apartment which, while nice, seemed small.
"Yeah. It just happens to be the same as my bedroom."
I rolled my eyes as he laughed at his own joke and followed him through the apartment to the bedroom. It was pretty clean, especially considering he lived alone. My apartment was always a bit of a mess, even when I tried to keep it clean, but J.P. seemed to be fastidiously tidy. The fact that he'd had no idea I would be coming to stay with him made it even more impressive.
"I don't know much about knocked-up chicks, but if you need to rest your weary feet or something, feel free to lie down while I go out and fetch your dinner," he teased, gesturing to the neatly made bed.
"Fuck you," I muttered.
"I mean, if you want to, but I thought you'd want to do the test thing first."
I waited out the time by snooping, which had the dual purpose of also distracting me from what I was about to find out. I didn't go digging for any hidden secrets or anything, just looked around his living room and checked out the things he had lying around. There wasn't much: a few papers, a brochure about a law firm in Gatineau, some photos and takeout menus on the fridge. On his coffee table was a stack of different books, which brought my attention to the surprisingly-well-stocked bookshelf in his living room. When he returned half an hour later, I was sitting on his couch and flipping through a well-worn Sherlock Holmes anthology.
The smell of pad thai permeated the apartment almost as soon as he entered. I put the book down and got up as J.P. brought the takeout to the kitchen table, then held out a white plastic bag with a box in it.
I took the bag and went to the bathroom, too nervous to speak. I could hear J.P. in the kitchen, the sound of plates being removed from the cupboard slightly louder than strictly necessary as he tried to give me privacy in the small apartment. My hands shook as I ripped the cardboard box open and pulled the test out. I skimmed the instructions, followed them as fast I could, then replaced the plastic cap on the tip of the test and set it on the counter. I washed my hands, checked the time on my phone, and left the bathroom.
He looked at me inquisitively as I did. "Well?"
"Have to wait a few minutes," I muttered, my cheeks turning red. "Just didn't want to wait alone."
Normally, J.P. would make fun of me for saying something like that. Instead, he just smiled and started dishing out the pad thai.
"So, funny story," he said. "I went to the same pharmacy for the test and it was the same guy working. He goes into this spiel about how if the first test was negative, there's still a chance that it could be positive but that doing a second test on the same day wasn't the best way and that we should wait until tomorrow because it'd probably still show as negative. And I get it, he's just trying to do his job, but he was kind of loud, right?"
"Let me guess," I said. "You embarrassed the poor guy."
"Nah," he replied. "I just played dumb and asked if the second girl was less likely to be pregnant if the first girl was, and he just kind of froze."
I rolled my eyes but laughed. He finished putting food on the plates and then came to where I was standing.
"Think it's ready?" he asked.
I nodded but didn't move, staring at the bathroom door. All that was in there was a piece of plastic with an answer on it. It wasn't a shark, or a lion, or a man with a gun, or my dad. It was just a pregnancy test. It was just a piece of plastic.
It was also the scariest thing I'd had to face in my entire life.
"Babe? Are you going to check it?" J.P. asked.
"Yeah," I said. "Although, maybe you could, um, go look at it first."
He smirked, wrapped an arm around my shoulder, and kissed the side of my head before going into the bathroom. I stared and waited for what felt like hours until he came back out.
"Well?" I asked.
"I looked at it," he said.
I waited for him to continue, then rolled my eyes.
"What did it say, J.P.?"
"Oh, you wanted me to tell you?"
Every muscle in my body tensed. "Yeah, I'd like to know."
"Hmm. Well, I'm just not sure you do, babe, I mean, you did send me in to check instead of going yourself," he teased.
"Just tell me."
"What do I get out of telling you?" he asked.
"You get me only telling you that you're an asshole once instead of believing it for the rest of my life."
"Hmm. You drive a hard bargain. I just don't know that you'll keep up your end of it, you know?"
"Cut it out, J.P." My voice wavered and I fought to keep control of it. "Is it positive or negative?"
"Well, I'm pretty positive that you're being a little negative right now, so—"
"Oh, fuck you," I spat, and lunged forward so I could push past him into the bathroom.
J.P. started laughing and caught me by the waist. "Babe, I'm joking."
"You're such a f-fucking asshole," I said.
Whether it was the stammer or the fact that he was close enough to see that there were tears in my eyes, he seemed to realize he'd gone too far.
"Nell, I was just messing with you," he said softly.
"You thought this was the best time to do that?" The words shook as I said them, cracking and crinkling as I tried not to cry, instead struggling in his arms and trying to get to the bathroom.



"It's negative," he said, loosening his grip. "Look."
I'd missed the fact that he was holding the test and stopped trying to pull away as he showed it to me. There was one strong pink line in the box, not two, and I looked at it for a long moment before plucking it out of J.P.'s hand to study it more closely.
I stared at it for long enough that he shifted uncomfortably.
"Nellie?" he said quietly. "I'm sorry. It was stupid for me to—"
"Yeah, you're a fucking idiot," I said. "Apology accepted. Where's your garbage can? I want to throw this out and never speak of it again."
He let me do the honours of throwing away the test and wisely chose not to remind me that we'd have to speak about it to at least a few people, namely his sister and my dad. We both washed our hands and he turned to me, looking somewhat ashamed.
"I really am sorry," he repeated. "I took it too far."
"You did," I said. "And I just said I never want to talk about it again, so let's forget it."
"Yeah, but—"
"Make it up to me, then."
Relief and adrenaline were controlling me. I should have been angrier with him for pulling that stunt, but the anger was dwarfed by the lifting of a massive weight I'd barely been aware was on my shoulders. I grabbed the front of J.P.'s shirt and pulled him towards me. He stumbled just slightly, catching himself just in time for me to kiss him hard. He inhaled sharply, leaving a trail of cool air floating around my lips, the surprise at my sudden action obvious.
I couldn't help smile against his lips. It wasn't often I surprised J.P.; normally, he was the one shocking me. He challenged me, caught me off-guard, said things I never quite expected. I wasn't used to it. Most of the time, I was the one saying abrupt things, making inappropriate jokes, taking astonishing actions. With him, I had to up my game.
Sometimes I hated it, but it made those moments where I could truly surprise him feel even better.
His arms found their place around my waist as I clutched him to me, my body humming with energy. I sighed against J.P.'s mouth and felt the corners of his lips flick up. He clearly felt relieved, too. Whether it was because the test was negative or because I'd accepted his apology, I didn't know.
It didn't matter.
"I think dinner can wait for you to make it up to me," I said.
"I think you're right, babe," he replied, using his hips to nudge me towards his bedroom.
When we got to his room, I pushed him to sit on the edge of the mattress before straddling his lap, pressing myself against him as we kissed again. His hands travelled along my sides and back, first above my shirt and then under as he slipped his fingers beneath the fabric. I made a soft noise as his fingers trailed up my spine, shivering as he traced patterns on my back and pushed his hips up. I could feel his cock twitch as he hardened, the bulge tantalizingly stiff against me.
"I want you, Nell," he whispered against my mouth.
"Patience," I teased, kissing him again.
"No, I mean I want you."
His lips pressed against mine hard, cutting off any response I might have had. He probably knew what I would say: I'd tell him not to say that, I'd reiterate we were friends, I'd call him crazy or I'd laugh and we'd make a joke about it. It didn't matter that for the first time, I didn't want to react that way.
It scared the shit out of me, but I might have wanted him, too.
He tightened his grip around my waist and leaned back, bringing me down over top of him before turning so I ended up beneath him. His knee nudged my legs further apart and I instinctively wrapped my legs around his waist. Immediately, his hands found my wrists, fingers curling around them and forcing them back on the mattress. I couldn't do anything except let him kiss me as he pinned me to the bed, his body pressed hard against mine.
After a few moments, one hand left my wrist to slide beneath my shirt. I left my arm where it was, my chest rising and falling with excited breath as he gripped my breast. My nipple hardened through the thin fabric, jutting up into his palm as he squeezed. He didn't spend long there; after just a few moments, he released my other wrist and tugged my shirt up over my head before unhooking my bra. His mouth immediately went to my nipple and I moaned as he sucked it, then gasped when his teeth just barely grazed the sensitive nub. While I was still feeling the shivers of pleasure twisting through me from that, his other hand unbuttoned my jeans and slipped into my panties.
Fingers traced along my pussy lips, stroking my skin lightly and teasing my folds as moisture collected between my legs. I squirmed as one finger dipped into my entrance, then moaned as he collected my juices and spread them along my slit, his finger circling my clit as he finished. He repeated the action, his tongue circling my nipple in unison with his ministrations on my clit, and by the third time he did it, I wanted him completely.
My opportunity to take back control came just moments later; J.P. withdrew his hand from my panties and sat back on his knees to take his shirt off. I sat up, tucking my legs under me and earning a surprised look from him as I started unbuttoning his jeans.
"In a hurry?" he asked, smirking.
"I want you," I replied plainly.
It worried me how much he seemed to like hearing that. I wanted J.P. to fuck me. I wanted his cock, I wanted him to lick my pussy, I wanted him in a very real, very physical way. Any other definition of "want" was buried, something I would never admit, something that simply wasn't possible. I could only hope that the flicker in his eyes as I said I wanted him was one of desire, not one of... something else.
His hands met mine on his jeans, tugging them down quickly and revealing the thick bulge tenting his boxers. I licked my lips and helped J.P. repeat the action on me; together, we pulled off my jeans, leaving me in just my panties. Before I could remove them, too, he pulled me in for another kiss, our thighs touching as our bodies met again. Strong hands gripped my sides, then my ribs, then cupped my breasts again. I ran my hands down his chest and stomach, then travelled a bit lower to stroke his cock through his boxers. He groaned and pushed his hips forward unconsciously, grinding his cock into my palm.
I kissed him again, inching forward until he had no choice but to lie back. Once he did, I straddled his hips, grinding my fabric-covered mound against his erection. He groaned and I hummed softly, appreciating the feel of him even through those layers of fabric.
As our lips met, he squeezed my ass, making me jump forward in surprise and causing us to both hiss in pleasure. He did it again, then dipped his head lower and pushed me forward so he could suck on my tits while he pushed his cock against me.
The feeling of it was mesmerizingly good. I sighed, rolling my hips against him, loving how hard he was and loving how wet he made me. My panties were soaked, sticking to my pussy lips as I ground my body on his. He circled my nipple with his tongue before kissing up the curve of my breast to my collarbone. I giggled as his tongue traced a familiar pattern there, kissing along the tattoo I'd gotten at the end of the summer.
He shifted suddenly, pulling himself down on the bed so his head was between my legs. Before I could even react, his hands were on my hips and guiding me down on top of his face, then he was pushing my panties to the side. The sound I made was one of shock and pleasure as his tongue dipped out, eagerly pushing into my pussy and teasing my wet entrance.
"Holy fuck," I whispered, and I felt him laugh.
His tongue worked along my slit before focusing on my clit; I groaned and his hands cupped my ass as he licked my pussy greedily. Steadying myself on the headboard, I shifted my hips slowly, using his face selfishly.
J.P. seemed to like it quite a bit. It was probably a good thing, seeing as he was the one who instigated it, but I couldn't recall a time that I could hear him groaning against my pussy like that. He'd eaten me out before, many times, but he seemed to particularly like something about me using his face as a chair. I glanced over my shoulder when one of his hands moved off my ass, just in time to see him gripping his cock.
I moaned softly, grinding my clit against his tongue as I watched him touch himself, wishing I could reach back and do it for him. When I tried to move, however, his hand tightened on me and held me in place.
"I just want to suck your cock," I said, hopefully loud enough to be heard through my thighs that covered each of his ears.
He seemed to hear me, making a groaning sound, but his hand continued to squeeze tightly and he licked me even more vigorously. I shuddered, distracted by the change in sensation and shifting my hips again to increase the friction on my clit even more.
I never did get to turn around so I could suck J.P.'s cock while he ate me out. He increased the pressure on my clit and I shuddered again. My legs started to tremble, and both of us knew that meant I was going to come soon. All I could do was hold on, craning my neck so I could watch as his hand increased in speed, jacking himself off as he passionately ate my pussy.
I loved it. I loved watching him, loved that he was so turned on by what he was doing that he had to stroke himself. I loved that he wouldn't let me do it myself, that he was so dedicated to my pleasure that he was taking care of both of us.
I tried to tell myself it was just that: I liked watching him, I liked how hot it was, I liked seeing his hand moving on his cock and knowing he was so turned on because of me. There was nothing else there: it was just attraction, just sex, just a craving for satisfaction.
The fact that it was a lie had to stay buried. We were just friends, and that was all it would ever be. I told myself that was all I wanted, and I told myself that was all J.P. wanted, too. In any case, it wasn't something to think about while I was sitting on his face. What I wanted at that moment was to come, to gush against him and feel my entire body burn with pleasure.
Every nerve seemed to tingle with anticipation. His tongue flicked against my clit and his fingers dug into my ass as I got closer and closer, and when I finally gasped out that I was coming, I heard J.P.'s muffled groan as my body shook on top of him. I couldn't stop myself from grinding against his mouth and tongue as I drew out every second of that orgasm.
When I finished, tiny trembling aftershocks still bursting through my limbs, I lifted myself on my knees just enough for J.P. to wriggle out from under me. He left a last lingering kiss on my pussy before sitting up.
"Does that count as making it up to you?" he asked, grinning as he wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.
I grabbed him and kissed him, the taste of my pussy still strong on his lips and chin. He kissed me back heatedly, groaning as I reached down and gripped his cock. I stroked it lightly as I caught my breath, then tugged his boxers the rest of the way down before removing my panties.
"Lie on your back," I murmured.
"What if I want you to lie on your back?" he asked, teasing arrogance weaving through his tone.
"Then I guess you're going to be jacking off instead of having me ride your cock," I said. "If that's the case, maybe I can sit on your face again while you do it?"
J.P. grinned, nipping lightly at my lips as he kissed me again. "Tempting, babe, but you're right, for once. I want that pussy."
"'That' pussy?"
Another sharp nibble at my lips made me gasp before he spoke again. "Your pussy. I want to fuck your pussy."
I pushed lightly on his chest, urging him to lie back. As soon as he had, I straddled his hips, reaching between us to guide his cock inside me. He inhaled sharply as my entrance stretched to accommodate him, sighing as I lowered myself down on his straining cock. Once he was fully inside me, he pulled me forward, his arms around me and hands pressed against my back. For a moment, he just held me, then kissed me again.
When I couldn't stand it anymore, I shifted. His arms were still around me, just loose enough to allow me movement, but holding me close so he could keep kissing me. His teeth grazed my lower lip, I inhaled sharply, and his arms tightened again as he began thrusting up.
There was no way to express just how amazing J.P.'s cock felt, how I could feel every ridge and bump of him, how the walls of my pussy gripped him. My body was jostled, my breasts bouncing against his chest as he pumped up into me, and all I could do was hold on and let him take control.
"You feel so good." His voice was just beginning to take on that hint of a French accent, that little indicator that he was losing control. "Nell, you feel so fucking good."
"You do, too," I breathed, and he groaned as his arms tightened.
"Come for me, babe." He moved one hand up to my neck, pulling me forward to kiss me gently. "Let me feel you come."
I whimpered softly, clinging to him as he drove himself inside of me again and again. It was all I could do, really: I had been the one to climb on top of him, but he was the one in control. We rocked together, breathing together, holding each other as pleasure began to ripple through me. It gathered inside me, drawn in from every limb, heat and electricity and thunder vibrating through my entire body.
"Come for me, Nellie," he whispered again.
For him.
It was inaccurate: I didn't do it for him. He made me come, he drew it out of me, he brought me to states of unimaginable euphoria again, and again, and again. Even though I was completely distracted by the pulses of pleasure wracking my body, my mind wandered. I couldn't help wondering if being with J.P. would really be so bad. If he could do all that for me as just a friend, how much more could there be if we were more than that?
I pushed the thoughts from my mind, squeezing my eyes shut. I loved sex; I loved fucking; I loved the way I felt when I was with other people in such an intimate way. J.P. might have made me feel good physically, but there were far more reasons we shouldn't be anything more than friends.
Moaning softly, I focused on the way my body felt, driven only by my absolute need to come. My nails dug into his shoulder, his breath puffing against me as I gasped for air. My body began to tense, my muscles clenching, my thighs beginning to quake against him. I cried out each time I exhaled, my mouth dropping open. I felt J.P. smile, felt him chuckle as his lips moved from my mouth to my neck, and then I was coming.
He stilled for just a moment, letting me explode around him, before thrusting up even harder than he had been. My pussy gripped his cock and my hips bucked, grinding myself against his body and dragging out the sweet sting of pleasure as long as I could. Just as it began to fade and the white light of bliss gave way to consciousness again, he came. His arms tightened around me and he grunted, thrusting as each spurt filled me, his cock twitching inside me.
When he finished, I pulled myself off his lap and flopped on the bed. He held me to him, not moving as he slowly regained his breath. For a long time, he just held me, and I rested against him, listening to his heartbeat and thinking that maybe, just maybe, I could get used to it.
J.P. represented everything I hated. He represented the life my mom didn't want me to get stuck in, the life that my father cherished. Sure, he might have been a better person than my dad was, but J.P. was still a part of that life. I didn't want that.
And even if I could get past all that, I didn't want commitment. Relationships were hell. They ruined good people. I didn't have to look much farther than my mom and dad to see how badly they could go. Dad and Kimberlee were another example. Then there was Sydney: seeing my best friend broken by some asshole was heartbreaking, and it could have only been worse for that asshole's wife. My track record wasn't much better: I'd tried to be in a relationship with someone, and I'd broken his heart. I carried the guilt from that for far longer than I wanted to.
Relationships were stupid. I didn't want that, and I didn't know why anyone would. On top of ruining each other, I didn't want to be stuck with one person. I liked having sex. I liked trying new things. Giving that up to be with one person would be like going to a buffet and only eating salad.
I reminded myself of all those things as J.P. held me, telling myself again and again that I was just overemotional, that I was tired, that I was feeling vulnerable after a difficult experience. It was really hard to believe that when I had strong arms holding me, a steady and soothing heartbeat drumming in my ear, and J.P.'s breath breezing gently against my head.
I could get used to that.
It was that thought that terrified me the most. Of all the things I'd faced in the past few days, the idea of being in a relationship was the thing that scared me beyond belief.
I don't know if J.P. sensed my sudden fear. If he did, he didn't mention it. All he did was tilt my head up, kiss me softly, and then nip at my bottom lip.
"I don't know about you, but I'm totally in the mood for some lukewarm pad thai that's been sitting on my kitchen table the entire time we've been in here."
"Mmm, how fancy," I replied. "You sure know how to treat a girl right."
"Well, if the way you were moaning while you were sitting on my cock is any indication, I definitely do."
He grinned, and I couldn't help but laugh, and the terror faded away just a little more as he kissed me.

To Be Continued...**
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"Eleanor! What a... surprise."
I nearly spilled melted chocolate on my dress at the sound of my name. Glaring, I glanced up, ready to snipe that my name was Nellie, not Eleanor, but the words didn't pass my lips.
"Mrs. Marchand," I said instead, hating the fake politeness in my voice. "Nice to see you again."
"Please," she said, extending her hand to me. "Just Mariette is fine."
I smiled tightly and shook her hand. Her husband stood next to her, regarding me stiffly.
"Eleanor," he said.
"Mr. Marchand," I repeated. "Just Nellie is fine, please."
"Hmmph," he said.
"Be polite, Jean-Luc." Mariette's tone was pleasant and biting at the same time. "I'm so surprised to see you here. I thought things between you and your father were... tense."
I tried to smile, but based on the slight uptick of Mariette's eyebrow, it must have come across as a grimace. "We have our ups and downs."
"Certainly, all parents and children do," she said. "We have our ups and downs with all our children. Well, Jean-Paul mostly, but he's quite free-spirited."
The only thing that could be more awkward than running into the parents of the guy I was casually fucking was running into them at my father's cocktail party. Talking around the situation in some kind of elaborate and complicated charade of a dance made everything far worse.
That was saying something, considering they only knew I was casually fucking J.P. because we'd had a pregnancy scare the previous month, and they only knew that because my childhood best friend and J.P.'s sister, Anne-Marie, had told them.
And Anne-Marie only knew because we'd used her as a distraction so J.P. could sneak a pregnancy test over to my dad's.
And she was only a distraction because she'd discovered we were sleeping together. Rather than feeling betrayed that I'd been fucking her brother for months, she was obsessed with the idea of J.P. and me as a couple, which neither of us wanted. I'd tried to distance myself from her, but we had needed an excuse for J.P. to come over with the pregnancy test, so Anne-Marie and her big, gossipy mouth were present when everything went down.
As if that wasn't enough dramatic bullshit, J.P.'s mom also knew that my father and I had a falling out that day because my dad overheard me blurt that I might be pregnant to Anne-Marie. That snowballed into finding out that my dad's girlfriend, Kimberlee, was pregnant, and that she was apparently sick and tired of him treating me like a particularly valuable piece of property.
I didn't know when my life had gotten so fucking complicated. I missed the days where my biggest worry was which guy I was going to take home from the bar, and my best solution was deciding to take them both home so I could get double-teamed by a couple of cops. I missed the days when I revealed my tits to people in public, not my personal secrets.
It was probably J.P.'s fault. The bastard.
Calling him "free-spirited" was Mariette's polite way of saying he was making poor life choices and that I was one of those bad decisions. She wasn't wrong; I was a horrible life choice for J.P. to make, albeit an incredibly fun one. Considering how often we'd hooked up, he didn't seem to mind too much. Still, I bristled at her words.
"As long as he's happy, though, right?" I said.
Mr. Marchand snorted. "Of course. Who cares if he's broke and jobless, as long as he's happy."
I frowned, but before I could ask for clarification, Mariette let out a loud, high-pitched laugh.
"Jean-Luc!" she admonished playfully, though the tone didn't match the glint of freezing anger in her eyes. "You'll have to excuse him, Eleanor, my dear husband is a bit of a grump tonight."
"Uh... okay," I said.
"Well, anyway, I thought we'd best say hello," she continued. "Jean-Paul was not able to make it tonight, though I'm sure you knew that."
"Of course," I said, smiling fakely and holding the expression as the Marchands excused themselves, then immediately dropping the act.
I hadn't known he wouldn't be here, but that was because he didn't even know I was in town. After the disastrous Thanksgiving debacle, we'd drifted a bit apart. We still texted once in a while, but things were strained. I couldn't blame him; no one wants to be the guy who knocks up his friend-with-benefits. That had to be scary on its own, not to mention he'd been witness to my dad's tirade against me that culminated with both me and Kimberlee leaving. And I mean, he had been more than kind to me after that. He didn't have to let me stay the night at his place or stand up for me to my dad, but he did anyway.
That should have been it. I should have walked away from the whole situation, refused to take my dad's calls, and moved on with my life. The problem was that Kimberlee was pregnant, and I wanted to eventually meet my baby brother or sister.
Still, I resisted allowing him to apologize for weeks. Well, for the weeks after he'd decided he wanted to apologize. I was too cynical to think that it was because he'd genuinely changed; more likely, it was that two weeks went by with Kimberlee refusing to even speak with him until he considered making the changes she had demanded. Knowing my father was a stubborn, calculating jackass, he had probably silently stewed the entire time, determined to wait until she came crawling back so he could graciously allow her back into his life.
The problem was that he didn't quite understand how much strength Kimberlee had, and how fiercely protective she had gotten. When he finally seemed to realize that she wasn't going to crawl back to him and that if he wanted to be part of his child's life, he'd have to at least pretend to change his ways, he gave in.
It could be that he truly loved Kimberlee and realized he was going to lose her if he didn't. However, the chance of me deciding I wanted to settle down and get in a serious relationship or something was much higher. Since the chances of that were practically zero, it seemed pretty unlikely.
The first call came two weeks after that Thanksgiving.
"You've got to be kidding me," I said, glancing at my phone as it vibrated on top of the bar.
"Who is it?" asked my best friend, Sydney.
I didn't have to respond; she glanced down and gasped, grabbing the vibrating phone as she studied the name.
"What does he want?" she asked.
I shrugged. "Don't know and not going to find out."
I rejected the call, dismissed the notification that said I had a new voicemail, and deleted it without listening to it a few hours later.
He called again the next day, while I was in class.
"...in the second case study, you can see the bullet's trajectory through the internal organs..." Dr. Spitzki froze as my ringtone suddenly started. "Miss Belanger, is that—"
"I'm on it!" I said, digging through my bag frantically.
"Out," he said simply.
"Dr. Spitzki, please, it was a mistake and I—"
"Out, Miss Belanger."
I sighed, not even able to come up with some witty retort as I collected my things. That, more than anything, made him stare at me as I left the room. As soon as I was in the hallway, I went to delete the voicemail message but jumped as Dr. Spitzki called my name.
"Yes?" I asked, turning towards him.
"Is everything all right?" he asked suspiciously. "I've kicked you out of my class almost weekly for the past two years, and you've never left without a snarky remark."
My mouth twitched as I tried to smile. "Yeah, it's fine. Just some personal stuff. Sorry to disturb the class."
I could feel him staring after me as I walked down the hall, but I was so annoyed and on edge about my father's calls that I couldn't even appreciate Dr. Spitzki's obvious befuddlement. That just served to annoy me more. I lived for driving Dr. Spitzki crazy, and now my dad was ruining that, too.
He called again that evening and again the next morning. For the first time in my adult life, I turned my phone off during class. When I finished for the day and turned it back on, there was another missed call, and most surprisingly: a text message.
From my dad.
Who did not text.
I resisted looking at the text for a long time. I could almost picture what it said:
Eleanor, answer my calls or I'll have your landlord evict you.
Dear God, would you grow up and show some class? Call me by the end of the day or I will ensure you cannot graduate this year.
Enough is enough, Eleanor. There's a charity event next weekend and you WILL be present; otherwise, I will take you to court. Oh, you don't think a father can sue his daughter? Well, I'm enough of a dirtbag that I'd consider trying it. Perhaps Jean-Paul will provide you with some legal advice if you're able to take his dick out of your mouth long enough for him to string some sort of coherent argument together.
By the time I conceded that I probably imagined the message to be a little worse than it likely was and that I should just consider reading it, my phone rang again. It wasn't my dad this time, though. I almost laughed as the name "K. DUNN" flashed on my screen.
"If you're using Kimberlee's phone to call me under the assumption that I'd answer it, you're right, but I'm going to hang up if this isn't her," I said as I answered.
She laughed. "So you are ignoring Max."
"Of course I am," I replied.
"I wasn't sure," she said. "He said he was trying to call but that you wouldn't answer. I didn't know if I should believe it or not."
"So you're taking him back, then?"
"There are conditions," she said. "One being that he needs to apologize to you."
I laughed so hard that I dropped the phone. It took me a good chunk of time before I could even lean forward and pick it up off the floor.
"I never pegged you to be a comedian," I finally managed to say. "Damn, Kimberlee. That's funny."
"I'm not joking."
"Are we talking about the same person here?" I asked. "My dad? Your... whatever, baby daddy? Hell will freeze over before he apologizes to anyone for anything."
"He apologized to me," she said softly.
I sighed heavily. "And you believe him?"
"Yes, Nellie, I do. Please consider talking to him. Come by next weekend, if you want."
When I hung up from Kimberlee, I hesitated again, then checked the text message from my dad.
Can we please talk, Nellie?
The following Saturday, I drove to Montreal and had the most awkward conversation of my life with my dad. It was almost surreal to sit across the table from him as he apologized for how he had treated me, committed to doing better, and acknowledged that he would understand if it took time for me to forgive him.
The words were stiff and carefully-constructed, but beneath them was sincerity. I didn't think my dad could stop speaking like a businessman—there was a high probability that he'd show up to the hospital in a suit and greet my baby brother or sister with a handshake as soon as Kimberlee gave birth—but rather than cloaking his meaning, he was actually being genuine. It was that, more than anything, that left me speechless.
Of course, it was only a small step. I didn't think Dad could change completely, and obviously, Kimberlee wouldn't have wanted him to; she'd fallen in love with him as he was. He proved that shortly after I agreed to let him try to earn my trust again.
I protested; I grumbled; I pointed out that this was the exact type of thing he'd expected me to do in exchange for paying my tuition. I told him it made me question if he was actually apologizing or just doing it because he wanted to keep Kimberlee around. Hurt flashed across Kimberlee's face when I said that and I felt terrible, though not entirely wrong. It was only when my dad calmly pointed out that they'd made plans to have a cocktail party before I'd decided to visit.
"If you truly do not want to attend, you can stay upstairs," he said in a tone so reasonable that I barely recognized his voice. "Or you could go out. I would just ask that you not decide three hours after it starts to come downstairs in your pyjamas and help yourself to leftovers. If you are attending, I ask that you conduct yourself accordingly."
"There will be a chocolate fountain," Kimberlee said. "If that changes your mind at all."
It did, and I hated the fact that it did. I tried to hold a grudge, to pout that even immediately after apologizing for buying not my love but my obedience, my dad was falling into his old ways, but I couldn't quite convince myself that was true.
Begrudgingly, I asked Kimberlee to help pick an outfit for the cocktail party, and she kindly didn't laugh at my change of heart.
It was only when people started arriving that I cursed myself for falling into the trap yet again. It was easier to blame Dad and Kimberlee for telling me it was just a small gathering and not informing me of who was on the guest list than it was to remember how easily I could be bought. Dad had bought me by paying my tuition, rent, and expenses; I'd finally managed to break free of that, only to find myself right back where I came from under the promise of a chocolate fountain.
I didn't recognize most of the guests. Clinton Thibault was there with a pretty girl who looked up at him with wide, glazed eyes. I wasn't sure if she was love-struck or drugged, though knowing Clinton, I would've put my money on drugged. His parents arrived shortly after, his mother giving me a dirty look as she caught sight of me standing next to the bar.
Other people my dad worked with arrived: investors, clients, acquaintances. People whose names I didn't know and didn't care to learn, even as Kimberlee introduced me to them. I smiled fakely, shook hands, repeated the same piece of small talk ad nauseam, and kept one eye on the dessert table so I could be first in line when they turned the chocolate fountain on.
Occasionally, I watched the dessert table with two eyes, which must have been why I didn't notice when the Marchands showed up until I was heaping chocolate-dipped everything onto a small porcelain plate.
I intended to gorge myself on as much chocolate as I could without actually dipping my entire head in the fountain, then sneak upstairs to my bedroom and spend the rest of my night in stretchy pants watching Netflix while the society types continued their charade downstairs. Unfortunately, Kimberlee caught me on my third or fourth plateful of strawberries and pineapple slices, smiling prettily as she took my arm and brought me into a discussion with some people I just had to meet.
"Elizabeth is my sorority sister from university," she said, introducing me to a tall woman with short hair and impeccable lipstick.
"Cool. Nice to meet you," I said politely.
Kimberlee laughed lightly and patted my arm. "Elizabeth, I just had to introduce you to Nellie. This is Max's daughter."
Elizabeth nodded, her face measured. "Oh right, the one who's still in school?"
Kimberlee smiled brightly. "Yes, taking her degree in forensic science."
As it turned out, Elizabeth had some sort of connection to someone who worked for a government agency that ran a forensic lab in Toronto. That high-society dance started again as Kimberlee spoke; she couldn't just say that she was asking Elizabeth to put a good word in for me or to let me know about any upcoming opportunities, and Elizabeth couldn't just say "yes" or "no." No, I had to stand there with a smile that looked crazier and crazier as my chocolate-covered pineapple sat on my plate instead of in my mouth.
If it weren't for that delay, I wouldn't have had to deal with the Marchands again, but they came up to talk to Kimberlee while I was still mourning the fact that most of the chocolate had stuck on my plate.
"Oh, how are you, Mariette?" Kimberlee asked.
"Just lovely, dear," Mariette said, plucking a glass of wine off a tray. "What a wonderful little soiree you've put together."
"Thank you," Kimberlee replied. "How are things with you?"
"Just fine," Mariette said. "Anne-Marie is doing well in school, of course, and Marc-Andre is enjoying his first year. He's doing quite well, isn't he, Jean-Luc?"
"Hmmph," Mr. Marchand said. "Doesn't seem to quite have the aptitude to get into law school, but I'm sure he'll try his best."
"He'll do wonderfully," Mariette said firmly. "Besides, if he wants to do something else—"
"—then he had better say something now so I can figure out what the hell to do with my firm," finished Mr. Marchand grumpily.
"Jean-Luc," Mariette laughed, putting a hand on his forearm in a way that seemed to mean "shut up."
I glanced back and forth between them, confused. It would be entirely inappropriate for me to ask the question that I wanted to. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Kimberlee looking at me, likely hoping I would keep my mouth shut.
So, of course, I opened it.
"I thought the plan was to get J.P. to take over your firm," I said.
Mr. Marchand turned to me slowly. It was strange; he looked a lot like J.P., but colder. Both were tall and shared the same thick blond hair. Both had similar bone structure, although J.P. did have Mariette's eyes. He also often had a mischievous smirk on his face, but the playful glimmer in his eyes kept him from looking arrogant. His dad, on the other hand, did not have that playful glimmer. Instead, he raised an eyebrow, looking down at me with an air of condescending humour.
"I would expect you, of all people, to know," he said simply.
"We're just friends," I said defensively.
"I'm surprised you'd say such a thing, given the situation that occurred last month."
If he was trying to embarrass me, it wasn't working. Mr. Marchand didn't seem to know that I had no sense of shame.
"You mean the one we keep having to dance around talking about because it might be considered improper in present company?" I said innocently.
He laughed, surprising me. "Yes, that one. Young ladies don't generally admit to, ah... well."
"Sleeping around?" I finished helpfully.
"Nellie!" Mariette said, shocked. She looked to Kimberlee, seemingly searching for some kind of verification that I was acting inappropriately.
I was pretty sure that Kimberlee wasn't so bad, but I fully decided that she was actually cool when she covered her mouth with her hand as she tried to stifle a laugh.
"I suppose you could say it that way," she giggled.
Mr. Marchand shook his head disbelievingly. "Jean-Paul has decided to take a job with some do-gooder firm. He has no interest in working at my firm. Apparently, someone inspired him to 'make a difference.' I'm curious to know who it was since it wasn't you, it seems."
I think he meant for that to be a biting remark, that he was trying to imply that maybe J.P. had feelings for someone who wasn't me. Rather than protest that J.P. and I were just friends or point out that it had been me who told him to make a difference if that's what he wanted to do, I just smiled.
"Well, good for him," I said brightly. "You'll have to congratulate him for me."
"Hmmph," Mr. Marchand said again. "If you're such good friends, I don't see why he wouldn't have told you himself."



I rolled my eyes as Mariette admonished him again, excused myself, and finally devoured the rest of my chocolate-covered pineapple.
It didn't bother me that J.P. hadn't told me. He didn't owe me anything; we were just friends. If he wanted to move on, he was well within his rights to. He wasn't obligated to tell me what he was doing with his life, or to thank me for being the one to push him to make a career change if he was unhappy, even though I definitely had planted the idea in his head.
Maybe it bothered me a little bit.
Maybe it bothered me enough that I finally managed to sneak away from the cocktail party and up to my bedroom, where I changed out of my fancy grey dress and into jeans and a T-shirt before finally texting him.
Are you home?
He responded almost immediately.
Yeah. Why?
I'm in town. Can I come over?
I waited for his response, frowning as seconds went by, then minutes. When he still hadn't responded five minutes later, I almost considered texting him again to tell him he was a dickhead. That would make it seem like it bothered me, though, so instead, I just decided to go with my stretchy-pants-and-Netflix plan and not think about him.
Of course, the moment I made that decision, my phone rang.
"What do you want?" I answered.
"Ouch, babe," J.P. said.
"Don't... ugh, you know what? Never mind."
"Sorry," he said, chuckling. "I was in the middle of something. Why are you in town? Are you at your dad's?"
"Um, yeah."
"Are you okay?"
I snorted. "What do you care?"
"Come on, Nell," he said. "I know you think I'm the sexiest piece of meat you've ever seen, but I'm more than just a hot body. I do care about shit, you know."
"And so humble."
"That was barely a burn. You're upset. Talk to me."
"About what?" I asked. "All I wanted to know is if this weekend was going to be a total waste of time or if I could at least get laid after suffering through this ridiculous cocktail party."
I heard a rustling sound in the background. "Cocktail party? Last I heard, you were never talking to your dad again. What happened?"
"He apologized. It's a long story."
There was another loud, rustling sound. "Are you gonna tell me?"
"Where are you right now?"
"What?"
"What's that noise?"
He laughed. "You can hear that?"
"Yeah. What are you doing?"
"If you must know," he said. "I'm in bed."
"Already? It's Saturday night!"
"For your information, I had to work all day," he said haughtily, then laughed. "But... yeah. I must be getting old."
"You said you were in the middle of something when I texted you."
J.P. chuckled awkwardly. "Uh, yeah."
I grimaced. "Oh. Sorry. What's her name?"
"Huh?"
"The person you were in the middle of when I texted."
"Person?" he repeated. "Oh. Uh... hmm. Never thought of naming it before, I just—"
Realization dawned on me, and I burst out laughing. "Sorry."
It was pretty rare that I flustered J.P., but I managed it then. He laughed along with me, and even though I was pretty sure I had never seen him blush, I could almost imagine his face turning red.
"Yeah," he finally said. "I was right in the middle of, uh... badgering the witness."
"That's awful," I replied, still giggling. "And here I thought you were celebrating Palm Sunday."
"Nah, I decided to play a little five-on-one," he shot back.
I almost howled. "Well, don't forget to leave yourself some time to polish the banister."
"Oh, it's polished. Practically shining," J.P. said. "What about you, Nell? Planning to take a self-guided tour?"
"You're terrible," I said.
"You like it."
"Not even a little bit."
He laughed again. In my head, I could see his blue eyes sparkling, the corners crinkling as he smirked. "Sure, babe. You should tell me about it."
"About... are you serious?!"
"Yeah, why not?"
I snorted. "Come on. You'd make fun of me the entire time."
"Maybe a little, but I'd think it was pretty hot."
"I'm not having phone sex with you, J.P.," I said. "Why are we even having this discussion? You just... and I'm in town."
"True. You should come over."
"Great idea. Why didn't I think of that?"
"Probably because I'm the smart one," he teased. "See you soon, babe."
I was able to leave without incident; no one seemed to notice as I stole down the stairs and out the front door, though I did tell my dad's butler, Pierre, that I was heading out. I considered it a moment of enormous personal growth; normally, I wouldn't have cared if no one knew where I was, but if my dad could try to make amends, maybe I could, too.
I pulled up to J.P.'s apartment building a short while later, managed to find a spot in the visitor parking, and buzzed him to let me in. The loudspeaker in the foyer crackled as he answered it.
"Who is it?" he said teasingly.
"Yeah, I'm here about the My Little Pony collection you posted for sale on the Brony Montreal group? Have you decided if you're willing to part with it yet?"
"Absolutely fucking not," came the response. "They're mine, and I won't sell them to some poser Pegasister. Good day!"
With that, the speaker went quiet, and he didn't unlock the door. Laughing, I pressed the buzzer again.
"Let me in, you asshole," I said when he picked up.
"Asshole?" he repeated. "I don't allow that kind of negativity in my peaceful home. Perhaps you should attend a church service before returning."
"Well, if you want me to go, I'll leave. Have fun playing five-on-one again," I said.
"You make a good point," he replied, and the speaker turned off again. That time, though, the door buzzed as it unlocked.
I was smiling as I took the elevator up to his apartment and walked down the hallway. I tried to think of something witty to say when I knocked on his door, wondering if it was too cliche to reuse the whole "pizza delivery" thing. I was trying to put together some sort of pun about being a pipe cleaner, but J.P. spoiled the whole thing by opening his apartment door before I could even knock.
"Let me guess," he called while I was still a few doors away. "You're here for your flagpole sitting lesson."
"Nah, I'm from the STD Screening Mobile Unit," I shot back. "We have those results you've been waiting for, Mr. Marchand, and they're fairly extensive."
"Perfect," he said. "One more diagnosis on my punch card, and I get a free coffee from Tim's."
"Just a small one," I said. "And the offer's not valid between seven and nine a.m. or on weekends."
He grinned, holding the door for me. "That's how they get ya."
I stuck my tongue out at him when I walked past.
"Just like you get... crabs..."
The retort dissolved at the same time that I stopped in my tracks. Glancing around, it took me a moment to realize what I was seeing.
"You're moving?" I asked as he shut the door.
"Yep," he replied.
There were cardboard boxes everywhere, though most were stacked neatly against the wall of the living room. The furniture was still there, but the walls were bare, and a half-open cabinet in the kitchen revealed its empty shelves.
"What... when?"
"Monday."
"You just moved here!"
"I know," he said. "But I'd already put an offer on this place when I decided to, uh... well..."
"Quit working with your dad to go work for some do-gooder firm that isn't in Montreal?"
He laughed. "When'd you see my dad?"
"At the cocktail party." I picked up a roll of packing tape that was sitting idly on the kitchen table, fidgeting with it so I didn't have to look directly at him. "He was surprised I didn't know."
J.P. nodded but didn't say anything.
"I kind of was, too," I continued.
"Were you?"
"A little. I thought we were still friends, even if things have been... you know. Weird."
There was a half-smile on his face as he looked at me. "Sorry. Just seemed like you'd want some space after everything."
I shrugged. "It's fine. I get it."
"Nell—"
"It is," I said. "So, you got a new job? Why? Your dad must have been so pissed when you quit."
"Oh, totally. He thinks I'm completely insane."
"He's not wrong."
"Apparently." J.P. jerked his head towards one of the boxes. "If you're gonna play with the packing tape, help me out here?"
"I didn't come over to help you move," I grumbled, but went up to the box in question and taped it shut.
"And yet, solely out of the kindness of your heart, you are." He came up behind me and kissed the side of my head as I straightened back up, making me roll my eyes.
"Weren't you in bed masturbating when I texted you?"
"Yeah, but I had to get out of bed because this chick I know wanted to come."
"You mean come over."
"That, too."
I rolled my eyes again as he snorted back a laugh. "You're terrible."
"You like it." He took the packing tape from me. "But if it's too much trouble, I get it."
"I just figured there were better uses of our time than taping boxes shut."
"I could try taping your hands behind your back," he suggested helpfully.
"Maybe a piece of tape across your smart mouth would be more effective," I muttered.
"Mmm. Kinky, babe."
I smirked at him. "Tell me why you decided to leave your dad's firm first. I mean, to piss off your parents and give up that kind of money?"
"Says the girl who got a tattoo to piss off her dad."
I snorted. "How many times do I have to say it wasn't just to piss him off?"
"As many as it'll take to convince yourself, I guess."
I rolled my eyes, and he laughed.
"There's more to life than money," he said. "I wasn't happy there."
"I know, but—"
"—but I told this chick I know that I didn't go to law school intending to be a corporate lawyer and that I wanted to make a difference. This smartass told me to make a difference, then, even though I told her it wasn't nearly as easy as that."
I tried not to laugh. I'd said those exact words to him at the Diamond Gala. At the time, he'd been irritated, though he had gotten over it pretty quickly when we snuck out of the ballroom to hook up in a deserted hallway. It seemed like that little conversation had left him thinking.
"So I, uh, started looking into new jobs," he continued. "Ended up finding a firm that was looking for a contract guy, but practices other types of law, too. They're willing to teach me to specialize in something new. The chances of ever having an opportunity like this again are less than zero, so... I'm doing it. All because of what this chick told me."
"Sounds like a pretty smart chick," I said.
"She seems to think so, but the jury's still out on that," he replied. "She is fucking me, after all."
"Well, there's no accounting for taste," I said.
He shook his head as he grinned. "She's also annoying as hell and busts my balls constantly, but for some reason, I like her anyway."
"As a friend," I said.
He almost agreed. I saw the instinctive response, the small sparkle of laughter just starting, before it fizzled out. He looked at me, then glanced to the side, as if deciding whether or not he should say something.
And I knew what he was going to say. I didn't want him to say it, but I knew what was coming. My stomach clenched as the grin on his face faded, and before I could say anything to redirect the conversation, he sighed.
"No. Not just as a friend."
"Don't," I said, my heart starting to pound.
"Nell—"
"We're just friends," I repeated, my voice cracking warningly. "You knew... you know that."
"Just tell me why," he said plainly. "I thought I could keep, I dunno, dancing around whatever I was feeling so we could just keep... you know. But I can't, okay?"
"You shouldn't be feeling anything." I almost winced as the words came out far harsher than I intended them, but J.P. didn't react. "Don't do this to me.
The usual, playful expression on his face was gone, and in its place was one of solemn resignation. I had only seen him look like that one other time; even when faced with the thought that I might be pregnant, he hadn't seemed so stoic.
"I'm not doing anything to you," he said. "I just can't... we need to talk about this. I need to talk about this."
"Why right now?" I asked.
"Because every time I try to say it, you shoot it down," he said.
"Yeah, because I don't want to talk about it!"
He smiled sadly. "You're not the only one involved in this. We've been through a lot of shit, and it's not fair for me to have to keep hiding this."
"So what, you feel like because you stood up to my dad for me and let me stay with you or whatever that I, what, owe you an explanation?"
"Not even close," he replied. "You don't owe me shit, and you never will. I don't... that's not how I do things, okay? I stood up for you because it was the right thing to do, and I got you out of there because I care about you. You don't owe me an explanation, but that doesn't mean I don't want one."
I stuttered for a moment before glaring at him. "You're lawyering me again."
J.P. laughed. "You can't just claim that I'm 'lawyering' you when I'm being logical."
"Well, I don't like it."
"What, logic?"
"Yes."
He snorted again and shook his head. "Look, I can't pretend to just be your friend. It might've started that way, but I can't anymore. I care about you, a lot. More than I want to, trust me. It'd be a hell of a lot easier if I didn't."
"You sure know how to flatter a girl."
"Do you want flattery, honesty, or to pretend there's nothing between us?" he asked bluntly. "You only get one."
I opened my mouth to reply, but the answer caught in my throat. I wanted to tell him that I tried to pretend there was nothing between us. That was what I had wanted all along. I wanted things to roll back to five minutes earlier when my biggest worry had been what embarrassing thing I could shout in the hallway of his building.
The thing was, if I picked pretending, I was picking a lie. If I picked flattery, I was picking the same kind of hollow compliments I had spewed at the cocktail party earlier that night.
There was only one thing I could pick, and I couldn't bring myself to say the word. It was stuck, held back by the throbbing of my pulse through swollen veins, trapped by the dryness of my throat and mouth. My body was protesting, panicking, terrified to face what he was about to say.
The bastard knew it, too, and his stupid face softened as he looked at me, practically trembling in front of him.
"I'm not asking anything from you, you know," he said quietly.
"Good," I said. "Because it's not happening. You know I don't do relationships. I don't do feelings. I just want... I want to have fun."
"You have this really specific idea of what relationships are that is just... wrong," he said. "You know that, right? A relationship doesn't have to be about losing your freedom. In fact, it shouldn't be."
"Not the point," I said.
"What is the point, then?"
I stammered again, grasping for the right words. "I don't want to be tied to one person."
His mouth twitched. "A relationship doesn't have to be that, either."
"Oh, right," I said sarcastically. "Because as if being smothered by one person wasn't enough, I could go ahead and be smothered by two, or three, or—"
"That's not what relationships are about," he said.
"Could've fooled me."
He laughed, a short, staccato sound. "I know what you wanted going into this. But it's not just about that for me anymore."
"Why didn't you tell me as soon as you knew, then?" I managed to say.
He sighed, the smallest hint of frustration breezing across the room.
"I tried, Nell. You didn't want to hear it. Every time I tried to... you talked over me. You laughed or ignored it or..." He took a breath and shook his head. "Look, I like you, but that's not a great way of treating people you're supposed to be friends with. I like myself enough to know I don't have to put up with that."
"So, I've been a bad friend?" I replied, my voice shaking more than I wanted it to.
He studied me for a moment, blue eyes boring into mine. I couldn't look away, but I also couldn't give him what he wanted.
"I'm in love with you," he said.
My stomach dropped.
"And that's not what you want," he continued. "I get that. I'm not asking you to change what you want for me."
"Then why are we having this conversation?" I whispered.
"Because we... I can't do this. I can't just be your friend."
I nodded slowly, biting my lip for the dual purpose of distracting myself with a brief prick of pain and to keep my lip from quivering.
"If you can't be my friend and I can't be... more than your friend..." I looked up at him, not ready to finish the sentence.
"It's okay, babe. Say it."
I swallowed, far sadder than I had any right to be.
"This is it, then. We're not friends anymore."
"Okay," he said. "We're not friends anymore."
I pressed my lips together, then nodded slowly.
"Okay. I'm gonna go, then."
"All right."
"Bye, J.P."
He watched as I turned to leave his apartment. Just as I opened the door, he finally spoke.
"I'll miss you, Nell."
**
Three loud knocks sounded on my apartment door. My phone hadn't gone off, so that could only mean it was Sydney.
"It's unlocked," I shouted from my spot on the couch.
I knew it wasn't just Sydney the moment the door flung open. Even without turning my head, I could sense her energy, and I was already groaning and bracing myself as she barrelled into my apartment.
"Nellie, cherie!" Anne-Marie squealed. "Surprise!"
"Did Syd seriously let you in again?" I asked.
Sydney had the decency to blush. "Well, yes, but—"
"—but we both assumed, correctly of course, that you wouldn't let me in if I just showed up," continued Anne-Marie. "So I dialled dear Sydney's buzzer instead and explained that it was very, very important that I see you."
I sighed and paused the show I'd been watching on Netflix, brushed some of the chip crumbs off my shirt, and stood up.
"I'll let you two talk, then," Sydney said quietly. "Text me later, Nellie."
The door closed quietly behind her. I waited until it was shut before turning to Anne-Marie.
"No," I said.
"You don't even know what—"
"I'm not reconsidering being in a relationship with your brother, I'm not calling him, we're no longer friends, and that's that," I said. "Did I miss any points you were going to make?"
"Just the one where you are absolutely, completely, horrendously miserable," Anne-Marie said frankly. "It is Saturday night, cherie, and you are sitting at home in your leggings eating chips?"
"It was a hard week. Finals are coming up. I had a lot of studying to do."
"And watching Extremely Wicked, Shockingly Evil and Vile counts as studying?"
"I'm in forensic science. It's relevant."
"I very much doubt Ted Bundy movies are relevant to your finals," she said skeptically. "Even Sydney seemed worried. You are not acting like yourself."
"How would you know?" I asked.
"Because I do," she said. "Because my brother told me."
I rolled my eyes. "He doesn't know anything about me."
"He knows enough to be in love with you."
"He knows fuck-all if he thinks he's in love with me," I snapped.
Anne-Marie raised a perfectly groomed eyebrow. "I seem to have hit a nerve."
"Drop it," I grumbled. "I'm doing just fine."
It was mostly true, as long as the definition of "fine" was "not fine at all." However, there was no way I was admitting that J.P. had left me rattled. I refused to acknowledge that it had been two weeks of me replaying every second of that conversation over and over in my mind. I analyzed every word, getting angrier and angrier with J.P. as I covered how angry I was with myself.
I tried telling myself that it wasn't like I wanted a relationship with him. I just wanted what we had, and I was angry that he'd ruined it. I tried to leave it at that, but deep down, I was angry at myself for ignoring it so long. For being a bad friend. For treating him a lot less kindly than I should have.



Those moments of anger only seemed to come out at night, though, and that day, I was doing a reasonably good job of convincing myself that J.P. carried all the blame.
Anne-Marie sighed. "Nellie, I know you do not want to hear this—"
"Then don't say it."
"I will say it," she said firmly. "You and Jean-Paul belong together. Give him a chance."
"I don't want a relationship."
"Why?" she asked. "You give him some convoluted excuse about feeling suffocated but—"
"Since when does he tell you everything?"
"I have my ways," she said, her lips curling up into a smirk reminiscent of J.P.'s. "Just tell me this, Nellie. Why do you think relationships are so suffocating?"
"I don't need someone telling me what to do and where to go and how to act," I said. "I got enough of that from my dad. I'm not putting myself into that situation for a regular source of dick."
"You know, I have been with Remy for nearly five years," she said.
I rolled my eyes. "Is that with or without all the times you broke up?"
"Without," she said patiently. "We may have broken up a few times, but we always get back together. In any case, I have never felt suffocated by him. He has his life, and I have mine, and at the end of it, we come together and share those things."
"What are you, some kind of walking romance advice column?" I grumbled. "I shouldn't have to justify why I don't want a relationship."
"It's just, I don't quite believe that. I think you do want one." Her tone was almost condescending. "You are just scared to admit it."
"No, I'm not," I said. "If that's all you came here to tell me, maybe you should leave."
"Actually, I came here to give you this." She pulled a piece of paper out of her purse and handed it to me.
"What is this?"
"Jean-Paul's new address."
I crumpled the paper and threw it at her. "Goodbye, Anne-Marie."
"It's just for when you change your mind!" she giggled, snatching the paper and flattening it again. "Believe me, cherie, it is very strange for me to try to talk someone into sleeping with my brother, but you were both much happier when you were together."
"We weren't together!" I said, exasperated. "You might not want to hear it, but we were just fucking, okay? He's the one who wanted more."
"You miss him."
"I don't. I could go out right now and find some other guy to sleep with. Anyone I wanted."
"Except you are miserable."
"I am perfectly happy."
"Mm-hmm," she said, gathering her purse and slowly moving towards the door. "That is why you are sitting at home on a Saturday night, alone, watching shows about charming serial killers instead of... what, going out and finding some other guy to sleep with? Anyone you wanted?"
"I could if I wanted to, I just don't feel like it," I huffed.
"Of course," she said patronizingly. "It couldn't possibly be because the one guy you want to sleep with, you can't, because for some asinine reason, you're refusing to consider falling in love with him."
"Goodbye, Anne-Marie," I said again.
She smiled, put the scrap of paper with J.P.'s address on it under a magnet on my fridge, and blew me a kiss as she left.
I didn't know who the hell Anne-Marie thought she was, coming to my apartment and telling me how I was supposed to handle things. Pissed off, I marched across the kitchen and plucked the paper off my fridge. I tore it in half, and then in half again, and crumpled the pieces before throwing them aggressively into my garbage can.
Then, I called Sydney.
"Don't let her in again," I said.
"Nell, I'm sorry, I just—"
"And get your ass ready. We're going out."
"Really?" she said. "Okay. I just got out of the shower. Let me dry my hair."
"Get dressed and come get ready here," I directed. "And Syd? I'm not joking, I'm aiming to either get laid or black-out drunk tonight."
"That seems like an entirely unhealthy way of dealing with whatever emotions you're currently avoiding," she said. "I'm totally in."
My methods of picking people up at bars were pretty unique compared to most. I didn't deal in high heels and miniskirts; I relied more on shock value and being candid to a fault to get what I wanted. Still, I wasn't taking any chances that night.
I didn't own a miniskirt, but I did own a ridiculously expensive black dress that my dad had approved because, in his words, it was "tight enough to be alluring, but not low-cut enough to be slutty."
Well, a pair of scissors could easily fix that.
I smirked as I pictured what Kimberlee's face would look like if she saw me taking my kitchen scissors to the black Chanel dress. All I had to do was cut a few threads here and there, and then tuck the skirt up so instead of a respectable knee-length, it was halfway up my thigh. After glancing in the mirror, I made one more small adjustment, so the tattoo on my collarbone was showing.
Sydney let out a long whistle when I let her into my apartment a few minutes later.
"You mean business," she said.
"I told you I did."
She was dressed similarly, although she probably didn't have to cut up a Chanel dress for something club-appropriate. Together, we quickly did our hair and makeup, popping open a couple of beers while we got ready.
I had wanted to go somewhere we had been before, since I figured that would be a safe bet when it came to meeting someone to hook up with, but Sydney insisted we try somewhere new.
"Big risks, big reward," she giggled as we got out of the car in front of a bar creatively calledThe Bar.
It seemed far too trendy for my taste, the kind of place where my dress would have probably gotten more attention before I cut it up to show off my chest and legs. Still, as a bouncer waved us past the entrance line to the soundtrack of frustrated sighs from those waiting, I decided it got the job done.
The Bar played music I'd never heard, probably because it wasn't cool yet and therefore was trendy enough to play there. It wasn't quite a club, and it wasn't quite a pub; there was a dance floor, but most of the clientele seemed to be older than Sydney and me.
That didn't bother either of us in the slightest, especially when we got to the bar and immediately had two complimentary drinks in front of us. As I turned to thank the men who had bought us a drink from the other side of the bar, Sydney's eye caught something else entirely, and she almost dropped her glass.
"Nell," she said cautiously. "I don't mean to alarm you but—"
"You've got to be fucking kidding me," I said as my eyes followed hers.
Sitting at a table on the other side of the bar were five people. I knew two of them very personally, one of them in passing, and one from pictures that Sydney had tearfully shown me a few weeks earlier.
I had slept with Shaun and Darryl months earlier after meeting them in a bar, albeit a much dirtier, danker bar than The Bar. A woman was sitting between them who appeared to be around the same age as them, and given the way she was touching Darryl's cheek while she had her arm around Shaun's shoulders, she was going to find herself in the same position I had. That is, she'd probably end up with one of them taking her from behind while she sucked the other one off, although who knew. Maybe they'd stepped up their game. I had no hard feelings about the fact that they were picking some other woman up, or about the fact that they'd never called after I'd hooked up with them. It was a one-night thing, and I was okay with that.
However, the man who sat across the table from them, looking slightly resigned with his arm around a sweet-looking woman... I had a grudge against him.
"Let's go," Sydney said. "Let's just... find another bar."
"What?" I said. "We're not going over there to confront him?"
"Don't," Sydney said. "Let's just go. Please."
"You know how I said I wanted to get fucked or get fucked up?" I said.
"Nellie, don't—"
"Turns out, I'd rather just go fight with that cheating asshole," I continued. "Come on, let's go confront him."
"I can't," she said. "Not in public, I'm too... I don't want to."
"I'll do it, then."
She sighed, grim acceptance across her resigned face. "Just... just be nice about it."
"He doesn't deserve nice."
Before Sydney could even say anything, I shoved my drink into her hand and started walking towards Greg Murphy, the man who had strung her along for months. Sydney had been heartbroken to discover that not only was he a cheater, but that she was the other woman.
He caught sight of me before any of the others at the table. I saw his arm tense around the woman, but he didn't have time to react before I was standing there.
"Shaun! Darryl!" I exclaimed.
Both of them looked up at me, surprised.
"Nellie," Darryl said unsteadily, drawing my name out as he scrambled for words. "Hey. Long time, no see."
"I know," I said, laughing. "Crazy, right? Don't worry, I'm not here to step on your game or anything, I know how competitive you guys get when it comes to the ladies."
Shaun laughed uncomfortably as the woman between them looked confused.
"Oh, oops," I continued. "Sorry, she doesn't know yet, right?"
"Thanks," Darryl said flatly.
I laughed. "Actually, I just wanted to say hey to you, Greg."
"Don't," was all he managed to grunt.
"Don't what?" I said innocently. "Oh, the whole thing with Sydney? Don't worry, I have no hard feelings. I just wanted to say it's nice to see you moved on so fast and introduce myself!"
The woman looked bewildered as I stuck out my hand and smiled. "I'm Nellie. I was friends with Greg's ex-girlfriend! She was pretty upset when they broke up—I mean, you can't blame her, they were together for months—but she's moving on just fine now."
The woman stared at me blankly, her hand rising to shake mine out of instinct.
"And sorry, you are...?" I asked.
"Marla Murphy," she said. "Greg's... wife."
I was lucky looks couldn't kill, and even more fortunate that looks couldn't jump across a table and strangle me in the middle of a crowded bar, because that's what Greg looked like he was about to do.
"Oops," I said, letting go of Marla's hand. "I'm so sorry."
I didn't stick around long enough to find out what happened next. Before Greg could even take a breath or Marla could process what I'd said enough to turn to him, I had whirled around and was striding back to where Sydney was hiding by the bar.
"What happened to being nice?" Sydney said helplessly as I took my drink back from her.
"Nice? I tried, Syd." I took a sip of my drink. "I mean, how nice can you be when you're telling someone her husband's cheating on her?"
She looked miserable as she peered across the bar. "Look. She's trying not to cry."
I turned to see Marla Murphy rushing out of the bar, Greg following behind her desperately. He didn't look in our direction, thankfully, but Sydney was right: Marla's eyes were full of tears, and she had a hand to her mouth as she scurried through the throngs of people.
We both watched as they left the bar, followed a few moments later by a dejected-looking Shaun and Darryl. Sydney shook her head.
"You need to think about how your actions affect other people," she said. "Marla deserved better than finding out like that."
"Why'd you tell me to do it, then?!"
"I asked you to be nice about it."
I took another sip of my drink, not willing to admit that Sydney was right. Marla probably did deserve better than how I'd broken the news, but she'd thank me one day.
Maybe.
Maybe it was just another way I'd fucked up.
"I need to get laid," I said.
"Or maybe we should go home," Sydney said.
"Let's see, be a responsible adult, or have sex and forget all of my problems?" I replied. "It's a tough choice, Syd, but—"
"Nell, you're spiralling."
I glared at her. "Fuck you. I am not."
"You've been totally out of it for two weeks and now—"
"Look, I'm sorry I wasn't nicer to Marla fucking Murphy, okay?" I snapped. "Jeez, I just did the first thing that came to mind."
"That's not what this is about," Sydney replied.
"Bullshit," I muttered, sipping my drink.
"I'm saying this as your friend. I'm worried about you."
"I am perfectly fine."
"I'm just saying—"
"You're just saying, everyone's 'just saying' everything, aren't they?" I snapped. "Why can't people respect the fact that I don't want a serious relationship?"
"Because you're lying so obviously that it's painful to see!" Sydney snapped back. "You never even gave J.P. a chance to—"
"I don't want to talk about J.P." I took another sip of my drink, trying to steady the anger that was crawling across my skin and into my stomach. "You're pissing me off, Syd."
"I'm sorry," she replied. "But you're being ridiculous. You're so stubborn and unyielding that you refuse to admit how miserable you are, and you think you can solve it by picking some random guy to hook up with."
"Why can't you just be on my side?" I asked. "You're supposed to be my best friend, not letting fucking Anne-Marie into my apartment and then telling me I'm spiralling."
"Yeah, and as your best friend, I should've said something before it got to this point, so I'm sorry."
I scowled, but before I could respond, we were interrupted.
"Ladies, I hope the drinks we sent over didn't cause all this tension," said the tall man who sidled up beside us.
I looked over at him, silent for a moment as I took in the expensive-looking jeans, the perfectly pressed shirt, and the stylish-in-a-careless-way hair that brushed his forehead. Beside him stood a shorter man, somewhat nervous-looking, who seemed to be the one who'd had eyes for me. Unfortunately, I wasn't in the mood to deal with nerves.
"Yeah, you'll do," I said to the taller man.
He laughed. "What?"
"I said you'll do." I drained the rest of my drink and put the glass on the bar. "Buy me another, and let's go dance."
"Nellie—" Sydney said.
"Go home if you want," I interrupted.
"I'm not leaving you here."
"Well, I'm going to dance!" I said loudly, turning back to the man. "What's your name?"
"Kyle," he said. "But I—"
"Nice to meet you. I'm Nellie, and I'm looking to get laid tonight. Play your cards right, and you're the current front runner."
The two men glanced at each other, and the shorter one shrugged before turning to Sydney.
"I'm Daniel."
There was probably something to the whole theory about me being a bad friend, or maybe I was just immature. Either way, I barely looked at Sydney as I led Kyle to the dance floor. I focused on him, and I knew for a fact he was enjoying it.
Our dancing started innocently enough. After all, if I was too aggressive, he probably would have been freaked out. My body didn't touch his as I swayed to the music, my hands grazing his arm the only form of contact. For one or two songs, we stayed that way, just teasing each other as we moved to the music.
I let him be the one to make the next move; as my fingers trailed down his arm, he turned his palm up to catch my wrist and tugged me closer to him. He leaned in, his lips moving, but I shrugged helplessly.
"The music is too loud!" I shouted, and he smiled and returned the gesture.
Not that it mattered. I wasn't there to talk to Kyle.
I took a sharp breath as his body pressed to mine, inhaling the scent of overpriced cologne and subtle sweat. Closing my eyes, I focused on the feel of his hands as they trailed down my sides, strong fingers pulling my body just a bit closer to his. There was a comfort to his body, a gentle familiarity that made me relax against him. I took another deep breath, then frowned.
Familiar, but not quite right.
There were two things wrong with that: one, I had never met Kyle before, so nothing about him should seem familiar. Two, it shouldn't have been possible for something to be not-quite-right about him, because there was no reason for him to seem familiar in the first place.
Something in the back of my mind knew what the answer was, but I refused to acknowledge it. Instead, I touched Kyle, held his body, ground myself against him and pressed my breasts into his chest. His hands moved up and down my sides in a way far too intimate for a man I'd spoken a handful of sentences to. Still, I kept dancing, and I kept letting him touch me, and I kept smelling that strange spice of his cologne.
He moved one hand to the small of my back, holding me even closer. I rested my hands on his shoulders, trying to ignore that déjà vu-like sense that was creeping through my nerves. My tension must have been palpable: moments later, Kyle's lips were brushing my ear.
"What's wrong?" he shout-asked.
I shook my head as if doing so would shake off the strange feeling and grinned, looking up at him.
"Nothing!" I shouted back.
Without warning, he tightened his grip on me, making me gasp as his body crushed against mine. I looked up at him with wide eyes, and he raised an eyebrow at me questioningly. Before he could speak or I could think, I pulled his face to mine and kissed him as hard as I could.
It surprised him; that much was evident by the way he jumped slightly. It was just as apparent that he wanted it, though; as soon as he recovered, he kissed me back, his hips grinding into mine. I smirked against his mouth, responding by pushing my chest into his, and I felt him exhale softly against my lips.
He pulled back and said something, but again, I couldn't hear it.
"I don't read lips!" I shouted.
Kyle laughed and brought his mouth next to my ear again. "I said, how serious were you about getting laid tonight?"
Turning my head slightly, I spoke into his ear. "Are you wondering how long you have to put up with the dancing charade before you ask me to go home with you?"
He laughed again. "Forward, aren't you?"
I pressed my body tighter to his, already able to feel his body reacting through his jeans. "You seem to like it."
"Well, maybe."
It was my turn to raise my eyebrows, though I accompanied it with a shifting sway of my hips. "Maybe? So that's just your cell phone vibrating in your pocket, then?"
The shifting of my hips had the desired effect. His cock twitched again, and Kyle's eyes sparkled as he smirked.
"Maybe," he repeated. "Maybe I'm just very happy to see you."
I knew what I wanted, but I wasn't quite ready to leave with him yet. Instead, I ran my hand up to his cheek, running my hand along his cheek and winding his thick blond hair through my fingers. His eyes fluttered just slightly, and his lip curled between his teeth.
I kissed him again, and again, breathing softly as his lips worked mine, and his fingers dug into my skin. His body was reacting to mine; I could feel his cock hardening beneath his jeans. Usually, that would get a reaction of my own underway. I waited patiently for those tingles of desire to start, for my panties to start dampening and my nipples to start hardening, but they didn't.
Frowning, I kissed Kyle harder, slipping my tongue into his mouth. He exhaled a soft sigh, his hands moving to my ass and squeezing. His tongue flicked against mine, and again, I waited for that shot of arousal to course through me.
Nothing happened.
Frustrated, I pulled back just slightly, moving my mouth to his neck. I felt Kyle groan, the sound making his neck vibrate beneath my lips, and he kissed the side of my head. His hips rolled, pushing his erection against me again as his lips found my ear.
"Leave with me?" he asked, his voice husky.
My smile brushed his neck before I made the critical mistake of taking a breath. I inhaled just as he pulled back to look at me, and another whiff of that cologne met my senses. Combined with the sparkling smirk on his face, it hit me all at once.
The cologne was a mix of woods and spice, but there was one thing wrong about it: a distinct hint of anise. Once I identified it, the licorice-like scent was all I could smell, and it was wrong. The sparkle in his eyes, that familiar smirk, it was reminiscent of someone else, but it just wasn't right.



"Oh no," I said, my smile fading as I stared at him.
Kyle frowned. "What?"
"I can't do this," I said. "I... I made a mistake."
I managed to untangle myself from his arms, but his hand caught my wrist. I tried to pull away, but his fingers gripped my wrist so tightly it was almost painful. I jerked my arm again and glared up at him.
"What's with the mood swing?" he asked haughtily.
"Let go of me," I said. "Now."
"Not until you explain to me what just happened!"
I wouldn't have been surprised if he could feel the way my heart was racing. Between the tightness of his hand around my wrist and the way my pulse was bounding, it seemed unrealistic that he couldn't have felt it beneath his palm. It would have undoubtedly revealed the fact that I was terrified, but I refused to show it on my face. Instead, I brought my other hand to his and started prying his fingers away from me.
"Let go," I said again.
He released my wrist reluctantly, holding his hands up as he stepped back.
"I just want to know what happened!" he said, but I turned on my heel and was weaving my way through people on the dance floor before he even finished speaking.
Desperately, my eyes darted around the room. I had no idea where Sydney had gone or if she was still with Daniel. My heart thumped madly as I realized I'd told her to go home, and maybe she had left me there. I couldn't blame her for that; I deserved it.
Sydney was a far better friend than I was, though. After another moment of panic, I caught sight of her sitting boredly beside the bar as Daniel slumped miserably beside her. She caught my eye just as I looked at her and slid off the barstool, beelining towards me. I rushed across the bar towards her, my heart racing faster than the music.
"Can we leave?" I asked as soon as she was in front of me.
She nodded, threaded her arm through mine, and led me towards the exit.
As soon as we were outside, I took a deep breath and started striding down the sidewalk. I wasn't going anywhere in particular, but I had to get away from The Bar. Sydney hurried behind me, not speaking until we were at least a block away.
"Nell—"
"Leave it to me, right?" I said, laughing unsteadily. "I don't want to think or talk about J.P., and I manage to pick the one guy in the bar who looks like him without even realizing it."
"Well, I—"
"But I didn't even want to sleep with him," I said. "Maybe that's proof that I don't want J.P."
"That seems—"
"—like a complete stretch? I know. But what else am I supposed to say, Syd?" I stopped walking and turned to her, desperately trying to stop myself from begging for an answer. "What am I supposed to do?"
"You could try calling J.P. and telling him you're in love with him."
The words were so blunt, I winced. "I'm not."
"You most def—"
"I am not!" I said.
"You know, I am putting up with a lot of your shit because of this," she said tiredly. "Maybe you could just listen to me for five seconds?"
My instinct was to snap back, but as I looked at my best friend, I stopped. She was looking at me patiently, her mouth set in a straight line. Reminding myself that I had been less-than-nice to her that night, that I'd been incredibly self-absorbed, and that she could have easily left me stranded at The Bar by myself, I took a deep breath.
"You're right," I said. "I'm sorry."
Sydney surprised me by laughing. "I don't think you've ever apologized to me before."
I snorted, then laughed, then brushed my hand across my face as tears threatened to fall. She stepped forward and hugged me, kindly not commenting on it.
"Why don't you want to be with J.P.?" she asked after releasing me.
"I told you, I don't want a serious—"
"No," she interrupted. "No. Tell me the actual real truth."
I stared at her, then glanced down at the sidewalk.
"Because he might turn out to be like my dad," I said.
"How?"
"Like... you know. He grew up like... like that. With money and the dinner parties and the galas and shit. All that stuff that I don't want to do."
"I thought J.P. didn't want to do that stuff, either," she said.
"Well..."
"And the money... didn't he just quit working a really lucrative job to go to some small firm so he could—in your words—'make a difference'?"
"Well..."
"I mean, that's pretty telling. Your dad wouldn't do something like that."
I didn't say anything. Sydney took my hand, holding it lightly as we started walking aimlessly down the sidewalk.
"What is it really about?" she asked softly.
"I don't want a relationship," I said. "I don't want to settle down and get married and like... I don't know. Pop out babies. I don't want that right now. I don't even know if I want that like... ever."
"And J.P. does?"
I shrugged. "I mean, probably."
"You... you never talked about it?" she asked incredulously.
"Why would we? We weren't in a relationship, we were just friends."
"You knew damn well you weren't just friends."
"...shut up."
She laughed and shook her head. "No way. I finally got you talking about this. I'm not shutting up now."
I sighed. "It doesn't matter. I blew my chance."
"You don't think he'd be willing to listen? I mean, he said he was in love with you. It's only been a couple of weeks."
I fell silent again, thinking for a moment, and then shook my head.
"I can't."
"Why not?"
"What am I supposed to say?" I said, my voice shaking. "I've been saying I don't want a relationship for... well, forever. And now I'm supposed to admit to him I was wrong?"
"You don't have to be wrong to change your mind," she replied. "You could just... you know... experience personal growth."
"Ugh. That sounds terrible."
"I know, but it's what adults do. I think."
I laughed thickly, trying not to cry. "This is stupid. I don't like feelings."
"But you do like J.P."
"I guess so."
Sydney gave me an exasperated look. "Nellie."
"Fine," I grumbled. "Yes. I like him. I want... I miss him."
"So go talk to him," she said simply. "Stop talking in circles with me and go figure this shit out with him."
"He moved," I said. "What am I supposed to do, just text him and—"
"Anne-Marie gave you his address."
"I threw it out."
"You could ask Anne-Marie for—"
"Not a fucking chance in hell am I telling Anne-Marie I might like her brother," I snapped.
She burst out laughing and let go of my hand.
"She said you'd say that."
"What?"
Sydney put her hand in her purse and withdrew a small scrap of paper, then brandished it at me. I caught just enough of the loopy writing to realize that it was another copy of J.P.'s address.
"She didn't!" I hissed, reaching forward to snatch the paper out of her hand.
She yanked it out of my grasp. "She did, and I'm only giving it to you if you promise me one thing."
I glared at Sydney, who grinned at me expectantly.
"Never mind, then," I said, turning to stalk down the sidewalk.
"No, wait!" she exclaimed. "Nell, wait! I just—"
"I'm not playing this game."
"I just meant that you need to go see him now before you chicken out," she said, grabbing my arm. "I'll give you the address, but I swear to God, you need to get in an Uber and get yourself to his apartment tonight so the two of you can figure this shit out."
I should have told her no, that the smart, reasonable, responsible thing to do would be to go home and sleep on it. Hell, it would have been more sensible to text J.P. and tell him I wanted to talk. I didn't even know what city J.P. lived in anymore; he'd been in Montreal before, which was a couple of hours away. It would be downright reckless to commit to going to wherever he was in the middle of the night on the off-chance I might make up with him.
Before I could even protest, Sydney cut me off.
"If you two make up tonight, there's probably a pretty good chance you can hook up with him."
I hated that it changed my mind, but it did. Sighing, I nodded, and Sydney relinquished the piece of paper. Staring down at the address, I looked up at her in shock.
"He moved to Gatineau?"
"Convenient, right?" she said, grinning.
"This is like... fifteen minutes from here."
"Right across the river."
Part of me wanted to call and tell him I was going to come see him; a bigger part of me knew I would probably chicken out if I did. The biggest part of me was terrified that if I called, he'd tell me not to, and I didn't know if I could handle that. Instead, I refused to think about it too much, called a cab, and pulled up to his building about twenty minutes later.
The driver left as soon as I tipped him, leaving me no choice but to unsteadily walk into the foyer of a tall condo building. I opened the door nervously, then scolded myself for being so nervous and boldly walked to the intercom, dialing J.P.'s suite number.
It seemed to take forever to connect, and when it finally did, it rang four times before someone picked up.
"Hello?" asked a breathless, confused voice.
"J.P.?" I asked.
He went silent for a moment. "Uh... yeah. Nellie?"
"Yeah."
"What are you...?"
"I need to talk to you."
"It is... midnight," he said.
"I know."
"How did you...?"
"Anne-Marie."
He chuckled. "Fuckin' Anne-Marie."
"So can I, you know... come in?"
"Oh, shit. Yeah, uh... yeah, come on up."
The building was tall, but J.P. only lived on the sixth floor, so it didn't take me long to get to his apartment. Still, I walked slightly slower than I usually would. I told myself it was because I was trying to give J.P. more time to get ready since he obviously hadn't expected a midnight visitor. After all, the other option would be that I was walking slowly because I was terrified to talk to him, and I sure as hell wasn't about to admit that, even to myself.
When I finally knocked on his apartment door, it took him a second to answer. The door swung open to reveal J.P. looking somewhat flustered. He'd just gotten dressed, his shirt still slightly rumpled and his hair still mussed, but he still looked every bit as delicious as he always did.
The bastard. I hated how attractive he was.
He didn't speak right away, just looked at me, then flicked his eyes down my body.
"Jeez, Nellie," he said. "I don't talk to you for two weeks, and you're already going down the high-class-escort path?"
I burst out laughing. "You prick. I was at The Bar."
"I dunno what kind of bars you go to, but—"
"No, stupid. The Bar. It's a... club. Called The Bar."
"It sounds pretentious and terrible."
"It was. I ended up here instead, didn't I?"
He grinned. "Right. Still terrible, but slightly less pretentious."
"Very slightly."
We both chuckled, followed by an awkward moment where neither of us knew what to say.
"Um, can I come in?" I finally asked.
"Right, yeah," J.P. said. "Of course."
He stepped back and held the door. Almost shyly, I walked past him into the apartment.
"Nice place," I said, glancing around.
He had moved into his new place two days after we'd last spoken. Even though it had been less than two weeks, his place was fully unpacked and tidy but lived in. A few plates sat drying in the sink, and there was a throw blanket tossed carelessly across the back of the couch, but besides that, it could have been a show suite.
"Thanks," J.P. said. "It's... a place, I guess."
"I like it," I said. "It's very, um, modern."
I couldn't bring myself to look at J.P., instead choosing to pretend I was taking in the layout of his apartment.
"Thanks," he said again. "So...?"
"Is this granite?" I asked desperately, moving into the kitchen.
He started laughing. "Nell, if you came by for a tour of my new place, that's cool, but I feel like midnight on a Saturday wouldn't be your first choice for that kind of thing."
"I'm stalling, okay?" I muttered.
"Yeah, I got that," he replied. "Wanna maybe tell me why?"
I turned to him slowly, afraid if I moved any faster, I'd faint. My heart was pounding so hard I could feel it in my skin, and my palms were sweating so much I was certain I'd end up dehydrated.
"Yeah," I said. "I... should do that."
He waited patiently, his eyebrows raised as he bit back a smile. I swallowed hard, then stared at the ground slightly in front of him, unable to meet his eyes.
"I wanted to talk about... what you said."
"Okay."
"I thought maybe, um..." I trailed off, thinking, then sighed in frustration. "Fuck, how do people do this?"
"Do what?" J.P. asked, amused.
"Tell people they... you know. Want... things," I stuttered.
"What kind of things?"
"You know what kind of things," I grumbled.
He smirked. "Nell, are you here to tell me you like me?"
"Ew," I said, cringing. "Ugh. Gross."
"So that's a yes?"
I glared at him. "Yes, you bastard. I... yeah. I might've maybe done some thinking or something and realized that... well..."
"That you hoped I'd forgive you if you came crawling back to me?" he finished.
There was a thread of laughter in his voice, but the words still made heat rise up my neck and through my cheeks. A long moment went by before I shook my head.
"Nope," I said.
J.P. looked surprised. "What?"
"Never mind." I turned on my heel. "This was a bad idea."
He didn't have time to react before I strode back to his door, yanking it open and marching back into the hallway. I was only a few steps away when the door flew open again.
"Babe, I was joking!" he said.
"Whatever," I grumbled.
"Nellie, wait," he said. "Please."
"I can't do this," I said. "I can't... I thought I could, but I can't."
"Can't what?" he asked.
"This... feeling. The feelings thing." I folded my arms and turned back to him. "I don't like it."
"I know you don't," he said. "And I know it probably wasn't easy for you to come here, and I was kind of a dick just now, but you have to admit it was a little funny."
"A little bit," I said begrudgingly.
He smiled. "Well, I'm still sorry, even though I'm hilarious. Can we talk? Please?"
I took a breath, steadying myself, and tried to think of all the things I'd planned to say on the cab ride over.
"I don't know how to do this," I said. "What I know about relationships is that I hate them. I hate feeling like someone owns me. I hate feeling like I have to answer to someone."
"I told you, that's not what relationships are," he said. "That's not what I want, either."
"And you... you're like... you know what my dad is like," I said. "I don't want that life. I don't want to be controlled by money."
"I don't either," he said. "I don't need the kind of life my parents have or that your dad has. If I never have to attend another charity gala, I'd die happy. Unless you promised me anal again, in which case, I'd strongly consider attending another charity gala."
I couldn't help laughing, though there was still a hollow place of fear in my chest.
"And what about, like, life?" I said. "I'm still in school, J.P. I want a career. I don't want to give that up and like, pump out a bunch of babies or something."
He regarded me for a moment, then shook his head, smiling. "You know we can, like, date and shit for a while before having big, serious, rest-of-our-lives conversations, right?"
"Yeah, but—"
"Like, for the record, I wouldn't ask you to just become a stay-at-home-mom in the next two years or something. I don't even know if that's what I want, babe."
I nodded stiffly but didn't say anything. J.P. smirked.
"There's no legally-binding contract to break if we decide shit's not working out."
Another laugh that I couldn't help bubbled out of my chest. "Well, what about... I mean... I'd have to give up having sex with other people. What if you don't want to fuck as much as I do? Or what if you start sucking at it?"
He burst out laughing. "You don't have to worry about that."
"But—"
"Nell, I'm always gonna want to fuck you," he said. "Even if you get old and wrinkly. I mean, obviously I'm always going to be as stunningly attractive as I currently am, but I'll still think you're hot even when you're not. And I'm not going to magically start sucking at sex. I'm pretty sure I've made you scream my name multiple times."
"You're so romantic."
"You hate romantic shit."
"Yeah," I admitted.
"As for other people..." He shrugged. "I mean, we can figure something out that works for us."
I looked at him, incredulous. "You'd be okay if we slept with other people?"
"I dunno," he said. "Maybe. I've never really thought about it. I don't want to be with you just for the sex, you know. I like other things about you."
I snorted and he laughed.
"I do," he said. "And hell, if that's the dealbreaker for you, then whatever. We'll figure it out. We don't have to decide right now, and we don't have to have a relationship that fits into some box. We can decide what we want it to be. All I want is—"
"You're about to say something cheesy, aren't you?" I interrupted.
"Yeah, I am," he said. "All I want is to be with you, okay?"
"I kind of want that too," I admitted.
He smiled. "So, what's holding you back?"
"I'm scared."
The words were out of my mouth before they even registered in my mind. I heard them for the first time at the same time J.P. did.
"Scared?" he repeated as I looked up at him.
I nodded.
"Of what?"
I shrugged.
He chuckled softly. "Scared of how much you love me?"
"Like you," I corrected.
"You sure about that?"
"Don't press your luck," I warned.
"I'm not," he said seriously. "'Cause I'm not joking, Nell. I'm in love with you. And yeah, that scares the shit out of me too."
I looked up at him, half-expecting to see a smirk on his face or his eyes sparkling. I wasn't expecting the serious, almost-pained expression on his face.
"It does?"
"Of course it does," he said. "I haven't felt like this about anyone, ever. It's new to me, and that's scary, but it's also..." He paused, then finally smiled. "I dunno. Exciting."
"What if it changes things?" I asked.
"It will," he said. "Absolutely, it will. I mean, it damn well better. Hopefully, we can stop sneaking around and fucking and just kind of, you know, fuck whenever."
I tried not to laugh, but it was futile. J.P. smiled.
"I think they'll be good changes," he said. "I really do."
I looked at him for a long moment, then nodded.
"Okay."
"Okay?"
"Yeah," I said. "So is there some kind of ceremonial words I have to say or are you just, like, my boyfriend now?"
"Only if you're my girlfriend now," he said.
"I mean, I guess. Still kind of gross, though."
When he took me into his arms, we were both laughing, and when he brought an arm to my neck and tilted my face up to kiss me, I couldn't stop smiling. I rested my hand against his side, relaxing into the sudden sense of harmony, the feeling of relief and acceptance and excitement that washed over me.
Before I could relax too much into the kiss, though, J.P.'s apartment door opened.
"Wow," said a female voice. "Seriously, J.P.?"
I parted from him and looked at the door, my mouth open as I took in the beautiful, lanky woman standing in his doorway.
"Who are you?" I asked bluntly.
"I'm Beth," she said. "Who the hell are you?"
"I'm Nellie."
"Right," J.P. said awkwardly.
There was an uncomfortable silence as I stared at Beth, who glanced back and forth between me and J.P. No one spoke until she finally crossed her arms and sighed.
"So some random woman in a low-cut dress shows up to your apartment in the middle of the night, and you decide you want to fuck her instead?" she asked.
J.P. grimaced. "Well, actually—"
"You had another woman in your apartment this entire time?" I asked, raising my eyebrows as I finally looked at him.



He pressed his lips together, fighting back a laugh. "Uh, well, we were... you know, not together, Nell."
"Oh, classic," spat Beth.
"Classic?" repeated J.P.
"Let me guess, you have one fight with your girlfriend and you're out prowling for some other woman?"
"She wasn't my girlfriend until... I don't know, five seconds ago?" J.P. said.
"You were on a break, were you?" scoffed Beth. "You are such a pig!"
"Hey!" I said harshly. "That's my... oh fuck, I can't believe I'm about to say this."
J.P. was fighting as hard as ever not to laugh, but he was failing miserably. My face was starting to turn red as I cringed.
"That's my... ugh, boyfriend you're talking about," I finished. "But I mean, if you want to stick around and join us..."
Beth's eyes went wide. "What... what did you just say?"
I looked at her steadily. "Well, I mean, it's been a while, you know? We haven't talked for like, two weeks. So I'm planning on hooking up with him in the next five minutes or so, but you're hot, so I'm not opposed to you... you know. Also being there."
The snorting sound J.P. made as he started laughing was probably the most unattractive sound I've ever heard, but it made me giggle. The horrified look on Beth's face made me laugh until I was nearly crying.
"Did you just propose a threesome?" he asked, managing to compose himself just enough to speak. "For our first... I dunno, first fuck as an actual couple?"
I couldn't speak, so just nodded as we both dissolved into laughter again. Beth shook her head, disgusted.
"You two are complete freaks." She stormed out of his apartment and wasn't even halfway down the hallway before J.P. was pulling me back inside.
"You are such an asshole," I scolded as he kissed me again.
"I know," he groaned, his lips moving to my neck. "I swear to God, I just met her tonight, and when you got here, I told her something came up, and she just didn't get the hint."
"Did you fuck her?"
He smirked. "I got home ten minutes before you got here. We were just making out."
"Wow, ten whole minutes without getting into her panties? That must be a record for you."
He laughed, the sound muffled against my skin. "Right? Didn't even get a chance for a final hurrah before committing myself to this crazy chick I know."
"A final hurrah? Okay, Grandpa."
His lips trailed back up my neck to my jaw, brushing against my mouth as he spoke. "You're so mean to me. I just gave up a sure thing for you."
"Oh, I'm so sorry to ruin your one-night stand."
"You better be." He nipped at my bottom lip. "The things I do for love."
"Ew. Stop saying you love me."
"I won't." His teeth grazed my lip again, softer that time. "I can't lie to you."
I didn't know what else to say. Luckily, J.P. was easily distracted, and I flicked his lip with my tongue. He made a soft noise of contentment and used his body to guide me towards his bedroom.
It probably should have bothered me that the sheets were messed up, and another woman had just left his apartment, but I didn't care. I couldn't fault J.P. for sleeping around; I was a lot of things, but I wasn't going to be a hypocrite. It was Beth's presence more than anything that calmed me, that made me feel like whatever happened between me and J.P., it would be good. It didn't have to be my skewed idea of a relationship; it didn't have to be anyone else's idea of a relationship except for ours.
I didn't know if it was the forever type of relationship. I didn't know if we would even last until Christmas. Whatever it was, though, I was eager to find out. I would never admit it to him, but I couldn't think of a time that I'd been happier.
Once we were in his bedroom, J.P. tugged the zipper on my dress down. The hasty stitches I'd made to alter it popped as he pushed the sleeves down my arms, and he laughed as it fell away from my body. Before I could shoot some snarky remark back at him, his lips were on my neck, then my chest, then the tops of my breasts.
"I missed you," he murmured into my cleavage.
"They missed you, too," I answered on behalf of my tits.
I felt him laugh against me, then his tongue darted out, licking along my cleavage. He planted a quick kiss between my breasts before straightening up and pulling my face up to his again.
All of those things I hadn't felt when I was kissing Kyle earlier in the night were there with J.P. My stomach fluttered as I tugged on his shirt, the sensation only increasing as he lifted it off and let it fall to the floor. As he did, the scent of his cologne surrounded me, clean and woodsy and perfectly suited to him. Desire pricked my fingertips as I touched his chest like it was embedded in his skin. When he smiled, that spot buried somewhere below my belly button shivered, and when he kissed me, my body sang.
I worked the button of his jeans loose as he unhooked my bra. He shoved his jeans down carelessly and returned his attention to me. I could barely keep up as he kissed me, then moved his lips to my neck, then stooped over to suck on my nipples and kiss my breasts.
Panting softly, I ran my fingers through his hair, lightly scratching his scalp as he played with my tits. He made a soft groaning sound as I did, shifting his head, so my fingers moved to the base of his neck. I played with his hair mindlessly, twirling the thick strands between my fingers, noting the way his breath grew heavier and warmer each time my nails trailed down his neck.
I had to stop playing with his hair after he circled my nipple with his tongue a final time and began kissing the underside of my breasts. Slowly, teasingly, his mouth moved down to my ribs, leaving little marks as he tickled the sensitive skin with his tongue. Large hands gripped my waist as he kissed my stomach, teasing my belly button before dropping to his knees. I whimpered in anticipation, and he pushed his face against my panties, inhaling sharply as he kissed the spot of wetness that was collecting there.
"I missed you so much," he said, gently tugging my panties down to reveal my dripping pussy.
"It missed you too," I teased, and he laughed, then shoved his face into my mound.
I moaned as his tongue darted out, flicking my clit before he licked between my folds. He kissed from the inside of my thighs up to where my leg met my hip, then back down until his tongue was sliding along my pussy lips again. I shifted impatiently, eager to feel him ravish my pussy the way I knew he could, but he took his time.
"J.P., please," I whined softly.
He glanced up at me, the corners of his eyes crinkled and a laugh hidden between my legs. I could just make out the hint of glistening juices on his cheeks and chin. Biting my lip, I put on what I hoped was a pleading expression.
"I need you," I admitted begrudgingly.
The wrinkles around his eyes deepened as he smiled. I braced myself, waiting for him to make some snarky comeback, to mercilessly make fun of me for admitting that I needed him, of all people.
He didn't, though. Instead, he began ravishing my pussy, licking my clit and sucking on it in a way that made me moan in relief. That smile must have been a genuine smile, a sincere reaction, one of those cheesy, awful, beautiful smiles that I would probably have made fun of him for.
We teased each other constantly. Every moment with him was a challenge, a competition, a chance to get the last word and the last laugh. No one could fluster me the way he could; no one could make me keel over laughing like him. No one in the world could have made me agree to date them, to call them my boyfriend and to take that step that I was so vehemently against, except him.
As he ate my pussy, those little flutters of anxiety came back. It would take a long time for me to truly trust in whatever this relationship was, but I was willing to try. I'd never said it out loud, but I was sure he knew: he was the only person I would be willing to try for.
Those thoughts weren't quite fully formed; they were barely concepts, hardly more than feelings. All I really knew at that moment was that his blue eyes were looking up at me, deep and earnest and playful. His mouth eagerly kissed my pussy, his tongue licking my folds before turning its attention to my clit again.
My breathing quickened, and he groaned softly; the sound vibrated against my sensitive clit and made me shudder as my body primed itself for immense pleasure. He pulled back just slightly so he could dip his tongue into my entrance, and I cried out, my knees nearly buckling before he returned to my clit.
It was all I could do to hold myself up as his fingers began to trail up my leg. Excited, I waited as his hand passed my calf, then my knee, then walked up my thigh. When he reached my pussy, I couldn't stop my hips from bucking forward as he slipped a finger inside me.
That finger moved slowly at first, sawing gently before curling to hit my G-spot. I trembled, and a second finger pushed into my entrance to join it. It didn't take long for me to start panting, my hands on J.P.'s head for balance, his hair soft between my fingers as he looked back up at me.
I knew he watched me come, though I didn't see it myself. My eyes squeezed shut involuntarily as pleasure burst inside me, flooding my body with bliss and intense light. I didn't mean to pull his hair, but I couldn't stop myself as my body shook and my head tilted back. As the intensity passed and I took a gasping, steadying breath, I loosened my grip.
"Sorry," I whispered shakily.
J.P. grinned. He wiped the back of his hand across his mouth as he lifted himself from his knees, then kissed me heatedly.
"If I ever complain about making you come like that, feel free to sit on my face and suffocate me," he whispered.
I laughed. "Deal."
He kissed me hard and held my body to his. Through his boxers, I could feel the heat of his stiff cock. I shifted my hips, making him groan as he nipped at my bottom lip.
"I need you, babe," he said.
"Don't call me babe," I scolded.
He laughed. "You're mygirlfriend, babe. Should've said something before you agreed to it."
"Asshole," I whispered, but I was smiling.
"See? I let you call me a pet name," he teased. "Though I think the one I have for you is more flattering."
"I can stick with 'bastard,' if you like," I offered.
"Mmm, babe, please," he moaned. "I'm already hard enough to cut glass. Keep this up, and I'm just gonna jizz in my boxers."
I nearly fell over as I laughed; we were both still giggling as he guided me onto my back, tugged his boxers down, and pushed his cock inside me. The sounds became a strange mix of giggles and moans as our laughter made his cock jostle inside me in a new way, and the laughter faded away entirely as he began thrusting slowly but deeply.
"Fuck, I missed you," he muttered.
He wasn't talking to my tits or my pussy that time; his eyes were boring into mine as he said it. I couldn't repeat those words, not yet, but I smiled and pulled his face to mine. We kissed heatedly as he fucked me, his hips moving faster each time until he was drilling himself inside me.
I couldn't do anything but cling to him, my fingers digging into his shoulder as he took every ounce of pleasure he could out of my body. His hair flopped onto his forehead, and I reached up without thinking, brushing it away.
He was looking at me again, eyes full of all the wonderful things about him: mischievousness and selflessness and awe. The corners of his mouth twitched up into a smile, and he kissed me briefly again.
"I love you, Nellie," he said.
I couldn't respond, not yet, but he didn't mind. He got something better, apparently: the feel of my body quivering beneath him, my pussy spasming on his cock as another dam of pleasure burst inside me. I cried out, gasping for breath as I came, every nerve in my body firing as every muscle tensed and relaxed, my mind soaring as he held my body beneath him.
He came shortly after, grunting as his cum spilled inside me. For once, I didn't feel guilty about not making him use a condom; for once, I just got to enjoy the sensation as he came.
"You're going to get sick of hearing this," he said, his cock still inside me as he caught his breath, "but I love you."
"You're right," I murmured. "Sick of it already."
"Mmm," he grunted. "Not gonna stop doing it, babe."
"I know," I replied. "Good thing you're good in the sack."
He laughed so hard he had to roll off of me, but pulled me to him as soon as he had.
"Careful now," he said as he recovered. "Say stuff like that too often, and I might start to think you actually like me, Nell."
I kissed him, relishing the feel of his body pressed to mine and his arms around me.
"You have your moments," I said. "Turns out, I might love you too, you bastard."
"Might?"
I sighed. "Might... definitely."
He smiled softly and kissed me again.
"I might definitely love you, too."
**
"Hmm. Well, I can't say I'm surprised, Eleanor—"
"Nellie," I said immediately.
"It's Nellie, Max, not Eleanor," I heard Kimberlee say in the background.
I bit back a grin; Dad didn't have me on speaker phone, so Kimberlee couldn't have known I corrected him. It was kind of nice having her on my side.
Dad sighed. "Right. My... apologies. I'm not surprised, Nellie, but is he really the kind of person you see yourself being with long-term?"
"I don't know," I said indignantly. "Maybe. I haven't thought that far ahead."
"Clearly."
I bristled at his cynical tone. If my dad was the horse, Kimberlee was leading him to the kind of water that would make him a better person, but he hadn't quite gotten the hang of drinking it yet.
"Dad, you already approved of him long before this became a thing," I said. "Remember? At the Diamond Gala, you said I could do far worse than J.P."
"Yes, however, at the Diamond Gala he had a promising future with a renowned law firm that he's since given up," Dad said coldly.
"Money isn't everything," I reminded him.
"Certainly not, but critical thinking and decision making skills should be key attributes in a partner."
I rolled my eyes. "I wasn't aware I was supposed to treat relationships like a job interview. Here I thought if he treated me nice and was good in bed, it was a win."
"Eleanor!" he said harshly.
"It's Nellie," Kimberlee and I said at the same time.
"I do not need to hear that about my daughter." The words were stiff, as though they were being spoken through a clenched jaw.
"What, that he treats me nice? I would've thought you'd want to know that."
"Not..." Dad sighed. "The other thing, Nellie. I understand you're an adult, but... in any case, I just urge you to think about this decision a bit before committing to anything in particular with Jean-Paul. I can't imagine his parents will be particularly pleased with the situation, given what happened last month."
"Probably not," I said. "But we're about to find out."
"What?"
"Oh, we're on our way to J.P.'s parents' place," I said. "J.P.'s driving. Also, I guess I should've mentioned you're on speaker."
"Hi, Mr. Belanger," J.P. said cheerfully.
I could almost feel the anger dripping through the phone.
"Eleanor, take me off speaker phone—"
"It's Nel—"
"Now."
I winced and grabbed my phone.
"Fine. You're off speaker phone," I said.
He started to launch into a tirade about my level of disrespect and how inappropriate my behaviour was, but only got a few words into it before I heard Kimberlee scolding him in the background. Coldly, he explained to her what I had done, and I heard her sigh.
"Let me talk to her," she said.
"I will handle this, Kimberlee," Dad said.
"Max, let me talk to her."
She had him wrapped around her finger so tightly that he actually did it. I held back a laugh as the phone rustled before Kimberlee spoke.
"Nellie?"
"Wow, you're going to have to teach me how you whip guys into shape like that," I said.
"Unless it involves actual whips, we're not interested," J.P. said loudly.
I waved a hand to shush him, though Kimberlee laughed.
"Nellie, come on," she said chidingly. "This whole 'repairing your relationship with your father' thing works better if you don't purposely antagonize him."
"But it's so much fun," I said.
"Nellie."
I sighed. "Fine, Kimberlee. But if he'd stop being so judgemental in the first place, there wouldn't have been a problem. It's not my fault he said J.P. was terrible."
"He's just being protective. I wouldn't say it's his fault, either."
"That's true. It's actually J.P.'s fault, mostly because he's terrible."
"Hey!" he protested.
Kimberlee laughed. "Wow, you can really feel the love between the two of you."
"Ugh. Don't say that. I barely tolerate him," I replied.
"And she's a complete annoyance," J.P. said.
"Nellie," Kimberlee said slowly. "Did you not take us off speaker phone?"
Her scolding was punctuated with laughter, mostly because she was a lot more easygoing than my dad. At the end of it, she promised to help my dad see that J.P. was as good a person as he had been when he worked for his dad's firm, and I promised to actually take them off speaker phone next time.
When we hung up, J.P. was grinning.
"Well, that's your family taken care of."
"I can't believe you talked me into this," I muttered, shaking my head.
He laughed as he turned down the road that led into his parents' neighbourhood.
"It's gonna be fine. We might as well get this shit out of the way now. Your dad and Kimberlee know. Probably best if my parents talk to us, rather than get half the story from some gossip."
"Like Anne-Marie?" I mumbled.
"Yes, exactly."
I sighed but didn't say anything. J.P. took one hand off the steering wheel and reached to the passenger seat, entwining his fingers in mine as he drove.
"It's going to be fine," he repeated. "I mean, I'd say something like 'they'll love you' or 'you have nothing to worry about, my parents will be impressed by you,' but you'd tell me I was full of shit."
I laughed, shaking my head. "You are full of shit."
"Your dad took it better than you thought he would," he said.
"Hardly," I scoffed. "That was Kimberlee's doing, and he's probably starting to wonder if giving into her every whim is worth it. Chances are he's going to realize his balls are firmly stored in her purse and lose his mind."
"Well, maybe. Or, maybe he really loves her and he's just learning."
"Yeah, and maybe I'm going to join a convent."
He snorted. "Well, your mom was fine with it."
"She's a hopeless romantic." I raised the pitch of my voice in an imitation of my mom's. "'Oh, that's so sweet, Nellie! Ending up with the boy next door! And a lawyer! He must do so well for himself'."
J.P. snorted as he laughed. "I bet they all say that until they find out how much pro bono work I'm doing."
"No one outside of lawyers has any concept of what that means."
"You do," he argued.
"Yeah, well, sometimes I've got a lawyer inside me," I shot back.
He burst out laughing, shaking his head. "You would've made a good lawyer. Seriously."
"Stop saying that. I have some self-respect, you know."
"Big words from someone who's fucking me."
The jibes continued until he turned down his parents' street, and I fell quiet, staring out the window. J.P. sighed at my sudden silence.
"Honestly, babe, they'll be happy that I'm happy," he said. "My dad's almost gotten over me leaving the firm, and I think they'll mostly just be impressed that I'm serious enough about someone to bring them home. I haven't done that since I was in high school."
"Way back in the day?"
"Fuck off. I'm not that much older than you."
I smirked as he flicked my palm before returning his hand to the steering wheel.



"Besides," he continued. "We've already seen what would happen if I accidentally knocked you up or something. It'll be fine."
I rolled my eyes, sulking as he drove past my dad's house and pulled into the driveway next door. He turned the car off as I hesitantly regarded the large house in front of me.
"Are you okay?"
"I'm fine," I muttered. "Let's get this over with."
He stopped me from getting out of the car by grabbing my hand again.
"Nellie, it is going to be okay," he repeated for the millionth time.
"It won't be if you keep driving me crazy by bringing it up."
He smirked, letting go of my hand so I could get out of the car. He waited patiently by the hood for me, then took my arm as we walked up to the front door. Whether it was a sign of support or to keep me from running was anyone's guess, though I'd have put money on keeping me from running.
J.P. knocked on the door but didn't wait for an answer before swinging it open. The Marchands' house was so large that it was for good reason; no one would likely have heard it, anyway. Still, as the door swung closed behind him, he called out.
"Anyone home? I'm here!"
"They're in the living room," said a voice from the stairs.
I jumped and looked up to see Marc-Andre, J.P.'s younger brother, bounding down the steps. He froze when he saw me.
"Oh. Hey, Nellie," he said.
"Hi," I replied awkwardly.
Marc-Andre glanced at J.P., then shrugged and made his way down the hallway.
"What was that about?" I asked as we followed him.
"Oh, that." He held my arm tighter, lowering his voice as we rounded the corner to the living room. "Well, I might not have mentioned you were the person I was bringing to dinner tonight."
"What?!" I gasped.
J.P. smirked, barely able to contain his amusement. "Oh, and Anne-Marie doesn't know we're together yet."
"Oh, no," I muttered.
"Hey, Mom!" J.P. said loudly. "Hey Dad. You remember my girlfriend Nellie, right?"
Mr. Marchand's eyebrows were raised as he looked at us. Mariette Marchand's lips were in a comical O-shape. And from the couch, Anne-Marie jumped up, clapped her hands together, and shrieked.
"Ohmigod, Nellie!" she cried, leaping across the room.
"You can get me back later," J.P. muttered in my ear.
Anne-Marie threw her arms around me, nearly knocking me off my feet.
"It's about time!" she screeched in my ear.
I couldn't help but laugh. No wonder J.P. hadn't wanted to tell her on his own. Instead, he'd made sure I was around to take the brunt of Anne-Marie's excitement. It was smart. I'd get him back later, just like he said, but I had to admit it was a smart plan on his part.
It was a good thing I loved the bastard.
**
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**Whoa, oh, it's Christmas time, pretty baby
And the snow is fallin' on the ground
Well, you be a real good little baby
Santa Claus is back in town
Hang up your pretty stockings
Turn off the light
Santa Claus is comin' down your chimney tonight
—Santa Claus is Back in Town, Elvis Presley

**"I'm breaking up with you."
I folded my arms and glared at J.P. as he burst out laughing.
"Again?" he said. "Jeez."
"I'm serious," I said. "It's over. I can't do this anymore."
"Babe, it's just—"
"Don't call me babe. I'm not your babe. We're breaking up."
"Right, of course," he said. "That's how many times this week, Nellie?"
"Stop patronizing me. I'm done. You're not my boyfriend anymore."
He sighed, hanging the ornament he was holding on the tree before turning towards me and stretching his arms out.
"Come here," he said.
"No."
"Why not?"
"You're going to hug me and then talk some sense into me."
He dissolved into laughter again, shaking his head. "How do you say this shit with a straight face?"
"None of your business because we're breaking up."
I kept my arms folded tight across my chest as he stepped around the Rubbermaid tote on my living room floor, past the tangled lights and discarded garland and empty ornament boxes. Glaring, I stood as stiffly as I could while J.P. wrapped his arms around me and held me against his chest.
"Let's unpack this," he said. "Is this a 'I'm feeling uncertain about this whole being-in-a-relationship thing and need you to beg me not to leave you because I need to feel wanted' or 'I'm having second thoughts about this whole relationship thing and need you to talk some sense into me'?"
"Neither," I grumbled. "It's a 'we're breaking up and that's final' thing."
"Okay, so both," he said. "Let's start with logic. You're usually more open to the begging once you realize I'm right."
"Oh, fuck off," I said, trying to squirm out of his grip.
He held me a little tighter, his face nuzzling my cheek.
"Oops, that's the 'I accidentally pissed you off' response. Begging it is."
"You're such a bastard."
He kissed me on the cheek, his breath warm against my skin.
"Please don't break up with me," he whispered huskily, his voice deep and dramatic. "Let's talk about this, let's figure this out. You know I love you, baby, don't do this to me. You're my sunshine, my moonlight, the candy cane to my hot chocolate, the elf to my shelf, the snow to my flake, the—"
"Ugh, stop!" I groaned, trying to hide the smile he'd managed to put on my face. "You're disgusting. That's so cheesy."
"You love it." He kissed me on the cheek again, his lips slightly closer to the corner of my mouth. "Look, it's just a Christmas party. I have to go. I'm new at the firm. It's going to look bad if I don't at least show up and act like part of the team."
"You said you didn't want to go to stupid shit like this anymore," I said.
"I know, but sometimes I have to do shit I don't want to do, like schmoozing with the partners and their wives and everyone else. It's the dark and ugly side of being a lawyer they don't tell you about in law school."
"Your dad is a lawyer," I said flatly. "You knew damn well what—"
"Details, details," he said, swaying slightly as he held me. "Look, if you really don't want to go—"
"I don't," I said. "I have absolutely zero desire to go to this stupid party where I'm going to have to dress up and play nice with the other girlfriends and wives and talk about shoes and yachts and be careful of what I say so I don't embarrass you. I've had enough of doing that for the stupid parties my dad insisted I go to and you know that."
"I do know that, which is why I wouldn't ask you to watch what you say or act any differently than you usually do," he replied. "You know I'm not embarrassed of you, right?"
I opened my mouth to respond but couldn't quite think of what to say.
"There it is," J.P. murmured knowingly. His lips pressed to my cheek again, and his arms loosened so his hand could make gentle circles on my back. "Babe, I'm not asking you to come and pretend to be something you're not. This isn't one of your dad's parties. I'm asking you to come because this stupid-ass party would be a lot more fun with you there."
"Of course it would be," I said stubbornly. "I'm a fucking delight."
I felt him smile against my cheek. "Of course you are."
"It's just..." I sighed heavily. "Doesn't it just kind of feel too couple-y?"
"Couple-y?"
"You know." I shifted his arms. "Like, relationship-y."
"How awful," he said. "It's almost like we'd be a couple. In a relationship. You know, like how we are a couple in a relationship."
"We've been together for, like, a month," I said. "And anyway, we're not. I just broke up with you."
"I mean, technically, yes, but we've been together for a lot longer than a month. Just because you only officially agreed to date me last month doesn't mean the last six months don't count." A hand trailed up to the back of my neck, making me shiver. "Is this really what you're going to break up with me for? A Christmas party?"
"I'll be the youngest person there," I said. "I'm still a student."
"Nah. The first part of the party has the families there. They have, like, a play area and Santa will be there. A bunch of people will be bringing their kids."
"Oh good, so me and a bunch of five-year-olds at the kids' table?"
He snickered. "I think Louie's kids are in their teens. More importantly, a bunch of the legal assistants are around your age. Remember, I told you about Danica and how she—"
"Oh, that's a good point," I said without thinking. "I could finally see if Danica's hot."
"She is hot."
"Maybe she'd be into a threesome or something."
He caught me off-guard with a quick kiss. "Co-workers and threesomes are things I don't want to mix together."
"You're no fun," I pouted. "This is why we're breaking up."
"Can you remind me again how many times you've broken up with me since we started dating?"
"I'll break up with you as many times as I need to for it to stick."
"You'd miss me," he said.
"Right. I'd miss having all that time to myself and not having someone eating all my food and making fun of me all the time."
His hands moved to my hips, holding me firmly against his lower body. "You'd miss getting dicked down whenever you wanted and screaming my name over and over again."
"Nope," I said. "I could get laid whenever I wanted to before you. I still can. I could go out right now and find some guy to make me scream his name over and over and—"
He was laughing before I finished speaking.
"I know you could," he said. "But you won't."
"Why, 'cause you think I love you so much?"
"No, because I'm already here and you're lazy. Why go out prowling for some dick when you've got me right in front of you, ready to fuck you whenever and however you want?"
"Hmm. A compelling yet insulting argument. Interesting tactic. Let me know how that works out for you."
It didn't work too badly for him. He brought a hand to my cheek, tilting my face up so he could kiss me.
"Look, Nell, I want you to come to the party," he said. "If you don't want to, I'll respect that, but I really do want you to meet the people I work with. And I want them to meet you. And it's the night before you leave to go to your mom's. If you don't come, I won't get to see you before you go. So, we can kinda make it our Christmas, since we won't be together on the actual day."
I tried to cover the pang of sadness when he said that. We had agreed that it seemed too early to spend Christmas together, especially when our families weren't in the same city. Well, sort of. My dad lived next door to J.P.'s family, but I didn't spend most holidays with my dad. That year, I had missed Thanksgiving with my mom, so I was especially insistent on spending Christmas with her. I promised my dad I would visit for a few days before New Year's Eve, but it still meant that J.P. and I didn't get to spend the holiday together. He had offered to come with me to my mom's, but I'd said no.
I mean, we'd been together a month.
"We go to the party," he continued. "After, we'll come back to your place or whatever and do our own little celebration." He moved his hand, his thumb brushing against my bottom lip as his sparkling eyes met mine. "What do you think?"
I twisted my lips to the side. "Well..."
"There'll be an open bar," he whispered earnestly.
"Oh, God," I said, faking a moan. "Why didn't you say so? We could have avoided this whole discussion!"
"So that's a yes?" he asked.
I sighed. "Against my better judgment... yes."
He kissed me with bruising force, the corners of his lips curling up as he did.
"Thank you," he whispered. "I love you."
"You better," I said begrudgingly.
"Let me prove it to you."
We didn't manage to finish decorating the tree that night, but that was okay. It was decorated just enough to give me a great view as I lay under it with J.P.'s head nestled between my thighs, his tongue driving me crazy. And we had managed to find the tree skirt, so there was at least a little bit of padding when he directed me onto my hands and knees and proceeded to fuck the life out of me.
"What do you want for Christmas?" he asked as we lay on the floor, the tree skirt acting as a makeshift blanket while we caught our breaths. "And don't give me this bullshit about not wanting a present or just wanting to spend time together or—"
"Are you kidding?" I asked. "Fuck that. You better get me a kick-ass present."
He held me against his chest, which shook as he laughed. "So what do you want?"
"I don't know," I said. "And that's not me trying to be difficult. I need to think about it."
"Don't think too long." He traced a finger down my spine, making me shiver. "Otherwise I'll have to go with one of the default presents."
"What are the default presents?"
"You know. Like, candles or something."
"Ugh, no. I can't even light candles in my apartment."
"Hmm, good point." His finger traced back up my spine. "Jewellery?"
"You better fucking not," I said. "We've been together for a month."
"It's been a little longer than a month," he teased.
"Whatever. No jewellery. That's too couple-y."
He laughed again. "Fine. Makeup?"
"No."
"Socks?"
"Do you like having sex with me? Because that's how you lose the opportunity to have sex with me."
"Fine," he sighed. "I'll have to break out the big guns."
"What's that?"
"A signed photo of myself."
"I'm breaking up with you."
Most of the time, my breakup attempts ended with J.P. in my bed, usually with his head between my legs. In the month we'd been officially together, that had happened probably eight times, not counting the two times that evening. It was his way of reminding me why we were together, why I'd agreed to be his stupid girlfriend when I had never wanted to be anyone's girlfriend. As many times as I said I didn't want a relationship or feelings or any of that mushy bullshit, he'd managed to convince me that maybe, just maybe, I actually did. Of all the people in all the world, he was the only one I had ever wanted to be with like that.
It astounded me sometimes. It terrified me.
Falling in love with J.P. had been unexpected. Well, as unexpected as it could be considering I'd had a huge crush on him growing up. His sister, Anne-Marie, had been my childhood best friend and had known for longer than I had that I was going to end up with J.P. She was zealously supportive of our relationship and had been pushing us to date for ages, even before it became something I was willing to consider. For most of my life, I'd been too nervous to even look J.P. in the eyes, let alone consider dating him.
Then there had been that day, just after I turned eighteen, that everything changed.
I was in his bedroom. It was innocent enough; Anne-Marie's boyfriend had stopped by unexpectedly and I'd had to vacate to give them privacy. J.P., taking pity on me, let me wait in his room. As we awkwardly tried to ignore the sound of Anne-Marie fucking her boyfriend in the room next door, he'd started teasing me for being a virgin.
I'd vehemently denied it, and when he admitted he'd been asking because he wanted to know if it would be weird to hit on me, I told him I'd prove it. Of course, I was a huge fucking liar, which he realized when I sat on his dick and tried not to scream.
He was sweet about it; he didn't give me shit for lying to him, just held me and let me adjust, and then proceeded to fuck the life out of me. But that's all it was. I had a schoolgirl's crush on him; he'd taken my virginity; that was it. I went away to university, and he went on with his life.
Then, years later, I ran into him again. And I hooked up with him again.
And again.
And again.
I didn't want J.P. for a long time. I wanted to fuck him, but I didn't want him. In my mind, he was everything I couldn't stand. He was privileged, he was from money, he was part of the life that I hated... except he wasn't. He was funny and thoughtful. He was passionate and open-minded. He drove his parents crazy because he did things like refusing to work for his dad's renowned law firm, instead quitting to work with—as his dad called it—a "do-gooder" firm so he could make more of a difference.
He also drove them crazy by dating me.
I didn't understand it; I'd warned him time and time again that I wouldn't be a good girlfriend. He was only four years older than me, but I was still in university; it felt like a much larger age gap when he was wearing a suit and tie to work every day while I was still doing midterms. I hadn't had much experience with adult relationships, though, in fairness, his relationship experience wasn't much more extensive than mine. Both of us had been good at casual things, until he went and ruined it by falling in love with me.
Well, I guess it was a little bit my fault, since I also fell in love with him. But it meant that both of us were new to being in love, and being with one person, and being together.
It was probably that, more than anything, that made it work. We didn't do things the same way other people would; we did them the way we wanted to. Sometimes those things worked, and sometimes they didn't, and sometimes I got funny looks from my friends when I told them about something J.P. and I did or said, but it didn't matter.
If I was going to do the whole "feelings" thing, I was glad it was with him
**
I was in the middle of making dinner a few days later when the door to my apartment opened. I knew it was him; one, he had the spare key, and two, who else would it have been? I let myself smile, excited to see him, and glad he couldn't see how happy I was.
"Mooching dinner off me again?"
"Yeah," he said distractedly.
I'd never heard J.P. sound as uncertain as he did when he spoke that one little word. My shoulders stiffened and the hair on the back of my neck stood up.
"What's wrong?" I asked, turning around.
It was obvious he'd come straight from work. He was still wearing his suit, though he had loosened his tie and his usually tidy hair was slightly messy. In his arms was a large box and he had a sullen look on his face.
A thousand things went through my head. He was being fired. He had to go back to Montreal to work for his dad. He was breaking up with me. My stomach curled at the thought.
"Well, here's the thing," he finally said. "You know how I told you the first rule of contracts is to always read your contract?"
A work thing. As relieved as I was that he wasn't breaking up with me, my heart sank.
"What happened?"
"I missed something in my contract," he said, shaking his head as he walked to my kitchen table and put the box down. "Something important."
I had never seen him look so nervous. I had never really seen him look nervous at all. My heart was racing and I stepped around the table, reaching for his arm.
"Did they fire you?" I asked softly.
"What?" J.P. asked, frowning. "God, no, they love me there. Why would you think that?"
"Um, maybe the gigantic box of whatever this is and the fact you're making it sound like you fucked up your contract or something?" I said.
"Oh," he said. "No. Yeah, no. I just agreed to something horrible."
"Are you making me worry on purpose?"
"No, I just... it's... I don't like it when I fuck up."
"Just fucking tell me," I groaned. "I'm not into the dramatics, J.P."
He sighed, shaking his head. "It's called the Christmas Clause."
"What?"
"The Christmas Clause," he repeated. "It's an office tradition that is apparently so important and so ingrained in the firm that it's literally in the new employment contracts."
I waited for him to continue. When he didn't, I rolled my eyes.
"And?" I asked impatiently.
He motioned at the box, shaking his head slowly. Frustrated, I stomped forward, grabbed it, and lifted the flaps.
The first thing I saw was the beard. The second thing was the hat. The third was the bulky red coat beneath the beard and the hat.
"No fucking way," I breathed.
"I know," he said miserably. "Apparently the newest employee has to do it and..."
He trailed off as a loud screech of laughter escaped my throat. I couldn't help it; I picked up the beard and absolutely lost my mind.
"You have to be Santa!" I squealed. "Oh my God, this is fucking fantastic!"
I caught a glimpse of his face as I howled, gripping one of the chairs to steady myself since I kept keeling over. He looked torn between amusement and offense, staring at me as I giggled helplessly at the thought of tall, perfectly-put-together J.P. dressing up as Santa for the office Christmas party.
And then it dawned on me.
"Oh my God," I said. "Do you have to hand out presents? Like, to the kids?"
"Uh... yeah," he said.
The chair was no help; I ended up on the kitchen floor, tears streaming down my face and unable to breathe.
"Glad you find this amusing," he said when I managed to calm down enough to hear him.
"Oh, absolutely," I said. "This is fucking great." I thought for a moment, then frowned. "Wait, if you have to be Santa, why didn't they call it the Santa Cla—"
"Some shitty movie probably trademarked it or something," he said. "We are lawyers, you know. Don't want to mess with trademarks."
"Whatever," I said, finally catching my breath. J.P. chuckled, offering his hand to help me up. "I'm so excited. I'm going to take so many pictures."
"I don't know if you'll have time to take pictures," he said.
"What?" I said.
"Yeah," he said. "There's another part to the clause. So laugh all you want now, because..."
I stared as he turned back to the box, lifting the huge red coat and pants out and putting them on the table.
"No," I gasped as he lifted another item out of the box. "Is that—"
"It's Bring Your Own Elf," he said, holding up the green and red elf costume. "Louie's wife used to do it but apparently there was some drama and now—"
I didn't hear the rest of what he said. Instead, I hooted with laughter again and snatched the costume out of his hands.



"This is amazing!" I exclaimed, tearing my T-shirt off and unbuttoning my jeans so I could try the costume on.
"I knew it," he said, shaking his head as he tried not to laugh while I stripped in my kitchen. "I fucking knew you'd be ecstatic."
I grinned, squeezing my breasts into the dress. It was a tight fit, but I managed. "This is my jam, J.P. I get to dress up like a total idiot, hand out presents to kids, and then get super fucking drunk at the open bar."
"Told you it wouldn't be like your dad's parties," he said as I jammed the hat on my head. "So much for introducing you to all my coworkers like a normal couple and—"
I interrupted him by twirling, making the skirt sashay around my knees and the bells on the hat jingle. Cackling, I grinned at him.
"This is going to be the best Christmas party ever!"
**
"I still cannot believe you won't come to our family's Christmas celebration, Nellie," Anne-Marie said, swirling her wine glass sadly.
"Bingo!" exclaimed Sydney, slapping the table.
"Goddamnit," I muttered. "You couldn't have suggested a name for a potential future child before saying that, Annie? Really?"
She looked bewildered, glancing from me to Sydney with one eyebrow raised as Syd withdrew the piece of paper she was hiding beneath my coffee table. I took the one I was subtly covering with a coaster and crumpled it up.
"Pay up," Sydney said, shaking her empty bottle at me. "And I'll take the pedicure now, too."
I groaned. "Can you at least wash your feet first?"
"What on Earth are you two talking about?" Anne-Marie asked.
I glanced at Sydney, who shook her piece of paper at me.
"I win," she said. "So I decree that you tell her."
I rolled my eyes. "We were playing Anne-Marie Bingo."
"Anne-Marie Bingo?" she repeated.
"Yeah, it's like regular Bingo, but instead of numbers, it's stuff you always say," I said.
Sydney handed her completed scorecard to Anne-Marie. "We agreed that 'Calling someone cherie' was the free square."
"'Refer to Nellie as her future sister'?" Anne-Marie read. "'Take full credit for getting them together'?"
"I got those ones in the first five minutes," Syd said proudly.
"'Declare Nellie and J.P. are just perfect together'?"
"That was another contender for the free square," I said.
Anne-Marie glanced up at me, then back down at the scorecard before bursting out laughing.
"So what did the winner get?"
"Nellie's my beer bitch for the rest of the night," Sydney said. "Plus she has to paint my toenails since we made a side bet."
"What was the side bet?"
"If you could go five minutes or longer without declaring me and J.P. are just perfect together," I grumbled. "I don't think your call with Remy should have counted but you were on the phone for seven minutes so Syd said she won."
"Well, as long as you are up, cherie," Anne-Marie said, draining her wine glass. "And may I just say that you and Jean-Paul are just perfect together."
"You need to stop letting her in my apartment," I said to Syd as they both started giggling.
Anne-Marie still lived in Montreal, but she made a point of visiting more often, especially now that J.P. lived just across the river from me. It didn't hurt that her boyfriend, Remy, was attending professional development workshops on the weekends so she could just tag along with him.
That day, though, Remy wasn't with her. She had driven down herself to go Christmas shopping the next day, and insisted that Sydney and I have a girl's night with her. We changed into our pyjamas and spent the evening eating pizza, talking, and drinking.
When I brought back a glass of wine for Anne-Marie and the beer for Sydney, along with some nail polish so I could do Sydney's toes, they were both just catching their breaths.
"Thank you, cherie," she said.
"I was up anyway," I replied.
"So back to my original statement. Why will you not come to Christmas with our family?" she asked.
"Because your brother and I have been together for a month," I repeated for the thirtieth time as I sat down in front of Sydney. "And because I'm not going to be in Montreal. I'm spending Christmas with my mom."
"But it would be so fun to have you there."
"I doubt your mom would think so."
"My mom quite likes you," Anne-Marie said brightly. "My dad does not, of course, but Mom does think you and Jean-Paul are a good match and she admires how forthright you are."
"She thinks I'm an outspoken bitch, you mean," I said.
"Well, yes," Anne-Marie replied. "But in a good way. She likes how strong you are."
"Sure she does."
"She does! The other day she was commenting on it because she feels that is the type of person Jean-Paul needs. Someone who can challenge him and match him." She tipped her wine glass towards me. "She was saying it to your father's girlfriend, as well."
"Seriously?" I said. "She said that to Kimberlee?"
"Mm-hmm. They were having tea together last Sunday, I think it was. She said Jean-Paul has never been serious about anyone because he... well."
"Well what?"
"I shouldn't say. I mean you are his girlfriend."
"Oh my God, Anne-Marie," I groaned. "Just tell me."
Sydney burst out laughing. "She's broken up with J.P. probably three times this week. It's unlikely anything you say will make it stick."
Anne-Marie giggled. "I just mean that we think he's never been particularly committed to anyone because too many women swoon over him. He likes that he has to chase you a bit."
"And here I thought he was with me for my stunning personality and good looks," I said, unscrewing the nail polish and starting on Sydney's pedicure.
"I think he said it's your ass he likes the most," Sydney said.
"Probably. I have a great ass."
"I don't understand something, though," Anne-Marie said idly. "If you insist on not spending Christmas in Montreal, why is J.P. not going with you to your mom's?"
"Because we have been together for a month," I repeated for the thirty-first time.
"He's sad about it, you know."
"Bullshit."
"No, he is," Sydney added.
"And how in the fuck would you know?"
"Because of the last time we were all hanging out. Remember? Reid asked when you two were going to your mom's so he knew when we had to check your mail for you and you said—"
"'We're not going to my mom's, I'm going to my mom's,'" I finished.
"Exactly. And for just a second, J.P. had this look on his face like he wanted to say something, but he didn't." She crossed her arms. "He would go with you if you asked him."
"I don't want him to," I muttered.
"Why not?" Anne-Marie asked.
"For the thirty-second time, because we've been together for a—"
"Bullshit," Syd said casually. "It's been way longer, and anyway, that doesn't matter. Your mom even asked why he wasn't coming. She wants to meet him."
"How do you even know this shit?" I asked incredulously.
"Um, I was here when you were on the phone with her," she said. "Neither of you has a particularly quiet voice, you know."
"So it is because you don't want him to go with you," Anne-Marie said, the corners of her mouth twisting up into a smirk that was reminiscent of her brother's. "Why not, cherie?"
"Thirty-three."
Sydney sighed. "But—"
"Enough," I said harshly. "Because I fucking said so, okay? I just... can we just drop it?"
There was a moment of tense silence.
"What do you think J.P.'s gonna get you for Christmas?" Sydney finally asked.
I stared at her toe for a moment, wiping a speck of polish off her skin.
"I don't know," I said. "I guess I should figure out what to get him."
"You haven't yet?" Anne-Marie said, gasping.
"Well, no. But whatever. I'll just get him a case of beer or something if I can't think of anything."
She looked scandalized and even Sydney's eyebrows were raised.
"What?" I asked.
"It's your first Christmas together!" Anne-Marie said. "You cannot just get him some throwaway gift! You want it to be meaningful, to be special."
"I already told him I don't want any meaningful, special shit," I said. "This is thirty-four times now, are you guys going for a record? It has been one month."
"No it hasn't," they said in unison.
"You're the only one who doesn't count the previous six months," Sydney said. "Literally everyone else says it's been way longer."
"Everyone else is not in this relationship," I said through clenched teeth.
"Still, you should get him something... you know, nice," she said. "It doesn't have to be, like, super significant or anything, just something a little heartfelt."
"Fine," I said. "I'll get him... I dunno. What should I get him?"
Sydney nodded towards Anne-Marie. "He's your brother. What kind of shit does he like?"
She shrugged. "Women, sports, alcohol, and driving my parents crazy, mainly."
"Thanks," I said. "Super helpful. I'll go out and get him some women for Christmas."
"Remy says the best present I ever gave him was a coupon book," she said. "It was sweet, the first few were nice ones because he opened it in front of his family, but then there were some... you know, dirtier things he could cash in on."
"Are you advocating me doing dirty things with your brother?"
"Of course I am," she said patiently. "That's how you'll eventually have children, and you can name one of them—"
"Oh my God, stop," I whined as they both giggled. "Stop making Syd laugh, she's smearing her nail polish."
"It's a good gift," Anne-Marie said. "I'm sure most of the things don't apply to you the way they did to Remy and me, but I had ones for things like one free blowjob."
"Does he usually pay you for blowjobs?" Sydney asked.
"No, but I don't particularly enjoy them," she said. "So it was more like one free blowjob where I wouldn't complain about it."
"Well that won't work," I mumbled, and Sydney lost it again.
"What about something else?" Anne-Marie said. "You can think of anything. A massage, if you want to be less sexual about it, or that he can tie you up or something, if you want to be kinky about it. Or maybe you let him do butt stuff if he's into that."
The room went quiet. I stared at Sydney's toes without responding to Anne-Marie.
"Are you silent because it seems weird to talk about this since I'm his sister, or because you've already let him put it in your ass and so that would also not make a good coupon?"
"Let him?" I said. "I usually ask him to."
Sydney nearly kicked me in the face as she keeled over. Tears were running down her face and I finally glanced towards Anne-Marie, who looked torn between amusement and revulsion.
"I think I may have finally gotten too many details about your sex life with him," she said.
When we finally calmed down, Sydney wiped her face and took a sip of beer.
"So I think the coupon book idea is off the table," she said. "What about if you got one of those boudoir photoshoots done and gave him the pictures?"
"Why?" I asked, frowning up at her.
"You could dress up in like, red lingerie or like a sexy Santa outfit or something."
"Seasonal boudoir photos?" I said flatly. "Why wouldn't I just buy myself the lingerie and then wear it around him?"
"For times you might not want to do that?" she said unhelpfully.
"Unlikely," I said. "He can tell me to get naked pretty much whenever."
"Well, sometimes you're not around each other."
"Then I'll send him nudes."
"These are like classy nudes."
"Do I look like the type of girl who takes classy nudes?" I asked.
"You are not very good at this," Anne-Marie said.
"I know!" A drop of nail polish went flying as I gestured at her. "That's the whole point! I'm not good at any of this. I'm not good at feelings or relationships or stupid Christmas presents."
"You're overthinking it," Sydney said.
"No, I'm not." I switched to her other foot and started on those nails. "You two are overthinking it. You're the ones who said I couldn't just get him a case of beer for Christmas."
"You can't," Anne-Marie said. "He will probably get you something sweet, and you will end up feeling bad because you just picked up a case of beer and called it a day."
"I told him not to get me—"
"How many times have you broken up with J.P.?" Sydney asked.
"Well, I—"
"And how many times has he listened to that?" she continued. "How many times have you told him not to say romantic things like he loves you, and how often does he actually listen?"
"Good point," I said. "I need to start being stricter with him."
"No!" she exclaimed. "You secretly love that shit."
"I do not."
"You can admit you like your boyfriend, you know," she said, trying to hide a smile.
I sighed, annoyed that they were starting to get in my head about things. They had a point, though. J.P. did kind of like all that romantic bullshit, and Iwould feel weird getting him something lame if he put a lot of thought into my present.
"You really think he's going to get me something like... whatever?"
"Probably," Anne-Marie said. "He asked Mom something about jewellery when he called her last week, and she very politely insisted it was a little too early for marriage, but he clarified he meant just, like, nice jewellery."
"No," I groaned. "I said no jewellery. Tell him I said no jewellery since he refuses to listen to me."
"Oh, I know!" Sydney said. "What about a key to your apartment?"
"If it's too early for jewellery, it's too early for that," said Anne-Marie.
"He already has a key to my apartment," I said at the same time.
"What?" both of them said in unison.
I looked from one to the other, bewildered. "What? He comes over all the time. It was just easier."
"So access to your home is acceptable, but jewellery isn't?" Sydney asked.
"It makes sense to me," I grumbled as I finished painting her last nail.
"Come shopping with me tomorrow," Anne-Marie said. "We will find something together, don't worry."
"Fine." I stood up suddenly, not looking at either of them. "Give me a sec, I have to go to the bathroom."
After washing my hands and putting the nail polish away, I took a breath, took my phone out of my pocket, and texted J.P.
What do you want for Christmas?
He responded just a few moments later.
Aren't you having a girls' night? Isn't it against the rules to text me?
Shut up. Just give me a couple of ideas before your sister drives me completely crazy.
Send nudes and I'll tell you. Ass, please.
I tried not to laugh as I tugged my pyjama bottoms down, snapping a quick selfie over my shoulder in the mirror.
Here you go, bastard. Now what do you want for Christmas?
I dunno. Butt stuff?
You're terrible. An actual idea. Please?
I waited impatiently for his response, long enough that I knew Anne-Marie and Sydney probably figured out what I was doing. When he finally responded, I rolled my eyes.
I really don't know, babe. Just ask Anne-Marie for an idea and agree with whatever she says.
That doesn't ACTUALLY help me know what to get you!
I'm sure whatever you pick will be perfect. Now, if you'll excuse me, I just got a super hot pic of this girl's ass and I need to play a little five-on-one since my girlfriend is busy partying with her friends. Ttyl babe.
Completely fucking useless. If he wasn't so funny, I would have been mad.
When I finally returned to the living room, Sydney looked worried.
"Are you okay?" she asked.
"Of course I am," I scoffed.
"If you say so."
I grabbed myself another beer and got her one at the same time. "I say so."
Sydney and Anne-Marie didn't know what my relationship with J.P. was like, not really. They didn't get it. Even though Sydney was my best friend and Anne-Marie was one of my oldest friends, neither of them understood how he and I made things work. We didn't have a normal relationship. A normal relationship wouldn't work for us.
The downside was that navigating normal-relationship things like meeting each other's family or office Christmas parties or even Christmas presents wasn't easy, and I didn't have anyone to ask for advice that would be truly helpful. I didn't want a gift that meant something. I wanted a gift, but not one that was supposed to be representative of this strange, ridiculous relationship we had.
No wonder people said they didn't want anything for Christmas in situations like this. I was happy to admit that I loved getting gifts. I loved giving them too, usually. Instead of enjoying myself and being excited for Christmas, I was stressing about what to give him and trying to figure out how to react when I opened whatever sentimental bullshit he decided to get me.
At least I wouldn't have to do it in front of anyone, though Sydney's words echoed in my head. She had to be exaggerating. J.P. didn't want to come to Christmas with my mom. Why would he? And why would I want him there? And what was that weird, shrivelled sort of feeling in the pit of my stomach since I refused to believe it was guilt or something?
After Sydney left that night and Anne-Marie was sleeping in my other room, I started Googling madly.
sentimental gifts for men
meaningful gifts that aren't too meaningful
romantic gifts that aren't cheesy
how to break up with your boyfriend right before christmas because you don't know what to get him
do men actually want ties for christmas
Most of the lists were the same. A nice watch, which J.P. already had tons of. A set of nice highball glasses, pint glasses, or shot glasses, which J.P. wouldn't use because he already had ones he liked. A beard grooming kit, especially useful for my clean-shaven boyfriend. A belt, a sweater, socks, a coupon book just like Anne-Marie's super-original idea.
"A shaving kit might work," I told Anne-Marie the next day. "Like, a nice one. With a fancy razor and good-smelling lotions and stuff?"
"That could work," she said, her voice just high-pitched enough to tell me that she thought it was a stupid idea, but was humouring me since I was at least trying.
Sydney came with us and was slightly better at hiding her reaction to my shaving kit idea. Still, it made me decide against it. Instead, I dejectedly looked through stores of items that didn't express the way I felt about him. Anne-Marie spent money left and right, but I already had gifts for everyone else.
"Just go with the shaving kit," Syd said when we were almost out of stores to look through. "He'll like it, Nell. I'm sure he will."
"Yeah," I said. "I guess."
I didn't get him the shaving kit, though. Just a few minutes later, I stopped in my tracks.
"What is it?" Sydney asked.
A strange feeling washed over me. Part of it was excitement because it was something that I thought he might like. Part of it was nerves, which was so uncharacteristic that I almost didn't recognize it for what it was.
The voice that came out of my mouth was almost shy and so unlike my voice I almost wanted to run away. I didn't; instead, I pointed.
"What about that?"
Anne-Marie looked, then glanced back at me with a smile.
"He'll love it."
**
J.P.'s dad had been devastated when J.P. left his firm to join one that, in his opinion, focused far too much on helping people and far too little on making money. In his mind, it was the kind of firm that wasn't sustainable. At the only dinner I'd had with his family since we started dating, they had argued about it.
"They take on too much pro bono work," Mr. Marchand had said.
"They're the biggest firm in Gatineau," J.P. responded. "They're doing just fine, Dad."
"And you think you can make a full career there, eh?" Mr. Marchand shot back. "It's up or out, J.P. What are you going to do if you don't make it up?"



"The same thing I would have done with your firm," J.P. said, looking steadily at his father.
"The chances of you not moving up the chain at my firm were very, very slim," Mr. Marchand said through clenched teeth.
"Yeah, I know," J.P. replied. "But I'm damn good at what I do, and I don't need to have a career handed to me. I can earn it just fine on my own."
"More potatoes, dear?" his mom had asked. "Or maybe just something more palatable than this conversation, considering we have a..." She paused, glancing at me sidelong as if she didn't know what to call me. "...a guest?"
Neither J.P. nor his father took note.
"I thought you'd be happy for me," J.P. said frankly. "Isn't this your whole thing, Dad? Self-made man, hard work for hard pay, making a name for yourself? You want to just hand me your firm without any proof that I could even manage it?"
"I think it's less about my 'thing,' as you call it, and more about you listening to influences who know absolutely nothing about the legal profession," his dad said.
I took a huge bite of potatoes, ignoring Mr. Marchand as he glanced meaningfully at me. It was only when the table fell silent and I could feel more than one set of eyes watching me that I looked up at him.
"Don 'ook ah me." I swallowed the mouthful of potatoes. "All I said was he should make a difference if he wanted to make a difference."
J.P. snorted and Mr. Marchand sighed, shaking his head as he took another bite of his dinner.
"Long term, I don't see this firm surviving," Mr. Marchand said. "You may not get a chance at 'up' if everyone is going to end up 'out.'"
"The firm will be fine," J.P. said again.
"You will make far less money than you should there."
"Money isn't everything."
"Says my son, who has never had to worry or want for anything."
J.P.'s face was stony as he opened his mouth to respond, but I beat him to it.
"It's okay, babe," I said flippantly. "I'll take care of us. You can be my trophy... whatever."
"Jesus Christ," muttered Mr. Marchand as J.P. started laughing.
I replayed that conversation in my head as J.P. and I walked into the hotel ballroom that was hosting his firm's Christmas party. It was almost hilarious how wrong Mr. Marchand was.
If the Christmas party was any indication of the firm's success, they were doing just fine and would be for a long time. The room was a winter wonderland, dripping in glittered frost and jewelled ornaments. There was no official dinner being served; instead, food stations were set up around the room, offering everything from tacos to poutine to fancy cheese and crackers. Servers wandered the room with fancy hors d'oeuvres and glasses of wine.
Jazzy Christmas music played beneath the rumble of voices, and photographers roamed, taking keepsake photos of people at one of many photo ops around the room. A stage was set up along one wall, an empty DJ booth on one side and a band of four people playing on the other. In the center sat an empty chair covered in red velvet and lined with gold trim on a snowy backdrop.
"What do you think?" J.P. asked after taking my coat to the coat check.
"I wish you would've just let me wear the elf costume," I huffed.
"Babe, if it was up to me, you could wear that elf costume all the time," he said. "Your tits look fucking amazing in it."
"I know they do," I said. "Which is why I wanted to wear it the whole time."
"I told you, Danica sent it home just so we could try everything on. She's got it all set up in a spare room for us to change just before Santa's scheduled arrival."
"Yeah, but my tits looked great in it."
"Trust me, I know," he said. "But it would've looked weird for Santa's elf to be hanging out without Santa."
"Yeah, but—"
"And I want to introduce you to everyone," he said. "For some reason, I'm excited for them to meet you."
"Bad idea on your part," I said. "I'm horrible. At least if I was dressed up like an elf, you'd have something to blame my terrible behaviour on."
"I know," he said. "It's a hard sacrifice, but I'm madly in love with you and that screws with my decision-making skills."
"Sounds awful. We should probably break up. You know, to make sure you maintain those lawyerly decision-making skills."
He wrapped an arm around my shoulders and kissed me on the cheek. "Not a fucking chance. I'd rather be with you than be sane, which explains a lot, actually."
I laughed in spite of myself and felt J.P. smile against me.
"Besides," he whispered. "You look hot enough as is. These vultures are going to take one look at you and do their best to get you to unwrap your presents for them."
"Is that so?" I asked.
"Oh yeah," he teased. "If anyone asks you to participate in a candy cane sucking contest, remember that's not an official firm-sanctioned event."
"Damn," I said, pouting. "I'd kick ass at that. You know how fast I can suck down a candy cane."
"I don't think I've ever seen you eat a candy cane." His voice was barely a breath in my ear, but it sent shivers through my body. "But if it's anything like your cock-sucking abilities, I'd say you—"
"Jean-Paul!" said a voice from behind us.
"Louie!" J.P. turned, switching from the kind of person who was whispering wonderfully dirty things in my ear to the easy-going, business-like persona he adopted at work.
It astounded me how smoothly he slipped from one to the other. I was fairly proud of my ability to keep a straight face when saying things that would generally shock others, but J.P. was a master of it. As we turned, his devilish smirk became a sparkling smile, the corners of his eyes crinkling as he extended his hand confidently.
The man who took it would have made a far better Santa than J.P. did. It wasn't that he was particularly heavy-set or had a big white beard or anything; he looked to be in his fifties, at most, and though he was slightly balding, his hair was dark and he was otherwise clean-shaven. No, it was just the way his eyes twinkled, the slight redness that was on his nose, and the deep and friendly voice that floated over to us.
J.P. shook his hand firmly.
"So glad you could make it," the man said to him. "Danica was saying to me the other day that she hoped you wouldn't feel too uncomfortable since you've only been with the firm for six weeks, and you know what I said to her?"
"You know, I don't!" J.P. said, smiling.
"I said to her, 'Danica, you must be mistaken! Jean-Paul has worked for us for much longer than that.' And then you know, she goes and proves me wrong, but you know, at least this time she didn't make a wager on it first so I didn't have to give her another raise." Sparkling white teeth showed as he smiled, turning to me as if we were old friends. "It already feels like he's been part of the team for years. Excellent hiring decision, if I do say so myself. I should give myself a raise for that! You know, now there's an idea."
"You know it," I said, trying not to laugh.
J.P. smiled, squeezing my shoulder. "Well, Louie, something you don't know is my girlfriend, Nellie. Nellie, this is Louie LaCloche, one of the senior partners."
"Well, I already feel like I know you," Louie said, shaking my hand with a firm but gentle grip. "Talks about you all the time. And you know, now I know why. You two look lovely together and I can already tell you're smart as a whip. You have to be, with this one. Clever as a fox and too quick for his own good."
"Don't I know it!" I said brightly.
"Now, if I remember correctly, Nellie, you are..." Louie paused, thinking for a moment before snapping his fingers. "Student. Forensic science. About to graduate. Correct?"
I raised my eyebrows, nodding. "Every last detail. Does he talk about me that much or do you have one of those photographic memories?"
Louie tapped the side of his nose, an action that immediately made me like him, and smiled conspiratorially.
"You will make an excellent investigator, Nellie. That instinct mixed with an attention to detail will get you far. It's almost too bad you aren't a lawyer; that's a trait I'm always looking for."
"That's what I tell her all the time," J.P. said. "She'd make a great lawyer."
"Yes, but I'm lacking the natural ability to be a sleazebag," I said before I could stop myself.
Louie's eyes widened and his mouth dropped open. I almost cringed, almost clapped my hand to my mouth, almost heard my father's voice chastising me for being rude and improper.
"You are in a room full of lawyers, Eleanor," he would have said, his tone somewhere between condescending and exasperated. "Would it be so much to ask that you not insult an entire profession to your significant other's boss's face in the first two minutes that you've met him? Shameful. You know better."
This was why I hated these types of events. I took a shallow breath, bracing myself to apologize and put on my plastic smile for the rest of the night, then break up with J.P. again on the way home because Itold him I hated parties like this for a reason. I waited for the inevitable moment that he stiffened beside me, for his hand to tighten on my shoulder as a physical warning since admonishing me in front of his boss would make him look bad, but I could be certain that we wouldtalk about it later.
The first surprise was that J.P. didn't do any of that. The only movement I felt was the slight jostle of him holding in a laugh. The second surprise was that Louie grinned and clapped J.P. on the shoulder.
"I like her, Jean-Paul. She's a feisty one. You keep this one around. Lord knows you need a little extra help keeping your head at a manageable size."
J.P. clutched his chest dramatically. "Ouch, boss. So hurtful. And on this, the day of the office Christmas party?"
Louie opened his mouth to respond, but was cut off by a jingling of bells and a shrill, clanging voice.
"Louie, my love, are you being mean to poor J.P.?"
A garish red sequin dress glued to a woman approached us. The dress was fitted so perfectly to her body that it seemed she had it made like that on purpose, rather than it being an awful, horrible, tragic mistake. Peeking out prominently from beneath the faux-fur trim were two round, perky, entirely silicone breasts, and between the makeup and the fact that her face didn't seem to move in any sort of natural way, she had the air and expression of a particularly festive Barbie doll.
"It's not mean when he loves it so much!" Louie protested, laughing.
The woman pressed her gigantic plastic globes to his arm while she kissed him on the cheek, then turned her sights on J.P.
"Is my husband bothering you again, my dear?"
"Never, Carole," he said. "He knows he'd have to answer to you if he did."
"That is completely right," said Louie, looking at her adoringly before turning to me. "Nellie, my dear, this beautiful young lady is our part-time office manager and party planner extraordinaire, as well as my lovely wife, Carole."
"Oh, stop." Carole giggled and slapped Louie's arm, then extended her hand to me. "Nellie, so good to meet you. I hope you will take part in all the festivities we have planned! There will be prizes and a gingerbread-house-making contest, though that is mainly for the younger children, but I'm sure you would enjoy it as well!"
Was she calling me a child?
"Maybe after Santa's big visit," I said evenly.
"Of course," she replied. "You must be so excited to take your turn telling him your Christmas list!"
She was calling me a child! If she wasn't such a bitch, it would have been hilarious.
"So excited," I said. "J.P. and I have been practicing at home. I've almost got the hang of it now. Turns out if you sit on his knee and keep your legs closed instead of on his—"
"Anyway," J.P. said, his eyes sparkling. "She means she's helping Santa out with his presents."
"Right," I said. "You know, because of the whole Christmas Clause thing."
"Ah, she knows," Louie said, grinning.
The corners of Carole's mouth moved slightly up, which I took to mean she was smiling.
"My mistake, dear. Though..." She frowned, turning to Louie. "You know, the children may think she's too young-looking to be convincing. Perhaps I should help our special guest instead? Then Nellie can relax and enjoy the party."
"Thanks, Carole, but Nellie's looking forward to it," J.P. said firmly. "The most difficult part of her day has been waiting to put the elf costu—uh, I mean, uniform—back on."
"Of course." She smiled tightly at me. "It's something of a tradition to have one's partner play the elf, but I did for a number of years. I quite enjoyed it, you know."
I had a feeling I knew exactly what she enjoyed about being the elf, but managed to keep that remark to myself.
"I hope you're not too disappointed," I said innocently. "I would hate to see you have a blue Christmas."
"Oh, it won't be too blue," she said airly. "As long as Santa comes, I'm happy."
J.P. was fighting not to laugh as Louie raised an eyebrow at his wife.
"Well, we should mingle for a bit before the special guest arrives," he said. "Nellie, my dear, you are incredibly enchanting."
"Thanks," I said. "Nice to meet you."
"I'm sure we'll see you around this evening," Carole said. "There are so many festive events to take part in! After Santa leaves there will be a dance, of course, but there will also be a Christmas carol game and a hot chocolate bar and a candy-cane-eating contest—"
"Really?" J.P. said, surprised.
"I love sucking candy canes!" I exclaimed.
"I just bet you do," Carole said.
We finally managed to pull ourselves away, walking quickly towards the bar as I heard Carole's squealing voice greeting some other unlucky bastard.
"Wow," I muttered out of the corner of my mouth. "She's something else."
"Right?" J.P. said quietly.
"Is Carole always like that?"
"Not quite so intensely, but you know how people get at office Christmas parties."
"Why did she say I was a child?" I grumbled. "That's so annoying."
He held my arm a little tighter. "Babe, she's trying to get into your head. Don't tell me you're letting her."
"Of course not," I said, but I could feel a blush creeping up my cheeks. "You know she wants to fuck you, right?"
"Oh, absolutely," he said. "And not a chance in hell."
"I mean, if you want to—"
"God no. Why would you even—"
"I don't know," I said hurriedly. "I just meant, like... I dunno. Maybe you're into that."
"I'm into you," he said firmly. "Even if she was... well. She's my boss's wife. I'm not trading you in for the refurbished model and getting my ass fired at the same time."
I hated that I was feeling insecure, and hated even more that what he said was actually comforting me. Still, it did, and I squeezed J.P.'s hand.
"Watch your mouth or you'll get yourself on the naughty list," I said.
"I figured I might as well try to," he said. "Since you're already on there. Save Santa the trip, you know?"
"Me?" I said. "Why am I on the naughty list?"
He raised his eyebrows. "Really? How about the time you—"
"Shut up."
His eyes were sparkling as he laughed and he let go of my arm, his hand sliding to the small of my back. "Anyway, that is not what's getting me on the naughty list."
I braced myself and he grinned.
"Something wrong, babe?"
"You're going to grab my ass," I said. "I know you."
He blinked innocently. "You think I'd do that?"
"You damn well better."
The devilish glint in his eye told me he was about to, but we were interrupted yet again.
"Hi, J.P.!" said a sing-songy voice.
"Fuck," he muttered.
"What?" I asked quietly.
He grimaced just slightly. "I was hoping we could avoid the Dupli-Kates."
Before I could ask for clarification, he turned around with a cheerful expression replacing his grimace. "Hi, ladies!"
A set of women strolled up to him. They all wore fitted dresses, one in blue, one in green, and one in silver. All three had blonde hair with highlights, curled to perfection and resting prettily on their shoulders. Red lipstick was impeccably applied, pushup bras were displaying the goods prominently, and aside from a slight height difference, all of them seemed completely interchangeable.
"Hey," said the one in the blue dress, smiling like she'd just said the most interesting thing in the world.
"Merry Christmas, J.P.," said the one in the green dress. "I'm so happy you're here!"
"Me too," said the one wearing silver in the same sing-song voice that had called out in the first place.
"Merry Christmas to you as well." J.P. put his hand on the small of my back, bringing me forward just slightly. "This is my girlfriend, Nellie.
"Oh," said the one in blue. "Hi."
"Hi," I said awkwardly.
"Uh, babe, this is Kate, Caitlyn, and Katie." J.P. motioned at each woman as he said her name, and I nodded before immediately forgetting which one was which and deciding they were all named Kate. "They're part of our team of legal assistants."
"It's so nice to meet you," Silver Kate said, her false eyelashes grazing her cheeks as she blinked at me. "J.P. has told us about you so many times."
"Constantly," said Blue Kate in a nasally voice. "You have one heck of a nice boyfriend there."
"How much did he pay you to say that about him?" I asked.
Blue Kate and Green Kate's painted mouths dropped open as J.P. struggled to hold in a laugh.
"I promised them each a drink if they'd talk me up to you," he said, winking at the girls. "Why don't you stay here and listen to all the amazing things they have to say about me while I grab those drinks?"
The bastard didn't even give me a chance to reply before he was turning and striding across the room.
"But it's an open bar," Green Kate said blankly.
Silver Kate rolled her eyes but put a practiced smile on her otherwise-annoyed face.
"So, Nellie," she said in a friendly tone that was about as real as her eyelashes. "It's so nice to finally meet you. What do you do for a living?"
"I'm a student," I said.
"Oh, I didn't realize you were still in school," she said.
"How did you and J.P. meet?" asked Green Kate. "Since you're still a student and he's, um, a lawyer?"
"We were next-door neighbours growing up," I said.
"Ohmigod and you fell in love, that's so sweet," said Blue Kate.
"Um... sure," I said.
"Aw, J.P. and the girl next door," said Silver Kate. "Well, I hope you two are just so happy together. It's so cute."
"So cute," echoed the other two.
"You're so lucky," said Blue Kate. "J.P. is such a nice guy."
I snorted. "You don't know him that well, do you?"
Their mouths dropped open in unison and they stared blankly at me. I chuckled awkwardly, taking a half-step back without thinking.
"I mean, sure," I said. "He's nice enough, I guess. I just wouldn't say that's his defining personality trait, you know?"
"What would you say it is?" Green Kate asked.
"His, um... humour?"
"He is really funny," Blue Kate said. "But like, I can't believe you'd say he's mean. That's your boyfriend."
"I didn't say..." I stopped, taking a breath. "We make fun of each other. It's just our thing."
"That's... different," said Silver Kate. "I thought maybe you were upset about Danica."
"Why would I be upset about Danica?"
Silver Kate and Blue Kate exchanged a look, then all three of them glanced across the room. I followed their gaze to see J.P. throwing his head back and laughing at something a woman was saying. Even without the Dupli-Kates trying to stir shit up, I would have known who she was. J.P. had told me eight million times how hot his coworker Danica was, and I had to admit he hadn't been exaggerating; she was the hottest person in the room.
Well, except me, of course.



She was tall and leggy, with a slim frame and perfect curves. Her hair was long and dark and she had a smile that could have melted ice. She was flashing it at J.P. as they talked, and I watched as he shook his head and laughed again.
"Don't be too upset," said Silver Kate. "I think he and Danica just like, really like each other?"
"Like friends," Green Kate said hurriedly. "Not like, like-like."
"They're like, best friends," Blue Kate said. "They hang out with each other all the time at work. It's crazy how they just like, click, you know?"
"I'm surprised you haven't met her," Silver Kate said. "I mean, just with how close they are, I would have thought he would have, like, introduced you at some point."
"You don't think..." Blue Kate said, then trailed off as she glanced at me.
"Of course not," said Silver Kate unconvincingly.
I rolled my eyes. "I'm not upset about Danica. In fact, you're right. It's weird that I haven't met her. I'm going to go introduce myself."
"Oh, we'll come!" said Green Kate brightly. "That way J.P. doesn't have to carry our drinks over to us."
"Yes, because it would be so terrible to have J.P. come over and bring us drinks," Blue Kate mumbled.
I ignored them and started across the hall. Before I was even halfway there, Danica excused herself and J.P. glanced in my direction. He tried to hide the grin on his face as he saw the matching set of legal assistants trailing behind me.
"Just the person I wanted to see," he said as I approached.
"I thought I'd come over and say hello to Danica," I said. "Since I haven't met her."
"She had to run and grab the guy who's dealing with the sleigh," he said. "But we'll go meet her in a few minutes since it's just about time for the special guest to arrive."
"The special guest?" Green Kate asked, inserting herself in the conversation.
Silver Kate rolled her eyes. "Stupid, don't you remember the Christmas Clause? J.P. is the newest employee."
"I guess we'll have to sit on your lap, J.P.," giggled Blue Kate.
"Lucky me," J.P. said with one of his charming smiles, and I swear the girls nearly swooned. "You'll have to excuse me for a moment, ladies, I need to go get ready."
"See you later, J.P.," Silver Kate said in her flirty sing-song voice.
"Looking forward to it," he replied, and the chorus of giggles followed us as we walked away.
"Does everyone at your firm want to fuck you?" I asked as soon as they were out of earshot.
"Probably," he said. "I mean, have you seen me? I'm hot as hell."
"And so modest."
"Not at all. How could I possibly be modest, considering how fucking sexy you think I am?"
"Oh I do, do I?"
He squeezed my hand. "What's wrong?"
"Nothing. You just ditched me with those three."
He nudged me lightly. "Don't be mad."
"I'm not mad."
He thought for a moment. "Don't be jealous?"
"Right," I snorted. "Like I'd be jealous."
"Are you?"
His tone was more serious than I wanted it to be. He wasn't joking or judging me; instead, he was concerned. He was actually concerned that I'd be jealous of those dumb ditzy blondes that looked good in their stupid fitted dresses and had visions of J.P.'s sugar plums dancing in their heads where their brains were supposed to be.
"Of course not," I said.
"You know I wouldn't... right?" he asked quietly. "I know we joke around, babe, but if it bothers you—"
"It doesn't bother me," I said. "I'm not jealous, J.P. I'm just not enjoying the constant negging from your coworkers. I've met five people and four of them have treated me like crap. I don't give a shit if they flirt with you, that's your problem. I'm annoyed that they're trying to make me feel shitty while they're doing it."
He was silent for a moment before squeezing my hand.
"All right, I get it. But I'm just going to say this for the record, there's only one woman in this room I want to fuck. And I'm going to later, by the Christmas tree in her apartment, until she's screaming my name and digging her fingernails into my back."
"Sounds hot. Will you be coming by my place after or...?"
He laughed, then stopped walking suddenly and turned so he was facing me. Confused, I looked up at him. It was surreal how eyes so blue could seem so dark when they took on that wicked look, and practically criminal how that look could send shivers down my spine.
His teeth grazed his lip, then his hand was sliding along my waist and pulling me towards him. The way he kissed me was completely inappropriate for the surroundings; there was absolutely no reason for his hand to creep up my ribs the way it did, or his teeth to nip at my bottom lip. It was a heated kiss and my body warmed up to it instantly, my skin tingling and my nerves slowly waking up, preparing for a lot more than just a kiss. That kiss left no question: J.P. had eyes for one woman in this room, and it was me.
I hated how good that made me feel.
I was half expecting his tongue to end up in my mouth when he pulled away, smirking as I drew in a shaky breath.
"What was that for?" I asked.
J.P. glanced up before looking back at me. "Mistletoe."
Sure enough, when I looked up, there was a sprig of mistletoe hanging from a clear line just over our heads. I hadn't noticed earlier, but now that I was looking, I could see them scattered throughout the room.
"Convenient," I said, then looked back at J.P. "How long before Carole catches you under one of them?"
"Yeah, right," he said. "No way am I letting that happen."
"Are you sure?" I asked innocently, reaching forward to adjust his tie, which was sitting slightly askew. "A kiss from you would probably make her whole year."
J.P. rolled his eyes. "Come on. Let's go find Danica."
"Oh, yes please," I said. "She is super hot."
"Coworkers are off-limits for threesomes," he reminded me.
"Can't we make an exception?"
"Not even a little bit."
She was in the hallway just outside the ballroom, striding confidently towards us before she stopped in her tracks.
"There you are," she said. Her voice was quiet and deeper than I expected, but almost musical. "It's almost time for our special guest to arrive."
"Perfect," he said. "Have you met my girlfriend, Nellie?"
Danica shook her head and extended her hand. "I've heard a lot about you, though. And I'm super glad you smartened up and decided to date him."
Her blunt statement surprised me for all of two seconds before I grinned.
"I've heard a lot about you, too," I said.
"Really?" she said, looking pleasantly surprised.
Her smile was sweet and genuine. I knew that Danica was one of J.P.'s closest friends at work and that they had lunch together nearly every day. I also knew she'd been one of the first people he'd met when he started at the firm and that she made sure he was introduced to everyone and was fitting in. She came across as an empathetic type, the kind who looked after everyone and made sure everyone felt welcome. Although I was at the end of the spectrum that was more crass and derisive than it was empathetic and open, I immediately liked her.
We followed her to a small conference room nearby. She glanced around before opening the door, then ushered us in.
"I have to thank you, Nellie," she said after the door was closed. "I don't know if J.P. told you why, but it helps keep things, um... calmer when Carole doesn't end up as the elf."
I raised my eyebrows. "He didn't, but now someone better tell me the whole story."
"You can probably guess," she said. "I mean, she probably wants to fuck J.P."
"Obviously," J.P. and I said at the same time.
"Well, don't be too flattered by it," Danica said. "One, she wants to fuck everyone who isn't Louie; you're just the newest flavour. Two, as long as you don't fuck Carole, there's no problem."
"Ouch," J.P. said. "You could flatter me a little, you know."
"Like you need more flattery," I said, and Danica snickered.
"Wait," J.P. said, frowning. "So if I'm not the only one she's been like this with, what does Louie—"
"He knows," she said. "There's always been kind of a rumour that he's into it, but the ones who do end up sleeping with Carole don't last at the firm. I think he just has to save face professionally."
"People have actually slept with her?" I asked.
Danica nodded.
"Look, Carole is Christmas crazy. Like, crazy-crazy. She has a particular interest in the Santa outfit, which is why the elf thing was put into the contract. Something about the suit gets her hot and bothered so she ends paying special attention to Santa's, um, sack of goodies."
"Oh, jeez," muttered J.P.
"You'll be fine," Danica said. "You already put up with Carole as it is. It's not like she gets grabby or anything. She still has to maintain the illusion that she's not trying to hook up with everyone who walks past her."
She left a few minutes later after giving us some general instructions, promising to be back in ten minutes to lead us into the hall. As the door closed, J.P. turned to me.
"Has anyone ever told you you're the perfect woman?"
I looked at him suspiciously. "Why?"
He grinned, pulling me in for a kiss.
"Mostly because of your great ass." His lips brushed against mine. "And because you're here putting up with Crazy Carole. And because you think it's funny instead of getting on my case about it."
I laughed, wrapping my arms around his waist as he cradled my face with strong, warm hands. "I don't want to get on your case about things. You're a grown-ass man, figure it out yourself."
"I'm serious, babe," he said. "You are the best girlfriend in the entire world. In the entire universe."
"Gross," I said, kissing him. "Stop being so romantic. It's cheesy and weird."
"Too bad. I'm feeling a little cheesy right now." He kissed me again, leaving me breathless in a way that I loved to hate. "Come on. Let's get ready."
I undressed and wriggled my way into the almost-too-tight elf costume as J.P. started on the Santa suit. The problem was the elf costume was fitted along the top and not made of a particularly stretchy material, so it clung to my curves like a second skin. The skirt part was a little better, since it flowed out from the waist, and there was a cape that I could wrap around my shoulders to preserve a bit of modesty. Of course, I hadn't worn the cape when I tried it on at my apartment, but I figured it would probably be best to put it on for the party. Somewhat sadly, I covered my tits, which did look exceptionally great.
When I turned around, J.P. was in his boxers and undershirt. He was fiddling with something that looked like the bastard child of a halter top and a pillow: there was a hole for his head and the pillow part hung down in front of him, then tied around his back to stay in place. I tried not to giggle as he bent his arms behind his back in an attempt to secure the ties.
"Just laugh, I can hear you trying not to," he said, chuckling.
I snorted and stepped forward. "Need a hand?"
"Please."
I stepped behind him, tightening the ties, then patted his ass when I was done. Together, we got the large plush pants up, since he wasn't used to moving with the belly on, and brought the suspenders over his shoulders. I helped him into his jacket, then secured the ties on the beard behind his neck.
"Looks like the reindeer aren't the only thing getting harnessed tonight," I said casually as I knotted the strings and tucked them into the jacket so they wouldn't show.
J.P.'s voice was slightly muffled behind the beard, with a thread of humour twisted beneath the husky tone. "You like that, babe? Tying me up?"
"More than I thought I would," I admitted. "Maybe that's what I should have asked for from Santa."
"What, bondage ropes and a willing participant?" he asked, turning around.
I picked up the hat from the box, putting it on his head and tucking stray blond hairs beneath the fur trim. There was a set of gold wire glasses in the box too, and I handed those to J.P.
"You wouldn't want me to tie you up?" I asked.
"I didn't say that." He cleared his throat. "And I'm also not going to think about it right now when we're about to go out and be Santa and his elf in front of my entire company." He stepped back after putting the glasses on and held his arms out. "How do I look?"
The bells on my hat rang as I tried not to giggle, but J.P. started laughing, which got me going until we were both gasping for breath.
"That bad, eh?" he asked, glancing around to find a mirror.
I watched as he crossed the room to the mirror on the other wall, my eyes trailing over the velvety red fabric and fur trim.
"It's not that bad," I said. "I can kinda see where Carole's coming from."
"Oh God, not you too," he said. "Is a Santa fetish that common?"
I shrugged, watching as he adjusted his jacket in the mirror. The bells on my hat jingled and he glanced over his shoulder.
"I like those bells. They tell me what you're up to."
"Yeah?" I said, shaking my head so they rang. "Spying on me already? It's only been a month."
"It's been a bit more than a month," he said, fixing his beard. "Did you decide on an elf name yet?"
"I guess I should."
"How about Jingle Bells?"
"On account of the jingling bells?"
He turned away from the mirror, grinning in a way that was completely inappropriate for Santa.
"No, more 'cause you look like you go all the way."
I groaned. "You're horrible."
When he finally finished laughing, he held out his arms again.
"But really, what's the verdict?"
I let him watch my eyes flick up and down. "You clean up pretty good."
"This is cleaned up?"
"Yeah. You look less like a sleazy lawyer and more like a guy who's going to break into my house and eat my cookies."
"The bowl-full-of-jelly-belly isn't a turn-off?"
I shook my head, grinning. "I kinda like you with some meat on your bones."
"Oh thank God," he said. "Now I can stop working out."
I didn't have a chance to keep teasing him before there was a knock at the door. It opened before either of us went to answer it and Danica poked her head in.
"Can I come in?"
"Yep, we're decent," I said.
"I don't think you've ever been decent," J.P. said. "I would know. I checked my list twice."
Danica raised her eyebrows. "Is this what we have to look forward to? An entire evening of Christmas puns?"
"Aw, where's your Christmas spirit?" he asked, deepening his voice. "Little Miss Danica, have you been a good girl this year?"
"It's my first year of being a good girl," she said. "It was boring and I hated it."
"See? Nice list is overrated," I said. "Come on, Santa. Let's get this party started."
"Hold up. Let me make sure we're ready. Sack of toys?"
"Check," said J.P., holding the bag up.
"Glasses?"
"Yep."
"Nellie, you have your cape and hat, right?"
"Sure do," I said.
"Did you pick an elf name?" Danica asked me.
"Yep," I said, glancing at J.P. and smiling innocently. "Jingle Bells."
**
J.P. was way too into being Santa.
Like, way too into it.
We entered the hall in a sleigh. An actual sleigh. And not just some cheaply made sleigh that someone built in their garage or something. No, this sleigh was like the hot rod of sleighs. The wood was polished, gleaming under the soft lights of the ballroom, and decorative gold patterns were raised from the red-painted wood. J.P. and I sat on a plush red bench that was nicer than the couch I had at home, and that couch was pretty decent. The thing was trimmed with shiny gold accents and glowing lights. It slid into the ballroom effortlessly, hidden wheels moving smoothly along the floor as Danica and another person pushed it along.
I mean, that was a downside. It wasn't pulled by a real reindeer. I'm sure it had something to do with the hotel not wanting live animals indoors, but who goes that far out and then doesn't even bother using a reindeer to pull the sleigh?
However, I seemed to be in the minority when it came to thinking the sleigh was slightly less impressive without at least one reindeer. The people who mattered—also known as the children who were attending the party—were completely floored by Santa's arrival.
And J.P. ate up every second of it.
More than once in the days leading up to the party, he'd teased me for my passion about getting to be an elf. He had bitched and moaned multiple times about having to be Santa, and yet there he was, embodying that jolly old elf like he was next in line to take over the North Pole.
I was never going to let him live it down.
He grinned and waved and ho-ho-hoed the entire time we were being pushed towards the stage. I'd never heard his voice boom like that, never heard his laugh take on that kind of depth and richness. It flowed out of the sleigh like water, washing over the people at the party and creating a sense of magic that twisted around us.
The children at the party stared at the sleigh, their eyes flashing from excitement to amazement to awe. I waved at the kids, knowing they weren't looking at me, and not minding in the slightest. Somehow, even I was convinced that the man sitting next to me was Santa, and I'd helped him tie his fake beard to his head.
"Is it really Santa?" I heard one girl ask as we slid by.
"Yes, baby," said her mom. "He made a special trip to see you. See, he even brought an elf!"
I watched the belief in her eyes shine as she looked at us and felt a surge of something in my heart, some pulse of joy at her childish wonder. For a moment—just a moment, a very, very short, brief moment—I let myself enjoy the cliché of it all, watching the innocent fascination of the kids in the room as they chattered excitedly and waved back at us.
The sleigh stopped just next to the stage. Neither J.P. nor I moved for a moment, then he glanced over at me.
"You're supposed to help me out of the sleigh," he muttered.
"Me?" I said. "Why?"
"Well, Jingle Bells, because you're my elf and I'll never get another opportunity in my life to have you wait on me hand and foot."
He had that Santa-like twinkle in his eye, but I would be the only one to know there was a shit-eating grin hidden behind his beard.
Well, he asked for it.
I scooted out of the sleigh and scurried around to the other side to help him, kneeling beside the sleigh and reaching up.
"The hell are you doing?" he snickered.
"Helping you out, Santa!" I said in my squeakiest voice. "Or do you want me to pretend to be your step again?"
His next laugh was more J.P.-sounding than it was Santa-sounding, but he recovered quickly.
"Now, now, Jingle Bells," he said. "We've talked about this. Santa is a strong, independent jolly old elf who just wants to make sure he doesn't trip and fall on his heavily-padded behind right before Christmas!"
"But you said I was most helpful on my knees, Santa!" I said just loud enough that Danica nearly shrieked with laughter from behind us.
"Now, now, Jingle Bells," he said again, but I could see his face turning red beneath the beard.
I figured that made us even and stood up, blinking innocently at him as I took his hand to lead him out of the sleigh.
"Definitely on the naughty list," he said quietly, though I could hear him struggling to hold back laughter.
"Is that the same as your to-do list?" I whispered back.
He didn't have time to respond before sitting in the big chair on stage, and we were suddenly so busy that we barely had time to even look at each other. I was responsible for keeping the kids entertained, bringing them over to Santa when he was ready, and making sure the magical bag of toys had the correct gifts in it.
It was hectic. It was magical. It was stressful and it was inspiring. I knew it would be fun, but I didn't think I'd genuinely enjoy it as much as I did. Watching the kids as they approached J.P., seeing the corners of his eyes crinkle as they sat on the chair with him, hearing him answer their questions and listen to their stories... it was more fun than it had any right to be.



He was good with the kids. I tried not to like that so much, but it was impossible. J.P. was handsome, he was well-off, he was good at everything he did, and was incredibly charismatic. Playing Santa was just another thing he could check off his list of things he did well. God knew I made fun of him for all of those other things, but I couldn't bring myself to be annoyed at how good he was with the kids.
It was easy to see why the kids loved him. He interacted with them effortlessly, joked with them, listened to them, and had them smiling and laughing in all their photos. More than one parent declared the pictures to be the best Santa pictures they'd had in years.
"Of course they are," he whispered when we had a short break between kids. "I automatically improve any photo."
"Especially when your entire face is covered by a gigantic white beard," I replied. "That's probably the best part of this outfit. You're almost not hideous anymore."
"Tsk, tsk, Jingle Bells," he scolded in his Santa voice. "Santa's not going to let you sit on the North Pole anymore if you keep saying such naughty things."
I started laughing so hard, I couldn't think of a response. It wouldn't have mattered if I had; my hat was jingling so loudly that people were starting to stare. Luckily, the next family was ready.
"Hiya!" I said, still giggling. "I'm Jingle Bells. What's your name?"
A little girl looked up at me with sparkling eyes. "Angelique."
"Angelique!" I repeated enthusiastically. "Are you ready to meet Santa?"
She nodded eagerly. I stretched my hand out, she took it, and I led her over to see Santa himself.
"Ho-ho-ho," bellowed J.P. "Who do we have here?"
"This is Angelique, Mr. Claus," I said brightly.
"Angelique!" he boomed. "Well now, I know I don't even need to check my list to know you were good; I checked it twice already. I remember that it was very clear, Angelique has been good this year!"
Angelique giggled as I helped her sit with J.P. and my heart melted. I didn't know if I wanted kids of my own; that kind of thing was far in my future. If I did, though... well. It felt weird to think about J.P. like that. We'd only been together for a month.
Still... it was hard not to think about that kind of thing, and hard not to feel just a little bit of yearning. It drove me crazy, it made me feel like a walking stereotype... yet something in my heart fluttered and ached as I watched J.P. make Christmas magical for those kids.
There weren't very many families left to see Santa, and most had already started leaving after getting their Santa photo. I liked the way the Christmas party was scheduled; the family-friendly part of the event had a set end-time, and that was when the kids all had to be gone. Some left with their parents and others had babysitters or family members come pick them up. It was a nice way of doing it; the families still got to attend the company Christmas party, and the rest of us got to take advantage of the open bar without worrying about scarring some kid for life.
The last child in line was about four years old. He was a skinny thing with bulging eyes behind glasses that were too thick for a little boy. A mop of curly brown hair fell across his forehead and he clutched his mom's hand, fidgeting as he warily regarded J.P. from a distance.
"Howdy!" I said as I went up to him. "I'm Jingle Bells the elf. What's your name?"
He looked up at me, hesitating before answering in a soft, slight lisp. "Logan Fredricksson, miss."
"Nice to meet ya, Logan," I said cheerfully. "Are you excited to see Santa?"
"No, but my mom says I have to."
"Logan!" the woman chided gently. "We just want to get a nice Christmas photo."
He looked nervously at J.P. again, then up at me.
"Well, I promise Santa is very friendly," I said. "And I know he's got some presents in his bag."
Logan nodded, but the expression on his face didn't change.
"Why don't you want to see Santa, honey?" his mom asked.
"I don't like that beard," Logan stated matter-of-factly. "It's gross and ticklish. And last time I saw Santa he smelled like those weird bowls on Grandma's coffee table."
"Weird bowls?" his mom said. "Oh! The... the a-ashtrays."
"Well, I understand," I said earnestly. "That doesn't sound very nice. But if you want, you can sit beside Santa so you can't feel his beard. And I promise Santa does not smell like anything your grandma owns."
"How do you know?" he asked suspiciously.
What was I supposed to say? I knew for a fact that J.P. always smelled delicious? That I had an up-close-and-personal experience with the fact that he didn't smell like an ashtray?
"I'm an elf!" I said. "I have super-smell. It's one of our lesser-known magical gifts, you know."
Logan still didn't seem convinced. "What does he smell like?"
"Uh..." I thought for a moment, trying to figure out how to describe J.P.'s cologne. "Kinda like trees? I think?"
I mean, he probably smelled more like sweat than anything else at that point, but what was I supposed to say?
Logan was hesitant to let go of his mom's hand, so she walked him over to J.P. once he was ready.
"Ho-ho-ho!" J.P.'s Santa voice was softer than it had been with the other children as he saw the terror on little Logan's face. "Merry Christmas, my friend!"
"Mr. Claus, this is Logan," I said.
"It is very nice to see you, Logan," J.P. said. "You were very good this year, I remember seeing that on my list."
Logan was standing beside J.P., his eyes wide. His mom had inched away and the photographer was standing at the ready, some deep-seated instinct telling her that this kid would freak out at any moment.
"Why don't you sit with Santa, honey?" his mom asked.
"I can help you get on the chair if you'd like," I said.
He glanced at me, then at J.P., then back at me and nodded. Carefully, I lifted the small boy so he could sit beside J.P.—he hadn't said he wouldn't sit on Santa's lap, but I figured there was no way in hell the kid would want to—and helped him sit on the edge of the large chair.
Logan looked at J.P., who smiled. He looked back at me, still standing nearby, and I tried to smile encouragingly. He looked back at J.P.
"Do you know what you want for Christmas, Logan?" J.P. asked.
Behind those thick glasses, Logan's eyes began to crinkle. I looked urgently at the photographer, mouthing "Take the picture!" The camera clicked, the flash went off, and Logan started wailing.
If Logan's mom had been looking for a nice photo with Santa, she didn't get it. What she got was, in my opinion, ten times better. I was standing at the edge of the photo, eyes wide and mouth half-open as I looked at the camera. J.P.'s eyebrows were raised and he had a half-smile on his face, the amusement clear. Logan's mouth was wide open, his eyes were slammed shut, and if it had been up to me, I would have photoshopped cartoon tears arching out of his eyes. It was hilarious.
Well, looking back, it was hilarious. At the time, not so much.
Logan stretched his arms out towards me, which I took to mean he wanted to get off the chair. I was not expecting him to immediately wrap his arms around my neck and bury his face on my shoulder. After steadying myself so I didn't fall forward, I grimaced as his entire body weight seemed to hang off my neck. For a skinny kid, he sure felt a lot heavier than I'd thought.
"It's okay, bud," I said, stepping away from the chair. "Don't worry. You did good! And you still get a present!"
Logan pulled his face away from my shoulder. Well, he pulled most of his face away. A long, drawn-out string of goopy snot stretched from the cape of the elf costume to his nose as he pulled away.
It took everything in me not to gag. Any yearning feelings I'd had towards wanting kids evaporated instantly as I looked at his scrunched and reddened face, his cheeks wet with tears and snot and probably also saliva.
"I do?" he asked. "But I wasn't good!"
"Yes, you were," I said. "It's okay to be scared. That doesn't make you bad."
He looked like I'd just revealed the meaning of life to him, which was ridiculous because I hadn't said anything close to forty-two. Logan's mom chose that moment to finally rush back up and I turned to pass the snivelling child back to her.
"It's okay, baby," she said comfortingly as she reached for him.
Logan let go of my neck, but grabbed the cape instead of reaching for his mom. He wiped his entire face on it, leaving a glob of boogers near my shoulder, then went to his mom.
"I'm so sorry," she whispered to me, grimacing as she looked at the cape.
I swallowed hard, fighting back a wave of nausea.
"Merry Christmas," I said, hoping the disgust wasn't as evident as it felt.
"Good news!" Danica said as they walked away. "You guys get to take a fifteen-minute break while the last of the families leave for the night, and then you just need to come back to do photos for whatever employees want to do Santa photos."
I nodded, not trusting myself to speak until Danica had led both me and J.P. to the hallway and back to the conference room. She hadn't even closed the door before I was retching and gingerly trying to untie the cape while J.P. nearly choked laughing.
"Fuck off," I grumbled as I tried to avoid touching any of the wet spots.
"I have some wet wipes," Danica said, pushing past J.P. to the box of supplies she'd left in there. "I'm so sorry, Nellie, that's... I mean, we get criers, sure, but I don't think anyone's ever been... uh..."
"Snotted on?" I finished. "Ugh. Lucky me."
J.P. had taken the Santa hat off and was untying the beard. When he finally got it off, his face was red and dripping with sweat.
"That's the most disgusting thing I've ever seen," he chuckled.
"Haven't looked in a mirror lately, have you?" I shot back.
He snorted, helping himself to one of the wipes Danica brought over.
"Give me a break. It's hot in here. My chestnuts are roasting in this suit."
"You're awful," I said as Danica giggled.
I managed to get the cape off without any disgustingness touching my skin. As soon as it was off, I grabbed the wet wipes, washing down the now-exposed skin on my chest and shoulders.
"Wow," Danica said as she watched. "I hope this isn't too forward but..."
"My tits look great?" I finished.
"Yeah. Really great."
"Thanks," I said. "Hope your coworkers are all ready for a show. I look like I'm trying to compete with Carole."
"Your tits are nicer than Carole's," J.P. said.
"True fact," Danica said. "There's no way she'll be able to let that slide. Be ready, J.P. She's going to be all over you trying to make Nellie jealous."
"A sacrifice I'm willing to make for this view." J.P. moved beside me, grinning mischievously.
"Bad Santa," I scolded, but I couldn't help laughing. "You don't want things to start arising with a clatter now, do you?"
"I won't be the only one," he muttered, his eyes trailing down my chest. "Jingle those bells enough and I have a feeling a lot of people are going to be having a white Christmas."
"Down, boy," Danica said, laughing. "But also, yeah. Watch out for your girl, J.P. There's a few snakes who would do anything to get with someone as hot as her."
"I can watch out for myself," I huffed. "I don't need him to do that."
"It's true," J.P. said. "I'm useless. Some guy'll be like 'man, her tits are great,' and I'd be like 'yeah man, you should see her—'"
"Thanks, darling," I said sarcastically.
He grinned, kissing my forehead and making the bells on my hat chime softly.
"Help me tie my beard back on?" he whispered. "I kinda liked it when you did it last time."
"You're a perv, Santa," I said.
"So, that's a yes?"
"Of course it's a yes."
**
The employee Santa photos took longer than the kid Santa photos.
Every department seemed to want a photo with J.P. A ton of couples did, too, and groups of coworkers who were friends. A few of the lawyers took advantage of the free photos for promotional materials or something.
It helped that we could relax a little bit. The adults didn't mind so much if Santa made a dirty comment, and I certainly appreciated the gentle mocking and good-natured jokes they made at J.P.'s expense. All in all, it was quite a bit busier than I had expected, but it was also fun.
Something else I hadn't expected was my inclusion in the photos. None of the kids or parents wanted Santa's helper in their photos, but many of the employees were far more appreciative of my elf outfit.
"You don't have to agree to be in them," Danica said softly. "No one will be offended, even if they're all a bunch of lecherous sleazeballs."
"Are you kidding?" I tugged the front of the dress down, making my cleavage even more prominent as J.P. grinned approvingly. "These photos will be legendary."
Danica shrugged, looking amused as the next group of people walked up the stage.
"Hey, Santa!" boomed a particularly boisterous man in an expensive-looking suit.
"Oh, shit," said J.P. "Look buddy, you can say whatever you want, but you are firmly on the naughty list for at least the next hundred years. Nothing but coal for you."
The man laughed and clapped J.P. on the shoulder. "I see how this goes. You give me coal, I sell it for a profit, my carbon footprint increases, I end up back on the naughty list. It's a damn scam, I tell ya."
A woman with his group howled. She had cheekbones as sharp as her laugh, though her face was almost the same shade as the bright red hair on her head. It probably had something to do with the glass of Christmas spirits she was holding.
"And, wow. Who are you?" the man asked, looking over at me.
My back stiffened instinctively, that warning tingle that women just seem to be born with flaring up and telling me to be careful.
"Are you one of the new legal assistants?" he continued. "Kate, right?"
"Not a fucking chance," I said.
The woman laughed again and tossed an arm around my shoulder.
"Brad, you are shit," she slurred at the man. "This is J.P.'s girlfriend."
I had no idea who she was or how she knew that, but I nodded.
"Right!" the man—Brad—said. "Well, you can't fault me for making that mistake with how often the Dupli-Kates are hanging around you."
"Dude, shut up," said someone else in the group. "His girlfriend's right there."
"His girlfriend has a name," I said loudly.
"Yeah," J.P. said. "You can call her Jingle Bells."
"Jingle bells, jingle bells," sang the woman with her arm around my shoulder. "Jingle all the... wait. Is your name Jingle Bells because you—"
"Yep," I said.
She howled again. "I like you."
"I like you, weird stranger," I replied.
"Oh right!" she said. "I'm Adrienne. I'm with the real estate department. And you are Jingle Bells."
"Yes, but you can call me Nellie for short."
"Nellie?" repeated Brad. "Like, 'whoaaa—'"
"Yep, just like that," I said, unimpressed.
"That's gotta be a fun name to have."
His eyes glinted and I knew he was thinking about all the ways he could use that phrase. If I hadn't heard it a million times before, I might have been grossed out, and if it weren't for the uncharacteristically dark look on J.P.'s face as he looked at Brad, I might have let it slide.
Unfortunately, he'd said something that bothered my boyfriend, and for some inane reason, I couldn't let that stand.
"Sure is," I said. "J.P. can tell you all about it, if you like, since there's no chance you'd ever find out for yourself."
Brad's eyebrows went up, up, up on his face. Adrienne looked from him to me and back at him with wide eyes before snorting and elbowing Brad.
"She's got you pegged!" she giggled.
"Careful, he might be into that," I said.
Brad opened his mouth, then shook his head and started laughing. "Funny and hot? J.P.'s a lucky guy."
"He sure is," J.P. said from behind him.
They brought me into their group picture, though Adrienne insisted on being between me and Brad. I was thankful but didn't realize why she'd bothered until after the photographer had taken the picture and we had started moving away from the chair. J.P. caught Adrienne's eye and I could just make out the words he was mouthing beneath the thick white beard.
Thank you.
She smiled and winked, then drunkenly—or maybe not as drunkenly as she was pretending to be—ushered Brad away from us.
"What was that?" I asked J.P. after they left.
He didn't do me the disservice of pretending he hadn't done anything.
"That was Brad," he said. "One of the senior associates."
"I can take care of myself."
"I know you can," he said frankly. "I'd just prefer if it didn't get to a point where you had to, and seeing as I'm the one who brought you here, I'd feel kinda shitty if it did."
I didn't know what to say to that. It was thoughtful. It was... sweet.
Instead of saying anything, I leaned forward and kissed him softly. The beard felt strange, but it wasn't meant to be a long kiss. I felt J.P. smile as he kissed me back, and just before I pulled away, I saw the flash of the photographer's camera.
"I saw Nellie kissing Santa Claus..." sang Danica as I straightened up.
I rolled my eyes and flipped her off. The photographer took that picture, too.
The next group of people to come up was, unfortunately, the Dupli-Kates.
"Hi, Santa," said Silver Kate in a breathy voice.
"Hey, ladies," J.P. said cheerfully.
"Wow, you look super nice in that outfit," Green Kate said to me earnestly, not even looking at J.P.
I decided she was the superior Dupli-Kate and smiled. "Thanks!"
"Aw, you do look so cute," Blue Kate said in a nasally, plastic-y voice.
"I wouldn't say cute," I said. "Maybe... provocative?"
Silver Kate raised an eyebrow. "I mean, I guess."
"Santa must feel so lucky to have such a pretty helper," Blue Kate said. "I bet he's tired of having people like us sitting on his lap when you're around."
"Yeah, there's just no way we could compete with someone as... bodacious as you," Silver Kate sighed.
Oh, God. The self-negging game. I fought back an eye roll, wondering if she even knew what "bodacious" meant.
"Why don't you go sit with Santa?" I suggested, and they giggled in unison.
"Well, ladies," J.P. said in his Santa voice. "Why don't you come over and tell me what you want for Christmas?"
They moved over to him, perching daintily on the edges of the chair, not quite bold enough to actually sit on J.P.'s lap. Green Kate was first, smiling prettily as she bit her lip.
"I think I just want a cute dress like your elf has," she said.
"Well, I know you've been a good girl. I'll see what I can do," he said before turning to Blue Kate. "What about you?"
She smiled prettily. "Can you bring me a boyfriend, Santa?"
"I'll put a good word in with my elves," he said. "I have one or two that are particularly friendly."
She giggled, her cheeks turning red.
"Are you going to tell me what you want for Christmas?" he asked Silver Kate.
"I think it might get me on the naughty list," she replied, and I swear she fluttered her eyelashes like a fucking cartoon character before leaning in and whispering something to J.P.
He glanced at me as she did. It wasn't a look to see if I was upset or to show me he was behaving himself even if she wasn't. It was one of those secret looks that shared an inside joke, amusement sparkling in his eyes as I watched her lips brush against his ear.
"She wants me," his eyes said. "She's whispering all the things she wants me to do to her, all the ways she wants me to blow her vapid little mind, and I have to sit here and listen to it like I'm not going to tell you exactly what she said while we're fucking later. But you are going to love it when I tell you what I'm hearing right now."



I mean, maybe his eyes weren't saying it quite like that, but that was the gist of it.
Danica was watching with a semi-shocked expression on her face. I could feel her glancing at me as I watched Silver Kate's body press close against my boyfriend's, as her painted red lips curled up in a smile as she spoke.
"That will definitely get you on the naughty list," J.P. finally said.
"Hmm," said Silver Kate. "It'll be worth it, though."
"Why don't we take your photo now?" Danica said loudly.
"Great idea!" I said cheerfully. "Just a sec, let me help pose you so you get the best possible photo."
Silver Kate had already started moving away from J.P. as I walked over, likely assuming that I was going to make sure there was as much room as possible between each of them and my boyfriend.
Where was the fun in that, though?
I got them all to stand up, and since Green Kate was the least objectionable Kate, I positioned her first.
"Spread 'em," I said to J.P., who looked shocked as I nudged his legs apart.
I guided Green Kate onto J.P.'s knee, making sure she was tucked in as close as she could be to him while still keeping her legs on the outside of his. His arm went around her waist and hers around his shoulder, and her face turned the slightest bit red as she looked at me with delight.
Blue Kate was next, and she got the other knee. Since they were fully grown adult women, she didn't get to touch quite as much of J.P. as Green Kate did, but her breath still caught as J.P.'s hand rested just above her hip.
Once they were positioned, I turned to Silver Kate.
"On your knees," I said cheerfully.
Her mouth dropped open.
"So you can sit in the front," I continued, smiling at her.
She looked at me warily but knelt on the ground. I guided her back until she was tucked between J.P.'s boots, stopping her just before his thighs touched her shoulders.
"Almost perfect," declared Danica. "Jingle Bells, why don't you get in the photo too?"
"You betcha!" I said.
When the photographer took the picture, I was tucked behind the chair with my hands resting on either side of it, grinning and winking. It only took one eye to say what I needed to say in that picture.
"You think you can make me jealous?" my eye said. "I'll shove you into his arms and between his legs and he still won't do anything, at least not until I tell him to. He might be Santa, but I'm in charge of your gifts."
"This is great," J.P. said when the photographer showed us the picture. "Any chances of a dupli-kate—kit. Duplicate?"
The photographer printed an extra copy, then turned to Danica.
"My shift is almost over," she said. "Are there any other Santa photos to take?"
"A couple," Danica said. "Nellie, do you mind if I get one?"
"Of course not," I said, secretly pleased when she beckoned me into the picture.
"And we have to get one with Carole," she said after, grimacing. "Sorry."
"I'm surprised she didn't come up earlier," I said.
"She always waits until the end," Danica said. "It gives her more, um, time."
For some reason, Carole didn't want me in any of the six photos she took with J.P. She took one sitting beside him, one hugging him, one pressing her lips to the side of his face, and three in different poses of her sitting on his knee. Louie stood with me to the side as she did, smiling and watching J.P. make sure his hands didn't stray anywhere near the silicone blobs on her chest.
"Are you getting one too, Louie?" I asked. "Or maybe one with her?"
"Oh, I have a million of me and Carole with Santa," he said. "It's more her thing, you know. I wouldn't say no to a picture with you, though!"
I wasn't sure who was most surprised when I made J.P. get off the chair so Louie could sit, then plopped myself onto his knee and wrapped an arm around his shoulders. J.P. was trying not to laugh, Louie was trying not to look down my dress, and Carole didn't have to try to hide her expression since her face didn't move, but I knew she was annoyed.
All in all, it was a successful photo.
"You are going to get me in trouble," J.P. muttered as they left, Louie's face pleasantly red and Carole's forehead creasing just slightly between her manicured eyebrows.
"Are you complaining?" I asked, glancing up at him.
"Not even a little bit." His hand trailed down my back and found my ass. "But you should probably know that the elves and I decided coal wasn't eco-friendly, so I'm going to have to hand out spankings instead this year."
"I thought I was on the naughty list."
"You are."
"So why am I getting such a great present?"
He laughed but didn't have time to respond before Danica strolled up.
"I think that's it for photos."
"Yep," I said. "Sounds good."
"Uh, actually, there's one more," J.P. said awkwardly.
I looked around but didn't see anyone approaching.
"Okay. Do we need to go find them?" I asked.
He snorted. "You."
"What?"
"You, you dolt," he said, laughing. "I want a picture with just you."
"Oh," I said. And then, after a moment: "Dolt? What the fuck?"
Danica giggled as J.P. took my hand, tugging me back to the chair. He sat, then pulled me onto his lap.
"Ho-ho-ho," he said, grinning. "And what do you want for Christmas?"
"For you to stop calling me a ho," I said, flicking his nose. "What do you want for Christmas, Santa?"
I expected a joke in response; what I got was the laughter fading from his eyes, though he maintained his smile.
"Just to be with you," he said softly.
I didn't know what to say to that. I froze, my lips parted as I looked at him, my mind blank and my heart starting to race. He held my gaze a moment longer before the corners of his eyes crinkled and he gave me one of his wicked looks.
"Don't worry about me, little elf. Santa's already getting plenty of goodies for Christmas," he said loudly. "And not just the milk and cookies, either."
There was no one else who got a Santa photo like that. I was the only one planted firmly on his lap with my legs hanging over the side of the chair. I was the only one with his arms wrapped around me, my head thrown back as I laughed and his smile glowing from behind that silly white beard. I was also the only one with a picture of Santa kissing my cheek and the only one whose skirt hid the fact that his hand slid beneath it, glove-clad fingers trailing up my inner thigh as I tried to maintain a composed expression for the camera.
"That's it," Danica said when we were done.
The photographer nodded and began packing up her equipment while we began to leave the stage.
"Thank God," J.P. said. "I'm ready to take this damn suit off. This belly thing is heavier than it looks and the beard is so friggin' itchy."
He didn't get a chance, though. Before we even left the ballroom, someone tapped the mic. We turned to see Louie standing on the stage with his arm around Carole's waist.
"Good evening, everyone!" he said, and the room quieted down. "Merry Christmas!"
There was a swell of applause and shouts, and Louie smiled.
"The holiday party is a thank you from the partners to yourselves after another year of hard work and tremendous successes. The party is for you; we want you to enjoy yourselves and have a good time. Because of that, I will only take a moment now to bore you with a few short words."
There was laughter in the room and Louie smiled brightly.
His few short words were as short as he'd promised. He gave a brief overview of some of the firm's successes over the year, talked about future plans, and commended each of the teams for their hard work. I didn't follow much of it, given the fact that I didn't work there and barely knew what he was talking about, but the people around me seemed to appreciate what he said.
"Finally," he continued. "We want to welcome our new employees this year. For those attending the party for the first time, thank you for being part of our team, and we hope to see you at many more Christmases. Our new employees should also express their gratitude to the newest of our employees for taking one for the team and—"
He was cut off by another wave of laughter, including from J.P.
"Yes, I want to give special thanks to our friend Jean-Paul Marchand, who joined the firm last month and was good-natured enough to follow our Christmas Clause to the letter. We must also give extra special thanks to his girlfriend, Nellie, who had absolutely no obligation to agree to help out since she doesn't work for us but was a good sport anyway. We couldn't have asked for a better elf, Nellie. Thank you."
I might have imagined the flicker of contempt in Carole's eyes at those words, but I smiled brightly and waved at Louie. He nodded at me as J.P. put his arm around my shoulders.
"You were the best elf," he whispered, his lips brushing against my ear.
"That is about all I have to say," Louie said. "Thank you, thank you, thank you to everyone. Please enjoy the bar, the dancing, the food, and yourselves; Merry Christmas and Happy New Year!"
There was more applause. J.P. took my hand as it finished, intent on leading me out of the room, but we hadn't even taken three steps when someone grabbed his arm.
"Take a shot with us, Santa J.P.!" a man hollered.
"Let me change first," J.P. laughed.
"Not a chance," said someone else. "C'mon, Santa! Let's make those spirits bright!"
He glanced at me and I grinned.
"How many chances do you have to party as Santa?" I said. "Come on. One shot."
"You're a horrible influence," he said.
I shrugged, smirking, and he shook his head.
"You're getting nothing but coal in your stocking this year, Jingle Bells."
"You said coal wasn't eco-friendly."
"You're so naughty, I'm making an exception. Coal and a spanking for you."
"As long as my stocking is getting stuffed at some point, I'm good with it."
"Oh, it will," he said firmly. "And I'll be coming down your chimney more than once, too."
"Which one?" I asked. "I think I technically have three."
Carole and the Kates had tried to make the fact that I was a student a negative, insinuating I was too immature for J.P. Of course, they had no idea how immature he could be, but that was an issue for another time. My university education did me well that night; drink for drink, I kept up with the best of them, and I barely even had to ask the bartender for a refill. Between J.P. getting drinks for me and my tits earning the rest, I was doing just fine.
We were a shot and a few drinks in when J.P. had to push himself away from the bar.
"I'm going to pass out," he said, laughing.
"Lightweight," I said, earning myself a pat on the back from Adrienne and a howl of laughter from Brad.
"From the suit," he protested. "It's a million degrees in here!"
There were assorted boos when he said he was going to change, mine being the loudest.
"At least let me take the beard and belly off!" he finally said.
"Fine," I said. "But you're taking it off here."
"Don't you trust me?" he asked, a charming smile playing across his lips.
"Do I look stupid enough to trust a lawyer?"
The lawyers surrounding me ate it up. Slimeballs or not, I had to admit they had a good sense of humour, though it was likely because it was easier to laugh at yourself when you drove home in a Benz afterwards.
My argument was strong enough to prevent J.P. from leaving the hall, so he untied the beard and handed it to Danica. The belly was another issue, and I licked my lips as I stepped forward.
"Let me help you with that," I said smoothly, undoing the belt on the jacket.
Someone hollered; someone else catcalled.
"Normally people don't start stripping until later!" Brad shouted. "And no offense, man, but we'd prefer it to be a chick! Maybe your girlfriend could—"
Adrienne interrupted him with a shove. "You're a pig." Once he was out of the way, she grinned. "Take it off, J.P. Let's see what's under the belly."
He laughed good-naturedly, even shimmying a little after I untied the belly form so he could pull it off. He hadn't been exaggerating how hot it was in the suit; I could feel the heat radiating off his skin and there was a sheen of sweat along his arms and shoulders.
I wasn't quite sure what it said about me that my breath caught in my throat at the sight of him, his undershirt sticking to his chest and his hair messy from being under the hat. I certainly wasn't the only one checking him out like that—after all, Carole had magically appeared as soon as there was even a hint of J.P.'s skin showing—but I was the only one who helped him put the suspenders back over his shoulders and put his jacket back on. I knew for a fact that the Dupli-Kates were seething. All three of them were nearby, pretending to be disinterested as J.P. showed off.
Carole made sure she got an opportunity to get closer, though, and a few minutes later she was sidling up next to him at the bar.
"Well hello, Santa baby," she said coquettishly.
"Hello, Mrs. LaCloche," J.P. replied with a smile.
She laughed and put her glass down on the bar. "Mr. Marchand, I must insist you dance with me."
"Must you?" I asked loudly.
She glanced at me the same way someone might glance at a child, a patronizing look on her face.
"It is tradition, actually," she said. "I always dance with Santa at the Christmas party."
I shrugged. Two could play at those reindeer games.
J.P. escorted her to the dance floor. It only took me a moment to find Louie; he was standing nearby with a large group of people, positioned in a way that he could still see the dance floor. It was clever on his part. He looked like he was listening to the conversation, but there were enough people around that he could simply watch his wife press herself against another man; in this case, against my boyfriend.
It was a front-row seat, but I figured he deserved to be right in the fray with them.
"Nellie," he said pleasantly as I approached.
"Hello, Louie," I said sweetly. "Thank you for the kind things you said earlier. Care to dance with me while J.P. is occupied?"
He might have been less surprised if I'd walked up and let the elf costume drop to the floor. As it stood, he barely concealed the shock on his face before smiling and extending his hand.
"You know, it's bad form to turn down a lady when she asks you to dance."
There was a pretty good chance that I was going to get J.P. in trouble, but I couldn't quite help myself. Louie put a hand on my waist carefully, but it slid to the small of my back as I moved just a little closer to him. I saw his throat flex as he swallowed and his eyes flicked away for just a moment before returning to me.
I saw why as we turned on the dance floor. Carole and J.P. were nearby, and Carole's blank face was glued to me and Louie. I only looked at her out of the corner of my eye, making sure I didn't make eye contact, and instead smiled up at Louie as we danced.
"Thanks so much for this awesome party," I said.
"Thank you for attending," Louie replied. "It's always nice to see what people are like outside of the office and meet their families."
"It's also great to meet J.P.'s coworkers," I said. "He loves his job so it's nice to have names to faces."
"Of course. How long have you and Jean-Paul been together?"
"A... while," I said haltingly. "About, um, six months. But I've known him almost my whole life."
"Ah," he said, smiling. "So this is your first Christmas together."
"Sort of. I mean, yes. But... we won't... I'm going to my mom's and he's got his family stuff."
"I'm sorry to hear that," he said. "It's hard to be apart at such a special time of year."
I swallowed hard, not quite willing to tell him I was the one who decided that we wouldn't be together.
"How long have you and Carole been married?" I asked.
Louie smiled, glancing over to where I knew J.P. and Carole were dancing. "Twenty-three years. It could have been longer, you know. We met when we were teenagers. For years, I was too scared to tell her how I felt. And, you know, when I finally did, it turned out she'd been scared for years, too."
"I was scared," I said, not sure why I was admitting that to him. "I still am, a little. I didn't think I would like being in a relationship."
"I think many of us feel the same way until we find the person that wants the same thing we do," he said gently. "And then it doesn't matter what anyone else thinks. Carole was that person for me."
It was a very personal conversation to be having with J.P.'s boss, but he didn't seem to mind. It was very clear he loved his wife, and he had a lot of respect for J.P. It probably helped that J.P.'s hands weren't straying from where he had them on Carole's waist.
We chatted about lighter things for the rest of the song. Louie was pretty funny, honestly, and way nicer than I thought he would be. I could see why J.P. was enjoying working for him a lot more than he enjoyed working for his dad. When the song was over, J.P. let go of Carole and Louie let go of me. She walked elegantly across the dance floor.
"Excuse me," she said. "May I cut in with my husband?"
"He's your husband," I replied. "Of course."
She took Louie's hand and pulled him tight against her. He looked positively delighted.
"Well that was something," J.P. said after weaving his way back over to me. "She was all over me until she saw you and Louie, and then it was like dancing with an extra-stiff mannequin."
I snorted. "Did I make her jealous?"
"Whatever you did, I think Louie's getting some action tonight."
I grinned and J.P. took my hand.
"Do you like dancing?" he said. "I don't think I've ever asked."
"I like the kind of dancing where you grind your dick against my ass, but that doesn't feel super appropriate at your office Christmas party."
"Good point. What about slightly less risqué dancing that might be appropriate for our current environment?"
If he'd been anyone else, I probably would have said no. I almost did, but his hand left mine and moved to my waist, and I instinctively lifted my hands to his shoulders. He held me as we started to sway, my heart started to race as he looked at me, and a slow smile spread across his lips.
"Have I mentioned that you're the hottest woman in the room?" he asked.
"Not lately. It's a good thing you did, otherwise, I might have started thinking you had horrible taste."
He chuckled and kissed my forehead. "What time are you leaving tomorrow?"
"Noon at the latest. Probably earlier."
He didn't need to say anything for me to know what he was thinking. I didn't even have to look into his eyes to know he was sad about it, that he was going to miss me, that we were missing out on our Christmas together because I was too scared to let him come with me to my mom's.
We didn't say much else while we danced. I rested my head against the plush red fabric on his chest and he held me close, his heart beating steadily as we swayed. It was ridiculously stereotypical romantic bullshit, and I loved every second of it. I loved the way his body felt against mine. I loved how his arms felt around me, about how nothing in the world mattered except the sound of music and the two of us. I loved his breath against my skin and the gentle jingle of the bells on my hat. It was a moment of peace among the intense roar of people and fun and celebration; a moment just for us, a moment that made my heart ache.
When the song was over, I was hesitant to leave his arms. His chest shook as he chuckled, but he didn't make fun of me, and he didn't let go of me until someone called his name.
"Go," I said, stepping back. "Have fun."
"Come with me," he said.
"I need another drink." I poked him in the chest. "Go bug someone else for a while, you annoying bastard."



He grinned and kissed me, then was off chatting or schmoozing or who knew what while I made my way back to the bar. It was a short while later when Danica walked up beside me.
"Are you having a good time?" she asked.
I cocked an eyebrow and nodded my head towards J.P. and another lawyer, who were attempting to tie cherry stems with their tongues. Carole had finished dancing with Louie and was watching from a distance. Her enormous globes hitched up as J.P. withdrew the stem from his mouth in a perfect knot while the other guy was still making uncomfortable faces.
"Absolutely," I said, grinning.
"Lucky you," she giggled.
"Very lucky me," I agreed without thinking.
"You know he thinks he's the luckiest guy in the world because of you, right?" she asked suddenly.
I tore my eyes away from J.P. to look at her. She had a half-smile on her face, a genuine glimmer of happiness in her eyes.
"He told you that?"
She nodded. "He talks about you all the time. That's why everyone's been so intense around you. Especially the Dupli-Kates. They're those legal assistants who give the rest of us a bad rep. Like, they just want to bag some rich lawyer. So they wanted to see what the fuss was about, and when you were as pretty and funny and cool as he said you were, they got catty."
"Hmm," I said. "Catty isn't the word I'd use, but that makes sense."
We watched as the Kates approached in their oddly synchronized gait, sidling up to J.P. and the other lawyer. The other man wasn't quite as tall as J.P., and while he was attractive enough, he didn't have that natural magnetism that J.P. had. Still, Green Kate smiled up at him wearing the same kind of expression I looked at J.P. with when he wasn't watching. She said something; he laughed and said something else, and before I knew it, the trio of clones became a duo as she took off with him.
"Was that one single?" I asked Danica.
"Tyler? Yeah," she replied. "Good for Caitlyn, she's liked him forever. She just gets caught up with those other two all the time. Now they just need to realize there's two of them and none of J.P since he's yours."
I didn't know what to say about that. I wanted to say something cynical, to scoff and tell her that was ridiculously cheesy, but... well. It was ridiculously cheesy, and it also made my heart beat a little faster and my face feel a little warmer.
That just wouldn't do.
"Is it super bitchy of me to still want to fuck with their heads a little?" I asked.
"Maybe." She took a sip of her drink, the corners of her eyes crinkling as she looked at me over the rim. "But it'd be hilarious."
We watched them attempt to flirt with J.P. for a while. He glanced back at me a few times, laughing as he saw the amused expression on my face before trying to shake them off. When he wasn't looking towards me, Silver Kate was, glancing furtively in my direction. Whether she was making sure I was watching or seeing if I was about to storm over, I didn't know. It didn't matter; I was watching idly, and I had no intention to stop them. I chatted with Danica casually, giggling as we watched Blue Kate stare up at J.P.
I did almost have to go rescue him when Silver Kate grabbed a handful of faux fur trim on the front of his jacket, tugging herself in close as J.P. tried to step away. I was all for seeing him squirm his way out of awkward situations, but there was a line of discomfort I wouldn't cross.
He handled it graciously, though; he very gently put his hand over hers and worked her fingers loose, all the while giving her one of those looks that could melt Frosty. I couldn't tell what he said to her, but even from a distance, I could see her cheeks turn as red as J.P.'s Santa suit. She stared up at him, I saw him glance in my direction, then one of his eyebrows flicked upwards.
Whatever it was, Silver Kate let go of his jacket, took her hand back, and watched as he waved at someone and excused himself.
"Ooo," Danica said. "What do you think he said?"
"Knowing J.P., he might have called her bluff and she couldn't go through with it," I mused. "But more likely, he told her I said they could hook up as long as I got to watch."
It turned out I might have been wrong, since whatever he said didn't stop the Kates from sauntering towards the bar. It seemed unlikely they'd want to talk to me if he'd told them I wanted to watch him hook up with her. Maybe he'd told them to ask me for permission or something.
"Oh!" Silver Kate said when they got there, as though she'd just noticed me. "Nellie. How are you doing?"
"Just great," I said cheerfully. "It's so nice seeing everyone have so much fun."
"I'm surprised you aren't glued to your boyfriend's side," Blue Kate said. "You won't believe what he just said to Katie."
"Probably something stupid," I said.
Silver Kate smirked. "You'd think you'd be nicer to your boyfriend, you know. I mean, if he were my boyfriend, I'd be, like, a lot nicer to him."
"You're right," I said.
Her eyes went wide. "What?"
"Right. The thing that you said. It was correct." I took a sip of my drink. "You want to fuck him?"
Danica nearly spat out her drink.
"Excuse me?" Silver Kate said.
"That's what you said to him when you were on his lap, isn't it?" I said. "Or something like that. He hasn't told me yet. But I mean, if you want to take him home, be my guest."
She gaped at me. "Are you... what?"
"Take him home. Fuck him. See what the big deal is."
She scoffed. "Let me guess, he's horrible in bed or something."
I laughed, shaking my head. "He's fucking amazing in bed. You know the expression 'rock your world'? That's nothing. He rocks the entirety of existence. Like, get ready for the night of your life. You saw him do that thing with the cherry stem earlier? That's a warm-up. He can do things with his tongue that you wouldn't even dream of."
"I... um..."
"Here's the downside, though." I tilted my glass towards her. "He's really into the Santa kink."
She was a broken record. "What?"
"Super into it." I leaned forward, and both of them mirrored the action instinctively as I lowered my voice. "He told me earlier that he wants to wear the suit all night. Like, the entire night. So you should probably be prepared for some pretty raunchy role play. And he absolutely insists that you stay in character. I'll have to give you the elf outfit, that's non-negotiable. And you'll want to make sure you call him Big Santa. Not Mr. Claus, not Santa, not Kris Kringle; Big. Santa."
"Um..."
I heaved a heavy sigh. "Thanks, Katie. I super owe you one for this. I mean, don't get me wrong. That man has blown my mind like you wouldn't believe. You think he looks good on a regular day? Wait until you see him naked. His stomach is just..." I paused dramatically, letting a smile flit across my face. "And that ass. Just, total fire. It's great. Oh, but I guess you wouldn't see it. Like I said, he wants to wear the suit, so you'll just see his cock. But I just need a break, you know? He wants it all the time."
Even Danica's face was red by that point.
"Oh," said Blue Kate. "Like... all the time?"
"Like, this would be the fourth time today." I sighed and shifted uncomfortably. "And I mean, TMI, but... well, let's just say a stocking isn't the only thing hung at his place."
"Oh my God," muttered Silver Kate.
"Which is great, but things get a little... well, anyway. If you can master having a high-pitched elf voice and get past the whole 'speaking in rhyme' thing—"
"Speaking in rhyme?"
"Yeah, he said elves speak in rhyme. So you have to rhyme everything you say, like 'Oh Big Santa, I wanna suck your cock, shove it in my mouth so I can't even talk' or something."
Blue Kate snorted.
"You laugh, but it's harder than it looks," I said seriously. "And he makes you start all over again if you mess up, so it can take a while. But honestly, his cock is just—"
"You're so full of shit," Silver Kate said.
"Oh my God, and you know what?" I said excitedly, ignoring her. "You would just make his entire Christmas because there's two of you! You could play Santa's workshop way more realistically with two elves, and since both of you want to fuck him—"
Blue Kate looked uncertain. "Well..."
"Yeah, on my own," Silver Kate said. "I don't want to do it with another girl."
"Oh, that's fine," I said. "You can take turns. One of you can nail the toys together while he nails the other one."
"You made all of this up, didn't you?"
"There's one way for you to find out." I stood up straight, turning my head. "I'll let J.P. know and you guys can head out. You can get him to deck your halls and all you have to do is pretend to be a happy little elf for the whole night. Oh, and I'll lend you my jingle bell pasties."
"Oh, you brought those with you?" J.P. said, making us all jump as he walked up behind me. "Sweet."
"There you are!" I said brightly. "Hey, I found you a—"
"No," Silver Kate said. "No. You guys are weird. I'm going to talk to other people."
"Yeah," Blue Kate said. "That's... weird."
"Are you sure?" I asked sweetly, but they had already started walking away.
"I'll leave you two alone," Danica said, giggling as she glanced at J.P.
He frowned as she walked away. "What was all that about?"
"I told them you had a Santa kink," I said.
"Hmm," he replied. "See, the part I overheard was you talking about my huge cock and how I totally jingle your bells."
"Jingle my bells?"
He grinned. "You know. Deck your halls. Make it a not-so-silent night. Rock your world."
"Oh. I didn't mean for you to hear that."
"You didn't mean for me to hear you say something good about me?"
"Of course not. Then you might think I like you."
He took a step closer to me, his eyes sparkling. "So instead you said totally inappropriate shit to my coworkers about how great I am in bed."
I blinked at him innocently. "Are you mad?"
"I mean, I work with them. I have to see them again after this, you know."
"But are you mad?"
"And they already had a thing for me," he continued, an eyebrow arched. "You know Katie almost kissed me earlier?"
"I saw. What did you say to her?"
He licked his lips. "I said I was very happy with my girlfriend and wasn't interested in other women."
"Bullshit. What did you actually say to her?"
"I said if she took you on in a candy-cane eating contest and beat you, I'd take her home."
"You know I'd win."
He was almost pressed against me.
"Without a doubt," he whispered. "I've never seen someone suck, uh, candy canes the way you do, babe."
"So is that a candy cane you've got in your pocket right now?" I asked.
"Don't distract me," he murmured. "You have been very naughty, Miss Bells."
He flicked one of the bells on my hat, making it chime softly.
"Are you sure?" I said. "Maybe you need to check your list twice."
"I've checked it twice. I've checked it again, and again, and again..." His fingers trailed down my neck. "According to my calculations, you've been so naughty, you're staying on the list for the next twenty years."
"Twenty years? Isn't there anything I can do?"
"Of course," he said. "You can become a kind and charitable person who puts others' needs before her own."
"Ew. Anything realistic?"
He smirked. "I have a few things in mind. Starting with that candy cane you mentioned earlier."
"Oh good. I'm craving something hard and sweet."
"It's one of those jumbo ones. I think you're up for the challenge, don't you?"
"You bet I am, Big Santa."
He frowned. "What?"
"Nothing. Wanna go get changed and show me the way to the North Pole?"
The hallway wasn't deserted, so we strolled as discreetly as we could towards the conference room where we had left our regular clothes. J.P. smiled casually at a few people, nodding politely as we walked past.
He was just a few steps behind me when I opened the conference room door. The moment I stepped inside, his hands grabbed at my hips, and by the time the door swung completely shut, he had turned me around and pulled me tight against his body.
His lips were on mine a breath of a moment after that, heated and demanding, and I inhaled sharply as he nipped my bottom lip. Hands moved up my sides, grabbing at my breasts as he used his body to push me further into the conference room. He only stopped when I bumped into something hard, his hands moving so he could pin me against it. I broke away from his mouth so I could turn my head and see what I hit.
"When was the last time you did it in a sleigh?" he asked, his voice husky.
"Oh, you know, a couple of weeks ago while my car was in the shop."
His hands started pulling up the skirt of my dress, but before he could get too far, I began undoing the belt on his jacket for the second time that night. He used his elbow to push my arm away and continued lifting my dress, only for me to grab the fabric and yank it back down before pulling his jacket open.
"What do you think you're doing?" he muttered, eyes glimmering as he tried to regain control.
I grabbed his wrist, pushing it to the side as I looked up at him tenaciously. "You promised me a candy cane, Mr. Claus. You've been teasing me with it all night and I want it right now."
"You're a spoiled brat," he said. "Do you think you deserve this candy cane?"
"Didn't you say I was most helpful on my knees, Santa?"
"I also said you were getting nothing but—"
"How far are you going to take this game?" I asked, unclipping his suspenders. "Because right now, it sounds like you're trying to talk me out of sucking your cock."
He opened his mouth, some witty retort probably on the tip of his tongue, then closed it.
"Right."
I tugged his pants down, dropping to my knees as they fell around his ankles. Something that was decidedly bigger than a candy cane was tenting the front of his boxers, and I pressed my hand against it through the thin fabric.
J.P.'s breath hitched as I did, his cock twitching beneath my palm. I looked up at him, intending to give him a sultry kind of look before sliding the waistband of his boxers down his thighs and getting my mouth around him, but the bells on my hat distracted me as they rang.
"Jingle all the way..." he sang softly, hiding a smirk.
I tried to hold in a laugh as I reached for my hat, though I failed as he grabbed my hand.
"Not a fucking chance," he said. "Leave it on."
I stared at him for a moment, then burst out laughing. "You do have a Christmas kink, don't you?"
"More like I have a Nellie kink and I want to hear those bells go crazy as she chokes on my Yule log."
"Bastard," I muttered, but I was smiling as I pulled his boxers down.
There was a mess of pre-cum collecting on the tip of his cock, which twitched as I stuck my tongue out and licked it off. The bells on my hat rang softly as I moved, running my tongue along his shaft. He groaned as my head dipped back down so I could lick his balls, and again when I moved up to his head and wrapped my lips around him.
I glanced up to see him watching as I took him further in my mouth, one hand braced against the sleigh and the other on the back of my head. Inch by inch, I took more of him in my mouth, holding his gaze until his cock hit the back of my throat.
"Fuck, Nellie," he whispered.
His hips moved forward almost unintentionally; I knew it was less because he wanted to make me gag on him and more because he couldn't help it. Luckily, I was ready, and my throat was relaxed as he shoved himself further down. The bells jingled again as my nose pressed against his pelvis and he made a gasping noise as he held himself there.
The hand on my head was loose enough that I could still move, so I began to bob slowly along his shaft. His fingers clenched against the sleigh. The bells rang slowly at first, steady but softly, until I knew J.P. couldn't handle the relaxed way I was sucking his cock.
He pushed his hips forward again, and then again, and the bells jingled faster. Wet sounds escaped my throat as he took control of the pace, quiet but steady sounds that added harmony to our little Christmas carol. I loved the sound of it; loved the way he looked as he fucked my face in that slightly darkened conference room against a wooden sleigh. I loved the sight of his undershirt beneath the red Santa jacket, the absurdity and strangeness of our outfits making it so much more fun, so much hotter, so intense. I loved the way he glanced over his shoulder once in a while, hyper-aware of the sounds of people in the hallway, both of us knowing that someone could open that door at any second and see me kneeling in front of him with his cock down my throat.
I loved him.
As turned on as I was, I was expecting him to come in my mouth. I knew he'd make me come however I asked him to, as many times as it took before he was ready to go again. I'd only been exaggerating slightly when I told Silver Kate how often we fucked; it hadn't been four times that day... yet.
When he made a reluctant groaning sound and guided my head away from him, I was surprised. I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand as I looked up at him.
"Don't give me that look," he said, panting slightly. "We're never going to have another chance to fuck in a sleigh."
"You are totally into this!" My laugh was hoarser than usual as he grabbed my arm and helped me to my feet.
"Totally into fucking you as many places as I can? Of course." He pulled me into the sleigh, helping me straddling his lap. "I'm keeping a list of that, too. This'll be ranked near the top."
"Because you have a thing for Christmas-themed sex."
"Maybe." His fingers dipped between my folds and he smirked as he felt my wetness, then pushed my panties to the side and guided his cock to my dripping entrance. "Are you complaining?"
"As long as you have something in your sack for me, Santa, you can come down my lane anytime."
The sound of him laughing as he pushed his cock into me was one of my favourite things in the world. I settled on his lap, taking every bit of him as deep as I could, feeling the way his body jostled and his cock twitched as he chuckled. He was still grinning when I kissed him and I basked in that moment, the feel of his mouth on mine, the feel of his cock stretching my pussy, the feel of his hand sliding to the small of my back and pressing me just a little closer against him.
His hand stayed there as I started riding his cock, my body burning with pleasure from the way he filled me. I clutched his shoulders, gripping handfuls of plush red fabric as leverage to move my body faster and harder.
He groaned, his breathing heavy as I plunged down on him over and over, holding me so I could use his cock to stoke that euphoria flickering somewhere deep inside me until it was flaming. I did so both selfishly and selflessly; I fucked him the way I wanted to, the way I needed to in order to get what I wanted, knowing he loved the way my pussy clenched around him more than anything else. It didn't matter if he fucked me from behind or on top or against a wall. It didn't matter if I was in charge or if he was. What he loved most of all was the feeling of me coming around him, losing my mind and my breath and my senses with his cock buried inside of me.
It didn't take long for me to get there. Between the risk of where we were and the suggestive teasing we'd been doing all night, I was craving that scorching feeling of complete ecstasy.
"I'm close," I whispered breathily.
His arm tightened around me and he groaned, his head tilting back as my hips seemed to stutter. I tried to keep quiet, shoving my face against his shoulder as bliss roared through my body, blazing everywhere from my toes to my fingers, my skin to my bones to my heart. I held onto him desperately, unable to stop the choked squeals as I came. My body shook, my legs tense around him.



I was barely aware of my surroundings when J.P.'s hands moved to my hips. He grabbed them and guided my body up and down, his eyes glazed with longing when I finally reopened mine and looked into them.
"Let me suck your cock again," I said.
"Oh fuck yes," he gasped.
I moved off his lap unsteadily, wedging myself between the bench and the front of the sleigh. As soon as I had, I took his cock back in my mouth, tasting the slickness of my own juices as I began to bob my head.
The bells jingled and J.P. grabbed my head, guiding it faster on his lap as he took his turn to be selfish. My eyes watered as he shoved his cock in my throat, grinding his body against my face.
"Coming," he grunted after a few more thrusts, and then he was panting as his cock swelled against my tongue.
I barely tasted him, his cock was buried so far in my mouth. I felt each spasm of his cock as he finished, heard each soft, satisfied moan as he flooded my throat with cum. As soon as he was done, he let go of my head, his hand finding my cheek and guiding my chin up as I wiped the saliva from around my mouth.
"Sorry," he whispered.
"How many times do we have to do this before you stop apologizing?" I replied, laughing.
"All of them," he said. "I love how it feels but—"
"So do I," I said frankly. "Feeling you lose your mind like that is fucking hot, J.P. Get over it."
He laughed, startled, and pulled me onto the soft bench beside him.
We sat there for just long enough to catch our breaths before getting out of the sleigh. J.P. changed back into his suit and I sadly took my elf costume off.
"We should probably take these home to wash," I said thoughtfully as I folded it.
"I guess that would make sense," he replied.
"I mean, it seems unfair that someone has to clean all your sweaty B.O. out of it." I crossed the room, taking the jacket from him.
"Yeah, and the pants might be a little sticky because this chick I know couldn't wait until I got home to rock around my Christmas tree."
I raised an eyebrow. "Are you complaining?"
He grinned, grabbing me by the waist and kissing me heatedly.
"Never, babe."
**
J.P. yawned as we walked into my apartment.
"Maybe it's too late for gifts," he said, stretching as the door closed behind him. "We could wait until you get back from your mom's."
I didn't say anything, just turned to him with an expression of astounded betrayal on my face. He started laughing.
"I'm kidding, babe."
"You would make me wait to open presents?" I said.
"Now that I know it means so much to you..." He reached for me but I pulled myself away from his grasp.
"I can't believe you. And you say I'm on the naughty list."
"You are on the naughty list. You just gave Santa a blowjob in his sleigh at an office Christmas party. It doesn't get much naughtier."
"You're right," I said. "I'll never do it again."
"Well, wait a second, that might be overreacting..."
I stuck my tongue out at him and he grabbed at me again. That was all it took to become a game. I wasn't exactly sure why I was trying to dodge him, and I don't think he was sure why he was trying to catch me, but it didn't matter. He was smirking when he caught me in the kitchen, cornering me against the counter and wrapping his arms around me.
"Got you," he said, pressing his lips to mine. "You naughty thing."
"Let me open my present and I'll show you just how naughty I can be," I murmured.
I felt that telltale smirk against my mouth. "I don't have to get you a present to see how naughty you can be. I just have to do this—" his hand moved to the side of my face and traced his fingers down my neck, making me shiver "—and you'll be begging me to—"
"No, I won't," I grumbled. "I don't beg."
His head was tilted down to look at me, his body pressed tight to mine as his fingers tickled along my collarbone and to the center of my neck. I swallowed involuntarily and he smiled as the muscles in my throat flexed.
"I think I can make you beg," he said.
"For what?"
"For your present," he said simply.
"But—"
"But I'm not going to." He kissed me again, making my breath hitch as his teeth grazed my bottom lip. "I'm just going to give it to you."
"Wow, I'm honoured by your kindness and generosity," I said sarcastically.
"Don't be. It's only because, for some ridiculous reason, I'm completely in love with you and want you to be happy."
His lips found mine again and his arms loosened, embracing me rather than pinning me to the counter. I couldn't keep myself from kissing him back and relaxing against his body. The hand that had been lightly teasing my neck moved to my head and he brushed his fingers through my hair as he slipped his tongue into my mouth.
When he pulled back, leaving me breathless, his eyes were sparkling.
"Here's what's going to happen," he murmured. "I'm going to make us hot chocolate."
I laughed, startled at the clash between his tone and his words. "What?"
"I'm going to make hot chocolate," he repeated. "You're going to go to your room, open the box that's sitting on your bed, and put on what's inside. When you come back out here, we're going to go to your living room to find the presents Santa left under your tree while you were in the bathroom before we left for the Christmas party."
My throat was dry and my heart was hammering in my chest. All I could do was nod as he let go of me, the corners of his lips twisting up in a mischievous smile. He waited a moment before lifting an eyebrow and nudging me towards my bedroom.
The box sitting on my bed was white and flat with a gold ribbon wrapped around it. I twisted my lips to the side, wondering what kind of ridiculousness was inside. J.P. had never been the type to ask me to wear sexy lingerie or anything, though maybe it just hadn't felt right for him to ask before we were officially a couple. It wasn't like my bras and panties were particularly frumpy, but I'd never purposely dressed up in anything lacy or sheer for him.
Or maybe there was nothing inside. I wouldn't put it past him to put an empty box on my bed and lose his mind laughing when I came out wearing what was in it.
Or maybe it was rigged with a confetti cannon. Or a glitter bomb. Or one of those butterfly spinners that jumps out of cards. I wouldn't put any of those things past J.P.
I was almost nervous as I stepped forward, swallowing hard as my fingers met the glittery edge of the ribbon. I pulled it, unravelling the bow, and let it fall to the side. Heart racing, I gently worked the lid of the box off.
Nothing jumped out at me or exploded, and the box wasn't empty. It didn't hold anything lacy or gauzy, either. I laughed softly as I put the lid of the box down, reaching in and pulling out pyjamas.
Just pyjamas.
They weren't silky or satiny and there was nothing particularly sexy about them. They were soft and cozy, the fabric warm beneath my fingers. I giggled as I pulled the shirt out: white, with long sleeves striped red and green, and the words "Santa's Favourite Elf" scrawled across the front. The pants were striped too and even had pockets.
I undressed quickly, throwing the dress I'd barely worn onto the floor of my closet and taking off my bra and panties before pulling my new pyjamas on. They fit perfectly and I grinned at myself in the mirror before quickly washing my makeup off and brushing my hair. Once I was done, I rushed to my bedroom door excitedly.
J.P. was in the kitchen, hovering over mugs of hot chocolate on the counter. He turned towards me just in time to see my mouth drop open.
"What?" he asked innocently.
He was wearing the same pyjamas. The exact same pyjamas, save for the shirt, which had the word "Santa" scrawled across the front instead of "Santa's Favourite Elf."
The bastard got us matching pyjamas.
I knew what he was expecting. I could see it in his eyes, the way they shone with excitement and anticipation. I could almost see the reflection of myself reacting in them, doing exactly what he expected me to do. He was waiting for me to fold my arms and pout, to declare I was breaking up with him or to tell him he was a complete and total bastard.
Which, of course, he was.
I hesitated, though. I stared at his pyjamas that matched mine so perfectly, wondering what exactly he'd been thinking when he bought them. He looked like an idiot, dressed in those striped pyjamas like some kind of complete dork. I looked cute in mine, but the matchy-matchy thing? It wasn't just about embarrassing me or making me roll my eyes.
He was expecting me to do that because part of him loved teasing me and adored seeing me flustered. And I wasn't going to do that because I loved catching him off guard and shocking him, which was much harder to do than it seemed.
I let my eyes trail down his body, taking in every inch of those pyjamas before I looked back up at him. Steadily, I crossed the kitchen, holding his gaze with each step. One of his eyebrows cocked just slightly, just enough that I knew he wasn't sure what I was doing.
When I reached him, I looked up and down at him again before reaching behind him and grabbing one of the mugs of hot chocolate.
"They look better on me," I said, turning and striding to the living room.
I didn't have to look at him to know he was startled. He laughed, bringing his own mug of hot chocolate to the living room.
"I thought you were going to break up with me again," he said.
"I will after you give me my present," I replied.
The gifts were waiting under the tree like he'd said. The one with his name on it had been tucked under there since I'd bought it and was now joined by a wide, flat package wrapped in red and white paper. I took a sip of the steaming hot chocolate, letting the rich scent fill my nose before I set it on the coffee table and plunked myself down on the floor by the tree.
"C'mon," I said, looking up at J.P. impatiently. "Let's open gifts."
He looked amused as he sat beside me on the floor rather than on the couch or chair. Once he had, I crawled forward, ducking beneath the tree to grab my present for him. He smiled, pulling the flat package out and holding it towards me.
"This is for you," he said unnecessarily. "You go first."
"What if I don't want to?" I asked.
His usual smirk was replaced by an almost-nervous smile. "I know you want to. More importantly, I've been waiting all night to give this to you and I can't wait any longer."
Oh, God.
My mouth was dry as I took the package from him. I had no idea what it could be; it wasn't overly heavy but wasn't light. Whatever it was, it was in a box, so I had no clues there. It could have been any number of things. My heart fluttered with a strange mix of anticipation and dread, wanting to know what J.P. could have possibly gotten that was making him look at me so restlessly.
"It better not be something cheesy," I said, my voice wavering.
"Open it and find out."
I looked at him. "Is it cheese? Because that's the only acceptable cheesy thing."
He snorted softly. "Now you tell me."
I bit my lip, staring down at the package.
"Just open it, Nell," he urged. "It's something I know you love. You've told me you do."
Nodding, I slipped a finger beneath the wrapping paper. The only noise in my apartment was the sound of tearing and crinkling as I unwrapped the gift. Beneath the paper was another plain white box, and I tried to take an unnoticeable breath as I lifted the lid trepidatiously.
J.P.'s face was stoic and thoughtful, the light catching his eyes in a way that made the blue irises seem immeasurably deep. He looked so good, so unfairly good, his thick blond hair brushing against his forehead and his skin smooth and tanned. It was disgusting how attractive he was, and even more disgusting that he had scrawled his name in black Sharpie across the picture.
"You've got to be kidding me," I said without thinking, lifting the silver frame out of the box.
"You don't like it?" he asked, the tiniest modicum of hurt in his voice.
I looked up, not sure if I was more shocked that he actually gave me a signed photo of himself or that he was completely serious about it. His eyebrows were furrowed together comically, and it was only the fact that a muscle in his cheek was twitching uncontrollably that tipped me off.
"Bastard," I muttered as he burst out laughing.
"It's so you have something to remember me by when you inevitably break up with me again," he said, his voice choked.
"You couldn't even keep a straight face," I said, rolling my eyes.
"Yeah, but for a second, you were seriously concerned that you'd hurt my feelings."
"No, I was seriously concerned that you'd had a stroke or something that made you think this was a good idea."
It took a while before J.P. could stop laughing.
"I'm glad one of us thinks you're funny," I said as he tried to catch his breath.
"I know, right?" He sniffed, wiping his face. "Worth it."
There was an awkward moment where he looked at me and I looked at him, wondering if that was it, if he'd really just gotten me a picture of himself. It lasted so long that I cleared my throat.
"Um, I guess you can open—"
"You don't want your actual gift?" he asked.
"Of course I want my actual gift!" I snapped. "I just didn't want to assume you were smart enough to get me something other than a signed picture of your stupid face."
"Jeez, fine." He chuckled as he reached back under the tree to grab a box I hadn't noticed tucked near the back. "Here. For real this time, this is your gift."
It was also wrapped, but I could tell what it was through the paper. The size, the shape, the weight... that was a jewellery box.
"You didn't," I whispered.
"Just open it," he said for the second time.
I didn't know what I was going to do once I did open it. I didn't want jewellery. I liked jewellery, but I didn't like that it had to mean something. What if he got me something I didn't want to wear every day? Would he be offended? And what... it was going to mean something. Whatever was in that box, he was giving it to me because he wanted to tell me something. One month or six months, it didn't matter; this was one of those relationship things, one of those things that didn't make my stomach flutter with happy little butterflies but with the slimy dread of commitment. People would see me wearing whatever it was and they'd know; I was taken. I belonged to someone.
My palms started sweating and my fingers slipped on the paper as I tried to unwrap it. I could feel J.P.'s eyes on me as the wrapping started to tear, almost like it was in slow motion. When the corner of the black box beneath it peeked out, I swallowed hard and took a shallow breath.
Would it be so bad, though? I mean, people might see me wear whatever piece of jewellery J.P. had picked out and think whatever they wanted, but it was like Louie had said: it didn't matter what anyone else thought. I knew I didn't belong to J.P. just as much as I knew he didn't want to own me because we'd talked about it. We knew what we wanted out of a relationship with each other, and being controlled by the other person was something we both agreed we hated. Why did a piece of jewellery have to signify anything other than thoughtfulness? Whatever he'd bought, it was because he thought whenever I wore it, I'd think of him.
Wasn't that what gifts were really about? Was that so bad?
The paper was drifting to the floor as I decided it wasn't, that whatever he'd gotten me, I would love because I loved him. Maybe the true gift he'd given me was a moment of personal growth and reflection.
My heart lightened and my dread turned to excitement as I found the front of the box. It was cool and hard beneath my fingers and I lifted the lid delicately.
The item inside was jewelled, all right. It had four lavender coloured gemstones shaped like diamonds set into a stainless steel base. I stared at it, trying to reconcile my feelings
"I know you said you didn't want jewellery, but I figured this didn't, um, count," he said immediately. "It's not really jewellery."
"It's a butt plug, J.P.," I said. "Just because it has jewels on it doesn't make it jewellery."
I lifted the butt plug out of the box, the metal smooth beneath my fingers. J.P. watched as I examined it, my lips pressed together until I looked up at him and broke into a full smile.
"You like it?" he asked, grinning.
"It's perfect," I giggled.
He leaned forward and kissed me heatedly, pulling my face to his.
"You are the easiest person to shop for," he murmured. "The problem was that I had too many options, you know?"
"You picked well," I said, nipping at his lip. "I can't wait to try this out."
"I get to be there when you do, right?"
"Maybe. We'll see."
It took us a while to stop kissing, and a while after that to stop laughing, and it was only when we did that my stomach fluttered nervously again.
"Is it my turn now?" J.P. asked.
I looked at the still-wrapped gift sitting beside me.
"Um," I said. "Maybe, um... maybe I should get you something else."
He looked incredulously amused. "Did you get me a butt plug too?"
"No!" I said, blushing. "It's just... it's stupid. I didn't... it was a bad idea."
He reached for the gift anyway and I snatched it away.
"I'll get you something else." I scooted backwards on the carpet away from him. "Tomorrow, before I leave. Please?"
"Not a chance." He had a predatory grin on his face as he crawled forward. "I have to see what's in this now."
"It's a bad gift."
"Even better."
"J.P., don't," I pleaded as he reached me. "It's embarrassing."
"I live for embarrassing you."
I fell silent, letting him take the wrapped gift from me. A lopsided smile grew on his face, likely because he could see my skin turning pink. I could feel it, a rush of blood that was crawling up my neck.
"Please, babe?"
"Fine," I said, my voice wavering as my stomach turned. "You're never going to stop making fun of me anyway."
As much as he tried to hold my gaze, I couldn't watch him unwrap it. I listened as he tore the paper, bunching it up in his hand before letting it drop to the ground.
The lid to the box opened and he went quiet for a moment. Then, he chuckled.
"Nell, this is—"
"Shut up. I know. It's dumb. I shouldn't have listened to your stupid sister and stupid Sydney and just got you the case of beer I was going to get you in the first place."
"Babe, I love it."
My face burned as I stared firmly at the wall on the other side of the room. It wasn't until he moved beside me and touched my cheek, his fingers almost frozen compared to the heat of my skin, that I looked at him.
"I love it," he repeated. "It's perfect."
"It" was exactly what Anne-Marie and Sydney said a present needed to be; not too serious, but sentimental because they were absolutely certain that's what he would get me. He didn't. He got me a butt plug, and I got him a tie clip with his initials monogrammed on the front.
Well, and a special message engraved on it.
"Thanks for putting 'bastard' on the back instead of the front," he said. "I mean, I still would have worn it, but I won't have to explain it to as many clients this way."
I didn't say anything and he put the box down before pulling me onto his lap.
"Will it make things better if I promise I'll only tell you how sweet and thoughtful it was once, and just wear it every day without saying anything because it's one of the best gifts I've ever gotten?"
"Yeah, probably," I said quietly.
He hugged me tight to his chest. "Okay. I'm going to wear it every day and laugh every time I look at it because it's amazing and thoughtful. I love it."
"I love you," I whispered, not looking at him. "You probably want me to say it more or something but I just—"



"I know you do." He kissed me softly, his lips lingering on mine. "You don't need to do anything. You don't need to listen to what other people say, and you don't need to worry about what I'm going to think. I'm going to tease you no matter what you do, so it doesn't matter either way."
I laughed against his mouth and felt him smile before he kissed me again, and again, and one more time before I couldn't help myself and brought my hands up to his head so I could run my fingers through his hair. He groaned softly as I did, holding still as my nails scratched the back of his head lightly, and then tightening his arms around me again.
We didn't say much else. His lips left mine only to dip down to my neck. He nipped at the skin there lightly, making me gasp before loosening his grip on me.
"There's one more present to unwrap," he said in a low voice.
"Is it me?" I asked.
"Damn, you guessed it. It's totally you."
He unwrapped the first layer slowly, lifting my shirt inch by inch and kissing all the skin he could reach as it was revealed. Once it was off, he lowered his head to my breasts again, nuzzling his face between them. I shifted on his lap, my nipples hardening in anticipation and then in reaction when he ran his tongue along each of them.
For a moment, he sucked on my nipple lightly, then wrapped his arms around me again. Strong hands supported me as he leaned forward, carefully lowering me to lie on my back. Once I was there, he hovered over me, his eyes raking over my naked torso.
I bit my lip, waiting patiently until he met my eyes again. Normally, the look on J.P.'s face wasn't anything close to serious. He was jovial, he was snarky, he was clever, and he was mischievous. His eyes sparkled with laughter and his lips were almost always curled into a smirk or a smile or a grin. He laughed constantly, all the time, and he made me laugh.
Just then, though, he was serious. His eyes still sparkled, but it was with something deeper than usual. His lips curled up into a look I could only call adoration, and the sound he made wasn't a laugh. It was a sigh, a wordless statement, a noise that said nothing and meant everything.
When he leaned down to kiss me, I pulled him closer. His body was nestled between my legs, propped up on one hand while his other moved to my stomach. He touched my belly button and ran his hands up to my ribs, then cupped one breast while he brought his head back down to the other.
I inhaled sharply, my eyes fluttering closed as he savoured my breasts, his tongue exploring each wrinkle as my nipples hardened, his lips brushing the sensitive nubs and making me squirm beneath him. I could feel his cock getting hard, the bulge mostly unrestrained by the loose pyjama pants and deliciously irresistible as he rubbed it against me. I wasn't wearing panties and I knew he didn't have boxers on, either, considering the way his elf was starting to poke out the fly of his pants.
It took everything in me not to whimper when he pulled his mouth away from my breasts. I was pacified quickly by him sitting up, kneeling between my legs as he pulled his shirt off. He chuckled as I licked my lips, a sound that turned to something else as I reached forward to touch his stomach and chest.
"You're too hot for your own good," I said mindlessly. "It's unreasonable. How dare you?"
"How dare I?" he repeated, leaning forward to kiss me again. "Have you seen yourself lately? Jeez, Nellie. It's unfair how fucking sexy you are. Someone's going to take you to court over it."
"Hmm," I sighed as he rubbed his cock against me. "Luckily I have a sleazebag lawyer to represent me."
"Do you now?" he asked. "You know that means I'm going to have to bill you for this conversation."
"I'll pay you in pussy."
He nipped at my lip. "Deal."
I paid his retainer right away. By that, I mean he continued unwrapping me, kissing my stomach as he tugged my pyjama pants down. His tongue trailed along my hips before he licked the ticklish spot where they met my legs. The pants continued sliding lower and lower as his mouth continued moving closer and closer to my dripping center.
I moaned when his tongue slid between the soaking lips of my pussy, and again when he nudged my legs further apart and buried his face between them earnestly. The backs of my thighs rested on his shoulders as he licked me, each flick of his tongue making electricity shoot through my body. He took his time exploring, even though he'd eaten me out countless times before, and when he finally began ravishing my clit, I was a mess beneath him.
He slid a finger inside me easily, sawing it in and out as he worshiped my sensitive little bud. When he slipped a second finger in to join the first one, I grabbed his head, my fingers winding through his thick hair. He loved that; I knew he loved it from the way he groaned and the enticingly strange feeling of him grinning against my pussy.
One of his hands made its way up my body, finding my breast easily and tweaking my nipple as I panted. The heavenly hum of pleasure began to pulse through me, starting with where his tongue lavished attention and thrumming through each of my nerves. His fingers curled, catching my G-spot and making me tremble uncontrollably.
When I came, it was magical. My senses overloaded, my body writhed, and that hungry tongue of his kept doing what it did best. It drew my orgasm out, tasting me as I was lost to the bliss that extended and stretched and lengthened because of him.
When the tension in my body released, I sagged back against the floor, aftershocks twitching through my body. He lapped at my pussy a few more times before straightening up, his face glistening with wetness.
"Fuck," I moaned, and he laughed.
"Don't have to tell me twice," he said, and it was my turn to watch with rapt attention as he took his pants off.
"How do you want me?" I asked.
Nine times out of ten, when I asked J.P. that question, he chose to fuck me from behind. This was one of those nine times; he grabbed a throw pillow off the couch and directed me onto my stomach with the pillow under my hips before straddling me.
The tip of his cock nudged my entrance and he pushed it inside me, the head of his cock parting my lips gently at first before he had to force himself in. I moaned again, loving the way he felt when he fucked me like this. Everything felt tighter, my body almost protesting the way I had to stretch around him, until his cock hit my G-spot and made me shiver.
I was completely at his mercy in that position, and I loved every second of it. He thrust inside me slowly at first, his hands caressing my ass and up to my sides before he leaned forward and slid a hand beneath me. He cupped one breast, using his other arm to steady himself as he began to move faster.
His breath was hot against my back and he kissed between my shoulders as he moved, resting his forehead against me as he sheathed himself inside my body. When he started moving faster, I whimpered, pushing back against him as much as I could as he fucked me harder and harder.
I came even more intensely than the first time. It couldn't be helped; the places his cock was hitting inside me were so deep and so sensitive and so right that I couldn't stop myself from exploding around him. I heard him cry out as I did, his hand tightening on my breast as he felt me clench around him. Moments later, his thrusts became more erratic, and his breath came in shallow gasps against my neck.
I felt him come, each spasm of his cock as he emptied himself inside me. I luxuriated in the feeling, pushing against him, taking his cock as deep as I could in the hopes that he'd stay inside me for just a little bit longer. When he finished, he kissed my neck, resting heavily against my body for a moment.
I sighed, so content and satisfied that I wasn't quite ready for him to part from my body. This was it, really; we'd probably fuck again in the morning if we had time, but it wouldn't be like this, and we'd be apart for almost a week.
I didn't want to be apart from him. Not for a week, not for a day, not even for long enough for him to pull his cock out of me. It was terrifying to admit it to myself, but at the same time, I couldn't deny it.
Just when I expected him to pull out of me, he did something he hadn't done before. His hand moved off my breast and down my body, pushing insistently between my legs. His cock was still inside me, not even softening yet when he started stroking my clit.
"Oh, God," I moaned, and I felt his body shake as he chuckled.
"One more time," he whispered. "I told you I was going to fuck you until you screamed my name."
His fingers were as talented as the rest of him, and he knew how to make me come fast. He worked my clit quickly, tracing the sensitive nub over and over again until I was shaking and gasping. I braced myself against the carpet, writhing as he played with my pussy.
"Say it, babe," he whispered in my ear.
"Ugh," I gasped, my eyes squeezing shut.
"Come on, Nellie." His fingers danced on my clit, just slowly enough that he was holding me near the edge without pushing me towards it.
"Please," I whispered. "Please, J.P."
He made a quiet noise in my ear and his fingers moved slightly faster.
"J.P.," I gasped again. "Oh, my God."
"You can just call me J.P."
I did. I whispered his name again, and again, and his fingers moved harder and faster until I was practically sobbing his name. When he made me come a third time, I was pinned between his body and the floor with his cock still inside me, trapped beneath him as pleasure spasmed through me.
I was panting, barely able to breathe, when he finally moved off me. He guided me to the couch, pulling me onto the cushions and wrapping a throw blanket around both of us as we sleepily cuddled together.
"Merry Christmas, babe. I'm gonna miss you while you're at your mom's."
My heart fluttered. It didn't race; it didn't pound, it just told me to smarten up already.
"Come with me," I whispered.
"What?"
"Come with me." I nestled my head against his chest. "If you want. So we can spend Christmas together."
His arms tightened around me and I felt him smile against my hair.
"Is this just a way to get another present out of me so your mom doesn't think I didn't get you anything for Christmas?"
"Is it working?"
"Absolutely." He snuggled in closer. "Want me to drive?"
"Yes, please. Your car is nicer than mine."
"Bring the matching pyjamas?"
"I'll break up with you in front of her and not even feel bad about it."
He laughed, then tilted my head up to kiss me.
"Love you, babe."
"Merry Christmas, you bastard."
**
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There's bound to be talk tomorrow
At least there will be plenty implied
I really can't stay
Oh but it's cold outside
—Baby, It's Cold Outside, Frank Loesser, 1944
*
I tried not to harbor hatred towards Tommy, but I blamed him entirely for the fact that I was soaked all the way to my bones and colder than I had ever been in my life.
Well, sure, it wasn't his fault that I'd stormed out of his vehicle, slamming the door behind me. And really, he had begged me to get back in that hunk of junk he was driving, shouting that the radio said a storm was coming. Oh, and how he had insisted that my house was too far, that it would take me hours to walk home, and I wasn't dressed for the weather.
His chivalry suddenly knew no bounds. Poor, sweet Tommy, leaning out the window of his car and pleading, then begging, then truly demanding that I get back in the car. Such a good guy, that Tommy, that's what everyone would say.
"You worried him sick, Nancy," they'd scold, "you and your stubbornness. What were you trying to prove, storming off like that? So very unladylike, and so very crass. Why, you're darn lucky that a boy like Tommy even gave you the chance to come back!"
But how could I? How could anyone, after what he did to me?
Taking me out there, in this weather. What a dipstick. And then telling me that he was leaving me for Sue LaPret after we'd been going steady since high school. Sue LaPret! I couldn't believe it, couldn't imagine what would make him drop me to go out with a lumpy skag like Sue LaPret.
Well, I suppose the boys called her Stacked Sue for a reason.
But still! And then he had the very nerve to tell me he'd reconsider if I'd go all the way with him right then and there, in his damn scuzz bucket on top of the hill. All this, just two weeks before Christmas, when I thought he... well. We had been together since junior year and had been out of high school a year by then. He had invited me to spend Christmas with his family and I thought...
Scratch all that. I was harboring a ton of hatred towards Tommy, and he deserved every bit of it.
It had been chilly when I stomped out of his car and started walking home. The wind was brisk, and the snow was swirling lightly as I stamped down the road. Tommy had driven alongside me until I cut across Bushweed Park and he couldn't follow me anymore.
My shortcut through Bushweed Park had been the first of my problems.
See, when Tommy picked me up, I thought we were going to the movies. They were doing a late showing of the new Rock Hudson film, and I'd put on my favorite dress, nicest stockings, and best pumps. I had a hat and a coat, of course, but I had not planned on hiking across town to get back home. I was already shivering when my heel skidded along a patch of ice. I crashed to the ground where the snow was collecting far more quickly than I had thought.
Frustrated, I picked myself back up. My left stocking was torn, and the pumps now had scuffs on them, not to mention the pebbles embedded in my palms. Cursing Tommy, I trudged forward through the park. It was dim, but not dark; the lampposts cast beams across the path. I thought maybe Tommy would drive to the other side of the park and wait for me there, so I cut across to the path headed west, intent on getting back to the street and going around where he might have parked.
The wind howled, and the snow grew thicker, and my coat was getting heavier and heavier as it absorbed the melted flakes. Soon I was shivering even worse. My hair was wet, my clothes were wet, even my toes were wet as melted snow trickled down my legs and into my shoes. When I finally got through the park, the world lightened mercifully from the much-brighter streetlights. I was just off Main Street, and though the businesses were closed for the night, their lights helped guide me towards the residential area so I could finish my walk home.
It worsened as I walked down Main Street. Suddenly the flakes were thicker and the wind was strong enough to blow my hat from my head. I held it down desperately, serving only to numb my fingers. The snow was getting deeper and deeper, creeping over the edge of my pumps and making my feet slide in my shoes. I looked around, hoping wildly that perhaps someone was in one of the shops or would be driving by, but the world was deserted.
And then, just like that, the world was dark.
I blinked rapidly and pinched my numb skin with shaking fingertips. Once I determined I hadn't passed out from the cold or fallen into a snowbank, I reasoned that the power must have gone out. I would find out later that it was town-wide, that the snow had gotten so heavy so quickly that some major line had broken, but at that moment, I had no idea what to think. All I knew was that I was cold and wet, and it was so dark I couldn't see three feet ahead.
Damn Tommy. It wasn't his fault the power went out, but I was going to blame him all the same.
With my hands extended in front of me and my heart beating wildly, I tried to follow where I knew the sidewalk was. My hat flew off and the snow tangled in my hair, making it stick to my scalp. I fell again at the end of the street, not realizing that the curb was ending and that I was now crossing into the residential area.
As I collected myself off the ground again, I sighed in relief. If I had made it down Main Street, that meant I had fallen at the intersection with Poplar Street. If I kept walking completely straight, the first driveway I would come across would be my friend Martha Benson's house. She would let me in, I was sure of it, and let me call my parents and my sister to tell them I was okay.
It was easier said than done. The snow was freezing on the ground, and the road was so slick that I fell twice more before reaching the other side of the street. Trembling wildly, I could see the dim outline of hedges and a blackness that had to be the beginning of their driveway. Moving as quickly as I could, I kept myself from slipping on the walk and managed to stumble up the front steps. I rang the bell out of habit, but of course there was no sound. Shaking, I knocked on the door.
A few seconds went past, then a minute. My fingers were painfully cold, and I flexed them as I waited. My heart sank and I knocked again.
"Martha! Mrs. Benson! Please, let me in!" I shouted desperately, though I was doubtful that anyone would hear me above the wind.
Of course, there was no answer.
Tears welled up in my eyes, freezing to my eyelashes and blurring what little vision I had. My teeth chattered, perhaps from the cold, perhaps from nerves, perhaps from thoughts darker than the night that began to creep into my mind.
I started pounding on the door. "Please, is anyone home? Please, help me!"
The night was silent aside from the hiss and roar of the wind, the banging of my fists, and the wet sounds of terror and frustration that escaped my throat. I knocked until my knuckles were bruised, until my hands were numb, until I couldn't unfurl my fists.
Sobbing, I leaned against the door. They would find me in the morning, the cold yellow sunlight brushing over the snow-covered lump that was my body. They would brush the snow away, gasping in shock, and the firemen would have to come because I would be frozen to the doorstep. They'd have to melt the ice around me just to get me to the morgue, and my poor mother would have to come to identify my grotesque, curled, frozen blue body. Instead of a joyful Christmas full of green and red and gold and silver, my family would have a blue Christmas, dressed in black to mourn my untimely and horrific death.
And all because I wouldn't have sex with Tommy in his stupid car so he wouldn't leave me for stupid Sue LaPret. He wouldn't even feel guilty about it, I was sure. He would come to my funeral with one arm around Sue's shoulders, telling everyone how he warned me not to go out in the storm.
"That Nancy," he'd say, shaking his head in feigned sadness. "Stubborn as a mule and twice as fiery. I can only hope wherever she is now, she's found peace."
That stupid, stupid man.
I was sobbing, certain I was going to die frozen solid on the Bensons' doorstep, when the door flung open. I nearly fell into the house, but a strong set of arms caught me as I yelped in surprise.
"Nancy Parker, is that you?"
"May I p-please come in, p-please?" I asked weakly.
The strong arms guided me into the house, swinging the door shut behind me. A candle was lit on a nearby table, a flashlight next to it pointed at the ceiling. The room was blissfully warm, and I turned to see who my savior was.
My mouth dropped open, and for a moment I forgot about how cold I was. Standing next to the door was Bruce Benson, Martha's older brother.
The last time I had seen Bruce, he had been breaking my sister Donna's heart as he left for boot camp. She had been eighteen then, so he must have been nineteen at the time. He had broken up with her on his way out of town, standing on the front porch of our house. Donna was devastated at first, but soon realized it had been for the best. She had never loved Bruce, just liked that he was a constant in her life, and was on the make real fast. She ended up meeting a man named Jerry a few weeks after Bruce left. That was the love of her life, and in a few months, she was set to marry him.
Bruce, on the other hand, had ended up in Korea. I remember Martha worrying every day he was gone, wondering if he was safe or if that would be the day they received a knock on the door from a somber-faced officer delivering the news that Bruce wouldn't be coming home. They had gotten that knock once before when Martha's father had been overseas in 1944. She had begged Bruce not to go, and Mrs. Benson had begged Bruce not to go, but he wouldn't listen. He had been only thirteen when Mr. Benson became a memory, and anyone who knew Bruce knew he'd wanted nothing more than to honor his father by joining the military.
They begged, and he resisted, and finally, he'd left. For the entire time he'd been away, Martha had worried. She had stopped eating for a while, her face going pale and her skin drawn, until her mother bluntly told her that she'd put her in an institution if she didn't start eating.
"I lost my husband to one war," she told Martha, her voice somewhere between stern and desperate. "My son is being risked in another. I will not lose my daughter to war, too."
Martha started eating after that, but the two of them were both nervous wrecks the entire time Bruce was gone.
I remembered watching Bruce and Donna talk on the porch, hidden behind the curtains of the living room window. I had never told Donna, but I had loved Bruce as much as she hadn't. He was older, sure, but he had always been funny and sweet. I knew Donna's heart was breaking, but I couldn't help staring at him, wishing he would come home, hoping that when he did, he'd finally notice me. Bruce had looked so mature in his uniform, so handsome.
Or at least, I thought he did. Really, it was just the hazy romance of a high school girl's memories, gold-dusted daydreams glorified by years of distance. He had been a gangly young man, with eyes too large for his face and traces of teenage acne spotting his skin. But to me, he was perfect.
Martha had been ecstatic when she found out Bruce was coming home. The fighting had finally ended during the summer, and I had never seen someone so impatient and so hopeful. For days, she talked about planning a big party to welcome him back and inviting everyone in town. She was so proud of her brother and so happy he was coming home safe.
Then, he hadn't returned, not right away.
Summer had firmly become fall by the time Bruce returned, and Martha's excitement had fizzled. When asked about the party, she'd say they were letting him adjust to civilian life and refused to speak another word about it. Fall was becoming winter, and in the few months that he'd been back, no one had seen hide nor hair of Bruce Benson.
The man standing in front of me now was not the same Bruce that I remembered. I was nineteen, the same age he had been when he'd left, and he was now a full-fledged man. His arms didn't seem too long for his body anymore, and his face had grown into his eyes. There was faint scarring on his cheek, jagged ridges that had faded to smooth lines. They were noticeable but only served to enhance the ruggedness of his face. His hair was neatly groomed, his shoulders broad and muscled. And his eyes... oh.
Those eyes, though.
Bruce had left with the innocent hope of a young man and returned with eyes that reflected horrors I wouldn't wish to know. They should have terrified me, those eyes and the way they were colder than the snow dripping down my spine, but they didn't. More than anything, they intrigued me. I didn't want to know what he had seen; I simply wanted to know who he was now.
So much of him had changed. His face was as handsome as could be, but hard, far more stern and serious than it should be for a man of twenty-three. Behind it, though, I could see Bruce. I could see the ghost of laughter on his face, the easy smile that he used to flash at my sister, and that made jealousy course through my heart. He was still there, somewhere, but... well.
He stared at me as I stood in the front hall, shivering and dripping cold snow from the hems of my soaked clothing.
"Can I take your coat?" he asked, almost absurdly polite.
My teeth chattered as a noise that could have been a laugh or a sob burst from my throat.
"Oh, jeez," he muttered. "Come on in. I'm sure Martha won't mind if you borrow some dry clothes."
He gestured for me to go to Martha's room, my coat dripping as we made our way down the hall. Once there, he placed the flashlight on her dresser.
"I'll be right back with some blankets," he said and closed the door.
I tried to undress quickly, but I was shaking so badly and my fingers were so numb that I could hardly manage to undo the buttons on my coat. When Bruce tapped on the door a few minutes later, I looked up wildly.
"Is M-Martha home?" I asked through the closed door. "Or your m-mother, maybe?"
"No," came the reply. "They went to visit my grandma. Decided to stay there because of the storm."
I nearly started crying again as I realized what I had to do. He was the only person around, and the only person I could think of that I didn't want to see me like that. I couldn't pretend I was innocent; I'd thought of Bruce more than once in ways that were not strictly appropriate, but in those scenarios, my skin wasn't pale and clammy and he wasn't removing my clothing out of pity.
I drew a deep breath, then cleared my throat. "Bruce, I hate to impose, but I... I need some help."
He opened the door tentatively. I was still decent, and he opened the door the rest of the way.
"What's the trouble?"
My lips were shaking as violently as the rest of me, and I'm sure if my body was capable of producing warmth at that moment, I would have blushed.
"I can't undo my dress. M-my hands don't want to work a-and I'm s-so cold."
He hesitated, then stepped into the room with a strange, staggered stride. He was holding a stack of blankets and towels but quickly put them on Martha's dresser before motioning for me to turn around. With a professional quickness, he undid the dress, then stepped back.
"I'll stay here in case you need more help," he said. "I won't look."
"But—"
"You'll catch pneumonia if you don't warm up," he said frankly. "Relax, Nance. I won't peek."
Pointedly, he covered his vision with his hands. Mortified, I stared at him, my mouth half-open. He was going to stay there while I undressed? I almost protested, almost insisted that he leave, but he was right. There was a good chance I'd need more help. I kept a nervous eye on him, hesitating before letting my dress drop to the floor with a sloppy splat. My slip came off easily, though it, too, was soaked and stuck to my skin. I tried to undo the garters for my stockings but again couldn't get my fingers to function.
"Bruce, I'm so s-sorry," I whispered, embarrassed. "I need m-more help."
He turned to the dresser, grabbing a blanket and passing it to me before fully uncovering his eyes. I wrapped it around me, though the idea of preserving modesty was laughable at that point, and asked him to undo my garters.
Bruce was a perfect gentleman, his fingers barely grazing my clammy skin as he undid the garters and his eyes focusing only on what he was doing. I then pressed the blanket against my chest and around my back, turned around, and asked if he would unhook my bra.
It was the only point where Bruce shook a bit. I felt his fingers tremble as he stood behind me, deftly undoing the clasps. His hands were warm, or at least, I was so cold that they felt like they were scorching. The tips of his fingers grazed my back and it took everything in me not to shiver. Though, I suppose a shiver would have been appropriate. After all, Bruce wouldn't have been able to tell which shivers were due to the cold and which were because his hands were touching my bare skin.
Once it was done, he stepped away quickly and took two limping steps towards the door.
"Anything else?" he asked quietly.
I shook my head.
"Take what you need, I don't think Martha will mind."
He picked up the clothing I had already removed and left, closing the door quickly behind him. I tried not to think of my silly crush on Bruce and let the blanket fall so I could remove my garter belt, stockings, and panties. I squeezed my soaking hair with one of the towels and wiped every inch of myself from head to toe as dry as I could.
Once done, I picked up one of the other blankets he had brought in, wrapping it tightly around myself as I turned to Martha's dresser. I knew she wouldn't mind if I borrowed some of her clothing, but that wasn't the problem. I was not overly large myself, but Martha had never gained back the weight she'd lost when Bruce was gone. She had been petite to begin with, so I doubted much of anything would fit.
I was lucky to find a nightgown that was much too large for Martha. It was brand new, perhaps a gift from her grandmother, and while it was short-sleeved and covered in frilly, lacy nonsense, it covered me. I found a dressing gown hanging in her closet and wrapped it around myself gratefully, and house slippers that were only slightly tight. I was still chilled, but the shivering had subsided quite a bit by drying off.
There was a mirror above Martha's dresser. I wasn't sure if the dim lighting in the room helped or hindered, but the face staring back at me was frightful. I sniffed, torn between laughter and tears, and turned away. Nothing looked especially pretty, but it had to be an improvement from the swamp monster that had appeared at the door. Anything would have been better than that, certainly. Maybe it was enough that Bruce would think... well.
Shaking my head, I chastised myself. I was not there to flirt with Bruce. I was not supposed to be there at all.
I picked up the rest of my wet clothing and opened the door. From down the hall in the living room, I could see flickering firelight and hear the crackle of dry wood popping.
"I brought the clothes rack into the living room," called Bruce. "We can hang your things to dry nearby."
The room was thick with the scent of smoke and wood. A merry fire roared beneath a mantle dressed with evergreen garlands and candles, a photo of Mr. Benson tucked between the branches. In the corner, the fresh pine tree Mrs. Benson insisted on every year was neatly decorated, and a few wrapped boxes were already waiting beneath the tree. It was almost cozy, almost festive, almost a perfect daydream of a situation.



Minus the fact that I was a freezing cold swamp monster, of course.
Bruce had already hung my dress, coat, and slip on a drying rack near the fire. I should have been a bit more embarrassed that my underthings were about to be on display in front of him, but considering he had removed some of them from me, it seemed silly to worry. As I used the light from the flashlight to finish hanging my clothes, he busied himself at the fireplace, sparks shooting up as he rustled the wood with the iron poker.
There was a glorious warmth emanating from that fire, and once I was done he ushered me onto the couch where he had even more blankets waiting. I buried myself beneath three of them, tucking my knees to my chest and drawing the fabric up to my chin. Once I was settled, Bruce sat beside me on the couch, stiffly lowering himself onto the cushions. We sat quietly, and the warmth from the fire began to return some life into my frigid bones.
Finally, he cleared his throat.
"I hate to intrude, doll, but you wanna explain to me what in the hell just happened?"
I snorted a bit, biting my lip.
"Well, I don't have a boyfriend anymore." A giggle burst from my throat, then another, and then I was cackling madly as I hugged the blankets around me.
Bruce was looking at me like I was from another planet. Slowly, I regained my composure.
"My boyfriend, Tommy, he... we were on a date."
"Seems like a pretty lame date," he said.
I snorted. "He was supposed to take me to the movies."
"And he, what, took you to the middle of a field and left you there?"
I shook my head. "He took me to the... um, the hill. Near Bushweed Park."
Bruce looked amused. "The hill, huh? Didn't they used to call that, uh..."
"Neck'n The Woods?" I muttered. "Yeah."
I thought he might laugh, but his face was solemn.
"I have a feeling you didn't want to be there," he said gently.
"He was... he said he was going to break up with me. Unless I... well. I hope he's happy with stupid Stacked Sue."
"Sue LaPret?" he asked. "Doubt it. That nickname was only ever a mean thing people said about her. Far as I know, she never even kissed a boy."
"How would you know?" I asked. "Things change."
It wasn't meant to be a dig, but it came out that way. He smiled tightly.
"Suppose I wouldn't," he said after a moment.
I bit my lip, mentally kicking myself for being rude.
"Well," I said softly. "That's what happened. I didn't want him to drive me home."
"So you got out of the car and walked across town in a snowstorm?" he asked flatly.
"I didn't say it was a good idea."
"It was a terrible idea," he said bluntly. "You could've died."
The frankness might have just been how Bruce was now, or it might have been a dig back after my unintentional one. Either way, it hurt, and either way, I wasn't about to tell him that.
"I need to call my mother," I said, standing up.
"Hate to break it to you, but the lines are down."
I turned to him, my mouth half-open.
"But how will I get home?" I asked dumbly.
He raised his eyebrows. "I dunno, Nance. I think you're stuck here."
"My mother is going to worry. My father will be furious. I have to get home."
He shook his head. "Not a chance. Maybe you can sort something out in the morning, but I can't drive and there's no cabs running right now, nothing. Even if there was, how would you reach 'em? Phones are out."
I sat slowly back down, pulling the blankets over me as I stared into the fire. All they knew was that I had gone out with Tommy and that we were planning to go to the movies. What would they think when I didn't come home? For that matter, what would Tommy do? For all he knew, I was trapped in Bushweed Park. Would he go tell my parents that I had stormed off and was missing? Would he just go home? Would he go see stupid Sue and...
And what about when word got out that I'd spent the night at the Bensons' with only Bruce home? Donna would be scandalized, never mind the circumstances. Even Martha might be suspicious. The neighbors would talk. The whole town would talk. It would go from Tommy breaking up with me so he could go feel up Stacked Sue to me ditching Tommy so I could sneak to Bruce's to spend the night.
I simply had to get home.
My house wasn't especially close to the Benson's, but it wasn't far, either. Maybe a fifteen-minute walk, in normal weather. And Martha's slippers were only slightly tight on me: perhaps she had a pair of boots I could borrow. Then, if Bruce would lend me a coat... well, and a pair of pants... and a hat...
I voiced my plan to Bruce, who shook his head.
"Not a chance. You'll catch pneumonia. Worse, you might fall. You wouldn't survive a night out there with a broken leg."
"You could walk me home. Stay the night at ours, and my dad can bring you back in the morning."
A sharp bark of laughter told me I was asking far too much, which I certainly was. I sighed, staring back into the fire, worry etched in every line on my face.
"Let me make sure I have this right." Bruce's voice was soft but serious. "Your boyfriend said he was taking you to a movie, but drove you up to Neck'n The Woods and said he'd break up with you unless you went all the way with him, otherwise he was going with Sue LaPret. You jumped out of the car, lost him at the park, then got stuck in a snowstorm and ended up here."
"That's the gist of it."
"And you're worried your parents will be mad you spent the night here, where it's safe, so you'd rather risk going back out into that blizzard than stay in Martha's room for the night."
"Well, yes."
"Why?"
"Why am I worried?"
Bruce nodded.
Surely he understood the implication. I studied him, watching the firelight flick along the angles of his face. The light made his skin look warm, tanned, and golden and red all at the same time, a fascinating blend of color that danced along his cheeks and jaw. I wanted to touch the spots that danced, the shadows playing along his scars. Not with my hands, of course. I wanted to touch those spots with my lips.
That was why I was worried. Silently, I stared until he turned his head and those serious, guarded eyes met mine.
"Well, it's not proper," I said shakily. "If I spend the night here, with you and no one else home, people will think—"
He scoffed. "They won't think anything."
"They certainly will," I snapped. "It might not mean anything to you, Bruce, but it's my reputation on the line, not yours."
"And is your reputation suffering because you're alone with a man, or alone with me?"
My mouth dropped open. "It wouldn't—"
"You think I'd do something like that? Just force you to fuck me because no one else is home and you're stuck here?"
Bruce was looking straight at me, his face stoic. A tremble ran through my body, one that had nothing to do with being cold, and everything to do with the strangeness in his eyes.
"I don't think you'd do that to me," I said quietly. "I meant people would think I wanted to, um... you know. Sleep with you."
"And that's even worse, is it?"
My heart sank. Worse? How could that be worse? Even without him knowing how much I wanted to... well.
"It has nothing to do with you, Bruce," I said. "I don't want to be known as easy."
That barking laugh came again and Bruce shook his head.
"Forget it, Nancy. Trust me, no one will think you did anything to sully your perfect reputation with me." He struggled to get up from the sofa. Once he was standing, he limped towards the kitchen, the door swinging closed behind him.
I was frozen in place on the couch, staring at the door to the kitchen. For a while, the only sound I heard was that of the fire crackling and my own heart pounding.
Certainly, I hadn't meant that risking my life in a blizzard would be better than spending the night with him. But the language he used had jarred me, as did the fact that he thought my concerns were solely about him. Never mind that Bruce had been back in town for months, and no one had seen him aside from his family. And at that, why hadn't Bruce gone with his mother and sister to see his grandma?
His face hadn't betrayed much, but as I thought back, I realized his voice had. He hadn't said anything about seducing me. In fact, he seemed to believe the only way I'd sleep with him is if he took what he wanted. That most certainly wasn't the case, though I tried to tell myself it wasn't right to think those kinds of thoughts in the present situation. In any case, Bruce may have changed since I'd last seen him, but I knew in my heart that he wasn't capable of hurting anyone like that.
And something about his last line, the scornful and almost bitter way he had added "with me" to the end of his statement, made me sad. Bruce was a hero, a man who had risked his very life to protect everything our country stood for.
It dawned on me slowly that his outburst had nothing to do with me. It had something to do with whatever was keeping Bruce hidden in that house, whatever had stopped Martha from throwing him a return party. My heart ached at the thought. I wanted nothing more than to tell Bruce that I'd loved him since before he'd left to join the Army. But what would he think? I was just his high school girlfriend's younger sister. I was partly astonished that he even remembered me.
I was so lost in my thoughts that it took the scent of frying bacon to jar me out of them. With a start, I heard the sounds of Bruce cooking and realized he must have gotten the gas range lit. My stomach rumbled. I had eaten a light dinner before going out with Tommy, thinking we'd have popcorn at the movie. Getting caught in that snowstorm had made me even hungrier.
Bruce may have been upset, but I hoped perhaps he would take pity on a hungry girl who made dumb decisions every now and then.
Withdrawing myself from the blankets, I crossed to the kitchen door and opened it quietly. Bruce was standing at the stove, hovering over a sizzling pan. On the counter beside him, a carton of eggs waited patiently for their turn.
"Bruce, can I—"
He started so suddenly that he jumped back from the pan. As he stepped, his leg slipped from under him and he fell to the kitchen floor, landing on his behind with a thunk. The spatula he'd been holding skittered across the linoleum.
"Oh, I'm so sorry!" I gasped.
Given his previous outburst, I thought Bruce would be upset, but I was wrong. He closed his eyes, then a small smile began to spread across his face. Suddenly he was laughing, and he lay on his back on the floor.
"Bruce?" I stepped into the kitchen tentatively.
He continued chuckling. Perplexed by his strange behavior, I approached him cautiously, then knelt beside him.
"Are you hurt?"
"Am I hurt?" he wheezed, laughing even harder. "Sweetheart, you don't know the half of it."
The kitchen was lit only by the beam from his flashlight. It wasn't until I was kneeling next to him that I realized his cheeks were covered in tears streaming from his closed eyes as he laughed.
"You're scaring me," I said softly.
He took a deep breath, bringing his hands to his face and covering it. The laughter subsided gradually, until the only sound was the sizzle of bacon and Bruce's breathing.
"I'm sorry I startled you."
He sat up slowly, grimacing as he did.
"The bacon's about to burn, you mind?"
I rescued the bacon as he requested, turning off the stove and moving it out of the pan, then returned my attention to him.
"Can you stand? Do you need help?"
A dry chuckle was all he responded with. Frustrated, I knelt next to him again.
"Bruce. Talk to me, please."
"Are you hungry? I figured you might be hungry so I thought I'd cook something up quick. Can't even do that right anymore."
"You most certainly can." I touched his shoulder carefully. "I startled you. That has nothing to do with being able to cook."
"I fell on my ass because of this goddamn leg."
"What happened to your leg?"
He didn't say anything. He looked at me, his eyes hard, and his mouth opened, but he didn't say anything. Before I knew what was happening, he took my hand and guided it to his thigh. Just above his knee, I felt a contraption with straps and buckles. Below that, instead of flesh, my fingers met a cold, hard surface through the fabric of his trousers.
"Not sure, exactly, but chunks of it are probably floating around Korea somewhere."
The laughter was gone. Lit only by the dim beam of the flashlight on the counter, Bruce's face had become stoic again, and he stared at my hand resting on what should have been his leg.
I didn't know what to say. What could I possibly say? I would never know what it was like to lose the majority of a limb while thousands of miles from home, fighting against men who were trying to kill me. I couldn't possibly begin to understand what had happened—really, truly understand it—or what Bruce was feeling. And how could I possibly tell him that he was as desirable to me as when he had both legs?
"I'm sorry," I finally whispered, knowing it was nowhere near enough.
"See?" he replied. "Your reputation is safe. I'd never do anything like that, not that I could even manage it, and no one would believe you'd do it willingly."
"Yes, I would."
My answer was so soft that I wasn't sure I had even spoken. If it weren't for the look of shock on Bruce's face, I may have even denied saying anything. But he looked up at me, eyebrows pinched in a confused expression.
"What was that?"
I met his eyes, staring steadily into them as I spoke.
"Yes, I would. I used to be so jealous of Donna, did you know that? I used to moon after you, wishing you would notice me instead of her. You were so..." I smiled in spite of myself. "You were the coolest guy I'd ever seen, and you were always so nice to me even though I was just a dumb kid. You used to be the nicest guy in town."
"Used to be," he repeated.
"You still are, Bruce. Being short a leg doesn't change any of that."
He chuckled. I was relieved as a smile spread across his face.
"Come on, let's get up. It's cold away from the fire."
He gripped my arm as he stood up, though I think it was more out of politeness than necessity. Once he was standing again, I grabbed the plate of bacon and we went back to the living room. As he settled back on the couch, I stoked the fire, then returned to my nest of blankets with the plate balanced between us.
Things seemed less strange now that I knew. Bruce was still tense, but he started to talk, and I got the sense that he hadn't had anyone to talk to for ages.
"The first day I was back, my mom and Martha sniffled and cried the entire time," he said as we ate. "'Poor Brucie, losing his leg and now he's an invalid.' They went to see my grandma and I couldn't even... you know, she cried when I went to visit her after I got back. Like it was the worst possible thing in the world, to have a son or grandson or brother missing part of his leg. It was humiliating. But they weren't wrong, you know? Everyone acted like that. Can't do jack shit, just because I got a damn leg blown off. I didn't want to see anyone. They didn't want anyone to see me."
"I don't think that's true." I licked a drop of bacon grease off my finger before picking up another piece. "Martha was so excited when she heard you were coming home. Really, she was."
He scoffed. "When I went, I thought the outcome was simple. Live or die. Come home whole, or don't come home. I guess I should be grateful I came home at all. There were..."
He stopped. My heart ached at the expression on his face, something dark and lonely, something I couldn't possibly begin to understand.
"A lot of good men died. A lot of good men got hurt. I don't know if they feel as useless as I do now, but I never thought part of me would come home and part of me wouldn't. And I don't know how to handle that."
"I don't know either."
"Everything changed. I knew it would be different but not like this."
The fire crackled and a particularly strong gust of wind shook the house as I contemplated what he had said. I didn't want to be that person who treated Bruce differently, nor did the fact that he lost his leg mean I found him any less... well, any less anything, really.
I wanted him to know that. It wasn't that I "used to" have a crush on him. I still did, and his leg didn't change any of that for me. I wanted to tell him that, but it was improper. It wasn't right for me to be alone with him and to admit that I thought he was a total dreamboat.
As I sat there, slowly chewing the last piece of bacon, I wondered why.
I was so concerned with what other people might think, I'd started overlooking what I wanted. I had always wanted Bruce. I still wanted him. And what did it matter if we were alone and he was a man and I was a woman? I wanted to be with Bruce, damn what everyone else might think. So what if it was only for one night? Why was it okay for Tommy to hop from chick to chick and not for me? I wanted Bruce more than I had ever wanted Tommy.
The plate of bacon was empty. I moved it from the sofa to the side table.
"Bruce, I'm still cold."
"I can get the burners going again if you want some tea."
I untangled my nest of blankets and pushed all but one to the floor. "I was thinking maybe we could sit closer together. Conserve some heat."
He regarded me carefully as I shifted on the sofa, sidling up beside him and throwing the blanket over both of us. "What will people think?"
"Fuck what people think."
Both of us seemed astonished at my sudden cursing. I covered my mouth with my hand. Bruce laughed and drew his hand out of the blanket, wrapping it around my shoulders.
"Fuck what people think, huh? That's sure a change of tune."
"Well, I could have said it more politely, but yes."
Bruce's hand gripped my shoulder lightly as I nestled in closer to him. "I like the way you said it. Something about a pretty girl being as vulgar as a soldier is... well..."
He trailed off, shaking his head, and the crackle of the fireplace kept the room from falling completely silent.
"You know, I didn't thank you for letting me in tonight and rescuing me from that storm," I said. "So, thank you."
"Anytime, doll."
More silence. More tension. And his arm felt so nice around me.
"Bruce, remember how I said that I used to have a crush on you?"
"Not sure that's how you phrased it, but yes."
"Well, I still do."
He swallowed hard. "You sure about that, Nancy?"
"Yep."
"Even with..."
"Yep."
He was quiet, seemingly struggling with whether or not to trust me. I pressed my lips together, waiting for him to say something, but the fire popped and snapped and he remained silent.
"Bruce," I said, turning to face him.
"Yeah?"
"My lips are cold."
The muscles in his neck flexed and his eyes flicked down to my mouth. Heart racing, I waited as he processed the words, watching the options turn over again and again in his mind. After a moment, he made his decision, and the next thing I knew Bruce's lips were pressed to mine.
It was a gentle kiss, tentative and soft. I don't think either of us was certain that it was real for a moment. But neither of us pulled back, and the uncertainty disappeared as he pulled me closer to him.
I brought my hand to his face, tracing my fingers along his jawline and feeling the slight stubble there. Here and there, the stubble was marred by the smoothness of his scars, and I caressed each of those spots with the tips of my fingers. His kiss grew stronger, and he sucked lightly on my lip before tracing it with his tongue. I parted my lips, letting his tongue meet mine, and little shocks of warmth began to trickle through my body.
We sat that way for some time, just kissing, just exploring each other's lips. His arm stayed around my shoulder, holding me close as we cuddled beneath the blanket.



"Nancy?" he murmured, his lips brushing mine as he spoke.
"Yes?"
"How far are you wanting to take this? Because—"
"As far as you want."
He stopped kissing me, pulling back and studying my face after hearing my response.
"That's pretty far, doll." His voice masked his desire beneath a warning tone. "Don't you have a perfect reputation to uphold?"
Oh.
Didn't I?
I swallowed hard as he looked at me, justifications for telling him to stop swirling around my head. The voices were insistent: this isn't what good girls do, said one. He'll ruin you for someone else, said another. It's a downright sin, Nancy Parker, said a third. Statement after statement in voices that were echoes of my mother and my father and my sister and the neighbours and all the people who weren't in the room with me.
With us.
But what did I want? Well...
"It's not so perfect. I mean, I have been to Neck'n The Woods."
He chuckled, and the warmth of his breath tickled my nose. "I don't want to hurt you."
"You won't," I said. "And I want it to be you. I've always wanted it to be you."
He exhaled loudly, the spot between his eyebrows creasing as he battled with what I had said. "That's a far cry from what you said earlier. Didn't want people to think you were easy."
"Do you think I'm easy?"
"God, no," he said, laughing. "You're incredibly difficult, Nancy Parker."
Giggling, I pressed my lips to his. "Well, if you don't think I'm easy, then that's what matters. Fuck what other people think, remember?"
I felt his lips turn up into a smile, and some of the tension in his shoulders released. Suddenly he was bolder, still gentle but more confident, and the hand that wasn't around my shoulders began to wander. It traced up the edges of the robe I was wearing, sneaking past the knot in the belt and inside, brushing past my stomach and up to my breasts. Through the thin fabric of the nightgown, he traced my curves, fingers moving back and forth until they were brushing across the hardness of my nipples.
I inhaled sharply as he tweaked them, rolling the hard nubs between his fingers. Bruce groaned and his mouth moved from my lips to my jawbone, then down to my neck. He kissed and sucked the tender skin there, moving from just below my ear down to the top of my collarbone. His fingers continued their work, the fabric of the nightgown bunching in his palms as he fondled me.
When he let go of my breasts, I was a bit disappointed. He was so warm, so gentle but so intoxicating, that I could have let him play with me all night. His hand only left for a moment, though. As he continued to kiss my neck, he worked the knot of the robe's belt, undoing it deftly. Once it was untied, he pushed the robe open and bunched the nightgown between his fingers until he found the hem. His hand slid up my leg, pausing momentarily when his fingers brushed the bare skin on my hip.
"Nancy, doll, where are your panties?" he murmured, his lips moving against my neck.
"Hanging on the drying rack," I replied.
He groaned. The way I was positioned, he had no access to my pussy, and I most certainly wanted that to change.
I shrugged my shoulders and Bruce moved his arm. Pulling my legs underneath me, I moved into Bruce's lap, facing him as my legs rested on either side of his hips. He grinned, holding the blanket around me as I settled against him. My hands came to his chest, resting lightly as I leaned in to kiss him again, and his hands moved to my hips.
Beneath me, I could feel the bulge of his erection straining against his trousers. I tentatively moved my hips. Bruce swore and nipped at my lip.
"Careful, sweetheart. Do that too much and it'll go off."
"Isn't that the point?"
His tongue slid into my mouth as his fingers gripped my hips. "Not quite yet."
I shivered as his fingers resumed tracing up my skin. Slowly, they moved from my hips to my stomach, tickling beside my belly button and over to my waist. I inhaled sharply as he touched my ribs, then slowly inched his hand closer and closer to my breasts. When his knuckles met the underside of my breast, he paused, pulling back to glance up at me.
"You sure? Really, really sure?"
I brought my hand to his.
"My chest is cold, Bruce," I whispered, and pushed his hand up to my breast.
He let out a breath, his eyes leaving mine as he looked at my chest. My breasts weren't quite big enough to fill his hand, but he didn't seem to mind. His fingers prodded my skin, exploring and teasing me, his grip warm and his fingers nimble. When he touched my nipple, I squirmed on his lap, and he swore again.
"Careful," he said again, panting.
"It's not my fault," I said haughtily. "You're the one who made it feel good."
He laughed, the corners of his eyes crinkling, and he kissed me again.
"Sure, blame it all on me," he said. "All I'm trying to do is warm poor, shivering Nancy Parker up, and somehow it's all my fault that she's sitting on my lap and rubbing herself against my..."
He trailed off and his mouth dropped open as I boldly moved my hands between our bodies, carefully working the button of his trousers open. He swallowed hard, watching as I slipped my hand inside and found the thick, stiff cause of the bulge in his pants.
I hadn't gone all the way with Tommy, but I'd gone some of the way. I'd touched him, and I'd put my hand down his pants, and I'd used my hand to get him off, but there's only so much you can see in a car parked down a dark lane. He'd never taken his pants off all the way, and I'd never done more than glance down.
With Bruce, I could see a lot more. Part of it was probably because there was a lot more to see, it seemed. My fingers wrapped around his shaft, withdrawing him from beneath his clothing, and I held my breath as it came out of his trousers. It was swollen, thicker than Tommy's, and the head was glistening.
And that was going to go... oh, my.
"Having second thoughts?" he asked, his voice kind.
I refused to be scared. Instead, I bit my lip as I glanced up at him.
"I thought your hands were warm, but this seems to be much warmer," I said innocently. "Maybe I should try using this to warm me up?"
"That's a great idea," he said hoarsely. "If your hands are still cold, you could try, uh..."
He groaned, interrupting himself as I slowly began to move my hand up and down.
"Yeah, that," he finally said, his head tilting back.
I laughed, leaning forward and kissing his exposed neck as I played with him. The swollen head was dripping, sticky fluid coating my palm as I spread it along his rod. He seemed to forget he had one hand beneath my nightgown until I pushed my chest forward, shoving my breast into his palm.
He got the hint, resuming his exploration as I stroked him. He brought his head back forward, kissing me as we touched each other, our breaths both quickening as we worked to make the other person feel good.
I hoped he was feeling as good as he was making me feel. The muted noises escaping his throat and the way his cock twitched in my hand made it seem like he was, but who knew? As for me, the fire in the living room wasn't the only one he had lit that night. There was a flickering, yearning, infuriatingly good feeling pooling in the pit of my stomach, buried somewhere between my belly button and my spine. Between my legs was a mess of arousal, wetness that coated my lips and thighs. Each time he tweaked my nipple, another drop of desire collected inside me.
When I couldn't take it anymore, I stopped moving my hand and pulled away from his mouth. "Bruce."
"Yeah?" he whispered breathlessly.
"I'm still cold."
He swallowed hard. "Uh, where?"
I bit my lip. "Inside, I think."
"Oh." His face was stoic but his eyes took on a familiar playfulness. "That's not good."
"Not at all," I agreed. "Think you can help?"
"Maybe," he said. "I'm going to have to see how cold you are. Inside, I mean."
I bit my lip, trying not to giggle. "That makes sense. How are you gonna do that?"
His hands moved to my hips, guiding me up and forward so his cock was positioned beneath me. "I'm gonna have to stick this inside you. To, uh, take your temperature. Is that okay?"
My heart stuttered painfully fast. It was okay; it was more than okay. I wanted it, more than I'd wanted anything before, but... well. There were years upon years and woman after woman telling me to never, never, never let a man do what I was about to let Bruce do, not unless he married me first. And why? Because it felt too good? Because someone said I needed a certificate before I could decide if I wanted to let him do it or not?
I almost let myself fall prey to those thoughts. I almost told him I couldn't go through with it.
But I wanted to. I wanted that thick, hard thing to push inside me. I wanted to know what it was like.
Most of all, I wanted him.
I finally nodded. Bruce moved one hand between us, and the other guided my hips down. I inhaled as the head of his cock brushed against my slit. His eyes met mine, orange firelight reflecting back at me.
"Last chance, doll," he whispered.
The echoes of those voices telling me to stop made a final plea. I didn't just ignore them; I silenced them as I kissed him, shifting my hips so the head of his cock was positioned at my entrance. It teased the dripping hole and he rewarded me with a groan that vibrated against my mouth. Slowly, carefully, I lowered myself onto him. There was a moment where the head of his cock just barely touched me, and half a moment later, there was a feeling almost like a pinch as it breached my entrance. My mouth dropped open as I felt him enter me, my pussy stretching to accommodate the thick tip penetrating it. I paused and Bruce pressed his forehead to mine.
"Go slow," he directed.
I nodded, not able to meet his eyes. He moved his hand out from between us, wrapping it around my waist as I sank down onto him. Each inch of him entered me, stretching me, filling a place no one had ever filled before. Swallowing hard, I kept moving, and let out a soft exhale as the base of his cock met the lips of my pussy.
Bruce was inside me. The man I'd been secretly in love with as a girl and still adored as a woman was finally inside me, and it... hurt.
I stopped there, holding myself in place. It didn't hurt badly. Aside from that slight pinch, I hadn't felt anything specifically painful. Still, the best word I could think of to describe how it felt was that it hurt. There was a sensation of fullness that I wasn't quite sure I enjoyed. I could feel myself stretched around him, my body just past the point of comfort when it came to having something new inside of it. Carefully, I took one breath, and then another. Bruce waited, not moving, just holding me as I sat on top of him.
"Nancy?" he said after a moment.
I took that to mean he wanted me to move and started to lift myself so we could start properly doing it, but his arms tightened and he stopped me.
"Are you all right?" he asked.
"Mm-hmm."
"No, you aren't. Hold still. I said I didn't want to hurt you."
I hadn't been expecting that, and I didn't quite know what to do. All I could do was stare into his eyes. The only noise was our quiet breathing and the crackle of the fire behind us. He held me, his hand rubbing my back, his desire painfully obvious and at war with whatever made him hold still, made him wait, made him make sure I was all right.
I kissed him. I didn't quite decide to do it; one moment I was staring into his eyes and my heart was swelling with a feeling I couldn't quite name, and the next I needed his mouth so badly that I simply took it. As we kissed, the strangeness of the sensation faded and that yearning place in my body began to demand more. I rocked my hips experimentally,
Bruce made a muffled noise and his hands moved to my sides, tangling in the nightgown. After a moment's struggle, he grumbled in frustration and grabbed the hem, barely giving me time to shrug the dressing gown off before he was tearing the nightgown over my head. The cool air hissed at my suddenly bare skin, but I could feel the warmth from the fire radiating and Bruce's hot gaze as he took in my body. He glanced back up at me after a moment, his hand moving to my breasts again and playing with my nipples.
I rocked my hips again, and the good sensation became a great sensation. Instead of an uncomfortable fullness when he was fully inside me, there was a hollowness as he pulled out, and I began to crave that full feeling. Moaning softly, I moved a little faster, then lifted my body a little more, then giggled as Bruce groaned and stared at my breasts as I rode him.
He leaned forward, his mouth seeking my nipple, sucking it into his mouth as I steadily moved on top of him. Pleasure radiated from my breasts, knotting with the flood of passion he was causing between my legs and making my body stir, a flaming rush filling me.
It felt good. It felt so good. It felt unreasonably good, that weightlessness, that hum of exhilaration, that indescribable desire for more. Excitement overloaded my senses in a way it never had before. I had never felt like that, never felt that divine hunger, never felt the furious neediness that Bruce was making me feel. I had no idea what it was, no idea why it was happening, and when my legs started to tremble, I gripped his shoulder tightly.
"Bruce," I moaned. "I... I feel... oh, my God."
"Oh yes," he breathed, letting go of my nipple to look up at me. "Oh, come on, Nance. Come for me."
"What?" I gasped. "What is happening?!"
He almost laughed, I think, but I couldn't be sure. He held me with one arm, shoving his other hand between us and moving it to the little nub between my legs. I almost shrieked as he touched me, the pleasure too much, the feeling too good, the thrumming and throbbing and tingling of something I couldn't name overloading my senses.
That thing took over me. It controlled my breathing, it took charge of my mind, it manipulated my body into one that knew what to do, that knew how to move to get what it wanted. It was like being on a fast-moving Ferris wheel, like standing on the edge of a diving board, like falling back into someone's arms... it was like all of those things, and none of them.
Bruce's breath was hot on my skin, his arms strong around me and his fingers deftly working between my legs. When the moment hit, that moment where the Ferris wheel lurched forward and I fell off the diving board and I closed my eyes and tilted backward, he was holding me and watching me and smiling. I could see that smile, even as my eyes slammed shut and my hips rocked madly on top of him. It was burned into my memory, the sparkle in his eyes, and the delight on his lips, seared into the darkness by the flashes of white light that overtook my vision.
It lasted forever; it was over too soon. I took a heaving breath and realized Bruce was pushing up inside me, opening my eyes to see a look of concentrated neediness on his face. Still panting, I started moving again, unsure of when I had stopped but knowing he needed it. Some instinct, some deep-rooted sense that told me what to do, was telling me he needed it.
He needed me.
The hand that had been between us moved out. I felt the warm wetness that had collected on his fingertips as he grabbed my hip, the other hand dry as his fingers dug into my flesh. His lips were parted as his gaze bored into me, his hands pushing and pulling on my hips as he worked towards his finish.
"Nancy," he breathed. I felt the airiness of his words brush against my lips. Moments later, his lips were on mine, and I kissed him heatedly as our bodies moved together.
When he stopped kissing me, it seemed almost reluctant. It seemed like he wanted to keep kissing me, to hold me tight to him, but his body couldn't handle it. Instead, his eyes fluttered closed and his head tilted back again.
"Nancy," he grunted again. "I'm gonna... ah..."
He had been directing my body to a certain rhythm, but it became frenzied and frantic. His grip grew strong, so strong I was sure I'd have bruises on my hips the next day, but I wouldn't have wanted it any other way. I watched, completely enraptured as he used my pussy, completely enthralled by the husky noise that escaped his throat as a sudden warmth filled me.
I felt the pulses of his cock as he came; five or six times, I felt him spill inside of me. He pulled my body tighter to him each time, burying himself inside me, finally stilling and holding me in place with his cock deep inside me. The fingertips digging into my hip loosened, and after a moment's pause, his eyes opened.
For a moment, all I could do was stare back as I caught my breath.
"Nance?" he asked as the silence stretched, his breathing still labored. "You all right, doll?"
I nodded, still reveling in the sensations that were pricking through my body, little aftershocks that made me shiver. Bruce mistook it for a chill and tugged the blanket up behind me, wrapping it over my shoulders. The action was so tender and so sweet that I couldn't bring myself to tell him it had nothing to do with the temperature.
"You sure?" he asked after another moment. "Did I... are you...?"
"I am," I finally said.
"Are what?"
I shrugged. "Whatever you were asking."
He chuckled softly. "Are you okay?"
I nodded again, a slow smile spreading across my lips. "You know, if someone had told me this was what it was like, I probably would've let Tommy do it a lot earlier."
Bruce burst out laughing, his body jostling mine, his cock moving inside me as it started to soften.
"I'm damn glad no one told you, then," he said frankly. "Really damn glad I got to be the first."
"Just the first?"
His lips found mine. "You know what I'm saying, doll. I'm glad I was the one who got to do this, not that candy-ass Tommy."
I giggled and kissed him back. "Was that normal? What I... what happened to me?"
His fingers traced along my jaw before brushing my hair off my forehead.
"Yep," he said. "Any girl who says it isn't hasn't been fucked right."
A high-pitched squeal of laughter at his language left my lips. He grinned and kissed me again, and again before I tucked the blanket around us and nuzzled against his chest.
At some point, he guided me off his lap and lay down on the sofa, pulling me into his arms. The fireplace roared in the background as the wind howled outside. Firelight reflected off the baubles on the Christmas tree, and the scent of comforting smoke twisted with the fresh pine of the garlands. My breathing grew steady, the world around me comforting and cozy, with everything that mattered contained in that room. Bruce held me close, his body warm, his breath soft against my hair. I faded into a world of sleep buried in a nest of blankets tangled around his arms.
The next thing I knew, the air around me was cold and the dull glow of coals had replaced the joyful crackle of the fireplace. My eyes blinked slowly open as Bruce kissed the side of my head.
"It's early," I whimpered, burying my face into his chest.
He chuckled. "I know, but you should get dressed, doll."
"Don't want to," I said.
"You're already worried people will talk just by being here unchaperoned. What'll they think if someone catches you sleeping naked on my lap in the living room, huh?"
He had a point. It was going to be bad enough when I finally got home to my desperately worried mother, my enraged father, and my suspicious sister. I was certain I'd be in for a talking-to, and the gossip around town would be vicious. Whatever Tommy did or didn't say wouldn't matter; there was enough meat to the story to keep everyone entertained for days; I was sure of it.



And that was if Martha and Mrs. Benson didn't come home to see my panties and slip and dress on display in front of the fireplace and Martha's nightgown crumpled on the floor. Why, if they walked in at that moment, they'd see me in Bruce's arms, naked as the day I was born, my hair tousled and faint purple marks on my hips, dried arousal staining my thighs. That would be a scandal. That would be the kind of story that would completely ruin my reputation. My parents might not even let me come home if a story like that got out, and I'd be homeless, with nowhere to go and no one to turn to just two weeks before Christmas.
Well, maybe. I had a feeling I could turn to Bruce. I had a feeling that Bruce might be my Christmas present, a gift from the universe to me.
Still, life would likely be much easier if I wasn't discovered naked in the Bensons' living room with the evidence of our lovemaking still written across my face and body. Hero or not, my father wouldn't be overly impressed with Bruce. He might even be angry, he might even yell or scream or threaten him. My mom would cry. Donna would be livid, I was certain.
It should have frightened me, but I was comfortable, and Bruce's arms felt so nice around me.
"Well, fuck what people think," I murmured, and closed my eyes again as he started to laugh.
**
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People were always surprised when I told them what I did for a living.
"A flower shop?" they'd say. "Really, Owen? Like... with flowers?"
Yes, a flower shop. The Enchanted Florist, to be exact, prominently located beside the Perks It Up coffee shop on Minwack Drive in Minwack Falls. People had a hard time accepting the fact that a guy like me owned that shop. Maybe it was because I looked like the kind of guy who worked with his hands, but not with something as delicate as flowers.
I couldn't help it, though. I loved flowers. Always had, and likely always will. Flowers are simple. They're there to be pretty, to make people smile, and to fade away when they've served their purpose. You give them a little bit of your time, your attention, the right amount of water and sunlight, and they'll give you simple beauty. They don't talk back, they don't make excuses, they simply are.
Unlike people, who simply want everything.
I had two girls working for me in the shop. Not that I only hired girls or anything, but they did fill a role I couldn't. Some customers found having a tall man with large hands behind the counter off-putting, so I got the girls to take orders and talk to the customers while I did the arrangements and all the behind-the-scenes stuff.
That particular day, Maria had called in sick, so I was stuck in the shop by myself until Lyla's shift started. Lyla, being Lyla, showed up at twelve minutes after three for her three o'clock shift.
"The lateness is an issue, Lyla," I said warningly as the front door chimed. My back was to the counter, but I knew it was her from the stomping sound of her Doc Martens.
"It's hot as balls out there, Owen," she replied. "I was walking as fast as I could. Any faster and I would've got heatstroke."
"Well, luckily the store is air-conditioned," I said. "And you can always sit in the cooler with the flowers. In fact, why don't you do that? Take the inventory book with you."
"Give me, like, three minutes to get ready," she grumbled.
"You're already late."
"Fine," she snapped, followed by the sound of her shoving her purse beneath the till. "I'll just work my whole shift like this, shall I? Maybe I can rub some gardenias under my arms, just in case any customers happen to be offended by righteously awful B.O."
I finally turned around and had to press my lips together. Lyla would have probably lost her mind if I laughed at her, but it was a fight not to. The top of her hair was matted to her head, but the rest of it poofed out in a frizzy mass of strands. Her glasses were slightly askew on her nose, and the carefully applied makeup she always wore was smudged and streaky on her face. Sweat stained the collar and underarms of her shirt, and I caught a glimpse of darkness beneath her breasts before she huffed and folded her arms across them.
"Maybe you should go wash up first," I said, barely able to keep the chuckle out of my voice.
"Thank you," she said sarcastically. "You're so kind, Mr. Jervis. The epitome of generosity. People thought Ebenezer Scrooge was giving when he bought that fuckin' goose for the Cricket family on Christmas? That's nothing, nothing, I say!"
"Cratchit."
"What?"
"The Cratchit family. Bob Cratchit and Tiny Tim. Not Cricket."
"Nerd," she muttered.
"Watch the tone."
"What're you gonna do, fire me?" she snapped, turning on her heel so she could go to the back room.
I sighed as she left. She was a back-talking, bold, hard-boiled bitch sometimes, but I couldn't fire her. For one thing, not a lot of people wanted to work at The Enchanted Florist. For another, lateness and attitude aside, she was a damn good employee. She had the kind of mind I needed as a small-business owner, that unique way of seeing things that saved money and sold product.
The fact that she knew it made her difficult, but there wasn't much I could do about that. Most of the time, she wasn't in nearly as bad a mood as she was that day. Her mood seemed to fill the small store, heavy and humid in the air until I was as grumpy as she was.
"I'm heading out now," I said when she returned to the front ten minutes later with her makeup redone and in a new shirt. "I had to stay late since my next shift didn't show up."
"It's not staying late if it means you can't leave as early as you want to."
"Do you know how many hours I work a week?"
"Not my fault you're a workaholic. Maybe you should try to get laid once in a while. You know, two birds, one stone. Less work, less high-strung since you'd actually get off."
"Watch it or I'll call HR on you," I warned.
"You finally hired an actual HR person?" she shot back. "Is that who I should talk to about getting a raise?"
I rolled my eyes. Of course I hadn't hired HR. I had two employees. But she wasn't wrong about being a workaholic who needed to get laid, unfortunately. I was leaving the store early, sure, but I left early on Fridays mostly so I could have a beer and sit on my balcony while I was getting the paperwork ready for the following week. That was my version of a night off.
"Whatever," I muttered. "Just the usual tasks for tonight. Inventory, prep the delivery book for tomorrow morning, write off the dead stuff, fill the buckets, clean the—"
"Wow, it's almost like I haven't worked here for four years," she said monotonously. "I know how to close the store, you know."
"—and be nice to the customers, for once in your damn life," I finished.
She flipped me off and grabbed a stool, dragging it behind her into the cooler so she could start the inventory. Rolling my eyes, I grabbed my bag and knocked on the cooler glass. Lyla and I waved at each other and I left the shop in her capable hands.
I lived in the apartments three blocks down from the shop, so I rarely drove to work. I also hadn't been outside since I'd arrived just before nine that morning. Lyla was right; it was hot as balls outside. As soon as the door swung closed behind me, I felt like the air was wrapped around me. There wasn't even a hint of a breeze, and the humidity was so high that even walking as fast as I could didn't create a draft.
I was just walking through the parking lot of the building when that changed. The sticky heat seemed to scatter as the wind picked up. One moment, sweat was dripping down my forehead and into the corners of my eyes; the next, I was leaning into the wind as I rushed to the front door of the building.
Lyla might have been late, but she hadn't arrived a moment too soon. Between the time I got into the building and took the elevator up to the fourth floor, then opened my apartment, the clouds had exploded into a complete downpour.
"Jesus," I muttered, striding across to my balcony to look out at the rain. I could barely see the street. The rain came down in sheets, nearly sideways at points, and I could already see water starting to pool in the parking lot below.
Maybe it wouldn't last long, I thought. One of those quick downpours, just enough to get everything wet, and then it would move on.
Just as I thought it, lightning flashed across the sky. Before the line of light had faded from my vision, thunder roared behind it. Seconds later, another flash of lightning, showing the dark grey clouds covering the entire sky.
So much for having a beer on the balcony.
Still, I was stubborn. I took my laptop out of its case and set it up on the kitchen table instead, then grabbed the beer I intended to have. The building was old, so the soundproofing wasn't exactly the greatest. Thunder rolled and rain pounded; wind howled and lightning flashed. It would fade for a few minutes only to re-invigorate itself, but I managed to ignore it completely as I immersed myself into my sales software.
Three-quarters of my beer was gone when the world went dark.
It was barely after five p.m., but the sky was so clouded over that hardly any light was filtering in through my balcony door. I blinked, momentarily unbalanced, and let my eyes adjust. Aside from my laptop, all the ambient light in my apartment was gone. The clock on the stove was black, the LED on the TV had disappeared, and the hum of my refrigerator had gone quiet.
A power outage.
"Great," I muttered.
I waited for the backup generator to kick in, but when a few minutes went by and it hadn't, I strode to the door and looked into the hallway. None of the emergency lights were on there, either, so I had to assume the generator was busted, too.
Sighing, I closed the door. My laptop battery was a third full, so I drained the beer I had, opened the unlit fridge to quickly grab another one, and sat back down at my kitchen table.
Within moments of cracking the new beer, my cell phone rang.
"Hi, Lyla," I said without looking.
"The power's out," she said.
"Yeah."
"What am I supposed to do?"
"It's been out for five minutes," I said. "Wait and see if it comes back on."
"Thanks, genius. What am I supposed to do while I'm waiting for that to happen?"
"Inventory?"
"In the dark?"
"Get the delivery stuff ready."
"Computer's not working."
I sighed. "I don't know, Lyla. Sit around and wait for it to come back on."
"You're the boss."
Before I could say anything else, she hung up and I rolled my eyes.
It was a few minutes later when I realized the fatal flaw in my plan to continue working: no power meant no internet, and no internet meant no access to the cloud.
"Fuck!" I whispered when the error message popped up.
The laptop was old, there was no way around that. If the power didn't come back on soon, it'd likely die before I could get it reconnected, and I'd lose everything I had just done. Annoyed, I took another swig of beer before closing the laptop, then realized just how dark my small apartment was. Apartments aren't usually known for their abundance of windows in the first place, but I only had a small window in my bedroom in addition to the balcony door.
I didn't have a flashlight, but I was pretty sure there were some candles in the bathroom that my ex-girlfriend had left there a few years earlier. By the dim flashlight on my phone, I guided myself into the pitch-black bathroom. It was while I was digging through the cupboard trying to find something that smelled like marshmallow sugar cookies that I heard a faint woman's voice.
"Can anyone hear me?"
I straightened up, frowning. "Hello?"
There was a pause, then someone banged on one of the connecting walls. "Hello?!"
"Who... what?" I asked.
"I need help!" said the voice. "Where are you?"
"Me?" I said. "I'm in my apartment. Where are you?"
"I'm in my apartment."
I stared at the wall for a moment. "Like, in the same universe as my apartment, or are we talking across the space-time continuum or something?"
"This isn't funny!" she sobbed.
"I wasn't trying to be funny," I said.
"Are you going to help me or what?"
"I don't know who you are, where you are, how you can hear me, or what you need," I said stiffly. "So I guess if you want my help, I need to know at least two of those things."
She was silent for a moment.
"My name is Meg," she finally said. "I'm in apartment three-twelve. I'm in the shower and everything went dark and I'm scared. I just moved in and I can't see anything."
Meg in apartment three-twelve. She was directly below me, so that explained both where she was and why she could hear me through the plumbing.
"Okay," I said. "Well, you can't see anything because the power's out."
"I figured that much!" she snapped.
I sighed. "Look, if you're just going to yell at me, I'll go and—"
"No, no, no!" she cried, and I heard a choked sniffle through the plumbing. "Please. I'm scared of the dark. Don't laugh at me, I'm just... I'm so scared right now."
The waver in her voice tugged at my heart and I sighed. "Fine. You want me to come to get you or...?"
"Please," said Meg. "The code to the door is four-eight-one-two. I just... if you can just bring me a flashlight so I can find mine, that's all I need. I'm too scared to move."
I wasn't reluctant to help because I didn't like helping people. I was reluctant to help because she was the second person to snap at me that day. Still, that wasn't exactly Meg's fault. I couldn't blame her for being scared and on edge, though if it were me, I would have been a little more polite to the person I was asking for help.
For my own peace of mind, though, not helping her wasn't an option.
"I'll be right there," I promised. "I'm just up the stairs from you. Hold on."
"Thank you so much," came the response, both higher-pitched and slightly thicker than before.
I abandoned my search for candles, assuming my phone would be enough to help Meg out. It was all I grabbed before going to the hallway, jogging down the stairs, and heading to apartment three-twelve.
Once I was there, I hesitated, staring at the keypad. It wasn't that I couldn't remember the code, but if the power was out...
Carefully, I typed in the number she'd given me and breathed a sigh of relief when the mechanism clicked loudly. It must have had a backup battery, which was good to know. I made a mental note to replace mine when I had a chance.
The door swung open quietly. I waited for a moment, then remembered the power was out so it wasn't going to get any brighter, and rolled my eyes at my stupidity as I walked in.
"Hello?" I called.
Thunder cracked just as I did and I waited until the roll faded before trying again.
"Meg?"
"In here," came the small response.
The layout of her apartment was identical to mine, so I knew where "here" was. The dim light of my phone led the way past cardboard boxes and mismatched furniture. She wasn't exaggerating; from the looks of it, she had literally just moved in, maybe that day or the day before.
Knocking softly, I opened the bathroom door. The flashlight on my phone lit the room up exponentially brighter than it had been, and the shower curtain rustled as a head shyly poked out from behind it.
I didn't know if many women thought that "interrupted-mid-shower" look worked. On top of that, cell phone flashlights don't offer the most flattering lighting. It might have explained why the woman behind the shower curtain looked slightly ashamed, although it also could have been having to call a stranger into her apartment to help her get out of said shower. Either way, all of those handicaps were a good thing because, even in less-than-optimal lighting with a small amount of her face poking out and suds still clinging to her hair, she was the most beautiful woman I'd seen in my entire life.
She was younger than me, maybe in her late twenties. Soaking wet hair clung to the side of her face and her round eyes were almost black in the darkness. Her nose turned up just slightly and her mouth, though tensed with worry, was full and pink. I couldn't see even a hint of her body behind the shower curtain, but my mind started filling in the blanks without my permission. I felt my face going warm and tore my eyes away guiltily.
"Hi," I said. "I'm Owen."
"Hi," she said. "I'm Meg. Um, pay no attention to the woman behind the curtain?"
I chuckled nervously. "I'll, uh, turn around if you want to get out."
Without waiting for a response, I angled the phone towards her and turned the other direction. The image of her was seared in my mind, including the parts I couldn't see, and I tried everything I could to think of something else so my blood stopped rushing to places I didn't really want it to be.
There was no noise for a moment, then the shower curtain rustled again and the rings made a metallic sound as they slid along the curtain rod. I refused to picture Meg's glistening body as it stepped over the edge of the tub and onto the mat, absolutely refused to think of it, not when there were things like trying to add up my previous week's sales numbers that I could be thinking about.
I was trying to do the math in my head when the deep swooping sound of skin sliding on porcelain broke through and Meg cried out.
I turned around instinctively as the shower curtain rustled frantically, stepping across the bathroom just in time to catch her as she yanked the curtain from the rod and tripped forward out of the shower. She wasn't very heavy, but the angle was awkward and I teetered off-balance. Meg clutched the shower curtain with one hand and my arm with the other as I tried to control my fall, ending up seated on her bathroom floor near the heat register as she tumbled into my lap.
Thank God those math equations had done the trick, otherwise things might have been really uncomfortable.
"Oh my God," she choked.
She tried to scramble out of my lap, but the shower curtain got caught around her legs and she slipped again. Her knee came dangerously close to an area I definitely didn't want to be kneed, though I was distracted when she pitched forward and something—well, some things—soft and round and delightfully warm pressed against my shirt.
I refused to think of what those somethings were, given the position of her knee, but she knew I had felt them. Her face turned such a bright shade of red that it was almost glowing in the dim light.
I couldn't help it; I laughed.
"It's not funny," she said indignantly. "It's not!"
"Okay," I said, chuckling. "Sure. It's not."
"Stop laughing at me," she said, punctuating it with a sniff.
I did stop laughing when I realized those big eyes were wet, and it wasn't because she had just fallen out of the shower.
"Hey, I'm sorry," I said as she blinked rapidly. "Look, it's just not every day that some girl literally sweeps me off my feet. I'm just counting my blessings."
She sniffed again, then snorted, a tiny laugh that started undoing all the work that math problem had done.
"Are you okay?" I asked, trying to distract myself.
She nodded but didn't move off my lap. After a moment, she shook her head and made another soft sniffing sound.
"I'm embarrassed," she said. "I had to scream through the walls to get your help, and then I was kind of mean to you, and then I had to admit that I'm so scared of the dark I couldn't even get out of my shower, and then I fell out of the shower and ripped my new shower curtain and I'm just a complete mess."
There were a few drops of water on her cheeks that hadn't been there before. I felt bad for her, but I didn't know what to do. I wanted to hug her, but the only thing separating most of her naked body from me was a thin shower curtain, not to mention I was a complete stranger sitting with her in the dark. She was already embarrassed; I didn't need to make her uncomfortable, too.
"You're not a mess," I said instead. "You just got out of the shower. I'd say you're probably squeaky clean."
She made that tiny, snorting laugh again, this time with those full lips flicking up into a little smile. I quickly thought of my sales numbers again.
"C'mon," I said. "I'd say let me help you up, but you're kinda... well. Let me, uh, get this part of the curtain..."
As carefully as I could, I helped her untangle the shower curtain, determinedly avoiding looking at her as she unfolded her legs and shimmied awkwardly off my lap while trying to cover herself with the edge of the shower curtain.
"Don't look," she pleaded.
I held my hands up to my eyes. "Can't see a thing."



She giggled and I felt her move past me, then felt a slight breeze as she pulled a towel off the rack nearby. The towel dropped to the ground a few moments later and I heard her pick up something else, then felt something soft brush against my arm.
"Okay," she said a moment after that. "I'm covered."
When I took my hand off my eyes, she was standing on the other side of the bathroom enrobed in a plush pink housecoat, the belt knotted tightly around her waist. It was my first real glimpse of her that didn't involve a shower curtain, and I liked what I saw. I liked the way her eyes looked at me cautiously, I liked the gentle curves I could just make out beneath the robe, and I liked the way her legs peeked out from the bottom of it.
I looked at her for all of a second while I decided I liked all those things, then stood up and hoped it hadn't been too obvious.
"Great," I said. "So, where's your flashlight?"
She bit her lip. "I think maybe in one of the boxes?"
I let her lead the way out of the bathroom and back to her living room. She found her phone and flicked the flashlight on, but couldn't find a good place to balance it so she could see and search at the same time. Instead, I offered to hold my phone's flashlight up so she could look. She stared at the boxes for a moment before picking the first one and opening it.
"When did you move in?" I asked.
"Monday," she said in a soft voice. "I mean, technically Monday. My stuff got here yesterday."
"Technically?
"I started living here Monday."
"Without your stuff?"
"I had some stuff. The rest was delayed by the movers." She opened another box. "My old roommates were assholes. I just wanted to get out of there and into my own place, but I couldn't get a truck or anything until later in the week, so I just grabbed what I could."
"Oh."
Another box opened and this time she dug into it hopefully. "Sorry. I also packed really quickly, so I'm not sure... but I think it might be this one."
"No rush. I have nowhere to be."
She looked up from the box and smiled. "Thanks."
It wasn't in that box, or the next one. Meg sighed impatiently as she pulled another box open while I held the flashlight.
"Is it weird if I offer to help?" I asked. "I mean, I don't mind, but I don't want you to think I'm just going through all your stuff."
"I don't mind," she said. "If you'd be willing... I mean, I'd appreciate it."
I nodded and picked one of the boxes to let my phone rest on while I opened another. The first one just held boxed pantry items, so I moved that to the side and opened the next.
That one was full of sex toys.
No amount of sales numbers in the world could stop me from imagining where those had been.
I stared for a moment, then glanced up at Meg. She was bent over another box and facing away from me, so I started to close the box very slowly, hoping she wouldn't notice that I opened it. When she suddenly straightened up and whirled around with a triumphant cry, I nearly knocked it over.
"Found it!" she declared, turning the flashlight on.
"Great!" I said a little too enthusiastically. "Awesome!"
Meg smiled, her face relieved and finally relaxed.
"Thanks, Owen," she said. "You're my hero."
I laughed uncomfortably, still trying to distract myself from the toy box, and started edging towards the door. "I dunno about that. Just helping out a neighbour."
Her smile didn't fade, but some of the sparkle faded from her eyes. "Well, you're a really good neighbour."
"Keep that in mind in case I throw any rowdy parties," I joked. "Being your upstairs neighbour, you'll get the brunt of the noise."
"Well, just as long as you and your girlfriend keep it down," she teased.
I laughed. "Don't worry, she's pretty quiet, being imaginary and all."
Meg smiled and glanced down. "I'll have to find some way to thank you."
I waved it off. "No worries. I'm sure I'll need a favour sometime. Anyway, if you need anything else, you know where I live."
She nodded and I excused myself, my heart racing and my cheeks warm as I let the door close behind me. Meg was unreasonably hot and it was an unreasonably weird situation; I couldn't remember the last time I'd been that close to a naked woman, which was sad in itself, but I was supposed to be helping her.
I took the stairs back up to my apartment two at a time, swallowing hard when I got to the top. Now that she wasn't in front of me, I wasn't forcing myself to be distracted, and the erection I'd been trying to hold off was becoming insistently hard. I hoped no one would come down the hall while I was walking towards my apartment.
No one did, luckily, and I breathed a sigh of relief as I reached for the keypad on my door, typing in the code with shaking fingers.
Nothing happened.
Frowning, I typed it again, then tried the handle. It was locked, and I also realized the buttons weren't lighting up.
"Fuck," I muttered. "Oh, fuck."
I tried it one more time, hoping against hope that it would work, but it was entirely hopeless: the backup battery on my door was obviously dead.
Groaning, I rested my forehead on the door. My cock was throbbing in my pants and I glanced to the left and right before quickly adjusting myself. Taking a deep breath, I pulled my phone out of my pocket and called my landlord.
It rang four times, then went to voicemail. Sighing, I tried again.
"James speaking," he answered on the second ring.
"Hey James," I said. "It's Owen in four-twelve. My door keypad isn't working and I'm locked out."
"Power's out," he said. "So the keypad should use the battery."
"I think the battery's dead."
"Did you try typing the code in again? You sure you did it right?"
"Yeah, I tried three times. The lights aren't on. I'm locked out. Can you bring me the master key?"
"I can't right now," he said. "The backup generator's not working. If it works, you won't be locked out anymore, so you just have to wait, okay?"
I groaned. "Come on, seriously? It'll take five seconds for you to bring the keys up and—"
"Owen, man, I know. You've lived here for eight years, I know. I know, I know. I literally have my arm stuck in the generator trying to fix it and I'm covered in gasoline. I want to help, but you gotta wait, okay? You're not the only one locked out, even though you're all supposed to change the backup battery once a year like it says in your lease..."
I chuckled softly. "I don't remember reading that."
"I know, man, I know. No one reads that shit. It's okay, I get it. Look, I'll tell you what, if you come to—"
The line went silent.
"James?" I said. "Come to where?"
No response. I pulled the phone away from my ear and nearly threw it on the ground when I realized the battery was dead.
Instead, I laughed dryly and shook my head, kicking my door half-heartedly. It was unlikely either of my neighbours were home yet, and the apartment across the hall was vacant. Even if they were home, I had no idea if they had a battery pack I could use, though maybe someone would let me use their phone.
Someone like Meg.
Before I really thought it through, I was jogging back to her apartment and knocking three times loudly on the door. I waited and was just about to knock again when the door opened.
She had gotten dressed in the few minutes I'd been gone. There was no one in the world who could look as good as Meg did in cutoff shorts and a tank top. I second-guessed my decision to ask for her help since for a moment, all I could do was stare.
"Owen?" she finally asked, a half-smile on her lips.
"My phone died and I'm locked out," I explained quickly. "Any chance I could borrow your phone to call the landlord?"
The half-smile flickered briefly, fading just slightly.
"Sure," she said. "Come in."
I followed her inside, hoping the bulge in my pants wasn't as obvious as it felt. It twitched needily as I watched Meg's ass sway beneath her shorts, but I couldn't look away.
"Thanks," I said as she turned to hand me her phone. "Do you have his number in here?"
"The landlord?"
"Yeah."
She shook her head. "I didn't save it on my phone. Don't you have it in... oh, right."
I laughed softly. "At least we have the same kind of phone. Any chance you have a battery pack and a charger I could borrow?"
She laughed and nodded. "It's in my room next to the bed. I'll show you."
Of course it was next to the bed.
She didn't seem inclined to get it and bring it to the living room, so I followed her to the bedroom. After plugging my phone in, I stood there awkwardly, waiting for it to maintain enough of a charge to turn on. Meg stood at the foot of her bed, arms crossed beneath her breasts, her eyes not quite meeting mine. I worked very hard to not notice that she wasn't wearing a bra.
A flash of lightning lit up the room, followed by a roll of thunder. I tore my eyes away from Meg and glanced at my phone.
"Didn't have to wait long to cash in that favour, eh?" I said, chuckling awkwardly.
"I'm surprised this is what you cashed it in on," she said idly.
I raised my eyebrows, glancing at her. "What do you mean?"
Meg pressed her lips together, her cheeks the slightest shade of pink in the white light from the flashlight. After a moment her eyes flicked up, wide and bright in the dimly lit room.
"Well, I thought maybe you'd ask me to have dinner with you or something."
I don't know what the expression on my face looked like, but it was enough to make her snort softly and then dissolve into giggles.
"I was kind of sad when you didn't."
"Sorry," I said, still shocked. "I... wow."
"I was trying to hit on you, you know," she said. "Do you not like me or were you just being polite?"
"You were?" I repeated. "I... it was neither of those, I was trying to..."
"You're that oblivious?"
My face was getting warm. "I guess so."
She made that soft little snorting sound again.
"What were you trying to do?" she asked flirtily, taking a step towards me.
My heart started racing and my cock was starting to ache. Meg was looking up at me, and when she pulled her bottom lip between her teeth and bit it softly, I was lost.
"Well," I said, my voice wavering. "I mean, a gorgeous naked girl literally fell into my lap. I was trying not t-to... you know."
"Know what?"
I cleared my throat. "React."
She glanced down again as she stepped even closer. "You didn't seem to be successful."
"That was after," I blurted. "I was doing pretty good until I found your box of sex toys and couldn't stop thinking about you using them."
She stopped suddenly, her eyes going wide. "You found what?"
I cursed myself for saying something so stupid until she started laughing.
"You know, I was kind of down when you left so suddenly because I was like, 'damn, he was super cute and I would've totally slept with him, and I don't even know where my toys are.' And suddenly I have you and I know where they are."
"I can leave you alone if you need a few minutes," I said.
The sparkle in her eyes faded again and she swallowed hard.
"Or I can stay," I added. "I mean I'll still ask you to have dinner with me sometime but..."
She giggled as my voice cracked. "Stay and watch or stay and join?"
"Yeah, whatever, both sound good, but I mean, you're already all the way over here and that box was in the living room so..."
She was grinning when she closed the final gap between us, reaching up to pull my face down to kiss her. I could barely believe what was happening, even as her soft mouth pressed to mine, even as I wrapped my arms around her waist and pulled her body close so she could feel just how strongly I was reacting to her. She gasped as she felt the bulge between us. I couldn't stop myself from trailing my hands along her body, touching her sides and her back and daring to cup her perfect ass in my palms. She giggled as I did, grinning against my mouth.
"D'you want me to slow down?" I mumbled.
She sighed with mock impatience. "Owen, you have to be the most oblivious person I've ever met."
"What? I'm just trying to make sure you—"
"Yes," she interrupted. "Yes, I'm sure, yes I want you, yes I might be hopped up on adrenaline from being terrified. And yes, I might've just moved out of a bad roommate situation and am still piecing my life together and yes, I'm a gigantic mess, but right now, I really, really just want to fuck you."
I swallowed hard, not even willing to begin questioning how I'd gotten so lucky. "If you insist."
"I do." She tapped my chest again. "Lie down."
I sat on the edge of her bed and slid back. Moments later she joined me, crawling on top of me and spreading her legs so she was straddling my hips. I groaned as she dipped down, kissing me again, and this time when her breasts pressed against my chest, I let myself relish in the feeling of them.
I wanted my hands to be everywhere on her, but I started with her hips. I gripped them lightly, using them as leverage to grind her body on mine, exhaling heavily at the gentle friction against my cock. A breathy giggle was my reward and she shifted her hips, making me groan again.
I brought my hands up her sides, feeling the curve of her waist that I'd been dying to touch since seeing the belt of her pink robe cinched around it. Then her ribs, my hands moving along the thin fabric of her tank top and feeling the rise and fall of her quickening breath. The underside of her breasts skimmed the tops of my fingers.
"Can I...?"
"Yes," she breathed.
The weight of her breast in my palm was heaven. Beneath the fabric of her tank top, I could feel her nipple hardening, the little nub pressing against my palm as I caressed her. Meg made a quiet noise against my mouth and wriggled her hips again.
"More, please," she whispered. "If you don't mind?"
Like I was going to turn that down.
I took her eagerness to mean that I could skip the part where I let my hand creep beneath her top and up her stomach to her breasts and go right to tugging the tank top over her head. It was the right choice; she pulled away from my mouth and sat up, lifting her top off and dropping it to the floor. I had all of a second to stare at her perfect tits before she was tugging at my shirt. Without moving my eyes off her chest, I pulled my shirt up, blocking my view of her breasts for the shortest possible time I could.
As soon as it was off, I sat up. Meg laughed in surprise, but the laugh turned to something far throatier as I dipped my head to her cleavage. I kissed the tops of her breasts tenderly before moving my mouth to the one I'd cupped through her shirt, desperately needing to taste that hard little nipple.
She moaned and pressed my head closer to her; I lifted my other hand to her other breast and cupped it as I flicked my tongue against her nipple. The other nipple pressed against my hand and I lifted my head to taste that one, too, making Meg inhale sharply.
By the flashes of lightning and the ghostly light from her flashlight, I explored Meg's body. There was nowhere I didn't want to touch. I had to feel her breasts as much as I had to feel the curve of her waist and the softness of her back. I had to dig my fingers into her ass cheeks and trail my hands along her thighs. I couldn't say I actively decided to do any of those things; I simply did what my body demanded I do, touched the places my hands begged to touch and kissed Meg again and again as she sat on my lap.
She let me explore her body thoroughly before her fingers wrapped around my wrist, stopping my hand from moving back up her sides again.
"My turn to touch," she said, then poked me in the chest until I was on my back again.
I did so with a smile on my face, one that grew when her fingers moved to the button of my jeans. Lightning flashed, light reflecting in Meg's eyes as she looked up at me and licked her lips. The expression on her face was almost enough to make me come right then and there.
I didn't, of course, but damn if she wasn't the hottest thing I'd ever seen.
She unbuttoned my jeans quickly, tugging the zipper down carefully before spreading my jeans open. My cock nearly shot out of the denim prison, restrained mostly by my boxers, and I couldn't stop the sigh of relief that accompanied it. Meg glanced back up to me, a tantalizing little half-smile on her mouth.
"That's quite a reaction," she teased. "Lucky me."
I didn't know how people thought of clever things to say like that. I could barely think, could barely remember my own name, and yet she was saying sexy things in that husky, breathy voice, making my cock twitch without even touching it.
And oh God, did I want her to touch it. Her hands were on my thighs, moving slowly up towards the waistband of my boxers. I wanted her hands on my cock so badly it almost hurt. It was all I could do to keep quiet because if I started to speak, it would just be a constant stream of me begging her to touch my cock, to please just touch my cock, I desperately needed her to touch my—
"Oh, my God," I groaned as she finally pressed her hand against it, gripping it lightly through my boxers.
She giggled softly and rubbed her hand up and down. My eyes closed and I tilted my head back on the pillow, my mind consumed with the sensation of her hand actually touching me.
"I've barely done anything yet," she said.
"It's been a while," I said hoarsely.
"If you think this feels good, wait till I get it in my mouth."
She laughed as my cock twitched beneath her palm, then decided to stop torturing me and pulled my jeans and boxers down at the same time. I opened my eyes and watched as she stared at my cock, a hungry look in her eyes before she glanced up and smiled.
Without saying anything or breaking eye contact, she wrapped her fingers around me. I held her gaze as long as I could, but when she started pumping her hand up and down in long, firm strokes, I had to watch. I had to see what my cock looked like in her hand.
It looked as good as it felt, and it felt amazing. My lips were parted as I watched her stroke me, her hand spreading precum along my shaft. I was so entranced by the way her hand moved that I barely noticed her nestling between my legs and lowering her head until her lips were almost on the head of my cock.
"Oh God," I whispered as her breath brushed against my tip.
She glanced up at me, eyes sparkling as she smirked, and then her lips were wrapped around my cock and I was firmly in heaven.
Flashes of light filled the room as Meg began to bob her head on my cock. At first I didn't want to move, afraid that if I touched her hair or pushed my hips forward, she'd stop, and I would've given almost anything to keep her from stopping. Slowly, though, I gained more confidence, and the next time thunder roared, I moved my hand to her still-wet hair.
She sucked my cock eagerly, stroking the shaft as her mouth worked my tip. After a while, she started swallowing more of it, shoving my cock down her throat until I could feel her choking on it.
It might have been a while since I'd gotten laid, but I was damn sure this was the best blowjob I'd ever gotten in my life. I didn't usually finish in a girl's mouth; it wasn't that I didn't want to, but I always had that little tingle of guilt that they weren't getting off on it the way I was. With Meg, I didn't feel that guilt. Part of it was how good she was at sucking cock; the other part of it was watching her enthusiastically suck me, her enjoyment so genuine I could feel it. Her breasts bounced as she moved her head, and I could hear muffled moans coming from her mouth as she pumped my cock.
Whether I wanted to or not, there was no way I could hold back.
"I'm gonna come in your mouth," I gasped. "I swear to God I'll do whatever you want to make you come after, but please don't stop."



My cock felt like it was halfway down her throat and a noise vibrated through it. I wasn't sure if she was laughing or moaning or what, but the feeling was incredible. I was panting, my heart pounding and surging. My hand was still on her head and I dared to press down, just a bit, my cock pushing just a bit deeper into her throat. I stopped pressing when she gagged, but to my surprise, she didn't move.
Well, she did. She moved forward more, and her nose pressed against my pelvis.
"Gonna come," I gasped. "Fuck, Meg. I'm coming."
Her mouth didn't move off my cock as it pulsed, spilling spurt after spurt of cum down her throat. I stared down at her, drawing in ragged breaths as I came. All I could feel was relief, the release of pressure coursing through my body, and all I could focus on was the way her beautiful lips stretched around me, the way her gorgeous eyes stared up at me, and the way that I had barely finished coming before I was thinking about sinking my cock into her pussy.
I'd never felt like that; I'd never wanted someone as much as I wanted Meg.
I worked on catching my breath as she moved back, swallowing as my cock fell from her mouth.
"You came so much," she said, giggling as she wiped her mouth with the back of her hand.
"Yeah," I said. "You're really, uh, good at that."
"Thanks," she said brightly. "Now, I seem to remember some sort of promise to make me come however I wanted?"
"I'm yours."
She was not at all shy about directing me to do exactly what she wanted, and what she wanted was to sit on my face. I eagerly and whole-heartedly accepted my new-found passion of becoming her chair.
She peeled her shorts off. It was so dark in the room and she undressed so quickly that I couldn't see what her panties looked like, but it didn't matter. As soon as her legs were on either side of my head, I could see exactly what I needed to.
Her pussy was soaked, and I stuck my tongue out eagerly as she lowered herself onto my face. The sweet, warm scent of her juices filled my senses, and as soon as I could taste her, I was lost. There was no teasing her; even if I wanted to, she was in control of my face. I didn't really want to, either. I wanted her pussy, I wanted to taste her, I wanted to feel her body shudder as I flicked my tongue against her clit and licked up and down her folds.
She was intoxicating. Her skin was soft and clean, her pussy soaked and more delicious than anything I'd ever tasted. I couldn't get enough of her taste and her scent. I could hear her moaning, muffled from the thighs pressing against my ears, but loud enough that it was only interrupted by the occasional crash of thunder. Her hips shifted, grinding her sweet folds on my face. My view was perfect; her perfect stomach, the swell of her perfect tits, and the occasional glimpse of her perfect, beautiful face as she gazed down at me with her pussy pressed to my lips.
"Yes, Owen," she moaned. Lightning flashed and illuminated her face, her skin flushed as she bit her lip.
I couldn't speak, of course, but I groaned against her. My cock hadn't gone fully soft after she'd made me come, and I could feel it thickening again. It throbbed as she started panting, and precum started dripping as her hips rolled, grinding her clit harder against my tongue. The shallow breaths I managed to take through my nose were thick with the scent of her pussy, and when her body finally started shaking and her moans became louder and higher-pitched, I was almost light-headed.
Her body shuddered on top of me, her pussy spasming as a gush of juice spilled against my face. I lapped at it eagerly as she came, riding my face and practically suffocating me with her pussy. Her thighs tightened around my head and her weight was heavy against me, but I was still almost disappointed when she pulled herself away.
"Wow," she said as she moved off of me. "Wow, Owen."
"Wow, yourself," I said, grinning.
She reached over and wiped some of the juices that were soaking my face with her thumb. Before she could pull that away, too, I caught her wrist and took her thumb in my mouth. She giggled, her eyes flicking down and widening when she realized I was hard again.
"Already?" she teased.
"What can I say?" I asked. "You're fucking incredible."
"Luckily, I'm also incredible at fucking." She licked her lips as she moved to the edge of the bed. "Let me grab a condom. I even know where they are."
"The giant box of sex toys?"
"It's not giant!" she said indignantly before rushing out of the room.
She returned moments later, already tearing the condom open before handing it to me. I managed to get it on without fumbling that much, but before I could sit up or ask her what she liked, she was pushing me on my back again.
"You like to be in control, eh?" I laughed.
"Is that a complaint?" she asked, pausing with her pussy hovering over my cock.
"God, no."
She smiled as she guided my cock inside her, both of us sighing as the head of my cock spread her lips open and probed inside her tight pussy. She sank down on top of me, taking inch after inch of my cock until my pelvis was flush against her lips and I was completely buried inside her.
I pushed up against her, loving the sound she made as she started grinding herself against me, entranced by the view of her gorgeous body hovering over me. Her breasts rose and fell as she breathed deeply, and she had just started moving her hips when my phone started ringing.
I grimaced. Of course it picked that moment to be charged enough to ring. Meg leaned forward to look at it.
"Who's Lyla?" she asked, her tits hovering over my face. "Your imaginary girlfriend?"
"Ugh, no," I grunted. "My employee."
"Employee?" she said. "What are you the boss of?"
"I'll tell you all about it after I make you come again," I said desperately.
It was then I learned about Meg's evil streak. She giggled, stopped rolling her hips, and grabbed my phone.
"No, don't—" I started, but it was too late.
She swiped the screen and for half a heartbeat, I thought she was going to talk to Lyla, but Meg grinned and pressed the phone to my ear. For a moment, I didn't say anything.
"...Owen?" Lyla said on the other end. "Hello?"
"Hey," I said as evenly as I could.
Too evenly, apparently, because Meg frowned, then started riding my cock.
"...supposed to sit here doing nothing?"
I had no idea what Lyla had just said, my eyes glued to Meg's breasts as they bounced.
"Owen! Did you hear me? What are you even doing right now?" Lyla asked.
"Yeah," I said. "I mean, just wait and see how long it lasts. I'm sure it'll be back on soon."
"And if it isn't?" she asked haughtily.
I managed to keep my voice steady, though it was a damn struggle as Meg bounced on my cock.
"If it's not back on by seven, go ahead and lock up for the night," I said as smoothly as I could. "But I'm sure it will be. The storm'll likely be over by then."
"Fine. Whatever."
I rolled my eyes and practically threw my phone across the room as Meg laughed.
"You're evil," I gasped.
"Yep," she said, still fucking me as hard as her hips could go. "What are you gonna do about it?"
I showed her exactly what I was going to do about it by sitting up. She squealed as I managed to move out from under her, then laughed and struggled half-heartedly as I flipped her onto her hands and knees. I was sure she let me win, but it didn't matter; both of us won when I shoved her down on the mattress, grabbed her hips, and plunged my cock back inside her.
Her ass was amazing. It rippled as I fucked her, and jiggled as I slapped it, making her shriek. She clutched at the bedsheets, moaning as the sound of our bodies slapping together filled her room. I moved inside her hard, greedily taking what I could from her body until I was sweating and panting. When I was forced to slow down, I wrapped an arm around her and fingered her clit, working the sensitive little nub until Meg was shrieking and shaking and coming on my cock.
The pulses of her pussy were more than I could handle, and it wasn't much longer before I was coming again. I grunted and dug my hands into her hips, slamming her body back against me as I came.
There was a long moment of mindless bliss, my mind quiet and my body satiated. I didn't move, holding Meg's hips to keep her in place with my cock still inside her, my eyes closed as I tilted my head back and caught my breath. After that moment of mindlessness, I let go of her, pulling out as she collapsed forward on the bed and rolled over, her eyes closed.
"You okay?" I asked.
Her eyes half-opened and she grinned. "Very okay."
I laughed and moved off the bed to clean up, then came back and lay down beside her.
"So, welcome to the building," I said.
"Do you welcome all your new neighbours so thoroughly?"
"Well, I figured since you were living under me anyways..."
She smacked my arm lightly but laughed.
"You're horrible, by the way," I said. "Putting me on the phone like that."
"Worth it, if it made you fuck me like that."
I couldn't exactly argue, so just smiled as she pulled herself into my arms.
"What're you the boss of?" she asked.
"The Enchanted Florist," I said.
"The flower shop?" she asked, not bothering to hide her surprise.
"I know. I don't look like a florist."
"Nah," she said. "I was gonna say that means I can expect the nicest flowers, right?"
Cautiously optimistic delight filled my chest. "Well, sure. I guess if I have a reason to get you flowers."
"You will, when you take me to dinner once this whole power outage thing is over."
"I'd be honoured."
"Of course you would," she said. "I've already proven I put out, so..."
We were laughing when my phone buzzed again from the floor near the bed.
"Answer that. Poor Lyla probably wants to go home," Meg said.
"I dunno about 'poor Lyla,'" I muttered, but rolled over to grab the phone and squinted at Lyla's text message.
7 pm. No power. Going home. BTW as happy as I am that you're finally getting laid, next time you're mid-sex with someone plz make sure you hang up the phone before continuing. Or maybe don't answer your phone mid-sex, that'd be cool too, otherwise I'll contact HR. PS I'm promoting myself to HR and HR says I'm getting a raise. See u tomorrow perv.
"Fuck," I muttered, then started laughing.
I wasn't sure if I could handle facing Lyla, knowing she heard at least a bit of my hookup with Meg, but that was a problem for later. Besides, it was her advice that had started the whole thing. I didn't want to admit she was right, but as Meg curled up in my arms again, I figured the inevitable "I told you so" was probably worth it.
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You know that one girl?
Everyone knows a girl like her. It seems like she's unfair, like everything about her is just... perfect. All of the words that describe a pretty girl apply to her. She's cute and adorable and beautiful and sexy. Her nose scrunches when she laughs and her eyes go wide when she's shocked or scared. Her smile could end wars. Everyone knows that girl who is just unfairly beautiful.
On top of that, she's the kindest, sweetest, most genuine person you'll ever meet. She's hopeful and optimistic. Everyone wants to be around her because she makes them feel like the most important person in the world, even if thirty people are surrounding her. Even if you're in a line-up of people vying for her attention, you feel like you matter around her. And she's wholesome and perfect and anyone who hurts her is showing what a piece of trash they are because it's like kicking a puppy or murdering a baby unicorn.
You know that girl, right? That perfect girl? That beautiful and kind and amazing girl?
In my world, that girl was Shay Brady. She was the sweetest person anyone had ever met, she was my roommate, and that Thursday night, she was polishing off her third glass of red wine with tears streaming down her cheeks.
"What's wrong with me, Austin?" she asked tearfully.
"Nothing's wrong with you," I said. "Landon was just..."
If anyone who hurt Shay was a piece of trash, Landon Boyko was King of Trash Mountain. Landon Boyko was the entire fucking overflowing landfill and all of the garbage trucks full of garbage that was spilling out because the landfill was overflowing.
Landon Boyko was a motherfucking stinking, flaming, burning trash pile, and I didn't just say that because I was in love with Shay or something. He was a pile of trash because he was dating Shay and fucking every woman he could get his dick into on the side.
"...he was trash," I finished. "Smelly, rotting garbage."
Shay giggled thickly, sniffing as she wiped her face. "I really thought he was different."
I bit back my instinctive response, but she was too observant.
"What?" she asked, reaching for the bottle of wine.
"Nothing," I said.
"Please, Austin? You want to say something. I can tell."
I looked across the table at Shay, her eyes rimmed with red and her cheeks shiny with tears. Crumpled Kleenex dotted the table around her as she studied me back. It wasn't in my nature to hide things from Shay—she was my best friend, after all—but what I wanted to say would be more hurtful than helpful.
She found out about Landon's extracurricular activities while she was working her shift at the animal shelter. Shay loved animals and had volunteered there as a teenager, then went to one of the nearby community colleges to get her vet tech diploma. She came back to Minwack Falls just before Alice McGrady retired, and Mrs. McGrady had demanded that they hire Shay, going so far as to say she'd never retire if they didn't bring Shay on as her replacement.
I heard through the grapevine that they were planning on hiring Shay anyway, but Mrs. McGrady liked to feel important and involved, so no one told her it wasn't her doing that got Shay the job.
Anyway, Shay had been at work when a girl we'd gone to school with, Orianne Forrest, burst into the shelter, bawling her eyes out. Shay, being Shay, immediately thought she'd lost her pet or maybe had a sick animal or something and ran to her.
"No!" sobbed Orianne as Shay wrapped an arm around her shoulders. "I'm here to apologize."
"Apologize for what?" Shay asked, handing Orianne a Kleenex.
"I didn't know he was... I'm so sorry," she sniffled. "I swear, Shay, I had no idea he was your boyfriend. I feel awful."
Shay, still being Shay, comforted Orianne as she told her all about how she'd ended up sleeping with Landon, not realizing he and Shay had been dating for six months, and how they'd been hooking up for at least three months at that point. Shay held her hand as Orianne sobbed that she'd thought Landon was cheating on her, and he was: not only with Shay, but with Kayla Voychka, the nineteen-year-old redhead who lived in the townhouses on Park Road, and some girl named Patricia who lived in the next town over.
"And those are just the ones I could find," Orianne blubbered as Shay held her hand. "You have to believe me. I feel so bad, Shay, I can't believe I did this and to you, of all people!"
Orianne seemed shocked that any guy would treat Shay like that, and Shay seemed pretty surprised by the revelation that her trashbag boyfriend was acting like trash. It wasn't surprising, though. Not if you knew Shay.
I'd known her since we were kids who lived next-door to each other. In a perfect world, we would have been best friends who were inseparable since birth or something, but that wasn't the case.
Shay was a year younger than me, and I only lived next-door to her part of the time, since I spent the weekends with my dad. So, growing up, it wasn't like we ever played together or anything. It wasn't until we were in high school that we even spoke, and that was only because my mom was throwing all my stuff onto the lawn and screaming at me. I don't remember what that particular fight was about, but it was the first time she'd done it so publicly.
Clothes and books and other stupid things were flying out the door faster than I could collect them as my mom yelled. I remember Mrs. Roth, the Homeowners Association lady, watching from down the street, and I remember seeing Mrs. McGrady walk by and thinking that everyone in town would know I'd been kicked out by the end of the day. I remember the final slam of the door and the sudden silence in the middle of the afternoon as I stared at the house I'd grown up in, my face red as I held an armful of clothes in the front yard.
That's when Shay came over.
"Are you okay?" she'd asked.
"Uh..." I said.
"That was a dumb question," she said, biting her lip. "Austin, right?"
I nodded.
"Let's pick all this up and you can come over to my house while we figure things out."
Just like that, it was "we." I wasn't figuring things out on my own; Shay was there to help me. Her parents seemed surprised when they came home from work to discover the two of us sitting in their kitchen, folding my clothes and trying to figure out if I could sneak back in the house to get the things my mom hadn't thrown out on the lawn, but they were as kind to me as Shay was. When my dad refused to let me stay with him, Mrs. Brady insisted I stay in their guest room, at least until I figured things out.
My mom relented and took me back in a few days later, but I moved out as soon as I turned eighteen. I ended up with a roommate, but Shay came to visit almost every day until she graduated high school. It was devastating when she left town to get her vet tech diploma, but it ended up working out: my old roommate moved out two months before she came back, and when I asked if she wanted to be my new roommate, she jumped at the chance.
All that was to say that Shay was a fixer. She saw the best in everyone and even when people weren't the best, she wanted to make them their best. She was inherently attracted to people who needed someone to believe in them, the problem being that a lot of the time, those people didn't want to be believed in.
"Tell me what you're thinking, Austin," Shay begged, bringing me out of my memory.
"It's not the right time," I replied.
She stared at me for a moment. "Don't tell me you're in love with me."
"No!" I exclaimed, certain my face had immediately turned maroon. Coughing, I lowered my voice. "I mean... no. Not that you aren't, you know..."
"Ouch," she said.
I cringed. "This came out wrong, can I try again?"
"I was just joking, you know," she said.
I laughed uncomfortably, shaking my head. "I was just thinking that I didn't think Landon was different than the others."
She frowned. "What do you mean?"
"Well... think about your other exes. What about Dan?"
She thought for a moment. "Well, he was like... I mean, I was kind of immature when I started dating him. He just seemed so mature and mysterious."
"He wore a leather jacket when it was thirty Celsius and bummed money off you all the time to fill up that shitty motorcycle he had."
"Well, yeah. He didn't have a job," she admitted.
"And then there was Alex."
She bit her lip. "I broke up with him, though."
"After you caught him stealing from you."
She didn't say anything.
"Jonathan?" I said.
"He got help for his anger issues after we broke up," she said in a tiny voice.
"And Peter?"
"Well..."
"He was addicted to cocaine, Shay."
She sighed. "And then Landon. I just seem to attract the worst people, don't I?"
I twisted my mouth. "I mean, to an extent, I guess."
"I'm starting to think that men are just garbage," she said bluntly.
"Well, we do suck."
"Not you!" she said quickly, her eyebrows creasing with worry. "That was mean. I was just... I'm exaggerating. I'm just bitter right now."
"Yeah, but..." I hesitated, then took a deep breath. "Okay. If men are garbage, maybe you're like a raccoon."
Shay raised her eyebrows. "What?"
My face wasn't just red anymore. It felt like my skin was crawling, like I was allergic to the anxiety the conversation was giving me.
"Like, maybe... maybe it's not that you're attracting a certain type, it's that you're kind of attracted to a certain type."
"I like garbage, you mean," she said flatly.
"That's... that came out wrong, too."
She barely heard me. "You think I'm a tiny little trash panda digging through the dumpster trying to find the juiciest piece of rotten meat, and then I'm surprised when it makes me sick."
"Uh... well, sort of? Not..." I sighed, looking at her. "This is why I didn't want to say this right now."
"No, you... I asked you to," she said. "I just didn't realize that's what you thought of me."
"I don't think of you like that!" I protested. "I just meant—"
"You just called me a raccoon," she said sadly.
"Raccoons are cute, though," I said desperately. "Right?"
I wasn't just digging myself into a hole, I was creating a man-made stormwater pond using nothing but a shitty raccoon analogy and inappropriate timing. Shay's lips flicked downwards as she nodded.
"Yeah, I guess," she said.
"Shay, I didn't mean—"
"No, it's fine," she said, draining the rest of her glass. "I think I'm just gonna go to bed."
"It's eight-thirty."
"Well, I also have an early shift tomorrow."
"I'm sorry," I said, looking down.
She stood up and smiled half-heartedly. "I don't know if all men are garbage, but even if they are, that'll never apply to you. You're the nicest guy, Austin. Really. I'll feel better tomorrow."
She hugged my shoulders as she walked by, a quick squeeze that told me she wasn't mad, but I hadn't done anything to make her feel better. She was far too polite to say it, though, and guilt scraped down my bones as I watched her go into her bedroom. I sighed, then stood up and cleared the wine bottle and glasses away, finished the half-glass I'd poured for myself so she didn't feel like she was drinking alone, and went into my room.
I hated being called a nice guy.
There was weight to being called a nice guy. "Nice guys" weren't really nice guys, they were guys who thought they were nice and got all mopey when the women they liked didn't like them back. "Women only like bad boys," they'd say. "Women don't like nice guys. Nice guys finish last. You go out of your way to respect women and they won't even date you."
Like respecting women was some step you were supposed to take to get laid rather than just being the right thing to do.
"Nice guys" befriended women with the expectation that they'd eventually get moved out of the so-called friend-zone. "Nice guys" didn't tell these women they liked about their feelings, then got angry and jealous and self-deprecating when said women dated other men.
You know, like exactly what I was doing to Shay.
I flopped down on my bed and cringed, slamming my eyes shut. I'd never meant to develop feelings for her. I really hadn't. She was my best friend and had been for years, and even when she'd first moved in, I'd told myself those feelings I had were just friendly ones. I could think she was pretty, as a friend. I could want her to date guys who were better for her. Friends wanted the best for their friends. I could feel protective and angry when people hurt her because I cared about her, and there was nothing wrong with caring about a friend.
There was something wrong with nearly throwing up when she brought her boyfriends over to stay the night, though, and definitely something wrong with deciding that those were the nights I was going to party and crash at another friend's place.
I'd never made a move on her, and I didn't ever intend to. Even as I heard her crying through the wall and my body ached to go to her, to comfort her and hold her and press my face into her hair, I told myself it was just a small crush. It was natural, right? A guy and a girl living together, being around each other all the time... it was normal to feel like I might have feelings. Didn't mean they were real feelings.
There was no denying that she was incredibly attractive. I mean, she was an amazing person, and that's what mattered most. Physically, though, everyone could see that she had a smile that made me feel like I was melting, and that her eyes were expressive and bright, and that her body was... perfect. Just so, so perfect.
And when you live with someone, you notice those things. People get comfortable in their homes, and there was nothing wrong with that, but sometimes it meant Shay would walk around in a T-shirt and short-shorts as pyjamas. And sometimes she wouldn't wear a bra, and I didn't mean to notice. It wasn't like I was trying to look, it just... she was just there, and it was hard not to notice when she'd curl up beside me on the couch and snuggle against my arm. It wasn't my fault that her nipples would get hard and that the fabric of her shirt was thin enough to let me feel them as she cuddled against me. And I couldn't help that I liked that feeling, or that my body reacted to it. That was just biology. That was... it just happened.
I could help what I did about it after we went to our separate rooms, though, and that's where things got complicated, because I couldn't deny how hot she was, and I couldn't stop myself from thinking about her when I stroked my cock.
The guilt surged through me again, my face turning red as I thought about the last time she'd sat with me on the couch. I was being selfish. The right thing to do would've been to tell Shay I was starting to have feelings for her so she could decide what she wanted to do, since she might act differently around me if she knew I thought of her like that. It just felt wrong, though. I couldn't tell her how I felt when she had a boyfriend, and every time she broke up with a boyfriend, it felt like it was too soon to put that kind of pressure on her.
Worst of all, if I admitted how I felt, I might lose my best friend. And I loved her too much as a friend to risk that.
Instead, I ignored the fact that I wanted to be with her, I tried to ignore the sound of her crying in her room, and I fell asleep hoping against hope that things would go back to normal the next day.
My hopes were dashed just after six-thirty the next morning. I woke up in a sweat, the air in my room stagnant and stale. Even though it was early, I could already tell it was going to be a hot day. I could hear Shay getting ready in the bathroom, the sound of the tap almost frantic. The fact that I could hear anything at all meant only one thing: she was late for work.
Usually when she was late for work, I offered her a ride. That day, my shift was starting shortly after hers and I'd risk being late myself. I could get her there, but only if I got ready first. I pulled myself out of bed, yawning as I crossed to my door and opened it, clad in only my boxers but assuming she'd still be in the bathroom.
"Shay, d'you need a ride?" I called in the direction of the closed door.
"Oh my God, Austin, that would be amazing!" she cried.
Before she even finished speaking, she flung the door open unexpectedly. I jumped back into my room, stumbling.
"Oh!" she said, pausing after bursting out of the bathroom. Her eyes widened as she looked at me, her mouth dropping open before she started laughing.
"Uh, give me a sec!" I blurted, slamming my door.
"Sorry," came the quiet response, punctuated by a nervous giggle.
Just what every guy likes to hear when the woman he likes sees him half-naked. I felt my face burning as I dug through my pile of clothes for a clean work shirt and black pants.
The redness didn't fade before I left my bedroom, nor could I make eye contact as Shay filled a travel mug with coffee and handed it to me. I muttered my thanks and grabbed my lunch from the fridge.
"Austin, I—"
"Alrighty, I think we're set!" I said loudly. "Let's hit the road."
"Can I apologize?" she asked quietly.
"Can we just not talk about it?" I replied.
"Okay," she said sadly.
I felt guilty for making her sad, but couldn't bring myself to say anything else. We didn't talk at all as we got into my shitty old car and I drove her to her job at the animal shelter.
"I might have to work a little late so I'll be okay to walk home tonight," she said as she got out of the car. "See you later, Austin."
"Bye," I said, but she'd already shut the door. I sighed before turning around and speeding across town to get to my glamorous job at the gas station.
The day passed by slowly. It was as hot as I'd imagined it would be, and that kind of heat only brings out the worst in people. Three different people bitched about the price of gas, like I had anything to do with it, and one accused me of driving up the price because we were the only gas station in town.
I mean, that was true, but it wasn't my gas station.
I spent my half-hour lunch at The Hokey Pokey Ice Cream Parlour next door. Usually, I went for a walk around the block, but it was so hot that the back of my shirt was soaked just walking to the ice cream shop. It was relatively busy given it was mid-day on a Friday, but I managed to get a table and play games on my phone until I had to go back to work.
The slowness of the day only made the time with my thoughts more painful.
I knew she hadn't meant to laugh at me, and I knew it had nothing to do with... well. Whatever. Shay wasn't mean-spirited and her laugh had probably been due to nerves or surprise. I mean, the situation was a little funny. And it only hurt because I secretly liked Shay, and it wasn't like she had any idea that I did.
On top of that, she was hardly ever late for work, and when she was, it was because she overslept. She likely overslept because she'd been crying all night, and she was crying all night because I'd called her a raccoon. Well, that probably wasn't the only reason. I mean, she had just broken up with her boyfriend. Me not talking to her as we drove to work also probably didn't help.
I decided after my shift ended that I'd pick up some ice cream as an apology. Her favourite flavour at The Hokey Pokey was Mint Moose Tracks, a disgusting combination of mint ice cream with peanut butter cups and a fudge swirl. She had to have some flaws, after all, and her taste in ice cream was one of them. Still, when work was done, I walked next door and got in line, intending to get a pint of that abomination for her and a pint of Espresso Flake for myself.



Being just after three-thirty, The Hokey Pokey was incredibly busy with families stopping by to cool off on the way home from school. I was waiting patiently, but when Don Rivers walked in, I grabbed my phone and pretended to be busy typing a message.
Don was the definition of creepy. He had a scraggly mustache and thinning hair, but those alone weren't enough to make him creepy. What made him creepy was the beady eyes and the persistent rumour that he shot porn out of his house on Park Road. I didn't know how true it was, but Don would only laugh his wispy little "heh-heh-heh" of a laugh when asked about it. I had made the mistake of being polite to him when I first started working at the gas station and he'd stop in to buy cigarettes, not knowing that would make him think we were friends.
No matter what I did, he thought we were friends. I had flat-out said to his face that we weren't friends and he thought I was joking. I used to avoid serving him whenever possible, but we'd hired two new women in the past three months and he was worse to them than he was to me.
Given my mood that day, I didn't want to deal with Don. Don being Don, of course, forced me to.
"My daddy says that the good guys don't touch girls without their permission," came a loud child's voice. "He says that only the supervillains do something so gross. Are you a good guy, Mr. Rivers?"
Eyes wide, I looked up to see Don standing beside a lady I thought was on the school council or something. She was one of those Instagram moms, her kids sitting quietly at a nearby table holding their ice cream so she could take a picture of them. She wore a floppy straw hat and a bright red sundress, and her face was almost as red as the dress.
Don caught my eye and chuckled sarcastically, jerking his thumb at the woman before glaring at one of the boys sitting at the table.
"Wow, great thanks I get for helping a lady out," he said.
The woman looked uncomfortably angry. "Yes, you get an eight-year-old telling you that you shouldn't touch people inappropriately even if you say you're helping them."
The fucking pig.
"Leave her alone, Don," I said loudly.
Don raised his eyebrows, his mouth half-open. I folded my arms across my chest.
"What was that, Austin?" he said incredulously. "You got a problem, kid?"
"Oh, shut up," said a guy at a nearby table who was sitting with his daughter.
The small parlour was uneasily quiet and unusually tense. Don looked from me to the man at the table to the woman in the red dress before snorting and throwing his hands up in disgust.
"You try to do a nice thing for someone..." he grumbled, marching towards the door.
People stopped staring as the woman smiled at me and the other guy before scurrying to the table with her children. I wanted to check on her, but she didn't look like she wanted any extra attention, so I stayed in line and ordered my two pints.
Once I had the ice cream, I hurried back to my car. Clouds were starting to roll in and I frowned, wondering if we were in for a storm. Checking my phone, I wondered if I should call Shay to see if she wanted a ride home. She hated storms, possibly more than anything else in the world. They terrified her. She said she might be late, but her shift was technically supposed to be done at four, so if she was finishing on time...
I took a breath. If she wanted a ride home, she would have asked for one, and there were no new messages from her. I was turning into someone's overprotective mother, worrying over a few dark clouds in the sky. Besides, I had to get home quickly, or the ice cream would melt.
I was halfway down Minwack Drive when I hit a garbage can.
Well, more accurately, when a garbage can nearly flew into my windshield.
It was empty, thankfully, although who knew what it was doing out three days past garbage day. I slammed on my brakes as it bounced off the hood of my car. The lid popped off, flying across the road towards The Enchanted Florist while the can itself rolled down the sidewalk.
The wind picked up suddenly and fiercely. Pulling forward slowly, I figured it was a bit more than a few dark clouds in the sky and that I should probably call Shay.
I pulled into the parking lot next to the grocery store and dialled her number, waiting as it rang. When she answered, all I could hear was wind.
"Austin?" I heard her yell faintly.
"Where are you?" I replied.
"What?"
"Where are you?" I asked louder.
"I can't hear you!" she said, almost sobbing. "It's so windy."
"Where. Are. You?" I said as loudly and slowly as I could.
It seemed to get through that time. "I'm on Drum Farm Lane!"
I said goodbye but I don't think she heard me. I nearly hit the garbage can again as I tore out of the parking lot, gunning it down Minwack Drive so I could get Shay as quickly as possible. Drum Farm Lane wasn't too far, but who knew when the storm would start.
I made it just in time; I spotted Shay with her hair flapping against her face and pulled over with my hazards flashing. She struggled to open the door against the wind, nearly slamming it on herself as she ducked into the passenger seat. The door closed, she took a deep breath and tried to push her hair out of her eyes, and then the rain started.
"Wow," she gasped.
A jagged branch of lightning ripped across the clouds and we both jumped as thunder blasted just moments later.
"You okay?" I asked as she tried to untangle her hair.
"Yeah," she said shakily. "Thank you for picking me up."
"Anytime," I said. "I got you some ice cream."
Her eyebrows were still creased, but her face brightened a bit. "Really? From The Hokey Pokey?"
"Yeah."
She dug into the bag on the floor as I started the windshield wipers and put the car in drive. "Oh, Espresso Flake, my favourite. What'd you get yourself?"
"Nice try," I said. "I don't like you enough to eat Mint Moose Tracks instead of Espresso Flake."
She didn't quite laugh, but I saw the corners of her mouth flick up. Another rumble of thunder drummed through the sky and she shivered.
"I hate storms," she said.
"I know," I replied. "We'll be home right away."
She nodded, staring out the window silently as I drove carefully down the streets, my wipers barely able to keep up with the sudden downpour. Thankfully, I had an underground parking spot for my car, so once we arrived at the building we didn't have to go outside.
The awkwardness from that morning was still there, but we tried to proceed like things were normal. We didn't always finish work around the same time, but we had a sort of routine for when we did. Shay insisted I should shower first since I smelled like gasoline, and I asked her how many dogs had puked on her today, and she conceded that she was puked on more times than I was and begrudgingly accepted the first shower.
While she showered, I watched TV. Shay took forever, but I figured her job was harder than mine, so she deserved to go first. Plus, it meant that usually she'd start making something for dinner, and by the time I finished, I could help with the easier parts of it since I couldn't cook worth shit. Then she'd chill while I cleaned up, we'd watch a movie or something together, and that was it.
We were at the "me-in-the-shower-and-her-cooking" part of the routine when the power went out.
My first thought was that thankfully the power waited to cut out when I was the one naked in a dark room instead of Shay. My second was that I was naked in a dark room, and as I wasn't about to ask Shay to help me out of the shower, I had to do it myself without tripping and falling.
I turned the shower off and carefully stepped over the edge of the tub. Shivering, I patted the air in front of me, trying to figure out where the towel rack was, when there was an urgent knock at the door.
"Austin?" Shay called. "The power's out!"
"I know," I said. "Give me a sec, I'll be right out."
She was quiet for a moment. "Um, do you want me to—"
"Nope."
"I was just going to open the door and—"
"I'm fine, Shay."
"—pass you a flashlight?"
I sighed. "Uh, yeah, that might help."
"Okay," she said. "I'm opening the door."
"Just... don't come in," I said quickly.
"I promise."
A sliver of grey light appeared where Shay opened the door. I cupped myself instinctively, but she only opened it enough to snake her arm through the opening. Reaching forward, I grabbed the flashlight she held out, and she took her arm back and shut the door immediately.
"Thank you," I called.
"No problem."
I towelled off and dressed quickly. When I left the bathroom, Shay was standing by the balcony door, her arms folded across her chest and shoulders tense as she stared at the jagged lights streaking across the sky.
"The power'll be back on before you know it," I said as I walked up behind her.
She nodded and sniffed, brushing a hand across her face. Before I could ask if she'd been crying, she turned and smiled.
"How do you feel about half-cooked penne and medium-rare chicken for dinner?" she asked, her voice as watery as the weather was.
"Sounds like something I'd make," I teased.
She made a sniffling sort of laugh, flinching when thunder roared a moment later.
"Why don't you chill for a bit?" I said. "I'll make us some sandwiches, and by then the power will be back so you can make something good."
She smiled and shook her head. "I can help."
The thunder cracked and she flinched again.
"Only if I'm the one in charge of the knives," I said. "Don't need you stabbing yourself every time there's thunder."
"I'm not that bad!" she protested, but agreed that I could be in charge of anything that required knives.
The power didn't come back once we'd finished making the sandwiches. While we ate, I called our landlord, James, but he didn't answer. I figured he was probably pretty busy and shrugged, checking the town Facebook group to see if there was any information there.
"Sounds like it's all of Minwack Falls," I said as I scrolled through my feed.
"Really?" Shay said, nibbling on the corner of her sandwich.
"Yeah, some guy named Frank DeBlanco called the power company and—oh! That's the guy who was at the table at The Hokey Pokey."
Shay frowned. "What?"
"Don Rivers was being a creep to some lady. I told him to... well, doesn't matter. Like he was gonna listen to me. But this guy, Frank, said something too and Don backed off."
"Was she okay?" Shay asked. "The lady?"
I nodded. "Yeah, seemed to be. She was with her kids. I think he talked to her after."
"I bet she appreciated that," she said, smiling. "You really are a nice guy."
The term made me prickle with annoyance, but I forced a smile. "Thanks."
She could tell it was a fake smile and frowned, putting her sandwich down. "What did I say?"
"Nothing," I said quickly. "I appreciate it."
She didn't quite believe me, but didn't press the issue. We finished eating and I tried calling James again. He eventually picked up and said he was working at getting the backup generator on so we'd at least have some emergency lighting. The storm began to fade and around seven, the rain had stopped completely. Still, the power stayed out, and I groaned when I checked the Facebook group again.
"It's probably going to be out all night," I said.
"Seriously?" Shay said, looking up from her phone. "Darn. Do you have an extra one of those battery pack things?"
"Yeah," I said, getting up off the couch. "I've got a couple. They should be all charged up."
"At least our phones won't die."
I dug them out of the storage room and gave one to her, putting the other next to my bed since I figured my phone would last till then. Awkwardly, we sat in the living room, not quite sure what to do when we didn't have lights or TV or the internet.
"Wanna watch a movie?" she asked suddenly. "We can eat the ice cream you got and just have a movie night."
I raised my eyebrows. "Uh, that sounds great, but—"
"On my laptop," she said. "The battery should be okay for a while and I think I've got Atonement downloaded."
A lesson no one had ever taught me was that you should never watch Atonement with anyone you were insanely attracted to but weren't in a relationship with. It was an oddly specific lesson, but one I would have greatly appreciated before agreeing to watch it with Shay. One moment we were watching a well-written but standard historical romance; the next, Cecilia was wearing a skin-tight green evening gown and getting nailed against a bookshelf in a library. Sure, you didn't see much skin besides a knee here and a fumbling of some period-appropriate trousers there, but damn.
It probably wouldn't have been so bad, but since we were watching it on her laptop, Shay couldn't exactly curl up in her usual TV-watching position beside me. Instead, she had slowly splayed across the couch as if she was melting. Instead of pressing against my arm, her elbow ended up resting near my knee, and eventually her head made its way to my thigh.
I stared straight ahead at the laptop the entire scene. For some reason, I thought that would be better than chuckling awkwardly or looking away or making a comment. For some reason, I just let my best friend lay her head on my thigh, her hair splayed across my lap, and I didn't say shit. It wasn't even like I was secretly enjoying the feel of her so close to me. I was miserable and on edge, and I couldn't bring myself to ask her to move because she was comfortable.
If that wasn't bad enough, the movie had to go and be sad. Like Shay needed any more sadness. Like she needed to pretend she wasn't crying against my jeans, like she needed a reminder of all the shitty things that were going on in her life.
When the movie finished, Shay sat up, leaned over to close her laptop, and then turned to me.
"What'd you think?"
"That was... something," I said.
Her face fell. "Oh no. You hated it."
"I didn't!" I said. "It was just, you know, a... movie."
She studied me for a moment, then looked down and brushed her hair over her shoulder.
"Are things weird with us right now?"
My eyes nearly burst out of my face. "What?"
"Like... do you feel like we're off?" she asked. "Like, I said you were a nice guy earlier and you seemed upset about that."
I shrugged. "I mean, I just... you always hear people talk about how nice guys aren't really nice. I guess I just don't want to be one of those nice guys who says he's a nice guy. You know?"
"Oh," she said. "Okay. I never even thought of that."
"It's fine. It was nothing."
"Things are still weird, though."
"Really?" I said. "I feel like maybe they're not."
"Is it because of this morning?" she asked bluntly.
I sighed. "No, I just—"
"Because I didn't mean to laugh," she said, looking back up at me. "I wasn't... I know it must have sounded so mean but I was just surprised and—"
"Shay, it's fine," I said. "I mean, I was in my underwear. Big deal. Whatever. I mean, we're roommates. Frankly, it's surprising it hasn't happened sooner."
She looked unconvinced. "You were upset that I laughed."
"I didn't—"
"Please don't lie to me."
I stopped, then sighed. "Okay. I was a bit embarrassed."
"I knew it," she said softly, her face crumpling. "I wasn't laughing at you, I swear. I just... it wasn't anything about you at all."
"It's fine," I said again. "Look, no one likes being laughed at, especially by a pretty girl when they're in their boxers first thing in the morning. I know you didn't mean it. I just... it just threw me off, that's all."
"I'm sorry," she said. "I really am."
I smiled awkwardly and jokingly punched her on the shoulder. "It's fine, champ. We're good."
Champ? Champ?! What kind of moron... who the fuck calls anyone champ, let alone... I cringed, my cheeks burning.
She didn't call me out for sounding like a complete knob, instead biting her lip with sparkling eyes. "Did you call me pretty?"
Oh no.
"Well, I mean... yeah," I said. "You know. Like... you're pretty. Everyone thinks you're pretty. I have eyes, you know."
"Oh," she said, laughing awkwardly. "Well, thank you."
"I think I'm going to go to bed," I said, my voice higher than usual. "It feels like it was a long day."
"Yeah," Shay said. "Me too."
We stood up at the same time, nearly crashing into each other, then I stepped back so she could go first. I grabbed my flashlight and my phone, heading for my room as she ducked into the bathroom, and didn't come back out until I heard her bedroom door close. Even then, I waited a few minutes for good measure before going to the bathroom and brushing my teeth.
The whole thing was uncomfortable. All I could do was hope that the next day would be less weird. Well, that and try to forget about the awkward arm punch before I called her champ.
Champ.
What the fuck was I thinking?
My face was red again as I got back to my room and stripped to my boxers, the light from the flashlight bobbing as I got into bed. It wasn't that late, but I hadn't been exaggerating; I was tired. Yawning, I plugged my phone into the power bank I kept charged up for emergencies and pulled the covers up to my chin. The apartment was quiet, the wind had disappeared, and I couldn't hear Shay crying.
I didn't quite remember falling asleep, but I did. Something jostled me into a drowsy state of confusion and my eyes opened to see light flashing across my room. Seconds later, I was thrown out of that drowsy state when thunder crashed so loudly I thought it was coming from right beside me.
Shay, I thought.
The power was still out and my room was almost pitch-black, save for the flashes of lightning. Just before thunder boomed again, I thought I heard my door open. Blinking rapidly, my eyes adjusted to the darkness just enough to see a sliver of slightly-less-dark-darkness appear at my door.
"Austin?" Shay whispered shakily through the dark.
"You okay?" I asked, my voice hoarse.
"This is so stupid," she said, half-sobbing. "I'm terrified."
"Want me to come sit with you?"
She didn't respond right away. The door pushed open a little wider, though it was still so dark I couldn't even see her outline standing there until lightning flashed again, illuminating everything for a split second. The image of her standing there with mussed hair, clutching the door frame with one hand and her other on the door knob, was burned into my eyes as darkness filled the room again.
"Can I come lie down with you?" she asked.
Before I could respond, thunder crashed. Immediately, there was another flash of lightning, and I saw Shay's bottom lip firmly wedged between her teeth, her long T-shirt almost glowing in the sudden brightness.
She wanted to lie down with me. The words weren't processing right. I broke them down into simpler statements. She... that was Shay. Wanted... obvious enough. To lie down, that made sense. With me.
Shay wanted to lie down with me.
"In my bed?" I finally said.
She waited for the clap of thunder to fade before speaking.
"You're right," she whispered. "It's weird. I'm sorry. I'll just—"
"No, no, it's... it's fine," I said tiredly. "Just let me put some pants on. I'm in my boxers."
"I don't care."
"But—"
"Please?" she said, her voice cracking.
Thunder seemed to vibrate the air around us and she started forward, barely waiting for me to say yes before she was pulling the blankets away and burying herself beneath them.
If that was all it was, it wouldn't have been so bad. It wasn't, though; she tossed the blankets over herself and then scooted forward until her body was pressed against mine and her face was on my chest. I stared, wide-eyed, at the darkness that represented the top of her head, her breath hot on my skin as she took short, staggered gasps of air.



"I'm sorry," she whimpered. "I feel so dumb but it just—"
She cut herself off with a whimper as the thunder cracked again, far worse than the storm had been earlier in the day.
My arms went around her instinctively. I regretted it almost immediately; I had no right to be holding her like that. I had even less of a right to be holding her like that when I was in nothing but my boxers and she was in a thin T-shirt and...
God, I hoped she had at least panties on, because she sure as hell didn't have pants on. Her legs were bare, smooth and soft and chilled against mine where they touched.
I swallowed hard, willing myself not to think of anything but trying to make Shay feel better. I couldn't do that to her. I couldn't handle the guilt of enjoying how she felt against me.
"It's just a storm," I whispered. "It'll be over before you know it."
She sniffed but didn't say anything.
"I know they suck," I said. "I know you hate them."
"I'm so embarrassed," she said, her lips brushing my skin. "I just threw myself into your bed because I can't handle a storm like a fucking adult."
I tried not to laugh, but she felt my chest shake.
"Don't laugh at me," she choked. "I said I was sorry for earlier and—"
"I wasn't," I said. "I swear. I was laughing 'cause you said 'fucking' and you never swear."
Her giggle was shaky, but it was a giggle all the same. "Well, shit."
I couldn't hold the laugh back that time, but she laughed with me. And that was great, it would have been great, except when she laughed, her... well...
There was no classy way to say it. When she laughed, her tits moved against my chest, and I could feel her nipples underneath that thin shirt, and that was something I couldn't ignore.
I bit down on my lip as hard as I could, trying to shock myself out of a reaction, but it was hopeless. All I could do was shift slightly away from Shay under the guise of laughter, hoping she hadn't felt anything and hoping she wouldn't insist on moving closer.
"Thank you," she said as she stopped laughing. Her nose nuzzled my chest, her face so close I could feel her eyelashes when she blinked. "I was trying to be calm but it just kept getting worse and I thought... I just couldn't."
"Worse?" I said. "How long has it been storming?"
"About fifteen minutes," she said. "I'm sorry I woke you up."
"It's okay. I'm glad you did. I don't want you to be scared."
"Thank you."
"You can stop thanking me and stop apologizing."
She snuggled in closer, her hips almost brushing against my cock. My stomach jumped into my throat, but I was able to keep my hips away from hers.
"Okay," she said. "Just kick me out when you want me to go."
I didn't want her to go, but I didn't want to tell her that. "Will do."
She flinched a few moments later as thunder crashed again, the wind howling against the bedroom window as rain pounded it.
"Why are you so scared of storms?" I asked her when the crash had faded.
"I always have been," she said. "I mean, if you want the legit traumatic event behind it, it was probably when I was a kid and my parents took me camping, and they stayed in the trailer with my aunt and uncle while my cousin and I slept in the tent, and there was a storm that night and the tent blew away."
"What?" I said.
"Yeah. The pegs came out of the ground and the poles snapped, so the tent ended up kind of wrapped around a tree."
"With you in it?"
"Uh-huh."
"Jesus, Shay."
"So I've been kinda scared of them since then. And also of tents."
I choked on a laugh. "I mean, that's understandable, I guess. Why didn't I know that about you?"
She shrugged and her nipples poked against my chest again. I almost groaned—almost—but managed to stay quiet.
"What are you scared of?" she asked.
"Clowns," I said.
She giggled. "No, you aren't. What are you really scared of?"
My biggest fear at that moment was her discovering the fact that I was harder than a rock, but I couldn't exactly say that. I also couldn't explain that I was terrified of losing her, or tell her how I felt.
"You," I said, nudging her jokingly. "You terrify me."
She was half-laughing when lightning flashed and thunder boomed at the same time. A whimpering sort of shriek was the only warning I had before she pressed her entire body against me again.
I knew she felt it. I mean, I felt her against it, so it only made sense. My body went rigid and my breath caught in my throat, every muscle in my body frozen in a state of tense terror.
This was it, I thought. This was the moment when I lost my best friend.
When she didn't move, I didn't know what to do. Slowly I let out a breath, waiting for her to panic, but she didn't say anything. For a long moment, I waited. I waited for her to pull back, for her to laugh, for her to push me away or tell me off, but she didn't.
"I'm sorry," I breathed when I couldn't take the silence anymore. "I... I should've told you I... I'm sorry. I didn't want you to think I... you're my friend and I didn't... fuck. You should go, Shay."
"Why?"
"Because I... I like you."
She didn't say anything to that, and she still didn't move. My mouth was dry and I licked my lips, breathing shallowly through my mouth.
"I'm sorry," I said again.
"You are a nice guy," she whispered. "And I don't mean that in the weird bad way that you think it is."
I frowned. "What?"
I felt her cheeks pressing against my chest as she smiled. "You're trying to kick me out of your bed because you like me and you don't want me to feel uncomfortable."
"Well... yeah," I said helplessly. "I mean... I don't want you to think I'm just trying to, you know... you're my friend, Shay. I don't want to lose you."
"And that makes you a nice guy. A real nice guy. And you know what else?"
I swallowed hard. "What?"
"I don't want to be a raccoon anymore."
Neither of us moved. Neither of us spoke. I immediately started overthinking because what the fuck else do you do when you're holding your best friend and admitting that you're attracted to her? Really, what the fuck are you supposed to do when says she doesn't want to be a raccoon? What does that even mean? Did she mean she wanted to stop dating losers like Landon and Peter and whoever the hell the other ones were? Did she mean she wanted to date me because she thought I was a nice guy? And she knew I was hard, she could feel it. What the fuck are you supposed to do when the most beautiful girl in the world trails her fingers down the side of your body? Was she honest-to-God slowly moving her leg up over my hip and hooking it around my back?
She was. Holy shit, she was. She was moving in slow-motion but her leg was wrapping around me and her body was shifting so my cock was between her legs and...
The good news was that Shay was wearing panties. If she hadn't been, I might have come all over her immediately. As it stood, things were close. Her pussy was so warm I could feel it through the thin layers of fabric between us. She didn't say anything as we touched, but I felt air drawn sharply into her mouth as she inhaled, her face still against my chest.
My mouth dropped open as she shifted her hips gently, so subtle in her movements that it could have been mistaken for a general twitch, except for the fact that she did it again. And then she did it again. And the third time she did it, my arms tightened around her of their own accord.
She kissed my chest, her lips as gentle as flower petals against my skin. I was almost afraid to touch her, but my hands had other ideas. I traced my fingers down her spine, trying not to groan when it made her shiver against me. When my hands reached the small of her back, I hesitated, not quite believing she was real, not quite ready to touch her ass. Instead, I crumpled her shirt into my hand, tugging it up enough to feel the bare skin just above her panties.
When my fingers made contact with her skin, she moved purposely. I pulled my hand away, sure she'd suddenly realized what she was doing, certain that she was about to run away, but she didn't. She exhaled, her breath tickling my chest, and then I felt her ribs shift as she inhaled, and when she exhaled again, her breath brushed against my lips.
Lightning flashed just then. Shay's eyes were level with mine, sparkling in the sudden burst of light, so close I couldn't even see the rest of her face. I knew she was smiling, though. I felt it as soon as the lightning crackled out of existence and her lips touched mine.
It was too dark for her to see that my eyes were still open, widened in shock as she kissed me. When I finally seemed to realize that the soft mouth touching mine was real, and that it was there on purpose, and that Shay was fucking kissing me, I kissed her back as hard as I'd ever kissed anyone before.
Her smile widened as I brought my hand to her neck, holding her head still as I explored her mouth. Her arms were around my waist, fingertips scratching lightly along my back as I slipped my tongue past her lips. I kissed her until I couldn't breathe, until I was dizzy and craving more of her mouth, more of the sweet taste of her lips, more of her pressed against me.
"Austin," she whispered, her breath hot on my lips.
"Yeah?" I gasped back.
"I want you to touch me," she said.
"Where?"
She shivered as thunder rolled outside. "Everywhere."
I wasn't going to say no to that.
I touched her slowly, sliding my hand beneath her shirt and kissing her as I traced my fingers along her waist. Her stomach muscles fluttered beneath my fingers as I touched a spot near her bellybutton; when I did it again, she shuddered and inhaled sharply. I made a mental note of that spot before dragging my fingers along her ribs, feeling the way they rose and fell as her breathing quickened, and finally brought my hand up to cup her breasts.
She wasn't the only one who made a noise as I touched them; I groaned as I finally felt the weight of her breast in my palm, her bare skin softer than I could have ever imagined and her nipple delightfully hard and crinkled. Her shirt rode up, baring her stomach, and she moved closer to me so it was pressed against mine as I fondled her.
I made sure to feel every inch of her breast and paid extra special attention to her perky little nipple before moving my hand to the other one. Her hips rolled against me as I played with her other breast, her breath hot against my lips each time I kissed her. I stayed that way for a long time, longer than I could have called comfortable, but I couldn't get enough of her breasts.
"You can, um, kiss them, you know," she finally said.
"Yeah?" I breathed. "Awesome. Okay."
She shifted against me, wriggling out from my arms. I felt her sit up beside me, kneeling as she removed her shirt, and prayed for lightning to flash so I could at least see a glimpse of her.
Someone out there was listening, and there was a long moment of brightness as lightning filled the sky, long enough for me to truly appreciate the beauty of Shay's tits and the perfection that was her body before the world went dark again.
"You're beautiful," I groaned. "Jesus, Shay."
She laughed and I expected her to lie back in my arms but instead felt her shift on the bed again. When she returned to my side a few moments later, I realized why: her panties were gone.
Before I could say anything, her breasts were pressed to my face. I groaned, kissing the heavenly mounds of flesh that were pushed against me. I didn't go for her nipple right away, instead inhaling deeply and sighing. She smelled amazing, a scent I couldn't explain, something distinctly feminine and arousing and just so her. I gently squeezed one breast while I focused my lips on the other, licking between them before kissing along the underside.
Shay squirmed against me and I waited until she stilled before taking her nipple into my mouth. She made a high-pitched noise as I flicked my tongue against it, another one when I grazed my teeth along it, and a full moan when I sucked on it firmly. The sound of her, the smell of her, the taste of her: all of it made my cock throb, aching as her body brushed it occasionally.
I wanted her so much.
She seemed to want me just as much. A few moments later, she made a frustrated noise before grabbing my hand and shoving it between her legs.
"Please," she whimpered.
"Since you asked so nicely," I whispered, and she giggled.
I explored her folds as she gasped and squirmed beside me. Her nipple was still in my mouth when I slipped a finger inside of her and she moaned, squeezing my shoulder. The hot wetness of her pussy gripped my finger, clutching it as I pushed it in her slowly, relishing the feel of her tight hole around me.
"Austin," she moaned. "Oh my God."
I fingered her slowly, increasing my speed only when she whimpered in frustration, adding a second finger only when she was so wet I could feel it coating both my palm and the back of my hand. She pushed herself against my hand, shuddering as I continued tonguing her nipple, her breath coming in short gasps. Her arm wrapped around my head, holding me tight to her chest, and I knew she was close when her legs startled to tremble.
"Coming," she whimpered. "Oh, my God..."
I don't think she heard the roar of thunder that happened as she came. I barely heard it; she moaned so loudly and bucked her hips so wildly that I could barely sense the world that existed outside the covers of my bed. Her pussy walls clenched around my fingers, holding them in place.
I had never heard anything so beautiful, felt something so amazing, or wanted someone so much as I wanted her. My cock ached, throbbing painfully in my boxers, precum staining the front of them.
"Wow," she finally gasped. "Oh, my God. Wow."
I smiled, her breasts still pressed to my face as I withdrew my hand from between her legs.
"That was amazing," she said.
"You're amazing," I whispered.
Her laugh was tired and breathless as she clutched me to her.
"Just give me a sec to catch my breath," she whispered. "That was... whew. I don't remember the last time I came that hard."
"Careful, you're going to give me a big head," I said.
"I thought I already had," she teased, bringing her hand between us.
Her fingers trailed along my stomach to the waistband of my boxers. I swallowed hard, desperate to feel something—her hand, her mouth, her pussy, my hand... anything, really—against my cock. My pulse quickened in anticipation as she pulled my boxers down, my cock springing out. I lifted my hip to help her, kicking them off when they were low enough.
I caught glimpses of her as lightning flashed. Her eyes sparkled as she looked at me, her lip was tucked between her teeth, and her hand was teasingly close to my cock. Tension curled through my muscles, up my back to my shoulders and down my arms as I waited for her to wrap her fingers around me.
When she finally did, I shuddered, my cock twitching in her palm. She kissed me, gripping my shaft lightly, but her hand didn't move. It wasn't enough; I needed more. I was desperate for more. I couldn't help pushing my hips forward, but even as I did, she didn't move or tighten her grip.
I didn't say anything. I didn't even make a noise. I took a breath, my cock throbbing painfully, and when lightning flashed again, there was an amused look on Shay's face.
"You want me, right?" she asked as thunder rumbled.
"More than anything," I admitted. "So much."
Her hand moved away from my cock and I almost cried until she mirrored her action from earlier, slinging her leg around my waist. I swallowed hard as the heat from her pussy radiated against me. I was sure she was going to sink onto me, but she brushed her slit along my shaft instead of letting me enter her.
I couldn't complain. It felt good. Her pussy was wet and hot and it was rubbing against my cock. It's just that it wasn't enough. I was so hard I could barely think. All I wanted was to come, to sink inside her, to jack off, anything, and instead she just ground her pussy against me.
I didn't say anything, but when I pushed forward a bit and Shay stopped, I couldn't stop myself from making a soft, frustrated noise. Shay heard it and she kissed me, her lips curling up as she reached up to brush my hair off my forehead.
"Please," I whispered against her mouth. "Shay, I..."
She kissed me again before moving her mouth away from me. Her torso pressed mine, her legs trapped my cock between them, and she brought her lips to my ear.
"You are the nicest guy I know," she said. "And I like that. But I need you to be a little bit bad, too."
"What?" I said.
"Just a little," she said, her voice high-pitched, almost teasing.
"I don't—"
"You're going to have to fuck me, Austin," she said. "I know you're the kind of guy who's going to be all sweet and respectful and make sure I'm sure, and make sure I'm comfortable, and make me come a zillion times before you even consider it yourself. And I'll let you do that to me next time, if you still want to be with me. This time, though? You're going to have to fuck me."
"I mean, are you sure you—"
"Ah, ah," she said, and she rolled her hips so my cock slid along her slit. "I just told you what you need to do, and asking if I'm sure was not part of it."
"But—"
"Yes," she whispered. "Yes, I'm sure."
"I don't..." I groaned as she moved against me, teasing my cock again. "Oh my God, Shay."
She made a soft noise and moved her lips away from my ear. When I caught a glimpse of her by the next flash of lightning, she was looking up at me, her eyes glazed with mischievous desire.
I panted as she teased me, as her pussy slid up and down my shaft, as the tip of my cock brushed her hole but didn't enter her. My hips moved forward, yearning for her, but she kept a steady pace of torture. She was driving me crazy, but that wasn't... I liked her. I didn't want to just fuck her, I wanted...
I couldn't even remember what I wanted. She tormented me with her body, touching me, teasing me, playing with me. She was sure, she said. She wanted me to fuck her. She wanted me to be selfish and use her and that wasn't something I'd ever done.
"Please, Austin?" she whispered.
Her pussy slid along my cock slowly. My body decided it was time for me to stop overthinking, and when her dripping hole was near the tip of my cock, I shifted suddenly and thrust forward, shoving myself inside her without so much as a word or a second thought.
The noise she made started as a yelp and turned quickly into a moan as I buried my cock in her drenched pussy. I moved my hand down, grabbing her ass and pulling her against me hard, driving myself forward until every inch of my cock was inside her.
"Yes," she breathed. "Oh, that's so—"
I didn't let her finish. I kissed her hard, absorbing whatever word she was about to say with my lips, letting it trail off into a whimper that vibrated against my mouth. Without pulling out, I used my body to guide her onto her back, feeling her moan as her legs spread wider for me.
She was beneath me when the next strike of lightning flashed. Everything about her was perfect: the perfect little smirk on her face, the perfect teeth biting her perfect lip, her perfect breasts heaving as she watched me.
I reached down, grabbed her hair, and kissed her again as I started slamming my cock into her body.
She squealed against my mouth, gasping as I bit her lip, moaning as I pounded her as hard as I could.
"Yes," she moaned. "Oh my God, Austin."
I didn't say anything. I couldn't. All I could do was bury myself inside her, feeling the way her tunnel stretched around me, drunk on the wetness of her pussy and the feel of her tits bouncing and the taste of her skin as I moved my lips to her neck.



She clutched me, her fingernails digging into my back as I fucked her the way she wanted me to. After a bit, one hand moved up to my head and her fingers worked their way into my hair, pulling it as I nipped her neck.
"Make me come," she demanded, her teeth clenched. "I wanna come all over your cock."
"You better fucking do it then," I shot back, and I shoved my hand between our bodies.
Shay let out an animalistic noise, a shrieking sort of moan that echoed in my ears as she grabbed at me. I burrowed my cock inside her as I fingered her clit, her body accepting me again and again. The fingernails of one hand dug painfully into my back as she pulled my hair with the other, and I had no idea how long it was before she was gasping and tensing beneath me.
"Gonna come," she whimpered. "Oh my God, Austin, oh my God, oh my..."
She wailed as she came, trembling beneath me. I could feel her pussy spasm around my cock, clenching hard as her hips bucked. If that wasn't enough, she started saying my name, again and again until she was mumbling incoherently.
Well, she might not have been mumbling. She might have been speaking perfectly, but the rush of blood pounding in my ears prevented me from truly knowing. I groaned as my muscles clenched, pressure building and building until I thought I was going to pass out. When I came, I grunted, spilling inside Shay as my mind went fuzzy, my eyes squeezed shut as wave after wave of relief overtook my body.
I'd never come so hard in my life.
The sound of my own breathing was the first thing I heard as some semblance of brain activity returned. The next was Shay's breathing, followed by the feel of her breath against me. I was still inside her, still holding myself over her, and still had her hair clutched in my fist.
"Fuck," I whispered, loosening my grip on her hair. "Are you okay?"
She burst out laughing, jostling beneath me.
"Yes," she giggled. "Oh my God, yes."
I chuckled half-heartedly as I pulled out of her and collapsed beside her. "Sorry. I, uh... I know you said you didn't want questions but I should've asked before I—"
"You know I'm on the pill," she said. "It's okay."
I let out a breath that I hadn't been aware I was holding. "I didn't, uh, hurt you or anything, did I?"
Instead of responding, she wrapped her arms around me and pressed her lips to mine.
"It was amazing," she said after she pulled away. "You were... it was so good."
I smiled, closing my eyes as she rested her forehead against mine.
"Can this be a thing?" she asked after a moment. "Like... can we... you know, date? If you want me like that?"
It was my turn to laugh.
"What?" she asked indignantly.
"I'm in love with you, Shay," I murmured sleepily. "'Course I want you like that."
Lightning picked that moment to flash again. I opened my eyes to see Shay looking at me, a smile on her face instead of the look of horror I thought might be there. She didn't say it back, and that was okay. I'd been in love with her for a while already; she was just finding out about it. I didn't need her to say it. I just needed her to know it.
She kissed me softly as the lightning faded, barely shivering as the accompanying thunder crashed.
"I think I'm a panda now," she said.
I burst out laughing. "What?"
"Like a full panda. Instead of a trash panda."
"Okay," I chuckled. "Why?"
"'Cause pandas only want bamboo and you're tall and skinny and I only want you."
It was ridiculous, and I loved it. "I... thanks."
She kissed me again, then wriggled so she was comfortable in my arms as I pulled the blankets over us.
"G'night, Austin."
I held her close, kissing the top of her head and sighing as everything started to feel right in the world.
"Night, Shay."
**
A note for readers: the battery packs referred to in the When The Lights Go Out stories may also be called power banks, USB chargers, or rechargeable batteries depending on where you are from. In many places, these portable power sources are common household items and may be carried around in purses or cars to charge cell phones throughout the day.
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Look, I just have to get it out of the way so the rest of this bullshit makes sense: I had a huge fucking crush on my boss. Huge. Epic. A gigantic, disgusting, ridiculous, disgusting, borderline obsessive, did-I-say-disgusting-already, unbelievable crush.
Four years I worked for Owen. Four long, unrequited years. I'd never told him I had a crush on him, mostly because he was twelve years older than me and also my boss. I also happened to like my job, and while it wasn't like there was much of a top to sleep my way to, I didn't want to be that person.
He was the owner of The Enchanted Florist, the local flower shop, and he'd hired me after I dropped out of university and moved back home. I was mildly horrified to move back in with my parents at twenty, not because of my age but because I had no fucking idea what to do with my life. I was truly horrified to still be living with my parents at twenty-four, mostly because the only thing I wanted to do with my life was work at The Enchanted Florist.
What? I like flowers, okay? They're pretty and they smell nice.
In my fervent daydreams, Owen would realize he was madly in love with me and whisk me away from my parents' house, sign over half the business, and we'd run it together for the rest of our happy little lives in our happy little small town. It was a far cry from what I thought I'd do with my life. I had planned to be something important like a lawyer or a journalist or literally anything except a cashier at a flower store. I thought I'd make a difference; I'd go to rallies and protests and be this big social justice warrior who defended the little guy and always did what was right.
And then I went to college and realized that the idea of all those things was a fuck-ton less scary when I was in my safe little small town.
I wish I could have the dignity to say I flunked out of college or something, but the truth was that I left. It was more than I could handle, and I scurried back to my bubble with my tail between my legs and started working at the first place that would hire me: The Enchanted Florist.
I fell in love with Owen in the interview. Well, maybe not love. I fell in lust with his large hands and smooth, dark skin and big, calm eyes. I lusted after his deep, smooth voice and his skinny-but-not-too-skinny chest and his ass. God, did he have a nice ass. And I liked him, too. He let me be my snarky, cynical self, calling me out on my shit but was always the kind of person I knew I could rely on.
The day I found out he had a girlfriend, I was devastated. It was something like a month after I'd started working for him when she came in. She was everything I wasn't: curvy, vivacious, wholesomely sweet with a melodic laugh. I thought she was perfect.
Well, until she cheated on Owen, broke his heart, and left him with nothing in his life but his flower shop and his shitty apartment two years after I'd started working for him.
I dreamed of being the one to comfort him. I wasn't, of course. I was twenty-two at the time and he was thirty-four. He barely registered me as a woman, let alone one he'd hook up with. And I couldn't bring myself to tell him that I wanted him, that he didn't have to let his ex-girlfriend get in his head like that because lots of other people thought he was fucking sexy.
Like me, specifically.
I resolved that once he was a little less raw from the break up, I'd tell him. It was the right thing to do, you know? I didn't want it to seem like I was jumping at the chance, but it was only fair for him to know I liked him. Or, you know, wanted to fuck him. Whatever.
Two years went by with me promising myself I'd tell Owen I wanted to sleep with him. Every day I'd chicken out. Every day I'd do my makeup perfectly and make sure my hair was in place. I'd wear clothes that were perfectly fitted and just revealing enough that they upsold the apology bouquets on their own, since men would sneak a peek and then feel extra-guilty.
And every single day, I looked at him, felt a fluttering curl of anxiety, and kept my mouth shut.
Then there was the day when it all went to shit.
It was the first day I knew before I got to work that I wouldn't be telling Owen I so much as enjoyed his company, let alone wanted in his pants. There wasn't even a chance at a shot for me to make my case. It was so hot and humid that I walked into the shop looking like an absolute troll.
He didn't pay me enough to afford a car, so I walked to work every day. The air was heavy and thick while I walked, so hot that I almost felt like passing out. Walking any faster than a stroll made me feel light-headed and like sweat was flooding out of my pores. Before I was halfway there, I could feel my mascara running and my foundation streaked across the back of my hand each time I wiped my forehead.
"The lateness is an issue, Lyla," he said as soon as I walked into the blessedly-cool store.
"It's hot as balls out there, Owen," I said flatly.
He had absolutely no sympathy for what I was going through, getting on my case until I snapped at him. When he finally turned around, I nearly cried as his mouth twitched, his dark eyes sparkling as he tried not to laugh. He took in the sight of me and I felt redness that had nothing to do with the hot day surging up my neck.
"Maybe you should go wash up first," he finally said, his voice trembling with laughter.
I told myself the salty sting in the corners of my eyes was just sweat and nothing more after letting myself into the bathroom in the back. That was convincing until a tear streaked down my face, and then another, until I was looking in the mirror at a miserable girl who was never going to prove she was old enough or mature enough or good enough to be with Owen.
I let myself cry for four minutes, then wiped my face and hurriedly fixed my makeup. It wasn't as perfect as it usually was, but Owen was probably about to leave anyway, and it wasn't like he'd ever notice. There was a spare shirt in my locker, since sometimes I got dirt or pollen or any number of gross things on me while I was working, so that at least took care of the sweat stains. Deodorant, a quick bun on the top of my head, and a deep breath were all I could do to handle the rest of my look.
Owen was already packing up his things when I returned to the front. He told me how to do the job I'd been doing for four years again, didn't say anything as I flipped him off before going into the cooler, and waved at me with a slight smile when he finally had his shit together. I looked over my shoulder at him as he walked away, miserable and relieved and did-I-say-miserable-already all at once.
Just a few minutes later, the door chimed. I groaned inwardly as Alice McGrady walked in, knowing I was about to lose at least twenty minutes of my life talking to her.
"Lyla, dear!" she exclaimed as I exited the flower cooler.
"Hi, Mrs. McGrady," I said unenthusiastically. "What brings you in today?"
"My God, if it isn't hotter than the Devil's bathwater out there," she said, fanning herself. "So nice and cool in here, isn't it?"
"Yeah, it's hot out," I said dully.
"I'm far too old to be walking out in this," she said proudly. "Much too old. Could have fallen over and died, Lyla!"
"That would have been a shame."
"You're too sweet, dear." She started wandering the shop, shaking the collar of her shirt as if to air out her saggy old boobs. "But you know, I walk every day, every single day I walk, and I wasn't going to let a little bit of heat stop me! Healthy as a woman half my age, that's what the doctor said to me the other day, and—oh! Do you know Doctor Worthington over at the clinic?"
"I know of—"
"Well, he was saying that Coach Bradley—you know, the volleyball coach at the school—Coach Bradley told him that he'd gone to some sort of gala event last summer and met some students he used to teach, back when he was teaching in... now what was it, where was he teaching? Hmm. It was before he moved here, you know, and..."
I zoned out, nodding and making unconvincing "mm-hmm" noises every once in a while. Mrs. McGrady's lips were moving and her face was expressive, but I didn't know how to politely tell her that I just did not give a fuck.
Nearly ten minutes later, she was still talking.
"...I think her name is Meg, and she's living in the apartments so she must be neighbours with your boss! Pretty girl, she is, but you know, I always wonder when I see women like that out and about. It's not my place to judge, of course, but—"
A sudden loud bang made both of us jump. Mrs. McGrady clutched at her chest and yelped as we whirled towards the front window.
"My God!" she gasped as I darted forward.
"It looks like a garbage can lid," I said, peering out the window. "Wow, when did it get so windy?"
Mrs. McGrady walked up behind me. "I have no idea. When I came in, it was just sticky out there, you know. Well, sticky isn't what it's called, but that's what I call it, because I really don't like that word 'muggy.' It just reminds me too much of—"
"I think it's going to storm," I interrupted.
Between the time I'd arrived at work and now, the sky had completely changed. It wasn't the pale blue of a hot day, but rather full of darkened clouds that seemed to have appeared from nowhere. I grimaced as I looked at the ones in the distance, so dark they were practically indigo.
"I doubt it," Mrs. McGrady said. "I feel it my bones, you know, dear. Maybe a little sprinkle but there's no chance of a big storm."
"You should probably head home quickly, just in case. This blew in super fast."
"Oh, I'm sure it'll be fine, dear, I can—"
"No, really, Mrs. McGrady. I insist. I would just feel so... bad if you got caught out in the rain because I didn't help you fast enough."
She put a wrinkled hand on my shoulder and squeezed, claw-like fingers digging in painfully. "Lyla, you are just the sweetest girl I know. Why doesn't an angel like you have a boyfriend?"
"Maybe I'm gay."
Her mouth dropped open and she wrenched her hand back.
"Oh, I'm so sorry, I just assumed—"
"It's okay," I said. "I'm just saying maybe I'm gay. You never know, right?"
Her mouth tightened into a pursed knot of lines. "Of course. Not that there's anything wrong with that."
"Not at all."
"Well," she said in an uncomfortably high-pitched voice. "I suppose I should head back home just in case it starts to sprinkle. You have a good evening, dear."
I bit back a laugh as I said goodbye. If I knew Mrs. McGrady, and I did, half the town was going to think I was a lesbian by noon the next day. Luckily, I was bisexual, so it was free advertising more than anything. I assumed there were as many women as there were men in town who would be interested in a girl who lived at home with her parents and worked in a flower shop—that is, none—but maybe something would come of it.
When the first clap of thunder shook the store a few minutes later, I wondered against my will if Mrs. McGrady had made it home okay. Seconds after that, it was like the sky split open; the first drop of rain hit the ground at the same time as the thousandth drop of rain, and it battered against the front window of the shop as the wind howled.
I watched it for a while. The world was smudged behind the rivulets of water pouring down the windows. Flashes of lightning and the occasional set of headlights driving down the road refracted through the water, making everything look like a surreal painting. It was pretty, in a way, and lonely.
After a bit, I started working again as the storm continued in the background. The windows rattled and the lights flickered a few times, but I wasn't particularly worried. After all, Mrs. McGrady said it was just going to sprinkle, so it was probably fine.
I snorted with laughter as I counted the roses in the cooler. I was funny as fuck sometimes.
It was shortly after I made myself laugh that everything went silent and dark.
The hum of the cooler cut out first, just a fraction of a second before the lights disappeared. I blinked once, straightening up, and then blinked rapidly to make my eyes adjust to the sudden darkness.
"Great," I mumbled to myself. A fucking power outage.
I stumbled my way out of the flower cooler to the till. Thankfully, there was an emergency light on in the front of the store, so I could at least see a little better. It wasn't as quiet there; the store was almost creaking as the wind howled and the sound of rain was a dull roar, punctuated by thunder that seemed to be even louder than before.
I stopped myself from calling Owen right away. I could almost hear his voice in my head, telling me to be patient, to wait a few minutes and see if it came back on.
Unfortunately, I wasn't patient, and less than five minutes later I called his cell. Predictably, he told me to wait it out. So I did.
I waited.
And waited.
And waited.
No one came into the store. It wouldn't have mattered if they did; it wasn't like I could sell them anything. I left the doors unlocked mainly in case anyone was caught in the rain and needed a place to hide. There was nothing I could do: prepping the deliveries for the next day required the computer, which was off. Inventory required lighting, which was off. Even cleaning wasn't really feasible, since the emergency light was too dim to see anything, and I'd just have to clean it again if the power came back on.
I played games on my phone until the battery was almost dead, then stopped when I remembered I couldn't just charge it like I usually did. I snooped through the papers around the till, went into the office and switched the product binders around to aggravate Owen when he eventually discovered it, and sat in his desk chair and twirled in circles until I decided it was completely overrated.
It was only when I couldn't stand it anymore that I called Owen again.
The phone rang three times before he answered, which was weird in itself. What was weirder was he didn't say hello.
"Are you there, Owen?" I finally said. "Hello?"
"Hey." His voice was so falsely steady that it was almost insulting.
"Okay," I said suspiciously. "Look, the power's still not back and I don't know what to do. No one's come in and obviously I can't help them if anyone does, so can I go or am I supposed to sit here doing nothing?"
He didn't respond, but I knew he was still there. I could hear him breathing, and something else in the background, a weird sort of rhythmic shuffle.
"Owen!" I said loudly. "Did you hear me? What are you even doing right now?"
"Yeah," he said abruptly, clearly not having heard a thing I said. "I mean, just wait and see how long it lasts. I'm sure it'll be back on soon."
The weird shuffling sound got louder and my mouth dropped open. He couldn't be...
"And if it isn't?" I asked icily.
He had that flat, fake steadiness to his voice again. "If it's not back on by seven, go ahead and lock up for the night, but I'm sure it will be. The storm'll likely be over by then."
More shuffling. A bouncing sort of shuffle. He was either jerking off and was too rude to stop while he was on the phone with me, or the bastard was fucking someone.
"Fine," I said "Whatever."
I think he thought I hung up, because the next thing I heard was a loud bang and then a woman's laugh.
"You're evil," came Owen's distant voice.
The woman said something I couldn't quite make out, and then there was the sound of a bed creaking, some moaning, and more laughter.
I pulled the phone away from my face, staring at it before forcing myself to hang up. Owen was fucking someone. Owen was... Owen was with someone.
It wasn't fair to say he made me cry, because he didn't. He had no idea that I wanted him, and even if he did, that wasn't his fault. Well, it was. It was his fault for being so attractive and funny and strong. But it wasn't his fault I cried.
The storm raged on as I wept quietly behind the counter for no reason other than the guy I liked not being aware of the fact I liked him. I buried my face in my hands, wallowing in my own misery, until the front door of the shop opened a short while later.
The usual chime wasn't there to let me know someone came in, but I didn't really need a chime when the wind nearly took the door off its hinges and rain sprayed into the shop. Jumping off the stool behind the counter, I stared as a man stumbled into the store.
I vaguely recognized him: Aaron Mulch, who had been a few years ahead of me at school. He had stylishly messy hair and a pretentiously scruffy goatee, and the only thing I knew about him was he had a reputation as a total stoner.
Well, I guess I also knew that he'd been out in the storm and was dripping water on the floor of my store.
"What are you doing here?" I blurted.
He glanced up at me, brown eyes desperate as water dripped off his nose and hair.
"I need some flowers," he said.
"You... what?"
He glanced around, then looked back at me. "I'm in the flower shop, right?"
I rolled my eyes. "Yeah, but it's the middle of a crazy storm and the power's out! Why aren't you at home?"
"Because I need some flowers!" he repeated. "Come on, you gotta help me out. My girlfriend—ex-girlfriend—girl I want to continue being my girlfriend is pissed and she's trying to break up with me."
"Okay, the stupidity of being out in this weather aside, I can't help you," I said. "The power's out, I can't sell anything."
"Come on!" he said. "Please... Lyla, right? Lyla Norway?"
"Northway," I said tiredly.
"Come on, Lyla," he said. "Help a guy out. I'm desperate here."
"I can't do anything with the power out," I said again.
He stepped forward, his shoes squelching on the tile.
"Look, I'll do..." He stopped, then frowned. "Are you crying?"
"Fuck off," I said.
"Whoa!" he said, laughing. "That's some hostile customer service."
"No, hostile customer service would be telling you to get out, which is what I'm about to do."
"Why're you crying?" he pressed. "Come on, tell me. Are you scared of storms?"
"Stop it," I replied, gritting my teeth. "I don't know you, and I can't help you. You need to leave."
"Talk to me, Lyla. I'll help you out, you help me out, we can have a whole exchange of goods and services just the way God intended it." He leaned on the counter and grinned, water splashing from his clothes onto the countertop.
"Is your girlfriend breaking up with you because you're so obnoxious or am I just that unlucky?"
There was that mean streak again. My eyes widened, horrified as I realized what I'd said. Aaron raised his eyebrows and for a moment, I thought he was going to get mad. When a grin spread across his face and he started laughing, I didn't know what to do.
"Damn, Lyla. That was harsh," he chuckled. "I mean, right on the nose, I gotta give you that. High five, bro."
He raised his hand and I stared at it before half-heartedly pressing my palm to his chilled skin.



"I'm not a bro," I said, mostly because I couldn't think of anything else to say.
"Ah, whatever," he said, grinning. "Look, Lyla. Lovely Lyla. I need your help, friend."
"Even if I wanted to, I can't do anything," I said. "The till isn't working."
He tugged his wallet out of his damp jeans. "I will literally give you everything in my wallet right now, which is... uh... twenty-five dollars, a Hokey Pokey stamp card that needs two more stamps, and a condom."
"That's not really—"
"I will give you twenty-five dollars, my Hokey Pokey card, a condom, and a promise!" he declared.
I twisted my mouth to keep from smiling again. "A promise of what?"
"Uh..." He thought for a moment. "To bring you more money tomorrow?"
"Yeah, that's not gonna work."
"But—"
"Besides," I continued, glancing out the window. "Anything I sell you is going to get destroyed the second you open the door. Flowers don't do well in the wind."
He opened his mouth, then closed it and nodded slowly. "Shit. You're right, bro."
"Sorry. Bro."
He snickered once, a dry little laugh, but the sparkling playfulness on his face faded as he sighed.
"This is probably it, then." His voice could have been mistaken for matter-of-fact if it wasn't quite so resigned.
I wanted that to be it and for Aaron to get out of my store, but that downhearted undertone pricked at my leathery heart. I struggled for a moment, telling myself to just let him leave, that it wasn't my problem, that flowers weren't the solution and that ended my involvement in Aaron's life... but he just looked so sad.
"Well, maybe not," I said. "Maybe you can get her something else. Or, I dunno, do something for her."
He shook his head, laughing that dry laugh again.
"She's really into gifts," he said. "Flowers are the sure-fire thing. I used to get her chocolate but she's doing that keto thing right now and last time I brought a carb into her house, she nearly chopped my balls off."
"Okay, well, even girls who like gifts like it when you do things for them," I said. "Like, there's gotta be something you don't usually do that she'd appreciate, or something she enjoys that you don't, right?"
Aaron stared at me for a moment, then smirked and leaned forward.
"You mean like a sex thing?" he whispered.
I recoiled, my nose scrunching as I gaped at him. "What? No! I was thinking like going shopping with her or giving her a foot rub or something."
He bit his lip, grinning and trying not to laugh any harder than he already was.
"I dunno, it sounded like you were suggesting some kind of sex thing and like, I'm all for it, don't get me wrong, but—"
"Ugh," I said, shaking my head. "Men."
"What?!" he replied, dissolving into another fit of laughter. "C'mon, you had to know what I'd think."
"No, I didn't," I said stiffly. "Because one, I don't even know you, and two, if you can actually think of a sex thing she likes that you aren't doing regularly, maybe there's a reason she's breaking up with you."
He stopped laughing, his eyes widening a bit.
"Whoa," he said. "That was extra harsh, bro."
I was a bit worried I'd offended him, but we were apparently still bros, so I figured it was okay.
"Well, it's true," I said. "I mean, obviously there's limits and you shouldn't do anything you really don't want to, but I'm just saying like... I dunno. Is there something you immediately thought of that fit that description?"
He twisted his lips to the side, then nodded.
"Yeah, totally," he admitted. "But I... ugh. I don't think it'll help. I mean, I tried it a couple times and she said I was shit at it so it was like, why bother, you know? And now I don't even want to do it so like... I don't think that'll work."
It's none of my business, I told myself. It doesn't matter what he's referring to, I'm not Mrs. McGrady, I don't need to know every little thing about every...
"What is it?" I blurted.
Aaron's large brown eyes studied me as he seemed to unconsciously run his tongue over his lower lip.
"You're gonna judge me," he said. "I already can tell."
"Just tell me," I said grumpily.
He sighed. "Eating pussy."
"What?!"
His head tilted back. "Look, I just... I was a little weirded out by it and I'd never done it before I was with Larissa, and she said she wanted it a couple times when we first started... you know, fucking, and it took a bit but I finally tried it, all right?"
"Uh, all right."
"I did!" he said. "And she was like... I dunno, it wasn't good. She wasn't enjoying it, I wasn't enjoying it, it was just a fucking mess, okay?"
"Why didn't you watch porn or something? Like, you could've—"
"Don't," he said, his face more serious than it had been the whole time. "It wasn't... no one likes to be told they suck at stuff. I could do other shit to make her come, so I did that instead and we just... I'm not eating her pussy, not even if it'll get her to not break up with me. It might get her to break up with me even harder, bro."
He chuckled at the end, but I could tell Aaron was pretty hurt by the whole thing. The corners of his mouth twitched as he tried to maintain a smile.
"Anyway," he said. "I should go. Gotta think of something else to do. Guessing probably all the stores are out of power."
He straightened up, a puddle of water remaining on the counter as he turned away. My shrunken little heart throbbed again, and I glanced down at my phone. It was nearly seven, which was when Owen said I could leave, and while the storm had settled, it was still pouring rain.
"Did you drive here?" I asked as he started walking away.
Aaron looked back at me. "Uh, yeah."
I glanced up at him, then grabbed the notebook we used to let the next shift know about anything.
"Twenty-five bucks and a ride home, and I'll give you one of the big apology bouquets," I said.
His face lit up. "Seriously?!"
I nodded begrudgingly, jotting a note down in the book so Owen would know I'd cover the remaining twenty-two dollars when the till was working again. "Yeah. You can keep your Hokey Pokey card and the condom. Does she have a favourite colour?"
He tried to hug me but seeing as his shirt was still dripping, I backed away.
The arrangement I made for him was gorgeous. It was one of the best bouquets I'd ever made, and I was slightly annoyed Owen wasn't around to see it. Thinking of Owen made me sad again, and I finished tying the bouquet sullenly.
"She's gonna love it," Aaron said as I wrapped the flowers.
"She better," I grumbled. "They're fucking gorgeous."
He grinned, and that time I wasn't fast enough to avoid a liquidy side-hug. "Compliments to the... what's the flower version of a chef?"
I snorted. "A florist."
He thought for a moment. "Oh! Like The Enchanted—"
"Yeah. Right in the name." I handed him the bouquet. "Let me text my boss and grab my stuff, then we can go."
I darted into the back to grab the sweaty shirt I'd left in the bathroom, then contemplated what to say to Owen as I stared down at my phone. It didn't really matter, since he was probably still preoccupied. I mean, he likely didn't even remember what he'd said to me on the phone.
7 pm. No power. Going home. I typed. After a moment, I glared at the screen and the mean streak came out. BTW as happy as I am that you're finally getting laid, next time you're mid-sex with someone plz make sure you hang up the phone before continuing, you fucking bastard.
I grimaced. The last part was a little harsh. I deleted the part about him being a bastard and tried again, hoping it was a bit more light-hearted.
Or maybe don't answer your phone mid-sex, that'd be cool too, otherwise I'll contact HR. PS I'm promoting myself to HR and HR says I'm getting a raise. See u tomorrow perv.
That was as nice as it was going to get. Sighing, I tucked my phone in my pocket, told myself my eyes were stinging because they were strained in the dark, then took a breath and walked back to the front of the store.
Aaron was standing near the door with his back to me, the bouquet in one hand and the other hand pressed to his ear. He was talking quietly, though his voice was stuttered as though he couldn't speak more than a few words at a time.
"Larissa, please," he was saying as I walked up. "C'mon, let's just..."
He listened for a moment.
"Can we talk about it or... I honest to God thought it was next week, I'm sor... it's in my phone, swear to God, I had it down on the twenty-eighth and..."
His silence stretched a bit longer that time.
"Right now?" he finally said. "But... c'mon, don't do this... baby? Larissa? Hello?"
When he finally lowered the phone, he didn't turn around, and I had no idea if he knew I was behind him. Swallowing, I debated pretending like I'd just walked up, then decided against it.
"Are you okay?" I asked.
He snorted softly.
"Yeah." He paused, then turned around, his face somber. "Well, no. Can I return the flowers? I'll still give you a ride home and you can keep the cash, I just... I don't need the flowers."
I nodded, reaching for the bouquet. "I'm sorry. You can have your money back, though."
He passed the bouquet to me. "It was a long shot. Just wish she hadn't felt the need to rub it in."
"What did she do?" I asked as I unwrapped them.
"You know Derrick Anderson?"
"The guy with the weird car and the really crappy lawn?"
"Yeah. She's fuckin' him."
I nearly dropped the bouquet, looking up in shock. The flatness of Aaron's voice didn't match a sentence like that, and it certainly didn't match the hurt he was trying to cover on his face.
"Derrick Anderson?" I asked.
He nodded. "She wants a guy who's more mature, she said."
I stared at him for a moment, then burst out laughing.
"So she picked Derrick Anderson?"
Aaron fought back a smile. "Apparently."
"Wow," I said. "I think you dodged a bullet."
He leaned on the counter again as I flattened the wrapping. "I liked her."
"Did you love her?"
He shrugged.
"That probably means no," I said.
"Yeah, probably."
"What did you forget?" I asked.
"You heard that?"
I nodded.
He smiled sadly. "An anniversary."
"Oh."
"Of the first time she introduced me to her parents."
I raised my eyebrows.
"Which did not go well," he finished, then started laughing. "Her dad did not like me."
Putting the rest of the wrapping away, I turned to put the flowers in one of the water buckets, then looked back at him.
"So she broke up with you because you had the date wrong of the anniversary of meeting her parents, who didn't like you, and now she's going to fuck Derrick Anderson, who wears a wife-beater everywhere and is usually drunk at two in the afternoon?"
"You really don't like Derrick Anderson, eh?"
I rolled my eyes. "Mrs. McGrady bitches about him all the time. She really hates his lawn."
Aaron laughed and nodded. "Well, yeah, that's the gist of it. But she's not going to fuck Derrick Anderson, she was fucking him."
"Like, earlier?"
"No. Right now. She was in the process of sitting on his dick."
My mouth dropped open.
"That's what she called to tell me," he said.
"What a bitch," I blurted, aghast.
He shrugged again, not looking at me. "Yeah. So I just got to listen to her start fucking him, then she hung up, which was... a blessing, I guess."
I had no idea how to respond. What does a person even say to that? What kind of person even does that? I didn't know much about Aaron, and I guessed he probably wasn't a big overachiever or anything, but that shouldn't have mattered. No one deserved to be treated so maliciously.
And what were the fucking chances? What kind of day was it where suddenly everyone was getting fucked while on the phone? Maybe Larissa and Owen would get along.
"I'm glad she called before you left," I said angrily. "This is the nicest bouquet I've ever made. She doesn't deserve it."
Aaron smiled. "You're right. Just sucks, you know?"
"I know," I said, turning to him. "You deserve better, though. Like, no offense, but you're better off without someone like that in your life."
"Thanks, Lyla."
He looked and sounded so sad that I didn't know what to do. I wasn't especially good at comforting people, or offering advice, or even just listening when people needed to talk. Frankly, I was the last person in the world people should go to when they were upset. Aaron didn't have much of an option, though, so I shifted uncomfortably.
"I mean, this isn't quite the same thing, but I heard my bo—uh, the guy I like, I mean—having sex over the phone today."
Aaron looked up, eyebrows raised. "What?"
"Not on purpose," I said hurriedly. "I mean, it was... he forgot to hang up. But he was definitely, um... I just mean, I kind of understand, sort of? Not really, but like... a little bit."
"The guy you like, eh?" he said. "Does he know you like him?"
I shook my head. "He's so oblivious that whoever he was with was probably sitting on his dick before he even realized she liked him."
"How'd you handle it?" he asked.
"I cried," I said bluntly. "Then you came in."
He winced. "Yikes. So that just happened."
It was my turn to shrug.
"He'll figure it out," Aaron said encouragingly. "Or you'll find someone else."
"Yeah," I said, though I wasn't convinced. "You will, too."
"I know. Hopefully someone a little less..."
"Crazy?"
"I seem to attract crazy," he said. "Maybe I'm the problem."
"Maybe you should get over whatever's stopping you from eating pussy," I said. "Give yourself an edge, open up some more prospects."
He laughed, surprised. "Yeah? You think so?"
"Of course I think so," I said haughtily. "Girls like that too, you know."
"I don't even know what I'm doing," he said.
I rolled my eyes. "So fucking learn. It's not that hard."
"You volunteering to teach me?"
My mouth dropped open. I waited for Aaron to say he was joking, but he was biting his lip and studying me with bright eyes.
"Are you serious?"
"Why not?" he said, shrugging. "You've had a shitty day, I've had a shitty day, the power's out..."
I was going to turn him down. Of course I was going to turn him down. I wasn't going to teach Aaron Mulch how to eat pussy just because it was my suggestion that he learn. I mean, I barely knew him. And I was at work. But wouldn't it kind of be fair for me to do something like this at work after having to listen to Owen fuck someone over the phone? And Aaron was attractive. And it might get my mind off Owen, who clearly had moved on from me even though he'd never been mine in the first place. And it had been a while.
He jumped a bit when I started forward, marching decisively to the front door. The front window was full of plants that needed sunlight, so the view into the store was nearly blocked. The street was deserted, but I still pulled the shade over the door before locking it, then turned back to him.
"You better be a quick learner," I said.
His eyes were wide with eager disbelief. "Here?"
"Yes, here," I said grumpily. "Is that a problem?"
He shook his head and I walked back to him, grabbed the front of his still-damp shirt, and kissed him.
His lips were softer than I expected, and quite a bit colder. I hadn't realized how chilled Aaron must have been, standing there in wet clothes in the relative coolness of the store. He hadn't complained about it once, and only made mention of it when he touched the back of my neck and I shivered.
"Sorry," he murmured, pulling his hand back.
I reached up and took his hand. "Might as well try to warm up before you get further down."
He nipped gently at my lip. "Is that lesson one?"
I smirked, biting his lower lip in return. "Yep. No cold hands."
Of course, since I made that the first lesson, I had to find a way to warm Aaron's hands up. His hands were much bigger than mine, so it took both my hands to envelope his left one. Aaron was a problem solver, though, and he slipped his right hand beneath my shirt and made me jump as his fingers traced along my stomach and up to my ribs.
I almost protested when his hand worked its way between my breasts and slipped under the cup of my bra. Not because I didn't want him to touch me, but because the iciness of his fingers was almost more than I could handle on my nipple. I gasped softly as he tweaked it, his lips flicking up as my nipple crinkled beneath his touch, hardening almost painfully at the same time a current of pleasure ran through me.
He worked his other hand out from between mine, a mischievous glint in his eyes.
"I think this is more efficient," he whispered against my lips, slipping his other hand beneath my shirt.
I couldn't argue; after the initial shock, his hands started to warm up quite nicely. He moved his hand away from my breast only to unhook my bra, then both of them were cupping me and caressing me as his tongue slipped into my mouth.
He was really good with his hands. I bit back a moan as he lavished attention on my breasts, the tips of his fingers tracing spots I didn't even know were sensitive until he touched them. It was encouraging: if his hands were that good on my breasts, maybe there was hope for his mouth in other places.
I thought there likely was. His lips savoured mine, capturing my breath over and over again as he touched my body. When his tongue darted between my lips again, I couldn't help the soft noise I made, and Aaron responded with a low groan of his own.
"I think they're warm enough," I finally whispered as he tweaked my nipples again.
"Oh, awesome," he said.
Before I knew what was happening, he had withdrawn his hands from my shirt and lifted it up. He dipped forward, his mouth latching onto one of my nipples without so much as a warning, and that time I couldn't hold my moan back.
His mouth was far warmer than his hands were. The sudden change in sensation paired with the way his tongue swirled around my nipple made me shiver. An arm wrapped around my waist, pulling my body close to his as he worked his mouth on my breasts. Each little ministration of his tongue made fire run through my body, my knees weakening until I had to rest my arms heavily on Aaron's shoulders. I gasped for breath, the scent of the flowers surrounding us in the front of the shop making me as dizzy as his mouth was. He didn't stop kissing my breasts until I moaned again, moving his mouth up to mine as his hands moved to the button of my jeans.
"I thought I was supposed to be teaching you how to eat pussy," I whispered.
"Mmm, but if I get you turned on first, I have a bit of an advantage," he replied. "And I need all the help I can get."
"I don't know how much I believe that," I gasped as his hand slipped past the waistband of my panties. "Your mouth is pretty—oh..."
One thick finger was quickly warming up as it worked its way along my slit, brushing against my clit after collecting the wetness that was pooling in my panties. Aaron grinned and dipped it between my folds again, teasing my dripping entrance by just barely pushing his finger inside me. I looked up at him and glared.
"You're trying to distract me," I said.
"Maybe a little," he admitted. "I know I'm okay at this part."
It killed me to grab his hand and stop him, but I did, wrapping my fingers around his wrist. He removed his hand from my panties reluctantly, looking into my eyes almost nervously as he did.
"Okay," he said as if he was trying to boost his confidence. "I can do this."
I pressed my lips together, trying not to laugh. "Worried you won't like it?"
"Honestly?" he said. "No offense, but I... last time, the taste was... weird. Between that and being told I sucked at it, I'm... nervous."
I couldn't do much about his lack of confidence, but I could handle the first concern easily. I looked up at Aaron and guided his hand up to my lips. He stared at me as I licked his fingers, then took them in my mouth.



"Holy fuck," he whispered. "How... what...?"
"It's not like I've never eaten pussy before," I said, taking his fingers out of my mouth. "I know what it tastes like."
"Wait, you've—"
"Yeah. I'm bi."
He seemed to relax when he found that out, maybe because I knew what it was like from his point of view as much as my own. Smiling, I pushed my jeans and panties down my hips. He raised his eyebrows as I brought my own hand between my legs, my eyelids fluttering as I pushed my fingers inside myself. My pussy was soaked, heat radiating from it as I fingered myself slowly. After a moment, I brought my hand away from myself and lifted it between us.
"Here," I said. "Taste it."
Holding my gaze, he took my fingers in his mouth, his tongue running between them. I watched his face as he sucked on my fingers, and he didn't stop until he'd sucked every bit of juice off them.
"That's not at all like what I remember," he said after I took my fingers back.
"In a bad way or a good way?"
"Good way," he said quietly, then kissed me again. "How, uh... how are we doing this?"
I was polite enough not to laugh at the change of demeanour he was cooly trying to hide. Rather than nervous resignation, his eyes were sparkling with poorly concealed eagerness, though I was sure there was still some uncertainty. That was okay; I could work with uncertainty if he was willing to learn.
I touched his cheek as I kissed him, tenderly running my fingers along his jaw before taking his hand. I led him behind the counter to the stool by the till, dropping his hand so I could kick off my Doc Martens and pull my jeans the rest of the way off. I had one boot off when Aaron stopped me, kissing me quickly before dropping to his knees.
Wide-eyed, I watched as he unlaced my other boot and tugged it off my foot, then began to peel my jeans and panties down my legs. The cool air of the store tickled my skin as he licked his lips. Slowly, he pressed a kiss to my calf, his lips moving up my leg until he was kissing my inner thigh. I stared, enthralled, as each touch of his lips sent prickles of electricity through me. When he was halfway to my pussy, he looked up at me.
"What next?" he asked.
I swallowed hard and shifted so I could sit on the stool, jumping as the cool wood met my bare ass. He moved forward, guiding my thighs further apart so he could nestle himself between my legs.
"Keep doing what you're doing." My voice was husky and I cleared my throat. "The closer you get to, um, where you're going, the more sensitive things get. So, where you were just kissing, start doing that lighter and softer as you make your way up. You want to build up anticipation."
His eyes twinkled. "You want me to tease you?"
"No," I said, glaring at him. "But I want the next girl you eat out to be amazed at how talented you are, so I'm giving you the full lesson."
He chuckled softly but didn't say anything else, just moved his lips back to my thighs and began teasing his way up to my pussy. My body tingled beneath his touch, the feather-light touch of his lips sending waves of arousal through me. He flicked his tongue out now and then, licking spots that made me squirm, and I felt him smile when I did. His hands trailed up my legs as his lips moved closer, and closer, and closer to where I wanted him.
His mouth was just about on my pussy lips when I spoke again.
"Lesson two," I said, and he glanced up. "Yes, exactly."
Aaron frowned. "What?"
"Eye contact," I said. "Look up at her every so often. It's incredibly hot to watch a guy lick your pussy."
He nodded and held my gaze. "Now what?"
I sighed. "Now you're going to tease me some more. Start kissing around, like, the outside and stuff. Don't touch my clit yet."
Our gaze broke as he did what he was told. It took everything in me not to push my hips forward into his face as he kissed my pussy lips. His breath brushed against my skin and I could feel my mouth beginning to go dry.
"Okay," I finally breathed. "So now, start getting your tongue in there."
He looked up, eyes wide but excited. There was a slight hint of coolness as he inhaled through his nose, then the wet feel of his tongue slipping between my pussy lips.
"Just like that," I said, and I swore he smiled. I couldn't see it, of course, but I felt his mouth shift.
Tentative at first, his exploration started to get more forward as his tongue traced the folds of my pussy, each of his actions drawing more wetness from me as he tortured me with his mouth.
"That's it," I said, my voice high-pitched. "You're... oh. You're doing great."
There was no mistaking his smile that time, and there was no mistaking that he was starting to enjoy himself. Boldly, he pressed his face against me harder, hungrily lapping at my pussy.
"Stay away from my clit still," I said, though it was almost painful to say it. "Make me think you're going to go there, but don't. Lick everything else. This is where you have to start listening to whoever you're with. Pay attention to what makes her moan because I can only tell you what I like and—oh!"
His tongue slipped inside me and I shuddered, exhaling heavily. Aaron's eyes sparkled and I felt him laugh a bit.
"Only a little bit of that," I breathed. "It feels nice but I don't just want your tongue in my vag the whole time. You'll eventually use your fingers but for now... that's... that feels nice."
I had to stop talking. Whatever had shaken his confidence before was far from his mind. The man between my legs wasn't the same one who said he wouldn't eat pussy to save his relationship—not that it would have, since his ex was a complete bitch—but one who was discovering the fun that was involved in eating someone out.
His tongue dipped inside me again, then traced along my lips, then he pulled back to kiss one of the spots on my thigh that made me squirm. He would look up at me before moving back to my pussy, repeating the action until my breathing was heavy and fast and every nerve in my body was begging for more.
Every so often, I glanced at the door. I knew it was locked, and I knew the chances of anyone seeing in were slim, and the chances of them seeing Aaron crouched behind the till with his face buried between my legs were practically zero... but I couldn't help worry just a bit. The worry mixed with the hot shame of picturing us getting caught, and the thought of it made my pussy practically throb with arousal.
When I couldn't take it anymore, when I was almost gasping for breath, when my nipples were so hard they hurt and my legs were almost numb with arousal, I reached down and rested my hand on his head. As I did, he glanced up, pausing his movements as he met my eye.
"At this point, there are two options," I gasped. "One, she's so turned on she's just going to grab your head and shove it between her legs as hard as she can, and that's when you start working on her clit. Two, you decide it's time, because she might be too shy to do that."
He pulled back just enough that I could see him grinning. "What are you gonna do, Lyla? You don't seem like the shy type to m—"
I wasn't the shy type, and I felt him laugh as I pushed his face against my pussy. His tongue found its way to my clit and I moaned, my eyes fluttering closed as he flicked the swollen nub with the tip of his tongue.
"There's a few different ways you can do this part," I said hoarsely. "Some girls like when you suck on it. Some want you to flick it like you just did, some want you to flatten your tongue and kind of lick up and down. If anyone's told you to spell the alphabet with your tongue, they're stupid, don't do that. Try different things and listen to what she likes."
He mumbled something against my pussy. I had no idea what, so I answered the question I wanted him to have asked.
"Yes, she might just tell you what she wants, so just do exactly as she says. For example, when I say put two of your fingers inside my pussy and start sucking on my clit, you should probably put..."
I interrupted myself with a loud moan. My eyes slammed shut as Aaron immediately dipped two fingers inside of me, finally filling my yearning pussy as he started to suck on my clit. I couldn't stop myself from shoving my hips forward that time, though I didn't quite have the leverage I wanted. Quickly, I threw my legs over his shoulders, forcing him to bury his face against me.
Either Aaron was a really good student or I was a really good teacher. More likely, it was that his aversion to eating pussy was because of his bitch of an ex-girlfriend, and had she been a nicer person, she would've gotten to experience the pure bliss I was getting from his mouth. If it weren't for the fact that I needed to steady myself against the counter with one hand, I would have had both hands pressed to the back of his head.
I watched him feast on my pussy, his eyes glancing up to gauge my reaction as he experimented with different techniques. He was good at guessing what I'd like; when he started flattening his tongue against my clit, I instinctively ground myself against his face.
There was no doubt he was enjoying himself. The look in his eyes when he met mine said everything, and the commitment he had to burying his face against me was obvious. I only realized exactly how much he was enjoying himself when I took my hand off his head so I could grip my breast. His eyes left mine and widened as he watched me play with my nipple through my shirt. When I decided I needed more and pulled my shirt up so I could run my fingers along the hard bud, he groaned.
A high-pitched cry left my mouth as I felt the sound. Seconds later, my body was tensing as I watched Aaron reach between his legs and adjust his cock. His hand lingered as he looked up at me, and I felt him grin as he fumbled with the button of his jeans.
"Oh my God," I whispered, biting my lip.
He kept focusing on my clit as he took his cock out, taking his fingers out of my pussy just long enough to unzip his jeans and pull his boxers down a bit. As soon as his hand was wrapped around his shaft, he returned both fingers to me, plunging them inside me and curling them to hit my G-spot.
I panted as I watched him stroke himself. I had no idea how he went from being so uncertain to getting off on eating my pussy, but I was loving every second of it. I pinched my nipple as my body started to overheat, as that feeling of arousal and excitement deep in my body began to bubble, as Aaron's eyes met mine while he jacked off and sucked my clit.
"I'm gonna come," I said to him. "Whatever you do, do not stop what you're doing."
To his credit, he didn't, even as I accidentally almost suffocated him as I came. I couldn't help it; the moment my body tipped over the edge, I grabbed his hair again, and my thighs tightened around his head as I clutched his head to my pussy. I cried out, enough electricity shooting through my body that I probably could have lit up the shop. My eyes slammed shut as I tensed, overwhelmed by pleasure, everything surrounding me suddenly gone. The only thing that mattered was Aaron's mouth and fingers, his body and my body, and for a long, long moment, everything went white.
When my orgasm began to fade and I could breathe again, I felt my legs relax. When I opened my eyes, I still had Aaron's face pressed against me, and I let go quickly.
"Sorry," I said. "You can... that was... sorry, it just felt really good."
I didn't expect for him to kiss my pussy one more time before pulling back and looking up at me, a grin on his glistening face as he looked up.
"Okay, so," he started. "Not to brag, but I think I did a good job."
I burst out laughing as he ran the back of his hand across his chin and mouth.
"You did a fucking amazing job," I said, still feeling aftershocks running through me.
"I had no idea how much I'd like it," he said almost shyly, and his cheeks flushed. "That was, uh... hot. Really, really hot."
I nodded and glanced down. His hand was still wrapped around his cock and I bit my lip.
"Fair's fair," I said.
"Huh?"
I grinned. "Well, we can either change places, or I mean, you could also just fuck me instead."
Aaron gaped at me in disbelief. "Yeah? You want to, uh...?"
I rolled my eyes. "Do you want a blowjob or do you want to fuck? Offer's off the table in three... two..."
He shot up off his knees so fast I almost laughed.
"I want to fuck," he said.
"Good thing I let you keep that condom."
He grinned, got it from his wallet, and put it on. Before I could ask how he wanted me, he shoved his jeans further down and stepped between my legs. I leaned back against the counter as he filled me.
My pussy was soaked with a mix of his saliva and my juices. His cock slid inside easily and both of us sighed. He thrust forward, burying himself as deep as he could before pausing and putting his arm around my waist.
His skin was still cold, but I barely noticed. He kissed me, his lips still slick from eating my pussy, and I kissed him back eagerly. He groaned as I did, leaning forward so he was bracing himself against the counter behind me, and he began moving. I moaned against his mouth as he tunnelled inside me, his cock filling me and stretching me in a way his fingers hadn't.
Our breathing was in sync as he moved faster and harder. His forehead rested against mine after our lips parted, and he kept lesson two in mind as he stared into my eyes.
"You're so hot," he whispered.
"You're so cold," I replied.
He laughed, kissing me again as he fucked me against the counter. I slung one arm over his shoulder, holding onto him as he filled my pussy. I was still kissing him when he made me come again, his body hitting my clit in just the right way to make me clench down on his cock and tremble uncontrollably against him.
Aaron groaned when I did, his thrusts becoming harder and staggered, and before he even started leaning into me, I knew he was close.
"Gonna come," he grunted.
His face as he came was amazing. The moment of tension as his eyes slammed shut, the way his mouth dropped open, the breathless sound he made as he pumped his cock inside me those last few times... it was fascinating and erotic and beautiful. He sighed after a moment, a deep release of breath before he held me close to him with his lips against my neck.
"That was great," he whispered.
"Mmm," I said, smiling.
We held each other for a bit longer, then he pulled out of me and helped me off the stool so I could pull my pants back up. I adjusted my hair and clothes as best I could, hoping my mouth wasn't so swollen that my parents would notice when I walked in the house.
"Hey, the rain stopped!" he said, looking outside.
It was true; the sky was still heavily overcast, but the torrents of rain were gone.
"Oh," I said. "Well, I'll just walk home, then. No need to go out of your way."
He turned to me, frowning. "No. I said I was gonna drive you home, I'm gonna drive you home."
"But—"
"I don't mind, Lyla," he said, smiling. "Besides, it's my fault you had to work late."
I laughed, shaking my head. "Actually, I'm still leaving early."
"Would've been earlier if I hadn't shown up."
"And then I would have been walking home in the rain," I pointed out.
He shrugged and grinned, helping me wipe up the stool and counter and waiting as I grabbed my stuff again.
"What are you doing tomorrow?" he asked as I locked the door.
"Working," I said.
"Oh."
I bit my lip, glancing at him. "And then nothing after that. I'm off at three."
He nodded slowly. "You smoke weed?"
I dropped my store keys and looked over at him. He was fighting back a laugh.
"It's 420," he explained. "Best holiday of the year."
"I don't think it's an actual holiday."
"Fair," he replied. "Come hang out with me anyway. I mean, you work in a plant shop, you must like... plants."
"Maybe," I said, though I couldn't quite maintain my grumpy demeanour as he grinned at me.
"And hey, I mean, I should probably practice all those lessons you just taught me," he said. "Practice makes perfect, right?"
I couldn't fault his logic, and I couldn't deny I kind of wanted to see what would happen as he perfected his technique, considering how good it was the first time. Biting back a smile, I nodded.
He took my hand, smiling as he led me to his car. It felt strange to be grateful for a power outage, and it felt strange to walk away from the store hand-in-hand with someone I'd really only just met, but I couldn't deny the spark of happiness as he squeezed my hand.
**
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War is hell, they say, but I say they're wrong.
Hell is insanity, and insanity is doing the same thing over and over again and expecting different results.
Hell is false hopes and flagrant disappointment.
Hell is knowing that the squabbling of Ilyra, the princess from the far-off planet of Nianus, and Jostok, the snarky-but-pleasantly-ripped humanoid alien soldier from Quighnan, would attract the attention of Izzon's monstrous space beast.
It's knowing that the beast would destroy the vent your plucky band of misfits was crawling through.
It's knowing that you'd all tumble into the cavernous belly of the spaceship with only the last-second triggering of a force-field from your omni-cuff to prevent you from turning to gizzard soup on the space-grey floor.
I watched Jostok realize that the forcefield hadn't prevented the princess from being crushed beneath the weight of the metal that tumbled from above. I watched him separate her from the tangled pile of bodies and bionic limbs, cradling her barely conscious form against one beefy, armour-clad bicep.
I watched her brilliant violet eyes flutter open, and saw the little half-smile on her face as he called her by her name, and heard the weakness in her voice as she reminded him that it was Princess Ilyra to him. I heard Jostok chuckle wetly and assure her she was going to make it.
After all, she was the princess. This was not how princesses died.
Which was true, because she didn't die like that.
Izzon's beast hurled itself to the ground in front of us, its weight making the spaceship itself shudder violently. A beam of light shot forth from its gaping maw, wrenching Ilyra from Jostok's arms. He reached for her, but before his bionic arm was even fully extended, the beast had pulled her into the air, clutched her between its massive claws, and snapped her in half like she was a fucking Kit Kat bar.
So, she died like that instead.
There was a beat; a pause as horror dawned across the party. A splash of blood splattered on the floor followed by the delicate circlet Ilyra always wore.
"No," breathed Jostok.
A metallic cackle from above filled the room.
"So much for your princess," Izzon said as he descended on a floating platform.
He landed just in front of the beast. Two long strides brought him to the circlet, and he plucked it from the pool of blood before making a mockery of Ilyra's memory and placing the fragile band of metal on his horned forehead.
"You killed her," Jostok said, his voice wavering.
"Well, duh," Izzon said, chuckling. "What, you think this is your fairytale or something, Quighnan? You kill the horrible, evil, sad little man who was just trying to get back what was rightfully his? You think you save the world, you get the girl, you get the glory?"
His smile faded, and he straightened the circlet before reaching for his omni-cuff.
"Well, Quighnan, I have news for you. You failed. The world is mine, the girl is dead, and you—"
"Shut up, you piece of Cul excrement!" Jostok roared.
"Or what?" Izzon taunted.
"Or this," I muttered.
Surprise flashed across Izzon's face as Jostok smashed his omni-cuff, using the last of its power to create his trademark rocket launcher. Hefting it over his shoulder, he screamed as he fired it. Izzon's beast stepped forward, snatching its master from the ground seconds before the ball of certain death hit him, and it was time for me to take over.
The battle was hell. It was a place I'd been a million times before, and I let the world around me fade as I focused on Izzon and Izzon alone. His beast didn't like that, of course, but the beast wasn't my concern. There were others to fight the beast; only I could fight Izzon.
Sweat beaded on my forehead and dryness scratched at my eyes. I refused to look away, refused to be distracted for even a millisecond from my task. Izzon darted around the battlefield, firing laser after laser in my direction, but I knew how to dodge them. I knew how to use them against him; I knew how to lure the beast to just the right spot for Izzon to maim it himself.
And I knew what would happen next.
The world shook, a rumbling that vibrated through my bones. Izzon's platform shot up, and I tracked it, ignoring the shouts and cries of the battle raging around me. High above, I saw the flash of light, and I hurled myself out of the way moments before a ball of plasma crashed down and punched a hole through the entire ship.
A rush of air sucked through the floor, and I clung to the strategically placed pole for dear life, still refusing to take my eyes off Izzon's platform. I waited, watched, my heart racing as he descended, and descended, and...
"Now," I said through clenched teeth, and I jumped.
Wind and suction twirled around me as I fought against the force with everything in me. It was a Hail Mary, a last-ditch effort, a moment of pure insanity as I mashed at the omni-cuff wildly. I mashed, and mashed, and mashed, and—
I made it.
I got to the platform.
"Oh my fuck," I breathed. "Oh fuck, oh frak, oh... fruck."
I finally did it.
Izzon stood before me, his wretched face twisted in anger. I pointed my weapon at him, just as I dreamed I would a thousand times before, and without so much as a second thought, I began to fire. One shot hit and his body jostled; another and red splattered around me; one more and—
And all went dark.
Sudden silence replaced the sounds of battle as blackness overtook me. For half a moment, I thought I had died, like for-real died. Then, my eyes adjusted, and across from me I saw the form of a woman with pale skin, wide eyes, and bright blue hair in the depths of a black mirror.
"No," I whispered.
The woman mimicked me.
"No," I said again, a low groan as realization dawned on me.
The woman's face crumpled. A bolt of lightning flashed through the basement window, and as thunder roared, I screamed.
"You've got to be frucking kidding me!" I shrieked, and I'm not at all ashamed to admit that I burst into tears.
"Ramona!" my mom shouted distantly.
I ignored her cry; tears were streaming down my cheeks as frantic footsteps thudded on the stairs. Despondently, I slid off the couch and crumpled to the floor, clutching my controller to my chest as I sobbed.
"Ramona!" Mom gasped again, the faint glow of her cell phone flashlight spilling across the basement. "Are you hurt? Ramona, talk to me, w-what happened, are you—"
"The power," I whimpered as she reached me and hesitantly touched my shoulder. "The power went out, and I was so close."
"Close to... what?"
"Beating Izzon," I sniffed.
Silent tension filled the basement.
"In a game," she said flatly.
"Well, yeah, but—"
"You screamed bloody murder in the middle of a huge thunderstorm because the power went out during a game."
It was no use trying to explain to her that I'd been stuck on the boss fight in The Circlet of Nianus for days. I stared sullenly across the basement at the darkened TV as Mom launched into another one of her ranting lectures that had become routine since I'd returned home for the summer after my first year of university.
"This is not proper behaviour for a nineteen-year-old woman," she said, probably. I would've had to have been listening to know for sure, which I wasn't, but all her lectures were pretty much the same. "Christ, Ramona, it's like I don't even know who you are anymore. What happened to the sweet girl who left for university last August?"
Then, if that lecture was anything like the other ones—which it likely was, but I still wasn't listening—she would have started tearing up.
"I don't know what I did to deserve you acting like this, Ra-Ra," she probably said in a watery voice. "What happened to my goody-two-shoes straight-laced brown-noser who would never dream of putting a toe out of line and who I, as the head of the Minwack Falls Homeowners Association, could truly be proud of since she was as cookie-cutter and put-together as the yards and fences I work so hard to keep in line at all times?"
Well, she probably didn't say that last part. At least, not out loud. But the implication was there. When I tuned back in to the conversation, she was shaking her head as she looked dramatically in the other direction.
"Honestly, Ra-Ra, maybe we made a mistake," she was saying, for real that time. "Sending you to that school... I worried that you weren't ready and now—"
"I was perfectly ready to go to university," I said dully. "And I'm an adult, so you didn't send me anywhere. I chose to go. And my name is Ramona."
"Adults don't throw tantrums because of a silly game."
"It's not silly," I said through gritted teeth. "This is what I want to do with my life."
"Play games."
"Make games."
"Hmmph," she said. "Be that as it may, I highly doubt you'll find a summer job making games. I charged the laptop battery up earlier today, so if the power stays out, we can still work on your resume tonight."
I sighed. "I have a resume. I already asked if they were hiring at The Sword and Dice and they said they'd get back to me."
"I doubt the comic book store is hiring," she said, unimpressed, before she started towards the stairs. "I'm surprised Jordan Cooper's managed to keep it open as long as he has. I'll go down to The Enchanted Florist tomorrow and speak with Owen. That girl he has working there was incredibly rude to me the other day and refused to call him so I could make a complaint about her."
"Okay, Karen," I muttered under my breath.
Mom turned. "What was that?"
"Nothing."
She clearly didn't believe me and shot a very Karen-esque look in my direction. "Well, if he's willing to hire her, I bet he's one of the few people in town who would be willing to overlook your new... style and possibly offer you a job."
And there it was; yet another dig at my hair, and my new eyebrow piercing, and the fact that I wasn't dressed like her President of the Student Council Princess anymore.
I wish I could say it had been a gradual transformation, that I hadn't been the stereotypical example of the good-girl going wild as soon as she was on her own for the first time. However, years of living with Liz Roth, head of the Minwack Falls Homeowners Association, vice-president of the Minwack Falls High School Parent-Teacher Association, and volunteer board member for the Minwack Falls Good Neighbour Society, had instilled an almost-detrimental instinct to be honest in me.
I was absolutely the model of a rebellious girl experiencing life away from an overbearing mother and semi-absent father.
I'd left for university as a geeky girl with suitcases full of modest blouses and nice-but-not-too-tight jeans. At the end of the semester, I returned home with suitcases full of pop culture t-shirts, dark jeans that were ripped in all the right places, and Chuck Taylors that I'd kept on my feet day in and day out so I could get that worn-in look as fast as possible. I was still geeky and still a girl, but now that girl had bright blue hair, an eyebrow ring, and an exasperatedly cynical attitude.
I loved who I had become. I loved being Ramona, the girl with wild hair and full of laughter. I loved geeking out with my friends over video games and sci-fi movies and superheroes. I loved being able to show people that girl instead of the girl I had to be under my mother's roof.
Back home, though, that girl wasn't welcome. That girl was an embarrassment to the head of the HOA. Worse, I was in for another three full months of putting up with my mom's pressure to dye my hair back to a respectable colour and stop wearing studded belts and ripped jeans.
"...teach you that your choices have consequences," Mom was saying, and I'd been so distracted I hadn't even bothered imagining what she might have said. "If The Enchanted Florist won't hire you, you'll need to get your hair fixed."
"My hair isn't broken."
"I'm not letting you sit down here playing video games all summer. You need to get a job."
"Trust me, I'd like nothing more," I said. "I could use the break."
Before Mom could respond—and trust me, her inner Karen was desperate to give me a piece of its mind—we were interrupted by the sound of the door opening above us. She took a deep breath and let it out slowly.
"Your father's home," she said unnecessarily. "Finish tidying up here and come set the table."
I waited until she had started back up the basement stairs to let out the breath I'd been holding, leaning miserably against the couch as the darkness enveloped me again.
It was going to be a long frucking summer.
**
I was saved from having to work on my resume with my mom peering over my shoulder by her innate need to be involved in every disaster.
Dinner was blissfully quiet. Dad didn't say much, as per usual, and Mom's constant chatter manifested as mumbled frustrations while she scrolled through the town Facebook page on her phone, the mushy broccoli and dry chicken on her plate abandoned as she took control of the situation via social media.
As quickly as I could, I shovelled bite after bite of mediocre, overcooked blandness into my mouth. Like most of my classmates in first year, I'd gained the ubiquitous Freshman Fifteen, but I hadn't minded in the slightest. I'd been relatively thin most of my life, and putting on some weight had finally made me look less like a twelve-year-old boy and more like an actual, honest-to-God woman.
Unfortunately, a full summer of my mom's cooking meant that I'd probably slim down to nothingness again unless I started stopping by the Hokey Pokey Ice Cream Parlour twice a day. Which wasn't a terrible idea, actually; their ice cream was all homemade and it was phenomenal.
Except that would take money, and while I was rich in Rupees and Bells and Caps, the owners of the Hokey Pokey only accepted boring old dollars.
Actually, maybe the Hokey Pokey was hiring. My blue hair would be considered whimsical and fun, though I might have to take out my eyebrow piercing or at least cover it. Still, I'd have an excuse to be out of the house and away from my mom, plus I'd be able to eat all the ice cream I wanted.
I wasn't about to admit that my mom had been right about working on my resume, though, so instead of doing something productive, I stole away to my bedroom to play video games.
Not The Circlet of Nianus, obviously. My PlayStation wasn't so good at working without the whole "power" thing. With the whole power out, my options were limited to... well, my Nintendo Switch.
It was fully charged, thankfully, and I hoped by the time the battery was drained, the power would be back. I'd started a new playthrough of Breath of the Wild on the drive back from university since my mom had insisted on coming up to campus to "help" me pack, then on driving my car back to Minwack Falls. I obliged, but only because I probably would have driven into oncoming traffic to get away from her incessant sniffling about my horrible hair colour and insistence that my piercing would leave a hideous scar across my face, rendering me entirely unhireable.
It ended up being a good thing, though. She had pulled over for a break and I'd opened my glove box to hide my Switch while I used the grungy gas station bathroom. Mom wasn't looking, thankfully, because I forgot there was a sample-sized bottle of lube, a bunch of pamphlets about birth control and STDs, and two handfuls of the free condoms they gave out at the university clinic. Knowing my luck, if I'd been driving, Mom would have decided to go snooping through the glove box, and then I would have for sure had to drive into oncoming traffic to avoid that uncomfortable lecture.
And, of course, it wouldn't matter if I told her that I hadn't actually used any of the birth control or condoms or lube. She wouldn't believe for a second that I had all that stuff in my car and was still a virgin, even though it was true. Despite my desire to rebel, the internalization of my mom's lectures about abstinence and not being "that" kind of girl had really fucked with me.
I'd done my best to get past that, but the problem with being the wild and free type of girl with colourful hair and an eyebrow piercing is that apparently, there were a lot of guys who thought I existed solely to teach them about life, the universe, and everything. Specifically, they seemed to think that the answer lay in my vagina.
Since I was fairly certain that nothing in my vagina added up to forty-two and would therefore disappoint those wannabe hitchhikers, I'd shied away from men in general while at university. Aside from a couple of somewhat regrettable makeout sessions at parties and an unremarkable handjob, after which the guy had fumbled around unimpressively in my panties until I got bored and went back to my dorm to play Red Dead Redemption, I hadn't really had a chance to experience the "sexual liberation" side of things.
I mean, I wanted to. I wasn't about to wait until marriage. Hell, I didn't even know if I wanted to get married. I just wanted my first time to be with someone who liked me as more than a concept.
That was an issue for another time, though. If I couldn't find a guy I was willing to lose my virginity to at the university, the chances of there being someone in Minwack Falls were practically non-existent.
In no time at all, I was immersed in the kingdom of Hyrule. I'd started this playthrough in Gerudo Town just for the hell of it, and had already released the Divine Beast Vah Naboris, which was too bad; given the storm, playing the lightning-themed part of the game would have been appropriate. Instead, I decided to head to Zora's Domain, which I guess was probably even more appropriate, given the rain and all.
It's not like there was any other strategy for me to follow. I mean, I started the playthrough in Gerudo Town.
In any case, it didn't matter. I found Prince Sidon at the Inogo Bridge and started my long trek towards Zora's Domain, battling Ganon's monsters along the way and picking up all the loot I could carry.
Falling into the world of a video game was one of my favourite things. I loved losing myself to the story, the characters, the challenge... for a while, it didn't matter if I was quiet-and-geeky Ramona or wild-and-geeky Ramona. Ramona didn't exist in Hyrule; in Hyrule, I was Link, and instead of battling my mother's constant disappointment, I was battling Lizalfos which, despite trying to murder me with shock arrows, were slightly more compassionate than she was.
That thought made me picture my mom as a Lizalfos, which was far more hilarious than it had any right to be, and I was fighting back a smile as I threw bombs at a hoard of them when my bedroom door flew open without so much as a warning knock.
"It's going to be all night," Mom said.



I paused the game and frowned as I looked up. "What?"
She looked at me incredulously. "The power outage, Ramona. It's not going to be back until tomorrow morning."
"Oh."
"Even though the storm has stopped," she continued.
I glanced at the window, realizing that the rain had indeed stopped falling. "Oh."
"Did you even notice?"
"Um, yeah," I said unconvincingly. "Obviously."
"Hmm," she said, completely unconvinced by my unconvincing tone. "Well, once your GameBoy battery dies—"
"It's a Switch."
Mom gave me a look. "Fine. Once your GameBoy switch dies, you can come downstairs and we'll work on your resume so you can go out and find a job tomorrow when the power's back on."
Damn it.
She left my room and I checked the battery, then groaned. I'd apparently been in Hyrule for longer than I'd thought, and my Switch was far closer to dead than it was to alive. Frustrated, I saved my progress, then chewed on a fingernail as I thought.
No PlayStation, no Switch... what the hell was I supposed to do for the rest of the night? Play fucking Candy Crush until my phone died, too? And the last thing I wanted was my mom "helping" with my resume. If she did, I might get hired at a place she'd approve of.
I mean, I guess I could have read a book or something, but luckily, I chose to glance out the window melodramatically. A car was driving down the rain-slickened street, and after a long moment of staring at its tail lights reflecting off the asphalt, a lightbulb went off.
Well, a metaphorical lightbulb. The other lightbulbs were already off.
Grinning, I grabbed my Switch.
**
"And what are you doing with all this?" Mom asked as I raided the pantry for a bag of chips and a half-eaten package of Oreos.
"I'm going to the car so I can charge my Switch."
She looked annoyed. "That's going to drain your car battery."
"I'll make sure I let it run for a bit."
I flung the refrigerator door open and grabbed two cans of Coke. Before she could scold me for letting all the cold air out, I slammed it shut and bounded towards the front door.
Her lack of admiration for my plan didn't stop me, but it did give me the idea to pull my car off the driveway and onto the street so I couldn't see her judging me from inside the living room. There, I cracked the front windows, turned the car to accessory mode, and plugged the charger for my Switch into the cigarette lighter before climbing into the back. I stretched along the seat, the bag of chips tucked in the wheel well beside me, and popped one can of Coke open before grinning at my cozy little setup.
I was a genius.
I mean, seriously. I even thought of setting a reminder on my phone for an hour later so I could run the car for a bit to make sure the battery didn't die.
A frucking genius.
Before you could say "Calamity Ganon," I was back in Hyrule. The backseat of my car was arguably less comfortable than my bed and the cracked windows didn't do much to help with the heaviness of the air, but I couldn't have been happier. Hyrule was a place where I had one simple job: save the world, get the girl.
Or, in this case, save the world, free the princess. You know, since Link and Zelda don't... well, not usually, anyway. Like, they were a romantic couple in Skyward Sword for sure, but with how reincarnation and all that works in the games, Zelda's hardly ever the actual love interest. I mean, in Breath of the Wild, they talk about how Link and Mipha were—
You know what, it doesn't really matter. The point is, in video games, my objectives were clear and simple, and saving the world was far less stressful than putting up with my mom.
When my phone blared out a reminder to start my car an hour later, it jolted me out of Hyrule and back into reality, where the sun had set and the usually unremarkable glow of streetlights was, of course, not present.
Instead of bothering to get out of the backseat and start my car properly, I made the, in my opinion, more efficient and slightly lazier decision to carefully tuck my Switch into the pocket behind the passenger's seat and get to my knees. Awkwardly, I wriggled between the driver and passenger seats, resting against the centre console as I splayed across the car so I could turn the key in the ignition.
It started, which was good, since it meant my mom wouldn't be able to yell at me for killing my car battery. Air started blowing from the vents, which was even better, since I hadn't realized how warm it had actually gotten in the car.
What was less good was the fact that I apparently was not entirely used to the new swerves and curves that made up my body and that I also apparently needed to do some work on my spatial awareness.
Each time I tried to move, something tugged on my jeans, and I wasn't about to risk ripping my stylishly ripped jeans if I didn't have to. The problem was that my hips were wedged between the seats, so I couldn't pull myself forward enough to loosen whatever it was I was stuck on. As best I could tell, I had two options. Either I could somehow contort my shoulder and twist my arm back to my left hip and hope I could unhook myself, or I could unbutton my jeans and try to crawl forward, leaving my pants behind.
I twisted my mouth to the side, considered taking my pants off, and then quickly decided against it. Knowing my luck, that would be the moment my mom decided to come outside to check up on me, and she probably wouldn't even be the slightest bit impressed that I'd remembered to start the car so I didn't drain the battery.
Instead, I reached forward and steadied myself against the steering wheel with one hand while I tried to work the other behind me. It was a bit of a balancing act, but I managed to get my arm between my body and the driver's seat. Carefully, I patted around my waistband, trying to figure out where I was caught.
"Ramona?"
I jumped at the sound of a deep voice floating through my window and pitched forward. Unfortunately, both my hands were otherwise occupied, and I let out a second startled yelp as my head bashed the horn and a surprising honk echoed through the quiet night.
"Oh, shit!" said the voice. "Are you okay?"
"Just peachy," I said sarcastically, wincing as I pushed myself away from the horn. "This is all going according to plan."
"What was the, uh, goal of this plan?"
"None of your business, that's..."
I didn't finish as I twisted towards the voice. Peering in the driver's side window was Ashton Halliday, of all people. In the dim twilight, I could just make out the expression of poorly hidden amusement mixed with concern on his face.
That face was slightly different than the last time I'd seen him. It might have been somewhat dark out, but I could still make out the warmth of his eyes and the hint of that easy, melting smile. The boyish roundness of his face had faded into something more structured, more mature, more... well.
Something even more gorgeous than the last time I'd seen him.
If it wasn't for the fact that everyone knew everyone in Minwack Falls, I would have said that Ashton was the kind of guy who wouldn't have even known I existed. He was a hockey player who ran around town with the kind of kids my mom forbade me from hanging out with—also known as the cool kids. While I was at home studying for science tests and working on extra-credit projects for optional extracurriculars to bolster the resume my mom insisted I needed, Ashton was skateboarding down Main Street with his friends. While I was hanging out with my friends at The Sword and Dice, Ashton was out at the end of Drum Farm Lane, making out with girls in the back of his dad's Honda. I was the nerdy girl who enjoyed role-playing games when she wasn't too busy running for student council or planning a bake sale. He went to parties where people drank alcohol stolen from their parents' liquor cabinets and got sent to detention for screwing around during class.
He did know I existed, though, and we'd even been friends of a sort, once upon a time. His family lived across the street from mine and we were the same age, so naturally there had been plenty of summer days having water fights and racing our bikes on the quiet streets of Minwack Falls.
That all changed, though. Suddenly, friendship isn't as simple as being around the same age and in close proximity to one another. One day, friendship is just drawing pictures together in chalk on the sidewalk. The next, it's getting ready for his birthday party only to have your mom gently break the news that you weren't actually invited, and while all your friends are out playing laser tag and eating cake, you're going to be staying home to work on your science fair project.
I didn't hold it against him. Well, not anymore. At the time, I was devastated, of course. But we had been at that age where kids grow apart and start becoming different people, and even though it was heartbreaking back then, I was an adult now. I was over it.
Sort of.
Still, all that didn't stop me from thinking he was... there wasn't even a word. It was a sound. Like a very soft, mumbled, desperately needy "unghhhh" sound.
Luckily, I did not actually make that sound. Instead, I just stared at Ashton like a distracted moron as he tried not to laugh.
"D'you want a hand?" he finally asked.
"I've got two of them, thanks," I muttered as I tried to unhook myself unsuccessfully.
He couldn't hold his laughter in that time and moved away from the window. "Let me help you."
"What?"
The back door of my car opened and there was a sudden rush of cool air. "I said, let me help you."
"Oh, no you don't," I said before I could stop myself. "I've seen enough bad pornos to know where this is going."
"An understandable concern," Ashton said, so casually that I almost didn't turn beet-red as I realized I'd just told him I watched porn. "But I'm not your step-brother, so you've got nothing to worry about."
"What are you doing, step-friend," I said flatly.
"You don't trust me?"
"I barely know you."
"That's very true." He thought for a moment. "What if I talk you through what I'm doing the whole time and promise you can run me over with your car if I do anything inappropriate?"
I laughed unexpectedly. "Um..."
"Or, I mean, I can leave you here and like, go get your mom or something."
"Ew," I said. "No. Just... okay. Yes, I need help. Please."
He climbed in the backseat and turned the dome light on.
"Okay," he said after a moment. "I'm not an engineer yet, but it seems to me the problem is that you're stuck."
"Wow. Your powers of observation are incredible."
"I know. It's one of my many talents," he said. "It looks like the easiest way to get you unstuck is probably to unhook this ice scraper from your belt loop."
"Oh, that's what that is!" I said.
"Yes, the loops are there to hold your belt in place." He chuckled at his own joke as I groaned. "Okay, in all seriousness. I'm gonna untangle it."
Despite his warning, the feel of his hands nudging between me and the seat surprised me. It was probably a good thing, since it made me jump a bit and that little twitch hopefully covered the involuntary shiver that ran through me as Ashton's fingers moved against my hips. I bit my lip as his hand accidentally brushed against the exposed skin just above my waistband, the closeness of his body both unfamiliar and enticing.
"There," he said after a moment, and I felt the tension on my jeans release at the same time the tension in my body did. "It's unhooked."
He steadied me as I shimmied slowly out from between the seats. The redness on my face hadn't quite faded by the time he guided me onto the backseat. I brushed my hair off my face, subtly pressing my fingers to my face in the hopes that they were cool enough to soothe my flushed cheeks, but my hands were as warm as the rest of me.
"Thanks," I said shakily.
"Anytime," he replied. "I'm glad it was you, to be honest."
"What do you mean?"
"I mean, I was fairly sure this was your car," he said. "But I was a little surprised to see a blue-haired woman stuck between her seats when I expected to see the girl who grew up across the street from me."
"Sorry for the confusion."
"Don't be. You look great, Ramona." He grinned as he caught my eye. "Love the piercing, too."
Any of the redness that had faded from my cheeks came rushing back as my stomach fluttered. Mentally, I kicked myself for letting the compliment give me that weightless, fuzzy feeling.
"What were you doing creeping up on me, anyway?" I asked to distract myself.
It was Ashton's turn to chuckle awkwardly.
"Okay, well, I promise it's not as creepy as it's going to sound," he started.
I raised both eyebrows at him and he grimaced.
"I swear! I was just sitting in my room." He gestured towards his house. "Bored out of my fucking mind. Power's out, my parents are away for the weekend, and none of my friends are back in town. Then I happened to look outside and see this weird glowing light on the street. It took me a sec but I realized it was someone sitting in their car on their phone or something."
"Ah," I said.
"So I was like, well that's super smart," he continued. "But I don't have a car and my parents took theirs, of course, so I'm stranded here. So as I'm squinting out the window I thought, hey, I think that's Ramona's car, and maybe she'll possibly—"
"—let you use my precious car battery to charge your phone?" I finished.
"Ah, not quite. My phone's battery is pretty much full." A flash of embarrassment crossed his face and he dug into the pocket of the hoodie he was wearing. "Don't laugh, but—"
Oh, but I laughed.
"I know it's geeky," he said, then shook his head. "Forget it, I—"
"I'm not laughing at you," I said, giggling as I reached for the pocket on the back of the passenger seat. "You just surprised me. I didn't think you played."
He burst out laughing as I revealed my still-plugged-in Switch, tilting his own Switch at me.
"What are you playing?" he asked.
"Breath of the Wild. You?"
He smiled sheepishly. "Uh... Pokemon."
I pressed my lips together in an attempt not to lose it and he sighed but smiled good-naturedly.
"If I let you say it, will you let me charge my Switch?"
"Deal of the century." I yanked the charging cable out of my Switch and passed it to him. "Did you catch 'em all, Ash?"
He plugged his Switch in as I dissolved into giggles.
"I might not have caught them all, but I've definitely heard 'em all," he said. "That's what happens when you're the token gamer on the hockey team."
"Really? You?" I asked, shocked.
"Why's that so surprising?"
I shrugged. "I didn't picture you being a gamer, and if you were, I figured you'd be more into like Call of Duty or Halo or something. Or like, any of the EA Sports titles."
"I mean, sometimes." He shrugged. "I'm more into RPGs and stuff, to be honest. I've been playing The Circlet of Nianus but—"
"Seriously?!" I blurted, completely unable to stifle my uncontrollable excitement. "Me too!"
"Yeah?" he said, his eyes brightening. "Have you gotten to the end yet or—"
"Ugh, yes," I groaned. "I've played that battle probably eighty times now."
"It's so fucking frustrating!" he said. "I can't get over the hole in the floor and onto the—"
"—platform, yeah," I finished. "I finally did it. Mashed the fuck out of the controller and didn't get sucked through the floor. Landed and shot Izzon three times."
"And?" he urged, completely entranced.
"The power went out."
Ashton's face fell. "No."
"Yep."
"Mid-game?"
"I cried."
"Shit," he said. "I would've, too."
At no point in the history of time or space would I have thought I'd end up geeking out over The Circlet of Nianus with Ashton Halliday. I mean, at no point would I have ever thought I'd end up sitting in the backseat of my car, chatting excitedly about games we'd recently played and upcoming ones we were looking forward to. There was no reason for me to think we'd get into a heated debate about which Final Fantasy was best, or that he'd have bad enough taste to claim that Final Fantasy VII was better than Final Fantasy VI.
"Next you're going to tell me you think Wheatley is a better villain than GLaDOS," he groaned.
"Of course not!" I said indignantly. "Wheatley's hilarious, but he's a moron. GLaDOS is smart enough to be an actual villain. But the real question is, do you think Cave Johnson is funnier than both of them or are you wrong?"
Ashton threw his head back as he laughed. "We're in full agreement on that."
"Phew," I said, leaning against the door. "It's a good thing you said that, otherwise there's no way we could be friends."
"Are we friends?" he asked.
My laughter faded as I met his eyes. There was still a half-smile on his lips, but his eyes studied me seriously.
"I mean... we aren't, you know. Not friends," I said.
"Yeah, but we used to be, like, actual friends."
I fidgeted nervously. "We were kids."
"Doesn't mean we weren't friends," he replied. "I don't really know why we stopped hanging out, Ramona."
I swallowed hard. There was no reason for his words to sting so much; we'd stopped being friends because he hadn't invited me to his ninth birthday party. It was stupid. It was petty.
And it bothered me that he didn't remember.
"I need to turn the car off," I said. "You can keep charging, just... I don't want to waste gas."
Before he could respond, I opened the door. The rush of night air was a relief against my flushed skin and I took my time walking around the vehicle and turning it back to accessory mode before returning to the back seat.
"Ramona—" he started when I got in.
"Do you mind getting the dome light?" I interrupted. "It'll drain the battery too fast."
He paused, then reached up and turned the light off as I shut the door. As I adjusted to the sudden darkness that fell over us, I realized how small the inside of my car felt.
"I believe you've got some Pokemon to master," I said, just for something to fill the silence. "And Zelda's not going to free herself from Calamity Ganon."
"True," Ashton said lightly. "But I have a proposal for you."
I closed my eyes and sighed. "I don't want to talk about—"
"Mario Kart."
I paused, then frowned. "What?"
Ashton's face was barely visible in the darkness, but between his tone and the glimmer in his eyes, I could tell he was smiling.
"Mario Kart," he repeated. "Let's play it together."
"You want to play... Mario Kart?"
"Okay, full disclosure?" he said. "I fucking love Mario Kart and no one ever wants to play it with me, and it's not as fun as a single-player game. Since we're hanging out anyway, let's play together."
I was relieved that we were back to video game talk, though my confusion about his sudden dropping of the whole "friends" thing was slow to fade.
"Okay," I said slowly. "One problem, though."
"I'll buy you the game if you don't have it," he said immediately.
"How am I supposed to download it? The power's out and I don't know what kind of fancy Honda your dad drives, but my car isn't equipped with WiFi."
"One step ahead of you." There was a rustling sound as he fiddled around for a moment, then I winced as the sudden brightness of his phone lit up the interior of the car. "I'll hotspot my phone. And we can do local play once you download it so we won't even need to stay connected."
I looked at his phone, then up at the excitedly twinkling eyes gazing at me in the ghostly glow of the screen light.
"You're really into Mario Kart, eh?" I said, amused.
"Come on," he said, grinning. "I'll even go easy on you. At first."



"Don't bother," I said, grabbing my Switch. "I'll have you know I'm a fucking champ when it comes to Mario Kart and there's no way I'm going easy on you."
**
By a glow that was ironically ghastly given the colourful nature of anything Mario-related, I destroyed Ashton.
"Have you ever even played this game before?" I asked after the first race, where I easily came in first.
"Beginner's luck," he said.
"Beginner? I've been playing Mario Kart since before you were born."
He opened his mouth, then closed it and frowned. "I'm three months older than you."
"Details, details," I said, then joined the next race.
"I might be a little rusty," he admitted after I wiped the floor with him again in the next race.
"A little?"
"Once I find my groove, you're going to be begging for mercy."
"Sure, Ash. Gotta catch me first."
He groaned as I giggled.
During the third race, I managed to run him off a cliff.
"Jerk," he muttered.
"Bitch," I replied, and he burst out laughing.
"Just Supernatural or are you part of the whole trifecta?"
I rolled my eyes as I drifted around a corner. "Do I look like I'm part of SuperWhoLock?"
"Blue hair, eyebrow piercing, complete and utter disdain for an overbearing mother? You're the fucking poster child for Tumblr."
I missed hitting an Item Box as I glared at my screen. "Asshole."
He laughed. "What, you can dish it out but you can't take it?"
I gritted my teeth as an NPC Bowser blasted past me. "Let me remind you whose car this is and whose charger you're currently using."
"Oh," he said, his laughter falling as flat as my tone had. "I... sorry."
"Whatever."
We finished the rest of the race in silence. I still beat him, but I didn't come in first.
"I was joking," he said when he finally crossed the finish line and the characters began to whirl around the track automatically. "I'm sorry."
"It's fine."
"Your hair looks awesome," he continued. "I didn't mean to make you feel bad about it or something. You look so—"
"I don't care about that," I interrupted, partly because the fact he was complimenting my appearance was making me tingle in a way that was almost infuriating, since I shouldn't care at all what Ashton Halliday thought of how I looked, but mostly because it wasn't the thing that had bothered me. "I just don't need to be reminded about my mother right now."
He was quiet for a moment. "Is everything... are you okay?"
"I'm fine," I said. "I don't want to talk about it."
Out of the corner of my eye, I saw him nod.
"Got it." He mashed one of the buttons on his Switch. "Come on, start the next race. I've got a good feeling about this one."
I snorted. "A good feeling about losing?"
"I'm gonna make you eat those words."
"Looks like I'm going to be starving."
"Big talker," he said. "You just wait."
He came closer to beating me that time; neither of us came in first but he was only a couple of seconds behind me.
"Hope you're hungry," he teased.
"Oh, that's right!" I said suddenly.
"What?"
I dug through the pocket on the back of the passenger seat. "Want some Oreos?"
"Does the Pope shit in the woods?"
"Depends on if the bear is Catholic."
We both snickered, then went silent as we each popped an Oreo in our mouths. The dim light from our Switches filled the car, and I looked at him out of the corner of my eye as he grabbed another cookie.
"Can I ask you something stupid?" I asked suddenly.
He took a bite of the Oreo. "Yeah."
I picked up another one but didn't eat it, choosing instead to fidget with it by twisting the chocolate discs. "Don't laugh."
"I might."
"When we were kids, in like... third grade, I think? Maybe fourth?" I knew it was third grade, but I was trying to pretend like it was slightly less of a big deal than I was making it. "Sometime around then. You... you had a birthday party. Playing laser tag, I think."
"Yeah, sounds about right," he said lightly.
I swallowed hard, still twisting the Oreo back and forth. "Why didn't you invite me?"
"I did."
I pressed my lips together as my stomach tightened. Of course he didn't remember.
"You didn't," I said. "Everyone was super excited about it and then the day came and—"
"And your mom called and said you didn't want to go," he finished.
I looked up, my eyes wide, to see him staring back at me with a hard expression on his face.
"It was third grade, not fourth," he said. "And my mom was mad because I'd insisted you were gonna come even though you didn't respond to the invitation. She'd already paid for everything for the party and your mom only called her like an hour before it started."
"What?" I said. "That can't be right."
"Trust me. I remember my mom being pissed about it."
I bit my lip. "She said I wasn't invited."
Ashton's face softened as he saw the confusion on mine. "Your mom totally hated me, Ramona. I mean, I kinda figured but my mom confirmed it after your mom called the police on me for skateboarding after ten p.m. at the park."
"What?!"
He started laughing. "Yeah, when I was like, fifteen. I mean, I seriously wasn't doing anything besides skateboarding, but I was scared shitless when the cops came and brought me home. I was lucky, though. He hung out to tell my mom that they only had to do something because Liz Roth was the one who called it in and that technically the bylaw did say that the park was closed after ten. After he left my mom said your mom thought I was a bad influence because she and her never got along." He took another cookie from the package, his smile fading. "I thought you'd just decided we weren't friends or something because you stopped wanting to hang out and you wouldn't even talk to me at school. I didn't know... she really told you I hadn't invited you?"
I couldn't bring myself to respond. Yeah, she had told me Ashton hadn't invited me to his birthday party. And that had been so hurtful that I stopped being friends with him. And for... well, for ten years, since we were nineteen now, we hadn't been friends because my mom thought a child was, what, a bad influence? A troublemaker? And she'd...
"She called the police on you?" I asked, my voice shaking with anger.
"Yeah," he said.
"I'm so sorry."
"Don't be."
"But—"
"Seriously, don't be." He looked at me earnestly. "I'm sorry I didn't ever ask you about it. It's not your fault she's..."
"...such a bitch?" I finished as he trailed off.
He chuckled. "Your words, not mine."
I shook my head. "And she wonders why I don't want to be her goody-two-shoes mini-me anymore."
"So the hair and piercing are because you're rebelling?" he asked.
"No," I said stubbornly. "They're because I like them and now I can do the things I like."
"Right."
I glanced at him, trying to hide an abashed smile. "And maybe a little because I'm rebelling."
He grinned. "You know what would be a great way to really stick it to your mom?"
I raised my eyebrows.
"Being friends with me again," he continued. "Imagine how pissed she'd be if she found out we were hanging out."
"I've been friends with people for stupider reasons," I said. "Sounds good to me."
"Awesome." He grabbed another Oreo. "Now, you gonna keep stalling, or are you ready for me to destroy you in the next cup?"
"Bring it on, big talker."
**
"I have a theory," he said a while later.
"What's that?"
"You didn't really go away to university." He wagged a finger at me. "You've spent the past year training in a super secret location to be the world's top Mario Kart eSports player, and you just hustled me into thinking you haven't played in years so you could get a free copy for your Switch."
I smirked at him as my Yoshi raced around the track on my screen. "Believe whatever conspiracy you need to comfort yourself after losing again."
"Oh, yeah?" He put his Switch down on his lap as his Toad did another automated lap. "Prove it."
"Prove what? Mario Kart doesn't even have any official competitions."
"Sounds like something someone deep in the underground world of Nintendo eSports would say. You're gonna have to do better than that."
"What, like you want to see my student ID or something?"
He shook his head. "Anyone can fake one of those. Tell me something only someone who goes to university would know."
I laughed. "Like what?"
He shook his head teasingly. "I can't tell you. That would be cheating and all you're doing is proving my theory."
"How am I supposed to prove it?" I giggled. "What, you want to know how many frat parties I've been to or something?"
"Frat parties?" Ashton said with interest. "Have you been to many?"
I felt my skin get warm. "No, I... not really."
He shifted in his spot, turning to face me. "What's 'not really' mean?"
I bit my lip. "Well, I went to like... a couple. But I didn't stay very long. Not really my scene."
"Not a partier?"
"I didn't say that."
He grinned. "Tell me some party stories. It's not concrete proof but it'll help convince me a little."
I rolled my eyes. "I don't have a lot of stories. I went to some parties, I drank some beer, maybe did a little dancing."
"Dancing?" he repeated. "That's it?"
"Pretty much."
Ashton smiled knowingly. "With one person or just kind of whoever?"
"Are you asking me if I slept around?" I asked.
He raised his hands. "No judgement from me. I'm just curious."
"I don't have a boyfriend, if that's what you mean."
"Girlfriend?"
"Nope. Why, you applying?"
"Do you want me to?"
I opened my mouth to respond, but nothing came out.
"I'm just messing around," Ashton said after a moment, his face going serious. "I didn't mean to make you uncomfortable."
"It's okay," I said. "Just, um, unexpected. I didn't really... you know. Do the party-hook-up thing." Or any hook-up thing, but I didn't add that part. "Mostly I sat around eating chips and talking games."
"That's what we're doing right now." He folded his arms. "Not a very convincing argument."
"I don't know what to tell you," I said. "I've been in university for a year. You just suck at Mario Kart."
"I do not," he said. "I just spent my year at university studying and behaving like a good, upstanding citizen instead of going to frat parties and hustling people at Mario Kart."
"Oh, bullshit," I cackled. "How many people did you 'dance' with, Ashton?"
"Just my girlfriend," he replied.
My throat felt dry. "Oh."
"Until she broke up with me," he continued. "Then, like, three other people. Figured why not, you know?"
"Right," I said.
I didn't know what to make of the twitching little emotion in my chest. If I didn't know any better, I would have called it jealousy. But it couldn't be jealousy. This was the first time Ashton and I had talked—really talked—in... well, forever, I suppose. I mean, nine-year-olds aren't known for their intellectual and deep conversations, and while we'd spoken in passing during high school, it wasn't like this.
On the other hand... unghhh.
"Is this too weird?" he asked frankly. "I'm serious, Ramona. Just tell me to shut up if this is getting too personal or something."
I bit my lip. It wasn't too personal. Aside from the fact that we were really just getting to know each other for the first time, I trusted him, and he was... well. I didn't know if he was asking because he was trying to feel out if I would be okay with him hitting on me or something, but if he was, I knew it was because he liked me as more than just a concept. I mean, he'd known me since we were kids, and he knew about my crazy mom, and he was understanding, and kind, and funny, and... well.
"I just don't have anything, um, interesting to say," I finally said. "I don't mind talking about it, I just... I didn't meet anyone worth writing home about. Not that I'd want to tell my mom about it, anyway. She'd... well."
"Wouldn't approve or would immediately start planning a wedding?" he asked.
I smiled down at my Switch. "Wouldn't approve. She's pretty conservative about that kind of thing. Which sucks, because I want to be a bit more open to, you know..." I cleared my throat. "...trying new things or whatever. But it's hard to get past all the things she said. Like, there was this pyjama party where they started playing strip beer pong and I wanted to play but... I dunno."
He listened thoughtfully, nodding as I finished. "You started overthinking it."
"Yeah, like I am right now," I muttered, which was apparently a lie because I did not think that through.
"What are you overthinking right now?"
I glanced up at him, suddenly vulnerable, suddenly alarmed. Ashton looked back at me steadily, his eyes wide but friendly, intrigued but safe. I wanted to tell him; I wanted to say I was wondering why he'd asked, and ask what he'd really meant when he said I looked good, and if he wanted to kiss me, and if he thought the fact that I wanted to kiss him and touch him and do other stuff to him would make him think I was only doing it to rebel against my mom or if he understood that I'd always liked him, and would he even be interested in me like that.
"Just stuff," I said instead, my voice small.
Ashton opened his mouth to respond, but the inside of my car suddenly exploded with light. Before the confusion faded from my mind and the temporary white blindness had faded back to dark, thunder burst above us.
"What the fruck," I shrieked, jumping so suddenly that I nearly tumbled off the backseat. Without thinking, I grabbed Ashton to steady myself.
I don't know if he was thinking when he put an arm around me, or if it was just instinct, or if he felt the same spark that I did as his hand brushed against my breast unintentionally. I do know that my heart was racing so fast that I felt lightheaded, and that it wasn't entirely because of the sudden clap of thunder.
"Did..." he started, then stifled a laugh. "Did you just say what the 'fruck'?"
"Shut up," I muttered.
My face was burning and something in the back of my mind was screaming that I should pull myself away, that I shouldn't be pressed against Ashton in the back of my car. But he didn't let go of me, and I didn't move away from him, and when the next flash of lightning filled the sky, he was still holding me close.
"Probably going to start raining again," he said after thunder finished rumbling.
"Yeah," I agreed.
"Probably pretty hard," he said.
"Yeah."
"So if you want to go back inside..."
"Not really. Do you?" I asked.
"No."
The word hung between us and my heart stuttered, that light-headed feeling extending from my head to my limbs, a weightless anticipation that was foreign and nerve-wracking and electrifying. I had a vague idea of where I wanted things to go, and I was fairly certain that Ashton wanted things to go in that same direction, but I didn't know what to say next.
"Why don't we keep playing?" he asked gently a moment later.
Oh.
"Sure," I whispered, my voice deflated as I started to untangle myself from him.
His arms tightened. "But how 'bout we up the stakes?"
I stopped and looked up. Lightning chose that moment to flash again, revealing a mischievous glimmer in his eyes.
I bit my lip, hardly able to contain my excitement. "What were you thinking?"
**
Despite the added motivation, he still lost the next race.
"Damnit," he cursed.
"Off with the shirt," I said cheerfully as I leaned against the door.
We'd been smart enough to close the windows I'd cracked open before the rain started, so Ashton didn't seem to mind stripping off a layer considering how hot the inside of the car had gotten. Rain hammered against the roof of the car, a staccato soundtrack to the flashing glimpses of skin I got as lightning burst beyond the foggy windows.
I watched unabashedly, equally grateful that he had lost so I didn't have to be the first one to take my shirt off and that the light was bright enough for me to appreciate the lines of his body.
The rules were negotiated before we started. Clothing had to come off in order; no removing pieces that were under something else first. Shoes and socks didn't count, nor did jewellery. In order to make the other person remove a piece of clothing, you had to come in first; placing ahead of them wasn't cause for stripping. We took turns picking the course, regardless of who won. Most importantly, either of us could stop the game at any time, no questions asked.
"And if your mom comes outside and discovers me sitting half-naked in your car?" he had asked, the only moment he seemed to second-guess himself.
"She won't," I replied. "There's no way she'll come outside in this weather."
"But if she does?" he pressed.
"Once she's done yelling, I'll go down on you."
"Deal," he said without hesitation, and there was a long delay before we could start playing because I was laughing too hard.
Part of the laughter was nervousness; part of it was mortification that the words had actually left my lips; part of it was to cover the absolute thrill that rushed through me as I imagined looking up at Ashton just before taking him in my mouth.
My heart felt like it was hammering against my ribcage as I faked confidence and told him to pick the first track since I was certain I'd beat him anyway. Throughout the entire race, my breath was stuck in my throat, though it didn't stop me from trash-talking him when he missed hitting me with a red shell, and I only let it out when I finally crossed the finish line.
"Your turn," he said after putting his shirt on the rear shelf. "What course?"
I tore my eyes away reluctantly and studied the screen of my Switch.
"What'll it be, what'll it be," Ashton said as I contemplated. "Probably gonna play it safe, eh? Dry Dry Desert? Toad Turnpike?"
"In your fruckin' dreams," I said. "No way am I going easy on you."
"Oh, not for my sake," he replied. "I mean, you don't want to throw your winning streak now, right? So you wouldn't pick something hard that might put you in a... precarious sort of position, would you?"
I glanced up at him. "Are you trying to goad me into picking a harder track?"
He blinked at me innocently. "Who, me?"
I snorted. "This coming from the guy who picked Mario Circuit. Can you get any more basic?"
"And yet, you weren't that far ahead of me. Starting to choke, Ramona?"
"If you want me to choke, you'll have to give me something bigger than this, Ash."
The startled shock on his face was almost worth falling for his taunts and picking Wario Stadium instead of something like Toad Harbour.
Almost.
I was ahead of him for most of the race. Halfway through the final lap, I heard Ashton curse as he hit one of the flame wheels.
"Hope you're wearing nice boxers," I teased, though I shut up fairly quickly when lightning struck in-game and shrunk me while I was mid-jump, sending me plummeting into a mud puddle.
I was holding down the gas as hard as I could when the jingling sound of an Item Box rang from Ashton's Switch. Seconds later, he let out a celebratory cry.
"Hope you're wearing nice panties," he shot back.
"What?"
But I didn't need to ask, and he didn't need to answer. The dreaded beeping alarm sound started and I looked at the screen in horror.
"No, no, nonono," I wailed as the blue shell appeared above me and hurtled down.
Ashton laughed so hard that I hoped it would be enough to stop him from getting to first, but it wasn't. By the time I recovered, most of the racers had passed me. I didn't give in; I still tried to catch up, hoping I'd maybe hit a box and get Bullet Bill or maybe a Blooper or a Super Star or something.



I did manage to hit an Item Box, but there was a banana peel behind it, and by the time my car recovered, Ashton had crossed the finish line in first place.
"Yes!" he shouted, pumping a fist in the air as I slowly finished my final lap.
"Damn," I muttered.
My heart was racing again, though for a very different reason this time. It had been a whirlwind of a situation and my mind was still trying to catch up with how I'd ended up in my car in the middle of a thunderstorm with a shirtless Ashton. I was excited and scared, nervous and exhilarated. Part of me was dreading taking my clothes off; another part of me wanted to tell Ashton I was dropping the charade and just getting naked.
A third part of me was insisting I needed to tell Ashton why I was nervous, to explain to him that I'd never been fully naked around anyone before, that I was a virgin, that I'd barely been kissed, let alone anything more. At the same time, a nagging voice in the back of my head that sounded suspiciously like the head of the homeowner's association said if I told him I was a virgin, he'd want to... well, he might like that more than I wanted him to.
Or he might not. Or he might not even want to go there. He might just want to fool around, or flirt, or... or I didn't know. What I did know was that, as nervous as I was, I wanted to be there more than I wanted to be anywhere else in the world.
As the stats showed on my screen, I swallowed and put my Switch down on the seat beside me.
"Final rule is still applicable," Ashton said gently as I wiped my hands on my jeans. "If you want to stop—"
"No way," I shot back. "I had to let you think there was at least a chance I'd lose a piece of clothing otherwise you'd quit before I got to see the whole package."
He grinned and leaned back against the door. "Whatever you say, Ramona."
I stuck my tongue out at him, which made him laugh, then hesitated as I tried to decide between taking off my pants or my shirt. He'd made the comment about hoping I was wearing cute panties, and for some reason, it felt less revealing to sit around in my underwear than it did to sit around in my bra, so I brought my shaking hands to the waistband of my jeans and unbuttoned them.
Removing my pants was awkward. Obviously, part of it was because of all the things that were making me thrilled and nervous. But, from a more practical perspective, we were in a dark, enclosed space surrounded by a raging thunderstorm. I forgot to take my Chucks off, so had to pause with my jeans around my knees to untie them before doing my best to wriggle my pants off the rest of the way without accidentally kicking Ashton. When I finally managed to get them off and onto the rear shelf, my face was bright red, though not from the heat in the car.
"I hate to ask," he said. "But the pattern on your underwear... is that—"
"Shut up," I said. "Yes."
He stifled a laugh. "I love it. Can I see—uh." He stopped, and I looked up to see his face reddening as he tore his eyes away. "That sounded super weird. Sorry."
I hesitated for half a heartbeat, then brought my hands to the hem of my t-shirt and lifted it slightly so he could see my panties more clearly. Ashton's eyes met mine and I saw his throat flex as he swallowed before his eyes flicked downward. For a long time, he stared, and I was starting to think it wasn't just at the pattern on my underwear.
"I didn't even know they made Deadpool-themed panties," he finally said.
"Why not?" I asked. "They capitalize on anything."
"Yeah, but how many people are seriously buying Deadpool panties that say 'show me your chimichanga' on them?"
"You have no idea how long it took me to find these."
His eyes flicked back up, meeting mine, and the next race was paused as we dissolved into laughter again.
I don't know whether it was an increased motivation on his part or distraction on mine, but the removal of my pants was apparently what he needed. He picked the next track, of course, and it was only sheer luck that I crossed the finish line seconds before he did.
"I did that on purpose," he said as he started unbuttoning his jeans. "I didn't want you to feel uncomfortable sitting around in your underwear by yourself."
"How chivalrous of you," I replied.
"I know, right?" He tugged his jeans down and despite my best efforts, I couldn't help trying to catch a glimpse as he removed them. "Now, it's only polite that you extend the same courtesy, so if you could go ahead and lose the next race..."
"Not a chance in hell," I said.
He laughed and said something else, but I completely missed it. I don't know what it was about Ashton in his boxers, but he was just... unghhh. So unghhh.
My panties were as geeky as I was, but his boxers were fairly plain. I couldn't really tell what colour they were by the glow of the Switch screens; they weren't white, but maybe like a very light grey or green or blue. It didn't really matter, of course, since I wasn't looking at them for the colour. I was looking at them for the way they clung to his thighs and sat on his hips, for the gentle V line on either side of his stomach that disappeared beneath the waistband. Mostly, I was looking at the bulge in the front. He filled out those boxers nicely.
I blamed the distraction of how good he looked in his boxers for my next loss, even though I had picked the track again. It wasn't quite so much of an upset that time, but it didn't matter; he came in first, and if you're not first, you're last.
He didn't say anything as I brought my hands to the hem of my shirt. I could feel his eyes on me as I lifted it, but I didn't look at him; a single moment might have been enough for me to lose my resolve. Instead, I swallowed, took a deep breath, and pulled it over my head.
Once it was off, I risked a glance at Ashton. I expected his eyes to be glued to my breasts, even though I still had my bra on. I mean, wasn't that kind of the point? He was putting on a show for me, I was putting on a show for him, and from my admittedly limited experience with men, I was fairly sure that a good percentage of them were pretty much obsessed with tits. And maybe Ashton was too, but I couldn't tell. He was looking at my face with eyes that were wide and earnest and appreciative in an almost wholesome sort of way.
That expression was everything. I couldn't quite say it banished my nerves, but it filled that spot deep in my stomach with a blooming warmth that made me very glad I still had my panties on, otherwise I would've had to find a way to clean my seats the next day. The way he looked at me... well.
It made me very glad that he was the person I was playing this game with.
He held my gaze as I put my shirt on the rear shelf, waiting until I was sure my collarbone was stained pink and my pulse was showing through my skin before finally allowing his eyes to trail down my body.
His throat flexed as he swallowed and his mouth opened just slightly. I could almost feel his gaze as his eyes moved down my neck and to my shoulders, and from my shoulders to my breasts. I let him stare, taking in the softness of my curves and gentle dip of my cleavage as it hinted at something hidden just beneath the pale blue fabric.
"There wasn't a matching bra," I finally said, almost apologetically.
His chuckle was almost dry. "This one's pretty frucking hot, though."
My laughter must have made my breasts jiggle or something. The light from our screens might have been dim, but it was bright enough that I could see the shadow of movement in the front of his boxers.
Definitely a good choice to keep my panties on.
"Rainbow Road," he said suddenly.
"What?"
Ashton's throat flexed again as he met my eye again. "Next track. Rainbow Road."
"You really want to show me your dick, eh?" I teased, grabbing my Switch.
"Sure, but you're gonna be showing me your tits first," he shot back.
"Big talker for someone who's only won two races."
"Yeah, well." His eyes twinkled as he smirked and pressed the button to start the race. "You have no idea how badly I want to see you naked."
The words sent a rush through me just as a drawn-out rumble of thunder filled the air. I gaped at him a second too long; by the time I recovered, I missed the window for a Turbo Start.
Ashton, on the other hand, didn't.
The idea of playing another round completely topless, knowing how hard Ashton would have to struggle to keep his eyes off my breasts and on his game, was more distracting than it was motivating. There was an aching sensation in my pelvis that was familiar yet completely brand new. I'd been horny before, obviously. I'd masturbated, I'd fooled around with guys, I knew what being turned on felt like, but I couldn't say that it had ever felt like that before. It was a gnawing sort of feeling, a hunger, a need for something to be inside me. Somehow, my body just knew it wanted to be filled, even though I'd never experienced it before.
It was the worst track to be distracted on. Rainbow Road was notoriously hard, that much was true, but realistically it wasn't the hardest, at least in my opinion. It did, however, require a level of attention that I was not capable of in my current state, and that much was obvious when I fell to fifth place. I gritted my teeth, trying not to think about the wetness between my legs or wonder why the idea of sitting topless in front of Ashton was filling me with as much excitement as it was nervousness.
One of the NPC racers passed me and I bit my lip. There was almost no chance I was going to win... but I didn't have to win.
I just needed Ashton not to come in first.
"Imagine if my mom came out right now," I said.
He chuckled but didn't say anything.
"She'd be so pissed," I continued, drifting around a curve. "But I bet you wouldn't even notice because you'd be too busy thinking about how I promised to go down on you if she yelled at you."
His chuckle was slightly strangled that time. "Didn't think you were one to play dirty."
"Who, me?" I asked innocently, hitting an Item Box. "What's so dirty about making you wonder what my boobs look like?"
"Joke's on you, I was already wondering that."
"Pale pink and really hard right now."
Lightning flashed and I saw him shift slightly. "What?"
"My nipples. You know, for your mental image."
He made a noise that was a groaning sort of cough. "That so?"
"Mm-hmm. And I'd totally take my bra off while I was going down on you."
"You know, if you were really trying to distract me, you wouldn't be phrasing it like that," he said firmly.
I frowned. "What?"
"You'd say you were gonna suck my cock or something. Like, for example, if I was going to pull this same dirty trick on you, I wouldn't just say I'd go down on you. I'd tell you that I'd bury my face in your pussy and let you pull my hair while I licked every single inch of you, making sure you were properly begging me to play with your clit before I even touched it."
I fell off the track.
"Asshole," I whispered as Lakitu dropped me back on the road.
"Yeah, I'd lick that if you wanted me to."
I was dead last and from what I could tell, he was firmly in first place. I rounded another curve, my panties as soaked as they would have been if I'd been standing outside in the storm. There was no chance, no way at all that I'd win, and save for a miracle, there was no way he wouldn't come in first. I swallowed hard, mentally preparing myself to strip in front of him, partly thrilled and partly terrified and entirely, completely, totally turned on.
Just as I resigned myself to my fate, something dimmed in the corner of my eye.
"What?" Ashton gasped. "Wh... what?"
I looked at him. Well, sort of. I looked at the spot he was sitting, which was far darker than it had been a few moments earlier when his Switch screen was lighting up his face.
"No," he breathed. "No way."
"Your Switch died?" I asked.
"But it's plugged in!"
I tried not to laugh at the devastation in his voice. I was about to tell him not to be sad, I would show him my tits anyway if he asked nicely and maybe took his boxers off, when I realized what that meant.
"Oh, no," I whispered, abandoning the race.
I completely forgot that I was just in my panties, otherwise I probably wouldn't have sandwiched myself between the seats again as I lunged for the keys. It didn't even cross my mind until I turned the ignition unsuccessfully twice and swore.
"We drained the battery," I groaned. "Shit. My mom's going to be a nightmare about this."
"Uh-huh," came the somewhat-distracted response from behind me, and that's when I realized my ass was basically in Ashton's face.
At least that time I wasn't stuck on the ice scraper. I crawled as gracefully as I could out from the space between the seats, which was not gracefully at all, and looked at him. Lightning picked that moment to flash again, muted by the filter of fog that clung to the car windows. Brightness hung in the air, flickering slightly as it revealed Ashton hurriedly adjusting the front of his boxers. He looked up, alarmed, and I looked down, enthralled by the sight of something very stiff tenting the fabric.
All at once, the lightning faded, and we were left in the warm darkness all over again.
"Guess that's that," he said with a weak laugh.
"Guess so," I replied.
"Too bad. I was, uh, looking forward to winning that one."
I licked my lips and glanced down. The screen of my Switch didn't do much to light the space, but I could still see the vague outline of his erection.
"We could keep playing," I whispered.
"What?"
"I mean, it's not like the car is going to get any less dead if we stay out here." I picked up my Switch. "Mine's still got some battery left. We just, um, would need to take turns. Change up the rules a bit."
He raised an eyebrow. "What're the rules?"
I hadn't quite thought that far ahead. I glanced down at my screen, watching the racers circle the track.
"Distraction," I said.
"What?"
I held my Switch out to him. "Distraction. I pick a track, you play the race, I do my best to... distract you while you're racing. You do your best to come in first."
He cleared his throat. "What happens if I win?"
"You get to choose what comes off."
"And if I lose?"
I smirked. "I get to choose."
He took the Switch carefully. "So how does distraction work? What are the, uh, rules?"
I thought for a moment. "Well, I think touching is okay. As long as the person can still physically play the game."
He nodded eagerly. "Sounds good."
"No removing clothes, since that's... you know. The prize. But..." I cleared my throat, almost feeling lightheaded. "Hands can go under things."
"Seems fair."
"And, um... that's all I can think of."
"One more," he said. "Final rule still applies, regardless of who's driving and who's, uh, distracting."
By that point, I wouldn't have been surprised if my skin was just permanently stained red from all the blushing I'd been doing. "Yeah."
He smiled. "So, what track am I playing?"
He didn't complain about my choice, which was good because I picked one at random. As the music signalling the start of the race began to play, Ashton met my eyes one last time.
"Good luck," he teased quietly.
"Keep your luck," I said. "You're gonna need it."
He smirked, then looked down at the screen.
I hadn't exactly thought of what I was going to do ahead of time. Frankly, the entire thing was an exercise in spontaneity. I don't know why I suggested continuing to play instead of just jumping into his lap and kissing him. Maybe because it was fun, maybe because I was stalling, maybe because if I did that, I'd have to decide if I wanted to go further, and how far that would be. And maybe, even though I was turned on and Ashton was sweet and respectful and unghhh, I was still feeling uncertain because of a certain nagging voice in the back of my head.
Whatever it was, it didn't matter. What mattered was that we were there, and we were enjoying ourselves, and it was hot as fuck.
I didn't move until Ashton had started racing. As soon as he did, I tucked my legs beneath me and nestled closer to him. He shivered almost imperceptibly as I leaned against his arm and our skin touched.
There was no real plan, but his neck seemed like as good a place as any to start. Carefully, so I didn't jostle him while he was racing, I curled in closer. Just before I pressed my lips to his skin, his breath quickened, and there was a smile on my face as I kissed the spot where his neck met his shoulder.
Aside from the change in breathing, he didn't react as I nuzzled his neck, flicking my tongue out and tracing a gentle pattern along his collarbone. I almost jumped when the chiming sound that signalled the start of lap two rang out from the Switch and I had barely even touched him.
I was going to have to step up my game.
He very kindly moved his arm as I slipped my hand between us, touching his chest and trailing my fingers down his pecs. He trembled slightly as I ran my hand along his ribs, squirming just enough that it was clear it tickled, and I grinned against his neck before doing it again.
"You are evil," he groaned, though it was mixed with laughter as he writhed.
"You think that's evil?" I said, nipping at his neck. "You just wait."
"Oh no," he said, but he didn't sound that unhappy about it.
I traced his ribs lightly one last time before moving my hand to his stomach and walking my fingers lower, and lower, and lower still, until they reached the waistband of his boxers. Ashton's breath hitched, but seconds later the jingle of the final lap played and the music sped up.
That meant my hand had to speed up, too.
I slipped my fingers beneath the waistband of his boxers. Ashton made a small noise of anticipation as I pushed my hand further, culminating in a soft moan as my hand brushed against his shaft. Those noises made that desperately aching part of me pulse with need, but I ignored it as best I could as I wrapped my fingers around his cock.
He was smooth and delightfully warm against my palm. I relished the way he twitched in my hand, uncontrollable movements that were accompanied by tiny puffs of breath as he tried to focus on the game. I felt his throat flex again as he swallowed and I started moving my hand, slowly at first and then faster. Precum dripped from his tip, thick and sticky and wonderfully slick, and I spread it along his cock as I stroked him.
Just as I started really getting into it, I heard him cross the finish line. He inhaled sharply as I took my hand out of his boxers and moved away from his neck.
"I won," he said, though he didn't sound entirely convinced that he had won.
I tried to look dejected, but it was impossible. "What do you choose?"
"Do you seriously need to ask?" he replied, grinning.
"I wanna hear you say it."
He licked his lips as his eyes flicked down. "Bra off, please."
"Wow, and so polite."
He opened his mouth to respond, but nothing came out as I reached behind me and unhooked the clasp. That time, his eyes stayed glued to me as I moved the cups away from my breasts and slid the straps down my arms. I didn't mind in the slightest; the way his lips were parted and the subtle rise and fall of his chest as he watched sent a spike of desire rocketing through me. Silently, I revealed my breasts to him, entranced by the way he stared like I was made of starstuff and moonlight. It was only when I unceremoniously dropped my bra to the floor of my car that he finally spoke.
"Holy fruck," he said, and I couldn't hold back a giggle.
That, more than anything, made any of the nerves I had left vanish. There was no question; he wanted to see my tits. He was turned on because of me. He wanted me, and I wanted him, and I was seconds away from asking if we could just forget about the game when he thrust the Switch towards me.



"Your turn."
I almost protested, but the hoarseness of his voice and the dark excitement in his eyes as lightning flashed outside kept me quiet. Instead, I took the Switch.
"Which track?"
He picked one of the city tracks. For the life of me, I could never remember which one it was. There was no way around it: Ashton's distraction game was far stronger than mine.
It started innocently enough. He asked if I'd be okay to sit between his legs so I could lean back against him.
"It'll be more comfortable," he said, and like a complete sucker, I agreed.
I should have known the second I felt his cock pressed against my lower back that I wasn't winning this round. Even through the fabric of his boxers, I could feel how hot he was, and it was a good thing I hadn't started yet when I felt his cock twitch against me. Still, I felt confident that I could win my race.
So confident, in fact, that I wiggled my hips slightly as I leaned against him, making him groan as his cock nestled closer to my ass.
"I thought you were supposed to be the one distracting me," I teased.
"Rules don't start till the race starts," he murmured, and an electrifying tingle ran up my spine. "Gonna keep stalling?"
I hit the button immediately and he chuckled in my ear.
I managed to stay in first for most of the race, despite Ashton's best efforts. And those efforts were... well.
He started much like I had. Fingers trailed along the base of my neck as he moved my hair out of the way and pressed his mouth just behind my ear. That certainly felt nice, and the feel of his breath brushing against my skin was a little distracting, but it wasn't unmanageable.
That was just the briefest of warmups, though. After a few seconds, he nibbled softly on my shoulder and then slipped his hands beneath my arms. I shifted to give him room, holding the Switch up so I could focus on the race. His hands gripped my sides lightly, lingering for a heartbeat on my waist before moving up to my ribs. His knuckles brushed the underside of my breasts and I shivered; his lips flicked up and he sucked gently on my neck before taking a breast in each of his hands.
I whimpered softly. I couldn't help it. The feel of his palms pressed against my hardened nipples was heaven; the gentle kneading of his hands was bliss. I blinked hard, staring at the screen and doing everything I could to stay on the track as he fondled, caressed, and tortured me with feather-light fingertips.
I was still in first place when the second lap started, though I nearly lost my spot as Ashton pinched my nipples. He ran his fingers along one hardened nub as he released the other, sliding that hand to my ribs, and then my stomach, and then to the top of my panties.
He toyed with the waistband for a few seconds but didn't stick his hand inside. Instead, he cupped my pussy through the fabric, exhaling softly as he felt the wet spot that had been soaking the front of them for some time.
"Damn, Ramona," he mumbled against me. "I didn't realize you were this turned on."
"Shut up," I whispered breathlessly as I crashed into another racer.
"It's a good thing," he said. "This is... wow. Wow."
I bit my lip as he pushed the crotch of my panties aside and traced my dripping pussy, then outright moaned when he rubbed my clit. My knuckles tightened on the sides of the Switch as he moved his hand, giving me the friction I'd been so desperately craving while simultaneously making me want more, and more, and—
"Oh!" I gasped as he pushed a finger inside of me.
"You okay?" he asked.
"God yes," I moaned, and he jostled me as he laughed.
On the screen, I hit another Item Box. Ashton kept doing his best to distract me, and honestly, he excelled at it. It was only sheer dumb luck that I managed to stay in first place as the third lap started, but the jingle indicating the start of the final lap only seemed to make him double down on his efforts.
He pressed his thumb against my clit as he worked his finger in and out of me. I whined softly, my thumbs shaking as I tried to steer my character on the screen. Something blew past me; I couldn't have even guessed which character it was. His thumb swept along my clit, working against it in a maddening, thrilling way.
"You play way more video games than I thought," I panted.
"Why do you say that?" he asked, laughter threaded through his voice.
"Your thumb is—unghhh." I shuddered as he pressed a bit harder, his laughter vibrating against my shoulder. "Clearly, you work it out."
"Clearly," he agreed, then shoved a second finger inside of me.
I cried out, unable to stop myself from writhing in his arms. That made him groan and I felt his cock twitch against me. As I took another corner on the track, I pressed back and Ashton groaned again, pushing his hips forward and rubbing himself against the slope of my ass.
It was too much. His lips on my neck, his hand cupping my breast, his fingers inside me as he finally gave in and used my body for his own relief... I was half a lap from finishing the race and slightly further from coming all over his hand. Biting my lip, I tried to grind against him, but his arms were holding me too tightly for me to help myself along the way. I whimpered and he shuddered, his own noises muffled as he kept rubbing his cock against the small of my back.
A quarter lap away. I just needed to finish the race and then...
Then what?
Then I'd ask him to take his boxers off and then it would be his turn to race again and I'd...
I would have to wait.
Whoever thought up this dumb game clearly didn't think things through.
I could see the finish line. I was in first again, somehow, not by much but by enough, but I needed... I needed just a little bit more.
Slamming my eyes shut, I pressed the B button as hard as I could, moaning to drown out the sound of the brakes squealing in game.
I heard the sound of the other racers crossing the finish line. If Ashton heard it too, he didn't react; instead, he plunged his fingers inside me harder as he ravished my clit. Sparks ignited inside me, a weightless feeling that radiated from my core and down my legs as I clutched the Switch with both hands. His hand tightened on my breast, not quite so hard as to cause pain, but enough to make me moan and lean heavily against his chest.
Just as I did, the sound of Yoshi losing the race in twelfth place blared from the Switch.
"It's over?" Ashton asked.
I practically threw my Switch to the seat beside us and grabbed his arm.
"Don't stop," I gasped. "Oh my God, please don't stop."
He took mercy on me and kept moving his hand, though when my orgasm hit, he was definitely laughing. Not that I cared; I was too busy trembling in his arms, my eyes squeezed shut and my fingers digging into his wrist. Waves of bliss seized my body; white light that had nothing to do with the storm outside the car flashed in my eyes. I cried out, gibberish spilling from my lips as he drew my orgasm out until my heart was racing so fast that I couldn't breathe and I had no choice but to collapse back against him.
"I think that counts as a forfeit," he whispered.
"Worth it," I mumbled, and his chest shook as he laughed.
"Does this mean I get to choose the next thing to remove?" he asked.
"Give me a sec and I'll take my panties off."
"Oh, a freebie?"
I frowned, my mind still hazy. "What?"
His teeth grazed my neck again. "I was gonna take my boxers off. I figure if you're gonna distract me like you did last time, it might help with, uh, access."
"Right," I said. "It's your turn."
"It is," he said evenly. "Though..."
"Though what?"
"I mean, if you forfeited, I'm the overall winner, so we could just stop here and..."
He didn't finish the sentence, instead trailing his fingers along my thigh. My eyes opened and the afterglow of my orgasm was slowly replaced by uncontrollable butterflies.
"And what?" I asked softly.
"And nothing, if you don't want to," he said. "Otherwise..."
"Otherwise what?"
He kissed my neck. "Otherwise I might ask if you have a condom hidden somewhere in your car."
I did, in fact, have an entire glove box full of condoms in my car. Condoms I'd taken from the university clinic, condoms that hadn't seen the light of day since I'd put them in there, condoms that I was eager to use and terrified to admit I'd never had the opportunity to use.
"Ramona," he said when I didn't respond. "We don't have to."
"It's not that," I whispered. "It's just..."
He squeezed his arms around me lightly, a comforting sort of pulse as he nuzzled my neck. "It's okay if you don't. I promise. I'm not the guy who's gonna pressure you to do something you're not okay with, all right? I don't want that."
"I do want to," I said, hating how my voice shook. "I just... haven't before."
I don't know what I expected; I don't know if I thought he was going to laugh or push me away or suddenly decide that he was going to pressure me into it after all. All I know is that I was surprised when he brushed my hair back and kissed my shoulder lightly again.
"Well, if you want to, then cool," he said. "And if you don't, or you change your mind, or you want to wait and do it some other time, or you want to do something else, that's also cool. Just tell me and we'll go from there."
"I... okay."
"Okay?"
"I thought you'd make a bigger deal about it."
"Do you want me to make a big deal about it?" His fingers moved comfortingly against my hip. "I mean, it might take a couple days, but I can do the rose-petals-and-champagne thing if you want the whole luxury experience or something."
"No!" I said, laughing. "I meant like... I don't know what I meant."
"If I'm guessing right, you thought I was gonna suddenly turn into the kind of guy who would do anything to take your virginity like there's some kind of achievement you unlock by being someone's first," he said. "But I'm not. The whole concept of 'taking' someone's virginity feels weird to me. It's not something you're giving me. It's just something you are or aren't."
I blinked, turning my head slightly as thunder rumbled outside. "Wow."
"What?"
"You're just very... I don't know what the right word is."
"Hmm," he sighed. "Probably like... oh, what's the word. You know, like, awake, but past tense?"
I pressed my lips together. "Woke?"
"That's the one."
I lost it. Like there were actual tears dripping down my face, I was laughing so hard.
"You dork," I snorted.
He was grinning as he kissed my shoulder again. "Yeah, sorry. I thought you knew."
I shook my head, still giggling. "Where'd you get so woke, then?"
"As weird as this feels to say given our current, uh, situation, my mom," he said.
"You talk with your mom about this kind of stuff?"
He shrugged. "I mean, sort of. She's pretty chill about it. Like, it was never a big deal to talk about it in our house. But she definitely made sure I understood that my dick isn't capable of intrinsically changing who a woman is just because she happens to decide to have sex with me."
"Your mom sounds cool."
"I'd tell her you said that, but again, given our current situation... she's not that chill."
It made me giggle again, and when lightning flashed and lit up the car, he moved his hand to my chin and gently turned my head towards him. Then, as the light faded from the sky and our eyes, he pressed his lips to mine.
Thunder blasted above our little pocket of the world. I melted against him, the tension and indecision and nerves fading as we shared our first real kiss, and before the thunder had faded, I already knew.
"Ashton?" I whispered against his mouth.
"Hmm?"
"I have some condoms in my glove box."
He kissed me softly. "You're sure?"
"Yes, I put them there myself."
He laughed. "You know what I mean."
"Yes," I said. "I'm sure."
He loosened his arms so I could crawl forward for the third time, popping the glove box open and feeling around for one of the small foil packets. The screen of my Switch was still on, offering the bare minimum of light to the interior of my car. It was enough to see the earnest look in Ashton's eye as he took the packet from me.
"Can I take these off now?" he asked, motioning to his boxers. "Seeing as I won the last game and all."
I grinned and nodded. "I'm gonna take mine off, mostly because I want to."
"An excellent reason."
I slipped my panties off quickly, leaving them on the floor of the car so I could watch as he removed his boxers. I bit my lip as he slid them down and revealed the thick cock that had been pressed against my back. He was still hard, incredibly hard, and his tip glistened with precum. I watched, shamelessly intrigued as he tore the packet open and put the condom on, then looked at me.
"It's probably gonna be easiest if you're on top," he said frankly. "But we can try something else if you want."
I shook my head and brought my legs under me so I could crawl forward. He sat back, reaching an arm out so he could help guide me onto his lap. Once there, he stopped me, bringing me forward so we could kiss again.
Then, very carefully, he directed me to sit up on my knees while he moved his hand between us to grip his cock. There was another kiss, then he lined his cock up with my dripping entrance.
"Ready?" he asked.
"Yes," I breathed.
His other hand moved to my hip and began to guide me down. The head of his cock split the lips of my pussy, nudging at my waiting hole. There was a slight moment of pressure, then the unfamiliar feeling of something hard and thick and warm entering me.
"Okay?" he asked, his voice slightly choked.
I nodded, and he pulled his hand out from between us and moved it to my other hip.
"Take your time," he murmured.
I did, not because it hurt, but because I was enjoying feeling every inch of him as I took him inside me. There was no pain, just the sensation of stretching and pressure and, eventually, fullness. Once I felt his pelvis pressing mine, I stopped, sighing as that needful craving to be filled was finally satisfied.
"Still good?" he asked, and that time his voice was definitely strangled, though he fought to keep it steady.
I didn't answer. Instead, I kissed him, bringing my hand up to his jaw and caressing it as I started moving. He groaned against my mouth, his fingers digging into my hips as he squeezed so he could show me the best way to move.
Regardless of Ashton's feelings about the concept of taking someone's virginity, I felt like I was giving it to him. And to me, that was good; in that moment, that was what I wanted. I wanted him to have it, I wanted him to be my first, I wanted to have the knowledge that this was the man I chose to have this experience with. I couldn't have asked for someone better; I couldn't have asked for someone who made me feel as comfortable as he did, who had made me laugh the way he could, who was so... right.
He was just so right.
I kissed him as long as I could, only parting so I could gasp for air as I rode him. Ashton dipped his head to take one of my nipples in his mouth. I cried out as he did, that familiar feeling of euphoria collecting somewhere deep inside of me. It felt like his cock was hitting that spot, that he had found a place I'd never known was there, a place I couldn't get to on my own, a place I needed him to reach.
And it was so good.
I hadn't been expecting to come again, but as that ascension started, as my legs started to tremble and my muscles started to clench, I had to steady myself against Ashton's shoulders. He groaned as I clutched him, as I couldn't stop myself from digging my nails in, like I needed to hold something to keep from falling off the edges of the Earth.
"Gonna come again," I panted. "Ash, I'm—"
"Oh, yes," he moaned, the sound muffled by my breasts.
I shattered moments later. Beneath me, Ashton thrust up, making a noise that I distantly thought was probably the hottest thing I'd ever heard. I clung to him, lightning flashing and thunder roaring as my body broke and regenerated and exploded and imploded. His arms moved around my waist, holding me in place as he pushed up, my breasts bouncing against his face until he cried out.
His last few thrusts were erratic but hard, his cock buried as deep inside of me as it could go. Another flash of lightning revealed his head tilted back against the seat, his eyes closed as tension and relief swirled across his face, and then I was collapsing against him and he was hugging me to him as the world spun around us.
For an endless moment, we held each other. His fingers traced a gentle pattern against my lower back and his breath caressed my skin. When another flash of lightning lit up the car, I sat back and looked at him.
"You all right?" he asked.
"Yes," I said. "Are you?"
"Fruck yeah."
We giggled immaturely, stopping only when he pulled me forward to kiss him again.
"Still raining," he mumbled a while later.
"Mm-hmm," I replied.
He tapped his fingers lightly along my skin. "I have a proposal for you."
"My Switch is almost dead, we can't play Mario Kart again."
He laughed. "Not that. Come over."
"To your house?"
"Yeah. Stay the night."
My heart fluttered wildly. "You know how pissed my mom will be?"
"I mean, she's gonna be pissed about the car battery anyway," he pointed out.
"That's very true."
"So why not spend the night at my place and make it extra-worth pissing her off?"
It was a good point. A very good point. And even if it wasn't a good point, I didn't care. I wanted to spend the night with Ashton. I wanted to sleep in his arms, to touch him, to hold him, to wake up beside him and give him my second time and third time and however many times I could, just like I'd given him my first time. I wanted to make up for the years we hadn't been friends and learn all the things about him that I'd missed.
And maybe, just maybe, I wanted to see the look on my mom's face when she found out she hadn't been able to keep Ashton out of my life.
"So what do you think?" he asked, running his fingers gently along my back as he broke me out of my thoughts.
I bit back a smile. "You know, she might've been right about you."
His hand stopped moving. "What?"
"You're a bad influence." I kissed him, letting him feel the grin on my lips. "Just how I like my influences."
He laughed as thunder crashed above us. "So, that's a yes?"
"Yep." I slid off his lap, feeling around the rear shelf for my clothes. "Let's go."
"Don't you want to get dressed first?"
"Are you kidding? It was hard enough to get undressed in here." I rooted through the wheel well for my Chuck Taylors. "Your house isn't that far. We can run."
"You want to run," he repeated.
"Mm-hmm," I said patiently.
"From here to my house."
"Yes."
"Naked."
"Yep."
"In a thunderstorm."
There was a good chance he thought I was crazy. I mean, the skeptical disbelief in his tone all but confirmed it. Rather than waste more time, I decided to entice him a little.
It might have been playing dirty, but I very much doubted that Ashton would mind.
Leaning forward, I pushed myself slowly between the driver and passenger seats so I could get my keys from the ignition. With a providence that couldn't have possibly been planned, there was another burst of lightning, and I heard him inhale sharply from behind me.
"Do you really want to sit around trying to get your pants on in my backseat or do you want to take five seconds and run across the road?" I asked as I grabbed the keys.
"Streaking is illegal, Ramona," he said virtuously, though his voice was strangled.
"Yeah, well, maybe I'm a bit of a rebel, Ash."



He snickered. "And your mom says I'm the bad influence."
"Come on. Run naked across the street with me, and I'll let you play with my tits again."
"Deal," he said instantly.
Before I could even react, he reached over and threw the door open. Wind blew into the car and I shrieked as rain splashed unexpectedly along my bare skin. Ashton grabbed my hand, tugging me out of the backseat as I giggled and clutched my clothes to my chest. He closed the door and stopped, pulling me in for a heated kiss as rain soaked our hair and bodies, then grabbed my hand as we rushed across the street for what I hoped was the beginning of a long frucking summer.
**
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"Mommy, can we please just eat the ice cream?"
"Give me one more great big smile and then you can dig in, okay?" I said, taking a step back from the table.
Grayson sighed and plastered a smile on his face.
"Come on, Aiden, you too," I said.
The photo wasn't framed quite right. As Aiden smiled, I took one more step back, crashed into someone, and yelped as I clicked the shutter button on my phone. The moment I did, Grayson cringed, Aiden's eyes widened, and Jack—only two, so not quite as understanding of the picture-perfect moment as my other boys were—shoved his face into the cone of soft serve.
I was sure the boys thought I would be upset that I didn't get the picture. The truth was that I didn't have the capacity to mourn the loss of my Insta-worthy photo-op. I was too busy being distracted by the arm that slid along my lower back and the hand that cupped my ass. Without even looking, I knew who I had crashed into.
"Let go of me," I said icily.
Don Rivers, the town slimeball, feigned offense. "I was just keeping you from falling, Sierra."
His hand did not leave my ass.
"You're groping me," I hissed. "If you don't think I'll cause a scene right here, right now—"
Don pulled his hand away and raised his arms defensively. "I was just making sure a nice lady who bumped into me didn't fall. I was not groping you. You're the one who ran into me."
"You touched my—" I lowered my voice, though I knew my boys could still hear me "—ass."
"Oh, it was just a little bump, it wasn't like—"
"My daddy says that the good guys don't touch girls without their permission," Grayson said loudly. "He says that only the supervillains do something so gross. Are you a good guy, Mr. Rivers?"
Don's mouth fell open. I managed to keep mine shut, though I could feel eyes on me. There was only one ice cream shop in town, and on that unseasonably hot April day, The Hokey Pokey Ice Cream Parlour was packed. Praying that Alice McGrady wasn't anywhere nearby, I managed to maintain my composure.
"Wow, great thanks I get for helping a lady out," Don finally said, glaring at my son.
"Yes, you get a child telling you that you shouldn't touch people inappropriately even if you say you're helping them," I said.
"Leave her alone, Don."
I looked over to see the tall, skinny man who worked at the gas station next door standing in line, glaring at Don. He had curly hair and thick eyebrows, and his arms were folded across his chest.
"What was that, Austin?" Don said, raising his eyebrows. "You got a problem, kid?"
"Oh, shut up," said Frank DeBlanco.
He was sitting at a nearby table with his daughter... Kate. Katie? Maybe it was Katrina. I should have known her name. She was a year older than Grayson, but they'd been in the school production of Peter Pan together and she had played Tinkerbell and Grayson had been a Lost Boy... oh, what the hell was her name, and more importantly, why did I think it mattered so much in that moment?
Don looked from Frank back to Austin, then threw up his hands. "You try to do a nice thing for someone..."
I let out a shallow breath as he began to slink away and smiled gratefully at Frank and Austin, then returned to the table with my boys.
"Sorry, Mom," Grayson said quietly as I sat across from him.
I looked at him, confused.
"For what?"
Grayson glanced at his brothers guiltily. "That we didn't get the picture, and that I made everyone stare at us."
I wished later that I could say I realized I'd been going too far. I wished the fact that my oldest son felt bad for standing up to a bully like Don Rivers, a man forty-some years older than him, was what made me see the effect I was having on my family. I wished I'd figured out how much damage I was doing by trying to have a Pinterest-perfect life, by not letting my boys just eat the ice cream and feeling joy at their joy, rather than trying to capture a picture of their fake-joy.
I didn't, though, not at that moment.
I wasn't a complete monster; I recognized the magnitude of what Grayson had done, and my heart was swollen with pride as he parroted the lessons my husband, Drew, and I had taught him. I reached across the table and squeezed his hand.
"We'll get a picture another time," I said. "A perfect excuse for more ice cream, right?"
He nodded.
"And what you did was very brave," I added quietly. "Proud of you."
Grayson smiled but didn't say anything, just dug into his ice cream and tried to catch up with his brothers, who were already nearly done. I watched them enjoy the treat through the screen of my phone, hoping one of the photos I snapped would be worth posting on my feed, and tried to shake off the uneasy feeling Don had given me.
When the three of them finished devouring their ice cream, Grayson helped Aiden clean up, but Jack's vanilla-coated face needed more attention than his brother could provide. I straightened my dress and made sure my straw hat was tilted at the right angle before I got up to grab napkins from the counter.
Frank DeBlanco was behind me when I turned to go back to my table. Over his shoulder, I could see Grayson trying to stop Jack from smooshing ice cream between his fingers.
"You all right, Sierra?" Frank asked.
I nodded, smiling a practiced smile at him. "I am. Thank you for your help, Frank."
"You wanna... I dunno, report him or something?" Frank asked. "I saw him... I know it wasn't an accident."
My smile tightened.
"I think it becomes a case of 'he said, she said,'" I replied. "I appreciate the offer, but I think I'll just, um... you know. Forget about it. Excuse me, my son is about to become part soft-serve if I don't get him cleaned up right away."
I'm sure Frank thought I was being stupid by not reporting Don for groping me, but Frank didn't understand. Most men didn't. Reporting Don would require me going to the police station, submitting myself to a ton of embarrassing questions, and having some officer look at me skeptically at the end of it as he asked if I was sure Don meant to grab me on purpose. It would have to wait until Monday, and I'd have to get a babysitter for Jack, since it would have to be during business hours, and for what? For a report that would get filed away at best and never submitted at worst?
It just wasn't worth it.
I cleaned up Jack's face, then lifted him onto my hip and took Aiden's hand. We left the comforting chilliness of The Hokey Pokey and ventured back into the hot humidity of the day. I could see Don standing by the entrance of the gas station next door as I crossed the parking lot. If he saw me, he didn't do anything, but I stared straight ahead and walked just fast enough that Aiden complained about the speed.
We were halfway down Minwack Drive and only a few minutes from home when the wind picked up so suddenly and blew so fast that my hat flew off.
"No!" I cried as the straw brim parted from my head.
Grayson jumped at it, trying to catch it, but it was far over his head. My hair whipped into my face as I watched it fly away, cringing as it tumbled through the air and out of sight.
"We can find it!" Grayson said.
I shook my head, then shook it harder so my hair was out of my eyes.
"Let's get home," I said. "I think it's going to storm."
The wind pushed us from side to side as we rushed down Minwack Drive and tried to press us backward as we turned onto Beaconsfield Boulevard. The skirt of my dress was no longer a skirt; the middle of it was between my legs, turning the flowy fabric into a makeshift sort of pants. At least it wasn't blowing up my skirt, I thought, just in time for the wind to change and blow up my skirt.
I gasped and let go of Aiden's hand, shoving the fabric down desperately with one hand while I still held Jack with the other. Cursing the fact that I hadn't brought the stroller, instead intent on a picturesque walk as I held my toddler, I almost started to cry. The feeling worsened when I heard Aiden giggle.
"Mommy, your underwear is showing."
"I realize that," I said sourly. "Hold your brother's hand. Now."
He stopped giggling and gripped Grayson's outstretched palm. We didn't speak the rest of the way home, which was thankfully only a few minutes away.
The smallest amount of luck was on my side; we were all safely in the house before it began to rain. And it rained. There were no warning sprinkles, no light drops to give people a few minutes to seek shelter. One moment it was dry, and the next a sheet of water was rushing down from the darkened sky. Twenty minutes earlier, there was barely a cloud in sight. Now, it was so dark I had to flick the foyer light on.
I put Jack down so I could take off his shoes. As soon as his feet hit the floor, lightning flashed across the sky and a crack of thunder followed less than a second later, shaking the house.
Aiden screamed, Grayson jumped, and Jack froze, staring at me with his big blue eyes. He seemed to process the loud noise and his brothers' reactions, and then began to wail.
I tried to smile. That was just life, right? Just mom things, you know, the insanity and the tears and smiles and all of that, that was just life. It was crazy and beautiful, or at least, that's what the hand-painted wooden signs decorating my front entranceway would have people believe. Embrace the chaos, they proclaimed, and Welcome to our home: excuse the mess, the children are making memories!
There was no real mess, though, because messes weren't pretty, and I wanted to have a pretty life. As for the chaos, well. There was plenty of it, and that day was no exception. I took off my shoes and tried to flatten my hair before lifting Jack back up. I pointed Aiden and Grayson in the direction of the kitchen so they could check their homework charts and chore charts and gratitude charts, then tried my hardest to comfort Jack.
Unfortunately, there was only one thing that would comfort him. I knew it would make him stop crying; I knew it would settle him faster than anything else in the world, but at what cost?
I tried to avoid it. I tried everything I could. I thought I had him for a moment, but then the thunder roared again and hot tears streaked down his chubby cheeks. The clock on the other side of the room was ticking; I had to get supper started. So I did it. I settled Jack on the couch, grabbed the remote, and pulled up the Star Mountain episode of Dora the Explorer for the seventeenth time that day.
And no, I wasn't exaggerating.
His tears evaporated as soon as the theme song came on. He giggled, and moments later he was standing in front of the TV and singing along.
"D-D-Dora! D-D-Dora!"
The words would haunt me to my deathbed, I was sure of it.
Still, Jack stopped crying. Grayson had started on his spelling words and Aiden was eagerly reading one of his DragonMasters books so he could earn another sticker on his reading chart. I smiled proudly; DragonMasters was above his expected reading level. Both boys ignored me as I snapped a few pictures with my phone. I went to the kitchen, quickly picked, cropped, and filtered an ice cream photo and a homework photo, and uploaded them to Instagram with "#blessed" included in the description only half-ironically.
Ten minutes later, I was partway through making dinner when Aiden put his book down, moved away from the dining room table, and disappeared into the living room. Seconds later, Jack screeched.
"What the... Aiden?"
"Just watch a different episode, Jack!" Aiden yelled.
I stopped chopping carrots and rushed into the living room. Aiden was holding the remote control and Jack was jumping as he tried to snatch it away, screaming and crying. Dora was frozen on the screen, her dead, doe-like eyes wide and her mouth gaping open.
"Aiden!" I scolded, grabbing the remote. "It's just so he stops crying."
"Mom, please!" he begged. "I'm so sick of hearing it and it's making it hard to read."
"Well, get your headphones, then."
"Why can't Jack wear headphones and watch Dora?"
I sighed. "Because he's two."
Aiden frowned, folding his arms. "It's so unfair. He gets everything. You love Jack more than you love me and Grayson!"
"I love you all the exact same amount!" I said fiercely.
It was true. I loved them all equally. At that moment, though, I liked Aiden a little bit less than the others.
As soon as I had that thought, guilt rushed through me.
He was the most perceptive of my boys, and I think he realized I had thought something I didn't want to think. He looked up at me, eyes wide and brow furrowed, and I sighed.
"Let's let Jack watch it one more time," I said evenly. "Then you can have extra TV time tonight, okay?"
Just like that, Aiden's face brightened, though he looked suspicious.
"Promise?" he said.
"Promise," I replied. "You get one hour instead of half an hour. That's enough for two shows."
He glanced towards the kitchen. "Can Grayson have an hour too so we can watch together?"
How was I supposed to say no to that? He was asking to share his TV time with his brother. Sighing, I nodded, and hoped Drew would understand when he got home. The TV-time rule was only in place because the boys had fought with him a few months earlier about bedtime. Drew didn't make a lot of rules—he was by far the more easygoing parent—so when he did, those rules were set in stone.
Unfortunately, I hadn't been fast enough to turn Dora back on. As I was negotiating with Aiden, Jack's tantrum had continued. When he realized he wasn't getting the attention he wanted, he stopped crying, marched into the dining room, tugged his pants and diaper off, and started peeing on the floor.
"Jack!" I heard Grayson shout. "Mom, he's peeing!"
I rushed out of the room, my chest clenching as I started to get overwhelmed, and got to Jack just as he finished peeing. He looked up at me, his eyes large and defiant, and started crying again.
"You could have stopped him," I said to Grayson as kindly as I could.
"That's not my job," Grayson replied moodily.
I loved all my boys equally, but at that moment, I didn't really like any of them.
Supper was delayed while I mopped piss off my dining room floor, settled my toddler back in front of the TV, and told my two older boys that they had to finish all their homework and reading and chores before they got their hour of TV time. Aiden tried to fight about that too, but Grayson grabbed his brother and said they'd work on their chores together.
At least on Instagram, my life looked glamorous.
I checked the clock as soon as I finished cleaning the floor and washing my hands. The casserole would take half an hour in the oven, and Drew would be home in ten minutes. It wasn't like he demanded dinner be on the table the moment he walked in the door, but that was our routine, and the boys needed routine in their lives. Frustrated, I opened a bottle of wine, poured a glass and snapped a photo of it beside the unbaked casserole before putting it in the oven, and posted it on Instagram.
Ice cream in the afternoons followed by sugar crashes and moody kids. Just one of those days! The ups and downs of #momlife
The "girl, same" and "omg so relatable" comments started almost immediately. I sipped the wine, the commiseration on my post working with the alcohol to keep me from crying. In the living room, the same episode of Dora started playing again.
"D-D-Dora! D-D-Dora!" shouted Jack.
I suppressed a sob as I scrolled through my Instagram feed, liking all the photos of family lives that were somehow more perfect than mine.
I was in the middle of typing a response to one of my followers when I heard the garage door open. I quickly posted it and finished my glass of wine in a single gulp. While I was rinsing the glass, everything went dark.
Blinking, I looked up. My eyes started to adjust to the dim light behind the rain-soaked windows and my ears adjusted to something so unusual, it took me a minute to name it.
Silence.
It was foreign in my house. Silence was not a thing that happened, not even at night. There was always someone crying or snoring, electronics were always humming, there wasn't a single moment of silence. This, though? It wasn't just a moment of silence; there were a few moments, long moments, moments where I knew my boys were about to realize that—
"Mom! Mom! The power is out!" shouted Grayson from upstairs.
In the living room, Jack started wailing.
I bolted through the dim light to the living room and picked him up, then went upstairs to find Grayson and Aiden. It wasn't nighttime dark, and our house had a decent amount of windows, but on a normal day, we would have had lights on. Grayson and Aiden were holding hands, both trying to pretend they weren't scared as they made their way into the hallway.
"Are you okay?" I asked as Jack screamed in my ear.
Grayson nodded, as did Aiden.
"Mommy, do you have a flashlight?" Aiden asked almost tearfully.
"Yeah, on my phone... oh," I said. "It's in the kitchen. Well, grab my hand and we'll go get it. And I heard Daddy come home, so he can help us find the big flashlights, okay?"
I expected Drew to be in the kitchen when we got there, but he wasn't. Frowning, I gave my phone to Aiden, told them to go to the living room, and walked to the back door. The rush of rain distorted the view as I looked out the window towards the garage, but I saw movement coming across the yard and stepped back.
Wind preceded his entry as he opened the door moments later. A blast of rain accompanied him, spraying along the floor before he managed to get the door shut. As soon as he had, he turned to me, his expression amused as I watched water drip from the tips of his ears and nose, his clothing soaked even though it was a short jaunt between the house and garage.
Drew grinned and held his arms up, then started forward.
"No, no, no, no no!" I exclaimed
He froze mid-step, one foot in the air and his mouth half-open in what I assumed was supposed to be a comedic expression.
I did not appreciate the comedy.
"You're going to drip everywhere," I said as evenly as I could.
My husband lowered his foot and gave me one of his "looks." One of those "Sierra, you're being neurotic again" looks. I folded my arms and glared at him.
"I just cleaned the floor," I said steadily. "And I'm not in the mood to deal with more of a mess. The boys are very upset and now the power is out."
"I'm aware of that," Drew said. "It went off while I was trying to close the garage door."
My face must have betrayed me because he smiled patiently.
"It's closed now," he said. "I got it down manually."
"You're soaked," I replied. "No dripping in the house."
"Since when was dripping against the rules?" he teased.
I glared at him. "It's a new rule. Strip."
"Damn, Sierra," he muttered. "The boys aren't even in bed yet."
Thunder crashed. Jack screamed even louder.
"Drew, please," I said, my voice cracking.
He finally seemed to realize I wasn't joking and held his hands up in surrender.
"Okay," he said casually. "I'll undress here."
"Thank you."



"It'll be fine, you know. The power will be back in no time."
I smiled tensely as I watched him. My husband was incredibly good-looking, but I was so overwhelmed that I couldn't even appreciate it as he stripped down to his boxers. Once he had, he started towards the stairs but was interrupted as the boys darted out of the living room.
"Dad!" Aiden shouted. "You're naked!"
"I have underwear on!" Drew replied, laughing.
"Mom was showing her underwear off earlier, too!"
Drew glanced over his shoulder, his eyebrows raised as my face went red.
"My dress blew up in the wind," I explained.
He started laughing, which made Aiden laugh. Grayson joked about Drew being in his underwear, and Jack stopped crying so he could repeat the joke with zero understanding of what he was saying. I pressed my lips together, nodded curtly, and let the boys follow Drew upstairs.
I wanted everyone to think I was Super Mom. I had three boys, all eight and under, and I wanted to prove I could do it all. I wanted everyone to see my family and think, "Damn, how does she do it?" When my boys grew up and graduated or got married or whatever they might do that would require pictures of them as children, I wanted people to look at the ones I'd taken and think, "Wow, they had an amazing childhood." I wanted dinner on the table at a regular time; I wanted chore charts full of stickers; I wanted boys in cute outfits that might get a little dirty, but not like, really dirty. Smudges of dirt, just enough to add a hint of rambunctious enjoyment to their photos.
Drew, though... he didn't care about that, and it's probably why he was Super Dad. I needed to listen to the same episode of Dora the Explorer to keep my youngest from crying; Drew just had to laugh at a repeated joke to earn a huge, open-mouthed smile from Jack. The boys idolized him, and I guess that wasn't a bad thing, but it did make me feel like the lesser parent.
While I had a moment of peace, I tried to figure out what to do for dinner. I pulled the casserole out of the oven to see if it was anywhere near done, knowing damn well it wasn't. Standing in front of the fridge, I tried to think of what was inside that I could make.
When they came back downstairs, Drew had managed to dry his hair, found flashlights for each of the kids, and was looking skeptically at Aiden.
"So if I ask your mom about that, she's going to tell me the same thing?" he said as they returned to the kitchen.
"She will!" Aiden said. "Mom, tell him you said we could watch extra TV tonight."
"I told Aiden he and Grayson could watch an hour tonight instead of half an hour," I said, still staring at the fridge.
"Hmm," Drew said. "And are we going to have a problem at bedtime, boys?"
Both of them swore up and down that we wouldn't.
"Well, we'll see," he finally said. "It'll depend on when the power comes back on."
The boys were quiet for a moment.
"Wait, what?" Aiden finally asked.
"You can't watch TV if there's no power," Drew said. "And if it's too close to bedtime, then—"
"Are you serious?!" Aiden interrupted. "Mom, for real?"
"Me?" I asked, turning away from the fridge. "What did I do?"
"You said we could watch TV and now if the power's out then we can't watch TV and that's not fair!"
"I didn't make the power go out," I said. "It's not under my control."
"You're so unfair! You promised and now you're breaking your promise and that's mean!"
"Hey!" Drew said harshly. "Don't talk to your mom like that."
Aiden closed his mouth, but the corners of his lips were turned down and his eyes filled with tears. I took a steadying breath.
"Grayson, why don't you take Aiden and Jack to the living room and play a board game together?" I said. "You can use the flashlights to see."
"Okay," Grayson said easily. "Dad, you wanna play a game with us?"
"Dad's going to help Mom with dinner," Drew said. "Maybe later, okay?"
They looked slightly disappointed but went to the living room without protest.
"I don't know what we're having for dinner," I said quietly. "It's half-cooked."
He came up behind me, his arms surrounding me as he leaned down to kiss my neck.
"What do you want to do?" he asked. "Wait to see if the power comes back or something else?"
"I don't know."
One arm stopped embracing me, but his lips didn't leave my neck as he worked his phone out from his pocket. I watched as he pulled up the power company's website to see if there was an estimated restoration time, but all it said was that they were currently investigating outages in our area.
"Let's just make sandwiches then," he said. "We have bread, right?"
"Yeah."
"Mayo?"
"Mm-hmm."
"Ham? Cheese? Pickles?"
"You know we do," I said, laughing. "That's your lunch pretty much every day."
"And it's a delicious lunch." His arms pulled me back against him, his body comforting against mine. "And it's easy to make, so we have a little extra time right now."
"Not that much extra," I murmured, and he laughed.
"I meant to hang out. Talk. You know. How was your day?"
"Good," I said without meaning it. "I took the boys for ice cream since it was so hot."
"Mm, I saw your Instagram. How many pictures to get that one?"
He must have felt me tense because he kissed my neck and smiled.
"Just teasing, Sierra."
"I should make dinner," I said flatly, wriggling out of his arms.
Drew sighed. "Babe, I was just—"
"I know. I'm just... I'm frustrated right now. Go play a game with the kids."
He didn't, instead helping me make five ham-and-cheese sandwiches with extra pickles on his as I grabbed baby carrots, celery, and ranch dressing. In hardly any time at all, we had dinner ready, though it wasn't going to gain any followers from the foodie community. Still, it was food, and the boys seemed to be in a better mood as we ate, and they regaled Drew with stories from their day.
Once we finished, Drew started collecting everyone's plates.
"Now will you come play a game with us, Dad?" Aiden asked.
"In a bit, bud," Drew replied. "The kitchen needs cleaning."
"But Mom can just do that," Aiden said.
Drew looked at him, frowning. "Excuse me?"
Aiden seemed to realize he said something wrong and bit his lip. Drew's face softened.
"Only supervillains don't pitch in to help clean up around the house," he said. "Good guys always help, and they don't say that Mom should just do all the cleaning."
"Yeah!" Grayson said. "I told Mr. Rivers today how he should be a good guy."
Drew glanced up at me, eyebrows raised. "Don Rivers?"
"Yeah," I said. "He, um... acted inappropriately at the ice cream shop."
"I told him what you said, Dad," Grayson continued. "That good guys don't grab girls without permission."
"That's right," Drew said, looking at me with concern. "Good guys are respectful. Good job, buddy."
"I'm gonna be a good guy," Aiden said decisively, and he grabbed Grayson's plate as well as his own.
"Uh, no, I am!" Grayson said.
I didn't know how Drew did it. One moment they wanted nothing more than to leave all the cleaning to me. The next, they were fighting over who got to clear the table.
It had to be witchcraft.
Drew and I didn't get a chance to be alone after that, even though I knew he wanted to ask about Don Rivers. The boys helped clean the kitchen, then Grayson insisted we all play Clue together.
"Jack doesn't know how to play yet," he said. "You need to be on his team."
"Mom's no fun, though," Aiden grumbled.
I pretended that didn't hurt. Drew, on the other hand, did not.
"Buddy, if you don't want to go to bed immediately and lose all your TV time for the next week, you are going to apologize and start being nicer to your mom right now."
He apologized in the way children do when they're forced to, and I accepted in the way that adults have to instead of crying like I wanted to. The boys took the flashlights, and I found some candles to set up in the living room. We played a slightly-modified version of Clue and I repeatedly stopped Jack from eating the candlestick token. When the game ended, it was nearly Jack's bedtime, so I excused myself to bring him upstairs.
He went down rather easily; apparently throwing multiple tantrums about Dora the Explorer drained a lot of energy. Of course, with the power out, the high-end baby monitor we had wasn't working, so I dug through the linen closet until I found the old battery-operated one we used for camping when Grayson was a baby. After setting it up, I closed Jack's door, then glanced out the hallway window.
The rain had stopped.
It had been a while since I'd heard thunder, but I hadn't realized the rain was gone, too. The power was still out and the sky was still overcast, but at least it wasn't raining. I glanced at the baby monitor in my hands, then back out the window.
I did so many things that I thought would be fun for my boys. I took them for ice cream. We went on adventures to waterparks and forests and beaches. I even tried to make responsibility fun with stickers and prizes and every damn idea I could find on Pinterest. I couldn't be like Drew; he got away with being the fun one because he didn't have to be home with them all the time, but I could be fun sometimes.
Smiling, I ran to our bedroom and changed out of my dress into cozy leggings and a shirt, then went back to the linen closet and grabbed as many blankets as I could before yanking the pillows off the bed in the guest room. Balancing everything precariously, I started down the stairs.
"Guys?" I said, turning into the living room. "I have an idea."
"What's that?" Grayson asked, gaping at the stack of blankets I was holding.
"We're gonna have a campout in the yard."
I had envisioned cheers and excitement; what I got was slightly less enthusiastic.
"A campout?" Aiden said uncertainly. "Like, in... the tent?"
"Mm-hmm," I said, dropping the blankets on the floor. "We'll set the tent up and get the sleeping bags out, and we'll tell some ghost stories and play some games, and if Dad can find the campstove we'll make hot chocolate."
"Hot chocolate?" Grayson said, his eyes brightening.
"Yep. With mini-marshmallows."
Drew was looking at me, amused. "You're not worried it'll rain again?"
I shrugged. "It's not like we're far from the house."
"Yeah, Dad!" Aiden said. "C'mon, it's gonna be fun!"
I sent the boys to collect some of the things we'd need while Drew lagged behind.
"Have you looked at the town Facebook group lately?" he asked.
"What?" I said, wide-eyed. "You never look at the Facebook group."
"I wanted to see if anyone had updates on the power outage. Liz Roth posted about ten minutes ago. The power's probably gonna be out until at least tomorrow morning."
"Really?" I said.
"That's what she posted."
"Well, it's not like we have power when we're camping anyway," I said. "Come on. I need you to set up the tent and find the campstove so we can take a family picture before it gets too dark."
Drew started to say something, but I was already envisioning the amazing photos I'd get and left the room to start collecting the things I'd need. The boys with their hot chocolate, photos with the flashlights held up under their chins, the four of us snuggled together in our sleeping bags... I just knew they'd be fabulous.
The four of us worked together to get the tent set up and I made sure to get pictures of all of it, even though Grayson kept turning away and Aiden would stick out his tongue every time he noticed my phone pointing at him. They spread the blankets I'd found along the bottom of the tent to create some padding, then set the sleeping bags up on top of them. Drew managed to find the campstove and even a bottle of propane for it. He set it up in the garage and brought it out with the camping kettle while I sent the boys inside to put their pyjamas on.
"The matching ones!" I called after them. "Grayson? Aiden? The ones with the red and black pants, please!"
"Yes, Mom," they replied in unison.
"This is great," I said, smiling as Drew put the kettle on the flame. "I'm so glad you found it."
"And I found something else," he said, grinning mischievously.
I raised my eyebrows. From behind his back, he pulled out a bottle of Bailey's.
"You're awful," I said, giggling. "And amazing."
"Spike one for ya?" he asked, grabbing two of the mugs I'd brought out.
I nodded and he poured Bailey's into them, then kissed me on the side of the head.
"Good idea, babe," he said. "The boys are having fun."
"And the pictures are great!" I exclaimed. "I can't wait to show them to everyone."
Drew's smile tightened. "Uh, yeah. For sure."
I frowned, but before I could ask what was wrong, Grayson barrelled into the garage.
"Is it done yet, Mom?"
Once the hot chocolate was made and we were all settled in the tent in our sleeping bags, I asked Aiden and Grayson to sit together with their mugs. They exchanged a look and sighed, then sat together and looked at me.
"What's that all about?" I asked from behind my phone.
"We just want to drink our hot chocolate," grumbled Aiden.
"And I just want one picture," I said. "My phone is almost dead anyway, okay? There. Done."
"For the whole night?" Grayson asked.
"Let's tell a ghost story," interrupted Drew. "Who wants to go first?"
Aiden did and told us a story about a woman who found a hairy toe in the forest and ate it. I tried not to cringe at first and then tried not to laugh.
Grayson went next and told the old story about the woman with a green ribbon around her neck. I wondered how he knew it; I remembered hearing that story around the campfire when I was in Girl Guides years earlier, and he knew almost the exact same version. I was sure he hadn't heard it from us since I'd always thought it was a bit too gruesome to tell while we were camping with really young kids.
Then it was Drew's turn.
He was a natural storyteller. There was something about the way he leaned in, the earnest look in his eyes and the low rumble of his voice. He subtly shifted the flashlight so it made the tent glow with shadowy yellow light, and the boys watched him, entranced as he spoke. I'd heard the story before, so I didn't necessarily pay the most attention to what he was saying, but I couldn't take my eyes off him.
I loved that man so much. I loved the way he was around our children, and I loved the way our family had taken a difficult situation and made it fun. The walls of the tent were domed around us, separating us from the night, a bubble of light and love and happiness. Biting back a smile, I moved slowly, pulling my phone out so I could capture the memory of him telling Grayson and Aiden a story. Keeping that moment would be worth my phone dying.
As soon as I took the picture, Aiden looked at me and sighed.
"Mom, seriously?"
"Sorry," I said. "I just thought you guys looked—"
"Why do you always have to take pictures of us?"
"Because I love you and I want to have pictures to help me remember these moments."
He folded his arms across his chest. "Do you have to remember every moment?"
I glanced at Drew helplessly. "Well, I... I want to."
"Your memory must not be very good if you need all these pictures."
"What did I say about being nice to your mom?" Drew asked.
Aiden fell silent, looking down at the sleeping bag in front of him.
"Aiden?" he pressed.
"Sorry," he muttered.
"It's okay, sweetie," I said quietly.
Drew went back to telling the story, but the magic was lost. When he finished, I wasn't overly surprised when no one asked to hear my ghost story, and even less surprised when Aiden asked Grayson if he could come to the bathroom with him.
"They're not coming back," I said sullenly after I heard the back door close.
"Yeah, they are," Drew said. He wasn't in his sleeping bag yet and moved across the tent easily so he could wrap his arms around me. "They're little shitheads sometimes, but they wouldn't do that."
I smiled sadly. "I'll go check on them in fifteen minutes."
"No, you won't," he said. "If they're not back, I'll go check on them."
I rested my head against his chest as he hugged me.
"What else happened today?" he asked softly. "There was clearly more than you let on."
I sighed. "I bumped into Don at The Hokey Pokey. He said he was just trying to keep me from falling, but he grabbed my ass while he was doing it."
"That fucker," Drew grumbled. "Did you, I dunno... tell someone?"
"Tell who?" I asked tiredly. "No one's going to do anything. Anyway, Frank DeBlanco saw and got him to leave after Grayson spoke up. It's... fine. It just is."
"I don't like that it just 'is,'" Drew said. "I'm gonna have a talk with him."
"You don't have to—"
"I know I don't, but I'm going to," he interrupted, holding me tightly. "That bastard doesn't get to walk around being a fucking creep with no repercussion. You know Alice McGrady told me he rents his house out for porn?"
I sat back, eyes wide. "What?"
"Mm-hmm. She said he's got cameras and stuff there on a regular basis and all sorts of people coming and going. I asked her how she knew it was porn and she said someone told her they'd seen the inside of Don's house in a movie."
"Likely story."
"Yeah, well, I'm choosing to believe it. Otherwise I have to picture Alice McGrady watching porn."
I started to laugh. "You don't have to picture it, you know."
"How can you not, though?"
"Ew. No."
We both giggled and he pulled me closer.
"What else happened today? I know there's more."
"Drew, it's really not—"
"Sierra," he said firmly. "Talk to me."
"Fine," I said. "I listened to Dora the Explorer seventeen and a half times. My skirt flew up while we were walking home and I flashed everyone. Aiden lost his mind about the Dora thing and I promised TV time to get him past it. Jack pissed on the floor in retaliation."
"Wait, he—"
"And I lost my hat," I continued. "It blew away in the wind. The new one, you know? The cute straw one I really liked? And Aiden's talking back, the dinner I made is going to waste, my phone is dead, and my boys just told me they were tired of me taking pictures of them."
"I think they just don't understand why," he said carefully. "Sometimes they feel like they have to stop having fun so you can capture them having fun."
He didn't mean for the words to hurt, but they did. I pulled back, looking up at him with my mouth half-open and ready to argue, but I couldn't. He was right. Hadn't it happened earlier today? Hadn't I told the boys they had to wait to eat their ice cream so I could take a picture, and again before they could drink their hot chocolate?
"Not always," I finally said, my voice high. "During the story, I didn't say anything!"
"I'm not saying always," he said softly, taking my hand in his. "Just sometimes, and they get frustrated. They're just kids, babe. They don't understand why you want so many photos and... well... it's one thing if it's just once in a while, but you watch them live through a screen. They were excited to have a campout, but it became a photo-op. They want you to be there and present, not there behind a camera."
That time, I couldn't hide how much his words hurt. I shook my hand out of his, staring down as I did.
"I should go check on them," I said, my voice choked.
"I said I'd go after a bit," he replied. "Stay here."
"We might as well just go in," I said, starting to get up.
"They're coming back," he said stubbornly. "Hang out here, I'll be back with the boys in no time."
I cried while he was gone, curling up in the sleeping bag and burying my face in the pillow. The way Grayson had apologized after doing the right thing earlier came back to me. He thought I'd be embarrassed that he drew attention to us. Not only that, but it wasn't even his first thought; his first thought had been that I'd be upset we didn't get the picture.



Of course I didn't have a picture-perfect family. I was spending so much time trying to make them pretend to be picture-perfect that I was wrecking what made us perfect to me. It was beyond trying to capture memories; I had ventured into inventing memories, planting memories of things that weren't really how they were, and didn't that completely miss the point?
Being a mom was hard. I knew that. I had three boys, after all, and I'd known before the first one that it was no cakewalk. Wasn't I just making things harder on myself by trying to have aesthetically pleasing memories? Maybe things would be easier if I wasn't so focused on creating those picture-perfect moments.
Maybe... no, not maybe. Definitely.
I had let myself cry only because I knew Grayson and Aiden weren't coming back. When the tent began to unzip, I wiped my eyes and sat up to see Drew crawling in by himself.
"Let me guess," I said. "They wanted to sleep in their own beds."
"Said they were cold," he said quietly. "I'm sorry."
"It's okay."
"And I'm sorry you had a hard day."
I tried to smile. "It's okay."
"Wanna go back inside?"
"In a bit."
He zipped the tent back up and then turned to me, smiling that playful smile again.
"Well, we spent all that time setting this up," he said, and withdrew his hand from behind his back. "Why don't we enjoy it ourselves?"
I stifled my giggle as he gently shook a half-full bottle at me. "Fireball? Really?"
"Like when we used to camp pre-kids." He uncapped it and took a sip, wrinkling his nose and coughing before he passed it to me. "Oof. That's... cinnamon-y."
I took a sip, the warmth burning down my throat.
"I also brought you this," he continued.
He pulled out the portable USB charger I usually kept in my purse, since my phone didn't usually make it a full day without needing to be charged, and held it out. I stared at it for a moment.
"You said your phone died," he said.
"Yeah," I said. "Maybe it should stay dead for a while."
Drew's eyebrows raised.
"The boys might have a point," I said, then took a longer swig of the Fireball. "Maybe I need to learn to make memories without pictures attached to them."
He looked at me, not saying anything, but a smile started to spread across his face. I watched as he shifted to his knees, his hand going to his other pocket and pulling his own phone out.
"What are you doing?" I asked.
He pointed it at me and snapped a photo.
"Drew!" I scolded. "I look like garbage. There's probably mascara all over my face."
"You don't look like garbage. You look real."
I sighed as he took another picture, then flipped him off and lifted the Fireball to my mouth again. He burst out laughing, took another one of me drinking the Fireball, and then crawled forward and pulled me into his lap.
He was a terrible photographer. Most of the photos he took were off-center or taken a moment too early or late. The photo he took of both of us that night was horrible. It was slightly blurry but clear enough to show the redness of my nose and the tears in the corners of my eyes. Drew's eyes were closed, but he was kissing my cheek, and the bottle was between us.
It was the best photo he could have taken.
"I love you," he whispered in my ear, and then he was pulling the bottle away and putting the cap back on.
He pushed it to the side as I turned in his lap, facing him so I could bring him in for a kiss. I was smiling when our lips met; he was laughing softly and stopped only when I captured his mouth.
"The kids are in bed?" I asked.
"Mm-hmm," he replied, tugging me closer to him until I had no choice but to straddle his lap. "Jack's fast asleep, Aiden's under the covers reading a book with his flashlight, and Grayson thinks I don't know he's got his GameBoy but he does."
"It's not a GameBoy," I laughed, kissing him. "It's a DS. They don't make GameBoys anymore."
He nipped my lip. "Well, back in my day, they were GameBoys, and we liked them."
His arms were tight around my waist. Carefully, he bent forward, guiding me onto my back on top of the sleeping bag. His mouth didn't leave mine as he did, and when I was on my back, his tongue slipped between my lips. I sighed softly as he reached up to brush my hair off my face.
"Remember the first time we did it in here?" he whispered.
I snorted. "Did it? What are you, twelve?"
He laughed and slipped his hand beneath my shirt. "Whatever. Did it. Had sex. Made love. Fucked. Remember it?"
His fingers walked up my stomach, tickling along my ribs and making me shiver.
"Yeah," I sighed. "We were at that campsite near... hmm. Near a lake."
"Mm-hmm."
"I don't remember which lake."
"Does it matter?" he whispered, his fingers tracing along the bottom of my bra.
"No," I said. "I remember we were with Brad and Jessica. And Connor and Lisa."
"Mm-hmm."
"And we had Grayson, but not Aiden."
"Not yet."
I giggled as he kissed my neck. We were never quite sure when I got pregnant with Aiden, but there was a pretty good chance it had been in the tent that weekend.
"I was trying so hard to be quiet," I whispered. Drew's fingers slipped into my bra, lazily inching towards my nipple. "And you were trying so hard to make me scream."
"Me?" he said, laughing. "I'm not that diabolical."
"You certainly were," I giggled. "Don't you remember? That was the first time you did that thing with your tongue and—"
"Oh, right," he said. "Yeah, maybe I was trying to make you scream."
My laughter turned to a soft moan as he pinched my nipple, his hands caressing my skin beneath my shirt. His knee nudged my legs further apart, his jeans rough against the thin fabric of my leggings and the unmistakable bulge in his pants begging for attention. I smiled as he kissed me again, slipping my hand between us so I could unbutton his jeans.
He groaned, squeezing my breast again before taking his hand out of my bra so he could unhook it. I succeeded in getting his jeans unbuttoned, pushing them down his hips slightly so I could withdraw his cock. He sighed as my fingers wrapped around him, and again when I moved my hand into the waistband of his boxers so I could feel the heat of his shaft as I stroked him.
He let me play with his cock for a while before kissing my neck and pulling away reluctantly. His eyes were warm and needy as he looked at me, his mouth twisting up into a teasing smile.
"Can I get you totally naked or is this one of those 'be quick about it' times?"
I burst out laughing again. "When have I ever told you to be quick about it?"
He grinned and started lifting my shirt over my head. "Never. That's why I'm always so sure it'll be the next time."
"I never want you to be quick about it," I said, pulling my bra off as soon as he'd removed my shirt. "I always want more of you."
As soon as I removed my bra, Drew took his shirt off and then leaned down to kiss me. I inhaled sharply as his skin touched mine, his warm chest pressing delightfully against my breasts. He pushed his hips forward again and I moaned, warmth flooding my body and dampening my panties. His fingers moved up to my breasts again, cupping one while his mouth left mine to kiss and lick the other.
I made a soft noise as he played with my nipples, craning my neck so I could watch him in the yellow light of the lantern. Only a thin layer of nylon separated us from the outside world, yet there was nothing that could have convinced me of its existence. All that mattered for a moment was me and Drew, his lips and his mouth, and the way he was grinding his cock against me.
He flicked his tongue against my nipple before kissing between my breasts. A moment later, his lips were pressed to mine again. I ran a hand through his hair, trailing my fingers along the back of his neck and smiling when he shivered.
Drew and I had been married for ten years. We'd been together for thirteen. Some people said after a while, sex became a routine chore, but that had never been the case for us. It wasn't the same as when we had first been together, of course, but I still got as excited as I used to whenever he trailed his fingers along my ribs, and I loved the way he shivered when I touched the base of his neck. The excitement didn't come from discovering those new things; now it came from using them, from making him feel good by doing the things he loved.
I could only assume he felt the same way, but I was quite sure I was correct. Drew made his way to the waistband of my leggings, his fingers touching every spot he knew would make me tremble, caressing every nerve he knew would make my pussy ache, and kissing me all the while. When he finally pushed his fingers into the waistband, I sighed in relief, my legs trembling in anticipation.
He knew I loved it when he teased me, though, and his fingers traced the longest path they could to my pussy. He touched my hip bone and my thigh; his fingernails lightly scraped along the spot where my leg met my hips.
He knew I loved being teased, and I knew he loved being begged.
"Please," I finally whispered. "Drew, please..."
He moaned against my mouth. "You sure, babe? I mean, I can stop if you want me to."
"No," I gasped, as though the thought horrified me. It did, but I knew he wouldn't stop. "Please don't stop."
"Mmm. Only because you ask so nicely," he growled, nipping my lip. "And because you're so wonderfully wet."
His fingers shoved my panties to the side and plunged inside me. I hissed in pleasure and clutched at him as he began to finger me, moving his hand agonizingly slow and making me beg again, and again, and again.
I could feel myself building up to an orgasm, but it was infuriatingly out of reach. I strained up against Drew's hand, but he kept the same aggravating pace. He wasn't trying to make me come; he was teasing it out of me, bringing it to the surface bit by bit, like he was preying on my pleasure and waiting for the perfect moment to pounce.
He found it eventually, that moment where I was so close, so ready to fall over the edge that my body was tensing in preparation. That was the moment he pulled his hand out of my panties.
"No!" I gasped, as he knew I would.
"Patience, Sierra," he replied, just as I expected.
Patience wasn't the word for it. It was torture, waiting for him to casually pull his jeans and boxers down, the head of his swollen cock dripping with precum. It was even worse as he nudged my hands out of the way so he could peel my leggings and panties off slowly, dipping his head down to kiss my thighs and knees and calves as he did. When he finally pulled them off, a final kiss was pressed to my ankle, and then he was wrenching my legs apart so he could nestle between them.
I bit my lip in anticipation as the tip of his cock nudged my needy entrance. My hips seemed to rise of their own accord, but Drew placed a hand on one and pushed it back down on the sleeping bag. He wanted me—God knew he wanted me, I could tell he wanted me, his cock was practically seeking out my pussy—but as long as he had the capacity to tease me, he would.
My pussy lips brushed against him as he rubbed his cock up and down my slit, dipping his head down to kiss me. The head of his cock brushed against my clit and made me jump, his precum pooling against me as I whined softly.
"Please, Drew," I whimpered. "Please stick it inside me."
"'It'?" he repeated, his lips flicking up as he mocked me. "What's 'it,' babe?"
"Your cock," I hissed. "Stick your big fat cock in my pussy right now or I'll—"
In all the times I'd made that threat, I'd never actually finished it, and I had no idea what I would say if he didn't interrupt me. I didn't find out that day, either. Before the final syllable had left my lips, Drew groaned and shoved his cock inside me.
He sighed in relief; I was beyond noises. My mouth dropped open and my breath caught in my throat. Immediately my head tilted back, exposing my neck to him, and moments later his lips pressed against it.
There was no more slow teasing once we got to this point. He fucked me hard, our bodies slapping together and high-pitched puffs of breath squealing out of my throat as he moved inside me. His hand traced along my collarbone and caressed my neck, hinting at one of those few things left we hadn't tried, and one I was still too nervous to do. I knew he wouldn't, not without me expressly telling him to, so I let him drag the tips of his fingers along my neck as he buried his cock inside me.
"I love you," he whispered suddenly, bringing his lips to my ear. "God, I love you so much, Sierra."
I whimpered. "I love you."
I was close to bliss again and this time he wasn't going to stop me from coming. My hands were on his back, holding him close as he whispered in my ear about how good I felt and how much he loved my pussy and how much he wanted to put another baby there. There wouldn't be a baby there, not that night, not for at least another year when the age gap wouldn't be quite so close, but that didn't matter. He loved the thought of it and I loved the thought of it, and my body started to shake as I neared the edge.
His timing was perfect like it usually was. As soon as I tipped over that edge, my back arching and my legs trembling as I came, he finished. He stilled for a moment as I felt that first spurt of cum, then thrust into me again deeply with each subsequent one. His grunts echoed in my ears, distant as my own bliss distracted me, but there, and I loved the sound.
As we finished, we gasped for breath, and I opened my eyes to see him grinning at me.
"See, this is a picture I'd love to take," he said.
I laughed and shook my head. "No way. Not happening."
"I know." He kissed me as his cock started to soften. "Luckily I can see it for real almost anytime I want."
I smiled sleepily as he pulled out and cuddled up beside me, his arm reaching across me to tug the sleeping bag over us.
"We should go back inside," I yawned.
"In a bit," he murmured. "The boys are fine and we've got the monitor."
"True," I said, and my eyes closed as I snuggled into his arms.
Neither of us meant to fall asleep, of course, but we did, and we probably would have slept straight through until morning when one of the boys stumbled outside, confused, and asked for cereal. It wouldn't have been the worst thing; I always slept well in the tent, with the fresh air and the comforting sounds of the night surrounding us.
It didn't happen, though; a while later, I was roused by a dripping sound.
"Drew," I mumbled. "I think it's raining."
He grunted something in response, but seconds later both our eyes flew open as thunder crashed above us.
"Again?" I gasped.
"Aiden'll be freaking out," Drew said, searching frantically for his shirt.
We dressed as quickly as we could, but by the time we unzipped the tent, it was already pouring. I yelped as cold water splashed down my back and face, sprinting to the backdoor as Drew stayed behind to zip up the tent. Seconds later, lightning flashed, thunder cracked again, and I heard Aiden yell from upstairs.
The power was still out and I'd left all the flashlights with Drew, so I stumbled a few times as I made my way up to Aiden's bedroom. When I got there, he had his reading flashlight on and was crying.
"It's okay," I said soothingly.
As soon as I spoke, he extended his arms towards me. My heart felt like it was swelling as I went to his bed. I hated seeing my sons upset. I didn't want them to be afraid or sad or in pain. But I couldn't deny the joy of having Aiden curl up in my arms or the surge of protective strength I felt when he said he was scared.
"It's okay," I said again.
From the other room, Jack began to wail, but Drew's footsteps were on the stairs and I saw his dark shadow burst past Aiden's door. I continued hugging Aiden until Jack's cries grew louder, and looked up to see a struggling toddler in Drew's arms.
"Mama!" he shrieked, and Drew came into the room, shrugging helplessly.
"He wants you," he said.
I unwrapped one arm from around Aiden. Drew put Jack down on the bed so he could scoot under my other arm.
Thunder rumbled for the third time as Drew sat on the bed beside us. Moments after that, Grayson shyly appeared in the doorway.
"Mom, can I have a hug too?"
I didn't have enough arms, but he crawled into Drew's lap and cuddled up behind Jack so I could embrace them both with one arm. I glanced over at Drew, pressing my lips together to keep my smile hidden.
"Mom?" Aiden asked, sniffling. "Why's your shirt wet?"
"Dad and I were having a campout," I said smoothly.
"Without us?" Grayson asked.
"Next time, buddy," Drew said. "It started raining anyway."
Thunder clapped and Drew jumped, jostling Grayson, who glanced over at him.
"Dad, are you scared of storms?" he asked, shocked.
"Of course I am!" Drew said. "And you guys are hogging all the hugs from Mom so I got nothing over here."
Aiden giggled and gripped me tighter, Grayson hugged his dad, and Jack's eyes were closed and his breathing steady. I smiled at my boys, holding them close, and in my mind, took a picture of my perfect family.
**
Special thanks to Bebop3, chasten, norafares, and OneAuthor for proofreading and providing feedback. Thank you to the awesomely amazing people who beta read. Paul M, Kevin Matheny, centralsquareguy, KW, AG, PM, N, K, ED, AS, and KJ - thank you all for your support.



        Lakeside Park

        Some memories last forever.

        
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/lakeside-park

Title: Lakeside Park

Author: MsCherylTerra

Category: Mature

Description: Some memories last forever.

Tags: drama, power outage, milf, small town, older woman, younger man, tongue ring, romance, outdoor sex, oral

Series: When The Lights Go Out


Author's Note:
As head of the HOA and part of the Minwack Falls Good Neighbours Society, Liz Roth knows what time Lakeside Park closes. But when the power goes out one evening and the storm inside her house ends up being more destructive than the ones raging outside, Liz decides it's time to start breaking the rules.
This story contains an older woman/younger man relationship as well as mentions of adultery and emotional manipulation. It is part of the When The Lights Go Out universe. These stories all revolve around the same event and have some connections, but are stand alone pieces. You can find a list of included stories in my bio.
**
According to town bylaws, Lakeside Park closed at ten p.m. every evening and reopened at six the following morning.
I knew the bylaw well; living down the street from the park meant I'd had to put up with drunk teenagers leaving broken glass all over the sidewalk and would-be drug deals happening next to the playground equipment my daughter had enjoyed as a child. I'd called the Minwack Falls detachment of the provincial police more than once, and sure, maybe that made me that person, but when my husband Scott and I first got married, I'd been so certain that living across from a park was the best place to raise a family. Instead of admitting that I'd been a touch too insistent, I'd resolved to simply make it the safe and welcoming place I'd wanted it to be.
Rules were rules for a reason.
That night, though, I was feeling a touch rebellious, and I didn't even hesitate before striding past the sign warning that bylaw violations were subject to a two-hundred-dollar fine. If the lazy enforcement officers at the detachment even bothered coming out, I could easily remind them that they'd let more than one person off with a warning after I'd called them, and if they still insisted on fining me, Scott could pay the fucking thing.
Chances were slim anyone would call about me being in the park anyway. If anything, there would just be a ton of whispered rumours from the town gossip, Alice McGrady, and the chances of anyone believing that I, of all people, had put a toe out of line were slim anyway. Plus, given how dark it was, I would have been surprised if anyone could even see me.
It was strange, really, how unnatural the darkness seemed. It wasn't until the power went out and the second thunderstorm of the day had cleared up that I realized just how ubiquitous the yellow-bright glow of the streetlights was in Minwack Falls and how surreal the world seemed without it. Even in the middle of the night, I could usually look out and see the town I'd helped mold and maintain and celebrate, the yards I'd evaluated and fences I'd set standards for and the smooth, uncracked sidewalks I'd pressured the town council to fix. I could see what had amounted to my life's work, I could ignore the ugliness in my own life and see the beauty I'd poured myself into creating.
I don't know why I decided the park was the right place to be. My house felt too big, too empty, too lonely, and for some reason, I thought leaving it to go to a bigger, emptier, lonelier place would help. The clouds had finally parted and the moon left a silver-slicked glow along the rain-soaked path that led into the park--asphalt, not concrete, since asphalt was the perfect mix of economical and aesthetically pleasing, as I'd argued to the town council--but it was barely enough to see by.
Still, I walked, letting my eyes adjust and leaving nothing but the sound of softly splattering footsteps as my trail. Darkness coated the world, and the comfort of my sad little accomplishments disappeared beneath it.
**
The power went out just as I was trying to decide if it was worth putting myself through eating the baked chicken, steamed broccoli, and rice I'd made for dinner.
It was done, of course, but Ramona was in the basement playing whatever video game she was playing to avoid talking to me, and Scott was working late--again--and instead of fighting about it--again--we were in a passive aggressive standoff where I was waiting for him to complain about the fact that dinner was overcooked every single night and he was waiting for me to complain about the fact that he was late... again.
Somewhere along the line, I'd decided ignorance was bliss.
But, of course, then the power went out, so I was stuck with the slop I'd made for dinner. Scott got home from work, Ramona pulled her sullen self up from the basement, and I'd spent the rest of the night on my phone, helping coordinate assistance for people who needed it on the town Facebook page and sharing the latest updates from the electric company.
I called them after we finished eating, when Ramona had disappeared from the table to do whatever she could to avoid working on her resume and Scott had disappeared to the living room to do God knows what. As I cleaned up the kitchen by the dim glow of one of our emergency lanterns, I cradled my phone on my shoulder.
At first they said they didn't have an estimate, which was, of course, unacceptable. I stayed on the line as the first representative I spoke with got her supervisor, then waited patiently as the supervisor got in touch with the field crew to find out if they had an estimate about when to expect the estimate. They told me they'd know in about half an hour as the storm was starting to let up. When forty-five minutes had passed and the website still hadn't been updated with an estimate, I called again.
"It's not as easy as we initially thought," the supervisor said. "Lightning hit one of the--"
"I'll be honest with you--" I glanced at the piece of paper I'd been keeping notes on. "--Sheila, I'm not overly concerned about what happened so much as I am about when our community can expect a restoration of services."
"I understand that, Mrs. Roth," Sheila said evenly. "But the crew needs time to evaluate and until they do, we can't give an accurate idea of when service may be restored."
"They must have some idea," I argued. "Like, an hour? Two hours? Three days? Even a rough estimate--"
"It won't be in an hour," she said exasperatedly. "For something like this, you can expect a minimum of eight to twelve hours of interrupted services. Based on the weather and the complexity they're working with, my guess is that you won't see power back until tomorrow morning. Is that the answer you're looking for?"
"Yes, that was exactly what I needed to know," I said brightly. "Thank you, Sheila. You've been exceptionally helpful."
"Uh... thanks," she said. "I appreciate that. Please let me know if there's anything else we can assist you with, otherwise, we do apologize for the--"
And off she went into her on-script spiel. I listened politely, thanked her again, answered the quick two-minute customer service survey at the end of the call, and hung up. Taking a deep breath, I immediately switched back to the town Facebook page.
Unfortunate news, everyone, I wrote. Now, please keep in mind this isn't set in stone and may change, but currently the electric company says we're looking at sometime tomorrow morning before the power is back.
I went upstairs, informed my completely oblivious daughter that the storm had ended and the power wouldn't be back until the morning, and by the time I'd returned to the kitchen, the comments on the post had exploded.
Fuck! said the first one. This sucks balls.
I reported that comment immediately. The Minwack Falls Facebook page was intended to be family-friendly.
Ugh. Happy Friday everyone, said the next.
Well there goes dinner lol
Oh nooooooooooo. @Liz Roth, do you know if anyone has a generator or backup power or something? Jeremy's out of town and I'm stuck here with the baby and I have nothing to warm her bottles up and I'm panicking. Please, can anyone help me?
We have one, I replied quickly. It's going to be okay, Mallory. I'll DM you after I talk to Scott. In the meantime, anyone who has a generator or other supplies who is willing to help out your neighbours, please respond here. I'll get everyone in touch with each other.
The "likes" on that comment poured in instantly.
"Scott?" I called, putting my phone on the kitchen table.
"Yep," came the distracted response.
I sighed and went to the living room. He was lying on the couch, legs extended and his phone held up over his head, and didn't put it down or glance at me as I entered the room.
"Is there gas in the generator?" I asked.
"Seriously, Liz?"
"What?"
"Let me guess." He put the phone down and sat up. "I'm going to say yes, there's gas in the generator, and then your follow-up statement is gonna be 'Great, I volunteered you to bring the generator over to Alice McGrady's so she can watch the end of her soaps' or 'I told Loni she could use it to run the coffee shop' or--"
"--or I said I'd talk to my husband because Mallory St. John's husband is out of town and she's on her own with a baby and no way to warm up milk," I finished.
"Exactly," he said. "So now after I work my ass off all day, I have to haul the generator around because you feel the need to volunteer my services for anyone in town."
"I told one person I would talk to you to see if you could help," I replied. "But it's fine. Mallory just won't be able to feed her baby because you're busy."
"So I look like a fucking monster. Thanks."
"I'll just tell her we're out of gas."
"Don't bother." Scott stood and tucked his phone into his pocket. "I'll go help her with the fucking baby milk. Like, she couldn't just use her tits? Isn't that what they're for?"
I bit back my response, which was that I'd heard from Alice McGrady that Mallory was devastated about the fact that she wasn't able to breastfeed, and that he was being an absolute prick about something he didn't understand at all.
"Thank you," I said instead.
Still, he grumbled and sniped and rolled his eyes the entire time he was loading up the brand-new gas-powered generator he'd absolutely insisted he needed when it went on sale just after Christmas, then slammed the front door before taking off down the street.
Moments after he left, Ramona barrelled down the stairs. Without so much as a glance in my direction, she threw the pantry door open.
"What are you doing with all this?" I asked as she rooted through the shelves.
"I'm going to the car so I can charge my Switch," came the muffled response.
She popped out with an armful of chips and Oreos. I looked at her, my mouth half-open. "That's going to drain your car battery."
Ramona rolled her eyes in that exasperating way only teenagers seem to manage. "I'll make sure I let it run for a bit."
She left the kitchen in a whirlwind before I could even ask about her resume. As the crack of the front door slamming behind her echoed in my chest cavity, I was struck again by just how different she'd become. It wasn't just the blue hair or the metal stud through her eyebrow or the heavy eye makeup and bright lipstick. It was everything: it was the amazing strength to stand up for herself and the infuriating inability to see the big picture. It was the rebellion I thought I'd avoided and the fear she'd get herself into trouble and the pride that she was so unapologetically herself.
I'd seen signs of it during our weekly phone calls and her infrequent visits home, but it wasn't until I'd arrived to help her pack up her dorm room that I realized I had no idea who my daughter was anymore. It had been hard enough when she left and I saw just how much I relied on her. How hard it was to be trapped in this big house with nobody home.
How much I missed her.
I told myself I'd go out to check on Ramona in a bit and kept watching the Facebook page for new posts. Of course, that meant as soon as my husband commented, I saw it.
One mama in distress saved! he wrote on the post. Who needs help next?
If you could bring the generator over so I could literally just open my garage door, I'd be so grateful, someone replied immediately.
You are literally the town angel, @Scott Roth.
Amazing. This is why I LOVE Minwack Falls. Thank you, Scott!
Scott you're a total bro
Nah man, Scott wrote. We're all in this together. Gotta take care of our own, you know?
People were getting help, I told myself. That's what mattered. It didn't matter that he'd snapped at me repeatedly and complained the entire time. It didn't matter that he was taking credit for my work. People were getting the help they needed and that was that.
My thoughts couldn't fill the total silence settling through my house. There was no quiet buzz of electronics and appliances; the shuffle of fidgeting and footsteps was gone, and all that was left was my own heartbeat and shallow breathing. I distracted myself the way I knew best: first pouring a large glass of wine and then pouring my heart into the community. Scott was the town hero, but behind the town hero is the person making sure requests for help don't get buried under the various accolades and ridiculous memes.
That was the rest of my evening. Half-empty words of praise, a mostly empty bottle of wine, and a completely empty house.
**
Seeing the group picnic area empty was eerie.
I mean, sure, it was the middle of the night and no one was allowed in the park, but that meant it was one of the few times I'd seen it without people there. Instead of potluck-style dishes and paper plates on the tables, silver light reflected off the shallow gatherings of rainwater. Instead of laughter and screams as children explored the newly-upgraded playground equipment I'd spent three years fundraising for, all I could hear was the gentle splash of my footsteps on the pavement and the echoes of memories years gone.
The picnic area was prime real estate in the park because of the number of tables, the closeness of the playground, and the readily available access to the nearby Porta Potties. Hundreds upon thousands of birthday parties, BBQs, and other events had taken place there in the years I'd lived in Minwack Falls.
It was one of the busiest spots in the park, and as such, one of the least likely to attract trouble. There were often teenagers sitting on the tops of the picnic tables, loitering around and trying to act cool, but even I knew they were mainly harmless. Too many people could see them there, meaning the amount of trouble they were willing to get into was much lower.
No, it was the area down from the picnic space that attracted the most trouble. It was near the lake in the park--which was really more of a duck pond, but Lakeside had still stuck as the park name--surrounded by a grove of willows with the intent of making it a smaller, private sort of picnic area.
It didn't take a genius to figure out that the secluded spot would be a natural gathering place for people shying away from the staring eyes of the town.
Unfortunately for them, I could see the path into the area from the living room of my house. For years, I'd battled with the town over Aaron Mulch, a deadbeat stoner who used it as his meeting point to sell weed. I'd called enforcement more than once after seeing teenagers stealing away through the trees to make out; it was one thing for me to turn a blind eye to the teenagers parked at the end of Drum Farm Lane, but another entirely to know what they were doing so close to where people's children played.
I'd gone into the park for no reason but to get away from my house, so when my feet led me past the picnic area and towards that little grove of trees, it wasn't entirely planned. Something deep inside me wanted to hide, maybe, and that's why I walked towards the pond. The vast openness of the park wasn't shielding me from my thoughts or memories or brokenness, and so I needed that space, that tiny bubble, to collect myself and sit in the silence and just...
Just think.
It was reckless. It was stupid. I was sheltered by the tiny problems in my tiny town. I mean, the worst I'd seen happen was a stoner selling weed--not even the bad drugs, just plain old cannabis--and teenagers doing what teenagers do. As a woman, I knew the fear that accompanied being alone at night, but I just... I'd done so much to make sure those things didn't happen in my town that I didn't even think about the fact that I was putting myself into a space even darker than the night surrounding me.
And it was dark. So dark that as I entered the clearing, I could barely make out the shape of the picnic table in front of me. I did, though, and I walked over to it, and I collapsed onto the bench with my back to the tabletop and my head in my hands as it washed over me.
"It" being pain, and heartbreak, and failure, and horribly crushing hopelessness that made tears prick in my eyes.
And then, terror.
"So hey, don't freak out, but--"
I screamed.
**
On Ramona's first birthday, I booked the group picnic space through the town office so I had all the proper permits. We didn't have a town coffee shop with Loni Perks's delicious baking yet, so I ordered the cake through the grocery store and made most of the food myself. Matching outfits, adorable party favours, a professional photographer... every last detail was perfect.
It had to be.
I needed it to be.
Scott and I had married young. Well, I was young. I was twenty and he was twenty-six, but at the time, those years felt like nothing to me. I loved him, and he loved me, and that was what mattered.
It was a good thing I felt that way, because most people thought the age difference was what mattered more, and it was why I was absolutely determined to show everyone that they were wrong, that we were going to make it, that I could be everything Scott needed and more even though I was younger than him.
My determination only grew when Ramona came along two years into our marriage. Now I had to be the perfect mother in addition to the perfect wife. Scott had rolled his eyes as I fretted about her birthday party, but he didn't understand the pressure I was under. He didn't understand the whispers and the judgement and the constant questioning I had to put up with. His family, my family, his mother, my mother, the town in general... it was a lot for anyone to handle, let alone a mother still in her early twenties.
Still, he indulged me as I made him wear a coordinating outfit and planned out every last detail. He obediently packed up the cooler and the various baby supplies I'd deemed necessary. As I was darting to the front door to bring another load of food out to the car, he caught me around the waist and pulled me in close.
"Relax, Liz," he whispered, pressing his forehead to mine.
"I don't have time to relax," I said, but he pressed against me harder and refused to stop kissing me until I started laughing.
"That's better," he teased, tracing his thumb along my lip. "I miss this."
That gaze of his made me shiver breathlessly. "Miss what?"
"You," he said. "Your smile. You and me just... you know." He pressed his hips forward. "I miss having you whenever I want you."
"You still can," I said, giggling.
He flicked an eyebrow up, then looked towards the door and back at me. Try as I might, I couldn't stop myself from glancing at the clock in the hallway.
"See," he said, gentle frustration threaded through his voice. "I don't get to have you whenever I want you. You've got us on a schedule."
I swallowed hard and looked from the clock back at him. Ramona wasn't due to be up from her nap for another twenty-six minutes and if we were a couple of minutes late, I could just say that she'd been cranky when she woke up, as much as it would drive me crazy to be late because I hated when people with children used that as an excuse to be late for everything. But Scott missed me, and he wasn't exactly wrong since we certainly didn't have as much time together as we usually did, and--



"I'll load the car," he said when I didn't respond, letting go of my waist.
"Wait," I said, and when he turned back to me, I threw my arms around his neck and kissed him.
We didn't go to the bedroom. I tried to pretend it was because I wanted him so badly I couldn't wait one second longer, but both of us knew it was because I didn't want to wake Ramona. Scott didn't seem to care too much; strong arms tightened around me as he walked me back towards the table in the front entryway. As soon as I felt the edge of the table pressing against my back, he hiked my dress up around my waist and tugged my panties down. His lips captured mine as he unbuckled his belt, the hurried sounds of him working to get his cock out enough to make my skin tingle and my pussy drip.
"Up," he grunted, helping me onto the table before shoving my legs apart.
When he sank himself inside me, I whimpered, clutching his shoulders as he exhaled loudly. He paused once his pelvis pressed against mine, his breath hot against my skin as his cock filled me.
"Fuck," he groaned softly. "I miss this, Liz."
"Me too," I whispered.
He pressed his lips against mine, the walls of my pussy gripping every inch of his cock as he started slowly, then began moving harder, then began fucking me against the table in the hallway. I clung to him, heat rising up my neck and to my cheeks, shuddering as he hit all those deliciously wonderful spots that made electricity surge through my body. He buried his face against my neck, his teeth nipping at my skin as he sent me closer and closer to ecstasy, as his pelvis rubbed against my clit and made that pooling sense of bliss start to bubble and roll inside me.
I tried to be quiet when I came.
I failed.
He pressed a hand to my mouth as I lost control of my voice, as the pleasure inside me boiled over and manifested as a wavering sort of cry. I was still working to find my breath when Scott grunted and stilled as he shot a load of cum deep inside me, pulse after pulse of warmth filling me up as I writhed in his arms.
"Fuck," he murmured as he finished, resting heavily against me. "We gotta do this more often. I want my wife again."
I shivered as he pulled out, his cum dripping from my pussy. "Maybe we should try for another."
He stopped and looked up at me. "What?"
I felt my face turn red. "I just mean when we were trying for Ramona, we... we did it a lot. So maybe that would... never mind."
He chuckled and kissed me again. "Maybe in a while. Right now, one's a handful, wouldn't you say?"
I laughed and agreed and slipped off the table so I could pull my panties back up, then rushed upstairs to fix my hair and makeup. By some miracle, Ramona wasn't cranky when she woke, and Scott and I managed to get the car loaded so we could drive the two minutes to the parking lot closest to the picnic area only a few minutes later than I originally intended.
Of course, because we were a few minutes late, Scott's parents were already in the parking lot waiting to help us set up, which meant they got to witness the crestfallen look on my face as I realized the picnic tables I'd booked were overrun by another party.
"It's fine," Scott said as he looked at me. "We'll go to another spot."
"There isn't another spot with picnic tables!" I hissed. "I'm telling them to move."
"Liz--"
"I booked them and paid for the permits and everything!" I snapped. "Those are my picnic tables and I'm not changing the party I spent weeks planning because someone else didn't bother to do the same thing!"
Before he could respond, I got out of the car. Leaving Scott to get Ramona out of her car seat, I picked up my bag and marched across the parking lot to the nearest picnic table.
"Excuse me," I said as I approached. "Whose party is this?"
A gorgeous woman with long, thick black hair turned towards me, a baby around Ramona's age in her arms.
"Well, my son's, technically," she said, shooting a warm smile at me. "But seeing as he's only one, I guess I'm in charge."
"Great." I pulled the carefully clipped together permits out of my bag and held them up. "I have this spot booked for my daughter's birthday party.
The smile on her face was replaced by alarmed confusion. "Booked?"
"Yes," I said evenly. "The picnic space needs to be booked a minimum of ten days prior to an event and you need a permit if you want to have a grill." I motioned towards the bar-b-que they had set up next to the table. "Which you most certainly don't, because I do."
"What's going on?" A man came up and put his hand on the woman's back as he looked at me. "Is there a problem?"
"I didn't know we had to book the spot," the woman said, all traces of her smile gone. "But everyone's here and we told them--"
"I have an entire party full of people coming to this exact spot for my daughter's first birthday," I interrupted.
"Of course," the woman said. "I'm sorry, I just... I didn't know and--" Her voice cracked and she looked like she was about to start sobbing. "I can't believe I did this."
"Monica, it's okay," the man said. "We'll find another place to--"
"It's not okay." She pressed her lips together and shook her head. "I'm already months late with celebrating his birthday and now I've gone and screwed up--"
"We delayed celebrating his birthday because you needed to have surgery," the man said patiently. "He's one, he has no idea it's not his birthday, and he would much rather have his mother around for years to come anyway." The man looked up at me. "You said your daughter's one?"
"Yes," I said.
"Well, we have far too much food and there's plenty of space. How about we help feed your guests and we combine the parties?"
I frowned. "But--"
"That sounds excellent," Scott said from behind me. He had Ramona balanced on one hip and was holding a cooler in his other hand as he gave me a look. "We have tons of food and cake and games. It's a beautiful day and if the kids are the same age, they'll probably end up being friends at school or something eventually."
"Really?" the woman said hopefully, looking first at Scott and then at me with wide eyes. "We'd be so grateful for that. Do you mind, Mrs....?"
I felt three sets of eyes on me. The thing was, I did mind. And maybe that made me sound like a horrible person, but I couldn't help it.
I had planned the birthday a certain way. Now I was going to be responsible for adjusting everything on the fly because my husband wanted to be friendly and accommodating. But who was going to be the one changing how all the tables were set up? Who was the one who was going to be tracking whose food was whose and responsible for watching twice the amount of kids as I'd anticipated? Who was going to explain to those kids why some of them were getting certain goody bags and others weren't?
It was either that or be the monster who had to tell an upset-looking mom who'd had a rough couple of months that she couldn't have her son's birthday party even though it was already set up and ready to go.
"Liz Roth," I said, extending my hand to her. "And not at all. It'll be a blast."
"You're an absolute angel." The woman reached out and shook my hand. "I'm Monica Halliday. This is my husband, George, and our son, Ashton."
**
"Lady, lady, please!" someone was saying over the terror-wild pounding of my heart. "I'm not going to hurt you, I was just--"
"What the fuck are you doing here?" I demanded shrilly. "The park is closed!"
"Uh, yeah," he replied. "So what the fuck are you doing here?"
I paused, my mouth dry and my head light as I tried to catch my breath. From beside me, I saw the outline of a vaguely humanoid shape, but it was too dark to see any details.
"None of your business," I finally said. "I-I'm going to... I'm gonna leave, I... if I don't get home, my husband will--" I stopped suddenly, then swallowed the lump that had jumped into my throat. "Scott w-will--"
"I swear to God, I'm not gonna do anything." He was so close that I didn't know how I hadn't collapsed on top of him when I sat down. "I didn't know anyone else would even be out this time of night, okay? Let me... I'm gonna scootch away a little and grab my cell phone from my pocket, okay? And I'm gonna turn the flashlight on so we can see each other."
I should have just run. I didn't know who he was, sure, but he also didn't know who I was, and that meant he wouldn't be able to tell anyone I was in the park in the middle of the night and--
"Okay," I whispered.
I heard movement, then saw a brief flash of light as he turned the screen of his phone on. Moments after that, the stark white light of his flashlight burned through the darkness and I blinked as my eyes adjusted.
His adjusted first, apparently.
"Mrs. Roth?" he said incredulously.
I blinked twice more as his face came into focus.
The man sitting beside me was in his early twenties and vaguely familiar. I didn't know much about him except that he was older than my daughter--if they'd been close in age, I would have recognized him as one of her classmates, and he certainly didn't look younger than her--and that I'd seen him around Minwack Falls.
And I knew for certain I'd seen him around town. He had a very... distinctive sort of look, with stretched piercings through each of his ears, a hoop through his lip, and apparently--since his mouth was half-open as he gaped at me--a stud in his tongue. That night, he was wearing a hoodie with some sort of skull on the front, but I knew from seeing him skateboarding around the park that tattoos covered his arms and neck. He had blonde hair that was long on top but shaved on the sides and was staring at me with wide, round eyes.
In another universe, back before marriage and a baby and a town with bylaws and perfect lawns, the twenty-year-old version of me would have been intrigued by everything about him. At forty, the reaction was less intrigue and more... I wasn't sure what to call it.
"Liz Roth," I replied unsteadily. "Just... just Liz, please. I'm sorry, I don't know your name."
"Jus--" He started saying, then stopped. "Um... I mean..."
I must have looked nervous, because he sighed and looked down at his hands.
"Justin Higgins," he said. "Are you gonna call the cops on me again?"
"I... what?" I asked.
He glanced up at me, confused. "You've called the guys down at the station on me like six times for being in the park after it closes."
"Well, you shouldn't be in the park after it closes," I said without thinking.
"Mm-hmm," Justin replied, raising his eyebrows.
I felt my face go red. "I didn't know it was you in the park. I just call when I see people who aren't supposed to be here. But I... I won't be calling them tonight."
He half-laughed. "Right. Cool. They probably wouldn't come, anyway."
"Why?"
"'Cause they're busy responding to a domestic incident," he said flatly. "Which is why I'm here."
"What happened?"
He shrugged. "It's the chick who lives in the townhouse next to me. Her boyfriend or husband or whatever works out of town and came home to discover that she's not missing him as much as he's missing her, if you know what I mean."
"Oh."
"Yeah. But regardless of her being a cheater, that doesn't mean he gets to... you know. Hit her or whatever. So I called the police and they came down around the time she was trying to convince him that she'd mistaken the guy she was fucking for him because of the power outage." He shrugged again. "It got a little loud and I wasn't really into listening to more of that soap opera, so I figured I'd come down here and--"
He stopped again, and that was when I glanced down and saw the bag of weed clutched in his hand.
It wasn't illegal. The weed itself, I mean. In fact, I'd been a supporter of legalizing it. Sure, part of that was fond memories from my pre-married life when I could indulge in things like weed without anyone thinking twice about it, but it was more than that. Legalizing weed meant drug dealers like Aaron Mulch weren't necessary anymore and kids were less likely to be able to get their hands on it. However, I'd also been one of the many vocal supporters within the town itself that insisted weed should not be used on public property.
I mean, if I couldn't have a glass of wine while picnicking in the park, why should someone be able to get high? Not to mention the smell or the litter. So sure, Justin wasn't doing anything wrong by having weed on him--besides being in the park after closing, of course--but lighting it up was firmly against the town bylaws.
"Changed your mind?" he asked when I didn't say anything.
If it had been a few hours earlier, I might have. Well, actually, no. If it had been a few hours earlier, I would have already called the police on him and certainly wouldn't be sitting in a dark park with him, staring blankly at the dried buds he was holding. There would be no changing my mind because we would have never even reached this point of the conversation.
But that was before everything had changed.
"Split it with me and we'll call it even," I said.
He stared at me. "Wanna repeat that? 'Cause I think I might be hearing things."
I pressed my lips together, doing my best impression of Ramona's exasperatedly unimpressed face, and tilted my head towards the bag. "I would like to have some of your cannabis, so if you would be so kind as to roll it up into smokeable form and share it with me, I won't tell the police we're both breaking the law by being in the park past closing time."
"Wha..." Justin's head moved from side to side. "Okay, what the fuck happened?"
"Excuse me?"
He folded his arms. "You're Mrs. Roth. HOA lady and like, town ambassador. Unofficial judge of which people 'belong' in Minwack Falls. The type to call the cops on people for sitting in the park after ten p.m. Following rules is your thing. Everyone knows that."
Heat was crawling up my neck. "Your point?"
"You just asked to smoke weed with me. Have you ever even smoked before?"
"Once upon a time," I muttered, then shook my head. "Never mind. It was a stupid thing to ask. I'll leave now."
"No, wait," he said, hesitating for half a second before grabbing my wrist as I made to stand up. "Look, I'll share, Mrs--uh, Liz. You just threw me off a little but like, hell yeah, I'll split a joint with you. Just, you know, maybe you should like, also tell me what's wrong because I'm a little worried about you?"
The uncertainty in his voice was cute, in a way, and I almost had to laugh. "You came here to get away from listening to a soap opera, not to be involved in mine."
"Yeah, well..." He let go of my wrist and fiddled with the bag of weed. "The soap opera next door ends with me not being able to sleep because they either make up loudly or she bawls her eyes out loudly after they haul him off to the station. Pretty predictable finale. But something that gets you breaking the rules? This is a story I wanna hear."
I laughed softly. "How much time do you have?"
Justin flashed a bright grin at me and opened the baggy. "I got all night, Liz."
**
"Mommy, can you please leave me alone?"
I would never forget the look on Ramona's face as she looked up at me, eight-year-old eyebrows furrowed in a pained expression as she pleaded with me, just as I would never forget those words.
"Can you please leave me alone?" she had said, but there were a thousand other words written beneath it.
"I want to do this by myself."
"I'm tired of having you here."
"It's embarrassing being the only kid whose mom volunteers every time."
"I don't need you anymore."
She hadn't said it to be mean or rebellious or defiant. The look on her face told me that much. Her tone was quiet and her voice wavered as she found her footing in standing up for herself and communicating her needs, and at the same time my heart was being crushed in my chest, I was so, so proud of her.
"Okay, Ra-Ra," I said.
"I'm sorry," she said quickly, her eyes starting to shine as her voice got smaller. "I just sometimes want to do things on my own and--"
"I get it, sweetie." I glanced around, then bent down and quickly kissed her on the head. "Go have fun with track-and-field, and I'll let the teacher know I'm going home. Mrs. Halliday will pick you and Ashton up after school, okay?"
Monica Halliday and I shared pickup duties since we lived across the street from each other. In the years since that fateful first birthday party, our families had become reasonably friendly; Scott had been right about Ashton and Ramona being in the same class at school, and they played together often.
Ramona threw her arms around my neck, kissed me on the cheek, then practically sprinted towards her friends on the other side of the field. Straightening up, I spotted her teacher talking to one of the other volunteer moms near the high jump mats and tried to swallow the lump in my throat as I walked over to her.
I'd never had a career.
I'd had a job, of course. It was how I'd met Scott. Me, an eighteen-year-old waitress at a poorly run place with mediocre food and a tendency to hire their waitstaff based on how good their legs looked in a skirt over any meaningful qualifications, which was how I got the job with zero work experience. Him, the new general manager who took over a few months after I started when the owner of the restaurant group discovered the former general manager fucking one of the hostesses on top of a produce crate in the walk-in cooler. He'd been twenty-four then, and it was his first time managing a restaurant on his own, which he wasn't exceptionally pleased about; the only reason he was working there was that his father was the owner of the restaurant group and felt Scott needed more "real" experience before working with him on a higher level.
But being a waitress wasn't a career. It was supposed to be a way for me to earn enough money to get myself to university, but the moment Scott had walked in, I was smitten. And, for some reason, he'd been smitten with me.
For a few months, we simply flirted and teased each other. The chemistry was intense and obvious; long before we finally gave into it, the other restaurant staff joked about how I was going to be the boss's wife one day. I always rolled my eyes and shook my head, certain that it was all just for fun, that this handsome man who was older and better off and more clever than I was wouldn't actually want to be with me.
Then there was one of those nights. Anyone in the restaurant industry knows about them; someone calls out and another person doesn't show, but somehow it's a blessedly slow night anyway, so you get lulled into a false sense of security and the manager starts cutting people as the night wears on. And then, it's just you, him, and one cook left and it's a half hour until close and suddenly the front door is chiming as table after table flows into the restaurant, and you're all scrambling to get people seated and fed and paid up as quickly as possible.
And then the customers all leave, and Scott starts helping clean the kitchen as you clean the front of house, and that means the cook is able to leave first. And then it's just you and Scott, and he comes out to help you finish cleaning, and you realize you've never been completely alone together.
Suddenly the conversations are more risque, and the tension is about as thick as the bulge in the front of his pants as you wipe the tables down just a little more suggestively, and before either of you know it, you're pressed against the bar with his tongue in your mouth and his hand under your bra and your skirt being worked up your hips as you try to unbuckle his belt. And then there's a hard, throbbing cock in your hands and your legs are spreading farther and farther as he helps you onto a bar stool, and then he's standing between them and pushing your panties to the side and shoving his cock inside you, and it's like nothing you've ever felt and you squirm, needing more, and more, and more.



And as he fucks you against that bar stool, you cling to him, and you shatter in his arms as he whispers breathlessly how much he's wanted this, and how hard you make him, and how he's going to come way faster than he wants to but he's going to take you home and fuck you properly for the rest of your life because he already knows he wants you forever.
Well, maybe some of those things weren't totally universal to the restaurant industry.
But in any case, that was how it was for me and Scott. We worked together, and I kept working at the restaurant as his dad finally hired a new general manager and got Scott a job working as part of the corporate group, and then we got married and Scott didn't want me working there anymore.
"You don't need to," he'd said as we were cuddling in bed one night after a long shift. "You're my wife and I'm going to take care of you."
"Maybe I could go back to school," I'd suggested. "I could get a business degree and then I could help you with the corporate stuff."
"I thought you wanted to have kids."
"Well, yes," I said.
"If you want a baby, let's start trying."
I giggled as he rolled on top of me and kissed my neck. "Right now?"
"Damn straight, right now," he muttered, and then he was undressing me and caressing me and making love to me even though we both knew I would have to go off my birth control before anything happened.
Once we had Ramona, I didn't go back to work or to school or to anything.
I'd always wanted more than one, but Ramona was more work than I'd thought, and I was already focusing so much on being a mom that I nearly forgot how to be a wife. We talked about trying for another but never actually worked towards it. Years went on and Ramona grew and as she got older and more independent, I needed to keep myself occupied, so I started volunteering at her school and in the community. That became my career, my calling, my purpose, until the day she pleaded with me to let her just be a normal kid whose mom wasn't around all the time.
"Mrs. Roth!" Ramona's teacher said as I approached her at the high jump mats. "How are you?"
"Great, thanks," I said as convincingly as I could. "Actually, I hope you don't mind, but I'm going to head home now. I have a, uh, a bit of a headache."
"Of course not!" she said. "You don't know how grateful I am for your volunteering but we can manage with the parents we have today. You just go home and feel better."
I smiled. "Thanks."
She patted my arm. "I don't know what I'll do without you when Ramona starts fourth grade. You've made my life so much easier this year."
I held it together for my drive home. The thing about small towns like Minwack Falls is that everyone recognizes everyone, so as much as I wanted to sit in my car and just start crying, I knew someone would see me. The last thing I wanted was someone to witness my breakdown and spread that information around town. So, as I drove, I blinked rapidly and breathed in through my nose and exhaled slowly through my mouth. It helped a bit, though by the time I turned down Park Road, tiny whimpering sounds were accompanying every breath as I fought to keep them steady.
And then, all of that faded away.
Our house had a somewhat strange setup. There was a two-car garage, but it was attached on the side, not at the front. The driveway had room for three cars to be parked, the final spot sort of in front of our living room window. Scott and I both parked in the garage--usually--leaving three parking spots on the driveway for guests.
However, as Scott's truck was parked at an angle across the driveway in front of the garage, the only place I could park was the spot in front of the living room.
It wasn't alarming to see his truck in the middle of the day. Given how he was parked, my guess was he'd forgotten something and had stopped by to get it. After all, he wouldn't have expected me home in the middle of the day; he knew track-and-field day was an all-day event. More than anything, I was thankful to see his truck. It might not be especially common for him to stop at home, but I could use a sympathetic ear and a hug from my husband.
In hindsight, it's hard to believe how stupid I was.
My lip was trembling as I walked towards the front door, seconds away from being somewhere safe to have my breakdown. The door was unlocked and I let myself in, not making any particular effort to be quiet, though I didn't call out for him immediately as I usually would.
That was because he was also not making any particular effort to be quiet.
And neither was she.
I might have been too stupid to suspect what his truck being home in the middle of the day meant, but I figured out what was happening the moment the door closed behind me. My heart shut down; the sadness I'd been fighting on my drive home disappeared and instead of heartbreak, I felt nothing but numb realization.
For a heartbeat, I considered just waiting where I was, but standing there listening to them above me was far worse than just going and seeing it with my own eyes. There was no need to be quiet; there was no way they could hear me over the racket they were making. I put my purse in its usual place and slipped my shoes off, then walked up the stairs as the surrealness of the situation swirled around me.
The bedroom door was open; there was no reason to shut it, of course, since nobody was supposed to be there. Sticking out of the doorway was a pant leg; just beyond it was a bra; just beyond that was Scott's favourite blazer.
"Liz!" someone gasped, and I looked up from the blazer to see two sets of eyes staring at me. My husband's were wide and full of guilt as he stopped with his dick buried inside of Monica Halliday, who was on all fours in front of him. He had a handful of her beautiful black hair in his fist, forcing her neck up so she couldn't look away from me, her tits thrust forward and my bedsheets curled between her fingers.
"Hi, Monica," I heard myself say. "Would you excuse us for a moment? I need to speak with my husband."
**
"Wait, isn't your kid in high school?" Justin asked.
"She just finished her first year of university."
He was twisting the end of the joint as I held his cell phone up so he could see, but he stopped and looked up at me.
"Last time I checked, it was still Mrs. Roth."
I nodded. He stared at me, opened his mouth, then closed it.
"Why?" he finally asked.
"Why what?"
He scoffed. "You literally walked in on him with another woman and you stuck around?"
"It's not that simple. We have a daughter and--"
"Oh, sure, blame your kid for being stuck in a marriage where the only person who has less respect for you than your husband is yourself. Like, fuck." He shook his head. "God, people will do anything to keep the suburban dream going, eh?"
My throat felt tight and anger bloomed on my cheeks. "I don't blame my daughter for anything, and she wasn't the reason I chose to stay. You're what, Justin? Like twenty-one?"
"Twenty-three," he said indignantly. "Almost twenty-four."
"And you're not married."
He rolled his eyes. "So?"
"So you don't know what you're talking about! You're still young enough that you think it's all just black and white."
One side of his lip pulled up in a disgusted sort of grimace. "Right, I'm practically a newborn, so God forbid you explain anything to me."
"I wouldn't expect you to understand how--"
"If you're not even gonna give it a go, how am I supposed to? But yeah, you know what, you're right. I don't fucking understand why you put up with someone treating you like that."
"You've already judged me for staying, so what fucking difference is it going to make if I explain why?" I asked angrily.
He made to respond, then frowned as he thought it over.
"Okay, that's a good point," he said.
I stared at the half-rolled joint but didn't say anything. After another moment, Justin sighed.
"Sorry," he said. "Like, yeah. You're right. I just don't understand why you'd make that decision when you deserve better. No one should... people don't deserve to be cheated on, Liz."
"I didn't say it was a good decision," I said.
"You're right. I'm sorry. That was out of line."
"Thank you."
He sighed as he returned to rolling the joint. "Jesus. And I thought I had it rough."
"You probably still did," I said. "It's not a competition."
He smirked and lifted the joint in the air, studying it carefully.
"I guess," he said.
"What's the story there?"
He shrugged. "Typical shit. My dad walked out. My mom hit the wine a little too hard, and then the vodka, and then when that shit got too expensive, found a guy who'd buy the vodka for her. He moved us out here to live the middle-class-small-town dream but, of course, I'm her kid from her first marriage, so that's a black mark on me."
"Is that why you, um..."
"Um what?" he asked.
Heat rose on my cheeks and I gestured at him. "The, you know. Whole... look."
He burst out laughing. Light glinted off his piercings as he tossed his head back, then shook his head.
"You mean like, am I trying to piss my stepdad off by dressing like a good-for-nothing punk?" he asked.
"No, I just--" My face was burning in the darkness. "I guess I'm old and uncool."
He was still chuckling, but he shook his head. "Nah, it's all good. I guess I deserved that for judging you. Eye for an eye, man."
"I'm not judging you," I said.
"No?" He raised an eyebrow. "You'd call the cops on anyone you saw in the park, even if they didn't have tattoos and piercings and shit?"
"Yes," I said. "I would. I have."
When he started laughing again, I couldn't help but join in.
"I wear what feels good," he finally answered. "I dunno. I don't think anyone's ever straight-up asked me that before."
"Sorry," I said.
"Don't be." He dug into his pocket and pulled out a lighter. "Anyway, I rented one of the townhouses with a couple other guys after I graduated and started apprenticing as a mechanic with Bill L'Arbour at his shop and life's been pretty good since then, so I don't have much to complain about." He put the joint between his lips and glanced at me. "'Least not until I get married and try to live out the suburban dream, since that's apparently where it all goes to shit."
"Apparently," I agreed, watching as he lit up the joint.
He puffed on it, inhaling and holding his breath before letting out a plume of smoke, then held the joint out to me.
"Have you actually smoked weed before or were you just saying that?" he asked skeptically.
I had. I'd even smoked weed with Scott. But that was... well, Ramona was nineteen, and I'd had her when I was twenty-two, and I was pretty sure the last time Scott and I had smoked together was before our wedding so that would have been two years before that.
So of course, my bright idea to not respond and simply take a hit so I could exhale a bigger cloud than he had and prove I was at least a little bit cool completely backfired, and Justin burst out laughing as I coughed hard.
"Take it easy, Liz," he chuckled.
"I swear I have," I choked, trying to clear my throat. "It's just been longer than I remembered, apparently."
"Apparently," he said. "How long?"
"Back in the day," I said, laughing softly as I handed the joint back to him. "When I used to work at the restaurant. Before I got married."
He nodded as he took another drag. "So what happened?"
"What do you mean?"
"Your husband cheated on you a decade ago. That's not why you chose tonight of all nights to go rogue and break the town bylaws to smoke weed with some punk."
He offered the joint to me. I stared at it, blinking at the dot of red heat on the end of it before shaking my head.
"Liz?" Justin asked again a few moments later. "What happened?"
**
I woke up with a start, my heart racing and my eyes blind.
Blinking, I tried to figure out why I couldn't make out even the slightest detail of my bedroom, only to be completely disoriented as darkness was replaced by light. Just as my eyes adjusted, it faded, and then the house shook as thunder boomed right above me.
Another storm.
Reality faded in slowly; I reached for my nightstand only to bash my hand against something hard and much closer than my nightstand usually was. It took a moment of feeling around for me to realize that it wasn't my nightstand, it was the coffee table, and I wasn't in my bedroom, I had fallen asleep on the living room couch.
Lightning flashed again and I rubbed my eyes.
"Ramona?" I called.
There was no answer, but that wasn't unusual. I found my phone and flicked the flashlight on, intending to go up to her bedroom to make sure she was all right, but stopped dead as lightning flashed again and I glanced out the front window.
Her car wasn't in the driveway.
"Ramona?" I said again, as if repeating it louder would make her manifest when I was entirely certain she wasn't in the house.
Still, I ran upstairs to check and then down to the basement. She wasn't there and, after taking a quick glance into the garage to see if his truck was there, neither was Scott. They had both left the house hours earlier; I wasn't quite sure when I'd fallen asleep, but it seemed unreasonable that neither of them had returned. Panicked, I called Ramona's phone, only for it to go to voicemail immediately.
"Ra-Ra, it's Mom," I said unnecessarily. "I'm just checking in, your car's not in the driveway and it's about to storm again. Please let me know where you are. I love you."
I hung up and immediately dialled Scott's number. It rang but went to voicemail as well.
I didn't leave him a message, instead bolting to the door and grabbing my keys and purse. If Ramona wasn't going to answer, I needed to go find her before the rain started. It wasn't until I was wrenching the door to the garage open and mashing the opener to the left of the door that I realized the flaw in my plan; namely, the opener needed electricity to work and Scott had taken the generator with him.
For half a second, I considered ramming my car through the overhead door, but even I thought that seemed excessive.
Instead, I returned to the house and tried calling Ramona again, and then again, and then finally called Scott again. When he still didn't answer, I hung up, bit my lip, and then brought up the town Facebook page. As much as I hated bringing attention to anything going wrong in my own life, if someone had seen Ramona around town, it would at least give me some peace.
But before I could even type that post, Scott's name seemed to jump out at me from my notifications. Frowning, I clicked on the highlight notification and it brought me to his latest comment from just over an hour earlier.
Enough gas for one more stop! he had written. Who still needs help?
I know I already had my turn, so if someone else needs help, don't worry about it, Mallory St. John had replied. But if you're available, I could totally use a warm bottle to get the baby to sleep, @Scott.
Going once... he replied seconds later.
Going twice...
Alright everyone, going to @Mallory's for my last stop. Have a good night, all!
AMAZING!!!! THANK YOU SO MUCH!!!! she wrote.
I pressed my lips together.
Over an hour earlier.
He seemed to have helped half the town since he'd left, but his last stop at Mallory's had taken at least an hour?
Heart racing, I called Scott's phone again.
And again.
And again.
**
"Why?" I asked when he came down to the kitchen after Monica left.
"It was a mistake," he said.
"Why?"
"It won't happen again."
"Why?"
"I didn't mean to--"
"Tell me why." My voice cracked.
He sighed. "Why what?"
"Why what?" I repeated. "Why are you fucking someone else? Why her? Why on our bed? Why... just fucking why, Scott!"
Again and again, I asked him why. The truth was, it didn't matter.
I wish I could say I was one of those resolute women who was set on leaving her husband the moment she found out he was sticking his dick in the one place he said he wouldn't: namely, another woman.
I wish I could say I'd known my marriage was over the moment I'd walked in the door and heard Monica Halliday, our neighbour from across the street, the woman whose son had a joint first birthday party with my daughter, the woman I'd joked with a thousand times about how perfect it would be if our children grew up together and fell in love and got married one day, screaming his name as he drove himself inside her again and again.
At the very, very least, I wish I could say that Scott's pleading and begging and promises of the moon and the stars and everything in between had swayed me. I wish I could say he wore me down, that he talked me into staying, that I had been all set to tell him to get out of my house with nothing but a suitcase and his truck, that he could see our daughter on weekends and weekends only, that it was over until he convinced me to give him a second chance.
But that wasn't the truth. The truth was that I knew I wasn't leaving him the second I walked in the door.
I don't know if Scott knew it. I don't think he did. He still begged and pleaded and cried; I pretended like I had to think about it, like I didn't already know in a day or two I was going to be sleeping beside him like I always did. There was never a moment that I truly intended to leave him.
Divorce meant failure. Divorce meant all those people had been right; all the things they'd said about me being too young and flighty and immature to get married were true. It meant rumours and gossip around town, it meant losing everything I'd worked for, it meant starting over from scratch with nothing more than a high school diploma and a single job on my resume.
Most of all, it meant losing the man I loved.
Because at the end of it all, that was it. I loved him.
I thought I loved him.
I blamed myself for what he did; I blamed my lack of attention to him; I blamed my inability to balance being a wife and a mother and a person dedicated to being involved in her community. I looked in the mirror and blamed the woman there for her hips being wider than they used to be, for her stomach being softer, for the bags under her eyes and the fact that she didn't do her makeup as often anymore.
Through my tears, I asked him if those were the reasons why. Through his tears, he swore up and down that they weren't.
"Why didn't you just ask me for a divorce?" I whispered. "Why did you have to cheat?"
"Because I don't want a divorce."
He was sitting across the table from me, his head in his hands. When I looked up, his eyes followed, rimmed with red and full of shame and guilt.
"You don't want a divorce," I repeated. "You want to fuck Monica Halliday but you don't want a divorce."
"I never have," he said. "I thought things could change or... I've never stopped loving you. I swear to God, I've loved you every single moment since I've met you. I fucked up. I did something I can't take back. I hurt you. And I'm sorry. I'm so fucking sorry for it all. But I mean it, Liz. I fucking love you. I know I don't deserve a second chance but if--"
His voice broke and I waited as he collected himself.
"If what?" I pressed.
He opened his mouth, then closed it and shook his head. After taking a deep breath, he cleared his throat and looked up at me with eyes that were earnest and passionate and fiercely sincere.
"I will do anything to stay with you," he said. "Whatever you... if you told me to go running naked down Main Street screaming that I'm a disgusting cheater who ruined his marriage to the best thing that ever happened to him, I would. Whatever you want, it's yours. Whatever you need me to do, I'll do it. Please, Liz."



His voice broke again and my chin trembled.
"I need to think about it," I lied.
He agreed, because of course he did.
I watched as he packed a small suitcase and booked a room at a motel in the next closest town. Already he was trying to be on his best behaviour; if he stayed in Minwack Falls, people would talk, and he knew how much I would hate having that kind of gossip surrounding us.
When he went to leave, I reached for him without thinking and he reacted just as instinctively. His hand was almost caressing my cheek the way it always did when he kissed me goodbye before I realized what I was doing. I stiffened and he stopped, guilt flashing across his face as his hand dropped to his side.
"Talk to you tomorrow?" he asked quietly.
I nodded, unable to look at him. "Sure."
"I love you," he said. "Whatever you think, I swear I love you."
For a long time after he left, I sat at the kitchen table. My hands were folded in front of me as I tried to convince myself to leave him. And I tried, I really tried. I conjured up an image of Monica with her eyes wide and her tits thrust forward, shock across her face with my husband inside her. I forced myself to remember it, forced myself to picture that moment and relive it again and again until I had buried my head in my hands, my palms digging into my eyes as I tried to convince myself it was over.
That was how I was sitting when the door opened and Ramona walked in.
"Mom!" she called, and I jumped violently and straightened up.
"Hey, Ra-Ra," I said, my voice high-pitched. "How was school?"
"Good!" She burst into the kitchen and hugged me, her thin arms wrapped tighter than usual as I was reminded of what had brought me home early in the first place. "I missed you."
My heart cracked.
"I missed you too," I whispered.
She let go of me and excitedly tore her backpack open, thrusting her school agenda at me as she pulled out a handful of track-and-field ribbons. Her eyes sparkled as she relived every moment I'd missed in a way that made me feel like I hadn't missed a single thing. When she was done, she thundered up the stairs to her bedroom to get changed and I distracted myself by opening her agenda. The teacher always sent home newsletters and other important things that Ramona would tuck into the little coil book for me.
That day, there was a newsletter, a form asking for fundraising volunteers, and a sealed green envelope that meant yet another birthday party invitation. The school's policy was to send invitations home discreetly so the kids who weren't invited didn't feel bad when some kids got invitations, so they always came in unmarked envelopes that the students were told should only be opened by their parents.
I'd never been so thankful for that rule as I opened it.
GAME ON!
Ramona Roth, you've been TARGETED for a LASER TAG MATCH to celebrate Ashton Halliday's 9TH BIRTHDAY!
I stared at the words, bile rising in my throat. Before Ramona could return, I tore the invitation in half, then in half again, then a third time before hiding the pieces at the bottom of my purse.
That night, I told her Daddy had to go on a business trip and wouldn't be home. I tucked her in and brushed chestnut brown hair off her forehead so I could kiss it as she slept. I left her bedroom door open a crack the way she liked it, a sliver of warm light cutting through her room so her dreams were bright and cheerful.
I left the door to the guest room open the same way, open just enough that the light from the hall kept too much of the darkness from overtaking me. I slept in that unfamiliar bed and looked out that unfamiliar window and after sending Ramona to school the next morning, I called Scott.
"Liz," he answered, breathless hope hidden in his voice.
"If I take you back, I need three things," I said.
"Name them. Whatever it is, I--"
"First, no more cheating," I said, speaking over him.
"I swear."
"We go to counselling."
"Absolutely," he agreed.
I bit my lip. "And I want another baby."
There was an almost-imperceptible moment of silence.
"Anything," he said. "I'll do anything, Liz."
**
A gale of wind gusted through the garage door as I wrenched it open, nearly knocking me off my feet.
In theory, opening the overhead door should have been easy. It had taken less than a minute of Googling to find instructions on disengaging the opener so I could use the bypass handle to manually lift the door.
In practice, however, it was a pain in the ass.
I struggled with it for longer than I'd like to admit, but neither Scott nor Ramona had so much as texted me back. There was no other option; no one had responded to my overly formal Facebook post that just barely veiled how panicked I was that my daughter wasn't home, and I wasn't about to publicly admit that Scott still wasn't home after his last stop at Mallory's. Still, when I finally got the damn thing open, I was so caught off-guard by the sudden spray of rain that blew into the garage that I almost fell.
I grabbed the side of my car, managing to steady myself as my heart sent adrenaline shooting through my body. The rain was a cool mist on my flushed face and I could feel my hair dancing around my head, tossed and tangled by twirling, howling wind.
It was a good thing I took that moment to catch my breath and look out at the blackness that made up the world around me, since as it turned out, Ramona hadn't gone far.
Her parking spot was the one directly in front of the living room window so that Scott and I could park in the garage. For reasons that became incredibly clear as a lingering flash of lightning filled the sky, she had pulled her car off the driveway, but parked on the street just past the end of our property.
The rain was heavy on the roof of the garage and heavier still as it splashed on the concrete. The only thing I heard above the pounding rain was the wind, and the only thing I heard above that was the slamming of Ramona's car door.
I caught flashes of moments I wasn't supposed to see: the sight of my blue-haired daughter popping out of the back of her car, helped by a tall, good-looking boy with familiar eyes and a bright smile.
I couldn't hear the laughter pouring from her mouth, but I could see her head thrown back as she giggled, rain streaking down her face as Ashton Halliday pulled her close and kissed her.
The lightning faded and the world went black, and the next time it brightened, both of them were clutching their clothes to their chests as they ran completely nude across the street towards the Halliday's house.
That flash of lightning was thankfully much, much shorter, meaning that as I completely froze with shock, I didn't actually have to see much more than a quick glimpse of my naked daughter and her... what? Her boyfriend? Were they... she'd never mentioned him. As far as I knew, they weren't even friends anymore and hadn't been for years. Part of me felt guilty for that fact; it wasn't Ashton's fault his mom was a homewrecker, but... well.
It was hard to be around him when he had the same eyes that were burned into my mind after that day.
I was so caught up in my shock about seeing her with Ashton that I barely had time to have an existential crisis about the fact that my daughter was old enough to be having sex. I had just enough time to panic about the fact that she was doing it in her car right on the street in front of our house and hope to God that she had used protection or birth control or something before Scott almost hit me with his truck.
I had plenty of warning, of course. His headlights were on and as the only source of light besides the flashes in the sky, he wasn't exactly inconspicuous.
I, however, was standing in a dark garage with the overhead door open, and he apparently didn't wonder even a little bit why the door was open before pulling forward into his usual spot. If I hadn't jumped out of the way and slammed myself against my car door, he would have probably crushed my foot.
"Liz?" he asked as he jumped out of the truck. "What the fuck are you doing?"
"I... I was going to look for Ramona," I said.
He raised an eyebrow. "Her car is right there."
"I know that now," I said, my voice cracking. "She went out to charge her GameBoy and she..."
The rest of the words got stuck in my throat.
"She what?" he asked.
"I know where she is," I managed to say. "So it's fine."
"So you freaked out about where our adult daughter was. If you would've just waited--"
"Waited?" I repeated. "I tried calling you multiple times and--"
"I was out helping half the town warm up their bottles and run their sump pumps and open their fucking garage doors," he snapped. "Like you wanted me to, remember?"
"I asked you to help Mallory," I said. "You chose to stay out and help everyone else."
He sighed, throwing his hands up in exasperation. "I can't win with you, can I? You want me to go out and help people. Then when I do, it takes too long and--
"Don't put words in my mouth," I said. "You didn't answer your phone, so I did the next best thing I could. I never said--"
"You were thinking it and you know it," he said.
"I was worried!" I snapped. "You and Ramona were both out and it was storming and neither of you even bothered answering your phones. All I knew was you were going to make one more stop at Mallory St. John's and that it apparently takes three times as long as any of your other stops to heat a bottle for her baby to go to bed."
His eyes glimmered in the dim light from the lantern and when he spoke, his voice was low and wary. "What are you trying to say, Liz?"
My hands were shaking as I curled them into fists. "Nothing."
"Doesn't sound like nothing."
"I don't want to fight with you."
He stared at me steadily. "Little late for that, isn't it?"
A muscle in my jaw twitched. "What do you want me to say?"
"What you're thinking," he demanded. "Ask me the question I know you're dying to ask. Just fucking say it, Liz."
My lips were trembling so badly I almost couldn't spit the words out.
"Why were you with Mallory so long, Scott?"
The switch from calm to explosive was almost instant.
"For fuck's sake!" He slammed a hand against his truck and I stumbled backwards. "How many times are you going to throw this in my face? It's been ten fucking years, Liz. Ten years and I haven't so much as put a goddamn toe out of line, and yet any time I don't pick up the phone as soon as you call or get stuck in traffic or spend a little too long taking a goddamn shit, you lose your mind."
"What else do you expect?" The dim light swam in my eyes as they began to water. "You cheated on me, Scott. It's hard not to wonder if you'd do it again."
"I fucking told you I wouldn't. I fucking said--"
We had never fought about it like that before.
We had cried over his affair, multiple times. We had gone to counselling and reopened those wounds, again and again, ensuring that the scars would always be there even if we thought everything had been healed. We tried to come together again; for years, we worked at it, trying to get past what he'd done, pretending like we were stronger than ever even though both of us were shattering inside.
But we'd never fought about it like that.
He hurled words at me. Horrible things, hateful things, things that I couldn't bear to remember, let alone repeat. Words I'd never dreamed I'd hear anyone say, much less my husband. Things that confirmed every fear I'd ever had: that he'd stopped finding me attractive, that he resented me, that I'd made him feel lonely so he'd sought comfort with someone who actually wanted him. That it was my fault, that I'd been neurotic and stringent and impossible to live with. He picked at all those scars, gesturing at the pieces of me that I hated about myself.
"You should have ended it with me back then," he said at one point. "I don't know why the fuck you didn't. Both of us knew it was fucking over."
"You begged me not to!" I shouted back. "You said you'd do anything!"
"And I did everything I could!" he snapped. "I didn't so much as look at Monica fucking Halliday again, I went with you to the fucking counsellor and did all the goddamn role reversals and talking stick bullshit and that didn't fix anything."
Those words made me recoil. "It fixed a lot."
"It didn't do shit," he said bluntly. "You know I could've fucked Mallory tonight, right? I didn't. I didn't so much as fucking touch her even though she wanted me."
"Would you like a ribbon?" I asked sarcastically. "Congratulations, you upheld your marriage vows. Shall I get us a bottle of champagne, too?"
"You know, I thought I wanted things to work out, but I didn't think I'd be signing up for ten years of you being suspicious and not trusting me to wipe my own ass. I should have fucking known as soon as you gave me your conditions. What kind of person says she wants a friggin' baby when our marriage is on the rocks?"
"You don't get to decide how long it takes to trust someone after they do that to you," I choked, my anger and my tears spilling over at the same time. "I thought you loved me and that you'd understand it would take some fucking time to get over seeing you fuck another woman and you promised me we'd have another baby and--"
"I had a vasectomy."
Everything stopped.
The wind stopped.
The rain stopped.
My heart stopped, at least for a moment.
The words had fallen out of his mouth. Whether it was unintentional or he had pushed them, I didn't know, and it didn't matter. He stood in front of me, not surprised or regretful or ashamed but stubborn, heartbreakingly stubborn as he folded his arms across his chest.
I don't know how he expected me to react. To be honest, I don't think he knew either. For a long, long moment, the world turned around us and I stared at my husband as I tried to process what he just said.
"When?" I finally asked.
"What?" he replied.
It took another long moment for me to get the words out. "Before or after you promised me we'd have another baby?"
The stubbornness on his face faded then; finally, something resembling shame flashed across it. Whether it was shame for his actions or for the fact that he'd told me something he probably intended to take to his grave, I didn't know.
"Why?" he asked.
"Excuse me?"
"Why do you want to know?"
My mouth dropped open. "Because... because I deserve to know."
Scott looked pained. "It doesn't matter, Liz."
"Fuck you it doesn't matter!" I shrieked, so sudden and so loud that he winced and stumbled backwards. "Fuck you! It absolutely fucking matters. Did you start lying to me before you cheated and make that promise knowing full-well I wouldn't get pregnant, or did you get it after you promised me another baby so you didn't have to go through with it?"
"Having another kid was a terrible idea but I didn't want to lose--"
"Before or after, Scott?"
He leaned against his truck door and looked up at the ceiling of the garage.
"After."
**
The joint was long gone, the flashlight from the phone was off, and until he spoke, only the subtle sound of Justin's breathing and the surreal sensation of his presence in the darkness indicated that he was still there.
"This may be the understatement of the year," he finally said. "But your husband's a dick."
I half-laughed. "Ex-husband."
He was silent, then a hesitant hand found mine in the dark. His sweaty palm tenderly embraced my fingers as his thumb swiped gently back and forth along my knuckles. Aside from the movement of his hand and the breeze rustling the willows around us, the world was still.
His touch was strangely nostalgic. There was a haunting familiarity to the way it made my heart flutter and my skin tingle, drumming up a vague memory of comfort and safety. At the same time, I felt like it should bother me, the way he was touching me. This was a man--a young man, a man just a bit older than my daughter--who I had only just met, whose name I had only just found out, who was now comforting me.
I felt like I should think it wasn't quite right.
But I didn't.
"So you left?" he asked gently.
I stared at the space in front of me, my lips pressed together, almost blind in the darkness as a hot tear finally trickled down my cheek.
"No," I whispered.
Justin's thumb stopped moving. "You didn't, uh, kill him, did you?"
There was a beat as the world turned and I processed what he'd asked, and then I nearly fell off the bench of the picnic table as I started howling with laughter.
"No," I giggled. "I didn't... of course not."
"I mean, I just had to check," he said, laughing as he squeezed my hand. "We've already wasted a ton of time smoking weed and chatting, so if we still have to go hide a body, we should really get on that."
"I didn't--Jesus, Justin, I'm not a murderer." I wiped my cheek with the hand he wasn't holding, then frowned. "Wait, what do you mean, 'we'? You'd help me hide a body?"
I felt him shrug beside me. "Not that I'm condoning killing people but, like... I dunno. I feel like you could use someone in your corner, you know?"
I opened my mouth, then closed it, then half-laughed again. "That's... sweet of you."
"Don't get me wrong, I'm super glad you didn't kill anyone. I just..." He paused, then sighed. "What... what happened next?"
That was the end of the laughter. I felt it fade from my body, tugged away by his words as the subtle judgement in his voice returned.
"He said he got a vasectomy because he didn't want a divorce but he thought I was crazy to want another kid as a condition for not leaving him," I said. "Which... I mean, he's not wrong. I just..."
My voice caught and Justin squeezed my hand. After a moment, I cleared my throat.
"I just... I didn't even know what to say. We tried, you know. After we... after. He must have gone right away because he... I wanted some time. But we tried. We tried for years. I saw doctors. And all that time he was lying." Another hot tear streaked down my cheek. "He said he was going to leave and we could talk in the morning. I told him if he left, he could consider our marriage over. He said I needed time to calm down. I asked if he was just saying that so he had an excuse to go fuck Mallory St. John." My voice caught again and I coughed. "I shouldn't have said that but I was so--"
"--pissed, I get it," he finished. "To be honest with you, Liz, I think you're allowed to be."
I smiled sadly. "Well, he stopped and looked at me. Then he said, 'You know what? Yeah, that's what I'm gonna do.' And then he got back into his truck and drove away."
Justin's thumb wasn't moving across my knuckles anymore. There was a stiffness through his body, so tense that he was almost indiscernible from the wooden bench beneath us.
"So I just... watched," I continued softly. "He drove off and I sat on the floor in the garage and just watched the storm. I didn't know what else to do. When the rain stopped I just... I needed to be somewhere else."
"So you came here," he finished.
I nodded and for a while, neither of us spoke. I doubt Justin knew what to say and honestly, I couldn't blame him. He was... well. At his age, I was a new mom, but everyone had said I was too young and too immature and too irresponsible to be married and starting a family at that age. I should have been in school. I should have been starting a career. I should have slept around and met guys other than Scott and had fun and discovered who I was without him. Instead, at Ramona's first birthday party, I was twenty-three.
Just twenty-three.



Most certainly I wouldn't have known what to say if someone had told me all this when I was twenty-three. I was just past forty and still didn't know what to say, so there was no reason that Justin would, either.
But I was grateful for him all the same. I was grateful for the man holding my hand and listening as I explained how my life had tumbled around me. I was grateful that he had tattoos and piercings and a baggy hoodie that was completely unlike the put-together business attire my husband usually wore. I was grateful he was so different from anyone I knew, from the friends who I'd have to tell I was getting divorced, from the people who would whisper and gossip and stare.
He may not have known what to say, but I didn't need him to say anything. I just needed him to be.
The night passed around us as we sat. Eventually, Justin's thumb started moving across my knuckles again. When it did, it was like a switch, and I drew myself a little closer so I could lean my head against his shoulder. Nerves rolled in my stomach when he didn't move, and my mouth was open to apologize when I felt his cheek brush the top of my head as he relaxed against me.
I probably shouldn't have enjoyed his closeness so much, given he was practically a stranger, but as I listened to the steady sound of his breath, I closed my eyes and pushed those worries away. For a while, all that mattered was his hand enveloping mine and the softness of his hoodie beneath my cheek and the darkness shielding us from the rest of the world.
"Being an adult sucks," Justin said suddenly.
"Yes," I replied, my eyes still closed.
"I never really understood why my dad left," he said, his voice so vulnerable that I opened my eyes again. "Like, I just didn't get how someone could just stand up and walk away from it all, no looking back, no concern for all the damage they were doing. But now I'm sitting here ready to tell you to just fuckin' stand up and walk away from it all because damn, Liz." He squeezed my hand again. "You know you can do that, right? You can just... walk away. If you want to, you can do that."
A light breeze stirred, leaves rustling in the willows around us.
"I know," I said. "But I have nothing to walk to."
"What do you mean?"
He couldn't see my face, so the sad smile that crossed my lips wasn't for his benefit.
"This is my whole life," I said. "I haven't had a job in almost twenty years. I never went to school. All I have to show for the past two decades is my daughter and a town that knows me as the person who'll call the cops on people being in the park after ten p.m."
"You have a hell of a lot more than that," he said. "This town is what it is because of you."
"I don't think you can make a living by calling town hall three times a week to complain about the overgrown trees on Drum Farm Lane. Besides, I'm forty. I'm..." My voice caught in my throat.
"You're what?" he pressed.
"It's too late to start over."
He snorted, my head jostling slightly with the movement. "It's not too late for shit. I mean, fuck. You want a career? There's a ton of shit you could do. Be a realtor. You could sell anyone on this town. Or go work at town hall and get the trees on Drum Farm Lane fixed yourself."
My laugh came out sounding watery. "You make it sound so easy."
"It is easy. You're forty, Liz. You're not like, a year off of death's door or something."
"But it's a lot easier to say those things when you didn't waste twenty years of your life with someone," I said. "Sure, I can start over. But that doesn't change--"
My voice cracked again and I shook my head.
"Doesn't change what?" he asked.
"If I could go back, I'd do it differently." A tear slipped out of my eye and down my cheek. "I should have gone out and had fun and gone to school or something. Instead, I settled down with the first guy that came along thinking I was so ready to be in love and get married and have a family. I mean, I love my daughter more than anything. I just wish I'd lived a little more before I'd had her. Maybe I'd be a better mom."
"Don't say that," he said harshly. "Every kid thinks their parents suck at some point. Doesn't mean you're a bad mom. You tried your best. Give yourself some fucking credit for that."
"But--"
"No buts." The grip on my hand loosened, but before he let go, he turned so we were facing each other. The dim light from the sky reflected off his eyes just enough that I could see the passion in them. "You tried. And yeah, it didn't work out, but you know what? Now it's time to try something else. It is not too late. My mom never said any inspirational shit growing up, but I had a teacher once who said the best time to plant a tree is ten years ago but the second best time to plant a tree is today. So plant your fuckin' tree, Liz."
My throat was tight with emotion, but not in a bad way.
"You're right," I said softly. "I just--"
He touched my knee, holding my gaze in the darkness. "You're gonna be sad. That's okay. You're gonna wish things went differently. That's cool, too. Be sad. Be upset. You got every right to be. But don't let it stop you from getting back up and doing better. Look at you, you already started! Today it's being out in the park past ten p.m. Tomorrow, you... I dunno. Do something else crazy."
I started giggling. "Like what? Sit on top of the picnic table instead of on the bench?"
"Hell yeah, Liz!" He took my arm and wouldn't let go until we had moved to the top of the table, our feet resting on the wooden bench beneath us. "There ya go. Carpe the fuck out of that diem."
There were still tears in my eyes and on my cheeks, but he drew a smile out of me like it was nothing. "I'll be a rebel punk in no time."
"Totally." I could hear the grin in his voice. "And then you know what you should do next?"
"What?"
"You should hook up with Mr. Halliday."
My mouth dropped open and I felt my eyes bulge. "What?!"
Justin practically cackled. "Yeah. You wanna live it up a little, so you should go crazy and have a wild rebound fling or something. And why not complete the set, you know? Go big and do something you'd never have even considered before, and on top of that, there's a little payback for Monica and a big 'fuck you' to your ex."
"Oh, yeah, right," I snorted. "And a huge 'Oh my God, Mom, you've ruined my entire life' from my daughter."
"Oh, right," he said. "I forgot she was fuc--"
"And I'm still married," I interrupted hurriedly.
"You're separated. He's an ex."
I smiled sadly. "Even still, this is all assuming George Halliday would even want to hook up with me. Just because his wife is a cheater doesn't mean he is. And she..."
"She what?"
The memory of what Scott said to me in the garage would last forever. I knew that, as much as I didn't want to think of those words, that I'd never forget them. I hadn't repeated what he'd said to Justin, but that didn't change the fact that they were burned into my mind.
And as much as part of me knew that it wasn't true, that what he'd said was out of anger and hate and hurt, it didn't change the fact that the man I'd spent most of my life with thought I was too unattractive to be faithful to and too crazy to have another baby with. The details didn't matter; the specifics of what he wasn't attracted to anymore didn't make any difference to the fact that Monica Halliday was beautiful and curvy and sensual, and I was... not.
"She's very pretty," I finally said to Justin. "George would be crazy to want anyone else."
"You're very pretty, too."
My face burned and I laughed unintentionally, a high-pitched, disbelieving sound.
"I bet all the older women love you," I said, trying to control my voice.
"Not really," he said. "I mean, Alice McGrady straight-up puts her purse under her shirt when I walk by her and that blonde lady with the three boys looks at me like I may actually be possessed by a demon."
"Well, I appreciate the flattery, then."
"It's not flattery," he said, almost offended. "I don't bullshit people. You are pretty and everyone thinks so."
"They do not," I replied flatly.
"Uh, yeah, they do," he insisted. "Look, I just said I don't bullshit people so I... I'm not gonna like... you know what people say. You're the by-the-book, follow-the-rules lady. But everyone also says you're a total--"
He stopped suddenly and I was fairly certain his eyes had gone wide.
"Total what?" I asked, confused.
For the first time, Justin sounded unsettled. "Uh, just like... like really pretty."
I raised an eyebrow, which apparently, he could see.
"Look, it just sounds a little, uh... vulgar, maybe."
"I thought you just said you don't bullshit people."
He sighed. "You can't, like, guess?"
"Hmm, let's see," I said sarcastically. "I'm a total... buzzkill? I'm a total... narc? I'm a total bitch? I'm a total--"
"MILF."
My mouth dropped open. It took a moment to process the word--well, acronym, really--and realize what he was saying. If he'd agreed with any of the examples I'd said, I wouldn't have been remotely surprised. I'd been called worse things to my face and far worse things by Scott that night. But a... that? Truthfully, I wasn't sure if I was flattered or offended.
Part of me thought I should be offended, that I should protest that there was far more to me than my looks, that I wasn't some object to be labelled and defined based on my appearance.
And part of me remembered that Scott had made me feel less than worthless because I didn't have the same body I did when I married him twenty years earlier.
Still, I didn't quite know what to say.
"What?" I whispered.
"You're a total MILF," Justin repeated. "Trust me, there's a lot of... I mean, not to be like, tasteless, but people talk and... fuck, this is... look, the point is that you're hot and I'm not the only one who thinks so, okay?"
There was a feeling in my chest that was familiar but faded, a sort of lightness that was reminiscent of something I used to feel, a reminder that was being prodded awake as I stared at the dim moonlight glinting off the hoop pierced through Justin's lip.
"You think so?" I asked.
He apparently hadn't realized what he'd said.
"I... uh..." he said. "I mean, yeah, I... but I don't... I'm not gonna... ah, shit."
I pressed my lips together, the lightness turning to a bubbling sort of delight. Through the darkness, I could just make out the expression on his face, though I filled in some of the details myself; namely, the pinkish tinge I imagined was on his cheeks. He looked equal parts nervous and embarrassed, though there was a hint of wariness as he shifted slightly away. I remembered his insistence and concern when I'd first stumbled into the picnic area that he wasn't going to do anything, that I was safe, that he wasn't going to hurt me.
It tore at my heart that he was so concerned. And it made me certain that I was safe.
"Maybe you have a point," I said quietly.
"I... uh, yeah." He cleared his throat. "What, uh... what point is that?"
I smirked. "Maybe I need to have... what was it? Wild rebound sex?"
"I think I said 'fling,' actually," he said. "But that's mostly what I meant."
"Right. I should do something totally crazy that I would've never done before."
"Exactly."
"Something I never would have considered. So I can live it up a little."
"Totally."
"Like having sex in public. In a park, for example."
He hesitated before speaking, his voice taking on a strained quality. "Yeah, that would be a great example."
"And you think it should be with George Halliday?"
"Well, it doesn't have to be George Halliday. It could be..." He paused and I heard him swallow. "...you know. Anyone."
"Anyone?"
"Yeah, it..." He stopped again, then let out a puff of breath. "Okay, fuck it. I gotta ask. Are we playing a game here or are you just... like, are you implying we can hook up because I don't want to start flirting with you if that's gonna make you uncomfortable but like also, if you wanna have a rebound fuck on this picnic table, I am down for that one-hundred percent, but I don't want you to feel like--"
He stopped speaking very suddenly, likely because I leaned forward, grabbed the front of his hoodie, and kissed him.
I didn't put much thought into it. I couldn't put much thought into it. Mostly, I didn't want to put much thought into it. I wanted to kiss him. I wanted to be with someone who thought I was... whatever. Pretty. Hot. It didn't matter. I wanted the echo of the things Scott had said to me to go quiet, to become just a memory instead of an open wound.
It might have been sudden, and I probably should have thought it through a little more, considering Justin was closer in age to my daughter than he was to me and I'd only just met him and there was the whole thing with my entire life crashing down around me just a few hours earlier, but I didn't.
I wanted to live a little, and Justin wanted to make that happen.
There wasn't even a second of uncertainty before he was kissing me eagerly. I couldn't hold back a smile as his mouth captured mine and his hand moved to the side of my face. He brushed my hair back, then cupped my cheek.
It was sweet, and it was tender, and I loosened my grip on his hoodie so I could pull myself closer to him. He shifted, twisting on the table to close even more of the gap between us and sliding his other arm around my waist so he could hold me as we kissed. His hand left my cheek, light fingers trailing down my jaw to my neck and making me shiver as they traced a careful pattern along my skin.
"You okay?" he mumbled against my mouth.
"Mm-hmm."
He lingered against my mouth, his thumb following the path his fingers had just taken. "You can tell me to stop if you're not."
"I'm okay." My lips brushed against his lip piercing as I spoke. "Are you?"
"Oh hell yes," he said, and I was laughing when he deepened the kiss again.
Everything about him was so different. Certainly, the hoop in his lip made a difference, though it wasn't nearly as prominent as I'd expected. I could feel it, but that wasn't what made his kisses stand out. It was that and more; it was the softness of his lips and the shape of his mouth and the feel of his breath against mine. These were not lips I knew; these were not the same lips I'd spent twenty years kissing.
He didn't know what I liked; he didn't know that when he touched my neck like he had, it would send electricity shooting through me. He didn't know that when he slipped his tongue into my mouth, I would squirm just slightly because my panties were already starting to get wet. And he had no idea that when his hand tentatively moved from my waist to my ribs and I opened my eyes to see his pleading silently, I would move my hand on top of his so I could guide it up to my breast.
He discovered those things, his hands and his mouth exploring me and finding all those secret places that made me shift and sigh and shiver, and it was amazing to be part of that discovery. I felt the slightest vibration of a moan as his hand cupped my breast through my top, just barely squeezing at first, his confidence growing as I quietly urged him on.
As he explored, I explored, revelling in the unfamiliarity of his mouth. Delight washed over me as I grazed my teeth against his lip and he returned the action; arousal flooded me as I experimentally sucked on his lip ring and he groaned against my mouth. I was fairly certain that meant he liked it, but to be sure, I did it again.
"Oh fuck," he hissed, and his hand tightened on my breast.
Yes, he certainly seemed to like it.
I played with his lip ring a bit more, flicking my tongue against it and letting excitement overtake me as his breathing quickened and he made soft, reserved noises. He kneaded my breast, his grip tightening and loosening and tightening again before he let go and cupped my cheek again.
"Promise you're sure about this?" he murmured against my mouth.
"Very sure. Are you not?"
A puff of breath brushed my lips as he laughed. "Oh, I'm fuckin' sure. This is like a freakin' wet dream. I just don't want you to think I'm like... you know."
"You're helping me live a little," I said, kissing him again. "You know. Rebel. Act out. Stick it to the man, literally."
The feeling of him smiling against my mouth was addictive. I loved the way his laughter was muffled by my lips, the way he kept trying to kiss me even though he couldn't stop chuckling. It was fun, and it was exciting, and it made me pull myself even closer to him so I could feel more of his body against me.
His laughter faded as I did, though not in a bad way; it trailed into a little gasp that softened as I kissed him harder. The arm that was still around my waist held me tight and his hand left my cheek again. This time, though, it didn't stop on my breast or my ribs or my waist. This time, it traced a pattern down to the hem of my shirt. He pinched the fabric between his fingers, fidgeting with it hesitantly before his hand slipped beneath it.
"Yes," I whispered breathlessly, and felt his smile return.
What his touch lacked in confidence, it made up for in eagerness. There was a certain clumsiness to the way his hand travelled around my back, something that wasn't quite inexperience but wasn't quite practiced. I relished it, leaned into it, adored the way he fumbled with the clasp of my bra. It was entirely new to me, a sensation I'd missed out on by getting married when I did, and I loved it.
I loved it.
He let out a victorious hiss as my bra came loose, wasting no time before bringing his hand back around me so he could slip it under the cups. I gasped as he squeezed my breast again, his palm pressing my quickly hardening nipple. He shifted his grip and I whimpered softly as the hard little bud dragged along his hand, then cried out in electrified pleasure as he pinched it tightly. Justin smiled against my lips and repeated the action, then swept his thumb across my nipple.
As much as I was enjoying him playing with my breast, I wanted more, and the way we were sitting wasn't allowing for that. When I couldn't stand it any longer, I brought my hand to his wrist.
"Sit back," I whispered as I stopped him.
"I... am?" he said.
I giggled. "More. Move back on the table and put your feet on the bench."
He did as directed, though he seemed confused until I crawled forward and onto his lap, steadying my legs on either side of his thighs. His breath caught in his throat, the reason clear as I lowered myself onto his lap and felt the prominent bulge in his jeans pressed against me.
"Is this okay?" I asked lightly.
He didn't respond, just tugged me closer and kissed me again before burying his face in my chest. My breasts jostled against his face as I laughed, held in place by the strong arms around me as he nuzzled against me.
That only lasted for a moment; almost as soon as he pressed his face against me, he loosened his arms so he could lift the bottom of my shirt up. I brought it over my head and barely had time to register the cool humidity of the night air before he was tugging my bra off and pushing his face back into my breasts. I almost laughed at his eagerness, ready to tease him playfully for the way he was completely entranced by them, but he wasted no time before taking one of my nipples into his mouth.
There wasn't much in the way of thinking after that.
He sucked on my nipple desperately before teasing it with the metal stud in his tongue. The hard ball flicked against me and I cried out, shocked by the intense wave of arousal that coursed through my body. When he did it again, I squirmed in his lap, unable to stop myself from grinding against the hardness between my legs, and he groaned in response. A large hand came up to my ribs, holding me tightly as he feasted on my breasts, licking and sucking and driving me absolutely crazy with that damn addicting piercing in his mouth.



After paying as much attention to that nipple as I could stand, Justin replaced his mouth with one hand and switched to the other side. He took a moment to kiss my cleavage and nip lightly at the side of my breast before taking as much of it into his mouth as he could. He lavished attention on me, gripping one breast as he explored the other thoroughly.
There was no doubt in my mind that he knew it felt amazing; I couldn't stop myself from moaning and rolling my hips, using his erection to relieve some of the maddening desire between my legs. He groaned, the noise vibrating against my skin and making his mouth all the more enticing.
If I'd left it up to him, he probably would have stayed there forever, my nipple in his mouth and my breasts in his hands as the darkness gave way to sunlight and the solitude of the park disappeared under the feet of joggers along the paths and families at the playground. It likely wouldn't have mattered to Justin one bit that people could see him, the way he was so completely dedicated to worshiping my breasts with his tongue and fingers and lips. And truthfully, it was almost impossible for me to stop him; my body was demanding attention elsewhere, but he felt so good that I almost accepted my inevitable future in a constant state of arousal as he clung to my chest.
However, that place between my legs was very demanding.
I ran my hand through his hair, then gently directed his face upwards. My nipple left his mouth reluctantly, but there was no lack of enthusiasm when his lips met mine again. I cupped his face, a hand on either side of his chin, kissing him hard before moving off his lap.
"What're you doing?" he asked as I knelt on the bench in front of him.
"Taking your pants off," I replied.
"Oh," he said. "Sweet."
I laughed as I felt my way up his legs, relying mostly on touch rather than sight to find the waistband of his jeans. He didn't seem to mind, especially as my hands lingered over the bulge in his pants. I licked my lips and reached for the button of his jeans, undoing it easily before carefully unzipping his fly.
Justin's eyes were on me, I was sure of it, but I didn't look up as I guided his jeans and boxers down, standing only briefly so I could pull them off his legs after he kicked one of his shoes off. As soon as they were, I returned to the bench, kneeling on the hard wood as I nestled between his legs. His breath seemed loud in the quiet park, underscored only by wind in the trees and the occasional croak of a frog, and even that seemed quiet compared to the sound he made when I trailed my fingers along his inner thigh and wrapped them around his cock.
I licked my lips again, finally glancing up at him. I could just barely make out his eyes, which were wide and completely glued to me kneeling in front of him. I held his gaze, I stroked his cock once, twice, and a third time before finally looking away.
His cock was lovely, thick and hard and smooth in my hand. Already, it was leaking precum, and I took my time spreading it along his shaft as I explored every inch of him. Once I was done tracing every ridge and bump along his cock, I slowly leaned forward and pressed a kiss to the base of his shaft.
He inhaled sharply and his cock twitched in my hand; I smiled before licking the same spot, and then slightly lower, and then lower again until I was sweeping my tongue along his balls. His cock twitched again, harder this time, and I was almost surprised when a gentle hand reached down and brushed my hair away from the side of my head.
I stayed there a little longer before making my way back up his shaft, using the tip of my tongue to trace teasing patterns along his cock. He held my hair back lightly, not pulling, not directing or guiding or urging me on, simply keeping it out of my way as I licked his cock.
Once I reached the tip, I licked up the precum that had collected there. I took my time exploring, tasting and teasing and learning what he sounded like when he was beyond turned on and almost ready to beg for more. He didn't, though, and whether it was because he was too strong to beg or thought things were already too good to be true or simply understood that it had been over twenty years since I'd gotten to explore a new cock for the very first time, I didn't know. In any case, it didn't matter, because he let me twirl my tongue around him all I wanted, cleaning up every drop of precum that spilled out. By the time I was ready to take him in my mouth, Justin was panting, and he couldn't quite control the volume of his groan as I wrapped my lips around the head of his cock.
"Oh, fuck yes," he breathed.
It was hard to smile with a cock in my mouth, but I glanced up at him hoping he could see the laughter and appreciation in my eyes. Slowly, I took more and more of him into my mouth, and then down my throat, and I didn't stop looking at him until the tip of my nose was pressed into the curls above his cock.
"Oh, fuck yes," he repeated, the words drawn out in a low whine.
The sound of him did things to me. Once upon a time, I'd enjoyed going down on Scott, but it had been a long time since it was something other than a general obligation. He didn't groan in appreciation when I took his cock down my throat. He didn't hold my hair back or whisper about how good my mouth felt or sigh when I cupped his balls gently. Justin did, and every single one of those things spurred me on until his hand was tightening in my hair involuntarily.
He was close; I knew he was close. The way his stomach was moving, the way his body jerked every so often... I was going to make him come, and as much as I wanted to taste him, I wasn't ready for it to be over. I sat back, my hand still wrapped around his shaft as I took him out of my mouth, his cock glistening with saliva in the moonlight as I looked up at him.
"If I let you come now, will you be ready to go again soon?" I asked.
"Yes," he said, more loudly than he probably intended to. "Fuck, Liz, I swear to God I'll be ready to go as soon as I can, I promise, just please... please. Please?
It was almost adorable in a hilarious sort of way, and I smiled before returning his cock to my mouth.
He exhaled loudly, groaning as I resumed the steady pace of shoving his cock down my throat. It didn't take much longer; he was almost at the edge when I'd stopped and was back there in almost no time at all. I felt his thighs twitch again and his hand tighten and he managed to choke out a warning that he was going to come about two seconds before I felt the tell-tale pulses of his cock as he spilled into my mouth.
His breath came in short, high-pitched gasps as he shot spurt after spurt of cum into my mouth. It was almost surprising to me how much he came; I don't think I'd ever been with someone who came as much as Justin did. Not that it was a complaint; I swallowed it all eagerly, enjoying the taste of him and the feel of it in my mouth and the way his cock erupted for me.
Completely for me.
When I felt his muscles unclench and his legs relax, I took him out of my mouth again, pressing a final kiss to the tip of his cock before I looked up. His head was tilted back at first, but he looked down at me and smiled that heavy, post-orgasmic smile as he let go of my hair and brushed it away from my face again.
"That was fucking amazing," he said. "Holy shit."
"Glad you enjoyed," I replied.
He snorted, then surprised me by leaning forward and kissing me heatedly. Without another word, he helped me up from the wooden bench, bringing me on top of the table again and directing me onto my back.
It wasn't the most comfortable place to fool around like we were, but that was the last thing on my mind as he took his hoodie off before kissing me again. He didn't linger long on my lips; after a quick kiss, he moved to my chin, then to my neck, then to my collarbone. He did linger on my breasts, though I couldn't fault him for that, but it wasn't until I writhed beneath him that he stopped playing with my sensitive nipples and resumed his path of kisses on my stomach.
I tensed when he did; MILF or not, my stomach wasn't... well. It wasn't flat or smooth or tight like it had been years ago. Scott probably thought it was one of the ugliest parts of me, and even though I hadn't told Justin that, he seemed to understand it from the way I stiffened beneath him.
"I'll tell you you're beautiful if you want," he murmured, kissing a spot a few inches above my belly button as he put a large hand on either side of my waist. "Or pretty, or gorgeous, or whatever way you want me to describe you. But honestly, Liz, if you left it up to me, the only thing I'd be able to say is that you're hot--" He paused to kiss my stomach. "--as--" Another pause, this one to nuzzle my belly button. "--fuck."
My pussy was dripping. It had been the whole time, of course, but the way he'd spoken as he appreciated the parts of me I couldn't had flooded me with a whole new wave of arousal. He discovered that soon after as he unbuttoned my pants and tugged them down, then peeled my panties away from my mound to discover my completely soaked slit. I propped myself up so I could watch as he dipped his face into my pussy, kissing it lightly before sliding his tongue between my folds.
I tried to stifle my moan but failed spectacularly. Instead, I lay back, pressing one hand to my mouth as I reached down to play with Justin's hair while he licked me. Like everything so far, he was eager about it, lapping enthusiastically at my juices before focusing his attention elsewhere. He took his time discovering the things I liked; he kissed each spot between my legs as he worked to discover where the most sensitive ones were. By the time he moved up to my clit, I was whimpering, doing everything I could not to pull his hair and shove his face against me, my hand physically shaking as I held back.
As soon as he twirled his tongue around my clit, making sure that his tongue stud brushed against it, I failed again.
Justin didn't seem to mind; I was fairly certain he was smiling as I ground myself against his face, whining helplessly as my mind fell to my body and demanded more, and more, and more. One of his hands moved to my thigh, pushing my legs further apart as the other moved to my pussy. He didn't wait before shoving two fingers inside me and I had to bite down on the base of my thumb to keep my shrieks of pleasure from echoing off the trees and lake.
It was only a short while later that I felt him pull away. I loosened my grip, murmuring half an apology as he sat up.
"Don't apologize," he said, and even in the dim light, I could see him grin. "I just promised I'd be ready to fuck you as soon as I could and thought I'd give you the option to switch, if you wanted to."
"Yes," I said immediately.
He didn't need to be told twice. As soon as I agreed, he got to his knees and pulled himself over me. The heat from his body was second only to the heat on his lips, which were still slick with the taste of me. He kissed me hard, skin pressed to skin before he slipped a hand between us and adjusted his cock so it lined up with my pussy.
"You're sure you want to do this?" he asked again.
"Please," I whispered. "Yes, please."
He groaned, and then the tip of his cock was pushing between my pussy lips. I bit my lip, unable to stop myself from raising my hips. The moment his cock breached my entrance, I whimpered, and Justin groaned as he sank into me.
"Oh, God," I whispered.
"Fuck," he grunted. "You feel good. You feel so fucking good, Liz."
He started moving, slowly at first, but neither of us were truly in the mood for slow. It was just enough for my pussy to get used to being stretched around him, for me to relish the feeling of him filling me, and then he began to fuck me.
I clung to him, my nails digging into his back as he plunged inside me again and again and again. His breath was hot against my skin and loud in my ear, panting as our bodies slapped together in the night air. I moaned and he moved his lips to my neck, sucking lightly on the tender skin just above my collarbone.
My body was aching with the need for release. I could barely breathe, could barely think, barely knew what my own name was as Justin moved inside me. That feeling of ascent started and I whimpered, knowing what was coming, knowing how intense it would be, knowing I would fail completely when I came and that half of Minwack Falls would probably hear me screaming out in the night as bliss erupted from me.
"Close," I said, and he moaned.
"Yes, Liz," he whispered. "Come for me. You're so fuckin' sexy. Let me feel you come all over my cock."
I didn't intend to think of Scott at that moment, but I did.
It wasn't Justin's fault. It wasn't anyone's fault. It was the fact that I couldn't remember Scott ever begging me to come and the sudden realization that I couldn't remember if he'd ever called me sexy. It was the fact that I had someone else's cock inside me, that it wasn't the man I'd called my husband, that even though he was leaving me, it was still so recent that no one in the world besides the man currently fucking me even knew about it.
And I don't know what it said about me that I loved that. That after everything Scott had said and done, after fucking at least two other women that I knew of, after lying to me for years and breaking promises he'd never intended to keep, someone else wanted me. Someone else wanted me to come on his cock. Someone else thought I was sexy, and Scott didn't, and that was okay because Scott was going to realize how badly he fucked up and that I didn't need him anymore.
It might take time, but I was going to be okay.
I was going to be better than okay.
My orgasm was more than an eruption. It was more than an explosion. It was like every emotion that had filled me that day, every bit of sadness and anger and pain imploded at once, then burst out of me in a shower of energy that filled the world with an agonizing white light.
That was all in my mind, of course; the world was as dark as it had been as light pulsed through my vision, and when it slowly faded from my eyes, I was half-blind again. Justin was still fucking me, though he was in those moments when it was no longer about me but about him. His pace was unsteady and he was grunting, squeezing my breast as he used me to get closer and closer to his finish. Aftershocks of my orgasm were still rolling through me when those high-pitched gasps started again, and after a few intensely staggered thrusts, he pulled out and gripped his cock, stroking it frantically before I felt hot cum drenching my stomach.
The sound of my heart pounding in my ears slowly began to fade, giving way to the sound of my breath and his, and then to the quiet sounds of the night in the park around us.
"You all right?" Justin asked a few moments later, exhaustion obvious in his voice.
"Very," I said.
I saw the hint of a grin cross his face. "Good. Me too."
"Good."
"I, uh, made a bit of a mess," he said, chuckling awkwardly.
I closed my eyes, laughing softly as I arched my back in a relieving stretch. "It's okay. I'm washable."
My eyes were still closed when he kissed me and I sighed, relaxed and comforted by his presence. I didn't know if Justin would ever know how much he'd done for me that night, but it meant the world.
Before I could tell him, though, the world almost shattered again.
"Who's there?" called a deep, unfamiliar voice.
Startled, we both turned in the direction of it. On the other side of the trees, the white beam of a flashlight was bobbing in the darkness.
My heart stopped.
"Oh no," I whispered.
"Shit," Justin hissed. "Shit. Who the fuck called the cops? You're here!"
It was almost hilarious. I almost laughed. But I was frozen, terrified, certain that the person on the other side of the trees was about to discover me naked on a picnic table with a man who wasn't my husband in Lakeside Park after ten p.m., all of which was very against the bylaws except maybe the part where the man wasn't my husband.
"Liz, come on," Justin said urgently. "Come on, get up, you gotta hide."
"What?" I asked.
He took my arm and practically wrenched me off the table. Our clothes were mostly piled together and he picked up mine, shoving them into my arms. I froze, still shocked, and Justin groaned before grabbing me and physically pushing me towards the trees.
"Hide," he hissed again as he marched me over. "Don't make a sound."
Shocked, I ducked beneath one of the trees and ended up on the ground, trying not to cry out as a stick jabbed into my bare ass. I watched through the branches as Justin rushed back to the table and grabbed his jeans, pulled them on, and then hurled himself on top of the picnic table just as white light flooded the small clearing.
"Evening, Officer!" he said brightly.
"Mr. Higgins," replied the officer, decidedly unimpressed. "You know there isn't a punch card for getting caught in the park after it closes, right?"
"Aw, come on, man," Justin said. "The power's out, I just came out to, you know... enjoy the evening."
There was a long pause.
"Shirtless?" the officer finally asked.
"I got a little warm," Justin said.
"It's the middle of the night."
"It was a hot day."
"Mm-hmm," the officer said, and my heart almost stopped again as the beam of the flashlight moved. "And that?"
Justin's eyes followed the beam of light, as did mine, and my heart stopped again as I saw my bra sitting in the middle of the clearing.
"I dunno," Justin finally said. "It was like that when I got here, probably. It's dark, dude, I couldn't see it."
"Right," the officer said, walking across the clearing and picking up my bra. "So you're sitting in the park shirtless with a woman's bra off to the side insisting you stripped down because it was 'hot' in the middle of the night after a thunderstorm."
"Yeah, sounds like what I said," Justin replied.
"You know, one of these days, I'm gonna take you down to the station for this," the officer said. "I'm a little tired of getting all these calls about people in the park after ten p.m."
Justin snorted. "Tell that to what's-her-face... you know, the one who's always calling about everything. Mrs., uh... Mrs. Roth, right? I dunno, dude, I think she just has it out for me."
The officer laughed. "Great theory, but she wasn't the one who called tonight. I think it was Alice McGrady. Now come on, Justin. Get out of here and go home."
Justin grabbed his hoodie and stood, following as the officer led him out of the clearing. Just before he left completely, he turned towards the spot I was hiding, grinned, and gave me a thumb's up.
Then, he was gone.
For a long time, I sat beneath that willow tree. It was silent, and dark, and I stared at the vague outline of a picnic table across the clearing.
I should have been relieved he covered for me. I should have been scolding myself, saying that I told myself so, that I deserved having Alice McGrady call the cops on me. I should have been silently grateful that I was being given a second chance, that no one had discovered me breaking the town bylaws and the regular laws by fucking a man nearly twenty years younger than me in a public park.
But I wasn't any of those things.
I didn't know what I was.
My mind raced as I tried to figure out why Justin did what he did, why his instinct had been to protect me and hide me and let me walk away with my dignity. I mean, I certainly didn't feel dignified. I was naked and covered in cum from a man who was four years older than my daughter and decidedly not my husband--well, ex-husband--hiding beneath a tree with my clothes bundled in my arms, sans bra which was probably sitting in the front seat of the officer's cruiser by now.



But he'd left me that option. He'd left me a way to leave Lakeside Park as Mrs. Roth, HOA lady and town ambassador, so I could go home to my comfortable house and my shattered marriage and my life of lies. He'd given me the chance to go back, to save face, to forget I'd been turned on when he called me a MILF and said I was hot and kissed my stomach.
I should have been grateful, but I was...
I was disappointed.
Slowly, very slowly, I started to smile, and then had to press my lips together to stifle a laugh, and when that wasn't enough, clapped a hand over my mouth.
Lakeside Park held so many memories. It was the place where my marriage began to have its downfall at that birthday all those years ago. It was a place I'd spent time with my daughter before she hated me. I'd laughed with friends and had picnics and enjoyed the little slice of nature in the middle of town. It was the place of so many memories that I couldn't even remember all of them.
It was also the place I tried to keep perfect against its will. The place I'd watched from my window, the place I'd sent cops time after time to clear away people who weren't playing by my rules. And it never worked, did it? It never stopped people like Justin from returning, from rolling their eyes as someone told them to move along. It never stopped being a place of memories, even if those memories didn't fit the little box of perfection I thought they should.
Justin was giving me the option to be Mrs. Roth again, but he hadn't needed to. I didn't want to be her. I had almost wanted the officer to discover me, to see me lying on my back on that table with Justin, living my life and breaking out of the box I'd placed myself in. I wanted to be discovered so I didn't have to be Mrs. Roth anymore, and didn't that just say everything?
I would always be the person who wanted my little town to be beautiful, safer, and more welcoming. I loved Minwack Falls and I loved what it represented, even if it wasn't what I had. But I was not going to be the woman who stayed with a husband who didn't love her. I was not going to let my daughter see the woman I'd become and risk having her follow those footsteps. I was not going to let her learn that it was okay to be unhappy.
In fact, I was going to learn from her.
The memory of Ramona running across the street in the rain, naked as the day she was born and gleefully giggling with someone who I had to at least hope had slightly stronger morals than his mother, swam into my mind. I swallowed hard, then wriggled out from under the tree.
So she'd been naked. So she'd been running across the street in a storm. So she'd had sex in her car and hopefully had used a condom though it wasn't really my place to lecture her about that since I had just had unprotected sex with a total stranger.
So she'd been happy, and I could be, too.
I stood up, drawing my shoulders back and holding my clothing against my hip. I brushed the leaves and dirt and twigs from my skin, glanced around the clearing, and then began to march towards the path.
It was time to be Liz again. It was time to show the world who I was, and what I could do, and that I didn't need Scott for any of it. I was the HOA lady, the town MILF, and the badass bitch who was going to walk down the street to my house completely naked, completely untouchable, completely in control of myself and my life and the world around me. I was Liz Roth and I could do anything.
At least, I could until I whimpered in terror and froze at the exit of the clearing, shaking like a leaf until I hurriedly tugged my clothing on with my face so red that I swore it was glowing in the darkness.
Once I had covered myself, I took a shaky breath. Maybe walking home naked was a little too much, but that was okay. It would take a little time and a lot of work, but I was going to be happy.
After all, it was the second-best time to plant my tree.
**
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None of this would have happened if my wife had just made something decent for dinner.
I know. It makes me sound like a complete fucking asshole. "If she would've just cooked something better, I wouldn't have been such a goddamn monster."
But things are never that black and white.
There are two sides to every story, three if you count the truth. Except in my marriage. There's only one side to the story there, and that's my wife's side.
If you asked Liz, she'd probably tell you that each and every night, I was late coming home from work, so each and every night, she would have dinner ready for the time I was supposed to be home and it was my fault that it was overcooked garbage by the time we actually ate it. She wouldn't come right out and ask why I was late. She would imagine the reasons, I'm sure, and she'd just quietly bide her time until she could throw it in my face that I was always late coming home and that was justification enough for her to not trust me.
And yeah, I could've just told her that I was late because I was driving my dad home from the office because he'd lost his license as the result of another fucking DUI. I could've told her I was especially late that day because he'd lingered in the car, lecturing me about one of the restaurants that I was apparently being too lenient with. I mean, shit. I could've caved in this battle of passive-aggressive pettiness the two of us were having and just picked up something for dinner, but I didn't. Instead, I drove through a storm so severe my windshield wipers couldn't keep up and I could barely see ten feet ahead of me, got home, and sat silently at the table as my wife placed a plate of dry chicken and soggy broccoli in front of me without comment, and I waited. I waited and waited and waited to see when she'd finally bring it up.
I know I'm no angel myself. I can admit that. I fucked up more than my share. My whole marriage was the result of my fuck-ups. But at least I could admit to my fuck-ups. If you asked Liz about it, she'd tell you she was a goddamn saint.
The problem was, everyone thought Liz was a goddamn saint. Mrs. Elizabeth Roth, my wife, the woman who volunteered for everything, who was the force behind all the good that happened in town, who put aside absolutely everything in her dedication to making Minwack Falls a better place to live.
What people didn't know about Liz was all the stuff that happened behind closed doors. They didn't know how much I fucking loved the woman I married. And I did love her. I always would love her.
I just wished that she'd stayed the same woman.
**
"Please, Scott," she whispered.
There was no need for her to beg the way she was. There was no saying no to her, not when she had those delicate fingers wrapped around my cock and was gently urging me forward. Not when she'd pressed those full, pink lips to mine tentatively, hesitantly, certain about what she wanted but uncertain how I'd react.
There'd been no need for that uncertainty. She kissed like an angel; softly, sweetly, chastely at first, almost wholesome in its innocence.
I destroyed that almost instantly.
The moment those lips touched mine, I captured them. I insisted on them. I deepened that kiss, cupping her cheek and pulling her tight body against mine. I tasted the light fruitiness of her lip gloss and felt the warmth of her breath as she gasped and then exhaled, giving in, already moaning softly, already shifting her hips because she already knew how much of an effect she had on me. My cock was already hard, painfully hard, had been from the moment I saw her lean across the table and caught a glimpse of the milky white skin disappearing beneath that black top.
How could I resist her? How could I have even tried? Her body was a sinner's paradise, beyond worth the price I had to pay for it. Long, auburn hair. Deep blue eyes. The kind of ass that made you believe there really was a God. Tits that made you certain she'd made a deal with the devil to get a body like that. And that mouth, that smile...
Lips like a fucking angel.
She consumed me. Everything about her. There were no thoughts, no words, nothing I could do but let her unbuckle my belt as I shoved her skirt up and her panties down. Dainty white teeth sank into her bottom lip as she looked up at me, conquering me completely with the lightest of touches.
"Please, Scott," she whispered, and before I'd even thrust my cock inside her, she owned every piece of me.
**
If my daughter and I were closer, she would have described my mood as "hangry."
We weren't, though, because I'd spent most of Ramona's childhood trying to make up for Liz's overprotectiveness.
My intentions were good. I swear my intentions were good. But I might've overcompensated a little in trying to give my daughter the space to discover herself, which meant I didn't really know who my kid was.
I knew she liked video games and, apparently, eyebrow piercings. I knew she was funny, though that was mostly from overhearing her chatting with her friends on the PlayStation. I knew she was insanely smart, since her university tuition was a hell of a lot cheaper given all the scholarships she kept getting. I knew she had dyed her hair blue and didn't have much to say to me or Liz. But I didn't know her, and that sucked.
In any case, "hangry" was probably the best way to describe how I felt after choking down the food I'd paid for and Liz had "cooked." But I didn't say shit about it. It wasn't worth saying shit about it. Instead, I went to the living room and figured I'd hang out until Liz left the kitchen, then pound back the half pack of Oreos I knew was still in the pantry.
Except that backfired when Liz asked me if there was gas in the generator.
And see, again, this is where I sound like a complete fucking asshole. Because of course there was gas in the generator. And of course she'd volunteered me to bring it over to someone's house so she could look like the town superhero even though I was exhausted and hungry and beyond fucking annoyed.
And of course she insisted it was just fine if I didn't want to go, since it just meant that poor Mallory St. John's baby wouldn't have a bottle for dinner and my time on the couch was obviously more important than helping a woman whose husband was out of town. Of course she did, and of course I bitched about it, and of course I did exactly what my wife wanted me to anyway because underneath all the sniping and guilt trips and passive-aggressiveness, I owed it to her.
But all I wanted to do was relax. Was that so much to ask? I worked my ass off all day. I dealt with my father being an absolute prick. I drove through a goddamn thunderstorm, white-knuckling it the whole way home. I was tired. I was hangry. I just wanted to lie on the couch and wait for Liz to leave the kitchen so I could gorge myself on Oreos.
I didn't even know who Mallory St. John was. Apparently, she knew Liz from one of the many committees she was a part of, and despite Liz's insistence that I'd met her at the town's Candy Cane Parade the previous winter, I couldn't put a face to the name. Liz, being Liz, scoffed about it and informed me that the St. Johns were a lovely couple in their mid-to-late twenties or at least, Jeremy was in his late twenties, Mallory may have been younger than that, but Liz wasn't entirely certain and made sure to remind me not to bring it up, because obviously Mallory's age would be something that would come up naturally in conversation.
But, I was nothing these days if not a dutiful husband, so I lugged the generator out from the garage to the driveway, loaded the damn thing up in the truck, and drove halfway across Minwack Falls to the townhouses on Mapleview Road.
Like, I would've probably said yes anyway. Did it make me that much of an asshole to just want to be asked first?
Whether it did or didn't, I wasn't in the best of moods when I pulled up to Mallory St. John's place. That mood didn't get any better when I realized she lived in one of the middle townhouses that didn't have a driveway in the front, which meant I had to hope to God she could just bring out whatever fucking appliance she needed to heat the bottle up since I didn't think my extension cord was long enough to get all the way from my truck to her kitchen. If she couldn't, that meant I'd have to unload the generator and drag it closer, and this whole fucking debacle would turn into even more of a shitshow.
Grumbling internally, I got out of the truck, intending to cut across the lawn to her front door.
"Hey, dude," came a voice from behind me.
I bristled, slightly annoyed by the casual and flippant tone, exceptionally annoyed when I turned and saw a guy, maybe in his twenties and wearing a black hoodie reeking of defiance and weed, coming up behind me.
"Yes?" I asked, trying to keep my voice steady.
The kid grinned, a silver hoop through his lip glinting. "Couldn't help but notice that you've got a generator and--"
"--and I'm helping the woman who lives here, and then I'm taking my generator and going home," I finished sharply. "I'm not running a generator service for the entire damn town."
The smile faded off the kid's face, replaced by a moody insubordination. He snorted, sneering as he rolled his eyes.
"Whatever, dude. I was gonna offer for you to park in my driveway so you could get to Mallory's door more easily, but whatever." He turned on his heel and started towards the townhouse beside Mallory's.
I sighed. "Wait, can I--"
"No, no, don't let me take up any more of your time," the kid said as he sauntered away. "I wouldn't want to inconvenience you."
The little prick.
I mean, I probably deserved that, but I glared at his back all the same before starting towards Mallory's house. Just as I reached her front step, the kid wrenched his front door open, then let it swing shut behind him with a loud bang. The sound echoed through the quiet street with a crack, and from behind Mallory's door, I heard a baby start to wail.
The little prick.
I knocked, my annoyance growing more and more with every passing moment. She didn't answer, because of course she didn't. Why fucking bother being considerate of my time when I was the one trying to help her? Annoyed, I clenched my jaw and knocked again, three loud raps that couldn't be ignored, and decided she had another minute before she was just going to be shit out of luck.
Of course, just as I was about to turn around and leave, she answered.
"I'm so sorry," the woman breathed as she flung the door open.
My jaw almost dropped.
Red hair, tied up in a messy ponytail.
Startling blue eyes, slightly swollen and wet around the edges.
Pink lips, the bottom one tucked between her teeth as she grimaced apologetically.
Suddenly, I couldn't even remember what the word 'hangry' meant, let alone what it felt like.
"Hey, don't worry about it," I said brightly. "I'm here to help."
She released her lip from her teeth and half-smiled.
"You're an angel," she said. "I'm Mallory."
I couldn't stop myself from smiling as I extended my hand.
"Scott Roth."
**
I was too old for her.
She didn't think so, but then, it never bothered her the way it bothered me.
"We're both consenting adults," she teased. "And I don't care what people think. I want you."
And God, is there anything else that makes a person feel so good? Hearing that you're wanted? That the most beautiful woman you've ever seen in your life, an ethereal creature whose body is an addiction and whose smile could end wars, wants you?
It gave me strength.
It made me weak.
"I want you," she whispered. "Stay with me, Scott."
And how could I say no? How could I stop her from dropping to her knees, from taking my cock out, from looking up at me as she stroked it and licked it and opened that perfect mouth so she could wrap her beautiful lips around me? How could I?
How could anyone?
I couldn't say no to her. I didn't want to say no to her. I wanted to keep her, to follow her on the adventure that was loving her, to always look down and see those big blue eyes looking up at me as she shoved my cock down her throat. I wanted to kiss every inch of her perfect body and spend my life between her legs, nourishing myself on her pussy and making her scream my name over and over again.
So I stayed. I watched as she worshipped my cock, my knees shaking each time she tried to swallow it, the wet sound of her choking on my length one of the sweetest things I'd ever heard in my life. I wrapped those beautiful reddish strands of hair through my fingers as she fucked my cock with her mouth, not so I could pull her hair or guide her head but so I could feel more of her, so I could entwine as much of her with me as I could.
I groaned out a warning when I was about to come, and she stared up at me, her eyes sparkling as she kept sucking, kept choking on my cock, kept playing with my balls until I was gasping and shooting a load down her throat. She swallowed it all, a self-satisfied smile on her face when I finished and she took me out of her mouth, and it only faded after I'd pushed her on her back and shoved my face between her legs so I could return the favour.
**
"You're a magician."
I half-smiled, swaying gently as Mallory prepared a bottle for the baby I was currently soothing. Ellie St. John was five months old and had apparently been crying since the storm had stopped. This was different from her usual non-stop crying because she was also refusing to take her unheated bottle.
"I was trying to hold it together, but when I saw Liz's update on the town Facebook group, I just lost it," Mallory said, her voice hoarse. "So then Ellie was sobbing and I was sobbing and I just... She's so damn picky about her bottle and Jeremy insisted on getting one of those on-demand hot water things so of course I couldn't even use water to heat the formula and--"
"It's okay," I said. "New-parent life is hard. I mean, my daughter's nineteen now, but I remember these days. They're not exactly fun, no matter what everyone else says."
Mallory smiled gratefully. "I thought I was the only one who felt that way."
I shook my head as Ellie snuggled in my arms. "I love my daughter, but I wouldn't ever want to go through that again."
"She was a picky baby too?"
"Something like that," I lied.
Mallory didn't push the issue. Instead, she grabbed the bottle warmer off the counter, shaking her head as I offered to take the appliance if she wanted to carry Ellie.
"A few more minutes without her crying would be heaven," she explained. "If you don't mind."
"Not even a little bit."
When we got out to the truck, I did end up giving Ellie back to her mom, since I had to get the generator going. The baby fussed in Mallory's arms and I could feel her impatient eyes on me as I plugged the bottle warmer in. It was a little different than the one we'd had when Ramona was a baby, but an appliance is an appliance, and it only took a moment before I had the thing running.
"It should be ready in about three minutes," Mallory said as Ellie whimpered. "Do you, um..."
"Want me to hold her again?" I asked, trying not to laugh.
"Seriously. You're an angel."
She sighed after she'd handed Ellie to me, leaning against the side of my truck and closing her eyes briefly. I watched her for a moment, frowning in concern.
"Are you going to be okay?"
The corners of her mouth flicked up and she re-opened her eyes.
"Eventually," she said. "Probably. Maybe."
I must have looked concerned, because she laughed.
"I will be," she said. "I'm feeling better now that... well. You've helped a lot."
I smiled, trying not to feel too pleased with myself and failing miserably. "It's no problem. That's what neighbours are for."
She sighed and closed her eyes again. "I can't even tell you how much that means to me."
When the bottle finished a few minutes later, Mallory took Ellie again and I carried the warmer back into the house. Almost immediately, Ellie had started crying, but as soon as Mallory popped the bottle in her mouth, she went silent.
"Thank you so much, Scott," Mallory said as Ellie fed and I tucked the bottle warmer back on the counter. "I could kiss you."
My mouth went dry and I chuckled.
"No problem," I said as casually as I could. "I'm gonna be out for a while, so if you need anything else, just... you know. Let me know."
Her smile was bright enough to light the entire fucking town.
"I might just take you up on that."
**
"I dreamt about you last night," she said.
I glanced nervously at the door, lowering my voice. "Good things?"
She giggled coquettishly and the sound travelled directly to my cock. "Very good things."
"What kind of things?"
Her sweet voice floated through the phone, telling me in graphic detail how she'd dreamt about my tongue and all the places I could put it, and then about how I traced that same path with my cock. My mouth was dry as I stared at the door, torn between wanting her to continue and wanting her to stop.
"...might want to try that for real," she said breathlessly. "I mean, if I dreamt that it felt good, I bet it feels good for real. Don't you think?"
"Hmm?" I asked distractedly.
She was silent for a moment.
"Is... is everything okay?" she finally asked.
The uncertainty in her voice killed me.
"Of course," I said quietly. "I... it's just hard for me to, uh, talk. Right now."
"Oh," she said. "Well... maybe we can talk later?"
"Yeah, honey. Yeah, of course."
"Or maybe you can come over later?" she asked in that suggestive giggle. "Make my dreams come true?"
"Nothing would make me happier," I said earnestly.
She wouldn't let me hang up until I promised to come see her, and told her exactly what time I'd be there, and agreed to pick up a bottle of lube so she could live out her apparently newfound dream to have me fuck her in the ass. When I finally managed to get her off the phone, I let out a relieved sigh, closing my eyes as I rested my head against the back of the armchair.
That was how she found me; my eyes closed as I basked in the alleviation of avoiding discovery again, my heartbeat refusing to slow to normal as I pictured myself fucking that perfect ass, my cock still painfully swollen from the words of a woman who wasn't my wife.
She thought it was because I missed her, and like the fucking dirtbag I was, I let her think that. I let her crawl into my lap and unbutton my jeans. I let her kiss me, I let her shove her tits in my face so I could suck on her nipples, I let her pussy envelope my aching cock as she fucked herself on me until she was coming.



I let her do it all, and I let myself touch her and kiss her and fill her up with my cum, all the while thinking of someone who wasn't anything like her.
**
I tried not to think about Mallory while I beelined back and forth across Minwack Falls, using the generator to help everyone and their dog.
I tried not to think about the way her eyes had shone, the ghost of tears still playing along her lash line, the puffiness of her skin serving only to enhance how beautiful she was and how much I longed to hold her and tell her it was all going to be okay.
I tried not to think about the way her ass looked in those jeans, about the gentle curves of her hourglass figure, about how her breasts bulged slightly out of that v-neck t-shirt she'd been wearing.
The problem was, I was only human, and her ass had looked so fucking good in those jeans.
When I failed miserably at not thinking about those things, I tried to tell myself I was being a lecherous creep, that even though she was older than my daughter, I was technically old enough to be her father.
I tried to tell myself that thoughts were thoughts, and that's all they could be, and that my job was to be Liz's husband, which meant not thinking of other women the way I was thinking about Mallory.
It was exceedingly difficult, but I managed somehow.
Part of me was still out helping everyone all over town because I was hoping Mallory would need another hand; the rest of me was avoiding having to go home and be around Liz. That said something I didn't want to think about. Through everything, I'd always loved my wife. As rocky as our marriage was, I loved her.
I was just so fucking tired of dealing with her.
I was tired of missing who she used to be. I was tired of hoping that woman would return to my life. I was tired of being second to everything else in her life; I could handle being second to our daughter, but to our town? To our neighbours?
I was tired of the guilt. Of the regret. Of the games. Of trying to be the perfect family and the perfect husband when my life was so far from perfect, it was like a sick joke.
Still, the gas in the generator wasn't going to last forever, so I was going to have to go home eventually. After I finished helping the Northways run their sump pump so their basement wouldn't flood if it started raining again, I figured I'd have enough gas for one more stop with some leftover so I could run a few things at my house, since it was my generator, after all.
I jumped into my truck and pulled out my phone to post on the town Facebook page. When her reply popped up moments later, I knew I was in danger.
The problem was, I was thrilled about it.
I know I already had my turn, so if someone else needs help, don't worry about it, Mallory wrote. But if you're available, I could totally use a warm bottle to get the baby to sleep, @Scott.
I tried not to seem too eager when I responded. I gave other people a chance to reply, to claim that final spot, to save me from the inevitable torture of being around this surreal, beautiful woman who seemed to be built to exploit my weaknesses.
Not too much of a chance, though. A minute later, I replied.
Alright everyone, going to @Mallory's for my last stop. Have a good night, all!
AMAZING!!!! THANK YOU SO MUCH!!!! she wrote seconds later, and I had to hide a smile before popping my phone in the cup holder and pulling out of the Northway's driveway.
**
I couldn't look at her.
"I'm sorry," I mumbled. "I am. It's just..."
"I thought we were happy," she choked. "Just, why?"
I sighed. "It's... it's not you."
"That isn't what I asked." Her voice was hoarse and it scratched down my spine, my body and my brain conflicted in how it wanted to react.
"I know, but--"
"The least you could do is just fucking tell me why!" she snapped. "Or, you know, even just fucking look me in the eye."
Fuck.
Fuck.
Fuck.
Her eyes were on me. I could feel them. And she was right, it was the least I could fucking do after what I was doing to her. Swallowing hard, I lifted my eyes from the spot they'd been trained on. Slowly, carefully, I glanced up, first seeing her folded arms and then her shaking shoulders. There was redness creeping up from her collarbone, all along her neck, all the way up to her tear-stained cheeks.
And then I looked her in the eyes.
"Why?" she asked again.
"It's going to hurt you more to know," I said softly.
My jaw trembled as pain shot through her eyes. Her perfect lips parted and she stared at me, unspoken words lingering on the tip of her tongue as she processed my refusal to answer.
"Did you meet someone else?" she finally asked.
"I..."
"Are you cheating on me?" she asked, her voice pitching up.
I couldn't look away.
**
Mallory opened the door with a phone pressed to her ear and tears on her face.
"Sorry," she mouthed, her face twisting as she fought to stop crying.
"You okay?" I mouthed back.
She didn't respond, just stepped aside so I could follow her into the house.
"I know," she said into the phone. "But you don't understand what it's like to--"
She stopped as though she'd been cut off and took a breath, blowing it out slowly.
"Jeremy, please," she pleaded. "I c-can't... Would you stop interrupting me? It's... Yeah, but--"
Again she stopped.
"Fine," she finally said. "Whatever. I have to go. Your daughter needs to go to bed and since you're too busy for me and her, I'll just deal with it all myself." She listened for another moment, then made a barking sort of laugh. "Whatever. Bye."
She hung up, facing away from me as she drew another deep breath.
"Are you okay?" I asked again.
"Of course I am."
She turned around, looked up at me, and immediately burst into tears again.
Fuck.
There was nothing I could say. I might have been a shit husband and worthless father, but I knew when it was time to keep my mouth shut and my arms open, and that's exactly what I did for Mallory. She threw herself into them, sobbing against my chest as I tried to hug the pain away while scolding myself for the sick indulgence I felt having a crying woman in my arms.
I couldn't help it. I hated seeing women cry, I hated when they were upset, I hated that helpless feeling of not knowing what to do to make it stop... and I loved it. There was something deep in me, some ancestral instinct left there by the cavemen or something, that fucking loved it. That part of me would roar, insisting I had to protect them, comfort them, that I was Big Man and my job was to keep Pretty Woman safe and happy, and that apparently my cock was the tool I needed to do that.
Years of practice had made it a lot easier to stop myself from reacting, though, and so I didn't get an ill-timed erection as Mallory buried herself in my arms. It didn't matter that I could smell the sweet vanilla scent of her hair or feel those bulging tits pressed hard against me; I could pretend I was a decent fucking person and comfort her, let her cry, hold her up while she fell apart until she could draw a shaky breath and keep herself on her feet.
"Sorry," she choked.
I loosened my arms as she pulled away from me, a trembling hand brushing the tears that hadn't been absorbed by my shirt off her cheeks.
"It's okay," I said. "Are you... what can I do to help?"
She laughed, a watery sound that was as heartbreaking as it was telling, and gestured down the darkened hallway towards the kitchen.
"Do you mind carrying Ellie out if I get the bottle warmer?"
Of course I didn't mind.
She didn't seem willing to talk as we repeated our steps from earlier; maybe it was that she just wasn't able to yet, but I didn't press the issue. I started up the generator and took Ellie when she began to fuss as the bottle heated, then directed Mallory on how to turn the generator off once it was done so we didn't have to juggle the baby again. When we got back into the house, I shook my head when she reached for Ellie.
"Go sit down or get some water or something," I said. "Chill for a few minutes. I'll feed her."
She stared for a moment as I dutifully set to work feeding her daughter, muscle memory kicking in from all those years ago when Ramona was a baby. Ellie latched onto the bottle immediately, drinking greedily as I cradled her. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Mallory watching.
"Thank you," she finally said, her voice soft. She put the flashlight on the kitchen counter, then sniffled softly as she left the room.
I pretended I couldn't hear her crying from down the hall. I pretended that the little I'd gleaned from her end of the phone call didn't piss me off, that I wasn't angry at her husband for doing something to upset her when she was already having a shitty day. I pretended I was a decent person giving an overwhelmed mom a quiet moment to collect herself and regroup, that I would do the same for anyone, that it had nothing to do with her angelic lips and big blue eyes and golden-red hair.
When she came back, Ellie was fed, burped, and sleeping soundly in my arms.
"She likes you," Mallory said softly.
"I think she likes milk," I whispered back. "And sleeping."
A tight but genuine smile crossed her face. "I don't know how I can ever repay you."
I worked really hard not to let my eyes trail down her body like they wanted to and instead chuckled softly.
"Don't worry about it. And don't worry about posting in the Facebook group if you need more help." I nodded towards a notepad on her kitchen counter. "I wrote down my number and Liz's number. Call either of us if you need anything, even if it's just some hot water so you can heat the bottle."
"Scott," she breathed, looking up at me. "I can't even tell you how much that... If there's anything I can do..."
And I swear to God, I was really hoping I was imagining the glimmer in her eye as she bit her lip like a fucking porn trope, her breasts pushed forward just a little more than they had been a moment before.
"Actually, you wouldn't happen to have something to eat, would you?" I asked quickly. "If it's not too much trouble. I, uh... I had a light dinner."
She released the lip from between her teeth and smiled, which was about ten times hotter than the lip-biting and so even more problematic.
"Of course," she said. "Let me put Ellie to bed and I'll grab you something."
**
She kicked me out and filed for divorce.
I didn't blame her.
Worse, it wasn't really a punishment. I left her there, left her in tears, and went to fuck the woman I'd wanted to fuck all along.
I couldn't help it.
I wanted her.
I went back a few days later. She was kind enough to not burn all my clothes or sell my shit or whatever. Instead, she watched with folded arms as I packed a few boxes and bags, determinedly not looking at her as I collected the remnants of my life.
The silence was defining, deafening, and destructive. Regardless of what I'd done, I loved her. I hated that I hurt her. She was beautiful, and she was sweet, and someone far better than me deserved her. And she... well. I knew she loved me. I knew she was attracted to me. We had fucked constantly, had barely been able to keep our hands off each other, once upon a time.
And now there was nothing but silence. Nothing but tension. And one of us was going to crack.
I could only hope it wouldn't be me.
My dreams came true when she cracked first.
"Do you love her?" she asked suddenly.
I stared down at the box I was packing and folded it shut slowly.
"Yes," I finally said.
"Why?"
I just shook my head.
"What does she have that I don't?"
I shook my head harder. "Nothing."
"There has to be something. Something I wasn't... something you couldn't get from me."
"It's not about that," I said, still staring at the box.
"What's it about then?" Her voice broke. "I could handle it if you just didn't want to be with me anymore. But it's killing me, Scott. I just need to know w-what about her is so much b-better that you had to--"
"It's not about that," I repeated fiercely.
"What's it about?" she asked again.
A sob punctuated her sentence and it was my turn to crack. I looked up into eyes that were glimmering, eyes that were broken and scared and hurt because of me, and I couldn't... I couldn't stop myself.
She fell into my arms willingly. I don't know why. But she cried, and I held her, and I stroked her hair and whispered softly into her ear that it wasn't anything she did, that it wasn't her fault, that I hadn't lied to her when I said I loved her, that it was my fault and my fuck up and that I was sorry, honey, I was so, so sorry. And she kept crying, kept sobbing, kept clinging to me like I was a leaden life preserver, and that was a huge fucking problem when I couldn't stop myself from reacting to her tears.
Her hips weren't quite pressed to mine when my cock started to get hard, but it wasn't exactly easy to hide the growing bulge between us. It was inevitable that she'd feel it; I was almost relieved when she shifted and I felt her press against it, freezing slightly as she realized I was hard as a fucking rock. I expected her to push me away; I expected her to sneer at me with disgust, mock me for getting turned on by making her cry.
I didn't expect her to pull herself closer, then look up at me with those shining eyes.
"Scott," she whispered, and I kissed her.
Her cheeks were wet, her lips trembling as she kissed me back. It was a tsunami, a hurricane, an ocean of sensations and passion and anger all mixed up between our bodies. She wasn't mine, not anymore, and I wasn't hers, but in that moment she was everything. Her hands danced on my body and mine on hers; my shirt was torn off recklessly as I tried to unbutton her jeans. She led me to our bed--her bed, now--and I obediently listened as she directed me onto my back before climbing on top of me.
In unison we hissed as she took me inside of her, consummating our marriage on that bed one last time. I groaned as she started moving, fucking me like she'd never be able to get enough cock stuffed inside her pussy. When she came, she threw her head back, baring her beautiful neck as the walls of her pussy pulsed around me. It was all I could do to hold on; all I could do to let her bask in that moment; all I could do to make up for what I'd done to her in the smallest, most insignificant way.
When she slumped forward, her hips rolling erratically as she tried to keep going, I sat up and guided her onto her back. Matte trails of withered tears began to fill again as I started moving; I stopped, but she clutched me, pleading whispers begging me to continue.
So I did. I kissed the fresh tears off her cheeks as I filled her again and again, and I ignored the guilt and disgust as I brought myself closer and closer to orgasm. I had half an instinct to pull out and come on her stomach because she wasn't mine anymore and it didn't quite feel right, but her legs wrapped around my waist and she held me in place until I couldn't hold back any longer.
"I'm sorry," I gasped when we were done.
"I'm not," she said, and her legs loosened.
"No?" I asked, trying to catch my breath.
Her gorgeous mouth twisted spitefully. "I'm the other woman now, Scott. You're the one who has to live with the fact that you cheated on this woman you apparently love so much."
She sat up, suddenly cold, suddenly vengeful, and got off the bed. I watched as she walked away, her ass swaying from side to side, my cum glistening as it dripped down her thighs.
And yeah, that fucking haunted me.
**
I was expecting a peanut butter sandwich or a granola bar or, if I was lucky, some fucking Oreos or something.
That is not what I got.
The thunderstorm started again just after we got inside, bursts of lightning flashing chaotically through the windows. Mallory directed me to wait in the living room while she prepared a snack, then apologized for the simplicity of her offerings as she placed the tray in front of me.
"Simple," in that the cured meats included a luxurious spiced salami and some kind of sliced sausage that I thought might have been duck.
"Simple," in that the cheese was just a simple aged cheddar and a wine-flavoured goat cheese.
"Simple," in that the pickles were homemade, and by pickles, I mean the pickled cucumbers, pearl onions, peppers, and asparagus.
"Simple," because the sourdough she'd sliced up was a day or two old, and the only fruit she had was a bunch of grapes, and she usually liked to put pistachios on it but she'd only had salted almonds.
"Mal... Mallory," I said, trying to cut into her apologetic effusions. "This is perfect. Seriously, this is... this looks amazing."
It managed to quiet her and she looked up at me, her eyes wide and shining in the dim golden glow of the flashlight she'd placed on the table.
"Really?" she asked.
"Really." I popped one of the pickled peppers into my mouth and shook my head in disbelief. "You made these?"
She nodded.
"You should be a chef. These are fantastic."
The room seemed to brighten as she smiled. "Jeremy keeps asking me to just buy regular dill pickles and stuff. He doesn't like the ones I make."
"He must be crazy."
She smiled sadly, rolling one of the grapes between her fingers before eating it. "Maybe. I don't know. It's been... it's been hard."
I almost didn't want her to start talking. I didn't want her to be upset, but I didn't want to take that step, to be the person she could lean on at that moment. Not when I was already struggling not to react to her presence, not when she had lips that reminded me of angels before her, not when we were both married and she had a baby and I had...
It wasn't right.
"What's been hard?" I asked instead of keeping my fucking mouth shut.
She sighed. "I didn't think things would change so much after having a baby. I thought... I mean, I knew they'd change, but I didn't think Jeremy would go back to work so early. I was so pissed and this is exactly why. He has no idea how hard it is when he's out of town and I'm by myself and I can't even... I feel like I'm barely a person anymore. All I am is a mom." She looked up at me, her eyes watering again. "Does that make me sound horrible? I love my daughter, I just--"
"I get it," I said. "I understand."
"I feel like he resents me," she whispered, the words spilling out of her. "Like he's changed. I just feel so alone and so... I just worry, you know? I worry she'll see how he treats me and then she'll grow up thinking--"
She stopped suddenly, glancing up with alarm and fear in her eyes.
"How does he treat you?" I asked, knowing deep down that I was about to get myself into a situation I did not want to be involved in.
"It's not... it's... it's hard to explain," she whispered.
"Mallory," I said, putting the piece of bread I'd been about to eat back on the tray and turning towards her. "I think you need to explain it to me."
She stared at me, her eyes speaking words her lips couldn't, and I knew. I fucking knew what that dirtbag was doing to her, and for all the things I'd fucked up in my own marriage, I'd never even considered doing something like that.
"Why are you still here?" I asked.
"He's my husband," she replied. "And he's... he's Ellie's dad."



"That doesn't mean--"
"It's not like what you're thinking," she interrupted. "I'm not perfect either."
"That doesn't mean you deserve to be hit, Mallory!"
"I know that," she snapped. "I know that very well, and I don't need you to lecture me when you don't even know what my marriage is like and--"
"You're right, I don't know what your marriage is like," I said. "But I know what mine is like, and I know it might not be perfect and my wife might be crazy and piss me the fuck off more often than not, but if she doesn't deserve to be hit, then neither do you."
Her mouth dropped open, anger flashing and then fading in her eyes, only to be replaced with concern.
"Wait, what do... what do you mean?"
"What?" I asked, confused.
"You... you said Liz makes you mad."
Of course I fucking did. Of course I was sitting with a woman years younger than me and dreaming about her lips and thinking about how much my marriage fucking sucked and saying shit I shouldn't have said.
I let out a slow breath. "That's not the point."
"What does she--"
"It's not important."
"It sounds important."
"Mallory," I said, trying not to let the pain show in my voice.
"Scott," she replied, pouting slightly.
I laughed.
I couldn't help it; I couldn't avoid it. I shook my head and I tried not to, but I laughed, and Mallory looked annoyed for a moment before she seemed to realize I was laughing because there was nothing else, not one single fucking thing, that I could do.
"Scott," she said again, and then the side of her thigh was pressed against mine and she had a comforting hand on my back. "It'll stay between us. Talk to me."
I meant to say no, but then I started talking.
**
"You're fucking it up."
He said it to me more than once. He said it all the time while I was growing up. He said it when I picked her and he said it when I got divorced and he said it when I refused to admit I'd fucked up by picking her.
"You never marry the other woman, Scott," he lectured. "You wanna stick your dick in every pretty cunt that comes along, you do that, but you never fuckin' marry the other woman."
And it didn't matter that I protested, that I told him this was different, that it wasn't like him and Mom, that I really loved the woman he kept condescendingly referring to as "other," even after she became "only."
"You're fucking it up," he'd say, and if he hadn't been so goddamn insistent about it, I wouldn't have been so stubborn.
But I was. I was so fucking determined to prove him wrong that I excused so much. Too much. Everything. I fell for her and I followed her like she was a religion. I followed her every whim, I followed her on adventures and excursions, I followed her to the bedroom and the altar and to wherever she wanted to go.
And as she spiralled downward, I just kept on following her.
The first signs weren't even signs. They were just things that I thought were normal. One weekend we were taking spontaneous road trips to a nearby lake just so we could say we'd fucked on a beach; it seemed like the next weekend, road trips were for antiquing and golf and cute little bed-and-breakfast getaways. We were just getting more comfortable with each other, I thought. More laid back. Life didn't have to be a big party all the time; it was perfectly fine to settle down and focus on what mattered.
And what mattered was her.
I excused so much because of that. I excused everything, and I justified everything, and one day I woke up and realized I didn't recognize the woman beside me.
She always slept next to me; right next to me. Sometimes in my arms, sometimes just pressed against me, hip to thigh or ass to groin or even just hand in hand if it was really hot out or something. But always, fucking always, we slept like that, and I loved it.
There were days that I'd wake up hard as stone, tugged out of dreamland by feather-light fingers playing with my cock. There were days that she opened her legs before I'd fully opened my eyes, days where I was still shaking off the cobwebs of sleep as I slid myself inside her. She would laugh at that, giggling at the fact that even half-awake, I wanted her. That even with limbs still heavy and eyes still shut, I could strip her, caress her, suck on her tits and pin her on her back and start fucking her, only rousing myself fully when I felt her pussy tighten around me and her juices gush as she came again, and again, and again.
God, I loved waking up like that.
I should have known that things were going downhill when I woke up one morning and she wasn't pressed against me. She was still beside me, gingerish hair fanned across the pillow as she lay on her back, dozing lightly. I blinked myself awake slowly, watching her come into focus, her breath steady and her eyelashes touching her cheekbones.
God, she was fucking gorgeous.
I shifted forward lazily, bringing myself closer to her, letting my hand slide across her stomach and up to her perfect, perky breasts. She murmured softly and I leaned forward, pressing my lips to her shoulder and nuzzling against her.
"Hmm?" she mumbled.
I smiled and kissed her soft, sweet skin again.
"Morning, honey," I whispered.
She stiffened. "What are you doing?"
I froze, then pulled away from her, confused. "What?"
"Why are you touching me?" she asked, blue eyes cold as she glared at me.
"I... I thought... This is how we usually wake up," I stammered.
She stared at me, frowning and confused and concerned, for a long and terrifying moment. Then, her face softened, and she tried to smile.
She tried, but she didn't.
**
For far longer than was appropriate, Mallory and I sat on her couch, commiserating about the sickness of our marriages as thunder crashed and lightning flared in the world outside her house.
She had it far worse. I mean, obviously. There weren't enough words to describe how angry I was with her husband, a man I'd never met, for what he was doing to her. She excused it, because of course she did, because it's never as easy as people think to admit they're in a broken marriage.
Hell, mine had been broken since before it began and I still couldn't admit it.
He hit her. That much was certain. She said it had stopped and they'd gotten help, they'd gone to counselling together and separately, that he'd gotten help for his anger. But he was still a wife-beater and that meant if I ever saw his face, I was going to kick his ass.
I might have been a shit husband, but at least I didn't beat my fucking wife.
She listened as I haltingly explained how things had gone downhill with Liz. How one day, she'd been a fiery, passionate, life-loving woman, and the next, she'd turned into a warden and my home had turned into her prison. How I felt indebted to her, how I was the one who worked and I took care of her and our daughter and yet she dictated everything in our lives.
I told her how much I loved Liz, how despite everything, I'd always been determined to make it work. How I'd waited for my Liz to come back.
How I was certain the woman I'd married was still in there somewhere.
"Is she... like, sick?" Mallory asked at one point.
"Like mentally?" I asked.
Her face flushed pink enough that I could see it under the dim glow of the flashlight. "Well, I mean..."
I swallowed, my throat tight, and thought for a moment.
"I think she needs help," I finally said. "I've thought that since... since before Ramona was born. And I tried. I... I've always had good benefits, you know? We're not fucking struggling for money. I asked her time and time again to talk to someone, to just get... get help."
"If she's changed that much since you married her, why are you still with her?" she asked when I didn't continue.
"I'm not a fucking monster," I said stiffly. "Even if she's... I still love her."
"Of course," she said. "But if you're making yourself sick by staying..."
I raised my eyebrows at her, and the pinkness on her cheeks grew.
"You can stop judging me any time." Her voice wavered. "I... it's not like I can just walk away, okay? So stop judging me."
"I'm not judging you. I just think you deserve better."
She opened her mouth, then closed it as she looked at me.
"You do," I continued. "Look at yourself, Mallory. You're young and talented and gorgeous. You're a great mom, you work hard, you... you're worthy of more. You deserve better."
She bit her lip. "I... thank you."
"It's just the truth."
"You do, too."
I frowned. "I do what?"
"Deserve better." Her gaze was steady. "Sick or not, your wife treats you like garbage."
"I--"
"You just said she doesn't trust you, she checks up on you, she barely lets you go to the bathroom by yourself without freaking out," she said. "Okay, yeah, I can admit that Jeremy hitting me is quite obviously toxic, but Scott, you're being treated just as badly."
I was taken aback. "That's not--"
"It is," she said fiercely. "You've been unhappy for a long time. For so long that you don't know what it's like to be happy anymore. And you're the nicest guy, you know that? Y-you came here tonight and you helped me with Ellie and sh-she loved you. When Jeremy holds her, she just cries and cries, more than she cries when I hold her, and you let me talk and cry and you j-just deserve better, okay?"
The pink on her cheeks had gone red, and her eyes were glistening with passion and tears.
"It pisses me off," she continued. "That she doesn't know what she has. That she has... she has you and she acts like that. She has no idea how lucky she is."
"She's not that lucky," I said softly.
"Don't say that," she whispered. "Don't. You are good, Scott. If my husband was anything like you, I'd... I wouldn't be feeding you overcooked chicken and gross broccoli every night, that's for sure."
I laughed. I had to. And she laughed; she had to, just as much as I did.
It was absurd; we both knew it was absurd. That we were both in these fucked up relationships and knew it, that neither of us understood why the other was still there, not really, but that we understood, even if we didn't understand.
But understanding was like laughter, and laughter--like all things--fizzled and faded and fell to silence.
"You deserve better," she repeated softly.
God, wasn't that a nice thought. But it wasn't true. I shook my head slowly.
"You do," Mallory said fiercely. "Scott, you do. You are a good person."
"I'm not," I said. "I... she might be difficult to deal with, but I'm not innocent. I fucked up my marriage worse than anything."
"How did you fuck it up?"
I couldn't look at her.
I couldn't say it.
I couldn't bring myself to stare into those blue eyes, to look at the heartbroken woman sitting beside me and admit to her what I'd done to my wife, all the ways I'd hurt her.
How she was broken, and how it was my fault.
"Scott?"
Thunder rumbled and the room brightened, then dimmed back to the golden glow from the flashlight, and still I couldn't speak.
"Was it the same way I fucked up?"
My mouth went dry. Those words got me; those words forced my chin to rise and my head to turn to her. Those big blue eyes stared up at me, pleading and yearning and full of emotions that were dangerous and irresponsible and damn enticing.
"Scott," she whispered, and she touched my thigh.
I knew what she was feeling; I knew the loneliness, the ache, the feeling of being touch-starved and emotionally ruined. I knew how good it would feel to hold her, to kiss her, to run my fingers through that glorious red hair of hers. I knew it would be amazing, and I knew that it would probably kill my wife. I knew that I was miserable, and I knew that I deserved the misery, but goddamn if I didn't want her anyway.
I knew I would regret it for every second of my life, and I almost--almost--didn't care.
But I did.
"I have to go home," I said, and her hand fell away from my thigh as I stood up.
**
She called in the middle of the day.
"I'm bored," she said.
I glanced towards my office door. "How bored?"
"Bored enough that you should come home," she teased. "No one's around."
I bolted out of the office five minutes later, my dick half-hard and my heart pounding as I raced towards my truck.
She saw me the moment I parked on the driveway; I barely had time to get into the house before she was there, pressed against me, all curves and plump lips working against mine. We pawed at each other; a mess of hands and heavy breathing, rushed fingers slipping beneath fabric as we did a stuttering sort of dance towards the bedroom.
I undressed her there; her bra ended up on the floor, her dress ended up near the closet, her panties ended up pressed to my nose so I could inhale her scent before tossing them to the side. She pushed my blazer off and threw it with a boundless, giggling energy towards the door; I tripped on the legs of my pants as I tried to tear them off.
We stumbled to the bed and I pushed her down, feasting my eyes, then my lips, then my tongue on the immaculate skin that made up her tits. I sucked on her nipples, making her squirm, and couldn't stop myself from grinding my cock on her leg as she writhed under me. The wetness of her pussy was pressed against my thigh, dripping, warm, slick against me as she strained upwards. Still I licked, and sucked, and worshiped those perfect breasts and that flat tummy and those devilishly tempting curves.
"Will you fuck me already?" she gasped as I practically humped her leg.
I laughed against her mouth and she sank her teeth into my lip. It hurt in the best way, shock and insolence surging through me as she made her demands.
"Don't you tell me what to do," I scolded her, and the smile on her face told me that was exactly what she wanted to hear.
I flipped her onto her stomach and got behind her. She tried to sit up but I shoved her face back towards the mattress, making her squeal with delight. I fucking loved that sound, loved the way she loved to be used, and I slapped her perfectly round ass hard so she'd make it again.
She did, and then again when I spanked her again, and then a fourth time when I shoved myself into her waiting hole. I groaned, the sound unrestrained, freeing, relief overtaking me as the slick walls of her pussy gripped my cock.
I pounded her hard, just how she liked it, just how I needed it. She fucked herself back against me and I watched her fat ass ripple like shockwaves as I did my best to destroy her pussy. Her squeal turned to a low, braying sort of cry as I licked my thumb and then stuck it in her ass; she fucking loved it when I played with her asshole, couldn't get enough of it, begged me for more and more until I was fingering her as fast as I was fucking her. It was hard and it was primal and it was everything I wanted.
Everything I fucking needed.
She was struggling beneath me, trying to prop herself up on her elbows. Selfishly, I considered pushing her down again; when she was completely face down, I could fuck her deeper and take her harder. But that was only for a moment; instead, I generously helped her prop herself up by reaching forward and grabbing a fistful of that thick hair.
"Yes," she hissed as I pulled, forcing her neck up and her back to arch inwards. The sound of my hips slapping against her ass echoed in my room; my bed shook with the force of each thrust, the headboard slamming against the wall. She moaned and cried out and it was so fucking good, her pussy was so fucking tight and wet and hot and I couldn't get enough of it, I couldn't--
"Liz!" she gasped.
I didn't freeze; I turned to stone. My heart froze and my stomach froze and horror clutched at me the same way her pussy was still clutching my cock, so tight around me as I looked towards my wife.
She wasn't looking at me; she was, but she wasn't. It didn't matter that her eyes weren't on me. I could still see the betrayal, the hurt, the pain in them as she took in the sight of us, as she processed the fact that my dick was inside--was still fucking inside--her best friend.
"Hi, Monica," she said, and I almost raged at the absurd politeness of her tone. "Would you excuse us for a moment? I need to speak with my husband."
She left the room as we shakily got dressed. There would be no repercussions for Monica. Well, not in her marriage, at least. She and George had an "arrangement," she'd told me one tipsy evening while Liz helicoptered over our children playing quietly in the backyard. Intrigued, I'd asked what she meant, and she explained in a soft, breathless whisper about how George got to fuck just as many other people as she did. Sometimes she watched, sometimes he watched, sometimes they took people together and sometimes they had their own side fling, and sometimes--just sometimes, just once in a fucking while--she decided she really, really wanted to fuck her best friend's husband. It was almost sick how well it worked for them, how the ability to find pleasure in other people didn't damage their marriage but strengthened it.
That was most certainly not the case for me and Liz, probably because Liz had no idea I was finding pleasure in anyone but her.
"Why?" she asked me after Monica left.
Why.
Why?
How could I answer that? What could I fucking say that didn't make me sound like a goddamn monster?
Because Liz was exhaustingly perfect and it almost disgusted me?
Because I didn't feel like I could be myself with her anymore?
Because the woman I married was spontaneous and fun-loving and insatiably horny all the fucking time, and Monica was closer to that woman than Liz was?
Because I was miserable, and I was just starting to realize I had been since before our daughter was even born?
All those things were true.
All those things were horrific.
And I couldn't. I couldn't tell her that. It was just going to hurt her more.
She asked again and again. She guessed at the reasons; I refused to confirm them, even when she got them right. And for a while, I thought maybe it was a blessing in disguise. Maybe it was about time she'd discovered it.
Maybe it was time for me to accept that I'd fucked it up.
The thought gave me a sense of peace, in a sick sort of way. Yeah, I'd have to admit my dad was right. Yeah, he'd never let me live it down. He'd never liked Liz, not really. He'd always thought she was too young, too immature, too easily accepting of the easy life I could give her. And yeah, that meant listening to his lectures, and I'd be trading one misery in for another, but at least I didn't have to live with him.
Maybe it was about time for our marriage to be over.
I didn't say the words out loud. I thought them, and as soon as I thought them, Liz asked me why again, and when I didn't answer, she started to cry.
"Why didn't you just ask me for a divorce?" she choked, her voice cracking and shaking.
And if I hadn't looked up, I probably would have said something else. I probably would have said we should get a divorce, that I didn't deserve her forgiveness, that she had to see just as clearly as I did that our marriage was over.
But I looked up, and she was crying, and her eyes were full of a thousand emotions as they met mine.



And the sight of that... fuck.
Wisps of reddish-brown hair framed her face, loose from the ponytail she'd put her hair in. The corners of lips were turned down, but as she looked at me, she curled her bottom lip between her teeth. And her eyes were blue, so fucking blue, and when they were filled with tears they were so clear, and so deep, and so vulnerable. Those tears escaped, snaking down her cheeks, dripping onto her collarbone and glistening like diamonds on her skin.
She wasn't the same woman I'd married. Of course she wasn't. I wasn't the same man she'd married. We'd grown together, changed together, and I'd done this to her because... why?
Once upon a time, she'd been worth upending my entire life. She'd been worth leaving another woman I loved. She'd been worth pissing off my dad and risking my future. She'd been worth everything to me, and now I was ready to throw her aside, and for what?
For Monica Halliday? For a married woman who was nothing more than a good fuck?
Losing Liz meant losing everything, and I couldn't think of anything worse in the entire fucking world because the second I looked her into her eyes, I fell in love with her all over again.
"I don't want a divorce," I said.
Her face crumpled. "You don't want a divorce. You want to fuck Monica Halliday but you don't want a divorce."
I didn't.
I didn't want it to be over.
I didn't want another marriage to end this way.
I begged. I pleaded. I promised. I swore up and down I'd do whatever it took, whatever she wanted, whatever I could to keep her as my wife.
She told me she needed some time to think about it, which was the best I could really hope for, all things considered.
I packed a suitcase and rented a motel room outside of town where there was less chance of someone we knew seeing me. That was as much for myself as it was for Liz; she'd be mortified if someone caught sight of her shell-shocked husband booking a room for one at a cheap motel.
I wasn't there for long. I expected it to be a few days or maybe weeks; I didn't expect her to call me the next morning just after she sent Ramona to school.
"Liz," I answered, trying to cover the desperate hope in my voice.
She didn't say hello. "If I take you back, I need three things."
No more cheating. Obviously. I promised without a second thought.
Marriage counselling. Thankfully. I didn't even hesitate before making that promise.
"And I want another baby," she said.
The world froze. I sat in that motel room, my mouth open, my arms numb from the sudden shock of her statement.
"Anything," I forced myself to croak. "I'll do anything, Liz."
Anything.
Even if giving her that anything was no different than signing her fucking death warrant.
**
Liz had no idea she was my second wife.
She'd never known. I'd never told her. My parents had begrudgingly agreed to never mention my first wife, and I told all my friends that hearing about Kristina would upset Liz, so not to bring her up when she was around.
Never marry the other woman, my dad had said.
He had no problem with me fucking her, but God forbid I fuck her because I loved her.
Liz had no idea she'd been the other woman, once upon a time, and that was one of two secrets I'd ever kept from her.
Well, three, technically. I hadn't told her about Monica so I guess that was a secret, too.
But that night, during that thunderstorm, after I'd walked away from a woman who wanted me and proceeded to nearly kill my wife, there were only two secrets Liz didn't know.
And that was about to change.
I was shaken as I left Mallory's. Part of me--specifically, the part of me that was my cock--was screaming at me to go back, to let that ethereal woman with red hair and big eyes and perky breasts comfort me as I comforted her. The rest of me was shakily proud that I'd resisted, was certain I'd done the right thing, was sure it had been worth giving up that perfect body to return home to my wife. That part of me was lecturing my cock sternly as I drove, telling it to calm the fuck down and reminding it that Mallory was years younger than me, even if it didn't seem that way, and more importantly, that I needed to focus on the road since I was driving through my second torrential downpour of the day.
And then, from the cupholder of my car, my phone screen lit up.
I glanced down at it, then grabbed it when I saw the screen. The metaphorical weight of a thousand missed calls from my wife began to bear down on my chest. Gritting my teeth, I glanced at the most recent message, which was the only onenot from Liz.
I'm sorry I misread the situation, the text read. No name saved in my phone, but it could only be one person.Please forgive me. And please... if you could find a way to not mention it to Jeremy... I'm sorry to ask. I know I'm horrible. I won't argue that I was wrong to do what I did. But you were right about what he does. Please, Scott.
My anger flared, not at her but at him. Her fucking jackass husband was hitting her and I'd left her there.
With Mallory's message still in front of me, I had one eye on the road and one hand on the steering wheel, which is why when I noticed Ramona's car parked at the end of the driveway instead of in her usual spot, I was too distracted to question why the garage door that had definitely been closed when I left was now open. No, instead, I let muscle memory guide me forward without question, and it wasn't until Liz's body slammed against her car that I realized she'd been standing in the darkened garage.
A thousand pictures rushed through my mind, each one more disturbing than the last. Liz with a crushed leg. Liz flattened beneath my truck. Liz with blood dripping down her face. Liz unconscious with a crack in her skull. I couldn't stop the onslaught of images, couldn't stop the crash of panic and concern and terror as I bolted out of my truck and around to where she was.
"Liz!" I exclaimed.
She looked up at me, her eyes wide and her face pale. I stopped in my tracks when I realized she was standing, and she was conscious, and that there wasn't a scratch on her.
I hadn't hit her.
"What the fuck are you doing?" I gasped without thinking.
She recoiled slightly, almost insultingly, and her voice shook as she spoke. "I... I was going to look for Ramona."
For Ramona.
For our daughter, who had moved her car to the end of the driveway so she didn't have to have her mother peering over her shoulder while she charged her Nintendo.
I shook my head slowly, my mind catching up with me as my heartbeat began to return to normal. I'd almost run over my wife because she was so fucking neurotic about our daughter that she'd pried the overhead door open so she could go out in a thunderstorm to find her.
That wasn't fucking normal, was it?
"So you freaked out about where our adult daughter was." I took a steadying breath, trying to keep calm. "If you would've just waited--"
"Waited?" she snapped, her face twisting as she glared at me. "I tried calling you multiple times."
"I was out helping half the town warm up their bottles and run their sump pumps and open their fucking garage doors," I said evenly. "Like you wanted me to, remember?"
"I asked you to help Mallory," she said coldly. "You chose to stay out and help everyone else."
If it wasn't for Mallory, things might have ended there.
I might have dropped it.
I might have shut my mouth, and gone inside, and gone to bed so I could start another day in my miserable little life.
But it wasn't fair, was it? It wasn't fair for my wife to give me shit for doing the thing she asked me to do. It wasn't fair for her to lose her fucking mind because our daughter moved her car. It wasn't fucking fair that I did a nice thing, a good thing, that I helped half the town out and took care of Mallory and her baby when they needed help, only to have Liz get on my case about it.
After she fucking told me to do it.
If it wasn't for Mallory reminding me that I was still a decent person, that even though I fucked things up, I didn't deserve to be treated like that, we might not have fought that night.
"I can't win with you, can I?" I said bluntly. "You want me to go out and help people. Then when I do, it takes too long and--
"Don't put words in my mouth," she spat. "You didn't answer your phone, so I did the next best thing I could. I never said--"
"You were thinking it and you know it," I replied.
"I was worried!" Her voice was shrill enough that I winced, the anger and paranoia on her face making it seem painfully warped. "You and Ramona were both out and it was storming and neither of you even bothered answering your phones. All I knew was you were going to make one more stop at Mallory St. John's and that it apparently takes three times as long as any of your other stops to heat a bottle for her baby to go to bed."
I stared at her, my lips parted as the weight of her insinuations filled the garage. Outside, the rain pounded on the cement driveway, thunder roaring and rumbling as we stood facing each other in the center of our garage.
Despite the chaos outside, something almost like peace washed over me. Something almost inevitable, something I should have seen coming, something that flowed from the part of me that had just snapped.
How long was I going to pay for what I'd done to her?
How long was she going to promise to forgive me, only to never, ever fucking do it?
How long was I going to be her goddamn servant, dutifully obeying her every word, doing everything she asked until I resented the fact that she'd taken me back in the first place?
It was never going to be enough.
"What are you trying to say, Liz?" I asked, my voice low.
"Nothing," she said, glaring at me.
"Doesn't sound like nothing."
"I don't want to fight with you."
I almost laughed. "Little late for that, isn't it?"
She folded her arms, her eyes glimmering dangerously. "What do you want me to say?"
"What you're thinking," I said. "Ask me the question I know you're dying to ask. Just fucking say it, Liz."
The words hung there, unspoken but almost corporeal in the air between us. She stared at me defiantly, her bottom lip jutted out in a caricature of a pout and a mockery of the lips I'd loved for so long.
That woman wasn't my angel anymore.
"Why were you with Mallory so long, Scott?" she finally said.
Lightning flashed and the tension in the air split as something broke inside me.
"For fuck's sake!" I slammed a fist against my truck as I turned away from her. "How many times are you going to throw this in my face? It's been ten fucking years, Liz. Ten years and I haven't so much as put a goddamn toe out of line, and yet any time I don't pick up the phone as soon as you call or get stuck in traffic or spend a little too long taking a goddamn shit, you lose your mind."
"You cheated on me! It's hard not to wonder if you'd do it again."
"I fucking told you I wouldn't." I turned back to her, anger surging through my body with every beat of my heart. "I fucking said I'd do anything and I have. I've done everything you've ever asked me to do. But you never intended to forgive me, did you?"
"How dare you?" she spat. "I have forgiven you! You know that! But it takes time to--"
"--to what?" I threw my hands up. "To give up having someone who will bend to your every whim?"
"To learn how to live with someone who hurt you like that," she replied. "You'll never know what it's like because I'd never--"
"Of course," I said. "Because you're better than me, right? That's what this is all about?"
"Will you let me speak, or is that too much to ask from you?"
I glared at her, but kept my mouth shut as she launched into the same fucking story for the thousandth time.
"I watched you fuck a woman who was different from me in every way," she said. "Everything about her made me question why you were with me. We looked nothing alike; was it because she was prettier? Did she do things in bed that I wouldn't do? I don't know what that would have been because you know damn well I would have done almost anything with you but--"
"--but you wouldn't." I couldn't keep quiet any longer. "You changed, Liz."
She rolled her eyes. "I grew up, you mean? I acted like a goddamn adult?"
"That's not what I mean and you know it." I looked at her, sure she could see the pain on my face. "You stopped being yourself. You turned into this... this..." I gestured at her. "And you refuse to even acknowledge it, let alone get help."
"Get help?" She frowned. "Help for what?"
"You're gonna make me say it?" I asked.
"Say what?"
I almost cried with frustration. "Liz, you're not well. You... I'm not a fucking doctor, I don't know if it's depression or anxiety or fucking OCD or what but you... y-you've needed help for a long time. Everyone can see it. You act like... like, how do you not see how you act? And every goddamn time I try to bring it up you... you..."
I trailed off as she stared at me, her jaw hanging open.
"I'm not crazy," she finally said.
"I didn't say--"
"No, you didn't." She started to laugh. "Just apparently you think I've got a mental illness because I... because why? Because of how I act? How the fuck do I act, Scott?"
"Paranoid," I said bluntly. "Obsessively worried. You barely even smile anymore and when you do, it's so fake I don't even know why you bother. But you have this inherent need to be perfect and when things don't go your way, you lose your mind. I mean, it's so bad that you're trying to fucking gaslight me into thinking you're--"
"I'm trying to gaslight you?" she said incredulously. "You're trying to tell me you think I'm mentally ill! When have I ever--"
"You know damn well that the way you act is beyond--"
"This is how you're going to derail the conversation this time, is it? Instead of finally telling me why you felt the need to fuck Monica in our bed--"
"Because she wasn't you!" I roared, and she froze with the words still falling from her lips. "Because she was different from you in every fucking way. Because you weren't--you aren't--the same person I married, Liz. I fucked her because she reminded me of how you used to be."
I probably couldn't have said anything more hurtful.
I mean, I recognize that.
There wasn't much I could say to come back from a statement like that. Liz might have watched me fuck another woman, but I watched every haunting thought she'd ever had crash down on her as I finally told her why I'd wanted Monica.
I'd never come out and said it during counselling. I'd said what I was supposed to, all the things that would show Liz I was trying and I was dedicated to her and I wanted to do better. But I'd never told her why it was Monica, of all people, that I'd wanted.
The fight was vicious. It didn't matter that I'd done everything she asked for. It didn't matter that it had been her choice to take me back. It didn't matter that I'd done everything I could to care for her and support her and be the perfect husband she demanded. I was never, ever going to be able to make up for what I'd done, and she'd known that from the moment she'd walked in on me with my dick in Monica Halliday.
And I could have handled it better. I could have been gracious. I could have told her I was done trying to gain her forgiveness and her trust. I could have left then, left without her knowing just how much of a piece of shit I was, left without hurting her as badly as I did.
But I was pissed. And I wasn't thinking. And I'd already shown her what a fucking monster I was, so what was one more thing?
So before she screamed at me to get out and go fuck Mallory St. John like she was sure I wanted to, I told her that I'd promised her another baby and then had a vasectomy so I didn't have to go through with it.
**
She would tell anyone who listened that she had a fairytale pregnancy.
"Not a single day of morning sickness!" she would say. "And I just felt so good all the time. I just loved being pregnant!"
Which was true. She didn't have morning sickness, she had puking-her-guts-out-round-the-clock sickness. She felt great all the time because I would work long hours at the office and then come home to wait on her hand and foot. She loved being pregnant because she was the center of attention.
But it was okay, because I loved her, and it made her smile, and that was better than angels smiling down on me.
Then she gave birth.
She was so excited to be a mom. And I was excited to be a dad. I just didn't get to enjoy it.
She refused to get help. At first, we thought it was just normal. Having a baby takes a lot out of someone and then you're both immediately sleep-deprived and her life is a never-ending cycle of eating, sleeping, breastfeeding, and diaper changing. So for the first couple of weeks, we thought she was just adjusting to having a new little life in her hands.
But when a month went by and she was still missing her smile, I knew something was wrong.
"I love how concerned you are," she'd say at first.
"I'm fine. Being a new mom is hard. It'll get better once I have some sleep."
"What do you mean, you think I need help? You think I can't do it by myself?"
"There isn't anything WRONG with me, Scott!"
"I am PERFECTLY fine."
I begged her to talk to someone. I pleaded with her. I told her that sometimes it just happened, that some women just felt that way and that there was help. But she twisted all of that. To her, asking for help was admitting failure, and the fact that I'd even suggest she was failing as a mom... well. It didn't matter how much I tried to explain, she was devastated. No matter how many times I tried to explain how scared I was, how certain I was that I'd wake up one day and she would have plummeted over the edge of reason, she wouldn't get help.
The never-ending cycle started to include urging her to breastfeed and making sure she ate properly and holding her as she sobbed into my chest uncontrollably for no discernable reason except that she needed help that I couldn't give and she wouldn't take.
I'd never felt more alone in my life.
But we got through it, and I woke up one day to see her casually breastfeeding in the kitchen, sunlight streaming through the windows as coffee brewed and bacon sat covered in the pan to keep warm. There was a glass of orange juice in front of her as she held our daughter, and as I entered the room, she looked up.
"Morning, Scott," she said, and then she smiled, and like an absolute fucking fool, I thought the clouds had parted.
Slowly, things got better. They didn't go back to normal, but they got better. Sort of. She never got the help I thought she needed, so I never knew for certain, but I had a feeling the way she hovered over Ramona like the personification of an overprotective bubble was because of her guilt. She didn't bond with Ramona the way she wanted to in those early days, so she tried to make up for it. And the more she tried to make up for it, the more neurotic she got.
But it was manageable. It was okay. And it wasn't until Ramona was nearly a year old that she brought it up again.
"Maybe we should try for another."
We were in the front hall of our house. She was sitting on the table we had there, her legs spread, her pussy glistening. It was just before Ramona's first birthday party; the party was starting not even an hour later, and Ramona had been napping, and Liz's ass looked so fucking good in the sundress she was wearing that I couldn't help myself.



We'd barely fucked in the previous few months. I don't know if she realized it, but I sure as hell had. She scheduled everything in our life down to the minute and somehow kept forgetting to book in time for us to act like a married couple instead of just mindless zombie parents.
But that day...
Once upon a time, I would've just lifted her sundress up and buried my face between her legs without so much as a word. But there was no way that would fly with her anymore, so instead I'd hit on her, told her I wanted her, told her how much I missed her and that I wanted her so fucking bad right then.
She glanced at the clock.
I tried to swallow my disappointment and went to continue loading the car with all the shit she'd deemed necessary for the birthday party, but before I could, she'd grabbed me and kissed me heatedly.
We didn't make it to the bedroom. I lifted her on the table and fucked her right there, in full view of the front door and anyone who might happen to walk by. And when we finished, I told her again how much I missed her, how much I fucking needed her like that, and what did she say?
"Maybe we should try for another."
I couldn't go through that again.
She couldn't go through that again.
So I laughed it off and said we should think about it when Ramona was a little older since one was a handful already, and I put it off the next time she brought it up by making up some excuse about focusing on work, and after some time she seemed to forget. Slowly, she forgot who she was, and I forgot who she was, and that angelic smile became something I could only see in my dreams. But she didn't bring up having another kid, and that meant I could keep her safe.
Until I cheated on her.
Until it was either promise her another baby or lose my wife.
Until I had to choose between giving her what she wanted and putting her back in danger.
So I promised her what she wanted, and then I took away her ability to get it.
**
She opened the door with a mix of caution and concern on her face.
"What are you doing here?"
For a moment, I couldn't speak. It might have been because I was trying to collect my thoughts and figure out how to explain that once upon a time I'd have done anything to stay with my wife and that at some point, I'd apparently changed my feelings, and that I wasn't sure if I'd left her or if she'd kicked me out or if my marriage was even really actually over.
It also might have been because Mallory was wearing a long white t-shirt that set off the red of her hair, the strands seeming to dance as lightning punctuated the golden glow of her flashlight.
Just a long white t-shirt.
Nothing else.
Including, from what I could tell, nothing underneath.
"Scott?" she asked.
"I..."
She looked amused. At least, I think she looked amused. I don't know how I knew what she looked like, since it's not like her tits looked amused. Maybe it was something in my peripheral vision, maybe it was just an aura of amusement that I picked up with some strange sixth sense, but I had a feeling she was amused when I couldn't tear my eyes away from the front of her shirt.
Or whoever's shirt. Probably her husband's. I was pretty sure it wasn't her shirt, in any case, because it wasn't stretched across her breasts. Instead, it rested lightly against her, draped over the form of what looked like two perfect, swollen, deliciously full tits capped by nipples just dark enough and hard enough to be seen through the fabric before falling loosely away, hiding the rest of her curves beneath it.
Well, most of her curves. The hem of the shirt ended mere inches away from the junction of her legs, close enough that I could imagine the treasure that lay just above those smooth, milky white thighs.
"Did you get lost on your way home?" she asked, and there was definitely amusement in her tone.
"No," I finally managed to say as I tore my eyes away from her legs. "I got... I left. Her."
Her lips parted and her expression changed.
"You left Liz?" she repeated. "Like... like forever?"
"I... maybe," I said haltingly. "Or she... she might have left me. Metaphorically, I mean. She's... she's at home. You know, I don't..."
Mallory reached forward and took my hand, pulling me off her front step and into the warm and dry darkness of her house.
"Are you all right?" she asked softly.
"Yeah."
"No, you're not." She spoke patiently, still holding my hand, her fingers warm against my soaked and clammy skin.
"No, I am," I said, and was almost surprised by the fact that I meant it. "I... I feel..."
"Feel what?" she prompted.
I probably should have just said something like "good" or "okay" or "relieved," but I couldn't quite bring myself to lie to Mallory.
I also couldn't bring myself to answer truthfully, since admitting to her that I was horny as fuck didn't seem entirely appropriate. It also probably had a lot to do with the unexpected sight of her in that fucking t-shirt that was driving me wild and less to do with what she was actually asking me about.
Instead, I just shook my head. She looked at me, those huge eyes full of empathy.
"I'm sorry," she said. "But also, I'm not sorry. I'm glad you're getting out."
I felt the corners of my mouth flick upwards, a sound like a cough managing to escape in place of laughter. "Me... me too. I think."
She smiled softly. "I'd hug you, but you're sopping wet."
I glanced down at my rain-soaked clothes, so wet that they'd dripped onto the tile in her front entryway.
"Sorry," I said.
"We can change that quite easily."
I didn't look up at her. I didn't need to; the suggestion was in her voice, the hint, the invitation to see up close and personally what she'd done to fuck up her marriage.
And wasn't that how all of this happened in the first place? Isn't that how it happened with Liz, all those years ago? Working together late one night, her tugging her shirt down just a bit lower as if I wouldn't notice her doing it, her sauntering up to me with her lip between her teeth and her auburn hair brushing her shoulders and her eyes pleading with me? Wasn't she the one who grabbed me, who pulled me to her, who initiated that first kiss that put everything in motion? She didn't know about my wife; she'd never seen my wedding ring, since I never wore it in the restaurant. But she'd started it all; she'd begged me to fuck her and how was I supposed to resist?
And Monica, friggin' Monica Halliday with her open relationship and her wine-scented breath, whispering in my ear that she knew how frustrated I was with Liz because she was Liz's best friend and best friends knew those things. Wasn't she the one who told me how much she wanted me, and who grabbed my hand and pulled me into my house and led me to my bathroom and got to her knees in front of me? Wasn't she the one who let me finish in her mouth, then pulled her panties off and sat on the bathroom counter and told me to eat her pussy?
How the fuck was anyone supposed to resist temptations like that?
"I'm sorry," Mallory said, pulling me out of my thoughts, and the sultry invitation was gone from her voice. "I... I thought you... I mean clearly, you don't--oh, God, why did I even say anything when you don't--"
"Mallory," I said, but she kept talking.
"--want to... I'm so dumb. I'm sorry. And after earlier when I--ugh. I'm just making a total ass of myself, aren't I? I just--this is why Jeremy always says--"
"Mallory," I said more insistently.
She stopped, looking up at me with shining eyes.
"You're not letting me answer," I said, almost amused.
She gave me a haughty look. "Oh, so the huge awkward pause where you weren't saying anything at all wasn't enough to come up with some sort of response?"
"Uh... no."
"Why not?"
"Because I'm really fucking horny and more than a little distracted," I said, glancing down her body meaningfully before looking back up.
Her jaw dropped almost comically, a slight tinge of pink bursting onto her cheekbones. I swallowed hard, but kept my eyes on hers.
"My marriage just ended and I'd really like to have sex with you," I said. "And if I've misread this, then I'm sorry and I'll go, no hard feelings and no... no nothing. You tell me to fuck off, I'll fuck off. But--"
"If I tell you to fuck me, you'll fuck me?" she interrupted.
"Without question."
She chewed on her bottom lip, trying to hold back a smile and failing miserably. "So you do want me?"
"Very much."
"Even though I'm..." The smile faded and she held her left hand up just enough that I could see the glint of gold on her finger.
"Your husband is shit," I said forcefully. "Trust me. I know shit husbands. I am... I was one. So no, I don't give a shit that you're married, because you deserve better than him."
There was no holding back her smile that time, and the moment that brightness crossed her face, I reached for her.
Despite her earlier statement about not hugging me because I was soaked, she didn't protest as I brought one hand to her cheek and the other to her waist, directing her chin up so I could finally capture those sweet lips as I pulled her body against me. She let out a soft, giggling squeal as my wet clothes pressed against her t-shirt, but it didn't stop her from kissing me back.
I groaned; I had to. She was warm; so warm, and I was so fucking cold. Her lips were like a demon's: scorching hot, devilishly insistent, deliciously addicting. Instantly, she owned me, and instantly, I felt my cock starting to harden beneath water-laden denim.
I ignored it for the moment; what mattered more was the feeling of Mallory's breasts pressed against my chest and the softness of her cheek beneath my fingers. What mattered was her silky smooth hair and her breath mixing with mine and the absolute need I had to feel everything all at once. I wanted her; I wanted all of her, every inch of her, I wanted to taste her pussy and squeeze her ass and lose my breath beneath the weight of her tits. And it took everything in me, fucking everything in me, not to immediately start ravishing her body.
No, despite all my flaws, I was not selfish. I was not about to use Mallory like she was a doll or a toy or some mindless bimbo who was just going to spread her legs and let me hump away until I was done. I was going to fuck her right and that meant not immediately groping and pawing at her like I'd never touched tits before.
Instead, I poured myself into kissing her, into worshiping her lips and trailing my fingertips down her neck. She shivered as I traced the collar of the t-shirt, and again when I wandered lower, and lower, and lower until my fingers were climbing the swell of her left breast. Her breathing quickened just slightly as I inched closer and closer to her nipple, just enough to make that soft catching sound in her throat as she anticipated my touch.
And then I didn't.
I moved my hand to her ribcage and felt a soft whimper against my mouth. I tried not to smirk; instead, I moved my lips to her jaw and then her neck, sucking lightly on the tender skin there. My hands skimmed along her side, taking in the gentle curve from her waist to her hip, teasing along her body carefully until she was squirming beneath my touch.
"Touch me, please," she whispered, her voice breathless in my ear.
That was it; there was no saying no to that. There was no way to keep treating her like she was glass, to keep savouring her body, to force patience on my impatient self. A rumbling groan started deep in my chest, a low vibration that betrayed how much I fucking needed this.
Almost without my permission, my hands moved from her hips to her ass. The hem of her shirt was pushed mindlessly out of the way and--oh God yes, I was fucking right, she had absolutely nothing on underneath.
The tips of my fingers played along the folds between her legs. She was already warm, already starting to get wet, but I didn't delve further into her slit. Instead, I filled each of my palms with her ass cheeks, grabbing so much of them that my fingers were buried in her crack and brushing against her asshole, and squeezed hard as I bit down lightly on her neck. She gasped, a high-pitched noise of surprise that almost turned into a moan; almost, because before she could moan, I'd claimed her mouth again.
Her hands fluttered inconsequentially against my biceps as I kissed her urgently. She nipped at my lip and I grunted, returning the action and earning a delighted sigh that made my cock twitch. Again I squeezed her ass, and again she made those muffled noises that were practically music.
God, she could be a fucking addiction.
She kissed me hard, then wormed her hands between our bodies and down my chest. I parted from her reluctantly, not ready to loosen my grip on her gorgeous ass but forced to by her hands trailing along the wet fabric of my shirt. She glanced up, biting her lip as she reached the hem, a silent question that I nodded the answer to.
Carefully, she stripped my t-shirt away from my stomach. The ghost of it remained, wet fabric replaced by cool air and goosebumps as Mallory pulled it higher and higher. Once she had it off, she let it fall to the ground with an entirely unsexy-sounding splat, but I barely heard it as she stared at my chest.
"You're lovely," she breathed after a moment, and yeah, hearing that from a gorgeous woman decades younger than me made me blush like I was a fuckin' schoolgirl. "Come with me."
And what was I gonna do, not let her take my hand and lead me down the hallway?
I wasn't stupid.
So I followed her, both desperately thankful that the flashlight didn't show more and aggravated that I could barely make out the sway of her ass beneath the t-shirt as she walked ahead of me. I wanted to see that more than anything; I wanted to watch the tantalizing peeks of flesh beneath fabric as she walked, but I also didn't know if I could handle such a thing without losing my fucking mind. So I just followed, but as soon as we were in the bedroom and the door was closed, I reached for her again.
"I want this off," I said, grabbing at her shirt.
She caught my hand, guiding it away as a wily glint appeared in her eye. Without saying anything, she stepped out of my reach and put the flashlight on her dresser.
I was captivated by the sight of her; by the t-shirt that was now clinging to her body, soaked through by the water from my clothes. It molded itself against her tits, barely concealing the darkness of her nipples even in the dim light. She looked like something ethereal; a mermaid or a goddess or a siren, something mystical and beautiful, something that absolutely didn't look like a woman who had given birth five months earlier. I mean, shit. It reminded me of Liz's body, how she'd bounced back so quickly even though it seemed like her mind hadn't, and how fucking sexy she'd looked when her breasts were--
I stopped myself. I wasn't thinking about Liz. I didn't... I was done with Liz.
I was fucking done with her.
Mallory aided my distraction by peeling her shirt off. I stared unabashedly as she revealed herself to me, drinking in the sight of rosy nipples and the enticing shape of her pussy topped with a small patch of red curls surrounded by perfectly smooth skin.
Fuck, she was just so... fuck.
"You look like you've never seen a naked woman before," she said.
"It's been a while," I choked, and she threw her head back as she laughed.
"Come here," she directed, and I went.
She had trouble undoing my jeans, partly because they were wet, partly because my cock was so hard they felt tighter than anything I'd worn in my adult life, mostly because I was so busy pawing at her tits that she could barely get her hands between us. Her breasts were spectacular, full and heavy and firm in my hands, and it was only when she teasingly slapped my wrist that I stopped grabbing them.
She took the opportunity to finish undoing my jeans and kindly didn't laugh as I awkwardly tried to remove the rest of my wet clothing. Once it was gone, she made me stand back so she could have her turn to look again, and it felt like my cock only got harder when she licked her lips as she stared at it.
Without warning, she dropped to her knees, big eyes gazing up at me as she nestled between my legs. She looked away from me once she wrapped her fingers around my cock and I twitched beneath her palm, and again when she started to stroke me. I felt my mouth drop open as her tongue darted out to lick up the precum that had started leaking from my tip.
"Mmm," she said, glancing back up just before attempting to swallow my entire cock.
I groaned. Loudly. I couldn't help it. Her mouth was fucking amazing, just so... unghhh. It was hot and it was wet and her tongue swirled around the head of my cock, flicking against all the sensitive spots like she knew exactly which ones would make me tremble before her. She bobbed her head a few times before attempting to swallow me again, then pulled back and started to stroke me as she kissed her way down my shaft.
When she reached the base of my cock, she glanced up, then pressed a final kiss against it before licking my balls.
I almost lost my mind.
None of the women I'd been with--none of the ones before my first wife, and not my first wife, my current wife, or the woman I'd fucked while I was married--had ever done that.
Mallory, though?
Fuck.
I was way too distracted to think about what it said about her, but she knew her way around a cock.
I mean, she didn't even sit me down, didn't even wait for me to ask, just got on her knees in front of me. She licked my cock and sucked my balls and just... just worshiped my cock with her mouth, all the while looking up at me with big, sparkling blue eyes. After a while she moved back to my shaft, pink lips stretching around me as I filled her mouth. At some point, I'd apparently grabbed her hair, and it was soft and silky beneath my palm as she bobbed her head.
It was around the time I noticed I had her hair in my hands that she stopped fondling my balls. She looked up at me meaningfully, put her hand over mine, and pressed it harder against her head.
Oh, fuck.
I wasn't ashamed about the size of my dick. It wasn't like I was hugely well-endowed; I was about the average size, if the slightly exaggerated size men claimed was "average" was the actual average. So, maybe a little bigger than the actual average, but not enough that women were complaining it was too big. It wasn't something I bragged about or anything, and I only brought it up to make it clear how impressive it was when Mallory shoved the entire thing down her throat.
Whether she felt my knees trembling or just really knew how to give head, I didn't know, and it didn't matter. She put her hands on my ass, steadying me as she fucked my cock with her face, as my saliva-coated shaft pumped in and out of her mouth and the tip of my cock hit the back of her throat.
And God, oh God did I want nothing more than to finish in her mouth. And maybe if I was twenty years or so younger, I would've, and I would've watched it drip from her mouth and let the sight of my cum all over her beautiful lips get me hard all over again so I could fuck the hell out of her.
But I was not twenty or so years younger and I had no idea if I was even capable of two rounds. I was fairly sure I was, was fairly certain I could probably fuck her three times, maybe, but I wasn't about to risk it.
"Mallory," I gasped. "Honey, you gotta stop."
Her eyes had been closed, but she opened them and held my gaze as she stilled, then slowly pulled my cock out of her throat.



"What's wrong?" she asked, her voice husky.
I laughed, shaking my head. "Not wrong. Too, uh... too good."
"Oh." She smiled knowingly, pressed a final kiss to the tip of my glistening cock, and stood up. "Well, it's a good thing you stopped me. I'm not done with you yet."
Thank God.
While I fought to cool down a bit, I took Mallory in my arms and kissed her again. My cock pressed against her stomach, trapped between our bodies as I held her firmly against me. That was still almost a bit too much, so I very carefully used my hips to nudge her towards the bed. As soon as she was there, I guided her onto her back. She giggled and scooted further up on the bed, her knees bent as she leaned back onto her pillow.
It was her hair that caught me; the way it fanned out behind her as she lay back. Suddenly, her hair wasn't red flicked with gold; suddenly it was auburn, thick and full and rich. Suddenly her eyes weren't bright blue; they were dark, sapphires pooled with water and rimmed with thick black lashes. Suddenly she wasn't Mallory; suddenly she was Liz on our wedding night, when I'd stripped every last piece of lacy white lingerie off her beautiful body before sinking my cock inside her.
"Are you just gonna look or are you gonna join me?"
My heart stuttered and I blinked as Mallory became Mallory again. Shakily, I laughed, and shook off the strange feeling coursing through my body as I joined her on the bed.
I distracted myself by indulging in her body. My lips found that place on her neck again, the one that made her squirm and gasp, and from there I kissed down to her collarbone, then to her breasts.
Mallory really liked that.
Even if I'd wanted to, I don't think she would have let me move my mouth past her breasts. I had a hand between her legs, but I had no idea if she even noticed me fingering her. She was obsessed with the attention I paid to her breasts, writhing beneath me as I played with her nipples, flicking them with my tongue before sucking on them. The noises she made... I'd never heard anything like it, never had a sound make my cock ache like those sounds did. It was beautiful, fucking magical, listening to the sweet way she said my name over and over again as I lapped at those sensitive little nubs.
And then she begged.
"Please, Scott," she whispered, and suddenly I was twenty-four again, with a gorgeous auburn-haired waitress begging me to fuck her against a table.
It was almost aggravating how she popped into my head. I didn't want to think about Liz; I didn't want anything but to fuck Mallory, to feel that release, to be with someone who fucking wanted me for once.
"Please--" she started to say again, but before she could say my name, I moved up her body and kissed her heatedly.
"You're so fucking sexy," I mumbled against her mouth. "I wanna be inside you."
"Yes," she groaned, spreading her legs further as I held myself over her. "Yes, please."
My cock was so close to her mound. I knew how wet she was, how fucking soaked with juices her pussy was, and I could practically feel the heat rising off her. Slowly, I put a hand between us, reaching for my cock so I could guide myself inside of her. For half a heartbeat, I waited to see if she'd tell me to stop, that she wanted me to wear a condom, and I'd swallow hard and begrudgingly agree to it because even though I was shooting blanks, I didn't want her to think... well.
But she didn't say anything, and when the tip of my cock reached her waiting hole and I asked if she was sure, if it was still okay for me to fuck her, if she was having second thoughts, she reached up and pulled me in for a kiss.
"You said if I told you to fuck me, you'd fuck me," she whispered.
"Yes," I replied.
"So fuck me, Scott."
I didn't wait another moment. With her lips still on mine, I slid my cock inside her, barely able to stop my eyes from rolling back in my head as the slick walls of her pussy embraced me.
She moaned; I felt it, not just the vibrations against my mouth but the sensation of it surging through my veins, urging me on, telling me to give in and just fuck her already.
So I did.
The moments themselves melded together. I felt her legs wrapped around my waist. I felt her lips on mine, her breath against my cheek, her nipples beneath my palms. I heard her moan my name again and again, the same way I moaned hers. I felt that tension start up, that build up of pressure, and as much as I tried to slow myself down, I couldn't get enough of her. I lost myself, my mind in a haze, and all I could focus on was how good her pussy felt, how delicious her mouth was, how much I loved the feeling of her nails digging into my back.
I was close--not quite there, but definitely close--when I heard her gasp and felt her clench around me just a little tighter. Moments later, she was panting, mumbling soft words against my mouth.
"Dontstopdontstopdontstop," she pleaded, her voice high-pitched and her eyes squeezed shut. "Don't stop, Scott, I'm gonna--I'm so close, oh my God, please--"
"Come for me, honey," I murmured. "Come on my cock, that's what I'm here for."
She whimpered, then wailed. I don't know how Ellie slept through it, but it didn't matter; Mallory was coming, and she was coming so fucking hard that I could barely move. Her pussy was gripping me as tightly as her arms were, her body shaking and trembling beneath me. I watched her, completely enthralled, entirely captivated by the way her back arched and her lips parted and her neck bared itself to me.
That moment lasted forever; all too soon, it was over, and she slumped back against the bed as I resumed fucking her. Her eyes opened and she smiled up at me as I worked towards my own orgasm, her eyes bright and satisfied and so, so blue.
"Are you close?" she asked as I fucked her.
"Uh-huh," I grunted.
She looked slightly alarmed. "Don't come in me."
Fuck.
"Come in my mouth," she continued.
Oh, fuck.
The words alone almost made me come.
I pulled out; she scurried out from beneath me. She pushed on my chest, forcing me onto my back, then shoved my cock back in her mouth and down her throat.
It didn't take long before I reached the point where I couldn't stop myself, where I had to grab her hair and warn her she was about to get a throatful of cum, where I was hearing angels sing as the pressure finally released and I was pumping my load into her mouth. I felt her tongue against me and the muscles in her throat flex as she swallowed, and I would've sworn that woman was sucking my entire soul out through my dick.
She held my cock in her mouth for a while after I was spent, kissing it and licking it as I gasped for breath. When she finally released me, she crawled up beside me and let me wrap my arms around her, holding her against my chest so I could kiss her head and bury my face in her hair.
"That was amazing," she murmured.
"Mmm," I agreed.
"I mean, wow," she continued. "If I could get fucked like that all the time, I'd--"
But I never did find out what she'd do. My best guess was that she was going to say she'd stop cheating on her husband, who picked that moment to return home.
"Mallory!"
We both jumped at the sudden voice booming from the front of the townhouse. Mallory jolted upright, her eyes wildly alarmed.
"Jeremy," she whispered, and Ellie started crying from the other room, and I knew I was fucked.
Mallory managed to shrug a housecoat on and I somehow got my jeans on; apparently the threat of being discovered by the wife-beating husband of the woman I'd just fucked was enough of a motivator to make wet fabric slightly more compliant. But that was all I managed to get on, since the jacked-up fool that was apparently her husband was holding my t-shirt when the bedroom door swung open with a bang.
"Goddamnit, Mal, are you seriously back on this shit agai--" He stopped, staring straight at me. "Who the fuck are you?"
"Jeremy, I can explain!" Mallory said desperately.
"You can explain?" he shouted. "You can explain why you're fucking a guy who's... Jesus Christ, Mal, it was bad enough when it was Landon, now you're cheating on me with a guy your dad's age? You got fucking daddy issues now or something?"
"You need to calm down," I said harshly. "Lose the fuckin' tone and we can talk about this."
"Oh, sure, you want to talk about why you're fucking my wife?" Jeremy asked sarcastically. "Did she tell you she was married?"
"Don't," Mallory begged. "It's not what it looks like."
"It's not?" Jeremy turned to her. "'Cause it looks like you just fucked this guy. Did you just fuck this guy?"
"I... I..."
"So that's a yes?"
"I can explain," she said.
"You can explain after I kick this fucker's ass." Jeremy threw the wet t-shirt at me. "You wanna give me your name, fucker? Or can my wife give all your info to the paramedics after I'm done with you?"
"As long as it's my ass you're kicking and not hers," I said.
He stopped, staring at me. "What?"
"I said you can hit me, but if you hit your wife again, there's gonna be a problem," I said.
He turned back to Mallory. "I told you I was never gonna do that again. I fucking said--"
"You still did it!" she replied shrilly.
In the background, Ellie wailed.
"You said you forgave me!" Jeremy roared. "I told you I was fucking sorry, didn't I? And I'm never gonna do it again, even though you're such a goddamn slut that I can't be out of town for two goddamn days to work so our daughter has the fucking necessities and--"
"Don't call her a slut," I said heatedly.
"Don't tell me how to talk to my wife," he spat. "Especially not after you fucked her in my goddamn bed, you piece of shit."
"At least I don't hit my wife."
"Oh, you don't?" Jeremy laughed. "You just fuck other people's wives? What's your wife think of that?"
"How do you know I'm--"
"You've got a fucking wedding ring, you moron," he said. "Just like she does. Just like I do. Wanna see it?"
And then he punched me in the face, although I was fairly certain he used his right hand, which means he didn't actually show me his wedding ring.
I wasn't about to point that out to him though.
Instead, I reeled backwards, caught myself, and blocked the next fist that flew towards me; the left one, that time. He was quick, though, and before I could even try to hit him, he grabbed me by the throat and shoved me against the wall.
If I thought not coming in Mallory's mouth when she was going down on me the first time was hard, it was nothing compared to fighting with her husband. I wasn't in terrible shape; I jogged daily and ate healthy and played beer league baseball in the summer.
But I wasn't a fighter, and I wasn't in my mid-to-late-twenties-Liz-wasn't-really-sure, and the guy had to work some kind of construction or trades job that kept him ripped like a fucking MMA fighter.
He kicked my ass. There was no way around it. I got a couple of hits in; if he even noticed them, I would've been surprised. He, on the other hand, left some very noticeable marks on me. By the time the cops showed up, I had a black eye, a bloodied nose, and various other bruises on my arms and upper body.
The officer who pulled him off of me put him in handcuffs immediately; I had just enough time to catch most of my breath before they clinched them around my wrists.
"Why?" I panted.
"It's standard procedure when there's a domestic incident, sir," the officer said. "What's your name, please?"
"Scott," I mumbled.
"Scott what?"
I swallowed hard, nearly gagging on the taste of blood in my mouth. "Scott Roth."
The officer jotted that down, then frowned and looked up at me. "Wait, Liz's husband?"
My lack of an answer was apparently answer enough. The officer raised his eyebrows, then glanced at the other side of the room, where his partner was still detaining Jeremy.
Liz was going to fucking kill me.
**
By the time I was released, the storm had stopped and the clouds had parted, leaving the sky full of millions of tiny flickering stars to witness my walk of shame.
They didn't bring me down to the station. They didn't bring Jeremy there either, even though I pleaded with the officer to do it so that Mallory would be safe.
If it weren't for Mallory pleading with them not to take him to the station, they might've done it.
"Just stop, Scott," she had said when I told the officers I was worried for her safety.
I'd thought at first that she was the one who called the police, but she hadn't been. A concerned neighbour probably had after hearing the sounds of Jeremy beating my ass. My mouth dropped open and I looked at her. Her face was red, though whether it was from embarrassment, anger, or the last lingering effects of the screaming orgasm I'd given her, I didn't know. Given the pink flush on her collarbone, there was a pretty good chance it was the last one.
"You said--" I started.
"It's none of your business," she interrupted. "I'd like my husband to stay home tonight, please."
When the officers escorted me out of the house, she was sitting with Jeremy in the living room, trying to convince him that she'd mistaken me for him in the dark because of the power outage.
"There was a flashlight in the bedroom, Mal," I heard him say tiredly.
She paused. "Well, yes, but it was still dark and I..."
The front door closed behind me and I didn't hear the rest of her explanation.
"You're good to get yourself home?" the officer asked me as we walked towards my truck.
I nodded mutely.
"Listen, it's none of my business, but your wife--"
"It's none of your business," I said.
The judgement in his eyes was clearer than the sky was.
"Well, you be good to her," he said flatly. "Liz is a sweet lady."
Before I could respond, the front door of the townhouse opened.
"Wait up," Jeremy called, and I stiffened.
"Mr. St. John, I think you need to go back inside," the officer warned.
"I'm not gonna do shit," he said, walking up behind us with his hands raised non-threateningly. "I just wanted to ask Scott here one last thing."
"What?" I asked cautiously.
He folded his arms across his chest.
"Look, I... I have to ask, okay, and I know it's kinda sick, but..." He took a deep breath. "Did you come inside her?"
"What?"
Even the officer looked shocked.
"I said, did you--"
"I heard you," I said hurriedly. "I just... no."
He looked at me hard. "Tell me the truth, bud. Let me remind you that you just fucked my--"
"I know what I did," I said. "And I didn't... no. I didn't. And even if I had, I've had a..." I sighed. "I had a vasectomy so there's no chance I knocked your wife up."
Jeremy swallowed hard and then nodded brusquely. "Good. I just needed to... you know. Know."
"Are we done?" the officer asked.
"Yeah," Jeremy said, turning on his heel.
"Don't hit her," I said.
He stopped and looked back at me. "The fuck you say?"
"I said don't fucking hit her." I glared at him. "Regardless of the fact that she totally changed her tune the second you got home, I know what she told me, and I know--"
"I know." Surprisingly, he laughed. "Total one-eighty, right? I swear to God, she's fuckin' crazy." He shook his head, a look of pain on his face. "I love that damn woman so fucking much, but she's just... I'm not perfect. I know I've fucked up, okay? I know she's gonna make me pay for that for the rest of my goddamn life and I'm fine with it." He glared at me again, his eyes like stone. "I'm not gonna ever hit her again, but that doesn't mean I'm not gonna beat the shit out of anyone who thinks they can just fuck my wife whenever they want."
"Mr. St. John, uttering threats in front of an officer of the law--" the officer started.
"I'm not threatening shit," Jeremy scoffed. "Whatever, man. Go home to your wife and enjoy explaining what a piece of shit you are."
He left, and the officer made sure I got in my truck, then watched to make sure I drove away, and even though the last place I knew I'd be welcome was at home, that's where I went.
I couldn't think of where else to go.
The garage door was still open when I drove up; Liz's car was still inside. I parked in the garage like I always did and sat for a moment, then pulled out my phone and dialled Liz's number.
At the very least, I owed her a head's up I was there.
But to my surprise, she didn't answer, and when I cautiously let myself into the house and called out, she didn't respond.
Heart racing, I searched for her. I checked the basement, the bedrooms, all the bathrooms. I looked out into the yard, called her name, getting more desperate when I discovered her cell phone sitting on the kitchen table. She never went anywhere without her phone. Her keys were still hanging on the hook by the door. Her purse was in its usual spot. The only thing she apparently had with her was her shoes.
Panicked, I put my flashlight on the counter and paced the darkened kitchen, trying to figure out what to do.
Did I call the police? Did they... I mean, this was completely out of character for Liz. Was that enough of a reason for her to be considered missing?
And what about the fact that I'd... well. I'd ended our marriage. Sort of. I mean, I said I was going to leave to give her space. She said if I left, it was over. I said we'd talk in the morning. She asked if it was all an excuse so I could go fuck Mallory. I said yes.
So I think that meant I was the one who ended the marriage.
And what if she was just out walking or something? Clearing her head?
And what if she got hurt while she was out walking, and she didn't have her phone, and...
"Scott?"
I jumped and whirled around.
"Liz," I said, and I was so relieved to see my wife standing in the entryway to the kitchen that I went to her without thinking, intending to wrap my arms around her. It was only when I was close enough that the light from the flashlight brightened her face that I realized she was smiling.
She was smiling.
Not just any smile; her smile, the smile I'd fallen in love with, a smile that I hadn't seen for so long, I'd forgotten the effect it had on me. It transformed her face, her eyes glimmering brightly, every bit of her looking the same way it had when I'd first fallen for her all those years ago.
And being the fucking moron I was, for a moment, I thought it was for me, and I smiled back. Stupidly, I thought it was because she was happy to see me. That she didn't want our marriage to end, that she wanted to patch things up, that for some reason, she wanted me back.
But then I realized her lips were... different.
They were swollen.
Her skin was flushed.
Her hair was...
The smile faded from my face.
Her hair was a mess, sticking out haphazardly in every direction, and there were leaves stuck in it. Her clothes were all rumpled and her shirt was on inside out and the fact that her nipples were poking through the fabric told me that she didn't have a bra on. And if that wasn't enough, there were tiny marks all over her chest and neck, little bites that dotted her perfect skin, and she smelled like... well. I knewthat smell.
The point was, she was smiling like an angel, and I was not the man who put that smile there.
"Where were you?" I asked shakily.
She didn't answer, just frowned as she looked at me.
"What happened to your face?" she asked.
It was my turn not to respond, which was enough for her to figure out what had happened.
"Jeremy came home?"
I nodded.
"I'm sorry," she said, and like the actual angel she was, she genuinely sounded sympathetic.
"Where were you?" I asked again.



There wasn't even a trace of the smile left on her face. "I'm pretty sure it's none of your business."
"What?"
Guilt flashed across her face. "You left. I said if you left, you... I said it was over, Scott."
I fought to keep my voice steady. "Who were you with?"
She pressed her lips together. "It's none of your business."
"Liz--"
"It's not!" She was fighting back tears. "I went out. I... I went out for a walk. You don't get to come in here and demand--"
"I was just worried about you," I said.
"You don't have the right to be worried about me." She folded her arms and straightened her back, though both her shoulders and her voice were trembling. "I went out. Someone else reminded me that I'm worth something. That's all you need to know."
My heart cracked. "Who?"
"No one you know."
"Who, Liz?"
"Why do you want to know?"
"Because I--" I stopped, my mouth half open.
"It doesn't matter," she said firmly. "You can sleep in the guest room tonight. Tomorrow, I want you to find another place to live."
**
There are two sides to every story, three if you count the truth.
The truth was, Jeremy St. John was a garbage human being, and considering what a piece of trash I was, that said a lot.
I didn't know what else was true in their story. Did Mallory cheat, and that's why he hit her? Did he hit her, and that's why she cheated? Did he forgive her cheating because she forgave his abuse, or did she forgive his abuse so she could continue cheating?
At the end of it all, it didn't matter. There was only one side to that story that mattered, and that was the side where they'd ended up together. Toxic though they clearly fucking were, they ended up together.
It boiled down to one simple choice, really. It's the same choice that every single person in a marriage has to make. Some people have it easy. Their answer is unwavering; a resounding, confident, firm answer that never, ever changes.
It's not as easy for others. For people like me, or Mallory, or Jeremy. The answer there is a question in itself, something to be considered, something that shifts and grows and becomes "maybe" when the only options are "yes" or "no."
Whatever the truth was in their marriage, Mallory had sat down after Jeremy hit her for the first time, and she asked herself: "Am I better off with him or without him?"
And after Mallory cheated on him for the first time, he sat down and wondered: "Will I be happier with her or without her?"
I didn't know why, or how, or what else they must have had to consider, but they found their answer. Terrible though I thought it was, they chose each other.
I found my answer, too. It had taken years; decades; far longer than it ever should have, but that night, I knew what my decision was.
I chose Liz.
I chose loving her.
I chose wanting her no matter what.
The problem was, she'd stopped choosing me.
The answer didn't matter. I'd waited too long. I'd waited until the question wasn't even a question anymore, until she'd realized how much better she could do, how much better off she was when she chose to be without me.
She left me standing in the kitchen, the air around me dark and heavy. I heard her go upstairs, and I heard the water start in the master bathroom, and as she washed the residue of another man off of her, I sat down at the kitchen table and cried.
I still loved her.
And I'd fucked it up.
--
There are many sides to this story. If you're interested in some of those other stories, this is part of the When The Lights Go Out universe. More specifically, if you want to find out what Liz and Ramona were up to while Scott was at Mallory's, the stories Save World Get Girl and Lakeside Park are companion pieces to this one.
Special thanks to chasten, norafares, and OneAuthor for your proof-reading, as well as the awesome people who provided feedback. Paul M, Kevin Matheny, centralsquareguy, KW, AG, PM, N, K, ED, KJ, MidNyt, and RP - thank you all for your support.
I do want to take a moment to say that Scott's character does not represent my views or opinions, nor do Mallory or Jeremy, and the point of the story is not for you to like or agree with any of them. As easy as it is to say that someone should just walk away from toxic relationships like Scott's or Mallory and Jeremy's, that's not how real life works. The resolution in this story isn't meant to promote staying in any sort of abusive relationship, nor is it meant to cast judgement on people who do. If you're in a relationship where you're not being treated the way you deserve, reach out to any number of your local resources for help.
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Author's Note:
When Connor, a down-on-his-luck twenty-something year old man, needs to earn some extra cash, he signs up for a clinical trial taking a male birth control pill. Little does he know that the pill comes with some rather unusual (but arguably pleasant) side effects.
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The guys nearly laughed me out of the bar when they found out I was taking No-Nutter.
The pill wasn't actually called No-Nutter. It had one of those proper science-y names, but hell if I could pronounce it. But just like everything these days, when word got out about a male birth control pill that was going into clinical trials, the details got twisted all to hell. They called it No-Nutter because some of those redneck evangelist types got it in their heads that the pill stopped you from jizzing, which isn't how it worked at all. Not at all.
Trust me.
It just stopped your jizz from having swimmers in it, kinda like if you got snipped, but without the... you know, snipping. I don't know all the details of how it works. They explained it to me when I signed up for the trial because of the informed consent and all that stuff, but I got a little lost on all the technical details. It wasn't that your body stopped making sperm or anything. The best way I could describe it is that the pill changed the sperm so it couldn't... you know, turn into a baby or something.
Whatever. It doesn't matter, not in this case, anyway.
The point is, No-Nutter didn't stop anyone from coming, but the name stuck after the misinformation got spread around by guys who were so insecure with their own masculinity that taking any sort of responsibility for their own baby gravy was deemed unmanly. And even I had to admit it was a lot catchier than "male birth control pill."
All that being said, that alone wasn't why my so-called friends were laughing at me for taking it.
"What good is No-Nutter even doing for you, Connor?" snorted Patrick. "You haven't fucked anything besides your fist for ages!"
That earned another round of obnoxious laughter and palms slapping the sticky surface of the bar table. I tried to be a good sport and chuckle with them, even though Patrick was wrong. I'd fucked things other than my fist. But I wasn't about to admit that at the table, since telling the guys that when it's been long enough, you start getting a little desperate and doing things like humping pillows and buying replicas of your favourite porn star's pussy as a Fleshlight probably wasn't going to help the situation.
And I obviously knew what Patrick meant, which was that I hadn't fucked an actual woman in ages, and that much was definitely true.
It's not like I had a lot going for me. I'd moved across the country to be with the love of my life, Stella, who I'd met on an online forum for carnivorous plant owners. She was everything I thought I wanted in a person; namely, a woman who was sort of interested in me and who also happened to really like the same kind of plants that I did. So I moved to this shitty little suburb to be with her and for six months, life was great, until I found out Stella's Venus fly trap was more of a penis fly trap.
Which was a horribly inaccurate way of saying she'd met someone else on another carnivorous plant forum, declared that she was in love with him instead, and left me in her shitty little suburb so she could move across the country to live in his shitty little suburb.
It's just the circle of life, I guess.
Anyway, I'd spent all my money moving so I didn't have much of a choice but to continue working. But since Stella had left, I had to pay way more rent so it took a lot longer to save anything up. And then by the time I'd managed to scrape some savings together, I'd kind of settled in and sort of made some friends, and it's not like there was much waiting for me back where I'd come from, so I kind of just... stayed. Things weren't great and I still couldn't look at a pitcher plant without my heart aching after what Stella did to me, but I was... you know. Surviving.
It was while I was initially trying to save some money that I'd discovered the clinical research organization between here and the city. They paid pretty decently for trials if you got accepted to them, so I'd signed up on the off-chance I qualified for anything. I mean, it's not like I was doing anything else important with my life. Might as well use my skills of "being able to swallow pills and answer questionnaires" to help other people. There weren't a lot of clinical trials looking for slightly overweight guys in their mid-twenties, but I'd done a couple of surveys and it wasn't a bad way to make a little extra cash.
That is, until the No-Nutter trial started.
I qualified for that one because I said I probably wasn't gonna fuck anyone for a while. Embarrassing, right? But they wanted to make sure that if the pill wasn't effective or something weird happened to my jizz, I wasn't going to get some girl pregnant with a flipper baby or something.
"It's highly unlikely," explained the doctor running the trial as she talked me through the paperwork. "But since we're still early in the trials, better safe than sorry. Even still, on the off-chance you manage to find a sexual partner, just remember to inform them that you're taking the pill. We suggest using a second form of birth control, but as the test isn't on the efficacy of the medication, it shouldn't affect the results of the trial."
"Any other side effects I should watch for?" I had asked, trying not to be insulted by her accurate-but-unnecessary statement regarding the likelihood of me finding a sexual partner.
"A few," she said nonchalantly. "In the first few weeks of use, you may experience dry mouth, hallucinations, dizziness, constipation, diarrhea, insomnia, drowsiness, fatigue, or excess energy. Some rare longer-term side effects have included hair loss, anosmia, chronic heart palpitations, reduced sex drive, sleepwalking, intense sexual urges, and weight loss. There are currently studies underway about the possibility of excreting strong pheromones, specifically sociosexual, but there is no concrete evidence on that yet. We've also had some participants report changes to the texture, scent, and the, ah... flavour of the seminal fluid over the course of a few weeks."
"Oh," I said.
"It's highly unlikely," she continued. "But should you note any differences, please record them and let your coordinator know."
"I will," I said, knowing damn well I wasn't going to be able to tell them if my jizz tasted any fucking different than it usually did.
The first few days on No-Nutter weren't bad. I hated to admit it, but some of those anti-birth-control rants had made me a little nervous with their claims. Not that I thought it was some big conspiracy to sterilize men or start feminizing us or something, but you can't help but worry a little when people are claiming the pill could cause cancer or personality changes or the unlikely-but-terrifying-to-think-about chance of your dick falling off.
The doctor assured me that no one in the entire history of the drug had experienced their dick falling off and that included all the mice and other animals that had been through the trials, and it wasn't even like this was the first round of human trials. But there were hundreds of men online claiming that the Big Pharma company behind No-Nutter was hiding piles of withered dicks somewhere, and logically I knew that probably wasn't true, but it was still scary to think about.
Luckily, my dick didn't fall off. In fact, I was pretty lucky with the first few days of side effects. I was as horny as I usually was, which was basically constantly because I hadn't had sex in fucking ages, but at least it meant that my sex drive wasn't affected. Better than that, though, was that I was sleeping insanely well. And I don't mean like I was sleeping all the time; I was going to bed later and waking up earlier and had way more energy, to the point that I had actually started using the complimentary gym membership my boss had for all his staff and working out before work.
Before work. In the morning! Like a fuckin' gym bro or something.
I mean, I still didn't really know what to do with all the weights and shit, and I could only last about ten minutes on the treadmill before my heart felt like it was going to burst out of my chest, but I was trying, and there weren't usually many people around so it wasn't too embarrassing.
Truthfully, the side effects were... good. For the first time since Stella had left, I felt like I was doing more than just surviving. Things were going so well that first week that I almost considered going out to a nearby greenhouse to see if they had any bug-eaters in stock to replace the collection Stella had taken with her when she left me for that other douchebag.
Then the guys found out I was taking No-Nutter because I sort of told them I was taking No-Nutter.
"You would never catch me taking that shit," Bobby said as we sat around the bar, drinking away another Friday night as we watched hockey. It was between periods and the commentators were talking about one of the players who'd signed on to endorse it since everyone knew hockey players had shit-tons of money and a lineup of chicks waiting to fuck them.
"Me neither," Patrick said. "Fucking unnatural."
"How's it any different than a woman taking it?" asked Dave.
"If a woman doesn't want a baby, she can take her own fuckin' pill," Bobby said.
"So you'd rather risk a kid on some one-night stand's claim she's really on the pill?" Dave asked.
"Or just wear condoms the rest of your life?" I added.
"I'm not wearing a goddamn condom just because some woman doesn't want to take responsibility for her own body."
"Wow, the women must just love you," I replied.
Bobby raised his eyebrows at me. "Look at you, all snarky tonight. The fuck's gotten into you, Connor?"
I felt my face turning red. "Nothing. Just don't see why you wouldn't try to protect yourself from having a kid you don't want."
"Not my problem." He took a swig of beer and glugged it back.
"Till she gets knocked up and you got child support payments and shit," Dave said. "Nah man, I got lucky the one time with that girl Kenzie 'cause the condom broke and she wasn't sure if she wanted to keep it or whatnot, and let me tell you I was just sweatin' until she decided she didn't want the thing, so all it cost me was gas money to the city and whatever the procedure cost. 'Least if I'm taking the pill, I know it's less likely and shit, you know?"
"Yeah, till your dick falls off," scoffed Patrick.
"It doesn't make your dick fall off," I said.
"How would you know?" he shot back.
"None of your business," I muttered.
"Nah, you think you know so much about it, tell us how you know," Bobby added.
"I just know."
"How, Connor? You some kind of researcher now? Thought you worked at the carwash."
My face was turning red. "I just know, okay?"
"I would think you, of all people, wouldn't want your dick to fall off before you get a chance to use it again," Patrick said loudly. "Don't tell me you're takin' No-Nutter."
"Yeah, I am, and my dick is right where I left it," I snapped.
I shouldn't've said it, 'cause that's when they started laughing so loud, half the bar was turning towards us to see what the commotion was, including the table of hot girls sitting two down from us. I recognized a couple of them vaguely from around town: the tall brunette with killer legs who worked at the bank and drove a yellow Sunfire she only washed every couple of months, the one with light-brown hair and a girl-next-door smile and gigantic fuckin' tits who was a barista at the coffee shop, and Angel.
Fuckin' Angel.
I'd been in love with Stella when I moved here, but if I hadn't, I would've fallen head over heels for Angel, which is what happened after Stella broke my heart. Angel was my cup of tea in every way possible. She had golden hair--not blonde, blonde wasn't a beautiful enough word for the colour of Angel's hair--and huge blue eyes like something out of an anime. Every girl sitting at that table was hot and had a body to die for, but Angel had the kind of body I'd've spent hours upon hours worshipping if she was the kind of person who would sleep with someone like me, which she absolutely wasn't.
Still, that had never stopped me from daydreaming--and wet dreaming--about her sexy little body with its perfect curves and smooth, glowing skin. That had never stopped me from picturing her full, pouty lips in excruciating detail, imagining how soft they would be and how sweet they would taste and how fucking sexy they'd look wrapped around my cock.
I'd never imagined them pressed together as she met my eye, trying not to laugh as Patrick blurted out that not only was I on No-Nutter, but that my sex life consisted of me and my good friend Palmela Handerson.
That was what they did that night, though, and I felt like every cell in my body was withering and shrinking and cringing as she and her friends stifled their giggles.
"You gotta be fuckin' with us," Bobby said after his roars of laughter had faded.
"I just told you he isn't fuckin' anything," Patrick replied, nearly crying he was laughing so hard.
"You can all go fuck yourselves," I muttered, pulling my wallet out and throwing some cash on the table. "I'm going home."
"So you can go fuck yourself?" Bobby asked, and they were still howling as I left the bar, determinedly not looking at Angel and her friends.
If I'd been the kind of guy who had other friends or a decent personality or even just some self-respect, I probably would've stopped being friends with them. I mean, they knew how humiliating that was. Patrick and Bobby weren't especially good people. I knew that. Dave knew that, too, but he was kinda like me in that he didn't really have any other friends.
I spent the weekend trying to pretend like I was pissed at them and that our friendship was over. I went to that greenhouse to see if there were any carnivorous plants, but the owner said they were vegan so they didn't carry any. Then I thought maybe I'd go to the gym and walk on the treadmill for a while, but the barista with the big tits was on the elliptical, so I went home and resolved to sit around, watching TV and playing video games.
When Monday rolled around, I got out of bed and went to the gym. It had only been a couple of weeks, but it was already starting to get easier each time I went. I hadn't really noticed any changes or anything, so maybe it was all in my head, but I didn't mind all that much.
Work went. The carwash wasn't exactly the easiest place to chat with people; it was too loud and customers tended to be a bit more focused on cleaning their cars than they were chatting with the dude who went around hosing the excess suds off the concrete. But for some reason, people were a lot friendlier that week. Most of the people who came in said hello and asked how I was doing. On Tuesday, a couple of guys waved me over to show off their Mustang and ask what I thought of the new paint job on it, like I was someone who knew anything about cars and paint. On Wednesday, the brunette from the bank came in to wash her Sunfire and I wasn't fast enough to dart away without her seeing me. I thought she might just laugh at me again, but she bit her lip and threw her hand up to get my attention.
"Can you help me?" she asked.
"Uh... sure," I mumbled, reluctantly heading over to her bay.
"Thank you," she said, sounding relieved. "I know this is going to sound so stupid, but I can never remember how to turn the thingie from rinse to suds."
"You, uh, just... just turn this dial," I said, trying not to make her feel stupid even though it was incredibly stupid. "From where it says 'rinse' to where it says 'suds.'"
"Oh, right," she said, letting out a high-pitched giggle as she shook her head. "Thank you. I'm so sorry to bother you."
"It's okay," I said, trying not to sound too suspicious.
The brunette smiled prettily at me. "I see you around all the time. You're Connor, right?"
"That's what my name tag says."
"I'm Brittany." She extended her hand and, not knowing what else to do, I shook it. "Nice to officially meet you."
"You too." I cleared my throat and let go of her hand. "I should, uh, get back to work."
"See you around, Connor!" she said, and when I glanced back at her a few minutes later, she was turning the dial from 'suds' to 'carnauba wax.'
I thought maybe people were being friendlier that week because word had gotten around about what happened at the bar on Friday and they felt bad for me or something. I couldn't figure out why suddenly everyone was interested in talking to me or telling me their names or whatever. In all the time I'd lived here, I'd only met a few people: namely, Bobby, Patrick, and Dave. It was kind of suspicious, so I withdrew even more than I usually did, and after work I would just go home, eat dinner, watch more TV, and go to bed far later than I used to.
At least I was still sleeping well, anyway.
Even with all the niceness, that week just served as a reminder of how lonely this fucking place was. So when the following weekend rolled around and Patrick called, acting like nothing had happened and asking if I wanted to join them to watch the game on Friday, I agreed to it, since at least they hadn't changed how they were acting around me.
At all.
"Hey, Connor!" Bobby said loudly as I walked up to the table. "How's the No-Nutter treating you? Your dick fall off yet?"
And just like he expected, given the shit-eating grin on his face, half the bar turned and looked at me to see if I'd stand up for myself or show just how little self-respect I had and tuck myself into the empty seat at the table. Of course, that just made it even harder to decide what to do. Did I let everyone stare as I slunk out of the bar while losing the only people who were even close to being my friends?
Or did I sit down, knowing that behind me, people were shaking their heads and wondering if No-Nutter turned people into giant pussies or if it was just me?
Or did I take the third option that I could have never even imagined, which was presented by way of a woman making an offended scoffing sound from a few tables over?
"Wow, you are a real prick, aren't you?"
Both Bobby and I turned, which meant we saw her sitting at the table with her friends at the same time. She was looking at Bobby, her pouty lips turned down and slight wrinkles marring her gorgeous skin as she frowned at him.
"Aw, I was just kidding, Angel," Bobby said, chuckling. "He knows that."
"Does he?" She looked over at me, folding her arms across her chest. "Is he joking, Connor?"
Between the shock of hearing Angel say my name, the way she was looking at me, and the fact that when she folded her arms, her cleavage nearly popped out of her low-cut shirt, I forgot what words were.
"Uh," I said. "Well, uh..."
Her face softened and she uncrossed her arms.
"Why don't you come sit with us instead?" she asked, motioning at the empty spot between her and the barista. "I promise we're a lot nicer than your so-called friends."
"And hotter, too," the barista added.
Well, that was true. I glanced back at Bobby, who looked stunned, and Patrick, who was openly gaping at the unfolding scene. Dave was smirking, his eyebrows raised, and as I caught his eye, he tilted his head subtly.



What the fuck are you thinking? said that little head tilt. Go sit with them before they change their mind, you goddamn moron!
He made a good point, so I shrugged and walked over to Angel's table. She clapped her hands gleefully as I sat down.
"Finally!" she said, turning to me. "Hi, I'm Angel."
"I... I know," I said dumbly. "I'm Connor."
She laughed, those beautiful lips spreading into a room-brightening smile, and gestured to the barista. "This is Kate. And you know Brittany already. She told us you were so nice to her at the car wash this week."
"Oh," I said. "Uh... just doing my job. But thanks."
"No, thank you," Brittany said, leaning forward like she didn't know her shirt was super low cut and showing off the lacy black bra beneath it. "The other people there always laugh at me when I ask for a reminder and it makes me feel so dumb."
"You're not dumb," the barista--Kate--said, eyebrows furrowed as she reached across the table to touch her friend's hand before turning to me. "She didn't learn to read English until a few years ago so sometimes she forgets what the words look like."
"Really?" I asked.
Brittany nodded. "It's not my first language."
"Wow," I said. "I would, uh... wouldn't have guessed that. You don't even have an accent or anything."
She beamed. "Thank you!"
"Well, you really made her day," Angel said. She started saying something else, but the waitress picked that moment to walk up to the table.
Each of the girls ordered a drink and I asked for a beer. I figured I'd buy them a round at least, since that seemed like the right thing to do, and pulled out my wallet. As I did, though, Kate shook her head and Angel grabbed her purse, digging into it and withdrawing a few bills that she gave to the waitress. Immediately after the waitress walked away, Brittany and Kate launched into a loud discussion about the drinks they had ordered, and it was only when it was clear that Angel wasn't involved that I turned to her.
"You didn't have to do that," I said. "But thank you."
Her eyes crinkled as she smiled and I almost melted. "I know. But after overhearing what your friends said last weekend..."
Ugh.
As if her bringing it up wasn't enough, Kate and Brittany stopped talking and looked at me. That feeling of my cells shrinking and curdling in embarrassment started again. I tried to laugh, glancing down at the table as my face started turning red.
"That was really mean of them," Kate said sincerely. She let go of Brittany's hand and, surprisingly, placed her hand on my forearm. "You seem too nice to be friends with them. I went to school with Patrick and I know he can be such an asshole. Though that's partly my fault."
"It is?" I asked.
She nodded, her eyes almost sparkling as she hid a smirk. "Yeah. He was rude to me at work one day so ever since then I've been giving him decaf instead of espresso each morning."
I tried to hold in a laugh but failed. Kate grinned and rubbed my arm in a way that was incredibly inappropriate for someone I'd literally just met and yet so, so good.
"It was mean," Angel said decisively. "Especially because everyone I know thinks that guys who are willing to take birth control are about ten times sexier than the ones who think it's stupid."
I chuckled awkwardly. Ten times zero was still zero, but the sentiment was sweet. "That's, uh... kind of a nice side effect, I guess."
"Definitely." Out of nowhere, Angel put her hand on my other forearm. "I heard it's got some other great side effects, too."
Before she could elaborate, the waitress returned with our drinks, and I hurriedly changed the subject. It was strange enough to be talking to three hot girls who didn't think it was hilarious that I was taking a birth control pill. It didn't help that my mind was making connections between No-Nutter's actual purpose and the fact that I was surrounded by three hot girls, two of whom were wearing incredibly low cut shirts and one who had breasts that were putting a lot of strain on the fabric of her t-shirt.
"So Angel, where do you work?" I asked after the waitress walked away.
I'd gone to the bar to watch hockey, but honestly, I couldn't have even told you who was playing once I started talking with the girls. They were way more fun than my friends were, and not just because they were hot. Brittany was incredibly funny, Kate was almost wholesomely sweet, and Angel was a natural leader with a big heart.
I learned all sorts of things about them. Brittany spoke six languages and she'd learned nearly all of them by ear, which was why she had such a hard time reading and writing most of them. Kate loved working as a barista and wanted to open her own coffee shop. Angel was working on her Masters degree in some kind of biology. The three of them had been friends since high school, when Brittany had moved here as part of an exchange program and liked it so much she decided to stay. They loved drinking wine and watching game shows together. Brittany liked painting and drawing in her spare time, Kate was big into football, and Angel loved plants--I wasn't sure about carnivorous ones specifically, but she had a big plant collection, which I definitely got more and more jealous of the more she talked about it. And, most relevant to the events that happened next, they all lived together in a two-bedroom apartment three blocks away from the bar.
"...and a variegated string of hearts," Angel was saying as she told me about her plant collection. "But my favourite is this kinda rare one my grandpa found for me."
"What kind is it?" I asked.
"It's called a pitcher plant," she said. "They--"
"--love to eat bugs," I finished.
Angel grinned. "You know your stuff. Well, this is an Australian one called an Eden Black and--"
"No shit?!" I exclaimed.
"Yeah!" she said excitedly. "You like them?"
"So much," I said, almost wistfully. "I've always wanted to see one of those. You'll have to show it to me sometime."
And here's the thing.
I didn't say it flirtily. I didn't say it like I was insinuating anything. I didn't say it in any way whatsoever that anyone could have construed it as me hitting on Angel. I sounded friendly, sure, and maybe even a bit whiny because I was so fucking jealous of her for having a plant like that, but I wasn't trying to get an invitation back to her place or anything. I mean, I was attracted to Angel, that much was true, and I was really starting to like her because she was an awesome person, but even if I had been aiming to get in her pants, I wouldn't have suggested going back to her place with more roommates than they had bedrooms.
But none of that mattered.
"You should come see it," all three girls said at once.
And what was I gonna do? Say no?
Let me tell you, I might've been insanely shocked, but nowhere near as shocked as Patrick, Bobby, and Dave looked when I rose with the three girls and started towards the exit. They were so obviously thrown off that Angel noticed. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw her nudge Brittany and gesture at Kate, and before I even knew what was happening, I had three hot women literally hanging off me. Angel slipped her arm around my waist and Brittany put her arm around Angel's shoulder so she could put a hand on me, and Kate... whew. Kate was on the other side of me and she could have easily just held my hand like a normal person. Instead, she entwined her arm with mine, pulling it against her torso so her gigantic breasts pressed against my bicep.
"What the fuck?!" I heard Bobby say just before we reached the exit, and honestly, I thought about the same.
"Think that taught them a lesson?" Angel whispered as we walked out of the bar.
I chuckled, my face turning red as I nodded. "Uh, yep. Yep, I think it did."
She grinned and leaned her head against me.
I thought the three of them would let go of me when we reached the sidewalk, but boy, was I wrong. By the time we reached the apartment building a few blocks away, my mouth was dry and I was fighting to keep my cock where it was. Angel was pressed against my left side. Brittany was casually rubbing her thumb against my skin. Kate's tits were bouncing against my arm with every single step. I was starting to wonder if I'd been hit by a truck or something and was in some kind of weird coma that was part good, part bad.
Good in that oh my God there were three hot women touching me and laughing at my lame-ass jokes.
Bad in that oh my God there were three hot women who apparently had no idea what kind of effect they had on people.
Fortunately and not, they let go of me so Angel could dig out her keys and open the door. I followed her up the stairs with Brittany and Kate both behind me until we reached the end of the hallway on the second floor. Angel unlocked the door and looked back to smile at me.
"Come inside," she invited, and I mean... I wasn't going to say no.
Their apartment was nice, if a little small, and appeared smaller still because of the huge plant shelves sitting in front of the balcony door.
"Wow," I said as I slipped my shoes off, my eyes on the veritable jungle in front of me.
"Kate and Brittany are the sweetest for letting me take up so much space," Angel said.
"This is amazing." I was so enthralled by her collection that I didn't even wait for her to invite me to look at it before walking across her living room to examine the shelves. "And they all look so healthy."
"She takes very good care of them," Kate said as the door closed behind her. "And I swear the air in here is fresher than it is outside."
I laughed as I examined a delicate-looking calathea. "I believe it."
From behind me, Angel cleared her throat. "Connor, come see my pitcher plant. I keep the ones that need special care in my room."
And see, I should've figured it out there, right? But I wrote off the way Kate and Brittany were giggling softly as them thinking I was a total plant nerd--which was true--and the little gleam in Angel's eye as her being excited to show me her plant collection. I could barely bring myself to look at Angel as I followed her to her bedroom and examined her really cool plants, asking questions about how she took care of them and where she got them and what insects did she usually give to her pitcher plant?
"I let it catch whatever it can," she said. "But I also get fruit flies for it sometimes. Kate and Brittany can't stand it when I give it bugs, though."
"Is that why you get your own room?"
"No, that's because Kate and Brittany are together."
That was a surprise. I nodded slowly.
"That's cool," I said, fidgeting nervously as I stared at the plant. "It's crazy how they can lure bugs in, you know? Some of them just have, like, a sugary nectar sort of thing to attract bugs, like any other plant would, but others put out a scent sort of. Like a--"
"Like a pheromone?" Angel said.
"Uh... yeah."
"Interesting how those work, eh?"
I frowned. "How... pheromones work?"
"Mm-hmm." Out of the corner of my eyes, I saw her step closer. "Did you know that's one of the side effects of the male birth control pill?"
"I... uh..." I stopped and thought for a moment. "Yeah, actually, I do remember them mentioning that. How did--"
"I'm studying human biology," she said. "So it's kind of fascinating to me to find out that not only do humans have pheromones, but that this pill can make you exude them so strongly. And that they work really, really well."
I swallowed hard. "They d-do?"
"Oh, yes." She was right beside me now. "Brittany and Kate can feel it, too. It's like... you're irresistible."
No one in the history of ever had told me I was irresistible. It was usually quite the opposite. And don't get me wrong, I was... I mean, who doesn't want to be told they're irresistible? Who doesn't want an insanely hot girl to sidle up beside him and admit she and her two hot friends are into you? It was a wet dream come true.
The problem was, unlike a dream, Angel wasn't a figment of my imagination, which I confirmed when she touched my arm and I felt compelled to look up and meet her gaze. Her beautiful big eyes were dark and needy as she bit her lip, and oh God if I didn't want to lean forward and use my teeth to tug that lip out of her mouth.
But if the only reason she wanted to be near me was because of the side effect of a pill...
"Maybe I should, uh, go," I forced myself to say.
Her eyes widened. "Wha... what?"
"Home," I said, my voice cracking. "I should, uh..."
"Did..." Her face started turning red. "Oh my God, you don't want to hook up, do you? You actually just came over to look at the plants and--"
"N-no!" I protested, shaking my head violently. "I... Angel, trust me, I... you are so hot. But I don't want to... you know. If you're just reacting t-to pheromones, it's not right for m-me to... to hook up with you."
"I thought your friends said you haven't got laid in ages."
My face burned. "That's, uh... I mean, yeah. No, I mean. I... fuck."
She pressed her lips together, amusement flashing in her eyes. "And even still, you'd turn me down because you're worried I'm... what? Overwhelmed by your sexy manly pheromones?"
I grimaced as I tore my eyes away from her, shaking my head. "If it weren't for the No-Nutter, you wouldn't even look at me twice. I don't want to take advantage of that."
She didn't say anything for a moment. Then, very carefully, she took my hand.
"You're right," she said softly. "I wouldn't have noticed you if it wasn't for a biological reaction to an odorant your body is producing because of the No-Nutter. The same way I might not have noticed you if I hadn't overheard your friends making fun of you for taking the No-Nutter and being a responsible, generous person who doesn't just automatically think that birth control should be solely up to the woman. Because that's just it, Connor. A pitcher plant might put out a pheromone to capture an insect's attention, but it's the shape and colour and scent of the nectar that lures them in."
She reached up, guiding my chin back to face her.
"I might have noticed you because of the pill, but I started liking you because of how you act. The moment you even thought that I might be influenced by something else, you said you'd leave so you wouldn't take advantage of me. Do you know how rare that is? You're a good guy. You treated my friend nicely. You came over here thinking I was just going to show you some plants and send you on your way."
"Well... yeah," I said. "I mean, I'm... you're so far out of my league that--"
"Don't even," she said sternly, and the hand on my chin moved to the side of my face. "I want to hook up with you. Don't insult my good taste, okay?"
"I... okay," I said dumbly. "But w-what about, um, your... roommates?"
Laughter flickered in her eyes and the next thing I knew, she was pulling my face down to hers, and her eyes were closing and so were mine, and her breath was brushing against my lips, and holy shit I was kissing Angel.
"They're waiting for us," she said against my mouth. "Those pheromones caught all our attention."
Oh, fuck.
"But you said they were--"
"They both like some dick now and then," Angel said. "I believe Kate says she prefers sucking it and Brittany likes it in the ass."
Oh, fuck.
"And you?" I choked.
She grinned. "All three."
Oh, holy fucking fuck.
Angel kissed me again, intentionally or unintentionally giving me a moment to process the whole thing. Once I repeated it over in my head a few times--three hot girls want to fuck me is this real life what the fuck how did I get in this situation am I dreaming nope I'm pretty sure I'm not dreaming holy shit Angel just stuck her tongue in my mouth oh my God Brittany and Kate probably want to stick their tongues in my mouth holy shit how did this happen am I really going to do this who am I kidding of course I'm going to fucking do this holy shit three hot girls want to fuck me is this...--and gotten used to the feel of Angel's mouth against mine, I was ready.
I was going to do it.
I was going to fuck all three of them.
My dick caught up with my mind and realized that Angel's perfect little body was pressed against me. I could feel her breasts pressed against my chest and her hips were nudging mine, so when my cock started hardening, there was no way she didn't feel it. I felt her smile as she kissed me and slowly, achingly slowly, she swayed from side to side, a tantalizing motion that made my cock react more and more.
"Come on," she murmured. "How about we give this No-Nutter a test drive?"
"Okay."
She giggled and took my hand, leading me out of her bedroom and back into the small living room. I don't know what I was expecting, but despite knowing they were together, it wasn't to see Brittany and Kate pawing at each other on the couch. Brittany's hand was beneath the flirty little skirt Kate wore, and Kate had a fist full of Brittany's chestnut hair tangled in her hand. They parted and looked at me and Angel as we entered the room.
"Please tell me he agreed to it," Kate said in a heady, desperate voice.
"He said maybe," Angel replied before I could enthusiastically confirm that I definitely agreed to it.
I felt as confused as Brittany looked.
"Maybe?" she repeated, her eyebrows furrowed.
"Mm-hmm." She squeezed my hand and tugged me forward into the room. "He said he might need to play with Kate's tits for a bit to really make up his mind, you know?"
I must have looked wildly alarmed because Kate glanced at me and then burst out laughing.
"Be nice to our poor, sweet Connor," she scolded Angel, untangling herself from Brittany and standing up. "Do you want to play with them, Connor?"
"Uh... I mean... yeah," I said, and she grinned.
Kate took my hand and led me to the couch, seating me beside Brittany before standing in front of me and taking off her shirt. I was completely entranced; I mean, who wouldn't be? Her breasts had to be at least a D, maybe more; truthfully, I had no idea how bra sizes worked, but they were pretty damn big. She was wearing a pink bra, and then approximately five seconds later, she was no longer wearing a pink bra and I was staring directly at the puffy, rosy pink nipples capping her beautiful breasts.
"What do you think?" Brittany asked from beside me.
"Wow," I managed to say, my eyes glued to Kate's tits.
All three women laughed and I jumped slightly as Brittany slipped her hand into my lap.
"She likes having her nipples sucked," she whispered as she ran her palm along the bulge in my jeans. "And you should try just shoving your face right in her cleavage. It feels amazing."
Before I could respond, Brittany took her hand back and Kate crawled onto my lap, straddling my thighs and pushing me against the back of the couch. I reached up and cupped my hand around one breast, then mirrored the action with my other hand. She watched as I fondled her, purposely avoiding her nipples as I traced my fingers all along the magnificent globes in my palms, indulging in the softness of her skin and mesmerizing weight of her tits until I couldn't take it any longer and brushed my thumbs across her nipples.
She moaned. And oh God was it an amazing sound. Throaty and breathy and yearning, and it absolutely compelled me to flick my thumbs across the hard little nubs again, and a third time before I couldn't take it anymore and had to push my face between them like Brittany had suggested.
It was a great suggestion.
Kate squirmed in my lap as I licked her breasts, kissing along the sensitive flesh until I found one of her nipples and twirled my tongue around it before taking it into my mouth. She made another one of those insanely desirable sounds and shoved her tits against me harder.



"His tongue," she gasped, though the sound was slightly dulled due to the naked mounds pressed against my head.
"Is it good?" I heard Brittany ask.
"So good," Kate moaned. "Oh, he's good."
My cock throbbed and I couldn't help myself from pushing up just a bit, grinding against Kate's body. She felt it, obviously, and ran a hand through my hair.
"Brit, you should--"
But the rest of the words were muffled. I wasn't sure why, but as it turned out, it didn't matter, because I was pretty sure I found out what she said moments later.
The warmth of Brittany's body beside me disappeared as she moved away. A few moments after that, I felt someone kneel in front of me, and a set of hands pushed between Kate's legs and up to the button of my jeans. Kate lifted herself so those hands could undo the button and carefully unzip my fly, then used her body to guide me forward so I could continue feasting on her breasts without her resting fully against my lap. That was so the person who had just unzipped my pants could slide them off before nestling between my legs and taking my swollen cock into their mouth.
I groaned as I felt the hot wetness enveloping my tip. Kate giggled and shoved her tits against me harder, just as the mouth around my cock slid down further. A dizzy sort of lightness took over my mind, a mix of the overwhelming sensations and the surreal situation and probably a little bit because it was hard to breathe given the breasts in my face.
Not that I was complaining. I mean frankly, if I was suffocated by Kate's tits while Brittany was sucking my cock, at least I'd die being the happiest I'd ever been.
At least, I thought I would, until I felt the couch shift and another body sidle up beside me--Angel, obviously. She said something to Kate, who shifted on my lap so Angel could grab my arm and gently pull it towards her. I still couldn't see her, so it took me a few moments to realize she was completely naked, which I figured out when she guided my hand between her legs and I felt the hot, slick wetness of her folds against my fingers. My breath hitched and as I boldly began to explore her pussy, she let go of my hand, and I slipped a finger inside her.
Angel moaned loudly and steadied herself by gripping my bicep tightly, and now that was the happiest I'd ever been.
I didn't finger her fast or hard; instead, I took it slow, indulging in her pussy, memorizing every ridge on her slick walls. She was tight, even with just my finger in there. If her pussy was that tight, I could hardly imagine how snug her ass must be, and the thought of it made my cock twitch in Brittany's mouth. A moment later, I felt the vibration of a surprised noise in her throat, and her fingers wrapped around my cock as she pulled her mouth off of me.
"Guys!" Brittany gasped. "His precum tastes like... like... I don't know. Sweet."
"Sweet?" I heard Angel repeat. "Like how sweet?"
"Like... I don't know the English word," she said. "It's, ah... sûkerspin. Barbe à papa."
"Let me try."
And with that, Kate slipped off my lap. I gasped for breath and turned my head, then immediately lost my breath again as I came face to face with Angel's naked body.
It was as perfect as I imagined, all curves and smooth skin, faint tan lines outlining all her best parts.
"You like?" she asked, almost shyly.
"Wow," I breathed. "Holy fuck, you are... wow."
She giggled and sidled in closer, taking care to make sure my finger stayed in her pussy, and kissed me again. It was so distracting, I almost didn't notice Kate on the other side of me, twisting around so her ass was nestled beside me and her mouth could meet Brittany's on my cock.
Almost.
I tasted Angel's breath as I inhaled sharply, two sets of lips meeting around the head of my cock. With a reluctant eagerness, I pulled away from Angel so I could look down and witness a sight I hadn't ever even dared to imagine, let alone hope to see.
"Oh my God," Kate said, flicking her tongue out to catch a drop of precum that had just leaked from my cock. "You're right, it's sweet. Like... like..."
Brittany snapped her fingers. "Cotton candy! That's the English."
"Really?" Angel said interestedly. "I wonder if his cum will taste like it, too."
"Mmf," Kate replied, her mouth already full of my cock. She started sucking eagerly, bobbing her head like she was trying to pump more precum out of me.
I tilted my head back, groaning as pleasure built, and built, and built. Angel giggled, resting a hand on my shoulder and pulling herself in closer as she rocked against my fingers. Her lips pressed against my neck, then my jaw, then my ear.
"You're going to have to come for us a lot tonight," she whispered. "You know. For science. And for three horny girls who all want at least one taste of your cum. But three won't be enough, because I don't know about them, but I'd like a load in my pussy and maybe in my ass, too. And I know Kate's going to want one on her tits, and--"
"Oh my God, Angel," I moaned. "I'm already so fucking close, I--"
"I call dibs!" Brittany hollered, and she practically wrestled a stunned Kate off my dick before shoving her face into my crotch and just, like... just immediately swallowing my entire cock down her throat.
And I mean, who would be able to hold back from that? I ask you, who would see two women fighting over his cock, only to have the winner deepthroat him so fast and so hard that he could feel the muscles of her throat milking the tip of his cock, and not immediately feel the pressure in his body skyrocket and his dick start to spasm?
The answer: definitely not me.
I warned Brittany I was coming after shooting the first spurt down her throat. She pulled back so that the next couple of waves filled her mouth, big eyes sparkling up at me as I spilled my cum uncontrollably against her tongue. Once I finished, panting for air as I stared at her, she sat back, swallowed, and smiled.
"Yep," she said. "Cotton candy."
"You bitch," Kate pouted. "You didn't even share."
"Like you would have shared," scoffed Brittany.
"I would have," Kate replied righteously. "I would have let Connor come all over my tits and then you could lick it off like I know you want to."
"You would deprive poor Connor of being able to come in someone's mouth?" Angel teased.
"I... oh. I guess not."
Brittany giggled and reached for Kate. "I am not selfish, love. Come here." She opened her mouth and showed it to her. "I saved you a taste."
"Hey!" Angel protested. "I haven't gotten a taste at all yet!"
"Oh, that's true."
Brittany turned her head and stretched up as Angel reached down. Before I knew what was happening, they were kissing, Angel's tongue eagerly pushing into Brittany's mouth.
"Bitches," Kate mumbled, then looked up at me. "I get a whole load to myself later, okay?"
"Yeah," I said. "Whatever you want."
She glanced down at my cock. "How soon?"
I followed her gaze, looking at what should have been a spent cock glistening with saliva. It was glistening, all right, but as for spent?
"I don't know," I admitted, staring at my still-hard erection. "It's never done that before."
Kate licked her lips, then while the other two were still making out, crawled into my lap. She lifted her skirt, nudged her little thong panties to the side, and sank down on my cock.
"Oh," she sighed sexily.
"Oh," I grunted unsexily.
"Hey!" Angel protested, pulling away from Brittany. "I wanted to fuck him first!"
"I'll come inside you first," I promised as Kate began rolling her hips. "It's gonna--ah." I tilted my head back, consumed by the feel of Kate's dripping pussy surrounding my bare cock. "It's gonna be a while, I think. Pretty sure I've gotta make you each come at least once before it's my turn again."
"You better," Angel whispered, and I felt her pussy clench around the fingers I still had inside of her.
I made good on it. Kate was the first one to come on my cock, but Angel was the first to come; her hips bucked wildly as I fingered her into an orgasm. Brittany moved up beside me on the couch, kneeling so I could suck on her tits as I slipped a hand behind her and cupped her ass.
Then traced my fingers along her ass crack.
Then dipped them into her cleft and pressed a fingertip against her tight little pucker.
Then waited as she bolted from the room to grab a bottle of lube, returned, and poured it all over her ass and my fingers so I could push one inside of her, which was apparently good enough to make Brittany come just a few seconds later.
But I'd been right about it taking a while; even after making the three of them come, I was no closer to finishing again, which was fine by me. My cock was still rock hard and it still felt really damn good when Angel urged Brittany onto her hands and knees and directed me behind her so I could fuck her in the ass. I'd never fucked a girl in the ass before, but I'd watched enough porn to have a rough idea of what not to do, so I took it slow and gentle until Brittany began ramming back against me, her ass cheeks rippling as she fucked herself to another screaming orgasm on my cock.
And let me tell you, that was hot as fuck, and it got me pretty damn close, but I'd made a promise to Angel. As soon as Brittany finished losing her mind, I told them to give me a moment and ran to the bathroom to wash my dick and give myself a second to recover. I dunno, it just felt like the considerate thing to do, but I guess it didn't really matter much when I returned to see Kate kneeling on the couch and happily munching away on Brittany's ass while Brittany licked Angel's pussy.
They all seemed pretty content, so I worked my way onto the couch beneath Kate and grabbed her hips. She made a delighted noise and lowered herself, sitting on my face and grinding her juicy pussy against my mouth and nose and tongue until she was gushing against me with another orgasm. Above me somewhere, I heard someone cry out as she came; I wasn't entirely sure if it was Brittany or Angel until I felt someone moving overtop of me and lining my cock up to her pussy. Kate carefully crawled off my face just in time for me to see Angel hovering above me, the light from the living room lamp silhouetting her. She met my eye and smiled as she sank down on me, the head of my cock splitting her pussy lips before her walls began stretching around me.
It might've been the feverish haze of a three-on-one orgy talking, but I was pretty sure I had just fallen in love with her.
While Kate and Brittany cuddled and recovered on one side of the couch, Angel rode my cock on the other. It was neither fast nor slow, not rough or gentle, just perfectly paced with the right amount of kissing and touching and moaning. I rested my hands on her hips, feeling her smooth skin and admiring the crease where her soft tummy met her hips.
Fuck, was she ever beautiful. I wondered again if I was stuck in some kind of coma or something.
In the moment, it didn't matter. What mattered was that Angel's pussy was bearing down on my cock and her chest was heaving. Her forehead creased and she put a hand against my shoulder, her nails digging in as her thighs started to quiver. She braced herself, then threw her head back and pushed her tits out as her body shook on top of me. Her hips kept moving, grinding back and forth as she drew every second of that orgasm out until she was collapsing forward against my chest.
I held her, thrusting up into her a few times before carefully sitting up and guiding her onto her back. Those big blue eyes stared up at me, deep and yearning and hazily satisfied as I started fucking her. Her legs wrapped around my waist, urging me on as much as her words did, and when I finally felt that telltale clenching of my muscles and started thrusting harder and deeper, she smiled again.
"Come inside," she whispered, and I fucking did.
Her pussy milked my cock as I pumped those final amazing thrusts, relief washing through me and finding a home deep in Angel. When I stilled, gasping for breath, she kissed me again and let me rest against her with my cock still buried in her pussy.
I needed a break after that one, so I got to watch as Kate demanded she finally get to taste my apparently amazing flavoured jizz. And by watch, I mean Angel leaned against my chest and spread her legs as Kate started licking my cum out of her pussy, joined a few moments later by Brittany. They made Angel writhe and squeal and squirm, and by the time she came again, I was ready for another round.
The rest of the night flashed by. It was the best foursome of my life, not just because it was the only one but because it was so fucking hot. I have no idea if it was the best anything of any of their lives, but I like to think I performed pretty well considering I had three women to satisfy after God knows how long without even touching a woman. They each came at least one more time, probably more, but it got hazier and hazier as the night wore on.
I remembered Kate insisting on a load all to herself, which she gave up in favour of letting me come all over her tits after another deliciously sloppy blowjob that had started with me fucking Brittany's face. I ate Angel out, then Brittany, then Kate sat on my face for a while again before I found my face buried in Angel's ass. And I ended the night inside Angel, nearly crying as the sweet velvet of her pussy surrounded me again and again, my heart pounding and racing and throbbing as I told her how good she felt.
After I came inside her again, I fell back on the couch, my pulse bounding as the girls surrounded me. Kate and Brittany were entwined with each other, but curled up against one of my thighs, and Angel nestled in beside me and rested against my chest.
"You okay?" she asked, giggling.
"Think so." I groaned and held her a little closer. "Is it going to ruin everything if I beg for this not to be a one night thing?"
"Depends," she said, tracing a finger up my chest. "Do you mean fucking all three of us, or would you take me out on a date or two?"
"Uh--"
"Either works for me." She kissed my neck. "But I think I'd like you all to myself."
My heart thudded hard and for a moment, I was the happiest I'd ever been.
Then I woke up.
The room was white and there were loud beeps surrounding me. My mouth was painfully dry, my tongue as smooth as a cactus, and my head ached.
Confused, I looked to my left, then to my right. There were two empty chairs and a small wooden table with a teddy bear and some balloons on it. Beside that was a half-empty plastic to-go cup from the local coffee shop sitting next to a car manual with a picture of a Sunfire on the front. On the wall hung a crucifix and a big picture of an angel with golden hair.
"Oh!" said a voice, and I turned to see a nurse standing in the room. "Connor! You're awake."
"Uh-huh," I croaked.
"Oh, that'll be the dry mouth." She darted into the hallway and came back quickly with a cup full of ice chips, which she handed to me. My hand shook as I took it and she leaned forward, gently guiding the paper cup to my lips. A strange look crossed her face as she touched my hand, something soft and nurturing and...
And I don't know. Something.
"Wha' 'appened?" I asked through mouthful of ice.
"Oh, you poor thing," she said softly, carefully adjusting the IV stand so she could sit on the edge of the bed. "You passed out. Heart palpitations. Probably exacerbated by the NONTR you were taking."
Heart palpitations.
I mean, that made sense, didn't it? I'd never had a foursome before, but I was pretty sure that they took a lot of effort. So if the NONTR was causing heart palpitations and I'd done all that work to make the three girls come--not to mention all the coming I did--then maybe I'd just...
I chewed the ice as my eyes fell on the picture of the angel again.
If I'd passed out, where were the girls? Had they brought me here or had they called an ambulance? And how long had I...
My eyes moved from the picture of the angel to the car manual sitting on the small wooden table. Brittany drove a Sunfire just like that one. And the coffee cup... Kate... Kate worked there.
Didn't she?
Didn't...
My heart wasn't thudding painfully hard anymore. Instead, a hollow sort of sadness filled my chest.
Hadn't I wondered multiple times if I was in some kind of coma? I mean, the whole fucking thing was too good to be true. I didn't have a shot with even one of those girls, let alone all three of them.
Was Kate even real? Or Brittany? Or had I just made them all up? I mean, I knew there was a hot barista with huge tits who worked at the coffee shop, but I didn't know her name. I didn't know the name of the girl who drove the Sunfire. And Angel...
On what planet could I have ever even imagined Angel would fuck me?
"So it was all a dream?" I finally said, my voice still hoarse but at least manageable.
"What was all a dream, cutie?" the nurse asked.
I stared at the painting, then shook my head.
She patted my hand gently, her palm soft and warm against my clammy skin. "Hallucinations are another common side effect, so you may want to let your researcher know."
"Right," I said softly. "Okay."
She nodded, then stood up and began fiddling with one of the tubes on my arm.
"Anyway, you're very lucky," she said.
"Sure," I said, unconvinced.
"You are. You were extremely dehydrated. It's a good thing those girls knew what to do so you got here in time."
"What girls?" I started to ask, but was cut off by the door to the room flying open.
"Connor!" Angel cried as she burst into the room. "You're awake!"
"I... uh--oof," I said as she threw herself onto the bed and into my arms.
"Miss!" the nurse said harshly. "He just woke up!"
"We were so worried," Kate said, ignoring the nurse as she rushed to the bed. "We thought we'd broken you."
"You did almost break him," the nurse said, unimpressed. "He was susceptible to palpitations already and with the, uh, overexertion you described--"
"We almost fucked you to death, she means," giggled Brittany.
"Mmm," the nurse said, her mouth tight as she finished fiddling with the tube.
My head spun as the three of them talked and touched me and apologized profusely. By the time I'd realized I'd been mistaken and that holy fuck I had actually fucked all three of those women, Angel was stroking my cheek tenderly and staring up at me with her big blue eyes.
"We agreed on it and you'll just have to take me on my own for a while," she said.
"Uh, I believe we said we would each have to take him on our own," Brittany said.
"And in the meantime, Kate said she'd love to be your gym buddy if you want her to," Angel said, ignoring her. "You know, so we won't overexert you again."
I nodded, then smiled, then had to chuckle as she reached up and kissed me. Maybe No-Nutter was gonna make my dick fall off... but only 'cause I'd be using it so much.
**
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I don't want a lot for Christmas
There is just one thing I need...
**

One

"I'm not going."
Sighing, I wordlessly held my hand out for the skimpy black bikini and fire-engine-red one-piece swimsuit Em had just yanked out of her suitcase.
"No," she said stubbornly. "This is a terrible idea, Kelsie. I don't even know if these fit. I'm not going. I'm calling Alex right now to tell him I'm not going."
It would have been a lot more convincing had she not just stood there, her knuckles turning white as she clutched the swimsuits, instead of calling her boyfriend to tell him she wasn't going on the trip to Mexico he'd been planning to surprise her with for ages.
Not that she knew she was going to Mexico. I knew she was going to Mexico because Alex had zero concept of the amount of things that would have to happen in order for him to pull his whole plan off without a hitch.
"Put it on," I ordered, nodding at the one she had left in her hands.
"What?"
"Put it on," I repeated. "You're so concerned about them not fitting, give it a try."
It took another few minutes, but she finally conceded and stripped down. I would've looked away to give her some privacy, but the way things were with me and Em, that would have been weird. She'd seen--and photographed--me mostly naked a bunch of times. As for her, well. She used to do some "modelling" of the explicit variety, which made sense. Em was born gorgeous and she'd die gorgeous. Long, lithe, and tall, she was covered in tattoos and had thick black hair, sparkling bright eyes, and unfairly perky tits considering how big they were.
I, on the other hand, had a dump-truck ass that would give the Pixar moms a run for their money. I also had dump-truck hips that had never quite gone back to normal after I'd given birth, a poochy stomach, and slightly below-average tits. I didn't know if mom-bod was a thing, but if it was, that was what I had, only my mom-bod was contrasted by the vibrant coloured hair and multiple piercings I'd gotten after my divorce.
I mean, I figured if I was gonna be a divorced single mom escaping from a quiet life under the thumb of a mature church-going counsellor who wanted little more than a trophy he could sometimes scream at, I might as well go all out.
Anyway, the point was that despite her being a literal model and me looking more like I'd been sculpted out of modelling clay, neither Em nor I were particularly modest around each other. So I stood there with my arms folded as she stripped down and squirmed her way into the bright red one-piece.
"Hmm." I toyed with the piercing in my lip as I studied her. "You're right. That's going to be a problem."
She sighed heavily. "See, I told you I--"
"Alex isn't going to be able to keep his hands off you. I mean, you'll never even make it to the beach when he sees you in that. It's just going to be pound town, twenty-four-seven, and then why did he even bother with all the fancy vacation stuff? He could've booked a room at the Motel Six."
She rolled her eyes and snorted, but her face lightened a bit. "You're so full of shit."
I watched as she turned to look in the full-length mirror, twisting and evaluating the way the stretchy fabric sat on her chest. After a moment, she frowned.
"Wait," she said. "The beach?"
"Or the pool, or the hot tub, or whatever," I said smoothly. "And if there isn't one of those, you can just wear it in the hotel bathroom so Alex knows that if he wants to see all of this next time, you expect a beach."
"You have a lot of confidence there'll be a next time," she muttered. "I'm still not even sold on this time."
I passed her the black bikini to try on. "What's this really about?"
Even though she hesitated, she didn't do me the discourtesy of pretending she didn't know what I meant. "I don't know if I'm ready to be away from Leia."
Fucking finally. I sighed and sat on the edge of her bed.
Of course it was about Leia--Em's daughter, and my daughter Baylee's best friend. Spitfires, the both of them, but Leia was far more talented at wrapping people around her sticky little fingers than Baylee was. Leia was charming and seemed to melt hearts simply by blinking her big doe-eyes. Baylee, on the other hand, was more likely to get in trouble for being one of those girls who was "too much." She was going to be too loud, too outspoken, too dramatic, too unabashedly herself.
I might not ever win Mom-Of-The-Year, but if my daughter turned out to be too much, I'd consider my parenting to be a resounding success.
But of course, that would be when she was a bit older. Right now, Baylee couldn't seem to tell the difference between standing up for herself and talking back to me, and I couldn't seem to go through a single day without claiming I was going to sell her to a zoo.
Not that I'd ever say that to Baylee, of course. Just to Em. That's what best friends are for: making fun of your parenting skills and commiserating when you were wondering how in the hell your DNA came up with that squalling turd of a child.
Personally, I blamed Baylee's dad, but that was mostly because he was a squalling turd of a man.
In any case, I'd told Em time and time again that she could make fun of me all she wanted, but that I was going to do the same damn thing to her once Leia realized how easily she was able to get people to bend to her every whim and start using it to her advantage. And honestly, if Em kept pulling this "Call it off, I'm not going" bullshit, I was going to spill the beans to Leia and get her to convince her mom to go to Mexico for her week-long fuckfest with Alex.
"Okay, look at it this way," I said. "The next time Leia starts learning a new song on her guitar and Baylee demands to sing along and Pepper's in the background whimpering because the girls are singing in tones only dogs can hear and you think to yourself, 'Man, I wish I could get away from it all for five minutes of peace,' ask yourself again if you're ready to be away from Leia."
That made her laugh. "Okay, fair."
"I've watched her a million times before. I have my own kid. I know what I'm doing." I folded my arms. "Are you questioning my mad parenting skills, Em? Because if so, I'm not sharing my flask of whiskey with you next time we have to shiver through a soccer game."
"You also work," she pointed out.
"Jimmy already agreed to watch Leia when I can't. I'm still trying to convince him he should take Baylee."
"I'm sure he'll watch both girls if you want him to."
"No, I mean permanently. I even offered a friends-and-family discount. Way better price than I'd give to the zoo. But for some reason he keeps saying he'll give her back after."
Em snorted back another laugh.
"You can call Leia every day if you want to, but keep in mind that means you're going to be subjecting yourself to an impromptu over-the-phone concert. But Em, she's going to be fine." I nodded towards the bikini she was still holding. "Try that one on. See if it's a little less likely to give Alex a four-hour erection before he even takes his Viagra."
"He doesn't need Viagra," she huffed, but peeled the red bathing suit off.
She managed to pull the black bikini on. I declared it even worse than the red one piece, telling her we were going to have to go to Target and find her one of those old-lady swim dresses so she wouldn't give Alex a heart attack.
"You're such a bitch," she scolded, laughing as she untied the straps of her bikini.
"It's not my fault you look like that," I replied airily. "Nor is it my fault that Alex is going to lose his mind and fuck you until he--"
And of course, that was the moment someone flung Em's bedroom door open.
"Is Pepper's ball in here? The girls want to--oh, Jesus, Em!"
"Ever heard of knocking?" Em asked wryly, not managing to cover her tits before Jimmy's face turned red.
"How the fuck was I supposed to know you were naked?" he muttered.
"Oh, I don't know." Em pulled her t-shirt on. "I mean, you could assume that I'm naked at all times when the door is closed and then you'd never have this problem."
"Kelsie was in here with you," he replied. "Why would I think 'oh, my sister and her best friend are in her room, better double check that neither of them are naked before I go in'?"
"Prior experience?" I suggested helpfully.
Well, helpful in that it made me cackle with laughter as he glanced up, a haughty look of annoyance unable to mask the embarrassment on his face. His scowl had been his trademark, once upon a time. With dark eyes and high cheekbones, that glare had a dual purpose of intimidation and dampening the panties of any girl attracted to the rebellious type of rock-star-esque guy who would piss off her dad.
Only in Jimmy's case, he sort of was a rock star. Or at least, he had been, back when that scowl had been his trademark. It felt weird to say "back when" about a guy who was just recently old enough to legally buy alcohol for himself, but his star had burned bright and fast. Before turning twenty-one, he'd had a record deal and more money than he knew what to do with. Which meant, of course, that he drank, smoked, and snorted a lot of that money away while the people clinging to his star power blew so much smoke up his ass that his head started to swell.
He was barely twenty when it all came crashing down. That combination of money and drugs and the inherent sense of invincible immortality that boys that age seem to have pissed off the wrong person: Alex.
Yes, that Alex.
But it all ended up working out, in the end. Alex wanted to bang Em, Em wanted to bang Alex, Jimmy ended up with a decent job at Alex's studio with him as a mentor... what's a little career destruction by a pseudo-father-figure who wants to bang your mother-figure a.k.a your sister who practically raised you?
Em was eight years older than Jimmy. She'd left home when he was only ten, but when he got kicked out a few years later, she took him in, even though she was a single mom with a toddler who was trying to get her shit together. As a photographer, she made decent money, but around the time Leia started kindergarten and with an eighteen-year-old brother-slash-pseudo-son-wannabe-rock-star who was on the verge of a big break, things had started to get tight.
Luckily, that was around the time my ex-husband began paying his child support, so Baylee and I were able to move into a small townhouse across the street from another single mom and her daughter who happened to be in Baylee's new kindergarten class. The girls declared themselves best friends the moment they met, Em and I declared ourselves best friends as soon as we realized both of us were sneaking Bailey's into our coffee cups during morning drop-off, and the rest, as they say, was history.
"Will you help me build up my portfolio?" she asked me while we were watching the girls at the park a couple of weeks after we'd met.
"Sure," I said. "If you really think my face is going to sell people on your portrait skills."
"Gorgeous as it is, it's not your face that I want to take pictures of."
I snorted and took a swig of wine out of my travel mug as the girls played on the monkey bars. "What, you want pictures of my ass or something?"
"Yep."
I laughed, but she was serious.
"I want to start doing boudoir photos. I know what it's like in front of the camera and how to pose people to make them look their best. There's good money in it. But I need some photos of someone other than me."
"And you think my dump truck ass is going to sell people on your boudoir photos when you've got photos of you posted right next to it?" I asked in disbelief.
"You have a nice ass. So yes."
I scoffed. "Sure, Em. Why not? I guess it'll be a testament to your skill if you can make me look sexy."
And I mean, to her credit, I did look damn good in them.
The girls were invited to a classmate's birthday party that weekend, so while they were getting hopped up on cake and goody bags, Em and I went back to her place to take the photos.
We took them in her bedroom with sheer curtains drawn across the windows to filter the natural light and give it a soft, sensual feel. I was kneeling on her bed, holding an oversized men's shirt taut against my breasts so the hypothetical person who would eventually look at these photos could see the hint of my nipple piercings poking through the fabric. And I mean, I wasn't uncomfortable or anything; I might have had a dump truck ass and a poochy stomach, but that didn't mean I felt the need to hide those things from the world.
So there I was, mostly naked, legs spread, doing my best to pretend I was some pretty young thing and not a mom in her early thirties with stretch marks and pink hair and one or two more wrinkles than I was willing to acknowledge in the corners of my eyes. And there Em was, contorted around the edge of her bed with her camera pressed to her eye, trying to pretend like we weren't in a small, cramped bedroom as she took my photo.
And then a skinny, dark-haired eighteen-year-old threw the bedroom door open and barrelled in.
"Hey Em, guess what I--" The man looked at me and his eyes nearly popped out of his skull before he looked at Em with a wild expression on his face. "What the fuck?!"
"Jimmy!" Em exclaimed, which answered my unasked question of who the fuck he was. "What are you doing here? I thought you were touring the rest of the month."
"I am, but I--" He couldn't seem to help himself from looking back at me, red splotches dusting his high cheekbones. "What the fuck?"
I pressed my lips together, amused. "As much as I love having someone look at me half-naked and repeatedly wonder 'what the fuck,' perhaps you and Em could go have this conversation somewhere where I'm not continually distracting you with my what-the-fuck body?"
His face went even redder. "No, that's not--I mean, you're not... You're not what-the-fuck, the situation is what-the-fuck. You... you're..." His eyes flicked helplessly down to my tits and I was pretty sure almost every drop of blood in his body was concentrated in his face. "You're naked."
"That's very observant. Thank you."
He cleared his throat. "And hot, I mean. You're naked and hot. Or wait, no. Pretty. You're... uh--"
"Jimmy," Em said flatly.
"--like you're pretty but I mean that in a respectful way and--"
"Jimmy," she said again.
"What?" he asked.
"Shut up." She pointed to the door. "Go to the kitchen."
I managed to wait until he'd hightailed out of the room before I burst out laughing and flopped back on Em's bed as she sighed.
"So anyway, that's my brother." She rolled her eyes. "Let me go find out what he's even doing here."
So, all of that was to say, it wasn't the first time he had burst through Em's bedroom door and discovered there was a naked woman behind it, though maybe since this time it was his sister, he'd learn a lesson or two about knocking. Especially since this time it was just to find the dog's ball; at least when he'd barged in on me naked, it was because he'd signed with his record label and was so excited to tell his sister that he'd driven up to Pueblo to share the news in person.
It was part of the reason his intimidating scowl didn't quite work on me. I mean, my first experience with the moody wannabe rock god was him stuttering as he tried to find the line between offending me for commenting on my body and offending me for not commenting on my body. Every time he put that scowl on his face, I remembered the particularly sweet shade of red his cheeks turned and the slight waver in his voice as he spoke.
For reasons related to the fact that he was my best friend's brother and also much, much younger than me, I tried not to remember the absolute thrill I felt when he couldn't seem to take his eyes off me. I mean, yeah, maybe it was because he was enthralled by the absolute grotesqueness of my stomach or something, but I liked to pretend it's because he wasn't just trying to be nice when he said he thought I was hot.
But I digress.
"Ha, ha," Jimmy said flatly as I laughed at his scowl. "So can I take that to mean Pepper's ball isn't in here?"
"Actually, it is." Em pointed at the dog bed in the corner, the bright red ball tucked tightly into the raised cushion as if the owner of said ball was hiding it from prying eyes, which he probably was. "But before you go, I need to ask you something."
He pointedly looked away as he went to fetch the ball. "Can it wait until you have pants on?"
"It's a bathing suit. I wear this to the beach."
"No way Alex is going to let you go to the beach in that."
"Alex doesn't get to 'let' me do anything," she snapped. "If I want to go to the beach naked, I will."
He straightened up after grabbing the ball, raising his hands defensively. "Right, okay. I just meant that--"
"--that you think because Alex is a man and we're in a relationship that he gets to dictate what I wear?"
"That neither of you is gonna see much of Mexico if you wear that since Alex is probably gonna be popping as much Viagra as he can handle so he can keep you in the hotel the whole time," he finished. "Trust me, as much as I have zero desire to know how hot he thinks you are, he never fucking shuts up about it."
"See, Em?" I said. "That's the exact same thing I said, save for the part where someone clearly wasn't threatened with the wrath of Curt Llama if he spilled the beans on the location."
He grimaced. "Shit."
Em whirled towards me. "He's taking me to Mexico?"
"I refuse to confirm or deny these allegations," I said.
A bright sort of energy seemed to vibrate off her as she struggled to maintain the cool, collected composure she was known for. "I've never been to Mexico."
"And you might never get to go," Jimmy said. "I mean, who knows where Alex is taking you? Show him the bathing suit and he might just rent a room down at the Motel Six."
I hooted and nudged him with my elbow. "That's also what I said."
A hint of a smile broke through his haughty expression as I touched him.
"What was the question?" he asked, looking at Em.
"You're going to be okay watching Leia when Kelsie can't?" she asked.
He scoffed. "Of course I am."
She didn't look convinced. "You can't just be cool Uncle Jimmy while I'm gone, you know."
He rolled his eyes. "I know."
"This is different from taking her out for ice cream or having a movie night," Em said. "You're going to have to balance work and going out and taking care of my kid, and if that last one isn't your highest priority, then--"
"Leia is always my highest priority," he said fiercely. "I show up to everything. I've barely been drinking and when I do, it's usually with you. I've been working for Alex for ages and you can even ask him and Mike, I've been--"



"--doing a damn good job of being a responsible, slightly disrespectable adult, since being respectable is completely overrated," I interrupted, looking pointedly at Em as I attempted to put an arm around Jimmy's shoulder. He was too tall, though, so I settled for resting my hand on him instead. "And Em's doing the 'typical mom' thing with worrying about leaving her baby for an extended period of time, but she's going to remember that it takes a village to raise a child, and me and Jimbo here are part of her village."
"Jimbo?" he repeated, his voice twisted with a strange mix of repulsion, shock, and laughter.
Em snorted back a laugh. "It suits you."
"It does not!"
"Sure it does." She picked up a shirt she'd discarded on the bed and began folding it. "You're part of my village, remember? You can be the village idiot."
"Oh, fuck off," Jimmy groaned as I dissolved into laughter. "If I'm the village idiot, what does that make her?"
"Town bicycle," I said before Em could reply.
Jimmy couldn't stop himself from laughing that time and Em rolled her eyes.
"Leaving my kid with the village idiot and town bicycle seems questionable," she muttered.
"You've left her with us before," he said. "Kelsie and I have this down, Em."
"We make a great team," I added.
He nodded. "You need this vacation. Let Alex spoil you a little and stop worrying."
Em took a long look at her brother, then at me, then sighed.
"Okay," she said. "You're right. Just... you know I'm gonna want to talk to her like, three times a day."
"How?" I asked. "I have a feeling Alex is going to make sure you spend a lot of time with your mouth full."
She tried calling the whole thing off again, but Jimmy and I were laughing too hard to pay any attention to it.

Two

True to her word, Em called an average of three times a day.
True to my word and Jimmy's word, Leia was completely fine.
While Em may not have been away on a tropical vacation before, there were times that Jimmy and I had taken care of the girls before. She was a photographer, which meant she occasionally had photo shoots or events scheduled at weird times. And, like me, she sometimes got sick of being around her kid. It happens.
Either way, it meant that Jimmy and I had a system in place, though it was the first time we were testing it out for such a long stretch.
I was lucky enough to have a job working for an amazing boss who sort of let me make my own schedule. It was the stupidest job: I worked in the warehouse of a specialty candle company, which meant my job was literally packaging up these stupid bougie candles and sending them to stupid bougie stores or stupid bougie customers. Day after day, I put glass-encased pillars of scented wax into cardboard boxes and lovingly tucked bubble wrap and packing peanuts around them so that somewhere, some rich lady who would be aghast at my colourful hair and multitude of piercings could unwrap it and display it in her bougie living room or bougie bedroom or bougie shitter.
At least my boss was nice and super easy going.
"I don't care if you're here at one in the morning or if you want to work split shifts every day," she'd told me. "So long as the orders are processed in forty-eight hours, you do what you need to do."
On top of that, if I needed to make a little extra cash here or there, she was cool with me taking some shifts on the production line so I could get some overtime. It was a great job, stupid bougie products aside.
Normally, I started around seven. I'd package up Baylee's lunch and schoolbag, bring my sleepyheaded daughter across the street to Em's, and she'd take care of morning dropoff. Then when school let out, I'd pick up the girls, since Em's clients usually wanted photos done in the evening. Easy peasy.
With Jimmy, though, that didn't work. He worked at Afterglow Records, Alex's studio, and he generally worked in the evening. So while Em was gone, I took care of the morning drop-off before going to work, and he picked the girls up after school and brought them to the studio to hang out until I picked them up. It worked out in my favour: Alex being gone meant Leia wasn't getting her usually scheduled guitar lessons, and since she had Mike, the crudgey old bastard who co-owned the studio, wrapped around her little finger, she could get some of her musical inclinations out of her system with Jimmy while she was there.
Some. Not all. She and Baylee made sure that there was a brand-new concert for me to begrudgingly listen to each and every day I was watching them.
It was the fourth day of Em and Alex's trip when everything changed.
I'd had to work a bit late, so I had just parked at the studio when Em's second call of the day came through. Rolling my eyes, I answered it as I got out of the car.
"She's fine," I said.
"I know she's fine," Em replied, staticky sounds of relaxed beachgoers in the background.
I used my hip to slam the car door shut. "Then why are you calling instead of sucking Alex's dick?"
"I need to talk to you."
The lack of snarky response to my comment paired with the serious tone of her voice gave me pause, and I frowned as I leaned against my car. "What's wrong?"
"Nothing's... wrong," she said. "I just... Alex asked me something and--"
My heart jumped into my throat. "That fucker! He proposed?"
"Oh, God no," she said hurriedly. "And I would've said no if he had."
I let out a heavy sigh. "Oh, thank God."
She laughed. "On Alex's behalf, ouch."
"Em. Out with it. Why are you calling?"
Another long moment of silence passed before she cleared her throat.
"He... he wants me and Leia to move in with him."
The parking lot of the studio wasn't an especially loud place, but the world around me went quiet all the same.
"Move?" I repeated. "But you... I mean, he pretty much lives with you already, doesn't he?"
She sighed. "Yeah. But it's... I mean, it might be nice to have the extra space, you know? And like, it would be nice to live in a place a little more updated, you know?"
Updated. As in, not the shitty old houses we lived in.
"With more room for Leia to play in the yard. And a... you know, a safer neighbourhood."
Safer. As in, not the shitty neighbourhood we lived in.
"I mean, Leia wouldn't switch schools, of course. But she'd be able to have a bigger room and Alex said we could convert the basement into a photo studio so I could expand my business."
"Right."
"Kels?" she asked after a moment. "What do you think?"
What did I think?
My heart had dropped out of my throat, leaving a trail of nausea behind as it fell further and further down into my stomach. Here was my best friend, calling me from miles and miles away to ask my opinion on her moving in with her boyfriend. Which, like... fair. It made sense. I mean, we were best friends, and best friends are supposed to give advice in situations like this.
But we were best friends who also relied on each other. Heavily. And Alex had to know that. I mean, he had to know that Em and I had built our lives and schedules around each other because for a long time, it was just the two of us. We didn't have other friends. We didn't have partners. We had each other. He knew damn well what he would be doing to me if Em moved away. And that was probably why he'd decided to ask her while they were on the other side of the continent.
So what did I think?
I thought Alex was a complete shitbag for using me to plot this whole thing knowing damn well he was about to fuck me over.
I wanted to tell all of that to Em. I wanted to tell her I was standing in the parking lot of her boyfriend's studio, covered in dust and sweat with the scent of a thousand essential oil candles permeating my freshly-dyed pink hair, about to pick up her daughter that I was babysitting so she could have a luxury vacation. That I'd made tons of changes to take care of Leia. That I absolutely, positively, one-hundred-percent did not want her to move in with Alex because that meant my life was going to get harder.
But I couldn't make it about me.
"I'm so happy for you," I managed to say. "Y-You should do it."
"Wha... seriously?" she said.
"Of course." My throat felt tight. Blinking rapidly, I stared up at the greyish fluff that made up the sky above me. "You love Alex and he loves you. And it makes sense, you know? You're hot enough to be a trophy wife so you might as well get used to the finer things, starting with a nicer house."
"Oh, shut up," she scoffed. "I'm not a trophy wife."
"Not yet." I laughed, but it sounded more like a cough. "But you can start practicing now."
"Okay, no. But seriously." She sighed. "Like, we do everything together. This is gonna affect you just as much as it affects me."
"Not really. I mean, one of us is going to end up sucking a lot more dick and it's probably not going to be me, so--"
"You're awful."
"You love it," I said. "So when do you think you'll move? Like, soon, or...?"
"I'm not sure," she said. "I wanted to talk to you. I haven't decided yet."
"I think you have," I said. "I think you're going to move in with him. Which is great, Em. Like, so great. You'll have to give me a head's up once you decide when so I can take advantage of my across-the-street babysitter and bring home a couple of booty calls before you go."
She laughed. "Oh, sure. Because you bring home so many booty calls."
"You're right. I usually end up at their place. I mean, it's harder for them to sneak out in the morning when they keep stepping on Baylee's Barbie shoes. That shit is worse than Lego."
We talked for another few minutes and I repeated my stance on her moving in with Alex, which was that I thought she should absolutely do it even though I secretly thought she absolutely shouldn't do it.
"Even though it's going to... like, what about school drop off and stuff?"
"I'll make it work," I said. "Girl, I don't want you to stop yourself from moving forward just because of what I need." Even though that was exactly what I wanted. "This is the next logical step for you and Alex. We'll make things work."
There was a long pause, then she sighed. "All right. You promise you're okay with this?"
"Yep," I lied.
"Okay. Do me a favour and don't tell Jimmy yet, please?"
Once we hung up, I took a deep breath and let it out, then wiped my hands beneath my eyes. When I was certain I could hide my heartbreak, I walked through the still too-quiet parking lot to the studio and pulled the door open.
Noise poured out the moment I opened the door. The bustling sounds of chattering and singing and laughter burst forward and tugged me in, as welcoming as they were alienating. I paused just inside the door, glancing around the lobby. Normally, Jimmy was waiting up front with the girls, but I was now later than I'd even anticipated and he'd obviously taken them elsewhere to wait. Across the lobby, the office manager--a churchy woman named Lini who was surprisingly cool with the rock n' roll types that frequented the studio--poked her head out.
"Hi, Ms. Bauer," she called. "Here for the girls?"
"You can call me Kelsie, Lini," I said for the thousandth time, though I forced my tone to be bright and cheery. "And yep, it's my turn to be on Baylee and Leia duty."
She smiled and motioned for me to follow her. "I've been informed I'm not supposed to tell you that they're working on a little surprise for you."
Oh, good. Just what I needed. More surprises.
I kept my smile on and followed Lini towards the office area, where I could hear the muffled sound of music and the shrill laughter of my girl giggling with her best friend.
"So how was your day, Kelsie?" Lini enunciated loudly, and the music and giggling was swapped for the obvious rustle of two girls hushing each other.
"Oh, not so bad," I replied just as loudly. "How about yours?"
She pressed her lips together, though I wasn't sure if she was holding in a laugh or resigning herself to her next line. "Well, it happened to be one of those days where things were a little difficult. But you know, sometimes that happens, and--" She stopped and placed her hand on the knob of a closed office door, tilting her head to indicate I should stand in front of it. "--you need to, um, shake it off."
And with that, she pushed the door open, I had a half-second glimpse of Mike sitting awkwardly behind his desk, and then two bursting balls of energy jumped into my line of sight.
"Hit it, Uncle Jimmy!" shouted Leia.
From the corner of my eye, I saw Jimmy sigh as he pressed a button, causing the dulcet tones of one Miss Taylor Swift to start playing as Baylee and Leia broke out into a shakily rehearsed dance routine.
My fake smile broke just slightly; a real one crept out, something that was partly touched at the joyous way my daughter was jumping around the room and partly giddy for the day she realized what a cringey kid she was.
I leaned against the doorframe as I watched, Baylee's blonde hair bouncing as she belted out lyrics, round cheeks flushed pink as she did her best to shake, shake, shake, shake, shake it off. There was a harrowing moment where she bumped into Mike's desk and the hula girl that sat there teetered precariously, but Jimmy lurched forward before the look of grumpy indignation even crossed Mike's grumpy face.
"Wow," I said as they finished and struck a pose, little lungs gasping for breath after they danced their hearts out. "Great job, ladies. That must have taken a long time to put together. I didn't think I was that late picking you up!"
"You were late?" Leia said.
"They've been working on that all afternoon for you," Jimmy said.
Their sweetness made my heart swell for all of a second before I caught the pleading look on Baylee's face.
"Aw, out of the goodness of your hearts? That's so considerate and thoughtful!" I said.
If I didn't know any better, I would have thought Mike had chuckled, but he was a grumpy old fuck so I figured I must have been hallucinating.
"Um, well, sort of," Leia said. "But also, we wanted to tell you that--"
"Mom, Ms. Lini told us that Taylor Swift is gonna do a concert here and Mr. Mike said that he thought he might be able to get tickets for us!" Baylee shrieked.
There it was.
"Oh, wow," I said, cringing internally at the fake brightness of my tone. "Well, that's pretty exciting!"
"I said maybe," Mike grumped grumpily in a grumpy growl. "I need to make some calls. Swift tickets ain't the easiest to come by."
"You don't say," I said flatly.
Mike raised an eyebrow at me, but I didn't say anything else. I mean, sure, it's not like he knew that I already knew about the Taylor Swift concert and had tried to get tickets for Baylee's Christmas present, only to realize I could barely afford the seats up in the nosebleeds even if they hadn't already been sold out when I tried to get them. And it wasn't Lini's fault she didn't know that Em and I had agreed to hide the knowledge of the concert from our girls so we wouldn't have to go to the concert, though Em's reasoning was more that she didn't like Taylor Swift. I mean, she was fucking Alex, so it wasn't like she couldn't afford the tickets.
So it might not have been malicious on anyone's part, but that didn't mean I was particularly pleased about it.
"Not sure how many tickets I'll be able to find even if I do," Mike said carefully, and I heard the words he actually meant: Leia was the priority.
"You can find four though, right?" Leia said, looking up at Mike with her big, hypno-entrancing gaze. "For me and Baylee and Mom and Kelsie?"
"I, uh, well--" Mike stuttered, then sighed. "Yeah, kid, of course. I can find four." He looked at me grouchily. "Might not be floor seats or anything, but I can probably swing something near the stage or maybe a box. You got a price point you don't want to go past?"
Fuck.
The answer to that was yes, I didn't want to go past the price of the cheapest available seats because even those had been almost out of reach for me. I didn't want to even consider seats that were near the stage or in a fucking box or something. I could pick up a couple of extra shifts to cover the cost of the cheaper tickets, but box seats? That would require calling Daniel.
And was it worth calling Daniel for something like this? He'd pay without question, I knew that, but he wouldn't pay without demand.
Baylee looked up at me, her eyes wide. I met my daughter's gaze, familiar eyes that were so innocent and hopeful and excited. She'd be disappointed, but she'd survive; she'd understand, one day. I swallowed hard, decided on the cost I was willing to pay, then turned to Mike. One bushy eyebrow flicked up as he sat behind his desk with a judgmental grimace on his grouchy old face.
"Nope," I said. "Just let me know how much."
Baylee and Leia both squealed, throwing their arms around each other before they bounded behind the desk. Mike looked distinctly uncomfortable as both girls hugged him.
The price of that look of discomfort wasn't worth it, not when I had blurted something out of pride that would likely cost not only a call to the person I hated more than anyone else in the world, but also whatever that person deemed reasonable to ask for in return. But it did help me feel a little better.
"Well, girls," I said before they could break into another Taylor Swift song. "We should head home for dinner so Jimmy can get back to work. Where are your backpacks?"
They said goodbye to Mike and Lini, then raced out of the room to grab their things from the breakroom. I nodded politely at Mike.
"Thanks," I said.
"Don't mention it," he grumbled.
I bit back a snarky response and went after the girls.
"Kels," Jimmy said, following me out of the office.
"Hmm?" I asked, not looking at him.
"You okay?"
"Yep."
The feel of a hand closing on my arm surprised me and I turned, almost shocked to see the concern on Jimmy's face.
"You're not," he said.
"Everything's fine."
"You look like you've been crying. Your eyes are all red."
A sharp laugh escaped my lips. "Yeesh. Someone needs to give you some lessons on talking to women, Jimbo. Does this uniform make my ass look fat, too?"
His mouth twitched, though I wasn't sure if it was with laughter or annoyance. "That uniform makes your fat ass look fantastic, but even though women with fat asses are hot as fuck, that's not important right now. What's going on?"
My mouth dropped open. The dark, pouty look on Jimmy's face faltered, the skin on his cheeks turning a muted shade of red as he tried to gauge my reaction to his... I didn't even know what to call that. Compliment? Backhanded compliment? Pickup line? Admission that he liked fat asses?
Potential admission that he liked my fat ass?
Whatever it was, I froze, and he let go of my arm.
"Kels, I'm sor--"
"Everything's fine," I interrupted. "I'm fine. I just need to... I... work was hard today. I was thinking I... I might have to do some extra shifts, but you know what, that all works out because I have a little extra for Christmas." I laughed, hating the sound. "Thank you for asking. And for keeping the girls a bit later than you thought. I appreciate it."
"No problem," he said. "When, uh... when do you have to do the extra shifts? 'Cause if you want me to watch the girls, I just need to know--"
"I'm not sure," I said. "I... I guess I can wait until Em's back."
"I can watch them this weekend if you need me to," he said. "I'm not working Saturday. I could even come watch them at your place. Maybe take Pepper out for a walk or something."
I tried to smile. "I work in the mornings, Jimbo. Pretty sure you don't want to be at my place at like, eight a.m."



He smirked. "You know I'm not up all night partying or anything, right? Sometimes I even work here at like, eight a.m."
I stared at him, then swallowed and nodded quickly.
"That would be helpful, yeah. If you don't mind."
He touched me again, a soft pat on the shoulder before guiding me down the hallway. "Anytime. I'm happy to help."

Three

I would never admit it to anyone--not even to Em, and Em knew everything about me--but I was insanely thankful that I had a daughter and not a son.
Don't get me wrong. If I'd given birth to a boy, I would have loved him as much as I loved Baylee. He would never have felt neglected or sad or like his mom didn't care about him. And it wasn't that I'd spent my pregnancy praying for a girl or anything.
It's just that, when my marriage imploded, I couldn't stop thinking about how hard it would have been to have a little man in my life who was a reminder of Daniel.
Daniel had wanted a boy. He hadn't been at that appointment--he attended barely any of the appointments because childbirth was a "woman" thing and he had "man" things to do--after the doctor congratulated me on my daughter-to-be, I was certain I'd misheard. I couldn't be having a girl. I couldn't. Daniel wanted a boy and what Daniel wanted, Daniel got.
Otherwise, there would be consequences.
When he got home from work that night, I'd been the very model of The Perfect Wife. It was a role I played often while Daniel and I were married, which would have surprised anyone who knew me post-divorce. I couldn't blame them; it was hard to reconcile the multi-coloured hair and plethora of piercings I sported now with the Stepford Wife I'd once been.
That was the woman Daniel had walked into see that day: his quiet wife, wearing a modest-but-flattering dress over her growing belly, blonde hair neatly pinned back, a pristine apron over her outfit to protect it from all the splashes and splatters she hadn't dared let touch the fabric as she cooked. On the table was The Perfect Dinner: meat, potatoes, vegetables that could have used a bit more salt, but since salt was almost An Actual Flavour, I didn't dare use too much of it. After all, then it wouldn't be close enough to his mother's cooking, and that might make Daniel Very Mad.
He wasn't mad, though. He saw his Perfect Dinner on the table and his Perfect Wife in the kitchen, shaking palms hidden by the apron's skirt as she wiped them off before greeting him, and he smiled. He put his briefcase by the door and his keys on the counter and crossed the kitchen, sliding an arm around my waist as he leaned down to kiss me.
"Look at you. How could I be any more blessed?" he murmured, and I'd drunk so much of his goddamn Kool-Aid by that point that I straight-up melted in his arms. "How was your day, my dear?"
"G-Good," I responded.
One eyebrow flicked up. He knew I was lying, and I knew he was calling me out on it, and I trembled as I met his eyes.
"I had that doctor's appointment today."
Daniel nodded, intense eyes studying me. "And?"
"We... we're having a, um... a girl."
I'd imagined any number of reactions he might have. In my mind, I'd heard him yell. I'd heard him berate me. I'd watched him sneer and blame me for not being able to give him a son. I'd felt his breath as he huffed his derision, felt my heart crack as he wondered aloud what in the hell he was supposed to do with a daughter instead of a son. I'd spent the whole day playing scenario after scenario in my head, trying to plan what I'd do if he got Very Mad.
I hadn't imagined a scenario where he stared silently at me before a small smile began to play on his lips. I watched it grow, hesitant to mimic the expression until it reached his eyes.
"A girl," he repeated.
"Yes," I said.
A gentle hand touched my stomach. "That's my daughter in there."
I nodded, and he embraced me in one of those ways that made me forget all the horrible things about him, thanking God for blessing our little family with The Perfect Daughter.
And really, even with all his faults--and there was an absolute fuckton of faults--I couldn't claim that Daniel didn't care about Baylee. I assumed it was more about his image as a Perfect Father rather than actual love for our child, but he cared. He cared so much that he'd tried to get custody back time and time again, but luckily for me, his anger issues had manifested in ways that left mountains of evidence and a paper trail that meant no judge could justify letting him buy his way into being Baylee's primary caregiver.
He was still entitled to some days with her and I was constantly battling with him about which holidays he got to "have" her for, but for the most part, Daniel's role in Baylee's life was mainly monetary. Each month, he dutifully sent his child support payment directly to my bank account. It still never seemed to be enough, not after school fees and field trips and birthday parties and Girl Scouts, but asking for more money wasn't worth the cost of giving that much power to Daniel.
I'd tried explaining that to Em once, but she didn't understand how horrid he was and I didn't like dredging up all those memories. All that meant was that she didn't know just how tight money was for me sometimes; to be fair, until Alex had fucked his way into her life, it hadn't mattered all that much. There were days I was insanely jealous of her: she didn't know who Leia's father was, so she didn't have to deal with a psycho ex every month.
I, on the other hand, had to talk to him at least twice a month. Once on the first day of each month when I confirmed I received his payment and informed him which day he was allowed to see Baylee, which was the second time I had to talk to him. He would agree and ask how much it would take for him to get an extra day or weekend with her, and I'd mentally tell him to go fuck himself before politely informing him he would need to speak to the courts about that. He would sigh, ask me if we really had to go through all of that again.
"It was one mistake, Kelsie," he would say.
"You put me in the hospital, Daniel," I would reply.
"I would never do anything to hurt her."
"You said you would never do anything to hurt me."
"I've changed. I'm not the kind of person who would do that anymore."
"So have I. I'm not the kind of person who would let you."
"She's my daughter, too. You can't keep her from me."
"I'm not keeping her from you. I'm giving you the court-mandated amount of time you're supposed to spend with her."
I did have to relent occasionally, especially since Baylee was still too young to truly understand what all the presents and toys and adventures to amusement parks meant. As much of a piece of shit as Daniel was, I didn't badmouth him to her.
And he was. He was a huge piece of shit.
"You're late," he said when he answered my call on the first of the month.
I stared at the front of my house from my spot in the car, hoping that Baylee and Leia wouldn't look out the window and realize I was home almost as much as I was hoping Daniel wouldn't be able to tell I had completely forgotten it was the first of the month until I was driving home after my shift.
Or at least, that's what I was telling myself. I mean, I must have completely forgotten. It couldn't possibly have anything to do with the crushing coil of dread in the pit of my stomach that had been growing and twisting for the past few days, ever since I realized I'd have to ask Daniel for money to pay for the stupid fucking Taylor Swift tickets.
"I had to work," I said flatly.
"It's Saturday."
"Yeah? Sometimes I work Saturdays, Daniel."
"You could have called on your break," he replied. "Or texted to let me know. Or, I don't know, let me have an extra day with my daughter since you were busy anyway."
"It was last minute. I have a babysitter for her."
"So you'd rather waste money on some unknown tween instead of letting me see her."
"She's with Em," I lied. "And you wouldn't have made it in time. And your day with her this month is the fifteenth."
"God forbid I get an extra day with her once in a damn while."
The coil of dread in my stomach pulsed and I almost puked all over my steering wheel. "Well, I was, ah... thinking about that, actually."
There wasn't so much as a gasp or a muted noise of surprise; Daniel simply went silent.
"Were you?" he finally asked.
I kept my eyes glued to the front door of my house, willing my lunch to stay where it was as I tried to remember the words I'd rehearsed over and over in my mind. It had apparently been useless; the only thing my mind seemed capable of doing was watching in horror as I stooped to his level.
"Yes," I managed to say. "I... I thought maybe this month you should have an extra day with her. The fifteenth and the sixteenth. She c-could stay with you."
"Why?" he demanded.
My palms began to sweat as I tried to collect my thoughts, which apparently took too long.
"Why, Kelsie?" he repeated. "You have never offered an extra day with her. What's changed?"
"I--"
"Are you seeing someone?"
My mouth fell open. "Excuse me?"
"You're seeing someone."
"I'm not--"
"No? Because I can think of no other reason you'd offer an overnight visit when you've never so much as let me have an extra minute with my daughter before. Has she met whoever it is you're slutting around with?"
"Fuck you."
The words fell out of my mouth; I didn't think them so much as spew them, and it was only once they were out that I kind of wished I'd spewed puke instead.
"Excuse me?" Daniel said after a moment.
The dryness in my mouth was almost painful; I swallowed, hoping it would help, but it was like sandpaper coated my tongue and throat. It was disgusting, really, the way it had taken me years--fucking years--to muster up the strength to leave him, and then even longer to find the strength to stand up to him, and in one conversation, all that fragile strength began to crack.
I was not the kind of person who would let him hurt me anymore, I told myself. It was a bit of a lie, but I managed a shallow breath so I could speak again.
"First of all, it's none of your business," I said, my voice shaking. "Second of all, no. I'm not seeing anyone. I'm offering an extra day because Baylee wants to go to the Taylor Swift concert and I..."
I didn't need to finish the sentence.
"You need money," he said, sweet delight masked beneath the words.
"I thought it would be a good Christmas present," I muttered. "She wants to go with Leia."
"Hmm," he said, then fell silent until I couldn't stand it anymore.
"Will you help me or not, Daniel?" I asked.
"I will," he said.
I closed my eyes. "Thank--"
"But not for one extra day."
The absolute shistain.
"What do you want?" I asked.
"Two weeks."
"Fuck you."
He laughed. "Language, Kelsie."
"You're not taking her for two weeks."
He made a tsk-ing sound. "Taylor Swift tickets aren't cheap, you know. And I'm not asking for a lot here."
"It's not happening," I said.
"Really? You're going to stop your daughter from getting to see her idol because you're too selfish to let me have her for a couple of weeks?"
"Not even," I spat back. "I'll get the tickets another way."
He chuckled. "Sure you will."
I seethed. "Goodbye, Daniel."
"Talk to you soon, my dear."

Four

I tried to shut the front door quietly as I walked in so I could take a few minutes to collect myself after talking to Daniel, and I succeeded.
Then I tripped on a pair of stylishly beat-up Converse sneakers and stepped on Pepper's chew toy, which let out a shrill squeak that pierced through the sound of rock music coming from my living room.
"Sounds like your mom's home," I heard Jimmy say.
"Oh, no!" Baylee cried.
Any other day, I would have laughed. That day, a lump clogged the area behind the base of my throat. I kicked my shoes off and hung up my purse.
"What a welcome," I said, my voice dry as I peeked into the living room.
The girls were standing in front of the TV, Leia holding a plastic guitar and Baylee clutching a wireless microphone to her chest. Jimmy sat on the couch, sock-clad feet resting on the coffee table. A video game console was resting on the TV stand, the associated video game paused on the screen as all three of them looked at me.
"We just wanted to keep playing," Leia explained earnestly. "And if you're back that means Uncle Jimmy is gonna take his games and go home."
"We were having fun," Baylee said sadly.
Jimmy caught my gaze for all of a second before he took his feet off the coffee table and stood up.
"Keep playing," he said. "Your mom and I are gonna hang out for a bit."
I raised my eyebrows at him, but the girls squealed in excitement and Baylee unpaused the game. It only took him a few long strides to cross the room, leaving me no choice but to step back and let him guide me down the hall to the kitchen.
"What's wrong?" he asked in a low voice.
"Nothing," I said, shaking his hand off my arm. "I'm fine."
"Right. That's why you've got that look on your face like nothing is fine."
I snorted as I walked to the fridge to grab a bottle of water. "Since when are you such an expert on what looks I have on my face?"
"Since I kind of like your face."
I glanced at him over my shoulder, showing him what my face looked like when I was unimpressed. "Bullshit isn't going to win you any points."
"It's not bullshit."
I turned back to the fridge and reached for two water bottles. "Flattery, then."
"It's not that, either."
"Whatever you want to call it then."
"What, it can't just be that I'm flirting with you?"
I snorted and closed the fridge door. "Jesus, Jimmy, I'm not old enough that you have to pity-flirt with me like I'm an elderly lady in line at the CVS or something."
"I... what?"
I rolled my eyes at him and held out one of the water bottles. "Never mind. Drink this. Knowing you, you haven't had a sip of liquid since you finished your coffee this morning."
He rolled his eyes but chuckled, taking the water from me. "You know me."
"Hydration is important, young man."
"Not that young, you know."
There was some kind of snarky response on the tip of my tongue, but the soft rumble of his voice stopped me. He met my eye again, but before I could say anything, he cracked the water bottle open and took a sip.
"Whatever," I mumbled, and mirrored his action.
He put his water bottle down on the counter. "Talk to me, Kels. What's going on?"
I sighed, then procrastinated responding by taking another slug of water.
"Another rough day at work?" he guessed.
And see, I should have said yes. I should have made up some story about how there was an essential oil spill on the production line that caused a huge backup and that the whole warehouse now smelled like lavender which meant it was almost impossible for quality control to make sure the other candle scents didn't all smell like lavender, not that I knew what that was like from experience or anything.
But Em was still on vacation, and Jimmy was right there, dark eyes studying me as I struggled to keep my thoughts on the inside, and Leia and Baylee were in the other room screeching at the TV in an attempt to sing a song written years before either of them were born.
I mean, I couldn't tell him everything. Maybe it was pride or maybe it was shame, but I didn't want him to know how tight things were for me and Baylee. And I didn't want him to know why I'd wanted extra money from Daniel since that would require admitting I'd gotten myself into this mess because I was too stubborn to tell Mike how much I'd be willing to spend on the stupid concert tickets.
Above all, I didn't want to tell him all the things Daniel had done to me, all the reasons why I couldn't just demand money from him, all the ways my ex-husband could punish me if I slipped up even a little.
But I could tell him some things.
"I just got off the phone with my ex," I said quietly, though there was no chance in hell the girls would be able to hear me over their yowling. "It's child support day. And I... well. Let's just say I needed something from him and his response was to tell me he wanted to take Baylee for two weeks in exchange."
Jimmy looked confused. "Two weeks?"
"He's supposed to get one day a month," I said. "He picks her up at eight and she needs to be home before bed. So he isn't... it's not happening. He can't have her that long."
"Right," he said, his voice guarded in a way that I hated.
My annoyance surged and I looked up, glaring at him. "Let me guess. You think I'm a horrible, evil ex-wife who's trying to keep some guy's kid from him."
He scowled right back at me, though his smouldering glare was far more masterful than mine. "Give me some credit, Kels. I know your ex is an asshole."
"Sure you do."
"I do." He put his water bottle down and folded his arms. "And besides, why would I take his side over yours? I know you."
"You know what I want you to know," I muttered, but I couldn't bring myself to look at him.
"I know enough. You might not say much, but that doesn't mean Baylee doesn't talk about him."
I physically felt the blood drain from my face as I snapped my head up. "She... what?"
The scowl faded off his face. "Well, I mean... yeah."
"She talks to you about her dad?"
He glanced towards the living room. "Sort of. Like, not... Kind of in passing, I guess. Leia does, too."
The whole idea of eyes popping out of someone's head had to be exaggerated because if it was possible, mine would have shot across the room. "Does Em know?"
He shifted again. "Not... no. I haven't--"
I put my water bottle on the counter a bit more firmly than I needed to. Just enough that the plastic made a crinkling sound and water sloshed out of the top and pooled on the counter top.
"Jimmy, what the fuck?"
"It's not what you think. They're old enough to have questions about shit, you know?" He folded his arms and tilted his head as he looked at me. "But it was mostly today."
"What do you mean?"
He sighed heavily. "I brought video games over because I thought they'd like them. Baylee got all excited and started telling Leia about this arcade her dad took her to. Before I know it, Leia starts wondering why she doesn't have a dad, and I mean, I know she's asked Em before but it's not..."
"She doesn't know if Em's telling her everything, so she asks you," I finished.
"Pretty much."
"What did you tell her?"
"The truth," he said. "That I didn't know who her dad was. But that her dad didn't know about her, either, 'cause if he did, he'd for sure want to know her. I thought that'd make her, you know... feel less like he didn't want her."
"Did it?"
He shrugged. "She still seemed pretty sad, so Baylee tried to tell her that all the things her dad takes her to and gives her and stuff aren't that good, but I think that just made Leia jealous." He cleared his throat. "So she, uh, shared probably a little more than she should have."
My body didn't know how to react. My stomach was dropping and tightening at the same time; my throat was dry at the same time that my mouth began to water like I was going to throw up. "She... she never asks me about it. What does... what did she tell you?"
"I don't think she knows what happened to make you and him split," he said carefully. "She doesn't remember a lot."
"She was only four."
He nodded. "She said she remembers you went away on a trip and it was just her and her dad, and then one night you came back while she was sleeping. Then you went to the car together and all her toys were there."



Oh, God. I pressed my lips together, certain I was about to puke all over the kitchen.
"She said after that she didn't see her dad for a long time, and that she doesn't see him much now," he continued. "Look, she might not have said anything specific about why you split up, but from the sounds of it--"
"It's none of your business," I said.
"It's a bit of my business," he shot back.
"Excuse me? It is not."
"I give a shit about you, Kels," he said. "So, yeah, it's a little bit of my business because I want you to be safe and, like, happy and shit."
I opened my mouth to respond, but I didn't know what to say. Instead, I picked up my water bottle and took another sip.
"I don't mean like you have to tell me whatever happened," he continued. "Just that whatever it was, I'm on your side. And that I understand why him asking for two weeks with her is upsetting."
I tried to smile. "Thanks. I... sorry."
"Don't be. Sorry that you're dealing with it."
"Did... did she say anything that made it sound like he..." I couldn't finish the sentence, but he knew what I was asking.
"She said she usually has fun but sometimes they have to take breaks from the fun stuff since he gets tired because he's old."
My laugh that time was a bit more genuine. "He's not old. I'm old. He's fucking ancient at this point."
He rolled his eyes. "You're not old."
"I'm practically grandmotherly. Which makes Daniel a dinosaur." I smirked and drank more water, shaking my head. "I'm the same age now as he was when we got married."
He frowned. "How old were you?"
"Nineteen. My dad had to sign a waiver so I could have a glass of champagne to toast with."
"Nine--seriously?!"
His expression was hilarious. I mean, yes, the tension had built up so strongly that anything remotely funny would set me off in hysterics, but I couldn't stop laughing at Jimmy's face.
"Seriously," I finally managed to say.
He shook his head again. "How did you even meet?"
"Through the church," I said. "I was a rebellious teen brought to him for counselling after my parents discovered I pierced my belly button."
"At nineteen?"
"Sixteen."
"Six--" He gaped at me. "What?"
"Sixteen," I repeated. "Don't worry, he patiently waited for me to turn eighteen and worked on getting into my head in the meantime. I was a very well-behaved, soft-spoken young lady by the time my parents handed me off to him after I graduated high school."
I didn't quite know what to call the expression on his face. Horrified, maybe. Disgusted. Sympathetic, borderlining on pity. Whatever it was, I didn't like it.
"It's in the past now, Jimbo," I said boldly. "It took some struggling but now I have a wonderful daughter and I get to make my hair whatever colour I want it. And you can damn well bet I put my belly button piercing back in literally the day after I left him."
"Good," he said. "Belly button rings are hot."
"Careful now. You're going to give this old lady a big head."
"You're not old," he said again.
"Older than you."
He smiled, but it didn't quite reach his eyes. "Can I, like, hug you?"
The request surprised me, but in that delighted, exhilarated sort of way. "You know I love hugs, Jimbo."
"Jimbo," he muttered disdainfully, shaking his head as he crossed the kitchen. I didn't have a chance to respond before he tugged me in close, enveloping me as though he was using his arms to tell me that it was all right, that it would all be okay, that I was going to be okay.
And honestly? They were pretty convincing.

Five

"I said yes."
Em wasn't looking at me. I don't think she could bring herself to. And I understood that, obviously. I mean, she knew her decision was going to change my life as much as hers.
She probably thought I was going to be upset about it.
And I was. I told myself not to be; I stared across the cafe, doing everything I could to push down the selfish little monster inside me that wanted to scream and cry and beg Em not to move in with Alex. They'd been back from vacation for a few days and even though she hadn't said anything up until now, I'd known, and I thought that would make it easier to pretend I was happy for her.
But hearing her say it was harder than I'd thought.
I took a shallow breath, summoning up that other monster, the Stepford monster, the one that knew how to put on a fake smile and nod and be agreeable. The one I'd been controlled by for years and that I wasn't quite sure I'd ever be free of, even after all this time away from Daniel.
"I'm so happy for you," the Stepford monster said.
"Liar," Em replied bluntly.
There was a mother with her son on the other side of the cafe. I didn't know what the occasion was, but the little boy had a cupcake and was eating it with such a pure sense of delight that I almost smiled for real. I focused on them for a moment longer; then, when I was certain I could keep my feelings all wrapped up inside where they belonged, I turned to Em.
"I am," I repeated. "I mean, girl, come on. Of course I'm a little bummed that you're moving across town. But it's going to take a lot more than physical distance for you to get rid of me."
She rolled her eyes. "I'm not trying to get rid of you."
"Good, because I'm not going anywhere." I grinned and used my toe to gently nudge her shin under the table. "You're moving in with the love of your life. I'm happy for you. You deserve happiness."
My Stepford monster must have been particularly convincing that day. Either that or Em knew I was faking it and chose to believe me anyway. She stopped fidgeting with her napkin and smiled at me, one of those radiant smiles that almost made losing my best friend worth it.
Alex was good for her. I couldn't deny that. I could question it a little, and I had, more than once. I mean, the entire reason we were at that cafe having coffee was because Leia and Baylee were at the studio helping Mike and Alex with some fundraiser thing. Somehow, Em had gone from the kind of person who was hesitant to even let her daughter learn how to play guitar and who was openly resistant to letting her perform to happily agreeing to let Leia plan some charity concert. I mean, Leia had a fucking YouTube channel these days. She was just a kid, and she already had awards and... I had no idea when Em became okay with that kind of shit.
Like, she was a good person. As a kid, she raised her little brother, and as an adult, she took him in. She was blunt and snarky and hilarious, but she was also kind and thoughtful. But I'd never known her to be the kind of person to do charity work. She didn't have the time for that stuff as a single mom, and it wasn't really her thing. There were more ways to be a good person than to do big, showy events or dedicate all her time to raising money.
Somehow, though, Alex had turned her and Leia into the kind of people that like... planned fundraiser concerts for fun. And that was a change, of course, and it was my job as her best friend to question when she changed her life and personality and heart for a man.
But how in the fuck was I supposed to question a change that had her doing charity work?
Even the monsters inside me couldn't justify it. Even if it meant I was starting to feel like I didn't know who she was. Even if it meant I was expected to help out with chauffeuring Leia and Baylee around a little more like I was that day so Em could do some photo sessions that night for some of the promotional stuff.
"You deserve happiness too, you know," Em said, pulling me out of my thoughts.
"Of course I do," I replied, taking another sip of coffee. "After putting up with Daniel's all those years, I absolutely deserve a penis. A big one, even."
It came out louder than I intended. The mother across the cafe looked up, alarmed, but her son was still chowing down on the cupcake and hadn't heard my hilariously clever play on words.
Em snorted with laughter. "I said 'happiness.'"
"And what is happiness if not a big, throbbing, hard--"
"You're awful."
I grinned. "You love it."
"I do." She sipped her coffee. "And so will the right guy. Once I'm done moving and things settle down a bit, you and I are going to go out on the town and find you a big throbbing hunk of happiness together. Then we can double date and shit."
I lifted my almost-empty mug to her in agreement. "And shit."
My inner monsters managed to maintain the slightly saucy cheerful humour as Em and I finished our coffees. Once she realized that I was at least pretending to be happy for her, she chattered endlessly about the move in a way that made it very clear she'd been planning to say yes to him for a while.
"I want us to be there for Christmas," she said. "After the fundraiser, though. I can't plan a move and deal with that all at the same time. Probably at the beginning of December since it'll be that nice lull between people going 'oh shit, I need to order photos for Christmas cards' and 'oh shit, we didn't take a nice family portrait this year.' But that'll still give us enough time to settle in and for it to, you know, feel like home for Leia. And then Christmas will really make it feel like home, I think."
"Mm-hmm," I said.
"The girls can bunk together in Leia's room, but Alex has a guest room so you can stay over Christmas Eve. Then Jimmy can drive over in the morning since he's closer."
I looked up, surprised. "We're still invited to Christmas?"
Em stared at me, not bothering to hide the disbelief in her dark eyes. "Of course you are. Why, do you not want--"
"I do," I said quickly. "We do, of course we do. The way you said you wanted it to feel like home, I thought maybe it was a family-only thing."
"It is," she said. "And you're part of my family, so you better fucking be there."
The monsters were quiet, leaving me to fight back those weepy emotions all on my own. "I'll be there no matter what."
We'd driven to the cafe separately so Em could go to her photo session while I drove back to the studio to pick up the girls after their planning session with Mike. It was nice, since I had a few minutes to feel cautiously cheerful after my chat with Em. I mean, it all still sucked, but we were going to make it work. We weren't family, but we were family.
It left me feeling pretty good, to be honest. But that all changed when I walked into the studio.
Here's the thing about Leia.
She was a great kid. A really great kid. People loved her. Adults loved her, kids loved her, even the grumpiest grumpy fuck in the world--a.k.a. Mike--loved her. She might not have a father, but she had an abundance of male role models in her life. Alex was one, of course. He had been her guitar teacher, but he was also very much her father figure, even in the short amount of time since he and Em had gotten together. I guess that role becomes less complex when there's no one in it to oust in the first place, but he'd slipped into it so easily and smoothly that his role in Leia's life was unquestionable.
Then there was Jimmy, the fun uncle, the man who got to spoil her rotten and treat her like a princess and set the standard of what she should expect to be treated like by a man when she was older. He was a teacher too, in a way: he was there to show her how to make mistakes and how to fix them. How to have fun and go on adventures and live life in a way that meant something.
Lastly, at least for the men in the room at that moment, was Mike. The grandpa figure. The curmudgeon who had a soft spot for Leia's particular brand of zest and excitement and doted on her relentlessly. Which was great for Leia, I'm sure, since Mike was a good person to have on your side, what with all the connections and apparent badassery.
But it sucked for Baylee.
Granted, it wasn't solely Mike's fault that I walked in to see the three men showering attention on Leia while my daughter sat in an office chair. All of them were at fault for not seeing her expression as she sat there. Baylee wasn't the type of child to hide her feelings; she didn't seem to have an inside voice, and neither did her face.
She watched longingly as Alex laughed, showing Leia how to do something or the other on a small guitar. Mike sat nearby looking pleased as punch, a stack of posters abandoned on a nearby desk as he leaned forward to scold Alex jokingly. Jokingly. The old bastard was laughing about something. Jimmy was grinning, too, watching as Leia giddily strummed, then squealed.
On top of that longing was jealousy, though I recognized the way she was trying to cover that up. There was sadness, and loneliness, and a sense of exhaustion, the kind that someone gets after they've tried and tried and finally given up. And beneath it all, confusion, and not the kind I could explain away.
My little girl sat there, hurt and dejected, wondering why she was the sidekick in her own life, wondering what her best friend had that set her apart and made her more remarkable, more lovable, more worthy of attention than she was.
And that pissed me off.
"Hi, sweetie," I said loudly, interrupting whatever it was they were doing.
Baylee perked up, relief washing across her face. "Mom!"
"Kelsie!" Leia said happily. "Look what Mr. Mike got me! He got it special made!"
A new fucking guitar made just for her.
"Hey, Kelsie," Alex said. "We'll be done in a few minutes."
"I don't have a few minutes," I said.
I thought I said it politely, but my face didn't seem to have an inside voice, either. Jimmy glanced from me to Baylee with a look of concern. Alex looked stunned, and Mike's brow furrowed as his face sagged back into its usual irritable state.
"Baylee, Leia, let's go," I said.
"I'll, uh, go get the case." Alex gently took the guitar Leia was clutching. "Back in a sec, honey."
"My backpack's in Mr. Mike's office," Baylee said quietly.
"I'll go with you to get it," Leia volunteered, sliding off the stool she'd been sitting on.
"Just as well," Mike said as the girls left. "Had to talk to you anyway. Called in a few favours and managed to track down some Taylor Swift tickets. They're pretty decent seats."
"Wonderful," I said stiffly. "How much do I owe you?"
"Don't worry about--"
"I'd prefer to pay. How much are they?"
I wish I could have blamed that stupid, stupid statement on one of my inner monsters, but it wasn't them. I was the proud one, the one who was angry and frustrated with the man sitting in front of me, the one who had it in her head that she didn't want to be indebted to the grouchy old fuck. Selfishly, I wanted to take credit for the gift. I had it in my head that I was proving a point, though I had no idea who I was proving it to. Myself, maybe. Daniel. Mike.
It didn't matter. Mike hesitated, then shrugged, and told me a number that nearly made me sick.
"Sounds great," I said instead of vomiting all over him. "Is it okay if I pay that a bit closer to Christmas?"
"Yep," Mike said gruffly. "Whenever's convenient for ya. I'll give Em the actual tickets so you can wrap 'em up for the kid or whatever."
At least I had that much. It gave me some wiggle room, some time to... well. Daniel wasn't an option, so that meant taking extra shifts at work. I started doing the math in my head. I was sure Em would babysit and I could tell her that I needed to help out at work a bit more since we were ramping up for the holidays. And then there were the Saturdays that Baylee would be with Daniel. Working six days a week for a while wasn't that bad. I might be able to swing it. I mean, just barely, but it was theoretically doable. And that meant I didn't have to admit my failings to Daniel or Mike.
The only thing was that Em would probably wonder why I was working more, which meant the selfish, proud little monster inside of me would be forced to admit it was too expensive. And Em would be understanding, but that meant she might tell Alex, who might tell Mike, who... well. I just couldn't tell Em. I would tell her that we were short staffed. That I was doing my boss a favour.
I hated to lie to her, but I would think of something.
Lini poked her head in the room a moment later to tell Mike about a problem in one of the studios. Sighing, he stood and grumped his way out of the room, leaving Jimmy standing there staring at me.
"Don't," I asked as he opened his mouth.
"Don't what?"
"Don't ask me what's wrong." I folded my arms. "I don't want to talk to you right now."
"Me?" He looked surprised. "What did I do?"
I shook my head silently. Jimmy waited, then folded his arms in return.
"Seriously? You're gonna act all pissed about something and not even tell me what I did?"
"Yep."
A hint of anger escaped in the form of a dry laugh. "Didn't think you were the type to pull that shit."
"Didn't think you were the type to make my daughter feel like shit, but here we are."
"What?"
The stunned look on his face was so disgustingly ignorant that despite saying I didn't want to talk to him, I couldn't stop myself.
"A new guitar," I snapped.
"Uh... yeah," he said. "Mike got it custom made by--"
"He got her a new fucking guitar and gave it to her in front of my kid. Leia got a new guitar and Baylee got ignored."
"That's not--"
"That's exactly what happened." I glared at him, my heart hammering in my chest. "The three of you didn't even notice her sitting there, did you? Baylee never shuts up. You know that. Other than me and Em, you're the adult who's probably spent the most time with her. She talks constantly. She smiles constantly. She--"
My voice caught and I swallowed, tearing my eyes away from him before I started crying.
"I walk in here to see three grown-ass men doting on Leia while my daughter sat quietly to the side, so fucking upset that she was completely silent. You know how often that happens? And not one of you thought to check on her? Not one of you thought 'Hey, maybe spoiling one little girl in front of the other little girl is unfair'?"
I'd never seen Jimmy look quite so stricken or quite so ashamed. "I'm sorry. I didn't think--"
"I don't want to hear it." I tried to swallow back the words, but now that I was talking, everything seemed to pour out at once, and I was stuck desperately trying to assign my anger to something. Apparently, that something was Mike. "Every time I bring her here, Mike acts like it's some goddamn miserable obligation to even treat her like she's human. She's just a kid. She's not Leia, but she's a kid. I don't know why you all act like he's King Shit of Turd Island, but I've never once seen anything from him that makes me think he's deserving of that kind of idolization."
"He might seem kinda... you know. But he does a lot of, like, charity work and shit. He's a good guy," Jimmy said.
"Oh, sure." I rolled my eyes. "He's such a good guy. He makes up for the way he treats my kid by, what, making everyone else around him plan this stupid fucking concert? Pretending like he's so good because of all these charities he supports?"
"Kels, come on. Don't be like this."
"I'm the one who has to go home now and try to make my daughter understand that she's just as special and just as talented and just as good as Leia because the three of you spent the afternoon tearing that away from her without even thinking about it." A tear spilled down my cheek. "Like I get it, she's your niece and Mike's stand-in granddaughter, and she and Em are moving in with Alex so he's basically her fucking dad now, but that doesn't mean Baylee deserves to be treated as 'less than.' Is being considerate of her feelings too much to ask?"
He frowned. "Wait, Em's moving in with Alex?"
I didn't know that Jimmy still didn't know. Even still, I hadn't meant to let that slip. But before I could respond, Alex chose that moment to return. Jimmy looked at him, then back at me.



Before anyone could say anything else, I decided I'd had enough and left the room.

Six

Kids have the double-edged sword of inherent simplicity.
Up to a certain age, things are very black and white to a kid. Baylee was smart as fuck and picked up on far more than I expected sometimes, but she was still a child. She might have understood the injustice and heartache of the situation, but to her, the problem was the men in the room.
Walking away from them meant the problem was solved, at least in her eyes.
I worried about it, late that night after poking my head in her room to make sure she was fast asleep. God only knew what the fallout would be, what sticky bit of trauma would follow her from that defining moment, what deep-seated lesson she had learned that would manifest in some strange way later in life. But Baylee didn't blame Leia for it; on the contrary, she couldn't stop expressing her excitement as I drove the two of them home.
"It looks socool!" she declared in the car.
"It'll make songs lots easier to play," Leia said. "So I can learn them faster and you can sing along with me sooner!"
Baylee clasped Leia's hand eagerly, childish exuberance filling the back seat. "I can't wait for you to play it more. Maybe I can be on your YouTube with you one day!"
They giggled and chattered and I kept my eyes focused on the road, wondering with pride and shame how my daughter had ended up so selfless when she had selfish parents like me and her father.
I expected Em to be pissed that I'd spilled the beans to Jimmy and had resolved to own up to it when she came to pick up Leia, but she already knew what had happened.
"I lost my shit on Alex," she said as soon as she walked into my house--without knocking, of course, because we didn't bother with those kinds of formalities anymore.
"I'm sorry," I said.
"Don't be." She walked to the fridge and grabbed two beers. "Put the popcorn on, I'm starving."
I grabbed a bag of microwavable popcorn from the pantry. "I mean I'm sorry for... I didn't know you hadn't told Jimmy. Was he mad?"
"Oh, that?" She snorted and rolled her eyes. "Of course not. If he wasn't pissed when he found out Alex and I were fucking, he wasn't going to be pissed about us moving in together."
I smiled in spite of myself. Jimmy's discovery of Alex and Em's relationship coincided with my discovery that Jimmy had grown up and matured a lot. He'd overheard me and Em talking about the fact that not only was she sleeping with his boss, but with the guy who had ruined his career, and that they were the same guy. Both of us had cringed, waiting for Jimmy's trademark anger to show, and for him to storm off to find Alex and lose his mind on him.
But Jimmy just laughed, called Alex a fucker, and declared he was going to ask for a raise.
"He was concerned more than anything," Em continued as she opened the beers and passed me one.
"About what?"
"You."
I laughed, startled. "What? Why?"
"Well, aside from feeling awful about the whole guitar thing, he wanted to know who was going to bring Baylee to school and watch her and stuff."
"I hadn't thought about that yet," I lied.
"We'll figure it out," Em said lightly. "Anyway, that was his main concern about that. Then the guitar thing was... well."
"It's... she's fine."
"Clearly," Em said, indicating the slightly off-key way my daughter was singing along to Leia's slightly off-beat guitar playing.
"I'm probably more upset than she is," I admitted.
"For good reason." She sipped her beer. "I don't know who's asinine idea it actually was, but Alex took the blame for it. He said he should have told Mike to wait until Baylee wasn't there, but Mike was apparently crazy excited to give her the guitar."
"I wonder what that must have looked like," I muttered bitterly. "Giddy as a schoolgirl, that one. Probably pulled a muscle trying to smile."
She burst out laughing. "You know how he gets with Leia."
Oh, I sure did.
"None of them thought it through," she continued. "Alex had the balls to ask how it was any different from a kid's birthday party."
"Fucking seriously?!" I blurted. "Because it's not her birthday and--"
"--a kid understands how birthdays work but not necessarily how random fucking custom guitar gifts work," she finished. "I know."
"Asshole."
"That's what I called him."
We paused, sipping our beer.
"And what did Mike say?" I asked.
The shift was subtle, but there. Em tapped her beer bottle against the kitchen table.
"Well, I didn't talk to Mike," she said. "And, um..."
"What?"
She sighed. "Alex doesn't want Mike to know about it. He said he'd make sure nothing like it happened again, but... I don't know. Mike's kind of sensitive about Leia and I guess he's got some other stuff going on." She looked at me, dark eyes pleading. "I know it's not fair to ask, but--"
"Yeah," I said. "Whatever. I won't mention it."
"Kels--"
"Whatever, Em." I grabbed another handful of popcorn. Of course we were trying not to offend Big Mike's delicate sensibilities. Of fucking course we were. "Look, maybe it would be best if Baylee didn't hang out at the studio for a while."
"Don't take away something she loves because you're mad at Mike," she said bluntly. "I know it was a shitty thing to do, but--"
My mouth dropped open. "You think I would do that?"
She had the self awareness to realize she'd crossed a line and the decency to look ashamed. "No, I... that came out wrong."
Sure it had.
"I wouldn't," I said. "I meant... I just--"
"I know," Em said. "If Baylee isn't... I mean, if she really doesn't want to spend time there, we can make sure the girls have somewhere else to hang out. This is all Alex's fault, remember? So he can figure something out for them. But if she does want to, I'll make sure they... it's going to be different."
"She's going to know if they're pandering to her," I said. "She's not stupid."
"It's not pandering." She looked at me, earnestly fierce. "Jimmy felt like shit. Seriously. You know he adores both of the girls?"
"Sure. But Leia is his niece."
"Doesn't matter. Jimmy loves Leia, and Leia loves Baylee, and Jimmy feels as protective over Baylee as he does over Leia. He's spent so much time with the girls that... I mean, he cares about you both a lot, Kels. More than you know."
Something tugged in my chest as she said that. I sucked lightly on my lip ring but didn't say anything.
"He felt awful," she said. "I don't remember the last time I heard him sound so upset with himself. He's not going to let something like that happen again."
"If you say so."
"I do say so."
The words stuck in my mind long after Em and Leia left. Long after Baylee had her bath and crawled into bed and let the memories of the day wash away. Long after I should have been asleep so I could wake up early and take advantage of the numbered days I had left with childcare in the morning.
Long after I should have let it go, I held onto that flutter, the terrifying comfort I'd felt when Em said Jimmy cared about me and Baylee.

Seven

Lies.
All of it was lies.
Lies, trickery, untruths, and fabrications. Straight up fucking delusional bullshit.
I cursed them all. I cursed Em. I cursed the day that brought them into my life. I cursed Alex for instigating the whole thing. I cursed Ethan Poplin for making the damn thing. I cursed the inventor of the goddamn thing. I cursed Mike just fucking because.
All of them. Curses on all of them.
Especially that fucker Jimmy.
I don't know how he convinced Em he cared for me. A master of straight-up deceit, that one. His actions weren't the actions of a man who understood what he was doing to me.
Although I had to give him credit. He did care for Baylee. That much was clear the second he put that cursed instrument in her greedy little hand and taught her how to play it.
A tambourine.
He gave my daughter a fucking tambourine.
I would be haunted until the day I fucking died by the jingles and the jangles and the palm-slapping pounding of an eight-year-old girl's hand on the head of it. And yes, those were proper terms for parts of the tambourine, as Baylee so kindly informed me fifteen fucking times.
The thing was, I had been right. The day after the new guitar debacle, I brought Baylee over to Em's house to get ready for school like I always did. And like always, Em was in the kitchen, blearily brewing coffee and tucking Fruit Roll-Ups into Leia's lunch bag.
And like sometimes, Alex was there, sipping coffee at the kitchen table as he flipped through some guitar magazine.
"Morning, Em!" Baylee said cheerfully.
"Morning, Bay," Em replied. "Leia's in her room. Go see if you can drag her out of bed, okay?"
Baylee dropped her bookbag and kicked off her shoes. "You got it!"
"No 'good morning' for me?" Alex teased from the table.
The sunshine on Baylee's face flickered and my heart broke.
"Morning, Mr. Alex," she said politely.
He caught the subtle shift just as clearly as Em and I had, but smiled anyway.
"Hey, before you run off, I was thinking. Your mom says you're pretty good at art, right?"
She brightened cautiously. "Yeah, sort of."
"Well, Em and I were talking and we could use some help with the posters for the concert. What about if you and Leia came by the studio after school today and helped us make some? We could get Lini to print them so we can put them up around town."
"Oh," Baylee said. "Um, maybe we could draw the posters at my house and then you can give them to Ms. Lini for us?"
Alex nodded casually. "Sure, kid."
"I didn't say anything to her about not going to the studio," I said to Em as soon as Baylee rushed down the hallway to wake up Leia. "This is the first I'm hearing about it."
"I believe you." Em glared at Alex. "And I told you to give it some fucking time."
They were still squabbling as I left for work and when I picked the girls up after school, neither of them mentioned going to the studio or drawing posters for the concert. Instead, they shut themselves in Baylee's bedroom for what I was told was a Very Important Secret Project. I heard giggles and whispers and the occasional gasp of laughter accompanied by words like "boyfriend," "married," and "in love." Before I could shit myself in panic at the fact that my eight-year-old was talking about boys, I heard a murmur about planning to "trick them into a date" and realized they were talking about setting up someone else.
That was a relief. I mean, they were eight. I told Em about it when she came to pick Leia up and we laughed, though we both cracked a beer and clinked the bottles together, silently grateful that we weren't the parents of whichever kids they were trying to set up on a date.
A few days after that, I had to work late and asked if Em could take care of pick up. And that was where I fucked up.
The silvery rustling of the rattling jingles slapped me in the face as soon as I opened the door to pick up Baylee after work. I didn't make the connection at first; loud and strange noises weren't all that alarming on their own, not when I had a boisterous kid with a rambunctious best friend. It could have been some game they made up--Shake The Pennies Inside A Metal Can Because Of Reasons, for example--or a craft Em had invented to keep them busy--Put These Pennies In A Metal Can To Scare Away Bears Or Something, maybe.
No, what made it alarming was that I looked into the living room to see Jimmy sitting beside Baylee on the couch, grinning as she tapped and shook and struck the tambourine in her hand while Leia looked on excitedly.
"Mom!" Baylee said. "Look, Jimmy taught me to play this!"
"Did he?" I asked, trying to sound like I was something other than devastatingly horrified.
"She's pretty good," he said.
The cynic in me wanted to roll my eyes at him, assuming that he was being tongue-in-cheek at best and facetious at worst. I was halfway to giving him one of those "I know what you're doing, asshole" looks, but I couldn't.
The look on his face was so genuine and bright and proud that I just... I couldn't.
"Of course she is," I said instead, and Baylee beamed.
"Mom, watch!" she demanded. "I already know how to do, um... this thing."
And she did a thing that featured rattling the tambourine and also hitting the tambourine. I guess it was good because Jimmy's face glowed with pride.
"Impressive," I said when the jingling faded.
"It is," Jimmy said. "It's actually--okay, so, I have to double-check, but I think... I mean, if it's okay with you, Kels, but you know the Poplin Family Jug Band?"
"I... yeah," I said.
"Okay, right." He was talking fast and motioned toward the tambourine. "Ethan Poplin makes instruments and stuff. He made this as sort of a test thing, I think. But he was saying he wanted to incorporate some tambourine into their songs and asked if I knew anyone, and I said no but clearly I hadn't heard Baylee play yet." He looked at me imploringly. "What would you say if Baylee maybe came to the studio to practice with the Poplins a couple of times? Then we could ask Ethan if she could play in the concert with them?" He glanced at Baylee. "Only if you want to, of course."
Well, there was no question about it. She nearly jumped off the couch, her fist tight around the tambourine in her hand, her eyes wide and wild and eager and full of a passion I'd never, ever seen in her before.
"Mom, please?" she asked breathlessly. "Please, please, please can you ask Mr. Poplin?"
And how could I say no?
"No," I said.
Her face fell.
"But you can," I continued. "If you want to play the tambourine for the Poplins, you can ask Mr. Poplin if that would be okay."
Both Baylee and Leia shrieked with delight, and honestly, I had a feeling that Jimmy wanted to squeal right along with them. I sent Baylee to get her backpack out of Leia's room and as soon as the girls raced down the hallway, he stood from the couch.
"Is this because of the other day?" I asked before he could say anything.
The almost-wholesome excitement on his face faded. "Not even a little bit."
"Okay."
"I wouldn't do that," he said almost angrily. "Ethan gave me the tambourine and I thought the girls might like it so when Em asked me to watch them, I--"
"Wait, Em's not here?"
He shook his head. "She had a client tonight. Alex said he'd cover shit at the studio if I could watch them until she was back so..." He shrugged. "Anyway, I brought it over and Baylee saw it. It had nothing to do with... with that."
"Right," I said. "Okay."
He glanced at the hall, then lowered his voice. "But I am sorry, Kels. I fucked up. I'm sorry."
"Thank you," I said.
His jaw twitched and hurt flashed in his dark eyes before he looked away from me, nodding resignedly. "Okay. I understand."
Déjà vu poured over me. There was a clamping sensation in my chest, guilt seizing me as I didn't give him the response he was hoping for. For half a heartbeat, I saw Daniel, and I braced myself for the inevitable gaslighting, the subtle nudges to direct me to do what he expected, the deprecating ridicule until I was the one apologizing for making him feel bad.
But that never came.
Of course it didn't. Nothing about Jimmy was anything like Daniel.
"Jimbo," I said.
His mouth twitched and he looked back at me, one eyebrow flicking upward.
I spread my arms. "Come here."
The twitch turned to a full smile and he stepped forward, wrapping his arms around me as I pulled him in for a hug. Beneath the warmth of his body, I could feel the relief pouring off him, the gentle sigh as his tension slipped away.
"We're good?" he asked.
"We're good," I replied. "On that, anyway. The tambourine, on the other hand..."
He snorted, but before he could say anything, the sound of two eight-year-olds giggling in the hallway interrupted us. We parted to see Baylee and Leia standing there, grinning.
"Hi, Uncle Jimmy," Leia said loudly.
"Uh... hey?" he replied, confused.
They stared, then giggled again.
"Right," I said. "Baylee, you ready?"
"Yes, Mom."
She started towards the door, then stopped and rushed across the living room. Jimmy barely managed to get his arms open before she was hugging him.
"Thank you," she whispered, just loud enough that I could hear it, and that strange little flutter started in my chest again.

Eight

The next few weeks weren't hell, but they were pretty close.
The only saving grace was that I was working six days a week, plus grabbing overtime hours wherever I could, so that meant I got a bit of reprieve from the sound of my beautiful, talented, determined daughter playing her tambourine at all hours of the day.
She loved the fucking thing. Loved it. If I'd let her, she probably would have slept with it like it was a teddy bear. Before school, she was playing her tambourine, and after school, she was playing her tambourine, and when bedtime rolled around, it was a struggle to get her to relinquish the goddamn thing. Everything in my life was done to the beat of the tambourine: washing dishes became an exercise in rhythm, I swept and mopped and cleaned in time to the ever-present tintinnabulation, and even taking a shit became a musical number.
Of course, working that extra time meant one less day a week to spend doing all the other things I was supposed to take care of in my life. Casual nights with Em dwindled as exhaustion and obligation began to take over. The saving grace there was that Ethan Poplin had enthusiastically agreed to let Baylee play tambourine for them at the concert, so she was spending more time at the studio practicing and even performing with the Poplin Family Jug Band. Alex sorted it out so that he could pick the girls up from school those days and do some "official" guitar lessons with Leia while Baylee was practicing, which meant I could pick up a few extra hours here and there.
In a sick way, I was somewhat proud of how well I was covering up the stress I was going through. It gave me a sense of self-reliance, despite the fact that I was relying on other people heavily to help me. But each hour I worked was an hour closer to being Mom Of The Year in the category of Providing Basic Necessities And Bitchin' Christmas Presents Without Asking Her Squalling Turd Of An Ex For Help.
Which was something.
But the delusion that I'd been doing a good job handling it all came crashing down one Saturday night after I finished work.
The Poplins wanted Baylee to perform with them at some community thing, Em said, and the girls wanted to have a sleepover after, and would I mind if they had the sleepover at Alex's place so Leia could start feeling like her room there was her room?
And that made sense, so I said yes, of course, and when I got home from work, Jimmy was sitting on my doorstep.
"What are you doing here?" I asked as I slammed my car door shut.
"Bringing you food."
There were two large bags sitting beside him on the step. I glanced at them, then back at him with raised eyebrows.
"Why?"
"'Cause you need a night to yourself," he said. "That's why Em decided the girls were having a sleepover. She knows you've been working your ass off but that you'd never ask for a break. So she decided you were getting one and I said I'd bring dinner over for you."
I eyed the overstuffed bags as I stepped past him to unlock the door. "How much do you think I eat?"
He followed me into the house, trapped behind me as I stopped to put my purse down and take my work boots off. "Well, I was pretty hungry, so..."
"So you figured you'd crash my night to myself?" I teased.



He grinned. "Nah, I was gonna grab some to go, but I mean, if you're offering..."
"Don't let me ruin your wild and crazy night," I said, straightening up as I tucked my shoes onto the mat. "Besides, I haven't showered or anything. You don't have to subject yourself to my stinky after-work smell."
The way my house was set up, the entryway was pretty cramped. It was barely wide enough for Baylee to squeeze past if we entered the house at the same time, which meant a tall, fully grown man like Jimmy didn't have a chance to get past my dump truck ass. That could have easily been solved by me doing something sensible like moving out of the way, but when Jimmy caught my eye and leaned forward, all semblance of thought just... stopped.
There was half a smirk on his face and his dark eyes seemed to sparkle. Before I could even think to react, his face was to the side of mine, and I heard him inhale.
"You don't smell bad," he said, his voice low. "Kinda uh... flowery. Like candles."
I almost shivered, but rolled my eyes and slapped his shoulder. "It's like I work at a candle company or something. And stop sniffing me, you creep."
He burst out laughing and pulled away. "Go do what you gotta do. I'll get dinner on the table and then if you wanna kick me out, I'll go."
"Don't go," I said before I even thought the words. "Hang out with me."
I didn't quite know what to call the look on his face, but I liked it.
While Jimmy got dinner sorted out, I showered quickly, though I still gave myself enough time to overthink everything while I was at it. How I felt like I didn't deserve this kind of kindness. How I was embarrassed that everyone had apparently noticed what I thought I'd been hiding so well. How easily I'd been swayed into letting him stay, and how delighted I was that he'd wanted to.
You know. Just your standard overthinking that had become a part of my personality after years and years of dealing with an ex that seemed to require it. Nothing entirely out of the ordinary, and once I was done, I debated putting on jeans and a nice top before shrugging on an old grey sweater and my comfiest leggings.
I mean, who did I think I was trying to impress? It was just Jimmy downstairs. And after I'd left Daniel and his Wardrobe Regulations For A Proper Wife, I'd sworn that the next time I dressed for a man, it was going to be when they put me in my coffin to go see Jesus. Or if I really, really wanted to get laid, but that would be my choice, not someone else's.
The point is that my outfit was both a blessing and a curse when I trekked back downstairs and into the kitchen.
It was a curse in that I was almost blind-sided by the man in my kitchen. And I mean blind-sided. When I'd gone upstairs to shower, I'd left Jimmy--young Jimbo, Em's baby brother, fun uncle to my kid's best friend, notably younger than me by a not-insignificant amount--in the kitchen to set the table and dish up the Chinese takeout he'd brought over for dinner. When I returned, I saw... well.
My outfit was a blessing because it was still Jimmy standing in my kitchen, but it was Jimmy in a way I wasn't supposed to be looking at him.
I don't know why it all hit me at that precise moment. Maybe it was the context: we'd been alone together before, but not... not like that. Not to have dinner and hang out and... you know. Be in each other's company or whatever.
Or maybe it was the subtle shift in his demeanour: the maturity that seemed to make him stand up straighter and exude a quiet confidence instead of a screaming cockiness.
Or maybe it was that I'd never seen him in anything other than concert t-shirts and ripped jeans, and now he was standing there in dark jeans and an unbuttoned plaid shirt overtop of a plain t-shirt, the sleeves casually rolled up to his elbows as he struggled to open a bottle of wine.
In any case, I was grateful I was dressed like a complete slob rather than in something that made me feel like I could have had a shot with him because that would have been even more problematic than the fact that he was opening a bottle of wine.
Or, as I said, struggling to open the bottle.
He didn't notice me right away, which was good, because it gave me a moment to watch and let that strange feeling pass; the more he twisted the corkscrew, the more I saw of the Jimmy I was supposed to know, until I wasn't sure I'd seen anything else at all.
"Need a hand?" I finally asked.
He looked up, his face turning red. The corkscrew was stuck, jammed into the cork at an angle. I pressed my lips together, trying not to laugh, and he shifted slightly as he cleared his throat.
"I thought I'd try to, you know. Class it up a little," he said. "But, uh..."
"First time?" I teased.
He laughed. "Yeah. I've never even had a glass before."
"Really? You've never had wine?"
He shook his head and I smiled, stepping into the kitchen. Without saying anything, I reached for the bottle. He passed it to me and I undid all his hard work. Once I had the corkscrew out, I flipped out the little lever thingie, re-screwed it into the cork, and put the lever thingie in place. As I pulled the cork out in one smooth motion, he groaned.
"It's that easy?"
"Sure is, Jimbo."
He'd put out two wine glasses and I poured a small amount into one, then slid it across the counter to him. He raised an eyebrow.
"That's it?"
I made a tsk-ing noise. "This is how the pros do it. I pour you a small amount, you swirl it around and sniff it and shit, then you take a little slurp." I put some wine in the other glass and showed him the steps, then lifted it to my lips and took a sip. "Then you say, 'mmm, that's quite lovely, is that from the Provence region of Italy? It tastes of smoked oak and ripened juneberries. That, along with the smoothness of the body, suggests the grapes were likely grown on a north-facing bush and harvested in early July. And do I detect a hint of tannins?'"
Jimmy stared at me, then frowned down at his glass. "Damn. I didn't know you knew all that shit about wine. I got this because the guy at the store said it was good." He shook the glass a bit, then took a sip.
And he tried. He really tried. And I tried not to laugh. But he was able to keep his face neutral for all of a moment before his mouth twisted down and his nose wrinkled.
"Hmm," he said, his voice higher pitched than usual, and I completely fucking lost it.
"Not a fan?" I managed to choke through my laughter.
Jimmy's cheeks turned red, but he grinned bashfully and set the glass down.
"Maybe it'll grow on me," he said. "But, uh..."
"Would you like something else instead?" I asked. He nodded gratefully and I started laughing again, motioning towards the fridge before I poured more wine for myself. "Help yourself."
He grabbed a beer and we moved to the table, which was teeming with styrofoam containers holding what appeared to be every dish the Chinese food restaurant made. The sweet and sour scent of overly sauced pork and greasy noodles made me realize how very hungry I was.
"How'd you learn all that stuff about wine?" Jimmy asked as I started heaping my plate full of food. "All I tasted was, like... wine."
"Oh, I'm completely full of shit," I said. "None of that was true."
He laughed, his face turning pink again. "Oh."
There was a lull; an awkward silence made worse by the fact that I couldn't decide if I was regretful or relieved by it. Mostly relieved, I told myself, since the level of comfort I was feeling with him was... well. He was my best friend's younger brother. Emphasis on "best friend's brother" and on "younger." I swallowed hard and piled chicken-fried rice on my plate.
Still, the awkwardness was... well, awkward.
"This is awesome," I said, hating the fake tone to my voice. "You managed to get all my favourites. How'd you know?"
He chuckled. "Baylee was very specific."
"Baylee was in on this?"
He looked like I'd caught him with his pants down. "Sort of. She maybe said very pointedly that you deserved a nice dinner and spent a good ten minutes telling me what you liked."
"She's nothing if not thorough."
We chatted superficially over dinner. Easy things, unnoteworthy things, safe things about our day-to-day lives and shared connections. And that was good; it was right. But even as we cleared our plates and heaped them up again with far, far too much Chinese food, I could see Jimmy was holding something back.
And that was terrifying.
But whatever it was, he didn't say anything about it. He told me about work and joked about the "young punks" he had to give tours of the studio to, kids from nearby high schools who were barely younger than him. And he told me about his side projects; bands he was playing songs with at gigs so he could keep performing now and then, songs he was writing in his spare time that he hoped Alex would help him with, even a new guitar he'd had his eye on that he was pretty sure he was going to treat himself to.
It was refreshing listening to him talk. Those mindless things, those hopeful things, those things that were real and right and normal for a twenty-one-year-old to be dealing with. Things I couldn't relate to, not having had the chance to experience them myself, since I was married to a monster at that age.
Things that I so loved hearing about.
When we finished eating, Jimmy put the leftovers away as I cleared the dishes. Then, instead of doing something useful like sitting around and finishing his beer, he made it even harder for me to not have more of those thoughts I wasn't supposed to have by helping me wash and dry the dishes.
When we were done, we each grabbed another drink--more wine for me, water for him--and moved to the living room as easily as if we'd done it a million times before. I didn't have room for a full living room set, not that I'd ever needed one, so we had no choice but to sit side-by-side on the saggy old couch.
A silent beat went by and just as I was about to propose watching an episode of whatever trashy reality TV show happened to be on that night, he cleared his throat.
"So, uh, I wanted to talk to you about something," he started.
It took everything in me not to look up at him in alarm. Instead, I stared at the darkened TV in alarm.
"What's that?" I asked.
He cleared his throat again. "It's, uh, something I'm not sure you know. But it's... well. I know it's kind of big and give me a chance to explain, okay? 'Cause I think... I think it's important. I've wanted to bring it up for a while."
Oh, God.
"Okay," I said hesitantly.
He took a moment to steel his resolve, then took a deep breath and looked at me earnestly.
"Baylee would be an awesome drummer," he said.
There it was.
That was why he was here, all dressed up, trying to make a good impression.
I stared back, disappointed.
No.
No, that wasn't right.
I stared back, relieved. So relieved.
And then dismayed.
"Surely you're fucking with me," I said.
"I'm not fucking with you. And don't call me Shirley," he said, proving yet again that he was Em's brother, and I groaned as he grinned. "Look, I know no one wants their kid to be a drummer, but Kels, she's just... she's got it."
"I... are you trying to kill me?! I've already put up with the tambourine at all hours of the day and now you want to introduce drums?"
He held his hands up defensively. "I'm not saying you have to, but she's a natural. Like, she just gets it. She's really good."
"How would you know?" I asked. "She's never played before."
He hesitated and I groaned.
"When?"
"I'm sorry!" he exclaimed. "I showed them to her at the studio one day and it was like she just knew."
"You're killing me, Jimbo," I muttered. "I live in a townhouse. The neighbours will kill me. I'm already dead. Tell Jesus I'm on my way to the grave right now."
"At least it'll be soundproof," he said.
As hard as I tried to keep being overdramatic, I couldn't keep a straight face. Jimmy grinned as I started laughing.
"Just think about it," he said. "She'd be so good."
"Why drums, though?" I whined, flopping back on the couch.
"Probably because it's the perfect balance for her." He shifted again, reaching for the glass of water he'd left on the coffee table. "She's loud and out there, but she's not like Leia who can just immerse herself in the music and feel it, you know? Percussion gives her enough structure to let loose and work through stuff the way she needs to." He paused to take a sip of water. "I used to play with a drummer who said it gives people the guidance they need to embrace their chaos."
For a moment, I had no idea what he was talking about. But even as I opened my mouth to express my confusion, I pictured my daughter. The little girl who was too much, too loud, too unabashedly herself, who understood too much and nowhere near enough. Who saw her best friend get things that she didn't and understood why at the same time that she understood nothing at all.
And I knew what he meant.
"Man, I'm doing a bang-up job, then," I said. "Giving her all that chaos to embrace."
It was meant to be a joke. Or, well, it was meant to sound like it was a joke. One of those jokes that wasn't a joke, just a statement I said like it was a joke because I wanted Jimmy to laugh at so the realization hurt a little less.
Apparently, though, he didn't get it.
"What d'you mean?" he asked, frowning.
I made a sound that was supposed to be a laugh. "Oh, you know."
An annoyed look crossed his face. "No, I don't."
"It was a joke, Jimbo."
"It didn't seem like a joke."
"Oh, now you're insulting my joke-telling skills?"
His scowl deepened. "You know that's not what I meant."
Of course I did. And of course he wasn't letting it go. And of course he was scowling his trademark Jimmy scowl, which had absolutely no effect on me whatsoever, except that this time it did.
"She's got way more baggage than a kid her age should," I said, hardly aware I'd made the decision to speak. "I mean, between me and her dad, she... she's not getting the normal childhood experience. I haven't been able to give her that. And that's why she's... you know." I laughed shakily again. "Full of chaos."
I was staring at his hands, for some reason, but from the corner of my eye, I could see him studying me.
"It's not you, Kels," he finally said. "You know that, right?"
I didn't say anything.
"Kelsie," he said firmly. "You know it's not your fault, right?"
"I mean, it is."
"Wha--are you serious?"
I could feel heat rising up my neck as I stared at Jimmy's hands, needing something to focus on and hating that I'd chosen that particular thing. A creeping, crawling, nagging sensation was working its way up my spine, a coldness that was built on instinct, a warning in a calm, collected, hauntingly familiar voice to be quiet, woman, shut your fucking mouth.
But that voice wasn't Jimmy's voice, and that man wasn't here. And try as I might, I couldn't shut my fucking mouth.
"It is my fault," I said. "I wanted her so bad. So I brought her into the world knowing damn well what kind of person she would have as a father. And when I finally figured out that she wasn't gonna get a normal childhood with... with how he acted and what he did to me, I took her away from a secure life to one where I can't--didn't, I mean, didn't know if I could make it paycheck to paycheck."
If I was someone else, a tear might have rolled down my cheek, but I wasn't. I was me, and I was focused on Jimmy's hands as hollowness filled my chest and my voice.
"I was selfish and now she's paying for it. I know no kid has a completely perfect childhood, but she's going to figure out how much more fucked up hers is."
"I don't even know what to say," he said.
I smiled wryly. "That bad, huh?"
"Your take on it? Yeah, it's fucking awful."
I was stunned enough to look up at him. There was a hardness in his gaze, but it softened as his eyes met mine.
"You wanted a kid. That's pretty normal. You had a piece of shit husband. That's less normal, but not your fault. He was the fucked up one, not you."
"If I'd just--"
"If you'd just nothing. You got her out of there. You put her before yourself. That's literally the opposite of selfish."
"You don't get it, Jimbo." I laughed again, mostly to cover up that hollow upset still ringing through my voice. "She's my kid. I love her. I want the best for her. Which means I know she deserves better than the shit parents she got."
"Not true. She's got a great mom."
"She's got a shit mom."
"You're not a shit mom."
I should have caught the aggravation behind his insistence, but I didn't.
"I am," I said frankly. "I can admit that, okay? Just because Daniel's horrific doesn't mean I'm not a shit parent, too."
"You know I fucking know what it's like, right?"
The fire in his voice shocked me in a way it shouldn't have. Jimmy had always had a bit of a temper; not a scary one, not the kind that made him lash out or get physical, but even though he was far calmer and more settled than he used to be, that anger was still there.
And he had a good reason for that anger, which I'd known. Apparently, though, I'd been so focused on myself that I'd forgotten why he harboured so much anger.
But Jimmy wouldn't ever forget. He couldn't ever forget.
"You know what my parents were like?" he continued heatedly. "You know. There's no way Em hasn't told you. You know I didn't know parents weren't supposed to scream at their kids constantly? Or that kids get presents on their birthdays? Or that people were supposed to eat three meals a day? You know they could've gotten us killed? You know they almost did? Or that they could've let CPS take us away, but then they wouldn't get their cut from the government, so they made sure they did the bare minimum to keep us at home? And you know how fucking low that bar is?"
"I--no," I said softly.
"It's low." His voice wavered, not quite a crack but nowhere near steady. "I know what shit parents are like. I know what it's like when someone treats you like nothing. Like you're a nuisance. Like you're not even a person. And I know that Em tried her fucking best with me, and I know she feels like she fucked up and maybe she did, but she tried, Kels. By your definition, that makes her a shit sister. D'you think she was a shit sister? 'Cause I don't."
I shook my head, my lip trembling. "I'm sorry."
"Don't be." His cheeks were red, but some of the ferocity in his words began to fade. "Don't apologize. Just don't say you're shit, okay? You know how much would've been different if either of my parents cared about me the way you care about her? You know what I'd give to have someone like you in my life?"
I hated that he said it.
I hated the way his voice wavered and the earnest, heartbreaking honesty in his voice. I hated the yearning, the regret, the way it was so clear he felt like he'd missed out on something and the knowledge that it was true. I didn't know Jimmy's parents, but I hated that they'd done that to him, that here he was, years later, not sure why he'd had to go through the shit he did. Why he'd been so unlucky, why he hadn't been loved unconditionally the way that any and every child should.
And I hated, I fucking hated that it had the effect he'd intended. That the thought of how much worse I could be as a parent offered an undeniable comfort. That as chaotic and precarious as Baylee's life was, she would always know she was loved.
He wasn't looking at me. I don't think he could bring himself to. I glanced at his hands again. They were in his lap, fists clenched, knuckles white, and I couldn't stop myself from reaching forward and putting my hand over one of his.



A beat passed, just a heartbeat, but a beat nonetheless. There was an inevitability to the way his hand relaxed, to the loosening of his fingers and the twisting of his wrist so he could clasp my hand.
"I dunno why she didn't want me." There was no question who "she" was. His voice was gravelly, covering a brokenness that I knew he'd live with forever. "Wasn't worth it, I guess."
I squeezed his hand. "You were. You are. I don't know why or even how anyone could not want you around, Jimbo. I mean, sure, you've completely ruined my life, but at least my daughter will be a damn good drummer."
It made him laugh, which was the intention. And it made him look up, which wasn't necessarily intended, but wasn't unintended either.
But it also made his eyes meet mine, and that made him pause. Another heartbeat passed, and then another, and then he kissed me.
And that was not intended. Not at all.
And the fact that it wasn't unwelcome, well... that was a problem.
For that first heartbeat, I didn't react. I froze in my uncertainty, my mind swirling blank. His breath was warm and his lips were soft, enticingly sweet in a way that sent a rush of electricity through me, and I closed my eyes.
On the second heartbeat, I kissed him back and he took it as a sign. His other hand left his lap and found the side of my face, calloused fingertips touching my skin and grounding me, confirming that it was happening, that it was all too real. I let the feel of him wash over me, that moment of yes, that sensation of something that felt so right, so real, so needed.
And so wrong.
Oh God, was it so, so wrong.
That didn't stop me from selfishly indulging in him for one more heartbeat. It didn't stop me from parting my lips for him or letting my tongue touch his. He deepened the kiss and I let him, I encouraged him, I almost lost myself completely and threw myself at him.
Almost.
"No," I breathed.
"Hmm?" he asked.
I grimaced, my eyes still closed. "Jimmy, no. Stop."
His hand fell away from my face and the spot where his lips had been was suddenly cold and empty. He was still close; too close, closer than he should have been and farther than I truly wanted him, but he stopped. I opened my eyes to see dark ones looking back at me, hungry but hesitant, almost innocent in their confusion.
"Kels?" he asked.
The innocent confusion was what made the guilt truly surge. I remembered wearing an expression like that, once upon a time. I remembered that feeling far, far too well.
What the fuck was I thinking?
"I can't do this to you," I whispered.
Confusion turned to a haughty sort of indignation. "You're not doing anything to me. I'm the one who kissed you."
I shook my head. "I shouldn't have let you."
"Why?" he demanded.
"You're not thinking clearly. It was a heated conversation and--"
"And I've been thinking about this for months. Years, actually, but I've wanted to do something about it for months." He sat back, his face earnest and stubborn. "You think I haven't thought this through? Give me a reason we shouldn't be together. Any reason."
I gaped at him, then laughed dryly. "Fine. I'm too old for you."
He'd obviously played this conversation over in his head because he answered before I even finished speaking. "You're not that much older than me."
"If you honestly think that, you're too young for me."
He shook his head. "It's an excuse and you know it. The age gap between Alex and Em is longer than I've been alive. This is nothing compared to that."
"You're not Em," I said. "And I'm not Alex. Not to mention Em's my best friend. She'd lose it."
"She'd understand. I mean, she slept with my boss and kept doing it after she found out he ruined my career."
"It's a bit different when you're my best friend's brother!"
He shook his head. "She wants what's best for us. She wants us both to be happy. We could be happy together.
"It's different. Friends don't do that to each other. And you need a girl your own age."
"You don't know what I need. Or what I want."
"You've spent all night telling me what you want." My voice caught painfully. "I'm a single mom with an eight-year-old. You want to be on the road, playing music, writing songs, travelling the world. Those lifestyles do not mesh."
That seemed to catch him off guard. "I'd make it work."
"You shouldn't have to. You shouldn'twant to. I'm past that point in my life. You deserve someone who can have those experiences with you."
"And what if I'd rather be here? With you. And Baylee. And--"
"You're twenty-one. You say that now, but--"
"Don't talk down to me like I'm a child. You're not that much older than me."
"I'm old enough to recognize that you're acting like a child," I said before I could stop myself.
His mouth opened, but nothing came out. I had won, it seemed, even though it didn't feel like much of a victory. A lump settled in the base of my throat.
"You... you should probably go."
I watched his throat flex as he swallowed back his anger. Quietly, he stood and started towards the door. I hesitated, then for some God-forsaken reason, I followed him.
"I know where the door is," he said coldly. "I don't need an escort."
The sass of this boy. I wanted to snap at him, but the retort faded as he turned and I caught sight of his face. He was scowling, sort of, but it wasn't his trademark scowl. The moodiness was there, but it was trying to hide the genuine pain in his eyes.
Pain I'd put there.
And that fucking killed me.
"I'm sorry," I said.
He chuckled, though he clearly didn't find it funny. "For what? You don't want me. I get it."
I bristled at that. "That's not--"
"Just say it," he said, his voice harsh. "That's what it's all about, okay? We can talk around it, you can give me every reason under the sun why it was a mistake and all that shit, but I know, okay? Just say you don't want me."
I tried to. The problem was, I couldn't lie to him.
"I can't," I said.
Annoyance flashed in his eyes. "For fucks' sake, Kels--"
But he didn't get a chance to finish. I took a step forward, grabbing the front of his shirt. His expression changed, his mouth still half-open with frustrated words still poised to fall from it.
And I kissed him.
Before a heartbeat could even pass, I was pressed against him. His shock melted, dissolving away like strands of spun sugar in the rain. A low noise rumbled in his throat as he kissed me back, something heady and deep that I felt surge through me.
I wanted that kiss to last. I wanted to be selfish more than any other time in my life.
But I couldn't.
"I can't want you," I said against his lips. "It has nothing to do with 'don't'."
My eyes were closed, so I couldn't see his face, but I felt the shift between us. He finally understood, I think, or at the very least, he resigned himself to understanding. Instead of pulling away from him like I should have, I let him wrap his arms around me and steal one more kiss, a lingering, yearning kiss that wanted to be so much more.
Then he did what I couldn't: he let go and stepped away, eyes meeting mine as we both processed the moment.
"Are things gonna be weird between us now?" he asked.
I smiled, then nudged his arm playfully. "Things have always been weird between us. We're a couple of weirdos. That's our thing."
It made him smile, which was the intention, but there was still worry behind it.
"Yeah, but is it going to make things awkward?"
I smiled back as reassuringly as I could.
"Only if we let it, Jimbo."

Nine

We let it make things awkward.
I mean, of course we did.
Maybe if I hadn't been stupid enough to kiss him again, we could have salvaged something. If I'd let him walk away thinking I didn't want him, it would have broken his heart, but with time maybe it would have been okay.
But I made my choice. To paraphrase one Ms. Taylor Swift, I played a stupid game, and I won a stupid prize.
Still, I did the best I could to make it look like things weren't weird between me and Jimmy, which apparently wasn't very good at all.
"Are things weird between you and Jimmy?" Em asked me outright.
We were sitting on the floor of her kitchen, surrounded by half-packed cardboard boxes and piles of miscellaneous kitchenware that Em was sorting into piles of "Keep," "Give Away," and "I Don't Fucking Know, Put It Over There And I'll Decide In A Bit." Despite my attempts to convince her that she didn't need to put anything in the Keep pile since Alex had his own kitchen filled with his own miscellaneous kitchenware that was arguably better quality than hers, Em had insisted she wanted to bring her own things.
Part of me was convinced it was because she was panicking, since now that the fundraiser concert was over and Christmas was looming on the horizon, the move was real and happening and terrifying. And by part, I mean the part that was literally all of me because it was so damn obvious. The problem was that I'd been working constantly and had barely had time to see Em, so all those real and terrifying thoughts she was having were going unchecked until there was no way for me to talk her through them.
That was how I ended up sitting on the kitchen floor helping her pack instead of working, even though it was Daniel's Saturday with Baylee.
"Please, Kelsie," she'd begged. "Can't your boss give you just one Saturday off? I need your help and this way we can focus on it. I'll get Jimmy to watch Leia and Pepper and we can knock out a bunch of packing all at once."
I'd done the math in my head quickly and decided that I could still afford the Taylor Swift tickets even if "my boss" gave me one Saturday off, so of course I'd agreed.
Though I was somewhat regretting that as she turned the conversation to her brother.
"Weird?" I repeated. "Why would you think things are weird?"
She examined the slightly deformed plastic bowl she was holding before handing it to me. "This one's a Keep. And I don't know, it just seems like you're both sort of 'proper' towards each other, if that makes sense."
"Not even a little bit," I said, even though it totally did.
She laughed and grabbed another bowl, this one smaller than the first one. "Maybe it's just me."
"Probably that," I agreed.
"Keep," she said, handing me the smaller bowl. "Or maybe it's Jimmy that's weird right now."
I put the bowl in the Give Away pile. "Weird? How?"
She shrugged. "He seems kind of... I don't know. Not depressed, just... resigned. Alex said he started noticing it after the concert so I thought maybe he wasn't sure what to do with all his extra time or something, but it hasn't gone away."
Concerned guilt surged through me. "Really? I hadn't noticed."
Except I totally had.
I had seen Jimmy at the concert, but unlike all the other times I'd seen him after That Night, we didn't talk to each other because we couldn't and not because we were avoiding each other. When he wasn't running around catering to Big Mike's every whim, he was on stage, and when he wasn't doing either of those things, he was watching the show with a sense of accomplishment and pride that made him glow.
Not that I noticed the way he was glowing or how good he looked when he smiled the way he was or the careful carelessness he'd styled himself with, his lean body complimented by the dark jeans and well-fitted t-shirt and... well, like I said. I didn't notice.
Not even a little bit.
In any case, he was there and he was busy, so I didn't have to force myself to pretend like things weren't weird between us. That was good, because I was focused on Baylee, who was walking on sunshine somewhere near cloud nine for pretty much the entire day.
She wasn't on stage long; just for the set with the Poplin Family Jug Band, but that was more than enough time for me to see what I had dreaded seeing.
"She loves it, doesn't she?" Em had asked.
I watched Baylee's blonde hair bounce to the beat as she played her tambourine, skinny hips swaying in time to the music. If I thought Jimmy had been glowing, Baylee was the embodiment of light. Her face shone with joyful exuberance as she played and I knew.
I just fucking knew.
"Looks like it," I replied as evenly as I could.
Knowing me as well as she did, Em caught the thickness in my voice. Hiding as much as I was from her, she mistook it for one of those emotional Mom moments where I was overcome by pride and excitement and astonishment at how fast my little girl was growing up rather than a moment of worry and fear and a sense of abject failure knowing I couldn't foster Baylee's passion the way I wanted to.
Jimmy, on the other hand, seemed to figure it out from his place across the room. As Em wrapped a comforting arm around my shoulder, his eyes met mine, dark and deep and understanding.
I don't know what he was trying to say with that look, but it was more comforting than Em's half-hug. Hating myself, I smiled back at him thankfully, then tore my eyes away and watched my daughter live her best life on that stage.
All too soon, it was over. I met Baylee at the side of the stage, catching her as she hurled herself into my arms.
"Mom, did you see it?!" she asked breathlessly. "Did you see me play?!"
"I saw, sweetie." It took some effort, but I managed to lift her into the air as I hugged her, and she squealed with delight. "You did so good. I'm so proud of you."
"Quick, look here!" Em said, and I turned and smiled in time for her to snap a picture. Behind her, I saw Jimmy watching us, but by the time I put Baylee back down and looked in his direction again, he was onstage, guitar slung low as Leia played yet another set.
She was onstage for most of the concert. I wasn't sure whether it was funny or sad; I don't think anyone was fooled by the fact that she wasn't quite a child prodigy. I mean, she was okay, but she was a kid. Instead of giving her the space to learn, they'd pushed her onto a stage to perform long before she was ready. And instead of giving her room to make mistakes, Jimmy was playing along to each and every song, so poor Leia thought all the cheers and hollers and hoots were because she was doing so well when it was all a charade.
It seemed unfair to me. I mean, my personal feelings on the whole situation aside, Leia did work her ass off learning to play guitar. But I'd seen the nerves on her face the very first time she'd performed. She hadn't been ready, and instead of letting her discover the skills and confidence she needed, they were lying to her. Like, what was the point? I still wasn't sure about the whole drum lessons thing for Baylee, but if I was going to suffer through listening to her practice, it wasn't going to be for nothing.
But it wasn't my place to tell Em that, so Baylee and I watched the rest of the concert together, and I tried not to think about how good kissing Jimmy had felt every time I looked at him.
When the concert was done, Alex took everyone out to eat. I caught Jimmy's eye once or twice, but each time he happened to start towards me, I noticed someone else in the room that I'd been meaning to talk to and was gone before he reached the place I'd been standing.
And I was pretty sure that it was that, above all the other things, that twisted him into the subdued version of himself.
"I thought maybe it was a girl," Em said, breaking me out of my thoughts in the worst possible way.
"Like he's seeing someone?" I asked.
"Or was seeing someone and it didn't work out." She shrugged and handed me another bowl. "Give Away. Or maybe he actually is pissed about me moving in with Alex."
"I don't think it's about you," I said. "Have you, um, asked him about it?"
"Yep."
"Like, about you moving?"
"Yeah, and about why he's acting so weird." She shrugged again. "He said he's not and that it's none of my business. God, it was like having a flashback to when he was a teenager. I'm dreading when Leia goes through that phase."
"Tell me about it," I said, relieved that Jimmy hadn't told Em anything about us.
"What about us?" she asked.
I raised an eyebrow. "What about us what?"
"Are things weird between you and me?"
"I... what?" I asked.
She put down the bowl she was holding and studied me. "Well, I thought you were avoiding me for a bit."
I swallowed hard. That was sort of true, but it had mostly been because I'd gone through a few days of all-consuming paranoia that she would figure out I kissed her brother. Then, since I was trying to avoid Jimmy, there'd been a time or two or more than I could count that I'd come up with some excuse not to hang out if I knew he'd be around.
"Things are crazy at work right now," I said. "There were some quality issues with our new line of stress-relief candles spontaneously igniting so we had to do a recall and, you know, with the holidays coming up it's just... it's a lot."
"Right," she said, unconvinced.
"Em, come on." I picked up a beat-up looking wooden spoon and added it to the Give Away pile. "You were busy with the concert planning stuff and getting ready to move and raising your kid and sucking your boyfriend's dick, probably." She couldn't hold back a laugh and I smirked at her. "This time of year is always busy for me at work, and then I was also driving Baylee to, like, rehearsals and performances and shit with the Poplins."
"That's no excuse," she said sternly, moving the spoon from the Give Away pile to the I Don't Fucking Know pile. "How busy could you have been? You didn't even have any dicks to suck."
I feigned offense. "Bitch."
She laughed again, though the smile faded quickly. "Maybe I'm just worried."
"About what?"
She looked up at me, eyebrows furrowed. "You're my best friend. I don't want that to change because we're moving. I thought maybe you were avoiding me because it would make it easier when we leave."
"That's not true at all," I said, which was the truth because it wasn't why I was avoiding her. "If it was, d'you really think I'd come here and help you pack?" And give up an entire day of pay that I could be using for Christmas presents, I thought, but didn't add that part out loud.
She spotted the bowl I'd put in the Give Away pile and moved it to the Keep pile. "'Help' me pack is questionable."
"Not my fault I suck at packing. I warned you."
"You did not."
"Not my fault you didn't think to ask me if I was any good at packing."
I had to admit spending the day with her was nice, despite the active role I was taking in making my life more difficult. It had been a while since Em and I had spent time together, just the two of us, no kids and no dog and no Alex or Mike or Jimmy or whoever else happened to be around.
At the same time, it was almost strange, simply because it felt like it had been so long since we'd just hung out. I thought it was me, at first, knowing I was hiding something from her like kissing Jimmy, but as the day wore on, I started to think maybe Em was right.
I didn't know which of us was most responsible for it, but maybe things were kind of weird between the two of us.
In any case, neither of us acknowledged it. I did my best to hide the nagging feeling as the day wore on, laughing and talking as we finished packing up the kitchen and moved on to the living room, which went much faster. In fact, it went so quickly that instead of ordering pizza for dinner like Em planned, she suggested going out to an actual restaurant.
"My treat," she'd insisted, though based on the cost of the place she'd suggested, I assumed it was actually Alex's treat. Part of my pride wanted to decline, but the place she wanted to go was renowned for their seafood and I fucking loved shellfish, so I swallowed that pride along with enough shrimp to start a unique ocean ecosystem in my stomach.



We'd just finished eating when my phone went off and I nearly hurled it all back up.
I realize I'm early, but I assumed you would be home, read the text message from Daniel. Will you be much longer? Baylee has to use the washroom and the door is locked.
"Fuck," I said.
"What?" Em asked.
"Daniel's back early."
I didn't need to say anything else; Em grabbed her purse and beelined for the bar so she could pay the bill as I texted him back.
I wish you would have let me know. I went out for dinner with Em. We'll be back in 15 minutes, I replied.
We were walking out of the restaurant when my phone rang.
"Where's the spare key?" Daniel asked without saying hello.
"Why do you need the spare key?" I asked as Em and I rushed to her car.
"You may not be aware of this, but you locked your front door," he said. "Which means she can't use the washroom, unless you've installed an outhouse in the yard. Where's your key?"
"We will be there shortly."
"She says she can't hold it that long," he said. "I don't see why you can't tell me where the key is."
My face turned red. "Seriously, Daniel? Because I don't want you in my house. Why didn't you stop at a gas station or something?"
"Seriously, Kelsie?" Daniel mocked coldly. "You'd rather our daughter urinate in a gas station bathroom instead of letting me know how to let her into the house? Is there something you don't want me to see?"
"That's not the point," I said.
"Mmm. Sure."
Em started the car and there was a long moment of tense silence over the phone. The truth was that yes, there was something I didn't want Daniel to see: my house. The entire thing. He had never set foot into the townhouse. It was my house, my space, a place that he hadn't tainted with his presence and where I was safe and secure and happy. Its dated design and old appliances weren't going to be featured in any home and garden magazines, but it was reasonably clean given that I had an eight-year-old and worked six days a week.
But was keeping Daniel out of my space worth keeping Baylee holding her bladder uncomfortably until I got home?
I gritted my teeth, then sighed as Em pulled out of the parking space.
"There's a fake rock buried in the left corner of the flower bed," I said. "You can let her in the house and wait outside the door."
"Sure," he said again, his tone flat. "God forbid I wait indoors where it's warm."
"It's not my fault you showed up early. I'll be home shortly."
"See you soon, my dear."
"I'm not your fucking dear," I muttered, not that it mattered since I'd already hung up on him.
"Are you okay?" Em asked.
"'Course I am." I fidgeted with my phone and looked out the window.
She drummed her fingers on the steering wheel. "Do me a favour and text Jimmy to let him know he can bring Leia home whenever?"
I got that she was trying to distract me, but texting Jimmy was about the least useful way to do that. Still, I couldn't exactly tell her that, so I did as she asked and didn't reply after Jimmy responded, confirming he'd head over and asking if everything was okay.
Em parked in front of her house when she pulled up since Daniel's car was parked in front of my house. Even as she parked, I could see that he wasn't standing outside the door.
"That fucker," I hissed.
"Go," Em said simply, and I was halfway across the street before the door even finished swinging shut behind me.
As angry as I was, Daniel not waiting on the doorstep was something of a blessing. It meant that Em didn't have to see the effect Daniel had on me.
She'd never met Daniel. No one had; I didn't want them to. I didn't need anyone knowing that I was one person outside his presence and a very different person when he was there. It wasn't that I was pretending to be someone else or anything like that. Deep in my heart, I knew that my authentic self was the version I was before Daniel had gotten his hands on me. That was the me who had been in Em's car: all colourful hair and fun piercings and unabashed statements. The one who was a little too bawdy, a little too abrasive, a little too to-the-point, and a little too unapologetic.
That person theoretically should have been able to stand up to Daniel. That person had the strength to leave him, though it had taken her quite a while. She had the strength to avoid his bullshit every month, to firmly enforce the court's orders about what he was and wasn't allowed to have.
Sometimes, at least.
The problem was that Daniel had fucked with me and that, no matter how hard I tried, that would never fully go away. The person that I was outside of him faded when he was around for no other reason than that he terrified me.
Even years later, he terrified me.
And I was ashamed of that.
He'd been watching for me, obviously. I was halfway up the sidewalk when my front door swung open, warm yellow light spilling past the dark figure standing in the doorway and splashing along the concrete steps. I steeled myself as I glared up at him, though my aggravated march towards the door became instinctively more hesitant.
"I said wait outside," I snapped.
"Baylee asked me in," he said simply.
There wasn't enough room for me to squeeze past him into the house, so I stopped in front of the door and folded my arms. "Well, now I'm telling you to leave."
"Do I not get to say goodbye to my daughter?"
My jaw trembled as I clenched it. "Say goodbye, then."
He turned back towards the house. "Princess? Your mom says I need to leave."
"Okay, Dad!" I heard Baylee respond, seemingly from the living room.
"Can I have a hug?"
I couldn't hear her response that time, possibly because she hadn't said anything, but I watched Daniel crouch and open his arms. From my spot on the sidewalk, I saw Baylee's arms go around his neck and the top of her blonde head poke out from over his shoulder.
"Thank you for my new shoes and my stuffie and playing laser tag with me!" she rambled. "If Mr. Poplin asks me to play tambourine for them again, I'll tell you and you can come and you can bring Grandma if you want!"
"I hope so. Did you have fun today?"
She hugged him tighter. "Yep! Did you?"
"Of course." Her arms loosened and he stood up. "You be good for your mom, okay?"
I didn't see what Baylee did in response, but it made Daniel laugh.
"I will," she said. "Bye, Dad!"
"Bye, princess. I'll miss you."
"Miss you too."
I'm sure his intent was to upset me, which he did, but I pretended none of it bothered me as he turned around and stepped outside. The front door swung closed behind him and the yellow glow of light was gone, leaving me and Daniel enshrouded in the cool evening light.
"You didn't have the right to--"
"--enter your house without your permission, I know," he finished. "What would you have me do? Tell Baylee you said I couldn't stand inside? You know I don't actively try to make you seem like the bad guy, right?"
It was bullshit, but I couldn't call him on it.
"Next time you plan on being early, you need to let me know," I said.
"Of course. I wouldn't want to interrupt your date again," he replied coolly.
My face turned red. "I wasn't on a date. I was out with Em."
Daniel's eyes trailed down, taking in my outfit. "Clearly."
I tried not to retch. "Right. If that's everything..."
"Actually, I brought her back early because I needed to speak with you."
Of fucking course he did.
"What do you want?" I asked.
He gave me one of his Looks, which I pretended didn't have the same effect on me as it did when we were married. "I don't want anything except to know why you've been working so much."
My mouth dropped open. "What?"
"Baylee informed me you've been working a lot," he said patiently. "All week and even Saturdays, she said. That's fairly unusual, Kelsie. Is there something we need to discuss?"
"Of course not," I snapped. "My job is busy this time of year and I'm helping my boss out by taking a few extra shifts."
"Hmm," he said. "Interesting."
"It's not that interesting."
"It has nothing to do with the Christmas present you've insisted you can take care of yourself?" he pressed.
"Not even a little bit."
"Mm. Or the fact that Baylee wants to take music lessons?"
My face turned red. "She hasn't asked to do that yet."
"Because she thinks it's too expensive." He folded his arms. "Is that the kind of thing you want her worrying about at this age? The cost of things? Because you're too vindictive to give me a bit more time with her?"
My mouth was dry. "I'm not."
He smirked. "You know that Baylee said she wished I would have come to see her play at the concert? What was I supposed to say to that, that you wouldn't let me attend? That you didn't even tell me? There's only so many times I can be the bad guy, my dear. Eventually you need to admit you're trying to keep her from me."
"I'm following the court order," I said hollowly. "That isn't keeping her from you. That's what the judge said--"
"Then perhaps we should ask the courts to reevaluate our agreement. Or perhaps we could discuss it between us since I imagine that would work out a bit more favourably for you, considering you're now bringing in extra income that wasn't accounted for on our last review of the child support payments."
My mouth dropped open, but nothing came out. Daniel flicked one eyebrow up, a look on his face like he knew he'd cornered me. And he had, hadn't he? The extra shifts were technically extra income and I hadn't made that connection. He had, of course, because he was constantly looking for anything that would allow him to get his way. And sure, working six days a week to get that income wasn't ideal, but with the right lawyer--which Daniel could afford and I couldn't...
"What do you think, my dear?" he asked.
And for once, I got lucky. Or unlucky. Or both. In any case, I didn't have to respond because we were interrupted by a timely and unfortunate arrival.
"Hi, Kelsie!" Leia called as she raced up my sidewalk. "My mom said Baylee's home, can I see her? I wanna show her a new song Uncle Jimmy showed me today." She stopped, apparently noticing Daniel for the first time, and looked up at him. "Oh. Who are you?"
"I'm Baylee's dad," he replied calmly. "You must be Leia. Baylee has told me a lot about you."
Leia nodded, her exuberance fading slightly. "Nice to meet you." She turned back to me, eyes wide. "Can I go see Baylee?"
"I--uh, yeah. Go on in," I said, stammering only because as I responded, Jimmy walked up my sidewalk. He waited for Leia to run to the front door before speaking.
"Hey, Kels," he said casually, though he was looking at Daniel. "Sorry, Em didn't mention you had someone over. This a bad time?"
"Yes," Daniel said, his voice notably colder. "But it's fine. I was leaving." He turned to me, eyebrows raised. "Let me know when you need me to get that gift and when you'd like to discuss new agreement terms. I'm willing to be reasonable, Kelsie."
Like hell he was, but I couldn't bring myself to respond as he walked down the sidewalk and brushed past Jimmy. Both of us watched as Daniel got into his car, silent until his headlights flicked on and he drove away. Then, Jimmy looked back at me.
"What happ--"
"None of your business." I turned and started towards the front door.
The suddenness seemed to stun him and I was opening the door by the time he reacted. "Kelsie, wait."
"I'll send Leia back out, one sec."
"Goddamn--Kels, stop, please."
I don't know why I did. I don't know why his words were as effective as if he'd grabbed my arms and held me in place. Part of me wanted to blame it on the state of mind Daniel always seemed to leave me in, that facing the man who had controlled me for so long left me vulnerable and scared, not that Jimmy knew that so it's not like he could be blamed for it. Or maybe even that Jimmy had snapped, that his tone was angry and demanding and had frozen me in place.
But it wasn't. Those were the explanations I wanted, not the ones that were true.
The truth was, it was the way he said "please."
It wasn't desperate or needy. It wasn't spoken in frustration or anger. It wasn't even that it was a request.
It was just the way he said it. The sadness behind it, the regret, the resigned understanding of a yearning plea that he knew was too much.
And I couldn't keep moving.
Yellow light was spilling on me as I stood inside the entryway. From above, I could hear Leia and Baylee giggling and playing music, oblivious to the turmoil happening beneath them. A heartbeat passed, and then another, and then the hesitant shuffle of Jimmy's footsteps came up behind me.
"You said we wouldn't make it awkward," he said. "But it's been fucked."
"I'm sorry," I replied. "It's just... it's hard."
"I know. But can we talk? Just a quick talk. Please?"
The answer had been written the moment I'd frozen in place, but I nodded all the same and stepped forward so he could follow me into the house. I turned to face him as he gently closed the door, then looked up at me and swallowed hard.
"What do you want to talk about?" I asked.
He opened his mouth, then closed it, then opened it again. No words came out and he frowned, then sighed.
"Honestly, I wanted to ask if we could pretend like that night didn't happen and go back to how things were because I fucking miss you," he said, his voice mindfully low as we listened to the girls upstairs. "But now I... that was him, right?"
I couldn't say the words, so I nodded again.
"Em said he showed up out of nowhere and let himself in. She wanted to make sure you were okay. Are you?"
"I'm fine," I said.
"You're not."
"Of course you would know better than me," I snapped. "Why'd you even bother asking if you were so sure of the answer?"
"Because I don't know how to handle this," he said. "I don't know how to handle you and what... what happened between us. And I don't know where that leaves us so I don't know how to tell you I wanna be here for you."
"It's not your problem," I said. "You don't have to worry about--"
"I want to, Kels!" His voice was a low hiss as he looked at me imploringly. "I want to make sure you're okay and I want that even if it's just as your friend. So yeah, I haven't stopped thinking about you since that night and yeah, I still want you more than you'll ever fucking know, but I want to make sure you're safe more than I want anything else."
And for some reason, that was what broke me. For some reason, hearing his concern in that rumbling whisper touched part of me, shattered part of me, opened a part of me to him that shouldn't have been opened. I had a million theories ranging from being starved for someone to care about me to simple adrenaline coursing through me after Daniel's visit, but the truth of it was that it didn't matter.
He said those words, and I felt those words, and instead of laying out my fears and frustrations in words of my own, I kissed Jimmy again.
If he was surprised by it, I couldn't tell. He didn't so much as gasp when I pressed my lips to his and his arms wrapped around me immediately, as if holding me would keep me from pulling back and realizing my mistake.
It didn't. I knew damn well it was a mistake from the moment I touched him, but he didn't need to hold me in the hopes I wouldn't stop. I had turned away all semblance of logic the moment he called out for me.
A groan rumbled against me as I slipped my tongue into his mouth. His tongue flicked against mine before teasing the piercing in my lip. I whimpered, the sound muffled against his face, and his arms tightened around me.
"The girls," he murmured. "What if they...?"
I shook my head. "Just don't be loud."
I saw a question flash across his face, probably something about what we'd be doing that he'd have to keep quiet for. But he didn't need to ask, not when I kissed him again before grabbing his hand and bringing it to my breast.
He exhaled softly, hesitating for a moment before cupping my breast. I sighed against his mouth and ran my hand up his arm and to his shoulder before tracing my fingers along his neck. Beneath my fingertips, I felt him shiver before he shuffled closer to me, and then closer, and then used his hips to guide me towards the wall.
I let him only because he made the move first; had another few heartbeats gone by, I probably would have done the same thing, only pressing him to the front door instead of him pressing me to the wall in the front hallway. It didn't matter which of us was pressed where. Both of us were trapped in a moment we weren't supposed to share and there was nowhere, fucking nowhere, we'd rather be.
I knew that because as he held me against the wall, I could feel the effect it was having on him. And while my body didn't have quite the same physical indicator as his did, I knew damn well the effect it was having on me.
A soft moan escaped my lips as he pushed his hips against me, one of his hands moving to the wall so that he was towering over me, using his height and his body to make me feel so small and so safe. His lips worked against mine as he fondled me through my shirt, the taste of his mouth and the warmth of his breath making me dizzy as I tried to get my fill of him.
It wasn't until I let my fingers trace back down his arm and to his waist that he made that beautiful, rumbly groaning sound. I touched his body delicately at first, growing bolder only when I heard his breath quicken. He reacted so openly, so honestly, so unabashedly, and apparently I was super into that. My skin felt like it was tingling as desire washed over me and my heart began to race so fast that when he slipped his hand beneath the hem of my shirt, I was sure he would feel it pounding.
If he did, he didn't say anything, probably because he was a bit distracted sliding his hand into my bra and groaning as that enticing bulge of his grew even more. The pad of his thumb brushed across my nipple before toying with the piercing there and I squirmed, pressing my lips together in an attempt to muffle the high-pitched noise I made.
Hopefully it was muffled enough that it didn't travel up the stairs because Jimmy most certainly heard it. I felt him smirk before he did it again, his smile widening as I failed to keep quiet once more.
"Fuck," he breathed. "You're so hot."
There was no accounting for taste, but as he toyed with my nipple piercing again, I was grateful that his sucked.
The girls being upstairs was both a blessing and a curse. It was a curse for obvious reasons, not the least of which was that we didn't want to be discovered. It was a blessing because it gave us a firm and unyielding reason to be quick, so the amount of teasing he could subject me to was limited.
And trust me, I was very grateful for that.
It hadn't taken much to get me wet. Between the adrenaline and fear left behind after Daniel's impromptu visit and the relief at finally indulging my feelings for Jimmy, every single one of my senses seemed heightened. The way he was playing with my nipple was setting my body on fire, that deep place in the pit of my stomach aching with need as he explored me. His body was driving me mad, the way his cock was both there and not, hidden beneath layers of fabric instead of buried inside me where I wanted it.
And oh God, did I want it.
But I also knew that was dumb as fuck. I mean, it just wasn't possible. Baylee's bedroom was across the hall from mine, so sneaking upstairs so Jimmy could fuck my brains out was asking for trouble. And sure, the living room was right there, but the couch was fully visible from the stairs and that meant there was a very real risk of the girls stumbling on me fucking Jimmy senseless.



So that left us trapped in the front hallway with Jimmy using his hips to hold me in place as he held my breast in one hand and undid the button on my jeans with the other.
I swallowed hard, shaking in anticipation as his long fingers pushed past the waistband of my jeans. He wasted no time slipping them into my panties, though he did take some time to explore my mound and trace the lips of my pussy. He was still kissing me, or at least making an attempt to; it was hard for him to keep his lips on mine when he was smiling like that. Pure, relaxed exuberance shone on his face as he touched my pussy, his genuine enjoyment of my body almost wholesomely bewitching.
But it wasn't doing anything for that ache of desire in my stomach.
"Please," I gasped quietly.
His mouth twitched as he fought back another smile. "Please what?"
I made an aggravated noise and he laughed, but kept his fingers away from where I wanted them.
"Please what?" he repeated.
I tilted my head back, resting it against the wall as I squeezed my eyes shut. "Jimbo, stick your fingers inside me right now or I swear I will kick you out and do it myself."
He muffled his laughter by nuzzling his face against my neck and I could still feel little jolts of amusement as he thrust a finger inside me.
Truth be told, I was laughing too, but the noise was swallowed by my own hand as I pressed it to my mouth. I kept that hand there to muffle the gasping little moans I couldn't hold in as he began to move his hand, though it almost wasn't enough to keep in the noise I made when he added a second finger to my pussy.
He groaned when he did, a shiver running through him as my pussy tightened around his fingers. His lips moved against my throat, gentle kisses and soft bites adding to the sensations rushing through me. I pressed my one hand even harder against my mouth and grabbed Jimmy's shoulder with the other, clutching him like I might collapse if I let go.
And there was a damn good chance I would. The way his hand was turned, the base of it was brushing against my clit each time he shoved his fingers inside me, and that was more than enough for the tremors of an orgasm to start making themselves known.
I felt my mouth move against my hand as that pleasure built. What I was saying, even I didn't know, but I assume it was some sort of request for Jimmy not to stop because his breath came heavy against my neck as his fingers moved a touch faster. His hand left my breast, steadying me, grounding me, keeping me still as the promise of release pooled inside me.
It took everything in me not to cry out when my orgasm hit, and I mean everything. I wouldn't doubt for a second that my fingertips left bruises on his shoulder and part of me worried that I was going to break his wrist as my hips bucked against his hand. He managed to persevere, though, and even as white light and intense pleasure took over, I could feel him holding me steady, his hands and body and lips keeping me on Earth while my body and my mind were in heaven.
When I came back down and caught my breath, I could still hear Leia and Baylee playing music and singing obliviously upstairs. Jimmy seemed to sense that some of my consciousness had returned and the fingers that had been gently stroking my slit stilled, though he kept his hand in my panties for a few moments longer to cup my mound before pulling it out.
I leaned heavily against the wall as he straightened up and looked at me. Still in the process of catching my breath, I looked back at him, waiting for his inevitable request for his turn.
But it didn't come.
"You okay?" he asked instead of asking me to jack him off or spread my legs or suck his dick.
It took me a moment to respond, partly because I was embarrassed by my shock and internally scolding myself for projecting my own insecurities onto Jimmy.
"Yes," I said. "Yeah. I... yeah."
He smiled. "Good."
Another heartbeat went by and that time, I was sure he was going to ask. I mean, he wanted to; both his eyes and the stiff bulge in his jeans were telling me he was desperately turned on and in need of relief. But he didn't.
He just waited.
And God, if that alone didn't say so much about him.
"Jimbo," I finally said.
His mouth twitched. "Yeah?"
I licked my lips and glanced down. "Do you want a hand with--"
"Yes," he said immediately, then cleared his throat as redness touched his cheeks. "I mean, uh... fuck."
I was too busy laughing to make fun of him, but he didn't seem to mind as I brought my hands to the waistband of his jeans and began working on his belt. In fact, he seemed to mind so little that he leaned forward to kiss me as I worked the buckle open and moved on to the button of his jeans.
His face being pressed to mine meant I got to feel his appreciative sigh as I unzipped his jeans and heard the soft noise of happiness as I moved my hand into his boxers to find some happiness of my own.
It also meant he felt my face change the moment I wrapped my fingers around him and realized that... well, let's say there was a large amount of happiness filling out those boxers.
"Jesus, Jimbo," I murmured as I felt every inch of him, a sense of regret washing over me as I remembered I wasn't going to be shoving it in my pussy. Not that night, and not any night, since my orgasm had already cleared my mind enough to start screaming that this could never happen again.
I mean, it couldn't. He was Em's brother. It shouldn't have even been happening now.
But since it was, I'd be damned if I wasn't going to enjoy it.
His lips twisted, a smirk interrupted by pleasure as I handled his cock. He groaned, eyes closed as he forced a steady breath while I stroked him. Precum was already leaking from his tip and I spread it along his shaft, though I couldn't stop myself from wondering what he tasted like.
Daniel had hated blow jobs.
I know. It makes him seem crazy, which he was, but his reasoning for it was based in logic.
He loved control. And whether that was control of my wardrobe, my mind, or my body, he wanted it. So it was no surprise that he wanted to be in control when we had sex. Fucking my pussy meant he could stay in control, as did fucking my ass.
But fucking my mouth?
That meant I maintained some control, since he had no real way to stop me from moving my jaw. And Daniel understood how cruel he was; despite having broken me, he wasn't about to put his dick between one of the few weapons I had left.
Not that I particularly enjoyed thinking about Daniel while I was with anyone else, but wondering what Jimmy's cock tasted like was a reminder of something Daniel had tried to keep from me. Contrary to popular stereotypes, I liked sucking cock. I loved the taste of it, the feel of it, and--especially after leaving Daniel--the control I had while I was doing it.
And since I was already breaking all the rules by touching Jimmy's cock in the first place, I figured there was no harm in indulging a little more.
He didn't realize what I was doing at first. With one hand still down his pants, I used the other to nudge him until he took one confused step backwards, then another. Carefully, I guided him to the other side of the tiny front hall until his back was pressed against the wall.
That's when I stopped stroking his cock, but only because I needed both hands to work his jeans and boxers down past his hips.
And that's also when he realized what I was doing.
"Oh my God," he whispered.
I met his eye and showed him a smirk of my own before kneeling in front of him.
His cock was lovely. I mean, it was seriously gorgeous. It was unfair how nice his cock was considering I was still telling myself this was the one and only time I was going to see it. Thick and hard, it jutted out proudly from the dark curls at his base. And he was definitely blessed, size-wise, though it wasn't so big as to be unmanageable. There was already more precum collecting on his swollen head and before another thought could cross my mind, I stuck my tongue out and licked it off.
He made a choked noise when I did, adopting the same position I had with his hand covering his mouth. His other hand stayed beside him until I wrapped my lips around his tip and began shoving him to the back of my throat, taking his length as deep as I could. That was when he had to stifle another groan and he moved his other hand to my head, carefully brushing his fingers through my hair.
He didn't pull or shove my head down on his cock, which was good because as much as I loved sucking cock, I wasn't particularly skilled when it came to deep throating and he had a lot of cock to work with. Instead, he played with my hair, holding it out of my way as I bobbed and sucked and licked.
I could feel his eyes on me, but as much as I wanted to, I didn't dare risk a glance up. I had a feeling that would be too much, seeing the look on his face as I worshipped him. Instead, I closed my eyes, listening carefully to make sure I could still hear the girls singing upstairs before focusing on the feel of his throbbing cock on my tongue and the strained noises he was making as I brought him closer and closer to the edge.
It didn't take long to get him there. Before I knew it, his stomach was twitching and he was panting, his fingers tightening almost imperceptibly in my hair.
"Kels," he finally whispered. "Can I please come in your mouth?"
That got me to look up. I'd never had anyone ask if they could before; usually I got a split-second warning before my mouth and throat were flooded with cum.
I met his eyes, which were dark and intense and pleading. I wasn't quite sure how to answer his question; I didn't want to take his cock out of my mouth and nodding wasn't all that easy given the aforementioned cock in my mouth, so I made what I hoped he understood was an affirmative noise with a slight jerk of my head.
He got the message and another soft noise escaped his lips. Before I could tear my gaze away from his, his hands moved to either side of my head. He didn't hold me in place or anything, just silently asked me to keep looking at him.
The truth was, I couldn't have torn my eyes away if I tried.
When he came, I was looking up at him, his cock buried in my mouth and his eyes studying me until he was forced to squeeze them shut. The flavour of him filled my mouth, hot and slightly salty and so intimately perfect, and despite forcing himself to remain quiet, the look on his face said everything.
I could have watched him do that again, and again, and... well.
I didn't take his cock out of my mouth until he leaned back heavily against the wall, sighing that telltale conclusive sigh. Carefully, I sat back, swallowing and wiping my mouth on the back of my hand as he put his cock away. When I moved to stand, he caught my elbow, helping me up before pulling me into his arms and burying his face against my neck.
It should have been a beautiful moment, but guilt surged through me.
"Jimmy," I murmured. "We--"
"Don't," came the muffled response, and he held me tighter. "I know. Just... just lemme be selfish for a sec. Please."
I pressed my lips together, then closed my eyes and relaxed against him.
Just for a moment, I told myself.
Just a heartbeat.

Ten

It was nine days before Christmas when I found myself sitting in my car in the CVS parking lot with my phone clasped between my icy cold fingers, wondering if there was a market for used panties worn by a thirty-something-year-old mom with a fat ass.
I mean, there was a market for everything, right? And selling used panties was basically harmless, right? And theoretically, the capital needed to start a used-panty-selling business wasn't super high. I could probably skip lunch for a couple of days and then raid the sale bin at Victoria's Secret. Wear a pair, throw an ad on Craigslist or something, and bam. Profit.
Right?
I wouldn't have even had to consider it if it wasn't for Jimmy. Despite now having an intimate knowledge of what his cock looked, tasted, and felt like, I'd held out hope that things would be less weird than they'd been before. You know, after we'd kissed, but before I'd sucked his cock, because somehow that made sense.
Part of me assumed that the allure of it all would evaporate for him, but that was a heavily flawed theory. I didn't give Jimmy enough credit, which I was well aware of. I couldn't apologize for not giving him the benefit of the doubt, not when I had someone like Daniel in my past, but I at least understood enough about myself that I could recognize my instinctual suspicion wasn't entirely founded.
Even knowing that about myself, though, I still underestimated Jimmy constantly. In my mind, he'd got what he needed out of me: he'd had his moment to fulfill the Hot (In His Opinion) Older Woman Slash Possible Exploration Of Some Mommy Issues fantasy and he could hitch up his jeans and move on.
I wanted it to be true as much as I didn't want it to be true. I refused to entertain the possibility that I wanted anything more from him, but it certainly would have made things easier if all we'd needed to get past all of this was for him to indulge in his fantasy and get over it.
It was also easier to blame the whole thing on Jimmy, even though it was objectively not entirely his fault.
Most of it was Mike's.
And Alex held a good amount of the responsibility, too.
"What's this?" Em had asked as he handed her an envelope.
It was not quite a week after That Second Night. We were all standing in her mostly empty kitchen: me, Em, Alex, and Jimmy, of course. Somehow, Jimmy and I had managed to avoid being alone together, probably because every time it seemed like it was about to happen, I found some excuse to go check another room of the house.
Aside from Em's bed, Leia's bed, the associated bedding, and the overnight bags Alex had insisted they pack so they didn't have to dig through their boxes to find the bare necessities the next morning, everything else was neatly stacked in cardboard boxes in the living room, waiting ominously to be moved into the U-Haul the next day. The girls were playing amongst them, pretending they were a fort or a castle or some shit, and Pepper was whimpering as he tried to figure out what in the fuck was going on.
"Why are you asking me?" Alex replied. "Open it and find out."
She eyed him suspiciously before sliding her finger beneath the flap of the envelope. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Jimmy looking at me instead of watching his sister, which made me eye him suspiciously since I figured it probably meant he knew what was in the envelope.
And of course he did.
"What the fuck, Alex?" Em gasped as she withdrew the paper inside.
"Surprise," he said.
"But the U-Haul--"
"Cancelled. I hired movers." There was a lightness in his voice that didn't quite cover the worry in his eyes. "I thought we could celebrate us, you know, officially being... you know. A family. And then everything'll be set up and unpacked when we get back."
Em didn't like having Alex make decisions without telling her. That was fair, in my opinion; she wanted the same amount of say in their relationship as he had. It was one thing to spoil her with a surprise trip to Mexico as a gift, but it was quite another to change her entire moving plan after she'd spent weeks preparing for it.
And for a moment, I thought Em was going to tell him that. An expression of annoyance flashed across her face before she took another look at the piece of paper, the realization hitting her at the same time it hit me.
Because she'd told me, of course. It wasn't common knowledge, but she'd told me what had happened to Alex's family two and a half decades earlier. His wife and his young son, both gone in a flash, cruelly torn out of the world by a truck driver who picked the wrong moment to be distracted and smashed into their little car.
A little car, which had been full of all their worldly possessions since they were in the process of moving.
So yeah, of fucking course he was having a bit of trouble with the whole situation.
"It's perfect," Em finally said, struggling to hide the emotion in her voice. "This is a great idea. And Leia's gonna love it."
Alex's shoulders relaxed, the relief on his face obvious as he grinned. "I figure we can grab dinner and then head out. Should only take about an hour to get there."
"Where are you going?" I asked as lightly as I could.
Em glanced up as if suddenly remembering both that I was in the room and that the next day was Saturday.
"Shit," she said. "You're working tomorrow." At Alex's confused look, she rolled her eyes. "I'm supposed to watch Baylee."
I tried to smile. "Don't worry about it. I can... I'll figure something out."
"Maybe the daycare can take her?" Alex suggested.
I was surprised he said it. I mean, given that he was probably quite aware that the daycare situation was a point of contention between me and Em. She'd been shocked a couple of days earlier when I mentioned I'd found a lady who ran a daycare in her house that could take Baylee after school.
"Wait, so you're not picking the girls up anymore?" she'd asked, looking alarmed.
It had taken me a moment to respond, mostly because I was stunned. "Uh... I mean, I can't, Em. I have to drop Baylee off in the morning. I won't finish work in time to pick them up."
"Oh," she said. "Shit. I didn't... I wish you would have told me."
"I thought you knew," I replied, half-insulted. "I mean, I figured when we talked about the girls not being dropped off together anymore..."
"Right." She shook her head. "I should have figured it out."
I snorted. "Good thing you're pretty, hey?"
And see, that kind of banter was normal for me and Em. At least, it used to be. Instead, that time she'd stared at me, then laughed somewhat awkwardly before changing the subject.
In any case, I assumed that Em told Alex everything, which meant it was weird that he brought up the daycare thing. Em apparently thought so too, because she laughed that same sort of awkward chuckle she had when I'd jokingly implied she was stupid.
"She's closed on the weekends," I said. "But it's fine, I can, um..."
And there were only so many ways I could end that sentence. Em was my go-to person. I didn't have family--at least, not family that lived nearby or, more specifically, that I associated with--and I didn't have that many other friends. So I could either not work, or I could call Daniel.
"I can watch her."
Ah, fuck.
I looked at Jimmy, trying to remember what kind of expression I made when I looked at someone gratefully so I could hide the cringing dread I was actually feeling. "Don't you have to work tomorrow? If Alex is away?"
"You do," Alex said to Jimmy before looking at me apologetically.
"I think this is a higher priority," Em said bluntly. "It's not fair to Kelsie."
"Don't worry about it," I said.
"What if I watched her in the morning?" Jimmy asked. "I have to be at the studio but I don't have anyone to play for until the afternoon, so I could watch her there. I know it's not all day, but..."
But it was better than nothing.
I swallowed my pride and forced a smile. "Look at those problem solving skills, Jimbo. Your boss should give you a raise."
"His boss is gonna go broke if he keeps giving him raises," Alex muttered.
"Maybe his boss should stop doing things that require him to step in to save his boss's ass," Em said pointedly.
Baylee and I went to leave a short while later so Em and Alex could leave for their little getaway weekend, which included some fancy spa package for Em and a trip to the North Pole Village for Leia. Just before we left, Em pulled me aside.



"Kels," she said, and a second later she started crying.
I didn't know what to do. "Girl, don't cry."
"I can't help it." She sniffled and threw her arms around me. "I'm going to miss living here. I'm going to miss living by you. You've been so understanding through all of this and I--" She stopped to sniffle again. "I'm sorry about tomorrow. And thank you. For everything."
I blinked back tears of my own as I hugged her back. "Stop talking like we're never gonna see each other again. You live across town, not in a different dimension. And you know damn well those girls of ours aren't going to let us drift apart."
Her laugh was watery, but it was still a laugh as she pulled away and wiped her eyes. "True. It's just... change, you know?"
"I know." I squeezed her one last time before letting go. "But it's all gonna be okay."
And wouldn't it have been nice if that were true?
Jimmy had offered to pick Baylee up the next morning but given what had happened last time he stopped by my place, I opted to drop her off at the studio myself. If circumstances had been different, her excitement would have almost been sweet. As it stood, the constant chatter of "I wonder what me and Jimmy are gonna do today!" and "I never get to hang out with Jimmy by myself, it's gonna be so fun!" and "Mom? Mom. Are me and Jimmy friends or am I s'posed to call him Mr. Jimmy 'cause he's a grown up? Or Uncle Jimmy like Leia does?" as we drove was more exhausting than anything.
She was practically vibrating when we got to the studio, doing a skipping sort of run ahead of me and yanking the front door open. By the time I grabbed the coffees I'd bought and made it inside, a still-not-quite-awake-yet Jimmy had met her in the foyer.
"--the drum set again maybe, if you want to?" Baylee was saying. "Only if you want to though, 'cause if not my mom said I can read my book and she sent me some colouring stuff too. I know that sounds kinda silly 'cause colouring books are for babies but my dad got me these ones, they're really fancy and complicated and I have special markers and--"
"Baylee, give him a sec to catch up," I said, holding one of the coffees out. "Here. Figured you'd need this."
"You are a literal angel," he said gratefully, taking the coffee.
"Consider it a thank you for watching her," I said, hoping the implication of 'and nothing more than that' was clear.
He grinned. "Don't need to thank me for hanging out with my buddy Baylee here." He turned to her. "What was that you were saying about the drums?"
Baylee had beamed when he called her his buddy, but glanced at me almost nervously. "I was wondering if maybe you could show me more of the drums today, if that's okay."
"Hell yeah," he said. "Why don't you drop off your stuff in... uh, use Alex's office today, since he's not here."
She nodded eagerly and started towards the office without so much as a glance at me.
"Bye, sweetie," I said loudly.
"Bye Mom!" she hollered, still racing the other direction.
I rolled my eyes and turned to Jimmy, who had his lips pressed together to hold back a laugh.
"She seems excited," he said.
"Hasn't shut up about it," I muttered. "Anyway. I should be back by two at the absolute latest. If you have stuff you need to do or need a break from her or whatever, give her a chair and a desk and she'll amuse herself for a while. She's got books, colouring stuff, her headphones and music--"
"Kels--"
"--a bunch of snacks and a lunch, so don't worry about feeding her, she'll eat when she's hungry. Oh, and some of her homework if she somehow manages to get that bored, but I won't hold my breath. And if you need--"
"Kelsie," he said more firmly. "This isn't the first time I've babysat."
I knew that. And he knew I knew that. And we both knew that I was rambling because it was awkward and weird and we were both probably thinking about that time his dick had been in my mouth, or at least I was thinking that and he probably figured it out because I couldn't quite look him in the eye.
"Right," I said. "Okay. I'll see you later."
"Wait." The lobby was fairly deserted, but he glanced around anyway. "Do you have a sec to talk?"
Ah, fuck.
"I have to get to work," I said.
He sighed, something between frustration and discouragement on his face. "We need to talk about it, Kels. Ignoring what happened isn't going to make it go away."
"No, but refusing to acknowledge it might," I said. "I'll see you at two-ish."
I don't think he meant to laugh, but I heard him chuckle as I walked away and I thought maybe things were going to be okay. Awkward, sure, and a complete betrayal of my best friend's trust because giving your best friend's brother a blow job in the front hallway of your house is still a questionable thing to do, but maybe Jimmy and I could go back to the way things were.
And God, wouldn't it have been nice if that were true?
Part of the reason I said I'd be back at two is because that's when Jimmy said he had to play for one of the bands that was coming in to record. From what I understood, that was the majority of his job: whenever someone needed a guitarist, he stepped in to play. He did other things, too, as Alex relied on him more and more, but most of his days were spent playing on other people's albums.
So it worked out well, since I figured if I timed it properly, I'd pick up Baylee just as Jimmy was getting ready to work with whatever band needed him, and that meant I wouldn't have another awkward moment where Jimmy insisted we needed to talk about things.
Except I didn't time it properly because this particular band was apparently going through some shit. When I arrived at quarter after two, they were in the lobby, screaming at each other about creative differences as Big Mike stormed up looking grumpier than was probably healthy for a man of his age.
He didn't seem to notice me as he laid into the band members, which was fine. I slipped past the commotion and wandered down to where I knew the offices were. It was much quieter over there, save for the sound of my daughter squealing excitedly from one of the other rooms--the break room, I realized.
"--ask her for me, really?" I heard her say.
"I'll talk to her about it," came Jimmy's response. "But you're gonna have to ask yourself, Bay. You want this, you gotta go after it."
"I gotta go after it," she repeated. "D'you think maybe you can be there when I ask her? To help me if I need it?"
"Yeah, kid," Jimmy said after a brief pause. "But you won't need me. I'm sure about that."
It didn't take a genius to figure out they were probably discussing drum lessons. Or maybe it did take a genius and I should've applied for fucking MENSA or something. Either way, I was certain that's what they were talking about, which... well.
It was a problem for another day.
"Sorry I'm late!" I said as I walked into the break room. "Traffic was crazy."
Both of them turned towards me, Jimmy with a hint of guilt on his face.
"Mom!" Baylee said excitedly. "Guess what I did today?"
"Hmm," I said. "I bet you did all of your homework and were having so much fun, you started working on next week's homework, too."
"Ew," she said. "No."
"Darn," I said. "Well, go grab your stuff so we can go home and start working on it."
She grumbled, but then glanced at Jimmy and brightened up. "Mom, I gotta ask you something."
"Sure, sweetie," I said. "You can ask me in the car. Jimmy's already late to start work so we should let him get to it."
No one said being a mom was easy, but the moments like that--the ones where it felt like my stomach was about to fall out of my ass and my heart was aching with shame as she tried to hide her disappointment, thinking I didn't know what she wanted to ask instead of knowing that I was purposely trying to avoid the conversation--reminded me how hard it could be. There was an echoed whisper in my head, a familiar and haunting voice reminding me that I was too selfish to be a good parent, but then Baylee nodded and slid off the chair she'd been sitting on.
"I'll go get my bag," she said.
Before I could respond, she scurried out of the room, leaving me with Jimmy.
Fuck.
"Well, don't let me keep you," I said as conversationally as I could.
"I can't stop thinking about you," he replied.
Fuck.
"That's not--"
"I hear your concerns, okay?" He stood up, clearing his throat, and it was obvious he'd practiced saying this probably a thousand times before. "But I disagree with them. And I know it's not just up to me, but I don't understand why you think it's not worth trying. 'Cause I think it is."
I sighed, glancing at the door. "I don't have time to tell you all the reasons again. If you've heard my concerns, you already know them."
"Is that what you want, then?" he asked bluntly.
I frowned. "What?"
"You want to give up what might be a good thing because you're worried how my sister might react and--"
"You are too goddamn young for me," I hissed. "And even if you weren't, your sister is my best friend. Chicks before dicks, even if the dick in question is really nice."
He opened his mouth, but whatever he was about to say was lost in a smirk. "You think I have a nice dick?"
I took a very deep breath because if I didn't, I would have burst out laughing.
"That, right there," I said. "That is why you're too young for me."
He looked bewildered, then annoyed. "Because I'm funny? Come on, Kels. You're grasping at straws here."
"I am not."
"You realize how ridiculous this is, right?" The frustration in his voice was barely hidden. "I fucking like you and you like me. Why--"
"Because I don't want to steal these years from you!"
My voice was shrill enough that he paused. Or maybe it was because my voice cracked. Or maybe even the tear that broke free from my eye and spilled down my cheek.
"You know I know what it's like, right?" I asked, my voice wavering. "You know someone took those years from me? My ex-husband was--you know I've never kissed someone in their twenties before you? I can't take these years from you, Jimbo."
"What if I want to give them to you?"
"You don't. You can't." I looked at him imploringly. "I don't want to be the bad guy, Jimmy. Don't make me do something that puts me on his level."
"But I..." He trailed off, looking down as he fell silent.
"I'm sorry," I said. "I am, Jimbo. You deserve a girl who's gonna make you happy. I'm going to make you miserable."
He lifted his eyes, almost offended. "That's not--"
But of course, that's when Mike swaggered into the break room.
"Thought I saw you sneak past," he said to me gruffly, then glanced at Jimmy. "Shit's sorted out with the band. They wanna start in five. I told 'em if they so much as give each other a dirty look, they're banned for life. Then it's all 'oh no, Mr. Acton, please don't ban us.'" He rolled his eyes. "Fuckin' babies. They cause any trouble, end the session."
"Sure," Jimmy said.
Mike turned to me. "Been meaning to talk to you about those Swift tickets. I know I said you could pay closer to Christmas but--"
And see, this is why all of them were to blame.
If Alex hadn't decided to surprise Em with a last-minute weekend getaway while he rightfully avoided the trauma of his past, I wouldn't have been there.
If Jimmy hadn't offered to babysit Baylee, then distracted me so I couldn't leave right away, I wouldn't have been in the break room.
And if Mike hadn't brought up Taylor fucking Swift and the goddamn money I owed him when I was already raw and emotional and upset with who I was as a person, I wouldn't have said what I did.
And if I was a better person, I wouldn't have blamed any of them since I was the one entirely at fault for the whole thing.
"I know, Mike," I snapped. "I will get you the money. Jesus, if I'd known it was such a big deal, I wouldn't have asked."
Mike raised a bushy eyebrow. "Lady, you're the one making it a big deal."
I didn't need a mirror to know my face was red. The sudden dizzy rush that ran through me was more than enough of a hint.
"I will have it for you next week," I said stiffly. "Excuse me, Baylee and I should go."
"Kelsie, wait," Jimmy said, but I was too busy marching past Mike with what little dignity I had left to acknowledge him.
It wasn't the first time my pride had gotten me into trouble and it certainly wouldn't be the last. It wasn't even the last time that week. I wish I could explain it; I wish I could tell people that I knew how infuriating it was, my inability to admit that I was in over my head and that I needed help. I wish that part of me wasn't intrinsically broken, that I had an unrealistic need to prove myself so badly that I was willing to put myself through the hell and high water I could have avoided simply by telling the truth.
I wish I was the woman I wanted to be. The woman who was strong enough to stand up to her ex. The woman who was open and honest and willing to ask for the support I so desperately needed.
It's just that, the last time I did that, I ended up with Daniel.
It might have been embarrassing to tell Mike I couldn't afford the tickets right off the bat. It might have been hard to tell him I wasn't sure if I could pay him back after finding out how much they were. It might have been almost painful to admit my failings as a person and parent, that I was having a hard time paying him back, that I'd made a mistake.
But all those things would have been easier than losing my best friend.
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I spent the rest of the weekend finally giving in and letting Baylee decorate the house for Christmas. We put up the ugly-ass Christmas tree and put cartoon-y window clings on the living room window and listened to way more Christmas carols than was appropriate given that it was literally the beginning of December accompanied by Baylee's fucking tambourine. But it was wonderful, and magical, and everything I needed to get through the next week.
Monday brought an experience I hadn't had in years: seeing Em at school drop-off. I couldn't remember the last time both of us had been at the school for drop-off; maybe when the girls were in kindergarten. But kindergarten drop-off had been very different. Back then, we'd walked the girls to the door to meet their teacher and make sure all their little possessions made it into the neatly labelled cubbies and coat closets.
Now, drop-off involved a parking lane and idling cars, students letting themselves out of the backseat and rushing past the supervisors to find their friends so they could line up to go into the school together.
So while I saw Em, she was in her car and I was in mine, and we didn't manage much more than a quick wave at each other before a supervisor gave me a very pointed gesture to keep the line moving and the car behind Em honked.
It felt wrong, so I texted her after I got to work.
How was your weekend getaway? Come over for popcorn and beers tonight?
I didn't see her response until I went on my lunch break a few hours later.
ahhhhh I wish. Tomorrow maybe? I have to go grocery shopping tonight. Alex apparently has no idea how to feed an eight-year-old.
But on Tuesday, I was so exhausted that I fell asleep on the couch after dinner, even though Baylee was practicing her tambourine in the same room.
Wednesday, Em had a client in the evening. Thursday was Leia's guitar lesson. No matter what we proposed, it seemed like one or the other of us wasn't available since it was no longer a matter of a quick jaunt across the street. It wasn't until the weekend, when Em had promised to watch Baylee again, that I finally saw her face to face. And considering that, aside from the time she'd been away with Alex, Em and I used to see each other every single day, it... well.
It was hard.
"I feel like I haven't seen you in ages," Em said as I entered the coffee shop we'd agreed to meet at after I finished work.
"Right?" I sighed heavily and collapsed into the seat across from her, my feet and back aching as I tried to cover my exhaustion. "God, I miss you."
"We're gonna have to get better at this." She slid a cup of coffee across the table at me. "But that's a problem for later. We've only got an hour before the Girl Scout leaders realize that planning a Scouts-only Christmas party was a terrible idea and beg us to take the girls back."
I snorted and grabbed the coffee, taking a long swig in the hopes that the caffeine would kick in sooner rather than later. "Okay, tell me everything new. How was your weekend getaway? Did you manage to suck Alex's dick more or less times than when you were in Mexico? I was betting on less because Leia was there but then I thought maybe more since like, clandestine hookups while she was distracted."
She burst out laughing. "You're awful."
"You love it." I sipped my coffee and raised my eyebrow. "So?"
It sounded like a lovely little getaway. While Em had spent time getting massaged, pampered, and facialed in the not-fun way at the spa, Alex had taken Leia to Santa's Village for what basically amounted to a "dad-and-daughter" day.
"I almost sobbed," Em said as she recounted Leia's excited retelling of her day out with Alex. "I just... she loves him so much and he..." Her voice caught and she shook her head, then laughed. "Look at me, I'm turning into one of the mushy Live-Laugh-Love moms."
"That's a dealbreaker for me," I said. "Friends off."
She laughed again, but took a moment before she could speak again. "I just... it sounds so stupid to say it out loud, but I think I finally found her dad."
Cynical though both of us could be, I don't think either of us actually thought it sounded stupid.
"What about you?" she asked. "How are things with, um, Daniel?"
That was unexpected.
I stared at her, the wheels in my mind cranking and groaning as I tried to figure out why, exactly, Em had felt the need to bring Daniel up out of nowhere. At no point in the history of our friendship had she asked about him like that. At no point in the history of ever should she have thought it was okay to bring up someone that we'd only ever talked about in hushed voices, surrounded by empty beer bottles and the yellow glow of lights in one of our kitchens. And there I was, so stunned and so tired that I couldn't even muster up a response.
"I just mean after he showed up that... that one day," she continued hurriedly when I didn't answer.
"Of course," I said, but it didn't sound like my voice. "Um, they're fine, I guess? He's... he's still Daniel."
"Right, yeah." She nodded. "Can I ask you something kinda personal?"
That should have been a red flag. At no point during our friendship had we ever felt the need to ask permission to ask something; that wasn't how our friendship worked.
But I didn't catch it.
"Sure?" I said uncertainly.
She toyed with her coffee cup. "Why didn't you tell me about him asking for two weeks with Baylee?"
I swallowed hard. "How did you--"
"Jimmy mentioned it. Just in passing, after he ran into him that night he brought Baylee back early."
My head felt light. "Did he?"
"Don't be mad. I hounded him to make sure you were okay when he got back."
I tried to gauge if that was all he'd told her about after That Night. She wasn't raging angry, so either Jimmy was right and she was way cooler about shit than she had any right to be, or he hadn't told her about the whole feeling-each-other-up-in-my-front-hallway thing.
"I had to, Kels," she said. "They were gone for longer than I thought and I was so freaking worried that something had... well. He finally said you were shaken up and just wanted to talk so he'd sat with you while you calmed down. He didn't tell me anything else, he said that it was between you and him and I could ask you if I wanted but I didn't know if..." She sighed. "Sorry. This is coming out wrong."



"It's fine," I said.
"You're just usually so unflappable," she said. "So to know you were that upset, I just... I felt bad that I hadn't come over myself. I'm sorry."
Oh, God. And now she was apologizing to me.
"It's okay, Em," I repeated. "Really."
She took another deep breath. "Okay. Here's the thing, though, because it's not okay."
I felt frozen in place. "Why?"
She looked at me, her eyes a strange mix between hard and sympathetic. "Things have been so weird lately and I couldn't figure out why. You've been working like crazy and when Jimmy told me Daniel asked for two weeks I had to wonder why, you know? And then Alex said that you and Mike had an argument last weekend about the Taylor Swift tickets, and I realized that Daniel asked for the extra time around when Mike got the tickets for the girls and--"
"Em, stop," I said, my voice shaking.
"Please don't tell me you've been working yourself sick over this."
I tried to answer. I tried to say I wouldn't tell her that. But my mouth went dry and there was a thick lump blocking the base of my throat. Fortunately or not, that seemed to be answer enough.
"You're joking," she said. "Seriously, Kelsie? All of this has been about the--I mean, you went to Daniel--you went to your fucking abuser--and asked for more money just for some stupid concert tickets?!"
Shame burned through me, flashing as bright and hot as the anger that followed it. Because on one hand, she was right: I'd put myself in this position for fucking Taylor Swift tickets. I didn't even like Taylor Swift.
But my daughter did. And she wanted to see that concert more than anything. And I wanted to be able to give her those things, to be part of those memories, to have those moments she would look back on for the rest of her life.
And that meant it wasn't stupid.
"Jesus, I can't believe this. I can't believe you," she said, her voice full of anger and hurt.
"Do you want to stop yelling at me for being in a shitty situation?" I asked coldly.
"I'm not yelling at you," she shot back. "But no, I'm not going to stop being pissed. We're supposed to be friends, Kelsie. You're supposed to tell me when you're going through shit. Instead, now I get to feel like a total jackass for making you miss work and not knowing you were struggling."
"Right, because this whole thing is about you."
"You know damn well that's not what I meant." She sat back in her chair, glaring at me with a look that was far too reminiscent of Jimmy's scowl for my comfort. "Why didn't you tell me?"
"You had your own shit going on," I muttered.
"What?!"
"You did," I said. "With Alex and moving and planning the friggin' concert and--"
"That's bullshit and you know it. You know I would have made time for you."
I made a scoffing noise, glancing to the side as I tried to collect my thoughts. "I didn't... I had it figured out."
"Did you? Did you really?"
"You can stop being a bitch about it any time."
"I'm not--"
"No, you are," I said, glaring at her as my face burned. "You're sitting here judging me just like you would've if I'd told you I couldn't..."
I trailed off as Em gaped at me.
"Do you seriously think that little of me? Do you seriously think I'd judge you for not being able to afford something?"
I didn't respond.
"Seriously?!" Her voice went high pitched and patches of pick appeared on her cheeks. "After all we've... I thought we were closer than that. I thought I was the kind of person you could trust to lean on."
I didn't know if she was trying to manipulate me into feeling guilty, but that's what was happening. There was a familiar instinct, a deep-seated response made of fear and self-preservation that was trying to surface telling me to apologize, to tense my shoulders and tuck my chin so that when someone struck out at me, I'd be able to curl up in a ball and protect myself.
I don't think she intended it, but I wasn't in a place where I could control it. Rational thought didn't seem to exist in that place either, just shame and anger and the concept of fight or flight, of either bowing down and letting someone else win or of standing up and facing them.
And I'd let Daniel win far too many times.
"You're not," I said bluntly, and Em recoiled. I straightened up in my chair. "You're not the same person anymore. I don't feel like I even know you."
Her face crumpled. "This is exactly what I said I didn't want to happen when I moved. I fucking said--"
"Your move had nothing to do with it." My intent wasn't to be cruel, but my words didn't seem to understand that. "You started becoming someone else the moment you and Alex decided to get together."
"I did not!" she protested.
"You did!" It was a struggle not to shout at her. "You let him change you and you didn't even realize it."
"Oh, and you're just bringing this up now because...?"
I laughed. "Because what was I supposed to say? 'Em, you're not the kind of person who volunteers to put on a big charity concert'? Like I was supposed to question you doing good things?"
She stared at me, bewildered. "I... what?"
"And what about Leia? What was I supposed to say there? That you were so against her performing for so long, that you were so concerned about her being involved in the music industry because you knew what it could do to people, and then you fuck Alex once and suddenly she's a YouTube star performing with huge names in the music industry?"
"That's not--"
"It is. Don't you fucking deny that's what happened." I shook my head. "You would've never agreed to that before you met him. And now you're sitting here acting all self-righteous because you could afford the tickets and I couldn't."
The pink on her cheeks burst into red. "I am not acting self-righteous!"
"You've changed, Em."
"Well, so have you," she snapped back.
"No, I have--"
"Yes, you have. You can't just claim I've changed when you started acting differently around me. You apparently noticed all this happening for however long and didn't say anything? You went from the kind of person who could tell me anything to someone putting herself through hell to avoid, what, admitting she needed help? The Kelsie I know wouldn't change who she is because of her fucking pride, like that means more to her than her friendships or her daughter."
Deep in my chest, I felt those words. I felt them hit me, strike me, gouge their fingernails through my skin. Some sane part of me knew that Em hadn't meant to hurt me like that. It was the same part of me that knew she had a point and that her anger wasn't entirely unjustified, that she was right and I had acted differently and that the whole thing was indeed my fault, just like everything was.
But the rest of me, the little monsters that made up every inch of my horrible self, were screaming, wounded and rabid and angry. It didn't even matter that Em's face changed, that she realized what she'd said and was opening her mouth as though she could shove the words back in where they'd come from.
It didn't matter.
"Kelsie, I didn't mean--"
"I don't need this," I said, grabbing my purse and digging in it for my wallet.
"Wait, let me--"
"You know what, Em? I saved up the money. I put the work in. And yeah, maybe I originally hoped that Daniel would step up and be a reasonable person for once and just fucking help me, but he didn't and that's fine. I did it by myself. I didn't need him and I didn't need you. I can say I bought my little girl's Christmas present on my own and you don't get to take that away from me or make me feel shitty about it. I fucking did it." I found a few dollar bills and threw them on the table as I stood up. "Here. For the coffee."
She said my name again, and again, but I was already striding past the secretly enthralled customers and uncomfortable-looking coffee shop employees who had clearly overheard us. A lady looked at me sympathetically and I realized they'd heard Em say who I'd asked for the money from. I exited the shop with my eyes on the ground and my face beet-red, the chilled outside air almost painful against my overheated skin.
I couldn't pinpoint a time I'd been so angry, so riled up, so right and so wrong and so lost. All I knew is that I had to get out of there, that I had to get away from the eyes and from Em and from the horrible words I'd said and heard. Shaking, I got into my car, turned the radio on as loud as I could stand it, and started driving.
I was driving in the complete opposite direction of where I needed to go when I remembered I'd have to pick up Baylee, and more specifically, that I'd have to see Em when I picked her up. Because of course I would. Because of course I had to fight with my best friend and then see her while I was still angry, not even at the point where I was ready to grieve the loss of her, while I was still battling the contradiction of her blaming me for the situation I'd put myself in. Of course I'd have to see her while my heart was still raw, while I felt like my soul was crumpled and crushed and torn, while I was embarrassed and upset, whether it was justifiable or not.
I wasn't sure when I started crying, but I do know that it was sometime between flicking my signal light on so I could pull a U-turn at the next intersection and approximately thirty seconds later, when I noticed the brake lights flash red in front me just in time for me to wreck my car like I'd wrecked my friendship with Em.
My body jolted forward as I hit the back of the pickup truck in front of me, my seatbelt catching and throwing me back against the seat hard enough to make me gasp for breath. It happened so fast that the tear blocking my vision before I hit him was only just finishing its trail down my cheek, dripping onto my collarbone as I stared straight ahead until the hazard lights on the pickup started flashing.
"Fuck," I said to no one, and then I started sobbing.
That was how the driver of the pickup found me: arms folded on the steering wheel as I cried inconsolably. It wasn't until much, much later that I realized how alarming the sight must have been; all he would have seen was a shocking mop of pink hair and shaking shoulders, which is probably why he pounded frantically on the window before nearly ripping my door off the hinges.
I, of course, took that to mean he was angry.
"N-no, no, no," I squealed, jolting backwards and jerking away from the open door.
"Miss, are you--"
"Don't hurt me," I begged.
"Shit, do I gotta call an ambulance?"
I looked at him with wild eyes, fear and adrenaline coursing through every vein and artery until I managed to take a breath so oxygen could take its place and I could truly see who was standing outside my vehicle.
He was older than me, maybe Alex's age; mid-fifties, maybe sixty at a stretch. A black beanie sat on his head and a bushy mustache barely concealed the look of concern on his face. Wearing the kind of ski jacket that everybody's dad seems to wear, he couldn't have looked less threatening if he tried.
"Wh-what?" I asked.
"You said something about being hurt," he said. "Do you need an ambulance? Can you move?"
The adrenaline began to give way to yet another round of humiliation. "Oh, no, I'm not hurt, I said--" I stopped and shook my head. "I'm not hurt. J-Just shaken up. I... I'm s-sorry, it's been a hell of a day and I have to go get my daughter and--Are you hurt? Did I hurt you?"
A smile that almost looked condescending but was probably intended to be soothing filled the space beneath his mustache and he extended his hand to help me out of my car. "Ma'am, if it weren't for the noise, I probably wouldn't've even noticed. Didn't feel a thing."
When I saw where I'd hit him, I understood what he meant. There wasn't even a single scratch on his vehicle. Mine, on the other hand, had a great big hole that was perfectly in line with the trailer hitch on his pickup.
"Shit," I said.
"Yeah, no repairing that," he said. "Gonna need a new bumper. But go ahead and pop your hood, lemme take a look and make sure you didn't put a hole through the radiator, too."
By some miracle, I hadn't--"Missed it by a quarter-inch at most, you lucky lady," he said--and by the time he closed the hood of my car, I'd gained enough sense to dig out my license and insurance info.
He took it from me, glancing down at the horrendous photo I had on my driver's license before glancing at the car.
"You got comprehensive?" he asked.
"What?"
"Insurance. Does it cover you if you're at fault?"
I shook my head. He took another long look at the front of my car and the back of his truck, then handed my license and insurance back to me.
"Don't need it."
"What?" I asked. "But I--"
"There's half a scratch on my trailer hitch and I didn't feel a thing," he said. "A new bumper's gonna cost you probably fifteen hundred, maybe two grand. All a claim's gonna do is raise your premium. You don't need that."
I stared at him in disbelief. "Are you sure?"
The man smiled and patted my shoulder. "Pay it forward one day, ma'am. Merry Christmas."
Before I could even think to ask for his name, he got back into his truck, turned his hazards off, and pulled away.
That was how I ended up in that CVS parking lot nine days before Christmas with a hole in my bumper and my phone clutched in my hands, wondering if anyone would buy my used panties.
I wish I could say contemplating selling my panties was what made me realize I'd gone too far. I mean, I wish I could say my fight with Em was what made me realize it, but that clearly hadn't happened, either. But seriously considering selling used panties online should have been more than enough to be a red flag.
Like yes, money had been tight, and yes, I'd been stressed and working my ass off to save up for Baylee's present. But I hadn't had to forgo any necessities or give up anything of significance. The electricity was still running. The bills were paid. Baylee hadn't had to miss a field trip at school or a Girl Scouts activity. There was still food on the table. Hell, there was still beer in the fridge, not that it was a necessity, but I'd still managed to treat myself a little.
No, the red flag wasn't considering selling my panties.
It was trying to decide whether skipping a few lunches was worth it if it meant I could start my half-baked used-panty-selling business because I'd need the money to buy spare panties to hopefully sell.
That's when I knew it was too far.
That I wasn't going to be able to buy the tickets.
That I couldn't do it on my own.
I'd managed to stop the tears when I'd been looking at the front end of my car, but I couldn't stop them from pooling in the corners of my eyes as I unlocked my phone and tapped the screen. Shivering, I took a steadying breath as the phone rang once.
Twice.
Three times.
And then he answered.
"I was wondering when you'd call," Daniel said pleasantly. "How much do you need, my dear?"
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I managed to talk him down to a week.
"She's never been away from home that long," I said. "Two weeks is too much."
"This is her home, too," Daniel replied. "Or it would be, if she was allowed to spend any length of time here."
I bit back my instinctual response, which was to tell him to talk to the courts, since that probably wouldn't work in my favour anymore. "Let her ease into it. I'm not asking for me."
"Two weeks, but we can split it into one week blocks."
I took a steadying breath and let it out. "One week and we'll see."
His tone grew colder. "I don't think you have quite the bargaining power you seem to think you do."
Another breath, this time through clenched teeth. "I'm not bargaining, Daniel. I'm trying to do what's best for our daughter."
"In exchange for money."
Breathe in. Breathe out. "One week."
"Hmm."
"It's the best I can do. One week. If it goes well and she wants to, another one a few months later."
"If she wants to?" he repeated.
"I'm not going to force her to do something she doesn't want to do," I replied.
"Right, my dear, but I just want to confirm that if Baylee wants something, you'll consider it?"
Breathe in.
Breathe out.
"I will consider it," I said. "But you'll need to consider upping your child support permanently."
"When?"
"When will I consider it?"
I could almost hear him roll his eyes. "When is my week with her?"
My stomach curled in disgust as I realized he was agreeing to it. "Send me the money first and then we'll pick a week."
"Absolutely not."
"Daniel, I can't pick a week right this second. I need to check her Scouts schedule and her school stuff and--"
"I don't think you understand, Kelsie. I'm not sending the money until I have my week with her."
"Then I guess you're not getting a week with her."
"Let me remind you which one of us called to ask for money, my dear."
There was no breathing in and out that time.
"Yeah, and I need it before Christmas, so either way, you're leaving me screwed," I snapped. "So I guess you don't get a week with her after all."
"Or you could just--"
But I didn't hear what I could "just" do, since I hung up on him.
I'd never hung up on Daniel before. I don't think either of us quite knew what to do; I half-expected him to call back right away, raging mad, screaming and berating me for doing something so boldly disrespectful.
But he didn't call back and he didn't show up, which didn't matter since I figured either way, I was back to the used panties idea.
I was so certain that was the only option that I'd started checking the Victoria's Secret website and pricing out the cheapest panties I could find in my size while I was waiting for Baylee to come out after the Girl Scouts Christmas party. It was while I was in the process of adding a bunch of clearance panties to my cart that my phone buzzed.
I will transfer the money at the end of the week.
Holy shit.
I stared at the message, eyes wide.
I'd won.
Daniel had backed down on something and I'd won.
I mean, I had to give him a week with Baylee. So I hadn't completely won. But still, something on this God-forsaken day had gone right. I might've lost my best friend and fucked up my car's bumper and gone crawling to my ex-husband for money and promised him way more time with my daughter than he would ever deserve, but damn it, at least I had... that.
It was small, but I had it.
And that was what got me through most of the week. That was what got me through seeing Em's car pull up behind mine while we each waited alone for the girls.
It was what got me through Baylee flinging the door open and asking if she could pretty-please go over to Leia's so they could play music together.
It was what got me through the crushed look on her face when I said no, not today, but maybe next weekend.
It got me through Monday, when I tried not to cry as I handed over all the money I'd managed to save to the body shop repair guy.
And Tuesday, when I got a text message from Em that I wasn't ready to read yet.
Wednesday, when she texted me again asking me to call, and then again telling me Leia wanted Baylee to come over and could we at least let the girls hang out.
Wednesday, when I texted her back a short message saying I agreed that the girls should hang out but that I honestly could not make it work that day.
Wednesday, when she texted me back a short Okay. Sure. that I knew meant she didn't believe me, even though I was telling the truth.
Wednesday, when I cried myself to sleep for the fourth time that week, miserable and lonely and so ashamed of myself that I could barely close my eyes.



Wednesday, when I both regretted my words and didn't.
Wednesday--well, Thursday, technically--when I sat near the window at two in the morning, staring out at the house across the street, a place now foreign yet familiar, where I used to sit with a woman who was more family to me than my own family ever had been.
When I realized Christmas was a few days away, and that we were supposed to spend it with Em and Leia and Alex and Jimmy, and the realization it probably wasn't going to happen and I was going to have to tell Baylee that.
When I was silently thankful that at least I'd gotten the Taylor Swift tickets from Em weeks ago so I didn't have to deal with that bullshit on top of bringing money to the studio for Mike.
When I realized Em not being in my life meant that Jimmy wouldn't be in my life either. When I tried to convince myself that was a good thing because Jimmy was not for me. That he was too young, that this was for the best, that it was going to be far easier to not be around him because we couldn't have had anything anyway.
When I couldn't stop picturing his face and the way he'd looked into my eyes as I'd knelt in front of him. The way he'd clutched me, his quiet voice pleading with me to give him a moment. The way his lips felt. The way his arms felt. The way his fingers felt inside of me.
When I told myself I needed help.
It got me through all of Thursday, that final day of school before Baylee's Christmas vacation started. It got me through work, even though I was running on barely three hours of sleep. It got me through telling my boss if I was leaving a little early because I wanted to pick Baylee up myself, since I didn't need to keep working crazy hours now that Daniel had agreed to give me more money, and also would she mind if I took the next day off, which she instantly agreed to. It got me through the now-familiar wave of nausea every time I remembered I'd let him buy time with our daughter.
Baylee didn't know I was planning on picking her up, so I parked my car down the block and walked up to the school to meet her at the doors instead of waiting in the parking lane. There was a handful of other parents milling about, hazy puffs of breath hanging frozen in the air as we shivered against the walls of the school. I rubbed my hands together, wishing I'd brought my gloves as I listened to the sounds of younger children enjoying the playground equipment while their older siblings finished up the school day.
It was a few minutes before the dismissal bell rang that my phone vibrated, which I felt because my hands were firmly shoved in my pockets in an attempt to stay warm. Almost hesitantly, I took it out of my pocket.
And then I nearly dropped it as I gaped at the notification on the screen.
Five thousand dollars.
An automatic deposit of five thousand dollars had dropped into my account from Daniel.
It had to be a mistake, I thought. One extra zero, maybe. Five hundred was less than I'd asked for but I wouldn't put it past him to split things into multiple payments to try to give me less. Shivering, I took a screenshot of the notification and texted it to Daniel.
Is this a mistake?
He barely waited thirty seconds before messaging back.
I don't make mistakes, my dear. Enjoy.
Enjoy.
I gaped at my phone, stunned beyond belief.
Five thousand dollars.
It was more than enough for everything. For the tickets and the car and... I mean, shit, there was enough in there that I could have bought regular-priced panties from Victoria's Secret, plus a drum kit for Baylee if I really wanted to torture myself. But it was the first thing I was most concerned about; paying back Mike was the priority. Almost giddily, I dug into my purse to find my checkbook and a pen.
Yes, a checkbook.
Anyone who says checks have no place in the modern world does not have a child in school and various other sports and activities. Checks were far easier than dealing with a thousand and a half e-transfers and credit cards and shit. There was always some activity that needed money or some teacher that wanted forty-two dollars and fifty cents for a field trip fee, exact change or checks only. So yes, I had a checkbook, and yes, I used it regularly, and yes, I scribbled a check to one Mr. Mike Acton for the exact amount of the goddamn Taylor Swift tickets. I managed to resist adding "here you go, you grumpy fuck" to the memo section, signed it, and tucked it into my pocket with the full intent of stopping by the studio on our way home.
And then the final bell went off.
Excitement buzzed out of the school before the first throng of students even threw the doors open to rush home for the winter holidays. It was electric, that energy, and despite my exhaustion and general inability to feel anything above dejection, I had to smile as I heard the joy and laughter behind the walls of the school.
The older kids made it out first, likely because the vast majority of them knew how to zip up their own jackets and tie their own shoelaces, save for the ones who were far too cool to stay warm in winter. They swaggered past the waiting parents, laughing and hollering and cursing simply because they could, because what was anyone going to do? It was Christmas, after all.
Most of them were gone by the time the younger kids started filtering through the doors. Rousing cries of "Mom! Look what Mrs. Vargas taught us to make today!" and "Moo-oooom! MOM! Can we stop at McDonald's on the way home?" and "Mom? What are you doing here?"
"Hey, sweetie," I said in response to the last one as Baylee shrieked and burst past the other kids. "Surprise!"
"I don't have to go to daycare today?" she asked, excitedly throwing her arms around my waist and making my heart melt in a way only she could.
"Nope," I replied, hugging her with one arm. "I decided we're going to have a girls' night. With hot chocolate and candy for dinner and Christmas movies for dessert. And I took tomorrow off too, so we can spend the whole first day of Christmas break together."
Her face brightened even more, somehow, and she danced a strange little jig, giggling and spinning and making me remember why, at the end of the long, long days, it was always worth it.
"Hi, Kelsie!" A second later, Leia came rushing up. "Are you picking us up today?"
Fuck.
"I, um, I'm not sure," I said. "I think your mom might be here to pick you up."
Leia frowned. "Really? But Uncle Jimmy's been picking me up."
Of fucking course he was.
"Right," I said. "Well, let's double check and make sure Jimmy isn't here yet because I didn't, um, talk to him before I finished work."
She looked towards the parent parking lane. "Oh. He is here. Probably 'cause I gotta go to the studio." She turned to Baylee, her eyes wide and sincere. "We're gonna hang out over Christmas break though, right?"
"Uh, duh," my sassy child said with an eye roll and a giggle.
"Duh," Leia repeated, and they both grinned as they embraced each other.
"See you later, Kelsie!" Leia said, then skipped her way towards the parking lane.
"C'mon," I said to Baylee. "I'm parked down the street."
She sighed heavily. "Okay, but can you carry my backpack? It's heavy."
"Heavy?" I repeated, taking the bag from her. "You think this is heavy? Maybe we need to start eating more broccoli for dinner so your muscles start growing."
"Broccoli doesn't make you stronger," she said.
"Sure it does."
"Nuh-uh. That's just a story they tell kids to make them eat more broccoli."
"Why else would people eat broccoli?"
"I don't know, Mom. They shouldn't 'cause it's gross."
I couldn't hold back a laugh as we reached the sidewalk.
"Kels!" someone called from behind us.
Well, I say someone.
I knew who that someone was.
And I ignored him.
"Hey, Kels! Kelsie!"
"Sir, you need to get back in your car," I heard one of the pickup supervisors say. "There's no parking here."
"I just need to talk to her real quick. Kelsie!"
"Sir, get back in your car."
"Jesus, lady, give me one goddamn second to--"
"Mr. Reilly, there are children around!"
"Mom, I think Jimmy's trying to get your attention," Baylee said quietly.
I swallowed hard. "Is he? I didn't see him."
"He's behind us. Miss Abernathy is yelling at him."
Though Miss Abernathy was trying to use her exasperated-fourth-grade-teacher superpowers to herd Jimmy back into his car, he was still standing beside said car waving frantically in my direction.
Which was perfect, actually.
"Wait here," I said to Baylee, putting her backpack beside her and striding towards Jimmy before she could respond.
He looked surprised to see me walking in his direction and moved around the front of his car, ignoring Miss Abernathy as she scolded him fiercely.
"Kels," he said as I reached him. "What the fuck happened with--"
"You're going to the studio right now?" I interrupted.
He frowned. "Uh, yeah, I have to work and--"
"Here." I withdrew the check from my pocket and shoved it at him. Instinctively, he grabbed it. "Give that to Mike. Tell him he's a grumpy old fuck from me."
"Ms. Bauer, there are children!" Miss Abernathy said in a tone so high-pitched that it was almost inaudible to anyone but the nearby dogs.
But it didn't matter. I was halfway back to my daughter before she even finished squealing.
"So, what kind of candy do you want for dinner?" I asked as I reached Baylee and grabbed her backpack.
She grinned maniacally. "Reese's Peanut Butter Cups. And Dino-Sours. And those bright green frogs that are really soft and chewy."
When we got to the CVS, I managed to talk her down from half the candy aisle and convinced her popcorn was also a candy, then promised her she could pick out at least two of the Christmas movies we were watching, as long as we watched How The Grinch Stole Christmas at some point, too.
And no, not the classic cartoon. I fucking loved the Jim Carrey version.
"--pretty sure we've watched it a hundred times, Mom," Baylee complained as we got home.
"A hundred times?" I repeated, closing the car door behind me and grabbing Baylee's backpack again. "I'm pretty sure we watch it one time every Christmas. And you're not a hundred years old."
"I will be if I have to watch that movie one more time."
"Ouch," I said, but I was laughing as I unlocked the door.
"Okay, fine," Baylee said, following me inside. "But only if we get to watch Rudolph first, and then we need a break for more hot chocolate, and then--"
"Shit!"
I barely managed to catch myself after I tripped on the shoes in the front hallway. My wrist bent back painfully as I hit the same wall I'd pressed Jimmy against when I went down on him, a loud thunking sound doing nothing to drown out my shocked cry.
"Mom, are you okay?" Baylee asked, alarmed.
"Yes, Kelsie. Are you all right, my dear?"
I'd tripped on his shoes.
Why his shoes were in my front hall was less of a concern than why he was in my living room. Or rather, why he had been in my living room and was now standing inside the entrance to it, looking at me with mild concern for my well being and strong distaste for the language I'd used in front of our daughter.
"Dad!" Baylee shrieked, kicking her shoes off and shoving past me so she could throw herself into his arms. "What are you doing here?!"
"Surprising my princess, obviously," he said with a warmth that didn't seem possible, given the cold look he was shooting at me above her head.
And it was cold. Cold enough to freeze me in place, to paralyze every inch of me from my mind to my vocal cords to my feet. It was like falling through the ice, the shock of him so sudden and all encompassing that I could do nothing but stare as the air around me turned to liquid, filling my ears and my nose and my lungs.
"I'm so happy to see you!" Baylee was saying, and the only reason I clued in to her talking was because I saw her lips moving. "But--oh no." She looked up at me, her little forehead wrinkled with worry. "We were supposed to have a girls' night."
Daniel smiled tranquilly, his eyes trained on me. "That was part of the surprise, princess. Your mom didn't want you to know I was coming. But she made sure she put the spare key back in the exact same place so I could get in and wait for you to get home from school."
Baylee's face brightened. "Really?"
Someone nodded my head. No idea who it was, because I had no recollection of making the decision to do so, but my head moved up and down and that made Baylee happy.
"Really," Daniel said. "And that's not all. I have a very special Christmas surprise for you, too."
No.
Oh, fuck no.
"Daniel, please," I managed to choke.
He gave me a Look. "This is what we agreed to, my dear."
It wasn't, though. It wasn't at all what we'd agreed to. It was what he wanted and so instead of playing by my rules, he'd created his own. He'd sent the money by the end of the week, as he'd promised, and I'd been so stupid that I hadn't even realized he...
He was cashing in right away.
And he was doing it in front of Baylee so I couldn't say shit about it.
"What'd you agree to?" she asked interestedly.
Daniel bared his teeth in what was probably a grin. "Well, princess, your mom and I decided to surprise you for Christmas this year. How would you like to come spend Christmas with me and Grandma and Grandpa and your whole family, like you said you wanted?"
Her jaw dropped.
"For real?" she finally managed to gasp. "But I thought--"
She turned towards me, forehead creased again.
"Mom, how'd you know I wanted to stay with Dad at Christmas?"
I tried as hard as I could, but I couldn't stop the stinging sensation of tears in my eyes. My face twisted as I tried to smile.
"I just knew, sweetie," I lied.
Her little frown grew deeper. "And you don't mind? 'Cause I didn't want you to think I didn't wanna be with you at Christmas."
"Not at all."
The concern didn't leave her face. "What're you gonna do, though?"
I didn't manage to come up with an answer to that one, but it didn't matter. A moment later, she slapped a hand to her forehead and grinned.
"Duh. You're staying at Mr. Alex's, right?"
"Mr. Alex?" Daniel repeated, eyebrows raised.
"Em's boyfriend," I whispered. "She j-just moved in with him."
"Right," he said, unconvinced.
"Yeah, it sucks," Baylee said. "'Cause that's Leia's mom and now they don't live across the street anymore so we don't get to see each other as much. But that's okay 'cause she's in my class at school and Mr. Alex is her guitar teacher so we get to play more music and he's got a studio at his house and everything."
"Hmm," Daniel said.
Baylee studied my face with far more intensity than a child her age should have been capable of, but not enough insight to know what she was seeing.
"Is Santa gonna know where to find me?" she finally asked. "'Cause if not, I should probably stay here."
Daniel raised an eyebrow at me. I looked at him, wishing I could muster up the strength to do anything but force the biggest smile I could.
"I'll make sure he knows where to find you, sweetie."

Thirteen

She promised to call me three times every day.
I didn't ask her to. Neither did Daniel, obviously. He tried to tell her that three times seemed like a little much because I might be busy or sleeping, but Baylee was insistent.
First thing in the morning, because if she didn't tell me good morning, I might not have a good day.
Around supper time, because every day at dinner we had to tell each other our favourite part of the day and we hadn't missed a single day of doing that in months.
And, of course, right before bed so we could sing our goodnights and "I love you"s and "sweet dreams" because we had a no-talking rule right before bed, but she had argued one day that no talking didn't mean no singing, and so every night we sang at each other for far longer than we should have but I couldn't bring myself to let the habit die because she was my little girl and one day she wouldn't want to sing at me anymore.
He promised she would be safe.
Despite the fact that he broke into my house and manipulated me into letting Baylee pack her things so she could spend an entire week away from me for the first time since he'd put me in the hospital, he gave me his word that she would be safe. And despite the fact that if you bought his word for a nickel, you'd get five pennies in change, I believed him.
I mean, I had to. I had no choice. But I knew he was telling the truth. He wouldn't dare risk anything more than he had; I might have been between a rock and a hard place, but he wouldn't push it any farther. At the end of the day, he might have been able to afford better lawyers than I could, but the records were right there in black and white. So he had to balance, to take what he could in a way that didn't allow me to fight back.
Because I had said he could have a week. And I had taken his money. And the only person who knew about any of this happening was our daughter, who could only see that her dad--the person she wanted to spend Christmas with--showed up to surprise her, and if I said she couldn't go...
Well, who would be the bad guy there?
He promised she would be back one week later, the day after Christmas, with her opinion of me intact and nothing but happy memories in her head. He promised he wouldn't play with her mind. He promised he wouldn't make her think badly of me.
But I wasn't about to bet my pennies on that.
After they left, I sat in the living room, watching the colours dancing on the wall. They came from the Christmas tree near the window, the one I'd put up with Baylee a few weeks earlier. It was an ugly thing, that tree, a cheap plastic one I'd bought at Target the very first Christmas that it was just me and her. I could barely afford presents that year--who was I kidding, I could barely afford food most weeks--but I wasn't going to let Baylee miss Christmas. It was her favourite time of year. I mean, she was a kid, so of course it was, and I was her mom, so of course I wanted to do everything I could to keep it magical for her.
Even if that meant she wanted to spend it with family. I couldn't give that to her, since I didn't have a family, but Daniel could, so... so it was important for her to be there.
Until then, I had been silent. My pain was beyond wailing, beyond screaming, beyond anything I'd ever felt before. I was a tree in a forest, falling with no one to hear me, breaking in a way I'd never been broken before, and considering how very, very broken I was, that was saying something.
I needed someone.
It still took effort to convince myself to go get my phone. I'd talk myself into it, then tell myself Em wouldn't want to hear from me. I'd tell myself that she'd laugh, that she'd take Daniel's side, that she'd berate me for letting him walk out of my house with Baylee in tow. She'd yell and scream and tell me I was a horrible mother, that I was probably never going to see my daughter again, that I didn't deserve to ever see her again.
But maybe she wouldn't.
I mean, she probably wouldn't.
When I finally convinced myself of that, I forced myself to go to the front hallway and get my phone. The selfish little monster inside of me tried to rear up. It tried to remind me of what Em had said, those final words and accusations, that I deserved to be told those hurtful things because they were true but that didn't mean she had to come out and say it.
But she'd been right, and I managed to convince that little monster that calling her was selfish of me, that Em had no reason to want to help me and yet I had the audacity to ask for it. And somehow that logic made sense, so I dialed her number.



It rang once.
Twice.
And halfway through the third ring, it disconnected.
I swallowed hard, then tried again.
Once.
Twice.
Three times.
Then it picked up.
"Hi, you've reached Em Reilly of Portraits by Em and Passion by Fire. I'm not available right now, but please leave a message or send me a text at this number if you're looking for an appointment."
Beep.
For a heartbeat, I couldn't say anything, and then I cleared my throat and tried to speak past the dryness in my mouth.
"Em, it's me," I said. "I... I know shit's been... I can't do this on a voicemail. Call me. Please. I need... I need help."
After I hung up, I sat there silently, then pulled up my messages. After all, maybe she was screening my calls. She'd have every right to.
You were right.
I sent it, then pressed my lips together.
Please. Please call me.
When my phone finally rang hours later, startling me out of a half-hazy doze I hadn't realized I'd fallen into, it wasn't Em.
"Gooooood evening Mom, did you watch the Grinch without me?" Baylee sang into the phone.
I laughed shakily and tried to sing back. "Don't worry sweetie, I wouldn't watch your favourite movie without youuu!"
She groaned and then giggled. "Mom it's not my favourite movieee. It. Is. Yours."
Let no one say my daughter wasn't committed. She sang every single word as she told me all about how Daniel had taken her out to a "real fancy restaurant" for dinner that turned out to be the Olive Garden, which I'd never taken her to because the Olive Garden in Pueblo was right next to the Red Lobster and I fucking love shellfish, so that was where we went on special occasions. And she sang about how Daniel had set up a whole bedroom just for her that had a princess bed with a canopy and a fluffy pink carpet and a big window that looked into the backyard.
She sang about the Christmas tree at his house and how he said they were gonna go see Grandma the next day. And she sang about how the day after that, he was going to take her out to the North Pole Colorado that Leia had visited with Em and Alex a few weeks ago, since it wasn't too far from where Daniel lived, and that she'd try real hard but Daniel said there wasn't good phone reception near the mountains so she might be a little late calling at dinner.
And when someone said something to her that I couldn't quite hear in the background, she sang that she missed me lots and hoped I slept well and she'd talk to me in the morning.
"And I la-la-la-LOVE you!" she finished.
I hoped she couldn't hear the wateriness of my voice. "I la-la-la-love you too, little firefly. Goodnight."
"Night, Mom," she whisper-sang, and then the phone went quiet.
Em hadn't called back. Or texted. It hurt, seeing that, but I thought... well.
Almost mindlessly, I got in my car and drove to Em's new house. Along the way, I rehearsed the things I wanted to say to her almost numbly, almost like I was making a checklist of transgressions and ways I'd fucked up.
I wanted to tell her that I was sorry.
That I was stupid.
That I was selfish.
That she was right.
That I needed her. That I was probably always going to be a little ashamed of asking for help but that I would try, I would really try to get better at it.
That I said things I shouldn't have and wished I could take back. That she hadn't deserved that. That I was so fucking sorry that I'd pushed her away and would she please, please forgive me?
And that Daniel had stolen Baylee from me for Christmas and that I knew it shouldn't have taken something like that to get me to reach out but if she could maybe find it in her heart to give me a hug and let me cry for a while, I would really, really appreciate it.
When I pulled up in front of Alex and Em's house, her car was in the driveway and I could see lights on through the front window of the house. Out of habit, I parked across the street; Alex had a garage full of cars far too expensive to park outside, so I tried not to block the garage in case he was out working or something.
As it turned out, it didn't matter.
I knocked on the door rather than ringing the bell. Leia was in bed, I assumed, since it was definitely past her bedtime. No one answered right away, so I knocked again, slightly louder.
Before I could knock a third time, the door opened and a heartbeat went by.
"Kels?" Jimmy finally said. "What are you doing here?"
Of course it had to be him.
"Can I talk to Em?" I asked.
"Uh, she's not here."
I stared at him blankly. "What?"
"She's... she and Alex went to the mountains for the weekend," he said. "I'm here watching Leia because..."
He trailed off. That was fine, since there was no reason for him to finish the sentence. He was watching Leia because Em and I had fought and so she couldn't ask me to watch Leia.
Because Em and I weren't friends anymore.
"Oh," I said, then swallowed hard. "Okay. Well, um, tell her I stopped by, if you don't mind, and that, um, I tried calling her and... and that's all, I guess."
"Bullshit, that's all," Jimmy said bluntly. "What's wrong?"
"Nothing's wrong."
"Kelsie."
"I'm fine."
"Yeah? You're totally fine?"
"That's what I said."
He raised an eyebrow. "So you dropped by after not talking to my sister or to any of us in what, almost a week because you're fine? You look like hell."
I laughed. I mean, it was a fake laugh, but I laughed. Or I made a noise of some kind. "Yeesh. You sure know how to flatter a lady."
"You know what I mean," he said, not laughing. "You've been crying. You're literally still crying."
I scoffed, wiping my hands across the wetness on my cheeks that I hadn't realized was there. "No, I'm not. I'm fine. It was good to see you, Jimbo. I'm gonna go and--"
"Kelsie," he said slowly, frowning as he looked past me. "Where's Baylee?"
I wasn't entirely sure if I managed to say anything intelligible, but whether I answered him or not, Jimmy's arms caught me and held me close as I fell to pieces, sobbing against his chest in the doorway of Alex and Em's house.

Fourteen

Jimmy Reilly used to be a rock star, sort of.
Jimmy used to drink too much, smoke too much, and blew too much money on drinking, smoking, and blow.
He used to have a temper.
I mean, he still did, but it used to be worse.
He used to be made of anger in a way that I both feared and understood. He had every reason to be angry after the life he'd had, but that didn't make it any easier to witness. I'd never been afraid of Jimmy, not really, but I'd feared the potential that anger had to poison him, to a man who guarded his ego fiercely because it was all he had and turn him into the kind of monster who realized how much power he had when he was in control.
That had never happened, though.
And it never would.
Because at his core, he was good. He knew right from wrong. He may have misstepped from time to time when he was--God, it felt so wrong to say "when he was younger" when he was still so fucking young--but he'd learned. He'd grown. He'd committed himself to doing better, being better, controlling the anger and pain that had followed him since he was younger than Baylee and Leia were now.
And that was the Jimmy I knew. That was the Jimmy that was making it so hard to stay away, that I was thinking about in ways I shouldn't because he was twenty-one and I was decidedly not twenty-one and was also his sister's--well. Used to be his sister's best friend, I guess.
The point was, the Jimmy I knew was more mature than he should have been. He was level-headed and sweet. He was funny and had a smile that had far more of an effect on me than his moody little scowl did.
So to see him lose control when I finally managed to tell him what Daniel had done was terrifying.
But not as terrifying as what he was trying to do.
"You can't," I hissed, lunging forward to grab my phone from him.
He pulled it away from me, standing firm. "Kelsie, he--are you fucking serious?! You can't be thinking straight here. He kidnapped Baylee! I'm calling the goddamn police."
It said a lot about how much I trusted Jimmy that I was comfortable enough to push past him and try to grab my phone again. The instinct to never put myself in a position where a man could shove me or hit me or throw me away was strong, but with him, it wasn't there.
But I wasn't capable of realizing that, not when I was embroiled in a hushed-but-intense conversation-slash-battle to get my phone back before he could make everything worse by calling the fucking police without waking up Leia and Pepper, who were sleeping in Leia's brand-new bedroom down the hallway.
"I'm not the one not thinking straight," I whisper-shouted back.
"He kidnapped your--"
"Stop saying that!" The pitch of my voice rose, since my volume couldn't.
His eyes seemed to flash with anger. "Then what did he do, huh? What do you want to call what he did, huh?"
"That--" I swatted at my phone "--doesn't--" I stumbled and he threw his arm out to keep me from falling "--matter!"
On the final word, I jostled his arm and my phone went tumbling to the ground. I meant to kick it out of the way so he couldn't grab it again, but I wasn't exactly steady on my feet and a sickening crunch came from under my shoe.
"Shit," I whispered.
"For fuck's sake," he muttered. He made sure I was balanced before letting go of me. "I'm going to get my phone. I'm calling the police whether you--"
"Would you fucking listen to me for one goddamn minute?!"
It was loud enough that he froze, glancing wildly down the hall towards Leia's bedroom before looking back at me with indignant offense that I dare raise the volume of my voice during our argument.
"What do you think is going to happen if you call the police, Jimbo?" I asked, my face burning as I struggled to lower my voice. "I agreed he could have a week. I took the money from him. And Baylee wanted to go."
"She... what?" he asked, confused.
"She wanted to go," I repeated. "She wanted to spend Christmas with her grandma and grandpa and all her family because sh-she doesn't g-get to see them and I d-don't have a family. She wanted to go."
My voice cracked and the next thing I knew, his arms were around me.
"I'm sorry," he whispered as I buried my face against his chest again. "Fuck, I didn't--I'm sorry, Kels."
"All calling the police will do is give him more ammunition," I choked. "S-So he'd be able to argue he should have c-custody because she w-wants to be there. Then h-he can take me back to c-court and I'll lose her."
"You won't lose her," he whispered, his arms tightening around me. "You're not losing her."
"Don't call the p-police. There's nothing we can do. He's won, okay? Just p-please don't call them."
"I won't," he promised. "I... I wasn't thinking about that. I'm sorry."
He calmed me again, just like he had the first time, consoling me when I was inconsolable until I'd managed to tell him what had happened. This time, instead of his anger ballooning and bursting when he found out what Daniel had done, he ushered me to the couch in the living room, settling me there with a box of Kleenex before bringing me my busted phone and going to the kitchen to get me a glass of water. When he came back, he found me with my head in my hands, elbows propped up on my knees. He sat beside me almost hesitantly, seemingly uncertain about what to do, but it was only when a tentative hand found my back and made gentle circles that I began to calm down.
That hand fell away when I sat up to reach for the water he'd brought, but he allowed himself to relax against the couch a bit as I wiped my face and took a steadying breath, then drank more of the water.
"What happened with you and Em?" he asked after I put the glass down.
I frowned but didn't look at him. "What do you mean, what happened?"
"She didn't tell me."
I didn't say anything. After a moment, he sighed.
"I know you had a fight. I know Em went back and forth between being raging mad and devastated. At first I thought she maybe found out about, like... you know."
"Me sucking your dick?" I asked blandly.
He tried to stifle a laugh. "Uh, yeah, among the other things."
I felt the hint of a smile twist my lips, though it might not have been enough to even be visible. "Not as far as I know."
"I feel like if that were the case, she would've said something to me," he said. "I know it had to have been something big but she wouldn't tell me. But with... you said you told Daniel he could have more time with Baylee because he gave you money, and there was the fight with Mike and then the check..."
Of course he'd figured it out, too.
I waited for that moment of nauseated shame, for my stomach to curl and my face to burn and anger to surge through me as it tried to protect me from humiliation. But whether my emotions were completely burnt out or that the whole thing seemed like a relatively small turd compared to the most recent load of shit hitting the fan that was my life, that wave of embarrassment didn't happen.
Instead, I let out a resigned sigh and closed my eyes.
"I couldn't afford Baylee's Christmas present," I said. "The Taylor Swift tickets. So I asked Daniel to pay for them. And when Em found out, she decided it was her right to tell me how fucking stupid she thinks I am and I..." I cleared my throat. "I might've said some things I shouldn't have said, too."
A heartbeat went by. I couldn't see him, but I could almost hear the wheels turning in his head. "I don't mean to sound like a dick, but--"
"Because I was embarrassed," I snapped. "Because I can't give my daughter the same things that Leia gets and I didn't want to admit that to anyone and instead, I thought maybe her dad would help since despite seeming completely incapable of caring about another living creature, he cares about her. And then he wouldn't so I tried to do it all myself because I didn't want to deal with Em and Alex and stupid fucking Mike judging me over it, just like I don't want to deal with you judging me right now."
"I'm not judging you," he said. "Not even a little bit."
I snorted, that watery tone returning to my voice. "You should be."
"Why?"
"Because I could have avoided this whole thing if I'd just said I couldn't afford the tickets," I said. "It's like Em said. I put myself in this position for... for concert tickets to friggin' Taylor Swift, of all people."
"So you think I should judge you because you reacted to a situation in a totally understandable way?"
I frowned again, opening my eyes. "What?"
"No one likes admitting they need help." I felt him shrug beside me. "Like, I've been there. Remember when I had to sit down and ask Alex for help after my career went to shit and..." He cleared his throat. "It fucking sucked. No one wants to admit they fucked up. I dunno if Em understands what that's like. She's got a different outlook on that kind of thing 'cause of what she used to do for work. Like, the modelling and stuff. But I imagine it's probably a lot harder when you're also dealing with a dirtbag like your ex who's waiting to jump on any little thing you might mess up."
After all of it, after everything I'd been dealing with, that was apparently all I needed to hear.
Before I knew it, I was telling Jimmy everything that had led up to my fight with Em. About the anger, the sadness, the fear. About how I felt like I barely knew her anymore. About working my ass off and losing everything I'd saved up.
And I told him about going to Daniel for help, about what I'd promised him and how he'd twisted it. And how I just wanted my little girl to have the things she wanted. Not all of them, of course, I didn't want to spoil her.
But I wanted her to be happy.
"I just want her to know her parents care about her," I said, wiping my eyes again. "Like, I know Daniel's a squalling turd, but whether I like it or not, he's her dad and he cares about her. I don't want her growing up thinking he doesn't and developing some fucking complex about it."
"You know if he cared about her, he'd give her all this shit without asking for anything in return, right?"
I opened my mouth to respond, then closed it.
"You know that, right?" Jimmy pressed. "Regardless of how he feels about you--and trust me, I don't understand how anyone could not fucking adore you--if he really cared about Baylee, he'd make sure she had everything she needed and wanted. Even if it meant you'd... I don't know. Look like you benefited from it or whatever."
I still didn't know what to say to that, so I latched onto the one thing I could and laughed dryly. "There's a lot of reasons people don't adore me, Jimbo. Like calling someone Jimbo even though they clearly aren't a huge fan of it. Or calling out my best friend's parenting when I clearly am in no position to comment on anyone's parenting skills."
"Bullshit," he said. "Jesus, Kels. You're fucking awesome, you know that? You're so friggin' cool and hilarious and straightforward. You're unapologetic. And it doesn't hurt that you're hot as fuck, obviously, but--"
"Yeesh, laying it on a little thick, aren't you?"
"I am not," he insisted, and before I knew it, he had grabbed my hand and was looking into my eyes with an imploring earnestness I didn't know how to handle. "You are awesome. You are. And the thing that blows my mind about all of this is how someone like you ended up married to such a piece of shit."
"I was selfish."
Jimmy rolled his eyes. "That's not--you remember you told me how you ended up with him, right? That your parents... like, Jesus, Kels, getting a belly button ring doesn't mean your parents should've sold you to some guy who groomed you into thinking you couldn't do any better."
"They didn't sell me. He... he wanted me, so--"
"Fucking regardless!" His outburst came out louder than he intended and I saw him glance towards the hallway before lowering his voice. "That has nothing to do with you being selfish. You realize how fucked up that is? That your parents let some guy marry you because they found out you had a belly button ring?"
"They only found out I had a belly button ring because of my abortion."
I didn't say it loudly, but the words seemed to echo all the same. I didn't say it angrily, or shamefully, or regretfully, or any of the other emotions people assumed should be associated with an admission like that. I said it the same way I'd said it to Daniel the first time, long before he'd played with my mind and convinced me he knew me better than I did: matter of factly, quietly, owning up to every aspect of the decision that I'd made and what it meant.
Jimmy paused, his head tilting to the side like some kind of adorably confused puppy stuck in some horrendous nightmare of a situation, stuck between wondering why I hadn't told him the whole story before and why it had happened.
So I told him.
Selfishness is what brought me to Daniel. My selfishness, and my parents' selfishness, and Daniel's selfishness disguised as generosity. My parents hadn't known how to deal with a teenage girl that loved loud music and multi-coloured hair and sneaking out behind their backs. They screamed and yelled and lectured, they sent me to counselling at the church, they threatened and shook their heads and stamped their feet, but nothing worked.
Not until I got pregnant.
It didn't matter by who or how. That wasn't... it wasn't something I wanted to think about. I'd been a wild teenager because I'd had no other choice and I'd ended up in a situation where I had to make a choice.
And I made the right choice. The only regret I ever had was that it was what brought Daniel into my life.



I took care of it all myself. I made the appointment. I got myself there. I told no one and pretended I'd been skipping school that day so I had an alibi. I spent a ton of time thinking up the lie so that no one would be able to question where I'd been.
It didn't end up mattering. Not when I was one of those rare but unlucky women who ended up having a rather nasty infection, so bad that my choice was to either risk dying or admit to my parents what had happened and ask for help.
They were more disgusted with me than they'd ever been in my life. Selfish, they called me, for choosing my life over a smattering of cells. Selfish for being lonely and afraid, for choosing sin over sin, for not facing the consequences of my own actions. For the shame and embarrassment I'd caused them. For never thinking of anyone but myself.
I discovered they'd been nice to me, up until then. All the counsellors and programs and church groups had been the easy solutions. After making the choice I did, they felt I needed the big guns.
So they brought in Daniel.
I couldn't relive how he took me from the girl I was to the one I became. Not without thinking of his voice and the way he managed to squirm into my head. He was a wizard, in a way, a player of mind games, purposeful and hypnotic and charming in the worst possible combination.
And he liked me.
My parents rejoiced about that. It didn't matter that he was too old for me, that at eighteen, I was practically brainwashed into loving him. I was damaged goods, and so the fact thatanyone could want me was good enough for them. It didn't matter that he stole my youth, that he stole my life, that I didn't get the chance to learn who I was because I was under his thumb. He wanted their tainted, baby-murdering daughter for some reason, so they gave me to him.
And I let them.
It took me a while to figure out why he'd wanted me, even though it should have been obvious. Sex was meant to be for one thing and one thing only, which I had been told for years I'd be perfect for since I had those big old child-bearing hips. So people in our church tended to marry young. They do that when sex is considered such a sin, you know?
So for Daniel to be in his thirties and unmarried was strange.
But that was the option he felt he had. That was the choice he made because he'd decided fairly early on that he didn't want kids. And in the church, you didn't admit that you didn't want kids. Instead, he dealt with the side-glances and the whispers about him, even though it killed him to have people think he was anything but perfect.
So when someone brought a little baby-murderer to him for counselling, he thought that marrying her seemed like a pretty good solution to all his problems.
The thing was that I did want kids. I always had. I just didn't want them then. I didn't want them before I'd had a chance to escape from the church and make my own way in life. I wanted to have a family with someone I loved, not someone I married as soon as I was eighteen because I wanted to get laid in a God-approved way.
And Daniel managed to convince me that I loved him.
I have no idea if my husband was a virgin when we got married, though I'd say he probably wasn't. He fucked me a lot. We didn't have sex as a couple. We didn't make love or enjoy each other's bodies or whatever. He would just fuck me. And I thought that meant we were trying to have a baby, but when a few years went by and I hadn't gotten pregnant, I asked him if we should see a doctor or something.
"For what?" he'd asked.
I'd been so confused. "To... to have a baby. I want a baby."
That was the first time he hit me.
Because yes, he was manipulative, and yes, he was horrible, and yes, he'd been emotionally abusive for years already, but he'd never hit me. And I was so shocked, so absolutely stunned when I'd ended up on the floor in front of him with pain shooting through my face that I'd sat there, staring blankly at his shins until he crouched down and took my hand.
"Kelsie, my dear, are you okay?" he'd asked, his eyebrows furrowed with concern.
Slowly, I looked up and met his eye. "I... what?"
"You fell, my dear. Are you all right?"
I stared at him, then like the pathetic excuse of a human being he'd turned me into, I nodded.
Baylee had been a glorious, wonderful, relieving mistake. I didn't tell Daniel about her until I was months along, long enough that he couldn't make me get rid of her, but he wasn't as angry as I'd thought he would be. Maybe he had resigned himself to it; maybe he was tired of the new whispers and side-glances at church, the rumours about him that he'd hoped would go away when we got married and never quite did. Whatever it was, he accepted that we were going to be parents, though I think he always hoped we would only have to have one.
And when bringing my squalling little turd of a daughter into the world nearly killed me, he got what he hoped for.
"No more babies," I told Jimmy. "Doctor's orders. They tied my tubes right after I gave birth. But I have her. And she was worth all of it."
He'd been silent as I talked, but he had kept his eyes on me the whole time. At no point had he looked away or shifted uncomfortably; he just sat there, listening, dark eyes studying me as I revealed every horrible, awful thing that had happened, the selfish choices I'd made and the consequences I told myself I'd deserved.
The problem was that he remained silent, even when I couldn't think of anything else to say. Desperate for something to do, I grabbed the glass of water and gulped it down, putting it back on a coaster. Still, Jimmy remained silent. When I couldn't take it anymore, I laughed, staring at the empty glass on the coffee table.
"Judging me now?" I asked.
He didn't say anything. He should have, but he didn't. Instead, he took my hand.
I didn't say anything. I should have. I should have very, very clearly said no, but I didn't, so Jimmy pulled me into his arms and kissed me.
There was a lot in that kiss. Sadness and sympathy, though not pity. Not even a little bit of pity, but plenty of that sorrowful anger I knew so well. His arms were steady and strong around me, holding me together in a way that no one really had before, at least not that I could think of in the moment. And his lips... fuck.
They were amazing and it was unfair. It was so unfair.
I indulged a bit. I knew I shouldn't and I knew I was playing with fire, kissing him in Em's living room while her daughter slept down the hall. But on a day when everything in my life had shattered, he was what I needed, and he was there. So I kissed him, and I let myself be comforted by him and his closeness, and I tried to turn my mind off for a heartbeat.
Or two.
Or three.
He touched the side of my face, fingers gently caressing my skin before he stroked my hair. I shivered as he flicked his tongue against my lip, tracing it gently before toying with my lip ring. And when he slipped his tongue into my mouth, I indulged for a heartbeat longer, just long enough to feel that warm rush of energy travel through my skin and nerves right down to my bones, and then I put my hand on his chest and pushed gently.
He stopped, moving back just enough that his lips weren't on mine anymore. I could feel his breath against my mouth, his forehead resting against mine as his arms loosened enough that I could pull away if I wanted to.
"You understand now, right?" I whispered. "Why we can't... why I can't take these years from you?"
"You're not taking anything from me," he replied.
It was the most infuriating response I could imagine and I sat back, my face pained.
"I just finished telling you--"
"That has nothing to do with you and me," he said. "Or my age. Or your age."
"Daniel took these years from me," I said. "He convinced me that no one else in the world would ever love me because I was broken and damaged and that I should marry him because he would love me no matter what. I went from being a teenager to being a wife. I didn't get a chance to fucking grow up and look at me now, just fucking... fucked. Just fucking fucked right the fuck up. He stole those years from me and I can't ever get them back and I don't want to do that to anyone else, ever, okay? I don't want to steal these years from you."
Whatever I was expecting him to respond with, it wasn't for him to smile wryly.
"I've been an adult longer than I was ever a kid," he said.
I opened my mouth, then closed it and frowned. He chuckled, shaking his head as he looked down.
"By the time I got kicked out and moved in with Em, I wasn't a kid anymore. I was fifteen but it started long before that. When you're worrying about shit like where you're gonna live and if there's gonna be food on the table and--"
He stopped, then shook his head.
"Em got out at a good time. I mean, as good as it could be considering. They got worse after she left. It's not her fault, obviously, but... it wasn't her fault. My dad was--"
And again, he stopped, trying to stifle the anger in his voice. I bit my lip, my hand drawn to his by a force I couldn't control. My fingers brushed the back of his hand and after a moment, he turned his wrist, palm facing up so he could clasp my hand.
"He was shit," he finally said. "Not like Daniel, he wasn't... I dunno, smart enough to be that manipulative or anything. But angry. Lazy. The whole world was out to get him, you know, only in his case it was true because he was just fucking garbage. And my mom should've never been a mom. She was such a fuckin' narcissist. I mean, when you say Daniel convinced you that you fell, I get that. There's shit I remember from when I was a kid that I'm still not sure is real and I'll never fucking know. I don't want to fucking know."
He looked up, eyes hard enough to break. "I was ten when I learned how to pay the utilities. Eleven when I started using my own money to do it because my dad whooped my ass when he realized I was using his credit card every month. I counted down the days to being able to leave and when they finally kicked me out, you wanna know why?"
I didn't as much as I did.
"It was 'cause I skipped school to busk at the corner so we'd have enough money for groceries. And only because I got caught skipping and the school gave them shit since it was like the third time that week. I fought back and my dad nearly killed me. Mom said I had thirty seconds to leave or she'd let him push me off the balcony of the apartment and tell everyone I'd jumped." He paused, not looking at me, his eyes far away. "I think I made it out the door with about three seconds to spare. I'd wrenched my knee trying to get away from him so..."
There were no words. All I could do was squeeze his hand. He squeezed it back, then looked me square in the eye.
"I get why you're concerned, okay? Fuck, I might even agree with you, if I'd had a normal life. But you don't get to turn that part of you off when things get better. I don't get to have those years back. I tried to, sort of, when I thought I was gonna be the next big thing, but all I managed to do was become the same kind of asshole my parents were. 'Cause I don't know how to be normal. All I can do is move forward with what I've got. And I've got it good now. They'd be floored if they could see me now. I got a good job, I've got people I care about... It might not be normal, but it's fucking good."
His hand tightened around mine again, like he was trying to make sure I was paying attention, but I was already entirely captivated by his eyes.
"So you can't steal these years from me, Kels. They've already been gone a long, long time."
It wasn't like that was the perfect answer. It was heartbreaking at best, horrifying at worst. It didn't address so many of the concerns I had about being with him, though that list was growing smaller since Em didn't want to be my friend anymore.
But it was enough. And I was so tired. I was exhausted from fighting, from the constant kicks while I was flat on the ground, the never ending spiral of shit that seemed to be whirlpooling around me. Wasn't I allowed to be selfish? Wasn't I allowed to give in once in a while, to do something for me, to follow what my heart was telling me it needed?
So I gave in.
His lips had consoled me; now it was my turn to kiss away his demons, to hold him in my arms and try to make him understand how very wanted he was. I touched his face, trailed my fingers along his neck, brushed the hair away from his face as he kissed me back, searching for more, and more, and more.
"Promise me something," he murmured, lips brushing against mine as he spoke.
"If it's one I can keep," I replied.
I felt his lips twitch into a smile. "Promise you're kissing me 'cause you want to. Not 'cause you're upset or feel bad for me or--"
I pressed my mouth back to his insistently, absorbing whatever that last fear of his was.
"I promise," I whispered, and it was the absolute truth.
I felt that smile, too, and the way the tension in his shoulders released. I felt the soft sigh of his breath and the tug of his arms, pulling me and guiding me until I was on his lap, legs on either side of his thighs as he kissed me again and again.
For a heartbeat, things felt right in the world, at least in the little space that was occupied by me and Jimmy. His hands wandered along my body, exploring my curves in a purposeful yet luxuriating way. I had a hand on either side of his face, holding it as he touched me and kissed me and comforted me, losing myself in the feel of him, forgetting the pain and heartbreak and stress for a moment.
Just a heartbeat.
A hand ended up beneath my shirt and immediately moved towards my bra. As it cupped my breast, I felt a twitch beneath me, excitement making itself known as he touched me. I couldn't keep myself from shifting, letting that burgeoning bulge press against the junction of my thighs, almost teasing myself as I thought of how good that would feel pressed against something a little more... internal.
He groaned and his bulge grew, as did my need to feel it. He slipped his hand beneath my bra, toying with my nipple piercing before running the pad of his thumb along the hardened nub. It was a sensitive spot, which he apparently knew; need roared through my body and I whimpered against his mouth.
"Kelsie," he breathed.
"I want you, Jimbo," I murmured, and somehow the way his laughter vibrated against me was the sexiest thing I'd ever heard.
It didn't last long. The laughter turned into a throatier noise as I let my fingers trail down his chest and stomach, moving back on his lap just enough that I could get my hands on the button of his jeans. I managed to unbutton it before he guided my hands away so he could lift my shirt over my head. Before I could resume working on his pants, he unhooked my bra, eagerly sliding it down my arms before stopping to look at my breasts with an expression of unwarranted awe.
I waited, amused, until he looked up at me.
"No, no," I said. "Take your time. No rush."
He smirked. "You know how long I've wanted to see your tits?"
"You saw my tits the first time we met."
He shook his head, moving his hand up to my left breast. "I saw the outline of your tits. All I had to go off of was a general size and shape and the fact that I was pretty sure you had pierced nipples. You know how long I spent trying to picture the real thing?"
I raised an eyebrow, shuddering as he passed his thumb over my nipple again. "How close was your imagination?"
He glanced up, a wicked look on his face. "My wildest dreams didn't even come close to how fucking sexy you are."
Oh, was he ever a charmer. But before I could respond with anything, he'd dipped his head forward and taken my nipple into his mouth.
It took everything in me to stifle a moan; my nipples had always been sensitive, but when I'd decided to celebrate my liberation from Daniel by piercing every part of me that I could, they'd become almost impossibly so. I was almost certain with the right touch, I could orgasm just from playing with them.
I never had, but certainly not for lack of trying.
In any case, the sensation of Jimmy's tongue toying with my piercing before sucking my nipple lightly was as close to heaven as I could imagine. His eyes flicked up as I tried to keep quiet, sparkling in a mischievous and adoring way, and before I could lose too much of my mind, I moved my hand back between us so I could work his cock out of his jeans.
He sighed in relief as I released him, warmth brushing against my breast before he went back to playing with my nipple. His cock was rock hard, already throbbing and hot as I wrapped my hand around his shaft. A battle seemed to roar inside of me, part of me dead set on getting his wonderfully thick cock back in my mouth. A second part of me was determined to sit on it as soon as humanly possible so I could feel my pussy stretch around him. And there was a final part of me reluctant to do anything but stroke him so I didn't have to stop him from sucking on my tits.
Fortunately--or, far more accurately, unfortunately--I didn't end up having to decide.
"What the fuck?" came a disgusted voice from behind us, and I almost tore my nipple off as I whirled around to see a furious-looking Em and a stunned-looking Alex standing in the hallway.
And instead of answering, I made the very well thought out decision to belatedly cover my tits with my hands as every fear, worry, and nightmare came to life at once.
"Wait, I got this," Jimmy said, tucking his dick back in his jeans as he stood up. "Em, before you freak out, remember that time you fucked my boss and the guy who ruined my career and they were the same guy?"
"Uh, man, I'm right here," Alex said, but his voice was practically drowned out by the daggers Em was glaring at me.
"You've got to be kidding me," she said. "I have been freaking out trying to get ahold of you after getting a cryptic fucking phone call and for what? To come home and find you fucking my brother?"
"Technically we weren't fucking," Jimmy said, and I was torn between wanting to slap him for being a moron and slap myself for believing he was as mature as he thought he was.
Luckily, Em ignored him. "So what's this about? Payback? Is this why you called, to tell me you're going to hook up with my--Jesus Christ, Kelsie, he's twenty-one."
"Em, calm down for a sec," Jimmy said. "This isn't what--"
"I do not even give a shit what you have to say right now," she snapped.
"Maybe you should at least give Kelsie a second to put her shirt back on," Alex suggested, so level-headed it was almost timid.
"Maybe she shouldn't have taken it off around my brother!" Em shot back.
There was going to be no explaining.
There was going to be no understanding.
And given the shade of red on her face and the anger practically pouring off of her, there was going to be no chance of repairing our friendship.
That was okay. I'd kind of assumed that was the case anyway. It just hurt a little more now that I knew I'd been wrong and there might have been a chance.
Jimmy and I had made every attempt to remain quiet since Leia was sleeping down the hall, which Em pointed out loudly a number of times as she ranted. She managed to hit all the notes: how disgusting this made me, how much of a betrayal this was, how she didn't think I was so petty that I'd pull some bullshit like this but she guessed that it made sense given how ridiculous I'd been about the concert tickets.
And he tried to defend me. His face turned the same shade of red as Em's, but she had the unique position of being both his sister and, at one point, his guardian. That meant an assault on Jimmy triggered the mama-bear response, regardless of his feelings on the matter, and there was no getting through the rage I'd managed to trigger in her.



Still, it was kind of nice that he tried, and the two of them turning on each other gave me an opportunity to finally pull my shirt on without everyone staring at me. Not that it mattered, since Alex was the only person in the room who hadn't seen my tits, but for some reason I was feeling a little self-conscious.
It wasn't until I stood up and grabbed my purse that Em took notice of me again, stopping halfway through a tirade directed at Jimmy to set her sights on me again.
"Where do you think you're going?" she asked.
Somehow, I managed to find my voice. "I'm leaving."
"Don't go," Jimmy said harshly. "Em, calm down for five fucking seconds and listen, would you?"
Em did not calm down or listen for five fucking seconds, instead ignoring Jimmy as she snorted her derision at me. "You're that selfish that you're going to go wake up Baylee in the middle of the night during a sleepover so you can storm out? Because somehow I doubt you're planning on coming to get her in the morning."
There was a beat of silence, a heavy sort of expectation in the air as I felt three sets of eyes bearing down on me.
"Em," Jimmy said miserably.
I swallowed back the pain and put my purse over my shoulder.
"Baylee's not here," I said, then walked towards the door.
"What?" Em said. "What do you mean, Baylee's not here?"
I ignored her, slipping my shoes on as I fought to keep from crying.
"Kelsie, tell me what the fuck you mean!" she demanded.
"Leave me the fuck alone," I snapped.
"Mom?" a sleepy voice asked from the hallway. "Why're you yelling?"
"For fuck's sake," Em muttered. "Leia, go to bed, please."
"Why's Kelsie here?"
Fuck if I wasn't asking myself the same question.
Before anyone could answer, I grabbed my jacket and shoved the front door open, golden light following me down the sidewalk until the door slammed behind me and I was left in the lonely silence, my life in ruins around me.

Fifteen

I spent the night in a darkness that was void of movement, dreams, and emotions.
One night earlier, I'd barely slept, memories and fears and regrets blanketing themselves over my ability to sleep. And things had only gotten worse since then, so it would stand to reason that I was in for another sleepless night wrapped up in shrouds of angst and anger, grief and guilt, sorrow and shame.
But I slept. After leaving Em and Alex's, I got myself home, tracked down the old iPhone I'd had when I first left Daniel that still technically functioned, and put my SIM card in that. Then I plugged it in to charge, stripped naked, sat down on my bed, and woke up the next morning.
I suppose it made sense. There was only so much the human mind could handle before simply shutting down, and that's the point I was at. I mean, there was rock bottom, and then there was wherever the fuck I was. Hell, I supposed. It wasn't fair, nor did it seem reasonable, nor even fucking realistic for all this to happen to one person, yet there I was, surviving it.
At least I could say that.
I survived it.
Barely.
When I woke up the next morning, I panicked upon seeing multiple missed calls from numbers I didn't have saved in my phone, thinking I'd missed Baylee's call. Thankfully, before I frantically called any of the numbers back, the screen lit up and flashed Daniel's name at me.
Of course his number was saved on this phone.
Our call was quick and after I hung up, I took more than just a hysterical glance at the screen and realized I recognized both of the numbers I'd missed calls from. Well, I recognized them after realizing both numbers had also texted me.
Did you make it home? I'm sorry if you didn't want me to but I had to tell Em about what happened, she thought Baylee was dead or something.
Answer your phone please. Jimmy told me what happened and I'm sorry, okay? Let me help.
Shit. Your phone's broken. You probably can't see this.
Okay Jimmy also just told me that you broke your phone. On the off chance this goes through, head's up that I'm coming over to check on you now.
Kelsie. Let me in.
Please.
I couldn't tell when the messages had been sent, but it looked like they were from the night before. Not that it mattered.
I wasn't ready to let anyone in.
There were more texts from both of them, but I ignored them and got out of bed. I wasn't quite sure what I was feeling. Maybe partially numb, my emotions not recovered yet from the overwhelming ride they'd been on the day before. Or maybe just quietly resigned, having made it through the night. And maybe even a bit better, in a way, now that I was removed from the chaos and drama. Now that I'd heard my daughter wish me a good day. Now that I knew where I stood with Em and where I had to stand with Jimmy.
Or maybe it was a mix of all three with a dash of delusion so I could try to protect my heart as it mended itself.
In any case, I bustled around my bedroom mindlessly, putting on my work uniform and brushing my hair, eyeing the roots that were creeping into the faded pink colour and debating what colour I should dye it next. Green seemed festive, but I'd done green before and it tended to fade to a gross-looking colour.
Maybe blue, since it was about to be a blue, blue, blue Christmas for me.
My boss was surprised to see me but didn't say anything as I buried myself in work. There wasn't much of it, to be honest; with working all those extra hours and the fact that most stores were already overstocked with our product this close to Christmas, things were pretty manageable.
But there was enough that I kept myself distracted from the chaos that was my personal life for most of the day, though once three o'clock hit and I was faced with either going home or sweeping the warehouse floor for the third time, I decided it was time to go home.
"Have a good Christmas," my boss said as I collected my things from the office.
"You're off next week?" I asked.
She shook her head. "You are. Happy Holidays." I must have looked shocked because she laughed. "Hardly anyone was going to be here anyway since school's out, so I decided we're going to close for the week."
"But--"
"It's paid time off, Kels. Everyone's off for the week and trust me, you need the break more than anyone." She stood and walked around the desk, holding out a festive red envelope. "Your work this season wasn't unnoticed. Thank you."
I took the envelope and opened it, smiling at the sparkly-yet-generic card before laughing at one of the items enclosed.
"Red Lobster," I said, picking up the gift card. "You know me too well."
"That's for you to take out Baylee," my boss said. "The rest is your bonus and that comes with strict instructions to treat yourself, understand?"
I unfolded the second enclosed item, which turned out to be a check stub showing a bonus that had been deposited into my account. A large bonus. I looked up, eyes wide.
"This is--"
"--too generous, very kind, unexpected, blah blah blah," she said, waving her hand. "Don't get all gushy on me. Just take some time to relax, spoil yourself for once, and I'll see you after Christmas."
I almost hugged her, then hesitated, then decided fuck it and hugged her anyway.
On my way home, I stopped at the mall and put that bonus towards a new phone, which I figured met my boss's requirements since technically the shitty old iPhone I had still worked so it wasn't like a brand new phone was necessary. And I got myself a cute new case for it, too, and stopped by the Chinese food restaurant in the food court and treated myself to an early dinner.
After all, she'd said the Red Lobster gift card was for me to take out Baylee, so I couldn't spend the entire thing on fried shrimp and biscuits, as much as I might want to be selfish about it.
When I got home a short while later, I was feeling alright. Not great, not outstanding, not even necessarily good, but alright. And that was something.
And then it was nothing.
"I thought you'd taken the day off."
I stopped on my sidewalk, staring at Em as she sat on my front step. She didn't look up at me, instead staring at the plastic rock in her hands as she idly fidgeted with it.
My spare key.
"Who told you that?" I finally managed to ask.
"Leia. She heard you tell Baylee when you picked her up at school yesterday." Em stood up and held the rock out. "You need to hide this better."
I took it from her hesitantly. "Why didn't you let yourself in?"
"Because I'm not a presumptuous asshole who assumed you'd be okay with me letting myself into your house."
I toyed with the piercing in my lip. "How long have you been waiting?"
"Long enough that I almost considered becoming a presumptuous asshole. Can I use your bathroom?"
My face twitched into an almost-smile. "Sure."
It was almost absurd, the way she followed me into the house both casually and not, like nothing should be different and yet everything was. It was stupid little things, like the familiar way Em rested her hand against the wall so she could slide her boots off juxtaposed with my memory of Jimmy pressing me against that very same wall. Or the way she led herself to my bathroom without a second thought, my house as familiar to her as her own had been, only to return to the kitchen when she was done and hover restlessly.
I had a choice to make, just then. I could choose anger. No one would blame me, not for a second. Not after everything that had happened and after what Em had said. Anger was practically the logical choice in all of this. And even if I didn't choose anger, Em might.
But anger wouldn't get me anywhere, and as I'd proved time and time again, I was inherently selfish.
So I chose to take the risk.
"Popcorn and beer?" I asked.
She hesitated, then grinned. "God, yes."
My almost-smile was a little harder to hold back that time, and I went to the fridge while Em found a bag of popcorn in the cupboard. Another familiar scene, followed by another awkward moment with both of us sitting at the table while the microwave did its magic, unsure of what to say and uncertain of who should break the silence.
When I couldn't take it anymore, I broke first. "How much did Jimmy tell you?"
"Most of it, I think," she replied. "But like, a high-level overview. Given how much there is to unpack anyway and the fact that he's my brother, I figured I could survive without the more gratuitous details."
I didn't even manage an almost-smile that time. "Right."
More silence, and then Em sighed heavily.
"Fuck this," she said. "Kelsie, I'm sorry, okay? I didn't realize all this shit you were going through and I said... I mean, that was the last thing you needed to hear and I blurted it out like it was nothing. I'm sorry I was a shitty friend and that you didn't feel like--no." She stopped and shook her head. "Not that you didn't feel like you couldn't talk to me. I'm sorry that I made you feel like that. I feel like shit about it. You didn't deserve any of it. At all. This fucking sucks and I miss you."
"I... thanks," I said, stunned by the suddenness of it all. "I'm... I'm sorry, too. For not telling you. And for what I said when we were at the coffee shop. And for..."
I didn't know how to finish that sentence. For not fucking her brother but trying to? For almost fucking her brother in her living room? For crossing a line I shouldn't have crossed involving, of all people, her brother?
Luckily, Em didn't seem to want me to finish it as much as I didn't want to finish it.
"I'll be honest, that was kind of shitty of you," she said bluntly. "Like, I keep telling myself that I know you're not the kind of person who would do something like that just to get back at me. But I..."
She trailed off and I gaped at her, torn between being understanding and being offended. Em glanced up at me, a pained look on her face.
"I hate that I have to ask," she said. "But just be honest with me. Was it--"
"No," I said, almost dumb from shock. "All of that started before we fought."
Based on the look on her face, Jimmy had not, in fact, told her most of it. "What?!"
Defensiveness crawled up my back and I felt my face turn red. "It wasn't about you. Ever. We... I kept saying we couldn't because of you."
"How long?" she asked with the same kind of horrified curiosity as someone watching a car accident.
I stared at my beer, desperate to take a sip only because my mouth was achingly dry but aware of how bad that would look.
"We kissed that one night the girls were having a sleepover at your place and he brought dinner over," I finally said. "And then we, um... also kissed the day Daniel brought Baylee back early. And then last night."
My euphemisms were not fooling her in the slightest, but she kindly didn't call it out. "I don't know if that makes it better or worse."
It took me a moment to process what she said. When I did, I looked up at her in disbelief.
"You don't know if me and Jimmy liking each other is a worse option than me fucking your brother as some sort of sick payback?" I asked.
"It was more the fact that you've been hiding it from me for literally... Jesus, that was before the concert," she said.
Oh. That made a lot more sense. So much sense that I couldn't think of a response and nearly dove off my chair when the microwave beeped to say the popcorn was ready, thankful for any semblance of a distraction. Em waited until I brought the bowl over and sat down before speaking again.
"Here's my issue," she said. "He's my kid brother. Like, legitimately. He's my brother but I raised him, too. So instantly, that means I'm always going to despise anyone who hurts him."
"I know, and that--"
"But you're like my sister," she continued, ignoring my interruption. "For a long time, you were all I had, and that means I'm going to instantly despise anyone who hurts you."
I wasn't ready for her to look up at me, her expression fierce but twisted with confusion and frustration and fear. I didn't know what to say, so I simply watched until she took a breath and continued.
"I had this whole big speech ready about all of this but knowing it's been going on longer than just last night, that's... it changes things. It wasn't some in-the-moment situation or anything like that. This is... like, you like him. And he likes you. This wasn't some one-time thing."
I fidgeted with my lip ring. "No. It wasn't."
She sighed. "I can't lecture you about being older than him because that makes me a gigantic hypocrite given that Alex was literally my friend's dad. And I can't ask you what you see in him or what he sees in you because I know exactly what both of you see in each other." She picked a piece of popcorn out of the bowl but just toyed with it before looking up at me. "Is this what you want?"
I knew what she wanted me to say, but I couldn't.
I wasn't going to lie to her.
"I don't know," I said honestly. "I don't want to hurt him and that's probably what's making this so much worse because I'm so fucking concerned about everyone else's feelings that I can't figure out what I actually want. But I mean, that's also on top of everything in my life being an absolute shitstorm right now, so I don't think I've given it a fair amount of thought." It was my turn to look at her with a fierce expression of my own. "As much as I like Jimbo--and I do, okay, I'll be fucking honest about that because I really fucking do--if it comes down to having to choose between you and him, I'm picking you." A beat went by and I bit my lip. "At least, if all of this means we're friends again."
She raised an eyebrow. "So if we're still friends-off, you'd go after him?"
I shrugged apologetically. "If we're not friends, I care a little bit less about what you think."
Another beat went by as Em held my gaze and I held hers, and then she burst out laughing.
"That's fair," she giggled, grabbing a handful of popcorn. "For the record, we're friends again. If you're forgiving me, I mean."
I nodded, though I was suddenly nervous. "Does that mean you're forgiving me, too?"
"Yeah, of course." She shoved some of the popcorn in her mouth. "And I'm not making you pick between me and Jimmy. Just don't hurt him, if you can help it."
I nodded, but something was still nagging at me. "And what about what I said about... when we were at the coffee shop?"
She leaned back in her chair, fidgeting with the beer bottle.
"Well," she finally said. "I can't forgive you for that."
My heart almost fell out of my ass. "Oh."
Em looked up and I realized her eyes were wet. "There's nothing to forgive. You weren't wrong."
Oh.
Oh, shit.
"What's going on?" I pressed, scooching my chair closer to the table.
She smiled sadly. "I was pissed because you called out the exact things I've been feeling and was too... I don't know. Too scared, maybe, or too stubborn to acknowledge. Things have changed and I don't know if I like all of it."
"Have you talked to Alex?"
She shook her head. "No. It's like you said. How can I call out something that's doing good? Like, Leia wanted to be involved in a charity concert thing because that's something that Alex and Mike have done before. And what was I supposed to do? Tell her no, you can't help raise money for homeless children or sick dogs or whatever it was? But then it turned into this whole fucking thing and that was on top of the goddamn YouTube channel."
"I don't get it, Em," I said. "You were so against her performing and now--"
"I know. You're right." She ate a piece of popcorn and sipped her beer. "Like, I always knew she looked up to Jimmy. Her big rock star uncle who was so cool. And she wanted to play the guitar because of him and I thought, why not? And then I feel like I turned around for five seconds and suddenly she's all over the internet. And Alex and Mike keep pushing for her to do more and she loves it because she loves music but--"
"But she doesn't know if she loves it," I interrupted. "She's not even playing for real half the time. It's not about the music, Em."
Her mouth opened, then closed.
"Sorry," I said cautiously. "I--"
"You're right." She blew out a breath. "I have to talk to him. I was so... it wasn't all at once, right? Like, it was little things. A recital here. Then a concert there. And then a video because she wanted to show off her new song. And you're right, it's not Leia asking for it."
"She asks for a picture of the moon and Alex and Mike trip over themselves to bring her the real thing and all of the stars, too," I said.
"And Jimmy," she said. "You don't get to leave him out just because you're fucking him."
My face burned as she howled with laughter. "For the record, we have not actually--"
"TMI!" she said quickly.
"Telling you I haven't fucked your brother yet is TMI?" I shot back.
"Maybe not, but throwing the 'yet' in there was highly unnecessary."
For a long, lovely, wonderful moment, things were like old times as we struggled to stop laughing.
"It just needs to be dialed back a bit," I said when we managed to compose ourselves. "Like, think of what Leia actually enjoys about it. Playing music with Jimmy, obviously, but she still looks kind of terrified every time she goes on stage. She loves messing around with Baylee. The two of them can spend hours dancing and singing and... I'd hate for her to lose that side of it."
"You're right," she said. "I'm gonna talk to Alex. It's..." She hesitated, then tilted her beer bottle at me. "This isn't a jab at you, so don't take it that way. It's just, this is why I wish you would've told me sooner. If I'm ever making you feel like you can't tell me things, please tell me. You mean too much to me to risk this happening again."



There was a lump in the base of my throat and I had to swallow a few times to clear it. "I promise, Em."
"I promise, too."
We clinked our beer bottles together and each took a sip. There was another silent moment, but not an awkward one. This one was comfortable, familiar, one of those silences between friends who have transcended friendship. I sipped my beer again, easing into that moment and knowing unequivocally that things were going to be okay between me and Em.
Then she had to go and ruin it.
"I don't know how to ask this so I'm just going to say it," she said. "What the fuck happened with Daniel?"
The mention of his name made my shoulders tense, my muscles almost groaning as any of the tension that had been relieved came roaring back.
"I thought Jimmy told you most of it."
"I mean, keep in mind that he told me most of it in the process of us screaming at each other in the living room while Alex tried to get Leia to go back to bed." Her face went a bit red. "He was pretty upset with me. Rightfully so."
I toyed with my lip ring, not sure what to say to that, then sighed.
"It started with Taylor Swift," I said.
"I fucking knew it was her," she said. "I'm personally blaming Taylor Swift for everything from now on."
I laughed. Or at least, I tried to laugh. The tears were already threatening to start and there was a thick, tight feeling in my throat that made the sound come out choked and watery. Without saying a word, Em got up and grabbed the Kleenex box from the counter, bringing it back just in time for my regularly scheduled pre-dinner breakdown.
Slowly, I took her through everything that had happened. I didn't hold back a thing; everything from my inability to let my pride go for even a moment to the way I'd almost puked all over Mike's shoes when he told me the cost, but still insisted I could do it right up until I knew it was impossible.
From my first call with Daniel to my plan to work and work and work until I'd saved the money up myself. From the car accident to proving how incredibly stupid I could be when I thought I'd won after he transferred me the money.
And when I choked out that Baylee had wanted to go and that she'd been hiding it from me because she didn't want me to be alone on Christmas, she cried with me. She pulled me out of my chair and hugged me, taking part of my heartbreak on so I could try to heal, holding me up when I'd insisted I could hold myself up, and proving to me what a fucking idiot I'd been for not talking to her sooner.
"There has to be something we can do," she said, wiping her eyes as I finished speaking. "He can't get away with this. There's no way."
"He already has, Em," I said, mirroring her actions. "He made sure she wanted to go and that I found out when both he and Baylee were in the room so I couldn't even discuss it with her first. He knows what he can get away with and how far he can push without me being able to retaliate. I can't take him on."
She made some half-hearted suggestions, but there wasn't anything I hadn't already thought of. A short while later, Baylee called for her pre-dinner chat and discussion of the best parts of our day.
"Seeing Santa," she told me boldly. "At the North Pole. And I got to tell him what I wanted for Christmas and he said he was gonna do his best but he couldn't make any promises and I said if anyone could do it, he could, so I expect him to try really, really hard because it's not a present for me."
"It isn't?" I asked, amused. "What'd you ask for?"
"Mom. You know I can't tell you or it won't come true."
"That's wishes, sweetie. Not Christmas presents."
"Yeah, well, this is kinda a wish, too."
God, I hoped it wasn't the type of wish that involved her parents getting back together that all kids with divorced parents seemed to wish at one point.
I heard someone say something in the background and Baylee sighed.
"In a minute," she said, her voice just distant enough that I knew she'd moved the phone away from her ear. "I'm talking to my mom." There was a pause, and then she heaved the kind of heavy, dramatic sigh that only eight-year-old girls seem capable of. "Fine. Just let me finish." There was a rustle, then her voice was clear again. "Mom? I gotta go pretty quick. What was your favourite part of the day?"
I glanced at Em, who was pretending not to listen as she sat at the table.
"You know, sweetie, I think my favourite was getting to visit with Em for a while today," I said, who looked up as I said her name.
"Really? But you visit with Em all the time!"
"That's true, but it can still be my favourite."
"Okay." Another voice in the background and Baylee's voice went high-pitched. "I know! I'm talking to Mom!"
"It's okay," I said. "I'll talk to you tonight before bed."
"You mean you'll sing to me tonight before bed. No talking allowed."
"You bet. Love you, Bay."
"Love you, Mom." And then, just before the line hung up: "Okay, I'm done now, jeez."
It was because of Baylee's call that we realized how late it was. Seeing as Em hadn't had early bird Chinese food at the mall food court and also had a kid and a boyfriend to feed, she grabbed her things and started getting ready to head home.
Before she opened the door to leave, she turned to me.
"So, remember when you said you hadn't fucked my brother 'yet'?" she asked.
"Jesus, Em," I muttered. "I thought that was TMI."
"It's between TMI and Not Enough 'I'," she said.
"So exactly the right amount of 'I'?"
"Are you gonna see where things go with him?"
"I..."
"I'm not saying you have my blessing," she said. "'Cause that's a stupid thing to say. But if you and him are gonna be a thing, I'm not going to be against it. I mean, you said you like him."
I nodded again, swallowing back that lump in my throat. "I still don't know what I want."
"Understood." She slung her purse over her shoulder. "For what it's worth, he's miserable and thinks he doesn't even have a shot with you anymore. And I've never seen Jimmy so down about something like that before."
"Really?"
"Mm-hmm." She gave me a pointed look. "I'm not telling you what to do, but I know not hearing from you is torturing him. He likes you, Kels. He cares, probably more than he knows how to handle."
Long after she left, I let those words tumble through my mind.
The reasons I gave to Jimmy for not being able to be with him were, for all intents and purposes, completely addressed. Our ages didn't quite matter so much anymore, not when we were discussing the things that had forced each of us to grow up a little too early. And Em, well. She might not like the word "blessing," but that's basically what it had been.
Now, all that was left was fear.
After I left Daniel, I'd slept around. I mean, why the fuck wouldn't I? I'd freed myself from a marriage to a monster and for the first time in my adult life, I was single. So yeah, I fucked around, I had some fun and some orgasms and some reminders that sex was amazing when you weren't trapped beneath a guy who had zero concept of female pleasure, and that's where I left it. I had never met anyone I wanted as anything more than a good time.
So Jimmy, young Jimbo, twenty-one-year-old brother of my best friend, would be the first, if that's where things went.
And that was as terrifying as it was somewhat distressing.
Terrifying and exhilarating, in a way, especially because I had been telling the truth. It might have been the first time I said it out loud, but I did really like Jimmy. Up until then, it had been a serious problem with a simple solution: it wasn't possible.
Now, though. Now it was possible, which meant I had to make a choice.
I didn't know if I could ever get over my anger at Daniel for ruining the girl I'd been. I tried to find that girl again after I left him, but she'd been gone for a long time. Sure, she'd been stupid. She'd been a rebel, though at least it was with a cause. She drank and smoked and did stupid shit like most girls her age did, but most girls her age didn't have parents who subscribed so thoroughly and so mindlessly to that horrific level of indoctrination.
So she'd rebelled against that and in the process, trapped herself even further.
He'd taken everything that made me me, bit by bit and piece by piece. Some of it I knew was a sin to begin with; the church was very clear about drinking and smoking and premarital sex. But other bits of it were broken away by Daniel: the love of music, of bright colours, of piercings and tattoos and wild hair. Things that represented any level of independence, of individuality, of the girl I wanted to be.
I rebuilt some of those things when I left him, but I couldn't rebuild it all. I could dye my hair and pierce every flap of skin that was safe to put a needle through, but I couldn't give myself back those years of discovery, those vital times when everyone else was learning who they were.
To be so far removed from those years when the man I wanted was smack dab in the middle of them... Part of me wanted to mourn for what I'd never get back, and part of me was afraid that not having that experience meant there would always be something missing.
Specifically, that something would be missing between me and Jimmy.
So now it was up to me to choose. I didn't have the excuse of "you're my best friend's brother" or "I'm too old for you." All I had was a fucked up life and the question of whether or not it was right for me to drag Jimmy into that.
Especially knowing that it wasn't the life he'd dreamed of.
It wasn't even the life I'd dreamed of.
I told myself I didn't have to choose right away, that Jimmy would understand and so would Em. With everything happening right now, it was perfectly reasonable for me to put off making that choice. I could probably have even texted Jimmy to tell him that.
But I didn't.
Instead, after Baylee called me to sing her goodnights, I hung up the phone and changed into my pajamas with tears in my eyes, miserably missing my daughter and seething at the disembodied voice in the background that probably belonged to my ex-husband, urging her to hurry up and finish so she could go to bed.
And as I wiped those tears from my eyes, I made my choice.

Sixteen

"I'm only going to say this once, so listen carefully."
"I will. I am."
"Okay. You will always be too young. You--"
"We already talked about--"
"Jimmy, shut the fuck up. I said listen."
"Fine."
I took a deep breath. "You will always be too young. You will always be my best friend's brother. That's never going to change. And I'm always going to be too fucked up. I'm never going to be able to understand what these things are supposed to be like.
"I've never had a normal relationship. Never. I don't know how and I'm past the point where I think I can learn. And dealing with that wouldn't be fair to anyone, least of all to you. Not when you can do so much better."
"Okay, hold up, that's not--"
"Let me finish."
"I'm not going to sit here while you say--"
"For fuck's sake, let me fucking finish. This is hard enough, okay?"
He sighed miserably. "Fine."
"I'm not telling you all this because it's fun, okay? I need you to know all the shitty things about me. I need you to know that I'm scared of hospitals. And that it took sleeping with probably three different guys after I left Daniel for me to realize I was having problems getting off because I was so used to being hurt during sex that it felt like something was missing. And that there's a pretty good chance there's more things I just don't fucking know because my frame of reference includes a goddamn monster.
"I'm going to cry. I'm going to fall back into my bad habits and let my pride get the best of me. I'm going to try not to, but I know I'm going to fail. I'm going to get scared and I'm going to bring up the same things again and again, even when I know better. There's going to be days when I get paranoid and I'm going to make choices that don't seem to make sense, even if they make sense to me.
"The best thing for you would be to find someone else. Someone your age who can give you more of themself than I can. Someone who doesn't have a psycho fucking ex-husband to deal with. Someone who can put you first. I have a daughter. She is always my priority. With me, you can't come first. You just can't.
"I'm telling you all this because I need you to know I'm selfish, Jimbo. Because even having said all that, I want this. I want you. I'm telling you all this because if we do this, if you decide you still want me, you deserve to know about all of this first. And if you still want--"
"Yes."
"I'm not done."
"Doesn't matter. There's not a single fucking thing you can say to make me change my answer."
I sighed. "This isn't a joke. If this is seriously something you want, then--"
"Come here."
I frowned. "What?"
He laughed. "I said come here."
"To... where? To the studio?"
"Nah. To your door."
I turned on my heel, eyes wide as I glanced towards my front door. "What... are you... seriously? I thought you were working."
"I left when I got your text," he said. "Em told Alex he had to be on call tonight in case you decided to smarten up after you talked with her earlier. Now would you come let me in? It's fucking cold out here."
I stormed to the front door, my phone still pressed to my ear as my face turned red. Flinging it open, I saw Jimmy standing on my front walk, a shit-eating grin on his face as he took his phone away from his ear and slipped it casually in his jacket pocket.
"Hey," he said.
"You're a presumptuous little jackass," I said.
His grin widened. "Yeah, but you like me."
Well, he wasn't wrong.
I'd done what I had to do. What I needed to do to absolve myself from all the reasons I shouldn't want him. I'd warned him. He knew my deepest secrets and my biggest fears and even still, even with all that knowledge, he was standing in front of my door, wanting to come in.
Wanting to be part of my life.
Wanting to be with me.
And I wanted to be with him.
I barely had time to put my phone in my pocket before he was in front of me, taking me into his arms as I reached for him. His body guided me back into the house as he dipped his head, making me melt with his warm lips and squeal as his ice-cold nose pressed against mine.
"You're frozen," I gasped, and he laughed as he let the door swing shut behind us.
"Completely," he said. "Warm me up?"
Before I could answer, he boldly moved his hands to my hips and slipped them beneath the hem of my shirt. I shrieked, writhing as icy fingers met skin that had been the perfect temperature seconds earlier.
"Jackass!" I said as he tried to hold his hands against my stomach.
"Yeah, but you still like me," he said.
"True." I shoved his hands out of my shirt. "I like you so much that I won't even insist you get undressed like I was going to. You know, since you're so cold. I wouldn't want you to get any colder."
He smirked and grabbed at me again. "Oh, don't worry about that. I can brave the cold if you want to see me naked."
I slipped out of his grasp, blinking innocently. "It'd be irresponsible of me to let you do that, Jimbo. I'll have to find you some mittens. Maybe a parka. And one of those full ski masks that goes over your whole head."
"You wouldn't," he said.
"Wouldn't I?"
He reached for me again and that time, somehow, he managed to catch me. Probably because I very, very much wanted him to catch me. He pressed me against the wall, his hips holding me in place as he captured my lips again.
"You wouldn't," he repeated. "And besides, it's just my hands that are cold. The rest of me is nice and warm. Too warm, actually. Might need to lose a few layers."
"Mmm, well don't let me stop you from getting that jacket off."
He nipped at my lip. "Maybe I'm hoping you'll help me jacket off instead."
"Really? You went with that instead of 'I'm hoping you'll get me off instead'?"
His laugh vibrated against my lips. "Cut me some slack. I'm a little, uh, distracted."
He punctuated his statement by moving his hips forward, letting me feel how distracted he was. I made a soft noise as he pressed his bulge against me and he took that opportunity to slip his tongue into my mouth, flicking it against mine as he deepened our kiss.
That was it for jokes, at least for a while. I was distracted by his distraction, lost against his body as I imagined where we'd be in another heartbeat, and another, and on. He rubbed against me, little movements that made my body tingle, and when his hands slipped beneath my shirt again, I didn't shriek, even though they weren't much warmer than they had been the first time.
They warmed up quickly as he traced little patterns along my waist, bringing his hands up to my breasts. When he realized I didn't have a bra on under the baggy sweater he'd caught me wearing, he groaned and gripped my breasts, squeezing lightly as his hips moved forward again.
"Want you," he murmured. "Kels, I want you so fucking much."
"Already?" I teased.
"The fuck you mean, already?" he grumbled. "I've wanted you for fucking ever." He let go of one of my breasts, withdrawing his hand from my shirt so he could move it to my neck, cradling my head as he kissed me harder. "You have no idea how much I've wanted this."
And as much as I'd worried, as much as I'd spent the whole night trying to figure out if I was doing the right thing by telling Jimmy I wanted to be with him, I knew it was true.
I knew it was true in the way his lips moved, in the way he clutched at me. And in the way he breathed, in the very taste of his mouth and the warmth of the air brushing against me.
He wanted me.
It was my turn to guide him. I eased him away from me, just slightly, just enough that I could plant a final, searing kiss on his mouth before taking his hand. There would be time for the bedroom later; for now, the living room was right there, cozy and warm and glittering with lights from my stupid, ugly little Christmas tree. I led him to the couch, intending to make him sit so I could straddle his lap and pick up where we'd left off before Alex and Em had interrupted us the night before, but Jimmy stopped me before I could.
He kissed me lightly, then set to work undressing me. Piece by piece and bit by bit, he unwrapped me, taking his time and admiring each part of me that I didn't feel was worthy of admiration. It was hard to understand why I didn't like those parts as he looked at me, his eyes feasting fervently as they glided across my body. It was harder still when he touched me, using his fingers to map out every inch of me that he could, the piercings in my nipples and belly button his waypoints as he explored my torso.
I loved the way his hands felt, the slight roughness of his fingertips and the controlled yet eager way he worshipped my body. My body responded to him, electricity dancing across my skin as my nipples hardened and wetness started to pool in my panties. His hands kept learning every inch of me as he kissed me again, lips lingering enticingly before he pulled away and dropped to his knees.
It was unexpected and I watched, entranced, as he peeled my pajama pants down my hips. He didn't look up at me, just took in each new patch of skin he revealed, until I was left in my panties. That was when he glanced up, letting me see the stupid little smirk on his face before he pushed it against my mound.
"Oh," I breathed as he teased me through my panties, his tongue moving against the spot I knew had to be damp. The corners of his eyes crinkled and I knew he was smiling even as he kissed my pussy deeply.
My panties were clinging to my lips and he traced his tongue along them, confidently in control and not letting so much as a hint of his mouth to touch my bare skin. I whimpered, toying with my lip ring as need washed over me, too nervous to grab his head and push him against me like I wanted to but barely able to keep my knees from shaking as he played his little game.



Just when I thought I couldn't take another moment of it, though, Jimmy's hand began moving up between my legs. I swallowed hard, watching as his fingers walked closer and closer to my dripping pussy. First my knee, then up to my inner thigh, and then I was trembling as his hand moved higher, and higher, and when I was certain he was going to touch my pussy, he didn't.
Instead, he carefully pulled the crotch of my panties away from my lips, moving it to the side and holding my gaze as he pushed his mouth back between my legs. I braced myself for another round of his teasing, only to cry out as he plunged his tongue into my folds and started licking me right.
So fucking right.
I had no choice but to brace myself against his head. I just didn't. Not with the way he was eating my pussy like he was starving. Not when I was captivated by his gaze, dark eyes intense and boring into mine as his tongue lapped at me, greedy in its need to taste me and indulgent in its need to savour me.
When he pulled away, I couldn't stop myself from groaning in disappointment. He laughed, pressing a kiss against my thigh.
"I want these off," he explained, tugging my panties down. "And I figured there's this perfectly good couch literally right here that you could chill on so you don't fall when I make you come on my face."
The fucking sass of him.
But he had a point.
It didn't take long before I was coming on his face. I had no idea where Jimmy learned to eat pussy like that, but fuck, was he good at it. His tongue swirled around my clit before lapping at it, then dipped into my entrance before he started sucking on my clit. I could barely keep track of what he was doing, losing myself once he reached up so he could hold my breast and play with my nipple while he licked me.
That was probably what did me in, honestly, because it was only a few moments later that I was gasping his name.
"Don't stop, Jimmy," I whimpered. "Right--ungh--fuck."
And I swear, seconds before my thighs tightened around his ears and I clutched at his head for dear life, I felt the little jackass smirk again.
Not that it mattered. He could smirk all he wanted if he was going to keep eating my pussy like that.
"Doing all right?" he asked, sitting back and grinning with pride after my orgasm finished ripping through me.
"Mmm," I groaned, closing my eyes as I tried to recover. "Give me a sec."
"Whatever you need."
I flicked one eyebrow up, then opened my eyes. "Undress."
He laughed, startled. "Huh?"
"I need you to strip." I waved a hand at him. "You are wearing an unfair amount of clothing. And you've seen me almost-naked way more times than I've seen you almost-naked. This is an equal relationship, Jimbo."
"So this is a relationship?" he asked as he stood.
"It fucking better be," I said. "I wouldn't go through all these moral dilemmas and risk my friendship with your sister for a one-night thing."
He didn't hesitate before stripping his shirt off. "Good. I was hoping for that."
"Sorry. Forgot to mention it before." I gestured at him again. "Pants off. Now."
I don't know if I quite leered over Jimmy, but I definitely indulged in the sight of him. Lights from the Christmas tree danced along every gorgeous inch of skin as he undressed for me. He wasn't so much thin as he was lithe, which was similar, but he deserved a much prettier word than "thin" considering how attractive he was. His stomach was flat but not overly muscled and his shoulders were pulled back confidently as he turned towards me.
And his cock was, of course, hard as a rock and fucking delectable. But as much as I wanted to taste him again, I wanted something else more.
"You should come over here," I said when his eyes met mine again.
"Yeah?" he asked.
"Mm-hmm. I want you," I replied. "Like, right now."
"I want you like, constantly." His throat flexed as he swallowed hard. "I, uh... I know you said you can't, um..."
"You want to know if you have to wear a condom?" I asked.
"I have one," he said. "And I swear I'm... you know. Clean. But I wasn't sure if you'd want me to wear it."
"You were pretty confident you'd be getting in my pants, hey?" I asked.
He licked his lips. "A guy can hope."
I laughed. "I'm clean, too. But it's your choice. If you're more comfortable wearing it, wear it."
"You gonna judge me if I don't?"
"Not even a little bit. I trust you."
He didn't quite groan, but I definitely heard a soft noise escape his lips as he joined me on the couch.
I finally got to straddle his lap like I'd planned to before he'd blown my fucking mind with his tongue, though I didn't sink down on his cock right away. I needed to touch him first, to kiss him and feel the warmth of his chest beneath my palms, to take my turn letting my hands talk. And he let me, far more patient than he should have been as I explored him tenderly, running my hands down his arms and along his stomach and through his hair before carefully positioning myself over him and sinking down.
His mouth dropped open as I took him inside me. I don't know if mine did or not; I was so focused on the feeling of his cock entering me, my walls stretching around his thick, hot shaft, that I could barely think. He hit all the spots I needed him to, satisfying that hollow craving I'd been desperate to fill, though it took a second attempt before I could get all of his cock in my pussy.
I sighed once I had, pausing with him buried deep inside me. His hands were on my hips but moved around my waist, pulling me forward so he could kiss me. We stayed in that heartbeat as long as we could, our bodies entwined and our lips joined, living in a moment that was just as it was meant to be.
It was just perfect.
When I couldn't take it anymore, I started moving, lifting myself before sheathing him inside of me again. Jimmy moaned, a lovely, thrilling, gorgeous sound that I felt surge through me, and I had no choice but to start rolling my hips faster, eager to hear it again. His hands moved from my waist to my lower back, then down to my ass. He grabbed a handful, making that beautiful noise again as he urged my body forward faster and harder.
Bliss seared through me, his cock possessing my body in a way I couldn't say I'd ever experienced before. It was insistent, almost demanding my pleasure, and I had to steady myself on Jimmy's shoulders as I rode him. My fingertips dug into his back as I realized I was going to come again.
I whispered it to him and he half-laughed, half-moaned. Sweet words left his lips, little urgings, things I felt more than I heard as I worked myself to another orgasm. I was close, so fucking close, when the words became more urgent and his hands tightened on my ass, the tone becoming more desperate and needy.
"Gonna come," he groaned, almost anguished. "Can't... fuck, I can't--"
"It's okay," I whispered, my lips brushing against his ear. "Come for me, Jimmy."
He groaned again, then gasped, then made a noise that was astoundingly hot and tilted his head back. Moments later, his cock throbbed and I felt it as he spilled himself inside my pussy.
His face twisted in an eruption of torment mixed with ecstasy as I kept impaling myself on his cock. It was amazing, the sight of him, and the way his body surged. The sound of him, the feel of him, the way he clung to me as if he thought he would fall off the edge of the world if he let go... it was what I needed. I clutched at him as my second orgasm hit me like a tidal wave, washing over the both of us as I held him against me, quivering on top of his body as I finished.
Indiscriminate time passed as we sat on that couch. Slowly, the world reappeared around me, colourful Christmas lights gently caressing Jimmy's flushed cheeks. His eyes were closed, eyelashes brushing against his cheeks as he breathed steadily. At some point he'd let go of my ass, his arms ending up back around my waist so he could hold me close.
A heartbeat passed, then two, then more, and when Jimmy's eyes finally opened, he smiled at me through the heaviness.
"Can I stay the night?" he asked drowsily.
"You fucking better."
Both of us laughed, a tired sort of laugh, and all I could think when he kissed me again was how thankful I was he'd chosen me.

Seventeen

Mom Guilt is real.
It manifests in different ways for different moms. I guess dads might have it too, but I wouldn't know; Baylee's dad was incapable of admitting guilt in any way, shape, or form, so I didn't have firsthand experience with what Dad Guilt might be.
But Mom Guilt, well.
Mom Guilt is the eighteen phone calls you make the very first time you leave your child with a babysitter, followed by the eighteen minutes of crying when you get home from wherever you were because you feel so bad for leaving your baby for The Very First Time.
Mom Guilt is crying on the toilet because you locked the bathroom door so you could get Two Fucking Minutes Of Peace, but now your child is sobbing in the hallway as the saddest little knocking sounds stab you right through the heart because they miss you.
It's hating yourself a little and then a little more when you indulge and do stupid things like get piercings because you trusted your ex-husband to actually pay the child support he said he would, and when he doesn't and you're down to your last pennies, you can't help but regret eating that slice of bread for breakfast because after dinner, your daughter is still hungry and you have nothing else to give her.
It's making those choices you have to make that hurt your child, not because you want to, but because sometimes what's best for them isn't what they want. It's telling your child no, you cannot stick a fork in the power outlet because it will fry your stupid little brain, only for them to not understand Why Mommy Is Being So Mean. Because they just... they don't fucking understand how electricity works yet, and when you remember that, you feel even shittier because it's easy to forget how scary and new the world is when you've only been on it for a hot minute.
It's counting down the days until they're eighteen and you can celebrate, sort of, because you got them to adulthood and technically they are Not Your Problem Anymore. It's knowing how awful that sounds, even though you know every parent in the world thinks the same thing at some point.
And it's knowing, without a doubt, that it doesn't matter if they're eighteen months or eighteen years old, that they'll never not be your problem anymore, and you couldn't be happier about that... but God damn if you don't want to sell them to the zoo sometimes.
Above all, Mom Guilt is unreasonable.
For example, when I woke up in Jimmy's arms the next morning, I really had nothing to feel guilty about. And I suppose I didn't feel guilty right when I woke up. Instead, I basked in the feel of his arm around me and listened to the steady thrum of his heart, trying to think of the last time I'd woken up in anyone's arms. Daniel had never been much for physical affection and the adult sleepovers I'd had post-divorce were less "sleepovers" and more "Okay, you're done? Cool, I gotta get home to my kid, see ya."
So, as far as the whole cliche of literally waking up with someone's arms around me went, there was a pretty good chance it was the first time it had ever happened. And as it turned out, I liked it.
I liked it a lot.
We had apparently been so exhausted that we hadn't moved an inch after I nestled next to him the night before, my head on his chest and his arm around my shoulders. It had felt natural, easy, like a routine we'd done countless times before and would do countless times more, even though it was the very first time. And I was content to stay there, dozing lazily with the occasional gentle breath brushing my forehead, but the universe had other plans.
At least, my universe did.
Jimmy startled when my phone started ringing, jostling me out of the half-asleep state I'd fallen back into. I snorted back a laugh at the confusion on his face, then flopped ungracefully onto my back so I could roll over and grab my phone from the nightstand. The screen was blindingly bright and I winced, squeezing my eyes shut as I answered.
"Morning, sweetie," I said.
"Hi, Mom," came the subdued response. "Sorry I didn't call right when I woke up."
My eyes flew open.
"What's wrong, Bay?"
"Nothing," she said.
I waited.
"I just miss you," she continued.
My heart ached. "I miss you, too. Is everything okay?"
"Uh-huh."
And then silence.
My daughter did not do silence.
Tension ran through me, so obvious that Jimmy seemed to notice and rolled onto his side, his forehead creased as he studied me. I sucked lightly on the piercing in my lip.
"What fun plans does Dad have for you today?"
She sighed. "I dunno. Probably boring stuff. He said I gotta go to the mall and get a dress for church with Grandma. I told him I don't like church and I hate wearing dresses and then Grandma said Santa wasn't gonna bring me any presents if I didn't go."
I swallowed back what I wanted to say, which was that her grandmother was a detestable hag who definitely didn't have a stick up her ass because that would've implied she was capable of unclenching her tight excuse for a butthole, and tried to sound comforting instead of disgusted.
"Well, don't tell your grandma I said this, but that's not true at all," I said, my voice almost instinctively quiet, like the sheer mention of the hag was enough to make me wary.
Her tone brightened cautiously. "So I don't hafta go to church?"
Ah, fuck.
"I'm not saying you don't have to go to church," I said carefully. "If you really, really don't want to go, you can try talking to your dad. But Santa will bring you presents either way. If he doesn't bring them there, I'll make sure he leaves them here for when you come home."
"Oh," she said miserably. "Well, I guess that's okay. But if I have to wear a dress, I'm not going to be very happy, Mom."
Her attitude was almost funny.
Almost.
We talked a little bit more and I got the gist of what had her so upset: Daniel's mom had brought breakfast over and Daniel told her it would be rude to call me while Grandma was there. So she'd already been annoyed, and when Daniel told her she had to wear a dress--which she didn't actually hate, but she was going through a phase where she was trying to develop her own style, so being told what she could and couldn't wear was the real issue there--she'd gotten even more upset.
And then of course, Daniel's mom implied that she was going to end up on the naughty list for doing one thing after Baylee had spent a whole year being as good as she could possibly be, and Santa had told her the day before that she was on the nice list, and she still didn't understand why not wanting to go to church was something that was bad, and now she was panicking that the Christmas wish she wouldn't tell me about wouldn't come true.
I promised her she was still on the nice list and that I was certain Santa was still going to try to make her Christmas wish come true, but that maybe she should tell me what the wish was so I could double-check with Santa about it. She still refused, of course, but by the time I heard Daniel in the background telling her it was time to go with Grandma to the mall, she did sound a bit happier.
"Have fun at the mall, sweetie," I said.
"Maybe," she said.
"At least try."
"Well, duh," she said, giggling.
"Don't say 'duh,'" I heard Daniel scold in the background. "It's rude."
Baylee's giggles stopped and she sighed. "Okay. I gotta go, Mom. Love you."
"Love you. Talk to you at dinner."
We hung up. Frustrated, I sat back against the headboard, fidgeting with my phone as the Mom Guilt took over.
"You're upset," Jimmy said, propping himself up on his elbow. "Talk to me."
And how was I supposed to explain it to him? That my skin felt like it was crawling, that my stomach was roiling, that while I was lying in bed thinking how good it felt to wake up next to him and how much I'd enjoyed last night, my daughter was being made to feel like she was a bad kid because she didn't want to wear a dress and go to church.
As much as I tried to explain it, he didn't seem to get it.
"I should be doing something to help her," I told him.
"What could you do?" he asked bluntly. "Seriously. Like yeah, it's a bad situation. Yeah, your ex is a douchebag of the highest level. But you said it yourself, there's nothing you can do, not until he brings her back. You can't feel shitty for enjoying yourself."
"I can and I will," I said stubbornly. "Just try and stop me."
He raised an eyebrow. "Is that an invitation?"
My mouth dropped open. "An invitation for what?"
The shadow of a smirk was on his lips, as much as he tried to fight it back. "To try to stop you from feeling shitty."
I stared at him, speechless. I mean, yeah. It kind of was what I'd said, wasn't it? And what he was insinuating... I mean, it was also entirely inappropriate, but since when was I someone who cared about what was appropriate?
Very deliberately, I put my phone back on the nightstand, then looked at Jimmy pointedly.
"Let's see you try, Jimbo. Make me smile."
He didn't waste a second, getting to his knees and moving in close so he was practically pinning me against the headboard. Instantly, his lips were on mine, a searing, scorching kiss that completely took my breath away. A confident hand moved to my knee, nudging my legs apart so he could tap his fingers along my inner thigh.
"Is it working yet?" he murmured against my mouth.
"Mmm," I replied. "Not quite yet."
"Too bad," he said casually, grabbing my wrist and guiding my hand to his cock. "'Cause it's working for me."
I almost smiled when I wrapped my fingers around his throbbing shaft.
"That was fast," I said as he let go of my wrist so he could grab my breast again.
"Fast?" he scoffed, nipping my lip. "I had to sit there staring at your naked ass while you chatted away on the phone. You know how fucking hard that was?"
"I have some idea," I murmured, stroking him purposefully. "But no one said you had to stare at me."
"Like I'd give up the chance to see you naked." He bit my lip again, harder that time. "You know how friggin' hot you are? How friggin' addicted I am to your body?"
That didn't get a smile, but a rush of tingling warmth danced across my skin, bringing redness to my face and wetness between my legs.
His fingers kept doing that maddening thing, tapping along the sensitive flesh on my thigh, drifting closer and closer to my pussy but never quite making it all the way there. I kept rubbing his cock, the smooth heat of his shaft almost as maddening as the feel of his fingers, until I couldn't take it any longer and had to squirm in place, desperate for some kind of friction.
The slight movement didn't go unnoticed. For a moment, I thought Jimmy was going to give in and start fingering me. Those tantalizing fingers of his moved up, and up, and just when my breathing quickened and I was nearly quivering with anticipation, he traced his fingers along my pussy lips... and nothing more.
I whimpered against his mouth and felt the soft puff of air as he laughed.
"Working yet?" he asked.
"No," I muttered, fooling absolutely no one.
He slid his tongue into my mouth as the hand on my breast focused on my nipple. I inhaled sharply as he rolled the hard little nub between his fingers, mindful of my piercing, then ran his thumb along it quickly. That earned him another squirm, so sudden that I almost managed to push his hand against my clit, but he was too fast.



"Jimmy," I pleaded.
"Kelsie," he mocked.
"You're torturing me."
"Hmm." He ran his thumb across my nipple again. "We can't have that now, can we?"
"Not at--oh!"
I wasn't expecting him to grab me, moving me away from the headboard in one quick motion. Before I even realized what was happening, he had me on my back, and that was it. In that sudden moment of shock, I laughed.
Jimmy grinned triumphantly, moving between my legs. "How about now?"
I fought back a smile. "I dunno..."
"No?" he asked innocently.
I should have said yes. Instead, I shrieked as he tickled me, writhing beneath him in a completely futile attempt to escape.
"Now!" I gasped between what I refused to acknowledge as laughs. "It's working now!"
He didn't stop. "What was that? Sorry, you're going to have to repeat yourself, I can't hear you over all the laughter."
I managed to free one of my arms and clutched at his forearm, shoving it away. He retaliated by grabbing my free arm and pinning it to the bed. I tried to do the same thing with my other arm but barely managed to touch him before he was in control of that one, too. He moved it above my head, adjusting so he could use one hand to hold both of my wrists. I tensed, half-expecting him to start tickling me again, but he just touched the side of my face.
"You good?" he asked.
Confused, I nodded. Carefully, he pressed his lips to mine.
"Just making sure," he whispered.
There were no words for the way that made me feel. How could there be? How could a word ever explain the way my heart soared and fell at the same time? How could anything describe the feeling I had from something so simple as him taking that moment, pulling back so he could check in to make sure I was okay?
All I could do was smile.
He felt it and responded with one of his own. The hand on my face moved down my body, no longer teasing or tantalizing or tickling but simply travelling to its destination. He shifted, grabbing his cock so he could guide it inside me as he kissed me again.
It had started fun and silly and wild, but things had morphed, changing into something much, much more. It was only when he sank inside me completely that he let go of my arms, and I moved them only so I could wrap them around his body and hold him close as he began moving inside of me.
Nothing existed in the world except us, except lips and limbs, gasps and sighs, gentle movements as he entered me again and again. Hair was brushed away from my forehead and kisses found my lips, my cheeks, my forehead. He worshipped me as he filled me, completing me in a way that I didn't think was possible and was terrified to already start acknowledging. How something like that could happen to me, like this, so soon... there weren't words.
It amazed me.
He amazed me.
Jimmy's lips didn't leave mine as I came, taking my cries of explosive bliss for himself as he pushed inside me harder and harder. I hugged him to me, hands splayed on his back, his body giving so much to me and taking everything I wanted to give. His own orgasm wasn't far behind and as I felt him finish, his breath hot against my skin and his body stilling for a heartbeat before he thrust those final few hard, deep times, I smiled again.
He collapsed next to me on the bed, bringing me back into his arms as we both caught our breaths and let our bodies drop from the high we were riding. For a while, we didn't speak, just lay there, Jimmy's fingers tracing light patterns along my arm.
"So this is gonna be a thing, right?" he asked.
"What?"
"You and me."
Such simple words, yet they meant so, so much.
Especially because something was missing.
"'You and me' aren't it, though," I said. "I have a kid, Jimbo."
"Oh yeah, little what's-her-face. Brittany? Bentley?"
I rolled my eyes. "I'm being serious."
"You don't need to be," he said. "It's not like it's some big revelation, Kels. What do you want me to say, I'm cool with your kid? 'Cause I thought that was implied but if it's that big a deal, I'll say it for the record. I'm cool with your kid."
"Is she going to be cool with you, though?"
He paused. "I... what?"
I shifted, my face burning. "I don't know how to do this part of it. I've never, like, introduced someone to her. I don't know what she'll think or how she'll take it or if... I mean, yeah, obviously I want this whole you-and-me thing to work but I don't want to get her hopes up in case things... you know. But not telling her would mean we'd have to pretend like there's nothing happening when we're around her and Leia which is... it doesn't feel right."
Jimmy hugged me a bit closer. "We don't have to figure it out right now, you know."
"I know. Daniel's not bringing her back until the day after Christmas."
I couldn't see his face, but I almost felt him wince. "Sorry. I meant--"
"--that we can think about it." I kissed his chest lightly. "I know."
We fell silent and I was half-dozing against his chest when he spoke again.
"You aren't selfish, you know," he said out of nowhere.
I chuckled. "Uh, okay. Where'd that come from?"
"Last night." He pulled me in closer, kissing the top of my head. "You said it when you were trying to talk me into not wanting you. And I was thinking about it and that's like, a big thing for you. You say it a lot. And you're not."
I shifted uncomfortably. "I mean, I am."
"Not." He trailed his fingers down my arm. "You're not gonna believe me right this second, I know. But you're not. You do a ton of stuff for other people. Thinking of yourself once in a damn while doesn't make you selfish."
"Jimmy, I--"
"It doesn't. I mean, think of it. Think of this. Your argument was basically that giving me what I wanted--a.k.a. you--was selfish... of you."
He was right. I didn't believe him right that second. But I appreciated the sentiment all the same.
"Anyway," he continued. "I'm the selfish one."
I rolled my eyes. "How d'you figure?"
He grabbed my hand and guided it down his body. I made a noise that was somewhere between bewildered laughter and impressed astonishment as I felt his erection beneath my palm.
"You're ready again?" I asked. "Jesus. How do you ever get anything else done?"
My head jostled as he laughed. "The benefits of me being twenty-one, babe."
I jolted upright as I looked at him with alarm. "What was that?"
"What was what?" he asked, confused.
"Babe?" I repeated. "Babe?!"
He fought back another laugh. "Well, what else am I gonna call you?"
"I don't fucking know," I said. "But you don't feel like it's a little weird for you to be calling me 'babe'?"
He shrugged. "I mean, I'm not gonna call you 'mama' if that's what you're--"
"Not a chance. Not a fucking chance, Jimmy."
"Well, I gotta call you something, babe. You get to call me Jimbo and I don't complain."
"You can call me Kelsie. Maybe even Ms. Bauer if I think you need to be particularly formal."
He flicked an eyebrow up. "Hmm. Ms. Bauer. That's kinda kinky. I like that."
He said it like he was joking, but if the way his cock twitched beneath my palm was any indication, there was a lot more truth to it than either of us was willing to admit.
And honestly, given the way he fucked me after that whole conversation, I don't think either of us minded.

Eighteen

That weekend didn't turn out the way anyone expected.
One might blame Jimmy on account of the whole "getting thoroughly and completely fucked Friday night and Saturday morning and Saturday morning and Saturday morning and Saturday night after he finished work and some indiscernible number of times as Saturday turned to Sunday and Sunday morning et cetera et cetera" thing, but one would be very, very wrong.
Or one might blame Em, since she was the one who had shown up unannounced to extend an olive branch so we could make amends, and in doing so, instigated the whole getting thoroughly and completely fucked by Jimmy on Friday night and Saturday morning and Saturday morning and... well, one gets the picture.
One might even go so far as to say it was Daniel's fault, depending on which point in time one was basing their expectations on, since up until Thursday afternoon, one may have expected the weekend to include plenty of cheesy Christmas movies and candy canes and walks around Pueblo to see the Christmas lights.
However, one would be wrong in all instances.
It was Mike.
It was all Big fucking Mike's fault that weekend flipped so suddenly and so jarringly that I nearly ended up with a concussion from the emotional whiplash I'd experienced.
"I owe Alex," Jimmy said, doing nothing to untangle himself from my arms as the clock ticked closer and closer to the time he had to be at work. "And he promised Leia they were gonna do something together today."
"I understand," I said, doing nothing to move away from him. "You don't have to explain yourself to me."
"I know." He groaned, finally shifting so he could get out of bed and get dressed. "But I figure it doesn't hurt so that when I ask if I can come back tonight, you're more likely to say yes."
"Joke's on you, I would've said yes anyway."
"Good." He pulled me in for one more searing kiss that lingered, and lingered, and lingered until he made a soft noise of regret and pulled away. "So I'll see you tonight?"
"You fucking better."
One more kiss, then another, then he really did pull himself out of bed and got dressed. I watched lazily, only getting out of bed and wrapping myself in my bathrobe when he was pulling his shirt on so I could follow him down the stairs and kiss him one more time before he left.
And one more time after that.
And then he really did leave for work, though it was at exactly the time he was supposed to be arriving at work.
I pretended it was the fact that he was late for work that clued Alex--and by association, Em--into the fact that Jimmy stayed the night, which she disproved the moment I picked up the phone when she called that afternoon.
"So you made that decision pretty quick, hey?" she asked instead of saying hello.
"What decision?"
"To fuck my brother." She paused, then gagged. "I can't believe I said that out loud."
"He told you?"
I could almost hear her roll her eyes. "Right, because I've had so much time to talk to him since he spent the night at your place and then went to work."
"Oh. He told Alex."
"I'm sure at this point he's told Alex so much that he's regretting hiring him, but no. He left work early last night so we kind of suspected, but when he showed up today--"
"Oh. Because he was late."
"It was more the huge hickey on his neck."
My face went red. "Oh."
There was a long, tense silence. Just when it started going on long enough for me to start panicking that Em hadn't actually meant it when she said she'd be okay with me getting together with Jimmy and wondering how in the fuck I was supposed to choose between the two of them, she started laughing.
"So you and him are a thing?" she asked.
"I think so," I said.
She stopped laughing. "You don't know?"
"Well, I mean, we did say that we were a thing now, so..."
"So... yes."
"I'm still kind of processing it all. A lot happened really fast."
"Hopefully he wasn't too fast, I mean--oh my God, I can't do this."
I burst out laughing. "Do what?"
"Joke about you and my brother. Ground rule time, no more telling me the dirty details of what you're doing with him."
"I didn't say shit. You're the one who--"
"Yeah, yeah, you're the one fucking my brother so I'm going to blame you for it."
I rolled my eyes, though I couldn't stop myself from grinning. "Fine. I'll accept it."
"Good. Wanna go to the mall?"
"Now?"
"Yeah."
"Today?"
"Uh... yeah."
"Are you insane, Em? It's the Saturday before Christmas."
"Yeah, and Alex and Leia want to have a--she hasn't called him Dad but I'm trying to mentally prepare myself for it maybe happening one day so bear with me--they wanted to have a dad-daughter date." She paused, sniffled, and when she spoke again there was a thickness to her voice. "Which is awesome, because it means I have no kid to deal with this afternoon and we can, you know. Hang out and pretend like everything's normal."
That sounded pretty good to me, so I took the shower I'd been lazily putting off and met Em at the mall.
I can't pretend it wasn't awkward at first. It was. Like, it was weird enough that we'd been fighting because up until then, I couldn't think of a time that Em and I had fought before. But to add in the Jimmy factor... well. We had only just made up and now our dynamic was already being shaken up again.
But she forgave me and I forgave her, so it was going to be okay. It took a little time, but that awkwardness left, and by the time both of us had enough of the throngs of people desperately shoving their way through a busy mall, forging and scouring through picked-over bins of materialistic junk that Em and I pretended we were too good for while conveniently ignoring the fact that we had already purchased most of our materialistic junk, things were almost back to normal.
"Wanna come over and drink beer while we watch a shitty Hallmark movie?" Em asked as we left the mall.
"Sure, but probably just one," I said. "I'm driving."
"Or you could leave your car at my place and Jimmy can drive you home after work," she said. "Since I'm assuming you two are going to fuck like rabbits whenever he's available for the next little while."
"I'd like to point out that I'm not the one who set and subsequently broke the ground rules," I replied. "But yeah, he's coming over again tonight, so--"
"And now you've broken the ground rule." She elbowed me, then looped her arm through mine as we walked towards our cars. "I missed you."
"I missed you, too."
"Let's promise to never fight again."
I knew she was trying to be silly and exaggerated in her girlishness, but I definitely intended with all my heart to keep that promise.
When we got to Em and Alex's place, we ended up forgoing the beer for a much more festive peppermint schnapps spiked hot chocolate while we watched some movie where a strong, independent business woman moved from the city to some town in the middle of butt fuck nowhere to take over a failing flower shop for some reason that seemed to include impressing the local hermit-slash-woodsman who was secretly a prince.
"Alex is okay with alcohol in the house?" I asked as she refilled my mug and added a generous splash from the schnapps bottle.
"So far," Em said. "I didn't know if it made me an asshole to not want to give up alcohol but he said he could handle it and that it wasn't fair to me. So we figured we'd try it out for a while and see. I keep it out of sight and locked up, not that he needs that. I mean he's been sober for decades. But just in case." She shrugged and sipped her hot chocolate. "I trust him and I trust he'll tell me if it's an issue. Plus he's got Mike, too."
Fuckin' Mike.
"What?" Em asked as she saw me tense.
"Nothing."
"Kelsie," she said, a warning tone in her voice. "Don't keep shit from me. That's how we--"
"Fuck. I know." I sighed. "Just, do you happen to know if Mike got the check I sent him? I gave it to Jimmy on Thursday but I forgot to ask if he'd given it to him."
"For the Taylor Swift tickets?"
I nodded and she shrugged.
"I'll get Alex to check with him if you're too busy sucking Jimmy's--"
"Jesus Christ, Em!"
She cackled and threw a few pieces of popcorn at me. I managed to catch a couple of them, but a few bounced off my chin and dropped down the front of my shirt.
"Can I ask you something serious?" I asked as I fished ungracefully for the scattered popcorn in my cleavage.
"Can it wait until you're done feeling yourself up?"
I shrugged, grabbed whatever pieces I could find, and popped them in my mouth. "Now?"
She sighed dramatically. "I suppose. What's up?"
And as much as I knew what I wanted to say, the words didn't come. I pressed my tongue against my lip piercing, frowning as I tried to make sense of the thoughts I'd already put together.
"Kels?" she asked after a moment.
"Yeah," I said. "I just... okay. I don't know if it's too early to be thinking about this but... how do I, you know... like, when you and Alex got together and Leia..."
"Are you trying to figure out how you're gonna tell Baylee about Jimmy?" she guessed with perfect accuracy.
I nodded, tapping my fingers distractedly on my mug of hot chocolate.
"I think you just tell her," she said after a moment. "I mean, I know that's easier said than done. Alex and I stressed about it for ages. Well, I did, anyway. But like, I read articles and shit, I made pros and cons lists, I tried to think of every possible question she might have, and when we finally sat down and told her about it--" She stopped, laughing as she shook her head. "She just told me that I had better buy more macaroni and hot dogs because she'd got it into her head that it was Alex's favourite food."
I nodded. "Yeah, but..."
"But Baylee isn't Leia," she finished. "And then there's Daniel."
"Exactly!" I almost spilled my hot chocolate. "Like, I can't tell Baylee not to tell Daniel about Jimmy, but if he finds out I'm seeing someone... I don't even want to know what shit he'll try to pull."
"Right," she said. "Shit. I meant that Baylee has a dad so she might... but yeah, that's worse."
"But I can't keep it a secret," I said. "I mean, it's not fair, but it's also not realistic."
She looked at me warily. "Because...?"
"Get your head out of the gutter. I mean that we see each other regularly because of the girls. And Baylee might not be the most observant kid, but she's not stupid."
"Ah. Right."
"And because I'm going to have a hard time keeping my hands off him since he's pretty freakin' hot."
Em groaned and threw more popcorn at me as I took my turn to cackle wildly.
"Ignoring that part of it, you've got a point," she said. "Leia will know something's up, too."
"But it's way too early to... to say anything," I said. "Right?"
She shrugged. "Maybe. But I mean, do you think Baylee's going to be upset or excited about it?"
I shook my head. "I have no idea. I know she likes Jimmy, so I doubt she's going to be upset, but I don't know. And if she's excited, that's great... unless something, um, doesn't work out."
She sipped her hot chocolate, studying me over the rim of the mug. "Are you saying that because you're not sure if you want to be with him or--"
"No," I said firmly. "I do. A lot. But if he doesn't--"
"He does." She put the mug down on the coffee table. "Look, if you think Baylee's unobservant, you should see Alex sometimes. He didn't notice the hickey until after he figured it out. He said that Jimmy's practically glowing, Kels. Like his feet aren't even touching the ground, he's so fucking happy."
"Huh. I didn't think I was that good in the sack," I muttered.
"You know damn well it's about way more than how good of a fuck you are," she said bluntly. "So unless you're planning on keeping this from the girls for ages while you try to figure out something that everyone else already knows, that's a non-issue."
I toyed with my lip ring and didn't say anything.
"You have enough other shit to stress about," she said. "You don't need to add this to it. If you want my opinion, tell the girls. Maybe after Christmas since... I mean, Leia shouldn't find out before Baylee does. Whether you do or you don't, it's going to be the right decision and it's going to be the wrong decision. You never know what's going to fuck a kid up, but at the end of it all, Baylee's always going to know you tried to do what was best for her."



And she had a point. A really good point. So when Jimmy picked me up later that night after work, though thankfully before Alex and Leia had returned, I told him what I'd decided.
Well, not while we were driving. While we were driving, I made it clear I'd probably had one too many spiked peppermint hot chocolates and told him what I was going to do to his cock when we got back to my place.
And then when we got back to my place, I did all those things I told him I was going to do to his cock, which involved trying to suck every last drop of cum out of him as he sat on the couch in the living room, the Christmas lights twinkling in my eyes as he ran his fingers through my hair.
And once that was done, Jimmy had to hold me for a while as he recovered, murmuring again and again how amazing my mouth was and completely bolstering my confidence when it came to cock-sucking.
It wasn't until after Baylee called to say goodnight--thankfully sounding much more cheerful than she had when she called at dinner to tell me her favourite part of the day, which was slightly more cheerful than she had been when she called in the morning, though she did almost cry when she said Daniel told her she wouldn't be able to call me until after church the next day--that I mentioned it.
"I gotta ask," Jimmy said as I hung up the phone, laughter in his voice.
"Ask what?"
"The singing. D'you--"
"Every single night," I said. "And I'll probably cry when she finally tells me she doesn't want to sing her goodnights anymore."
"Ah."
"And yes, I realize I suck at singing."
"Your words, not mine."
I rolled my eyes, then took a deep breath. "So. Speaking of Baylee. What do you think about coming over the day after Christmas and spending it with me and her? That's when she'll be, um, opening her Christmas presents from me and Santa."
He studied me, a half-smile on his face. "Isn't she gonna wonder why I'm there?"
"Not after I tell her that we're... you know."
"Fucking?"
I smacked his arm. "I am not telling her we're fucking!"
He laughed and pulled me into his arms, kissing my cheek, then my jaw, then my neck. "You're gonna tell her you're my girlfriend?"
Girlfriend.
It was such a stupid word but it made my heart flutter all the same.
"Yeah," I whispered. "I'm your girlfriend."
His arms tightened and his lips travelled to my collarbone, teeth grazing my skin lightly before he slipped a hand beneath my shirt.
"And I'm your boyfriend," he murmured.
"You are. Will you be there?"
"I fucking better."
My heart fluttered again and I pressed a kiss against the side of his head. "Good."
I felt him smile as he pushed my shirt up, fingers teasing along the edge of my bra before he delved beneath it.
Then, I felt his expression change to one of confusion.
"What the..."
I looked down as he pulled his hand out of my bra, accompanied by some exceptionally crumbled popcorn, and started laughing so hard I couldn't tell him why I had popcorn in my bra.
The laughter might have put his exploration on pause, but it definitely didn't stop him from continuing his expedition once I'd calmed down. He undressed me both carefully and carelessly, letting his clothes and mine fall arbitrarily around the living room until we were both naked, making love on the carpet next to the Christmas tree.
And that's what it was: making love. It wasn't fucking or sex or hooking up or getting off. There was no pretending it was anything less than what it was. I couldn't say it, not out loud, not so soon.
But I felt it.
And I was sure he felt it, too.
At some point, we made it back up to my bedroom. I wasn't sure when; time both mattered and didn't, not when Baylee wasn't home and Jimmy was occupying all my senses. We made love again, and a time or two after that, and I slept safe in his arms, his body curled up behind mine and holding me close.
And it was good. It was so, so good.
Since Baylee wasn't calling first thing the following morning, Jimmy woke up before I did. And that was wonderful because it meant I got to wake up with something hot and thick and hard resting on my ass and fingertips gently tracing patterns along my waist.
I didn't say anything as I blinked the sleep from my eyes, just luxuriated in the feel of him until I was ready to press myself back so his cock was nestled comfortably between my ass cheeks.
He groaned when I did, the pattern he was making near my ribs stuttering as he pushed himself forward. That hand began to trace across my ribs and up to my breasts, groping me with a sleepy satisfaction that was almost wholesome in its appreciation. I murmured my approval as he fondled me, playing with my nipples and dragging his fingers along my cleavage.
"Can I?" he eventually breathed against my neck, pushing his hips forward and grinding against me harder.
"How do you want me?" I replied.
He nuzzled against me, his smile obvious. "Just like this."
I almost protested; I almost asked him if he'd somehow forgotten I had a dump truck ass even though his cock was literally nestled against it, and that meant that spooning wasn't a position that would be possible. Thankfully, I didn't say anything, because apparently I'd forgotten that Jimmy had an exceptionally decent sized cock.
It still took some work for him to get his head inside my pussy. When he did, my mouth fell open. I felt tight, like I was stretching even more than usual to accommodate his thickness, almost to the point that I couldn't handle it. I whimpered as he pushed forward, his cock demanding space inside of me in a way I was all too happy to allow, and just when it seemed like I couldn't take any more of him, I felt his pelvis press firmly against my ass.
He held himself there, slipping his hand down my body and between my legs, his fingers clumsy as he shoved them against my pussy. It took him a moment, but he found my clit, making my body twitch. He made a pleased noise, then began to move.
And oh God, was it good.
His cock must have been soaked with my juices by the time we both finished; I swear I was gushing against him as I came, my body reacting in a way that was familiar in the most unfamiliar way. And when he finished, I couldn't help but think I would never get tired of the noises he made when came, or the way his arms shook even as they tightened around me. I wouldn't ever stop loving the feeling of him drenching my pussy, the way his cock throbbed as he flooded me with wave after wave of cum.
It was so good.
I was kind of hoping for a repeat of the previous day, a mix of dozing and fucking and soft conversation surrounded by sheets and blankets, and we seemed well on our way there when there was a knock on the door.
"Who's that?" I asked, frowning.
"I dunno," Jimmy said. "It's not me."
I laughed, then reluctantly peeled myself away from him. I took a moment to stretch before grabbing a pair of jeans and pulling on a hoodie as Jimmy sluggishly pushed the covers back.
"You can stay here," I said, leaning over and kissing him as whoever it was knocked on the door again, louder this time. "I'll be right back."
Thank God he didn't listen to me.
"Kels, your phone is ringing," he called as I reached the bottom of the stairs.
"Let it ring," I replied. A third round of knocking started, more urgently this time. I glared at the door, bewildered and annoyed and puzzled all at once. "What the fuck?"
What the fuck didn't even begin to cover it.
The moment I opened the door, a whirlwind of energy burst forward.
"Mom!" she shrieked, nearly tackling me to the floor as she threw her arms around me.
"Baylee," I said dumbly, looking down and belatedly hugging her back. "Hey, sweetie."
"There," Daniel said, folding his arms moodily as he stood shivering on the doorstep. "She's home."
I stared at him, eyes wide, thoughts racing through a blank mind as I tried to process what was happening.
"I missed you," Baylee whined, pressing her head against my stomach.
"I missed you more," I said. "Why don't you go--"
And then I stopped.
Because Jimmy was upstairs.
And so was Baylee's bedroom.
But I couldn't very well ask Daniel what the actual fuck was going on while Baylee was standing there because unlike Daniel, I had no desire to use my daughter's presence as a weapon or a tool or to make a point.
I paused long enough that Daniel took note. An eyebrow flicked up as he looked at me and my heart started to pound, so hard that my legs began to feel like rubber.
And then Jimmy saved me.
"Okay Kels, I got the last of those present--uhh, pres... presentations, uh, presentation folders put away," he said, thundering down the stairs and faking shock as he saw Baylee standing there.
Or maybe it wasn't fake.
Yeah, he might've been playing along, but it probably wasn't entirely fake.
"Jimmy?" Baylee said, letting go of me. "What're you doing here?"
"I was, uh, helping your mom with... with this thing she has to do for work," he said.
Baylee frowned suspiciously. "On Sunday?"
"Uh-huh."
"That's weird."
Jimmy chuckled. "Yeah, that's what I said, too."
"Right," I said. "Bay, go put your things away in your room."
"Okay," she said obliviously, and she grabbed her bags--including a couple I'd never seen before stuffed full of new toys and presents and clothes--and practically skipped up the stairs.
I waited until I heard her footsteps in the hallway before I turned to Daniel.
"You've moved your spare key," he said conversationally. "I was starting to worry we'd freeze to death waiting for you."
"What the fuck?"
"Language, my dear."
My face went red. "What do you want?"
"Nothing," he said stiffly. "She wanted to come home."
"I'm supposed to believe that after you showed up and fucking--"
"Do you always swear so much?"
"--took her with no fucking notice?" I said, ignoring him.
"Perhaps I had a change of heart," he said.
"Tell me the truth," I said, gritting my teeth.
"Perhaps you should have your..." He motioned at Jimmy, who was still standing somewhat behind me. "... whoever that is, go to the other room."
"Nah," Jimmy said coldly. "I'll wait here, if you don't mind."
Another eyebrow flick from Daniel.
"Jimmy can wait there," I said.
"Jimmy," Daniel repeated, then a look of recognition crossed his face. "Are you Jimmy Reilly?"
"I am," Jimmy replied cautiously.
"Hmm." Daniel took a breath, his mouth twisting as though he'd smelled something bad. "Well, Mr. Reilly, perhaps you can inform Mr. Acton that Baylee is home safe and sound."
I stared at Daniel, trying not to let my confusion show and failing miserably. "What does Mike have to do with this?"
During my marriage to Daniel, I got used to being made to feel stupid. He had it down to a simple look, his cold eyes full of a condescending impatience that used to make my skin crawl and my spirit shrink smaller and smaller. It was terrifying what that man could do with a look, how he could reduce me to feeling like I was simply a husk of a human going through the motions of life with no more sense of self than a cockroach.
He controlled me with looks like that, consumed me, used them as warning sirens to the storm that could come should I choose not to heed him. Looks like that would make me freeze, shake, tremble from across a room.
Looks like that had terrified me for years.
Right then, standing on my doorstep in the frozen air of a Sunday morning, Daniel tried to give me one of those terrifying looks. I saw the hint of psychopathy, the twinkle of a man who knew how to cause pain and enjoyed it, who wanted to throw some biting remark at me...
And who couldn't.
"You seem to have friends in high places that you don't even know about," he said instead, disdain barely disguised beneath the acute politeness of his tone. "That's very interesting, my dear."
"Don't call me your dear," I said.
He smirked. "My dear--"
"Did you not hear her?" Jimmy said pointedly from behind me. "Or are you that fucking stupid?"
It was a risky statement. It could have gone incredibly badly. I don't think Jimmy thought through how badly mouthing off like that could have gone, though I couldn't blame him. He'd never had to stand in front of Daniel, shaking like a leaf and staring him in the eyes while trying to keep track of where his fists were in case I had to duck.
But it didn't go badly.
Not for me, at least.
Daniel, on the other hand, had a strange look on his face. It took me a moment to recognize it as nerves.
"As I said." He stopped, clearing his throat. "Please inform Mike that Baylee is home. Should she wish to spend time with her family again, I will ensure we discuss it with plenty of notice."
"Would you like to tell me why you've had this change of heart?" I dared to ask.
"No," he replied. "I would like to say goodbye to my daughter."
There was no use pressing for more information. Daniel wouldn't tell me any more than he had to simply because something had caused him to give up an iota of control and he was going to grasp at any and all other things that he could control. Whatever Mike had done, it had shaken him, so badly that he'd skipped church and brought Baylee home when he'd gone to all that trouble to get her for so long.
It had shaken him more than anything had shaken him before.
And that was saying something, because the man who knelt down to hug my daughter and tell her that he loved her was not the kind of man who let much shake him. Not visits from police officers responding to reports of a domestic incident. Not being served divorce papers. Not the fact that he'd put me in the hospital. I mean, he was the kind of man who manipulated a girl for years and years, with no reservations and no repercussions and, most significantly, no regrets.
It took a lot to shake a man like that.
As he left, I didn't know if I was impressed or terrified that Big Mike was such a scary motherfucker that the scariest motherfucker I knew was afraid of him.
And I didn't know if I brave for all those times I'd backtalked to him, or just incredibly stupid.
I didn't know what he'd done, what he'd said, how he'd managed to track down my ex-husband and my daughter. I didn't know what connections he had. Jimmy didn't seem to either, not that I could ask him right that second, but when I texted him later that day, he swore up and down that he had no idea.
Alex might have known. He probably did. Em probably did, too. I mean, she probably instigated it; I didn't know how else Mike would have even known what happened or who Daniel was.
And I could have asked her. I could have called her and said Baylee wanted to play with Leia and then grilled Em for details. I could have pushed and pressed and insisted that she tell me what she'd done. I could have demanded that Mike tell me how he found Daniel, how he'd managed to do what I never could and stir up some semblance of emotion from the icy depths of Daniel's would-be soul.
And maybe I should have. I mean, knowledge like that could be invaluable. It could have changed everything. Whatever Mike knew or did, I could have used that to cut Daniel out of my life once and for all.
Or maybe not. Maybe Mike dealt in veiled threats and backroom deals. Maybe he'd manipulated the manipulator, somehow finding something that Daniel was afraid of and would take seriously. And maybe I could leverage that, find a way to make Daniel agree to get the fuck out of my life forever.
Because I was tired of having monsters in my life. And he was a monster, the worst of them all. I might have had all sorts of little monsters in me, but they were only there because Daniel had laid them there like little parasitic larvae. He was the father of monsters.
But he was also the father of my daughter.
And if there was one thing I could remember about the girl I'd been before Daniel ruined me, it was that I'd hated being told what to do. I'd hated being told what to wear, who to talk to, how to act, and what to think. Daniel had done what my parents couldn't, which was to break me, subdue me, turn me into a docile little woman who would nod when she was told to and come up with excuses for her blackened eyes when necessary. And God help me, I would never let anyone fuck with Baylee's mind the way Daniel had fucked with mine.
Daniel got to me because my parents tried to force me to be the daughter they wanted instead of the daughter they had. Growing up with them was a battle and the scars from that had left me vulnerable.
Baylee would never end up with scars like that because there were no conditions to my love. She had it, wholly and completely, forever.
In my daughter, I saw the girl I might have been. And even if that wasn't the girl she wanted to be, that was okay; she could be anything she wanted. But I saw bits of myself in her that I recognized vaguely, like they were childhood friends who I hadn't seen in decades. And one of those bits was her inherent need to pave her own way, to make her own choices, to go against what people said simply because complacency wasn't in her blood.
I couldn't be the bad guy, not when it came to Daniel. Taking away her ability to choose to have him in her life would only push her towards him. I knew that as much as I knew I'd love my daughter with everything in me, no matter what choices she made.
There was no question that he loved her too, or at least, the way that he felt about her was the closest to love he was capable of. He hurt me, but he wouldn't hurt her, and that was what mattered most.
She would understand, one day. I dreaded the thought of the day she realized what kind of man her father was. I dreaded dealing with the broken heart caused by the one man in her life who was supposed to never let her down. But it was a discovery she had to make on her own, and when she did, I would still be there, loving her unconditionally.
And maybe that would be enough to patch her heart back together.
Still, maybe I should have asked Em and Mike what they had done. Maybe I should have known what kind of people I had in my corner. Maybe I wanted to know so that I could have that moment of vindication after all those years of putting up with him, so I could get vengeance for all the horrible things he'd put me through, so I could punish him the way he'd punished me.
But I'd already dedicated enough of my life to Daniel. So instead, I chose ignorance.
I chose hugging Baylee so tightly and for so long that she took a huge, gasping, dramatic gulp of air when she finally managed to squirm away.
I chose telling her to go upstairs and bring all of her new clothes down to the washing machine so I could sneak a kiss with Jimmy and whisper to him that we'd talk later and figure out a new plan for telling Baylee about us, oh and also, could he give me a ride back to Em's to get my car and pretend like he'd brought me home out of the kindness of his heart so she didn't suspect anything?
I chose to be the bigger person, to let the universe punish Daniel, to focus my energy on the things I could control--the things I wanted to control--the things that would bring me joy and happiness and all things good instead of giving one more second of my time to thinking about him.
I chose to be selfish, and I didn't feel guilty about it at all.

Nineteen

Jimmy and I decided to wait until after Christmas to tell Baylee about us, like we'd originally planned, and then promptly fucked that up.
The intent was to give her time to return to some semblance of normalcy. At first I wasn't sure if she'd need that time. I thought maybe she'd be regular old Baylee with her bountiful grins and bold statements and wild dreams, innocently oblivious to the chaos that had swirled around her life for the past few days. She was eight, after all, and maybe she would take everything that had happened at face value.



And she seemed to be okay, at least, for most of the day on Sunday. She seemed so okay that I almost wondered if I should bring it up casually, ask her how she'd feel if Mom started spending more time with someone she cared about very much.
It wasn't until bedtime that it became obvious that Baylee wasn't quite back to her normal self.
"I la-la-la-love you, my little firefly," I sang as I tucked the blankets around her and made sure the stuffy she pretended she was too old for was within reach so she could grab it after I left the room like she always did.
"And I la-la-la-love you, Mommy," she sang back.
She hadn't called me Mommy in a very long time. The word alone was still enough to trigger that tingling maternal instinct that something was wrong. Swallowing back my worry in the hopes that she wouldn't see it, I brushed her hair off her forehead so I could lean forward and kiss it.
"What's wrong, Bay?" I whisper-sang.
She was quiet for a moment, then opened her mouth. Then, frowning, she closed it before starting again.
"Can we break the no-talking rule tonight?" she asked.
I brushed her hair back again, trying to calm my own nerves. "Just for tonight."
Her mouth twitched and she nodded, but didn't say anything.
"Are you going to tell me why?" I finally asked.
"Uh-huh."
I waited for another moment as she seemed to think, then looked up at me.
"I didn't tell Dad I wanted to come home," she said. "I'm happy he did 'cause I wanted to but I didn't tell him that 'cause I thought Santa might think it was naughty 'cause he'd think I was being ungracious."
"Ungracious?"
"Grandma said little girls who don't wear dresses and go to church and listen to their dads are ungracious," she said. "And ungracious girls don't go on the nice list."
The fucking rotten old bitch. Two and a half days was all it had taken to make my little girl question herself.
"Your grandma is wrong," I said bluntly. "Very wrong. You're not 'ungracious' and those things aren't what makes a little girl gracious or nice or anything."
"But what if it makes Santa put me on the naughty list?"
I glanced from left to right, then leaned in. "Tell you what. If you really want to know, I'll tell you how Santa decides who's on the nice list."
Baylee's eyes brightened and she nodded.
"You get on the nice list by doing good things for people and being nice to animals and always trying your very best," I whispered conspiratorially. "Santa knows when people try to do the right thing and even if we make mistakes, he understands. As long as you try to be a good person, Santa will put you on the nice list."
"Really?"
"Really."
She looked relieved for a moment before her face clouded over again. "Okay, but how did Dad know I wanted to come home?"
"That I don't know, sweetie."
She twisted her mouth. "Well, I'm glad he did. I dunno why he was so grumpy all the time. Normally when I have Dad Day we do fun things but now he wants to tell me what to do all the time and I don't want to listen to him. I think I'd rather be ungracious."
I slid my arm around her shoulders so I could hug her.
"Be ungracious," I said. "It's better than being disingenuous."
"What's disig... disjigin..."
"Disingenuous." I kissed the top of her head. "It means fake. If your choice is to be rude or to be yourself, be yourself."
"Be myself," she repeated, then untangled her arms from the blankets so she could hug me back. "I'm glad I get to spend Christmas with you, Mommy. Dad and Grandma are pretty dis-igneous."
"Disingenuous."
"What-ev-ev-ev-ev-ever," she sang, and I knew that she was going to be okay.
Still, I figured it couldn't hurt to let things settle for a few days before telling her about me and Jimmy. Once I was sure she was asleep, I called him.
"It means things for us--like, you-and-me us--have to be quiet for a little bit," I said after I finished telling him. "I'm sorry."
"Don't be," he replied.
"It means we can't really... you know."
"Fuck?"
"I was going to say act any differently than we usually do, but it's good to know where your priorities are," I teased.
"My priorities are what's best for Baylee," he said. "You know what she needs better than anyone."
I couldn't hold back a smile as I looked down at my hands. "I don't want to feel like I'm making you wait for me."
"Make me wait," he said. "I don't care if it's a few days or weeks or months, whatever. Waiting for you is worth it."
He wasn't there, so he couldn't see me roll my eyes, but I did it anyway to cover up the way my heart fluttered. "That was cheesy as fuck."
"I can't help it if the truth is cheesy as fuck," he said.
"Smooth."
"You think so?"
"Mm-hmm."
"How smooth?"
I glanced towards the stairs, then lowered my voice. "Smooth enough to get your cock in my mouth, if you were here."
He let out a low, steady exhale. "Fuck. What'd I say about a few days?"
"Maybe Em will take one for the team and watch the girls for a while. Pretty sure she owes me at least one from when she and Alex first got together."
"God, I fucking hope so."
She didn't, though. Not because she didn't want to or anything, but because it was a few days before Christmas and so many other things came up that I almost didn't have time to refresh my hair colour like I'd wanted to--almost. Even though they didn't live across the street anymore, Baylee and Leia weren't used to going for so long without seeing each other; between school and Girl Scouts and everything in between, they were together more often than not.
It worked out okay, though. The studio apparently wasn't very busy that week, so neither Jimmy nor Alex had to go into work very often. So it only made sense for them to tag along when the girls wanted to go ice skating and then see the Christmas light display at the zoo on Christmas-Eve-Eve. And even though Jimmy and I still had to keep our hands to ourselves and pretend like nothing had changed, it was nice to be able to see him rather than having whispered phone calls and text message conversations that I kept having to archive so Baylee wouldn't see them when she insisted on playing with my new phone.
Even though it was really hard to keep my hands to myself.
"You have got to stop walking in front of me like that," he dared to whisper while we were at the zoo and the girls had bolted ahead to get in line for hot chocolate, Alex following as he dug his wallet out.
"Like what?" I murmured back.
"Like with that fine ass of yours. It's driving me crazy."
"Don't look at it, then."
"What else am I supposed to look at?"
I snorted. "The Christmas lights? The animals?"
"There's Christmas lights here?" he asked innocently. "I hadn't even noticed."
I tried not to smile, but it was completely futile. "Stop staring at my ass."
"I can't help it. You keep walking in front of me and those jeans look so damn good..." He trailed off, then surreptitiously slipped his hand between us and down to my ass.
"You're torturing me," I breathed.
"I'm torturing myself," he replied, squeezing just firmly enough to make me stand a little straighter in the hopes no one had noticed the way I'd jumped. "I thought grabbing your ass would help a little but all it's making me want to do is--"
"You two are taking some big risks right now," Em said as she walked up beside us.
Which was true, as much as neither of us wanted to hear it, and Jimmy reluctantly took his hand back.
"Sorry," Em said, sounding a lot more amused than she did apologetic. "What time are you and Baylee coming over tomorrow?"
"Tomorrow?"
"Christmas Eve? To stay the night? So we can spend Christmas Day together and the girls can open their--" She went silent, mouthing the words 'Taylor Swift tickets' "--at the same time? You said, and I quote: 'I'll be there no matter what.'"
"I didn't know if that was still on the table," I said.
She rolled her eyes. "Duh, Kelsie. Duh."
"You're taking after the girls now?"
"Who do you think they got it from? Anyway, you might as well come over for dinner."
"What about me?" Jimmy asked.
"You can come for dinner if you want. I'm assuming you're going home after, though, since you don't want the girls to know--" She went silent again, mouthing something that looked a lot like 'that the two of you are fucking.' "Or you could sleep on the couch, I guess."
"I'll probably just go home," Jimmy said, though he sounded a bit sad.
"Sorry," I said. "Next year you can have the guest room."
"I can have it?" he repeated. "Where are you going to sleep?"
"Probably also in the guest room."
Before he could respond with anything but a smile and Em could do much more than roll her eyes again, the girls raced back with steaming styrofoam cups of hot chocolate, smiles bright with sugar-glazed excitement as we resumed our walk through the zoo.
What Jimmy and I should have done was have him come over to my place after Baylee was in bed that night so he could secretly pick up the gifts that "Santa" was going to drop off for her the next evening. That way, we could have quietly fucked each other's brains out and gotten it out of our systems.
But we didn't.
Instead, that night when I couldn't sleep because I couldn't stop thinking about his cock, I got out of bed and dyed my hair--not blue, but a shockingly festive candy apple red--then snuck the gifts into the car and covered them with a blanket so Baylee couldn't see them when we drove over to Alex and Em's. My intent was to sneak them into the house after the girls went to bed on Christmas Eve. But of course, between the excitement and the Christmas cookies and raucous singing of carols, they didn't go to bed until quite late.
And then, of course, we had to wait while they giggled and chatted and tried to listen for Santa's reindeer on the roof.
And by the time they fell asleep, Em and Alex had already put Leia's presents out because it was much quieter for them to sneak the gifts out of their hiding place than it was for me to go outside and trek back into the house, so I said they should go off to bed and that Jimmy could help me carry the gifts in.
And I wasn't fooling anyone with that excuse, but even though Em and Alex one hundred percent knew what I was doing, they very kindly played along and said their goodnights so they could go off and fuck each other's brains out.
Which left me, Jimmy, and the dreamy anticipation of Christmas morning as the only things stirring, unless Alex and Em had a mice problem we didn't know about.
Jimmy wanted to put the presents out, so I leaned against the wall in the living room, illuminated only by the warm, twinkling lights decorating the tree. They flickered as he tucked one last gift carefully in its place. He stood up, regarded the display of gifts nestled beneath boughs of pine, then bent forward to adjust one of the colourful packages the slightest bit.
"There," he said softly.
"Excuse me, Santa, have you seen my boyfriend?" I teased. "I thought I left him in here but--oh, Jimmy! I didn't recognize you. My mistake."
He turned and tried to scowl at me, with little success. "You saying I look like a chubby old guy with a beard?"
"You look nothing like Mike."
Any semblance of his scowl disappeared as he tried not to laugh. "Sorry to burst your bubble, but I ain't Santa, Ms. Bauer."
"Too bad," I sighed. "I was hoping I could sit on your lap."
"Well shit, maybe I spoke too soon." He glanced down the hallway that led to Leia's room, then without another word, pulled me into his arms and kissed me.
And I kissed him back, melting in his arms as that one kiss turned to two, and then three, and then--
"Maybe we should go down to the guest room," I breathed against his mouth.
"So Baylee doesn't come out and see Mommy kissing Santa Claus?"
I smirked. "You're such a smart ass."
"Watch yourself. Don't want to end up on the naughty list."
"I would've thought you wanted your girlfriend on the naughty list."
"Hmm... now that you mention it..."
I nipped lightly at his lip. "C'mon. Come fuck me before you go."
He made the softest, sweetest, most enticing sound, then let me take his hand and guide him through the darkened house to the guest room in the basement.
We kept it down as much as possible, though in hindsight, there was no need for it. Alex and Em didn't live in a shitty little townhouse with paper-thin walls. On top of that, Alex was a musician. There was soundproofing built into the damn place.
But Jimmy and I were both a little distracted at that point, so we didn't think of that.
It had only been two days since we'd last been together, but no one would have ever guessed that based on the desperate way we were pawing at each other. Jimmy practically tore his shirt off as soon as the guest room door closed, dropping it to the floor as he reached for me again. Strong hands cradled either side of my face, guiding my lips up to his, capturing my breath and my heart as he urged me back towards the bed. I let him guide me happily, reaching down to unbutton his jeans as we did that strange, lurching kind of walk that would have been much more efficient if we would've stopped kissing for five seconds.
Except we had no desire to stop kissing for even five seconds, so "awkward lurch towards the bed until the mattress hit the back of my thighs and I ended up on my back with a half-dressed Jimmy on top of me" it was.
I spread my legs for him as he pinned me down, running my hands along his sides and back as he moved my hair away from my face. He didn't try to hide his eagerness, kissing me with earnest passion full of fire and need and exhilaration. I tried to keep up with his lips, but he wanted so much of me all at once that it was all I could do to sit there, letting him take everything I wanted so desperately for him to have.
It was a moment of whispers, heartbeat after heartbeat urging each other on. He nestled against me, the rigid bulge I hadn't quite managed to free before we ended up on the bed pressing needily against my still-covered pussy. That didn't stop him from grinding forward, seeking whatever friction he could and driving me mad with the promise of more. I pushed my hips up to meet him, seeking more as my panties started to dampen, and more as that hollow ache of need began deep in my stomach, and more as my pussy throbbed insistently, desperate to be filled with him.
With all of him.
And he knew that; I said as much, multiple times, pleading in his ear for him to fuck me, please just fucking fuck me, Jimmy. And I felt him smirk and smile and chuckle as he kissed my jaw and neck and collarbone, positioning me so my legs were hooked over his thighs while his hands indulged in the rest of me. Fingertips pushed beneath my sweater--an ugly Christmas one, of course, because when the fuck else could I wear something so wonderfully tacky--and inched along my skin, feasting at the same time they lingered at the same time they completely tortured me.
By the time he finally touched my breasts, I was a mess. My body jerked when he toyed with my nipple, then trembled as he pinched it softly, then began to quake as he flicked the pad of his thumb back and forth across the hard, sensitive little bud. My breath hitched and Jimmy hesitated; as soon as he did, I seized his forearm and looked up at him frantically.
"Don't stop," I gasped, and he immediately resumed, and seconds later, I was fucking coming.
His cock was still pressed against me, that much was true, but I was completely certain that it had nothing to do with the sudden pleasure overtaking my body. It was a familiar sensation in a way that was entirely brand new, peaks and valleys of intensity that threatened to overwhelm me before receding, only to crash back through me seconds later. I clutched Jimmy's arm, my eyes closed and my body quivering. It was only when I squeezed his arm harder and tugged it away because my nipple was painfully oversensitive that he stopped playing with it.
If someone had walked in at the moment I opened my eyes, they would have been hard pressed to figure out which one of us had just came solely by the looks on our faces. Jimmy looked mind-blown, his eyes wide and round and so hilariously awed that I couldn't stop myself from laughing, though it was an exhausted, stunned-sounding chuckle as I rested heavily against the pillow.
"Holy shit," he said. "Did you--"
"Yep."
"Just from--"
"Uh-huh."
"I thought that was, like, an urban legend."
"Apparently not."
"Apparently...?" He trailed off, then looked stunned as the realization hit him. "That was the first time you've--"
"Mm-hmm."
"Holy shit," he whispered again. "So I made you--"
"--have a crazy intense orgasm just from playing with my nipples, yes," I said. "Yes, you did."
"Holy shit," he said for the third, and then fourth, time: "Holy shit."
Had my mind not just been completely blown into a hazy, drifting sort of place, I might have made fun of his inability to say anything else. Instead, I reached up and pulled his face down to mine so I could kiss away his ability to talk while I recovered.
Those kisses turned to more, of course, and my hands wandered as I worked to remove the rest of Jimmy's clothes. It took a bit longer than I wanted because I kept being interrupted by Jimmy undressing me, but eventually we were both stripped naked, skin pressed to skin as we held each other and touched each other and enjoyed every inch of each other.
His cock brushed against me as he moved, hard and throbbing and dragging drops of precum all over my stomach and thighs and pussy. And I was soaked, my pussy drenched, so much so that Jimmy almost moaned louder than I did when he reached down and swept his fingers along my folds before easily delving two fingers into my waiting entrance. His thumb lazily massaged my clit as his fingers moved inside me, filling me just enough to make me positively desperate for more of him.
"Kels," he whispered. "Can I, uh..."
"Fuck me? Yes."
He laughed. "Yeah, but like... in a certain way? If it's okay with you?"
"Stop fucking around and tell me what you want."
Between his hesitation and the redness of his face, I was expecting something weird. Like, maybe not weird-weird, but maybe one of those things that you don't bring up in the middle of hooking up since it might warrant a bit more of a conversation, like anal or revealing that you're super into electrostimulation or using Red Vines as bondage ropes or something. And had it been something like that, I would've been willing to forgive it. After all, Jimmy and I were both kind of new to this and I trusted him, even if his theoretical timing had been a little off.
But it wasn't anything like that.
"I want to fuck you from behind," he finally muttered.
"Like... like doggy style?"
He nodded and I pressed my lips together, trying not to laugh.
"I mean, yeah," I said. "You don't even have to consider it your Christmas present or anything."
He groaned, pressed his forehead to mine as a shiver ran through him, then kissed me one last time before moving away so I could turn over. I grabbed the pillow from the head of the bed and tucked it beneath me, got on my hands and knees, then looked over my shoulder at the man who had his eyes completely glued to my ass and thighs.
I didn't know what he was seeing, obviously, since my eyes were on the front of my head, but the look on his face told a story so clear that I could almost picture it. His eyes moved back and forth, taking in the roundness of my ass and the span of my thighs, which I knew were probably glistening given how glazed my pussy was. Then his fingers, again, spoke the rest of the story; he trailed them up the back of my thighs, mesmerized as he touched the scorching place between my legs.



Then he was moving, leaning forward and pressing a sudden--but not at all unwelcome--kiss against my ass before he positioned himself behind me. His hands travelled along my body again, touching my hips, my sides, and my lower back before lingering on my ass for a long, deliciously expectant moment.
When he was done caressing every inch of my ass, I felt him shift, then the heat of his hard cock pressed against me. One hand was on my hip and the other was, I'm sure, wrapped around his cock so he could guide it into me, but I was so fucking ready for him that I doubted he needed it. His thick tip pushed inside of me, forcing my pussy to stretch around him. My juices allowed him to move smoothly, though he took it slow, letting me feel it as he filled me up inch by glorious inch until he was stuffed inside of me with his hips pressed against my ass.
"Jesus," he breathed when I moaned. Then, when he still hadn't started fucking me and I pushed back so his hips pressed against me harder: "Holy fuck."
He let me do that a few times, gliding forward before fucking myself back on his cock, before he moved both hands to my hips and thrust forward. I bit my lip, curling my fingers around the sheets beneath me as he did it again, and then a bit harder, as if he was testing to find out my limit. He was waiting, I think, for me to whimper or cry out or tell him to slow down or even stop.
But I had no intention of doing anything of the sort.
Slowly, his confidence grew, and those slow little thrusts came faster and harder until he was plunging himself into me. I could barely stifle my noises as he pounded me, my ass bouncing as his body slapped against mine. Biting my lip, I lowered myself, bowing my head and pressing my face against the mattress so I could moan a little louder without worrying that anyone would hear me.
Aside from Jimmy, of course, who heard me, then promptly made the fact that I was trying to muffle my cries completely irrelevant when he made a groaning sound of his own. Not that I cared because honestly, the sound of him was just...
It was so hot.
I knew I was going to come again. I mean, there was no question about that. I was balancing on that line of desperate and overstimulated, my heart as full as my pussy was, my body greedy for the pleasure I knew he could give me. I braced myself against the mattress with one hand so I could slip the other down between my legs.
I fingered my clit for maybe ten seconds before Jimmy realized what I was doing and decided he was having none of that. Instead, he paused with his cock buried completely inside of me, leaned forward, and used one hand to shove mine out of the way so he could replace it with his. The other hand slipped around my body and up to my breast so he could pull me back up, strong arms supporting me as he began to ravish my pussy again.
There was no staying silent for me at that point.
His lips were on the back of my neck. He kissed me there, then moved his mouth to where my neck met my shoulder. Another kiss, then the slight pressure of his teeth as he bit down gently. And I have no idea why that was so hot, but apparently I was super into him biting me because without warning, I came again.
Hard.
Almost screaming hard.
Hard enough that Jimmy hurriedly moved his hand to my mouth, stifling my cries as he kept moving inside of me, and I was impressed that he managed to have the presence of mind to do that because even before I was done coming, he was shooting his load inside of me, flooding my pussy walls with spurt after spurt of cum.
My arms shook as I tried to hold myself up, my body heavy as those blissful spasms faded. Carefully, Jimmy lowered me to my stomach, still inside of me as I found my place on the bed. He kissed my shoulder again, then my neck, his breath hot even against my scorching skin. His hands moved to my back, caressing and massaging lightly before he finally, reluctantly, pulled out and collapsed on the bed beside me.
"Jimbo?" I murmured.
"Hmm?"
"That was fucking fantastic."
He snorted back a laugh, drawing me into his arms. "Tell me about it."
"Well, first you seemed terrified to ask if you could fuck me doggy-style, then--"
"Ha, ha." He groaned, shifting again as I curled up against him.
"But seriously," I said. "Why were you so concerned?"
He didn't respond right away, which was strange. I frowned, glancing up at him as best I could considering he was holding me against his chest.
"Jimbo?" I asked.
His mouth twitched. "What's that rule about not talking about, like, previous partners in bed?"
I rolled my eyes and nudged him. "Rules are stupid. Tell me."
He sighed. "Does it sound like a humble brag if I say I've wanted to fuck someone like that for... like, way too long, obviously, but every time I tried it was... I felt bad?"
"Felt bad for what?"
"My, uh... I... Girls said it hurt," he finally said.
"Oh."
A beat went by, then vulnerability took over.
"Did I hurt you?" he asked. "'Cause if I did then, like, I don't want you to think you have to do it again."
"Not even a little bit." I pressed a kiss against his chest. "I appreciate your concern, but if you never fuck me like that again, I will be very, very bummed out."
He laughed, startled, but I felt him relax a bit as he nuzzled against me.
We stayed like that for too long, holding each other in the dimly lit guest room with the occasional murmured question and tender, honest answer. A while later, Jimmy untangled his arms from me, whispering some bullshit about how he should get dressed and go home.
I mean, it was accurate bullshit, but it was still bullshit.
"But I want you to stay," I said drowsily.
"I wanna stay," he replied, tugging his jeans on, then going to the bag I'd left on the dresser, digging out the pajamas I'd brought, and bringing them to me. "But this isn't how I want Baylee to find out."
I took my pajamas from him. "Yeah, but..."
He smirked as I trailed off. "But I'm right?"
I swallowed, then put my pajama top on.
"Stay and hold me for a bit, then," I asked. "Till I fall asleep. I sleep better when you're here."
And he almost questioned it, but he heard something in my voice that made him stop. Instead, he put his shirt on the dresser and climbed back into bed in just his jeans. I finished putting my pajamas on and curled up next to him as his arms settled against my body.
He was right. That much was true.
He was right, but that wasn't what had made me stop.
It was that he said 'I.'
I knew Jimmy cared about me and Baylee, even before "we" had become a thing. It was irrefutable, the way he looked out for both her and me. But that moment, hearing him say what he did--'This isn't how I want Baylee to find out'--said more than anything.
He was serious about this.
He wanted to make sure my daughter was okay.
He didn't want her to find out by walking in and discovering us together in a way that might upset her.
So that had touched my heart, which made it even harder for me to let Jimmy go home, which meant I pleaded with him to stay with me until I fell asleep even though I knew he was incredibly tired given the way he'd come inside me a short while earlier, meaning that it was entirely my fault that he also fell asleep and Baylee one hundred percent found out he and I were fucking by walking in and discovering us together.
I woke up disoriented, words in my mind that I had heard in my sleep, echoing and reverberating until I understood what they meant:
"Mom! Mom! Santa came while we were sleeping and--"
And.
And what?
And there were arms around me. I liked that there were arms around me.
There was a warm, sleepy body pressed against me. And I liked that, too.
Except that warm, sleepy body jolted upright, jostling my head uncomfortably.
"Shit," said Baylee, except she said it in a manly voice, which was weird because last time I had checked, my daughter did not have a manly voice.
And then I realized I was a drowsy moron and Jimmy was still beside me.
"Mom?"
I opened my eyes, my heart racing as I sat up to see my daughter standing at the foot of the bed, blonde hair flat on one side and tousled on the other, eyes as big as saucers as she stared. Beside me, Jimmy was frozen, though his heart was thudding so hard I could feel it.
At least he had his pants on. Thank God he'd insisted we get dressed.
"Bay," I said weakly. "I--Merry Christmas?"
"Merry Christmas," she repeated, still not blinking as she stared at the two of us.
I cleared my throat, trying to shake the sleep out of my voice. "I know you probably have questions right now and--"
"Is Jimmy your boyfriend?" she asked.
I looked at him helplessly. "I, um. I was going to tell you, sweetie, but yes, I--"
And then she shrieked, spun in a circle, and bolted from the room.
"Leia!" I heard her yell. "Leia, it worked!"
"What worked?" Jimmy asked.
Before I could tell him I had no idea what my daughter was talking about, a stampede of eight-year-old footsteps thundered down the stairs and burst back into the room. Jimmy inhaled sharply as Leia rounded the corner, trailing Baylee by mere inches.
"Uncle Jimmy!" she shouted.
"Oh, shit," floated an adult voice from somewhere above us.
Baylee crawled onto the bed and threw her arms around my neck, practically vibrating and speaking so fast I could barely keep up.
"Me and Leia both asked Santa if you and Jimmy could be boyfriend and girlfriend and he said he would see what he could do but that his magic powers didn't make people fall in love but Leia said that Santa could do anything so we used all our Christmas wishes and that's why I couldn't tell you 'cause if I had it wouldn't come true but I didn't say anything this whole time and it worked because now it came true!"
Somewhere in that string of gibberish, Em had raced down the stairs and joined us in the increasingly crowded guest room. Leia was doing a strange sort of jumping dance and grabbed her mom's forearm as soon as she entered.
"Mom, Uncle Jimmy and Kelsie are boyfriend and girlfriend now! Santa brought us Baylee's Christmas wish!"
I could have cried.
Scratch that.
I did cry.
I tried very hard not to cry, but it was a lot, you know? The intense fear that I'd scarred my daughter for life followed by the confusion as she celebrated something I hadn't even been aware of followed by the realization that my daughter and her best friend had given up their Christmas wishes--which yes, I know that Christmas wishes aren't real but they didn't--so that Jimmy and I could be together.
I don't know where my squalling turd of a daughter got her selflessness from, but it wasn't from me.
I did manage to hold the tears back for a bit. I didn't cry as I hugged my daughter, sharing a grateful look with Jimmy as we both let out relieved breaths. And I was particularly proud of the fact that I didn't cry when Baylee let go of me and jumped on Jimmy, barely giving him time to put his arms out to catch her before she hugged him.
And keeping my eyes dry when she failed to use her indoor voice to tell him she wanted him to make her mom happy and to take good care of her? That deserved a gold medal, especially when Jimmy solemnly promised her that he would.
I didn't cry when Em and Alex promised they'd never let me or Jimmy live this down. And I didn't cry when Jimmy looked at me nervously, apologized, and handed Baylee a long, thin package that contained a set of drumsticks with a picture of the drum kit he'd bought her wrapped around them.
Even though no one would have blamed me for wailing, I just laughed and kissed him, which made Baylee squeal and tap the drumsticks rapidly against the coffee table.
I still kept it together when Em did cry, right after Leia opened some weird recording equipment thing from Alex that he explained was for her and Baylee so they could play music together if they wanted to, just the two of them with a "band" backing them up, and when she asked about performing, he shook his head.
"It's just for you to have fun together," he said.
Leia looked at the gift, then carefully set it down beside her. She stood, ran up to Alex, and hugged him tightly.
"Thanks, Dad."
Em had to leave the room for a minute, and I didn't cry while she was gone and Alex slipped me an envelope that he explained was a gift from him--just him.
"You do so much for me and Em without ever asking for anything back," he said quietly as Jimmy showed the girls how to work the recording thingie. "Consider this a small token of my gratitude."
My mouth dropped as I opened the envelope. "Alex, this is too much."
"It's not even close to enough. You're so damn thoughtful about everything that I didn't even realize how much harder I was making things for you."
"I... I just want you and her to be happy," I said. "She's my best friend."
"You know damn well you're more than her friend." He smiled, glancing at the girls and Jimmy before looking back at me. "You're family."
It took some effort, but I managed to keep my eyes dry as I flipped through the brochure he'd included in the envelope detailing all the amenities and packages available at the luxury spa he was sending me and Em to for a weekend away, just the two of us. I maintained my cool as he handed me another envelope, awkwardly explaining that this one was from Mike, then watched nervously as I opened it to see a donation in my name to the women's shelter in the exact amount of the Taylor Swift tickets.
And that was really something since it... well. It said a lot. It said that Mike had never intended to make me pay for the tickets, but that he understood--that he knew giving me my check back would have been insulting and humiliating and frustrating for me. So he cashed it, that check I'd written using funds my ex-husband had tried to buy my daughter with, and then turned around and sent it back into the world to help the next woman who ended up with a man like Daniel. He let me have my pride in a way that let him keep his pride, and that... well.
I understood Mike a little bit better now.
I didn't cry when we got Baylee and Leia to sit next to each other so Jimmy could surreptitiously hit record on his phone as they both had huge paper-wrapped boxes placed in front of them. I almost cried laughing when the girls realized that there was a smaller paper-wrapped box in the big one, and another one, and six more before they finally got to a small, flat box right in the middle.
And it was a close fucking call when Baylee opened that small, flat box, saw the words "Taylor Swift concert," and burst into tears that overwhelmed her so much, it took nearly ten minutes before we could resume opening presents. It was even closer when I held her as she cried, listening to her whimper that she was so excited, she was just so excited, and sorry, she needed a minute because she never in a hundred million thousand trillion years thought she'd get to see a Taylor Swift concert and I realized that everything horrible, awful, horrendous thing that I'd had to go through to get those tickets was worth it.
I was fine right up until Baylee handed me a messily wrapped gift and said that she had made it herself while she was at her dad's and he said she had to have quiet time.
It was a picture frame, like one of those cheap wood ones you can get at any craft store, but it had two openings on it. She'd painted it and bedazzled it with every colour of rhinestone in the universe, glued pompoms across one edge and ribbon across another, and there had clearly been an incident with glitter that had been hastily covered up with construction paper.
On one side, a picture she had to have gotten from Em: me and her at the concert after she'd finished playing tambourine with the Poplins and I'd lifted her into the air to tell her how proud I was of her.
On the other, a drawing with careful lettering done in marker:
Home Is Where My Mom Is
Love, Baylee
"Mom, it's supposed to show I love you," she said.
"I know, sweetie."
"And you're s'posed to be happy," she said. "You have a boyfriend now and we're going to see Taylor Swift together and it's Christmas! Why are you crying?"
I sniffled and looked up.
In that room was my boyfriend, a man who had chosen me and my daughter above any level of normalcy.
In that room was my family; aside from Baylee, not by blood, but the family I'd chosen and that had chosen me.
In that room was my daughter, my sweet, smart, selfless girl. I sniffled again, then hugged her tightly.
"'Cause I'm happy, Bay. I'm really fucking happy."
"You shouldn't swear," she giggled. "Dad says it's ungracious."
"Fuck that. It's a good day for swearing."
**
I just want you for my own
More than you could ever know
Make my wish come true
All I want for Christmas is you, baby
--All I Want For Christmas Is You, as performed by Heavy Metal Heroes
**
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Well, who says life is fair? Where is that written? Life isn't always fair.
--William Goldman, The Princess Bride
**

Prologue

There's no easy way to say this, so let's just get it out of the way: this is the story of how my son died.
There. Like ripping off the Band-Aid. Not easy or painless, but quick. Unlike ripping off a Band-Aid, though, that pain doesn't fade. It leaves a scar. It's something that follows you around, day after day, twisting its way through every moment and every interaction.
It's something that defines you. You lose a bit of yourself when something like that happens, and I don't mean just the actual loss of your own flesh and blood. For me, I stopped being a dad. I spent years and years as a dad, and then he died and I wasn't a dad anymore.
And they'll tell you, you know. People will tell you you're still a dad, even though your son isn't alive anymore. Maybe some people find that comforting, but I fucking hated when people said that. Because I just... wasn't. I wasn't a dad anymore. My kid was gone and so was that piece of me, and I resented it when people tried to convince me I still was one.
Maybe I'd be one again, one day. But after the cancer finally took Ethan, I just couldn't be that anymore.
It feels like it's always some rare form of cancer with kids, doesn't it? They don't get run-of-the-mill cancers, whatever those might be. It's always something some doctor has only ever read about. It's always something aggressive and impossible to treat. Or maybe I'm just biased because that's all I had experience with. Because they surround you with others just like you, right? When you try to reach out to those support groups and shit? The other parents who've had to sit across from a doctor who's so fucking used to sharing that kind of news that they don't even blink when they tell you there's nothing left to do.
Mine at least had the decency to look sympathetic when I desperately asked if there was any hope. She took a moment before delivering the final blow, which was enough of an answer.
"Mr. Whitlock--" Because they always call you Mr. Whitlock no matter how many times you ask them to just fucking call you Jeremy, since calling you by your first name has too much of a human connection, apparently "--I'm sorry, but it's terminal."
Terminal.
Fuck that shit, right? Like my kid hadn't already been dealt the shittiest hand. Now he had terminal cancer.
Knowing that the last day is coming is weird. It forces you to try being the dad your kid deserves at the same time that you're grieving for something you haven't lost yet. And those two things take so much of your focus that you almost don't even notice the way those other parents are pitying you. Because they are, which is even fucking sadder, since their kid is dying too, but at least they have each other. Not like that poor Mr. Whitlock--no matter how many fucking times you tell them to call you Jeremy--who doesn't have anyone because he's a single dad about to lose his only kid.
But you don't have time to focus on that because Ethan's dying and everything in your life revolves around making the rest of his life perfect.
And while this might be the story of how my son died, he'd be livid if he thought it didn't have a happy ending. Which seems strange, I know, but Ethan was insistent that stories have happy endings. Movies, books, fairytales I made up to take his mind off the needles and treatments and pain: it didn't matter.
"I don't have time for sad stories, Dad," he would say. "So don't start telling me this story unless it has a happy ending."
So, this story has a happy ending because the story doesn't end with my son dying.
We focus so much on the idea of death as "the end" when it's not, and Ethan's life was proof of that. He may have died, but the world kept turning. That horrible day, buses and trains were still running. Children went to school and their parents went to work. Babies were born. People fell in and out of love.
And in a hospital surrounded by beeping machines and wilted flowers and half-empty cups of cold tea, my son started the next part of his story in whatever place we go to after we die.
It wasn't the end.
Just a new beginning.
For him. And for me.
And for her, too.

1 - Noreen

"Maybe next week, okay? I just want to grab some soup on the way home and curl up on the couch, get under the comforter and veg out."
"Noreen, it's been more than a month."
"I know, it's... Look, I just can't. Soon. Next week, I promise."
"Want me to come over? I can pick up the soup. That tomato bisque and that grilled cheese they have?"
The offer was genuine. Inda was a good friend and would slow down the world if it would help me catch up, but I couldn't do that to her. It was karaoke night at Brooke's Downtown and it was bad enough that I wouldn't be joining her.
"No, you go. Have a good time. I'll be fine."
"You sure?"
"Positive."
"Okay, but you're coming next week even if I have to kidnap you."
"Inda, we've been doing this forever. Don't guilt me if I take a break for a while."
"Um, yeah. Sure. I'll... I'll call you."
Great. Now she was all hurt and offended. It was all so much. I didn't feel like going out. What's the big deal?
While most of my college friends had drifted away, Inda had remained as close as the day we had graduated. We still got together to eat junk food and watch old musicals, we still talked for hours and we still went to karaoke. We're music nerds. Sue us.
It's not that I didn't want to go. No, I was levels below that. I couldn't even find the interest to pretend to want to go. I'd been sleeping too much lately and staying by myself. It wasn't healthy, but that was something else I didn't really care about. I was an adult. I paid my bills. I went to work every day and I met my obligations, so I could express that adulting by getting two family size soups and a pint of Ben & Jerry's for dinner.
I was two hours into reading a romance when my mother called. Unwrapping myself from the comforter, I put the Kindle down next to the half-melted remains of Cherry Garcia and picked up the phone.
"Hey, Mom. Everything okay?"
"Yes, of course. Why are you home?"
I rolled my eyes. "How do you know I'm home?"
"Because I'm not an idiot, dear. If you were at karaoke, I'd hear music or loud conversations and you wouldn't pick up on the first ring."
My father gave me my drive and head for numbers. From my mother I got my love of singing and the ability to not give a crap about other people's opinions of me. For her birthday and Mother's Day, Inda and I would take her with us and we'd stay out all night singing to strangers whenever our name was called.
I get it. Karaoke is a cliche from an earlier decade. Don't like it, don't go. For glee club members who've graduated and moved on, there aren't that many outlets to get your singing on. So yeah, Mom knew where I should have been that night.
"Fair. I didn't feel like going out."
"Are you sick? I could drop off some soup?"
Smiling, I shook my head. "I just finished the better part of a large chicken noodle. I'm fine, really. What's going on?"
"I was going to leave a message. I'm stopping by this weekend to get the decorations from the attic and set them up."
Shaking my head, I looked up at the ceiling. "Okay, go crazy."
"You'll be there to help?"
"Mom, I'll bring the stuff down and leave it near the door. Don't ask me to actually set all this crap up."
My parents lived in one of the most exclusive neighbourhoods in the province. If my mother decorated their house like she wanted to, some stodgy banker would have a coronary. Besides the trust fund, I'd inherited my home from my grandparents and Mom used it to overindulge in holiday spirit. Inflatable reindeer at Christmas, giant Easter bunnies, ghosts and ghouls for Halloween; my house was an eyesore every few months.
There was silence on her end.
"Mom?"
"Noreen, if you're not happy, make a change. Whatever this is, it's been bothering you for a while."
What was with everyone? "I'm fine. I just... I don't know. I'm fine. Don't make this a thing, okay? Set up your decorations, have a great time and maybe we'll get dinner after."
"So, you're going to sit in that house and what, read, while I set everything up? Don't you--"
"This is your tradition, Mom, not mine. If it makes you happy, go for it. I'll give the kid that does the lawn some cash. He'll lug things around for you. I gotta go. I love you."
"I love you too, Noreen. I'll see you Saturday."
Snuggled in, I read until dropping off.
I woke up almost smelling the antiseptic aroma of the hospital. I was still on the couch and I guessed it was two in the morning. Rubbing my eyes, I tried to recall what I'd been dreaming of but could only pull together faint memories of sickbeds and cemeteries.
The wind was whistling in the backyard and the one light in the kitchen worked with the full moon to give me enough light to see by. Shivering, I sat up and stretched.
Sighing, I grabbed the remote and put on the TV. Some folk singer who hadn't had a hit in fifteen years was squatting down next to a puppy. She was at a no-kill shelter letting me know that for less than the cost of a cup of coffee a day, I could help keep dogs like Maxie off the streets and help them find a forever home.
I snorted and rolled my eyes. No thanks. I needed my double-double in the morning if I was going to make it through the day. Let's swap jobs and we'll see how much you care about random doggos, Ms. Once-Was-Famous-Singer.
Letting the TV drone on, I reclined back into the couch and pulled the comforter around me. Closing my eyes, I tried to will myself back to sleep.
A few minutes later, I was staring at the ceiling. Why did I just roll my eyes about a no-kill shelter? Why was my instinct to joke about my caffeine addiction? Why didn't I give a fuck anymore?
Falling back asleep, I slept soundly and woke up knowing something was different, something fundamental and deep. Change was on the horizon.

2 - Jeremy

"Did you pack Spike?"
"'Course I packed Spike, buddy," I said. "Come on. Go to bed."
Ethan ignored me, rifling through the bulging backpack we took to all his treatments on the couch. "I don't see him."
"For sure?" I asked as a furry black-and-white ear poked out of the zipper.
"Yes, Dad," he replied snarkily.
I took a deep breath and silently repeated the advice Ethan's oncology nurse had given me at our very first appointment.
"Pick your battles, Jere," he'd said as Ethan threw a world-class tantrum in the middle of the hospital hallway. "We're about to pump him full of chemicals and make him feel like garbage. I'd be throwing a tantrum, too."
Pick my battles, I thought to myself. Pick my fucking battles.
It was good advice, though the amount of battles I picked had dwindled significantly from that first appointment. I'd been so naïve back then, so sweetly naïve, thinking that we'd go through a few rounds of chemo and come out haggard but healed on the other side.
At first, picking my battles had been about keeping some semblance of normalcy to Ethan's life. Yeah, maybe I didn't get on his case about leaving his toys lying around the living room, but I still expected him to help clean up after dinner. That kind of pedantic shit that normal seven-year-olds are supposed to do. But as treatments went on, and on, and on... well.
You forget what "normal" should be when seeing your kid sick and in pain all the time becomes normal.
Ethan had enough battles to handle without me scolding him for talking back or mouthing off, so I let out that deep breath I'd taken and reached for his backpack.
"Are you fur-sure for-sure?" I asked, tugging on Spike's ear.
Ethan grumbled unintelligibly and grabbed the stuffed dog, yanking it out of the backpack along with a pencil case, colouring book, and a deck of cards. Gritting my teeth as the various items intended to distract and entertain my son spilled onto the living room floor, I took Spike from his hands.
"Come on," I said. "That was funny. Fur-sure."
"It was lame," he grumbled.
"Lame?" I raised my eyebrow, looking at the stuffed toy in my hands before turning back to Ethan. "Spike didn't think it was lame."
"Yes, he did." He grabbed at Spike, but caught nothing but air as I pulled it just out of his grasp.
"Mmm, I don't think so," I said, making Spike dance from side to side. "I think Spike said I was so funny that he wants to hang out with me more."
"No, he didn't!"
"Yep, he did. I speak toy dog and he totally said that." I lifted Spike, making him fly through the air as Ethan tried to grab at him again. "He was all like 'Ruh-roh, Rethan, I runno how you're runna get any sleep tonight because your dad's so funny!'"
Ethan did that thing that kids do where they still want to be mad, but are having a hard time not laughing at my impeccable impersonation of a toy dog that sounded suspiciously like Scooby Doo. He pressed his lips together, twisting them as though that would hide the smile lurking on his face, and took another swipe at the toy dog.
"That's not what his voice sounds like," he finally said.
"Yeah it is," I replied. "That's why they call him Spikey Doo. Scoob's smaller, border-collie-esque cousin."
"Dad!" he said, struggling not to laugh even more. "His name is just Spike. And he wants to hang out with me."
"I didn't hear him say anything like that."
"He did," he said. "He said 'Rethan, I ranna... wanna... ro to red with roo!'"
It was all a father could hope for: his son surpassing his ability to do a kick-ass cartoon dog impression. Ethan's Scooby Doo voice was far superior to mine, as was his ability to hold laughter in; I couldn't stop myself from chuckling as I let him snatch Spike out of my hand.
"Ro to red?" I asked. "He wants to go to bed?"
"Uh-huh."
I sighed heavily. "Well, if Spike wants to go to bed, you better listen. We both know who's really in charge of this apartment."
"Yeah, me," Ethan said.
"Not even, dude." I took Spike in one hand and Ethan's hand in the other. "Spike is El Capitán of this vivienda."
"Why is he Spanish?"
"'Cause he's from Spain, bud."
We made our way to Ethan's bedroom and he took Spike back from me, frowning down at the toy before looking up from me.
"Is he really?" he asked.
"Of course."
"No, but like for real," he argued as he climbed into bed. "Like you bought him in Spain?"
And I mean, of course his fucking toy dog wasn't from Spain. I'd never been to Spain. I'd never so much as left Canada, let alone hopped across an ocean. But I also couldn't tell him the truth of where Spike was from because... well.
"I didn't buy him in Spain," I said carefully as Ethan brought the blankets up to his chin. "But that's all part of his mysterious past."
"Mysterious?" he asked.
"Mm-hmm."
"Will you tell me?"
I pretended to contemplate it as I dimmed the lights, leaving only the yellow glow of his bedside lamp illuminating the room. "I dunno, bud. It's a long story full of pirates and sword fights and horses. You might not like it."
"Does it have a happy ending?"
"Well, yeah. You already know the ending. Spike ends up living happily ever after with you."
"I'll like it," Ethan said. "Tell me."
It came out more demanding than I was willing to handle, so I picked that battle. "Tell you what?"
"The story," he said.
I raised my eyebrows. Ethan sighed.
"Please, Dad?"
It was an easily won battle, and so despite knowing we had to be up early the next morning for yet another round of chemo, I settled in and told him the far-too-long story of the famous Dread Pirate Spike and his adventures that were liberally borrowed from The Princess Bride.
"How did he learn to drive a ship if he was a stableboy?" he asked sleepily when I finished, Spike tucked tightly into his elbow as his head--bald as it had been the day he'd been born--rested against my bicep.
"Sail."
"Huh?"
"You don't drive a ship," I said. "You sail a ship."
"Oh." He yawned, snuggling into my arm. "If I get better, can we go to Spain?"
I almost said yes, then the words hit me. "When you get better. Not if."
He yawned again. "But can we go to Spain? And sail ships with pirates?"
Guilt washed over me. There was nothing I wanted more in the entire world than to give him everything he wanted. Everything he deserved. But being a single dad of a kid with cancer didn't exactly pay well. I'd barely been making ends meet before Ethan got sick, and holding down a regular job wasn't exactly easy when you had to keep taking time off for appointments and days when the side effects overwhelmed him. There was some help from the government and insurance and all that, and my parents had helped with what they could, but they'd never exactly been well off either. So maybe it was time to swallow my pride and... well.
It wasn't so much swallowing my pride as it was coming to terms with the fact that Ethan wasn't getting better as fast as anyone--doctors included--had hoped. When he'd first gotten sick, my mom had handed me one of those brochures for the Wish Mission and I'd nearly lost it on her.
"He's not dying!" I'd snarled, thrusting it back at her.
Anyone else might have trembled at the anger in my voice--not that I made it a habit to sound intimidating, but I looked imposing enough as it was without adding that gravelly darkness to my tone--but my mom had looked at me patiently, seeing past the anger and the shame and the absolute, all-encompassing fear that was consuming me.
"Dying isn't a qualification to having a wish granted," she said, flipping the brochure open and sliding it across the table towards me. "It says right here his doctor can refer him to--"
"I don't need this," I hissed. "This is for kids who are really sick, for kids who--"
"He is really sick, Jeremy."
She didn't say it angrily or pointedly. She said it kindly, with the sort of soothing sympathy that cut deeper than any hurled insult or biting remark. And so I'd shoved the brochure back at her again, grabbed a beer out of the fridge, and went to the living room where Ethan was watching hockey with my dad. Dad had glanced up, mild alarm in his eyes as he recognized the aura of roiling anger coming off me in waves, but I'd said nothing as I settled into the armchair and popped the tab on the can.
Mom joined us a few minutes later and we handled the whole thing the same way we handled every uncomfortable situation: pretending it hadn't happened and never speaking of it again. But after they'd left that night, I noticed the Wish Mission brochure stacked neatly on top of that month's past-due bills, which I'd organized in order of what ones I could push out for a bit before losing access to whatever service they were. That month it was the gas bill. I had a thirty-day grace period before my already shitty credit score took another hit, so it was going to have to wait until the next caregiver benefit cheque hit my bank account.



So continuing on the family tradition of ignoring things we didn't want to address, I swiped the brochure off the counter and put it in the pile of "important papers" I knew I'd never get around to filing and promptly forgot about it.
But that had been ages ago. So long ago that I'd still been receiving the fucking caregiver benefit that ran out way too soon.
And Ethan still wasn't better.
"Dad?" he murmured again, almost asleep. "I wanna go to Spain."
I nodded slowly, staring at the gold-tinged shadows on his bedroom wall.
"As you wish, bud."

3 - Noreen

Pushing the door open with my back, I walked into the office with coffee in one hand and a bag of Timbits in the other. The bag had two boxes of the deep fried bits of doughy hell. I had no idea why my colleagues craved them, but they did and today was definitely a day to get on their good side.
"Girl, what have you got for us?"
I tried not to just stare at her. That was definitely one thing I wouldn't miss. Kennedy always sounded as if she was part of a sitcom. A bad sitcom. And I knew for a fact that her birth name wasn't Kennedy. Sighing, I plopped the bag down on the desk.
"Brought in some Timbits. Enough for everyone. Can you tell Misha I need to grab her for about an hour today? Any time is fine."
"You know I will."
Shaking my head, I made my way to my office. I couldn't deal with Kennedy.
Putting my coffee down, I opened the laptop and looked around, taking an inventory and making snap judgements about what I'd take and what I'd leave. Diving into some spreadsheets, I started doing everything I'd been pushing off until the end of the month. I wasn't just keeping busy. I wasn't avoiding the file next to my coffee. Things legit needed to get done.
I worked for an hour before reaching for the coffee. It was tepid, which was fitting. Putting it down again, I glanced at the folder. Ignoring it wouldn't make it go away. Neatly written along the side was her name, date of birth, and gender. Carli Clarance was my last client. I know, client sounds so impersonal. They needed a better term, but what are you going to do? It didn't slip by me that I'd already started thinking of the foundation as 'they' instead of 'we'.
Pushing the laptop away, I grabbed the folder and indulged in some pain shopping. The top sheet was a checklist. We had a protocol when a client passes. Send one of our custom condolence cards. Send a fruit basket. Reach out to the designated family member with a list of resources. Note date of services. Arrange for representation at services. Note status of any ongoing projects. Start memorial package if appropriate.
It was all way too much. All of it was too much. The fucking office was too much.
"You will not believe what Misha is wearing today. That girl clearly shops--"
Looking up, I saw Kennedy at the door to my office. "Close the door."
She stepped in.
"With you on the outside, Kennedy."
"Look, if you don't want me here, just say so."
"I just did. Close the fucking door."
She stood there with her mouth open like that stupid singing trout people hung on their wall.
"Close. The. Door."
She did. I flipped to the next page of the file and saw a picture of me holding Carli's hand at the premier of an animated movie. Leaning back in the chair, I stared at the ceiling and hated the choked-off noise I made as my closed eyes refused to hold back the tears.
I couldn't go through this again. It was killing me and I just had nothing left.
Time was as thick and turgid as syrup in winter, and every minute took weeks to pass. Pulling myself together, I closed the file and got back to work on the spreadsheets. I usually had one client that I handled directly, several others that I oversaw, and I took care of training and everything needed by volunteers.
Double checking sizes, I put in an order for long sleeve t-shirts with our logo. My phone rang when I was about to move on to the next project on my checklist. It was Misha.
"I heard we need to talk. Want to grab lunch?"
"Sure. Give me ten minutes?"
"Fine. I'll meet you out front."
Hitting the bathroom, I dropped in some Visine, touched up my makeup and headed out. We took Misha's car.
"I heard a crazy story about some lunatic yelling at Kennedy this morning."
"Subtle, Misha. Very subtle. Yeah, I wasn't in a place to deal with Kennedy and everything she brings to the table."
"Problems at home?"
"Actually, no. Let's wait 'till we have some food."
We went to Mucho Burrito and both got a burrito salad bowl.
"Okay, Noreen. Spill. What's going on?"
I paused, searching for words. "You know how much I love the job and everyone at the office and I appreciate the opportunity... Um, so... I need to move on. I'm... Look, this is hard. Explaining it, I mean. I just can't do it anymore. It's destroying me. I have to get out while there's still some of me left. Am I making any sense? I put in my time. It's just too much."
She was quiet and took a sip of her lemonade. "What about some time off? I know that Carli... Well, everything was difficult. You were more involved and we've been giving you too many of the rough cases for the past year. That wasn't fair to you. Why don't you take a couple of weeks off? We have a new case, a little boy. Get the ball rolling on that and then take some time for yourself."
Sighing, I looked down while shaking my head. "I'm sorry. This wasn't a negotiation or even a conversation. I'll have my resignation on your desk by four. I'm proud of what we've done, what you've taught me and the families we've helped, but it's changing who I am. Seven kids in four years. Seven funerals, Misha. I'm done."
She nodded sadly and raised her eyebrows. "So, what do I have? The traditional two-week notice? Can you stretch it to three? One week to bring someone in, two weeks to train them?"
I didn't have the heart to tell her I'd been hoping that I'd be gone by five that evening. "Let's call it two, but I'll see if I can stretch it a few days."
"Thanks. I'll get you the info on that little boy and we'll get the ball rolling. Michael can pick up the slack on the other stuff on your agenda. I'll take the wrap-up with Carli's family myself."
Letting out a slow breath, I felt lighter and free somehow. "Thanks. And I am sorry, really."
On the way out, I got another salad bowl for Kennedy. She was a little annoying, but she cared and was a hard worker. Getting back into the car, I thought about what I'd need to prep for the new child.
"Tell me about the little boy. How old is he? What does he like?"
"Seven, and he loves pirates. It's not... He's not terminal. He's going through chemo, but there's really only the father and son. The mother's side of the family is out of the picture and aside from the dad, there's only the boy's paternal grandparents. We're just basic support and putting a smile on his face. Maybe some toys, find something he'd love to do or experience, make it happen and we're out."
I smiled. "Okay, you can stop the hard-sell. Two weeks, maybe a little more."

4 - Jeremy

I'd been nervous all morning.
That was a lie. I'd been nervous since the day I'd asked Ethan's oncologist to submit a request to the Wish Mission, but it had worsened only a few days later when I got the call back that he'd been accepted.
Days.
Not weeks, like I'd thought. Not a month. Within days of submitting the request, I'd gotten a call from a woman named Misha to set up a meeting with one of their Wish-Granters. That kind of turnaround should have been impressive, but all it did was remind me they worked with kids on a time limit, so they probably had to be fast.
But the moment I saw her, those nerves disappeared.
"Well, look at you! You must be Ethan."
"Yes, Miss," Ethan said politely, extending his hand. "Nice to meet you. I like your shoes."
The woman looked pleasantly stunned as she crouched slightly to shake his hand, glancing at me with one of those looks that was meant to make me feel good about my parenting abilities and it absolutely, one hundred percent did. Though, some of that good feeling might have been because she was delightfully pretty. She seemed to be a few years younger than me, with perfectly styled curls that fell softly against her shoulders and an impeccably stylish outfit that wouldn't have been out of place on Sex and the City or something.
"What a charmer," she said, half-hiding a smile before turning back to Ethan. "Thank you, handsome. Welcome to the Wish Mission."
I almost laughed as that familiar bashful smirk crossed his face, the kind a guy gets after a pretty woman compliments him. Ethan had always been a charming kid, but I'd never seen him react like that. Just my luck that his first crush would be on the Wish Mission lady.
"And you must be Ethan's dad," she said, straightening back up. "Mr. Whitlock?"
"Just Jeremy, please," I said, taking my turn to shake her delightfully soft hand. My kid seemed to have good taste.
"Jeremy," she repeated. "It's fantastic to meet you."
"Thanks for getting us in so quickly," I said.
"Oh, it was no problem at all," she said cheerfully. "I know everyone was absolutely dying to meet our new friend Ethan here!"
She realized what she'd said before I did, her eyes widening and her mouth dropping open so that she looked like a fish, though she was still a pretty good-looking fish. Ethan didn't seem to notice the slip-up, thankfully, and I tried to pull the old family tradition of "pretending I hadn't heard that" by chuckling loudly.
"Well, I'm looking forward to working with you," I said. "Are you our, uh... Wish-Granter?"
"Oh, no, I'm--"
"That would be me."
The woman cringed visibly, glancing behind me. I turned to see another very pretty woman, this one with dark, pin-straight hair and a sharp-looking skirt-suit. Her heels clicked dully against the standard-issue grey carpet as she walked towards us. As she glanced at the first woman with a look that showed she very much had heard the slip-up about people dying to meet the dying kids, I felt all those nerves return.
"Thank you, Kennedy," she said flatly. "I'll take it from here."
"Sure," Kennedy said, so brightly that it was obviously fake. "It was very nice to meet you, Ethan. I'm sure we'll see you around!"
"I hope so," Ethan said, sounding almost disappointed.
Kennedy smiled encouragingly at me, then made her way towards the reception desk. The other woman ignored me, looking directly at Ethan.
"My name is Noreen. I'll be your Wish-Granter. Let's head to my office."
Without waiting for a response, she turned on one heel and started down the hallway, leaving me to take Ethan's hand and follow her.
The Wish Mission offices didn't look like traditional offices. The lighting was soft and warm, and there were plants and cheerful paintings everywhere. There were toys strewn across the waiting room and cozy chairs in both adult and children's sizes, not those standard waiting room chairs that made every minute feel like an hour. Kennedy's desk was tucked into a veritable jungle of plants. It was a welcoming place, a warm place, a place that did everything it could to feel calming and hopeful.
And then we walked into Noreen's office.
The fact that her office was chilly just added to the coldness of the room. The walls were bare and the shelves behind her desk were void of any personal touches, showcasing only a few unmarked binders and a file holder. No pictures sat on her desk and if it wasn't for the little gold nameplate, I would have thought maybe it was just a spare office that she was using temporarily.
She seemed to go through the motions automatically. There was a basket of goodies on her desk for Ethan that she handed to him: a t-shirt that was too big, a water bottle, a stuffed animal, and some other generic stuff he was way too excited about. I watched as she smiled robotically, helping him unpack the basket and adjust the baseball cap with Wish Mission branding on the front.
Something about her was off. I wasn't sure what it was, but it made it hard to look away. She was both intriguing and cut off, as interesting as she was guarded, which seemed strange for someone whose job was to make dreams come true. I mean, you'd think doing stuff like that would be fun. Or at least rewarding.
"So," she said after decking Ethan out in Wish Mission swag and we had settled in the standard-issue waiting room chairs in front of her desk. "Let's talk about your wish, Ethan. I heard you like pirates."
"Uh-huh. Pirates and horses. And Spain."
"Pirates and horses," she repeated, opening up a file in front of her. "That's pretty interesting. What do you like about horses?"
"Um, they're cool," he said. "Have you ever seen a horse?"
It surprised me to see that Noreen was capable of smiling genuinely.
"I have," she said. "They're very cool. Have you ever ridden a horse before?"
Ethan looked at me questioningly. I raised my eyebrows.
"Dad?" he asked.
"What, buddy?"
He glanced at Noreen, then back at me. "I... I dunno."
"I think you'd remember if you'd ridden a horse," Noreen said kindly.
He bit his lip. "Well... okay, yeah, I have."
"Have you?" I asked in surprise. I knew for a fact that he'd never been on a horse before, since I hated the damn things.
"Yeah," he said confidently. "At the mall."
"The mall?" Noreen repeated, frowning.
"Uh-huh. It was purple." He looked at me imploringly. "Dad, remember? It played that song you hate. The weasel one."
"Oh, right," I said. "But, uh, she means like an actual horse, buddy. Not the kiddie rides."
"Oh." He looked back at Noreen. "Nope. I only ride imaginary horses."
She looked amused. "I see. So is your wish to ride a real horse?"
"Um, maybe," he said uncertainly. "Do I still get to see the pirates?"
She made a note in her file. "I'm sure we can meet some pirates as well. Is there anyone other than your dad that you'd want to go horseback riding with?"
"Wait," I said. "His wish wasn't to go horseback riding."
She ignored me again, looking directly at Ethan. "It's not?"
"Well, sort of?" he said, confused. "I... I don't not want to go horseback riding. But I wanted to see where Spike is from."
"Who's Spike?" she asked.
Ethan lifted the toy dog he'd been clutching to his chest. "This is the Dread Pirate Spike."
Noreen smiled again. "I'm sure we could arrange a visit to a toy factory instead, if that's what you'd like."
"But he's from Spain," Ethan said.
"Well, it wouldn't necessarily be the same toy factory, but--"
"I think there's been a miscommunication," I interrupted loudly. "Ethan's wish was to--"
"We like to discuss the options for wishes with the child, Mr. Whitlock," Noreen said, finally looking at me.
"It's Jeremy," I said steadily. "And this doesn't seem to be much of a discussion. You haven't asked him what his wish is. You're assuming that's what he wants."
"And you know what they say about when you assume," Ethan said excitedly.
Oh, fuck.
"Uh, bud, now's not the best--"
"It makes an ass out of 'you' and 'me'!" he finished, giggling with the loud-and-proud delight that a seven-year-old takes from being able to say a curse word.
Noreen did not giggle.
"I see," she said. "I appreciate your concern, but my job is to make sure Ethan gets the wish he wants. Not what he thinks other people want him to want."
I resented the implication. I understood it, sure. There were assholes everywhere and there were for sure people who had used their sick kid to take advantage of places like the Wish Mission so Mom and Dad could get a free trip to Hawaii or something.
But I wasn't one of those assholes.
"So maybe you should ask him what he wants," I said carefully. "Instead of trying to tell him what he wants."
The temperature in the room seemed to drop again as Noreen stared at me coldly. "Maybe you should let me do my job, Mr. Whitlock."
"You're trying to tell him he wants to go horseback riding when he wants to go to Spain and see pirates."
"Yeah!" Ethan said enthusiastically. "And the Six-Fingered Llama!"
She froze, then glanced down at the file. "A trip?"
"Um, yeah," I said. "To Spain. That's what... that's what was on his request form."
She was silent, flipping from one page to the next as she studied the file.
"No one said anything about arranging a trip," she muttered.
I felt my son's dejection before he even spoke.
"Oh," he said. "Okay. Well, we don't have to go to Spain. I mean, the horses... the horses might still be cool."
And that fucking killed me, hearing him say that. A kid--my kid--going through the worst shit of his life, who was supposed to be getting a wish that made that shit just a tiny bit more bearable, saying he'd settle for what would make life easier for some lady from a foundation whose job it was to make that shit happen.
Horseback riding. I didn't need the Wish Mission to do that.
"I think this has been a mistake," I said, standing up. "Come on, Ethan. We're gonna go. I'll take you horseback riding myself."

5 - Noreen

"No, wait..."
I kept flipping through pages, looking at both sides of the paper as he took his son's hand and walked out. Anger at Kennedy worked. It was easier to blame her than myself. She had almost no responsibility and all she truly had to do, aside from being a glorified gofer, was to fill out the paperwork for initial meetings. Not only did I not have anything about Spain, but our insurance was beyond slow for approving anything out of the country.
But that wasn't entirely reasonable. The fact was that I should have been more invested, more professional. It was another reason I had to leave. I'd been sleeping ten or eleven hours a night, my mind kept missing details and irrational anger had been creeping into my life. I was burnt out.
But the core truth remained that regardless of what was going on, it wasn't Ethan's fault.
Hearing the 'ding' of the front door, I jumped out of my chair, glaring at Kennedy as I passed her. Finding them heading to their car, I called out.
"Ethan! Have you heard of Andalusian horses?"
His father turned with a look that almost put me on my heels, but I concentrated on the little boy.
"What?"
"Andalusian horses. I think I know where I can find some. Do you know where they're from? Spain. They're fast and strong and perfect for..." Squatting down, I almost whispered. "Pirates."
"Pirates have ships."
"True, but they have to land, right? And, I don't know, get food? Get together with other pirates in secret meetings? Spend time with their girlfriends? Bury treasure?"
He looked to the side. I got the distinct impression that he was humouring me. "I guess."
"Can you do me a big favour? Can you wait in the car for two seconds while I talk to your dad?"
"Okay. Thanks for the hat."
Forcing a smile, I looked at the baseball cap with our logo that he was wearing. "You're more than welcome, Ethan. It'll just be two minutes."
Taking a deep breath, I stood and looked at Mr. Whitlock. He had a strained smile and gently clasped Ethan's shoulder.
"Go ahead, bud. It's unlocked. I'll be right there."
We both watched him get into the nearby truck. When I'd started here years ago, I'd lost weight I couldn't afford to lose just from the guilt I'd feel seeing children that were too thin. That was gone, and I desperately needed it back. When the children became an accumulation of boxes to check, when I stopped being affected by their weight or how wan they looked, it was time to go.



Ethan, I noticed. Even if Mr. Whitlock drove off and we never saw them again, I was going to make sure that Ethan had clothes that didn't hang on him. It was just wrong. Just totally fucking wrong.
I was feeling too much or not enough. There'd been a steel wall built around my heart, but that didn't stop the feeling of dread as I tried to sleep away the depression I carried with me.
They were my last case. I was going to make sure I handled it professionally.
"Mr. Whitlock, give me fifteen minutes with you and Ethan. I was stumbling a bit, and that's my fault. The person who filled out your initial paperwork should have gotten the ball rolling on Spain. We can't do trips out of Canada without approval from our insurance, and that takes time. When I saw that wasn't in progress, I panicked trying to find a work-around.
"That's the truth. Here's another truth. We are damned good at what we do. Spain is going to be difficult, but I promise you that everyone in this office will work our butts off to ensure that Ethan has an incredible experience."
He looked at the truck and back at me. I dove back in.
"Come on, you're here. What could it hurt? Have the two of you eaten? We'll order some food. Let me talk to Ethan. I'm good at what I do, I promise."
He seemed reluctant. "Two conditions. One, you involve me. There are things Ethan tells me he won't tell a stranger. I'm not trying to co-opt my son's experience. Two, don't call me Mr. Whitlock. It makes me feel middle-aged or something."
They most likely called him Mr. Whitlock at the hospital. No wonder he disliked it. Mr. Whitlock, we're going to need to perform a few more tests. Mr. Whitlock, we're going to have to keep Ethan overnight. Mr. Whitlock, Mr. Whitlock, Mr. Whitlock.
I tentatively smiled, relaxing a bit. "Done and done. What does he like to eat?"
"Chicken fingers."
"I know just the place."
Normally, we respected each other's space. Kennedy was the keeper of menus. That likely became her domain because she loved flirting with the delivery people. Old or young, male or female, new or regular visitor, Kennedy chatted them up, batted her eyes and laughed at anything close to a joke.
So, yeah, it was rude when I walked up to and around her desk, opened the draw and grabbed the menu for Cluck's Delight. Without saying a word, I went back to my office. As I began ordering food, I heard Jeremy.
"Put it back, bud. It's not ours. I'll see if I can get you one from Amazon."
They made it back to my office and again took their seats.
"Sorry about the mix-up, Ethan. Can we get started again?"
He nodded, but said nothing.
"Did you see something out there that caught your eye?"
He looked at his dad, who shrugged and spoke up. "It was a Daredevil action figure thing, but he was in a black costume, with sort of a half-mask. He looked a bit like--"
I smiled. "A pirate. I see. C'mon, Ethan. Let's look at this pirate Daredevil."
We walked down the hallway and stopped at a large box with unopened toys. Laying on the top was the action figure and damned if he didn't look like a pirate. A dread pirate. I grabbed it and we went back to the office. I guided him by his too-thin shoulder. Not sure if it was because of the tactile reminder of how frail he was or not, I felt an urge to take his hand instead.
I left the figure on my desk in front of Ethan as I sat back down. "Go ahead. El es tu pirata."
With a cute furrowed brow, he looked from me to his father, who was smiling. "She said he's your pirate, bud. In Spanish. You can take him."
Ethan looked up at me with a shy smile, took the figure, and began opening the packaging. He had the same soulful brown eyes as his father, making him look older than his seven years.
"Thanks."
"You're welcome. Ethan, what colour is your favourite shirt?"
He was pulling open the plastic as he answered. "Green."
"And what about markers? What's your favourite marker colour?"
"Green."
I noted that on the form Kennedy should have completed.
"If you could eat anything in the world for dinner, except chicken fingers, what would it be?"
"Hot dogs. No, tacos."
"Great choice. I love tacos."
Within a few minutes, we had the initial paperwork filled out the way it should be. Desserts, sports teams, movies, cartoons, books, superhero; I noted all of his favourites.
"Okay, last question. What's the scariest thing in the world and why did you choose R.O.U.Ss?"
He looked at me and then at his dad and burst out laughing, astonished that I knew about R.O.U.Ss. It was a beautiful sound and for the first time in a long time, I had a smile that didn't feel performative.
"No! It's the shrieking eels!"
I frowned. "I don't believe you. Worse than R.O.U.Ss? That's inconceivable!"
He laughed again and we were over the hump. I was no longer the stranger his dad had gotten angry with. The food arrived and I picked at some chicken while Ethan and Jeremy ate. I peered into the bag and looked up at the two of them.
"Anyone want a peanut?"
He laughed with his mouth full. Looking over at Jeremy, I saw him smiling at his son. He was holding a piece of chicken in his long fingers and seemed relaxed and happy. All the tension in his jaw faded away at the sound of Ethan's laughter. He was a handsome man. I hadn't seen him smile much. Now that he had, I discovered I liked it.
When we finished, I gave him a tour of our offices and walked them to the door.
"Okay, Ethan, Mr. Whitlock... Sorry, Jeremy... I'll reach out in a couple of days with some thoughts. You have my card. Please call with any questions or concerns. It was a pleasure to meet you, Ethan."
"Thanks. You too."
As I went back to my office, I wondered what to do with Kennedy. I finally decided not to do anything except let Misha know what was going on. It wasn't my problem anymore.
Heading home, I picked up my Kindle and got lost again in the romance I was reading. When I was too tired to read, I went to bed. Thoughts of Ethan and the other children I'd worked with spun in my head.
Anthony Marguelis was my first client that passed. That boy could have modelled for a renaissance master's rendition of an angel. He had permanently reddish cheeks and the softest blond hair I'd ever seen. Cats fascinated Anthony. He had figurines, colouring books, stuffed animals and anything else cat related you could imagine. We took him to Toronto to see the travelling show of Cats. Their make-up artist sat him down and turned the little boy into art. The cast took him on stage with them for their final bow and he didn't stop talking about the evening until he fell asleep, almost mid-sentence.
When he died, I cried for two weeks straight. I begged my mother to come with me to the funeral and felt like a fraud when Anthony's parents praised me to Mom. I still couldn't watch a commercial for that play or listen to any of the songs.
Every child who left us took a piece of me with them. I couldn't distance myself. That wasn't in me. I couldn't keep my emotions locked away. I wished I could.
Succumbing to sleep, I woke feeling better rested than I had in ages.

6 - Jeremy

There were few things I could bet on as strongly as the routine surrounding Ethan's treatment day.
We would wake up and go to the hospital. He would throw a tantrum, though those had become more and more subdued as time went on. During the treatment, he'd colour or read or watch TV. At first, he used to talk and socialize with the other patients, but as time passed and those patients morphed into new ones as they passed or healed, he'd stopped socializing as much.
That night, some kind community member that we didn't know too well would drop off a meal for us that "just needed to be popped into the oven." Thankfully, we both liked shepherd's pie and lasagna, since it was almost always one or the other--not that I was complaining. But I wouldn't pop it into the oven that night. Ethan wasn't usually hungry on treatment days; it was a miracle if I could get him to down half a cup of soup and a few bites of a dinner roll. He'd be tired and a little nauseous, spending most of the rest of the day in bed sleeping or watching TV.
The day after treatment, Ethan was glued to me. Those were the days the side effects hit hard. I spent most of my time sitting on the couch with him resting against me as he went through cycle after endless cycle of crying, puking, and whimpering as he tried to sleep restlessly but couldn't manage through the pain. He would barely let me go long enough to throw his sick bags away, so those days, I'd order something for delivery and he'd try to eat the rest of the soup he'd had the day before.
The day after that was the day that the "pop it in the oven" meals were most useful. He'd be feeling well enough to eat, though still clingy and tired, so all I had to do was turn the oven on before making my way back to the couch to sit with him.
And the day after that? Well, that was Sunday dinner.
It didn't always happen on Sundays, since it depended on Ethan's treatment schedule, but that didn't stop it from being Sunday dinner. Mom had done it since me and my sister were kids. Shayla didn't come to them much--my snotty little sister who I loved only slightly less than I loved my son had ten times the brains anyone else in the family did, so she got herself into school and was working on becoming a nurse--but Mom still insisted on pulling out all the stops she could afford to make a big dinner once a week. Usually it was some kind of pot roast or maybe a roast chicken, if the whole ones were on sale at No Frills that week. Potatoes, canned green beans, frozen peas dripping in melted butter and salt. Some kind of homemade cake for dessert, colourful sprinkles dotting the thin glaze she used instead of icing.
You know. The stuff that people of my income level consider a fancy dinner.
That week, Sunday dinner was on a Tuesday. I knew that because as much as I didn't really want my parents to know about Ethan's wish, it was the first thing he said when he burst into their house.
"Gramma, you'll never guess what!" he shouted as the door swung closed and the scent of slow-cooked beef curled around us.
"What!" she shouted back, wiping her hands on a towel as she rounded the corner from the kitchen. "There, I guessed it."
Ethan laughed like it was the first time he'd heard it, which it absolutely wasn't, and kicked his shoes off haphazardly.
"Put them on the mat, bud," I said.
"Oh, psh," Mom said. "Leave them be. Tell me 'what' I'm supposed to guess, Ethan."
He took a big, deep breath, then spoke in a voice that was far too serious to be taken seriously.
"I'm gonna ride a horse from Spain."
"Ah," Mom said, doing everything she could to hide her confusion and failing miserably as she looked at me. "A... a horse?"
"Uh-huh!" He thrust Spike, who was clutched in Ethan's fist like he always was, towards her. "Because Spike's from Spain!"
Mom knew damn well where Spike was actually from, but didn't question it. "Right. And Spike is... is getting you a horse?"
"No, Gramma." He shoved Spike into her hand and started digging in his backpack. "The wish lady is taking me to the horses because we can't go to Spain yet and she gave me this too, he's a pirate just like Spike is, but he's also a superhero and his name is Matt but I'm calling him First Mate Muuur-doch."
He withdrew the Daredevil toy Noreen had given him and brandished it like a rapier.
"Of course," Mom said, as if it all made perfect sense. "And the wish lady is...?"
"I dunno. I think her name's Lauren."
"Noreen," I said.
Ethan frowned at me. "I thought Noreen was the one at the front who you thought was pretty."
Oh, for fuck's sake.
Mom's eyebrows were practically in her hair as she looked at me meaningfully, then put her hand on Ethan's shoulder. "Pumpkin, why don't you go show Gramps your new pirate toy and see if he needs help with the leaves?"
"I guess," Ethan said, sounding disappointed. "You don't need help with dessert?"
"I already made dessert," she said, but smiled conspiratorially. "But if someone were to go into the kitchen before going to the backyard to find Gramps, and that someone were to look at the counter next to the sink, they might find a silver bowl with a wooden spoon in it that has some leftover icing and sprinkles."
She barely got a hug and a kiss out of him before he bolted into the kitchen.
"So," she said once he was thoroughly distracted by sugar.
"It's not what it sounds like," I said.
"That so?"
I shrugged. "I dunno, actually. What does it sound like?"
She leaned against the wall, arms folded. "Well, it sounds like Ethan is..."
"Crazy?"
"Excited," she finished. "About... horses. And a lady."
I groaned. "It's not--"
"--what it sounds like, you've said that already." She gave me another one of those meaningful looks. "But the part where he mentioned she was the 'wish' lady..."
I couldn't bring myself to look at her. "She's from the Wish Mission."
"Jeremy!" Mom's voice had the volume of a whisper but the tone of a yell. "When did you--"
"A couple of weeks ago."
"And he..." She glanced towards the kitchen and fell silent. A moment later, the back door closed with a thud, and Mom looked back at me with eyes full of fear. "You were very insistent that the Wish Mission was only for kids who were, um..."
"He's fine," I said as evenly as I could. "Nothing's changed. He just... he deserves to be spoiled a little. This treatment cycle's been the most aggressive yet and it's almost done and he... he, he just wants to..."
"Jere," she said softly. "You promise he's okay?"
"He's okay."
She let out a breath, then unfolded her arms and opened them. "I know how hard that must have been to apply for. But you did the right thing."
I dunno if there's a guy out there who can honestly say that a hug from his mom doesn't make everything just a little better. I couldn't.
"So," she said after letting go. "Can you translate everything about the wish from seven-year-old to English?"
"Barely." I followed her into the kitchen, rolling up the sleeves of my shirt as I went to the sink to start on the dishes. "It's a fucking shitshow."
"Watch your mouth, asshole," she teased. "The window's open."
I couldn't quite stop myself from smiling. "Sorry. It's just, they screwed his paperwork up. So we met his Wish Granter. They got him all this Wish Mission stuff and a few toys or whatever. And then they started talking about wishes and he said he wanted to go to Spain because I was telling him a story about pirates and--well, okay, I was telling him The Princess Bride but in my version, Spike was Westley--and I told him Spike was from Spain. But whoever did his file didn't write that down, so they're going through all this red tape because of insurance or whatever."
"Hmm. And the horses come in because...?"
I started scrubbing the icing bowl that Ethan had practically licked clean. "They're setting up a thing for him to go horseback riding once a week. So we went back today because I had to sign off on some stuff and get it all set up with Noreen."
"Noreen, the pretty lady from the front?"
I rolled my eyes and didn't say anything.
"I'm teasing, Jere," she said. "But back up a second. So he's going horseback riding instead of going to Spain?"
"No, he's doing both. The horseback riding is just until they sort the trip out. Noreen said it might be a little while, so she wanted to make sure he had something special going on in the meantime."
She frowned, leaning against the counter. "You're sure he's still... you know. Okay? You're not... nothing's changed?"
The bowl slipped out of my hand, landing against the metal sink with a loud thunk. I turned and glared at her. "He's fine! And I'd... Jesus, you really think I'd keep that from you? If he was... if things got bad?"
She held her hands up defensively. "No, of course not... I'm sorry. It's just, the Wish Mission doesn't usually grant more than one wish. So it's strange that he'd get... you know. Two wishes. Especially since one of them is such a big wish."
I shrugged and picked up the icing bowl, scrutinizing it to make sure I hadn't broken it. It was a good point, and one I hadn't thought of. In fact, I hadn't even questioned it at all when Noreen called to tell me what her plan was.
"Someone from the foundation will be there each week as well," she'd said. "Just to help support and make sure everything is going well for you both."
"Not you?" I had asked. "Is it usually the same person or...?"
She hesitated. "Yes, usually it's the same person each time. I... I'll be there."
It seemed weird, but I didn't question it. "Okay. And Spain?"
"We will keep you updated regularly. It will still happen, Jeremy. It's just going to take a bit of time to sort out. But I swear to you, he's going to see Spain. Anything else would be inconceivable."
I laughed at that, shaking my head. "You don't have to make The Princess Bride jokes when Ethan's not around, you know."
"As you wish," she replied, and I swear I heard her laughing over my groan.
I might have just been hearing things, though. She'd asked me to come in to sign the paperwork and she was back to the overly proper, somewhat plastic woman she'd been during the first meeting. If it wasn't for the way she interacted with Ethan, I would've thought she was just anti-social or something, but she seemed to have a way with him. And I couldn't be too mad about the fact that she barely glanced in my direction. As nice as it was to interact with people my age sometimes, since I spent the vast majority of my time with my son or his doctors, that wasn't Noreen's responsibility.
But then there was Kennedy--the very pretty girl from the front desk.
While Noreen talked with Ethan and spoiled him with new toys and even some new clothes, for some reason, I chatted with Kennedy as I filled out the paperwork. It wasn't fair to say she was my age when she was clearly a few years younger; I'd put her at maybe twenty-one or twenty-two. She was all softness and smiles, like a pink-tinged idealization of a fantasy woman come to life. I wasn't ignorant enough to think she was actually flirting with me--she was sweet, but that was kind of her job--but I have to admit I indulged myself for a bit.
Which Ethan, apparently, had noticed.
"Dad likes the lady at the front desk," he announced in the middle of dinner as he told his grandparents about his visit with Noreen.
"Does he?" my dad asked, eyes sparkling as he held in a laugh. "What's her name?"
"Noreen," he said.
"It's Kennedy," I corrected begrudgingly. "Noreen is your Wish Granter, bud."
"Oops." Ethan tilted his head and made a bashful face. "Sorry. It's just my chemo brain, Dad. My regular brain's on vacation."
It still jarred me a little when he made jokes about being sick, but the doctors said it was a good thing, so I chuckled as much as I could.
"Kennedy," Mom repeated. "She sounds nice."
"She is," Ethan said enthusiastically. "And she's really pretty and she has cactuses on her desk and her shoes are always pink."
"Cacti," I said. "And you've seen her twice. You don't know that they're always pink."
"They were pink today."
"Yeah, but--"
"So you noticed her shoes, too?" Mom asked.
I ignored her. "Bud, just because I was chatting with her doesn't mean I like her. We were talking about you."
"Oh." He shoved a forkful of peas in his mouth. "Good. But I think you should like Noreen."
"Kennedy," I corrected.
"No, Noreen." He swallowed his peas. "She's really pretty, too. And I know you talked to her before."
"Did you?" Mom said, delighted.



"Did I?" I repeated, looking at Ethan.
He blinked up at me innocently. "Well, yeah. I wasn't gonna tell you but I know you did. How else did she know about the Dread Pirate Spike and the R.O.U.S.s and the horses?"
Well, he had me there. I could either fess up to my plagiarism of the classic tale of Buttercup and Westley, or I could let him think I was talking to Noreen secretly. I laughed weakly, not looking at either of my parents.
"Eat your peas, buddy."
After dinner, Mom sent Ethan to the living room with a plateful of cake that was far too large for him with instructions to find a movie he wanted to watch on TV while we finished cleaning the kitchen. Dad sat at the table, sorting through the pile of junk mail that always seemed to collect on their counter.
"D'you want a cup of coffee?" Mom asked as I picked up a dish towel. "I have decaf."
"No," I said. "But I'll take a cup of tea if you put the kettle on for me."
I could almost hear my dad roll his eyes, though I knew it was all in jest. "When are you gonna start drinking coffee like a man, son?"
"Didn't realize there was a manly way to drink beverages," I muttered.
He laughed and Mom patted my back.
"He's manly enough already," she said to Dad. "Any more manly and he'll intimidate all the girls away."
It was my turn to roll my eyes. Mom had always scoffed about my beard and scruffy hair. Dad had retorted that the ladies liked a guy who was rough around the edges. Mom would tell him that as a lady, she felt confident in saying that the ladies liked a sensitive guy who took care of his appearance. Then Dad would come up with something about working with my hands. Between the two of them, I think they'd come up with this concept of me as some tough guy who wasn't afraid to read poetry or something. That was hilarious in itself, since even though I wasn't particularly tough or sensitive, I always did kind of intimidate people a little. That was genetics, though: broad shoulders from my dad's side and thick, bushy hair from my mom's had always made me seem a little older than I was, but I was only twenty-seven.
"You really should get a girlfriend, Jere," Dad said.
"This again?" I asked. "I don't have time."
"He's not wrong," Mom added. "You're allowed to have a life outside of Ethan's treatments."
"I'm also not exactly a catch," I said frankly. "The whole 'not having a steady job' thing is a real downer, you know."
"The right woman would understand."
"Or the right woman wouldn't care, if it's only for a night," Dad added.
"Oh my God," I groaned. "I don't need to hear this from you two."
"Well, someone has to say it," Mom said. "You barely have a social circle anymore, honey. What if Ethan stays over for a sleepover so you can ask out the pretty girl from the Wish Mission? Noreen?"
"Kennedy," I said. "And no, absolutely fucking not. You don't know what Ethan needs on a daily basis."
"Maybe you should teach her," Dad said. "I mean, it's pretty bad when your own mother is trying to help you get laid. Let us have Ethan stay over for a night, Jere."
I was drying a plate that time. Instead of slamming it down on the counter like I wanted to, I silently finished drying it, then carefully placed it on the drying rack before putting the towel on the counter. Mom recognized my reaction and sighed.
"Honey, I'm sorry, we just--"
I ignored her and found Ethan in the living room, barely a quarter of the cake on his plate touched. He was watching some cartoon movie intently, though not intently enough to miss me trying to swipe a bite of his cake.
"Dad!" he scolded, lunging towards my hand as he tried not to laugh. "I'm sick. You're not supposed to steal from me."
Laughing, I popped the cake in my mouth, catching him before he could grab my wrist. "Sorry, bud. I was hungry."
He pretended to get mad and "wrestled" me, though I was careful to make sure I didn't actually handle him too aggressively before wrapping him up in a hug while we settled in to watch the movie. When my parents joined us a little while later, handling the earlier tension by ignoring it as we always did, Ethan's head was resting on my bicep and he was dozing in and out.
And that, right there.
That was why.
I didn't want a one-night thing. Been there, done that. Kennedy was cute, but she was young. Too young, not even just in age but in spirit. It wouldn't be fair to her to be involved in my life. It wasn't fair for anyone to be involved in my life. I couldn't give a woman the attention she'd want and, more importantly, that she'd deserve. I couldn't give her time, or money, or even my full self.
I had a sick kid who needed my attention more than anything. Even if anyone wanted to be with me, I couldn't do that to them.
And I couldn't do that to Ethan.

7 - Noreen

Definitions are malleable.
What mattered was what could get pushed through and approved. We had different categories of wishes. Events were large-scale trips, such as taking a child to Canada's Wonderland or Disney. Experiences, however, were multi-part events. They were usually local, smaller in scale, and took place over the course of a day.
If a child wanted to be a magician, that would be an experience. They'd have a private lesson with a magician who usually donated their time, a show for them and a few friends and then attend a performance where the child would go on stage at some point and join the magician as they performed a trick for the audience.
Usually.
No one ever stated outright that an experience had to be a one-day event or small in scale, so I pushed through the paperwork for Ethan. He was going to get the Princess Bride Experience and it was going to culminate in Spain.
What were they going to do, fire me?
Picking up the phone, I dialled from memory.
"Hello?"
"Mrs. Collip, this is Noreen Willow. How are you?"
"My goodness, dear. I'm fine. It's been years. How are you and your parents?"
"Everyone is well. Do you and Mr. Collip still have the ranch?"
She paused. "Yes, we do. Were you considering getting another horse? I'm not sure if we have availability. Mr. Collip isn't getting around like he used to and we're... Well, we're winding things down a bit."
"Um, no ma'am. I was wondering if you still had the Andalusian horses?"
"We have two, Noreen. Were you interested in doing some riding?"
My colleagues could probably see my smile from across the office. "I am, and I have a friend who would join me. Do you have a minute or two? I'd love to catch up and explain what I've been up to."
We talked about Ethan and his obsession with Spain and The Princess Bride.
"You always had such a big heart. That's just lovely. My grandchildren love that movie. You remember my son Ted? He fell in love with them when he was in England and practically raised the kids with that movie. It's the one with the swords and monsters, right?"
"I'm not too sure about monsters, but absolutely."
"I bought my grandson the Black Knight for Christmas. You could detach his arms and legs. It sounds silly, but they love the movie. I had to get it from the Internet."
I didn't have the heart to tell her that was from The Holy Grail.
"I'm sure he loved it."
"He did. I just wish they lived a little closer. Well, you let us know when you want to come down and we'll make sure you're set. The farm isn't exactly what it was, but you know kids and horses. I'm sure he'll love it and I know they'll love the attention."
"The horses?"
"Of course the horses, dear. They're people too, you know."
I chuckled. She must have said that a million times back when Mom and Dad had Red stabled at their farm. "Yes, ma'am. And I certainly like them better than a lot of two-legged people."
The call ended, but the smile remained. She was always the sweetest woman.
Misha had six people lined up for interviews. It was going to upset some people that my position wasn't filled internally, but I wasn't going to question her choices. Knowing her, she likely had some sort of Zen psychobabble reason for looking outside. Noreen, if they won't step up to fight me on this, how will they fight for the clients?
In her defense, if someone came to her with a compelling argument she'd probably give them a shot, but she liked to sit back and see how people responded instead of walking them through their choices. If it was up to me, I'd look at promoting Hailey or Jim, both of whom showed potential.
When I got home, Mom's car was in the driveway. I didn't see her when I walked in.
"Mom?"
"Noreen? In the attic."
I climbed the stairs to the second floor and saw the pull-down door for the attic was open and heard her puttering around.
"Aren't you a little early?"
"I thought I'd get a head start. Besides, I bought a wreath for you from the Boy Scouts. Why let it dry out when I could hang it on your door?"
She was sixty-one and I wasn't keen on her being up there moving large boxes. I took two steps up the ladder.
"Start handing down what we're going to need."
"Oh, it's a 'we' project now? I thought I was on my own."
"You could be. Would you prefer that?"
"Don't sass your mother. Here's the biggest box."
We wrangled everything down and piled it by the front door.
"You seem to be in a better mood. How are things at work?"
"Better since I quit." It was the truth. I was sleeping better and wasn't snapping at anyone.
Her eyes narrowed and her mouth opened while she stared at me. Then everything spilled out in a torrent of words. "You quit? Are you okay? Do you need any money? Why didn't you tell me? What can we do?"
She stepped forward to hug me.
"Mom, I'm fine."
Leaning back, she tilted her head and looked at me skeptically. "Really? You're okay?"
"I promise. I'm fine."
"So, are you out the door yet? You should take some time for you before finding something else. Maybe we can fly to New York for a long weekend. Do some shopping."
"I put in my two weeks, but I'm still there every day."
"Oh, come on. They won't miss you if you take two extra days. You're just filling out paperwork and stuff, right?"
"Actually, no. I have a final client."
"And that's a good thing?"
Smiling, I squeezed her arm. "It's fine. Let's get some tea. It's a little boy. Ethan. He's seven and absolutely in love with The Princess Bride. I think he believes it's set in Spain. He's the cutest kid, Mom. I don't know everything, with his medical background, I mean, but once he warms up, he's laughing and talking and..."
"Normal? Just a cute little boy?"
I nodded slowly, knowing what she meant. "Yeah. You just want to gobble him up. He's just... thin. Very thin. I'm going to do some shopping and get him some new clothes. The ones he has hang off him."
"His parents don't take care of that?"
"It's just Ethan and his father. I'm not sure if there was a divorce or what the situation was, but the mother isn't in the picture. We're going to get them a trip to Spain, but Kennedy never contacted our insurance carrier, so now I'm jumping through hoops."
"You'll get it done. That's who you are, Noreen. You got that from your dad. So, is this single father handsome? Any reason you took on another client right before leaving?"
My mother thought that I owed her at least three grandchildren and I wasn't sure if I wanted any. "I'm taking him on because the office is swamped and they have no one else. Don't read too much into it, Mom. And I didn't inherit wanting to do my job from Dad."
"I see. Well, I'm happy you're happy again. Were you aware that you were humming the whole time we brought stuff down?" She grabbed the sugar and milk and put them on the table. "Let's plan something for after your last day. And by the way, you didn't say he wasn't handsome."
I just rolled my eyes. Singing and music had always been part of my life. Mom thought that if I wasn't humming or singing, something was seriously wrong. Maybe she wasn't totally wrong. I only noticed I was humming when someone else pointed it out. Shrugging, I put the kettle on the table.
Mom dropped her tea bag into her cup and stared at it while slowly stirring the water.
"You did get that from your father. And how sharp you are. How you pick up on all the details and know what someone's like after knowing them five minutes. You're going to have to forgive him sometime, Noreen. And you're going to have to forgive yourself."
"Can we not, Mom? Just... Just enjoy the tea."
Her voice was quiet, but strong. "He loves you. There was never a time when he didn't. Everyone was in shock. He didn't mean it. Did you know he saw a therapist for a while? Can you imagine that? Your father?"
Running my tongue along my teeth, I looked at the ceiling before finally taking a deep breath. "What sort of father tells an eleven-year-old she was the reason her cousin died? I mean, I get it, he was right, but you don't say that to a kid."
"That's not exactly what he said and he regrets saying anything every day of his life. He misses you so much, Noreen." She leaned forward, her voice a thing of iron. "And it was NOT your fault! Don't ever say that."
I shrugged, which always irritated her. Mom slammed her spoon down on the table.
"If you still think that, you need to talk to someone again. I'm telling you, it wasn't your fault. I love her, but your aunt never met a drink that wasn't made better by a second and a third. Your father was an idiot and trying to... I don't know, comfort his sister or something."
I should have been there.
My aunt and uncle took Cassidy to the beach. She was three years younger than me and always wanted me around. I'd promised that I'd go with them and then bailed at the last minute to go to the movies with two friends. She disappeared, or that's what my aunt claimed to anyone that would listen, and by the time they pulled her from the water she couldn't be revived.
Drunk, my aunt screamed at me at the service before the funeral.
"Where were you? Where were you when she was drowning? She loved you!"
I couldn't speak. Terrified, I just stared at her, my heart almost pounding out of my chest. I finally turned to my father, my protector, the man who was supposed to love me.
"It's a reasonable question, Noreen. Was a movie more important than your cousin?"
So cold. So logical. That was the day my father killed something inside of me. I lost him that afternoon and made damn sure that in return, he lost me.
I didn't remember running. I didn't remember leaving or dashing across the street, dodging cars. All I remember is my mother holding me in that park as I wept and wept.
They were right. I should have been there. I should have been watching Cassidy. It took me years of therapy to finally accept that even though I should have been there, I wasn't her mother. And I sure as hell hadn't been too drunk to keep an eye on my daughter.
Sighing again, I looked my mother in the eyes, almost daring her to look away.
"I don't need a therapist, Mom. I know what happened and who was responsible. I also know that they were right. Maybe it wasn't my responsibility, but if I'd been there, things would have been different."
Mom hugged me tightly before leaving.
"I love you, baby. No matter what you think, it wasn't your fault. I'm glad you're finding something else. You can't keep trying to save her."
That night I curled up again on the couch, snuggled under the comforter, and finished reading the romance I'd started. Sleeping was out of the question.
The next day, I sat in on one of Misha's interviews. The woman seemed personable but older than what I had expected. Maybe maturity would be a good thing. When I got out of the interview, I called the insurance company.
"Do you have a claim number?"
"Yes." I read it off to him.
"Thanks. Please hold."
After a few minutes of horrible muzak, someone else came on the line. "Mrs. Willow, do you have a claim number?"
I sighed and read it off for the woman.
"Thank you. Please hold."
"Wait! Don't switch me to..."
She was gone.
It took me forty-five minutes to find out that they had no new information for me about Spain. Coffee wasn't covering it and I needed something positive, so I called Jeremy.
"I have some good news. If you can make it, I have availability for Ethan at Sunflower Ranch on Friday, Saturday, or Sunday. I'm going to rewatch the movie tonight and see if we can get the horses looking like they do at the end when Fezzik catches Buttercup."
"That sounds great. Saturday would work for us if that works for you. And, um, I wouldn't worry too much about the resemblance to stuff from the movie."
"Oh, okay. I guess he knows it's just a movie?"
"Uh... yeah. He's more of a concept guy. We can talk about it on Saturday. So, how will this work?"
"Well, you can have up to six guests with you. If any are under eighteen, I'll need to know asap. We'll have to get their information and talk to their parents or guardians. I'll have two staff members with me and a photographer. The ranch experience is being donated by the owners and we'll be bringing breakfast and lunch, so you have until Thursday to let me know how many people we'll be feeding. There are some more details, but I'll email you everything."
"This is all great. If... Listen, I appreciate everything you're doing."
"No, not at all. We're happy to be there for both of you."
"Okay. Thanks again. I'll see you Saturday."
Jim, our photographer, insisted on dressing up as Miracle Max. I was skeptical, but pleasantly surprised when I saw him Saturday morning. Ethan would love him. We set up a table under a large tree with the food for breakfast. Mrs. Collip was so happy to see us, I thought she'd never lose that grin. Mr. Collip pulled me in for an enormous hug and I held him gently. He was probably approaching seventy, but he looked like he was in his nineties.
We were all near the gate when Jeremy drove up. The only guests were Ethan's grandparents, which seemed terribly wrong somehow. Where were his cousins or family friends or his mother's side of the family?
I stepped forward. "Hello, Ethan. Welcome to Sunflower Ranch. We're going to have some breakfast and then I was hoping you could help me groom the horses. Can I introduce you to everyone?"
He nodded.
"Okay, this is Miracle Jim. He's our photographer." I waited for a reaction that didn't arrive.
Ethan looked at him with no sign of recognition. "Hi, I'm Ethan."
Jim stayed in character. "Don't mind me, Ethan. I had to become a photographer after Prince Humperdink fired me."
Ethan looked back towards his dad, who had a strange look on his face, and then to Jim again. "Oh. Um, well, I bet you're pretty good."
I stepped in. "Right. And this is Mr. And Mrs. Collip. It's their ranch. They have the horses, a few other animals and grow some fruits and vegetables."
Mrs. Collip put her hands on her knees and leaned in. "What? This isn't Ethan, it's Arthur. King of the Britons!"
Okay, not the most auspicious of starts.

8 - Jeremy

Miracle Jim was a better miracle worker than Miracle Max could have ever dreamed of being.
I'd never told Ethan the part of the story where Westley was mostly dead. There were just some things that didn't transcend art forms, and Billy Crystal's performance was one of them. How could I do justice to something like that in a bedtime story? No, Miracle Max's role in the tale of the Dread Pirate Spike--whose real name was now Westley, after Jim's addition to the story--was something I always skipped.
It might have had a little to do with the fact that I didn't really want to think about the whole mostly-dead-versus-all-dead thing, but admitting to that would require thinking about it and so I simply didn't.



I figured out what was going on slightly before Noreen did, which meant I was already trying not to laugh uncomfortably when the realization hit her that Ethan had never seen the movie. Or, more accurately I guess, that Ethan wasn't aware his dad had plagiarized his bedtime story from the greatest love story of all time. Thankfully, I had my beard to cover my expression; Noreen wasn't so lucky. I felt bad for thinking it, but the way her eyes flashed while she tried to subtly chew on her lip as she tried to do damage control was... well.
It was kinda cute. Just a little.
But Jim was a superstar. He clocked the whole situation the moment Ethan didn't recognize him because, as he explained to my mom later, "this is one of the best Miracle Max costumes that exists. Any kid who had seen the movie would've recognized me instantly."
Guy was a pretty big fan, apparently. I didn't know for sure if his costume was really that good, but since it all worked out, it didn't really matter.
"I knew it!" Jim had shouted when Ethan was staring at Mrs. Collip with confusion. "The King's stinking son got his hands on another one! Not to worry, sonny, I've got just da thing for ya!"
From his camera bag, he withdrew a huge-ass chocolate truffle that was only slightly larger than the size of Ethan's eyes when he saw it.
"What's that?" he asked.
"That, sonny, is a miracle pill to help you get your memory back." He crouched and leaned in close to Ethan. "You see, ever since I humiliated that coward Prince Humperdinck by bringing Buttercup's true love back from being mostly dead--oh now, what was that boy's name, it was something like Warren or Walter or... ah, that was it, Westley! He used to be the Dread Pirate--"
"Spike!" gasped Ethan. "He was the Dread Pirate Spike?"
Jim didn't miss a beat. "That's the one! Well, Humperdinck was so humiliated after Westley--ah, Spike, you know--got his true love Buttercup back, he tried to wipe the memory of anyone who might've heard of it. But the joke's on him, ya know, because the best stories are never forgotten." He clapped suddenly, making Ethan jump. "Never! And if I have it my way, they're gonna make a whole movie about it!"
And that was that. He might have been the photographer, but I don't know how many photos he got; instead, he kept Ethan enthralled as his bedtime story came to life.
Noreen had said they'd be providing breakfast and lunch--a nice MLT, of course, where the M thankfully stood for the much more general "meat" instead of "mutton"--which was great, but I'd worried about how long Ethan would last. Horseback riding was pretty involved and even though we weren't directly surrounding a treatment day, his energy levels could vary. So despite having absolutely no desire whatsoever to put myself on top of an animal capable of bucking me off the top of it, I'd resigned myself to joining them so I could keep an eye on Ethan and how he was feeling.
But of course, it wasn't the first rodeo for the staff Noreen had brought--dad joke entirely intended. I hadn't seen Ethan so damn excited in...
In at least...
Huh.
I might not have ever seen Ethan so damn excited.
There was some guilt in that thought, but I pushed it down somewhere beneath the anxious worry about Ethan being on a horse. But they weren't taking him out for long, at least at first, and he was pretty secure on the horse. Not to mention that It was also being led by an experienced rider who was completely in control. If it hadn't been for that, I probably would have been firmer when Dad came up to me as I was eyeing a horse that was looking at me funny.
"Ask your mom to go instead," he said in a low voice.
"I need to be there in case Ethan--"
"She can handle it," he said. "You'll be able to see him almost the entire time anyway--they're taking him around the fields and maybe through the trees over there, the one guy said--and they'll be coming back here regularly to get water and stuff just in case. They know what they're doing."
"Dad, I--"
"Jere." He folded his arms. "You're fucking terrified."
"Am not."
"You've never liked horses."
"Yeah, but for Ethan--"
"You need a break," he said bluntly. "You don't want your mom and me to keep him for a sleepover, fine. But let her at least try to show you that you could trust her to do it."
I sighed. "It's not that I don't trust her."
"Doesn't matter. That's how it's coming across. It's eating her up that you won't let her help." He looked at me pointedly. "You're a parent. You understand now how a parent's mind works. So think of how your mom feels right now."
He walked away. I stared at that bug-eyed horse for a moment longer, then turned around and caught sight of my mom chatting with Mrs. Collip nearby.
"Hey, Mom?" I asked as I approached.
"Yeah, hon?"
"D'you wanna ride instead? With Ethan?"
I assumed she was touched by my request, but I didn't know for sure. She was on that horse so fast, I barely heard her say yes. It was probably because she thought I might change my mind, which was entirely reasonable because almost as soon as the group of riders started taking off and Ethan waved at me excitedly, I had some serious regrets.
But it was too late, and a few minutes later they were riding across the field towards the wooded area in the distance. Moments after that, a dusty sort of silence seemed to fall over the ranch.
It wasn't entirely silent, of course. Dad had stayed behind since he was having a blast chatting with Mr. Collip. The two of them were deep in conversation about the weather, which was a very serious topic, apparently. I stood with them for a while, half listening and half watching the group of horses carefully trot along the grass, before I noticed someone doing the same thing I was.
Dad and Mr. Collip didn't even blink as I walked away, though Noreen turned her head as I walked up beside her.
"Looks like they're having fun," she said as I joined her at the fence.
"Looks like," I agreed, leaning against the fence and sighing as I looked across the field.
"There were enough horses. You didn't want to go?"
I shook my head.
"Scared?"
"'Course not," I scoffed.
"Oh, I didn't mean--"
"I'm fucking terrified of horses."
She laughed in surprise. "Sorry. I didn't know."
"Probably because I didn't tell you. Ethan wanted horses, so I'm gonna pretend I'm not terrified of them."
She didn't respond to that, but the silence wasn't awkward. Well, I didn't think it was awkward, at least. Noreen was a normal person who probably had normal social relationships and shit, so maybe she felt awkward.
But if she did, she didn't say anything about it. Instead, we both watched as the group of riders stopped. Even from a distance, I could see Miracle Jim taking photos; from what I could tell, Mom was riding on Ethan's right-hand side and the guide was slightly in front of him to the left. I couldn't make out their faces, but somehow, I knew my mom was grinning from ear to ear.
"Jeremy, I'm sorry," Noreen said suddenly.
I frowned, thrown off by how... well, how real she sounded. Every time I'd seen her, there had been some kind of mask forcing her into politeness, like she was just going through the motions. But as I turned to look at her, I could see the tension on her face. There was a lot of it; pretty as she was, there was no mistaking the tired look beneath her eyes. It was a look I was very familiar with, since I usually wore the same one.
"For what?" I asked.
She didn't respond right away, shaking her head slowly as she gazed out at the riders.
"There are some things you just can't screw up," she said. "A wish is one of them. My kids--my clients--they..." She sighed heavily. "This entire thing started out wrong. I was so determined to make up for it I somehow missed the fact that Ethan's never even seen The Princess Bride."
"It was a miscommunication," I said. "Both times. It happens."
"It shouldn't," she said. "You and Ethan deserved better than that. He's supposed to get whatever he wishes for and instead I'm giving him a lacklustre experience."
I gaped at her, but she was focused on the group in the distance.
"Lacklustre?" I finally repeated. "You think this is--"
"You said it yourself that you could take him horseback riding." She finally glanced at me. "I thought at least I'd be able to dress the experience up a bit but--"
"Noreen. He's having a blast."
"You don't have to say that to make me feel better."
I tried not to glare at people because apparently it made me look kind of scary when I did, but I couldn't help furrowing my eyebrows at her words.
"I'm not," I replied. "I don't bullshit people. He's seven, he's on a horse, he's got some dude acting like Miracle Max and making him laugh. I haven't seen him laugh like that in... Jesus, I can't even tell you. And I couldn't've done this myself. I..."
She raised an eyebrow as I trailed off, though her expression was more a warm look of concern than of skepticism.
Which fucking sucked, because instead of keeping my mouth shut and holding on to even the slightest hint of dignity, I felt comfortable enough to talk to her.
"I couldn't've afforded this," I admitted. "Any of it. I would've had to take him back to the mall, to the purple horse on the kiddie rides. Yeah, he deserves the world, but I couldn't have given him even one horse to sit on, let alone..."
I gestured half-heartedly around us as the words I'd just said finally seemed to reach the place in my brain that was supposed to contain a filter. Face burning, I looked away from Noreen and back out at the group of riders, who had started moving towards the trees again. Her eyes lingered on me a moment longer--at least, I thought they did, since my skin prickled in that uncomfortable sort of way that it does when someone was watching me while I didn't want to be watched--before she turned her head and made me feel comfortable all over again.
"You sure know how to make a girl feel good at her job," she said.
"You are good at your job," I said. "Miscommunications happen. You give a shit about him and that's... I know you think we needed the whole Princess Bride experience, but sometimes giving a shit is enough, you know?"
"Thank you," she said softly.
I shook my head. "Thank you. Signing up for this was tough. You've made it easier."
"Why was it tough?"
In the distance, the horses stopped again. Miracle Jim was taking photos and I could just make out his arm flailing in the air. Man, was that dude dedicated to his character.
"It's two-fold," I finally said. "Admitting I couldn't do shit like this for him was part of it. But mostly it was that wishes are supposed to be for kids who are really sick. And--"
I didn't choose to stop speaking. My throat just seemed to close.
"--you didn't want Ethan to be sick enough to 'need' a wish," she finished.
"Something like that. My mom tried to tell me it wasn't always for kids who were that sick."
"But that's not exactly helpful, because even not 'that' sick is still not 'normal.'"
I had to laugh, shaking my head gently. "You get it. I guess you're probably used to dealing with situations like this."
"You never really get used to it," she said. "Not fully. But I understand what you mean."
Something in her voice stopped me. It took a moment for me to figure out why, but when I did, I was torn between feeling like I'd put my foot in my mouth and like my stomach had dropped.
Of course she was used to dealing with situations like this. Her job was to deal with kids like Ethan and parents like me, with people who were sick. And if parents who had kids who weren't 'that' sick didn't use services like this, that meant... well.
"I'm sorry," I said.
"For what?"
I didn't know how to say it out loud, so I didn't, but she seemed to understand all the same.
We watched the group of riders silently for a while longer until Jim seemed to decide he had enough photos and they started moving again. Dryness filled my mouth as the horses disappeared into a gap in the trees for the next part of the trail ride. I swallowed, trying to rid myself of the anxious nausea that had just jumped into my throat.
Once the last horse had stepped into the woods and there was absolutely nothing left for me to do except stare at that exact spot until the group returned and I could verify that my son was okay, Noreen touched my arm.
"Jim and both of the staff members have cell phones and my number on speed dial," she said. "Everyone except Ethan and your mom have full first-aid training. The trail they're on is flat and wide and takes about twenty minutes before they're back in viewing distance."
"Cool," I said. "Good."
"It's probably a good time for us to grab a cup of coffee and maybe snag one of those nice MLTs."
I followed her to the table, though I didn't help myself to a sandwich since we'd just finished breakfast. It had nothing to do with the nerves at not having Ethan within my direct field of vision, obviously. But I did grab a cup of tea to sip on while Noreen blatantly tried to keep my mind off things with a guided tour of the ranch, which mostly consisted of us strolling casually as she pointed toward various fields.
As much as I hated to admit it, it was kind of... nice. To talk with someone like that, I mean. To spend time and just... smile. Laugh. I don't know. Noreen was damn good at her job, obviously, because there weren't many people I could imagine myself being that comfortable around, and by the time we reached our spot near the fence again, I'd almost forgotten how worried I was about Ethan.
Almost. Not entirely. But enough that I was starting to recognize that holy shit, I was holding down a conversation with a pretty woman and not feeling weird about it.
"...and down past that is a gorgeous lake," she finished, gesturing to the left.
"It's a nice place," I said.
"It is," she agreed. "And the Collips are some of the kindest people you'll ever meet."
I nodded slowly, watching Mrs. Collip tidy up the food on the table despite one of the Wish Mission staff insisting that they would handle it.
"I know you probably don't know yet, but is there any word on when the stuff to do with Spain will be approved?"
Noreen shook her head. "Not yet, I'm afraid."
"Don't be afraid, it's just some paperwork."
She laughed, surprisingly, considering how bad that joke was. "I'll let you know as soon as I know."
"You don't figure it'll be in the next couple of weeks, though?"
"Very, very unlikely," she said. "Why, is there--"
"Just his treatments," I said hurriedly. "He just finished the last one in this cycle and his oncologist has him on a break for a while, so that would've--but it's fine, it's totally fine. It's probably good, since I can, you know. Pick up some odd jobs or something on the side since things are a bit more stable when he's not actually in treatments."
"Who watches him when you can't?" she asked.
The correct answer to that was "no one," since I watched him all the time, but I couldn't bring myself to say that.
"My parents probably will," I said. "If they can. It's probably not worth putting him back in school yet."
"Just your parents or is there other family who can help?"
"Just my parents," I said. "My sister doesn't live nearby and she's in school, anyway, so not a great option."
"Right. But there's no one from his mom's side?"
She didn't know, I told myself. She wasn't trying to be rude or pushy. It wasn't judgemental. She wasn't fishing for information. She was just asking a general, normal, genuinely interested question about--
"Don't ever bring up his mother again," I said.
Shock flitted across her face before professionalism hid it away.
"Of course. My apologies."
I nodded stiffly. "Accepted." I cleared my throat, feeling my face burn. "It's just that it's a--"
"--touchy subject. Clearly."
I swallowed. "Sorry."
But I'd ruined it, of course. Whatever little moments we'd been having, whatever comfort I'd felt, that was all gone. And that shouldn't have mattered because she was just some lady I was dealing with because of this whole wish thing, but it did.
Which... fuck.
The awkwardness didn't last long but only because just a few minutes later, I caught sight of movement near the trees. My heart jumped into my throat as unreasonable thoughts poured through my head, trying to convince me they were returning because Ethan was hurt or gotten ill or something horrible had happened.
But the horses reappeared slowly and Miracle Jim stopped for one more photo op before they trotted back towards us. Before I knew it, the group was close enough that I could see Ethan radiating pure joy. He caught my eye, excitement filling his face as he lifted an arm and waved frantically.
"Dad!" I heard him shout distantly. "We went to the Fire Swamp and we survived!"
"It's just a regular swamp with a fog machine," Noreen said quietly from beside me.
"Too bad," I replied. "I was impressed."
"With the concept or with the fact that they survived?"
"Yeah."
She snorted and I felt a bit better about things.
Ethan babbled endlessly as the staff helped him off his horse. His legs wobbled a bit as he rushed towards me, though less than Mom's did, since she ended up leaning heavily against Dad as they made their way to the table for lunch. Ethan barely seemed to notice as he rambled about everything he'd seen and what his horse's name was and how his name was now Fezzik.
"... because he's a giant and he's super strong and he's so cool," he explained as I tried to get him to eat part of an MLT. "Except I wanted to be Inigo Montoya because he's Spanish and a sword fighter and he's like, the best sword fighter except for Westley but Spike's already Westley. But I also don't want to be Inigo because his dad got killed by the Six Finger Man--and he wasn't a llama like you said, Dad--and I'd like you to not be killed please."
"I'm very glad to hear that, bud," I said. "And I'm glad you had fun."
"I did." He finally took a huge bite of his sandwich. "Why wouldn't I?"
I shrugged.
"Is it 'cause you don't like horses?"
I laughed. "No."
Ethan grinned, chewed up bits of sandwich in his teeth. "Dad. Were you worried?"
"I wasn't worried," I scoffed.
"I think you were worried."
"Maybe I was a little bit concerned, but that's not the same thing."
From across the table, Noreen laughed, but apparently Jim hadn't told Ethan that part of the story because he didn't get the joke.
"Can I go again?" he asked when he finished eating.
"Uh, I think the trail guy left." I glanced at Noreen, who grimaced and nodded. "Maybe another day?"
"The staff are still here," Mom said unhelpfully. "He was riding really well, Jere. He doesn't need someone holding onto him."
"I'd prefer it," I said.
"Dad, please?" Ethan asked. "Just for a bit? I'll be really careful."
"I dunno, bud," I said. "The Collips have to get back to their, uh, farming."
"Oh, hush about that," Mrs. Collip said. "If King Ethan wants to go for another ride, by all means!"
Gritting my teeth, I glanced at Mom. "You're going to hold on to him?"
She grimaced. "Um, well... maybe you could take him out, hon. I don't know if I can even walk back to the horses."
Shit. I drew in a steady breath.
"If you don't want to go, Mr. Whitlock, why doesn't Noreen take him?" Mrs. Collip asked.
"Just Jeremy, please," I said automatically. "And, uh... what?"
"Noreen rode for years!" She smiled sweetly at Noreen, who looked like she'd been caught under a spotlight. "You can be King Ethan's Guinevere, dear."
"Who's Guinevere?" Ethan asked.
"The princess," Mom said.



He frowned. "I thought her name was Buttercup."
"It is," Noreen said. "But I'm not exactly a princess."
"Right, and I'm not Westley." Ethan lifted Spike up. "This is Westley. You could take him on your horse and ride together like in the story."
It took some convincing, and by that, I mean it took very little convincing for Noreen to get on the horse. Before she agreed to it, she looked at me. "I'll take him on another ride if you want, Jeremy. But only if you're okay with it."
I glanced at the field. "Can you stay where I can see him?"
"Absolutely."
I swallowed and nodded. "Okay. Go for it. He's in excellent hands."
Something softly proud flickered on her face so quickly that I might have imagined it. She nodded and straightened her shoulders before leading Ethan back to the horses.
Just like before, I leaned against the fence and watched as they helped Ethan onto his horse. Unlike before, I didn't have Noreen there to talk to, which was both good and bad. Bad in that I'd really enjoyed talking to her. Good in that I got to watch as she got on her horse.
Wait, that might have been bad, too.
Her long, dark hair flowed down her back, bouncing slightly as she guided the horse confidently towards Ethan. It was undeniable that she was pretty; even more undeniable that she looked more relaxed than I'd ever seen her, and that made her even more gorgeous.
"So, son," Dad said, making me jump as he joined me, leaning against the fence. "How was your little chat with Kennedy?"
"Noreen," I muttered exasperatedly.
"I thought Kennedy was the one you liked."
"No, that was--no! It was neither of them. Stop implying shit."
"Don't fucking swear at your father," Mom said, joining us. "He just wants to know if you enjoyed spending time with that pretty girl you very obviously have a thing for."
"I don't have a--Jesus, will you guys let this go?"
Mom pressed her lips together, though it was to cover a laugh. "Sounds like we touched a nerve."
"You mean the nerve where you're talking about the woman who's granting wishes for my sick kid? That nerve?"
"Oh, it's not like she's his doctor or something," scoffed Dad. "She's a sexy little--"
"Fuck off," I said. "Don't talk about women like that. She's a person, not a friggin' fantasy."
"Touchy, touchy," Dad muttered, but he looked a bit ashamed.
"Drop it," I said. "I'm watching Ethan."
And thankfully, they did, even though Ethan was definitely not the only person I was watching.

9 - Noreen

"Save our seats and watch my stuff."
Inda smiled and shrugged while mouthing, "What?"
Sighing, I leaned closer. "Bathroom." I pointed towards the other side of the bar. "Watch my stuff." I pointed to my coat and purse.
She gave me a thumbs up.
I was seriously considering grabbing some toilet paper to ball up and put in my ears. Most karaoke nights are full of people who are more enthusiastic than talented. Some nights you get those people who have drunk too much to remember that they should never, ever sing in public. On the very worst nights, they all seem to find each other and show up at the same place, at the same time.
Welcome to Hell.
It was fine. I owed Inda and wanted to get out, so I was getting my drink on and trying to appreciate how impassioned the singers were. Yes, I could be a snob. I owned it. My saving grace was that I kept my opinions to myself, smiled, and applauded where appropriate.
Someone was ruining "Crazy Train" as I made my way to the bathroom, which probably had Ozzy spinning in his grave. That had to freak out Sharon, as he wasn't dead yet. By the time I got back to the table, Inda had a guy standing at our table. She looked up at me and gave a slight shake of her head.
If she wanted to get with someone, I would have given them some space. Instead, I sat down.
"Hi, I'm Noreen. Would it be horrible of me to ask you to give us a few minutes? We're going to do a couple of songs and I wanted to work out our set. We'll find you as soon as we're done."
He smiled a little sadly and was totally cool about it. "Sure."
"He was cute."
Inda looked up at me, an eyebrow raised. "Him? Sure. Not exactly some hot-cowboy-construction worker-super-dad type, but yeah, cute."
I had no idea what she was talking about. "What?"
She lifted her hand and I saw my phone, a picture of Ethan smiling ear to ear with Jeremy as they stood next to a horse. If you looked carefully, you could see Jeremy leaning away from the horse with a cautious look in his eye.
Jim must have sent one of the pictures he'd finished editing. She slid her thumb across the screen and another photo popped up of Ethan, Spike and Jeremy enjoying an MLT. Okay, Jim had sent more than one.
"Inda, you..." How could I say this gently? "There are privacy issues. Only employees, the photographer and the clients can see the pictures."
Putting the phone down, she slid it towards me. "Sure, I get it. Cute kid, though. That's his dad?"
"I... Seriously, I can't be talking about this."
"Understood. I totally respect where you're coming from. He looks like he could model for outdoor clothes stuff. Like, wearing jeans while swinging an axe. With no shirt. Rustic J. Crew meets Chippendales."
"Inda, I wasn't kidding. I can't talk about this."
She'd known me forever, she knew my type and she could read me like a book. Yes, Jeremy was cute, yes, he was my type and yes, I'd be interested if my life wasn't a mess and he wasn't a client. But he was a client. I was messed up. And he wasn't interested, so it was all moot.
"So, who's asking you to talk? I'm the one doing the talking. I didn't see a mom in the picture. Maybe he's into curvy Indian girls who like karaoke."
I laughed. "Yeah, maybe."
"Or maybe dark haired horseback riding girls who like karaoke?"
Rolling my eyes, I shook my head. "You're relentless. He's not my type." I looked to the stage, hoping she wouldn't call me out on my lie. "How far down the list are we?"
"We're next. And how on Earth is he not your type?"
"For one, he just isn't. Second, client's family is off limits. It's called professionalism."
She nodded. "Oh. Right. Totally get it. So, you can steer him my way? Or are you going to wait a few weeks until you quit and he's not your client or whatever?"
"Sure. I'll tell him that when he has a moment between being at the hospital with his son and trying to make extra money, my thirsty friend wants to get some. I'll get right on that."
"It wouldn't be the worst thing--"
The booming voice cut through the crowd. "Let's give Fred a big round of applause, folks. Up next, Noreen and Inda! C'mon up, ladies!"
I would have been grateful for anything that ended that conversation, but one that shut her up for a few minutes? Perfect. We were supposed to do one song, but the part time DJ and full-time bartender kept us up there for an extra. We were regulars, so we got some breaks. Neither of us was going to complain.
When I was singing, everything else fell to the side. No family issues, no work problems, no anxiety could compete with what I felt while singing. Being up there with my closest friend? Even better.
The next day, I arrived at the office bearing more TimBits for the staff and a scone from a local bakery for myself.
"Well, should I guess who woke up a little less of a grump this morning?"
Sighing, I forced a smile. "Good morning, Kennedy. Your raspberry-filled are in there. Anything new I need to know about?"
"My mother called all freaked out last night. She thinks her Botox guy hit a nerve and now she's always squinting."
"That's, uh, too bad. I sort of meant work stuff."
"Oh. Misha wants to see you as soon as you come in. She hired your replacement."
"Sort of burying the lede, Kennedy. Okay, Let me dump my stuff and I'll go see her."
"Burying what lead?"
"A lede is... Don't worry about it. Tell her I'll just need a few."
After a quick check of my email and two sips of my still-hot tea, I walked over to Misha's office. She was speaking with a tall, thin man. He was in his mid-forties and wore a suede jacket with a bolo tie.
Okay.
"Noreen! There you are. Come in. This is Michael Vanderwinkle. Today's his first day. He'll be shadowing you until around three, and then we'll be grabbing him to fill out some paperwork and watch a few videos."
"Great. Nice to meet you, Michael. Did you have breakfast? We have some coffee and tea in the break room and there should be some TimBits left."
"I'm ready to dig in, get my hands dirty, and help some children. Let's get to it, Laureen."
He was intense, but whatever. "Okay. Excellent. It's Noreen, by the way. Not a big deal."
Michael was a bright guy and caught on quickly. He kept moving his chair as we went over monthly, weekly, and daily checklists. I raised an eyebrow on his fifth move. He laughed lightly.
"Sorry. Trying to catch the angle of the sun. It's a cleansing energy and we could all use that these days."
"Sure. Um, so, anyway, we have an extensive list of volunteers, but our specialists are broken down by their fields. We try to have redundancy so we don't burn anyone out or in case they aren't available. I'm going to see if we can set up a lunch with Jim. He's our go-to photographer. I want you to get his perspective. If we had to pay him for what he does, well, I don't know. He donates tens of thousands of dollars' worth of photography every year and there are others just as dedicated. Building and maintaining relationships is key."
We spent the rest of the morning going over the mundanities of my job. He took notes and asked insightful questions, so I was guardedly optimistic. Jim met us at Benton's Steakhouse and we chatted while waiting for our drinks.
"Michael is going to be taking over my position in a couple of weeks. I'll be phasing out of my day-to-day duties and he'll be stepping in. I explained how you and some of our other volunteers are absolutely critical to what we do. Could you share some things from your perspective? What works for you, what doesn't, and how we can improve on our end?"
Michael jumped in. "There were photographers in the late 1800s who captured auras and chakras. Is that something you've experimented with?"
Jim smiled, confused. "I'm not following you. Did you mean can I add effects in editing? Sure."
"No, no, I meant actually capturing the auras, as, you know, shades of colours."
Jim looked at me nervously and shrugged. "Uh, no. I don't think so."
"That's a shame," Michael continued. "I have a doctorate in applied holistic neuro-synergies and I'll be using that to help the children with past lives regression therapy. Documenting their auras before and after would have been wonderful."
Jim and I looked at each other, open-mouthed. I was stunned.
"I'm not sure I'm understanding this properly. You're going to do what, now?"
"Most of our current ailments are residue from unresolved conflicts in a previous life. I'm happy to do what I can to help the kids, Noreen."
"Right. Interesting. Let's just finish up our lunch and head back to the office. Jim, maybe you could walk Michael through how we get you compensated if you have to lay out money for an event, like parking or tolls?"
As they spoke, I began texting Misha.
This guy is a loon. You're going to want to fire him. I'll explain when we get back. Might want to get paperwork ready. Thinks he can treat kids.
When we got back to the office, I asked Kennedy to talk to Michael about her job and what she does. Thankfully, guys like Kennedy. A lot. He was more than happy to listen to her prattle on and on while I spoke to Misha and then quietly made my way back to my office.
I was going to leave everything with Misha, and engage fully in my cowardice, but when I heard yelling, I hustled over. Michael was screaming and dramatically grabbed the folder on her desk and tossed the papers around. Finally calming down, he stormed out of the building.
Misha and I stared at each other in disbelief. "What if we announced Scone Thursdays? Every Thursday we have free scones in the break room. Will that get you to stay?"
I shook my head. "Sorry, no."
Misha got back to work and so did I. K1 Fitness had a rock-climbing wall, which was exactly what I needed. Getting their number off the internet, I called them.
"Hi, may I speak to a manager or the owner, please?"
"Sure. Hold on one sec."
There was a pause before someone else picked up.
"This is Marty."
"Hi, Marty. My name is Noreen Willow. I'm with The Wish Mission and I hoped you might be able to help us make a sick child very happy. Do you have a few minutes?"
Marty was the owner and extremely enthusiastic. His daughter was in all of her high school plays and helped with sets and props and he wanted to know if she could get involved. We spent an hour on the phone and everything looked promising.
That night I took my salad with grilled chicken breast and a glass of cabernet to the couch. Picking up the phone, I called Jeremy.
"Hi, this is Noreen. I know this isn't business hours. Am I interrupting anything?"
His voice was deep and he sounded happy. I usually pictured him as either tired or sad, so happy worked.
"Not at all. I'm at my parents' and Mom's teaching Ethan how to play rummy. Honestly, I'm glad to have the break and talk to an adult. What's going on?"
"Are you sure? I don't want to take you from your family."
"Nah, it's fine. Dad's watching Jeopardy and Mom's turning my son into a card shark."
I laughed. "Fair enough. I just had a couple of questions. If we wanted to get Ethan a Princess Bride or Wish Mission shirt, what size would he be? Seven?"
"Uh, yeah. Maybe a large six? It depends on the cut. Same with pants."
"Perfect. Thanks."
"Not a problem. So, what are you up to? Anything exciting? Help me out here. I finally have time to talk to a grown-up."
Smiling, I looked down at my meal. "How exciting is a salad?"
"Is it a good salad?"
I laughed again. "It's got grape tomatoes, croutons, and grilled chicken."
"In that case, terribly exciting. What else?"
"Um, some wine?"
"Alcohol? I remember alcohol. Pre-dads get to have alcohol. Is the wine any good?"
I took a sip. "Would it help if I said it was horrible?"
It was his turn to laugh. "No. Enjoy your wine, Noreen."
When we hung up, I was shocked to see that an hour had gone by.
I was back in the office early the next day. Misha sent me a file after lunch with applicant resumes and I spent some time going through that before deciding to call it a day. I gave Mom a call.
"Hey, I'm going to get some dinner and then buy some clothes for Ethan. Are you free?"
"Of course. I'll pull something out of the freezer for your father."
"Oh, praise the heavens. I was really worried he was going to starve without a casserole. Mom, you baby him. Let him make a sandwich or order something for delivery."
"Maybe I do it because I love my husband and it makes me happy to cook for him? Is that okay with you, Noreen?"
After all those years, my first reflex was always to take a shot at him. I sighed.
"Sure, Mom. Sorry. Taylor's Bistro in about an hour?"
"That will be fine."
We took her car from the restaurant. Mom wasn't a snob and if I bought her a tuna sandwich, she'd be just as happy as if we went to the best restaurant in town. But if she was paying and was making the choices, she didn't skimp. She heard my sigh as we pulled into the endless parking lot.
"What?"
"Mom, I was thinking Costco or Walmart."
"Holt Renfrew doesn't carry clothes all of a sudden?"
"They do. Lovely clothes. For a little boy at those prices? We can't afford that. There are months when we're lucky to find enough money to pay for the heating."
She gave me a sidelong look of disdain as she drove, as if such concerns were ludicrous. That's when I realized Ethan was going to get the Momma Willow treatment.
"Mom, I didn't ask you to come with me to pay."
"Shush. You don't think this is going to be the highlight of my week? Oh, look at that! It's fate!"
When Mom found someone pulling out of a spot near the door, she thought it was divine providence telling her to shop to her heart's content. We pulled into the vacant spot and she turned to me.
"Let me do this. If it makes you feel better, we can consider it an in-kind donation to the Wish Mission."
I took in a deep breath. Saying no to her was incredibly hard. "Okay."
"Now let's see a picture."
"I can't show you a picture. You know that. It's a client privacy issue."
"You're being ridiculous. I'm not a stranger or the public. Right now I'm a volunteer shopping for one of your clients. How am I supposed to buy clothes without knowing his colouring and look? How many volunteers have seen him in person?"
She had a point. And she was using her Mom voice. I showed her a picture.
"Goodness, Noreen. He's adorable."
Mom went full-on Crazed Grandma Mode. Ethan got six shirts, six pants, ten pairs of underwear, two jackets, one heavy coat, a pair of shoes, two pairs of sneakers and a package of socks. The pants and shirts were purchased in two sizes.
"I have his sizes from the costumes."
"I understand. He can grow into them."
"Mom..."
"If not, his mother can exchange them. Leave me be, Noreen. I'm in my element."
"His dad. The mom's not in the picture."
"Right. Poor thing. The father sounds nice. And he's certainly a handsome man."
"Which is apropos of what, exactly?"
"I was just saying. It doesn't have to be apropos of anything. Are you saying he's not?"
"Don't do this, Mom. Let's just get the clothes and head back."
"Fine, fine. I'm just saying he's a very handsome man. That's a crime?"
"Please. Let's just finish shopping."
She sniffed dramatically, put the pyjamas in the cart and we kept going. We were driving back to my car at the restaurant when she tried to be nonchalant.
"You know, you'll be free of the Wish Mission soon."
"Uh-huh."
"And there'll be no moral obligations regarding clients."
"Right."
"And their handsome fathers."
I rolled my eyes and watched the traffic go by. As annoying as she was, Mom wasn't wrong.
Misha didn't question me when I told her a volunteer purchased the clothes, but she did give me an odd look. She probably thought it was me. My grandparents' trust ensured that I didn't have any serious money issues, but I wasn't in that category of comfortable.
We had another day at the Sunflower Ranch. Miracle Jim insisted on being there, but he had to leave early for a paying gig. I had the MLTs from the deli ready and was placing the cooler on the picnic table when Jeremy arrived in his pickup. Ethan came bounding up, clutching a backpack.
"Noreen, did you see this?"
He pulled a stuffed horse from his backpack.
"Kennedy gave him to me. For Spike. Is she here?"
I kept the smile on my face. "No, sorry. Maybe next time."
No matter the age, men loved Kennedy.
His grandparents were in an older sedan behind the truck. Jeremy's mother stretched as she got out. I remembered how she winced and had issues after last week's riding and sympathized.
Jim had Ethan laughing in no time and Mrs. Collip had the Andalusians and two other horses ready. Times had changed. Phillip was guiding the ride and it seemed like he was one of only three employees. Everything looked smaller somehow. When I stabled Red here, the ranch was a place of adventure.
Things were a little worn, a little pale and a little scaled back. Mr. Collip mentioned his grandchildren at least three times while we waited for the riders to return. We spoke about their hobbies and how he Facetimed with them. The Collips had three children, none of whom were interested in taking over the family ranch.



"Hey, you alright?" Jeremy leaned on the fence next to me, concern clear in his voice.
"Yes, sorry. Nothing to do with Ethan. I'm just dealing with some memories and new realities. I loved this place as a kid."
"There're some issues, that's for sure. I was thinking of coming back during the week if Ethan's up to it. Maybe looking and doing what I can. They... Well, it'd be nice to give back a little."
"I'm sure they'd appreciate it. They're good people. They enjoy helping. For a while they were like second parents, especially after... Well, they like being involved. If you could reach out, that would be great, but they'd be fine either way."
Jeremy was a single dad to a sick kid, yet somehow, he wanted to give back. Leaning over, he reached for an open water bottle and was close enough for me to catch his cologne. He had a clean, warm scent with a hint of vanilla and oak. As I grabbed a napkin off the table, our hands touched. It wasn't electric, like some dumb cliche, but there was something there.
His calloused fingers rested on the back of my hand for a second before he straightened. Looking at me, he smiled.
"Sorry."
I could feel the heat rising to my cheeks. "No, not at all. I, uh, I was just grabbing the napkin."
Ethan looked tired when he returned, but he was still talking a mile a minute.
"Dad, guess what I saw? Guess?"
"I don't know, bud. Gramma? Want to guess?"
She put her hand to her chin, pretending to think. "I know! A horse?"
Ethan laughed. "No. Well, yeah, but also an R.O.U.S! It was so big! I couldn't really see him too good 'cause he was behind a tree, but I saw part of him and heard hissing and the leaves rattling."
Jeremy looked up at Jim, who shook his head intently and mouthed 'no'.
"That must have been something. I'm glad you got away. Those bites can be vicious."
When we finished eating lunch, Ethan insisted on feeding his horse. Some carrots and apples were scrounged up and I helped clean the table with his grandparents while Mr. Collip walked over to the barn with Ethan.
Jeremy had found a large plastic bag and held it as I dumped in paper plates and cups. Feeling like every thought I had was broadcasted in neon over my head, I made sure I didn't touch him again. Or notice the muscles in his forearms. Or get close enough to get a whiff of his cologne.
Jeremy cleared his throat. "The clothes were a little over the top."
"Yeah, I thought the same. Sometimes we have volunteers who get a little excited. Was it too much?"
"Honestly, at first, yeah, a bit. Mom has a way to... Well, she reminded me it made someone happy to buy them. It's just a pride thing, I guess. She said I can pay it forward one day."
"That's a good way of looking at it."
As they were leaving, I hugged Ethan. Then his grandmother swooped in and hugged me. When she stepped back, I instinctively stepped towards Jeremy, arms open. Realizing what I was doing, I stopped. He looked at me with eyebrows raised, a small smile, and arms open.
With a brief laugh, I gave him a small hug. Letting go quickly, I saw his mother smiling.
The next week, we lost someone else that was going to replace me when they found out how much work was involved. She just went to lunch and never returned. People on the outside thought we spent all day every day making wishes come true. The nuts and bolts of the job aren't that glamorous.
Time was growing short and I was getting worried. I called the front desk from my office.
"Kennedy, did you hear anything from the insurance?"
"No, not yet. Should I call again?"
"Please. No, wait, I'll call."
I did and had to control my anger at the run-around I was getting.
"We should have a concrete answer for you next week, Ms. Willow."
"You realize where I'm calling from, right? And why delays aren't always feasible for our clients? We've been with you for eighteen years and you're more than happy to promote that fact on your website. Get this resolved and get back to me."
"Yes ma'am. We'll be in touch as soon as we have information for you."
"This is my personal cell. Call me anytime, weekday or weekend."
"Absolutely."
Two days later I was at K1 Fitness. I had less than a week left on the job and was incredibly nervous. This needed to go well. They assured me they had special harnesses, so Ethan could be strapped up with Jeremy. Both of them would be connected to a winch, so they couldn't fall if they wanted to.
Getting out of the car, I walked inside and almost started crying. It was the Cliffs of Insanity and it was perfect. Marty's daughter had a prop version of both Westley and Vizzini's boat in front of the climbing wall and on the top a blonde girl dressed as Buttercup waved to me. A bunch of large guys from the gym were dressed as the Brute Squad and everything was absolutely perfect.
Marty walked over and stuck out his hand. "Ms. Willow, I think we're all set. We have some music--"
Pushing aside his hand, I gave him a hug. "This is beautiful, Marty. Thank you so much. Jim should be here any minute. Is that your daughter up there?"
He nodded, smiling.
"Well, she's a beautiful Buttercup."
Ethan probably would have preferred Kennedy, but that wasn't happening. Jim showed up and seemed as delighted as I was. He must have taken hundreds of photos. When Jeremy was fifteen minutes late, I called him. No answer.
"Hey, it's Noreen. Everybody's here and really excited. See you soon."
I went around and thanked everyone involved. Half an hour later, I tried calling again. No answer.
"Noreen again. Everything okay? Call me back. Um, yeah, alright. Give me a call, Jeremy."
After an hour, I dug through my contact info and called his grandparents. No answer.
"Hi. This is Noreen from the Wish Mission. I was hoping you might know where Jeremy and Ethan are? If you could call me back, I'd really appreciate it."
My palms were sweating and I had to step outside to get some cool air. Traffic could be an issue, but he would have called back, right? Why wouldn't his parents have made it or answered? What the hell was going on?
After fifteen minutes, I tried him again. No answer.
"Jeremy, please let me know that you're okay. Let me know Ethan is okay. I'm at K1. I'm going to go sit in my car and wait for your call."

10 - Jeremy

Everything was swirling.
I was in a place that wasn't a place, torn between reality and something else. I could hear sounds, but I couldn't process them; I was listening for something, but I hadn't heard it yet so it didn't matter what the other sounds were. My body was still, but I felt myself swaying, desperate to fall forward into blackness but tethered where I was because I couldn't.
I couldn't.
I was waiting for the sound. So I kept swirling, fitful and fearful, stuck restlessly in a state offering no peace, no patience, not even the fucking decency to let me lose a few hours of tortuous time.
Something touched my arm.
"Jeremy."
No.
"Jeremy?"
It wasn't the right sound.
"Mr. Whitlock?"
There it was.
I opened my eyes, dropping firmly into reality as I blinked up at the nurse. She had tired eyes and messy hair pulled back and held in place with one of those clear plastic ballpoint pens. Beside me, Mom had her hand on my elbow, barely masked concern on her face.
"Yep," I said. "Any news?"
"Ethan's stable, but we're keeping him sedated. Dr. Cook wants to check in with you in about fifteen minutes. She wants to run more tests but it's going to take some time."
Is there anything so fucking frustrating as hearing that?
"How much time?" I pressed. "An hour? Two?"
"Oh, definitely not," she said. "He's going to be here overnight, at the very least."
"Overnight?" Mom said. "It's that bad?"
I was wrong. Mom's apparent shock that it was "that bad," despite the fact that we were in the fucking ICU, was the most frustrating thing to hear.
He'd been feeling off the day before. Not sick, not puking, not even tired--Ethan had just been "off." He wasn't talking back, but he wasn't listening either. And I'd thought he was just... I was so fucking aggravated with him because I didn't know, I didn't fucking know it was... I thought he was just being moody. I'd asked him if he was in pain or if something was bothering him, but I'd just gotten listless shrugs and eye-rolls.
So I'd been annoyed. Until that week, things had been great. He was done with chemo for a while and he seemed to be doing good. So when he started pulling an attitude, I ended up picking a few more battles than I usually would have. The last straw was some smart-ass comment, so I told him he was going to bed early and without a story that night. There was some bickering and some tears, and then he'd gone off to the bathroom to brush his teeth before bed.
Three minutes later, he collapsed on the bathroom floor and I was frantically calling an ambulance because he wouldn't wake up.
I'd shut everything off and gone into focus mode, ignoring that every part of me ached with the guilt of being such a shitty dad. Once we were in the back of the ambulance and I was watching my unresponsive son lie there, I felt it. I was thinking how small he looked amidst all those goddamn machines and shit as they prodded him, and how big I felt crammed in there. He'd been holding Spike when he collapsed and for some reason I'd grabbed the toy. I was still holding him, the Westley in Ethan's stories, filling the back of that ambulance like I was Fezzik. Only I wasn't Fezzik, Ethan was Fezzik because he didn't want to be Inigo since Inigo's dad--fuck.
Just fuck.
I turned all of that off again, clinging to the disgustingly soothing routine of the hospitals and the paperwork and the tests, the waiting and the worrying and the quiet sound of footsteps on linoleum in darkened hallways. Ethan faded in and out, sobbing and panicking so badly during his waking moments that the doctors decided to sedate him. I sat with him every so often, but the ICU's visiting policy was strict and most of my time was spent in the waiting room.
Mom had almost torn me a new one when she got there the next morning after dropping my dad off at work.
"You've been here since last night?!" she whisper-shrieked. "And you waited until seven to call me?!"
"I was a little busy," I muttered. "It was after three before I had time to even breathe, Mom. There was nothing you could've done that late anyway."
My mom wasn't a violent person, but if she'd been the type, she probably would've slapped me. As it stood, her expression was the emotional equivalent of a particularly impassioned backhand.
"I could have been here," she said.
I didn't say anything. I couldn't even look in her direction.
"Go home, honey."
"No."
She sighed. "Jere, you need some sleep. Go home and--"
"I said no."
"You just said they won't have answers until this afternoon. I'll drive you to--"
"I'm not leaving him here alone!" I snapped. "I'll sleep here."
She dropped it, but that didn't stop her from moving to the seat beside mine and resting her head against my arm. I said nothing and neither did she; we just sat, and after a while I'd closed my eyes and gone to that state of half-dozing, half-listening, shutting everything out except the words that would aggravate me enough to snap me out of it.
"I'll let you know when Dr. Cook is ready to meet with you, Mr. Whitlock," the nurse said.
"It's Jeremy," Mom said, but I shook my head.
"Doesn't matter."
Fifteen minutes in hospital-time was usually anywhere from thirty to forty-five minutes, so I asked Mom if she wanted a shitty cup of coffee from the cafeteria. I needed to stretch and work the kinks out of my neck and lower back and, for some reason, my knee. Those chairs weren't great for sleeping.
Before hitting the cafeteria, I went to the bathroom and freshened up as much as a hospital bathroom allows you to. It wasn't to impress anyone; I just needed to have some level of alertness when I sat in with the doctor. I splashed water on my face to wake myself up and hopefully make the puffy black circles under my eyes go down a bit. Water on my chin so I could try to tame my beard down a bit, which was futile since I'd been needing to trim it for a few days and hadn't gotten around to it last night. Water through my hair so it at least laid flat.
I really needed a fucking shower.
But all I had was a sink with an automatic sensor in a small bathroom that had mobility bars and a striking red cord in case someone fell off the shitter and couldn't get up, so I did the best I could.
I got the crappy coffee for Mom and a watery cup of tea for myself, then made my way back to the waiting room. Halfway through my tea, the nurse came back.
"Do you want me with you?" Mom asked as I stood, but I shook my head and followed the nurse down the hallway.
Dr. Cook didn't have good news for me. She didn't have bad news, either. I understood why she'd wanted to sit down and talk face-to-face instead of through the nurse. It's easy to think "we're still trying to figure it out" means "we don't know what the fuck is going on and everything is horrible" so rather than let me sit there and panic about the unknown, she was trying to keep me in the loop about what was happening.
But what it boiled down to was that there were still no answers. Ethan was still heavily sedated, partially because of all the tests. I still couldn't move from the waiting room to his room, though she agreed Mom and I could go in and see him for a few minutes once we finished meeting. It was that, more than anything, that made me think she suspected what was going on, but try as I might, she wouldn't hint at anything.
Probably because she was a good doctor who knew better than to either set me spiraling or give me hope, whatever it happened to be.
When we finished talking, Dr. Cook went with me to Ethan's room. She did some doctor-y things, probably checks or whatever, but I wasn't paying attention to her. I pulled a chair up next to my son and sat, silent at first, not because I didn't want to say anything but because I couldn't find the words. I'd been afraid that somehow he wouldn't look like himself, but he still looked like Ethan. He was small, tucked into that bed that wasn't all that big to begin with, but he just looked like he was asleep.
"Can I bring him his stuffed animal?" I asked before Dr. Cook left.
She thought for a moment, then nodded. "I'll let the nurses know I approved it."
After she stepped out of the room, I squeezed Ethan's hand gently and whispered apology after apology. I told him I loved him and that he would be okay, and that Gramma was gonna come in to see him in a few minutes and that I'd bring him Spike after she was done. I didn't cry or panic; I spoke to him softly, comfortingly, and when I managed to tear myself away, I stood in the hallway for a few minutes to compose myself before going back to the waiting room.
I'd expected to see Mom sitting there, ready to pounce on me for any news.
I hadn't expected to see her with tears in her eyes as she hugged a woman with long, dark hair who was sitting in the chair I'd vacated.
"Noreen?" I asked blankly.
She and Mom let go of each other and Noreen looked up, her forehead creased with worry. "Jeremy. Are you okay?"
"What are you doing here? How'd you even..." It hit me suddenly and I grimaced. "Oh fuck. I'm sorry. I should've... fuck."
"Don't you dare apologize," she said, standing up. "You have absolutely nothing to apologize for."
I didn't know how to react. Part of me was still stunned; another part of me was touched by her thoughtfulness. A worryingly large part of me was excited that she was there, that she cared so much she'd just... but maybe that was part of her job?
It made no sense for it to just be part of her job, but I guess it could have been. I tried to convince myself that was why she was there, but I did a shitty job of it. She spread her arms and I went to them almost naturally, almost without even thinking, and let myself indulge in the feel of her around me. My heart thudded and something familiar but terrifying washed over me.
"I could've at least called," I forced myself to say.
"You had far more pressing priorities." She let go of me, the creases in her forehead deepening as she studied me. "You look... um... tired."
Oof. There was a euphemism and a reality check.
"Uh, yep." I chuckled awkwardly as I stepped away from her.
She seemed to realize what she said. "I mean--"
"So Mom called you?" I asked, glancing at my mom. "And you, um..."
I had no idea how to politely ask her why she was there. Maybe on a good day where I hadn't half-slept in a waiting room chair and freshened up in a hospital bathroom, I could've thought of something, but today was not that day. I might've looked awful, but maybe she was still there because... Look, the point was that I didn't know what her showing up actually... you know.
Meant.
My face apparently betrayed those thoughts, though, and Noreen shifted uncomfortably.
"Well, no, I... I called, but there was no answer, so--"
"She left me a message when she couldn't get ahold of you and I didn't see it until you went in with Dr. Cook," Mom said bluntly. "I called her back and told her what happened and asked if she would come to the hospital and take you home so that Ethan wasn't here alone but you could get some sleep."
Ah. So she was there because of my mom.
Big fucking oof.
"Right," I said, trying not to sound as stiff as I felt. "Well, unfortunately, I'm not leaving."
Mom sighed. "Jeremy, you need to--"
"--be here in case my son needs anything, you're right," I finished firmly, and she fell silent. "Speaking of which, Dr. Cook said you can go sit with him for a few minutes, Mom. He's still sedated so don't expect much. I'll go back after you're done."
Guilt bitchslapped me again as Mom looked partly hurt and partly hopeful, but she simply nodded, stood up, and patted me on the arm before heading down the hallway towards Ethan. When the softness of her footsteps faded, I turned back to Noreen.
"Thanks for coming," I said. "It was good to see you, even though... you know. Sorry, but I need to be here."
"Okay," she said, then sat back down and crossed one leg over the other.
I stared at her. "Uh, what are you...?"
She looked at me patiently. "Waiting."
"Why?"
A small smile crossed her lips. "Well, it's called a waiting room for a reason."
I might have laughed if it wasn't for the awkwardness of my miscommunication. "Shit, I... I'm sorry, Noreen, but I don't know if they'll let another person in to see him."
"Oh, I understand. As much as I'd love to, that's not what I meant." She reached forward and grabbed one of the outdated magazines off the table. "But if you came here in the ambulance with him, you'll eventually need to go home to get your truck. I'll be here when you're ready."
The instinct to insist I wasn't leaving faded before I even opened my mouth. She was right, of course. And she wasn't insisting she knew what I needed or what was best. But that was still far more than I could ever ask anyone to do.
"It's gonna be awhile, Noreen," I finally said.
She looked up from the magazine. "I'll leave if that's what you want. No hard feelings. Do you want me to go?"
I hesitated, then sat down beside her.
"No," I said. "I don't."
We sat there in silence--the scarily comfortable kind of silence that shouldn't have felt so easy--and when Mom came back, I stood and grabbed Spike. She didn't say a word and neither did I; she just hugged me and I hugged her back, both of us apologizing wordlessly and forgiving wholly, like we always did.



Nothing had changed in Ethan's room. The machines still beeped softly and he still looked small.
But this time, I felt like he almost looked... I don't know.
Safe.
I didn't put Spike beside him since I figured someone would just end up moving him. Instead, I tucked him at the end of the bed near Ethan's feet so when he woke up, he'd be able to see that Spike was there with him. Then I held his hand for a while again, my mind wandering.
When the nurse came by to tell me she needed to take Ethan's vitals and that he'd be going for more tests soon, I kissed his forehead and pointed Spike out to her so she knew to keep an eye out for him. She nodded and I left, walking slowly back to the waiting room.
Mom and Noreen were sitting there quietly, Noreen still looking at the magazine and Mom looking at her phone. They didn't notice me at first, not until I took a breath and cleared my throat.
"Mom, would you be okay for a couple of hours if I went home for a shower? I can be back before you have to go pick up Dad from work."
"Norm already said he'd drive Dad here after work," she replied. "Take all the time you need, honey."
I nodded and swallowed hard before glancing at Noreen. "Could I bother you for that ride home now?"
She smiled and put the magazine back on the table. "As you wish."
And despite everything, I couldn't stop myself from smiling back.
Noreen apparently made some decent coin at the Wish Mission. She was parked in the nearest lot and drove a car that was possibly the nicest one I'd ever been in. It's not like that was really saying much since I'd never had a reason to be in a super expensive vehicle or anything, but it was somewhere above the standard of what most people would consider a "nice" car.
"Are you hungry?" she asked as she pulled out of the lot.
"I should probably eat," I said. "I'll make a sandwich or something when I get home."
"You sure? I can stop."
I shook my head. Stopping for lunch meant spending money and I was pretty sure the cost of the ambulance wasn't going to be covered. Besides, nothing was stopping me from making the sandwich and eating it in the truck on my way back to the hospital.
When we got to my apartment building, I expected Noreen to drop me off by the front doors, but she pulled into the visitor parking.
"You're tired, overwhelmed, and doing your best to be polite and not inconvenience anyone," she said when she saw the confused look on my face. "I know you have a hard time asking for help. But I also know you're probably already trying to figure out how fast you can get back to the hospital. So you're going to take a shower and clean up, and while you're doing that, I'm going to make you that sandwich."
"You don't have--"
"I know." She looked at me earnestly. "I wish I could make Ethan better, but I can't. All I can do is make things a little easier on you."
Maybe if my mind wasn't exhausted from stress and hazy from a lack of meaningful sleep, I could have thought of a better response. Instead, I stared at her for a moment longer, trying vaguely to figure out why this woman was being so kind to me, of all people, then nodded gruffly.
"Okay. But only if you have one with me."
She smiled and I led her up to my apartment.
That haziness in my mind was something to be thankful for, otherwise I might have realized long before I was putting the key in the door that I should be embarrassed about the state of my apartment. In fairness, I'd left in a bit of a rush and hadn't done the half-hearted tidying I usually did after Ethan went to bed, but still. I winced as I realized there were still dirty dishes on the counter and toys scattered in an intricate chaos all the way from the places Ethan had dubbed as the Cliffs of Insanity to the Pit of Despair--that is, the back of the couch to the bathtub.
Worst, I realized, was the fact that Ethan's toothbrush was on the ground in the hallway from after he'd passed out. If Noreen noticed, she thankfully didn't say anything, and I tucked it into the garbage can with a mental note to buy him a new one.
The thing was, even underneath all that, my apartment was a shithole. I hated the fucking place; I hated the worn out rug and scratched lino and furniture that looked like I found it beside a dumpster because some of it was found by a dumpster. I hated the fact that I could barely afford that shithole, that I was only a few months away from having to ask my parents if Ethan could sleep in my sister Shayla's old room and I'd sleep on the floor in my old room.
Noreen was the first woman in... fuck, who knows how long that had been in there. And my mind wasn't quite hazy enough to completely forget what an embarrassment my place was.
"Sorry for the mess," I muttered.
"What mess?" she said politely, then put a hand on my arm when I started clearing the dishes from the night before. "Jeremy, stop. Go take a shower."
"Yeah, but you need space and... like, sorry, it's gross."
"It's lived in." She tapped my arm insistently and reached for a dish towel. "Leave it. Go shower."
Resigned, I sighed. "Fine. Just... don't clean up or anything. Please. You're already doing too much."
"We'll see."
"Noreen."
"Well, I might need this... this plate," she said, reaching for one that had ketchup smeared across half of it. "It looks like a good sandwich plate."
I tried not to laugh. "There're other plates."
"Right, but there might also be some plates over in the living room that would work. I'll probably go check and see."
"Don't make me beg here, Noreen. You're already doing enough. Stay in the kitchen and make the sandwiches." She raised an eyebrow and my face went red. "Fuck, I mean--"
But she burst out laughing and shook her head. "Anyone else, I would give a whole lecture about women staying in the kitchen. But for you, Jere? I'll let it slide."
She called me Jere.
I intended to shower quickly, but as soon as I stepped under the water, that intention dissolved. For a while, I simply stood there, eyes closed as relief rushed over me, through my hair and down my face and over my ears. It was quiet and loud at the same time, warm and refreshing, as comforting as Noreen's hug had been.
I felt kind of bad for taking my time, but I couldn't help it. I scrubbed and shampooed the layer of hospital grime off me, then took my time trimming my beard and brushing my teeth. By the time I got dressed in fresh clothes, I felt practically human again and more awake than I had been all day.
With a last glance in the mirror, I ran a hand through my hair, shaking any excess water out of it, then opened the door just in time to see significantly fewer toys in the hallway as Noreen stepped out of Ethan's room.
Which was a weird, weird thing to see. I was the one who tidied up after Ethan. That she was the first person I'd ever seen to do the same startled me and I wasn't sure how I felt about it. Was I supposed to be embarrassed? Appreciative? Did she... did she even know how big of a thing that was? And what about the fact that the sight of it made my breath hitch a little, like seeing her standing there was something beautiful and normal and--
I couldn't.
Apparently, the look on my face made it obvious that I was having mixed feelings and Noreen shifted uncomfortably. "Jeremy, I--"
"It's okay," I said. "Thanks. Thank you. This is too much, but thank you."
She looked concerned, but simply nodded and tilted her head towards the living room. "Come on. Sandwiches are ready."
The sandwiches were delicious. I mean, considering the ingredients I had, which consisted of white bread, bologna, mustard, mayo, and cheese. But she'd also found some baby carrots I'd had in the fridge and put those on the plate and poured us each a glass of juice. I didn't have a kitchen table, just a coffee table that Ethan and I ate at each night for dinner, so we settled on the couch and ate there. It was unusually and awkwardly quiet, which felt all the worse when I realized how comfortable I usually was with Noreen.
I didn't like how that felt, and apparently, neither did she.
"I'm sorry," she said after I finished my sandwich and was working on my carrots.
"It's okay," I said.
"It's not." She put her plate down on the coffee table. "I didn't mean to overstep. I was trying to help out and I didn't even think that putting things in Ethan's room would be an issue."
"It wasn't. It, I just..." I stared down at my plate as I tried to figure out what to say. "No one's ever tidied up after him like that. Other than me. I just had a weird moment where I realized that and that made me think of his mom and how..."
She didn't say anything, probably because the last time his mom had come up, I'd snapped at her never to talk about it again. But now? I couldn't keep my fucking mouth shut.
"It's been me and him forever," I said. "And I, you know, don't... don't date much or whatever. So seeing someone else do something like that so, I don't know, like... naturally? Maybe? Not that I like, think you're like, a mother figure or something. It just was a, a sort of..." I sighed heavily. "Am I digging a hole here or just over-explaining myself?"
"Neither," she replied. "I understand."
I swallowed hard, staring at the carrots left on my plate. "She gave him Spike when he was just about a year old."
"Who?"
"Ethan's mom. The night she left, she put Spike in his crib, closed the door, and left him there alone."
"Alone? You weren't... home?"
"We didn't live together." I half-snorted, shaking my head. "We'd never even been in a relationship. But we both wanted him. At first, anyway. And that's what I don't get about her, you know? I love him. I loved him before he was much more than a friggin' conversation between two stupid people who should've probably used a condom and a bit of common sense. But her?"
My voice caught, shaking as I thought of her. Noreen didn't say anything, but after a moment, soft fingers touched the back of my hand and I swallowed back my anger.
"She left him by himself with a fucking stuffed dog," I continued. "I showed up the next morning to pick him up 'cause it was my day with him. I was just gonna take him to my parents' and hang out or whatever, but I showed up and no one answered the door. It was unlocked and I could hear him crying, so I let myself in and that's when I found it."
"What?" she asked, her voice softly horrified.
"Note," I grunted. "Just a sheet of paper saying she couldn't do it anymore, she was leaving, she wanted nothing to do with him. I thought maybe someone had forced her to write it, like she'd been kidnapped or something, 'cause her family was pissed about it, right? But nope, she just left him there. He could've died overnight. His diaper was full and he was so hungry. She just wanted a head start."
If it had been up to me, I would've gotten rid of Spike. I hated the fucking toy, but Ethan loved it. He'd carried the small dog around with him everywhere and couldn't sleep without it. He didn't know where he'd gotten him or that it was his mom's pathetic way of apologizing for what she'd done.
I didn't know where she was anymore. When she first left, I tried to track her down and found just enough information to figure out she wasn't with her family. The last I'd heard, she was in Vancouver or Cranbrook. Something far west and far removed from her son's life. So far removed that she didn't even know he was sick.
She wouldn't have even known what he looked like.
"That's horrible," Noreen said. "Jeremy, I'm so sorry."
"Don't be." I shrugged, blinking hard to keep the tears out of my eyes. "It's just, that's why it threw me off, seeing... seeing someone do something like that. Seeing someone just, you know. Care. About him."
"Of course I care about him," she said. "I can't imagine how anyone couldn't care about him. Or you."
It took me a moment to process those last two words. Even when I did, I was half-certain I'd misheard. She couldn't mean... but when I looked up and met her eye, she was looking at me with wide, earnest eyes and my heart stuttered.
And I don't know what I was thinking.
Really, I don't.
I could blame it on the tiredness or the stress, and that might've been accurate. I might not have been thinking straight, or thinking at all, even. But I looked into her eyes, and then something made me look down at her lips, and then I...
I kissed her.
Well, sort of.
I stared at her lips, and then they were slightly closer, and then I glanced up and her eyes were still on mine as I felt her breath against my face. There was barely an inch between us and I stopped, I paused, I forced myself to at least try to think a bit. I hadn't even asked her if I could kiss her and the last thing I needed was to push away this woman who cared about me and Ethan by seeing signs where there weren't any.
And then she kissed me.
Her lips were soft and her breath was sweet. It was almost dizzying, that kiss, in a way that was beyond intoxicating. I couldn't stop myself from bringing my hand up to her cheek and cupping it. That sweet breath puffed against my lips, followed by a soft noise as I stroked a thumb against her cheek. It was heaven, touching her, tasting her, indulging in the warmth of her. It was what I needed, so desperately that I hadn't even been aware of how much I needed it, and part of me wanted to take even more from her than she'd already given me.
That very, very insistent part of me wanted to keep indulging. It wanted to move in closer, feel her body pressed against mine, to push her against the couch and undress her and grip her hips, feel her skin and the softness of her curves beneath my palms and fingertips.
But this was Noreen. This was Ethan's Wish Granter. This was someone far too important to him and to me for this to be a good idea. She'd done so much for us and I was in a spiral of guilt and stress and fear. What I wanted... that wasn't fair to her.
Her fingers moved from the back of my hand to the top of my thigh and I put my hand over hers.
"I don't want you to do something you're going to regret," I whispered against her mouth.
"What makes you think I'm going to regret this?"
There were a lot of reasons, but there were a few things preventing me from being able to think properly. Instead, I just pulled back slightly and looked at her.
"I... I want you so fucking much," was what I managed to say, which in my mind, was a reason that she would regret it.
"Do you want me to leave?" she asked.
"Of course not," I said instead of saying something smart like "yes."
She kissed me again. "So I'll stay."
I almost said something else, but she slipped her tongue into my mouth and that was it. I wanted her, so fucking much, and she seemed to want it as much as I did. So I gave in and I kissed her harder, capturing the surprised little noise she made. My hand stayed on her cheek as my other arm went around her, tugging her in close. She shifted her legs so she could move in even closer and I think she meant to crawl into my lap, but as soon as she'd adjusted her position, I leaned forward.
Another soft gasp brushed against my mouth and she put her hands on my shoulders just in time for me to guide her onto her back. I moved between her legs, pinning her against the couch as I kissed her with a passion that I hadn't felt for so long, it seemed unfamiliar. Fingertips skimmed up my neck and to my hair, making me shiver, and I nipped at Noreen's bottom lip before moving my hand to the soft curve of her waist.
Her ribs rose and fell slightly as my hand moved up, then even more when I touched her breast through her shirt and she inhaled sharply. I almost hesitated, worried she was having second thoughts, but the whimpering sound she made was accompanied by a wiggle of her hips that made my cock twitch in my jeans.
It twitched again when I cupped her breast. I was getting hard fast, which wasn't saying much because while it had been some time since I'd been with anyone, Noreen was also fucking gorgeous. Her breast was firm beneath my palm, filling my hand with enticement and promise, and I almost groaned against her mouth as I squeezed gently. That made her make another one of those needy little noises and I couldn't handle it.
My hands were controlled by my head and not my mind. I ran my hands down Noreen's body to the hem of her shirt and nearly growled as I started lifting it. She helped me bring it over her head, leaning forward so I could tug it away completely and throw it to the floor. Her bra was nice, probably; I didn't really look at it before moving my hands beneath her so I could unhook it. My head was focused on one thing: finding out if her breasts looked as good as they'd felt beneath my hand.
In good news, they were.
They were fucking perfect.
I dipped my head and kissed the bare mounds in front of me, making Noreen sigh. A kiss between them gave me enough time to decide I'd pay attention to her left breast with my mouth while I fondled the right one. A trail of kisses led me to her delightfully hard nipple and I traced my tongue around it before taking it in my mouth and sucking.
She moaned and writhed beneath me when I did, her hands moving up to my head and winding through my hair. Clutching me to her breast, she wriggled, pushing herself up against my now-incredibly hard cock through my jeans. It felt fucking amazing, so I pushed my hips forward against her, craving the friction of her warm body against mine.
Part of me wanted to stay there forever, with my face buried in her tits and my cock pressed against her, listening to the musical noises she made. But that was only a small part of me; the rest of me wanted to fuck her, and fuck her hard.
That part had to wait, though, mostly because I still had her on my couch and was starting to feel like the Cliffs of Insanity were severely limiting what I was capable of.
I placed a last kiss between her breasts before sitting up.
"Come to my room?" I asked, and she nodded eagerly.
I led her there, barely paying attention to the mess in the room. The bed was made, at least, since I hadn't slept in it the night before, and that was what mattered. Standing at the edge of the bed, I kissed her heatedly, running my hands along her sides and down to her jeans. She nipped at my lip as I unbuttoned them, tugging at my shirt.
"Off," she gasped, and as much as I didn't want to stop trying to get her pants off, I stopped and took my shirt off as quickly as I could.
Things were a blur of hands and fingers. I was lost in it, lost in that haze of need, of touching and being touched. I wanted to relish her like she was a luxury, like she was something to be savoured and drawn out and enjoyed, but I don't think either of us were capable of that. We stripped and as soon as we were both naked, I urged her onto the bed, following closely behind so I could bring myself over her again.
Before I could move my lips down her body and taste every inch of her, she stopped me, taking her turn to run her hands along my body. I shivered as she touched me. Her fingers slid along my chest and stomach and sides, travelling lower and lower until she was feathering them along the base of my cock. My arms nearly shook as she teased me and I was only a moment away from begging when she finally wrapped them around me. She stroked slowly but firmly and I closed my eyes, unable to focus on anything but the feel of her for a moment. Then, with much less finesse than she'd treated my body, I pushed my hand between her legs.
She squirmed and moaned as I traced my fingers along her soaked pussy. Slick and hot, I couldn't stop myself from dipping a finger inside her entrance, the feel of her pussy surrounding my finger almost more amazing than the feel of her hand surrounding my cock.



Not quite, but almost.
I fingered her slowly, letting the base of my palm brush against her clit each time I pushed my finger inside of her. The hand on my cock staggered in its strokes as she shifted beneath me, grinding her pussy against my hand.
When I gathered the strength to stop, I brushed her hair off her forehead and kissed her softly before reaching for my nightstand. I might not date or hook up or whatever very often, but there were always condoms in my nightstand. It took half a moment of fumbling, just long enough for Noreen to move up on the bed and make herself comfortable against my pillow, for me to find one, and another moment to unwrap the thing and put it on.
Then I was between her legs, spreading them wide as I positioned myself at her dripping entrance. She looked up at me, eyes wide and needy, and nodded just slightly. That was all I needed; I guided the head of my cock inside of her and watched as her eyes fluttered closed, a blissful look crossing her face.
My first thrust inside her was slow and careful; the next one, harder, and after that, I don't even fucking know. I was completely consumed, knowing only that I needed to make her come, that I needed to feel her clenching around my cock before I could even think of finishing. Her lips were on mine at one point; at another, her fingers were digging into my shoulder and her legs wrapped around my waist. I somehow ended up with an arm underneath her, holding myself up with the other so I didn't crush her as I embraced her as tightly as I could.
When I heard the sound I was waiting for, that was it. She cried out loudly, her voice like music in my ear, breathless whispers that she was coming, oh fuck she was coming. It brought me back into the moment just long enough to lose myself, to burrow my cock inside her as hard as I could while feeling her writhe and clutch at me.
Then I was coming, erupting inside of her as tension released and sensation exploded, gasping as my mind went completely blank and I held onto her like I was about to fall off the edge of the world.
I held her as I tried to catch my breath, her own warm breath coming in quick gasps as she buried her face against my chest. For a while, I simply existed in a beautiful place, holding a beautiful woman in my arms and listening to the beautiful sound of her recovering from an orgasm.
And then, thankfully or not, before I could start thinking with my mind instead of my head, I dozed off.

11 - Noreen

How bizarre was it that I was feeling guilty about not feeling guilty? Because I didn't feel guilty at all about what had just happened. Not even a little, and that bothered me. I couldn't imagine someone being in a more vulnerable position than Jeremy was, and I took advantage of that. Or, at the very least, I didn't let it slow me down.
There were so many issues. Professional constraints that should have held me back. Ethical concerns about him not being in the right frame of mind to make any major decisions. I just helped create something that might distract him from his child when Ethan needed him the most.
And yet... And yet... I didn't care. Maybe he just needed the release? Maybe he just coveted the distraction? Maybe it wasn't a major decision, just something we did and it was over? Maybe there was no professional ethics to worry about since I was effectively out of the position anyway?
There was plenty to think about as I eased away his arm and went to take a shower. But I didn't think about any of that. There was a part of me that had been sleeping for way too long and had begun to stir when Ethan and Jeremy first walked into my office. I had kept pushing it down, trying to force it to stay slumbering as I closed off my emotions so I wouldn't be hurt again.
I saw how he was with Ethan and how could it not affect me? I pushed it down. He looked like he does and it drove me. I pushed it down. He wanted to give back to the people who helped his son, meanwhile he was dealing with more than anyone could be reasonably asked to handle. It moved me. I pushed it down. I saw how his love made him brave when he was going to get on the horse that terrified him. I pushed it down.
My mother saw it. Inda saw it. I saw it, too. But of the three of us, I was the only one pushing it down, smothering it, keeping my emotions sleeping. Because when I allowed myself to feel something, truly feel, it hurt so damned badly. I couldn't keep doing it, so down I pushed.
Then I sat in my car in front of K1, frightened out of my mind, and got the call from his mother. That door that I kept closed came crashing open. I don't remember how I got to the hospital and I was lucky I remembered where I parked. My heart leapt when I saw Jeremy and all I wanted to do was take away his pain.
And maybe, for a little while, I did.
While I showered, I thought about what would make their lives easier. I could have a grocery delivery service fill his fridge and pantry. Nobody going through what Jere and Ethan deal with should live on bologna sandwiches. I could hire a cleaning service to come by once a week and lighten their load a little.
As I rinsed off and the soap washed down the drain, so did my fantasies. They were pleasant daydreams of how I could swoop in and make their lives better, but it was pure hubris. If someone took it upon themselves to hire a cleaner for me and fill my fridge, I'd be insulted and mortified.
Sighing, I held onto the fleeting emotions my flight into fantasy engendered as I wiped the steam-clouded mirror and stared at myself. I couldn't see anything different. I was just... me. But the difference was real. It felt as if, for the first time in a long time, I was awake. Truly awake.
There was an old wooden chair in Jere's bedroom and on the chair was a stack of papers and shoe boxes. The top box was open and held paperwork and receipts. I moved everything to the floor and sat down. I felt bad about moving his stuff, but I wanted to be near him. Sitting there, I watched him sleep for a few minutes before I took out my phone and scoured my emails.
There was nothing from the insurance company.
I found myself staring at him again. Should I have woken him? There wasn't a black and white answer. He'd have probably said yes and rushed back to the hospital. I could have been a coward and texted his mother to get the answer I knew I wanted, but I didn't. She'd have told me to let him sleep and then I could blame her if he was upset upon waking.
Sighing again, I stopped staring and went through my contacts. I had five for the insurance company. I composed the most scathing email I could, cc'd Misha and sent it off. Then I put everything back on the chair, went out to the couch and called them, one by one. I didn't care what time it was. I had the personal numbers for three of them and if they didn't enjoy getting calls while out of the office, they should have been doing their fucking job.
I started dialling.
"Hello?"
"Hello, Jill. This is Noreen from The Wish Mission. I know it's after office hours. Sorry. I wanted to reach out to you as soon as possible since you handle marketing. Just a heads up that if I don't hear tomorrow about our client being covered while on a visit to Spain, I'll be going public about your stonewalling a sick child and I'll demand that you take every mention of The Wish Mission off your advertising, website and marketing. The boy in question is back in the hospital. I understand you're busy but you need to understand my priorities are my clients, and if you delaying means he can't go to Spain, I'm going to have to go to the media. I don't want to do that, but how do you think your company is going to come across when it's plastered everywhere that you've lost us as a client? Can you look into it and get back to me? Thanks."
And I hung up. The hell with it. My replacement could rebuild bridges after I'm gone. The next four phone calls weren't as cathartic, but they still felt good. Not giving a crap gave me a freedom I was enjoying.
Jeremy hadn't asked me to wake him, so I wasn't betraying any trust as I went back to the bedroom and watched him sleep. He was the same, yet different. This was the first time I'd seen him truly relaxed. Jere looked younger and less stern. I eventually went over to the bed and lightly rested the back of my hand on his cheek, smiling sadly.
The truth was that I didn't really know him. I'd like to, yes, but truly knowing someone in his situation was impossible after only a few weeks. However, I knew him well enough to know that he'd punish himself if he stayed away from the hospital too long.
"Jeremy," I whispered.
Brushing his hair back, I spoke a little louder.
"Jeremy."
Inhaling through his nose, he rolled onto his back. "Mmmm. 'Time is it? How long?"
"Ninety minutes. An hour and a half."
There was a pause before he spoke again and I wondered how long it had been since he'd had a proper night's sleep.
"M'kay, just... just a minute. Let me... Ugh. Okay. I'm getting up. Did Mom call? Or the hospital? Did we..."
Swinging his legs over the bed and sitting up, he rubbed his eyes and looked at me while I took him in, from his broad shoulders, to rich chest hair, to tapered waist. He smiled.
"Stupid question. We did. You took a shower?" He yawned. "Ninety minutes? Fuck. You should have... Sorry, it's not your fault. Let me grab another quick shower and we'll head out. Did you hear my phone ring? Sorry I fell asleep."
I brushed back that errant hair again. "I'm not and no, I didn't hear it ring."
Jeremy texted his mother and took the world's fastest shower while I made him another bologna sandwich for the road. He went from bathroom to bedroom sans clothes and I enjoyed the display. He had his wallet between his teeth, keys in one hand and hopping with one leg in his jeans and one out as he made his way into the kitchen. Hurrying, needing to get back to his son.
"I'm sure he's fine. She'd have called if there was anything, right?"
"We don't know that. I should be there."
Getting the other leg in, he pulled up the jeans, put his stuff in the pockets, Jeremy took the sandwich. The worried look was back. I'd be disturbed if it wasn't. There was something else there, too. A light in his eyes that wasn't there before helped me picture what a younger Jeremy must have looked like.
Taking a huge bite, he held up a finger, asking for a moment as he chewed quickly and swallowed.
"Um, so we should talk. Or not, if, you know, you don't... I'm not sure what I'm saying, but I need to get back to the hospital. Do you think maybe you could stop by tomorrow? If you're free?"
"Of course. Should I stop by tonight?"
"We should be okay. Dad should be there by now."
I got it. He needed family around him. "Okay. Tomorrow, then."
Jeremy leaned forward and hesitated, caught halfway between a hug and a kiss. I stepped in and kissed him. He pulled my body close with the hand not holding the sandwich. I could taste the bologna and chuckled. He groaned, smiled, and then stepped out the door. I followed, pulling it shut behind me.
On the way home, I stopped for gas. While waiting, I called Mom.
"Did you eat yet? I was thinking maybe we could watch a movie or something. I'll order Chinese."
"Your father and I already ate, but I can bring some cookies. What time?"
Smiling, I checked the gauge. Halfway full. "About an hour? I'm not home yet and need to get changed."
"I'll see you then."
When I got home, I ordered the food and thought of those sad bologna sandwiches. The delivery woman arrived before Mom, so I set the table and put out two plates. Mom couldn't see me or Dad eating without wanting to try a bit.
There was a knocking and I called out. "It's open!"
She had three types of cookies.
"What are we going to watch?"
"Your choice, Mom. What are you in the mood for?"
She put the cookies on the table and looked at me. "What's the matter?"
"Nothing. Why does something have to be the matter?"
"I don't know. You just look... off."
"It's been a heck of a day. Some good, most bad. Ethan is back in the hospital. I'm not a kid. I know life isn't fair, but this was going to be such a great day for him. You should have seen it, Mom. It was perfect."
"With the Caves of Despair? You were so excited about that."
"Cliffs of Insanity, but yeah. He would have lost his little mind."
"So, talk to me. What's your biggest problem right now that I can help with? Let me take something off your shoulders."
"There's nothing to do but wait, Mom. It's just so frustrating. All I could do is try to be there for Jere and yell at the insurance people about Spain."
"It's Jere, now? Not 'Jeremy' or 'the boy's father'?"
"Mom, don't. Not right now."
"Okay, tell me about the insurance."
"The Wish Mission can't pay for the trip for Ethan to Spain until the insurance company signs off. Kennedy messed up his initial paperwork, so we were late getting them the information and now they're dragging their feet."
"Was it just some generic plan to go to Spain or do you have an itinerary?"
"No, everything was pretty solid. There was wriggle room here and there, but I'd worked out the details."
"Where were you going first?"
I just looked at her and shrugged. "Madrid."
"And then? C'mon, Noreen. We've got plenty of time."
She was right. I filled her in on the trip while I ate. Mom smiled while listening.
"What?"
"I don't know. I just like seeing you when you're like this. You're so much like your father. So passionate, every detail off the top of your head." She shrugged. "I love you and like to see you in your element. Sue me."
We made some tea and carried it and the cookies over to the coffee table. Mom found "Breakfast at Tiffany's" on one of the streaming channels and we settled in for some Audrey Hepburn.
I caught her almost studying me a few times. It was unnerving. "Mom, what?"
"There's something different about you. Did you find a new job already?"
"No. Let's just watch the movie."
"It's definitely something. If you don't want to tell me, that's fine. I'm just your mother. I'll be ready to listen when you're ready to talk."
Just what I needed. Psychic mom coming in hard with the guilt trip.

12 - Jeremy

Noreen was the best kind of distraction in the worst possible way.
She was the best distraction because of course she was. How could she not be? She was gorgeous. Soft lips, intense eyes, a body that was doing its part to reduce the shortage of perfect breasts in this world... not to mention kind and passionate and understanding. Not just about the mass amounts of baggage I had from Ethan's mom abandoning him, but about Ethan in general.
It made sense, obviously. She dealt with people like me for a living. But I wasn't used to someone who didn't take my inability to give her my full attention personally. I wasn't used to someone focusing her attention in the same direction as me, making sure my son was cared for. After waking up and realizing I'd slept for far longer than I intended to, since I hadn't intended to sleep at all, she wasn't upset when I practically kicked her out of my apartment so I could get back to the hospital.
Instead, she made me a fucking sandwich.
She didn't sigh passive-aggressively when I declined having her come to the hospital with me.
Instead, she kissed me goodbye, bologna breath and all, and left me craving the feel of her body against mine.
And that's why I turned down her offer to come to the hospital. Because she was the worst way I could be distracted. Because I got into my truck, drove back to the hospital, and was in the waiting room for approximately twelve seconds before my mom started her interrogation.
"You look different," she said.
"Uh, okay," I replied, sitting next to my dad. "I trimmed my beard after I showered."
"Must have been quite the shower. You were gone for quite a while."
I tried to sound nonchalant, which was where I fucked up. If I hadn't just fucked Noreen, her implication would have annoyed me.
Instead, I tried to act like nothing had happened.
"Yeah. I fell asleep."
"In the shower?" Dad asked.
"No, in bed."
"Just like that?" Mom said.
"Uh, yeah," I said. "I was tired."
"How long did you sleep?" she pressed.
"Jesus, Mom. An hour and a half." I looked at Dad and half-laughed. "Does she interrogate you like this for having a goddamn nap?"
Dad pressed his lips together and tilted his head from side to side. "I mean, an hour and a half for a nap, plus a shower and a beard trim... still doesn't quite add up, Jere."
"Well, I made some food."
"Oh, well," Mom said. "A whole turkey dinner or--"
"A bologna sandwich," I said, unimpressed. "I was not gone that long."
Dad smirked. "Didn't that pretty girl drive you home? Kennedy?"
"Her name is Noreen," I said. "With everything she's doing for Ethan, could you at least be respectful enough to learn her fucking name?"
"Don't swear at your father," Mom said, then glared at him. "Even if he is a shit-for-brains idiot sometimes."
"What?" Dad protested. "You're the one who said you thought he was finally getting laid."
"Yeah, but at least I knew her name was Noreen, not Kennedy."
"Would you two just drop it?" I asked. "Nothing happened. She drove me home."
"Sure, honey," Mom said. "That's why you look more relaxed than you have in--"
"I don't have to listen to this," I muttered, standing up.
"Jere, wait, I was just--"
"Mr. Whitlock?" asked a nurse who had just entered the waiting room.
"That's me," Dad and I said at the same time.
"Dad," I said exasperatedly. "They mean me."
"Right." He shrugged apologetically. "Force of habit."
Dr. Cook was still there because, as I'd learned, doctors and nurses have an inhuman ability to work shifts most would consider impossible at best and tortuous at worst. The nurse brought me to her for an update and I felt guilty at first, assuming that they'd been waiting on me, but really, my timing had just been great that day.
There were no answers, of course, but there was good news. He was stable enough that they were taking him out of sedation. If that went well, they were going to discharge him from the ICU but keep him in another ward for observation, overnight for the very least and possibly longer depending on how things went.
"And what about treatment? How are you making him better?" I pressed, but Dr. Cook was aggravatingly non-committal. He had new meds to take to manage symptoms, but no word on more chemo or radiation or anything. They'd done all the tests they could justify, but wanted to wait until those came back before scheduling him for more if they were needed.
"But what if that takes too long?" I insisted, but she assured me the meds he was taking would be enough.
Enough for what, I didn't know.
I should've asked.
But I didn't because Dr. Cook said I could sit with Ethan while they woke him up and I was eager to get there. He cried a bit, but settled quickly after I placed Spike in his arms. The drugs made him sleepy, so he faded in and out, but that was to be expected. He was asleep when they officially discharged him from the ICU, so while they were moving him to a new room, I went out to talk to Mom and Dad. They wanted to see him, of course, so I led them to a new waiting room and left them there while Ethan got settled.
He was happy to see them, but still tired, so they left after a short visit and a long conversation insisting that I didn't need them to stay the night at the hospital. He wasn't in the ICU anymore, so I didn't have to sleep in a waiting room chair; I was upgraded to the uncomfortable-in-a-different-way wooden armchair beside his bed. Mom wasn't convinced until I caved and agreed that she could bring me dinner from the cafeteria. I ended up with a bowl of chicken noodle that tasted like it was made of fake chicken flavour developed by someone who had never tasted chicken before and a turkey sandwich that paled compared to the bologna one Noreen had made for me.



Once they were gone and Ethan had drifted off into medicated dreamland, I asked the nurse to keep an eye on him so I could grab another cup of watery tea from the cafeteria. After a short internal debate where I repeatedly told myself it was far too late to bother her, I texted Noreen an update while I waited for the cashier to put the stale tea bag into the not-quite-hot-enough water, assuming she'd see it in the morning.
And how are you doing? came the response before the cashier had even handed me the cup of tea.
Fuck. I paid for the tea and stepped out of line, walking slowly as I tried to text back with one thumb.
jst getting tea then goin bak upstars
I almost laughed when my phone rang.
"Sorry," I said. "Texting with one hand isn't my strong suit."
"It's okay," Noreen said, laughing softly. "Just thought this might be easier."
"It is. Thanks."
There was an unreasonably uncomfortable silence before she spoke again. "You didn't really answer my question."
"Right," I said. "He's, uh, just sleeping now. Not in the ICU but not sure when we're heading home. They don't know for sure what's going on. But he's... you know. Stable."
"I asked how you were doing," she said kindly.
"Oh, sorry. I didn't think my typos were that bad. I'm fine. Just got some tea."
"Jere. You know what I mean."
I was in a deserted hallway, darkened offices surrounding me. Stopping, I leaned against the wall and closed my eyes.
"I'm... okay. Worried, but that's the entirety of my existence at any given time, so not really anything new. And impatient, I guess. I want answers and I want them now, you know? But there's not much I can do but wait."
"Understandable. It's frustrating."
"Very." I sighed, tilting my head back. "I keep telling myself they wouldn't have discharged him and wouldn't be sending him home if he wasn't okay. Whatever's going on, it's not serious enough to keep him in ICU, and that's good."
"Of course. That makes sense."
"You think so?" I hated how vulnerable my voice sounded, but I couldn't help it.
"I do," she said.
It took me a moment to figure out why her words comforted me so much that I felt my heart flutter, but when I got there, it was obvious. Noreen had to have dealt with stuff like this before. Her affirmation that it seemed reasonable wasn't coming from just anyone; it was from someone who knew.
And that mattered.
That helped.
"Thank you," I said softly.
"For what?"
I smiled. "For everything. Listening. Being here. All the other, uh, stuff."
"Oh, like the cleaning and the sandwiches?" she teased.
I held back a laugh. "And the sex. That was pretty, uh..."
"Thoughtful?"
"I was gonna say 'generous' but didn't know if you would find that funny."
Apparently, she did, and I fought back a smile, looking up at the half-dimmed fluorescents in the hallway. I hadn't been sure where things stood with Noreen or what anything had meant; I didn't know if sleeping with her had just been a release or if there was something there.
But listening to that laughter, picturing the smile on her face only to have my memory warp it into what she'd looked like beneath me, her hair splayed on my pillow and her breath caressing my cheek...
Shit.
I hoped she thought there was something there as much as I hoped she didn't.
"Are you, um, okay with that?" I asked when she stopped laughing. "With what we, uh, did?"
"I don't have any regrets, if that's what you're asking."
It was and it was a relief to hear that. "It won't make trouble for you at work or anything? I don't want to cause issues for you."
"It won't," she said. "What are they going to do, fire me?"
I frowned. "I mean, maybe. I dunno how it works there. A couple of the places I've worked had stuff like that in the employee manuals or whatever."
"Right, I know, I just mean because--" She stopped short. "Oh."
"Oh what?"
"I haven't..." She took a breath. "This is the wrong time."
"Wrong time for what?" I asked, more alarmed than I was annoyed.
"We can talk another--"
"Please, Noreen," I asked. "All my patience is tied up in waiting for test results. Please don't make me worry about whatever this is, too."
She was silent, then sighed. "I haven't told you, but I... You and Ethan are... you're my last clients. I... resigned."
I didn't know how to feel about that. "Was it because of what happened? The... the paperwork?"
"No," she said quickly. "Not at all. That was after. I resigned before I knew they assigned you to me."
I licked my lips. "Oh. Okay. When are you, uh, done? Will we get a new Wish Granter or...?"
There was another moment of silence.
"No," she finally said. "I decided to stay until Ethan's wish is granted. They're still working on replacing me. It was important to me to make sure everything went perfectly for him, so I wanted to stay."
My throat was tight and my eyes stung. Hearing her say that did something to me.
"Jeremy?" she asked when I didn't say anything.
"D'you think we could have lunch tomorrow when you stop by?" I asked. "If you still want to? Like, I know it's not the fanciest place for a date, but my mom'll be here with Ethan and maybe we could go to the deli across the street? There's a Tim's too, if you like that better, but honestly I can't stand their food and that's saying something because I literally choked down the slimiest chicken noodle soup you can imagine for dinner tonight."
"A date?" she repeated, laughter in her voice.
I cringed, my face burning beneath my beard. "I'm doing a great job selling you on the idea, huh? Sorry, I... Can we pretend I'm not an idiot and forget this entire conversation happened?"
"As you wish, but if you forget the entire conversation, you're going to be really confused tomorrow when I show up for our date."
By the time I finished talking with her, my tea was long gone, but the smile on my face lasted long enough that Mom started in on me again when she got there the next morning.
"You can't tell me nothing is going on," she said boldly as we walked to Ethan's room. "I'm your mother, Jere. I know when something's up."
"Whatever you say, Mom."
"See? You're not even rolling your eyes at me. Noreen has something to do with this. Did you two--"
"Is that what you really want to think about, Mom?" I asked.
"Well..."
"That's what I thought." We reached Ethan's room and I put my hand on the doorknob. "By the way, she's stopping by to see Ethan later. Can you sit with him while the two of us grab lunch?"
Her eyeballs nearly popped out of her skull. "Jeremy--!"
"Awesome, thanks." I opened the door and stepped in. "Hey, bud. Gramma's here!"
Luckily, Ethan was awake and in good spirits, so Mom didn't have a chance to nag me about Noreen. We sat with him instead, watching cartoons and colouring, enjoying ourselves until his next round of medication was due. I'd asked Noreen to come by around the time I figured Ethan's meds would kick in, since they were still making him pretty drowsy. In a perfect world, that would not only let us get lunch, it would keep me from having to explain anything more to Mom, and then Ethan would be awake when we were done so Noreen could visit with him.
It was brilliant, so of course, it didn't work. Ethan threw a tantrum the moment the nurse came in to give him his medication.
"Please, no!" he sobbed. "It makes me sleep and I don't wanna sleep, I wanna watch Scooby Doo with Spike and Gramma!"
The nurse looked at me helplessly. "Do you want me to ask Dr. Cook or...?"
I shook my head and turned to Ethan. "Bud. Buddy. Listen."
"Dad, please," he begged. "I don't wanna take it."
My heart ached and I felt sick to my stomach. I hated hearing him upset like this. He would beg and beg, not knowing why he had to take it, just knowing he didn't like how it made him feel, and I had to judge whether it was just a tantrum or if something was legitimately wrong. If he was just being dramatic or if he needed me to advocate for him and what he needed.
Because that's the thing about having a kid with an illness like this. He was still a kid and kids try to get away with shit when they can. That's just what kids do. That doesn't end just because they're seriously sick. No one ever wants to say that. No one likes to admit that their sick kid is anything less than a wonderful, perfect little human fighting a battle, but a kid is still gonna act like a kid.
And kids are assholes sometimes. Ethan knew that throwing a tantrum meant he might get out of something he didn't want to do because every time he did, we had to figure out how serious he was being and sometimes it was just easier to give in.
When it came to meds, though?
I couldn't just give in.
"Okay, but listen," I said. "If you don't take your medicine, you won't be able to watch Scooby Doo anyway."
"That's not fair!" he wailed. "Why won't you let me? Why are you so mean? You're the worst dad ever!"
"Hey!" I said, much more harshly than I intended only because I was fighting not to let his angry words sting. "It's not me being mean. Your medicine stops you from fainting like you did the other night. If you don't take it, you might pass out and get hurt or be in pain." I looked at him seriously, seeing the anger boiling in the thick tears clouding his eyes. "That's why you're in the hospital, bud. Tell me the truth. Does your medicine make you feel worse than the reason you had to come here?"
For a long, tense moment, he stared at me. His forehead was crinkled, the place where his eyebrows would one day grow back heavy over his eyes as he frowned. Furious puffs of breath made the snot in his nose drip faster as he held my gaze. Then, a shaking hand went up to his nose, wiping it as he sniffled hard and tore his eyes off mine.
"No," he whimpered. "I just want to watch Scooby."
"Scooby will be here when you wake up," I said gently. "You can even start watching it now and finish it later. It's going to take a bit before the medicine makes you sleep."
He nodded sadly and my heart ached again. "'Kay. C-Can you stay and watch with me?"
"Of course, bud."
"Did you let Noreen know?" Mom whispered as the nurse started giving Ethan his meds.
"Shit." I shook my head guiltily. "She's probably already in the waiting room."
Without a word, Mom stood up and kissed the side of my head. Before I could protest, she left.
Just what I fucking needed.
We watched about half the episode of Scooby Doo before Ethan started to fade. I eyed him for a moment before whispering his name. When he didn't respond, I carefully extracted my hand from his, kissed the top of his head, and quietly left the room.
I kind of hoped Noreen was running late or something, but she and Mom were both standing in the waiting room when I walked up. My heart started racing, though whether it was anxiety from wondering what Mom said or nerves from seeing Noreen wearing a green dress showing off the curve of her waist that I now knew intimately, I couldn't tell. I cleared my throat as I approached and both of them turned to look at me.
"How's he doing?" Mom asked.
"Fine. He just fell asleep." I looked at Noreen. "Sorry. He really wanted to watch Scooby Doo."
"No need to apologize," she said. "Scooby Doo is pretty fabulous."
I almost laughed, but Mom got that pushy, excited look on her face and I was stuck trying to hide my aggravation instead.
She didn't say anything, thankfully, and eventually made her way to Ethan's room so Noreen and I could go for lunch. The deli across the street was busy but we found a dirty table near the window.
"What do you want?" I asked, glancing at the line at the counter as Noreen collected the dirty dishes and wiped the surface with a napkin.
"Oh, let me get it," she said. "You have enough other stuff to worry about. I can treat you to lunch."
I shook my head before she even finished speaking. "I invited you. Let me get it."
I thought she might protest, but after a moment, she nodded and glanced up at the menu. "The Montreal smoked meat sandwich, please. Extra mustard. And a cup of tea, if you wouldn't mind."
That sounded pretty good, so I got the same thing and a couple sides of coleslaw, plus an extra pickle.
There was a lot working against me. I hadn't been on a date in ages so I was a little rusty, and on top of that, it was a lunch date at a location chosen specifically for its proximity to the hospital. So much could have gone so badly, and yet...
It was amazing.
We talked about Ethan, of course, because if I didn't talk about Ethan, I wouldn't have anything to talk about. Noreen told me about her boss, Misha, and the struggles they were having finding someone to replace her.
"It's almost funny," she said. "In a sad sort of way. The first guy thought he had healing aura powers or something. Two of them have simply left and never returned. The latest one didn't realize she was the one who had to make the wishes happen. She thought she just had to show up to experiences and that someone else dealt with all the details."
We talked about other things, too, which was nice. She told me about her mom and her past, about riding horses at the Collip's ranch growing up. I worried that she'd realize her life had been pretty different from mine and that she was talking to a guy a few steps away from owning nothing but the shoes on his feet and the shirt on his back, but she didn't seem to... I don't know. Care about that. But in a way that didn't make me feel like she was talking down or pitying me.
That was rare. Being broke was something that permeated every bit of my life. But Noreen didn't see me as either a project or as someone "less-than." She simply shared her stories and listened to mine without judgement.
We didn't talk about what my mom said to her while I was sitting with Ethan. She didn't offer the information and frankly, I was too nervous to ask.
We talked for longer than I thought. The sandwiches were long gone and our cups of tea were empty when my pocket started vibrating.
"Shit," I said, seeing my mom's number flashing on the screen. "Ethan's probably awake."
"I'll clean up," Noreen said, collecting our dishes as I answered the phone.
"Hello?"
"Hey, honey," Mom said cheerfully. "Just wanted to check in. How's your date going?"
I felt my jaw tense. "Fine. Is that all you called to ask?"
"Cut me some fucking slack," she said. "I'm not that pushy. I just wanted you to know Ethan's awake and Dr. Cook was here."
"Fuck." I got out of my chair and glanced wildly at Noreen. "I'll be right there, is he--"
"Jere, wait, I--"
"Mom, is he okay?"
It was loud enough that Noreen whirled around to look at me, as did a few people at surrounding tables. Panic flashed across Noreen's face, mirroring the expression I was sure was on mine.
"Jeremy, shut the fuck for a second," Mom said. "Jesus. You wonder where Ethan gets his inability to stop and listen?"
"I--what?"
"He's fine. Watching Scooby Doo and eating dessert. Spike may or may not have a lime Jello stain on his forehead. Dr. Cook said they're going to monitor him for the rest of the afternoon and probably discharge him tonight."
"Oh," I said, my heart returning to a normal pace. "Okay. She told you that? Without me there?"
"I'm on his records as a secondary contact, honey."
"Oh."
"I called because I thought maybe you'd want to go get him some clothes to come home in," she continued. "All he's got is the pyjamas they brought him here in and those are a little, um, stained. Some clean underwear, you know? Socks and shoes? Since he's doing pretty well right now, I thought this would be a good time."
"Right. No, that's... that's a good idea."
"And I mean, maybe it would be worth Noreen bringing you home to do it so you don't have to worry about moving your truck and that gives you a little more time to--"
"Yep, I'll go home and get him some clothes, that's fine, bye."
And I hung up.
Noreen was standing in front of me, the worry on her face fading as I quickly explained that I'd overreacted. She smiled and took my hand when I said I needed to go home and get Ethan some clothes.
"I'll drive," she said simply, and I walked out of the deli with her soft hand clasped in mine, my heart skipping every other beat and a smile on my face.
It was the start of something. We didn't come right out and say it, but it was. She drove me home and helped me pack a few things up for Ethan, then distracted me with her lips and hands and the tiny noises she made when I touched her. I didn't exactly mean to hook up with her again while we were there, but once she was in my apartment and bending over to pick up Ethan's shoes... well.
We ended up on the couch and didn't make it to the bedroom. Instead, she tugged my jeans down and knelt in front of me, doing things with her mouth that I couldn't have dreamed of. Her eyes met mine as she sucked me, head bobbing as she worked my cock in and out of her throat. I couldn't look away, didn't even want to blink and miss a moment of what she looked like with her lips stretched around me.
I came in her mouth far faster than I would've liked. I pretended like it wasn't because it had been so long since I'd had a blowjob that I couldn't contain myself and that it was because we had to get back to the hospital right away. I then promptly proved that was a lie by shoving her dress up to her waist and slipping her panties down so I could return the favour.
Her fingers wound through my hair as I ate her out, indulging in the sweet taste of her and greedily lapping at her pussy. She pushed herself forward, thighs tight around my ears as she gasped and panted and urged me on. I pushed a finger inside of her, fingering her gently as I sucked on her clit, and the noises she made... fuck.
I kind of wished I hadn't come first because it was hot enough that I wanted to go again.
But we definitely didn't have time for that. I made her come on my face, let her shove my head tight against her lower body as she gushed against me. Slick juice coated my cheeks and lips and beard, though that didn't stop her from kissing me before letting me go so she could pull up her panties and I could go wash my face.
And that was it. That was the start of whatever we had.

13 - Noreen

Is there such a thing as perfect-adjacent? No relationship is perfect. That's obvious. That being said, we were at a point where endorphins were trying to convince us that perfect was possible. When I was clear-headed, I knew those endorphins were lying. If they weren't lying, it would be a lot easier to deal with our particular constraints.
We both struggled to carve out pieces of time to be together. I had another replacement quit when they found out they couldn't just cherry-pick children whose wishes aligned with the granter's hobbies and interests. They were under the impression their days would be filled with shopping sprees and trips to Canada's Wonderland. I was still doing my job, battling the insurance company and I'd stepped up my efforts to help Misha find a replacement who wasn't a waste of time.
Jeremy? He spent his days with Ethan, doctors, hospital staff and trying to grab some much needed sleep here and there. I don't know why it hit me as hard as it did, but I found him asleep on a chair in a waiting room, a book on homeschooling clutched in his hand. On top of everything else, he wanted to ensure that Ethan was engaging his mind.
Was the effort to find time for us worth it? Yeah, it absolutely was.
If things were perfect, Ethan would spend overnights at his grandparents' or go to the park instead of staying at the hospital waiting for test results or going for check-ups. They were increasing in frequency, but I assumed that was good. What had started his recent downturn was a mystery and I was happy they were aggressive about finding the cause.



Still, Jeremy and I attempted to steal every minute we could from the dictatorial clock.
Misha was a miracle worker and managed to spread every penny we took in further than I thought was possible. She found room in the budget to hire a recruiter and I was going through resumes when Jeremy called.
"I have four hours available tonight. Can you get free?"
I replied immediately. "Yes."
"I didn't even tell you what four hours," he said with a chuckle.
"Totally don't care. Ten to two? Three to seven? Whatever works, I'll take."
"Okay, it's four to eight. Mom's been pushing to have Ethan for a while. With everything going on, they haven't spent much time with him. Her best friend from when they were kids is in town and I think she wants to show him off. Ethan got to choose the dinner and she's making a cake, so he's all for it. Honestly, I don't want to be there. It sounds horrible, but I don't want to listen to another stranger tell me how healthy he looks or how I'm a wonderful dad or any other polite bullshit."
"I get that. Listen, let's do something at my place. I'll take a half day, leave early and make dinner."
"Are you sure?"
I'd never cooked for him and he'd only been to my home once.
"Absolutely. Any preferences?"
"Yeah, no bologna."
I laughed. "Deal."
"Okay, I'll see you around four. Thanks for doing this."
Warmth spread from my chest upwards, and I knew my neck was flushed. I'll admit that a lot of what we had started with me being horny and Jeremy being hot. This was different. He just made me happy. I wanted to have him in my home. I wanted to make the most of those four hours. It was an opportunity to share a bit of me, of who I was, of my life away from my work.
"Of course. See you then."
I stopped at Loblaws and wandered the aisles, picking up random ingredients. Wine and cheese would go with anything. An assortment of chocolates would be perfect for dessert. I wasn't sure if Ethan would know about our dinner, so I picked up some kid-centric snacks and desserts for him so he wouldn't feel left out.
I wound up deciding on a simple pot roast. It was basic while still delicious and offered plenty of leftovers. Carrots, pearl onions, red cabbage, egg noodles and red wine for the gravy went into the basket. I had to go through the frozen aisle to get to the cashier, so I grabbed some ice cream. What the hell, why not?
The meat went into the Le Creuset with a small amount of oil and garlic. I kept the temperature just below where the oil would start smoking and used the tongs to sear all sides of the meat, then turned down the temperature, used the red wine to deglaze and began peeling the onions.
Once everything was going, I arrayed the cheese, chilled the wine and sat down to read for a while.
There was a knock on the door at precisely four.
"Come in!"
I turned to see Jeremy walk in, a box in hand.
"Come in? What if I was some sort of burglar?"
"I'd stall him. He'd have no idea that I had a mountain man coming by who'd kick him to the curb."
He smiled and ran his fingers through his beard. "Mountain man?"
"I like it. Don't change it."
Jeremy lifted the box. "I brought dessert. It's, um, just a grocery store cake."
"Great! Can you put it on the table?"
Finishing what I was doing, I poured us some wine and we talked while enjoying the cheese and some grapes.
"So, you didn't want to be a wish granter when you were a kid. What did you think you'd be doing with your life back when you were ten-year-old Noreen?"
I waved my hand in dismissal. "Nothing. What about you?"
Smiling with eyes narrowed, he answered quickly. "Carpenter, but don't give me that 'nothing'. Seriously, what did you think you'd be doing?"
Sighing, I nabbed a bit of cheese. "Okay, but it's stupid. I wanted to be in charge of Esso."
"The gas station company?"
"Yeah. I wanted to do something similar, but larger than Dad's job. Whenever we were on the highway, I'd see those enormous trucks and the stations were everywhere. For some reason, it stuck in my head. I didn't know what 'being in charge' meant, but that's what I was convinced I was going to do."
"And bigger than your dad to show him up?"
I was quiet for a moment. "No, not really. I wanted him to be proud. To maybe notice me."
Jeremy reached out and lightly took my hand. He didn't say anything, not verbally. I shook my head.
"It was stupid. I'm making it seem worse than it was. He wasn't some Dickens villain with a heart of ice. He was just dedicated and spent a lot of time at the office."
Nodding, Jeremy gave my hand a little squeeze before drinking some of the wine.
After checking the tenderness of the meat, I put the water on to boil for the noodles. Just as they were ready, there was another knock on the door and then Mom walked in.
"Honey, I thought we could put the decorations away and..." She turned to Jeremy. "Oh, hello."
I rolled my eyes. I'd put the decorations back more than a week ago. Having Jeremy's pickup in the driveway must have been Mom's equivalent of the bat signal hovering over Gotham. She somehow used her Mom superpower to see it, hopped in the Mom-mobile, and showed up.
"Mom, this is Jeremy. Jeremy, my mom, Carol. She's psychic."
Mom shook her head. "Ignore my daughter. So, do I smell dinner on the stove? What do you do, Jeremy?"
He turned to me and had the deer in the headlights look.
"I, uh, I work... worked. As a labourer. What about you, Carol?"
"I'm involved in our civic association and I help with the outreach for my husband's company."
"Right. Um, that sounds nice."
I jumped in. "She was just leaving. Thanks for stopping by, Mom."
She looked from me to Jeremy. "Of course. Well, it was lovely meeting you. We have to do this again."
Do what? Invite herself in on our dinner? She was out of her mind. "Yes, absolutely. Let me walk you out."
When we stepped out onto the porch, she turned to me. "He's more handsome than he is in the picture with his son. Do you need anything?"
I just stared at her for a beat. What the heck could I want? "No, Mom. I've got this."
"Maybe he'd like to stop by one day and we could all go out to dinner."
"Right. You read my mind. I was desperately hoping I could bring him to meet Dad. Let's set a date. Are the two of you free on the thirty-second?"
She gave me the mom look. "You're not half as funny as you think you are."
"Thanks for stopping by. I'll call you."
She finally left. The noodles were overcooked, but everything else was fine.
"So, that wasn't totally weird. I mean, all mothers just burst in, determined to embarrass their children and get super nosy, right?"
He shrugged. "Could be worse."
I rolled my eyes. "Yes. Could also be a lot better."
"Can I ask what she knows about me? About us?"
Totally fair. I took a sip of wine. "Not much, honestly. Lots of speculation, I'm sure. She knows who you are in general terms. I'm wondering if she spoke with Mrs. Collip. They were close when I was riding every week and we stabled our horse there. If she did, that was totally wrong and I'll address it."
Jeremy tilted his head and waved the idea away. "It's not a big deal. I guess it's a Mom thing. It was just a little... Much? Surprising? So, she doesn't know a lot, which makes sense. I'm not sure there's much to know. It feels like we're running incredibly fast, but on a treadmill. Does that make sense?"
It did. Whatever we had between us was surrounded by so much other craziness that it felt like we were snatching moments together in the middle of a hurricane. It was hard to know if this was real and meant what I wanted it to mean or if it was a byproduct of everything else.
"Yeah, it does."
He smiled. "So, you think she'll be back for dessert?"
I laughed. "No, not a chance. She'll definitely be staying away until the next time I explicitly invite her over. She knew I wasn't happy."
When we finished eating, I packed up a bunch of the leftovers for Jeremy and Ethan.
"I'm not taking all of that."
"Please do. It's just going to go to waste if you don't. I grabbed some for myself and Misha is buying me a huge lunch every day to woo me into staying."
I convinced him. We sat and continued talking over coffee and cake. It was heaven to relax and behave like normal people. I didn't want to rush our date. If we had an hour before he had to leave, I wanted to take every minute. But... he kept looking at me over the cup of coffee, the sleeves rolled up on his flannel shirt and the muscles on his forearms shifting with every move.
As I brought the plates over to the sink, Jeremy followed me with some of the serving dishes. Brushing past me, his cock pushed against my ass. He grabbed the glasses and came back, this time reaching over my shoulder to put them in the sink. He swept back some of my hair and kissed my neck just below my ear.
Lost in the contrast between his soft lips and beard, I reached back and ran my hand through the hair on the back of his head, pulling him tighter. His lips went higher, kissing behind my ear, then making their way to my jaw. I pushed back against him and Jeremy stepped forward, putting one leg between mine and inching my legs apart.
I pushed against him again and felt his hardness. His hands fell to my waist and he hooked his thumbs into the top of my slacks. Still kissing my jaw, moving closer and closer to my lips, he pushed down on the cloth, eventually slipping it past the swell of my ass. When they fell to the ground, he stepped on my panties and slacks and I lifted a foot free.
His hands fell from my body. A second later, I saw him toss a condom wrapper on the counter. Pulling back from me, I assumed he put it on. Jeremy quickly dropped his pants and pushed lightly on my back until I bent over. I felt his hand between us as he grabbed his cock and positioned it where he wanted. Running the head along my slit, I heard a moan and realized it was coming from me. I was soaked and he used that to get himself ready.
Jeremy almost growled as he shifted forward and inside of me. Grabbing the edge of the counter, I lowered my head and stuck my ass out, lost in what he was doing to me. One of his hands rested on mine and the other snaked around to my breast. I could feel his weight as his lean body weighed on me. Just as he reached under my blouse, I came with an inarticulate moan.
Jeremy soon followed and held me up with the hand that had been searching for my breast. I could still feel his weight as he panted in my ear. When I heard his throaty chuckle, I pulled myself together and looked up. Somehow we'd knocked the sprayer from the faucet loose and there was water everywhere.
After kissing me again, he tucked himself away, pulled up his pants and grabbed some towels. I looked at the clock.
"Go take a shower. I've got this."
"Nah, it'll just take a second."
We had time for a quick shower if all we did was shower. It was difficult, but we managed. Jeremy took the leftovers and the treats I got for Ethan. Taking another glass of wine, I sat down on my couch and melted into the cushions.
Things weren't just good, they were perfect-adjacent.
Until they weren't.

14 - Jeremy

The only thing missing from the scene I walked into was a half-smoked cigarette dangling from Mom's fingers as she stared aimlessly across the kitchen, the ash hanging precariously as swirls of smoke inched through the air.
Well, and I guess an ashtray.
But the rest of it could have been something out of a movie. The light above the sink was the only one on, the yellow beam almost too tired to cut through the shadows thrown across the spotless counters. Three dessert plates sat in the drying rack next to the sink; everything else had been put back in its place. Mom sat at the kitchen table alone, her only companion a glass of wine that was empty except for the trace of cheap red circling the bottom.
I hadn't bothered knocking, but she didn't seem surprised to see me. She didn't seem anything; her eyes didn't even move as I entered the kitchen, just stared at something further away than the wall that was blocking her vision.
The kitchen was small, with a table barely big enough to fit the four of us around it for Sunday dinner, and yet she was miles gone. Oceans away. Far enough that a step on the worn linoleum felt monumentally insignificant, a never-ending climb that I almost couldn't bring myself to start.
But I did.
I had to.
I had to keep going.
She didn't look at me when I sat in the chair beside her. That was the spot I always sat in, ever since I was a kid. Right in the middle of her and Dad, my sister Shayla and then eventually Ethan across from me. Every single night, we sat like that, and then every Sunday dinner, and then Shayla moved away to make more of herself than any of us could.
Shayla.
Fuck. I'd forgotten to call Shayla. I had to...
She was going to be a nurse. I don't know why. Who would choose that? Who would choose to...
It didn't matter.
"He's asleep," Mom said suddenly. "I put him on our bed upstairs. The meds kicked in about an hour ago. Not before we watched Scooby Doo thirteen times or so, though. He was hungry, too. I was going to save you some cake but..."
"I'm glad he ate it," I said.
She finally looked at me. Her eyes were red, though I didn't know if it was just dryness from her unblinking stare or something more.
"What about Noreen?" she asked.
Anger prickled through me. "For fuck's sake, Mom! Right now? You're really going to--"
She didn't speak, but the severe shaking of her head cut me off all the same.
"Not like that," she said. "The wishes. She..."
I hadn't even thought of that.
Noreen was magic. Not in the sense that she could actually grant wishes, but in the sense that she'd woken me up. She'd opened my eyes.
It had driven my mom crazy. I refused to confirm if anything was going on; she knew, but she didn't know. That was by design. It had to be that way; Noreen might not have worried about money as much as I did, but I didn't want to see her fired. Part of it was because getting fired sucked, sure, but selfishly, I needed her there.
I needed Ethan's wish to come true.
Things had been so good. Near perfect, really. Noreen stopped by regularly. We stole kisses when Ethan wasn't looking and stole a lot more than that when he was napping. Both of us were busy, her with work and me with Ethan and follow-ups and tests. But we managed. We found time.
We made time.
Ethan took note, though he never outright asked what was going on. She never stayed the night, which was something we both agreed on. She just came over, sometimes bringing dinner and sometimes letting me cook whatever meager offerings I had. She watched TV with us, played games with him, fucked me after he was in bed...
I'd even met her mom. Not on purpose, but it had happened all the same. Noreen had been so pissed that it was almost a little funny, actually. But it was perfect. It made the monumental step I'd taken that night seem more... I don't know. Justified, maybe. Real.
Meaningful.
Mom had Ethan over for dinner that night while her friend was in town, just like I'd told Noreen, but I hadn't given her the full truth. I hadn't told her it was the longest Mom had babysat him since he'd gotten sick. Or about the way Mom's face lit up with disbelief and excitement when I said he was all hers for a few hours. Or the tears in her eyes when I assured her I trusted her, I really did, or the way I almost backed out when she correctly but inappropriately assumed it was because I wanted to spend some time with Noreen.
I hadn't told Noreen about the panic attack I had in my truck after dropping him off, so bad that I'd had to pull over a block away from my parents' place. But he was okay. He was going to be okay. He was doing almost good, if I was being honest. Not great, not perfect, but reasonable. No more passing out. A lot less pain. The meds seemed to have stabilized him. He was still sleepy, still lacking even a fraction of the energy a normal seven-year-old would have, but things hadn't gotten worse.
Spain hadn't happened. Noreen had been working her ass off trying to get things moving, but there was mound after mound of red tape for her to deal with. Her efforts alone meant everything. She was trying to work miracles.
This kind of miracle, though...
Weeks had gone by. I carted Ethan back and forth from the hospital, to doctor after doctor and test after test. The poor kid was poked and prodded and examined. He'd gotten so many fucking lollipops from the lab technicians after having his blood drawn that I was afraid he was going to get cavities. More follow-ups, more waiting, appointment after appointment that ended with the same thing:
"We're not sure what's happening yet, Mr. Whitlock, but this next test should give us some answers."
There was almost comfort in the routine of it all. I hated not knowing, but the facade of happiness had lulled me into a place where I didn't mind quite as much. Ethan got to go on a few more of Noreen's special experiences, though they had to be modified since he was still somewhat frail.
Day after day. Test after test. Stolen kiss after stolen kiss from the woman making my son's life just a bit more bearable. From the woman who was making me better.
Happier.
Stronger.
Then came the appointment that ended with Ethan's oncologist, the one where they had him stay in another room and brought me into the office.
The one earlier that day, a few hours before I'd brought Ethan to my parents because I wasn't strong enough.
The one that ended differently.
"Mr. Whitlock, I'm sorry, but there's nothing else we can do."

15 - Noreen

After another frustrating day of trying to strong-arm the insurance company and find gold amongst the dross of candidates to replace me, I went over to Jeremy and Ethan's apartment. Stopping at MacQuarie's Beanery, I got a tea for the two of us and a hot cocoa for Ethan.
Ethan's diet was all over the place. Sometimes he could have candy or a hot chocolate, other times he couldn't. I always checked with his father, grandmother or a nurse before he saw what I had. If he couldn't have the hot chocolate, I made sure I had a comic book with pirates or some sort of toy from Spain.
Shifting the hot cocoa, I freed my hand and knocked on the door. A few minutes later, I knocked again. Eventually, Jeremy opened the door. He looked awful. His eyes were bloodshot and he seemed way too pale.
"Jeremy?"
He was about to say something and just stopped. Looking to the ceiling and swallowing hard, he tried again. "Can you... Can the Wish Mission get us to a better hospital? Can we cancel Spain and just... I don't know... Get better doctors? Just cancel everything, that's all we need. I... I..."
Jeremy's breathing was laboured and he stared at me so intently that I almost took a step back. Instead, I moved closer.
"Tell me what's going on."
"They..." He took a breath. "They said it's terminal. That there's nothing... Nothing they can do except make him comfortable. They... Ethan's..."
I wrapped my arms around him and he began weeping, holding me so tight I thought I might crumble. I refused to break. Not in his arms, not in my heart. Clenching my eyes closed, I took four deep breaths and then mentally counted from ten down to one. Jeremy eventually stepped back, wiped the tears on his sleeve, and took my hand. We went inside.
"Dad? Who's here?"
Jeremy turned to me. "Do you mind?"
I wasn't sure what he meant. "Of course not."
He led me to Ethan's bedroom.
"Hey, bud. Noreen wanted to come in and see you. I told her your room's just for official pirates, but she insisted."



The boy smiled wanly. "She can stay."
I kept my shit together as I sat near him and reached into my purse.
"Today we have, drum roll please, The Count of Monte Cristo. He's sort of like a pirate and the comic looked cool."
I took it out and put it on the bed next to him.
Leaning to his left, he looked at the cover. "Can you do the voices?"
"I..." Closing my eyes for a moment, I took a breath through my nose and looked at Ethan. "Absolutely. If your dad says it's okay, there might even be a hot chocolate in it for you."
So, I put a lock on my heart and did silly voices as I read the comic book.
"Are they Spanish?"
"It's, um, mostly set in France. Pretty close to Spain."
From time to time I looked over at Jeremy, who watched us from a chair in the corner, his broken heart clear and obvious. I stayed until Jeremy told me his parents were coming by. I didn't want to intrude on their time, so I told Ethan I'd see him soon and headed home, crying the entire drive.
I must have spent ninety minutes just staring at the wall. Finally, I picked up the phone.
"Mom, I need some help."
"I'm on my way."
"No, I can... We can just talk."
"Noreen, I'm your mother. I can hear it in your voice. I'm on my way."
She was knocking on the door within half an hour. It was dark out and there were no cars driving by.
"What time is it?"
"Nevermind. What's the matter?"
"I... I shouldn't have called. I'll be fine. I'll--"
Finger under my chin, she lifted gently while making eye contact. "Noreen, look at me. What's going on?"
Inhaling deeply, I made an ugly, wet sound. "Mom, he... I just left Jeremy and Ethan. They... The doctors said he's not going to get better. That he... That he... He's not going to..."
She placed a hand on each of my temples and kept gazing into one of my eyes and then the other. Mom began tearing up and pulled me into a hug.
I started crying again and she held me as if I was a little girl again.
"Shhh, shhh. We'll do what we can. I'm going to call Phillip."
Phillip had been my therapist for years. With Mom holding me, it felt like I had permission to fall apart. Pieces of my soul fell with the tears and all I could do was cling to her. I couldn't go through it again. I couldn't lose another child.
Mom called Dad and told him she was staying overnight. Going into full mother-bear mode, she made some soup and after we ate she insisted I get some sleep. I didn't respond, again lost in mindless staring.
"Noreen, you need to get some sleep. C'mon, baby. Let's go to your room."
I hugged her, kissed her cheek, and trudged to my room.
There were five of us at the arcade killing time before the movie started. We were the best of friends and had a connection that would never be broken.
Jill and I were on Dance Dance Revolution when she turned her head slightly in my direction. "I'm going to ask him out. Bobby McCray."
I nearly spit out the gummy I was chewing. "No, you're so totally not."
"I am."
Bobby had just transferred in and was from Ireland. He had soft black hair, black eyes and the longest eyelashes I'd ever seen on a boy. And that accent...
"Well, if you don't, I will."
Jill turned and gave me a goofy smile just as the game ended. She'd beaten me again. We headed down the endless hallway towards our theatre and I could hear my aunt in the background. Her voice was distant and angry.
"Noreen! Get over here. Where are you, Noreen! You need to be here!"
The guy took my ticket, ripped it and handed me my half. He looked up and it was Bobby.
"Hey, you think you could introduce me to Kennedy?"
"Don't be stupid, you're a kid."
"So are you." That stopped me. He was right. "Sorry. I'll talk to her."
My friends were gone and I sat alone in the dark theatre, my heart pounding. Finally, the screen lit up and my father stood there looking down at me. He was dressed in a bright yellow suit with a derby hat and carried a cane. His voice was stern and demanding.
"Let's go out to the lobby, let's go out to the lobby, let's go out to the lobby and get ourselves a snack!"
Too afraid to move, I sat in my chair, still staring at the screen. Dad faded away and I saw myself standing at a gate. Beyond the bars of the gate was sand that seemed endless. In the distance, I saw her blonde ponytail bob and wave as she moved away from me.
I ran, but the gate turned into a fence that moved with me. My cousin was so far ahead of me. I ran and ran and ran but couldn't catch up. Screaming, I watched her enter the water.
The lights went up in the theatre and my friends were there, but they all had my aunt's face.
"Why'd you do it, Noreen? She wanted to be just like you. She loved you."
Turning, I saw the audience was full and everyone was my aunt, pointing at me. "Why? Why, Noreen? Why!"
"Cat got your tongue, pumpkin?" Turning again, I saw my father looming over me, standing at least ten feet tall. "Answer your aunt. Why'd you kill my niece?"
"I didn't. No, I... No, that's not..."
"NO!" Sitting bolt upright in bed, I stared into the darkness as my heart beat fiercely.
My job was forgotten. After a phone call to Misha, I ignored what I was supposed to be doing there and spent my time at the hospital. Jeremy and Ethan. They were everything. I tried to do everything I could for both of them, being there for Jeremy whenever he needed me, however he needed me.
I was determined to push through and to be strong. Sitting in front of my laptop, I was making a list of what I could do for the two of them when I shook out my arms. My fingers felt tingly and a little numb. I tried to take a deep breath, but couldn't get it all in. My heart started racing and I tried again to breathe deep. Again I failed. Now sweating, I gripped the edge of the table as my chest thudded and I panted, desperate to get air.
It took me twenty minutes before my heart rate slowed and I could breathe normally.
I had two similar nightmares and grew afraid of falling asleep. On the third day, I was sitting at a light when I heard honking. Looking up, I saw people whizzing past me and everyone behind me laying on their horns. The light was green.
I tried to let go of the steering wheel and couldn't. My fingers refused to work. When I eventually pulled my right hand free, it wouldn't stop shaking. I slowly pulled into a nearby parking lot and sat there for an hour before I could move again.
When I got to their apartment, I waited for my stomach to settle before getting out of the car. I couldn't function. Thinking was sysiphysian, and that boulder kept rolling back down, dragging my soul with it. It wasn't sustainable. I couldn't be all things. I'd fallen too deeply, too quickly. My heart was breaking for Jeremy and I simply had nothing left to give.
Walking up the stairs, I held the bag with teas and another hot chocolate in one hand. Jeremy answered almost immediately when I knocked. He had a plastic grocery bag in hand and it was full of Ethan's clothes and had a plastic frog on the top.
There were bags under his eyes as he looked at me for a moment before speaking. "Just got home. He's with my folks. I'm packing up some stuff. We're going to stay there for the night." He looked at my hand with the bag. "Come in. Let's sit for a minute."
We sat down and he brought out some donuts from a half-empty box. I took one reflexively, not wanting to inadvertently insult him. Following his line of sight, I saw him watching my shaking hand. Putting the donut down, I put my hands on my lap, below the table.
"Are you okay?"
I nodded. Not able to breathe or speak.
"Noreen, what's going on?"
Managing a shuddering breath, I tried to pull some moisture into my suddenly dry mouth. My voice was soft and I couldn't make eye contact.
"I... I think we should take a break. While all this is going on, I mean. We never talked about my past. When I was a kid," I paused. How was I going to put what happened into words? "When I was young, I lost someone that... I don't know. It destroyed me for a long time. And then I've lost so many children at the Mission. It just kept piling up and up and I couldn't handle it anymore. That's why I was quitting."
I took another sip to bide time to find the right words.
"I'm having panic attacks and I'm not sleeping because of the nightmares. I haven't been able to keep any food down in two days. Sometimes I think I'm having a heart attack or I'll never breathe again. I... I..."
I was rambling. Jeremy looked at me silently before nodding. "Okay."
Okay?
That was his response? Okay?
He must have seen the look on my face.
"What are you looking for, Noreen? Forgiveness? It's not needed. A confrontation? My son is dying. I don't have the energy to deal with anything else. I understand. It's not fair to you to deal with all of this and I need to concentrate on Ethan."
He stood up and walked to the sink while I sat there staring at my styrofoam cup.
Jeremy spoke over his shoulder. "Maybe we can get together and talk in a while. I need... I just need to put Ethan at the centre of my life now. I hope you get help. I really do. But I need to get over to my parents'."
Standing, I walked out the door and from a man I was starting to love.

16 - Jeremy

"Are you going to tell him?"
I stared at my hands, wrapped around a half-empty cup of tea. I was just going through the motions, really; the only thing colder than the tea was my hands, but I held it all the same. As though it could provide warmth. Or comfort. Or... or something.
As if I could feel anything.
I didn't know where this anesthetized sensation sat on the five stages of grief. Maybe it was depression, but I thought I'd passed that a few days earlier when I'd looked in the bathroom mirror and saw not myself, but the father of a dying child.
I thought that had been moving into acceptance.
Depression had been what brought me to my parents' place. It was just supposed to be for the night, but then Noreen... well.
She stood in front of me, broken as I was about my son, and struggled to explain why she just couldn't. And I tried to tell her. I tried to let her know it was okay. That I wasn't mad. That I wasn't giving her even a fraction of me because all my attention was focused on a time bomb ticking away.
That I loved her and she deserved so, so much more.
Because I did. I was in love with her. It didn't matter if it was circumstantial or temporary or the real, forever kind of thing. It didn't matter if nothing ever came from it after... well. After.
True love is as selfless as it is selfish. It's more than soul mates or a perfect kiss or white horses and sunsets. It simply is love that is truly love, and for whatever it was worth, I truly loved Noreen.
But I also loved my son, and my son's time was limited.
Maybe that had been acceptance.
Maybe the stages weren't linear. Maybe it wasn't a path: denial followed by anger followed by bargaining. Somehow, I'd accepted what was happening and in my acceptance, had gone numb and cold and blank.
"Jere?" she asked, pulling me out of my thoughts. "Did you hear me?"
I looked up from the cup of tea. Shayla was sitting across from me at the table, worry in her dark brown eyes. My sister had flown back home the same day I'd called her, even though I'd told her there was still time, that he wasn't... there, not yet. He had time, he had at least a few months and he was still gonna be here when she came home for Christmas and--
"I don't care, Jeremy!" she'd practically screamed. "I'm, I... I n-need to be there."
Unreasonable guilt had wracked me. I couldn't get her here, so she was spending money she didn't have on flights. She was missing classes she needed to go to in order to follow her dream. But after Dad picked her up from the airport and she walked into their house, I got it.
She'd been wearing a baggy university hoodie and had a backpack over her shoulder. Her eyes were red and puffy, but she still managed a huge smile the moment she saw Ethan.
"Auntie Shay!" Ethan--the only person in the world allowed to call her just "Shay"--had shouted, so excited he nearly fell off the couch.
"Bubba!" Shayla rushed forward, scooping him up in an enormous hug.
And that hug explained everything.
She was a trooper, that was for sure. As exhausted as she must have been, she chatted and played with Ethan until it was time for his bedtime meds, which were thankfully the only ones that made him really sleepy. He, of course, threw a fit about having to take them because he was "having fun with Auntie Shayla, Dad, why do you always make me stop having fun?"
But even mean old Dad couldn't stop Auntie Shayla from having fun.
"Bubba, we're still having fun," she said. "C'mon, let me help you take your pills and then you can tell me a bedtime story."
"But I don't--" He stopped and frowned. "No, you would tell me a bedtime story."
"But what if I want a bedtime story?" she asked.
"You're not going to bed!"
She stretched her arms and let out a huge, gaping fake yawn. "Maybe I am. But I bet you can't tell me a whole bedtime story before you fall asleep."
"I can too!" he declared. "I'm gonna tell you about Vizzini!"
"Who's Vizzini?" Shayla asked.
It had been a while since Ethan had grinned like the way he did just then: a knowing smirk hidden behind the gleam of excitement a kid gets when he's about to tell a--in his opinion--hell of a good joke.
"Let me put it this way," he said slowly. "You've heard of Play-Doh?"
She looked at me and I nodded, mouthing at her to just go with it.
"Uh-huh," Shayla said slowly.
"Harry Stoddle? Soccer-tease?"
"Soccer... oh! Socrates!" she said. "Yes, of course."
"Morons!" Ethan yelled, then dissolved into a fit of laughter.
Through the laughter, she got him to take his meds, then distracted him while I got him ready for bed. Once he was tucked in, she sat with him while I ducked away to make a cup of tea, listening to the tale of Vizzini and the Dread Pirate Spike until it was nothing but soft mumbles followed by gentle snores.
Then, she came downstairs and sat in her spot at the table, looking at me holding my cold cup of tea and asking questions I didn't have the answer to.
"Jeremy, I asked if you--"
"--are gonna tell him, I know," I whispered. "I heard you."
She pressed her lips together sympathetically, looking far more like Mom than she would have liked. "Sorry."
"It's okay." I glanced back down at my tea. "I just don't know. I mean... you're gonna be a nurse. You'd know better than me if I should or not."
When she didn't respond right away, I looked up. As soon as I did, she put her head in her hands.
"Shit," I said, my stomach dropping. "That came out... Shayla, I'm sorry--"
"No," she choked. "Don't apologize."
I still felt like shit about it. "I didn't mean to sound rude or put it on you or anything. I just... I don't know what the right thing to do is. Do I tell him and, I dunno, make him scared or sad or... I don't know. Or do I just not say anything and he'll just..." The words wouldn't come. "What's gonna fuck him up less, do you think?"
She took a sniffling breath, then let it out slowly before lifting her head.
"There's no right answer," she said. "He's old enough that he understands what... what it means, at least on some level. And he'll know something is happening when he doesn't have treatments and starts feeling, you know. Worse."
I nodded slowly, then shook my head. "I can't."
"Jere--"
"What am I supposed to do?" My voice cracked. "J-Just sit down with him a-and say 'By the way, bud, you're--'" I coughed as the words caught in my throat. "For fuck's sake, I can't even say it out loud."
"I don't know," she said. "But you could... um." She took a deep breath. "Okay, look. Have you... you know. Been talking to someone?"
I stared at her blankly. "Like, his doctor?"
"No, like a... you know. A support... person."
"A shrink?" I said flatly.
Shayla looked annoyed. "Do not even tell me you think therapy wouldn't help. This is the exact kind of--"
"Cut me some fucking slack," I said, glaring at her. "I have no problem with therapy."
"Then why--"
"Because it's like one-fifty or two-hundred an hour and I don't work, Shayla."
Patches of red appeared on her cheeks. "Oh."
"There's, like, support groups," I said. "I'll go. Maybe. They'd probably know what to do."
"Okay," she said. "I hope you do."
"I'll try. If I have time."
She drummed her nails on the table. "And what about, like... you know. Friends?"
"What about them?"
"D'you have them?"
"Yeah, of course," I said lightly. "I joined a beer league hockey team and we play Thursdays and every other Saturday. Gotta miss some games, though, 'cause my book club meets on the third Thursday of every month. Luckily, flag football is on Mondays, otherwise I'd miss Trivia Tuesdays with all my old school chums."
"So you're still a loser with no friends."
I rolled my eyes. "Yeah, Shayla. I've been a little busy being a dad to a sick kid."
"You still need to have--"
"You're not here." It came out harsh, blunt words that were still perfectly capable of cutting. "You don't know, okay? Don't lecture me. I have Mom and Dad and Nor--" I cut myself off. "Mom and Dad. But hey, if you're volunteering to let me vent once in a while, I can add you to the group chat or something. If you show me how to set up a group chat."
She caught my slip up, but it didn't matter, because apparently that wasn't news to her.
"Mom said you were seeing someone. Maybe."
"Mom was wrong," I replied as evenly as I could.
Shayla raised an eyebrow. "Is she only wrong because you've been living here for a few days and can't sneak out to meet whoever your mystery lover is?"
"No. Drop it."
"Jere, come on." She tilted her head to the side. "Don't tell me you feel guilty. You're being strong for Ethan, but you need someone to lean on, too. Maybe it would help if you went to see her, whoever she is. I can watch Ethan and--"
"There is no 'her,'" I said. "There isn't anyone."
"Really? 'Cause Mom's pretty certain there's a 'her' and Ethan's Princess Bride knock-off story included a character named Princess Butter-Noreen--"
"Stop it," I said.
"--and an aside about how Noreen took him horseback riding and sometimes comes over for dinner and brings him comic books and--"
"Fuck off, Shayla."
It took the sloshing of cold tea over my hands and the table for me to realize I'd jerked back, like the cup had suddenly gotten hot or spikes had shot up through the wood of the table. Shayla froze and I could feel her eyes on me, but blood was pounding in my ears and I couldn't bring myself to look at her.
Tension slowed the world for a moment, then she stood up and went to the counter. Wordlessly, she brought the roll of dollar-store paper towels back, tore a few stiff sheets off, and laid them on top of the puddle of tea. As they absorbed the brown liquid, she ripped a few more off, handing one to me before mopping up what the first few couldn't absorb.
She probably intended for me to wipe my hands, but I ended up using it as a tissue when the tears started. Quietly, she finished cleaning the spill, then came back to the table and sat in Mom's chair and waited for me to take a shaky breath. Then a hesitant hand touched my arm.
"When did we switch roles here?" I asked, trying to laugh. "I'm older than you. I'm supposed to be the one giving you hell and looking after you at the same time."



"You spent a lot of time giving me hell," she said. "And almost as much looking after me. It's how I learned to be so good at it."
I snorted, but didn't say anything.
"Jere. Talk to me."
And I just... did.
I told her everything that I'd worked so hard to keep from my mom. From the moment I'd met Noreen to all the things she'd done. How she'd gone out of her way for us. For Ethan. Being there for me and making me feel fucking normal once in a goddamn while. Staying at a job she'd already quit just to make sure he was taken care of and spoiling him rotten with treats and presents. How it didn't seem to matter to her that I was...
"You know, fucking broke," I muttered. "She never made it feel like she was patronizing us. You would've loved her, Shayla. You two would've gotten along like a freakin' house on fire."
Her face, which had a cautiously hopeful expression on it, clouded over. "Why is that past tense?"
"Because this is the worst possible time for anyone to get into something like... like this."
"Are you serious?" she asked. "You... Jesus, Jeremy. You know you don't have to be a fucking martyr, right?"
I looked up at her, eyebrows raised. "That so?"
She huffed and leaned back in her chair, glaring at me. "You have some woman you seriously adore and cut her out because the timing is bad? Right when you need someone like her? Are you serious?"
"Wow, I didn't know you thought so highly of me."
"What?"
I half-laughed. "To just assume I'm the one who ended shit."
She stared at me. "Wait, she..." Her mouth hung open for a moment before her eyes narrowed. "What kind of heartless fucking--"
"Don't."
"She broke up with you right after--"
"Shayla." My voice was tired, but it was enough to silence her. "There's no right answer, like you said. She's got her own trauma to deal with. She works at the fucking Wish Mission. She's seen kids dying for years and that's on top of whatever... whatever. I don't know. She has some other... We didn't talk about it. I couldn't even bring myself to ask her. This isn't her fault, okay?"
"She could have waited," Shayla choked, anger still written across her face.
"And hurt herself even worse than she already was?" I shook my head. "She was torn up about it and I made it worse."
"How could you have made it worse?"
I wasn't sure how to explain to my sister that I'd been so emotionally exhausted, I could barely process what Noreen had said. That she'd been suffering and I'd barely noticed until she said something. That I'd tried to tell her I understood, but it came out like I didn't care and like she meant nothing to me.
That I'd let her walk away without so much as checking to make sure she was okay. After all Noreen had done, I'd...
I would never, ever regret putting Ethan first. Ever. I could've handled things better, but he was always first.
"Her taking care of herself doesn't make her heartless," I said. "Just like me taking care of Ethan doesn't make me heartless."
"I guess when you put it like that..." She sighed. "You're right. It just fucking sucks."
"It just fucking sucks," I agreed.
Neither of us were looking at each other, but I saw her bring a hand to her mouth out of the corner of my eye.
"Don't chew your nails," I said.
She snorted. "Okay, Mom."
I almost smiled.
"What does that mean for, um, the whole 'wish' thing?" she asked after a moment. "Is he still gonna go to Spain?"
I shrugged. "Dunno. Guessing probably not." I sighed, sitting back in my chair. "Maybe if there's some kind of miracle with the insurance, but if Noreen's not our wish granter anymore, I dunno if there's even anyone to take it on. That place is so busy and we've already got so much from them."
"But he's..."
"He has time, Shayla. His doctor said..." My voice was barely above a whisper, which was as loud as I could make it, but somehow the words I hadn't been able to say started coming out. "Okay, look. You might understand it better, but basically, the treatments--the chemo and stuff--it's not working. It's not getting rid of the cancer. It was making him more sick. I mean, that shit is... it's poison. And then when we were between cycles, the cancer... I dunno. Grew or whatever. The meds he's on now are helping, but they're not a cure. They're so he doesn't hurt and he can just be as happy as possible until--"
My resolve failed and Shayla reached forward just as my heart shattered for what felt like the millionth time.
"I know," she said.
"Wouldn't it be better for him not to know?" I looked at her, pleading for some assurance or justification.
Her hand was on my arm and she squeezed, then shook her head.
"It might be," I said. "Or maybe... what if the doctors told him? Wouldn't that... how am I supposed to tell him?"
She pressed her lips together again, then sighed. "Look, this is gonna hurt to hear as much as it hurts to say, Jere--"
Fuck.
I shook my head wildly. "Don't--"
"You need to hear it." She squeezed my arm again. "He's going to figure it out. He's going to know something's wrong. And you--you--are the person who needs to be there for him." Her grip on my arm loosened, but the fierceness in her eyes didn't fade. "I don't believe for one single second that you would actually let someone else have that conversation with him."
Guilt hit me almost immediately and I felt my face turn red. "Fuck. No, I just--"
"You're upset. And emotional. And saying things that are completely understandable given the circumstances." She stood, pulling me out of my chair so she could hug me. "I know you don't mean it, just like I know you can do this."
My sister's faith in me was unfounded, but I was grateful for it all the same. That faith got me through another sleepless night, this one on the living room couch. My old bed was long gone, given to some unfortunate neighbour who had a bout with bed bugs a few years earlier, and since Ethan was staying in Shayla's old room, I'd said she could sleep on the air mattress we'd set up in my old room.
So I relegated myself to the couch, which was fine because I wasn't sleeping much anyway. The house was silent and the only light left was the yellow glow of streetlights streaming through a crack in the dusty curtains covering the front window. With blankets tucked around me, I scrolled through my phone, trying to figure out how.
Just how.
I wasn't expecting much, which was good because after countless blogs and articles and forums, I didn't have any answers. Everything sounded wrong; the advice didn't apply to me, or I couldn't see myself doing what was suggested, or I couldn't imagine the words coming out of my mouth. My family had never been overly religious; we'd gone to church a few times when Shayla and I were kids, but that was more at my grandma's insistence and after she passed, it became less and less of a thing. So all the talk about heaven and Jesus and angels just didn't fit.
It was probably because they were just words drawn on a screen. Little symbols, void of emotion, letters sorted in a way that passed on information but not reality. I couldn't picture these people, no matter how much I tried. The mom of a little girl with some genetic disease was behind one article, but she was faceless to me. I knew mom_of_an_angel_82 was a real person posting for advice on a forum for kids with terminal cancer like Ethan's, but I couldn't...
I couldn't see her.
Shayla was right. I needed to talk to someone. I needed to use my own words to explain what was going through my head and my heart. Maybe these websites were useful to someone, but that someone wasn't me. I needed...
Noreen's face floated into my mind.
Well, to be fair, Noreen's entire figure floated into my mind because I couldn't seem to think about her without picturing the way she looked beneath me, hair sprawled across my pillow and pink staining the skin of her collarbone as she looked up at me.
Regardless, I thought of Noreen, even as I squeezed my eyes closed and tried to shut those thoughts out.
Asking her for help wasn't an option. The only reason I was thinking of her--other than just missing her like crazy--was because she was the only person I could think of who had been through this before.
And there was no way, no fucking way I could ask her for help with this.
I couldn't do that to someone, even if she'd want to hear from me.
But even as I agreed with myself that I couldn't bring this to Noreen, I found my mind wandering back to her again and again.
Before I even knew what was happening, I'd sent her a message.
If you don't want to hear from me, I get it. I just want to check in and make sure you're okay.
Then, before it had even finished sending, I sent her another one:
I'm sorry I didn't check on you sooner.
And then I flipped my phone over and grimaced, cringing in the darkness. Chances were that she didn't even want to hear from me, and on top of that, it was late. She was probably asleep. At best, it was pretty fucked up of me to send her a message like that in the middle of the night. At worst, it was inappropriate. Unprofessional. It would either wake her up and ruin her sleep, or she'd see it the next morning and it would ruin her day, or--
My phone vibrated.
I'm okay. Thank you for messaging. I wasn't sure if it was okay for me to contact you or not.
Swallowing hard, I typed up another message as quickly as I could, which was incredibly slow because I couldn't figure out what to say. Eventually, I settled on something that was nowhere near enough.
Yeah, it's totally fine.
She didn't respond right away and after a bit, I figured that was the end of the conversation. But she was just having the same trouble I was finding the right words.
I'm sorry.
Licking my lips, my reply was a lot faster that time.
I'm sorry, too.
And that was it. It wasn't much, and it resolved nothing, but it was enough. For the first time since that horrible fucking day, I put my phone down, closed my eyes, and slept so long and so deeply that I didn't wake up until Ethan bounced on my stomach the next morning.
"Oof," I grunted as Spike bashed me on the forehead.
"Morning, Dad!" he said brightly. "Wanna watch Scooby with me?"
I almost laughed. "You don't wanna wait for Auntie Shayla to wake up?"
"Nah, she's still sleeping, but I wanna watch with you."
He let me sit up just enough to give him some space on the couch, then tucked himself under the blankets and leaned against me as he flicked the TV on.
It was a turn. He wasn't at his best, but he wasn't at his worst. Shayla was only staying in town for a couple of days before heading back to school, but Ethan was feeling well enough that we actually went out a couple of times. Nowhere major, but for ice cream and walks through the park. His immune system wasn't great so certain things were off limits, but it was...
It was okay.
Shayla being there helped. She played with him, treated him like a kid, knew when things were too much and rolled her eyes at me when I fell into my habits of treating him like he was glass. Mostly, she gave me someone to talk to and gave me the opportunity to reset. I was sleeping again, as much as anyone can sleep when a seven-year-old wakes them up by bouncing on their stomach every morning.
But it was enough, thankfully.
It was enough that the morning of Shayla's last day in town, when Ethan woke me up with a slightly less energetic bounce than usual, I was prepared.
Well, as prepared as anyone can ever be for that kind of question.
"What's wrong, bud?" I asked, not quite groggy but not quite awake.
He fidgeted with Spike's arm, but didn't say anything.
"Buddy? You okay?"
He twisted his lips to the side, not looking at me.
"Dad, where do people go when they die?"
Fuck.
I sat up a bit, giving Ethan space to come to me if he needed to. For the moment, he sat still, staring at Spike.
All the articles and blogs came back to me. All the advice that had been meaningless, all the suggestions to use euphemisms and suggestions not to sugarcoat things. All the bullshit that I knew wasn't going to work.
I took a breath, then let it out.
All I had to do was answer the question.
"No one really knows, bud," I said. "But lots of people think there's something that comes after. Heaven, or some kind of afterlife. Some people even think they come back and get reborn as someone else."
"Really?" he asked.
"Mm-hmm. But it's not something we find out until it happens."
He was quiet for a moment, then twitched Spike's arms back and forth. "And everyone dies sometime, right?"
"Yeah, bud."
"So like, once people die, they're not... alone?"
"No, no. They're not alone." When he didn't say anything right away, I forced myself to continue the conversation. "What do you think happens after people die?"
I expected him to shrug or just sassily mumble that he didn't know, which is why he was asking, but he surprised me by chewing on his lip thoughtfully for a moment.
"I think everything starts again," he said. "Just somewhere else. With lots of cake, like the kind Gramma makes, and you can eat it forever and there's always extra frosting. And you get to do all kinds of fun stuff and there's pirates and horses and--" He stopped and frowned. "Dad, do you think people go to Spain after they die?"
I had no fucking idea how to answer that question.
"Maybe," I said. "But you can also go to Spain before you die, too."
He let that process for a minute, then grinned. "Cool. Maybe I'll get to see Spain twice."
With that, he snuggled in, and I had absolutely no idea if the conversation went well or not.
It went well enough that it had opened a door. After Shayla left, Ethan and I went back to our apartment, much to Mom's chagrin, but that apartment was our home. And people always feel more comfortable at home, which is probably also why Ethan started asking more questions. They jarred me at first, those sudden questions, but I slowly got more used to them.
"Why doesn't Noreen come over anymore?" was one that I had a hard time answering.
"I think she's busy," I said. "But I'll, uh, text her and ask if she can stop by."
"Can she take me horseback riding again?"
"Maybe, bud. I'll ask."
"Do people know when they're going to die?" he asked one day while we were eating supper.
"Sometimes, but not always," I said as evenly as I could. Then, when there was no follow-up question, I swallowed hard and hoped he couldn't hear my heart pounding. "Do you think it's better to know when it's going to happen, or not to know?"
It felt like a monumental question, but Ethan just shrugged, chomped half of a chicken nugget, and told me through a mouthful of semi-chewed food that he'd been sad when he first realized he was going to die but that he didn't feel too scared about it now.
So that's how I found out he knew.
It didn't make the questions any easier. It was harder because now he wanted to know specifics--what would happen when he started again.
That was his euphemism; that was what he wanted to call it, so that was what we called it. I fretted a bit about whether it was the right way to think about it. After another evening of frantically searching Google for answers, I was confident in saying it was both totally fine and the absolute worst to refer to it that way.
But that was what Ethan wanted.
"Will I get a mom?" he asked one day.
When I was confused, he rolled his eyes at me and explained in that overconfidently incorrect way that seven-year-olds do that he didn't have a mom now, but maybe that meant he would get one when he started again.
I didn't handle answering that one super well, though I tried my best.
"If that's what you want, bud, I'm sure you can get a mom," I said.
He watched me for a moment, then fidgeted with Spike.
"Well, I only need one for a while," he said. "Just till you get there."
And fuck if it didn't take everything in me to smile at him before I excused myself to the bathroom and sobbed into a towel, hoping he wouldn't hear me.
It felt weird to say things felt normalized, but they did--so much so that I finally asked him if there were certain things he'd like to do before he started again. I couldn't promise him anything, of course, but I figured I could at least try.
I thought it would be things like Disneyland or that he'd bring up Spain again. When Ethan started blushing and couldn't look up at me, I didn't know what to do.
"What is it, bud?" I asked.
He mumbled something, staring hard at Spike.
"You know I don't speak caveman, Ethan."
He mumbled slightly louder and I sighed.
"Bud, you have to--"
"Can we go back and see Kennedy again, please?!" he said loudly.
I almost laughed. Almost. Like, it was really fucking funny, but I kept an entirely straight face and nodded seriously.
"I'll see what I can do."
I had never seen his face so red. It was all the way up past where his hairline used to be. He grumbled slightly, then sat on the couch and refused to talk to me until I brought over a bowl of popcorn a while later.
"You know what else I kinda wanted to see?" he asked, grabbing a handful.
"What's that?"
"That movie."
"What movie, bud?"
He sighed heavily. "The one Miracle Jim was making. About Westley and the king and Buttercup."
I ate a piece of popcorn thoughtfully. I'd been holding off showing him the movie, mostly because I thought it'd be kind of cool to watch after he'd done Noreen's whole Princess Bride experience thing. But now there was a time limit and it didn't seem like Spain was happening; even if the fucking insurance company pushed things through, who knows if Ethan would be up for travel. He was doing okay, but that could change in a heartbeat.
So maybe the movie would have to be enough.
"You know, bud, let me look into it," I said. "I think I heard Miracle Jim say it was almost ready to watch."

17 - Noreen

"This feels a little weird. I'm not sure what to call you."
He smiled and it was still devastating. I'd had a school-girl crush on him when I was last here and it was gratifying to know that I had good taste as a teenager. He was almost too handsome to be a therapist. It was distracting.
"Whatever you're comfortable with is fine, Noreen."
"Doctor seems a little formal. Is Phillip okay?"
"Absolutely. So, tell me what you've been doing with your life. Do you still ride?"
I shook my head. "No, not really. I have been lately, but nothing serious. I work in management for the local branch of The Wish Mission and..." I was silent for a moment. "One of our clients, he... I'm sorry." I tried to smile and failed.
"No need to apologize. Take your time."
"Riding and horses was part of what we put together for him. I've been doing enough riding with Ethan to remember how much I loved it. All of it, you know? Not just the riding itself, but bonding with the horses, the structure, the caring for the animals, the smells. Everything."
"Did you help arrange the riding for... It was Ethan?"
"Yes, Ethan. And yes, I did. It's an odd story. He loves Spain, or what he thinks Spain is. The owners where I used to ride had Andalusians. Are you familiar? The Spanish horses?"
"I am. Beautiful animals."
"I called them. They still had them and we arranged for Ethan's trips there."
"How much do you believe what you experienced was part of your decision to bring Ethan there?"
I paused. "What do you mean?"
"Noreen, after what you experienced, horses and riding were your refuge. You started riding almost immediately after losing your cousin. You found solace with the animals and praise for your riding from your mother. That replaced any solace or praise you might have tried to find in your father. Healing comes from hard, consistent work and you put the hours in, but we both know that the path to your healing went through a stable. Were you hoping some of that might rub off on Ethan? Maybe he could benefit as you had?"



"I don't know. Maybe? It seemed like an easy fix. Spain means Andalusians to me, so I reached out. But yeah, maybe."
"Okay. We're getting off on a tangent here. That was my fault. Catch me up on your life post high school."
We spoke for the better part of an hour, with me updating him on my life and relationships, especially with that of my parents.
"We're going to have to wrap this up soon. As great as it is to see you again, why now? Why are you back? What's happened in your life?"
I sighed.
"Noreen?"
"Ethan. And Jeremy. You can't separate the two. He's..." I let out a slow breath. "He's dying. I wasn't prepared. I'd been told that he wasn't terminal, although I know that there is always a chance. Jeremy and I were... um, involved, and when I heard... I started having panic attacks again. And nightmares. I tried to push through, if that makes any sense. Just put your shoulder into it, suck it up and keep going. That's a recipe for disaster."
I stopped speaking and he let the silence fill the room. Finally, I started again.
"It was... It was too much. I told Jeremy that we should stop. Our relationship. I'm not sure how to categorize it." I took in another deep breath. Picking at my fingernails, I wouldn't look at Phillip as I spoke. "It was the most shameful thing I've ever done. What sort of person does that to a man when his son is dying?"
"The sort of person who doesn't want to burden a father with her own difficulties. This is going to sound like a replaying of our old favourites, Noreen, but this isn't your fault. You're accepting guilt for something you're not guilty of. How do you think Jeremy would react if he saw you having a panic attack? I'm tempted to say that you've freed him to concentrate on his son, but that's too simplistic. What we need to do is to get you as healthy as possible so you can make decisions from a place of strength. I have an opening tomorrow at two. Can you make it?"
"I'll move some things around."
"Good. Let's do that and then set up a schedule after tomorrow's session. We have a lot to touch on, but I'm confident we can get some good work done."
Have you ever had a cold or the flu and felt like you just couldn't pull in a deep breath? That had been my life since I'd found out about Ethan. Leaving Phillip's office, it felt like I could breathe again. I didn't agree with him. It felt too pat, too simple to excuse my behaviour by saying it was a kindness to Jeremy.
Still... there was a lightness now, as if I could see some dim hopes of light at the end of this tunnel. It was probably because of his walking me through this years ago. If he could do it then, he could do it now.
When I got home, there was a delivery waiting for me from Snake River Farms. I had no idea who that was and what they made. Carrying the large box inside, I opened it to find a smaller styrofoam box. Opening that one, I found dry-ice and steaks. Lots of steak. Wagyu and Angus beef were in vacuum-sealed packages, mostly trimmed and whole, but a few chopped for stew.
There was a sheet listing the contents, but no card or other information. I thought it might be from Misha, another 'please don't leave' gesture. It wasn't. I asked Inda. She didn't send it either, so I called Mom.
"Just calling to say thanks."
"You're certainly welcome. What is it exactly that you are thanking me for?"
"The food?"
"Oh. Alright. Well, you thanked me the other day, but I'm always happy to bring the Chinese food if you're willing to watch a movie."
"No, Mom, the steaks."
"Steaks?"
"You didn't send me crazy high-end steaks?"
"I didn't. Do you like frozen steaks? I could order some for Christmas for you. They probably have some 'steak of the month' club or something."
"No, I... Forget it. It didn't have a card or anything."
"I see. Can I call you back?"
"Sure."
She called back in ten minutes.
"It was your father. That's why there was no card or name."
"Why would he send me steaks?"
"Exactly! What is wrong with that man? Steaks? I mean, I guess we know why. He loves you and knows you're in pain and wants to do something, but steaks?"
"Mom, why is Dad sending me stuff?"
"I just told you why. He knows you don't want to hear from him, but I guess he's struggling to figure out what he can do when his daughter is in pain. So, you get steaks."
I don't know why it hit me as hard as it did, but I sat there quietly for a moment.
"Noreen?"
"Does... Does he talk about me?"
"Of course he does. He tries to hide it, but he can't last more than an hour when we see each other before he says something he hopes will get me talking about you. Some grumpy statement about how I'm probably cold because you likely didn't flush the water from your pipes like you should have and it's killing the heating. He wants me to tell him I'll ask you if he can come over and do it like he did for your grandparents when they lived there. Or he'll talk about some local charity hoping I'll bring up The Wish Mission. That man is as subtle as a hurricane."
There was silence again.
"Noreen?"
"Does he still smoke those cigars?"
"I have him down to one a week. He... Your father loves you more than you know. That one day, that one afternoon, that one conversation. He made the biggest mistake of his life and he's still paying for it. He's been punishing himself ever since. So have you. You've been punishing him and yourself. Lord knows I've tried to stay out of it. If you cut me out too... Well, I don't know what I'd do, so I've tried to be Switzerland, but you're both hurting."
Sighing, I shook my head. "You don't know what it was like."
"You're right. I don't. It had to have been a massive betrayal. But it was so long ago. Don't you think you both deserve another chance?"
"Let me think about it."
"I will, sweetheart. And save me a steak."
I counted up what was in the box and started divvying it up. Two were put aside for Mr. and Mrs. Collip, two for myself and Inda, the chopped went into the freezer for stew, I grabbed some medallions for Jeremy and Ethan... and stopped. My stomach clenched and I swallowed hard before they joined the chopped in the freezer.
Having some cheese and crackers for dinner, I curled up under the large comforter and read until it was time to sleep. As I lay in bed, unbidden thoughts of Jeremy came to mind. How he felt, his body above mine. His aroma. That beard that was softer than it had any right to be. How devoted he was to Ethan. I reached for my phone to text him, stared at the screen, and then slowly put it back.
I was back in therapy the next day.
"Pretend I know nothing about your background. Tell me about your father."
"What about him?"
"Well, how is your relationship with him? Good? Bad? What do you do together? Go fishing? Does he enjoy going for long drives?"
"We don't really have a relationship. He... Do we really have to do this?"
"Yes, Noreen, we do. Why don't you have a relationship?"
I sighed. Fine. I'll play his game. "My father is cold as hell. Always has been. The only people he seemed to like were my mother and his sister. When I was young, there was... I don't know. An accident. My cousin drowned. My aunt, his sister, thought I should have been there keeping an eye on her. If I had been, she'd still be alive."
"Go on."
It took me a minute. "At the funeral my aunt began yelling at me. Asking me why I let her daughter drown. Why going to the movies instead of going to the beach with them was so important. My cousin was in the casket about ten feet away. The room was quiet and everyone was staring at me. Dad looked at me and told me to answer her. Why did I let my cousin die? My aunt was a drunk who couldn't be bothered watching her own daughter and instead of defending me, my father joined her in blaming me."
"How did you react?"
"Right then? I ran away. Later, I was as cold to him as he was to me. I cut him out of my life. Any gifts I got for Christmas or my birthday with his name on them went unopened. I didn't speak a word to him for four years. When I eventually thawed, a long conversation between us would be something like 'put mom on the phone'."
"Why such a strong reaction?"
I shook my head. "I don't know. I couldn't... I couldn't be weak. I'd be just as hard as he was. When I needed him the most, he not only didn't defend me, he joined in with the person attacking me. He was my father. He should have protected me."
Phillip's voice was soft as he replied. "You're right. He should have. Do you think he regrets that? How was he doing during that time? Mentally and emotionally? Was he in a good place?"
Rolling my eyes, I leaned back. "Fuck you, Phillip."
He laughed lightly. "Fair enough. Let's move on."
After my second session, we decided that I'd go once more that week and then twice a week for a while. I was surprised. Phillip was a 'therapy is a journey' as opposed to a quick fix believer. Still, I couldn't argue with his results. By the end of the first week, the nightmares had stopped and I could think of Ethan and Jeremy without panicking or immediately shifting my thoughts.
It wasn't perfect, but it was a hell of a lot better.
That evening, I received a text from Jeremy. I thought it was Inda, finished the page I was reading, took a sip of water and casually grabbed my phone. I had to read it twice before my mind could accept that he'd actually texted.
If you don't want to hear from me, I get it. I just want to check in and make sure you're okay.
It was quickly followed by another.
I'm sorry I didn't check on you sooner.
He was sorry for not checking on me. On me. I'd abandoned the two of them and he was worried about how I was doing. I wrote a full text and deleted it three times before settling on something totally neutered and lacking what I really wanted to say.
I'm okay. Thank you for messaging. I wasn't sure if it was okay for me to contact you or not.
His response seemed to take years, but it finally arrived.
Yeah, it's totally fine.
Not wanting to push, I decided to text once every other day unless he texted first. Things were getting better. Philip was helping and I was feeling grounded and stronger.
I stood outside the staid, respectable office building and dialled.
"Willow and Associates, how may I direct your call?"
"Jackson Willow, please."
"One moment."
There was a pause.
"Mr. Willow's office, how may I help you?"
"I'd like to speak to Mr. Willow, please."
"May I ask who's calling?"
I couldn't force myself to answer. I stood there outside his building, dwarfed by its implacable, grey, unyielding solidity.
"Hello?"
"It's... Noreen Willow. His daughter."
"Please hold on, Ms. Willow."
When he picked up, his voice was worried. "Noreen? What's wrong? Is it your mother?"
I couldn't blame him. If I was calling, he had to believe something calamitous was in the air.
"No, um, she's fine. I, well, I was in the area. I thought... This is stupid, I didn't mean to bother you. I'll--"
"You're in the area? Can we get lunch? Where are you?"
I took a deep breath. "I'm outside the building."
"I'm on my way down. Don't move."
This was a mistake. I was going to go, but somehow couldn't move my feet. Standing there in the shadow of his building, I waited for my father. Bustling out of the building while putting on his coat, a young man clutching some papers trailed him. Turning to him, he scrawled his name, gently spun the man around and had him reenter the building.
Dad looked at me and just stared for a minute. "Noreen."
"Dad."
He looked older than I remembered. It wasn't as if we were strangers. We saw each other on Christmas and usually on Mom's birthday, but I didn't remember him looking weary. Reality-Dad wasn't as tall, as vital, or as intimidating as Memory-Dad.
He seemed lost. I took the lead.
"There's a deli down the block. They have a sign advertising Montreal smoked meat sandwiches. We can give it a shot."
He shrugged. "Sure. Wherever is fine."
We walked in silence.
There were a few tables open and Dad carefully took off his coat and placed it on the back of the chair before sitting down. That coat probably cost more than the entire wardrobe of many people eating there. We ordered two sandwiches with coleslaw and extra pickles. I remembered him as being more finicky.
We talked about Mom, mostly. I could tell he was tiptoeing and trying to find neutral topics. It was guarded and careful, but we were talking.
"I understand you're leaving your current job."
Mouth full of food, I nodded.
"How is that going?"
I swallowed and took a swig of my lemonade. "Not well. Finding a replacement has been hell and I can't finish my last task for a client because our insurance is dragging their feet. A little boy wants to go to Spain. The person who was supposed to get the paperwork to our insurance screwed up and now they're stalling. It rankles. I don't want to leave with a failure at my final assignment."
"Understandable. Your company won't pay for the trip without the proper insurance?"
"They can't. It's in the bylaws."
"Regrettable."
I insisted on paying and he insisted on leaving the tip. It was a good day for that waiter.
When we walked back to his building, he leaned in and kissed my cheek. Lingering there, he had his hands on my shoulders. I could feel his fingers tense, but he just stood there, seemingly afraid of rejection. I stepped closer and hugged him and he wouldn't let go. My father, the man of stone, the man of iron, the man who could never bend, shook as he clutched me to him.
He finally stepped back. "Thank you, Noreen. Maybe... maybe we could do this again?"
"I'll try, Dad."
He nodded and watched as I walked to my car. Pulling over a few blocks later, I cried. They were good tears, cleansing tears.
I continued meeting with Phillip.
The following week, I was in a lunch meeting with Misha.
"Something has to give. I can't just stay on as week after week passes without you hiring someone. There has to be someone decent out there. I know you're trying, but this isn't fair to me."
She put down her napkin and frowned. "You're right. I've been thinking that we may eliminate your position and divide your responsibilities amongst the staff until we come across the right person organically. I hate to say it, but let's put a final date on the calendar. Does next Wednesday work?"
"That would work. That would definitely work."
"Who thought we'd have such a difficult time finding great people who want to work a high-stress job with crazy hours while being paid peanuts?"
I laughed. "Right? It's a mystery."
When we returned to the office, Kennedy called out. "You just missed your boyfriend!"
My stomach flipped. "What?"
"Ethan was here. He left some drawings he made. One for me, one for you, and one for Miracle Jim. Yours is on your desk. He was kinda sad you weren't here."
"I, uh, yeah. How... How did he seem?"
She lost her ever-present smile. "He seemed... okay. Happy, smiling."
"And... Jeremy? He seemed okay?"
She shrugged. "I don't have enough to compare to. He watched Ethan like a hawk. He kept looking towards your office. Was Jeremy waiting for something? I had a bag made up for them but they forgot it."
"No, I don't think so. Thanks."
Going back to my office, I tried to break down the various facets of my job and wrote a memo for Misha letting her know who I thought would be best to take over each duty. It took a while and by the time I was ready to leave, I was the only one in the office. Heading to the door, I saw the Wish Mission bag loaded with shirts and toys.
There was a black mask and plastic sword on top.
I stood there staring at the bag.
Fuck it.
Fuck all of this. Jeremy didn't deserve this. I didn't deserve this. And Ethan sure as hell didn't deserve this. I grabbed the bag and walked out to my car.
Sitting in the car, I googled Party City, found the address, and headed over. They had plastic mugs that looked like skulls, chocolate coins wrapped in gold foil and other kitschy pirate related stuff. I bought whatever I could find. They even had grape juice that could double as grog.
Hoping they weren't at Ethan's grandparents', I pulled up outside their apartment and sat there. There had been no miracles. Was I an ounce better? Maybe an inch further along that road? If so, would that be enough? It was time to find out.
Finally finding some courage, I grabbed the bags, walked up the steps, and knocked on the door.
"Just a minute."
I heard him slide open the lock and my heart beat faster as the door opened.
"Noreen."
I tried to fake my way through the nervousness. "Yup, Noreen. Kennedy said you stopped by today." I lifted the bag. "You forget your stuff."
He tore his eyes from mine and looked at the bag. "Right. Yeah, sorry. Um, can you come in? Do you have a minute? I could make a cuppa."
"A cuppa?"
"Yeah. Mom's always watching those PBS English mystery shows. At the rate middle-aged women are finding murderers, I'm surprised anyone's left alive in small town England. They kept calling tea cuppa, like 'a cup of.' I thought I'd give it a whirl. It sounds stupid. I'm rambling, aren't I? Do you have time for some tea? I was hoping we could talk. If you wanted to, I mean."
I smiled. He seemed so nervous. "Sure."
When I handed him the bag, he put it on the table. As he filled the kettle, I got out the sugar bowl. We were working in a comfortable silence. When he finally sat down with the donuts on a paper plate, I looked around the small apartment.
"Ethan with your parents?"
"No, he's getting ready. Hold on." He turned towards the bedrooms and called out. "Bud? Can you come out here?"
Ethan came out of his room and down the hallway dressed in what looked like a mix of a thrift store and cheap Halloween hodge-podge pirate costume.
"Noreen!" He ran over and hugged me. "Did you come for the movie?"
"I... What movie?"
"We're watching the pirate movie! Finally! Dad even got popcorn. The good stuff you make on the stove."
"That's... I'm not sure if that's a Dad and Ethan thing. Maybe we could watch it again another time?"
The kettle started whistling and Jeremy stood. "We have plenty of popcorn. You sure you can't stay?"
Looking at him, I tried to let him know it would be okay if this was just a father-son thing. "Are you sure?"
"Absolutely."
"Well, you know who would leave after such a gracious invitation?"
Jeremy looked confused and Ethan seemed to think that meant I was staying, so he just grabbed a donut.
"Well?"
Ethan looked up. "Oh, sorry. Who?"
"The Queen of Putrescence!"
Ethan laughed. "Boo! Boo! Boo!"
We dug through the bag and made three piles of the chocolate coins. Ethan helped Jeremy make the popcorn and I melted the butter in their microwave. We each wore something from Party City and I had on an eye patch as we sat down to watch the classic movie. Ethan sat between us, bowl of popcorn in his lap and skull cup of grape grog on the coffee table.
Jeremy's arm was around Ethan's shoulder. As Peter Falk said, 'Buttercup was raised on a small farm in Floren,' Jeremy's hand rested on my shoulder. I leaned into it and got lost in the movie.

18 - Jeremy

Knowing that there will be a day when everything in the world will feel wrong makes it more important to live in those moments where all things are right in the world.
Noreen and I hadn't talked. Ethan was still dying. Nothing had been solved, not even in the slightest, and yet...
Ethan sat beside me on the couch, decked out in the highest-end pirate gear one could buy at Dollarama and Value Village. A silky scarf from the bag Noreen had brought was tied over his bald head like a bandana. I lifted my arm over his shoulder as he rested against me, eyes glued to the TV as he shovelled popcorn in his mouth.



On his other side sat Noreen dressed in her best business-pirate-chic. She'd taken her blazer off and replaced it with a pirate vest that was far too small and an eyepatch that flipped up moments into the movie so she didn't get a headache from trying to watch it with one eye. When my hand found her shoulder, I thought she might pull away. After all, we hadn't talked. I didn't know why she was there--I knew what I hoped for, but that didn't mean she... well.
But I glanced at her and she glanced back, and that look said as much as it needed to before she leaned into my touch.
Nothing was resolved, but all was right in the world, just for a bit.
Of course, things had to be resolved eventually. I couldn't pretend like nothing had changed between me and Noreen, just like I couldn't pretend my son wasn't terminally ill. When the credits started rolling, my hand moved away from Noreen, breaking the tenuous thread of magic that had wound around us during the movie. She sat up straight under the guise of a stretch as I turned to Ethan.
"Well, bud?" I asked. "What'd you think?"
His eyes were still on the TV. After a moment, he twisted his mouth.
"It was okay," he said with way less excitement than expected.
"Okay?" I repeated. "Only okay?"
"Well, yeah," he said. "Jim must've not had a good camera 'cause it looked kinda old. And I thought there'd be more pirates. But I guess they're all in Spain." His face brightened. "But Inigo Montoya was cool!"
He wriggled off the couch and grabbed one of the plastic swords in his left hand, then pointed it at Noreen with a grin on his face. "You don't happen to have six fingers on your hand, do you, Noreen?"
Without missing a beat, Noreen grabbed another sword. The cheeky, cat-like smirk on her face nearly took my breath away.
"Do you start all your conversations that way?" she shot back.
I worked my way off the couch as the two of them battled, the dull thud of plastic on plastic cut only by the uninhibited, joyous giggles coming from Ethan's mouth.
"I know something you don't know!" he yelled.
"What's that?" Noreen said, though she knew damn well what it was.
Ethan paused, tossed his sword in the air, and attempted to catch it with his right hand. He missed and it bounced on the floor. She waited patiently as he picked it up by the blade before pointing it at her.
"I'm right-handed," he finally said.
Noreen's eyes caught mine for a heartbeat before she grinned at Ethan.
"So am I," she said, and grabbed her sword by the blade before pointing it at Ethan.
He howled with laughter as she chased him around the living room and it was only when he decided it was a good idea to jump on the coffee table that I intervened.
Not by doing something responsible like telling him not to jump on the coffee table, of course. I just darted forward to grab his half-full skull cup of grape juice before we permanently lost our security deposit by staining the rug.
"Hey!" Ethan said, losing focus on Noreen as I tried to step back out of the way. "That's mine!"
"You can have it after you defeat Noreen-o Montoya," I said.
But Ethan was already wound up in that hyper-excited state kids get into, where nothing makes sense and everything is fun until it's not. Part sugar-induced, part adrenaline, part the joy of having a grown up indulge in his world of make belief, his eyes were glazed and bright patches of pink stained his cheeks.
With the bandana still covering his head and his gap-toothed smile, for half a heartbeat he almost looked like a normal kid.
If I hadn't paused as if I was subconsciously taking a mental photograph of that moment, I might have moved in time. But I didn't, and Ethan grinned before swinging the sword up.
"I want my juice back, you son of a bitch!" he shouted, then bopped me on the forearm with the handle of his sword.
Noreen's eyes went wide as the cup in my hand jostled, a splash of grape juice sloshing over the edge and trickling down my hand. She pressed her lips together, trying to hold back her alarm. And part of me--the Dad part of me--knew I should do that thing where I took a deep breath and tried to control my anger at the damn spilled juice and the fact that he'd just swore.
The Jeremy part of me wanted to fucking lose it with laughter.
And yeah, maybe I should've done the Dad thing. Maybe it was still part of my job to teach him to be a decent person, even though I knew damn well he was just having fun. Maybe I should've shut down the whole thing, given him a timeout, let him decide whether it was worth throwing a tantrum in front of Noreen.
But Ethan was dying, so fuck that.
"My hand!" I cried. "You've cut off my sixth finger and stained my living room carpet! Now I must get my revenge!"
He shouted with laughter as I ducked forward, lifting him over my shoulder.
"Save me, Noreen-o Montoya!" he shouted, the plastic sword knocking against my back.
As Noreen stepped forward to "rescue" him, I tried with everything in me to hold on to a moment when everything was right in the world.
Things settled down when it was apparent Ethan was getting tired out. I ended things gently and directed him to his room so I could tidy up and start on dinner. I'd promised him pizza and asked Noreen if she'd like to stay, which made her smile one of those breathtaking smiles again. But before I had to go through with the awkwardness of explaining what "pizza" meant in our house--tortillas with canned tomato sauce, cheap salami, and cheese sprinkled on top because delivery was expensive--she'd pulled out her phone.
"I have been absolutely craving this one pizza I get at Panago," she said. "It's kind of like a chicken-bacon-mushroom thing but with white sauce and the four cheese blend. If we can order from there, I'll cover it."
"I want ham-and-pineapple!" hollered Ethan.
"As you wish," Noreen said.
While she ordered pizza and Ethan got ready for dinner, I let all the freaking out catch up with me. I didn't know what Noreen wanted or why she'd come over. Why she'd picked today, and now, and stayed and played with Ethan and... and everything. If she maybe wanted... I mean, she'd said she couldn't and I said that I couldn't and part of me still believed that I shouldn't, not when Ethan was...
But fuck, I wanted her to stay.
She was distracted by tidying up the living room. Unlike every other time she'd been over, I didn't bother insisting she let me take care of it or not to worry about it, instead grabbing my phone and text the only person in my life who might be able to talk me down.
Please tell me you're not in class or something right now.
Shayla's response didn't take long.
What's wrong?
She didn't ask about Ethan because I'd promised her if it was about him, I'd call instead of text. Swallowing hard, I tried to explain everything.
Noreen's here. She came over. Watched a movie. Having dinner. Wants to talk. I guess after Ethan goes to bed or something. Tell me getting back into this is a bad idea. Tell me I need to focus on my kid. Please.
I could almost hear her eyes roll in her response.
Maybe Ethan should go to Mom's for a sleepover.
For fuck's sake.
You are the least helpful person in the world.
That's what you get for having to text your sister for dating advice. You know damn well that I think you need people to support you. If she's there, she's there for a reason. She wouldn't have just come back after you guys split or whatever if she didn't think she could handle it.
She's got her own shit going on. What am I supposed to do? I can't give her the support she needs.
Maybe she's just looking for some mutual "stress relief," as it were.
My face went red.
You're useless, Shay.
Her next message consisted of the middle-finger emoji.
Fucking useless.
Or at least, I assumed she was fucking useless. She was also fucking diabolical, which I discovered a short while later.
"That must be the pizza," I said when someone knocked on the door.
I got up, but Noreen shook her head and stopped me. "I said I'd get it."
Which was true, but I stood up all the same so I could at least get dishes and stuff out of the kitchen. That ended up being a good thing because it meant Noreen was only stuck frozen in front of the door for a few horrendously awkward seconds before I realized who was there.
"Mom?" I said, shocked. "What are you doing here?"
I could only describe the look on her face as frantically giddy. "Surprise! I'm here to pick up Ethan for a sleepover!"
My mouth dropped open. "What the actual fuck?"
She rolled her eyes and looked at Noreen. "Does he swear this much around you or am I just that fucking lucky?"
"What are you doing here?" I hissed after she'd pushed her way into my apartment and Noreen had excused herself to finish tidying up the living room so we could eat.
"I told you, I'm--"
"Presumptuous? Totally stepping over boundaries? Making a weird situation even fucking weirder by showing up unannounced? I can't believe fucking Shayla seriously fucking told you."
"Honestly, Jere." She folded her arms. "Watch your fucking mouth."
I almost saw red. "Mom, you need to go."
"No, you need to sort your shit out with Noreen."
I almost snapped at her again, but stopped when I realized her eyes were glistening with tears.
"Jeremy, you are a father," she said quietly. "You love your son. You would do anything in the world for him. You know how it feels now, how you can love someone so unconditionally, so truly, so completely that you neglect everything else. All of this is unfair and unreal. And you know I only want what's best for Ethan. He's my fucking grandson and I love him unconditionally and truly and completely, just like you do." She pressed her lips together and a tear swelled past her lower lash line. "But honey, you're my son. You need to understand that I love you like that, too."
I didn't know what to say. She took a deep breath and let it out.
"Noreen makes you happy. At the very least, you deserve some time to sort out whatever happened. I don't know what it is and I know you're not going to tell me. Shayla didn't tell me either, so you don't have to get mad at your sister. But just like you're doing everything you can to make the next little while easier for him, I need to do what I can to make it easier for you." She looked up at me and raised a single eyebrow. "Now let me have my grandson over for a fucking sleepover so you can sort this shit out."
"I... the pizza isn't here yet," I said dumbly.
Mom clapped her hands together. "Oh, pizza! Sounds delicious. What are we having?"
Noreen was a good sport about it. It helped that the stubbornness in my family led to a complete unwillingness to address awkward situations, so Mom just... you know. Didn't address the weirdness of the whole thing.
They chatted not just politely, but in a friendly, comfortable way as we ate. When we were done, I packed up everything Ethan would need for his sleepover, which was of course just the most exciting thing to him since he got popcorn and chocolate and pizza and Mom had just promised him cake for breakfast since she hadn't had time to bake one for that night.
Then, with whirlwind hugs from my mom and my son, they were gone, and it was just me and Noreen.
"I'm sorry," I said as soon as the door closed, turning to her. "That was so fucking--"
"Jere," she said, smiling. "My mom has barged in on our date before. They're two sides of the same maternal coin. We're just even now."
She was standing in the living room holding the last of the dishes from dinner, still wearing the too-small pirate vest over her blouse. Strands of dark hair hung loose around her face and there was a small smear of tomato sauce on the left side of her jaw.
"Okay," I said. "I just didn't want you to think I was... you know. Assuming you'd... stay. Or something."
She smiled again as she brought the dishes to the kitchen. "Well, you know what they say about 'assume.'"
It took me a moment, but I remembered. Chuckling softly, I shook my head. "I feel like I've been more of an ass than you could ever be."
The smile faded off her face and she frowned, turning to me. "What do you mean?"
Awkwardly, I shrugged. "I mean, when you... when we... That day. You were clearly upset about something and I couldn't even sympathize. I probably sounded like a complete bastard. You--"
"Are you fucking serious, Jeremy?" she asked.
Shocked, I fell silent, staring at her. She looked back, then shook her head and looked down.
"You were dealing with the... the worst thing anyone could imagine," she said. "And I couldn't--" She stopped, taking a breath. "Please don't, okay? I walked away from you because of my own issues and you said exactly what you needed to. You were better to me than I deserved. You didn't get mad or upset. This entire thing is my fault."
"How? You didn't give my kid cancer, Noreen."
"No, but--"
"So how can any of this be your fault?"
She didn't answer right away. I watched her throat flex as she swallowed, before she finally looked up. The corners of her eyes were crinkled, pain evident.
"Let's sit down."
I don't know how much of it she planned to tell me when she arrived. The more Noreen spoke, the more it became obvious that there was too much pain in her life. That the Noreen I knew stemmed from a place of blame, a place where even the most faultless things had fault.
From being a kid and having tragedy strike, not because of her actions but because of someone else's expectations.
From an aunt's anger at her for being a fucking kid doing kid things like seeing a movie with friends.
From a father's careless words formed by the warped things that grief does to a mind, making a trauma even more traumatic and changing the course of who his daughter was forever.
From years upon years of not being good enough.
Maybe if it hadn't been for Mom's little talk earlier that night, it wouldn't have hit me so hard, but when tears dripped down her cheeks, I couldn't forget the fact that I was a father. That I couldn't fucking comprehend how those words came out of his mouth.
I didn't know how to respond to any of that, but when she started stuttering an apology for wanting to take a break after finding out about Ethan, I couldn't take it.
"Come here," I said, and I pulled her into my arms.
She didn't sob against me or anything like that. I could feel her tremble, like every muscle in her body was fighting to keep her emotions inside when they were screaming to be released. Carefully, I pressed my lips to her hair, moving my hand in a gentle circle on her back.
"It wasn't your fault," I said.
"I've been trying so hard to... to believe that." She took a shuddering breath, then wriggled out of my arms and sat back. "I've spent so much time trying to, I don't know, make up for what I did to Cassidy. I thought if I could help these kids, I could... it would be better. But it was never enough. I never did enough."
"That's completely untrue," I said.
"It's not." Her voice was steady, but her face was still wrung with pain. "Look at Ethan."
"What about Ethan?"
She gestured helplessly. "I couldn't grant his wish. And now I'm leaving and if he doesn't make it to Spain, that's... that's my fault."
"It's not your fault," I said. "It's the insurance. And you said yourself the paperwork was missing something. That wasn't your fault either."
"Yes, but I could have done more. I could have pressed more. I could have found another way to--"
"To what? To keep advocating for him over and over again even when you were getting no answers? You tried your best."
"My best wasn't good enough," she said plainly, looking down at her hands. "Don't tell me it wasn't my fault, okay? I'm working on getting past what happened to Cassidy but Ethan... Ethan is my fault."
I couldn't explain why it made me so angry to hear her say that. But it did. It made me furious to know that someone was making this beautiful, wonderful, strong woman feel like she wasn't good enough, even if that someone was the very same beautiful, wonderful, strong woman.
"You know what?" I said, sitting back a bit. "Fine. It's your fault, Noreen."
Her head snapped up, her eyes wide with horror.
"If that's what you want to hear so bad, I'll tell you it's your fault," I continued. "It's all your fault that Ethan got to ride horses, not just once but a bunch of times. It's your fault he discovered how much fun it is, even though horses are fucking terrifying beasts. It's your fault the bedtime story I completely stole from a movie came to life for him. It's your fault he met Miracle Jim and wouldn't stop talking about how much fun he is.
"Oh, and it's completely your fault he experienced his first crush. He's pretty sure he's in love with Kennedy, did you know that? When I asked him what things he might want to do before he starts again--that's, uh, that's what he calls--"
I cleared my throat, shaking my head before continuing.
"That's what he calls dying, starting again. One of the things he said was that he wanted to go see Kennedy. It's your fault that he learned what having a crush is like." There were tears in my eyes, but I fought to keep them there, even as I looked hard at Noreen. "It's completely, entirely, fully your fault that he's spending the last part of his life being happy. It's your fault he's had experiences I could've never given him. And Noreen, it's your fault that he thinks that after he 'starts again' he'll be in Spain. It's your fault you've made it such a positive, hopeful, wonderful thing for him that he's not scared to go. That he knows he'll get his wish, even if it's not--"
My voice caught and there was no holding the tears back, not for me or for her.
No one told me how cathartic it was to cry with someone. Maybe if I hadn't been a single dad, I would've known that. But something about knowing she was there made the pain easier to manage.
I was no psychologist, but what I'd said apparently worked and hopefully her psychologist wouldn't declare that my pseudo-reverse-psychology had made everything worse. I didn't remember her pulling herself forward, but she was suddenly in my arms again, her face buried against my shoulder and mine buried in her hair, comforting each other, holding each other up in a way only two people fucked up by the worst of the worst could do.
We stayed like that for as long as we needed. When the tears faded and we were left just breathing, just holding each other and breathing and recovering, her hand moved up to my cheek and her head tilted up. I closed my eyes as she kissed me, relishing the feel of her lips, selfishly indulging in them knowing full well I was going to stop her, but needing the taste of her mouth in order to muster up the strength to do so.
After finding that strength in her kiss, I touched her cheek, gently guiding her away from me.
"Ethan is still my everything," I said. "I can't give you the support you deserve."
"You give me more than enough," she replied.
"He's going to die, Noreen. I don't want to hurt you more than you already are."
"I won't walk away from this again."
"Don't make me promises like that." I brushed my thumb along her cheek. "You can always walk away."
"I can't walk away," she whispered. "I already love him. I already love you."
It stunned me as much as it didn't. I stared into her eyes and saw the earnest honesty she spoke with. The fierce dedication. The awareness of what she was getting into, the desire to be there anyway, the strength she had to go into this knowingly.



"As you wish," I murmured.
The kiss we shared just then would have put that passionate, pure kiss between Westley and Buttercup to shame. It wasn't just one of the best since the invention of the kiss; it was the reinvention of the kiss, an outburst of adoration, something stronger than the darkness and brighter than the most dazzling light.
It was the start of a storybook, that kiss. A beginning, something bigger than either of us could have admitted just then. It didn't matter at the moment; what mattered was pulling her close to me, shifting so I could feel her body pressed against mine.
What mattered was the way her fingertips felt as they trailed down my neck and the subtle shift from comforting to needful. Her tongue slipped into my mouth and I murmured gratefully, flicking mine against hers as I held this magical woman in my arms.
We made the most of having not only the apartment to ourselves, but unconstrained time with which to have it. I explored her body slowly, reacquainting myself with her curves and sensitive spots, remembering how much I loved the little hitches of breath and soft noises when I did something she liked. Her hands worked in tandem with mine, tracing little patterns on my neck and collarbone, mapping out my chest and stomach through the fabric of my shirt. Each ministration of her hands and tantalizing taste of her lips sent blood rushing through me, my cock getting harder and harder until I knew she could feel it through my jeans and I couldn't fucking take it anymore.
When I stood and lifted her into my arms, she squealed and then giggled, clutching me as I carried her to my bedroom. I kissed her before setting her down on the bed, then moved overtop of her and peppered kisses from her lips to her neck to her collarbone. My hands worked the hem of her shirt up and as soon as I bared her stomach, I brought my lips to the skin there, too.
She tried to help me pull her blouse off, but we had to pause to laugh when she remembered she still had the too-small vest on and had to sit up to struggle out of it. I helped her as much as I could, though as soon as her tits were in view, I was pretty much useless. Instead, I knelt between her legs and then pulled her onto my lap, burying my face against her breasts and inhaling the sweet scent of her as she shrugged her shirt off.
One arm held her close while I played along her body with the other hand. A quick flick of my wrist was all it took to unclasp her bra, which I was pretty fucking proud of, and then I was sliding the straps down her arms and baring those perfect breasts to the world.
She ground against me as I sucked on her nipples, moving her hips back and forth in a way that was maddening and enticing. I brought one hand to her ass, then pushed forward and listened to the shivering gasp as my cock nudged against her pussy. Holding her tight, I did it again, and then again, and then had to stop because she squirmed so much in my arms that I almost lost my grip on her.
In any case, my grip didn't last much longer. Impatient hands ended up pushing between us, tugging on my shirt until I was forced to loosen my arms so I could strip it off. There was another pause in our undressing so we could keep kissing, lips to lips and skin to skin, her chest rising and falling against mine. Then more impatience, this time mine; an inherent need to free myself, to feel my cock pressed against her without denim and cotton restricting it.
That need was, however, second to my need to see Noreen's body without a speck of fabric on it. As soon as she was off my lap, I unbuttoned her pants, slipping them down her hips before nudging her on her back so I could worship her legs with my mouth.
I kissed the tops of her thighs before parting them further, moving my mouth to the inside. Whimpers and gasps filled my ears as I nipped at the sensitive skin there, kissing my way up to her panties. Her scent was dizzyingly intoxicating; something sweet and enticing, a representation of passion and need. I nuzzled against her mound, feeling the damp fabric against my face before kissing the outline of her lips.
Then, I slowly moved the crotch of her panties to the side and pushed my face between her legs.
Those legs trembled around me, quivering as she couldn't stop herself from lifting her hips forward just slightly, guiding my tongue exactly where she wanted. I licked each and every spot on her pussy, tracing her folds and luxuriating in the wet warmth at my lips. She was drenched and so, so eager; needy noises reached my ears even as her thighs pressed against the sides of my head.
The noises shifted, going from little mewls and hums to louder whines and gasps, then finally words whispering that she was about to come. Fingers wound through my hair, loosely at first, then tightened until she was moaning and writhing and gushing against me. Throughout her orgasm, I kept licking, even as her tension released and her legs fell away from my ears.
It wasn't until she was completely spent, the occasional spasm quivering through her body, that I stopped, and that was only because she tugged on my hair to pull me away.
She wasn't done, though. Not even close. As soon as I lifted my head, she sat up, then insistently began unbuttoning my jeans. I helped her pull them off, then resisted just slightly as she tried to push me onto my back.
"I wanna be on top," she pleaded.
"You can be on top," I replied. "I just need a condom first."
She nodded, bouncing eagerly on her knees as I crawled to the nightstand and grabbed a condom. As soon as I had it on, she took charge again. Before I knew it, I was resting against the headboard, not quite fully sitting up as she straddled my lap.
Just before she sank down on me, her eyes met mine. She smiled, then leaned in to kiss me as she took me inside of her.
Then we were together, me and her, moving and breathing and living in unison. She rolled her hips, working herself to another orgasm and digging her fingertips into my shoulder before I clutched her around the waist and began thrusting up into her. Her lips stayed on mine the whole time, kissing me and absorbing the final groan I made before coming, waves of pressure releasing into her until I felt like I was floating.
We stayed like that for some time, holding each other, her sitting on top of me as my cock softened until I had to go clean up. When I returned, she was still naked, biting her lip as she looked at me from beneath the covers.
"If Ethan gets to have a sleepover, I think it's only fair that we do, too," she said.
I completely agreed.

19 - Noreen

Pointing to my ear, I leaned closer to Inda. "What?"
She over articulated. "When am I going to meet him?"
I was suddenly glad for the music that was loud enough to curtail conversations. I shrugged.
"Soon."
Inda rolled her eyes. "Soon. Sure. He something, something, something?"
I didn't catch the end of her sentence.
"What?"
"He with his sister and parents?"
I just nodded. She didn't know that Jeremy's sister had returned to college.
She kept trying to talk, to her credit. "Where's your mom?" Inda pointed to her watch.
"Should have been here by now."
I couldn't blame her. My best friend was beautiful. Her hair was as dark as a starless night and her kind eyes were a rich, dark brown. She had the type of body jealous women would kill for. Slim but with enough curves to grab the attention of every man in the room. If there was a lull in the conversation, she'd be hit on, guaranteed. So, she made the effort against the music and enthusiastic singing.
If Kennedy were a genius who could sing, she'd be Inda.
The manager jumped on the mic. "Okay, thank you, Ted! Bob Marley never sounded so good. Let's give Ted a round of applause as we bring up old favourites, Inda and Noreen! Come on up, ladies!"
Wending our way through the crowd, we made it to the small stage. They had our two songs ready and were about to start when Inda leaned into me.
"Is that him?"
"What?"
"With your mom. That's him, right?"
Looking at the entrance, I saw Mom and Jeremy. He seemed incredibly nervous until he saw me. His face lit up in a smile and every line in his body relaxed. I stood there, staring.
She tapped my leg. "You okay?"
I nodded.
"What's the matter?"
I shook my head.
"Noreen?"
He'd sacrificed some time with Ethan and his family to come see me. And... he'd shaved.
I couldn't stop staring at him. He looked good, but weird. I wasn't sure if I liked it or not. They found a table, probably after Mom bribed the guy at the door. They were seated by the time I realized that the song had started and Inda was singing. Distracted, I jumped in.
He'd shaved. For me. Probably because he knew he was going to meet Inda. There was a fluttering in my chest and I hugged her with one arm and got into the song. Before we launched into Summer Nights, she again leaned into me and held the mic away.
"He's gorgeous."
That was when I realized I'd been smiling for the past three minutes. "I know."
While we were up there, Mom must have ordered five types of appetizers. Our table was swamped with nachos, chicken fingers and everything else you could think of. Jeremy stood as we walked over.
Hugging me, he kissed my cheek. "That was amazing. How did you not tell me how good you are?"
The hell with the cheek thing. I pulled him down and kissed him. "It's just for fun. Where'd my mountain-man go?"
"Not good? I can grow it back."
I rubbed his cheek with the back of my hand. "I don't know. I think I like the new you."
"Ahem." Inda coughed dramatically.
"Sorry. Jeremy, this is Inda. Inda, Jeremy."
He smiled. "Inda, your voice... Wow, the two of you were amazing."
"So, you're the famous Jeremy. Sit, sit!"
Mom had a smirk on her face, like she just hit a home run in the world series. I mouthed 'thank you'. I had no idea how she did it, but having him there for the small time he could get away was something I knew I would treasure.
Within ten minutes, it was as if Jeremy and Inda had known each other forever. We all whooped and hollered as Mom went up. She tried to get Jeremy to go with her, but he adamantly refused. I held his hand and shook my head. Mom went up alone and killed it.
Jeremy couldn't stay long and I cherished every minute he was there. I walked him out to his truck when he had to leave.
"You're going to have to drive your mom home."
"That's fine. How did you get her number?"
"I didn't. She called me. I like her. Inda, too."
"They're good people. You going to be home tonight?"
"Yeah. I'm gonna grab Ethan from my folks and head home. Can you come over?"
"Will it be too late? Around eleven thirty or midnight?"
"Nope. I'll leave the door unlocked."
I was quiet for a second. "Thank you. For this. For tonight." I reached up and cupped his cheek. "And for shaving. You really didn't have to."
"I wanted to. It'll grow back quick. I'm part German, part bear."
Laughing, I stepped closer and melded my body to his. He held me tight, pulling me closer, hands on my ass. Leaning against his truck, we kissed under the full moon.
It was a fantastic night that I knew would get me through some rough times in the future.
A few days later, I was at the therapist's. The office was a careful balance of comfortable and professional. Phillip had shifted something on his desk and it tilted a framed photo. He was standing with an attractive woman and two girls who looked to be in their late teens. He saw my gaze.
"That's a few years old. The twins are at McGill now."
"Great school. Dad wanted me to go there."
Phillip smiled. "Let me guess, you had the grades but went somewhere else?"
"You know me too well. Yes. He would have paid for everything but... Well, I made it on my own. Paid my own way with some help from my grandparents. I went away to school, and UBC is nothing to sneeze at."
"Definitely not. Where do you stand with your father now? Did you repeat that lunch?"
"No. I... It was a lot. I just need some time."
He didn't reply, so I continued.
"You think I should reach out again?"
"I didn't say that. What do you think? It's not all one thing or all another. There are middle grounds. You can reach out without seeing him or going to lunch."
"Wouldn't that be, you know, a step back?"
"Absolutely not. Especially if it helps you eventually take a larger step forward."
I took a deep breath. "I'm going to need some time to think about that."
"Absolutely. You know how this works. You need to do what is right for you, when it's right for you. If you try doing something like this to make someone else happy or because you feel pressured, it won't work. On the other hand, as cliched as it sounds, paralysis by analysis is real."
"Well, that's super helpful. I should hurry up and take my time."
He chuckled. "Not exactly. Decide when you feel you have the tools to do so, but once you do so, take action."
"Not a lot better."
"Noreen, you've made tremendous progress in the time we've been talking. I think that the work had already been done and you just needed to touch base and do some clean-up around the edges. I think you need to keep coming. There are going to be difficult times ahead, but I think we can cut it back to once a week."
My fingers tightened on the edge of my seat. "If things... If that's not working, we can go back to twice a week?"
"Absolutely."
Seeing Phillip had made lingering at The Wish Mission easier. I was leaving, but I no longer had that overwhelming feeling of dread that pushed at every corner of my soul. Misha was still looking at resumes, but we had shifted gears and were dividing up my responsibilities amongst existing staff.
Carrying my tea in one hand and a bag of TimBits in the other, I was making my way across our parking lot when I saw Kennedy in her car. When I waved, I noticed she was crying. Actually, it looked more like she was sobbing. For a moment, I considered pretending I hadn't seen her. I walked over and knocked gently on her window.
She looked up at the sound. "Fuck." She wiped her nose with a tissue. "Go away."
"C'mon, put the window down. What's wrong?"
Kennedy ignored me. Going around to the other side, I tried the door. It was unlocked. I got in and sat down.
"We don't have to talk, but I'm here if you want to."
She blew her nose and turned to me. "It's unbelievable. I would have bet every dollar I had that you couldn't get more presumptuous. What the fuck are you doing in my car?"
That was the last thing I'd expected. "I, uh, you were crying. I thought that maybe..."
"Noreen, do you think we're friends? Honestly? Do you think I even like you? Fuck it, for once, I'm going to say the truth. When we get inside those doors, I do my best to put a smile on my face and be a professional. I know what you think of me. I'm the flirty idiot. Did you ever think that I'm exactly what people need to see when they come through that door? That they need to see someone smiling, someone friendly when they're desperately reaching out for help? Did you ever, even once, wonder what that costs me?"
"I... I guess not."
"Driving here in my shitty little car, I try to get myself ready for the day. That sweet little boy, you think I don't know that he thinks I'm the pretty lady at the Wish Mission? You think it doesn't kill me to put a smile on my face and know what's coming? Hey, here's a question. Do you know why you always walk in and let me know you brought your damned TimBits? It's because I'm there before you, Noreen. And you know what? I'm almost always there after you leave.
"You get paid forty percent more than I do and I work twenty hours a week more than you do. Did you ever think that maybe that's why I fucked up the paperwork with the insurance? I'm doing the work of three people and can barely make my rent and here you come breezing in with your new BMW, handing out TimBits like Queen Elizabeth passing out treats to her corgis. It kills me that I fucked up. Kills me. And I hear you from your office, ranting and yelling every damn day.
"So, I'm going to ask again. What the fuck are you doing in my car? It's not fancy, it's not special, but it's mine. Regardless of what you think of me, maybe you could give me the respect of getting out and letting me get ready for the day. Is that too much to ask?"
"No, no, it's not. I... I'm sorry."
"Oh, no problem, Noreen. Some fucking TimBits will make sure that nobody thinks you're a condescending bitch."
"Okay. I, um, I'm going inside. Take your time."
That was brutal. There is absolutely no way that was accurate. I couldn't be that much of a bitch, could I? I mean, okay, she was overworked. We all were. Maybe I'd been a little snide, but... She was definitely overselling. Right? If she's spread too thin, maybe missing something in the paperwork can be expected, but... Shit.
I was a total bitch.
Like it or not, Kennedy was the face of the Wish Mission. She'd have to be a robot to not be affected by what we saw. Every day... Every fucking day she had a smile on her face for everyone that walked through those doors.
Yeah, I was a total bitch.
Misha and I got together and I convinced her to take the money for my replacement and instead spend it on three part-timers to take some of the weight off Kennedy and the others. When I was back in my office, I looked out at the parking lot. My car was the most recent by at least five years.
I had no mortgage and my trust fund covered a lot. My grandparents had been generous. I thought of how often Kennedy and the others brought in bag lunches and how I went out almost every day. I wasn't going to apologize for having money, but I certainly could have been a little more circumspect. It was a long, difficult day as I listened to Kennedy being bubbly and friendly with everyone but me.
I was studiously ignored and absolutely deserved it.
Two days later, I received a call from Mrs. Collip.
"Noreen, you need to come out here. Today."
"Is everything okay?"
"Better than okay. My husband, that beautiful man and your Miracle Jim... Just please come out here."
"Um, okay. I'll come out during lunch. Would that be too late?"
"No, dear, that will be fine."
I told Misha I was going to be gone for most of the afternoon and headed out. I brought lunch for the three of us and kept my eyes peeled as I drove down their long driveway. Everything seemed normal. When I knocked on the front door, Mrs. Collip took my hand and led me inside.
"What is that? Sandwiches? Let's just put them in the refrigerator. Come on." She led me to the back door and out to the grass. "They didn't tell me a thing. It was all a secret. Some girl from a high school and a place where they climb rocks? I don't know, it didn't make much sense. She knew Miracle Jim, the photographer. She had theatre people from her school and Mr. Collip and they worked all night."
"Mrs. Collip, they worked on what?"
"Come on, Noreen, You'll see. We, well, I don't think we're going to be here much longer. That little boy of yours has been a blessing, bringing back some life to this old place. We're going to have to close up and move to be with our children, but the memories... Well, come on."
We turned a corner and I saw what used to be the barn and stopped, staring in shock. "What... What on Earth?"
"That's exactly what I said. It's Castle Ethan!"
Mr. Collip, Jim, and the girl from the rock climbing place had transformed the barn into a fantasy castle. Sort of. Close enough. It was amazing. I began tearing up and she put an arm around my shoulder.
"It won't last long. The second floor... Well, there is no second floor. It's just framed out and painted. But maybe it will last long enough for some memories. There's the big door in the front where the giant scared everyone with his holocaust cloak. There's the window on the side where they jumped down to the horses. Those children were here all night, painting and working and building and... Bless their hearts, Noreen. Mr. Collip sat me down and made me watch the right movie. It was lovely. Just lovely."



"It... This is amazing. Can I take some pictures?"
"Of course. When do you think Ethan could come by?"
"I don't know. I'll talk to Jeremy. Maybe Monday or Tuesday?"
She hugged me. "You don't know what this means. So many children have come here over the years, riding and helping with the horses. We're going to miss every one of them, but... But what a memory this is going to be. I almost wish we didn't have to sell the old place, but Mr. Collip's getting up there and we miss the kids. Thank you, Noreen. You and Ethan have been a gift."
"No, it's you and Mr. Collip. You've always been so kind. I don't know what I would have done without you. I... I was in an awful place and you helped me make it through. This is beautiful. He's going to love it."
We ate and laughed and talked about old times. Mr. Collip was his usual modest self and gave all the credit to the high school kids and Jim. I could see the pride in his eyes, though, and he stood a little taller. They even had a little wall twenty yards from the barn where Jeremy and Ethan could plan their storming of the castle.
I'd forgotten how much I loved this couple and was ashamed that it took this for me to reach out to them.
Sadly, I'd been right. Jeremy wouldn't be able to get Ethan out there until the following Monday. I spoke to the owner of K1 Fitness again and you never heard a father so proud of his daughter. Rightly so. He promised to round up some gym members and be out there Monday so they could be the soldiers or the Brute Squad or something.
The next morning, I asked Kennedy to join me in my office.
"Please, sit down."
She did and I explained about the Collips and what was happening on Monday.
"Do you think you could make it? If Ethan is going to be looking for Princess Buttercup, it's going to be you he wants to see."
She blinked rapidly and nodded. After swallowing, she found her voice. "Of course."
"Kennedy, I'm truly sorry. Everything you said was accurate. I didn't see it, but that doesn't mean it wasn't there. I'm going to do better."
She took a deep breath. "Okay, I can appreciate that. We'll see how long it lasts."
Well, I guess I deserved that.
I was spending most nights with Jeremy and Ethan and any concern we had about me staying the night had faded away. Ethan insisted I read to him. He was a little old for that, but I was going to take every moment I could with him. We finished another comic book, this one about Tarzan and some pirates.
For some reason, I started to hum as I tucked him. Leaning over, I kissed his forehead and began to sing Beautiful Boy, Darling Boy by John Lennon. He was smiling when I was done. A little tired, a little happy. Just a normal little boy getting ready to go to sleep. Yawning, he looked past me.
"Hey, Dad! Noreen can sing!"
Turning, I saw Jeremy quickly wipe his eyes. "Sure can, bud."
Mom called me on Sunday. "Noreen, let's get dinner. I'll be at your house at five with Italian."
"I'm not sure if--"
"Be at your house at five. Please, just be there."
"Okay. Is everything alright?"
"It will be if you're there."
"Sure. I'll see you then."
I was talking to Jim when I pulled into my driveway. We were finalizing everything for the next day and Mom was waiting on my porch. Hanging up, I grabbed one of the bags she had, opened the door and set things up at the kitchen table.
"So, what's going on, Mom. Don't keep me guessing."
She pulled a large envelope from her purse. A colourful sticker on the envelope proclaimed it was from Calypso Travels.
"What's this?"
"It's Spain. Six days, all included. Six people, four cities. Is that enough? Too many? Jeremy and his family, someone from the Wish Mission, you... Too much?"
"Mom... Mom, I can't--"
"You can and you will. This isn't about you, Noreen."
"This... This is everything. I can't..."
Getting up, I went around the table and hugged her.
"Thank you, Mom. You can't know how much this means."
"Don't thank me."
"Of course I'm going to thank you. Ethan and Jeremy, they are going to absolutely lose their minds."
"I meant you're thanking the wrong person."
Standing there, I stared at my mother. It felt like there was an iron ball in my throat that wouldn't let me swallow. I finally choked out one word.
"Dad?"
"Yes, Noreen. Your father loves you more than you'll ever know."
Grabbing her, I started crying. Something broke inside of me. Something old and twisted and calcified. It fell into the depths of who I was and was swept away, taking my hatred of my father with it.
When Mom left, I was still too emotional to talk. Maybe it was the coward's way of dealing with things, but I texted.
The deli has turkey clubs every Tuesday and they smoke their own turkey. Maybe we can get that table again? Maybe a standing reservation?
There was a reply within minutes.
Any time, any day. I miss you.
I had to wait a minute. If I didn't gather myself, there was going to be some ugly crying.
I miss you too, Dad. If you are free, Mom is going to the Collip's tomorrow. It's for Ethan. I know you're probably busy, but if you'd like to come, you'd be welcome.
Again, the response was almost immediate.
Can I bring anything?
This weird half laugh - half cry broke free from my throat.
No. We're okay.
Half an hour later, I sent another text.
Thank you.
It wasn't gushing and I was still afraid of being hurt, but it was a step forward. For us, it was a big step.
I was supposed to meet Jeremy and Ethan at the Collip's, but Mom's delivery had changed everything. Picking up some rolls and a hot cocoa, I was at Jeremy's apartment by eight-thirty. I knocked and waited, envelope under my arm.
"Yes, you need to brush your teeth. Get on it, Gramma's at the door."
Jeremy pulled open the door and looked at me, surprised.
"I thought you were Mom."
"Nope, just me. Sorry to disappoint."
He smiled. "Never a disappointment."
Taking the bag of pastries, he wrapped his other arm around me, leaned down, and pressed his lips to mine. The beard was back and as much as I loved him clean-shaven, I preferred the mountain man look.
"Mmm, minty."
"Yeah, I thought we were brushing our teeth, but it turned out to be just me. Hold on. Bud, you brushing?"
"Yeah!" The reply was garbled.
"While he's in there and with your mom on the way, can we talk real quick?"
My initial instinct was to make a big deal of it, show up in a pirate costume and have a bunch of balloons. Then I realized I had no idea how Jeremy would react. Did he need to check with doctors first? Could his parents get time off from work? Did he even still want to go? Maybe he wanted to spend his time close to home, together, living their normal lives for as long as they could.
"Sure. Sit down. I'll grab the butter and a knife."
Pulling the rolls out as I spoke, I tried to remain optimistic, but now I was wondering if this was still a good idea.
"I know it's late. I mean, really, really late. That is totally on me and there's no pressure. At all. You can absolutely do whatever you feel is right. It's not going to, I don't know, upset anything, so--"
"Noreen, just tell me. Is this about the rock climbing?"
I took a deep breath.
"No. Something was worked out. Spain is paid for. Fully. Whenever you're able to go. That doesn't mean you have to. If you'd prefer to..."
Refrigerator door open, his back was to me. I saw him start to shake. Getting up, I rushed over and hugged him.
"I... I'd... I'd accepted that he wouldn't get it, you know? That it wasn't happening. He... That I wasn't able to give him what he wanted most. That he'd, you know, without ever getting there."
I wasn't sure what to say. Were there the right words when a father is talking about his child's last wish?
"I understand. That's on me, not on you. I should have--"
Not able to speak, he scrunched up his face, held back the tears, and shook his head.
"No. Don't say that. Without you... Let's tell him. Give me a second."
Taking in a deep breath, he slowly let it out. "Ethan, you about done?"
"Gramma's here?"
"No, Noreen came over. Can you come out here?"
He came out dressed in his full pirate costume and wiped the side of his mouth where some toothpaste was trying to escape. Ethan looked over at the table.
"Can I have a roll? Is Miracle Jim going to be there?"
Jeremy's eyes were moist, but he was smiling. "Grab a seat. Noreen has something she has to tell you."
Ethan frowned. A lifetime of too many disappointments had taken a toll.
"Something good, bud."
"Okay." He looked at me.
It didn't fix every problem. It didn't remove every bad memory. It didn't solve every issue. But for now, those four words were everything.
"We're going to Spain."

Epilogue

If I was telling this story to Ethan, that would be the end.
It's a happy ending. Not a happily ever after, not when we all knew what was still to come. But the way his face lit up, the way he threw his arms around Noreen, the way he got so overwhelmed with excitement that he started to cry...
It was a good way to end the story.
That's not to say Spain wasn't fucking phenomenal. It was, every moment of it. Even though Shayla definitely failed one of her classes that semester because she skipped a week of school to come with us. Even though Mom and Dad were obnoxious about the fact that Noreen was joining us--in a good way, of course, because they absolutely adored her. Even though Shayla went into protective-little-sister mode when she first met Noreen and it took a few days before she warmed up to her.
And yeah, even though I was torn between feeling like a charity case and a... I dunno, what do you call a broke-ass guy who ends up with a super hot woman that turns out to have way more fucking money than you realized she did? Is that still a sugar... whatever? Sugar... man? I don't know. But when I found out that it wasn't the Wish Mission that paid for the trip, I was... torn.
But we talked about it, me and her. Before we left on the trip. It was awkward as hell, trying to explain that I wasn't ungrateful, that it wasn't like I was too proud to accept her dad's help, but that I didn't want her to think... I wanted her to know I loved her and that her money had nothing to do with it.
"Jere," she said as I was stumbling my way through a mouthful of words. "You were with me before you knew about the money."
"Yeah, but I always knew you were... you know." I gestured, my face red. "Doing pretty good. Like, better than me."
"Better than you how?"
"You at least have a job."
"Your job is taking care of Ethan." She grabbed my hand and looked up at me, eyes fierce but sincere. "Your value has nothing to do with money. The fact that you're even worrying about this with everything else going on is proof that it's not about money for you, not that I'd ever need proof because I literally--"
She choked on her words the way she did when I knew she was trying not to put blame on herself for something. I didn't need to be a genius to know she was thinking about how she tried to walk away. I pulled her into my lap and held her, kissing her, murmuring softly to her until she kissed me back and vowing to myself that I would do anything it took to change her life the way she'd changed mine.
Her being there made Spain even more magical.
Like yeah, the beaches, the cities, the music, Noreen managing to find pirate-themed everything, even the fucking horses... all of it was awesome.
But all of it was second to having Noreen there with us.
At least for me, obviously. It was nice that Shayla and Mom and Dad were there. I wanted to take advantage of every moment I could with Ethan, but so did they. And since I was his boring old dad, he didn't want to spend all his time with me, so it worked out well. Noreen and I got some time together and my family made a point of making things completely weird by coming back and asked how the sex was.
I guess I was pretty lucky that the lack of discernible boundaries in my family was funny to her.
The thing is, as great as fucking her was, it was nothing compared to everything she did to make that time special. Ethan was spoiled rotten to begin with, but Noreen didn't spoil him just for the sake of spoiling him. Every gift he got, every new type of food, every pirate ship he got to see or amusement park he got to experience... it all meant something.
Seeing him so excited, indulging in glee and joy and enthralled by the size of a world he would have never seen otherwise...
Spain was arguably the happiest time of Ethan's life, and that's why it couldn't be the ending.
Because every moment of that trip, I had to fight back the knowledge that it would always be the happiest time of his life. That his happiness had a limit. That he'd never experience the happiness of falling in love, of having his breath completely taken away every time he looked up and saw the face of the person who completed him.
Still, I wouldn't have traded that trip for anything in the world. Time with my son was precious, memories with him even more so.
And then there were the gifts he gave me.
Not actual gifts, not like the ones Noreen gave him. I mean, he gave me pretty much every single seashell he found, plus some pistachio shells that he thought were seashells, plus some cool rocks and things. And like a crow, I hoarded those things, each shell as important to me as the last until I forced myself to carefully pick just a few to bring home.
And there were the photos, of course. Those were priceless gifts. Selfies with Shayla every step of the way. Awkwardly angled ones taken by Mom when she couldn't figure out how to turn her camera around on her phone. Commemorative ones taken by real photographers at every single experience Noreen had arranged.
"Let me get one of your whole family," said a heavily-accented photographer during some touristy pirate ship boat ride. We gathered around Ethan, though Noreen excused herself and stood next to the photographer.
"Wait!" Ethan shouted as he lifted his camera.
The photographer and a few nearby crew members all froze, looking at him.
"What's wrong?" Noreen asked, looking concerned.
Ethan frowned and though she was far, far out of reach, extended his arm towards her. "He said my whole family."
And if you don't think every single person in that fucking photo except Ethan had tears in their eyes, you're sorely wrong.
I kept a copy of that photo with me in my wallet for a long time, barely big enough to see anyone's faces, but I didn't really need to. I had it committed to memory. The way Ethan was clutching Shayla's arm, Spike nestled on his lap. Where each of Noreen's hands were: one on Ethan's shoulder, the other not visible to the camera, but burned into my mind as a feeling on my lower back. Mom's smile. Dad looking at Mom, not at the camera.
Mom wanted to put it in the slideshow at Ethan's funeral, but I asked her not to.
I needed that one to not be associated with that day.
I needed that photo to remind me, again and again, of the kind of person my son was.
Because he was a good kid. Oh, he could be a little asshole sometimes. Every kid is a little asshole sometimes. But he also reached for Noreen, a woman who was relatively new to his life, and called her family. He recognized her importance, her love for him and for me, and my love for her.
He was understanding.
He was brave.
He was optimistic.
Above all, I think--or at least, I hope--he was happy.
**
The parents I'm speaking to are silent.
Even though I've told my story to plenty of them before, it always takes me a moment when I explain that the little boy in the picture frame is gone.
That I understand what it's like to be on their side of the desk.
That I am here both because of him and for him.
Their son is the same age Ethan would be if he were still here. Gavin Durant, twelve years old, battling one of those rare what-are-the-chances cancers. He's in the waiting room because Kennedy's in the waiting room. She's covering the front desk for the new receptionist, a cheerful girl named Grace who really needs to stop bringing in the chocolate chip cookies she bakes every weekend, otherwise I'm going to need to buy a new belt.
I can hear Kennedy laughing down the hallway. She's a Wish Granter now, mentored by Noreen during Noreen's two-weeks-that-turned-into-however-many-months of notice before she quit. She's still not Noreen's biggest fan, but they have a healthy respect for each other, and that's good enough most days.
Her presence at Ethan's funeral is one of the few things I remember from the haze that was that time in my life. She was there on behalf of the Wish Mission because Noreen was there for me. I remember she was wearing pink shoes with her black dress. Ethan would've loved that.
She came up to Noreen after the service. I don't remember why I could overhear her--I feel like half the world was trying to talk to me that day, and all I wanted to do was sleep--but I heard what she said.
"I need to learn how to do what you do," she said, sniffling. "I want to grant wishes."
Noreen promised her she'd stick around and help her learn to be a Wish Granter, but that it was going to have to wait a bit because she'd asked Misha for a few weeks off after the funeral.
We both needed that.
"Does your wife still work here?" Mrs. Durant asks over the sound of Kennedy's laughter.
I smile, then shake my head. "She did finally end up being able to resign."
"You took over for her?" Mr. Durant asks, laughing softly.
"Something like that," I say. "She got the Wish Mission to branch out a bit. Equine therapy. Gavin's more than welcome to sign up for riding lessons, regardless of his actual wish. Every kid gets access to the ranch."
Mr. Durant perks up. "Horseback riding?"
"Is it, um, just for the... the Wish Mission kids?" Mrs. Durant asks hesitantly.
"No, no," I say. "Parents are welcome and if you want to ride, then--"
"Oh, no," Mr. Durant interrupts. "She means our daughter. Gavin's sister, Jamie. She's eight."
"She loves horses," Mrs. Durant says. "And constantly wants to tag along. If it's a matter of paying or something--"
"Noreen wouldn't hear of it," I say. "Absolutely, your daughter can come too. He's welcome to bring friends. We just need to know numbers ahead of time and waivers signed by parents if they won't be there."
Mrs. Durant looks visibly relieved. "Thank you. It's hard when... well."
I wait. A lot of parents stop talking when they still need to talk, and if you listen quietly, they'll realize they can continue.
"Having one kid who's sick and one who isn't is tough," she finally says. "She understands but also doesn't, you know? And she's so s-scared for him. This will be so good for them t-to just... to just have fun and be kids together again."
Part of me aches when she says that.
"This is the Sunflower Ranch you mentioned?" asks Mr. Durant before his wife can start tearing up.
"Yes and no." I turn to the shelf behind my desk and grab another photograph to show them, this one of Noreen leading a trail ride. "She renamed it after taking over for the Collips."
"What's it called?"
"As You Wish Ranch." I tap on what used to be the barn in the photo's background. "This is Castle Ethan. And this horse, his name's Spike."
I'm still not the biggest fan of the fleabag-ridden beasts, but Noreen asked me to name the first young colt she'd bought. We'd gone out to see the Collips a few weeks after Ethan's funeral so I could thank them for everything they'd done for him and Noreen could bring them some steaks. It had only taken one off-the-cuff remark from Mr. Collip for me to see the longing in Noreen's eyes.



"Why don't you buy it?" I asked as we drove home.
She gave me an incredulous look. "Me? Buy a ranch?"
"You seem happy there," I said, and that was it for the conversation.
It wasn't the last of her thinking about it, though. A few weeks later, she used a good chunk of her trust fund to buy the ranch off the Collips and told Misha that she was handing in her resignation, for real this time, but that she would consider volunteering some of her time to run a horseback riding program for the Wish Mission. The ranch brought in a decent enough income from boarding and riding lessons, but Noreen's dad helped her invest into making it a profitable business with programs and camps and event rentals. She was doing well enough that she'd hired on employees to handle most of the day-to-day things so she could spend more of her time with the Wish Mission kids.
On her last day of work at the Wish Mission, I'd stopped by for lunch. Part of it was to make sure Misha hadn't managed to talk her into staying for another day or two or three-hundred-and-sixty, and part of it was because I'd had a job interview a few blocks away. I had been trying to find work for a few weeks at that point, mostly because I felt like I was floating. Not that life didn't have meaning anymore. It was just that life had changed. I wasn't a dad anymore and for so long, that was all I'd been that I didn't... well.
I wasn't sure what to do with my life. I could do manual labour and it would pay the bills, but it wasn't... I dunno. Fulfilling.
So I was trying to slowly ease myself back into the workforce, but not a lot of places were willing to go for a guy who had such a huge gap in his work history. The Wish Mission, however, was more than understanding.
I was wearing dress pants and a shirt when I walked in.
"Wow, you clean up nice, Jeremy," Kennedy had said just as Misha and Noreen walked up. "Special occasion?"
"Uh, thanks," I replied. "No, I just had a job interview."
"How did it go?" Noreen asked, reaching up to kiss my cheek.
I grimaced and half-shrugged. "It... went. Probably nowhere."
Misha looked at me, then at Noreen, then back at me.
"Jeremy, how do you feel about granting wishes?"
Noreen was concerned at first. I think she thought it would hit too close to home or that it would open up wounds that hadn't quite healed after Ethan passed.
I can't explain why I felt called to it. Yes, the Wish Mission had changed my life. She had changed my life. Going through this cycle when I'd been through it on the other side seemed insane.
But somehow, it felt necessary.
It felt like I could help.
Like I could be there to show people you could get through it. That there is hope. Happiness. Joy, even amongst the pain. That it's hard, and it hurts like hell, and that you never get that piece of you back... but that the piece of you never really leaves.
Even five years later, I feel him in so many things. In laughter and in tears. In the patterned scarves of old women that reminded me of the bandana he'd worn that one day. In chicken fingers and fries and in stuffed toy dogs clutched in the hands of kids. In the stain of grape juice on the carpet of my living room floor, up until the day Noreen helped me pack up the rest of my apartment so I could move in with her since I'd been basically living there anyway.
I felt him there the day I proposed to her. His smile, his excitement, the way I was sure he would declare "Finally!" just like Mom and Shayla did. I felt him there on our wedding day, cheering along with my family as she and I were declared husband and wife. Knowing he loved Noreen, knowing he would have been happy, I felt him there.
He would have been so happy.
Even so, there's so much I wish I would have thought to ask before he started again. Things I couldn't think of at the time, things I wouldn't have dreamed would be a possibility.
I wish I would have thought to ask him if he wanted Spike to stay with him after he passed. I tucked the little dog in next to him, but part of me broke while I was doing it. Part of me wanted to keep that piece of him.
I wish I would have hugged him more. Not because I didn't hug him enough, but because how can there ever be too many hugs?
I wish I would have asked him how he would feel if he had a sibling.
No one tells you how horrifically conflicted you'll feel thinking about having another kid after losing one. No one warns you about the gentle way your wife will bring it up, not because she's trying to pressure you but because she just wants to know, is it something that we can talk about? And no one will warn you about the way the words will freeze in your throat because the answer is yes and no and what if and no and guilt, guilt, guilt.
Nobody tells you it's the one thing you and your wife will let come between you. That you'll know she's talking about it with her therapist and that you should probably see someone to talk about it, too, but that you just can't. No one will tell you that when you finally open up about it, one member of your family will agree with you and another will disagree, and that nobody truly knows what's going on in your heart.
And nobody in the entire fucking world knows how lucky you are. How your wife is patient and understanding. How even though you haven't answered, you can't answer, she's still there. She still loves you. She still gently brings it up, just to check in, and then gently kisses your forehead and tells you she'll be there when you're ready, and that she'll love you regardless of if you say yes or no.
That she just wants to know, and you can't tell her yes or no because you're scared it will feel like you're replacing Ethan.
**
Kennedy gets Gavin to my office so we can discuss his wish. He's as excited about the horseback riding as his parents thought he would be, though he's almost more excited about the fact that his sister can come.
"Jamie loves horses," he tells me matter-of-factly. "We once went to this event at like, a park thing, and they had these ponies and they walked around in circles. Is that like what they have at the ranch?"
I shake my head. "Nope, these are big horses and you go on rides through the field and stuff."
He looks positively giddy and grins at his parents. I try to remember if I was ever so excited to spend time with my sister when I was around his age.
I ask Grace to arrange a time for the Durants to come to the ranch with Gavin and Jamie, then spend the rest of the day in my office with the door closed. Gavin's wish is to visit the set of his favourite TV show. Not overly complicated, and after nearly five years of wish-granting, I get the preparations together with an almost boring sense of ease.
Noreen calls just before lunchtime.
"Must be a busy day," she says.
"Why's that?" I ask.
"Getting your receptionist to book people in?" she replies. "Too busy to call your wife to do it yourself? Should I be worried? Do I need to break out that lingerie set you like to remind you how good you have it?"
I chuckle, knowing she's joking. "Maybe I just knew my exquisitely beautiful wife would make me think work-inappropriate thoughts and I didn't want to spend my entire day with blue balls since I know she's staying at the ranch late tonight."
"Hmm. Good point. Okay, I won't make you think about the lingerie."
"Too late." I close the spreadsheet I'm working on and lean back in my chair. "You might have to put it on for me tonight. You know, to make up for it."
She laughs, a beautiful sound that almost makes me drop everything so I can play hooky and drive out to the ranch. "Maybe. We'll see how late I get home. Tell me about the kids."
"Gavin's the Wish kid," I say. "Twelve years old, kinda nerdy. Loves music, movies, and watching TV. His sister is Jamie. Loves horses. Her mom says she's having a hard time with Gavin being sick. Protective of him, you know."
She makes a soft, sympathetic sound. "That's sweet in the saddest way."
Long after the Durants are gone and my call with Noreen is over, I find myself thinking about Gavin and Jamie. I can't quite put my finger on why.
The rest of the day passes slowly. I have a handful of clients right now and I know the work I'm doing is important, but I'm stuck in a lull of paperwork and red tape. If someone had told me when I first started that I'd eventually get bored, even with the mass amounts of work, I wouldn't have believed them. Noreen warned me to watch out for a loss of empathy, since that's when she realized she was burnt out, but so far, that hasn't happened. I'm still desperately eager to help as many people as I can and I still feel the pain of each loss.
And I still want to be here.
I still want to make wishes come true.
When I finish work, I go home, but I'm restless. TV holds no interest. The internet seems bland. Reading doesn't have an appeal. I want something, but I don't know what. I make a bologna sandwich for an early dinner, then wash the knife and plate I use before wandering to the bedroom Noreen and I share. There's a stack of clean laundry on the chair and I pick it up, mindlessly putting things away. When I go to tuck a pair of socks into the underwear drawer, I stumble across the lingerie set she'd been teasing me with earlier and wonder if maybe I'm restless because I'm horny.
I could do something logical like jack off, but instead, I take the lingerie out of the drawer and find my backpack in the closet. Tucking it inside, I quickly pack a few overnight essentials, then grab the bag and get into my truck.
There's a house at the ranch that Noreen and I sometimes stay in. It's not the main house that the Collips used to live in; that's rented to the on-site stable manager. When Noreen first bought the ranch, I renovated it a bit, turning it into a sort of cottage we could use as a weekend retreat. We use it for that sometimes, but mostly Noreen uses it when she needs a break. There's a fridge she keeps her lunch in and a place for her to do paperwork away from the bustle of the stable office.
That's where I head when I get to the ranch.
Her car is parked in front of it. I park behind her, not that I need to block her in; it's not like she'd head back home after seeing my truck parked there. Then I let myself into the cottage and place Noreen's lingerie right near the door, go to the bedroom, and strip down to my boxers before climbing into bed to watch TV.
It's not too much longer before I hear the front door of the cottage open. A pause, then a slight chuckle. She says nothing, but I hear the bathroom door close and the shower turn on.
She appears in the bedroom door, squeaky clean and clad in lace as the light silhouettes her perfect figure. I flick the TV off, drinking in the sight before me.
"Didn't want to risk me getting home too late, huh?" she asks.
"Didn't want you driving home in the dark after a long, hard day on the ranch," I say innocently. "I was just being thoughtful."
"Oh, thoughtful, is it?" she asks, stepping into the room slowly. "It has nothing to do with something else that might be long and hard?"
"Aw, babe," I say, pretending to be flattered. "You really think it's long?"
She laughs and I can't speak to the 'long' part of it, but the sight of her smiling and the perfect breasts beneath the dark lace of her lingerie definitely makes it hard. She climbs onto the bed and crawls into my lap, kissing me fiercely as I explore her body.
There's not a lot of fabric between us, so I can feel the flush of her skin as I touch her. She shivers as I brush her nipples, then moans when I dip my head down and suck them through the insubstantial fabric of her bra. Her hands trail down my arms, light fingertips tracing patterns along my bicep. A slight shift of her body brings her lace-covered pussy over the bulge in my boxers and I groan in appreciation as she settles herself onto me, rolling her hips and grinding against my throbbing erection.
Whenever she wears this set, I can't bring myself to take it off her. Noreen is beautiful. Regardless of if she's dressed in dirty jeans and plaid shirts or the gorgeous dresses she wears on date nights. Regardless of if she's clothed or naked, wearing lace or cotton, in old sweatpants or in this, my favourite set of lingerie, she's beautiful. But the way this looks on her... fuck.
I love looking at her in this.
She knows this as well as I do. She knows the moment she tugs on my boxers that we're moving from heated kisses and teasing caresses to me sliding her panties to the side so I can fuck her. I help her remove them, then she settles herself onto her back and bites her lip as she looks at me. Grinning, I roll towards the nightstand, grab a condom...
And I stop.
I stop.
"Jere?" Noreen asks after I freeze.
I stare at the packet in my hand, heart racing and mind swirling.
The bed shifts as she sits up and her voice is concerned and urgent. "Jeremy, what's wrong?"
Like life in slow motion, I turn, tearing my eyes off the packet. They trail up her body, to her collarbone, to her neck and chin and nose and then finally, meeting her eyes.
"What if..." I say, then stop before trying again. "What if we... tried?"
She looks down at the condom, then up at me. "When?"
I mirror her glance: down at the condom, up at her.
"Now?" she asks.
"Yes."
She bites her lip, then reaches forward and takes the condom from me. "Are you sure?"
"Yes."
She guides me onto my back and crawls onto my lap, lips barely leaving mine as she positions herself over me and holds her panties to the side. When I slip inside her, we both sigh, her breath hot against my lips. I hold her, arms tight around her waist as she rolls her hips. When she comes, I feel her tighten around me, the rush of her orgasm more than I can handle.
Holding her close, I bury my face against her neck as I come inside my wife.
**
Ethan would have been ecstatic to be a big brother.
I know this as deeply as I know I will never stop loving him. I know it as deeply as I know I love Noreen. I know it with a confidence I wish I could have about everything.
The guilt and worry and fear never quite fade. Always, I will wonder if people are judging me and Noreen. Always, I will worry that our child will feel like they have to live up to a brother they never knew.
Always, I will hope I can be a good enough dad that they won't feel that way.
At the same time, I refuse to insult Ethan's memory by pretending he didn't exist. But the space between honouring him and overshadowing another child is narrow. Always, I will be afraid that I've stepped out of that space and hurt someone in the process.
Even as I bring Noreen to the hospital when she goes into labour, I worry. Even then, even with little religion in my life, I pray. I hold her hand as she pushes and I wait, anticipating the moment when we become parents.
Except, I realize, we already are.
The things that go through a mind during grief don't always make sense. As many times as I told myself that Ethan's death meant I wasn't a dad anymore, I was wrong. I forced myself to say it because it was less painful. Only, I never believed it, did I? I never stopped being Ethan's dad, no more than Ethan stopped being my son.
I am a dad. Noreen may not have been Ethan's mom, but she was as close as he ever got before he started again.
I try to think of what my son would say if I'd asked him while he was alive. I think of that day on the pirate ship in Spain, when Noreen was still so new in our lives, and how easily he extended the concept of family to her. I think of how he reached out and brought her in, accepted her, loved her like she'd always been a part of us.
And when I do, I believe with every bit of me that he would have been so, so excited to meet his sister.
**
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"Mother shitter!"
My eyes nearly fell out of my face.
I may not have known much about soccer, but I knew what my boyfriend sounded like when he was frustrated. Given that Hunter was at the point where he was making up curse words, it seemed like he was very, very frustrated.
"Keep your fucking eyes on the fucking ball, Anderson!" hollered Tyler, the guy who had kicked the ball at the beginning of the game. He did other things, too, probably. But for sure, he was the guy who had kicked the ball right at the start.
I licked my lips as Hunter flipped off Tyler, hustling after the ball without so much as a grunted apology for not keeping his fucking eyes on the fucking ball, which I'd learned was a bad thing. Sweat clung to the collar of his soccer shirt and his muscled legs pumped hard as he chased the guy who had taken the ball from him while Hunter was trying to go in the other direction.
Which is what had triggered the aforementioned "mother shitter," so that was obviously also a bad thing.
I was starting to understand why Hunter hadn't wanted me to come to one of his games. When we first started dating a few months earlier, he'd laughed and kissed me on the side of the head when I asked if I could come watch him play.
"It's okay, Jaynie," he said. "I know sports aren't your thing. And the outdoor season is just about over anyway."
"But you're my thing," I replied.
He raised his eyebrows at me. "I'm a thing now? Not a person?"
It was still early enough in our relationship that I hadn't realized he only commented on those awkward little slip-ups I always seemed to make because he loved the way I reacted. He'd only admitted it a few weeks later when I started crying because I felt so bad for always picking the wrong thing to say.
"It's not the wrong thing, baby girl," he said, pulling me into his lap and wrapping his arms around me as I instinctively buried my face into his shoulder. "I'm sorry I made you think that. I only do it because I love how you look after you realize."
Sniffling, I frowned into his shirt before lifting my head to look at him. "What?"
There was a slight look of guilt in his eyes as he unwrapped one arm from around me and brought a hand up to my shoulder.
"I love the way you blush," he said in a low, rumbling voice. "The way you start turning pink right here--" He traced a finger along my collarbone and I swallowed instinctively, suddenly captivated. "--and how it rises and rises..." Fingertips walked up my neck and to my chin, then stroked my cheek before moving his thumb to my lower lip. "Then you bite this plump little lip right here and those gorgeous eyes of yours go big and round."
"They do?" I whispered breathlessly.
He groaned softly. "Yeah, they do. You're doing it right now, actually."
I didn't know what he was talking about, nor had I realized that I was doing it. He kept moving his thumb, gentle and hypnotizing, and his voice grew softer but more intense.
"Then you stutter a bit and backtrack," he continued. "You get a little flustered and you press your hands to your skirt, like flattening it down is gonna do something other than make me immediately picture lifting it up and kissing you through your panties. And I can never figure out how you manage to look so hilariously cute and so fucking seductive at the same goddamn time, but it drives me wild, baby girl."
His thumb moved away from my lip and he replaced it with his mouth, kissing me in that sweet, dizzying way that made my mind spin and my heart race.
"But I didn't know it bothered you so much," he murmured. "I'll stop doing it."
My breath hitched as he pulled back and I bit my lip without thinking, drawing another soft groan from him.
"You don't have to stop," I said. "I just... didn't want you to be mad or think I was saying things to make you feel bad."
He laughed. "You, Jaynie? No way I could think you would purposely try to make someone feel bad."
Then he'd kissed me again, and again, and by the time he'd kissed every inch of me and made me come all over his mouth, then his fingers, then his cock, I was feeling a lot better.
There were a lot of people who were surprised that Hunter and I were dating. Some of them were surprised enough that they commented on it, which was especially aggravating when they pointed out how strong he was and that he was over a foot taller than me. When I was with Hunter, I barely noticed his height, and toned as he was, it wasn't like he was a bodybuilder who looked like he could snap me in half. He was the epitome of the gentle giant, sweet and kind and careful, even though I'd told him he didn't need to treat me like some kind of delicate bird.
"I'm not," he'd insisted as he held himself over me, hands traced the curve of my waist. "I just like taking my time with you."
"But you don't need to be so gentle," I said, though I couldn't help squirming as his fingers tickled a path towards my belly button.
"And what if I want to?" he whispered, his voice a low rumble. "What if I want to indulge in this sweet little body and savour every inch instead of taking it all at once and finishing before I want to?"
"Oh," I had said, and then he proceeded to spoil the hell out of me with his tongue.
As much as it annoyed me, I couldn't blame the people who were surprised that we were together, since there were still days that I was surprised Hunter and I were together.
I mean, really. Who could blame me for being shocked that the classically good-looking white man with tanned skin, dirty blond hair, strong jaw dotted with scruff, and toned body, was interested in the pudgy and bookish girly-girl with pale white skin that most people assumed was either too prudish for sex or too wholesomely innocent to be attracted to? I wasn't prudish, and it wasn't my fault that I was short and had big eyes and a high-pitched voice.
It was a little bit my fault that when I wasn't in scrubs that were covered in animal hair, I liked to wear frilly skirts and dresses in bright colours. But only a little. I was a grown-ass woman who had every right to wear whatever I wanted and to say words like "ass" even if I didn't say them very often. And I liked that I was pudgy and curvy and soft; I liked the way my body looked, that the apparent tradeoff for having plump breasts and a round butt was to have a bit of a belly. I didn't like being called cute, but I couldn't deny that it was the perfect word to describe my stomach.
And Hunter agreed.
The surprise didn't come from the fact that Hunter found me attractive. It was that Hunter found me attractive. I knew it was judgemental of me, but when I'd first met him, I hadn't looked at him twice.
Well, I mean, I had. He was good looking, and I was only human. But I didn't look at him and think that he would ever be interested in me. Guys like that always said they wanted thick girls, but they meant they wanted girls who were thick in the right way. They didn't want bellies and cellulite; they wanted firm hips and big tits. They only wanted certain parts of a woman's body to jiggle: asses could jiggle, especially when they were taking someone from behind, but thighs? Upper arms? Not a chance.
They wanted women who looked exactly like the typical standard of beauty, only if someone had gone into Photoshop and distorted the image by stretching it side to side. And that wasn't what I looked like.
And yes, that was judgemental. Yes, it wasn't fair for me to put all the toned, athletic guys like Hunter into one box and assume they were all the same. But that's what a lifetime of being told your body isn't good enough will do, even once you've decided you've had enough of the shame and you're going to love what you have and that no one can tell you that you can't like dressing in girly dresses and getting your hands dirty at work and going out to get laid when you weren't in a dedicated relationship, which had been a point of contention for a lot of people before I'd met Hunter.
I liked sex--a lot--and I liked things that were pink and pastel and I liked drinking beer, and I should have been allowed to like all of those things at once without having to put up with another exhausting conversation about what a surprise it was that a girl like me liked such-and-such a thing.
I was tired of being treated like I was pretending to be one of the grown-ups instead of the twenty-three year old woman that I was. It was hard enough to handle that on a normal day, but it was particularly unhelpful when I was at work and had to deal with people who thought they knew more about helping injured animals than me, which they rarely did. More often than not, they would listen the same way they might humour a Girl Scout before contradicting everything I'd said as if they were the ones who had gone to school to be a veterinary technician.
Hunter hadn't, though.
Hunter had listened attentively to every word that came out of my mouth when he'd rushed into the wildlife rescue where I worked with a fox he'd found injured on the side of the road near his house, even when I scolded him for picking up the fox and bringing it in himself instead of calling one of our technicians to handle it.
"She could have bitten you," I had said. "And you didn't know if moving her would make it worse or not. If this happens again, call us first."
"I didn't know if she'd make it that long," he said quietly, which was fair--the fox was injured enough that she had let him take her without a fight. "And... it's a she?"
Pressing my lips together, I nodded.
He glanced down at the fox and then up at me, his eyes wide. "Is she going to make it?"
I almost couldn't bring myself to answer, not when the tall, athletic man who had refused to leave until he knew if the fox was okay had wet, worried eyes beneath a pleading, furrowed brow. And thankfully, regardless of the answer I'd gently given him, the fox had survived, which I'd also gotten to tell him when he returned to the rescue center the next day to check on her.
Even though that was technically against the rules, I couldn't bring myself to turn him away. And when my boss found out, I argued that it had earned us a new volunteer, since Hunter had returned again the day after that asking if he could sign up to help.
She didn't quite buy it, especially not after Hunter and I started dating a few months later, but he was such a helpful volunteer that she couldn't quite bring herself to call me out on it. Not when he was hard-working and dedicated and was just as happy to clean up wild animal shit as he was to cuddle the baby deer with a broken leg that we'd been rehabilitating for months.
"Anything for the animals," he'd say when people apologized for giving him the less than glamourous tasks, putting on his gloves with a smile that could make even the coldest heart turn into a puddle.
That was why it was particularly jarring for me to see that same man playing soccer--that same man who had almost cried over an injured fox, who kissed me softly and sweetly, who had asked me to be his girlfriend by finding out what my favourite flowers were and bringing a bouquet of them to the rescue on a day that he wasn't volunteering--with his mouth in a snarl while he cursed and yelled when things didn't go his way.
In fairness to him, he had tried to warn me, but in fairness to me, that was after the third time I'd asked, which was also the time that he'd done the one thing I hated more than anything in the world and talked to me like I was a child.
"I like you," I had said. "And I want to support you."
"I know you support me, baby girl. You don't need to give up part of your weekend for me to see that."
Then he tilted his head and touched my cheek, his smile lopsided as he looked down at me.
"Besides, Jaynie," he continued. "Do you even know how to play indoor soccer?"
I don't know if I'd physically recoiled, but I felt those words enter my ears and force my stomach down in a sickening drop. The smirk on Hunter's face had disappeared almost immediately, but it was too late, and I'd pushed his hand away.
It was our first fight, and I did not like it one bit. He'd apologized, but it was the rock that shattered the wall I'd put up around my worries about why he didn't want me to go to his soccer game. Was he hiding something? Was he embarrassed of me? Was this some prolonged plan of his to have a secret second girlfriend that had started long before we began dating because even when he'd applied to be a volunteer at a rescue, he'd said that he wasn't available some days and given a copy of his soccer schedule to the administrator?
"It's because I don't want you to hate me," he'd finally said, his voice quiet as I struggled not to cry.
"Why would I hate you?" I asked.
"I'm a different person when I play sports," he said.
I folded my arms, looking at him cautiously. "Different how?"
"I dunno, like... competitive." A crease appeared between his eyebrows as he looked up at me from where he sat. "And what if you don't like what you see?"
As vulnerable as Hunter had just made himself, I couldn't picture him being the kind of competitive asshole that I would decide I didn't like. I studied him for a moment longer, then unfolded my arms and walked over to him. Hope filled his eyes as I climbed onto his lap, his arms going to their natural place around my waist.
"Hunter, I obviously expect you'd be competitive during a competition," I said. "I know how sports work."
Except that was kind of a lie.
Hunter hadn't been entirely off-base when he asked if I even knew how to play soccer, but I'd been so busy being upset about how he'd sounded when he asked it, I hadn't actually admitted that he was right. And I didn't admit it when he finally said that I could go with him to his game that weekend, even though he still looked apprehensive as he agreed to it.
I mean, I knew the basics. One team kicked the ball towards the other team's net and there was a guy there to try to stop the ball from going into the net. And I also knew that apparently, indoor soccer was slightly different from outdoor soccer and wasn't just played indoors because it was cold in the winter.
Though, I only knew that because Hunter said he liked outdoor soccer better than indoor soccer while we were driving to the game.
But really, how much more did I need to know? Other than that after the game, I knew Hunter would look irresistible, the same way he did whenever he came over after his soccer practice. He'd be wearing those shorts that hugged his legs in just the right ways and teased the bulge hiding beneath it. I'd get to see him with his shirt clinging to his muscles as he mopped sweat off his forehead, his hair delightfully messy as he brushed it away while jogging. And then he'd take me back to his place after... or maybe he wouldn't.
Maybe he'd linger in the locker rooms until he was the only one left, and I'd get impatient. I would have to sneak in to find out what was going on, hoping that no one would see me creeping into the men's locker room. And maybe he'd still be in the shower, and he'd hear me walking up to him and turn, smiling that easy smile of his as the water poured down his chest and abs and... well.
But that was all just a fantasy.
For the first few minutes of the game, I watched with my mouth half-open and my cheeks red, eyes wide and barely recognizing the man on the soccer... field? Field didn't feel like the right word, since we were indoors. It was more of a court, really.
Regardless, I barely recognized him.
The man out there wasn't my boyfriend, not as I knew him. The usual glimmer of humour in his eyes had turned into the steely glint of his namesake, something primal and ferocious. He was ruthless, spitting brutal words at teammates and rivals alike. He was incredibly rude to the other players, elbowing and shoving them when the man with the whistle wasn't looking. More than once, I was sure someone was about to grab him by the shirt and punch him, or spit on him, or maybe try to choke him out of frustration.
My Hunter loved animals and was friendly to everyone he met. My Hunter had endeared himself to my friends, who had all squealed to me about how outrageously attractive and sweet he was as soon as he'd left, as if I didn't know. And even though he'd only met my family once, my mother had started having visions of church bells and my dad of roly-poly grandbabies who would grow up to be hockey or football superstars instead of ones who would watch Beauty and the Beast once and take on Belle's entire bookish personality for the rest of her life like I had.
The man on the soccer court's incredible smile had disappeared and he was glaring at... well, everyone. His team didn't look like they minded, probably because it seemed like he was especially good at kicking the ball, but the other team?
I'd never seen anyone look at my boyfriend like that.
And for some reason, I loved it.
It was horrible. I hated that I loved it. I mean, it was clear that he was good at soccer. He'd kicked the ball into the net and his teammates had rallied around him, indulging in the excessively masculine tradition of bumping their bodies together before smacking each other on the butt. And there was nothing wrong with me being proud of him for that.
But I didn't love that part of me was looking at all those men in front of me and feeling an instinctual thrill that mine was the strongest and fastest and most talented of them.
I liked Hunter because he didn't make me feel small, even though I was much shorter than him. I liked that he caressed my body with light touches and tickling kisses, that he always paused after sliding his cock inside of me to make sure I was okay, even though I'd never not been okay and just wanted him to start moving already. It showed he cared, and I couldn't exactly complain about that, even if I wanted... well, it didn't matter.
I liked that he wasn't the person I thought he was when I'd first seen him. That he had a kind heart. I even liked the sense of shame I felt about judging him when he was so much more than the two-dimensional man I'd assumed he was.
Unfortunately, it seemed that my pussy really liked that he was Big Strong Man With Fast Legs And Nice Ass.
I chewed on my bottom lip, my eyes glued to him and my heart skipping a beat each time he bested someone on the other team. My legs were getting that warm, light, tingling feeling, my thighs pleading to be parted while the junction between them craved friction, neither body part realizing that I could do absolutely fuck all about either thing at the moment.
"But when?" my thighs seemed to cry. "How long do we have to wait?"
They were not pleased when I looked at the big light board thing that had the clock and the score on it and mentally informed my entire body that we were only halfway through the game.
Swallowing nervously, I pressed my thighs closer together and shifted in my seat, hoping it would be enough to calm myself so I could get through the rest of the game. I promised the aching arousal in my core that I'd tell Hunter soft and sweet and gentle lovemaking was absolutely not going to cut it today.



I was going to need a lot more.
I spent most of the first half of the game trying to figure out how realistic my locker room fantasy was, or if we'd have to wait until we got back to his place, or if I even could wait that long, seeing as the sports complex they were playing at was in a small town about forty-five minutes and countless kilometers of farmland away from his place. But just as I wondered if I could make him pull over in some abandoned parking lot somewhere and drag him into the back seat, everything went downhill.
Hunter had the ball, but a smaller man from the other team wanted the ball. So, as seemed to be the point of the entire thing, the smaller man darted in front of Hunter, sliding low to the ground and aiming for the ball. Hunter didn't like that, of course, but worse, he hadn't seemed to expect it. Even though the other man was smaller than my hulk of a boyfriend, Hunter went tumbling to the ground with a surprised look on his face.
A roar of shouts went up from both the crowd and the bench, one of them being mine. I was half-shocked at myself, but the sight of Hunter on the ground did something to me. Angrily, I looked from Hunter to the whistle man, expecting him to whistle because that couldn't be allowed, could it? The smaller man could have broken Hunter's ankle or taken out his knee or... or I don't know, made him hit his head or something.
But the whistle man didn't whistle.
He was looking in the other direction, watching as a player from the other team took control of the ball his teammate had hit towards him and broke away, sprinting towards the net and taking aim. I winced as his foot connected with the ball, and again as another loud round of cries erupted around me when it went into the net.
"Fucking card him!" someone shouted from behind me.
It sounded like gibberish, but whatever the gibberish meant, it didn't appear to happen. The score on the big black board ticked up by one, which I noticed just as Hunter collected himself off the ground, wiped his hands on his shorts, then lunged for the player that had slid into him.
"Hunter, no!" shouted someone.
"Goddamn it," I heard someone else groan. "Not again."
Again?
I watched, my eyes wide as Hunter's teammate Tyler, who was apparently the first ball kicker and also designated wrangler of my boyfriend, jumped in front of him and put both hands on his chest, shoving him backwards as hard as he could. Hunter barely even seemed to notice, but it was enough to stop him from reaching the man on the other team. Given the look in Hunter's eyes, I imagined he should probably send Tyler a gift basket for saving that man's life.
So instead of potentially murdering the man, or at the very least, beating him into a bloody mess, Hunter flung out the arm that Tyler wasn't trapping against his body and pointed at the other man. He then informed him in a very loud and aggressive voice that he was in fact, a shitheaded piece of shit and that he'd inadvertently shown up at the wrong place, since the hiring fair for talentless cocksuckers was taking place at the discount brothel down the street.
Though, I may have paraphrased some of that.
I stared at him with my mouth hanging open. Around me, there were many other people sharing similar sentiments to Hunter, though not as many as were shouting for Hunter to shut the fuck up before the whistle man noticed.
Which was stupid because there was no way the whistle man hadn't already noticed.
He stormed up to Tyler and Hunter, moving between them and the player from the other team. His face was stony as he took what looked like a yellow Post-It note out of his pocket. By the groaning of Hunter's teammates and the hidden smirks of the other team, I thought that might be bad. That thought was confirmed when the whistle man held the Post-It note in the air and said something as he pointed at Hunter, whose face went even redder, but who finally closed his mouth. Even from where I sat, I saw his jaw clench shut and a muscle in his neck twitch like he wanted to say something, but couldn't.
"Keep your goddamn mouth shut, Anderson," I heard the coach shout from across the soccer court.
"Well, at least the ref is an equal opportunity moron," I heard someone mutter from somewhere to my left. "That should've been a red. For sure."
"He's gonna get sent off," said another person. "For fucking sure. Just like him to lose his shit when they're down a goal."
I watched as Tyler let go of Hunter and said something to him. Hunter said something back that didn't seem overly friendly, given the way Tyler rolled his eyes. He said something else, then gestured towards the bleachers before jogging off.
For the first time in the game, Hunter looked towards the stands, his eye catching mine before I could hide the stunned look on my face. I snapped my mouth shut, but it was too late; if his face hadn't been completely flushed before, it was now, and the line of his jaw seemed to grow even stronger.
Something like guilt rushed through me, even though I wasn't sure why. I wasn't the one who had gone rabid and nearly throttled another player in front of a crowd of people. But I was the one who had insisted on coming, despite Hunter's fear that I would think differently of him after seeing him play, and he was still my boyfriend, so I tried to smile encouragingly at him.
It must have looked as half-hearted as it felt because his throat flexed and his gaze flicked downward before he jogged away.
I didn't know if it was that or if it was whatever Tyler had said to him, or maybe whatever had been written on the whistle man's yellow Post-It note, but Hunter's style of playing changed after that.
I thought maybe he was just being careful so the whistle man didn't yell at him again, but even when his team scored, the stony expression on his face didn't change. Tyler got a goal and while the others on the soccer court engaged in the traditional body slamming and butt slapping, Hunter stalked away.
When he managed to get a goal, his face relaxed a bit and he allowed the other players to slap his ass. He even returned some of the slaps, which sent a wave of confused jealousy through me. I'd only ever had my ass slapped during sex, and never by Hunter, which... was a weird thing to be jealous about, I knew, but my entire body seemed to be confused about what was going on.
But I thought maybe that meant he'd cheer up for the rest of the game, since his goal meant they were ahead of the other team and the clock on the big board said there were only a few more minutes to the end. I relaxed a bit as I watched the players line up again. Hunter's jaw was still clenched, but the redness on his face had faded and I felt my stomach flutter again when he adjusted his shorts, pulling the legs up a bit so I could see the thick muscle of his thigh beneath.
I watched Hunter begin to run as the other team's version of Tyler kicked the ball from the middle of the court. He moved like he knew exactly where the ball was going to go before the other team even kicked it and so quickly that I wasn't sure his feet even touched the ground.
Suddenly he'd taken control of the ball and was heading the other direction. Around me, cheers erupted again. I clasped my hands together, sitting up straight and completely captivated as he ran.
Which meant I saw the whole thing happen.
The smaller man from the other team came out of nowhere again. He attempted the same thing as he had before, but Hunter was ready this time, moving just enough that the man missed the ball and stumbled. That wouldn't have been a problem, except he threw his arm out and caught Hunter's soccer shirt.
They both fell, their bodies a mess of limbs and obscenities as they tumbled. I winced as Hunter hit the ground with a thud loud enough that I could hear it, his leg sliding across the turf. The other rolled, catching himself so he didn't hit the ground with as loud a thud as Hunter, though part of that might have been because Hunter was much larger than him and so hit the ground much harder.
It felt like everyone in the room was holding their collective breaths. The coach on the bench, Hunter's teammates, everyone in the stands; it seemed like every lung in the room was full of immobile oxygen as Hunter collected himself from the ground and stood. I winced, noticing a large, red scrape down the side of his leg. His head was bowed down as he brushed his hands on his shorts while the smaller man got to his feet.
Then, almost in slow motion, time began to unravel.
The whistle man blew his whistle, pulled a red Post-It note out of his pocket, and pointed it at the man who had run into Hunter.
Hunter looked up at that man who had bowled him over, his face like ice.
The smaller man smirked, cocking an eyebrow at Hunter.
The coach of Hunter's team let out a long, loud "No!" from the bench.
And Hunter drew back his arm before letting it fly forward to punch the other man in the face.
Everything erupted. The people in the stands, Hunter's team, the other team, the whistle man's whistle. Released breaths filled the space with shouts and cries as blood blossomed from the smaller man's nose, spattering across his face and soccer shirt as he stumbled to the ground again. Tyler rushed forward to grab Hunter, but there was no need; the moment the other man started bleeding, he'd turned towards the bench and started to walk away, even though he definitely hadn't seen the whistle man wave the red Post-It note at him.
My hands flew up to my mouth, covering it as I watched Hunter's coach scream something at him that I couldn't hear over the shouts in the stands. Hunter's face went red again, but he said nothing as he collected his water bottle.
Then he just... left.
"What the heck just happened?" I asked out loud.
"Hunter threw another goddamn tantrum," grumbled the man beside me.
"Where is he going?" I asked.
The man glanced at me. "You new or something?"
The blank look on my face must have been answer enough, because he sighed and gestured at the soccer court.
"That skinny fucker on the other team took Hunter out, which got him red carded. Kicked out of the game. Hunter, being the impossible shithead he is, couldn't wait five fucking seconds to calm down and probably broke that guy's nose. So he also got sent off, and I bet you anything he's suspended for at least three games." The man shook his head. "He's fucking phenomenal, but he's a huge fucking baby, too. Can't control his temper."
"So he's not allowed to play anymore?" I asked.
"Nope. He gets to sit in the locker room until the game's over and the rest of the team can go in and give him shit for making their lives that much harder."
I licked my lips nervously, then bent forward to pick up my purse. "And, um, the locker room... that's where, exactly?"
The man turned to me and blinked once.. "Lady, that's the kind of guy you should stay away from. He's not a fixer-upper. He's a mean son of a bitch. The last place a sweet little thing like you should be is near a guy she doesn't know when he's riled up."
I wondered if I should take a page out of Hunter's book and punch the man for talking down to me, but decided against it, since he had the kind of face that looked like it might break my fist. Instead, I stood and put my purse over my shoulder.
"Never mind," I said coldly. "I'll find it myself."
The guy looked up at me, his face twisted with confusion. "What kinda kinky shit are you into that you're so desperate to meet a motherfucker like that?"
"That motherfucker is my boyfriend," I said. "Now, would you move so I can get out, please?"
The only person in the area paler than the man beside me was probably the guy Hunter had punched, who was being helped off the court by a coach from his team. The man beside me stammered an apology, swinging his legs to the side so I could slide past him.
"Don't, uh, mention any of this to him?" he pleaded.
"We'll see," I said.
I mean, I absolutely wasn't going to. Condescending though he may have been, I was half-worried that mentioning anything about this to Hunter would result in me being tried as an accomplice to manslaughter.
But that guy didn't need to know that.
I wasn't exactly sure why I picked that moment to go find the locker rooms. Regardless of my earlier fantasy, it wasn't like I could go into them. But that was where Hunter said to meet him after the game and I was only there to watch him play, so I didn't really see the point in sitting on the bleachers if he wasn't doing that.
The locker rooms were down a concrete corridor just off the soccer court. There was nowhere to sit, so I leaned against a pillar that was out of the way and listened to the sound of the game finishing, shouts and grunts and the slapping thud of the ball being kicked around that echoed from the court to where I stood.
It wasn't too long before I heard a cheer go up and then applause, which I assumed meant the game was done. Voices rose and fell on the unseen court as the teams proceeded with some post-game ritual that I assumed involved more butt patting, and then other people began to join me in the formerly quiet corridor. They were the other girlfriends and wives and family members waiting for their player to finish, shower, and get ready to head home, which I knew because that was why Hunter had told me to meet him near the locker rooms like the other guys' partners did.
A few of them eyed me curiously as I stood there, but no one said anything or asked who I was. The players finally made their way towards the locker room, filling the corridor with a swell of noise and the not-quite-pleasant scent of sweat and testosterone. Each of the people waiting got a greeting or a wave from their respective player, along with a promise that they wouldn't be too long, they'd be out soon, they just had to shower quickly, and then they'd be on their way.
Except me, of course.
Softly murmured conversations filled the corridor again, and only a few minutes went by before a tall woman with curled hair that was dark at the roots and faded into blonde at the tips broke away from the gaggle of women she was standing with and walked over to me.
"You're new," she said, her voice bubbly and bouncy and about as genuine as a diamond ring from the dollar store. "I'm Kayla. Nick's fiancee."
I had no idea who Nick was. "Hi. I'm Jaynie."
"You must be here for your... brother?"
"My boyfriend," I said.
"Oh," she replied, lengthening the word as her eyebrows popped up on her forehead. "Sorry, I just thought you were..." She laughed, the sound almost grating. "You didn't seem quite old enough to be dating any of the guys on the team. Who's the one robbing the cradle, then?"
I stared at her. "No one. I'm twenty-three. My boyfriend is only two years older than me."
She giggled again and slapped my arm as if we were friends. "Oh, you know I'm joking."
I absolutely did not know that. "Right."
An awkward beat passed, then Kayla repeated her giggle. "So, I know all the guys on the team. I didn't know anyone had a new girlfriend."
"Oh," I said. "Well, we've only been dating a few months."
"Oh, so it's just getting serious?" she said, her mouth twisting into a knowing smile. "Well, I'm just about dying of curiosity. You have got to tell me who the lucky guy is."
"Um, Hunter?" I said as if she wouldn't know the guy who had just punched another guy in the face. "Hunter Anderson."
Kayla's eyes went wide and her lips parted.
"Oh," she said, drawing the word out again, but with far less loftiness than before. "Wow. Well. I suppose someone has to... hmm." She forced another smile and mechanical giggle. "Well, hopefully he's not too pouty for the rest of the day. That was quite the... quite the game for him today."
"It sure was," I agreed quietly, feeling more than one set of eyes watching my interaction with Kayla.
"Well, anyway," she said lightly. "I just wanted to say hello and, uh, good luck, I guess!" Cheerfully, she turned on her heel and went back to the women standing nearby, who were all looking at me like they weren't sure whether I was brave or stupid.
Which I hated.
I wanted to scream. No one here knew Hunter like I knew him. They didn't see him nursing animals back to health or hear him calling me "baby girl" or know that he loved to be slow and passionate in bed, even when I insisted I could take more.
Just like I hadn't known Hunter could be a big, scary, angry man who couldn't control his temper. If these games were all these people had seen of him, of course that's what they thought. And it frustrated me that there was this side to him I didn't know, that I sort of, kind of, thought was really hot.
And horrifying.
But also hot.
Aside from the occasional side glance, no one even looked at me again while we waited for Hunter's team to come out of the locker room. When the players finally began filing out one by one or in pairs, most of them with wet and messy hair, I breathed a sigh of relief and started watching for my boyfriend.
He wasn't among the first few players to leave, or the next ones, or the ones after that. Slowly, the corridor began to empty. A slim Black man with deliciously good looks that rivalled Hunter's exited the room and beelined for Kayla, who wrapped herself around him with a shrieking giggle that caused an involuntary shudder to rattle my spine. A few others joined him and the other women standing there, all of them chatting loudly until someone proposed going for a post-game drink.
Which, of course, was when Hunter came out of the locker room.
A few sets of eyes turned in his direction, some likely wondering if he was still aggressively angry and others probably as aggravated as I was by how fucking good he looked. His hair was almost dry, though still mussed up, and he held his gym bag in one hand with his hoodie hanging off his forearm. His t-shirt was white and hugged his upper chest and biceps just enough to remind everyone who looked at him how stupidly hot he was.
And then, just to be completely unfair to every woman in the universe, he'd pulled on a pair of light grey sweatpants. The baggy fabric rested on his hips, the drawstrings untied and dangling from the waistband, and even from where I stood, I could see the vague outline of his... print on the front.
Tyler was beside him, saying something as they left the room, but Hunter didn't seem to hear him. His eyes found me immediately, unusually guarded and humourless. The only thing that betrayed any sort of emotion was the way his tongue poked out the tiniest bit, wetting his lips before he raked his teeth along the bottom one.
The two of them walked by the other group just as they made plans to go out together and the slim man--presumably Kayla's fiancé, Nick--grinned at Tyler.
"You should come for a drink with us, man!" he said cheerfully, then glanced at Hunter. "You too, bud? I bet you could use one."
Kayla's face froze into a plastic smile. "Oh, yes. We'd all just... love that. You could bring your sweet little girlfriend so we can get to know her better."
"Thanks, but I think we'll just, uh, head out," Hunter said awkwardly.
"Oh, too bad," Kayla said, clearly not disappointed. "Next time, then."
Hunter glanced at me and the guarded look in his eye broke for half a moment, just long enough for me to think he might have been wondering if there would be a next time. Before I was certain, Tyler glanced at me, then clapped Hunter on the shoulder in a comforting way.
"Well, I am up for a drink," he said, and I was surprised to hear he had a thick French accent. "See you at practice, Anderson."



"Try not to break any more faces in the meantime, would ya?" Nick said.
There were a lot of forced, uncomfortable laughs, and Hunter's face went red as he nodded, then started towards me again.
"Hey," I said, trying to sound casual even though everything around me felt unsteady.
It must have been obvious that it was forced because Hunter's eyes flicked down.
"Ready to go?" he asked, his voice a quiet rumble, and I nodded.
"Bye, Hunter!" Kayla called cheerfully from across the corridor. "Nice to meet you, Jaynie! I hope we see you again!"
Hunter stiffened and didn't say anything.
Not even just then. He didn't say anything as we left the building, pausing so he could pull his hoodie on before going out into the chilly parking lot. He didn't say anything when we got to his SUV, though he slammed the trunk a little harder than strictly necessary after putting his gym bag in it. I didn't push it, assuming he might want a few minutes to collect his thoughts, but when he still hadn't said anything after we'd left the sports complex and were about to turn onto the highway, I'd had enough.
"So that was different," I said.
Hunter still didn't speak for a moment. Then he took a deep breath and let it out. "Just say it, Jaynie."
"Say what?"
His jaw clenched as he slowed at a stop sign and he went silent again. Annoyed, I waited until he'd turned, then folded my arms and looked at him as he drove.
"Say what, Hunter?"
"That you hated it," he snapped. "That you think I'm a complete asshole. Or that you're questioning whether you want this to continue because you don't want a boyfriend who's aggressive and rough and all the things I know you don't like in a guy."
"That's not--"
"You looked horrified," he said. "And that was exactly what I thought would happen. That's why the guys were fucking shocked I brought you because they said you'd be ready to dump me after five minutes of watching, even though this is just..." He waved his hand slightly before grabbing the steering wheel again. "It's the one fucking place I can just let loose, but everyone thinks this is all I am. And now you're gonna think so, too."
"How do you know what I think if you haven't bothered asking me?" I asked flatly.
He let out a dry chuckle. "Because I'm dreading what you're gonna say. But you still gotta say it, so just tell me you hated seeing me like that and that you're gonna leave me for someone who has a better way to deal with his anger."
I looked at him, but he steadfastly kept his eyes on the road.
"And what if I liked seeing you like that?" I finally asked.
Even in profile, I could see the lack of belief on Hunter's face. "The other coach called me a mean motherfucker and my coach just laughed and agreed with him, then told him his team's a bunch of pussies and they should watch out because I like it rough. You're the sweetest person I've ever met in my entire life. There's no way you liked seeing me like that."
Faced with admitting it, I hesitated. As guilty as I felt about it, I had enjoyed watching him play and getting rough with the other guys out there, at least for the first part. He'd dominated the game with a sort of graceful power that kept making my breath catch in my throat and visions of his hands pinning me down running through my mind. The thing I hadn't liked was watching him hurt another person, which he'd done because... because why?
Because the guy knew he would. Because everyone in that building except me knew about Hunter's apparent anger. The man he'd punched had known that and played into it, purposely doing things that would trigger his temper and turn him into the pouty, sullen man currently in the driver's seat.
"I liked watching you play," I finally said, then turned so I was facing forward. "I didn't like that you're a sore loser."
Hunter's head snapped towards me. "What?"
"You're a sore loser," I repeated, staring straight ahead.
He looked at the road again. "We didn't lose. We won. I got two goals."
I shrugged. "Maybe your team won, but you got kicked out."
"Yeah, because that little fucker kept--"
"--purposely trying to rile you up so you'd get the red flag?"
"Red card," he grumbled. "And what, am I supposed to just let him?"
"If you had, he would've been kicked out and you wouldn't have. And now you can't play in the next game, right? The man beside me said you got suspended."
Hunter's jaw twitched. I watched him from the corner of my eye, then looked out the passenger window.
"You're wrong if you think I have a problem watching you play rough. What I didn't like was watching you hurt someone on purpose because you were pouting about him being a jerk."
"I wasn't pouting," he grumbled.
"You're pouting now."
"I'm not pouting," he repeated testily. "I can't help it, okay? This is just how I..." He let out a frustrated sigh. "I don't even know, okay? I don't know why I need this, but I do and I always have. This is the one place, the one thing that I can take it out on. Should I probably get help figuring out a better way to deal with shit? With everything? Probably, yeah, but I haven't, and now it's probably gonna cost me you."
"How is this costing you me? I'm not breaking up with you. I told you, I liked the way you--"
"You expect me to believe that?" he said. "You expect me to believe you, the person who hates it when people raise their voices at each other, let alone actually fight, liked watching me act like some kind of asshole taking out all his shit on random guys?"
"I liked watching you play," I clarified. "And yes, even the parts that were a little rougher. It was hot, Hunter, okay? What wasn't hot was when you punched that guy just because you were angry." My heart thudded in my chest and I bit my lip, not quite sure if I was going to say what was on my mind until the words began spilling out of my mouth. "So instead of taking it out on some random guy when he purposely pushes your buttons, maybe you can take some of it out on me."
Again, his neck twisted towards me so fast that I was worried he might get whiplash. I pretended not to notice, instead continuing to look out the window.
"What was that?" he asked in a flat, icy voice.
My tongue felt very dry. "Maybe this is something I can help you with."
"Help me--what the fuck are you trying to say here, Jaynie?"
"I..."
"Jesus Christ." He turned away, a shaky laugh escaping his throat. "I didn't think I was so bad that... You think I'm gonna hurt you? Fucking hit you?"
It was my turn to whip my head towards him. "Absolutely not."
"Then what the hell are you--"
"Sex, Hunter. I'm talking about sex."
"Sex," he repeated heatedly, then frowned. "Sex?"
"Like... as a substitute."
"Rough sex, you mean."
I could feel warmth creeping up my neck from the spot on my collarbone he always said turned pink first. "Yes."
"No."
"Why n--"
"Because I don't want to fucking hurt my girlfriend!" he snapped. "God, half the time I'm with you, I'm scared I could break you, even though I'm doing everything I can to hold back."
"I'm not as delicate as you seem to think I am."
"And despite what you saw today, you seem to think I'm a hell of a lot more capable of controlling my anger than I actually am." He shook his head. "Just no, Jaynie."
"Even though I was so turned on during the first part of your game that I was trying to figure out if there was somewhere on the way home you could pull over so we could fuck in your car?"
His eyes nearly popped out of his head. "Since when do you talk like this?"
The statement might have been bold, but my hands were definitely sweating. I pressed them to my thighs under the guise of smoothing out my skirt and tried to pretend I knew where I was going with this.
"I told you," I said. "It almost bothers me how much I enjoyed seeing you let loose and just... just become this sort of primal, animalistic man that I'd never seen before. I liked that they were a little scared of you. I'm sure that says something about me that I don't want to think about, but it's the truth."
His throat flexed as he swallowed.
"Then you got all pouty, and I didn't like that," I continued. "So this could be like... a solution for you. You could punch a guy in the face... or you could save up all those frustrations and bring them to me at the end of the game."
His mouth was still partly open as he listened, soft puffs of breath escaping as he kept looking at the road ahead of him.
I bit my lip, then grasped small handfuls of the fabric on my skirt. "Just think of it. Your next game, when some stupid jerk makes you mad, you can look up at me sitting in the stands and know that if you don't act like a sore loser, you get to bring me home, pin me to the wall, and fuck me until I can't walk anymore. I think that would feel a little better than punching a guy, don't you?"
"No," he finally said, his voice hoarse. "I mean, yes, but I... I can't do that to you."
"I mean, you could. If you wanted to."
"I don't want to."
I glanced down. "If you wanted me to believe that, you shouldn't have worn your gray sweats."
He dropped his hand to his lap, his face turning red as he tried to adjust himself so his erection was a little less prominent, but failing in the most successful way.
"That isn't the kind of guy I am," he said, his voice strained.
"It's the kind of guy you are at least once a week." I looked down at his lap. "And it turns out, maybe once a week I'm the kind of girl who really, really likes that."
"I don't want to hurt you, Jaynie!" He sounded frustrated, a pained look on his face. "I don't know why you would want me to. You saw how hard I hit that guy and--"
"I'm not asking you to hurt me," I said. "I'm asking you to fuck me. Hold me down. Pull my hair. Maybe slap my ass instead of all your teammates' asses for a change of pace. Take me however you want me. I know if it was too much, all I'd have to do is ask you to stop and you would. Because regardless of who you think you are when you're out on that soccer court, I know I can trust you."
I shrugged, then turned to look out the passenger window.
"But if you're not into it, that's okay. I just don't know if I can go to your games, then." I twisted my mouth to the side, suddenly sad. "I mean, once you're playing again. I got so turned on watching you play, but it's just not worth seeing you act like such a sore loser. I'm sorry, Hunter."
He was silent, and I didn't know what else to say. I didn't know what else I could say. Part of me was frustrated with him and part of me was feeling rejected. That part, along with most of the rest of me, was embarrassed I'd ever brought up my half-baked idea of using sex to help him get his frustrations out, which had been an even less-baked cover up for the fact that I wanted...
Well, I had told him what I wanted.
But he didn't, and that was fine, and maybe we both just needed to walk away from this conversation so we could go back to the way things were before I insisted I wanted to watch his soccer game. Maybe it was naïve of me to hope for that, or maybe it was delusional, but regardless of what Hunter had thought might happen when I saw him act the way he had, I didn't want to break up.
I hoped he didn't, either, even though I knew he was frustrated with me.
I was so wrapped up in my thoughts that I didn't notice until after we'd turned that he'd switched lanes and taken us onto one of the many rural sideroads that led to the farms along the highway. As fences and trees filled my view and something like worry filled my chest, I turned to him.
"Hunter?" I asked nervously.
His throat flexed. "You said you trust me?"
I had said that, and I had meant it. Swallowing, I nodded, then flattened my palms against my thighs again and watched as we went further and further down the road. A few minutes later, he turned onto another side road, and then another, until he found a road that was mostly hidden from view by trees on both sides. He slowed when he saw one of those dead-end turnouts that led onto some farmer's land and pulled into it so the side of the SUV was blocked from the view of the road.
Then, he turned off the vehicle and undid his seatbelt.
"It's called a field, Jaynie," he said evenly.
I glanced out the window at the stretch of land that I was very aware of the name for. "Um... what?"
"A soccer field." He turned towards me slowly. "Not a court. That's basketball. Or tennis."
"Oh," I said. "I thought since it was inside--"
"Still a field. You'll need to remember that for next time." He glanced down at my lap, where fistfuls of fabric from my skirt were still balled in my hands. "You want me to fuck you?"
Oh.
Oh, God.
My breath caught in my throat. "Here?"
"You said you wanted me to take you however I wanted you."
I had definitely said that, too.
And I had very much meant it.
"Uh-huh," I whispered.
"So yes, here." His voice was a low rumble. "Answer the question."
"Wh-Wha--"
"Now is the time to back out if you want to back out," he said. "Do you want me to fuck you or not?"
"Yes," I said without hesitation.
"Then take off your fucking seatbelt."
I immediately let go of my skirt and pressed the buckle, letting the belt slip away from my body. There wasn't even time for me to take a full breath before Hunter grabbed me and pulled me over the console, guiding me so I was straddling his lap. I gasped in surprise, then jumped when a loud honk echoed through the abandoned air around us as my ass hit the horn on his steering wheel. I let out a startled laugh, but Hunter didn't so much as smile; he reached under the seat and half a second later, he pushed the seat back as far as it would go and I jolted forward, slamming my chest against his.
One strong arm was around me in an instant, holding me hard against his body as the other hand went up to my neck. He pulled my head forward, capturing my mouth in a bruising hard kiss. An unintentional moan slipped out and Hunter grunted, pushing his hips up so his bulge pressed against my mound.
"If you want me to stop," he mumbled against my mouth, "you say 'stop.' As loud as you can, the second you want me to. Otherwise, you're fucking mine. Understand?"
I nodded. He sank his teeth into my bottom lip.
"Say you understand."
"I understand," I whispered breathlessly.
He bit down again and I whimpered, but he didn't release my lip until his hand shifted and moved up, his fingers slowly raking through the hair at the base of my neck. The steady, creeping motion of his hand sent a shiver of anticipation through me, my shoulders tensing as my breath came in short, excited puffs.
Then, all at once, he tightened his fist around my hair and tugged, making me gasp again and forcing my head back so my neck was revealed to him. He had complete command of my body, one strong arm still clutching me to his chest and my head immobile from how tight a grip he had on my hair.
One gentle kiss was placed at the base of my throat, a complete contradiction to the way he was holding me, but that tenderness didn't last. Maybe he was timing it, the beating of my heart forceful enough that he could feel my pulse beneath his lips, but it was just enough to remind us both of the person Hunter truly was--sweet, kind, loving, and generous in all things--before he submitted to the person he was on the soccer court.
Field.
Soccer field.
A heartbeat after he kissed my neck, he buried his face against it, his teeth dragging along my skin, not quite biting but informing me without words that he very well could, if he wanted to. He flicked out his tongue, tasting every inch of my neck before deciding which one he wanted to suck on.
"You're gonna leave a mark," I whispered as I felt a slight pinch.
He sucked harder, then released the spot. "And you're gonna like it."
Well, that was true.
That mark was followed by another one, and then one slightly lower after he undid the zipper on my jacket and pulled the collar of my shirt down so he could leave one along my collarbone. A pleasurable tingle radiated from each of the places he'd claimed, making me shiver.
He pulled back after a few moments--or rather, he tugged my head further back so he could admire the workmanship he'd put into branding me, then placed another contradictory kiss on my collarbone before he released his grip on my hair. My head fell forward and he pushed his mouth against mine, his breath hot and needy on my skin.
"This is what you wanted?" he asked.
I almost said yes, then stopped as a delightfully wicked thought crossed my mind.
"I want more," I said instead.
He laughed. Not at me, not in a way that said he thought I was being funny. No, it was more of a chuckle, a knowing sound that was full of promise and ego, a rumble that made me very glad I wasn't standing because my knees would have given out from the rush of electricity that surged through me.
"You asked for it, baby girl," he growled, and then my jacket was torn from my body.
I couldn't keep up with his hands. It was a whirlwind of motions: my jacket was tossed to the side as he buried his face against my clothed chest, then there was a large hand splayed on each of my hips, pushing me down onto the thick bulge beneath me. I moaned and suddenly my shirt was gone, yanked over my head and tossed away while Hunter's lips and teeth claimed the revealed skin on my chest. He groaned into the tops of my breasts, a low sound that seemed to drip through each of my nerves and down to my panties, which were already so wet that I was sure they were leaking onto his sweatpants.
He thrust up against me, making my breasts jiggle against his face as he pushed his arousal against my still-covered pussy. I indulged in the friction, craving more and rolling my hips as much as I could beneath the unforgiving hold his hands had on me.
I, however, was not in charge.
"You want this?" Hunter asked, then forced my hips forward and back, making me grind against his cock much harder and driving a pleasured yelp from my mouth.
"Yes," I said breathlessly. "I want it."
"You want it," he repeated, almost taunting me. "You want this cock so bad, don't you, baby girl?"
"Yes," I said again, nearly wailing. "Please. I want you to fuck me."
"No," he said, then laughed when I made a distressed noise. "Not yet, beautiful."
"But I want you inside me."
"Oh, I'm about to be inside you." He let go of my hips, sliding his hand to the side of the seat again. "But not the way you want. This is what I want."
With that, he pulled the handle that reclined the seat, tilting it back just enough that when he pushed me off his lap and onto the floor beneath the steering wheel, I had easy access to the hard cock straining the front of his pants.
Even though I was hornier than I'd ever been in my entire life, I had to marvel as I adjusted my position between Hunter's legs. The people who made his SUV were not fucking around when it came to leg room. That was probably why he'd bought the car in the first place, given his height and his long, muscular legs. It was still the wheel well of a car, however, and I was still a fully grown--albeit short--human woman, so I could only manage to move so much.
But that was fine. I was able to lean forward enough to hook my fingers into the waistband of Hunter's sweats and tug them down, noting as I did that there was indeed a wet spot on the front of them. Whether that was from me or from the leaking cock still encased in his white boxer-briefs, I didn't know; those had a wet spot on them too, but I didn't have time to examine it.



"Take it out, Jaynie," he demanded when I paused.
I did as he asked, slipping his underwear down and revealing his gorgeously thick, already weeping cock. I bit back a smirk as I looked at the veiny, throbbing erection jutting up in front of me.
Sure, Hunter, I thought. I'm supposed to believe you don't want to fuck the mind out of my body when you're already hard as stone.
But I didn't say that. I didn't need to. He'd already proved he'd been lying, especially since I was now crammed into the wheel well in my bra and a skirt, with the gravel on the floor mats digging into my bare knees.
Hunter lifted his hips just enough to let me get his boxer-briefs to the middle of his thighs before grabbing my hair again and pulling my head forward. The tip of his cock brushed against my lips and I looked up at him, his eyes betraying his need even more than the hardness of his cock did.
"Open your mouth," he said.
In what I hoped was a teasing, coquettish way, I parted my lips just slightly. Hunter waited, then tightened his grip on my hair, his eyes darkening.
"Do you want this cock or not?" he asked. "Open it properly or I'll do it for you. I think one of those things is gonna feel better than the other, don't you, baby girl?"
Eyes wide as he taunted me with my own words, I let my jaw fall the rest of the way open. Instantly, Hunter pushed his cock forward, driving it past my lips and letting the head drag across my tongue. There was a brief moment when I could taste the flavour of him, a faint hint of soap and salt and raw need, and then he shoved himself to the back of my throat.
The urge to gag flared up, tears springing into my eyes as my stomach started clenching. I fought it with everything I had, knowing Hunter would hear me choke and pull back immediately, that look of primal lust fading as he worried that he'd gone too far. And that was the absolute last thing I wanted, not when we'd just started and I was revelling in the way he was looking at me and speaking to me and using me.
Inhaling sharply through my nose, I managed to repress it, though just barely. Hunter seemed to notice or at least suspect something and the hand in my hair loosened. Panicked, I lifted my hand to his and looked up at him, hoping my eyes weren't watering too much, and held his gaze as I pressed down on his hand.
"Oh, fuck," he hissed, and I let my hand drop away as his other hand moved to the back of my head.
There was no point in me trying to control the pace of the blowjob. Hunter took over, staring directly into my eyes as he moved my head the way he wanted to. I'd sucked his cock before, but never like this; never with him taking over, using my mouth instead of letting me lick and tease the head of his cock while I stroked his shaft. He'd always said he liked how I sucked him off and I believed that. I liked going down on him and more than once, he'd come and then held me to his chest so he could catch his breath before returning the favour.
But this wasn't like that. This was him fucking my face, grinding the head of his cock into the back of my throat and listening to the uncontrollably sloppy sounds escaping my mouth.
And as much as I hated to admit it, I loved it. My body was singing, my nipples hard beneath my bra and my pussy dripping. It almost hurt, the aching need I had, so turned on that I felt like a heavy exhale close enough to my clit would make me come. I squirmed, but there wasn't enough room in the wheel well for me to properly shift. My panties were plastered to my pussy and the best I would've been able to do would be to squeeze my thighs together, but the way I was positioned, I could barely get them tight enough. Not to mention it wouldn't give me the relief I needed.
So with my lips wrapped around him and his cock dragging along my tongue with each thrust, I moved my hands from where they were sitting uselessly on his thighs. Between his thrusts, I wormed my arms down to my sides, my shoulders pressed tight against his knees as he used my face.
It wasn't until I'd worked the hem of my skirt up in one hand that Hunter realized what I was doing.
"Fuck," he breathed, moving one hand off my head so he could see better. "Are you going to touch yourself while you suck my cock?"
I made a choked noise against the cock in my throat that was intended to be either an affirmative answer or a moan. I wasn't exactly sure. But I held his gaze as I worked my fingers into my panties by pulling them to the side, since I couldn't lift my shoulder enough to slide them in from the waistband.
Another choked noise rumbled against his cock as I felt the slickness of my pussy. I was beyond soaked; everything from my thighs to my folds to my mound was coated in wetness and my pussy was so warm that I could feel the heat without even pushing a finger inside.
Not that I didn't finger myself. Because I absolutely fucking did.
I didn't go for my clit right away. My body felt hollow, desperate for something that would satiate that hungry, yearning ache, and the best I could do right then was my finger. I slipped it inside and whimpered, though the sound was muffled.
Hunter groaned and rested one arm against the car door while gathering my hair in his hand again.
"That's right, baby girl," he said. "Fuck yourself while I fuck your mouth. Make yourself feel good."
I pushed another finger inside myself and brushed the base of my thumb against my clit. Relief soared through me and my eyes fluttered closed involuntarily as my pussy walls squeezed around my fingers.
Hunter yanked my hair hard and my eyes flew back open.
"No," he grunted. "I'm the one letting you play with yourself, so you let me look at you while you touch your greedy little cunt."
Hardly daring to blink, I stared up at him, certain that my eyes were wide and my cheeks were flushed pink. A sloppy mix of spit and pre-cum trickled down my chin as he kept fucking my head down on his cock, dripping onto my chest and the tops of my still-contained breasts.
"Good girl," he whispered. "You look so fucking irresistible right now, baby. Keep taking it. You're taking it so good."
My thighs trembled, his words so stimulating that it was almost like they were touching my clit rather than my hand. Short, quick bursts through my nose were the only way I could breathe, though that wasn't why I was feeling light-headed. That was from the pleasure, from the way I was fingering myself, from the buildup of bliss that was radiating from that eager, aching spot in the core of my body.
It rose and spread, delight dancing along my skin and to my hips, my thighs, my ribs, my breasts--everything. My limbs began to feel numb in the best way as that promise of overwhelming euphoria built up and up and up. I stared into my boyfriend's eyes, but keeping my own open was growing more and more difficult.
"That's right," he encouraged. "Come on, baby girl. Let me see you come while you've got my cock in your mouth. Let me see how fucking much you love being my little cocksucker."
His cock muffled the sound of me coming, though Hunter might not have noticed. He groaned as I cried out uncontrollably, an unintelligible noise erupting from me as my pussy clenched around my fingers and my body spasmed, bursting with the sudden release of ecstasy. Try as I might, I couldn't keep my eyes open, squeezing them shut as every other muscle in my body tightened in a desperate attempt to contain the feelings rippling and rolling through me.
If Hunter minded that I wasn't looking at him, he didn't say anything, though he did stop pushing his cock down my throat while I shivered and writhed in front of him. Once the final burst of pleasure faded and I could open my eyes again, I looked up at him, aware my lips were still wrapped around his cock and my hand was still between my legs, giving him my silent go-ahead.
But he didn't. A satisfied smirk made the corner of his mouth flick up, then he slowly pulled my head back until I let his still-unspent cock fall from my lips. I took a deep breath once it had, looking up at him.
"You seem a little trapped under there," he said conversationally.
"A little," I said.
"I'll let you out, but once I do, I'm going to throw you across the seat and fuck you until you can't walk properly."
That recently doused fire in my core flared up again, instantly burning up any satisfaction and replacing it with more need.
"Okay," I said in a tiny voice.
Hunter's lower lip curled into his mouth. "So if you need a break to recover, now's the time to take it. Because I won't be letting up until I come all over you, baby girl."
"I don't need a break."
He flicked up one eyebrow. "No?"
I sat back as much as I could, looking up at him defiantly. "I want you to fuck me now, Hunter."
He smirked, then half-shrugged before throwing the car door open. Cold air rushed into the vehicle, raising trails of goosebumps along my exposed skin. Tragically, he pulled up his boxers and sweats, covering his beautiful, throbbing erection before working his right leg past me and getting out. Shivering, I ran a hand across my face and chin, but before I could ease myself out of the wheel well, Hunter grabbed me and pulled me partway out of the car before shoving me up onto the driver's seat, twisting me so my legs were hanging out the open door.
"Wha--" I said, but he tugged me forward, stepping between my legs and kissing me as he grabbed one breast in each hand and squeezed.
I moaned as he gripped me, his fingers digging into the sensitive flesh just hard enough to be firm, but not painfully uncomfortable. I lifted my arms to his shoulders, feeling the muscles beneath his t-shirt as he crushed his mouth against mine.
"What am I gonna do with you, baby girl?" he murmured. "You sit there and tell me you want me to fuck you, that you want me to save up all my anger when people fuck with me so I can use it to destroy that perfect little pussy I love so much, all these goddamn obscene words coming out of this sweet mouth of yours. You know what I saw just now?"
He tightened his hands on my breasts again and I gasped.
"N-No," I said.
"I saw my pretty girlfriend get shoved down on her knees, still wearing that fucking ruffled skirt with her tits spilling out of a bra that has goddamn cartoon llamas on it. I saw her finger herself while I made her choke on my cock. Felt her fucking moans as I used her mouth." He let go of my left breast, just to bring his hand up to my chin and cup it, holding my face hard so I couldn't pull away from him. "I've been trying so hard to be the nice, sweet boyfriend I thought you deserved, but you don't want that, do you? You want someone who will fuck you as dirty as he fights."
"Yes," I moaned, and he sank his teeth into my bottom lip. I let out a soft wail and he did it again, then sucked on the tender spot he'd bitten as he let go of my chin and wrapped both arms around me so he could unclasp my bra. It fell away from my chest and I wriggled my arms out of it, letting it fall to the ground beside the SUV.
Hunter dipped his head and shoved his face between my breasts. He nuzzled them, the slight scuff on his chin leaving rough patches of red on my pale skin. From there he used his tongue to guide him to my nipple, tugging on it with his teeth. I cried out as he nibbled on it, then made a low mewling sound as he soothed it by circling the stiff nub with his tongue.
He repeated the action on my other breast, cupping the first one in his hand so he could feel the hardness of my nipple pressing into his palm. Once he'd let my nipple fall from his teeth, a pleasant stinging radiating from the sensitive buds across my entire chest, he straightened back up and shoved his hand between my legs as he kissed me again.
"Listen to me," he demanded. "When I'm done kissing you, you're going to turn around and get on your hands and knees with your sweet ass on display for anyone out there to see while you wait for me."
I gulped, even though both of us knew very well that there was hardly any chance of there being a single living soul in the field behind us. "Okay."
"Good girl," he breathed, and a shiver that had nothing to do with the cool outdoor air ran through me. "You keep your eyes looking straight forward, understand? All I want to see is your ass hanging out the door of my car. No peeking."
"I won't peek," I promised.
He nipped at my lip one more time, then let go of me and stepped back, turning to walk to the back of the SUV.
I wasted no time doing what he asked, clambering back into the SUV and balancing my knees on the edge of the driver's seat and my forearms on the edge of the passenger seat, thankful that the center console was below the seat level so I didn't have to contort around it. My breasts hung below me and cold air tickled up the back of my thighs, making the heat of my pussy seem almost uncomfortably warm.
Hunter opened the trunk and grabbed his gym bag, rooting through it for a moment before grabbing something and slamming the door closed. I almost turned my head, but he'd said not to, so I kept looking forward and waited with electrified anticipation for him to move back behind me.
But he didn't.
I waited, then licked my lips nervously, the spot Hunter had nibbled on still tender. I couldn't hear him, couldn't see him, couldn't feel the looming presence of him behind me as he prepared to fuck me.
But he'd said not to peek.
Restlessly, I tapped my fingers on the passenger seat, shivering again as more goosebumps raised on my arms. A soft breeze stirred the fabric of my skirt, blowing it up slightly. Not that it was covering much; I knew my panties were exposed, and not just my panties, but the soaked spot in the middle of them betraying my arousal. Aside from the pounding of my heart and the slight rustle of the car seats when I shifted my weight from knee to knee, the world around me was silent. I couldn't hear footsteps, breathing, anything that would tell me where my boyfriend was.
When I couldn't take it anymore, I shifted again, letting my hip lean against the backrest so I could twist in place and look over my shoulder.
Hunter was standing a few feet behind me, his arms folded across his chest. When our eyes met, he raised his eyebrows.
"What'd I say?" he asked, his voice low.
Heat rising on my face, I turned back around quickly, but it wasn't enough.
"Oh, baby girl," he said, and now I could hear him walking towards me. "I asked you a question."
"You said eyes looking straight forward," I replied in a quick, high-pitched voice.
"And what did I just see?"
"I didn't know where you went."
Warm fingers were suddenly circling my ankles and a shudder that had nothing to do with the cold overtook me. His hands slid up my calves, teasing my chilled skin.
"I went to get a condom so I can give my girlfriend the fucking she's been begging for," he said in a low voice. "And I came back to see her sexy ass up in the air, so I was taking a moment to admire it when she decided she didn't want to listen to me anymore."
"But I--"
"And then I asked her a question--twice--and she didn't give me a direct answer. What happened to my good girl, baby?"
"I..." I breathed. "I, um..."
"I think someone needs to see what happens when she doesn't listen to me, don't you?"
His fingers moved up my thighs and under my skirt, caressing my ass as I realized he'd very intentionally made me turn around. My breath caught in my throat as he flipped the fabric of my skirt up and traced his fingers along my covered ass crack.
"I asked you a question, baby girl," he said.
"Yes," I said. "Show me what happens."
He laughed, then made me jump when suddenly there was a sharp pinch on one of my cheeks and a warm breath soothing it. I'd had no idea Hunter was such a biter, but damn if I didn't fucking love it.
"You know how silly you sounded when you said you wanted me to slap your ass like I did with my teammates?" he teased. "That's just stupid guy stuff. I'd never slap your ass like that."
His hands were suddenly on my hips and he pulled me backwards. I yelped, catching myself as he slid me down so my stomach was resting on the seat. After a harrowing moment, my feet found the running boards so I prop myself up more easily. Hunter pushed my skirt up again, then hooked his fingers into the waistband of my panties and tugged them down just past my ass. He leaned in and hunched over my body so the next time he spoke, his voice was in my ear.
"No, your ass is gonna be spanked properly." His covered erection pressed against me, hard as ever against my exposed skin. "Good and hard, like I fucking mean it. You want that, baby girl?"
"Uh-huh," I said.
"Of course you do."
He straightened up, tracing his hands down my bare back and caressing my ass again. The only indication he was about to hit me was that his touch disappeared; I inhaled sharply and tensed, and a moment later his hand struck my ass cheek.
It was more startling than anything. I jumped forward slightly, but the sting of pain I'd expected wasn't present. Pursing my lips, I waited, anticipating another one, but Hunter just traced his fingers along my ass again.
"Are you okay?" he asked.
I turned again, looking over my shoulder at him with wide eyes. "I thought you said you were gonna spank me like you meant it."
His eyebrow flicked up, then he shrugged and slowly shook his head.
"You asked for it, baby girl," he said, and I didn't even have time to turn back around before he brought his hand down on my ass again.
A loud crack echoed around us and I jolted forward, my stomach hitting the seat as a searing sting radiated from the spot he'd slapped. I yelped, stunned at the suddenness of the pain on my ass and the rush of adrenaline that seemed to radiate from my pussy, and seconds later Hunter's fingers were soothing the burning spot on my ass cheek.
"Did that feel like I meant it?" he asked, his voice betraying his concern.
"Maybe," I gasped. "You should probably do it again, just to be sure."
His hand paused its soothing motions, a brief hesitation that I worried meant he was going to stop, that he thought he'd taken it too far. Then, a low, throaty chuckle was my only warning as he drew his hand back. A second powerful snap resonated and I cried out again.
"There," he said, stroking the sore spot he'd just left on my other ass cheek as my body quivered beneath him. "A matching pair of handprints on this perfect ass of yours."
"One more?" I asked breathlessly.
Hunter made a soft noise and I tensed when his hand moved away, but it was replaced a moment later by the incredibly intimate feeling of his lips kissing the spot he'd just struck, his breath oddly soothing against what I was sure was reddened skin.
"Nice try, baby girl," he said. "It's my turn to get what I want."
"And what's that?"
His lips moved away from my ass as he straightened up. He must have put the condom on while I was staring straight forward like I was supposed to. Maybe he'd even intended to walk up and enter me wordlessly, fucking me hard and fast and deep without even a warning that he was about to do it, before I'd felt the need to twist around and see where he was. I didn't know, but it didn't matter.
"I'm going to fuck you until you're screaming," he answered, punctuating the sentence by grabbing my hips and shoving his cock inside me.
Technically, he could have stopped fucking me right then, because I shrieked as he buried his thick cock in my desperate pussy. He didn't, thank God, because I might have actually sobbed if he took it out when it felt so good, when it was stretching me and filling me and owning me. But he didn't stop; he didn't so much as hesitate before pulling back before slamming himself forward, so deep inside me that his hips pressed against the blazing handprints on my ass cheeks. I cried out again, though it must have been obvious that it was a cry of ecstasy because he didn't pause before digging his fingertips into my hips so hard that I was sure they would bruise and plunging inside of me again.



And again.
And again.
My nails dug into the seat of the car, bracing myself as Hunter fucked me mercilessly. The sound of his hips hitting my ass filled the car, but I could barely hear it over the sound of my own heart and the noises being pushed from my mouth by the sheer force of his cock. He was deep inside me, so fucking deep, reaching spots that I wasn't quite sure he--or anyone, for that matter--had ever reached before simply because I hadn't been fucked hard enough.
But he was reaching them. Every. Single. Time.
I moaned his name and heard him respond in kind, my name sounding like music coming from his lips. He let go of my right hip and braced himself against the SUV, though that hand moved from the outside to the side of the driver's seat fairly quickly, and then to the seat beside me as his other hand moved off my hip and slipped beneath me.
Hunched over me, he grabbed one of my breasts, which was swinging with the force of his thrusts. Squeezing, he groaned and kissed a spot on my back, just between my shoulder blades.
"Fuck, Jaynie," he gasped. "You feel so good."
"S-So do you," I tried to say, but he used his grip on me to pull me up slightly so he could slide his other hand between my legs.
I balanced myself with one hand on the steering wheel and the other against the backrest of the seat, but nearly the entirety of my weight was held up by Hunter's hands as he fucked me, fondled me, and fingered me. Stars burst in my eyes and the world around me flickered in and out; cold air and surrounding trees and the wide field behind us ceased to exist. All that mattered was Hunter's cock and his hands and the way he felt inside me, the way his body kept slamming into mine and the overwhelming pleasure from the sensations he was giving me.
It must have been obvious that I was about to come because Hunter quietly urged me on, rubbing my clit harder as he kept his pace steady and strong.
"Come on this cock, baby girl," he ordered. "Show me why I should come home and fuck you like this every week instead of losing it on some other bastard. Be a good girl for me. Prove to me you deserve to be fucked like this."
I came apart in his arms, screaming just like he'd said I would. My body shook, convulsing as orgasmic waves took over me, clouding my vision and my mind and turning me into nothing but a bundle of nerve endings that were firing over and over and over again. Just when I thought it would never stop, that I'd be stuck in that tortuous moment of delirious intensity, it slowly faded, and I fell heavy and limp in Hunter's arms.
Buried deep inside me, he paused just long enough to gently put me back onto the driver's seat, taking his arms back from under me before gripping my hips again. He started fucking me in that selfish way I was all too happy to oblige, exhilarated by the way he took his pleasure from my body. When his breathing came faster, I knew he was close, but before he got to that point, he stopped and pulled out.
I whimpered, missing the fullness his cock provided, but not for long. Seconds after he'd pulled out, he dropped something on the floor of the car, which I realized was the condom.
He didn't re-enter me; we hadn't talked about fucking that way and no matter how indulgent we were being, I knew he wouldn't fuck me bare without asking first. Instead, he slipped his hand between my legs and spread some of the abundant wetness from my pussy along my crack, then put his cock between my cheeks and groaned as he started humping my ass. His balls rubbed against my pussy, heavy and full and ready for release, and I pushed back against him, my own way of urging him on.
It didn't take long. He was close to the edge--how could he not be, after... well, everything?--and it was only a few hard thrusts before he groaned. Moments later, his cock was throbbing, and ropes of hot cum were painting my ass and lower back, though the rest of it got caught in the skirt that was still bunched around my waist.
"Oh my God," he groaned, his voice staggered as he finished, his breath coming in hard gasps. For a few heartbeats, that was all I heard: his breath and mine, the car full of the scent of sex and cum, my body still in a hazy glow of satisfaction.
Then, Hunter swore, lifting himself off me.
"Are you okay?" he asked. "Shit, Jaynie, I just--I... fuck, your ass is so... I'm--"
"Don't ruin this with an apology," I said. "I'm fine. More than fine. That was amazing."
He hesitated, then laughed awkwardly. "Okay, good. Because I was gonna... your ass looks so fucking hot, all red like that and covered with cum. But I should... let me grab you a shirt or something to--"
"Don't worry about it." I pushed back, balancing on the running board as I shimmied my panties back up and then flipped my skirt back down over them before stepping down and turning to face him. "It's all washable."
Hunter looked at me, a crease on his forehead betraying his concern as he lifted a hand to my cheek and tilted my head up. His eyes darted as he took in my face and expression. Then, apparently satisfied that I was as okay as I said I was, he relaxed and stooped down to kiss me.
"Will you come to my next game?" he murmured. "After my suspension's done?"
"Depends," I said, kissing him back. "Are you gonna punch a guy in the face again?"
"Baby girl, if all I have to do to fuck you like this again is not punch a guy in the face, I'm the luckiest guy alive. I'd punch myself in the face to do this all over again."
"No punching anyone in the face," I laughed as he wrapped his arms around me, enveloping my still-naked torso in warmth. "Yes, I'll come to your game, and if you don't act like a sore loser, we can do this all over again."
"You're amazing," he murmured. "Fucking amazing. I'm gonna take you home and run you a bath. And bring you your book. And wash your back for you and give you a massage and then kiss you all over and eat your pussy for hours."
He kissed me again, then let go and bent over so he could pick up my bra for me before tracking down my shirt that had somehow ended up in the backseat of the SUV. I dressed, shivering slightly as my body cooled down, and went to get into the passenger side of the vehicle.
"Wait!" Hunter said. "Lemme grab that shirt like I said. Or... wait, I might have--"
"It's fine," I said. "I'll do laundry when I get home."
He closed the trunk and jogged around the vehicle, a heart-meltingly lopsided grin on his face and a blanket in his hands.
"It's not for you," he said. "It's to sit on so you don't get cum all over my seats."
I rolled my eyes and laughed at him, but I ended up appreciating the extra padding when I sat down and realized just how tender the skin on my ass was. But even though it smarted each time we went over a bump--and since we'd ended up on a rural road, there were a lot of those--I didn't say a word about it to Hunter.
After all, I could stand being a little sore if it meant he wasn't going to be a sore loser anymore.
***
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***
From The Desk of Jean-Paul Marchand 
Junior AssociateDear Babe,
By the time you read this, the intensity with which I miss your sweet, sweet ass will have grown four score and perhaps even seven.
Each minute, I count the minutes, and it's usually just one minute because that's how long a minute is, but it's the only way I can cope with the knowledge that your glorious, thick ass is so very far away. Minutes pass, and then more minutes, and then even more minutes, and each one of those minutes brings me so much closer to the minute I'll see your butt again.
The perfection of your beauty is burned so strongly into my mind and private album on my phone full of your nudes that I can almost see it: the shapely roundness of your curves; the expanse of smooth, pale, entirely kissable skin; the tiny little freckle that you probably don't even know you have because it's right beneath the curve of your butt cheek, almost tucked between your legs. I don't know if you've ever noticed, but every time I nestle my lips 'twixt your nethers and lick the ever-loving fuck out of your pussy, I kiss that little freckle. It's like saying hello to the next-door neighbour of an old friend as I'm on my way to visit: in this example, your pussy is the old friend. Not that you have an old lady pussy or something. But it is definitely friendly.
At least, 'tis friendly to me, my sweet, scrumptious, beautiful, sweet, sexy, hot little lovebug.
I miss so much about you, my darling, but that freckle is high on the list if only for what it represents. Seeing that freckle means I am in the one place I love more than any other place in the world. A place where my body and my mind are surrounded by you and that ass that just don't quit. A place where I can indulge in the taste of you, the scent of you, the sound of you (even though it's usually muffled because your thighs are pressed against my ears. But you're louder than a souped-up sports car someone is using to overcompensate for something. Spoiler alert, babe, I can totally hear it when you think you're being quiet enough that I can't hear you moan my name. I hear it. Every. Single. Time.).
That list of things I miss also includes the beautiful petals of your delicate lady garden. What I wouldn't give to feel the sweet, slick canal of your womanly cavern encircling my throbbing, velvet-wrapped steel meat rod. How I would simper at even the tiniest taste of the nectar from your honeypot dripping on my tongue.
What I mean, my dear, is that I yearn for the day when I can once again have my ding-a-ling in your vajayjay. I know the moment when my one-eyed snake finds itself sheathed in your love tunnel, I will likely erupt, and that the empathetic kindness you're so known for will stop you from laughing at my premature completion of our copulation.
Basically, my love, what I'm trying to say beneath all this euphemistic bullshit is that the next time I see you, I'm going to shove my cock in your pussy so fast and so hard that I'll probably fill you up with a huge load of hot, thick cum before you're even close to finishing. So we should make sure that I say hello to your freckle while you sit on my face and grind your clit against my tongue, mostly so you don't laugh at me when I finish way too fast.
I won't be able to help it, babe. Fucking you is my favourite place to be.
I miss you.
All my love,
J.P.
P.S. You also have nice tits but I'll write more about them another day.

***From: nellie.bellie@notgmail.com 
To: jpm@marchand.ca 
Subject: You're a bastard
Dear Bastard,
You're disgusting.
Love, Nellie
P.S. Your handwriting is shit. Was it seriously worth all the effort to write that and then scan it instead of just typing an email like a normal person?
P.P.S. I absolutely knew about the freckle.
P.P.P.S. That did not turn me on at all but you should send me a picture of your dick anyway.
P.P.P.P.S. Aren't you at work? How long did you spend looking up synonyms for genitals? There's no way you wrote that whole thing by yourself.
*
From: jpm@marchand.ca 
To: nellie.bellie@notgmail.com 
Subject: RE: You're a bastard
Yeah, Danica helped me. She knew a surprising amount of synonyms. That wasn't even like a quarter of the ones she told me.
See attached. You better enjoy this, Louie almost walked in on me taking it in the staff bathroom. WTF is he doing using the staff bathroom, you ask? I don't know. He's got a private bathroom. Maybe Carol put him up to it or something. Oh God, maybe he was sending Carol a dick pic.
Thanks, babe. I didn't need to picture that.
Love you,
J.P.
*
From: nellie.bellie@notgmail.com 
To: jpm@marchand.ca 
Subject: RE: You're a bastard
How is it my fault you have a dark and twisted mind that makes you picture your boss taking a dick pic? And was that thought before or after you took the pic? Because your dick looks especially hard in this one and if you're developing an exhibitionist streak I'd kind of like to know.
So... you sat around with Danica all afternoon coming up with genital synonyms? Danica, your hot legal assistant coworker? Hot Danica that you keep refusing to ask to have a threesome with? That Danica?
Are you fucking her?
If no, why the fuck not? If yes, I want details.
Nellie
*
From: jpm@marchand.ca 
To: nellie.bellie@notgmail.com 
Subject: RE: You're a bastard
Yes, I sat around with Danica talking about dicks all afternoon.
Yes, Danica, my hot legal assistant coworker.
Yes, the very same Danica I keep telling you we can't have a threesome with because fucking coworkers crosses a line.
Yes, that Danica, who, by the way, was still sitting at my desk when you sent that last email.
She says hi and no, we're not fucking, but she's very flattered that you want to have a threesome with her and she thinks you're hot, too.
I'm inclined to agree.
Sext me later?
J.P.
*
From: nellie.bellie@notgmail.com 
To: jpm@marchand.ca 
Subject: WHY ARE YOU USING YOUR WORK COMPUTER FOR THIS
Idiot.
Let me know when you're home from work and not around other people and maybe I'll send you a pic or two to jerk off to. I was about to send you one I took sneakily in my cubicle. But it was down my shirt so you probably wouldn't have liked it anyway.
*
From: jpm@marchand.ca 
To: nellie.bellie@notgmail.com 
Subject: RE: WHY ARE YOU USING YOUR WORK COMPUTER FOR THIS
Send it anyway. I'm still saying no threesome but maybe if Danica sees the glory that is the heaving, swollen bosom I get to go home to every night except for these three months worth of nights while you're in a far-off mythical land doing your gross serial killer internship, she'll start putting the pressure on, too. And with two incredibly sexy women begging to share my cock between them, who knows what might happen?
Probably nothing, but you should still show me your tits. And Danica. She wants to see them.
J.P.
*
From: nellie.bellie@notgmail.com 
To: jpm@marchand.ca 
Subject: For Danica
Download Attachment
And it's not a serial killer internship. I work in a forensic lab, asshole. In the far-off mythical land of Toronto.
*
From: jpm@marchand.ca 
To: nellie.bellie@notgmail.com 
Subject: RE: For Danica
Danica said thank you. Then her face went red and she reminded me we have a client meeting in ten minutes and excused herself to "fill her water bottle up." Which is a good idea, so I'm gonna go do something similar. Talk to you tonight.
Love,
J.P.

***Nellie: Sorry I missed your call, I had to work late. wyd?
J.P.: wyd? A whole day of you ignoring my calls and witty texts and all you've got is WYD?
Nellie: what more did you want?
J.P.: well considering I sent you a literal actual handwritten love letter yesterday, I was hoping for something a little more touching than "what you doing?"
Nellie: considering how fucking cheesy that was, you're lucky you get to do any "touching" at all.
J.P.: You loved it. And as much as I'd love to do some "touching" with you right now, I can't.
Nellie:???
J.P.: Adrienne and Brad roped me into going to this charity stand-up thing. So I'm listening to this "comedian" tell "jokes" that are all in the "so what's the deal with airline food" vein.
Nellie: That sounds awful.
J.P.: It is. But apparently I looked like I needed to get out of the house or something. I think they forget that I survived on my own before you and I got together and I'm surviving perfectly well now.
Nellie: Are you?
J.P.: Yep. Surviving and thriving, even. The kitchen sink hasn't had dishes sitting in it for weeks and my shower drain isn't clogged with hair every time I go to use it.
Nellie: Sounds like you're enjoying the bachelor life again. What do you even need me for?
J.P.: The sex, mostly.
Nellie: Wow, so romantic.
J.P.: You just made fun of me for being too romantic, now you want some romance? Which is it, babe?
Nellie: Don't call me babe. I was hoping you'd FaceTime me and we could talk for a bit before you romantically take your pants off to show me your dick but I GUESS I'll have to make do by myself.
J.P.: Why don't you go out and find someone to hook up with?
J.P.: Nell?
J.P.: Babe?
J.P.: Babe.
J.P.: baby.
J.P.: babeeeeee
Nellie: Because I don't want to. Now fuck off and watch your stupid comedian so I can masturbate.
J.P.: LOL I know you think all lawyers are morons but I can smell a lie from 402 kilometers away, babe. I know you want to. You haven't gotten laid in weeks. That's gotta be a record for you.
Nellie: It is. But I'm tired.
J.P.: That's the best you can do? "I'm tired?"
Nellie: I'm working crazy hours and trying to learn as much as I can from people who are LITERALLY the best in the industry. Why is it so hard to believe that I might be a little too tired to go out and play the pickup game?
J.P.: Because the Nellie I know and love is a frequent and enthusiastic connoisseur of all things sexual who views the pickup game as a relaxing pastime rather than a chore. Frankly, the fact that you're not interested in sex makes me wonder if they're putting something in the water in Toronto.
Nellie: Not interested? I have phone sex with you like every other day.
J.P.: I bet we could put together a class action lawsuit. Or you could just tell me what you're hiding from me.
J.P.: Babe.
Nellie: Sorry can't hear you, I'm fingering myself.
J.P.: Fingering yourself has nothing to do with being able to hear me. We're texting. You can't hear a text.
J.P.: Nelllliiieeeee
J.P.: Come on, babe. I know it's not that you can't find someone to fuck you. I can personally vouch for the fact that you're hot as fuck.
Nellie: Maybe I just don't feel like it, Jean-Paul.
J.P.: Oooh, "Jean-Paul"? Which nerve did I strike?
J.P.: I don't believe for one second that you can't find someone to fuck, so it's gotta be something else.
J.P.: After all that talking we did when you were trying to decide if you wanted to take the internship, I thought you'd be fucking someone new every other night. From day one of us getting together, you wanted the option of fucking other people. So maybe we should do a little more talking about why, exactly, you've changed your mind about it.
Nellie: Oh my God. There's nothing to talk about. I just don't feel like going out right now okay? And look who's talking. YOU haven't gone out to fuck anyone, either.
J.P.: I will.
J.P.: Once you do.
Nellie: That's stupid. You're stupid.
J.P.: Babe, trust me, as much as I would love to have someone other than myself play with my dick for a while, I'm not risking our relationship on that.
Nellie: How is it a risk if it's what we've agreed to, hypocrite?
J.P.: I don't want to fuck someone only for you to realize it isn't what you actually wanted.
Nellie: Oh, of course, you know better than I do. It couldn't possibly be that I do want this and I'm just a little busy shadowing the best forensic scientists in the country by day and living with my mom by night?
J.P.: I think those are convenient excuses so you don't have to tell me what this is actually about.
Nellie: Stop lawyering me.
J.P.: Ooooh, there's the "lawyering" response. I'm getting closer to the truth now, aren't I?
J.P.: Alright, tell me when I get it.
J.P.: A) You know sex with someone else is going to pale to how great sex with me is so you're lacking the motivation to put the effort in.
J.P.: B) You've tried to go out and replace me with any of the number of things you've threatened to replace me with since we've been together, including but not limited to "any dick you wanted," "your vibrator," "a nicely shaped root vegetable," etc., and found that you could not actually replace me.
J.P.: C) You miss me so much that you're too distraught to try
Nellie: D) You're an asshole.
J.P.: E) You're hiding something from me.
J.P.: Did I get it, babe?
J.P.: Babe?
J.P.: Nellie. Come on. Answer your phone.

***J.P.: Just got home. Stayed out drinking with Adrienne for a while after the non-comedian finished and we accidentally closed out the place oops. Work's gonna be a fucking shit show tomorrow. But okay. Listen. I'm just drunk enough to type this out, maybe a little too drunk for it to make sense.
J.P.: Picturing you with someone else is so fucking hot. I don't know why. The idea of someone else making you moan and come all over their fingers or mouth or cock or whatever puts this image in my mind that I just can't...
J.P.: I'm not saying we have to have an open relationship. But whether we do or don't fuck other people doesn't matter to me, okay Nellie? It doesn't fucking matter. What matters is that you've stopped talking to me about it. Open relationship means open communication and you not telling me something is... It's kinda shitty. It feels shitty.
J.P.: I miss you so much Nell. I'm proud of you like you wouldn't fucking believe.
J.P.: See that's how you know I'm kinda drunk, I really meant that AND sent it to you.
J.P.: But it's true. I'm proud of my super smart girlfriend who got one of the most prestigious internships in the country and who's working with the best in her field. I'm proud that you're the only one whose parents didn't have someone "put in a good word" to get you there because you refused to even tell your dad you were applying. I'm proud that you fucked the guy who gave you your reference letter for reasons that had nothing to do with the reference letter—I still can't wait to meet this Ben one day. I am so fucking proud of you for going after this and fucking rocking it.
J.P.: But I miss you. A lot. And it's driving me crazy that I don't know why this main thing you've wanted as long as we've been together—and that was a huge driver behind you NOT wanting to get together at first—is something you've suddenly changed your mind on. I don't want to be the guy who stops you from doing what you want. I never have. And I've told you that. So if that's what this is about... but how would I even know if you're not talking to me?
J.P.: Or is it the opposite of that?
J.P.: Fuck. I'm too drunk to go down this path.
J.P.: Oops I fell down the path anyways. Did you change your mind about me?
J.P.: I hope not. If you were anyone else in the world, I'd brush it off, but you... fuck, Nell. Just talk to me, please.
J.P.: I'm sorry.
J.P.: I gotta be up for work in a few hours. Goodnight babe. I love you.

***J.P.: Morning babe. Sorry for the 3 a.m. texts. If you could go ahead and delete me being a whiny bitch from your memory, that'd be great. Have a good day, I love you.

***J.P.: Hope you're having a good day. Have a message for you from Danica when you have a sec.

***J.P.: Goodnight, babe. I miss you.

***From: jpm@marchand.ca 
To: nellie.bellie@notgmail.com 
Subject: Let me know you're alive please
You don't want to talk. I get it. Just let me know you're okay/alive/haven't fallen into the harbour/one of your new coworkers didn't pull a Dexter on you.

***
From The Microwave-Adjacent Cubicle of Nellie Belanger 
Certified Badass/World's Best Girlfriend/GeniusDear Bastard,
There are not enough words in the dictionary
You must allow me to tell you how ardently
Four score and seven
Fuck it.
I was trying to copy your stupid cheesy "hand written love letter attached to an email" thing but I can't, okay? I can't fucking do it. I'm sorry. I've been sitting here for almost an hour trying to figure it out and it's not working. And it's not like I have a Danica-esque person around to help me. So I'm doing the handwriting part and the attached to an email part but that's it. Just, buckle in and... this is the only time you're going to get something like this from me.
Probably.
I'm sorry I made you worry. I was scared to message you. I had to think first.
I haven't changed my mind about us. I haven't changed my mind about you. I also haven't changed my mind about our relationship being... you know. Open, or whatever you want to call it.
And I'm not lying, not completely. This internship has been hard and stressful and I'm tired at the end of the day. Living with my mom again after all this time has been really, really fucking hard. She's trying but I know she's still pissed I'm talking to Kimberlee and Dad, so that's already awkward. And like, I know I wasn't living in Montreal but it was a hell of a lot closer to them than I am now and... It's weird enough that I have a literal baby sister, but I didn't expect it to be so hard to not be there to visit her. It's almost as hard as knowing they gave an actual living human baby the name Elaine.



Kimberlee's still pissed that I'm calling her Lainey as a nickname but they didn't leave me much choice since I can't call her Ellie. I dibsed the Ellie-sounding name years ago.
So I was telling the truth about that. I'm tired after work and I'm tired of dealing with my mom. And she would lose her shit if I brought someone back to her place because she knows you and I are still together. And for some insane reason, she actually likes you, so she'd be super mad if she thought I was cheating on you.
Even with that stuff, though, things are going pretty good. It's not like I'm lonely. Some of my friends from high school are still around and I've made some friends and work and stuff because I'm a fucking delight. Everyone wants to be my friend.
And you know what, I probably could, okay? Find someone to fuck, I mean. Like, easily. I'm pretty sure this guy Archie, one of the forensic pathology interns, would be so down for it that I could literally stand up right now, walk to his desk, and tell him to follow me to the stairwell so he can eat my pussy and he would. No hesitation, he would be in that stairwell on his knees.
He's the kind of guy you'd make fun of. Like, not maliciously or anything, but you probably wouldn't like him. He's a little too high-strung. A little too neurotic. He's the kind of guy that, before you... you know, before YOU, that I would have really enjoyed corrupting.
I would have treated it like a project: flirting with him, making him blush, testing his limits and leaving him wanting more while also leaving him terrified and thrilled. Then it wouldn't just be flirting: I'd make sure it would just be the two of us at lunch in the break room so I could tease him. And maybe then there'd be one of those days that he'd have to stay a little late to finish filing and I'd be the kind, generous coworker who offered to help him. And then I'd fuck him, maybe in the file room or the photocopy room or something. Not on either of our desks, we both sit in the bull pen and someone would for sure see us.
But both of our mentors have private offices, and I know he's got a spare key to his...
Wherever we fucked, it would be awesome, and he would be totally mind blown. It would be the kind of story he'd tell to his friends and they wouldn't believe a goddamn word of it, but it would be true. And I would get laid, so that would be nice.
Now, imagine if I actually did that. If right now, I stood up and went to Archie's desk. If I told him I was doing a scientific experiment and would he please follow me to the stairwell so I could test my hypothesis that a tongue can go deeper into a pussy when the receiver is standing and the giver is on their knees, versus if the receiver was lying on her back while the giver went to town.
You'd want to hear about it. That was the deal. That's always been the deal, even before I moved here. We could fuck whoever, whenever, however, but we always use a condom with the other person and after, we tell each other every last little detail, preferably while your cock is inside me.
And I would tell you, but how could I really TELL you? You don't know Archie. You've never seen him. I could try to describe him to you, but you'd still probably picture me getting tongued by a comic book character in a sweater vest. You wouldn't really KNOW what his voice sounds like or be able to picture the expression on his face while he licked my pussy or wonder if he'd taken his thick black glasses off before he started eating me out.
When I fuck someone else, I want you to be able to be picture ALL of it. Every moment. Every sound. Every expression.
Because what it boils down to is that you are my "first." It's stupid and cheesy and disgusting but you are. Even if or when I'm fucking someone else, you are still my "first." My priority, I guess. Getting laid is one thing, but the idea of telling you about it after... that takes my breath away a little. That's the part that makes my heart beat a little faster. Sure, the sex would probably be nice, but the part that involves you... that's what I really want.
So thanks a fucking lot for complicating this whole thing with THAT, you bastard.
If you hadn't made me like love you, none of this would be an issue. I'd just find someone to fuck, get off, and be on my way instead of wishing it was something I could share with you. I wouldn't be worrying about you picturing Archie as a comic book character when he's Korean (and brings the most fucking amazing food for lunch some days... honestly, this whole story might be completely moot because I would literally blow him for a jar of his homemade kimchi. YOU would probably blow him for a jar of his homemade kimchi. It's the best kimchi I've ever had).
So a big part of this whole thing where you feel like I'm hiding something is that I just can't find the right person to do it with because I need you to like... know them. Somehow. And I don't know if that makes things easier or harder, better or worse, or even viable. And I haven't figured out a solution yet, so that's why I haven't fucked anyone.
The other part of it is that they've offered me a contract here.
Ignore that spot. I spilled water. It's just water.
I know it's only been six weeks but Krish said he was talking with the other mentors and they're impressed with my work. And so they talked to the director and paired with my letter of reference from Ben... I don't know if I ever told you this, but he doesn't usually give letters of reference. And that STILL has nothing to do with me fucking him—he gave me the letter before I even flirted with him.
But Ben's important and well known and like, a leader in his field or whatever, and having his endorsement means they're not even waiting until the internship is over to offer me a longer contract and
That's water too. Ignore it.
It would be a six month contract at the end of this one. So I'd for sure have to move out of my mom's place because I'm pretty sure I'd lose my mind if I had to live with her for an entire nine months. And I'd be here. In Toronto. For six months longer than I thought. And maybe more than that if they decide they want me permanently.
And that should be good, right? I should be excited. It's like you said, you're proud of me for being here and working with the best people and all of that. I should be honoured, right? Like yeah, there are some things that suck about this job. It's not exactly what I wanted to be doing, but it's also my first job after graduating and it's in my field, which is more than a lot of people can say. And the people are... okay. It would give me a lot of connections and help my career a lot.
I wasn't hiding it from you. I'm sorry I didn't tell you. And I'm sorry it took me until now to respond. But I've been trying to figure out what to do and I don't know.
Krish told me about it two days ago, like literally just after I sent that pic of my tits to you and Danica. And I haven't told anyone because I can't
Being away from
You aren't
Fuck it. I don't know how to say this in a way that doesn't sound stupid.
J.P., I don't want to be away from you for that long.
I know what I would tell myself if I wasn't me, like if this was Syd telling me she was being offered an insanely good contract and she wasn't sure what to do because of a GUY, I'd tell her to stop being so stupid and take the job.
But I miss you.
I miss your stupid face and your voice and coming home to you. I miss the way you make me laugh. I miss when you smile and the left corner of your mouth flicks up just a bit more than the right corner. I miss sleeping next to you. Like yeah, I miss your dick—a LOT—but I miss just being beside you. And you know how, after we fuck, you just like... don't pull out?
I miss that so much. I miss being literally connected to you, with your chest pressed against mine, feeling part of you inside of me. I miss watching TV with you like that, with your cock casually in my pussy for no reason other than it just feels good. I don't know why we started doing that but I miss it so much.
There have been nights where I want to cry because I miss how your arms feel around me. Where I want to call you at 2 a.m. because I want to hear your voice. I miss the way you get a little French when you're overwhelmed, like right when you're about to come. I miss all this stupid ridiculous shit and it means that I don't know what to do because... job.
Career.
Opportunity.
But not you.
If you ever tell anyone I said any of this, I'll tell them I was forced to write it at knifepoint.
I miss you, you bastard.
Love,
Nellie

***From: jpm@marchand.ca 
To: nellie.bellie@notgmail.com 
Subject: RE: Please read by yourself, there are no tit pics for Danica in this email
Dear Babe,
I'm gonna call you tonight and we'll talk more, but I needed to say:
1. Whether you take the job or not doesn't matter. I'm so fucking proud of you. The rest, we'll figure out.
2. I might have a solution in mind for your concerns about me not being able to picture things properly. Actually, I might have a few solutions in mind.
3. Thank you for putting the picture of you getting your pussy licked in the stairwell at work into my mind and giving me a raging mid-afternoon erection. Boy is it ever a good thing I don't have a client coming in for a meeting in ten minutes.
It's actually five minutes now.
Love,
The bastard who loves you. Most ardently.

***From: nellie.bellie@notgmail.com 
To: bcameron@stanu.edu 
Subject: Career advice
Hi Professor Cameron,
It's me, your favourite student of all time, emailing you in a very professional and appropriate manner for career and/or personal advice. Hope you're enjoying the Cali life!
I know it's been a while and I don't want to take up too much of your time, so I'll try to keep this short. I've been offered a contract at CCFS Labs in Toronto. I got an internship there and a big part of that was because of your reference letter, so... thank you, again. It's a six month contract with potential to sign on permanently after.
I know what you're probably about to say. "Nellie, that is a very prestigious opportunity, you should absolutely take it." And even as I'm typing this I realize how stupid this next part sounds but if anyone will understand why it's a big deal, you will.
Long story short... My boyfriend suggested I email you.
Yeah.
His name is J.P. I don't know if you remember me telling you about him before but we started dating just before Christmas last year. He's an annoying bastard and even worse, a lawyer. He's aware of the personal mentorship I had with you last summer and thought if anyone might be able to help me decide what to do, it would be you, because I'm not sure if I want to take the contract.
It means I'll be in Toronto for another 6 months on top of the 3 I'm already here. It's not quite what I want to do in terms of specialization. The people I'm working with are nice but I'm not a huge fan of the office politics. And then there's J.P. Or, rather, there's NOT J.P.
Because he doesn't live here. And he can't just move here. And I don't want to not see him for that long.
What do I do?
Help me, Obi-Wan. You're my only hope.
Regards,
Nellie Belanger
*
From: benjamin.cameron@notgmail.com 
To: nellie.bellie@notgmail.com 
Subject: Re: Fwd: Career advice
Nellie,
So wonderful to hear from you. I hope you don't mind me responding from my personal email for reasons that are likely obvious.
Let me offer my congratulations on your internship and subsequent contract offer, despite the quandary you're finding yourself in as a result. I stand by my letter of reference and faith in your abilities; whatever you choose to do, you will excel at.
I must say, you are one of the most fascinating women I have ever met. A somewhat selfishly bittersweet congratulations on your relationship as well. I do remember you talking about J.P. and insisting many, many times that you would never date him. That he's aware of your "mentorship," as you called it, and still suggested you reach out to me is interesting as well.
This entire predicament seems slightly too complex to dive into via email. Would it be inappropriate of me to suggest a phone call to both discuss your career opportunities and for you to update me on your psychologically intriguing life?
Looking forward to hearing from you,
Ben
*
From: nellie.bellie@notgmail.com 
To: benjamin.cameron@notgmail.com 
Subject: Re: Fwd: Career advice
Hey Ben,
Thank you soooo much for using your personal address. It took me so fucking long to type that email in a way that didn't sound completely suspicious.
A call would be absolutely wonderful. My number hasn't changed. Call me tonight?
In case you would like to spend some time preparing your thoughts re: the J.P. situation ahead of our call—me being in a relationship with him doesn't mean things have to be "bittersweet," FYI. Like, in case you were interested in mentoring me again once or twice or many times, once you're back. He's actually really looking forward to meeting you.
I think you'll like him. Aside from the part where he's a bastard and a lawyer.
Kisses (in inappropriate places),
Nellie

***J.P.: About to go to bed babe. How'd your call with Ben go?
Nellie: Good. He says my phone sex skills are exceptional.
J.P.: As the person who has honed and developed your exceptional phone sex skills, tell him "you're welcome" from me next time you chat with him.
Nellie: I will.
J.P.: How did it actually go, though?
Nellie: Good. He was useless, as suspected.
J.P.: lol. How was he useless?
Nellie: He didn't tell me what I'm supposed to do. Something about how "it's a decision I have to make for myself no matter how many pictures of my tits I send him."
J.P.: How many pictures of your tits did you send him?
Nellie: 3
J.P.: Hmm. That should have done it. Maybe there was something wrong with the pictures. You should send them to me to review.
Nellie sent a photo.
Nellie sent a photo.
Nellie sent a photo.
J.P.: How very peculiar. Maybe he's more of an ass man? Maybe take a few pictures of that and send them to me to review.
Nellie sent a photo.
J.P.: Mmm. I love you so much.
Nellie: My ass loves you, too.
J.P.: You're not bad yourself, babe.
Nellie: Asshole.
J.P.: I think you'd have to bend over and spread a little for me to see that.
Nellie: You've gotten four pictures from me already. I'm on strike until I get something in return.
J.P. sent a photo.
Nellie: ... that's your face.
J.P.: You didn't say what you wanted a picture of.
J.P.: Babe.
J.P.: Babeeeeeee.
J.P.: Babbbeebebebebe.
J.P. sent a photo.
Nellie: Nice.
J.P.: K, before you get too distracted by the glory that is my cock, did talking to Ben help at all?
Nellie: Yes and no. He made good points about both options but he did say he'd still be a reference for me either way, and that if CCFS is ready to hire me because of that, then other places would be too. So that helps, I guess. At least I won't completely ruin my career if I don't take it. So now it just comes down to what I want to do, which I still don't know, so like I said. Useless.
J.P.: Did he have anything to say about the open relationship thing?
Nellie: The call was for me to ask him for career advice.
J.P.: And show him your tits.
Nellie: Yeah. For... advice reasons.
J.P.: Advice about our open relationship reasons?
Nellie: Maybe.
J.P.: Babe.
J.P.: Come on. You promised.
Nellie: I know I promised. That doesn't mean it's easy.
Nellie: Yes, I asked him.
Nellie: He said something to the effect of you weren't wrong and that I need to better communicate with you and that the reason I want you to know who I'm sleeping with is because I care about your feelings or something.
J.P.: So... he said I was right and that you love me?
Nellie: He didn't not say that.
J.P.: Aw babe. Did your hot psychologist Daddy fuck buddy tell you that you loveeeeeee me?
J.P.: Babeeeeee.
J.P.: Babe.
J.P.: BABE HE SAID YOU HAVE TO COMMUNICATE BETTER WITH ME.
Nellie: You're an asshole.
J.P.: Yeah, but you love me.
Nellie: God knows why. But... yes. So we'll have to figure something out, I guess. If I don't take the contract then maybe I just wait until I'm back home so I can hook up with someone you've met. Otherwise maybe you come here and meet some of my friends or something.
J.P.: You really wanna go six more weeks without getting laid?
Nellie: No. It fucking sucks. But I don't have any other ideas.
J.P.: No ideas? None at all?
Nellie: I don't know. I'm too tired to think right now. I came twice while I was talking to him.
J.P.: Only twice?
Nellie: It took longer than anticipated to convince Ben that phone sex was both super hot and a good idea.
J.P.: How many tit pics did that take?
Nellie: Just one.
J.P.: And you only sent me three?
Nellie sent a photo.
Nellie: He said he was looking at this when he came.
J.P.: I can see why.
Nellie: Well, enjoy. Going to bed now. Night, bastard.
J.P.: Goodnight, babe. I love you.

***J.P.: Are you going to be home this afternoon?
Nellie: Probably. Why?
J.P.: Have a surprise for you.
Nellie: If you lied about being at a PD course in Montreal and you're actually coming to visit me unannounced, you better get a hotel. No way am I going to fuck you while my mom's sitting here listening.
J.P.: As much as I truly wish that was what the surprise was, it's not. I really am in Montreal this weekend.
Nellie: Boo. So what's the surprise?
J.P.: It will literally no longer be a surprise if I tell you.
Nellie: How many tit pics for you to tell me?
J.P.: None. I'm not telling you.
Nellie sent a photo.
Nellie sent a photo.
Nellie sent a photo.
Nellie sent a photo.
Nellie sent a photo.
J.P.: Look, I'm not gonna stop you from continuing to try, but I'm not telling you.
Nellie: Asshole.
J.P.: That won't work either.

***Nellie: Answer your phone.
Nellie: Right now.
Nellie: Jean-Paul answer your fucking phone.

***From: jpm@marchand.ca 
To: nellie.bellie@notgmail.com 
Subject: Stop freaking out, babe
Dear Babe,
If you're reading this, it means it's 3:10 p.m. and the email I scheduled has successfully been delivered. Go me for figuring that out.
Well, actually, go Danica for telling me about it for reasons completely unrelated to this, since she was tired of getting emails from me at 11 p.m. and asked me to start scheduling to send the next morning instead.
The reason you're getting a pre-scheduled email is because I'm an hour into a three-hour session and can't get to my phone to presumably answer the myriad of calls and texts you started sending me about 10 minutes ago.



If you're not reading this, boy am I ever fucked when I get out of my session.
First things first: you don't have to do anything you don't want to. Danica knows that. I reminded her no less than ten times that there's a chance—a small chance, but a chance nonetheless—you wouldn't be into this and she told me no less than eight times to shut up, she gets it already, and she won't be offended if you don't want to fuck her.
I repeat, you don't have to go with her. This is meant to be fun and if it's not, if I totally misread who you are as a person and you don't want to fuck Danica anymore, that's on me.
But if I know you—and I do—you're probably trying not to let her in on the fact that you're frantically trying to reach me right now. You don't want her to know you want to make sure I'm actually in on this whole thing before you get into the Uber and go to her hotel to fuck her brains out. You're probably completely astounded that Danica, my coworker Danica, Hot Danica that I keep saying we can't have a threesome with, just showed up at your mom's house looking as hot as ever.
You probably stared at her tits while she explained she's in Toronto for her cousin's baby shower tomorrow and that while we both have a very firm "no fucking coworkers" rule, she and I figured she's not YOUR coworker, so...
Go fuck her, babe.
I told her you've got an incredibly cute freckle hidden somewhere that she should look for, so I expect the two of you will be preoccupied for quite a while. Meaning, if you're too busy to call me tonight, I understand. I'll be busy too, trying to imagine what you're going to tell me later.
I want to know everything, okay? I want to know where Danica's secret freckles are. I might not ever get to find them for myself. For some reason I feel like a coworker fucking my girlfriend isn't a line but fucking a coworker myself is—maybe we should ask Professor Ben why that is—but when I look at her on Monday, I want to know the exact spot under her clothes I could find those freckles. I want to know how many times she makes you come, and how many times you make her come, and if she's better at eating your pussy than I am. And if she is, I want to know why, so next time I see you I can blow your fucking mind the way I'm pretty sure she's going to. When she fingers you, I want you to remember exactly what you're thinking so you can tell me when I talk to you tomorrow.
I should not have written this email when I was supposed to be listening to the keynote speaker.
What are you still doing reading this? Go, babe.
Go fuck her.
I love you,
J.P.

***From: nellie.bellie@notgmail.com 
To: jpm@marchand.ca 
Subject: You're the worst
Dear Bastard,
What the fuck is wrong with you?
Seriously?
You send Danica—freaking Hot Danica—to MY MOM'S HOUSE like she's some kind of Fuck-O-Gram and I had to sit there scrambling to find some excuse to give my mom about why she was there? Do you know she showed up wearing yoga pants that basically looked painted on and a shirt with no bra so I could absolutely see her nipples through it?
You see this woman almost every single day and you're NOT FUCKING HER????
What is WRONG with you?????
I always knew you were a bastard, but I didn't think you were an idiot. You should totally be hooking up with her. I fully endorse it.
Because yes, I fucked her. Yes, I absolutely left her standing in the kitchen with my mom as they talked about yoga while I ran up to my room and packed a bag so I could "go out dancing" with my "friend" and instead of taking a cab by myself, would stay at her hotel for the night because I'm a "responsible and mature adult" who was "making good choices."
And yes, I found every single secret freckle on her body, but how would you even know if I'm lying or not, since you've never looked for them yourself?
I guess you could ask her if I did or not, but it'll have to wait until she wakes up. I wore her out a little, I think. She's passed out on the bed right now, still naked, sleeping with her mouth half-open. Which is kind of funny because she has this kink she told me about where... well. I'll tell you about it another time. It's one I think you'd like, if you ever fuck her yourself.
That's probably why I can't sleep. She's too distracting. It has nothing to do with me thinking about you and how much I love you or anything. Even though I should theoretically be just as worn out as she is since we both came the exact same number of times. And I'm assuming you're asleep because you're an old man and it's past your bedtime, which is too bad, because I feel like you'd really get off hearing about all the ways Danica and I made each other come.
Probably my favourite was the third time she was eating me out and finally found my freckle. It was my favourite because I can't wait to describe it to you so that the next time YOU have your head between my legs and go to kiss my freckle, you can think about how Danica squealed with delight when she discovered it. And how she didn't kiss it hello like you do—she licked it, then bit that spot softly, looking up at me while she sank her teeth into my thigh.
It didn't take her long to make me come after that.
You would love fucking her. You would love wrapping your fingers in her hair while she sucked your cock, just like I did while she ate me out. And between you and me, she would totally be into sucking your cock. I know you think she's got the same opinion as you about fucking coworkers, but she would make an exception for you.
Anyway, I thought I'd write you an email, even though I know you won't get it until tomorrow morning and you said you understood if I didn't call you tonight. It's definitely not because it felt weird not to say goodnight to you or something and that was why I couldn't get to sleep.
And... I guess I wanted to say thank you. Because like the bastard you are, you weren't wrong. And this was really awesome.
Love,
Nellie

***J.P.: Just so you know, in four years when you're the age I am now, I'm going to remind you about all the times you've called me old.
Nellie: You're actually up?
J.P.: Yeah. In more ways than one, now.
Nellie: Show me.
J.P.: You literally have a naked woman sleeping in the same room as you. What do you need a picture of my dick for?
Nellie: Uh, because Danica and I like dicks, too? Don't you want us to get all turned on looking at pictures of your cock?
J.P.: LOL you're not showing my dick to Danica.
Nellie: Why not?
J.P.: Babe. She's my coworker. No fucking coworkers.
Nellie: She wants to fuck you.
J.P.: Of course she does. Everyone wants to fuck me. But she agreed that fucking coworkers is a bad idea.
Nellie: Did she, though? Or did she find out that you and I both think she's hot by reading an email where you specifically stated you wouldn't fuck her because she was your coworker, so she just assumed she wouldn't have a chance with you?
J.P.: And what makes you think that's what she wants?
Nellie: She told me.
J.P.: Sure she did, babe.
Nellie: She did. After... hmm. I think the third time we came? We were taking a break and lying on the bed talking. She asked me what fucking you was like.
J.P.: Did she? What did you say?
Nellie: You'll have to ask her.
J.P.: lol. Okay, babe. But that doesn't mean she wants to fuck me.
Nellie: Oh, of course not. But then her face started getting all pink while I was explaining what your cock looked like and I thought that might mean she was getting turned on. So I put my hand between her legs and sure enough, she was SOAKING wet.
Nellie: So then I started fingering her slowly as I was talking. She closed her eyes after a bit and I asked if she was okay and she said yeah, she was just imagining it was you fingering her instead. And then she got all embarrassed that she'd let that slip so I asked her if she actually did want to fuck you.
Nellie: And guess what she said?
Nellie: Are you going to guess?
Nellie: JPPPPPPPPPP
J.P.: You're killing me, babe.
Nellie: If Danica was the kind of person who was going to make things awkward at work just because you two fucked, do you really think she'd be the kind of person who would even be your friend, let alone have agreed to come to Toronto and fuck your girlfriend knowing full well that I'd be telling you every single detail afterward?
Nellie: Do you?
Nellie: JEANNNNNNN-PAULLLLLLLLLLLLLLL
J.P.: Whoever it was that made you hate the legal profession so vehemently did a major disservice to the industry.
Nellie: Yeah, but then I'd be a sleazebag lawyer like you. So is this your way of saying I'm right and you should totally fuck Danica?
J.P.: I'm admitting that you make a valid point. That's it.
Nellie: Suit yourself. But either way, we were talking about you sending a dick pic for me and her to look at. Or...
J.P.: Are you waiting for me to ask "or what"?
J.P.: Fine. "Or what, babe?"
Nellie: One sec.
J.P.: ...?
Nellie: Wanna FaceTime?
J.P.: Not worried about waking Danica up?
Nellie: She's up. And naked.
Nellie: And kind of into the idea of us FaceTiming you and then setting the phone up near the bed so I can give you a virtual tour of all her secret freckles.
Nellie: It technically doesn't break your rule, even though it's a stupid rule that should be abolished. You'd just be watching.
Nellie: JPPPPPPP
Nellie: If you really don't want to, just say that. I'll drop it.
Nellie: Okay, look. If I know you—and I do—you're probably frantically trying to find the tiniest pinprick of a hole in my logic and failing. And as much as I'd love to continue this conversation where you're not responding to me, there is an insanely hot naked woman standing right here whose pussy looks like it needs to be thoroughly licked again. So I'm going to set the phone down on this nightstand here, and I'm going to start a FaceTime call.
Nellie: If you decide to answer, see you soon. If not, goodnight, and I love you.

***Nellie Belanger would like FaceTime...
Call accepted. Connecting...

***Thanks to SisterJezabel for this awesome event idea! Special thanks to Nora Fares, bebop3, and all the other beta and proof readers who helped with this story. Paul M, Kevin Matheny, centralsquareguy, KW, AG, PM, N, ED, KJ, MidNyt, and RP - thank you all for your support.
I hope you enjoyed the story!
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I feel it in my fingers
I feel it in my toes
Christmas is all around me
and so the feeling grows
It's written in the wind
It's everywhere I go
So if you really love Christmas
C'mon and let it snow?
—Christmas Is All Around, as performed by Billy Mack

***
JayOf all the messages I was expecting my wife to send me that day, that was not one of them.
Not that she never sent me... you know. Risqué sorts of messages. I'd opened my share of unexpected tit pics in the middle of drinks with the guys, subtly tilting my phone away from everyone else and indulging in the sight of her perfect brown skin and enticing cleavage and dark, puffy nipples. And then I'd try to finish my beer as fast as I could before rushing home so I could get my mouth around one of those beautiful nipples.
What could I say? Candice knew how to get me going. It wasn't the reason I'd married her, but I wasn't going to sit there and pretend like my wife wasn't hot as fuck.
But she hadn't sent me a picture of her tits. Or her ass. Or, like when I was a very, very lucky man, her pussy. This was just a question and a couple of emojis. It wasn't even that suggestive.
The thing was, I knew where she was.
And I knew who she was with.
And so did the rest of the guys on my crew.
"What's got your face so red, Jay-Jay?" asked Seth loudly.
"Nothing," I said. "And stop calling me that. Don't think I won't get you fired, new boy."
Seth mocked my words, a grin spreading across his face as he stripped his work gloves off and rolled the cuffs of his coveralls up. He was the baby of the crew and looked it, though in fairness, that's just because the rest of us looked old as balls.
Well, except Rob. And Adrian. And Kendra was only two years older than Seth and would've slapped me for saying she looked old at twenty-seven. And Benny didn't actually look old as balls. He just seemed it because he was the only one with kids.
It was me, okay? I looked old as balls. Forty was going to hit me three days after Christmas, but I'd been going grey for ten years by that point and working with a crew who was all younger than me made me distinctly aware of the fact that I was the fucking adult on the team.
Which had to be dangerous, but there we were.
Candice didn't seem to mind how I looked, though, and that was all that mattered. She liked it, she said, the grey beard on my chin and the fact that the salt had taken over my salt-and-pepper hair. Her favourite thing, she said, was when I got home from work and still had my sunglasses on, the sleeves of my coveralls rolled up to my elbows.
"You grime down real good, baby," she would say. "Not that you don't clean up real nice, but I like you a little dirty."
And even though it was just a couple of days before Christmas and the snow was flying, I always made sure I had my sunglasses on and my sleeves rolled up when I got home from the site every day.
I wondered if Laura, Seth's little teacher girlfriend, liked him grimed down too. Damn kid was too good-looking for his own fucking good. If I had looks like that when I was fifteen years younger... well, actually, I would've done fuck all differently, since I would've already met my wife and that woman had me hooked from day one.
But Seth was the kind of guy with a smile that made girls' hearts melt, even if he did need to grow up a little. When I first hired him, I had said it would just be a seasonal thing. He was a little too party animal, a little too misguided, a little too young. But I think, mostly, all of that was because he was just a little lost. All it took was a few weeks of guidance and tough love before he'd started changing, and the kid had ended up fitting in pretty well. So I'd decided to keep him on the crew.
"How are you not freezing?" Seth asked, staring at Benny, who was undoing his winter coat and fanning himself off.
"Working harder than you, probably," Benny said, and everyone chuckled even though Seth was right. How Benny was sweating when it was below freezing and we were in the middle of rough framing a house for some rich fuck who was paying out the ass for his new mansion to be constructed as fast as possible was beyond me. I was working my ass off just like the rest of them, but my toes were frozen between my steel-toes and I was almost regretting calling a coffee break, since at least when I was moving, it wasn't so damn cold.
That, and I wouldn't have seen that little question from Candice.
Why do you need to know that? I messaged back, then tucked my phone back in my coverall pocket before taking a swig from the coffee Adrian had just brought to the site.
"Seth's got a point," Kendra said to me as she leaned against the skeleton of a wall we'd gotten up that morning and ran a hand through her short, shaggy brown hair. "C'mon, boss-man. You're making us work the whole fuckin' weekend. Entertain us a bit. What kinda message did you just get?"
I gave her a stern look. "I didn't make you do shit. You know Dave's the one who told the client we'd have it done before Christmas. I'm stuck working this weekend just like the rest of you sorry fucks."
"Yeah," Rob said as he helped himself to a coffee, shivering as he took his glove off so he could pop it open. "Dave's the fuckin' Scrooge, not Jay."
I nodded at him gratefully. Rob was thirty and had been working on the crew with me for coming up on ten years already. I might've been Dave's second in command, but Rob was my right-hand guy. The dude was intimidating: nearly six and a half feet tall with what looked like half his yearly income inked onto his white skin, from the top of his neck to the backs of his hands and probably on his legs too, plus a shaved bald head and a dark, trimmed goatee.
But Rob was a teddy bear, just like most gigantic dudes with broad shoulders and dark, intimidating eyes tended to be. And he was loyal as all fuck. I hadn't asked him yet, but I had a feeling when Dave finally fucking retired, Rob would go in with me on buying the business. I hoped so, anyway.
"It's not so bad," Benny said. "We finish today and tomorrow, then a week off for the holidays? Paid? It was pretty nice of Dave to do that."
"It was," Seth agreed. "Laura's excited, too. Since she's off for Christmas break from the school and she's not going home this year."
"Exactly," Benny continued. "And besides, I'm taking all the overtime I can get. Christmas bills aren't gonna pay themselves, and my boys wanted one of those new fucking Nintendos this year."
"Shut the fuck up with your common sense over there, Benny," Kendra said.
"And your kids wanted a PlayStation, not a Nintendo," Seth added.
Benny was a great dude. He was a couple of years younger than me and the only dad of the group, at least for now. Candice and I had decided early on that we didn't want kids, but I had a feeling Rob would be getting started on that whole thing pretty soon, once he finally wifed Halle. And who knew about Seth, but he had lots of time to figure that out.
Though, Kendra and her wife had finally found a sperm donor they both agreed on, so her wife was pregnant and due in the next couple of months. I guess she wasn't technically a dad, but she was part of the crew.
But for now, Benny was the crew dad and had the bod to show it. Not that it bothered him; the second anyone joked about his dad bod, he reminded us he had proof he'd gotten laid at least twice—though he was gonna be able to change the count on that pretty soon—and what the fuck did we have except our word for it?
Then someone would respond with something like, "Well, Benny, most people don't need proof, but I guess when you're pale as a sheet of paper and have red hair and ginger scruff on your face that you refuse to shave, you kinda have something to prove."
The rest of the crew was still laughing at Benny when my phone buzzed again. I tried to subtly take it out of my pocket to see what Candice had replied with.
Which was dumb of me.
Because the girls and I are trying to figure it out and you've got a whole crew right there to ask, said her message.
I gritted my teeth as I typed a quick response. Yeah, a whole crew... of THEIR partners. This isn't anonymous at all.
"Is it nudes?" Kendra asked, suddenly beside me.
"Huh?" I said, jerking my phone away.
The crew roared with laughter.
"Is Candice sending you nudes?" she repeated. "And more importantly, can I see them? Your wife's hot."
"They're not nudes," I repeated. "And fuck you. I'm not letting you see my wife naked. And what makes you think I'm getting nudes right now, anyway?"
"'Cause you've got that 'I just saw something real naughty' look on your face."
I rolled my eyes. "That's not a thing. I don't have a look for that."
"Oh, Jay McJacobson, you totally do," Adrian said. He was a short guy in his late twenties with light brown skin, thick eyebrows, and a total shit-disturber attitude. "It's kinda like you're trying to hold something in. Easy to mistake for your 'I got the shits and someone's in the porta-john' face, though. The coffee run through you that fast already?"
"You're sick, man," I said.
"Wait, Candice is sending you nudes?" Seth asked, frowning. "The fuck kind of cookie exchange is your wife hosting?"
"Cookie exchange?" Adrian repeated. "The fuck's a cookie exchange?"
"They all bake a bunch of cookies and trade them," Rob said. "Halle made her mint Oreo meltaways again. I swear to God, if I had to pick a last meal, it would be those."
"Candice invited Denise, Benny, but she said couldn't get a sitter," I said. "You know she could've brought the boys, right?"
"Yeah, totally," Benny said. "She was planning on going to see her mom today with the boys, though. Help her parents get ready for Christmas sort of thing."
Kendra snorted. "How'd you know about the cookie exchange, Seth?"
His cheeks turned pink. "Candice was nice enough to invite Laura after they met at the Christmas party last weekend."
The crew oooed.
"Ah shit, man," Adrian groaned. "It's that serious already? Now I'm the only single fucker here."
"I wasn't single before," Seth said. "Laura and I have been dating for, like, six months."
"Yeah, but you aren't married," Kendra said.
"Neither is Rob," I said.
"Might as well be," Adrian grumbled, then sighed. "Well, congrats, Seth. You're officially part of the crew. Your girl's in the wives' club."
"It's not a wives' club," Rob said. "It's a small town and they like to welcome new people. And since Dave is making us work all weekend to finish the framing, they decided to amuse themselves with a cookie exchange."
"Which brings me back to my original point," Seth said. "Why is Candice sending you nudes from a cookie exchange?"
"She's not sending me nudes!" I said.
"Boo," Kendra muttered.
My phone picked that moment to buzz again. I tried to ignore it, but everyone's eyes were on me. Sighing, I looked down at the new message from Candice.
That makes them the perfect group to ask, her message said. Come on, baby. It's just one little question. Ask for me and I'll let you do it when you get home tonight.
It was that more than anything which made me cave. I mean, she would've let me do it anyway. But still.
"If you gotta go to the john so you can take a pic to send back, we'll give you a few minutes," Adrian said.
The crew chuckled again and I sighed.
"Alright, assholes," I said. "You wanna know what the message said?"
"Nah, we changed our minds," Benny said. "'Course we want to know."
I took a deep breath, then let it out.
"Candice said the girls want to know if guys go down on women for the woman's pleasure, or is it because the guy gets off on it."

***
Laura"Jay gets off on eating pussy."
My fingers tightened so hard around the stem of my champagne glass that I was almost afraid it would snap. Luckily, every other woman in the room cackled with laughter, so no one seemed to notice my startled reaction.
The last thing I'd expected to be talking about at a cookie exchange with a group of women I knew solely from the workplace Christmas party my boyfriend had taken me to a week ago was sex. Not that I was some kind of prude or something. I just... well. I mean, I barely knew any of them. And Candice was Jay's wife. And from what Seth had said, Jay was kind of like his boss. Not his boss-boss, but the supervisor of the crew. The boss-boss didn't show up at the builds or something like that.
So basically, my boyfriend's boss's wife was sitting there telling every single person in the room that her husband really liked eating pussy.
And the whole thing had started because of Halle's cookies.
Candice had explained the cookie exchange rules to me over a few glasses of wine at the Christmas party. Eight dozen cookies, she'd said: one dozen for each of the other people attending, plus one for yourself, and one for all of us to enjoy while we were drinking mimosas at her place the following Saturday. And while I wasn't a huge fan of baking, I could make a pretty decent rum ball and I didn't have a ton of friends in Southbush, so I agreed to it.
The joy of moving to a small town to take a teaching job, I guess.
Thankfully, I'd met Seth almost immediately after moving here. Well, re-met, I guess. We'd run into each other at the grocery store and realized we'd met at a club in Calgary a few years earlier.
And by "met," I mean made out.
Then left the club together and went to my place.
Then hooked up.
Then hooked up again when we woke up the next morning.
Then texted a few times and talked about meeting up again, but he wasn't actually from Calgary—he'd said he was from a small town an hour or so north—so things had just never quite worked out. Which was sad, because it had been fun. Not that I'd expected it to turn into anything more. I might not have done the whole one-night-stand thing very often, but I didn't think it had to be anything more than a good time.
Even if the guy was gorgeous, like Seth was. Dirty blond hair, broad shoulders, one of those bright and genuine smiles that made everyone else want to smile with him. And he worked a pretty physical job, so he also had a super nice body. So running into him randomly in what turned out to be his hometown had been... well.
Really great.
We'd been dating ever since, but I hadn't met a ton of other friends in Southbush. So when Candice invited me to the cookie exchange, I jumped at the chance to connect with other women.
They were all a bit older than me, but that was okay. It wasn't like I was a child; I was twenty-four, with a career and an apartment and had moved from Calgary to Southbush all by myself. So I figured that made me pretty mature. And I knew I looked a little older than I actually was; that was purposeful, since it made the students and parents I taught respect me a bit more.
After all, if the high school kids I taught found out I was only a few years older than them, they'd probably use that against me. I already had a problem with the older boys thinking it was okay to hit on me, and worse, with certain parents thinking it was my fault.
"Well, maybe you shouldn't spend so much time making yourself up for school," one mom had said when I let her know her son had tried to grab my ass during biology.
I'd looked down at my outfit, which was a collared navy-blue polka dot dress with a skirt that hit just below my knees. And I had leggings on underneath it. I mean, sure, I'd curled my dark brown hair and I was wearing a bit of makeup—just a pale pink lip gloss and some mascara to highlight my brown eyes—but I'd hardly call that making myself up.
And regardless, my clothing didn't give anyone the right to grope me. Nor did the fact that we all knew what she was actually talking about, which was that my boobs were too big.
Because they were. Not big enough that they bothered me or anything, but with a slim waist and somewhat flat hips, I had a top-heavy sort of look that I couldn't do a whole heck of a lot about. So even though I wasn't showing off my boobs, they were just... there.
Seth had been livid when I told him about the boy who tried to grab me, especially when I said the administration's solution had been to switch him out of my biology class... but had kept him in my chemistry class. But after Seth had popped by with Rob, his larger-than-life coworker who would've only looked out of place in a motorcycle club because he could dwarf a Harley, to pick me up from the school one day, that student had surprisingly kept his hands to himself for the rest of the semester.
I still made an effort to look older and frumpier than I was, though. Just in case.
I wasn't sure how old Candice was. I thought she might be in her mid-thirties since her husband, Jay, had lamented about how he was turning forty at the Christmas party the previous week and she'd told him it didn't matter because he could still pull a hot young thing like her. Her sense of humour and quick wit had made me like Candice immediately. She was a Black woman with a coy smile and sparkling eyes beneath her coiled hair. As soon as Seth had introduced me at the party, she'd taken me under her wing, introducing me to the other people and making sure I felt like part of the group.
Halle had been one of those people. She was Rob's... something. Girlfriend felt like the wrong word since I knew they'd been together for five years, but they weren't married. She was absolutely beautiful in the Punk Rock Princess Barbie kind of way. She was in her early thirties and had the longest, blondest hair I'd ever seen on anyone. There were a bunch of piercings in her ears and a hoop in her nose and just like Rob, she was covered in tattoos. I'd seen a few of them at the Christmas party when Halle had been wearing a shiny green dress with thin straps, but at the cookie exchange, she was wearing a horribly ugly Christmas sweater with the characters from The Muppet Christmas Carol on it, so most of them were covered.
The other women I'd only just met that day. Nadia, a neighbour of Candice's who had made incredible Indian cookies that she refused to share the recipe for because she said her grandmother had brought it over when she immigrated. Then Trish, Candice's sister-in-law that worked at the library with Phoebe, who was probably the closest to my age. She was a larger woman and looked adorable in a cozy fair-isle patterned sweater dress that clung to her curves. Her legs were crossed over each other as she sat on the arm of the sofa, insisting to Candice that she was more comfortable there. With rosy white skin and shiny black hair, she almost looked like a pin-up version of Snow White. She was quiet and had a dry sense of humour that kept us all laughing.
Especially after she commented on Halle's mint Oreo meltaway cookies.
"Oh, my God," Candice said after taking a first bite of the cookie. "Halle, these are fantastic."
"Um, yeah," said Trish. "These are... wow. Wow."



"These are the kind of cookies a guy would go down on you for," Phoebe said in her soft voice.
We all burst out laughing.
"Well, we all know what Rob's doing tonight," Nadia said.
"You know it." There was a tightness to Halle's smile and a fake brightness in her voice. "So, the key to making them that kind of melt-in-your-mouth is—"
"Uh-uh, nope," Candice interrupted. "What's wrong, Halle?"
Halle tried to look innocent, which failed given the whole "punk rock princess" part of her look. "What? Why would something be wrong?"
"Um, because Nadia just made a joke about oral sex and you got all tense about it," Trish said. "What's wrong?"
"Does Rob not go down?" Candice asked bluntly. "Do I gotta make Jay have a talk with him?"
"Oh my God," Halle said. "No, of course not. He does. He's not one of those losers who refuses to."
I shifted uncomfortably in my seat and sipped my mimosa.
"But?" Candice pressed. "Come on. You know you can say anything. This is a safe space."
"There's nothing to say," Halle replied. "Really."
"Do you not like it?" Trish asked.
"No, I... I do."
"Oh," Phoebe said.
We all looked at her, which she didn't seem to expect. Her cheeks flushed pink and she looked at Halle apologetically.
"He's just not very good at it, is he?" Phoebe asked.
Halle's entire face went red. "He's... he's... I mean, he..."
"Oh, no," Nadia said, trying not to laugh.
"... he tries," Halle said, her voice high-pitched.
Immediately, a look of regret spread across her face. There was a beat of silence, then we all burst out laughing again.
Well, except Halle.
"Don't tell him I said that," Halle begged, a look of devastation on her face as the rest of us tried to contain our giggles. "Please. He just doesn't seem to get what he needs to do, but he really likes doing it."
"You have to communicate with him," Trish argued. "You deserve to have good sex."
"I do have good sex," Halle said fiercely. "Have you seen my man?"
"I have always wondered how he doesn't crush your pelvis when you two fuck," Candice said.
Halle smacked her hands to her hips. "These child-bearing hips are good for a lot more than bringing rugrats into the world."
I started laughing so hard mimosa came out of my nose and Nadia hurriedly passed me a napkin as the rest of the room cracked up.
"Look, it's not a big deal," Halle said when we'd calmed down again. "This is just like... like one thing that isn't great. Trust me, the rest of our sex life is just..." She bit her lip, then shook her head. "He loves doing it anyway, so it's more for him than it is for me, and that's fine."
"Why would it be for him?" Phoebe asked.
We all chuckled again, but Phoebe didn't seem to be joking that time. She glanced down at her drink uncertainly.
"Wait, are you saying Miguel doesn't enjoy it?" Halle asked.
"Who's Miguel?" I asked.
"Phoebe's boyfriend," Trish said. "He's a bartender at Whisky Sours."
Phoebe shrugged. "I don't know if he likes it. But I... I don't, really."
"What?!" at least three people said in shock.
"Why not?" Candice asked, bewildered.
Phoebe's face turned fully red. "I just don't. And Miguel doesn't press for it, so it's just... like, some guys just don't enjoy it, probably?"
"Every guy I've ever been with has loved going down on me," Halle said. "I swear, they're more into it than I am half the time."
"Jay gets off on eating pussy," Candice said, which was when I nearly broke my champagne flute.
"Well, Jay is weird," Phoebe said.
"No, he's not!" Candice replied. "Halle just said Rob does, too."
"Anthony only does it because I like it," Trish said.
"Okay, first of all: ew," Candice said. "I do not want to hear that about my brother. Second of all, what?! He doesn't like doing it?"
"If I didn't ask for it, he wouldn't do it." Trish shrugged. "But he does it. I don't think I'd ever have dated a guy who wouldn't go down on me."
Nadia shook her head. "I'm on Phoebe's side. I don't like it."
"But does Scott still want to do it?" Trish asked.
Nadia shrugged. "Sometimes. But he knows it's not going to get me off."
"Okay, so Rob and Jay are into it," Candice said. "Scott too, probably. Miguel is a question mark and—" she shuddered "—my brother is neutral. So the real question is, do guys go down on women because women like it? Or is even this all about the man's pleasure?"
"What about Seth?" Halle said, looking at me.
My heart thudded in my chest. "What about him?"
She raised her eyebrows. "Have you been listening to the conversation? Does Seth go down on you because you like it or because he likes it?"
It would have been so easy to just say I didn't like it. But I could feel everyone's eyes on me and I panicked. My mouth felt dry, but my mimosa was empty and more alcohol probably wouldn't have helped anyway. Instead, I cleared my throat and tried not to make eye contact with anyone.
"Um, no," I said.
There was silence in the room.
"No as in... as in he doesn't like it?" Trish said.
"Or no as in he doesn't do it?" Halle asked.
I opened my mouth, then closed it for a moment before speaking. "Some guys just don't like to do that and that's—"
"No way!" Candice shouted, making me jump. "Oh my God, Laura, are you saying Seth doesn't go down on you at all?!"
"If she doesn't like it, that's not a big deal," Phoebe said quietly.
"But then she would have said that," Candice said. "Seriously, Laura. Is Seth the kind of guy that insists on blowjobs but won't go down on a woman?"
"He is not," I said indignantly. "He just doesn't like to do that and I don't... it's not that big a deal to me."
And that was the truth.
Sort of.
I mean, I did kind of wish he'd do it, but it was one of those things that Seth really didn't like. And it wasn't like he demanded blowjobs. I mean, I did give them to him, but a big part of it was because I liked doing that. If I didn't want to do it, he would've respected that. Just like I respected him not wanting to go down on me. I didn't know why he didn't want to do it, and that was okay.
Our sex life was perfectly fine without that.
Mostly.
"I didn't think he seemed like that type of guy," Halle said.
"What type of guy?" I asked.
"You know," Trish said, looking apologetic. "Like, too good to go down on someone. It's just... I don't know. Kind of selfish, I guess."
"He is not selfish!" I said. "It's not that big a deal."
"How is it not a big deal?" Candice asked, bewildered. "I mean, I just don't get it. I love it when Jay goes down on me."
I shrugged helplessly. "It just... it just isn't. Please don't... don't bother him about it. He'd be embarrassed if he knew I said anything and he really isn't... I mean, you're judging him for no reason. Please don't."
Candice looked like she was about to argue, but something on my face must have stopped her. Instead, she stood up and grabbed my mimosa glass, bringing it to the island in the kitchen and busying herself refilling my glass, as well as hers.
"Well, either way, this has settled fuck all," she said as she poured orange juice into the glasses. "We aren't any closer to figuring out whether guys go down for their pleasure or their woman's pleasure."
"I think it's probably a mix of both," Nadia said.
"But I mean, do you go down on a guy for your pleasure or his?" Trish asked. "Because like, I don't know many women who are all 'oh, I totally get off on giving head,' but—"
"I totally get off on giving head," Candice said, and the room dissolved into laughter again. But I was thankful she said it, partly so I didn't have to say it and partly because I was kind of relieved I wasn't weird for enjoying it.
And also a bit so that I didn't have to get more into the things that I enjoyed with these women I barely knew. Like how I secretly loved using my breasts to get guys off. Because yeah, I didn't love all the attention they got me all of the time, but I did kind of love how mesmerized Seth got by them. I loved having them touched and squeezed and the way he'd get distracted when they bounced or swung when we were having sex.
My theory was that I was so used to my chest causing me trouble in real life—like being judged or shamed simply because they were there—that it was kind of nice for them to be appreciated, you know? But I didn't really want to get into that with everyone in the room.
"Okay, but like, in general," Trish said when we'd calmed down again. "Most guys are totally into getting blowjobs. I'd wager that it's not as common for women to do it solely because they like it. So how common is it for a guy to do it because he enjoys it versus doing it because he... you know. Like..."
"Tolerates it?" Halle finished, and Trish nodded.
Candice returned to the table, her eyes sparkling as she passed me a mimosa before taking her seat.
"Only one way to find out," she said.
"What's that?" Phoebe asked.
Candice took a sip of her drink, then pulled her phone out of her pocket.
"Simple. Let's ask the men."

***
Rob"I get off on going down on women," Kendra said.
"You, Kendra McKendraington?" Adrian said, feigning shock. "Preposterous! Does your wife know about this?"
She punched him in the arm. "Let me guess. You're too good to get your tongue all up in there with all your fuckin' one-night stands."
He snorted. "Are you kidding? I fucking love it. Just because she's a one-night stand doesn't mean I don't go out of my way to get her off. I'm not a douchebag."
"Guess you have to have something going for you, short stuff," Jay said.
Adrian flipped him off. "I pull way more pussy than any of you."
"Your Fleshlight doesn't count," Benny said.
Adrian flipped him off too, but he was laughing.
"Okay, but are you going down on her for her?" I asked. "Or are you doing it for you?"
"Yes," Adrian replied.
"For her," Benny said.
I was almost pleased to see that multiple people turned to Benny with indignation on their face.
"Seriously, man?" asked Jay, his thick eyebrows furrowing. "You're not into it?"
Benny shrugged, not at all embarrassed as he ran a hand through his thick ginger hair. "I don't hate it, but it doesn't do much for me. I like that she likes it."
"Well, at least you're still doing it," Adrian said.
"Probably be divorced if I wasn't," Benny said. "She asks me to do it, I do it. And I guess I do alright at it because she keeps asking for it, so I'm not gonna complain. Me eating her pussy means I'm about to get laid."
"How did this even come up?" Seth interrupted, his face uncharacteristically serious.
"You put a group of women in a room with hundreds of Christmas cookies and a ton of mimosas, and you're wondering why they're talking about sex?" Kendra asked. "Jeez, Seth. Are you a virgin or something?"
He glared at Kendra, but didn't say anything.
"Apparently Halle made 'the kind of cookies a guy would go down on you for,'" Jay said, reading off his phone before glancing up at me. "You need cookies to go down on her?"
"Oh, fuck off," I said, though I was laughing along with everyone. "The cookies are a bonus. Halle gets eaten out whenever I want it. Which is always. She doesn't even have to ask for it."
"Good man," Kendra said.
"Okay, so that's three votes for 'guys enjoy eating pussy,'" Jay said.
"But Benny said he doesn't," Seth said.
Jay fixed an unimpressed stare on the younger man.
"What?" Seth said.
"Rob, Adrian, and me," Jay replied, and Seth's face went even redder than it had been as he ran a hand through his short, blond hair.
"I didn't say I didn't enjoy it," Benny said loudly. "Just that I do it for her, not for me."
"Do I seriously not get a vote?" Kendra asked.
"Fine," Jay said, rubbing a hand along his greying beard. "Four votes for getting off on eating pussy, two for doing it because she asks for it. I'll let Candice know."
"Don't say who's who," Adrian said. "Nadia's over there and this is not something I need my sister knowing about me."
"Wait, Seth didn't actually vote," Benny said.
I snorted. "If he got off on it, he would've said it right away. Right, new boy?"
"I... yeah," Seth said, but his voice was uncertain.
The crew went quiet. Benny and I exchanged a look, then Benny glanced at Jay, who raised his eyebrows at Seth.
"Oh my God," Adrian said slowly. "You don't go down on Laura, do you?"
"That's none of your fucking business," Seth said, pulling his work gloves on and refusing to look at anyone.
"Seriously?" Kendra said, her eyes round.
"Dude, what the hell?" Adrian said.
"What do you do when she asks for it?" Benny said.
"Is the coffee break over yet?" Seth asked pointedly.
"Nope," Jay said, sipping his coffee and leaning casually against one of the studs. "So why don't you eat your girlfriend's pussy, Seth?"
Seth glared at him. "She doesn't ask for it."
"I mean, do you ask her for blowjobs?" I asked.
"What? No," he said.
"But do you get blowjobs?"
His jaw twitched, but he didn't respond.
"Her not asking doesn't mean she doesn't want it," I said. "Halle doesn't ask for it much either."
Seth glared at me. "So how do you know she even wants it, then?"
"I feel like we've touched a little nervey-nerve," Kendra said in a mocking, high-pitched tone. "Are you sure Laura doesn't want it, Seth?"
He threw his hands up, his frustration finally snapping. "I don't like it, okay? I don't like going down on her."
"On her, or in general?" Jay asked, his voice almost sympathetic.
Seth couldn't meet anyone's eyes. "Anyone. I don't like it. And it's never been an issue. Laura doesn't ask me to do it. So I don't know why I'm listening to you assholes make fun of me for it."
"Because we care about you, buddy." Adrian went over to Seth and threw an arm around his shoulders. "And last I heard, little bitches who don't eat their woman's cookie don't get Christmas presents."
"Fuck you," Seth said, shoving his arm away.
"No thanks, but Laura might when she finds out I'm more than willing to lick her—"
"Out of line," I said, my voice cold. "That's fucked up, Adrian."
Adrian opened his mouth to respond, but when he saw the look on my face, raised his hands and turned back to Seth. There was a difference between the usual trash talk we all did and what he'd just said, namely that Seth was clearly pissed off about the whole situation. I mean, he looked like he was about to jump on the shorter man and beat the shit out of him.
Which Adrian would have absolutely deserved. I mean, I could tolerate people talking about how hot Halle was because frankly, she fucking was. But if someone sat there and said they were gonna fuck my girlfriend because I wasn't doing it right, I'd... well.
I'd probably lose it.
"Sorry, Seth," Adrian said, and it sounded like he genuinely meant it. "I just mean, like, you're missing out, buddy. There is nothing—and I mean nothing—like having a woman writhing underneath you as you just bury your face against her."
"Or sitting on your face," Jay added, likely to help direct the conversation back to a point that didn't have a high risk of manslaughter.
Kendra made a soft mmm sound. "Yeah, like when she grinds against your tongue and basically rides your mouth?"
"Exactly," Jay said. "The only reason Candice doesn't beg for it is because I like it as much as she does, but she'll still ask for it whenever she wants it."
"And you only have to do it good once before they ask you for it again and again," Adrian said. "Even the one-nighters. And trust me, man. The scent and the taste and the fucking sounds she makes. And how you can barely hear them because her legs just—" He smacked a fist into the open palm of his other hand "—just clamp around your head. And when she's coming and grabbing at your hair like she's trying to pop your head right off your neck?" He made a chef's-kiss gesture. "Fucking glorious."
"Rob wouldn't know about the hair thing," Benny said.
Normally, I'd have some snappy response about being sexier bald than he was with hair—which was true—but I was a bit preoccupied listening to them talk.
Because something had got me thinking, and the hair thing wasn't the only part I didn't really know about.
Halle and I had been together for five years. I was gonna marry her one day. The only reason I hadn't put a ring on it was because she said she wanted us to buy a house first. But I already knew how I was going to propose: it was gonna be the very day we moved into that house, before we'd brought in any of the boxes or furniture or anything. She was my forever, plain and simple, and I knew I was hers.
I loved everything about her: Her tattoos and piercings. Her Rapunzel-like blonde hair. Her laugh. Her beautiful blue eyes. Her heart and how she cared about everyone she came across. The way she could get down and dirty just as easily as she could act prim and proper. And the way she'd just submit to me, let me take control of her body and her pleasure, beg me to wrap my hand around her throat and—
I had to stop that line of thought. I was still at fucking work.
The point was that Halle was the most amazing woman in the world. And of course I thought she was the hottest one, too. I made sure to show her that every time we fucked. Our sex life was good and she always got off, but...
But maybe she didn't like it when I went down on her.
I knew she liked getting oral. She'd told me that at some point, way back when we first started dating. But all that stuff that Adrian and Kendra and Jay were saying...
Halle never sat on my face.
She never... what did Adrian say... writhed.
Or clamped her legs around my head.
I mean, frankly, she... she never came when I ate her out.
And that hadn't worried me. She'd said she had a hard time getting off like that, which was fair. She always got off when we fucked, even if I'd already finished and had to do it with my hands. I wanted to please her because her pleasure was my pleasure. I loved knowing I could make her explode and tremble and clutch at me as the walls of her pussy clenched around my cock or my fingers.
But she never reacted like that when I went down on her.
Actually, I mused as the rest of them kept talking, it wasn't just that. Not only did she not ask me to go down on her or come on my tongue or ride my face, she was usually the one who stopped me. She'd gently urge me away from her pussy, pulling me up to kiss her and plead with me to fuck her. I always thought it was because she was so turned on she couldn't wait any longer, but...
I mean, all the other guys were saying their girls asked for it. And what Adrian had said... when it was good, they'd ask for it again, and...
Oh, fuck.
I was a fucking idiot.
"Earth to Rob?" Adrian said, breaking me out of my thoughts.
"I know it's hot to think about fucking Halle, but you can't go getting all turned on at work," Kendra teased.
I tried to laugh, but nothing came out. And when I didn't tell Kendra to fuck off for talking about Halle like that, Jay frowned at me.
"What's wrong, man?" he asked.
"I think I might be shit at eating pussy," I said.

***
Candice"Do you think I scared Laura off?" I asked.
"I mean, I've never seen someone leave a cookie exchange looking so pale," Trish said as we stepped around a slow-walking grandma.
"She's pale to begin with, though."
"No, she's not," Phoebe piped in quietly from the other side of Trish.
"Well, she's not as pale as you," I conceded. "But she was fine, right? It was just one little question about pussy eating."



"I would say it was more than one little question," Trish said. "I think the little part of it went out the window when you started describing how deep Jay can get his tongue in your—"
"Merry Christmas, Mrs. Wilson!" I said loudly, waving at the elderly woman I knew from the community league as she walked past us in the opposite direction. She widened her eyes, then looked away quickly.
"I'm just so disappointed in him," I said.
"Who?" Trish asked.
"Seth. I thought he was better than that."
"He might have a good reason for it," Trish said.
"And Laura might just not like it that much," Phoebe said.
"That's total bullshit. Anyone who says they don't enjoy getting their pussy ate is a liar," I said.
Even though Trish sighed and looked at me pointedly, it still took a minute before I realized what I'd said. By then, Phoebe's cheeks were pink and she was chewing on her bottom lip.
"Sorry," I said. "That was harsh. I forgot you don't."
"It's fine," Phoebe said.
"You just need to stop thinking about other people's sex lives," Trish said. "What happens between Seth and Laura is their business. No one else's."
"That is true," I said. "But have you considered that other people's sex lives are interesting?"
"I have considered that," Trish said as Phoebe giggled. "And that makes me wonder just how much you were talking up Jay's skills, since if your own sex life was interesting enough, you might not need to focus on others so much."
I cackled, drawing looks from the bustling shoppers around us. But I couldn't help it. People said that whole honeymoon phase where you can't keep your hands off each other faded a few months after getting married, but Jay and I had been married for twelve years and that honeymoon phase hadn't slowed down even once. We made time for sex almost every day and the days that we didn't just felt wrong. No matter how tired my husband was when he got home from work, he wanted to touch me. To kiss me. To squeeze me, hold me, lick me, fuck me... God.
"Trish, the worst part about being married to Jay is that I know I'm keeping a literal sex god from the rest of the female population," I said. "Trust me. My husband knows his way around the sack. Which is why I think every woman deserves a man that makes her feel as good as Jay makes me feel.
"And you're just a snoop," she said.
"I am a snoop," I agreed, then slowed as I spotted a store I wanted to go into. "And right now, I think I'm gonna snoop for a little extra special Christmas present for Jay."
Trish raised her eyebrows. "From Lacy Pleasures?"
"My sister works there," Phoebe said.
"Does your sister give special discounts on seasonal lingerie to her sister's coworker's sister-in-law?" I asked.
Phoebe shrugged. "Probably. I never use her friends-and-family discount."
"Perfect. I think some Christmas lingerie is in order," I said. "You can both help me pick out something that'll blow Jay's mind."
"I think you just need to strip down naked for that," Trish said.
The cookie exchange had been a blast. I'd been a bit sad when Denise said she wouldn't be able to make it, but Laura had been eager to attend, so the numbers all worked out anyway. And I did quite like Laura. She'd been good for Seth in the months since they'd been together. And they looked so damn cute together. Laura, with her pretty blonde hair and big brown eyes and gorgeous figure. Seth, who looked like he could've been a jock in high school, but the nice guy kind who was probably friends with everyone.
I was rooting for them. I really was.
But she didn't know anyone at the cookie exchange super well, so there was a chance that our informal survey about whether men went down on women for their pleasure or for ours—the results of which I hadn't found overly surprising, but some of the others had—had been a little much for her. I'd have to ask Halle the next time we chatted, since she and Laura lived in the same general direction and had walked home together. Shortly after they left, Nadia had sighed and said she better get home to relieve her husband from her kids, leaving Phoebe and Trish at my place. I wasn't quite ready for the day to end, so I'd suggested the mall for some last minute holiday bargain shopping.
And lingerie shopping, because why not? Jay deserved a little treat.
"Pheebs!" said a tall, slim saleswoman the moment we walked into the lingerie store. She beelined towards us, heels clacking against the tile floor. "Thank God. Finally, something good happens today."
I couldn't help but think she was almost a spitting image of Phoebe, with her thick black hair and pinkish-white skin. She was thinner, yes, but had the same general body shape and fairy-tale princess aura about her. Her lips were painted red and she was wearing an all-black outfit that looked elegant and sexy all at once.
"Everything okay?" Phoebe asked as she approached.
The woman gave her a tired but genuine smile. "Just insanely busy and you are a sight for sore eyes."
Phoebe smiled and hugged the woman, then turned to us. "Olivia, you remember my coworker, Trish? This is her sister-in-law, Candice."
"Nice to meet you," I said, extending my hand.
"And you," Olivia said. "Were you the one doing the cookie exchange today?"
"Yep, that would be me."
Olivia looked down at the bag in my hand and then up at me with a serious, pointed expression. "And you didn't bring any to share with your friendly local lingerie peddler during the Christmas rush? Rude."
I liked her already.
"Tell you what," I said. "I'm looking for something that'll make my husband drop to his knees and bury his face in my—"
"—oh hi again, Mrs. Wilson! Merry Christmas!" Trish said abruptly.
Poor Mrs. Wilson looked like she was about to have a heart attack as she turned away from us and headed towards the BBB section—that is, the Basic Beige Bra section.
"... so if you can help me find that, I'll come back with an entire tray of cookies for you," I finished saying to Olivia, who was struggling not to laugh.
"I think I have just the thing."
She motioned for me to follow her, which I did, then stopped when I realized Phoebe was hovering awkwardly near the entrance.
"Are you coming, Phoebe?" I asked.
She looked at me with her wide eyes. "I... you want me to see you try on lingerie?"
I shrugged. "Why not? I need honest opinions and possibly a few sassy jokes, which are your specialty."
She tilted her head to the side thoughtfully, then shrugged and followed me.
Olivia led us to the back of the store, which had a selection of expensive scraps of lace displayed tastefully on mannequins that had no nipples or heads. She asked my size and pulled a few options of lacy scraps from the racks. After picking a few myself and attempting to talk Trish into trying on a leather-and-lace corset-style bustier that she was eyeing, Olivia took us to the private fitting room with a cozy looking couch, soft lighting, and a large mirror.
"Look at us with the VIP treatment," I said, impressed, while she pulled back the curtain to the change area.
"I usually hate VIP duty," Olivia said. "Except for not having to be out on the sales floor while people are trying things on. But you don't seem like you're going to yell at me, so..."
"I might yell at you for costing me too much money if these all look good, but I'll still bring you the cookies."
"Worth it," she said.
The first set I tried on was awful. I burst out laughing and poked my head out of the curtain.
"Do you ladies want to see this?" I asked. "Full disclosure, you will see ninety-six percent of my ass cheeks and I don't promise the remaining four percent isn't under something that's completely see-through."
"I want to see it," Trish said, and Phoebe blushed.
I wasn't a small woman.
I'd never been a small woman. My body was all hips and boobs and junk in the trunk, with thick and jiggling thighs. And there was a whole society of people who tried to tell me that kind of body was wrong, but as my grandma used to say, "They don't have to live in it, so fuck 'em." I liked my body and its curves. So did my husband, not that his opinion made my body more valid.
But having a bigger body did mean that sometimes, things that should have theoretically looked good were... well, awful.
"Oh my God," Trish said when I let the curtain go.
Phoebe had clapped her hand to her mouth, but she let out a relieved giggle when she saw me laughing.
"Oh, no," Olivia said, looking horrified.
I waved a hand at her as I admired myself in the mirror. "Don't worry. This is one of the sets I picked myself. Apparently, I have horrendous taste today."
It was green, which was the first problem; green looked awful on me. There was fur trim along the bottom of the bra, not that anyone could see it. The top part lacked any sort of under wire or support whatsoever, so my tits were hanging over the bottom and covered the embellishment completely. But the main issue was that it was one of those teddy bodysuits, and the designers of the garment seemed to think that the wider a body was, the longer it also was.
In other words, it was not built for short, fat girls, so the crotch of the teddy was... hanging.
"That's a new designer," Olivia said, cringing. "We just started carrying the larger sizes. But I, uh... don't think we'll be carrying them for much longer."
"It's like they just took something for a straight-sized woman and just stretched it in every direction," Phoebe said, and Olivia looked at her sister apologetically, her cheeks red as she bit her lip.
"I'm assuming the other sets were made for actual plus-sized people," I said.
"Oh, yes. Try that gold lace one on next," Olivia said. "That one is a personal favourite and I think it'll look phenomenal on you."
She was right about that one.
And the next one.
And two more that I couldn't decide between.
"I told you I was going to yell at you if these cost me too much money," I scolded as I admired the final lingerie set in the mirror. This one was green, too, but it was a much nicer green done in material that looked like crushed velvet, paired with black leather trim that was so soft, I didn't want to stop running my hands over it.
Olivia glanced at Phoebe. "Well, maybe if my little sister also found something sexy today, I could swing a little friends-and-family discount your way."
"No," Phoebe said immediately. "I don't need any lingerie."
Trish's face lit up. "Oh, come on, Pheebs! Miguel would love that."
Phoebe shook her head. "I don't do the lingerie thing. It's just not me."
"Have you ever worn it?" I asked.
She pressed her lips together, then sighed. "Well, no, but—"
"Then how do you know you don't like it?" Trish asked.
"I... I just do," Phoebe said, her voice softer than usual. "I don't like lingerie. It... it gets in the way."
There was something to that softness that wasn't quite truthful. I stopped touching the leather and velvet on the lingerie set and turned towards her.
"You would look so good in that red babydoll Candice tried on," Trish said. "The one with the high-waisted thong that laced up in the back?"
"I wouldn't," Phoebe said.
"You totally would," Trish argued. "I would wear that in a heartbeat."
For all her quietness and dry wit, I'd never seen Phoebe get upset. But just then, pink patches appeared on her cheeks and she glared up at Trish, her jaw trembling.
"And you have no idea what it's like to be a bigger girl," she snapped. "Do you know how uncomfortable I'd feel in that? How awful my body would look in it?"
Silence filled the small VIP area. Phoebe's face went even redder and Olivia bit her lip again, a look of heartbreak in her eyes. I looked from her to Phoebe, then down at my lingerie.
"Did you think it looked awful on my body, Pheebs?" I asked.
Phoebe whipped her head towards me, her eyes wide. "What? No, of course—"
"Because you and I have pretty similar body types," I said. "And I looked like a fucking goddess in that set."
She opened her mouth, then closed it. "It's not... not the same. All of these look amazing on you because you don't have a belly like I do. You're not shaped like I am."
"She kind of is, though," Olivia said gently. "I know you're insecure about your stomach, Pheebs, but that's in your head. If you thought it looked good on Candice, it's going to look good on you, too."
"Trish might not know what it's like to be plus-size, but I do," I said bluntly. "And I promise you, Pheebs, you're going to feel like a queen in it."
She looked like she was about to cry. "I just don't think I'll look good in it the way you do."
"Well, I know you would." I picked up the set off the rack and held it out to her. "Here. Just try it and we'll stop bothering you. Just one."
She stared at the lingerie hanging on the hanger, then hesitantly reached out and took it. When she didn't move towards the changing room, I raised my eyebrows and gestured towards it.
"Aren't you going to change first?" she asked me.
"Why? Look how cute I am in this," I said. "They'll be lucky to get it off me so they can scan it at the till."
"We could just take the tags off and scan those," Olivia said helpfully.
I smiled. "See? Go try it on. I'm going to sit on that couch and lounge in my lingerie."
She licked her lips, then nodded before looking at me with a pained expression. "I'm sorry I said, um... or, well, implied that—"
"You don't need to be sorry," I said. "I get it, Pheebs. I've been there. But being in a smaller body isn't necessary for happiness. You're allowed to be happy how you are, especially when you're a fucking bombshell like you and I are."
She laughed. It was a watery, shaky sound that I felt deep in my heart, but it was a laugh all the same.
"Now go change," I said to her. "I'm ready for the fashion show."
I wasn't upset in the slightest about what Phoebe had said. I knew all too well how she was feeling and just how damn hard it was to escape from those thoughts. But they were completely unjustified. Phoebe was incredibly beautiful. That black hair and big eyes and her curves? The way she wore the hell out of that sweater dress that looked like it had been tailor-made for her?
I had no idea why she was self-conscious about her tummy. I couldn't honestly say I'd ever noticed it on her before, but I knew how little that mattered. She noticed it, and that made it a hard thing to overcome.
But she would. Because I knew I wasn't the only person who thought she was gorgeous. And as she walked out of the change room a few minutes later, I thought there might be one more person in the world who thought so, too.
"Oh my gosh," Olivia said in a hushed voice that sounded eerily like her sister's.
"Wow," Trish said.
"Told you so," I added.
Phoebe laughed, but she didn't argue. There was a hint of red in her eyes and I had a feeling she'd had a bit of a cry in the change room while she got dressed, but if she had, the tears were long gone. She was wearing that red babydoll like she'd been born to do it. Approaching the mirror, she brushed her long, black hair over one shoulder and studied her reflection for a moment.
"It does look nicer than I thought it would," she admitted.
"Nice?!" I said. "Girl, that is the last word I would use to describe this. Miguel is about to find out what happens when his sexy fucking girlfriend makes it onto Santa's naughty list."
Her face went beet red, but she laughed as she admired herself in the mirror. "You think he'll like it?"
"He's going to rip it to shreds," Trish said. "Take some photos of yourself before showing it to him because I'm willing to bet it'll last about thirty seconds before he gives into his primal urges."
I snorted. "'Primal urges'?"
"You know I'm right."
"Yeah, but you don't have to call it that."
Phoebe pursed her lips. "So you think I should get it?"
"Pheebs, let me tell you this from the bottom of my heart," Olivia said before either Trish or I could knock some sense into Phoebe. "If you don't buy that today, I'm going to buy it for you. And then I'm going to wrap it up and put it under the Christmas tree and you're going to unsuspectingly open it in front of Mom and Dad at Christmas dinner next week."
"You wouldn't!" Phoebe said.
"I would. So if you want to give Miguel a fighting chance at not giving in to his 'primal urges' in front of our parents—"
"You're the worst sister," Phoebe muttered. "Fine. But I want a good discount if you think he's going to shred it anyway."
Olivia practically beamed. "Maybe you should get a second set, just in case."
She didn't quite talk Phoebe into another set of lingerie, but that was okay. One was a start, and even though Phoebe's face was the same colour as the discreet blush pink bags we walked out of Lacy Pleasures with after changing, I felt like we'd made some progress with her that day.
And I was about to make more.
"Phoebe, is the reason you weren't into lingerie before the same as why you don't like getting your pussy eaten?" I asked as we walked towards the exit of the mall.
"Candice!" Trish squeaked. "Rude."
But if Phoebe thought it was, she didn't say so. Instead, she glanced down at the ground, her shoulders hunching forward a bit.
"It is, isn't it?" I asked, though I tried to make my voice a bit gentler.
"It's hard," she admitted. "I mean, I try not to let it get to me and be confident or whatever, but I just... I freeze up. It's hard enough to be naked with someone, let alone have him... you know. Right there."
I put an arm around her shoulders. "I know. I mean, I really know."
She sighed. "But you're so confident."
"I am now. I wasn't always. But you know what?"
"What?"
"You're hot, Pheebs."
Her face turned red and she giggled.
"You are," I insisted. "You're gorgeous. And Miguel thinks so, too. I mean, obviously. So you know what you do?"
"What?"
"You go home, put your new sexy set on, and show him the woman he sees every time he looks at you. Then you grab a towel, walk up to him, and wipe his face."
Trish looked as bewildered as Phoebe did. "Why?"
I blinked at them both innocently. "Well, when he asks that, you say you're just cleaning your seat before you sit down."
Phoebe clapped a hand to her mouth to stifle her laughter. "I can't. I can't do that."
"What? Wipe his face or sit on it?"
"Sit on it," she said, her voice so quiet it was almost non-existent. "What if I crush him?"
I stopped walking and turned to her, an unimpressed look on my face as I folded my arms.
"Girl, let me tell you something," I said. "First of all, if it's too much for him, he'll try to get you to move. He's still got arms and the ability to use them. Second of all, if for some reason he doesn't, you'll figure out he's not breathing when he stops moving and you're like, 'what the fuck, why did you stop eating my pussy?'"
She stared at me, her eyes wide.
"But here's the thing," I continued. "I can tell you I've sat on Jay's face multiple times a week for the past fifteen or so and I've yet to kill him. Suffocate him enough to cause some brain damage? Maybe. But that's a him problem for not telling me to move soon enough."
"You think?" she asked.
I nodded. "Just try it, Pheebs. Like, at least you've got a guy who's willing to do it. Can you imagine being Laura and Seth not being willing to even try?"
"So sad," Trish murmured, and Phoebe let out a giggle.
I don't know that I actually convinced her to sit on Miguel's face, but she was at least smiling as we left the mall.
The rest of the day passed slowly. After Phoebe and Trish went to their respective homes, I went back to my place and cleaned up the rest of the mess from the cookie exchange, then took a shower and changed into one of the new lingerie sets I'd bought—a very festive lacy set that had crotchless panties and snowflake-shaped buttons down the front. Then, I got into bed, grabbed a book, and waited.



When he texted me a little while later, I grinned, expecting it to say he was on his way.
But it didn't.
I'm going to grab a drink with the guys before heading home, it said. Go ahead and order something for dinner without me and I'll see you in a couple hours.
Instead of typing a message, I pointed my camera down my body and snapped a quick photo, sending it without comment. Moments later, my phone went off again.
I'll be home in 15.

***
Benny"To Benny's old lady, who is way cooler than Jay's old lady, and let him go out for drinks after work," Adrian said, raising his pint of beer.
I folded my arms. "My wife's name is Denise. Don't call her my 'old lady.'"
Adrian rolled his eyes. "It's just an expression. Right, Rob?"
The tall, bald man beside him jerked his head up. "Huh?"
"Oh, here we go again," Adrian said, sighing. "Dude, you have to stop moping."
"I'm not moping," Rob grumbled as he moped into his beer. "I'm just thinking."
Adrian and I exchanged a look.
Rob had been "just thinking" all day, ever since Jay had gotten that little question from his wife. It was kind of alarming to watch, honestly. If Southbush had a biker bar, that's probably where we would've gone instead of Whiskey Sours, since Rob could've intimidated even the meanest motherfucker there with his towering height and countless tattoos. For some people, moping around the job site all afternoon would have been closer to the pathetic side of things than the worrying side of things, but for a guy with Rob's stature, it was just scary. I mean, I was an average-size dude and Rob was a good eight or nine inches taller than me.
That's not the kind of guy you want to rub the wrong way, you know?
It had been alarming enough that just before quitting time rolled around, Adrian pulled me to the side and asked if I was busy that night, since Rob seemed like he needed some cheering up. And as it happened, I wasn't—Denise had taken our two sons to her mom's for a visit and said she was staying for dinner—so I agreed to it.
"Who's up for a pint before heading home?" Adrian announced. "Rob? You're in."
Rob shook his head. "No, I'm—"
"—coming along and that's final." Adrian turned to Jay. "Boss-man?"
"Not your boss," Jay grumbled. "But sure, I'll come."
Adrian pointed finger guns at Seth. "Seth, baby?"
But Seth shook his head, and even when Adrian tried pulling the same thing as he had with Rob, still insisted he wasn't coming. Adrian had looked to me for support, but I shook my head subtly.
I mean, I was half-surprised the kid had made it until the end of the day. After that little question of Candice's, he looked like he wanted the ground to eat him whole. Or to lose his shit on someone for implying he wasn't pleasing his girlfriend. Especially Adrian, who had definitely gone a bit too far with the teasing.
Kendra bowed out too, citing her pregnant wife having a craving for a specific chicken sandwich from a fast-food place that was only available in the next town over, which I could definitely commiserate on. Then, as we were walking to our trucks, Jay had looked at his phone and casually said he had to get home and would take us up on the offer another day.
Adrian had made fun of him, but I'd caught a glimpse of the screen before Jay had hurriedly tilted it away, and while I couldn't say I'd seen any details on the photo, I saw enough to know he was making the right choice.
But that left just me and Adrian taking Rob out for a drink to cheer him up. And so far, Rob had been resistant to our attempts.
"Rob," I said as kindly as I could. "You're in your head about this. Halle didn't say shit about you being bad in bed. You came to that conclusion based on a bunch of other people's opinions."
Rob glared at me. "Of course I did. When you're sitting there listening to everyone else talk about how their girls beg for it and the only ones that don't are the ones who apparently don't like it, what else are you supposed to think?" He lifted his beer but paused before sipping it. "And I didn't fucking say I was bad in bed. Just at... at..."
"Eating pussy," Adrian finished. "I mean, granted, it is a learned skill. But not a hard one to master. If Benny can do it well enough that his old lady—"
"Call her that one more time and I'll crack a pool cue over your head," I said. "And I just said it doesn't do that much for me. Like, the act itself. It's kind of a turn on because... you know. Pussy. Face. Sex is about to happen. Like I mean, what about blowjobs?"
"I am in support of blowjobs," Adrian said.
I rolled my eyes. "I just mean for people giving blowjobs, sucking someone's dick probably doesn't turn on the suck-er as much as the suck-ee."
"There are plenty of suck-ers that get turned on by giving blowjobs," Adrian replied.
"But arguably, it's about the suck-ee's pleasure more than anything," I said.
"Can we just stop talking about oral sex?" Rob said, sighing.
"Nah," Adrian said. "We're going to figure out if you suck at it."
Rob looked up, bewildered. "What?"
"Talk us through it," Adrian said. "Look, not to brag, but I've had women beg me for my number after a one-night stand so I can go down on them again."
"You're so full of shit," I said.
Adrian took a sip of beer, looking at me smugly. "Believe what you want, wife guy. I know where my talents lie."
"Yeah. As an excellent storyteller."
That got a chuckle out of Rob. Adrian tilted his glass towards him.
"Storyteller or not, I can help you figure this out. And Benny can sit here and be useless like always," Adrian said.
"Useful enough that someone decided I was worth marrying," I said. "How many serious relationships have you had, man-whore?"
"In this situation, my man-whoreness is much more useful," Adrian argued. "We're not trying to figure out if Rob is husband material. We're trying to figure out if he sucks at eating pussy."
From beside us, the server—a nice girl named Gwen who always chatted with Denise whenever we came here for dinner—cleared her throat, her face red. "Um, does anyone want to order food?"
"Nachos?" I asked the other two.
"You don't want a bucket of clams?" Rob said.
Adrian choked on his beer and Gwen swallowed nervously. "We, um, don't serve clams here."
Rob shook his head. "No, I mean... never mind. Nachos is good."
"Guac on the side?"
"Two orders," I said, then handed her the menus and tried to smile apologetically.
Adrian mopped the beer he'd choked on off his face, waiting until the server walked away before speaking again.
"Come on, Robbie," he said. "Let's get you out of this funk. I bet you're perfectly fine at it and you're just overthinking right now."
Rob sighed. "What am I even supposed to tell you?"
"Your technique," Adrian said. "How'd you learn to do it, what you do, how she reacts... just give us all of it."
Rob opened his mouth, then hesitated and closed it. He looked down at his beer, lifted his head, and opened his mouth again... then didn't say anything.
"Do you not have a technique?" Adrian asked.
"What do you even mean by 'technique'?" Rob asked.
Adrian glanced at me before looking back at Rob. "Well, like, I focus a lot on the, uh... outlying areas before I get down to business. Really rile them up before even getting to the good part, you know?"
Rob stared at him.
"The clit?" Adrian said, his voice vaguely concerned. "You know where that—"
"Of course I fucking know where that is!" Rob snapped.
"Okay, so what do you do to it?" I asked. "Do you suck on it? Rub your tongue on it? Lick? Flick? Circle?"
He turned to me, the anger on his face fading just enough that I could see it was masking a worried look of confusion. "I... I mean... I dunno. I mostly, like, put my tongue... in? And then I do the alphabet thing."
Adrian and I didn't even look at each other before reacting. He slapped the table and I leaned back in my chair, wincing.
"Oh, no," I groaned.
"Not the alphabet thing," Adrian said.
"What?" Rob asked defensively. "What's wrong with the alphabet thing?"
"Oh, poor Halle," Adrian said. "Dude, just... just no. The alphabet thing doesn't work."
"It's a total urban legend," I agreed. "Just... just don't do that, man."
"What's wrong with it?" he asked, his face turning red.
I exchanged a look with Adrian, who was still grimacing. He shook his head, then grabbed his beer, chugged the remaining half of it, and put the glass down on the table loudly enough that the server looked over so he could raise his hand and order another pint.
"Who told you to do that?" Adrian asked.
"I don't know," Rob muttered. "I just, like, heard that. As a teenager or something. And I mean, I watch porn, you assholes."
"Teenagers are fucking morons and porn isn't real." Adrian sat up straight. "Okay. Throw out everything you know about eating pussy. We're starting from scratch."
"So you're saying I do suck at it," Rob said.
"Dude, you just told us you use your tongue like a mouth penis and ignore any sense of consistency by spelling out twenty-six individual letters on your girl's clit," Adrian said. "Yeah, you suck."
"I can ask Gwen for some paper and a pen if you want to take notes," I said.
Rob's glare was so strong I almost felt it, but it was worth the laugh.
"Okay, lesson one," Adrian said, pinching the bridge of his nose before scooting his chair closer to the table. "The clit is the little nub that's right at the top of—"
"I know where her fucking clit is!" Rob said.
"I said throw out everything you know about eating pussy."
"Eating pussy isn't the only reason to know where the clit is," I said.
"He thought the alphabet thing was an acceptable pussy-eating technique, Benny," Adrian said. "Can we trust that he actually knows where it is?"
I tilted my head. "Good point. Okay, so Rob, the clit is kind of at the top of the—"
"Fuck you both," Rob muttered.
He stopped sulking enough to let Adrian share some tips with him, and honestly, once we got past making sure Rob knew where the clit was—which, to his credit, he did—I was pretty useless. As much as I hated to admit it, Adrian really did seem to know what he was talking about, and I was more than happy to let him talk.
I mean, it felt kind of weird to be the guy who knew what he was doing, at least more than Rob did. I was secure enough in myself to be able to admit that both Rob and Adrian were attractive dudes. Slightly terrifying, in Rob's case, but the muscles and broad shoulders and shaved head look was a good one for him. And Adrian was good-looking, too. He was half-Indian and had thick, glossy black hair and a classically handsome face. At the moment, he was dressed in his coveralls and work boots, but he was also one of those stylish guys who knew how to dress himself well and owned like... I dunno. Wool peacoats and shit.
Then there was me: the dad-bod ginger with pasty white skin and shaggy red hair. Sure, I worked the same job these guys did, but I never built muscle the same way they managed to.
Probably because they went to the gym and stuff.
But I didn't have time for that kind of thing. I got my cardio in by chasing a seven-year-old and my weight training by hefting a chunky four-year-old up on my shoulders regularly. My wardrobe consisted mostly of free beer t-shirts and that one hoodie I'd had since at least before my first kid was born. And whatever pair of jeans had the least amount of holes in it until Denise forced me to go shopping, where I'd buy five identical pairs of jeans and call it a day.
But that was okay. My wife liked me well enough, and I was happy with our life. Being a dad was what I was meant to do; I'd realized that the second Denise got pregnant the first time. My family was everything to me and that was how I liked it. I had my kids, my gorgeous wife, a good job, a great sex life... I was the richest man in the world.
Although, I did pick up a few new tips on the sex front that night.
"Don't take her panties off," Adrian said at one point. "Kiss everything through the fabric. I know this sounds like the least sexy thing in the world, but like, use your lips to kind of 'squeeze' hers through her panties."
"With her panties on?" Rob repeated. "Does that actually feel good?"
Adrian looked annoyed. "When you grab your cock through your boxers, does it feel good?"
"I mean, yeah, but not as good as—"
"You're building up tension," Adrian said. "You'll get under the panties eventually. Just trust the process, man."
"And what if she's not wearing panties?"
"Then do it without the panties!" Adrian threw his hands up in the air. "Just use some common sense. Improvise. Adapt."
Rob nodded, his face red all the way up to where his hairline would have been, if he had hair.
"Hickeys," Adrian said a few minutes later, and I raised my eyebrows in surprise.
"Really?" I asked.
Adrian nodded. "Inner thighs. Trust me. Don't be too rough because the skin there is sensitive, but leaving a few little hickeys around there is so fucking hot."
"For her or for me?" Rob asked dryly.
"Mostly for you, but sucking on those spots feels good for her too," Adrian said. "Now, by my understanding, you learned all your sex techniques from teenage boys, so you should know how to leave a hickey, but—"
Rob threw a nacho at him, which Adrian caught with a laugh.
He kept giving Rob tips, talking him through what he said was a patented technique, even though I was pretty sure you couldn't patent a pussy-eating technique. What was more, though, was just the passion he spoke with about it.
My wife loved oral. Given the choice, Denise probably would've picked that over actual intercourse every single time. Not that she did, because obviously we had... well, currently had two kids, but I'd known from before we even got married that getting eaten out was her thing.
For me, it was... okay. I liked that she liked it. I'm sure Denise wished my heart was in it a little more, but I couldn't change how I felt. She knew what she wanted and had spelled out what I needed to do while I was down there, and I did that dutifully every time. It just got a little... well, boring. Repetitive.
But it made her come, and that was what mattered. But listening to the way Adrian talked about it...
There was no way I'd ever fucking admit it, but the way he was describing eating pussy was seriously turning me on.
"... so at that point, she should be squirming," Adrian said, his voice low, and at some point we had all leaned in over the table to talk in hushed voices. "That's when you know. If she hasn't already taken her panties off, that's when you do it."
I twisted my mouth to the side. Denise always relaxed back against the bed. She'd run her hand through my hair, but the only squirming she did was when she was coming and tightened her thighs around my neck. If I could make her squirm with anticipation...
"Do I keep teasing her after I take her panties off?" Rob whispered.
"You can, but I don't usually bother doing much of that," Adrian replied. "Like, her panties should be completely soaked by that point, so she's more than ready for the next step."
"Which is...?"
A coy smile spread across Adrian's face. "The vortex."
Both Rob and I blinked at him.
"The fuck is the vortex?" I finally asked.
"There are a few different versions," Adrian said. "You make your mouth into an 'O' shape, okay? Then put it over her clit and—"
I'd already started shaking my head. "That doesn't work for everyone."
Adrian raised his eyebrows. "Are you arguing with the pussy-eating master?"
"I'm saying my wife doesn't enjoy having her clit sucked. She specifically told me that."
"She probably didn't have it done right," Adrian argued. "Do you suck at eating pussy, too?"
"Fuck you," I said. "She comes every time I do it. But she's told me what she likes, and that was something she said didn't feel good."
Adrian shrugged. "It's possible, but in my experience, women say that when they've had bad experiences. You don't suck hard. And it's not like when you get your dick sucked. Clits are way more sensitive than dicks are. So the vortex is more about pressure than anything. You're surrounding the clit with your lips almost... I dunno. Like, 'pulsing' is a better word than 'sucking.'"
"It sounds like sucking," I said.
He shook his head. "Trust me, man. Get Denise to let you try it, and if you're doing it right, she'll be a puddle underneath you in seconds."
I hummed, lifting my beer to my mouth. "I dunno. She likes the flat tongue technique."
"What's that?" Rob asked.
We were past making fun of him for having the sexual knowledge of a teenager with a shoddy internet connection.
"You flatten your tongue like—" I stopped and glanced around, making sure no one was paying attention to us. "—like this." I stuck my tongue out and flattened it, showing him what I meant.
"So you just lick with a really wide tongue," Rob said.
I shook my head. "You're not moving your tongue. Move your head. Start from the bottom and like..." I glanced around again, then tried to do the motion, though I kept my tongue in my mouth.
"It is a good technique, despite the fact that Benny looks like a ginger chicken right now," Adrian said, and I rolled my eyes.
"And then what?" Rob asked.
"Then... keep doing it?" I said.
"That's it? Just... that?"
"I mean, consistency is key," Adrian said. "You can change things up a bit. Like if you're doing the vortex, you can kind of get your tongue involved or change up the pressure, but you should do it sort of... you know. In the same pattern?"
"Rhythmically," I said.
Adrian nodded. "Yeah. Women like consistency. I mean, the golden rule here is that whatever you're doing, if she's into it, keep fucking doing it."
Rob's throat flexed as he swallowed. "And how do I know if she's into it?"
"Her reactions should tell you," I said.
"And if she's not reacting?"
I shrugged. "Either she's not into what you're doing, or she legitimately doesn't like oral sex."
He sighed, leaning back in his chair. "So basically, try the vortex and if that doesn't work, try the flat tongue thing, and if that doesn't work, just give up."
"You're so fucking dramatic," Adrian said. "No. Get your fingers in there. Get your tongue down at her opening and play around there a little. Or try—"
"Wait," Rob said. "You told me not to use my tongue as a mouth penis."
"Um," said Gwen, who had appeared out of nowhere again. "Does anyone want a refill?"
"I think we scared her," I said after she stumbled away with our drink orders.
"Or she's about to go home and tell her boyfriend to get his head out of his ass and eat her pussy properly," Adrian said. "Either way, not the point. Rob, you don't fuck her with your tongue. But you can put it in a bit. It's part of the teasing thing. Everything down there is sensitive, just at different levels. Your focus should be her clit, but everything else helps add to the sensation."
"Right," he said. "Okay."
"Now, what was I saying," Adrian muttered. "Oh yeah. Does Halle like it in the ass?"
I almost jumped out of my chair to hold Rob back, but Adrian lifted his hands.
"It's purely for educational purposes!" he said.
"What the actual fuck, man?" Rob growled.
"I'm saying if she's a 'don't touch my asshole ever' kind of person, I'm not going to get into the next level of stuff. But if she's into it..." Adrian looked at me for support, but I shook my head.
"I'm not talking about my wife's asshole with you."
"So Denise doesn't like backdoor stuff," Adrian said confidently. "That's okay. But if Halle does..."



Rob's face was red. He looked at me, then back at Adrian.
"If you ever repeat any of this to her, I will tear your balls off," Rob said.
Adrian mimed zipping his lips shut. "I'm just out here helping a friend, man. I like my balls right where they are."
I didn't pay much attention to what Adrian said after that. He wasn't wrong. Denise was absolutely against any and all things anal-related. And honestly, I didn't mind. Like, I'm sure it felt good or whatever, but given how exquisite my wife's pussy was, I couldn't see how it would feel any better. So while they talked about ass stuff that had no relevance to me, I texted Denise to see if she was home with the kids yet.
I'm home, came her response. Grandma decided the boys should have an impromptu sleepover, so I left them there.
Perfect.
I put my phone back in my pocket and stood up. "I'm going home."
"What?" Adrian said. "Already? Why?"
"Gonna go attempt the vortex on my wife's clit." I threw some cash on the table, far more than necessary to cover my share. "Have a good one, boys."
Adrian's laughter made heads turn, but I didn't pay any attention to it as I walked out of Whiskey Sours.
When I got home fifteen minutes later, golden lights were spilling out of the windows and I could see the Christmas tree twinkling in the living room. Denise had turned the outside Christmas lights on, too, and they splashed my truck with streaks of red and gold and blue and green as I parked in the driveway. Inside, the heat was on nice and high and I could hear the shower running from the master bedroom.
I licked my lips, kicked my work boots off, and hurried across the house.
"Hey, babe," I called when I got to the bedroom so I didn't startle her.
"Hi!" she replied, her voice echoing in the bathroom.
I undressed quickly, chucking my work clothes in the general direction of the laundry basket with the full intention of cleaning them up after I'd thoroughly ravished my wife. Then I walked to the bathroom and pushed the door open.
The glass door of the shower was mostly steamed up, but I could see the outline of her body on the other side of the fog. Denise had always been petite; she was short and slim, with warm beige-white skin dotted with freckles and short pixie-length hair that she loved to dye a multitude of colours. Right now, it was her natural auburn, since she wouldn't be able to get it done for a while.
Her breasts were already starting to swell, which I loved. I mean, I was absolutely a fan of women on the itty-bitty-titty-committee too, but as soon as Denise started putting a little weight on, it went straight to her boobs, and I wasn't gonna complain about that. And her belly was just starting to show, enough that she'd bowed out of going to the cookie exchange. Between the copious amounts of alcohol and the inability to cover the swell of her stomach when she wasn't wearing loose, flowing dresses, the other women would have figured it out instantly and Denise wasn't quite ready to tell everyone we were expecting our third.
"It's our last one," she had said after our first doctor's appointment. "I just want to keep it to ourselves for a while."
Which had been hell, because all I wanted to do was scream out into the night that my wife was pregnant again and I was going to be a dad for the third time, but there would be time for that later. This was what Denise wanted, and I wanted to give her everything she wanted. She'd started showing a lot earlier than with our two boys, which she complained about because it made things a bit more difficult to hide. But besides my suspicions that it meant we were having a girl this time, I didn't mind.
She was so fucking hot when she was pregnant.
"Is there room for me in there?" I asked.
She turned her head, sticking her tongue out at me from the other side of the glass door. "I'm not that big yet, you jerk."
I grinned. "Not what I meant and you know it, pipsqueak."
A flood of steam poured out of the shower when I opened the door. At the same time, Denise shivered, goosebumps raising along her arms as I let out some of the heat. I stepped in quickly, pulling the door shut behind me as the spray of water that was way too fucking hot hit me.
"You got dirty today," she said as dark dust began to run off me before I'd even grabbed the soap.
"We worked hard," I replied.
"But you'll finish by tomorrow like Dave said?"
I nodded, grabbing the bottle of body wash. "Might even finish a little early. We'll see. But it's just about done."
"Good." She took the bottle from my hands and flicked the cap open, then tilted it upside down in her hand and squirted a healthy amount of the gel into her palm. "Come here. Let me wash you."
"Mmm," I said. "Babe. You don't have to."
She rubbed her hands together, creating a thick lather as she blinked up at me. "I want to."
"I came in here because I wanted to spoil you," I said, but couldn't bring myself to stop her from running her soapy hands along my chest.
"Spoil me?" she repeated. "You already spoil me."
"I mean really spoil you."
Her head tilted to the side. "How so?"
I licked my lips, then reached out so I could put my hands on her hips. My cock was already hard because of course it was, because I'd been talking and thinking about pussy all fucking day and now my pregnant wife was wet and naked in front of me. It bumped against the swell of her belly as I pulled her in close.
"I wanna eat your pussy, babe."
Denise's eyebrows raised so high on her forehead that water poured into her eyes. She blinked hard, shaking the drops away before looking back at me.
"You're asking to?" she said.
"Yes."
"What... what brought this on?"
I shrugged, then smirked at her. "Call it a pregnancy craving."
She burst out laughing, then let her hands trail down my stomach—which had a belly of its own, but she didn't seem to mind all that much—and down to my pelvis. I let out a soft grunt as her tiny fingers circled around my cock, her hands slippery from the soap and the water, and stroked me gently.
"I know how serious those cravings can get," she said. "Far be it from me to deny you."
I tilted my head down, capturing her lips as water sprayed over us.
"Good," I murmured. "You still okay to lie on your back?"
"I'm not that pregnant yet," she said. "Jeez. You'd think we haven't done this twice already."
I hugged her closer, indulging in her naked body and sighing as she handled my cock. "Just making sure, pipsqueak."
We finished washing off as quickly as we could, though it took longer than usual given that I couldn't stop myself from kissing her over and over again. As soon as I felt like the layer of grime from the site was gone, I turned off the tap, still kissing and caressing her as I pulled her out of the shower and towelled her off before drying myself.
I wasn't quite confident enough in my strength to sweep her off her feet, and I wouldn't have risked it anyway given that there was a baby in there and I'd never forgive myself for dropping her, so I used my body to urge her towards the bed.
"I wanna do things a little different this time," I said as we reached it.
Denise raised her eyebrows. "Different?"
I nodded, suddenly nervous. "I wanna, uh, try some different things. Stuff I don't usually do."
"Colour me intrigued," she said, giggling.
"I'll stop if you don't like what I'm doing." I guided her back on the bed, grabbing a pillow and fluffing it so she had somewhere to rest her head, but before she could scoot back, I stopped her. "Keep your ass on the edge of the mattress."
"My butthole is off limits," she warned.
"I know that, pipsqueak. I won't touch it." Leaning over, I kissed her and brushed the auburn hair off her forehead. "Relax and let me take care of you."
"You always take care of me," she whispered, and I couldn't help but smile against her lips.
I started off the same way I usually did when she asked me to go down on her: by going down. I kissed my way from her lips to her chin, her chin down her neck, and her neck to her breasts. Those deserved a little attention on their own, partly because Denise had sensitive little nipples and mostly because boobs.
Like, come on. Boobs are always fantastic and I only had so long to enjoy hers before she had to go and use them for their intended purpose, so I was going to indulge in them as much as I could.
Her nipples hardened beneath my tongue, pebbling into tight little nubs that I flicked my tongue across. She moaned as I did, one hand fluttering to my head and brushing my still-wet hair through her fingers. I shivered as she scratched my scalp, then opened my mouth and took as much of her breast inside it as I could.
I didn't know why, but that always drove her crazy. Especially now, when her boobs were almost too big to actually fit in my mouth.
"Fuck, I love it when you do that," she gasped.
I couldn't say anything in response on account of the fact that her entire tit was in my mouth, but I made a soft humming noise and released it just enough that I could focus on her nipple again. She sighed, a content sound, and when I glanced up, her head was tilted back on the pillow.
I figured that meant it was the perfect time for a practice round of one of the new things I wanted to try. You know, just to get the... the technique down before trying it on her pussy.
Giving the hardened little nub a final lick, I made the "O" shape with my lips that Adrian had recommended, then took her nipple back in my mouth. Sucking softly, I attempted the pulsing sort of sucking that he'd recommended, flicking my tongue across the very tip of her nipple as I did.
"Oh," Denise said, breathless curiosity in her voice.
I figured that was good, so I did it again. Beneath me, her hips shifted slightly. I didn't know if that counted as a squirm, but it was something. Trying not to grin, I cupped her other breast and squeezed before switching my mouth to that side and repeating the action.
"That feels nice," she said.
Fuck, if Adrian was right about the vortex, I was gonna be pissed. Mostly because I'd feel like I'd need to buy him a beer.
After lavishing a good amount of attention on each of her breasts, I half-reluctantly and half-eagerly pulled my mouth away and kept kissing my way down her body. The underside of her tits, her ribs, and a few moments to nuzzle indulgently against her already firm belly. It wasn't big enough for her to feel uncomfortable yet, but I knew it wouldn't be long before it was. And her being uncomfortable was not my favourite part of her being pregnant, obviously, but I'd learned to combat that with some wise tips from my dad, of all people, with our first boy.
"Stand behind her," he'd said at a family dinner while Denise was in our kitchen chatting with my mom, "and put your hands under her belly. Then just lift—gently lift—and hold the weight for a bit. If she's not melting back against you with relief, you're doing it wrong."
I hadn't done it wrong. I'd gone into the kitchen a short while later to bring a stack of dirty dishes to the counter and Denise was resting against the sink, grimacing as she held her back. So I did exactly as my dad had said: slipped my hands beneath her stomach, then lifted.
She moaned, then immediately clapped her hand over her mouth.
"It's okay," I whispered in her ear. "Just relax and let me take care of you."
"You're going to be such a good daddy," she murmured as she leaned back against me.
And like, I'd kinda already started reacting when she moaned like that, but feeling her body rest against mine paired with that fucking word...
"You like being called Daddy?" Denise whispered.
"I don't know if I like it right this second," I breathed back. "Considering my parents are in the next room."
"But later?"
"... maybe," I said in a way that clearly meant yes.
I couldn't see her face, but I could hear the fucking mischievous smile that spread across her lips. "Okay, Daddy."
That had stuck. The word, I mean. After that first pregnancy and the second one and even now, she would whisper that word to me. She knew exactly how to use it to get what she wanted, which she did yet again as I kissed her belly and caressed it with my hands on my way down to eat her pussy.
"Are you just going to keep teasing me, Daddy?" Denise murmured.
I shivered, which made her giggle, and planted a final kiss just below her belly button before I had to shift to kneeling on the soft rug covering the hardwood floor beside our bed.
Her pussy was already getting wet. Not completely, not enough that she was soaking the bedspread beneath her or that it was coating her thighs or anything, but enough that I could see it glistening between her folds. She wasn't wearing panties, so I couldn't exactly tease her through them, but as Adrian had said: Improvise.
Adapt.
I kissed the top of her mound, rubbing my nose in the trimmed triangle of hair, then stuck out my tongue and licked along her pussy lips. Denise sighed and her legs widened a bit, but instead of diving in like I usually would, I turned my head and placed tiny kisses along her groin.
"Mmm," she said from above me. "So you are teasing me?"
I glanced up, meeting her eye over the swell of her belly. "You're assuming I'm doing this for you."
Denise's eyes widened in surprise. I tried not to grin, which meant something more like a smirk crossed my face, then focused back on the task at hand.
Or, well. At mouth, I guess.
The little kisses moved from her groin to her inner thigh. I sighed against the silky skin there, parting my lips so I could place open-mouth kisses on the skin Adrian had said was so sensitive. The fucker was right about that too, apparently, because Denise's hips shifted as I picked a spot and sucked on it.
Then they shifted again as I sucked a little harder.
Then she gasped and wiggled so she could prop herself up high enough to watch me.
"You're gonna leave a mark," she said.
"So?"
I glanced up and caught her eye again. Her cheeks were pink and she bit her lip, then released it.
"So... maybe you need to leave a matching one on the other side, Daddy," she said.
"That sounds like a good idea, pipsqueak," I murmured, then moved my lips an inch lower and repeated the action until she had a little constellation of purple marks on her thigh, which I mirrored on the other side.
By the time I was done, her pussy was wet. Wet enough that her lips were slick and if we'd been fucking, I could've just glided into her effortlessly. My cock twitched at the thought, but I ignored it as I used my tongue to connect the dots I'd left on her thighs while making my way back to her core.
"Jesus, Benny," Denise said as I dragged my tongue along her lips. "You're driving me crazy."
"Good," I said, then brought my hands up and spread her pussy lips wide open so I could see her dripping little hole.
One of those stupid thoughts went through my mind just then, the kind that almost made me let out an inappropriate laugh that had nothing to do with the situation at hand. Or, well, it kind of did, because the thought was about Rob saying his idea of oral was to just tongue-fuck his girlfriend. Though, I'd never actually... hmm.
I stuck out my tongue and swirled it around her entrance, tasting the familiar tang of her pussy juices. Denise inhaled sharply, then let out a soft moan as I worked the tip of my tongue inside her.
"Benny," she gasped. "What are you—oh."
Her pussy muscles twitched, tightening around my tongue, and I almost laughed in delight. It was a bit of a strange sensation, but I had to admit, French-kissing her pussy was... well...
Fun.
As was teasing her. Licking up her pussy juice and avoiding her clit with my tongue, but letting my breath brush against it. Sucking on her lips, mouthing them, finding all those sensitive little spots that weren't her clit. Gripping her thighs with my hands and listening to her moan and murmur above me.
And making her squirm.
Because I did. It was a distinct action, something completely different from anything she'd done before. Part needy, part involuntary, her thighs tightened and she wriggled from side to side, almost like her pussy was desperately seeking the friction I was withholding.
Just like Adrian said she would.
"Benny," Denise whimpered before I could react to the squirm. "I need more."
I grinned against her mound. "More of what, baby?"
"Your mouth. Your tongue. Please lick me. I need it."
I took a breath, inhaling the scent of her as I closed my eyes. Then, I opened them and looked up at my perfect wife, her breasts rising and falling as she panted for breath.
"I'm gonna do what I want," I told her, my voice low. "You're gonna stop me if you hate it. But if I lick you, it's because I want to lick you, not because you're telling me to. Understand?"
Her throat flexed as she swallowed, but she nodded.
"You trust me?"
She nodded again, and I smiled before sticking my tongue out and licking her pussy.
Actually licking it. From the bottom to the top, I dragged my tongue along her opening, slowly at first and then slower still as I got closer to her clit. I could feel her eyes on me, the anticipation quivering through her, and when I finally put my tongue on her clit, she cried out.
"More," she gasped. "Please, Benny."
I circled my tongue around it once, twice, then licked at it again. Another squirm, another moan, and then I told myself I had to try it.
I had to try the vortex.
And God, I hoped it didn't ruin all the work I'd just done.
I doubted she could see my lips, but her body tensed as I took her clit in my mouth. I glanced up to see her watching, her lip sandwiched between her teeth and her forehead creased with worry. With my eyes, I tried to tell her it was okay, that I just needed to try this, that the second she said stop, I'd stop.
Which apparently, she understood.
"Just be careful, please," she whispered. "Not hard."
And that's when I knew Adrian had been fucking right yet again. Someone had done this to her before and they'd done it wrong, so she thought she hated it.
But, as I added just the smallest bit of suction before using my tongue to massage her clit, we both discovered that she didn't hate it in the slightest.
"Oh fuck," she gasped, and her hips bucked forward enough that my nose brushed against her pubic hair. "Holy... holy shit, Benny."
I didn't stop.
I played with the rhythm, alternating the tongue-and-suction combo with a sort of suck-and-release pattern. Both seemed to drive Denise crazy, making her writhe beneath me and grab at my hair. Her fingers entwined with it, gripping hard as she thrust her hips up into my face, moaning and crying out and panting for breath. I kept looking up at her, entranced by the way she was sometimes watching me and sometimes had her eyes squeezed closed with her head tilted back.
And God, my cock was hard.
It was throbbing, almost painfully, in a way I'd never experienced while doing this. I mean, I couldn't confirm right at that moment, but I was pretty sure I was dripping pre-cum on the rug. I was almost considering reaching down and stroking myself to get a bit of relief when Denise let out a desperate cry.
"I need your fingers in me, Daddy," she gasped, and I groaned.
I was licking her pussy, not even touching myself, and I groaned.
Bringing my left hand up under my chin, I teased her hole for a moment before sliding a finger inside of her. Immediately, her pussy walls clamped down on it, urging me further in. I kept going deeper, kept pushing it in until most my finger was buried in her, then curled it forward as I searched for her G-spot.



When I found it, she screamed.
Like, not a scary scream. But she shouted, a stream of urgent words escaping her lips as I sucked on her swollen clit.
"Daddy," she wailed. "Yes, Daddy, right there, right—"
And I couldn't take it anymore.
I reached down with my right hand, gripping my cock and stroking hard. Pre-cum coated my palm almost instantly and I dragged it down my shaft, groaning against her pussy again as I jerked off. If someone had asked me how I could focus on anything I was doing just then, I couldn't have told them. My lips were doing one thing, my tongue another, each hand tasked with a different action to get both me and my wife off. I had no idea how I was doing it, but it didn't matter.
What mattered was that I was, and Denise was loving it, and I was loving it as much as she was.
"Don't stop," she pleaded. "Right there, keep doing that, and don't—oh, fuck, Daddy, I'm going to come on your tongue, Daddy."
Part of me wanted to stick my tongue inside her again and find out what it felt like to have her actually come on my tongue, but there was no way. One, I wasn't about to stop what I was doing when she was about to come. And two, I couldn't have. Not with the way Denise's legs were suddenly over my shoulders so she could tighten her thighs around my head, and not with the way she was pulling my hair and holding me in place, my nose and mouth completely engrossed with her.
I couldn't breathe. Couldn't think. Couldn't do anything but stroke my cock harder as my wife shattered, her orgasm shrieking out of her as she gushed against me. Her body tensed and twitched and she bucked her hips, riding my face as she trembled around me.
And I fucking came.
I fucking came. Like, just a few seconds after her orgasm started. I couldn't think of the last time I'd come that fucking fast, and I'd never come from giving her head. But out of nowhere, that tingling feeling was shooting up my shaft and my balls tightened and I was groaning out the precious little air I had left in my lungs as I shot my load.
Between coming and the way Denise was clamped around me, I was almost ready to pass out when she loosened her grip so I could breathe again. My first gasped breath tasted of her orgasm, something that was thick and distinct and addictive. I still had my hand on my cock, gripping it loosely as it softened, and I stayed where I was, my head resting on her thigh as I tried to recover.
"Sorry," she said as I caught my breath.
"Huh?"
"For suffocating you."
I laughed tiredly. "Like you could suffocate me, pipsqueak."
She giggled, then shifted. "Now you?"
"Now me what?"
"I want you to come."
"I mean, I can try to do it again, but usually it takes me a bit to get it back up."
"Again?" Denise propped herself up and I looked up to see her frowning. "Wait, did you...?"
"I hope you're not attached to this rug," I said. "There's a pretty good chance I ruined it."
The crease between her eyebrows deepened. "You... you came on my rug? Just from eating my pussy?"
"Well, I mean, I used my hand a little."
She pressed her lips together, studying me for another moment before she burst out laughing. I grinned, finally forcing myself to get up and join her on the bed.
"That was amazing," she said as I pulled her into my arms and up so we could lie down as we cuddled. "I don't know what brought that on, but whatever it was... wow. That thing you did with your... your lips and tongue? Like the sucking thing? Jesus, Benny."
Smiling, I kissed the top of her head.
The goddamn vortex. I owed Adrian a fucking case of beer.

***
HalleThe Muppet Christmas Carol was the superior holiday movie.
I'd fight anyone who said differently.
A Charlie Brown Christmas? Boring.
Die Hard? Not a Christmas movie. Fight me.
Rudolph the Red-Nose Reindeer? Horrible. That annoying little dental elf deserved to get kicked out of the North Pole, just as much as the gold-digger guy with the monster-fucking fetish. I mean, you can't tell me he wasn't trying to get with that... what did he call it, a bumble? The yeti thing.
But The Muppet Christmas Carol was perfect in every way. The movie had the perfect blend of wholesome kitsch and absurdity. Plus, Kermit the Frog could get it. And attitude aside, Miss Piggy could, too.
Although, given those thoughts, maybe I should've been less judgemental about the monster-fucker from the Rudolph movie.
That was what was going through my mind when Rob walked into our apartment after work.
"Hey, baby," I said as I tried to figure out if I was more jealous of Miss Piggy or Kermit or if maybe I just needed to go to church and bring Jesus into my life for having those thoughts in the first place. Shifting on the couch, I tugged the throw blanket tighter around me as I waited for Rob to appear in the entrance to the living room.
"Hi, Hal," he replied in a low, gravelly voice that made my stomach flutter. Moments later, he appeared, work boots off but still clad in his coveralls, the sleeves rolled up to reveal the tattoos scrawled along his hands and forearms.
There was no one in the world I'd ever been attracted to the way I was attracted to Rob. Even in his dirty old coveralls and with his cheeks red from the cold outside, my body reacted to him. He was huge—six-five, I think was officially what was on his driver's license, tall enough that he instinctively ducked under doors even though there was probably a bit of clearance on most of them—and had a broad chest and shoulders. He'd been shaving his head for as long as I'd known him, and I was one of the few people he'd told it was because he'd started balding early. Not that it mattered, because he was damn sexy bald.
Plus, he had the whole goatee thing going on. And the aforementioned tattoos. God, I loved his tattoos. When we'd first met, he didn't have the one on his throat; that had been a year or two after we started dating, and I absolutely loved driving him wild by tracing patterns along it with my tongue. And the ones on his hands, which I'd been a bit uncertain of until we were in bed a few nights after he got them and the swelling had gone down.
"See, baby girl?" he'd growled in my ear, then his hand snaked up to my throat and squeezed. "I needed to get these tattooed so you can have the pretty necklace you deserve."
I know, right? I'd almost shattered in his hands just then, before he'd even started touching the rest of me.
Rob was a collection of contradictions. Intimidatingly huge and the world's biggest softie. Gruff and grungy to the point he looked borderline dangerous, but almost stereotypically kind and sweet and genuine, the way that people both expect and don't expect guys who looked like him to be.
Until you got him in the bedroom.
That was where the hard, rough badass people thought he might be came out. That was where I got the confident, domineering side of him. Where his filthy mouth and even dirtier mind took over, and I loved every bit of it.
He was never rougher than I could handle. He wasn't the kind of person to get off on hurting someone or using someone for his own pleasure. So there were no whips or floggers or paddles in our bedroom. If I was getting spanked, it was while he was inside me, and it was only ever with his hand so he could feel my skin warm beneath his palm. There were... well, not chains, but restraints, a comfy leather set of cuffs permanently attached to our bed that I tried to remember to tuck under the mattress when we had company.
God, he was so fucking hot. Way hotter than Kermit the Frog.
"You look cozy," Rob said as he leaned against the wall of the living room. "Got your napping blanket out here and everything."
I wiggled beneath the thick sherpa blanket I'd stolen off our bed and shrouded myself with. "Well, I needed it. For my nap."
He smiled, though something seemed slightly off about it. "What'd you need a nap for? Thought you were just at Candice's place."
"Exactly." I tightened the blanket around me. "Do you know how bad of an influence your boss's wife is?"
"I have some idea."
"So then you know she made me eat way too many cookies," I said. "And drink way too many mimosas. And then I walked home with Laura, so that counts as like... exercise or something."
One of Rob's eyebrows flicked up. "Are you still feeling drunk?"
It was an odd question, but I didn't clock it.
"No," I said. "That's why I had the nap. It's the number one cure for too many cookies and mimosas."
"Good," he said. "That's good."
I frowned. "I mean, yeah, but... why?"
Rob licked his lips, then curled the lower one between his teeth in a way that made heat rush down my body and straight to my core.
"Just don't want you feeling sick or anything, baby girl," he said. "Did you eat dinner yet?"
"Does a bowl of popcorn count?"
"Was it a big bowl?"
"Huge. With lots of butter."
He half-shrugged. "I think that counts as a vegetarian meal."
I laughed. "Did you?"
"Did I what?"
"Eat dinner while you were out with the guys?"
"Sort of. It was only me and Adrian and Benny so we just split some nachos. I might make something later, but I'm not hungry right now."
"There's eight dozen cookies in the freezer you could have."
He chuckled. "Yeah, that's true. How was the cookie exchange, anyway?"
"Good," I said. "My Oreo meltaways were a hit."
"They always are," he said. "Did you talk about anything fun?"
Of course. He'd been asked Candice's little question. I bit back a laugh.
"Oh, nothing really," I said. "Just the typical stuff. Baking techniques and where to buy the best shoes and if guys like eating pussy and Mrs. Wilson's awful new haircut."
A hint of a smirk crossed his face. "Definitely interesting what you all come up with when you get together."
"Are you going to tell me who the two outliers on the survey were?" I asked.
He flicked his eyebrow up. "Why? Worried I was one of them?"
I gave him an unimpressed look. "I know you weren't one of them."
"Yeah, 'cause I'm always the one asking for it. Right, baby girl?"
I opened my mouth, but nothing came out. Rob's tone was casual. His face was relaxed. His arms were crossed nonchalantly across his chest. The corners of his lips were flicked up, slightly amused, but his eyes were...
Not cold. Not angry. Just... sharp.
Sharp and dark.
"I'm gonna take a shower," he said before I could say anything, then stopped leaning on the wall and crossed the short distance to the couch. He slipped two fingers under my chin and tilted my head up, pressing a chaste little kiss to my lips before straightening up. "I'll be quick. Wouldn't want to miss the end of the movie."
Then he was gone, the sound of the bathroom door closing with a conclusive bang as I stared at the Muppets on the TV.
Someone must have told him what I said.
My mouth was dry, but I couldn't make myself swallow past the lump in my throat that I thought could very well be my heart.
I felt awful about it. Candice's question had caught me off guard and the whole "he tries" thing had just... it had just slipped out. I hadn't meant to make it sound like Rob was bad in bed. Especially because he absolutely wasn't. Candice just had a way of pressing for information and I'd had a couple of mimosas and...
That's not to say that what I said wasn't true, because... well, it was. I hated to admit it, but he just... he wasn't good at oral.
And that was fine. It was completely fine. I'd tried to make that clear to the girls and I'd asked them not to say anything, but someone must have said something and now Rob was upset and he didn't even let me explain and...
Fuck.
Fuck.
I licked my lips, clutching the blanket around me before I took a deep breath and told myself to calm down. He was going to get out of the shower, all nice and clean and relaxed after his day at work, and I was going to explain what I'd said and what I meant and that whoever told him had obviously made a bigger deal about it than it was. And then I was going to very calmly ask him who told him that I'd said anything because I'd specifically asked the women in that room not to say anything, and then I was going to track whoever it was down and—
Another deep breath. Another internal reminder to calm down.
There were only two people it could have been, I reasoned. Rob had been at work all day. And after work, he'd texted me to say he was going out for a drink with the guys from work.
And of the women who had been at the cookie exchange, there were only two people who had partners who worked with Rob.
Candice would have never said anything to Jay. She just wouldn't have. She could be loud and bold and squeeze secrets out of people like water from a sponge, but those secrets stayed locked behind her lips. We'd been friends for long enough that I knew she wouldn't share something like that, especially because she also knew Rob and I had a great sex life. We were close enough that we'd had those conversations before.
So that left Laura.
From a logical perspective, it made sense that it would be her. We'd only just met, so I didn't know her well. Seth was the newest guy on the crew. They were both young. I mean, not like young-young, but firmly in their mid-twenties when I was already past the big three-zero.
But there were a few problems with that as well.
For one, I walked home with Laura. She lived in a basement suite two streets away from my and Rob's apartment building, so it made sense for us to go together. But that also meant I knew what time she'd gotten home. And I also knew she didn't live with Seth. And that Seth had been working.
For two, Rob had said Seth wasn't at the bar with him.
So unless Laura had randomly texted Seth out of nowhere to tell him what I said, and then Seth immediately turned to Rob and asked about it, it seemed unlikely that was how Rob found out.
Not only that, but Laura wasn't the type to do it, either. I may not have known her well, but I knew enough. She was a sweet girl who taught science at the local high school and could pound back the mimosas as fast as I could. And that meant I obviously had a huge deal of respect for her.
And because she'd pulled Seth, who was a little hottie. Rob might have been my one-and-only and Seth may have been a little on the young side for me, but I could appreciate that he was gorgeous. And Laura seemed to have gotten the kid to grow up a bit in the few months they'd been together. Which, again. Mad respect.
And after she'd admitted Seth didn't like to go down on her, I'd felt a sort of kinship with the girl. We were the two people in the room who seemed to have issues with our partners performing a successful yodel in the valley.
"Does it bother you?" I asked after we left Candice's and were walking through the thin brushing of snow on the sidewalk.
"That Seth doesn't do it?" Laura said. "No. It's his choice. It's totally fine. Like, it's not even a big deal. I don't know why everyone was saying it was a big deal."
I tried not to laugh. "I meant what we were talking about."
Laura's cheeks turned pink. "Oh. Um. No."
"You sure?" I asked, looking at her from the corner of my eye.
"I am," she said. "I was... surprised, I suppose. I didn't think I knew any of you that well yet. But it was okay. It was a lot of fun, actually."
"Except the part where you had to admit your boyfriend doesn't go down on you."
"I just said—"
"Girl. I admitted to a room full of people that Rob isn't... you know. Great at it." I hitched the bag holding my cookies up so it would stop sliding down the sleeve of my puffy winter jacket. "You can be honest with me."
She opened her mouth, then closed it. For a moment, she was silent, her mouth twisted to the side.
"I kind of wish he would," she finally said, her voice soft. "Go down on me, I mean."
"Have you told him that?" I asked.
She shook her head. "We talked about it once. He said he didn't like it. I didn't bring it up again. So it's not really his fault."
"Why don't you tell him?"
She turned her head to look at me. "Why don't you tell Rob he's not good at it?"
I laughed and nodded. "Touché."
"No, really," Laura pressed. "Why don't you?"
"Probably the same as you," I said. "It's not a big enough deal to bring up and potentially cause issues. I don't want to make him feel bad. And honestly? I've never come from oral anyway, so it's not like I'd gain anything, you know?" I sighed, then shrugged. "Everything else about our sex life is amazing. Like, so amazing."
"Mine too," she said. "So it's not a big deal, right?"
"Right. Of course."
And I think we both thought it was the truth.
We talked about other unimportant things for the rest of our walk. Once we reached her apartment, she promised to text me to let me know what Seth thought of my Oreo meltaway cookies—which I knew would be that he loved them, because everyone loved them, but I pretended I was truly curious so we had a reason to keep in touch—and gave me a hug goodbye.
Then I'd gone home, taken a shower, changed into a clean pair of panties and a t-shirt, and curled up on the couch with my napping blanket and bowl of popcorn and Christmas movies until Rob texted me to say he was going out for a drink.
Nothing about any of my time with Laura made me think she would have gone out of her way to gossip like that.
But if it couldn't have been Candice or Laura, then who?
I stared at the TV as the Muppet Ghost of Christmas Present laughed heartily on the screen. The shower was still running in the background.
Maybe no one had told Rob.
Maybe I was just feeling guilty and reading way too much into what he'd said. All he'd actually said was that he was always the one asking for it. And Rob always told me I was a chronic overthinker, which was very true. So maybe...
Maybe I should just talk to him about it when he got out of the shower and we were both relaxing on the couch. He would be out before the movie was over and I could turn to him and say, "Hey, you know what the Ghost of Christmas Yet To Come and I have in common?"
Brilliant. Absolutely fucking brilliant. Just what everyone wants to do the week before Christmas: insult the love of their life's pussy-eating skills with hilarious and topical yet incredibly hurtful Christmas puns.
Before I could come up with an actual plan to bring it up with Rob, he came back into the living room and startled me.
I hadn't heard the shower turn off, but he'd obviously just gotten out. He hadn't bothered with a shirt, just a pair of grey sweatpants slung low enough that the tattoos on his hips peeked out over the waistband. Beneath the tattoos on his chest and stomach, his muscles were firm and strong—not so defined as to be intimidating, but enough that it was obvious he worked a physical job and went to the gym a couple of days a week.
It was completely unfair. Those sweatpants were the equivalent of me wearing the skimpiest lingerie I could find and putting myself in the restraints on our bed; that is, fucking irresistible.
And he knew it.
"What'd I miss?" he asked in a low grumble as he walked over and settled on the couch next to me.
"N-Nothing," I said. "You've seen this before."
He smirked and tugged on the blanket. "C'mon. You gonna let me get cold, baby girl?"
My breath hitched and I unwrapped the blanket from around my shoulders so I could put it over both of us. As I did, Rob's eyes flicked down, taking in the sight of me with no bottoms on.
"Maybe if you were wearing something over your panties, you wouldn't be so cold," he murmured.



"I could say the same about your shirt," I said.
He adjusted the blanket over us, then put his left arm around my shoulder as he moved in close enough that the sides of our bodies were pressed together. "I'm not cold."
I bit my lip nervously. For a few moments, we both stared forward, watching... I couldn't have even said what part of the movie it was. I was too busy trying to figure out what to say, how to tell him, if it was even worth saying something or if it was one of those things that I would just take to my grave because if I told him, he would—
"So that question Candice had," Rob said conversationally. "How'd that come up?"
"Um... because of my cookies," I answered.
A startled laugh jostled me. "Your meltaways? How?"
"Someone made a joke that... it was Phoebe, I think actually... Phoebe said they were the kind of cookies a guy would go down on you for."
"She thought you needed to make cookies for that to happen?"
"Well, it's not like she knows you." I swallowed hard. "But, um, since we're talking about that, I—"
"It's just the craziest thing," Rob interrupted. "How that one little question got the crew talking today. And all the different opinions and ways the guys go about it. Seth almost walked off the site when he said he wasn't into it because the rest of us are all about it, you know? And we couldn't believe that Laura puts up with a guy who won't go down on her."
I frowned. "I thought there were two outliers."
"Benny said he wasn't super into it, but that he very enthusiastically does it when Denise asks for it. And that's kind of funny, you know?"
"That... that he does it anyway and Seth won't?"
His arm suddenly felt very heavy around my shoulder.
"Nah," he said. "That she asks for it."
That word again. Ask.
"How is that funny?" I said.
"Well, it just got me thinking," he said, his voice still casual. "All the guys talking about how their women beg to get their pussies eaten and all that. How their partners react when the guys are down there. Making them writhe and squirm and pull their hair... when they have hair, I guess."
He chuckled dryly and I joined in, though mine was a lot weaker. The hand that was over my shoulder began to move, his fingertips walking along my bare arm below the sleeve of my t-shirt.
"And I thought, you know, imagine you were the kind of guy who just—" He tapped lightly on my bicep. "—fucking—" Another tap, a little harder that time. "—loved—" A third tap, the hardest of all, as he spoke that word. "—eating pussy, and you were sitting there thinking you knew how to properly spoil your woman with your tongue, only to realize that she never quite reacts like that."
"Rob—" I breathed.
"Imagine that," he continued. "Realizing in front of all your coworkers that she doesn't ask for it. She doesn't beg for it the way the others do. That after all those times you've eaten her pussy, it sounds like she might not be enjoying it anywhere near as much as she could. Wouldn't that be such an embarrassing way to find out you sucked at eating pussy?"
No one told him.
No one had told him what I'd said, but he'd figured it out all the same. I swallowed back my nerves, hoping he couldn't feel me tremble. "I-It would be."
"It would, wouldn't it?" he murmured. "And I thought, damn, if I was that guy, I'd be so mad. I'd think to myself, 'Why wouldn't my woman tell me that?' You know? 'Why wouldn't my woman tell me I wasn't pleasing her when she knows that's always my main goal with her?' Wouldn't you be so mad if it was you, baby girl?"
I opened my mouth to respond, but before anything could come out, Rob twisted, pulling the blanket away and bringing his right hand up to my throat so quickly that I almost flinched. Then his face was in front of mine, his dark blue eyes glimmering with something needy and deep and...
And exciting.
"It's a good thing that's not us, isn't it?" he said. "Because I'm sure my woman would tell me if I wasn't eating her pussy right."
"I t-tried to—" I gasped, but suddenly he was kissing me and his mouth absorbed what I was trying to say.
"What do you say if you want me to stop?" he whispered against my lips, his voice serious but kind.
And I knew.
We were okay.
I was okay, and I was safe with him like I always was, and the fear I'd had that he was actually upset about this faded from my stomach, replaced by something eager and fervent and excited.
"Muppet," I answered promptly, my voice squeaking out our safeword in a breathless tone.
"Good girl." His hand tightened around my throat, and then the sweetness of his voice was gone. "Now see, there was another big problem with Candice asking that damn question. Do you know what it was, baby girl?"
I shook my head. And by that, I meant that I shifted my neck in a way that Rob could feel so he knew I was saying no, since he was holding my throat tight enough that I couldn't actually move my neck. Not quite tight enough to choke me—he wasn't adding pressure yet, wasn't giving me the thrill of losing control of my breath—but tight enough that I was completely at his mercy, pinned back against the couch and in his arms.
"It was that all damn day now, I've been thinking about coming home, pinning you down, and getting my mouth on your sweet little pussy."
"Oh," I breathed.
"But you're going to ask me for it," he said. "And Halle?"
I stared into his eyes, mine wide and curious and focused entirely on him.
"You're not leaving this couch until you come on my face." He began to squeeze, began taking my breath into his hand as my heart began to race. "And I'll know if you're faking it. And if you try to, there will be hell to pay."
Oh God.
Oh, God.
We were going to be there forever.
I'd never come from oral before. It was just one of those things that hadn't worked for me. It wasn't Rob specifically—I'd never had anyone make me come like that. I liked how it felt and I would get close, but something would stop me from going over the edge each time. Between that and Rob's... um, technique, I guess it could be called...
I was worried.
Just a little worried.
But before I could overthink about it, Rob's lips were on mine again, stealing my ability to take in those shallow breaths of air as he slipped his tongue in my mouth. His beard was rough against my skin as he indulged me with kisses and I kissed him back eagerly until I had no choice but to struggle to gasp for breath. Just when I started to see spots in my eyes, he pulled back and let go of my throat all at once.
I gulped in a huge breath of air, gasping as I looked up at him. There was a lopsided smirk on his face as he let me breathe.
"You good?" he asked.
"Uh-huh," I replied, then remembered what he'd said about asking him. "Will you eat my pussy please, baby?"
He laughed.
He actually laughed.
"Oh no, baby girl," he said. "When I said you were going to ask for it, I meant you were going to beg for it. And we're not there yet."
Then he kissed me again, though he didn't bring his hand back to my throat. Instead, it moved to my thigh, cupping the side of it before dragging his palm up to my hip. There, he toyed with the band of my panties—just a simple pair of pink bikini-cut cotton ones—before trailing his fingers up my side and making me shiver.
I wasn't wearing a bra because why the fuck would I? I was at home. I wore a bra as little as possible, partly because they were uncomfortable and mainly because two years earlier, Rob had taken me to get my nipples pierced for our anniversary.
At my request, of course.
It was a long, long, long few months of healing time where he couldn't play with them, but it was worth it. Now, one of Rob's favourite things in the entire world was when I wore thin t-shirts with no bra so he could see the little barbells poking through the fabric.
So no bras at home had become my default.
That meant when he reached my breasts, there was nothing there to stop him from immediately cupping one of them in his large hand. I moaned as he squeezed, shifting on the couch as he flicked his thumb across my nipple, then again when he pinched it between his fingers and twisted it ever so slightly.
"God, you're so responsive," he growled against my lips. "Do you know how much I love that about you, Halle? Listening to you moan whenever you like something? It's so fucking good. So fucking hot."
"Yes," I breathed. "I know. You've told me."
He chuckled. "Good. Do it more."
I let my lips curl up into a mischievous smile. "Yes, sir."
Instantly, his hand left my breast and clamped around my throat, shoving my head back against the couch.
"What did I tell you about calling me 'sir'?" he asked coldly.
I swallowed, knowing he felt my throat flex under his palm. "Not to."
"What did I say to call me instead?"
"Rob. Or baby. But not 'sir.'"
"And what did you just do?"
I licked my lips, trying not to smirk at him. "I'm sorry, sir."
His hand tightened. "You know you can just ask me to choke you harder, right?"
"Ungh," I said, because it was the only noise I could make.
He kissed me again, then bit down on my lower lip, which made me make a strange squeaking noise. A moment later, he released my throat, replacing his hand with his mouth and kissing the tender skin along my neck.
I sighed as he did, eyes fluttering closed as he kissed his way down to my collarbone and the V-neck of my t-shirt. I shifted on the couch, moving forward in anticipation for him to tug my shirt up like he always did so he could kiss and lick and suck my breasts, but he brought his hand to my shoulder and pushed me down. Frowning, I looked down, watching as instead of stripping me, he moved his lips over the thin fabric.
His hand moved from my shoulder to my breast, squeezing it gently as he found my nipple through the fabric. Enthralled, I watched as he nuzzled the hard little nub, then nearly jumped out of his arms and off the couch as he sank his teeth into my nipple.
Not hard. Just enough that I felt it, and through the fabric, it didn't actually hurt at all. But my nipples were sensitive and the action shocked me enough that Rob glanced up with raised eyebrows, a question in his eyes as he held my nipple between his teeth.
"Again," I whispered, and I cried out when he listened.
He did it a few more times before switching to my other breast, still keeping his mouth over my t-shirt. It was surprisingly erotic, surprisingly enticing, especially when he started pinching and flicking my nipple, adding a contradictory roughness from the soft fabric.
"You have the best tits, baby girl," he mumbled as he buried his face against my cleavage. "I could do this forever."
"I thought you were going to eat my pussy," I replied.
"I said I could do it forever, not that I will do it forever," he said, then bit the side of my breast, making me squeal before I laughed.
He kept exploring me, kept teasing me, kept tracing the curves of my body and using my t-shirt as a barrier. By the time he reached my hips again, I was almost surprised at how wet I was, given that he wasn't even touching me under my clothes. But I was, and I could feel it, and as his hand slipped between my legs, I knew he felt it too.
"Look at you," he murmured. "So needy."
"I need you to eat my pussy," I said, almost hopefully, but he laughed and shook his head.
"Not until you beg, baby girl."
He traced his thick fingers along my slit, letting the cotton absorb the wetness leaking from my entrance and molding the fabric to my pussy. Then he drew in a breath, kissed me again, and moved away.
There was a slight pause where he used his foot to nudge the coffee table out of the way before he shifted off the couch, falling to his knees on the carpet in front of me. He grabbed my hips, yanked me forward so my ass was on the edge of the cushion, then placed a hand on each of my knees. I watched as he guided my legs apart, baring my still-covered pussy to him.
"You will tell me if you don't like something I do," he said.
It was an order. Not a question. But I nodded all the same. He nodded in return, then leaned forward and...
And kissed my stomach.
I wasn't quite sure why. That was not where my pussy was. But I watched as he nuzzled against it, pressing a kiss around the area of my belly button before moving his head lower, then lower again. Carefully, he moved the hem of my t-shirt up so there was a strip of skin showing just above my panties.
He kissed that strip of skin, then kept up his trail of kisses, pressing them to my pussy overtop of the fabric. I frowned as I watched, unsure of what he was doing; he'd said he wasn't going to eat my pussy until I begged for it, yet there he was, with his head and his mouth between my legs like he was about to... eat my pussy.
A few moments later, I understood.
He nuzzled against my mound, his nose close to bumping my clit, but not quite there. Then his tongue snaked out, a little harder than it usually would as he used it to mimic the way he'd traced my lips with his finger.
Then he... sort of bit me.
In a sexy way.
But not in a biting way.
I had no idea how to explain it. He used his lips to tease mine, sort of pressing down on one side and then the other in a way that was oddly thrilling considering he was... not biting, but... lip-squeezing? I drew in a breath and he looked up, our eyes meeting.
There was a strange look in them, at least for him: uncertainty. Something not quite confident. Not quite sure of what he was doing. Something that was at odds with the man who had just told me I was going to beg for him to eat my pussy. Something that said he'd...
Oh my God.
He'd gone out for drinks with the guys to learn.
It all made sense now.
Rob had figured out that I wasn't as into it as he was. So he'd spent the night going out of his way to find out how to fix it. And now he was trying the things they'd told him to do.
Because he would do anything to make me happy. Anything to make me feel good. Because the fact that he enjoyed eating my pussy more than I enjoyed it wasn't good enough for him; knowing it didn't bring me the same amount of pleasure meant he couldn't enjoy it.
God, I fucking loved him.
"Do it again," I breathed.
The corner of Rob's eyes crinkled and he repeated the strange not-quite-biting action, then buried his face against my panties. I felt something press against my clit—his tongue, I was fairly sure, though with my panties in the way it wasn't quite enough to feel overwhelmingly good—and then his lips were moving again.
He kissed down my slit, then turned his head and peppered kisses along my groin and thigh. As he sucked on the tender skin there, he glanced up every so often to see how I was reacting.
And it was good. I just needed...
"Harder," I whispered.
He raised his eyebrows.
"You can do it a little harder," I repeated. "Just like—oh!"
The gasp came out high pitched as I felt his teeth rake against my skin. There was no way that wasn't going to leave a mark, but that didn't matter. What mattered was that electricity surged over my body from that spot, settling somewhere deep in the pit of my stomach in that place where arousal pooled and begged to be filled. Involuntarily, I shifted my hips, craving the friction between my legs that Rob was very careful not to give me.
He pressed a kiss to the spot he'd just ravished, then moved his head to my other thigh... and did it again.
And again.
"God, that feels good," I whispered, and I swear to God, he groaned against my leg. His hands moved up to my knees and slid along the smooth skin of my thighs, caressing them and massaging them, savouring me as he used his tongue to map little trails from each spot he sucked on.
After a while, he focused his attention back on my pussy, though his mouth was still over my panties. His left hand moved from my thigh to my hip, then slipped further up and beneath my shirt so he could grip my breast. I moaned softly as he teased my slit with his tongue, tasting my juices as they seeped through the cotton, giving me not quite enough friction to relieve the ache that was starting in my core.
"Rob," I finally said.
He glanced up.
"Please."
He raised his eyebrows.
"Please what?" he asked, and I felt the words as he spoke them against my mound.
I bit my lip. "Please eat my pussy."
"Hmm," he said, and I whimpered as the sound vibrated against me. "That still didn't sound like begging, baby girl."
"I can beg harder."
His eyes darkened. "Do you remember what I said about faking it?"
"That was about orgasms."
He glared at me. "It counts here, too."
I licked my lips, then bit the bottom one again. "Well... then... will you at least take my panties off?"
For some reason, that seemed to surprise him. Then, he smirked again. "Are you trying to trick me into eating your pussy, baby girl?"
I shook my head. "It just... I want to feel you on my skin. Please? I'll take my shirt off too. I know you want me to."
He studied me for a moment, then pressed a quick kiss to the top of my mound before nodding once.
"Improvise and adapt," he muttered to himself.
"Huh?"
"Nothing." He pulled back, peppering kisses along my thigh all the way down to my knee. "Take your shirt off, baby girl. Let me see your tits."
I lifted it obediently, wasting no time as I pulled it over my head and let it fall to the floor beside him. Rob looked up, his eyes hooded as he drank in my body, and that look alone was enough to make my pussy ache all over again. I mean, I couldn't imagine anyone not feeling like an absolute goddess when someone like him was looking at them like that.
I let him look for a few long moments before squirming in place on the couch.
"Baby?" I asked. "Please, will you take my panties off?"
"Mmm," he said, a low grunt that seemed to mean yes, since he brought his hands to my hips and began to peel my cotton panties down my legs.
"God damn, Halle," he said once he'd removed them completely and tossed them to the side. "Every moment you're not naked is a fucking tragedy."
A flattered warmth ran through me, but it didn't last long. That was only because it was replaced with the warmth of arousal he leaned forward, burying his head between my legs again, and licked a path from the bottom of my pussy all the way up to just before my clit... and stopped.
"No," I whined.
He put both hands on my thighs and squeezed hard. "You said you weren't trying to trick me into eating your pussy."
"I'm not," I said, but I couldn't help pushing my hips forward. "But that doesn't mean I wanted you to stop."
He glanced up at me, amusement on his face.
"So you like it, baby girl?" he asked. "You like it when I do this?"
And he repeated the same action, dragging his tongue along my slit—not between it, just overtop of it—and getting just close enough to my clit that I tensed, then whimpered as he took his tongue away again.
"I asked you if you liked it," he said.
"Yes," I said quickly. "Yes, I like it."
"Do you like this?" he asked, his voice husky as he lowered his mouth again, then repeated the not-biting action on one of my lips.
And I did. I liked it.
I nodded and he repeated the action, then moved to the other side and did it there. After that, he repeated the not-quite-between-my-folds tongue lick.
Only this time, he licked my clit.
My hips jerked forward, but his mouth was gone before it touched him.
"No," I gasped. "Rob, please."
He held my gaze as he brought his mouth back to my pussy, sticking his tongue and slowly—horribly slowly, painfully slowly—dragged it along my slit, closer and closer to my clit, until—



"No!" I cried as he avoided my clit again. I tried to push my hips forward, but he put a large hand on each one and held me down easily. Without a word, he started the path again and I held in a breath, pleading with my eyes as he licked again, and got closer, and—
Nothing.
Again he did it, and again, and again, until I finally couldn't take it anymore.
"Fuck!" I wailed as he avoided my clit again, tilting my head back and slamming my eyes shut. "Rob, please!"
"Please what?" he asked.
I almost sobbed. "Please just eat my pussy!"
I expected the slow torture again. Part of me just assumed Rob wouldn't believe I was really begging, that after all of this, he would think I was just saying it. But something in my voice must have convinced him because before I'd even taken my next breath, my clit into his mouth and he'd started sucking.
It almost knocked me off the couch.
I let out a sound that was part moan and part shriek as relief shot through me. Not full relief, of course, but that momentary alleviation that immediately demanded more, and more, and more. It wasn't until strong fingers wrapped around each of my wrists that I even realized I'd grabbed at Rob's head, clutching it to me until he pried my arms away so he could focus on what he was doing.
And what he was doing... Jesus fuck.
Rob's technique before had involved sticking his tongue in my vagina alternated with the occasional odd fumbling of his tongue around my clit. Not quite on my clit. It was like he knew where it was but had no idea what to do with it. Which was weird, because in every other situation, he knew exactly what to do with it, but for some reason, his tongue hadn't received the memo.
Now, though...
It was insane.
It was like he was a different person. My legs ended up hooked over his shoulders, my feet finding purchase against his back so I could push myself forward against his face as much as possible. He sucked on my clit, his tongue flicking against it, targeting the exact right spot to make me shiver and tremble and pant beneath him. Then he stopped, looking up at me as he released my clit before licking all the way from the bottom of my pussy like he had before, only now, his tongue was between my folds and dragged along my clit each and every time.
And fuck.
It was... it was fucking good.
So fucking good.
But it wasn't enough.
It felt like forever that I was in that place just before the edge, a sort of pre-orgasmic purgatory with a wall I simply couldn't pass, as much as I was desperate to. What he was doing felt amazing and part of me was straining, trying to break down that wall, wanting to scream and pound against it until I broke through and did exactly as he'd told me I would.
But I couldn't.
"Rob," I finally whimpered. "I can't..."
He flicked his tongue against my clit. "You will."
"I can't," I said. "It's... it's so fucking good and I want to so bad but it's... my stupid fucking body won't let me."
That was, apparently, both the worst and best thing I could have said.
Rob paused, glaring up at me with his mouth still pressed to my pussy. "Excuse me?"
"Wha—"
He let go of my wrists, which he'd been holding the entire time, and suddenly one of his hands was on my throat. He was so much bigger than me that he barely had to move, just reached up and easily clasped me by the neck.
"Do not ever call this body 'stupid' again," he growled. "This is mine. And it's fucking perfect." His hand tightened. "Understand?"
"Yes," I said. "I understand."
His hand tightened again and I moaned. Or, well, I tried to moan. It came out soft and strangled and urgent, but Rob must have felt it against his palm, because he groaned.
"Again," he demanded, and I made another noise that made him moan into my pussy.
Then his mouth was back on my clit, doing the sucking-and-tongue-flicking thing again, and I was lost. All I could feel was his hand on my throat and his mouth working my clit and air trapped in my lungs. I writhed beneath him, squirming, trying to get more when there wasn't even more to get.
Until he stuck a finger in my pussy.
He loosened his hand on my throat when he did because I gasped so hard I choked, but before he could stop what he was doing, I clenched my thighs around his head to hold him in place. I felt him react to that, though what kind of reaction was beyond me; it might have been a laugh or a moan or even a word, but I didn't care.
I didn't fucking care.
Because I was close. I'd gotten past that wall and I could see the edge now, that peak where there was nothing but bliss and pleasure and everything good...
But I couldn't reach it.
"Rob," I sobbed, though I didn't know if he could even hear me given how quiet my voice was and how tight my legs were around his head. "I can't—"
He mumbled something against my pussy, then he took his finger out of my pussy and stuck it in my ass.
I mean, he did it nicely. Carefully. He used my juices to work the tip of it in, stretching the tight ring of muscle with his thick fingertip all politely so it didn't hurt me.
At least, I think he did.
I wouldn't know. Because apparently, after years of not being able to, all it took was a hand around my throat and a finger in my ass before I was coming against someone's face. Shattering. Falling. It was like something had pushed me, like the Ghost of Christmas About To Come shoved me to the precipice and watched me trip over my fucking shoelaces to plunge over the edge.
And I was screaming. I think. I was making a noise, and Rob could probably feel it with his hand, but with my lack of breath and the absolute ecstasy rushing through me, I couldn't have said what that noise was. My vision was black, then white, then black again as I jerked beneath him, everything around me made of pure energy and pure bliss.
It felt like it stretched on forever. Like that moment was infinite, never-ending, like I was going to be stuck in that torturous place of overwhelming pleasure. But eventually, it faded, and I could breathe again and Rob was looking up at me. I must have let my legs relax enough that he could escape their grip or something. I wouldn't know. I was leaning heavily against the couch and I also might have been crying? My eyes were wet and I couldn't figure out why, but it didn't matter.
"Baby girl?" Rob was saying, his voice full of concern. "Halle? Are you okay?"
"Fuck me," I gasped.
"What?" he asked.
"Fuck me." I tried to sit up, but my limbs felt like the bones had all disintegrated into dust. "I need to make you come."
"Halle—"
"Use me, Rob," I demanded. "Please."
"Baby girl—"
"Please, sir," I said, and the sudden frustration with me using that word seemed to dissolve away any worries he had about me.
Which was good, because even from the pathetic angle I'd managed to pull myself into, I could see his hard cock bulging out of his sweats and an actual spot that was wet with pre-cum. He lifted himself off his knees just enough to pull his sweats down, then pulled me off the couch and into his lap. I steadied myself on his shoulders, clinging to him as he guided his cock inside me. Both of us sighed as he entered me, my pussy so wet that he was buried completely in a single thrust.
I tried to roll my hips, to ride his cock and spoil him the way he'd just spoiled me, but I was beyond that.
"Hold still," Rob growled. "Let me use you, baby girl."
I moaned and he buried his head against my neck. Strong hands gripped my hips, lifting me up and down on his cock as he chased his own release.
"You feel so good," I whispered in his ear once I'd recovered enough to think again. "Everything about you. Your cock. Your mouth... Jesus, Rob. I can't get enough of you. I want you forever, just like this."
"Fuck, baby girl," he groaned. "I want you forever, too."
"Fuck me harder," I murmured. "Fuck me and come inside me and make my little pussy all yours. Because it is, it's yours, baby. However you want it, for always."
"All mine," he grunted. "Fuck, Hal. I'm—ugh."
And then he shuddered, wrapping his arms around my waist and holding me still as he came, his cock twitching as he spilled his release inside me. I kissed his neck, his cheek, his shoulder as he did, feeling his breath warm against my skin as he held me.
"I'm sorry," he finally said, his voice soft and tired.
I frowned. "For what?"
"Not making you come again so—"
I couldn't help it. I laughed, shaking my head. "Coming like that again right away might have killed me."
He twisted his head, kissing my neck. "And for not eating your pussy right for so long."
I sighed. "Baby, it wasn't—"
"Don't. You said you tried to tell me. I didn't hear it. And I spent all this time not getting to feel that." He groaned, carefully lifting me off his cock so we could get back onto the couch. "There isn't anything else that you feel that way about, right?"
"Nothing at all," I promised as I curled up in his arms, then pressed my lips together. "Although I also, um, need to say I'm sorry."
"Baby girl, I just said I wasn't the one listening."
I winced. "Not that."
"Oh?"
"I... said something. At the cookie exchange."
"About me sucking at eating pussy?"
"I didn't say it like that. Not even close to that. But I don't want you to hear from someone that I did and think—"
He cut me off with a soft chuckle. "It's okay, baby. I outed myself as sucking at it in front of the entire crew today."
"I still feel bad."
"Tell you what. Make it up to me by not being mad if I tell the guys I fucking rocked this tonight."
"Done. And don't be mad if I brag to the girls that you fucking rocked it tonight."
He laughed tiredly and pressed a kiss to the top of my head. "Done."

***
AdrianThere were pros and cons to being the token single guy in his late twenties.
Pro: I was single.
Pro: I could do whatever I wanted.
Pro: I could do whoever I wanted. With consent, of course.
Pro: It wasn't a problem to stay out after work to have a couple of drinks with the guys, since I didn't have to worry about keeping someone waiting back at home.
Pro: Being single apparently gave me an edge for knowing how to please women, since I had to prove my worth to anyone I wanted to sleep with every time I wanted to fuck.
Con: My bleeding heart apparently thought that made it my responsibility to help these poor fuckers who weren't doing what it took to keep their partners happy, so I was stuck doling out advice and comfort like some kind of pussy-eating spirit guide.
They were lucky I was so goddamn generous.
"Well, Rob, my man?" I asked as I set my pint glass back down after Benny bowed out to go test my patent-pending and perfectly proven pussy-eating technique on his pregnant wife that he totally thought no one knew was pregnant. "Any more questions for the cunnilingus savant?"
He gave me an unimpressed look, which I took to mean he thought my comment was the epitome of hilarity.
"If not, I'm gonna head out and get ready for my date," I continued.
"You got a date tonight?" Rob asked, not even bothering to hide his surprise.
"Yeah. There are a few hot singles in my area who want to send me nude photos right now, no credit card required." I lifted a hand to catch the server's attention, mouthing the word 'Bill?' at her. She nodded and turned to the computer, and I turned back to Rob. "Now. What's still bringing you down, my dude?"
He hesitated, then shook his head. "I'm kinda pissed at her."
"Who? Halle?" He nodded and I stared at him, bewildered. "Why?"
"Because she didn't tell me."
"... that you weren't doing it right?"
"I mean, yeah." He fidgeted with his pint glass. "If I sucked so badly at it, why the hell didn't she say anything?"
"Are you sure she didn't try?"
"You saying I don't listen to my woman?"
I shrugged. "Pobody's nerfect."
"The eighties called. They want their catchphrases back."
I smirked. "The nineties called. They want that lame-ass joke back."
He laughed, which I figured was a good sign that he wasn't going to kill me for insinuating he wasn't nerfect. The server picked that moment to show up with the bill and I grabbed it, shaking my head as Rob dug in his pocket for his wallet. I paid, left a decent tip on account of the fact that I was fairly sure we'd scarred her with our conversation, then waited until she walked away before I put my elbows on the table and leaned forward.
"Look, Rob. Maybe Halle tried to tell you and maybe she didn't. If she did try, cut yourself some slack. You're doing what you can now to correct it. It's not like you're, you know... Seth or something, refusing to even try. And if she didn't try to tell you, cut her some slack."
His jaw twitched. "I just don't get why she wouldn't talk to me. Like, fuck. How goddamn embarrassing to find out five years into our relationship, in front of all the guys at work, that she doesn't like what I'm doing?"
I tilted my head thoughtfully, the corners of my lips pointing down. "I mean, yeah. It was embarrassing. But hilarious. I'm not planning on ever letting the day you blurted out 'I think I suck at eating pussy' in front of the entire crew fade from my memory."
"Thanks," he said dryly.
"You're welcome. But seriously, dude." I gave him a meaningful look. "Don't be pissed with her."
"It's not like I'm going to fight with her or something. It's just—"
"It's just nothing. Look, if you take anything away from our talk tonight, make it that eating pussy is complicated." I clasped my hands together as I leaned on the table. "Some women don't like it. Some love it. Some want it just as foreplay. Some want to come. Every woman is a little different. And the same techniques and shit won't work for every woman. I mean, hell." I shook my head, laughing softly. "The same techniques might not work for the same woman every time. What Halle likes one day might be totally different the next time. That's not her fault. That's just fucking biology or something, man."
"Yeah, but—"
"But nothing." I tapped my fingers on the table. "Even trying to communicate what she wants or doesn't want or what's working or what's not working is hard. Maybe if you were with someone else, but I've met Halle. I don't think her not telling you is about you, you know? Your sex life is good otherwise?"
He nodded.
"Then good." I sat up straight and flipped my palms up casually. "Don't be pissed at her because this one thing isn't working out right now. You know there's a problem. Now it's up to you to solve it."
"And how am I supposed to do that?"
I rolled my eyes and stood up, grabbing my winter coat and shrugging it on. "Seriously, dude?"
He looked up at me blankly. "What?"
I sighed. "Rob. Robbie. Robert Robinson Robsley the Third. Did you listen to a single fucking word I said tonight?"
"Yeah, but—"
"Then take my fucking advice, go home, and eat her goddamn pussy until you figure out what she likes!" I stood up and clapped Rob on the shoulder. "Thank me later. You can pay me back with a nice bottle of bourbon."
And with that, I left the bar, intent on finding me some totally-not-a-bot babes to chat with for a while.
But as I got back to my place that night, one of the major cons of being single made itself known. Mainly, that I'd spent the whole fucking day talking and thinking about eating pussy, and there were absolutely no hot singles in my area trying to send me no-credit-card-required nudes.
Not that the nudes would have helped.
No, I was in one of those agitatedly horny moods when I got home. You know the type. It was the kind of mood where even after I got home, got into the shower, and shot a load out before even washing my hair, I didn't feel... you know.
Satisfied.
It wasn't even that I'd wanted to bust in someone's mouth or pussy or even for it to be someone else's hand. What I wanted was to get my mouth on a pussy and just fucking...
Just fucking indulge. Just lick and suck and play with a swollen little clit, feel someone gush against my face, feel her grab my hair and grind against my tongue. I wanted the warmth and wetness and salty-sweet scent and tangy taste.
And all I had was my own fucking hand.
Still, I tried to trick myself into thinking it was enough. After I soaped up and rinsed off, I got out of the shower and put on a pair of sweats and a t-shirt, then went over to my bed and grabbed my laptop. For a while, I tried to find something to watch: a movie or a new episode of the sci-fi drama I'd gotten into or even, God forbid, a stand-up comedy special.
But what I was looking for wasn't on any streaming service or TV channel. What I wanted to watch was a woman as I made her come with my tongue.
Con of being a single guy in his late twenties: trying to find someone to let me do that.
Because as much as I might be a master of eating pussy and an all-around great catch for any woman wanting a night of feeling like an absolute goddess, picking women up in a small town like Southbush wasn't the easiest feat. There was really just Whiskey Sours as far as nightlife went, and that made it a lot harder to find someone to hook up with.
Not impossible.
But nowhere near as likely.
Especially, I told myself, being right before Christmas. People were already off of work for the holidays, heading out to their family events or to last-minute Christmas parties. Even my parents had plans that night; Dad might've been Hindu, but he got as much into the Christmas spirit as my raised-Catholic-but-hadn't-been-to-church-for-years mother did. Nadia had told me they were going into Calgary for the weekend to see the Christmas lights and go to some event with a bunch of other retirees like them.
But, I mused as I scrolled through pages of movie suggestions simply to give my hand something to do that wasn't sticking it down my pants, maybe I would get lucky. I mean, I couldn't be the only single person left in Southbush a few days before Christmas.
Before I could overthink it, I got out of bed and changed into jeans and a long-sleeved Henley shirt. Then I scrubbed my face with the stupidly overpriced face wash I would never admit to using because toxic masculinity prevented me from admitting that my sick skin care routine is what gave my skin its soft and healthy glow, applied more overpriced creams and oils and cologne, and half an hour later, I was walking back into Whiskey Sours.
To no one's surprise, the bar was not busy. I surveyed the other patrons and flagged exactly one potential person who may be interested in having her pussy tongue-bathed until she couldn't remember her own name: a tall, slim woman sitting at the bar, her long, dark hair cascading down her back and nearly blending in with the all-black ensemble she had on. She was facing away from me, of course, so I couldn't tell what the front of her looked like, but the back was perfectly enticing on its own.
The bar stools on either side of her were empty. As were the ones beside those, which was even better. But before I could start towards one of the empty stools, my eyes fell on a familiar face sitting by himself.
I almost walked past him.
Because frankly, I'd been generous today already. I'd shared my patent-pending techniques with both Rob and Benny, bolstered Rob's confidence, and honestly? I was going to claim responsibility by association for the earth-shattering orgasms both Halle and Denise were probably having right at that very moment.
I'd been more than generous and it was time for me to spoil myself a little.



I started towards the bar, but before I got even three steps closer, some unknown force made my feet turn towards the table. Probably some fucking Christmas ghost that was trying to earn its wings by making me teach other men how to ring their woman's bell.
It could've been that I was feeling kind of guilty for inappropriately insinuating I'd eat out his girlfriend if he didn't have the balls to do it when he was clearly upset about us calling him out for not having the balls to do it.
But it was probably the goddamn piece-of-shit ghosts.
Resigned to my fate to be the Jacob Marley to the poor little Scrooge McFucker sitting at that table, his face solemn and lost as he stared into his pint glass, I sighed and pulled out the chair across from him. It was only as I sat down that he finally looked up and noticed me.
And he groaned.
"Seriously? What are you doing here?" Seth asked.
"Good to see you, too, dude," I said, shrugging my wool peacoat off. "And what do you mean, what am I doing here? You knew I was going to be here. I invited you for a drink with me and Benny and Rob after work."
"That was hours ago," he said, his voice flat. "I would've thought you'd already left."
"Well, I came back."
He made an unimpressed noise. "Look, no offense, but you're the last fucking person I want to see right now. Can you just pretend you didn't notice me and just go do whatever drew you back to this shithole?"
"Seth, baby, if I could, I would," I said. "But something tells me the Ghost of Not Being Able To Make Your Girlfriend Come has drawn me here to provide you aid this very eve."
"Fuck you," he said.
"Flattered," I said. "Especially coming from a verifiably handsome dude like yourself. Alas, I'm not into people currently invested in long-term relationships, so no, but thank you."
"No, I meant—" He sighed and rolled his eyes. "I can make my girlfriend come just fine, thank you."
"Not with your mouth."
"I am so sick of this goddamn conversation," he muttered.
"As am I, especially since I'd like to take care of my own needs tonight at some point," I said. "So let's get to the bottom of this quickly."
"Bottom of what?" he replied. "No one asked you to help me get to the bottom of anything."
"Well, someone has to," I said. "You're sitting in a bar by yourself on a Saturday when you have a perfectly good woman at home to enjoy the company of."
"We don't live together."
"Semantics, Sethly Setherson. You know what I mean."
He tilted his head back, closing his eyes briefly in an attempt to quash what I assumed was annoyance for me. But after looking back at me and opening his mouth, nothing came. Instead, he hesitated, then took a deep breath and let it out.
"Laura and I kinda had a fight," he said.
"Because you don't eat pussy?"
"Will you drop the pussy-eating thing?" he asked, a little louder than was strictly necessary. "That's... I mean, yes, that's part of it, but it's not... the whole thing."
"But it's why you're upset."
"It... maybe." He sighed. "I wasn't going to say shit about it but I couldn't fucking stop thinking about that goddamn question after I got home. So after I showered and ate dinner, I texted Laura."
I winced. "Ooh. Text fights. Never a good strategy."
He looked at me, unimpressed. "I just asked her how the cookie exchange was at first. If she had fun and how the cookies were and to save some for me, you know? And it was fine. Then I asked her about the question. Just a general, you know, 'what brought that on' sort of thing."
"Alright," I said, nodding supportively. "Alright, alright, alright. No screwups yet."
He glared at me. "So she tells me, and we're kind of texting back and forth about how crazy it was to talk about that with a bunch of women she barely knew, and then I... I asked her."
"Asked her what?"
"If it bothered her that I don't go down on her." He twisted his pint glass in his hand. "It took her a while to text back. Like, normally Laura responds right away. And I could see that she'd read the message. Finally she texts back and she's like, 'I don't want you to feel like you have to do things you don't like just for my pleasure.'"
I let out a low whistle. "Oh, boy. She was trying real hard not to hurt your wee little feelings. So she does want you to go down on her."
"She said she's into it but that she respects that I'm not." He stared at his beer, then took a sip. "And yeah, it upset me that she didn't... I mean, I thought it wasn't a big deal and now I'm finding out it is. Like, I'm sitting there wondering if she thinks I'm selfish because—" He stopped and sighed again, the sound agitated. "I don't ask her to go down on me. She does and obviously I like it, but it's not like I'm asking 'cause I know that's not fair. She said she does it because she likes doing it. But what if she thinks I think eating pussy isn't 'manly' or whatever? Which I don't... or, well... Like, it has nothing to do with manliness or anything, but knowing she might think of me like that is..."
"I mean, I get it, but that's a little, uh..." I twisted my wrist in the air as I tried to think of a nice way to put it, then failed. "... oversensitive-egotistical-crybaby of you."
He opened his mouth, disagreement written across his face, then just sighed and shook his head. "You don't need to point out that I'm a fucking moron. I texted her back and she didn't reply right away, and when she did, it was in her teacher voice."
"I thought you were texting."
"Well, yeah, but you can tell," he said as if it was the most obvious thing in the world. "She gets all diplomatic and proper. Like—" His voice went high and bitter as he mocked Laura's voice. "'I can see we're both reacting strongly to this situation right now and we each have feelings that are very valid, Seth. Perhaps this isn't a conversation that's best suited for text messages.' So I said fine, I'd talk to her some other time, and then I decided I needed a beer and came here."
"You know she's right."
"Of course I know she's right!" The anger in his voice didn't match the look on his face, which was something almost remorseful. "I'm just... I got defensive. Because I thought she'd be mad. But Laura's not like that. She's sweet and understanding about shit like this."
"So why don't you just have an actual conversation with her about why you don't want to do that for her?"
"Because she... she wouldn't actually understand."
His voice was serious enough that I didn't make fun of him. His words came out in that sad, dejected sort of tone that wasn't just mopey or dramatic, but legitimately unhappy in a hopeless sort of way.
"Look, buddy," I said. "This fight isn't going to end your relationship. What you need to do is finish that beer, then sit down and have a good, long think about why you can't tell your very smart, very sweet, very mature and understanding girlfriend about whatever is causing this aversion to pleasuring her with your mouth. Then, once you've gathered those thoughts up, you know what you do?"
"What?" he asked.
"Really, Seth baby?" I asked.
"Let me guess," he said. "I should just be a man, suck it up, and go down on her?"
I pinched the bridge of my nose. "God, why is everyone so stupid?" Straightening up, I leaned forward. "Seth. You go talk to her. And don't forget to apologize."
"Oh," he said. "I mean, yeah. I know."
I sipped my water, then set the glass down on the table firmly. "Bud, I'm not gonna pretend I understand why you won't do it for her. You're talking to the wrong person for that part of it because frankly, I came back here for the sole purpose of trying to find someone I can practice my tongue twisters on. Personally, I think it's an experience every guy should indulge in. But if you can't see that you're missing out on—"
"You all seem so fucking sure that it's because I don't want to," Seth interrupted.
I stopped, mouth still half-open.
The man had a point. I had very much assumed that it was because he didn't want to. Mostly because I couldn't think of a reason that he wouldn't do it otherwise.
But I could be wrong. That was an unlikely, but not impossible, option. And if I was wrong, that made me even more of a dickhead for what I'd said earlier. No wonder he hadn't wanted to see me.
"Alright, that's fair," I said. "So I don't know if it's a confidence thing or a physical thing or what, but regardless, Laura's opinion is the only one that matters."
He sighed, then lifted the pint glass to his mouth and drank the last of it before setting it down. "You're right."
"Oh, God," I fake-moaned. "Say that again. It really does it for me."
"Fuck you, Adrian," he muttered, twisting in his chair to flag down the server.
"Normally I'd let you buy me a drink first," I said as I stood. "But this time it's on me."
"Huh?"
"I'll get your tab. Mea culpa for earlier today. Go home and call your girl."
"Oh. Uh... thanks. That's nice of you."
"Yeah, I know. Don't tell anyone about it or they'll think I'm getting soft." I clapped a hand on his shoulder. "Good luck and see ya tomorrow, man."
There. I'd done my good deeds for the day. Hopefully, karma would notice and swing things in my favour when it came to the hot-from-the-back woman who was still sitting at the bar with two empty bar stools on either side of her.
As Seth headed out, I went up to the bar. The bartender was the same as the guy who had been there earlier: a tall, Latino guy with short hair and thick eyebrows that were currently furrowed as he noticed Seth leaving.
"He's not drink-and-dashing," I said as the bartender put down the glass he'd been wiping and started towards the exit.
"'Scuse me?" the bartender said.
I slid onto one of the bar stools, leaving an empty one between me and the woman in black, not looking at her. "He's a buddy of mine. Had a rough day, you know? A fight with the old lady. I was just reminding him how good he has it and how that amazing woman deserves the best of the best. He wanted to make it up to her as quick as possible, so I said I'd cover him this time."
The bartender glanced at the door, then at me and shrugged. "If you say so, man. I'll add you to the same tab."
"You're a gem, my friend." I leaned on the bar, then turned my head casually towards the woman I'd been eyeing. "What are you drinking?"
She looked at me, raising her eyebrows as I took in my first look at her from the front.
The good news was she was even hotter from that angle. I didn't recognize her from anywhere, which wasn't unusual; Southbush might be a small town, but it wasn't like everyone knew everyone. A green bejewelled clip swept the aforementioned long, black hair off her pale pinkish-white face and she had large, round, hazel eyes. She wore red lipstick and the black outfit that had looked so elegant from the back was even better from the front: a black blazer overtop of some kind of lacy black top tucked into fitted dress pants.
"Me?" she asked.
"Uh-huh." I tilted my chin towards the rocks glass in her hand. "What's that?"
"I don't need another one," she said.
I shot her a smile and shook my head. "I mean, I'd be happy to get you one, but I meant for me."
That seemed to catch her off guard. "What?"
I shrugged. "I don't know what I'm in the mood for. So what're you drinking?"
"Oh," she said, glancing down at her glass. "It's, um, an old fashioned."
"Oooh." I didn't even need to fake the low, soft groan of appreciation that came out of my mouth. "Yeah, that's one-hundred percent what I'm in the mood for." I glanced at the bartender, who had a cautious look on his face. "One of those, please."
"You got it, man," the bartender said.
As he turned to grab a glass, I smiled at the woman. "Great suggestion. Thank you."
"No problem," she replied.
And then I ignored her.
It wasn't like it was some kind of game. Not really. Like, I guess one could argue that it could be a bit of a game, but that was only if I was doing it for nefarious reasons, which I wasn't. So it wasn't until the bartender set my drink in front of me and walked away to take an order from someone sitting at the other end of the bar that we spoke again.
"Does this usually work for you?" she asked.
I took a sip of the drink and savoured the smooth burn of the bourbon before looking at her. "Does what usually work?"
"The 'I'm a nice guy who's just innocently asking you for a drink recommendation and am totally not hitting on you' schtick."
I laughed and shrugged. "I mean, I guess, if by 'schtick' you mean I was legitimately asking you for a drink recommendation."
"Right. So you weren't hitting on me?"
"Not that you're not completely worthy of hitting on, but no, I wasn't."
Her lips parted, then she glanced down. "Oh."
I glanced at the bartender, who was still busy at the other end of the bar, then leaned towards the woman, though the empty stool between us kept a respectable gap.
"I was gauging if you were interested in chatting with some random stranger," I said, lowering my voice a bit. "Which could have very, very easily turned into me hitting on you. When you said you didn't need another drink, I assumed you weren't into it, and I didn't want to ruin your night by not taking the hint. But I am more than happy to be told I'm wrong."
She held my gaze for a moment, silently assessing me. Then, she pressed her lips together and twisted on the stool so she could hold out her right hand to me.
"I'm Olivia," she said.
I put my glass down and shook her hand. "Adrian. At the risk of sounding like I learned how to talk to women from a 1960s magazine that I definitely only read for the articles, what's a gal like you doing in a place like this all by yourself?"
Her red-painted lips twisted, trying to hold in a smile. "A 'gal like me'? What's that supposed to mean?"
I picked up my drink, leaning on the bar as I took a sip. "Well, it's a Saturday night just before Christmas. You're all dressed up, but here on your own. Could be that you're here for a mundane reason, like being stood up by some asshole who doesn't know what's good for him. Or..." I trailed off, then shrugged. "Something far less traumatic than that."
She laughed. "Well, I don't know about less traumatic, but I didn't get stood up. I thought I'd stop by for a drink on my way home from work."
"Rough day?"
"I work at the mall."
"That explains the trauma."
She shrugged. "It could be worse. I work at Lacy Pleasures."
I had no idea what that was, but nodded like I did, which didn't fool her.
"The lingerie store," she said.
"Oh," I replied. "Yeah, I can see that being a little stressful the week before Christmas."
She nodded. "Not as bad as some places, but we get our share. Most our gift-seekers at this time of year are panicked husbands who don't know what size their wife actually is, but assume we can figure it out by them gesturing with their hands as they try to describe what it feels like."
"Yikes. You sure you don't want that second drink? Maybe a third?"
She laughed and shook her head. "I just need the one to decompress. After my sister stopped by and—" She cut herself off, her cheeks turning a delightful shade of pink as she glanced around quickly, then leaned closer towards me. "She bought herself her very first set of lingerie."
"That's..." I started, then shook my head. "I have no idea how to respond to that."
"What's your instinct?" she asked.
I shrugged helplessly. "Nice of you to help her, maybe? Either that or weird, I guess, that she bought her first set of lingerie from her sister. But also, I'm not sure if I'm supposed to be picturing your sister in lingerie."
"How would you... You don't even know my sister."
"In my imagination, you're twins."
Olivia's laugh was loud enough that the bartender glanced over. "Think you're pretty good, do you?"
"I think I'm very good," I said. "But when I'm bad, I'm better."
"You're really into the whole vintage pop culture, aren't you?"
"Mae West always has been and always will be an absolute goddess."
She rolled her eyes, but that smile didn't leave her lips. "Well, it was a bit weird, but not that weird. Just odd to feel like my little sister is growing up."
"How old is she?"
"Twenty-seven."
I burst out laughing. "I mean... yeah. I'd say she's grown up."
"Yeah, but if she's grown up and I'm her older sister, that means I'm grown up," Olivia said, then took a dramatic sip of her drink. "And I can't possibly be a grown up. I'm too young."
"You're what, twenty-two?" I asked.
"Flattery gets you nowhere," she replied. "I just said I was older than she was."
I held my hand up in surrender. "Fine, fine. I aimed a bit under. You're clearly twenty-two and a half. But you don't look a day over twenty-five."
Flattery did appear to get me somewhere when she laughed again.
"Anyway, it was great to see Phoebe with her friends and all, but spending all that time off the floor put me behind and apparently, every granny in Southbush wanted to come in today for her BBB."
"BBB?"
"Basic Beige Bra." Olivia sighed and sipped her drink. "You'd be surprised how picky they get about something that is literally basic and beige. And then this woman tried on a lingerie set from one of our new designers and it was just horribly constructed. I felt so bad. We try to only bring in designers who have inclusive sizes but this was just—" She stopped and shook her head. "She was so nice about it, but agh. I felt terrible. Between that and the guy who yelled at me for telling him there was no way his wife was a 36C if most of her t-shirts were an extra-small, then the lineup of people who didn't seem to understand that 'closing time' does not mean 'grab yet another bra to bring into the fitting room time,' I figured I deserve a drink. And since my roommate isn't home, I decided to do it here so I didn't feel like I was drinking by myself. Plus—" She sipped her drink again. "—Miguel makes a far better old fashioned than I do."
I mirrored her action, swirling the bourbon in my mouth. "That he does. This is great."
"The secret ingredient is maple syrup." She tilted her glass towards me. "Instead of simple syrup. Don't tell him I told you."
I mimed zipping my lips shut.
"So what about you?" she asked.
"What about me?" I replied.
"What's a guy like you doing in a nice place like this?"
I chuckled. "Just stopped in for a drink."
"Really?"
"Of course."
She shook her head. "Liar."
I tried to look affronted, but I was laughing too hard. "Why would you say I'm a liar?"
She pursed her lips, her eyes sparkling as she crossed one leg over the other. "Come on. Give me some credit here."
I glanced at the bartender, then looked back at her.
"You really want to know?" I asked, my voice barely above a whisper. "'Cause this is either gonna get me slapped or it's totally going to work."
"Now I'm even more intrigued."
I took another sip of my drink, then set it down on the bar.
"Okay," I said, still looking down at my drink. "Here's the thing." I looked up at Olivia, catching her eye. "You ever have a major craving that you just can't get past? One of those things that you're thinking about all day and no matter what you do, you can't stop thinking about it? And you know the only thing that'll make that craving go away is getting that specific thing?"
"I suppose," she said suspiciously, keeping her voice as quiet as mine. "What is it you're craving so specifically?"
Raking my teeth over my bottom lip, I glanced down at her mouth, then back up at her eyes. "I've been dying to eat pussy all fucking day."
I think Olivia thought she knew what I was going to say; that is, a lot of fancy words to tell her I was horny and wanted to get laid. But she didn't seem to expect that response. Her eyes widened and she blinked, her lips parting in surprise.



"Have you?" she asked.
I nodded. "It's all I've wanted for hours. All I can think about is how much I want to bury my face in someone's pussy and just go to town."
"Oh," she said.
"So," I said. "Think you can help me out with that craving?"
A hint of sass crossed her face. "What makes you think I want to sleep with you?"
"As much as I'd fucking love that, I'm not asking you to." I lifted my glass, but didn't take a sip of it. "I want to go down on you. You wouldn't have to reciprocate or get me off in any way if you didn't want to. I just want to make you come on my face and then if you want me to fuck off, I'll fuck off." I tilted my glass towards her. "The caveat being that I will absolutely jack off to the memory of it when I get home."
She stared at me, her lips still parted as I finally took a sip of my drink. The tension between the two of us was thick, but I was happy to let it hang there for a moment as she processed what I'd said.
Apparently, however, the tension was noticeable.
"Everything okay over here?"
I looked up as the bartender approached, his eyes hard and his voice a low rumble as he looked from Olivia to me.
"Wonderful," I said. "This is an excellent old fashioned, man. You make a hell of a good drink."
He nodded at me in a way that made it very clear he was not actually asking me. "And you, Olivia? Everything alright?"
"Everything's great," she said, her voice quiet but genuine. "Thank you for checking. I think we're both fine, though."
His nod to her was a lot friendlier, somehow. "Let me know if you need anything."
"So, let me get this straight," Olivia said as the bartender walked away. "You just... want to go down on me."
"Yep."
"No strings attached."
"None at all."
She pursed her lips. "So if I send you away when I finish, you'll go home and masturbate to the memory of it, but you're completely fine with that being the only thing you get out of this encounter?"
"Correct."
"And what makes you think I'm just going to let some strange man come back to my place to go down on me? What do I get out of this?"
"Off, obviously," I said.
"Huh?"
"You get off." I grinned at her. "I mean, you had a rough day at work, right? What better way to relax at the end of it than let someone else take care of you and make you feel good?"
"And that's really all you want?"
"I promise," I said. "I'll give you my phone number, my address, my full name, whatever info you want to show you I'm not just some creep. But I swear, all I want is to eat your pussy. I just..." I shook my head, closing my eyes briefly. "You have no idea how much I fucking love it."
Olivia was quiet for a moment. Then, she tapped her fingers against the bar.
"See him? The bartender?" she asked, tilting her head towards him.
"I do," I said. "He's a big dude and I'm just a little guy. He could totally kick my ass."
"That's Miguel. He's pretty much my brother-in-law. He'll know I'm leaving with you. So if you try anything, he'll hunt you down."
"I would expect nothing less," I said.
"And I have a roommate. Who will be home at an undisclosed time."
"I completely understand if they burst in to check on you," I said. "Since I'm fully planning on making you scream my name. It's Adrian, as a reminder."
She picked up her glass and downed the rest of her old fashioned. "Let's go, then."
After I paid the bill, Olivia drove us to her apartment. It wasn't that far from Whiskey Sours, which was good, since if I was super fucking lucky and she let me stay the night, I'd be able to walk back in the morning to pick up my car before work. Not that it ended up mattering; as soon as we pulled into the parking lot, I spotted Rob's truck parked in one of the stalls near the entrance and could've probably just bummed a ride from him.
Small towns, man.
The apartment Olivia led me to was on the fourth floor and faced away from the parking lot. She unlocked the door and flicked the light on, illuminating a decent-sized two-bedroom that looked like something off a design blog. Muted grey fabric covered the furniture and a mix of textured throw pillows were arranged on the couch. In one corner of the living room, a decorated Christmas tree was twinkling merrily, and in the other, a tall bookshelf showcased carefully curated knick-knacks and potted plants.
"Nice place," I said as I took off my jacket.
"Thanks," she replied, motioning to the hook on the wall for me to hang my coat. "It's my roommate's doing. She wants to be an interior designer."
Then, that moment of awkwardness, made even more awkward because I'd told her it didn't have to be a typical hookup and that meant we probably weren't starting off the way most hookups did.
Namely, by making out.
"Can I get you a drink or something?" she asked.
"Nah," I said. "You can show me to your bedroom, then tell me if there's anything off-limits before I start licking your pussy."
She giggled nervously. "What do you mean, off-limits? I thought you just wanted to eat me out."
I smiled, leaning against the wall in the front entryway as I folded my arms. "Well, yeah. But there are still... you know. Levels of that. Like, can I get you fully naked or do you want to limit it? Do you just want me to focus on your pussy or can I touch other parts of you? Is there anything you really, really hate and don't want me to do?"
"I... I don't know," she said. "I've never had a hookup like this before."
"That's okay," I said reassuringly. "There's no rush. And also no pressure to continue if you don't want to. You're in charge here, Olivia."
She nodded, still looking uncertain, then took a deep breath and squared her shoulders.
"My room is the second door on the left," she said, motioning to the hallway. "Go wait for me there. I'm going to freshen up in the bathroom and then I'll... I'll answer your questions."
I did as she said, letting myself into her room and settling on the edge of a neatly made queen-size bed to wait for her. Her room was cozy and clean, everything tucked away in its proper place. I was idly looking at a photo on Olivia's dresser of her with a gorgeous chubby girl who looked a lot like her when she returned to the room a few minutes later.
She'd shrugged off her blazer, leaving her just in black dress pants and the lacy fitted top that was tucked into them. Her hair brushed along the pale skin of her shoulders and upper arms, a dark contrast that made every inch of her look mouth-watering.
"Wow," I said.
She smiled as she closed the bedroom door behind here.
"You can undress me," she said. "You can touch and kiss other parts of my body if you need to. Don't leave any marks or hickeys. I don't mind anal-related things, but seeing as we've just met, I don't think I want to go there tonight."
"Understood," I said.
"Don't slap me, hit me, call me names, or hold me down," she continued. "Not that you have any reason to, but I don't want you to touch my feet. And—" She cleared her throat, a blush of pink rising from her throat up to her cheekbones. "—I think it would be best if you kept your clothes on for now."
"Understandable, of course," I said.
Her face turned red. "Not that you aren't hot, but I... I think that would help me stay relaxed in this whole ridiculous situation."
I chuckled and nodded. "You got it, baby."
She wrinkled her nose. "And don't call me that."
"Yes, ma'am."
That made her giggle again and I grinned, standing up and moving off the edge of her bed.
"Anything else?" I asked.
She shook her head and I licked my lips, finally letting my eyes trail down her body and really drink her in.
"Why don't you take off your pants and lie down however is comfortable for you?" I said.
"Just my pants?"
"For now." I smiled at her. "I want to unwrap the rest of my gifts later."
She rolled her eyes, but unbuttoned the waistband of her pants and slid them down her hips. That was when I realized it wasn't actually a top that she was wearing; it was one of those bodysuits that kind of looked like a one-piece bathing suit.
My breath hitched as she stepped out of her pants, leaving her pale body clad just in black lace. I watched as she got onto her bed, flashing her ass cheeks at me as they peeked out of the thong back. My dick started to stir, a slight throb of awareness as Olivia settled on top of the covers and propped herself up on the pillows. Once she stopped moving, she looked up at me expectantly.
As confident as I was when it came to eating pussy, there was always that moment of nervous excitement before diving in. I licked my lips, indulging in the anticipation and reminding myself that I knew exactly what I was doing before moving forward to join her on the bed.
I think, even given all my assurances, Olivia was skeptical of what was about to happen. I couldn't blame her. Part of me was surprised that any of this had even worked at all. But that assumed skepticism just made me even more determined to prove to her she'd made the right choice in inviting me back to her place.
To start, I put my hands on her shins. Her legs were silky and soft and I slowly slid my palms up towards her knees. Keeping my gaze locked on hers, I slipped my hands to the inner side of her knees and slowly nudged them apart so I could take my place between them.
"You good, ma'am?" I asked.
She laughed again and nodded. I smiled and parted her legs further, only then letting my eyes trail down her body and between her legs.
I'd seen these bodysuit things in, like, porn and stuff before, but I'd never hooked up with a girl who was wearing one. I had no idea if they were all as fucking sexy as the one Olivia was wearing, but damn, was this one ever hot. The thing was lace from top to bottom, slightly sheer and showing peeks of her skin through the thinner parts of the fabric. She had a bra on, so I couldn't see her nipples, and there was a band of what was probably cotton or something on the crotch of the suit. Two tiny silver snaps winked at me from there, the only thing that was holding it all together. Like a thong, the back of it disappeared between Olivia's ass cheeks, while the front of it was already showing the folds of her pussy through the fabric.
God, I loved the shit women wore. This was one of the hottest things I'd seen in my life, and my dick throbbed its agreement.
"You're fucking sexy," I said.
"Apparently," Olivia replied. "But I didn't bring you back here just to stare at me." She looked at me pointedly, then parted her thighs even further. "Someone insisted he wanted to eat me out."
"Someone knows we always eat with our eyes first," I replied.
Before she could say anything else, I lifted her leg so I could hook it over my shoulder, turning my head and kissing the side of her calf. She made a soft noise and I continued, closing my eyes and indulging in the salt smoothness of her skin. My tongue snaked out occasionally as I kissed my way up from her calf to her knee.
Then I lowered myself, moving onto my stomach so I was positioned between her thighs in a spot where I could access every bit of her body that I needed to. Once I was, I slipped my hand beneath her other leg so I could guide it over my shoulder, then resumed my path of licks and kisses up the inside of her thigh.
Her breath quickened as I got closer to her pussy. So did mine, in fairness; by the time I was almost at her groin, I could smell her arousal through the thin fabric of her bodysuit and my dick was almost at full-mast, as eager as I was to find out what she tasted like.
But I didn't dive in right away. Of course I didn't. I mean, I'd barely started. I still had to unwrap her.
So instead, I disappointed my dick by leaning forward and pressing a kiss to her stomach through the lacy bodysuit. I spent some time peppering kisses along the spot where the waistband of her panties would be, if she were wearing any, before moving my head to her other leg and kissing down her thigh towards her knee.
"You have fantastic legs," I murmured as I lingered at a spot mid-thigh that had made her inhale sharply.
"I do a lot of walking," she replied. "Retail, you know."
"Mmm," I said, then sank my teeth into the spot I'd been kissing.
What? She'd said no marks and no hickeys. She hadn't said a fucking word about biting.
So I nibbled gently on her thigh, drawing a high-pitched gasp from her before releasing the spot from between my teeth and soothing it with a soft kiss.
I spent a bit more time kissing her legs and thighs before moving my head back to her core. Taking a moment to indulge myself, I pressed a gentle kiss against her fabric-covered pussy before sitting back so I could bring my hands up to the snaps on her bodysuit.
"Still okay?" I asked as my fingers brushed against her pussy.
"Still okay," she said.
"Good," I said, and then I completely fumbled those goddamn snaps as I tried to undo them.
It should have been simple. They were snaps. Not hooks. Not buttons. Not a goddamn combination lock. Snaps. It should have been a quick tug of the fabric and then bam. Pussy.
But instead, Olivia giggled as I tried to pry them apart.
"I thought you wanted to unwrap me," she teased.
"I do," I said, trying not to grit my teeth. "But this is like when someone ties a knot in the ribbon on a present."
She burst out laughing and began to reach down, but before she could nudge my hands out of the way, the snaps came undone with a soft click and the fabric separated.
"There," I said, resisting the urge to let out a cheer of accomplishment.
"Good work," she said.
"Thanks." I pushed the bodysuit up, distracted by the sudden revelation of her pussy. I stared for a moment, then felt a slow smile spread across my face as I glanced up at Olivia. "That'll be the only thing I fumble. I promise."
"So you're leaving the bra hooks to me, then?" she asked innocently.
I tried to glare at her, but her playful smirk just made me laugh. So instead, I peeled the bodysuit a bit higher up her stomach, then dipped back down and ran my tongue along her slit.
Olivia jumped slightly, gasping in surprise as I dove into her pussy.
Which was fair. I'd told the guys earlier to start by teasing, to tongue at all the folds and tease the entrance and take their time tasting and touching and tantalizing.
But I'd also told them to improvise and adapt.
I didn't need to tease Olivia. She was already curious. Already excited. Already wondering and anticipating what was going to happen, and she had been from the moment I'd sat next to her at Whiskey Sours. And I'd told her what I wanted, that I was craving pussy.
Teasing her would just be tormenting myself, really. Especially after seeing her revealed to me. Like, I'd seen my fair share of pussies, but hers was just...
God, it was beautiful.
Her lips were a little puffy, but not overly so; just a perfect peach shaved bare, save for the tidy strip of hair on her mound. Though, I doubted she shaved; the skin there was too smooth and perfect to be just shaven. And then, poking out from between her lips, that perfect little bundle of nerves that I would be lavishing for most of the night. It was already a bit swollen, begging to be licked and sucked from its place at the top of her slit.
So instead of teasing, I dove in, making out with her pussy and coating my tongue with the wetness already leaking from her entrance. She tasted sweet and tangy and slightly soapy in a fresh sort of way that I couldn't get enough of.
Slipping my arms beneath her thighs, I reached up for her waist, gripping it and pulling her body down towards me before sinking my tongue between her folds greedily. Olivia moaned, then shifted beneath me. I glanced up to see her lifting the bodysuit over her head, leaving her in just her bra.
It was a fabulous view, of course, but it didn't last. Almost immediately, she slid her hand behind her back and unhooked it, the cups falling away from her tits, then shrugged it off and tossed it to the side.
And that view was just fucking exquisite.
Olivia's tits were beautiful. Like, absolutely glorious, to the point that I almost regretted not starting up there. Her nipples were tiny and pale pink, hard little nubs at the peak of breasts that were probably a perfect handful. Between that, the flavour of her sweet little pussy, and the way I was lying on the bed, when my cock twitched beneath me, I couldn't help but let out a muffled noise of pleasure.
She blushed and bit her lip, but I could see the smile beneath it as she reached down and ran her fingers through my hair.
"You really do like eating pussy, don't you?" she murmured.
I answered by taking her clit into my mouth and sucking on it, making her cry out and squirm beneath me. And, as everyone probably knew, I was a big fan of women squirming when I ate them out, so that made me groan my appreciation against her pussy.
My dick was throbbing in my pants, pressing hard against my jeans and pinned between my body and the mattress. As I moved my hands to Olivia's thighs to keep her spread wide for me, she brought her hands up to her breasts and squeezed them, enraptured as she watched me spoil her swollen clit. Almost unconsciously, I pushed my hips forward, grinding against her bed and indulging in the pressure against my cock.
I didn't know if she could tell I was almost humping her mattress, but it didn't seem to matter. Olivia's breathing was already coming faster as she played with her nipples, pinching them between her fingers while I tongued her pussy. I made another noise against her, closing my eyes and releasing her clit from my mouth so I could lap my tongue up and down her folds, rubbing her clit against it each time I reached the top of her pussy.
The first time I got there, she cried out, and when I repeated the action a few moments later, she thrust her hips up against my face. I moved my hands from her thighs to her hips, not to hold her down but to support them as she pushed up into my mouth, grinding her clit against my tongue.
"That's so good," she gasped. "Fuck, that's..."
And she trailed off into a moan as I tried not to ruin everything by letting my mouth twist up into a grin. She let go of one of her breasts and brought her hand down to my head, running her fingers through my hair again before steadying her palm on the back of my head for leverage.
We kept going like that for a while, Olivia rolling her hips and using my tongue wantonly. She had one foot pressed against my back, her head tilted against the pillows as she took her pleasure from my mouth.
And I could have left it there. I could've made her come like that. She was settled in, comfortable, the bed frame squeaking as she worked her hips against me. Her movements were enough that even I was feeling pretty good, since her bed was gently bouncing against my cock. Sure, it wasn't enough to make me come, but it felt good and she could've easily gotten off, too.
But that's not how I rolled.
I slid one of my hands back under her hips and wrapped it around her, letting my palm rest against her stomach so I could keep her leg pressed against the side of my head. Then, I brought my other hand up beneath my chin.
She whimpered as I moved my mouth away from her pussy, but I worked quickly, licking my middle finger and getting it nice and slick before twisting my wrist so I could work it into her needy hole.
"Oh, fuck," Olivia gasped as I penetrated her, and then she shrieked as I moved back to her clit and took it into my mouth again.
Her hips pushed up again, but this time it was just because she was arching her back as I began to finger her. I barely had to curl my finger before finding her G-spot; her slick walls were tight and hot and eagerly accepting my finger into them.



"Oh, Jesus," she moaned, which was great timing, since I needed to give my jaw a slight break. I lifted my head away from her pussy.
"It's Adrian," I reminded her. "Jesus is coming next week."
Her laughter was breathless and staggered with moans as I kept sawing my finger in and out of her.
"You... are... awful," she giggled.
I raised my eyebrows. "I mean, I can stop if you think—"
"Your humour is awful!" she blurted quickly. "Don't you dare stop and leave me on the edge like this."
I grinned, then quickly worked my jaw from side to side before lowering my lips back to her pussy.
"Yes, ma'am," I murmured, and then I started lavishing attention on her clit again.
She cried out, writhing beneath me as her back arched off the bed again, her legs trembling around me. My finger was still inside her, still pressing against her G-spot when I felt her reach down and grab not my head, but the hand I had resting on her stomach. I lifted it and she entwined her fingers in mine, gripping it tightly as she began panting harder and harder.
"Don't stop," she pleaded. "Oh, fuck, please keep doing it just like that, Adrian... Adrian, fuck, I—"
She cut herself off with a screech and I moaned into her pussy, my eyes squeezing shut as the sound of her calling my name seemed to shoot straight to my dick. It throbbed, but I ignored it; as much as I wanted to hump against her bed in a pathetic attempt at release, Olivia was bucking beneath me and I knew what that meant. I knew what the tightening around my finger meant, what the noises meant, what the sudden tension in her body meant.
Especially when she screamed it.
"Fuck, I'm coming," she gasped, then another loud moan. "Don't stop, I'm coming, don't stop, don't—ahh!"
And oh, God, was she fucking phenomenal when she came.
I mean, not to brag, but I'd made a lot of women come with my mouth.
Okay, maybe that was a brag.
But Olivia coming like that was easily one of the best things I'd ever seen in my life. The noises she made, the way her tits were thrust in the air, the feeling of her hand gripping mine and her pussy gripping my finger, the way her pale skin flushed red all across her chest...
Fuck.
She orgasmed in a way that made being single seem like an absolutely shit situation.
My cock was throbbing. Aching. So hard that it felt like my skin was stretched as tight as it would go. I was so fucking turned on, so goddamn horny, so desperate to put my dick in something that I almost couldn't think.
And yet, all I wanted was to do that to her all over again.
So I did.
I doubt she was expecting me to. I think she thought I was just lapping at her pussy because her thighs were so tight around my head, but when she tried to let her legs fall open, I moved my hands beneath them and held them in place.
"Oh my God," she whimpered, and the next noises that came out of her mouth were barely coherent.
It took a little longer to make her come that time, but that was okay. At first, she twitched beneath me, her hips jerking as I carefully teased her oversensitive clit, my tongue feathering across it lightly until she relaxed enough to stop trembling beneath me. Then I alternated between licking her pussy, sucking it, and rubbing her clit as I kissed her thighs to give my jaw a break when I needed it. She reached down, running the fingers of one hand through my hair as she kept her other fingers entwined with my one hand.
I got her to come the same way as the first time, with my finger curled against her G-spot. That orgasm seemed to hit her even harder, if the way she bucked her hips and pulled my hair was any indication.
Which I figured it was.
When she was done, she collapsed back against the bed, gasping for breath as the tension in her body released and her legs fell away from my head. This time I let them, working my fingers out of hers as her grip on my hand loosened. She let go of my hair as I pulled my finger out of her pussy. A breathlessly dejected noise left her mouth as I did, though it faded as she watched me bring my finger to my mouth and lick it clean.
"Oh my God," she murmured. "You are really good at that."
I tried not to look arrogant, but it was hard when I really was that good at it. "Thank you."
She laughed and closed her eyes, resting heavily against the pillows. While she caught her breath, I wiped my sopping face with the sleeve of my shirt and discreetly adjusted my dick, which was screaming painfully for attention. I glanced at Olivia, trying to gauge if she was interested in more, but her eyes were still closed, one arm resting above her head and the other across her ribs.
Which was fine. I wouldn't have said I was okay with dining and dashing if I hadn't actually been okay with it.
Leaning down, I pressed a chaste kiss against one smooth thigh before slipping off the bed. It wasn't until I was standing that Olivia opened her eyes, looking up at me curiously.
"What are you doing?"
"Uh... getting ready to go?" I said.
"Why?"
"I mean, I did say that you could tell me to fuck off when we were done and I'd fuck off."
"And did I tell you to fuck off?"
"Well..."
She propped herself up on her elbows, frowning at me. "You think you can make me come like—make me come like that twice— and just walk away?"
I tried not to laugh. "I didn't want to presume."
Rolling her eyes, she sat up and curled her legs under her. "Do you like blowjobs, Adrian?"
"Does the Pope shit in the woods?"
She frowned. "I don't know. Does he?"
I shrugged. "I have no idea. I'm not Catholic. Or the outdoorsy type."
Laughing, she shook her head, then crawled towards me. "Remember when you said I had no idea how much you love eating pussy?"
"I... may recall saying something like that."
She was at the edge of the bed now, kneeling in a way that brought her face in line with mine.
"Well," she said. "You have no idea how much I love sucking cock. And I'm pretty sure I can get two out of you, too."
Then she grabbed the front of my shirt and tugged me forward to kiss me.

***
SethSomeone was gonna call the RCMP on me if I didn't decide what to do soon.
Not that I'd blame them. In fact, should someone look out their front window, notice some random dude had been sitting in his turned-off car on a snowy street in the dark for a while, and didn't think it was suspicious, I'd question their judgement. Sure, I wasn't doing anything wrong, but it wasn't like this hypothetical person would know why I was there. And then I'd have to explain to a cop why I was sitting there shivering with a sad-looking cupcake and an overpriced Elf on the Shelf replacement doll.
Which wouldn't go over well, because I was parked by my girlfriend's place and once I'd explained that, they'd probably think I was trying to intimidate her or something. Then they'd go talk to Laura, who would probably be in her pajamas already, and come to the door with bedhead and an adorable look of confusion on her face.
And making her get out of bed just to come to the door and talk to the cops was downright rude of me.
So, I reasoned, I should just get over it and go to her door, which had been the intent the whole time. But instead, I was frozen in the car, and not because of the cold.
Because of Adrian, that stupid, annoying little fuck.
In fairness, I liked the guy just fine most days. Most everyone on our crew got along well, which was why I was still working there. When Dave and Jay had hired me, it was just supposed to be a temporary thing during their busy season. Spring and summer, mainly, and then I'd get laid off in the fall, at which point I'd end up going back to the grocery store that always seemed to hire me when I was between better-paying jobs. But then I'd actually started working and it was like something clicked.
There was Jay, the somewhat gruff guy who was like the crew's dad. He'd taken it upon himself to teach me as much as he could, treating me like I was more than just a general labourer barely getting his feet wet in the construction industry.
Rob, who was like a cool older brother, a bad influence who had no problem showing up when he was needed, like when Laura told me some of her students were harassing her and he came with me to pick her up from school one day so those little fucks understood who they were fucking with.
Benny, a chill, easygoing guy who was like a ray of fucking sunshine in a way that was so wholesome, it was impossible to hate him.
Kendra, the sister I'd never wanted and who could be counted on to say the dirtiest things anyone could ever think of.
Adrian, the egotistical jokester who only gave you a hard time if he actually liked you, even if sometimes he took it way past the point of what was acceptable like he had that day.
And me. The new guy. The youngest one. Who had less to offer than everyone else, but tried to make up for it by working hard and being a decent person.
The work itself was okay, but what I enjoyed was the people I worked with, which was a new experience. And maybe if I hadn't met Laura, things would've gone as planned. I tended to bounce from job to job, not because I kept quitting but because I was purposely picking temporary shit. That way I could work my ass off to save up a bunch of money, then take some time off to piss that money away until I had to call the grocery store and ask Mike if I could pick up a few shifts to pay my rent so I didn't have to move back in with my parents.
But when I ran into Laura again, everything changed.
She was too good for me. I knew that. Everyone knew that. I was a mess of a person. Twenty-five with no real direction, alternating between working and partying, trying to find meaning in a life that had existed on the more chaotic side of mayhem. Suffering from growing up as the kid that could do whatever he wanted, whenever he wanted, with no consequences. The absolute last person a smart, ambitious, put-together person like Laura should involve herself with.
But she had.
Somehow, the kind of woman who would move to a small town by herself to take up a job no one else wanted—teaching science to high school kids who had been told their whole lives that there was no value in education because people who worked jobs that required math were pansies that were too good to get their hands dirty, like I had—wanted to be with me.
Somehow, a woman who knew what she wanted and how to get it decided that I was what she wanted.
Seeing her at the grocery store that day had felt like a sign. It was a Friday, I remember that, and I was planning on driving into Calgary that night to hit up the clubs, drop way too much money on overpriced beer, and maybe get laid. So I'd gone to the store intending to buy Gatorade and crackers for when I was inevitably hungover the next morning, and there she was, dressed in a modest navy-blue dress with her blonde hair pulled back and wire-framed glasses perched on her nose, not paying attention as she wandered down the cookie-and-cracker aisle and nearly running me down with her cart.
"Oh my God," she'd gasped, stepping around her cart with an apologetically distressed look on her face. "I'm so sorry. I was looking for the Oreos and—" She stopped and frowned. "Don't I know you?"
She did. And I knew who she was instantly. There were enough women on my body count list that I cringed when I thought of it, knowing that I could barely remember half their names and may not have ever even known some of them.
But I knew her.
I'd never forget her. Not meeting her that night at the club, or the shine of her eyes, or the way her hips had moved when she was dancing. I wouldn't forget the sounds she made when I fucked her, how I'd climbed into her bed thinking it would be a typical drunken hookup only to find myself clutching her, sighing as I took her slowly and sweetly and intensely.
And there was no way I'd forget the next morning, spooning with her, rubbing my cock against her ass until she rolled over and slung her leg over my body. The way her ass fit into my hand as we moved together in that odd position where I was half on my side and half on my back, and she wasn't quite on top of me but could roll her hips to take my cock over and over again...
She was beyond unforgettable.
I'd gotten her number and tried to keep in touch. I did. We texted for a while, but between living in different places and the fact that I was a literal mess of a person who knew she deserved better, I... well. I didn't push her away. But I didn't encourage her, as much as I couldn't get that night with her out of my head.
And there she was, standing in front of me at my local grocery store after ramming a cart into my leg.
I should've known everything had changed when I could've said something vague, like "Huh. You do look familiar..." or "I was just thinking the same thing. Did we go to high school together?" and chose not to. When, instead of trying to play it cool, I pretended the spot on my thigh that she'd rammed her cart didn't hurt at all—which was thankfully not as difficult as it would have been if she'd been about three inches to the left—and smiled.
"You're Laura," I said. "I'm Seth. We, uh... met before."
Recognition dawned on her. "Oh, yes. We... we did." Then, the recognition faded and a look of excitement took its place. "Wait, do you live here?"
"No, this is the grocery store," I said. "I live in a house."
She laughed and my entire body felt warm. "I meant in Southbush."
"Yeah," I said. "What are you doing here?"
"I live here now!" she said. "I took a teaching job at the high school a few months ago and—"
"Can I take you out to dinner?" I blurted.
She stopped talking, her lips slightly parted. "Like... on a date?"
"Yes. Unless you're, uh... seeing someone else."
"No, I'm not seeing, um, anyone." Her cheeks turned a beautiful shade of pink. "I... sure. I'd love to go out with you. When?"
I glanced at my watch. "Right now?"
"What?!"
I put the box of crackers I'd grabbed back on the shelf. "I mean, I'll help you finish your grocery shopping first if you want."
Part of me wanted to convince myself I'd done it because there was a better chance of hooking up with Laura again than picking up some random girl in Calgary. That part of me was an asshole, not to mention a fucking liar. The truth was that I took one look at her and something told me not to let her go ever again.
That she was the one.
She was worth cleaning my act up for. Worth not going to Calgary and partying all the time. Worth approaching Jay near the end of the summer and asking if he'd consider keeping me on the crew, only to feel a wave of relief as he laughed and had said he'd been planning to ask me if I'd be willing to stay on permanently.
I tried to keep that past part of my life separate from Laura. It wasn't like I lied to her about it or anything; she knew I used to be a bit of a player and that I'd been into partying and shit. I was honest about that. She deserved honesty, just like she deserved peace of mind; that second one was why I'd gone and gotten an STI test done as soon as we were exclusive. I just wanted to show her a recent one so she felt safe with me, even though we always used condoms and I knew I didn't have anything. And I'd told her about job hopping and not really knowing what I wanted to do with my life.
I wanted to prove to her I was responsible. That she wasn't making a horrible mistake by deciding to be with me.
But I didn't get into all the details with her. The whys and the excuses and the justifications. And that was why I was sitting in front of her house with that stupid fucking cupcake and creepy elf doll that had seemed like such a good idea at the time.
It had seemed so simple when Adrian told me what to do while we were at the bar. Go talk to her and don't forget to apologize. Two easy steps.
Until I got in my car and thought maybe I should bring her something. You know. Like flowers. Something to show her I really meant it and that I was thinking about her and that I felt awful for being a... what did Adrian call me? An oversensitive egotistical crybaby.
So I drove to the grocery store first, grimacing apologetically at the cashier as I walked through the door five minutes before close. I still knew some of the staff there, but she wasn't one of them, so she gave me that fake-cheerful dead-eyed smile as I rushed towards the flower section.
Where there were exactly two bouquets, both half-dead, and that looked like they wouldn't make it ten seconds in the cold winter air.
Panicked, I looked around for another solution. There were a few Christmas toys, including the Elf on a Shelf doll, so I grabbed that because... I mean, it seemed like a better option than a mini Tonka truck. And candy would have probably made more sense than a cupcake, but there was a flower decoration on it and I thought... you know. It had a flower, so it was like flowers, but it wasn't flowers...
God, I was fucking this up and I hadn't even started to apologize yet.
After paying and pretending I didn't notice the judgemental look the cashier gave me at the very odd and pathetic assortment of items I had, I jumped back in my car and drove to Laura's, my heart pounding the entire way. Once I'd parked, I took a breath, trying to figure out how to say what I needed to say. Then I'd gone to grab the cupcake and stupid elf, freezing as I looked at my sad little offering and the spiral of thoughts about how I was not at all good enough for Laura started all over again.
And now I'd been sitting there for a suspiciously long time.
She'd been so excited about the cookie exchange. Even though she'd lived in Southbush for a few months before we saw each other and we'd been together for about six months now, Laura hadn't made many friends. Not because she was unlikeable or something; it was just hard to make friends in a place like this as an adult, especially when the majority of people she was meeting were her students' parents and so... you know. Not people she wanted to hang out with.
So at the Christmas party, when Candice had basically taken Laura under her wing and insisted she come to the cookie exchange, she was over the moon and past all the stars.
Somehow, neither of us had known that a cookie exchange was where women drank lots of mimosas and talked about sex for hours. And for some reason, they'd talked about eating pussy and whether or not guys liked it, and that had led Candice into texting Jay and Jay asking the rest of us what we thought, and I had to sit there looking like a fucking jackass as everyone else admitted they couldn't get enough of it.
Then, instead of just letting it go, I went and made everything worse by asking Laura about it and getting mad when she was honest with me. I threw a tantrum, pouted, and now I was sitting there trying to talk myself out of apologizing because I didn't have flowers and had bought her a creepy doll.
She deserved better.
Sighing, I forced myself to pick up the cupcake and the elf. Laura deserved the best of everything. I couldn't give that to her, but at the very least, she deserved my apology for being a jackass. And maybe...
I mean, the gifts I brought were terrible, but I could always...
My stomach curled, but I tried to suppress it.
I could always go down on her, I told myself. In fact, that was what I should do. Because I...
I wanted to make her happy.
The more I thought about it, the more I convinced myself I could do it. I could go through with it. I had my reasons for not wanting to, but Laura was more important than those reasons.



Laura was the most important thing in my life.
"Fuck," I muttered, then took a deep breath.
I could go in there, take her to her bedroom, and lick her pussy.
I could do it.
I had to.
It still took me another minute to draw up the courage to actually open the car door, but once I did, I moved quickly. It was cold out and I hated being cold. When I was working, it didn't seem so bad because we were moving all the time and I had clothes that were graded for the weather, but I wasn't wearing my work jacket or gloves or anything that night. So I shivered and closed the car door, mashed the remote lock until my headlights flashed, and hurried down the sidewalk to Laura's place.
She lived in the basement suite of a house, but there were outdoor stairs leading to her own separate entrance. As I walked down them, I could see the golden light filtering through the frosted window in her door, so at least she was still awake. Swallowing nervously, I ran a hand through my hair, thought through what I wanted to do one last time, then adjusted how I was holding the cupcake and squared my shoulders before knocking on the door.
It took a moment before I saw movement behind the glass, which was fair. It was relatively late and I hadn't told her I was coming.
"Who's there?" she called out in her sweet, polite voice.
"Just me," I said.
She didn't answer right away and I felt my stomach knot, worried that she wouldn't answer it at all. But the outline of her body shifted through the glass and a moment later, the lock clicked and she opened the door.
The image I'd conjured up of Laura in her pajamas while talking to the imaginary cops wasn't too far from the truth. In my head, she'd been in one of those matching flannel sets, the kind that buttoned closed in the front and had a sort of lapel thing going on. And her hair had been messy, the way it was when we woke up after spending the night together.
Her hair wasn't a mess because she probably hadn't been in bed, given that the TV was on in her living room. She was wearing that kind of flannel pajama shirt... and that was it. It was a bit too big for her, just long enough that it covered the panties I assumed she was wearing underneath.
Every thought I'd had flew out of my head as I looked at her.
"Seth?" she asked after a moment.
"I... uh..." I said, then blinked and forced myself to look up from her legs to her face. "Sorry."
"It's okay," she said. "What are you... you know. Doing here?"
I blinked again, then shook my head. "Because I'm sorry. For being a little bitch earlier." I held out the cupcake. "I wanted to get you flowers, but they didn't have any. So I thought this, you know. Had a flower on it." I lifted the elf up and grimaced. "And then I thought, like, a teddy bear or something, but... this was all they had."
She stared at the elf doll, then pressed her lips together. Her cheek twitched the way it did when she was trying not to laugh.
"Which I'm also sorry about," I continued. "Because this thing is really fucking creepy."
She nodded as she reached up and took it from me. "It really is."
Then she glanced at me, stifling a laugh, and a wave of relief washed over me.
"The cupcake might be good though," I said.
"Thank you," she said, a giggle escaping.
I chuckled, then cleared my throat. "I really am sorry, Laura. How I acted earlier was shitty."
"It's okay," she said, reaching out to touch my arm, and even though I was wearing a thick jacket, the feel of her hand sent a warm wave of relief through me. "I accept. But, um, do you want to come in? Just, it's a little cold to stand here talking and I don't have pants on."
"I may have noticed that," I said, glancing down again.
She laughed and tugged on my sleeve. "Come in."
The door had barely swung shut when I dipped my head down and kissed her. She smiled against my mouth, reaching up to cup my cheek as she kissed me back. More importantly, she didn't pull back while I kicked my shoes off and put the cupcake down on the table by the door and tried to shrug my jacket off, instead deepening the kiss enough that I felt my cock begin to stir.
Which was good. Because if she was kissing me like that, she would probably be okay with me doing other things, and I was going to lick her pussy.
I was going to do it. As part of my apology.
And it was going to be fine.
"Have one more thing for you," I murmured against her lips, hoping my nerves didn't show.
Laura pulled back and looked up at me, her eyes wide. "You do? What is it?"
I didn't respond, just hung my jacket on one of the empty hooks by the door, then turned to Laura. Leaning in, I kissed her again and waited until she was kissing me back before moving my arms down in one smooth motion so I could pick her up.
She squealed as I did, her legs wrapping around my waist and her arms around my neck to steady herself. The squeal was followed by a thrilled giggle, one that I felt against my mouth as she grinned. I wanted to smile back, but the nerves in my chest wouldn't let me, so I just kept my lips on hers as I carefully navigated us through her basement suite to her bedroom.
Once we were there, I put her on the bed, urging her back until she had no choice but to lie down with me nestled between her legs. I kept kissing her, kept trying to hide my worries and tell myself I wasn't afraid or nervous or anything like that as I brushed her hair off her face.
I was going to do this.
Steeling my resolve, I pressed a final kiss to her lips, then moved my mouth to her neck. I nuzzled there for a moment, lifting a hand to her breast and cupping it through the flannel pajama shirt. She sighed as I did and I sucked on her neck, not hard enough to leave a mark but enough to make her shiver and shift beneath me.
Then I brought both hands to the front of her shirt and started unbuttoning it, hoping she didn't notice that my fingers were shaking as I undid them one by one. I let my lips trail down her chest as I revealed more and more of it, kissing her collarbone and then the tops of her breasts until I'd unfastened the last button and let the shirt fall open, revealing her gorgeous body.
Laura's breasts were huge. Like, far bigger than people would expect. She dressed to minimize them, partly because she worked with teenagers and partly because she just tended towards clothes that balanced her proportions. So it was almost a surprise when she was topless and those incredible, gorgeous, firm tits were revealed.
I'd dreamed about fucking her tits multiple times. Not that I'd told her or ever asked to do it. I might one day, maybe, but it felt like one of those things that could go a few different directions when it came to her opinion of it. She might be into it or neutral about it, or she might be disgusted that I wanted to rub my cock in her cleavage and come all over her neck and chest.
Either way, it didn't matter just then. Tonight was about her. About proving myself to her. So I lavished my usual attention on her tits, burying my face against them and sucking on her nipples and tracing my tongue on the undersides of them in the way I knew would drive her crazy. As I did, I moved my hand down her body, slipping it into her panties.
She was just starting to get wet, her pussy not soaked but radiating that telltale warmth that said she was on her way there. I stroked one finger along her slit, gently exploring her folds. My thinking was that if I could get her at least partway to coming before I lowered my mouth to her pussy, it would be a lot easier.
I definitely wasn't, like, procrastinating or anything.
Once I felt her wetness coating my fingers and she began to squirm beneath me, I knew it was time. Her breasts were rising and falling as her breath started coming faster, and if I didn't do it now, chances are I never would. Taking a last indulgent moment with my face buried in her cleavage, I slipped a finger inside of her and thrust it in and out slowly, making her moan as I began to press kisses lower and lower on her torso.
I'd kissed my way to her belly button when I felt gentle fingers running through my hair.
"What are you doing?" she asked softly.
I didn't look up at her, just kissed the same spot I'd been at before. "You know what I'm doing."
"You're... going down on me?"
My stomach turned.
"Yes, baby," I said.
She was silent. I pressed another kiss to her stomach, but she didn't let go of my hair.
"Seth," she finally said. "I don't want you to."
She didn't... want me to go down on her?
I looked up at Laura, stunned. "But you said... when we were texting, you said—"
"I don't want you to do something you don't want to do," she said, her eyebrows furrowed in an expression that almost looked like pain. "It's not going to make me feel good to know you're hating every second of it."
"I won't hate every second of it," I said.
"We literally argued about this earlier today."
I swallowed, trying to clear the lump of unsettled worry that had started bubbling up in my throat. "I want to be able to do this for you, baby."
"But I don't want you to do it for me," she said gently. "Not when I know you hate doing it."
I closed my eyes. I wasn't sure why. Maybe because that lump in my throat was still there and I felt like I was going to cry.
"Seth?" Laura said after a moment.
"I don't hate doing it," I said, keeping my voice low and controlled. "It's just..." I stopped and sighed, then looked up at her, hoping she could see me pleading. "Just let me do it for you. I want to make you happy."
She studied my face, then moved her hand to my cheek and caressed it.
"You do make me happy," she said. "And what would make me happy right now would be if you could tell me why this is something that bothers you. Then, if you still insist that you want to, we can talk about continuing."
Fuck.
I'd been hoping to avoid that.
The whole "tell me why this bothers you" thing, that is.
Because to tell her that, I was going to have to tell her everything, since that was where it stemmed from. And then she was going to wonder why I hadn't told her before. And I was going to have to explain myself, to tell her I just wanted her to see me as normal, that I hated thinking about that part of my life and hated it even more now that I had her and this... this relationship that meant everything to me.
But she was asking me directly. I wasn't going to lie to her or hide it from her. The only reason she didn't know was because it was one of those things that never came up. I wasn't going to volunteer the information if no one asked for it, and no one ever thought to ask about it.
And if anyone was going to be understanding, it was Laura.
Sighing, I sat back, kneeling on the bed in front of her. She adjusted, sitting up and resting against her pillows as she closed the front of her pajama top.
Great. I wasn't even going to get to look at her boobs while I did this.
"I have to tell you something before I can explain that," I said, not looking her in the eye.
The tension in the room was suddenly so thick, I almost couldn't breathe.
"Okay," she said.
"When I was a kid—" I started, then stopped to clear my throat. "I had cancer. As a kid."
The tension vanished.
"Seth," Laura breathed.
"When I was twelve," I said, still not looking at her. "I went through all the treatments and shit, got the whole Wish Mission experience. We went to Disney with my parents and got a bunch of horseback riding lessons, for some reason. And then I beat it." I laughed dryly. "Obviously, since I'm here."
She made a noise that was like a laugh. One of those sympathetic ones where neither of us found it funny, but she had to respond somehow.
"But no one ever talks about what happens after a kid beats cancer. They get spoiled. Because like, you almost died, right? So adults give you whatever you want and you turn into this total asshole because no one likes saying no to kids who had cancer." I sighed. "I know now that I was kind of a brat and I think people probably assumed I would grow out of it as I got older. Which was fair. And I probably would've, except when I was eighteen, it came back."
"Eighteen?" she repeated. "Seth, that was just a few years ago."
"Seven years," I said. "So I was back to being a cancer patient, and it fucking sucked." I shook my head. "All my friends were partying and going out and getting girlfriends and I was bald, missing my eyebrows, and puking my guts out half the time. I spent more time with my mom driving me back and forth from Calgary for appointments and shit than I did doing anything else."
"That must have been hard," she said.
"Yeah. Except somehow, I still managed to get a girlfriend." I laughed, shaking my head. "Her name was Amanda. We'd gone to high school together. She was always nice to me, but it wasn't until after I got sick again that we started spending more time together. She'd volunteer to like, bring meals over and stuff. And honestly, she made everything a lot easier to handle. She'd come to my appointments sometimes, but I'd refuse to see her for a couple of days after getting chemo because I was so sick. Other than that, it was a pretty normal relationship. We'd go to the movies or whatever. That kind of thing. But no sex."
"Oh," Laura said. "Is that normal?"
"It wasn't like, 'Oh, I have cancer, I can't have sex' or anything. More a preference thing on both our parts."
"Was she your first?" she asked.
I shook my head. "I'd hooked up with this other girl I knew before I got diagnosed. But while I was getting chemo I just felt shitty all the time, so I didn't want to. I started seeing it like this goal, almost, I guess. Like, once I beat cancer again, Amanda and I could have sex. And—" I took a deep breath. "—more specifically, I could go down on her."
"You wanted to?"
"Of course I did. I was... I mean, I wouldn't say I was obsessed with it, but it was something I wanted, partly because I would get these mouth sores and—well. You don't need the nasty details. But basically, it was something I couldn't have done even if I'd been up for it, and that made me... you know. Want it more." I sighed. "I was so into it. When I was getting to the end of my treatments, I'd look up techniques and stuff online to learn how to do it right."
She giggled, which made me glance up.
"That was your excuse to watch porn?" she asked. "Research?"
I laughed. "I didn't need an excuse, trust me. But I, uh, definitely got a little 'hands-on' during some of my education."
She threw her head back as she laughed and I couldn't help but grin, though it faded as I thought about the next thing I had to tell her.
"Well, anyway, spoiler alert, but I eventually beat the cancer that time, too," I said. "And once I got better, Amanda and I decided we were going to finally hook up. We were about twenty at that point but of course, I was still living with my parents. Not that it mattered, because again—I was the fuckin' sick kid that no one said no to. And I was twenty and horny. So she just came over one night and we went up to my room to fuck while my parents were down in the kitchen." I looked up at her again. "The epitome of romance, I know."
She smiled. "Romance is what you make of it."
"I didn't make much of it," I admitted, looking away from her. "I was just super excited to get my mouth on her pussy. So we're up in my room, we're making out, I get her naked, and I go to go down on her, and..."
I stopped. I had to. My stomach curled again at the memory of that night, the nausea rushing through me so strongly that my mouth watered.
"What happened?" Laura asked softly.
"I puked on her."
From the corner of my eye, I saw her mouth drop open. "What?"
I nodded, heat rising in my cheeks as I thought about it. "When I got down there, I started, um... licking. But I just..." I lifted my hand, rubbing the bridge of my nose as embarrassment washed over me. "There was nothing wrong with her. At all. But when you go through chemo, it can fuck shit up. Like your sense of smell. And taste. Like, when I was a kid, I used to love ranch dressing. On veggies, salad, dipping breadsticks, whatever. Ranch was where it was at. After the first time I went through chemo, though?" I made a face. "It's not as bad now, but I still have a hard time eating it."
"Oh," she said as she began to understand.
"I didn't think that... you know. Pussy would be one of the things I'd start hating," I said. "When I'd done it before, I hadn't been particularly good at it, but it wasn't bad as far as the taste went. But with how sensitive everything was after my treatments, it just overwhelmed me and I was so shocked that I just... I couldn't hold it in."
I cringed again, shaking my head.
"So then I'm trying to apologize, trying to clean her up, feeling like a piece of shit as she starts to cry because she's like, 'Oh, my pussy was so gross it made a guy throw up,' and I'm trying to explain that's not what happened and it was just a fucking mess, Laura. It was so bad."
I sighed and shook my head.
"She didn't break up with me right away. Said she thought maybe I could try again and, like, desensitize myself. And I was just like... there was no way, you know? I couldn't put either of us through that. So a couple of weeks later, she said she couldn't do it anymore." I smiled, though it was bitter. "She could handle being with me when I was sick, but not when I couldn't go down on her."
"I'm so sorry," Laura said.
I shrugged. "It sucked. So that was... I dunno. That was part of why I started going out and partying and shit. I'd missed out on doing it with my friends because I'd been in treatments. Then I'd lost the girl who spent all that time next to me. I didn't know how to be independent and I didn't care. When you and I met the first time a couple years ago, that was where I was. That's why I... why we didn't keep in touch."
"What?"
I glanced up at her, hoping she could see the apology in my eyes. "That one-night stand? It was fucking amazing. But I would have been an awful person for you to be with then, even if we'd managed to make it work with the different towns and stuff."
"But you wanted to?" she asked. "Be... together? Even then?"
I nodded. "When I saw you in the grocery store that day, I knew it was the second chance I didn't deserve and that I had to get my shit together. I want to be the right guy for you, Laura. Always. And then when... today. All of that." I looked down, my eyes stinging in a way I couldn't allow myself to let her see. "If I lost you over this, I'd never fucking forgive myself. So I thought I'd... try."
"You weren't, um... worried?" she asked delicately. "That you might...?"
I laughed, but the sound was watery. "I've got way better control now. And it's not like it would be unexpected."
She didn't say anything in response, just sat up slightly so she could reach forward and take my hand in hers.
"I'm sorry, baby," I whispered.
"Don't be," she replied, then squeezed my hand. "I know you must have a good reason for not wanting to tell me about... you know. Being sick."
I tried to smile as I squeezed her hand back. "Because if you don't know about it, you can't treat me any differently. And I just..." I sighed, looking up at her. "That defined my life for almost a decade. I was the kid who had cancer. And then just as I started getting away from that, I got cancer again. But even trying to get past it, it fucks with my life. I just want to show you how much I fucking lov—"
I choked back the word, but it was too late.
"Seth?" she whispered. "Did you—"
I closed my eyes, grimacing. I had to be the least fucking romantic person alive.



"This was not how I wanted the first time I said it to go. I wanted to... I dunno. At least bring you flowers or something."
The mattress shifted and suddenly Laura was pulling herself into my lap. When I opened my eyes, her face was directly in front of mine, and her eyes were watering.
"You already show me how you feel," she said. "I already know."
I half-laughed, my throat tight. "I love you, Laura."
"I love you too, Seth."
It may not have been the way I wanted to tell her, but that was okay. She still leaned forward and kissed me, and she still wanted me, and she let me hold her close and indulge in the warmth and comfort of her arms. I kept one arm around her waist, holding her in place so she didn't slide backwards off my knees, and brought the other up to her face, brushing her hair off her cheek as I lost myself to her lips.
"Baby?" I murmured after we'd been making out for a while.
"Mmm?" came the dreamy response.
"I still want to try doing it."
She opened her eyes and studied me. "Are you sure?"
I nodded. "Just... just let me see if it's still... you know."
"Gross?" she said helpfully.
"It's not gross," I protested.
She giggled and brushed her lips against mine. "If you really, really want to. And you're at least, like, sixty percent sure you won't puke on me."
"I'd say it's closer to seventy. Maybe seventy-five." I swallowed nervously. "Please don't be mad at me if I still don't like it, though."
"I promise," she said, then ran her fingers through my hair. "I know that's a normal thing that happens after chemo, Seth. My grandma couldn't eat black jellybeans after she had cancer, and she was one of those weird people who loved them."
I half-laughed. "Chemo improved her taste, then."
She giggled. "And even if it wasn't, even if you just didn't like going down on me, that would be okay too. Okay? I want you to know that."
Somehow, even though she'd maintained that point of view the entire time, hearing her say it just then was the comfort I needed.
"Okay," I said, then kissed her one more time before making her shriek with laughter as I leaned forward, slowly dropping her to the bed on her back.
Once she was there, I couldn't stop smiling. Nervous as I was, it was like a weight had been lifted. I kissed her breasts again, then ran my hands along her outer thighs and hips before pushing her legs up so I could pull off the tiny panties she was wearing beneath the flannel pajama shirt.
Then, after putting her legs back down on either side of me, I stared at her pussy.
It wasn't like I'd never seen it before. But knowing I was about to put my mouth there made for a different perspective. Laura had a beautiful pussy, with thick lips and a pretty little hole that was still slick with her juices. I waited, worried my stomach might turn again as I thought about licking her, but it didn't.
Which was my first sign that it was all in my head.
Not all of it. I mean, the aversion to licking pussy had been a very real thing. And the fact that chemo changed my sense of smell and taste was also very real. But something I hadn't thought to consider was time.
Because yeah, I'd loved ranch dressing as a kid and hated it after chemo, and yeah, I still didn't love ranch dressing... but I didn't despise it the way I used to. Most of my distaste for it was based on memories of putting something I used to enjoy in my mouth and having it taste completely different from what I'd expected.
"Would it help if I wasn't watching?" Laura asked when I hesitated, still staring at her pussy as I waited for the nausea that wasn't coming.
I frowned, then tilted my head to the side thoughtfully.
"Then you don't have to worry about making a face or something," she said. "I wouldn't be mad anyway—I mean, I know it's nothing personal—but this way you can be sure of it."
Which was true. So I nodded and she lifted her hands to her eyes, covering them as she waited for me to taste her.
I swallowed hard, then put a shaking hand on each of her thighs before lowering my head. My breath was coming in short puffs through my nose, but even as I drew closer, I couldn't... you know. Smell anything. It wasn't until I was in licking distance—literally at a point where I could have stuck my tongue out and tasted her pussy—that I noticed a scent of any kind, and it wasn't an unpleasant scent. She just smelled clean. There was a slight saltiness to it, something very natural and mild, and I frowned.
Amanda's scent had been much stronger. Or it had seemed much stronger. Or maybe I just remembered it that way. Suddenly, I wasn't really sure which.
I leaned in closer, then closer, then my lips were pressed against Laura's mound. She shifted, but didn't move her hands away from her eyes. I knew that because even as I poked my tongue out of my mouth and took a small, tentative lap at her folds, I was looking at her to see if she was watching.
It was only as the flavour of her filled my mouth that I looked away, my mind swirling with confusion.
It didn't taste bad, which was good. It didn't taste like much of anything. I'd expected something tangy or musky or salty, but there was no distinctive flavour that stood out or overwhelmed me. Frowning, I lapped at her again, then again, dragging my tongue along her slit until she moved her hips and moaned.
"Seth?" she whimpered.
I looked up at her. "Hmm?"
She moved her hands off her eyes, then looked down to see me with my head still between her legs. "Is this okay?"
"Yes," I said, punctuating the word by sticking my tongue out again.
She giggled. "Good. Because it feels... well. Really good."
I couldn't stop smiling.
I tried to since it made licking her a pain in the ass, but I was elated. She reached down, winding her fingers through my hair as she moaned and ground her clit against my tongue. I lavished the little bud with attention, trying to remember all the things I'd "researched" when I'd wanted to do this before. I alternated between licking her pussy and sucking her clit, getting into the feel of her skin and the noises she made when I did something she liked. And I almost couldn't believe it, but my cock started getting hard. My fucking cock got hard as I indulged in her, finally doing something I'd resisted for years because I was so scared of someone reacting the same way my ex reacted.
It was a goddamn Christmas miracle.
We talked about it after, me and Laura. About how so many things could affect the way a woman tasted; everything from her diet to medications to what day of the month it was. I mean, she taught biology and shit, so she had a better understanding of it than I did, but it made sense. I still assumed what had happened with Amanda was based on me being just a few months out of chemo and not anything about her hygiene or what she ate or anything, but it was reassuring to know that if things seemed to change, that was normal.
But just then, it didn't matter.
What mattered was making Laura come on my tongue, which I did.
Because that was what I'd always wanted. That was what my obsession had been when I'd wanted to eat a woman out so badly. I wanted to feel her clamp onto my head, to experience the way her pussy would tighten around my fingers, to listen to the cries of bliss as she arched her back and trembled around me.
And God, it was fucking amazing.
It almost felt as good as Laura sitting up when she finished and practically tearing my clothes off before pushing me onto my back. Almost, because once she'd done that, it was her turn to kneel between my knees and take my cock in her mouth. And it was while she was bobbing her head on my cock that I reached down to cup my hand around one of her giant breasts, groaning in appreciation at the feel of her hard nipple pressed into my palm.
"Your tits are so beautiful, baby," I mumbled as she sucked me, her gorgeous eyes locked on mine. "I love them so much."
She moved her mouth up my shaft slowly, releasing my tip with a loud 'pop' before wiping her lips.
"How much do you love them?" she asked.
I smiled, despite the fact that my cock was no longer in her hot, wet mouth. "Completely."
"Enough to fuck them?"
I almost came on her out of sheer surprise. "You'd let me do that?"
Her pretty lips curled up into a roguish smile. "I'm surprised you haven't already asked, to be honest with you."
So that was how I ended up with Laura's tits surrounding my cock, holding myself back as I thrust between them and then completely losing it when she bowed her head and took the tip in her mouth.
"Gonna come," I grunted, and she released the head of my cock and started moving her breasts up and down just in time for me to watch ropes of cum splatter her chin and neck and chest.
And honestly, she looked so fucking hot with my cum dripping off of her that I... well.
I fucked her like that. And didn't stop until I came again, which was after she'd come twice more.
What could I say? I was in bed with the most beautiful woman in the world, a woman who loved me and who I loved back, who accepted me, forgave me for my faults, and let me literally fuck her tits.
My cock didn't even have a chance to consider going soft before I was ready to fuck her again.
When we finally finished and I'd stumbled to her bathroom to get a towel to clean us up, it was too late for me to bother going back to my place. Instead, I curled up in bed with Laura naked in my arms, my heart full and my mind blissfully empty.
"I think we're on the naughty list," Laura mumbled out of nowhere.
"Huh?" I asked, already half-asleep.
"The shelf elf," she said. "He spies on people and reports back to Santa and I'm pretty sure Santa would consider the things you did to me tonight firmly on the naughty list."
"That's okay, baby." I yawned and snuggled in closer. "You don't need a gift from Santa. He'd just bring you something cheap and stupid, and I already gave you a pearl necklace."
She slapped me on the arm, but we were both laughing so hard it was a while before we got to sleep.

***
PhoebeI should just take it off.
That's what I kept telling myself.
Take it off. Crumple it in a ball. Shove it back in the stupid muted pink bag it had come in, put the bag in one of the eighty bajillion purses I owned, and tuck that purse into the back of our closet. Then in January, when Miguel insisted we start the new year by clearing out the clutter and miscellany of the previous year, put that purse in a garbage bag to donate to the thrift store in Calgary. No one would be the wiser.
Except for whatever poor sap opened the purse and found a bag containing wrinkled red lingerie, leading them to wonder with mild disgust if it was unworn or not.
I clenched my jaw and closed my eyes, taking a deep breath in through my nose and letting it puff out through my mouth before opening it again.
"Why did I buy this?"
The mouth of the girl in the mirror moved in sync with mine as I whispered my lament yet again. Lingerie was not my thing. I'd told Olivia that countless times in the past. Every time Lacy Pleasures had a sale, she wanted me to buy something, and I'd decline. Or she'd end up with an extra-special-super-savings card and try to pass it off to me, and I'd tell her where to shove it.
Politely, of course.
Lingerie was her thing. My older sister had always been obsessed with pretty stuff. She was the one who'd loved makeup and hair and sparkles while growing up. The one who had multiple boyfriends, who got drinks bought for her every time she was at Whiskey Sours, and who loved me probably far more than most older sisters loved their younger sisters.
We'd never fought growing up. Or, well, hardly ever. I supposed every set of siblings have a few fights, but ours were few and far between. Instead of tagging along and annoying her and her friends, I was usually buried in a book, and Liv would come drag me out of my room to play with her. She included me in everything, making a point of ensuring I felt welcome and wanted and... well... loved.
I had an awesome sister.
But try as she might, I was always destined to be the introverted one. Liv was tall and outgoing; I was short and shy. She would pull me into her room and do my makeup as she chattered about boys and music and movies; I would try to explain the plot of the latest book I'd read, which I never seemed to do a very good job of.
She would always listen like I was saying the most interesting thing in the world, though.
Even as adults, Liv tried to pull me out of my shell. And sometimes, she succeeded. Like when we'd gone to Whiskey Sours a few years earlier and she saw me drooling over the hot bartender mixing our drinks. I'd never be able to truly thank her enough for hyping me up and plying me with the exact number of margaritas I needed to approach the bartender without making an ass of myself. Because if she hadn't, Miguel would have never asked for my number, and I would've missed out on the passionate, tender, caring man that was the love of my life.
Miguel.
I stared at myself in the full-length mirror in our bedroom closet, heat crawling up my chest and neck. I was ass-over-teakettle in love with that man. And he... well.
He was probably neck-in-neck with Olivia when it came to which of them loved me more.
In different ways, of course.
Because Miguel definitely did not see me as a sister. I stifled a laugh at the thought, pressing my lips together as I examined the lingerie I was wearing for the bajillionth time.
Before him, I'd only had a couple of boyfriends and Liv, despite being the main person in my life urging me to date, had hated all of them.
"You deserve better," she would tell me as soon as whoever I brought home to introduce to my family for the first time was gone.
"What's wrong with Insert-Whatever-His-Name-Was-Here?!" I would ask.
She would fold her arms across her chest, anger and hurt flashing across her face. "He just doesn't treat you the way you deserve."
"He treats me wonderfully."
"Every woman deserves a man who worships her," she would say.
And I didn't know what that actually meant until I met Miguel.
I didn't know what it was like to be with someone who loved me for how I looked, not in spite of it.
Growing up, I'd always been chubby. For years, I tried every diet I could think of. I tried working out. I would go out for dinner and then come home and sob, wondering why all my friends could eat an appetizer and an entree and a dessert without ever seeming to gain a pound, and I couldn't eat one without feeling it pile onto my hips and belly and ass. Liv would try to tell me that there was nothing wrong with my weight, that it was okay to be curvy, and I tried to believe her.
I tried.
But the world isn't always as nice as your sister is, you know?
It wasn't until I was in my early twenties that a doctor finally believed me when I brought my food journal in and broke down in tears, explaining how hard I was trying to lose the weight they kept telling me I needed to lose. It wasn't until then that they tested my hormones and did some scans and told me I had PCOS, and that was why I'd always had a hard time losing weight. With a bit of medication and guidance, I started to see some results, but the chances of me ever being thin were...
Well, close to zero. Especially when I said that enough was enough, that I shouldn't have to spend so much of my time dieting and exercising how I was, even with the medication. Liv had celebrated that day because she'd been trying to tell me that for years, but it's a lot easier to say those kinds of things in a normal-sized body like she was.
I'd never quite gotten to a point where I loved my body. I was smaller than I used to be thanks to the medication regulating my hormones and all that, but there were still years of horrible thoughts stemming from the horrible words people said about me to undo.
But I was at the point where I didn't hate my body. And that was progress. It wasn't perfect, but it was a lot less painful than it was to despise how I looked.
Miguel, on the other hand, loved my body. He loved it now as much as he had when it was a little bigger, before the medication had helped me go down a few sizes. He loved it when I wore jeans, and even more when I wore skirts, and when I was naked... whew. I'd never had someone look at me the way he did, like I was perfection personified.
Like he couldn't get enough of me.
It astounded me some days, honestly. Miguel was... I didn't even know if there was a strong enough word to describe how phenomenal he was. He was born in Brazil, but his family had moved here when he was a kid. So while his parents had strong accents, he didn't speak with much of one unless he was talking to them, usually in Portuguese. He had warm brown skin, sparkling brown eyes, and a wide nose that I absolutely adored. His hair was a bit curly on top, but he kept the sides cut short, and he usually had neatly trimmed scruff on his cheeks and chin. Add in strong arms and a broad chest and just the nicest ass you've ever seen on any guy ever, and that was Miguel.
That was my man.
My perfect, gorgeous, absolute panty-dropper of a man. On my more self-conscious days, I marvelled at the fact that someone as beautiful as him was with me. Not that I ever said that out loud; Miguel would have hated hearing it.
Miguel would have hated hearing the thoughts I was having just then, too.
I bit my lip. The girl in the mirror did, too, and mimicked me as I brushed my long, black hair over my shoulder. Part of me could understand that I was arguably not unattractive. I did have nice skin and pretty eyes and shiny hair. And my body was... was...
I grimaced.
I wanted to say my body was beautiful. That my hips were wide and soft and curvy. That my ass might have been on the larger side, but it was round and perky. Or that my breasts had a lovely shape and big, pretty nipples and enticing cleavage. And that the red babydoll-and-thong lingerie set I'd let Olivia and Candice and Trish talk me into buying looked amazing. I wanted to tell myself it contrasted both my hair and my skin, and when I added the pink lipstick I'd smeared on before standing in front of the mirror, I almost looked like a naughty version of Snow White or something.
But when I looked in that mirror, what I saw was dimples on my thighs. Stretch marks on my ass. Breasts that were too saggy for someone who was only twenty-seven. And that belly.
Always that belly.
"I should just take it off," I said to myself.
But I didn't want to.
I wanted to wear it for Miguel. I wanted to feel pretty and desirable. I wanted all of the contradictory feelings to go away. Wear it because I wanted to look sexy. Not wear it because I doubted I could. Keep it on and tell those intrusive thoughts where to stick it. Give in and take it off and go back to the comfortable flannel plaid pajama pants and racerback tank top I usually wore to bed.
How one person had the capacity to feel so many opposing things at once was beyond me, but overachiever that I was, I somehow managed.
I swallowed, trying to soothe my dry throat. This was something I could do. Miguel loved me and my body. It didn't matter that I was only seeing stretch marks and rolls; he would see something entirely different. And he was going to be home soon. He'd texted me to say he was just finishing up his closing tasks and that he'd be on his way. Then I could just seductively walk out of the bedroom and go up to him in the kitchen and—
"Nope," I said, then turned on my heel as I started trying to untie the front of the babydoll. "Nope, nope, nope."



This part of my journey to not hate my body could happen another time. One where I hadn't been eating cookies and drinking mimosas all day.
Just as I made the decision, the back door opened with a loud bang.
"Hey, princess!" Miguel called, like he always did, and I froze.
I fucking froze.
"Phoebe?" Miguel said a few moments later when I didn't respond to his greeting.
Fuck.
"Hi!" I said brightly.
"Where are you?" he asked.
His voice was getting closer. I whirled around, catching sight of myself in the mirror. My eyes were wide and startled, my lips parted—and still fucking covered in pink lipstick—and he was going to see me and...
Without thinking, I yanked my bathrobe off a hanger. It clattered to the floor of the closet, but I kicked it under the rack of Miguel's dress shirts and tugged my robe on, just barely managing to get it tied before Miguel's head poked into the bedroom and turned, staring at me standing in the walk-in closet.
"I'm in here," I said.
"I see that," he said, eyebrows creased with amusement. "Any particular reason?"
"Just getting dressed after my shower," I said, which was true. It was just that I'd gotten out of the shower an hour earlier and had been standing in front of the mirror, trying and failing to hype myself up to wear the lingerie for him.
"Hmm," Miguel said, and his eyes trailed down my covered body. "I wasn't fast enough, I guess."
My cheeks flared with warmth and I laughed awkwardly. "You can look later. You need dinner first."
Because he usually worked so late at Whiskey Sours, Miguel didn't eat dinner at the usual time. Most nights, he was home by eleven, but he was more of a night owl than I was. So he'd eat lunch during his break while at work, which would be around the time I'd eat dinner like a normal person. Then I'd pack up the leftovers of whatever I'd made and put them in the fridge for him to eat. If it was during the week, I'd sit with him and talk while he ate, then go to bed. He'd stay up playing video games or watching TV. In the morning before I left for work, he'd wake up to make me coffee and kiss me goodbye, even though he would've only slept for a few hours. Then he'd go back to bed while I went to my job at the library.
I wished our schedules aligned a little more, but we made it work.
"How did the cookie exchange go, princess?" Miguel asked as I followed him to the kitchen.
"Good," I said. "It was, um, fun to see so many people at once."
He burst out laughing. "Seeing people was fun?"
I bit back a smile. He knew how much of an introvert I was. "Well... it wasn't horrible."
"Not horrible is good. And then you came home and turned off your phone so you could recover?"
I smiled, going to the fridge and pulling out the leftover tacos I'd made for him. "Not quite. I went shopping with Candice and Trish."
"Oh yeah? What'd'ja buy?"
My throat tightened, but I tried to laugh. "Nothing."
That did not fool him, even a little bit.
"Nothing at all?" he repeated. "Or... oh."
"Oh, what?" I asked, trying not to sound alarmed at his knowing tone.
"Nothing you can tell me about, right?" He tapped the side of his adorable nose, grinning at me. "Helping out Santa and all that."
A less flustered person would have probably thought of that on their own, but there we were.
"Something like that," I said.
"So that's why you saw Olivia today?"
My shoulders tensed and I looked at him, eyes wide. "How'd you know that?"
"She came by for a drink after work. Said you'd stopped in."
Fuck. What if she'd told him about the lingerie?
"Um. Yeah. We popped into Lacy Pleasures to see Liv and say hello."
"Didn't buy anything?"
I released a breath that I was completely aware I'd been holding, relieved that my sister hadn't informed him of my reluctant impulse buy. "Candice bought some fancy panties and stuff."
"Liv didn't talk you into one of those full-body latex catsuits?"
"Of course not," I said, though my heart had started to pound. "Why? Would you like that?"
He glanced up, a wicked glimmer in his deep brown eyes. "Princess, I love you in—or out of—anything."
Another rush of heat moved up my cheeks. Tearing my eyes away from him, I started opening the containers on the counter.
"Um, so, what about you?" I asked. "How was work?"
He heaved a huge sigh as he grabbed a plate from the cupboard. "It was... weird, I guess?"
"How so?"
"That pre-Christmas weirdness," he said. "Busy but not busy at the same time. And I don't know what it was, but Gwen—you know, the blonde server with—"
"She's Liv's roommate," I said. "I know her."
He grinned one of those abashed, apologetic grins that made my heart melt. "Of course you do. Sorry. My brain's still in work mode."
"It's okay. What did Gwen do?"
"She didn't do anything. She was telling me she had this table who, I swear to God, spent the entire night talking about eating pussy."
I almost dropped the entire container of taco meat on the ground.
"R-Really?" I asked. "Just... just out there in public like that?"
"Uh-huh. I didn't believe Gwen at first, but then I glanced over and there's this redheaded dude ducking his head and like—" Miguel stuck his tongue out, then bobbed his head like a chicken, and I couldn't help but giggle. He stopped, grinning at me as he leaned in to steal a kiss. "And Gwen said they were talking about it each time she went up to ask if they needed more drinks."
"Did you know who they were?" My voice came out dry and I cleared my throat.
Miguel shrugged. "Construction guys or something. They come in now and then but I don't know any of them personally. But Liv went home with one of them."
That time, I did drop a container, but at least it was just lettuce.
"My sister?!" I said, eyes wide.
He burst out laughing. "Yeah. One of the guys came back later in the night and hit on her."
"But she... she—" I stared at him. "Was she okay? Did he seem—"
"She was fine." He put down the plate he'd taken from the cupboard, pulling me into his arms and pressing a kiss to my cheek before letting go so he could start cleaning up the lettuce covering the kitchen floor. "I checked in on her and she said she was good. They went back to her place and left his car at the bar. And I told Gwen if she got home after work and something was wrong to text me."
"Okay," I said. "Good. I... okay. Did he seem nice?"
Miguel shrugged. "I guess. He was the ringleader at the pussy-eating table, apparently. For Liv's sake, hopefully he wasn't just talking out of his ass. She deserves a good guy for once, you know?"
I nodded silently as he put the floor-lettuce into the garbage and took the container of meat to the microwave to heat it up. A table of tradesmen talking about eating pussy... they had to be from Candice's husband's crew. I mean, I guess it was possible that it was unrelated to the question Candice had asked, but what were the chances of that?
And I just...
Candice had guessed correctly when we were at the mall. Before Miguel, I'd been with people who didn't exactly find my body attractive. Part of me had always known that. Part of me had always felt uncomfortable when I was naked with them, even though I told myself that was normal, that everyone felt that way, that it was okay to settle people who were "not repulsed by" my body, rather than attracted to it.
It wasn't until I met Miguel that I even realized what good sex was. What it was like to be with someone who wanted you—really wanted you—and that I didn't have to feel uncomfortable when I was naked. That someone could feel the way he did about me. But even still, even knowing that Miguel loved every bit of my body and then some, I didn't want him to...
You know.
Lick me there.
He'd brought it up once, early on in our relationship and not too long after we actually started having sex. It was before we'd moved into this house, when he was still living in a rental with a couple of roommates.
And by "brought it up," I didn't mean like it was some big, serious conversation. No, we'd been fooling around in his bed, music playing to drown out the soft creaks of his bed frame as we made out.
I could picture that moment perfectly. Miguel was shirtless, though he still had his jeans on. They were undone and sitting low on his hips, the band of his boxers peeking out of the top. And I was almost naked, clad in just my bra and panties.
He was kneeling between my legs, kissing my neck, the warm skin on his stomach pressed against mine as he held himself over me. And I was running my fingertips along his upper back, sighing as he nibbled his way down to my breasts. Which was fine, because I liked it when he touched my breasts and sucked on my nipples and buried his face between them.
Especially when I could feel his reaction to being nestled against me.
But this time, he didn't pause at my breasts like he normally did. He kissed along my cleavage, then caressed one breast before letting his lips move lower... then lower... then...
"Um," I said when his lips were firmly out of breast territory and closer to belly button territory.
"Hmm?" he said, glancing up as he kissed my belly.
"What... what are you doing?" I asked, my voice squeaky.
A devilish look crossed his eyes, something that in almost any other situation, I would've found irresistible.
"I'm going down on you, princess," he said.
It felt like every muscle in my body tensed at once. "Oh. You don't, um, have to do that."
"Have to?" he repeated. "I want to. I wanna taste you and lick you and make you come on my tongue. Don't you want me to spoil you, princess?"
He made it sound so enticing. And I wanted to do anything I could to make him happy, because back then I still had this idea in my head that I needed to give and give and give and never ever take, because before Miguel, my boyfriends had only ever wanted to take from me. So I nodded, even though my spine was so tight it felt like it was going to snap and the thought of what he was about had nearly extinguished the sparking arousal I'd been feeling.
And he believed me, because why wouldn't he?
It wasn't until he'd kissed his way down the rest of my stomach, peeled my panties down, and started exploring me with his tongue that he'd glanced up and realized I had my eyes screwed shut and was clenching his bedsheets in my hand.
"What is it?" he asked, his voice urgent with concern as he sat up. "What's wrong, Phoebe?"
"Nothing," I said quickly. "It's okay. K-Keep going."
"Do you think I'm the kind of monster that would keep going when you're clearly upset?" he asked.
"Of course not," I said, my voice catching. "It's nothing you did wrong, I j-just... I..."
I don't know which of us was more horrified when I started crying. Miguel said he wasn't horrified, but I couldn't see how that was true. No one wants the person they're with to start sobbing in the middle of sex, which is what I did. He'd pulled himself up beside me, wrapping his arms around me tight and rubbing my back as he kissed my hair, murmuring quiet apologies that I kept telling him weren't necessary as I tried to explain why I felt so self-conscious.
"I'm sorry," I sniffled as I buried my head against his shoulder.
"You have nothing to be self-conscious about," he said as he held me against his chest. "Phoebe, I promise you, you're the most beautiful woman I've ever seen in my life and I'm okay with having to tell you that until you believe it, too. I adore every inch of you. But I'm not going to pressure you to do something you don't like just because I like it."
"But if you like it..."
"This is not a deal breaker for me, okay?" He untangled one of his arms, bringing it to my chin so he could tilt my head up and meet my eyes with his sincere gaze. "Do I like it? Yes, absolutely. Do I like you more? Infinitely more. You doing something that makes you uncomfortable for my sake doesn't make me happy, alright? And one day, if you decide it's something you're ready to try again, then we'll try it then."
But even as much as I'd tried to improve how I felt about myself, that day hadn't come.
I couldn't bring myself to relax enough to let him do it. Even thinking about it that first time, all I could imagine was the view he'd have when he glanced up. A belly and at least three times the amount of chins I usually had, my breasts sagging to the side while he was face-to-pussy with a part of me that I couldn't see. A part of me that was blocked by breasts and stomach, that no one aside from medical professionals holding scary-looking metal instruments had seen up close like that.
But that was a long time ago. Years ago. Things had changed so much, and now...
I was kind of curious.
A little.
I mean, all the women today had raved about it. Except Nadia. She'd been on my side, but did my side really qualify as a side if I'd never tried it?
And then there was what Candice said about sitting on a guy's face...
The thought of it made heat rise not just up my cheeks, but deep in my core, something curious and fearful that sparked itself awake. There was a big difference between lying on my back, feeling vulnerable and awkward and like I was being viewed from the worst possible angle, and being on top of someone.
I pictured myself perched on Miguel's face, knees on either side of his head as he stared up at me. In my imagination, it felt sensual. Erotic. Powerful.
In my imagination, I loved how I looked sitting on him like that.
Except I was standing in the kitchen in my bathrobe, so nervous and self-conscious that I couldn't even show him the fucking lingerie I was wearing. How was I supposed to get on top of him, putting my pussy right on his tongue and—
"Princess," Miguel said gently.
I looked up at him, startled. "Sorry, what?"
His forehead creased, concern in his eyes as he studied my face. "What's wrong?"
"Nothing. I just—"
"You were a thousand miles away from me," he said. "Was it something I said?"
"N-No, of course not. You didn't say anything that... I was thinking."
"About Liv?" he asked. "She's fine, princess. I promise. I wouldn't have let her leave with that guy if I thought—"
"No, not that. It was..."
My mouth felt dry. I tried to think back to what Candice had said when we were at the mall. When she'd looked at me after I'd inadvertently insulted her by insulting myself, and her patient face and blunt logic as she made me admit the truth: that she did look phenomenal in the lingerie, and if she did, logic would dictate that I did, too. I pictured her, how confident and joyful and sensual she was, and how... well, how I was almost jealous of her.
If I wanted to be like her, I needed to take a step.
"Talk to me, princess," Miguel pleaded. "Is something bothering you?"
My jaw trembled and I licked my lips, then took a shallow breath.
"If I wanted to... I mean, what would... There's this—" I stopped and cleared my throat, looking at a particularly fascinating spot on the cabinets over Miguel's left shoulder. "How would you feel if I wanted to, um, like... sionyoface."
He frowned. "What?"
I bit my lip, trying to stop the trembles rushing through my body. "What would you say if I wanted to, um, sit? On your... face?"
My voice may have been quiet and squeaky, but Miguel had heard me loud and clear.
I mean, he didn't ask me to repeat myself and from the corner of my eye, I could see him looking in my direction. But he didn't respond. When the silence dragged on to a point where I couldn't stand it, I forced my eyes away from the super interesting spot on the cabinet.
His face was almost neutral. Almost blank. His eyes were wide and his mouth set in a straight line. As I met his gaze, he blinked twice, but still said nothing. Aside from the sound of my heart thumping in my ears, hard enough that I was sure that he could see my pulse throbbing at the base of my neck, the kitchen was completely silent.
Then the microwave dinged to let us know the taco meat was ready.
"Or not," I said, trying to make my voice sound casual and conversational as I reached towards the microwave. "It was just a—"
Before I'd even opened the door an inch, Miguel's arm shot out between me and the microwave, firmly slamming it closed. Then, without a word, he grabbed my still-extended hand and led me to the living room. I frowned in confusion as he let go of me and, with a purposeful look, lowered himself to the floor next to the Christmas tree and lay down on his back with his head almost touching some of the presents sitting under the tree.
"Come here, princess," he said.
"What... what are you doing?" I asked, not sure if I was trying not to laugh or cry.
"Getting under the tree."
"Why?"
He turned his head so he could look at me. "Because this is where all the gifts are, and you are giving me a fucking present, Phoebe."
I pressed my lips together, but it wasn't enough to stifle the nervous laugh that bubbled out of my chest. "So... so you would say yes?"
"Is that what you want to hear?" he asked. "Yes. Sim. Please. Por favor. S'il... how do you say it in French? S'il vous plaît. Come here and sit on my face. Please."
"You're not scared I'm going to... I don't know. Smother you or something?"
Miguel raised his eyebrows, then propped himself up on his elbows so I could see just how serious he was.
"Listen to me," he said. "If they put me in jail tomorrow and told me I had to pick a way to get executed, you sitting on my face and smothering me would be the top choice. But do you really think you could do that? You think I'm not strong enough to make you move exactly where I want you to be?"
That warm place in my core began to tingle. "I... I just thought—"
"You thought wrong," he said bluntly. "Now take off that ridiculous bathrobe and sit on my goddamn face, Phoebe."
"What about dinner?" I asked. "You haven't eaten yet."
A slow smirk spread across his face. "I'm about to, my dear."
In spite of myself, I laughed. "I meant the tacos."
"You're right." He beckoned me towards him. "I'll take your taco delivered directly to my face please, princess."
I couldn't help but giggle, which made him grin. "I walked into that, didn't I?"
"You did." He licked his lips. "And after all that walking, I think you deserve to take a seat, don't you?"
Oh, God.
Was I really doing this?
I was, I told myself. If I wanted to stop, Miguel would stop. I mean, he wouldn't even have to stop; I would just... just stand up.
And it would be fine. So would the lingerie. He'd like that and I looked fine and there was nothing for me to worry about at all, even though my entire brain was screaming at me to worry and—
"Please, Phoebe," Miguel said softly, the playful demands gone from his voice as it took on a pleading, desperate tone. "I want you like this so badly."
And just...
I was doing this.
My fingers trembled as I brought them to the belt of my robe and worked the knot loose. I could feel him watching, the sensation of his gaze almost palpable. Then, once my robe was undone and the only thing holding it together was my own hands, I took a breath to steady myself—in through my nose, out through my mouth—and let it fall open, shrugging it off my shoulders in one fluid movement.
There was a beat of silence where I couldn't bring myself to look up. Then:
"Holy fuck," Miguel said.
I glanced up. He was still resting on his elbows, but his eyes were as round as the ornaments on the tree and his lips were parted as he stared. Licking my lips, I watched as his eyes trailed down my body, part of me itching to hunch forward and cover myself up.
But a bigger part of me—a part that had a voice that suspiciously and slightly alarmingly sounded like Candice's—told me to let him eat his heart out because he wasn't looking at me like I was his princess.



He was looking at me like I was his fucking queen.
"Phoebe," he whispered, his eyes finally reaching mine. "Is this a dream?"
I almost giggled, but when I opened my mouth, something completely unlike me slipped out instead.
"Come over here and find out," I said, and before I could even process how I'd thought of something like that, Miguel had scrambled to his knees and crawled forward, stopping when he was kneeling at my feet with his neck craned up to look at me.
Without so much as a glance down, he let the fingers of one hand brush against my ankle. When I didn't disappear and he didn't wake up from the dream he thought he might be having, he brought his other hand to the other ankle.
"Princess," he breathed, and then his hands began to move.
His fingertips skimmed along my skin, feather-light and tantalizingly tender as he traced a path up the outside of each of my legs. From ankle to calves, calves to knees, then a slight pause as he twisted his wrists so his fingers were pointed up and he could flatten his palm against my skin. He moved his hands up higher, leaving a scorching path behind as he caressed the outside of my thighs all the way up to my hips.
"Look at you," he said as he slipped his hands beneath the flowy fabric of the babydoll chemise. "Jesus Christ, princess. Was I really so good this year that I get my Christmas gift a week early?"
His fingers reached the waistband of the lacy red thong as he spoke and he traced one fingertip along the silky fabric, dragging it across the band overtop of my belly before flattening his palm again so he could caress my stomach. My breath hitched as he touched me there, as he worshiped that part of me that I'd always stared at with despair, like it was the most beautiful thing in the world.
"You think I'm your gift?" I asked.
"You always are and always have been my present, princess. Just like you will always be my future." He kissed my stomach, gripping my sides so he could guide me forward and nuzzle against me as he stared up into my eyes. "There's not another gift in this entire world or this entire lifetime that I want the way I want you, Phoebe."
God, he was good with his mouth.
In more ways than one, I was discovering. He peppered kisses everywhere he could reach on my stomach, above the fabric and along my skin in places the flowing gauzy fabric of the babydoll chemise hung open. And along the front of the lacy red thong, the fabric so insubstantial it felt like he was kissing bare skin there, too. His hands traced my curves, running along my sides and hips, skimming along the exposed skin on my ass and cupping my ass cheeks gently.
He gazed up at me with those dark, deep, filled-entirely-with-love eyes of his for a while, then let them flutter closed as he exhaled a sigh that was full of need. His hands wrapped around me, palms on my ass cheeks to urge my hips forward against his face. He pressed a kiss just below my belly button, then slightly lower, and lower still.
"Do you know how much I've wanted to taste you again?" he murmured, his lips brushing against me.
I wasn't sure if he meant to say it or even for me to hear it, but I made a soft noise in acknowledgement. Miguel's mouth twisted up into a smile that I felt and he kissed my mound again, his lips just above my clit. His next kiss landed on my slit, his nose pressing into my panties. He paused, inhaling deeply, then exhaled with a groan.
"Fucking amazing," he muttered.
One of his hands left my ass, tracing along the leg hole of the thong. The hem of the chemise brushed against his hand, then tangled slightly around his wrist. Patiently, he shook it off, then again a moment later when it did the same thing.
Once that hand reached the front of my panties, he looked up at me again, holding my gaze as he slipped his fingers into the crotch of the thong and slowly—agonizingly slowly—peeled it away from my pussy. My body tingled with electric anticipation, enough that my nipples hardened beneath the lingerie and I was sure Miguel could see them through the fabric.
If he'd been looking, I mean.
He wasn't, though. He was looking into my eyes, even as he bared my pussy just inches from his face. Even once the thong was pushed to the side, he kept his eyes on mine, his expression soothing and calm and earnest.
"Phoebe," he said, and I could feel his words on his breath, brushing against my slick pussy lips. "Princess, you're sure this is what you want?"
I swallowed back the instinctive fears and nodded.
"You're sure?" he pressed. "The worst day of my life was the day I made you uncomfortable, intentional or not. I won't repeat it."
I felt like he was being a little dramatic—I was sure he'd had far worse days, though I could understand why his girlfriend stopping in the middle of sex because she started crying was definitely on the list of bad days—but his passion and consideration were some of the many reasons that I loved him. Even if I'd wanted to, I couldn't have stopped the smile that spread across my lips.
"I'm sure," I said, my voice soft but sincere. "I want to at least try, Miguel. But I thought..."
"Thought what?"
I could feel my face turning red. "That, um, you wanted me to... you know. You were lying on the ground."
He smirked, the corners of his eyes crinkling.
"I do. But it's only proper to kneel and worship my queen before she takes a seat on her throne."
And oh, God.
Oh God.
He was still smiling when he leaned forward and pressed his lips against mine—my pussy lips, that is. I inhaled sharply, but his eyes were full of comfort and devotion and so many good things that I couldn't have felt anything but adored.
With his lips still on my mound, his tongue flicked out, tasting the wetness coating my pussy. I bit my lip as a shiver ran through me, a tremble that radiated from my core up my spine and down my legs, obvious enough that Miguel felt it. He flicked an eyebrow up and I shook my head.
"Keep going," I said breathlessly. "Please."
Another smile. It was such a strange sensation to feel that smile more than I could see it.
But such an amazing one, too.
He looked away from me, glancing down as he traced my folds with his tongue. A moment later, he shifted, pulling the fabric of the thong further away from my slit so he had better access to it. I murmured softly as the tip of his tongue brushed against my clit, enraptured by the sight of him kneeling in front of me.
A few moments after that, he stopped to move the hem of the chemise out of the way. He'd barely resumed licking me when he pulled at the crotch of the thong again, then made a soft, incomprehensible noise.
"This set is beautiful, Phoebe," he said. "Was it expensive?"
"Not overly," I replied, confused. "Liv gave me her discount code."
"Good."
Before I knew what was happening, his hand left my ass and there was a ripping sound. Suddenly, the thong was hanging around my right thigh like some kind of makeshift garter, the left leg hole having been torn in two at the waistband.
"You just ripped my panties off," I gasped.
Miguel looked up, a mischievous glint in his eyes as he tugged the destroyed thong down my thigh so it was out of the way. "You look phenomenal, princess, but I needed better access. Tell Liv to order you another pair."
Then he grabbed my ass again, buried his face against my mound, and started devouring me.
I cried out as Miguel's tongue found my clit, lavishing it with attention as he made out with my pussy.
There was no build up, no teasing, no gentle kisses here and there to get me worked up. There was no need for any of that; between the adrenaline and the nerves and the beautiful words spilling from my boyfriend's mouth, I'd been more than turned on. So instead, Miguel set to work, his mouth making wet sounds as he indulged in something I hadn't been able to give him before that day.
Worship was the word he'd used, and it was the word for it. His hands honoured me and his groans of pleasure were like songs of praise, while his eyes revered me l like I was prized.
Like I was precious.
I moved a shaking hand towards his head, feeling his soft curls beneath my fingertips. One of his wandering hands left its path and found my other hand so he could entwine my fingers in his. Soft noises escaped my mouth as I watched him, my breath quickening as electricity rushed up and down my body.
I was enjoying it. Me. Liking what he was doing so much that when he pulled his mouth away a few minutes later, I was disappointed.
Disappointed.
The last time he'd tried going down on me I'd sobbed, and now I wanted more of it.
Maybe my confidence wasn't where I wanted it to be, but that was progress. That was major fucking progress, and I was going to be proud of it.
"It's time, princess," he said, his face glistening as he sat back on his knees. "I can't wait any longer."
A fresh rush of anxiety worked its way through me, but I shook it away. I could do this.
"Okay," I said. "But only if you're sure you want to do this."
He was on his back on the living room floor, unbuttoning the front of his dress shirt, before I even finished speaking, so I guess that answered that.
Once he'd finished undoing his shirt, he extended his arms towards me.
"Come," he said. "Your throne awaits."
I giggled, though it sounded nervous even to my ears as I pushed the torn thong down my right leg so I could step out of it. But I forced myself to move forward, forced myself to work past the feeling of butterflies in my stomach and approach him, the light fabric of the babydoll chemise brushing against my hips.
"So I just, um..." I cleared my throat. "How do you want me to do this?"
Miguel grinned from the floor. "Usually I'd say however you want, but this first time, I'll tell you how I like it, okay?"
"Okay."
He directed me to put a knee on either side of his head, facing away from the rest of his body, and line my pussy up with his chin. Then, as gracefully as I could, I knelt over him, just able to see the top of his head poking out from between my thighs.
"Perfect," he murmured. "Now lower yourself down, princess."
"How much?"
"As much as you want."
"But I'll crush—"
"You won't crush me. But if I need you to let up a bit, I'll tap you, okay?" He wrapped his arm around my leg so his palm was on the top of my thigh, then patted it against me a few times. "Like this. Just means sit up slightly."
"Okay," I said. "And what do I, um, do?"
"Whatever you want. Stay still. Grind against my tongue. Ride my face." I felt him half-shrug. "Try all of them. The more you experiment, the longer I get to be surrounded by heaven. Now—" he hooked his other arm around my thigh and began pulling me down "—stop teasing me with this beautiful pussy. Take a goddamn seat, Phoebe."
I took a deep breath, let it out, then did it.
He moaned as I did, his arms tightening around me as his tongue slipped between my folds again. For the first bit, I stayed still, getting used to the feeling of his tongue and his mouth, to the sounds and the sensations and the way he was groaning like he was the one getting head, not me. He ate me enthusiastically, his head bobbing as he alternated between lapping at my pussy and sucking on my clit. His tongue dipped inside me, swirling around my entrance and making me shiver.
It felt strange at first. I couldn't deny that. My heart was pounding, thrumming in my chest as I worked to keep my breathing steady. But it wasn't long before my breath was coming faster not because of nerves, but because it was feeling good.
Good enough that I could tell what kinds of things I liked more than others.
Good enough that when Miguel finished sucking on my clit and returned to using his tongue to lap at me, I rolled my hips forward, seeking out even more friction on my clit.
"Right there," I whispered, though I doubted he could hear me given my thighs were on either side of his head. Not to mention the loud groan he let out as soon as I started to move.
One of his hands left my thigh and snaked up the front of my body, finding my breast and cupping it as I worked myself against his tongue. His thumb brushed against my hard nipple through the fabric of the chemise, spiking enough pleasure through me that I let out an actual moan. That earned me another one of Miguel's irresistible noises, plus the sensation of him shifting beneath me so I could grind on his tongue at a better angle.
And it felt amazing.
It felt phenomenal.
It felt like I was an absolute idiot for spending so long not doing this, all because I was nervous about my weight.
But that was the past. Now was the present, and in the future, I wouldn't make the same mistake. In the future, there would be a lot more of this.
In the future, I was going to come on his tongue.
Not that night. As much pleasure as there was soaring through my body, I wasn't there yet. I wasn't quite relaxed enough to give into the sensation of overwhelming feverishness. Not so much because I was nervous, but the multitude of emotions I'd experienced were still sorting themselves out within me.
And that was okay. I'd come a long way in a single night. And I could come a little more, just on his cock or his fingers instead. It would still feel amazing.
When I lifted myself off his face, Miguel gasped for breath, but stretched his neck out so he could look up at me.
"You weren't crushing me," he said.
I stifled a laugh. His eyes were wide and wild, his hair mussed, and his cheeks and chin were positively soaked with my juices.
"I know," I said. "I just don't think I'm going to be able to finish like this."
He frowned. "Something I'm doing?"
"No," I said. "You're amazing. I just want you to... This is going to sound so silly. But I want you to make love to me."
The wildness in his eyes faded as a sweet smile spread across his lips. "Princess, I will always make love to you."
I moved off of him and he sat up, using the sleeve of his dress shirt to wipe the wetness off his face before he reached forward and kissed me.
"You know how I know this isn't a dream?" he said against my lips.
"How?" I asked.
"I couldn't come up with a dream as amazing as this." He nipped at my lower lip. "I love you."
"I love you, too."
He undressed quickly, then took a moment to untie the babydoll chemise and gently set it to the side before guiding me onto my back.
"Wait here," he said. "I gotta go get a condom."
I bit my lip. "Or..."
"Phoebe, are you—"
"I'm on the pill. And you can... you know. Pull out."
He studied me, then gently parted my legs and moved between them before leaning forward to kiss me. His cock pressed against my soaked pussy, hot and throbbing and so hard that I thought he must have been in pain.
"This is the best random early Christmas ever," he murmured, and I giggled as he shifted his hips, sliding his cock up and down my slit a few times before reaching down between us. "You're sure?"
"I'm always sure with you," I said.
He smiled, then the tip of his cock was notched in my entrance and we were both sighing as he slid himself inside me.
It wasn't the first time we'd had sex without a condom. Most of the time, we used them, even though my PCOS meant I'd have a hard time if we ever decided to have kids and I took birth control to help with my hormones. We just didn't want to risk it, knowing that neither of us were ready for that. I didn't know if we ever would be. And that was okay. There was still plenty of time to decide if we'd want to be parents one day.
But now and then, we'd throw that one little piece of our excessive amounts of caution to the wind, usually when we were feeling like this; that is, loving and loved. Cherishing and treasured. When telling him I loved him wasn't enough. When having a part of him literally inside me didn't bring us close enough together unless that piece was as naked as we were, his hot and throbbing thickness enveloped by the tight, wet walls of my pussy.
When we were on the floor in the living room, clinging to each other, the twinkling lights of the Christmas tree sparkling above us and paper-wrapped boxes tucked underneath it, and I needed him connected to me wholly and completely.
"You are everything to me, Phoebe," he whispered as he moved inside me. "Everything. I never want to let you go."
"I'll never let go," I murmured, and he groaned as he turned his head, burying it against my neck and thrusting deeper.
It didn't take me long to come. I'd been closer than I thought while I was on his face; the feel of his thick cock stretching my pussy as he reached the deepest parts of me was the push I needed to fall over the edge. When I did, I clutched at him, wrapping my legs around his waist as my whole body shook. Pulses of light flashed in my eyes and waves of bliss took over. I'd barely started to come down when Miguel staggered and groaned desperately.
"Gonna," he stammered. "Princess, your legs..."
It wasn't even a decision; the words spilled out of me and I heard them for the first time as he did.
"It's okay," I said. "Come inside me. I promise it's okay."
"Oh, God," he choked. "Are you—"
I assumed the next word was "sure," but he came before he could get it out. I felt his cock twitch as he shoved himself as deep inside me as he could, hot cum spilling out of him as he groaned. I kissed the side of his head and held him close, relishing the feel of him finishing inside me, my mind hazy and satisfied and content beyond words.
We stayed that way for a while, him resting heavily on top of me, our bodies pressed together as we caught our breaths. When he finally shifted and pulled his cock out, I sighed, my eyes still closed as I basked in that fuzzy warm feeling of afterglow.
"I think..." Miguel said, then trailed off.
"Think what?" I asked sleepily.
When he didn't respond, I opened my eyes. He was looking at me, his beautiful dark eyes set with an oddly determined look.
"I think it's only fair if you get an early Christmas present, too," he said.
I laughed, sure I was blushing. "You don't think that counted as a gift for me?"
"No. That was for me and I don't plan on sharing it. I just... I want to." He leaned forward, his body hovering over mine as he reached under the tree and rifled through the presents sitting there. "More than anything, I want to. Right now. Even though..."
He trailed off, his movements stilling for a moment.
"Even though what?" I asked.
He chuckled softly. "Even though you deserve better than this moment. But I can't wait, princess."
A moment later, he withdrew his hand, it was clutched around a small square box wrapped in gold paper. My breath caught in my throat.
"Miguel, I—"
"Open it," he whispered. "Please."
I sat up, completely forgetting I was naked. Completely forgetting he'd just come inside me and it was probably going to get on the carpet. I just sat up, heart racing as I took the small box from him and carefully unwrapped it, taking care not to tear the paper.
I saw the box for all of a second before my vision blurred over with tears. When he took it from me and flipped it open so he could ask that one little question, I couldn't have even said what the ring looked like. But what it looked like didn't matter. It would never matter. It didn't matter that we were both naked, or that we'd have to come up with a far more appropriate story to tell people about how he'd done it.
This was our present and our future.
I loved him, and he loved me, and I said yes.

***
JayDespite having to work Sunday, everyone was oddly cheerful when they got to work the next morning.



One could say they were jolly, even.
"You're late," I said to Seth as he scrambled past me towards the build ten minutes after he was supposed to be there.
"Sorry," he said, his voice hoarse.
I frowned as I studied him. There were dark circles under his eyes and his hair was messy.
"And you look like hell," I said.
He laughed. "Thanks, boss."
"Everything alright?"
"Everything's great. Just, uh... didn't sleep well," he said.
I nodded slowly. "Alright. Don't get hurt because you're too tired to pay attention. The last thing I need today is a worker's comp claim."
"You got it."
When I joined the rest of the crew inside, Benny was whistling as he worked like he was in fucking Snow White.
"What're you so happy about?" I asked.
He shrugged and continued whistling.
"Dunno what you're complaining about, ya damn Scrooge," Adrian said from where he was loitering near the toolbox. "Do you know how hard it was to drag myself out of bed this morning knowing I was giving up a hot, tight—"
"We don't need to hear about your escapades with your Fleshlight," Kendra said.
He gave her an unimpressed look. "I was going to say 'nest of blankets,' pervert. And her name is Olivia."
"Your Fleshlight has a name?" Rob asked.
"Excuse you," Adrian said with a laugh. "That's not a very nice way to talk about your neighbour."
"What?" Rob said.
A shit-eating grin spread across Adrian's face. "Your neighbour. Olivia. She lives in your building, on the fourth floor? Nice girl, works at the lingerie store in the mall? But frankly, the fact that you consider women to be nothing more than a Fleshlight is really worrying, my friend."
"Oh, fuck off," Rob said, but he'd started laughing. "How was I supposed to know an actual woman wanted to take your sorry ass home?"
"Wait, so you actually got laid last night?" Kendra asked.
Adrian pretended to examine his nails arrogantly, which was somewhat ineffective given that he had his work gloves on.
"I did," he said. "And not to brag, but I fucking rocked her world so hard she's having dinner with me tonight."
"Wait, you have a date?" Benny said as he turned away from the area he'd been working on.
"Sure do."
"She must've been something else to get you to give up your man-whore ways," Seth said.
"She is," Adrian said, and I swear the fucker's voice was almost dreamy. "Is it too soon for me to plan a Christmas morning proposal?"
The crew laughed like he was joking, but I was fairly sure there was a hint of seriousness in Adrian's eye.
"I dunno, man," Benny said. "Sounds pretty sus to me. Since when do you see the same woman for more than a one-night-stand?"
"Since I found one whose oral skills meet or exceed my own," Adrian shot back.
"Right, I forgot," Kendra said, laughing. "You're the pussy-eating master."
I might have been imagining it, but I thought Rob and Benny might have exchanged a look just then.
"Reminds me," Rob said casually. "I got something for you in my truck, Adrian. Don't let me forget before we go."
"Aw, you got me a little present?" Adrian said.
"You said I could pay you back with a bottle of bourbon."
Adrian frowned, then his face brightened up. "No way?! You actually—"
"Shut up, man."
Benny burst out laughing. "Too funny. I got him a case of beer for the same reason."
"What reason?" Kendra asked, bewildered.
"The vortex?" Adrian said.
"The vortex," Benny and Rob repeated knowingly.
But none of them elaborated. Kendra and Seth both looked confused and I rolled my eyes.
"Enough chitchat. I wanna get out of here at a decent time. Get back to work, you useless tits."
"Back to work would insinuate we'd started working in the first place," Adrian said.
"And I find tits very useful," Seth said.
I laughed.
"Whoa, whoa, whoa," Rob exclaimed. "Was that a laugh? What's got you so fuckin' chipper this morning, Jay?"
"What do you mean, chipper? I have to work with you assholes," I replied.
"He does seem chipper this morning, doesn't he?" Kendra said.
"We haven't hit the first coffee break and he's giggling like a kid on Christmas morning," Seth said. "I'd say the man's downright fuckin' merry."
Which was true.
I was merry. And chipper. And cheerful, jolly, joyous. Whatever you wanted to call it. Because when I'd left the site yesterday intent on going for a drink with some of the crew, Candice had sent me one of those particularly naughty photographs and my dick had directed me to head back home post-haste.
And when I got home?
I showered, then went into the bedroom, where my lingerie-clad wife was lying on the bed with her legs spread wide as she read a book.
"Get to work, darling," she said, casually turning a page.
I didn't come up for air until I'd made her come on my tongue three times, which was a personal record. Usually I could only get two out of her before she was demanding my cock.
I didn't leave our bed until I'd had to drag my sorry ass out of it to come to work. Not even for dinner; we'd ordered pizza and tried to fuck before the delivery guy arrived, but Candice was still riding my dick when the doorbell rang. So she'd ordered me to stay where I was, shrugged her bathrobe on, and went to get it, then brought the boxes to our bedroom and set them on the nightstand on her side of the bed.
"Ready to eat?" she'd asked, opening the box and helping herself to a slice.
I'd have preferred for her to keep riding my cock, but if she wanted to stop, I might as well join her. So I started reaching across her to grab a piece, only for her to stop me.
"Ah, ah," she said. "You can have some pizza when you're done eating."
And if you think I wasn't going to go to town on my wife's pussy while she ate pizza... well. I guess that means you've missed the point.
But despite having to leave the comfort of my warm bed and my gorgeous sleeping wife to come out here into the fucking cold and bust my ass to finish the job before Christmas, I was in a pretty good mood. Candice had finally convinced me to get up by promising to show me the other things she'd bought from Lacy Pleasures once I got home. Still, I would've much rather spent the day in bed with her, eating cold leftover pizza and some of the cookies from her cookie exchange and watching those stupid Christmas movies she loved so much.
Though, there was a good chance if I saw The Muppet Christmas Carol one more time, I might throw up.
Knowing what was waiting for me later made the morning pass slowly, though. There wasn't much chatter as we worked, all of us focused on our tasks so we could get out of here as soon as possible. Just as I was wondering if it would be worth asking the crew to skip our coffee break and keep going, though, something forced us to stop.
"It's time for a break, everyone!" called a familiar voice from outside the build.
I frowned over the noise of our tools. "The fuck?"
"Is that Candice?" Benny asked.
"The ho, ho, hos are here!" yelled someone else, and then there was a swell of feminine laughter. Rob shot up, his eyes wide.
"Halle?" he said, abandoning his task and striding across the building to the entrance.
"Ooh, if that's Halle, I'm going too," Kendra said. "She's hot."
"You're married," I said.
"So?" she said, following after Rob. "Melissa thinks she's hot, too. She was bummed she had to miss out on an opportunity to ogle Halle during the cookie exchange yesterday because she was working."
But as it turned out, Melissa was making up for missing out on the cookie exchange that day.
I started laughing when I left the building and saw what was waiting for us. Standing around the frozen mud-and-snow-covered site were the crew's wives and girlfriends. Halle was already in Rob's arms, giggling as she tried not to drop the Tupperware container in her hands. Beside her, Kendra was kissing Melissa, her hand on the belly of her very pregnant wife. Next to her, Denise was waving wildly as everyone pretended we couldn't tell there was a pregnant belly beneath her bulky winter jacket. And Laura, shyly smiling from under the hood of her pink winter jacket as she clutched a huge thermos of coffee.
Then, in the middle of course, the most beautiful woman in the world.
Candice was grinning that confident, knowing grin of hers. Her lips were painted red and she held a container like Halle's as she caught my eye. Without even consciously making the choice, I started towards her, not stopping until she was close enough to kiss.
"What's all this about?" I asked even as I pressed my mouth to hers.
"Mmm," she replied, kissing me before she pulled back. "I thought I'd drop by after bringing some cookies to the mall for Phoebe's sister. I figured you could use a little surprise on your coffee break since you all had to work today. And the others all wanted to come, too."
"A surprise?" I asked.
She held up the container. "Well, we all have, like, eight dozen cookies. We figured we could spare a few. And—" She glanced at the other women, who were all distracted by their respective partners by that point "—I have a special surprise for you."
I raised my eyebrows and she leaned in.
"The set I got today is pink," she whispered. "And I think you should decide how it comes off when you get home tonight."
I groaned softly. "You're killing me, beautiful."
She laughed, a bright, joyous sound, and parted from me.
"Merry Christmas, everyone!" she called. "We thought you could use a sugar rush to get through the rest of the day."
"Do I get a kiss, too?" Adrian said to Candice as he came up behind me.
"Unless you want to eat these cookies by me shoving them up your ass with my steel-toes, no," I snapped.
He clapped me on the shoulder as both he and Candice laughed. She hugged him hello, but he made the very smart decision to keep his lips to himself.
"I brought you a little extra something, Adrian," she said as we walked over to Rob's truck since he'd volunteered to use the tailgate as a table for the cookies and coffee. "Since all the others got to see their girls."
He grinned as she handed him a small paper bag, which I figured had a mickey of bourbon in it.
"Damn, am I ever going to have a party tonight," he said, tucking it into his coverall pocket. "But maybe next year you'll have someone to invite to this."
Candice's eyes widened. "You met someone? Oh, if I'd known, I would've asked her—"
"Don't worry about it," Kendra said as she helped herself to some cookies and a cup of coffee from the thermos. "He only met her last night."
"And he's already planning the wedding," Benny said as he filled up a coffee cup and handed it to Denise. "All morning it's been 'Olivia this' and 'Olivia that' and—"
"Wait, Olivia?" Candice said. "Does she work at the lingerie store in the mall?"
"Yeah!" Adrian said. "That's, uh, her. How do you know her?"
Candice glanced at me, hiding a smirk. "I occasionally shop there."
"Ooo—" Kendra started.
"Shut up," I said stiffly, and the crew burst out laughing.
Candice slipped her arm around my waist, even as she giggled. "That reminds me. I'm sure she won't mind me spilling the beans, but Phoebe—you know, from the cookie exchange? She's Olivia's sister. She got engaged last night!"
"Aw, that's amazing!" Halle said. "I'm so happy for her. She's seeing that bartender from Whiskey Sours, right?"
Candice nodded. "Miguel. Apparently, that little, um, discussion we had at the cookie exchange yesterday set something in motion."
Melissa looked intrigued. "What discussion?"
"They were talking about eating pussy," Kendra said loudly. "And whether men do it for their pleasure or their partner's pleasure."
It was a testament to how well everyone there knew each other that no one looked scandalized at the statement. Though, I did glance at Seth, worried he'd have the same uncomfortably embarrassed look on his face that he'd had when we talked about it yesterday. But he was exchanging a knowing glance with Laura, whose cheeks were pink as she hid a smile behind her cookie.
"Exactly," Candice said. "And as it turns out, one thing led to another and Miguel was so... let's say... delighted with what things led to that he hauled out the ring box he'd planned to give her on Christmas morning and got her to open it right then and there."
"That's actually adorable," Denise said.
"I guess that one little question did a lot of good," I said.
There was no mistaking it that time; there were a lot of knowing looks exchanged between partners in the beat of tense silence that followed my statement. Laura didn't manage to suppress her giggle and Seth's face went red, but he looked distinctly proud. Denise was grinning as Benny covered his smile by rubbing his chin and Halle was looking up at Rob, her eyes round as he tried to give her a subtle shake of his head. I looked at Candice, who was watching with an amused expression on her face.
"It sure did do a lot of good," Adrian finally said. "At least for me. I mean, you can all ask Olivia about just how good—"
"Rob freakin' rocked it last night," Halle blurted.
"Halle!" he hissed, but it was lost under the roar of laughter as his face turned red.
"Nice," Kendra said.
"So did Seth," Laura added in a quiet voice.
Seth's face also went red, but that might have had more to do with the loud whoop Adrian let out before clapping him on the shoulder.
"Atta boy!" he said, and I was fairly certain everyone was laughing so hard they couldn't breathe.
When things finally calmed down, no one seemed quite sure what to say. The last few chuckles and giggles faded, leaving us standing there in the cold as we took in the strangeness and hilarity of the situation.
"So Candice," Adrian said. "You got any more of those little questions for us?"
And my wife, ever the mischief-maker, grinned.

***There's no beginning
There'll be no end
'Cause on Christmas
You can depend
It's written on the wind
It's everywhere I go
So if you really love me
C'mon and let it show?
—Christmas Is All Around, as performed by Billy Mack
***
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This is my contribution to the On The Job Challenge 2023. I implore you to not take it too seriously. Similar to the protagonist, Lola, there isn't much beneath the surface. If you think you've misplaced your sense of humour, the doctor in this story is adept at using his fingers to search internal cavities for made-up things and I'm sure he would be more than happy for you to take two as long as you don't call him in the morning.
If that isn't clear enough, this story is a light-hearted humour piece about a doctor and patient acting inappropriately during a medical appointment.
***
I didn't know why Dr. Wood was giving me that dubious look, but I was not impressed by his actual lack of professionalism.
After all, I was his patient. It was his responsibility to listen to and address my concerns. Not to sit there and judge me for them, like some kind of judgemental doctor person.
Yet there he sat, beige-ish pink lips parted and one thick eyebrow raised as he studied me from behind the lenses of his wire-rimmed glasses.
Honestly. What were they teaching doctors about how to treat people these days? How did he even graduate from doctor school without learning such basic things as how not to make his patient feel like an absolute bimbo when bringing sensitive but completely valid concerns to him?
It was probably because of his looks. There was a distinct shortage of good-looking doctors in Southbush, which I assumed meant there was a shortage of them everywhere. So the doctor school was probably pushing through all the tall, good-looking doctor students who had even the tiniest shred of intelligence, even if they were judgemental jerks like Dr. Wood. Because who cared, after all, if Dr. Wood had only been practicing for a couple of years and made women like me feel dumb when he had thick brown hair pushed back from his forehead and a strong-cut jawline and tanned white skin that probably wasn't even good for him?
Like, hadn't he ever heard of skin cancer? He probably didn't even know how bad tanning was for you.
"Can you please repeat that for me, Mrs. Moran?" he finally said.
"Repeat it?" I said. "Weren't you listening?"
His jaw twitched. "I was. But I'd like to confirm I heard it correctly."
It took all my patience not to let out a disbelieving scoff. "I've said it twice already!"
"Yes, I realize that, but I'm not—"
"You know, maybe I should see a different doctor for this."
"In that case, you would still need to repeat the concern," he said. "Not to mention, I stayed late to take your so-called 'emergency' appointment, so I'm the only doctor in the office right now. Now, if you could just—one more time—tell me what brought you in today?"
Sighing, I crossed one knee over the other and adjusted my pleated skirt over my thigh. Looking at a diagram on the wall of a man who was apparently very nervous and a whole system to deal with it, I took a deep breath.
"For the third time, I think I'm having a bad reaction to alcohol," I said.
"Right, I got that," Dr. Wood said. "It was the, uh, next part that I believe I misheard."
Huffing, I folded my arms across my chest. "I said I think wine seems to be the problem."
"Mm-hmm. And the reason you think wine is the problem is...?"
"I've already told you this!"
"One more time, Mrs. Moran. Please."
Uncomfortable silence filled the small examination room. I pursed my lips and stared at the nervous man on the wall for another moment, then took a deep breath and looked at Dr. Wood.
"Because it makes my legs spread," I said. "And it's pronounced 'Mor-ahhhn,' not 'Mor-anne.' And my name is Lola. I'm not... Don't... Stop defining me by my relationship to a man."
He stared at me, then closed his eyes and reached up to take his glasses off. Pinching the bridge of his nose, he turned towards the computer, typing something I couldn't see on the keyboard.
"Lola," he said. "What do you mean by that?"
"By what?"
"By... that," he repeated. "Do you mean that your legs feel weak and you have a hard time standing or—"
"Are you not listening to me at all?" I asked. "I said they spread."
"Yes, that is the word you used. But I'm having trouble understanding what you mean."
"Oh, my God." I uncrossed my legs and wrenched them apart. "Like this. They spread. Open."
His lips parted again and, almost helplessly, he looked down. Which was fair. I mean, I would be the first to admit how awesome this skirt made me look. It was a flippy pink one that flared out and showed off the pale white smoothness of my thighs. Paired with the hot pink pumps I'd treated myself to a few weeks earlier, my legs looked absolutely killer.
But it was also not fair, because Dr. Wood was supposed to be a fucking professional.
"Do you understand what I mean now?" I asked.
He stared for a moment longer, then sighed, his shoulders slumping slightly.
"Unfortunately, I believe I do," he muttered, turning back to his computer.
I blinked, bringing my thighs back together. "Wait, what do you mean 'unfortunately'? Is it that bad?"
Dr. Wood shook his head, not looking at me. "Well, it's not great. Are you taking any medications? Or have you recently stopped taking any medications?"
I frowned. "Do you think something might be causing side effects?"
"Oh, it's a side effect of something, alright." Dr. Wood typed something on the keyboard. "So, medications? Maybe something like Loxitane or Prolixin? Clozaril? Zyprexa?"
"Um, no, I don't think so," I said. "I'm just on birth control. And like, my daily vitamins. Oh, and sometimes I take ibuprofen. Would any of that interact badly with wine?"
"Unlikely." He typed something quickly again, then pushed the keyboard away and turned towards me. "Mrs. Moran—"
"Lola," I said stiffly.
"Right. Lola." He held a hand up apologetically. "Can you please talk me through how you came to suspect that you had developed such a, uh... uncommon intolerance to wine?"
"Is that absolutely necessary?" I asked.
"It is," he said. "I need to understand how this came up so I can properly, um, assess the severity of the situation."
I curled my bottom lip between my teeth, chewing on it lightly. My pink lipstick was extremely kiss proof and long lasting, of course, but I still didn't want to risk messing it up. Dr. Wood waited, but when I didn't say anything after a moment, he leaned forward.
"Lola, it's very important that you tell me how this came up so I can help you," he said kindly.
It was that, more than anything, that worried me. So far, Dr. Wood had been aloof at best and condescending at worst. And I knew that wasn't just me being biased. As one of the only doctors in the small town where I lived, everyone knew about his reputation.
Some said it was simply because he had to keep a distance from his patients, and since most of the residents in Southbush were patients of his, he just seemed to be unfriendly. Others said it was because he was snobby about being in his early thirties and already a practicing doctor and super crazy hot. And still others said it was because he was used to living in places much larger and trendier than Southbush and wasn't a fan of our small town ways.
Which was very understandable. I would have never chosen to live in Southbush if it wasn't for my husband.
But before that appointment, I'd never met the man. My usual doctor worked out of the office on the other side of town, but seeing her for something as sensitive as this wasn't an option on account of the fact that we were related.
Sort of, anyway. I mean, she was my husband's brother's wife's sister. So I didn't exactly want her to know what I was there for.
It would get back to Victor far too easily.
The point was, Dr. Wood was known for being somewhat of a prick, which I had now experienced firsthand as he made me repeat my very sensitive problem three times before trying to do anything about it. So the sudden change to someone who had a kind, gentle tone and an attempt at a non-threatening expression on his face made me think that this might be a bit more serious than I'd thought.
And that was scary.
"Well," I said slowly. "As it turns out, when I consume wine, my legs inevitably seem to... spread."
"Right," Dr. Wood said.
"Right," I repeated.
He waited for a moment, then pressed his lips together again. "Lola, you already told me that part. I need to know how you discovered this."
"I just don't see how that's relevant," I said.
"I wouldn't expect you to," he said. "Seeing as I'm the one with the medical degree."
Ah, good. Dr. Asshole was back.
"Right, and that makes you so much more smarter and more knowledgeable about my own body than me," I snapped.
"No, it doesn't," he said. "But seeing as you came to me to get a diagnosis and treatment for this, I would say that of all the people in this room, I'm the most likely to figure out what's going on. And to do that, I need you to answer my questions."
Damnit. That was a good point. I pressed my lips together, frowning down at a spot on the floor.
"Well... I didn't, really," I said. "Discover it, I mean."
"You didn't?"
"No... I mean, yes. But I..." I sighed. "I didn't know it was a problem or like, that it wasn't normal or whatever."
"Well, it is normal. Legs generally have the physical capability of being spread. If they didn't, that might be cause for concern, but—"
"No, but after drinking wine." I picked at one of my nails, carefully ensuring I didn't chip the pink polish as I fidgeted. "It wasn't until my, um, hu... hus..." I stopped and sighed, sadness washing over me. "My husband filed for divorce."
"Oh," Dr. Wood said. "I'm very, uh... to hear that."
"Thank you," I said, then frowned and looked up. "Wait, you're very what to hear that?"
His look of uncertainty almost made him look human. "Uh, well, I don't know if it's a good or a bad thing. Are you happy or sad about this?"
"Sad, of course," I said, almost disgusted. "I don't want to get divorced."
"Right. So then, I'm very sorry to hear that. You must be having a very difficult time right now."
"I... am," I said, almost stunned by my own admission.
Which was sad, too, in a way.
Hardly anyone had asked about me or realized how upset I was about Victor filing for divorce. My family hadn't liked Victor in the first place, so the most sympathy I'd gotten there was a firm "I told you so" from my mom. And my friends... well... most of them had been ignoring me.
Especially after Victor told them about my little problem.
"He said he didn't love me anymore," I said, not quite able to look at Dr. Wood. "I thought maybe we could fix it. I kept trying to, anyway. But then I woke up one day and he'd packed some bags and left, and when I called up my best friend Amber-Leigh to tell her, that's when she told me."
"Told you what?"
"That Victor told all our friends about how my legs spread after drinking wine. He never seemed to mind, really, since we would... you know."
"Have intercourse?" Dr. Wood asked.
"Ew, no," I said. "We'd just have sex."
He opened his mouth, then closed it. "Of course. My apologies."
"Well, I didn't know it was a problem," I said. "Except then Amber-Leigh said it was because I shouldn't be spreading my legs for people after drinking wine and that it was no wonder Victor left. And then she hung up and all my other friends have been ignoring me. Darla-Ann even blocked me on, like, every platform."
Dr. Wood blinked at me, silent for a moment, then leaned forward and rested his elbows on his knees as he clasped his hands together.
"Lola," he said. "Was the only person you 'spread your legs' for your husband?"
My mouth dropped open and I sat back in my chair, shocked. "Of course! What do you think I am, some kind of cheater?"
"Well—"
"I would never," I snapped. "How dare you? I love... loved. Loved him. I would never, ever, ever in my life cheat on anyone."
"I'm just covering all bases," he said patiently. "If there were another person you'd had intercourse with, that may explain the, uh, problem."
"I told you, I don't have intercourse. I just have normal sex."
His jaw twitched. "Yes. That is what I meant. But you haven't been with anyone except your husband?"
"Well, I mean, I have," I said.
He raised his eyebrows.
"Like, before. It wasn't like I was saving myself until marriage," I said stiffly.
"But you weren't with anyone else after meeting your husband?" he pressed.
"No, I swear," I said, then bit my lip. "I would never do that to him. But do you think..."
"Think what?"
I had to look up at the fluorescent lights on the ceiling to keep my eyes from watering. "Oh, God."
"Lola? What's wrong?"
"Do you think Victor might have had something that caused this?" I whispered.
Dr. Wood brought his clasped-together hands to his mouth, looking to the side as he apparently thought over my theory.
"I mean, I never thought he would cheat on me," I said, my voice small. "And I got that test done like, two weeks ago. But maybe he's saying I did because... because..."
I couldn't finish the sentence and Dr. Wood very kindly didn't make me.
"What test?" he asked.
"For... you know. Crabs and stuff."
"An STI panel?"
I nodded. "I always do one as part of my physical. But do they test for whatever causes legs to spread after drinking wine?"
"Uh... no," Dr. Wood said. "They do not."
No amount of staring at the lights was going to help. "Oh, God. What if he did cheat? And then he gave me whatever causes that? And then he divorced me because—"
I burst into tears.
"Fuck," Dr. Wood said.
I ignored his unprofessionalism as I buried my face in my hands. A moment later, the sound of plastic wheels rolling across linoleum filled the exam room. Then Dr. Wood was next to me, pressing a tissue into my hands and putting a muscular arm around my shoulder.
"S-S-Sorry," I sniffled.
"It's okay, Lola," he said, his voice low and comforting. "You're going through a lot right now. No matter what anyone says, crying really does help sometimes."
"Victor always said crying is stupid. It doesn't accomplish anything."
"Is Victor a doctor?"
I shook my head.
"Then don't listen to him. It's my professional opinion that a good cry can solve a number of ailments, especially ones like this."
I blew my nose into the tissue, then frowned. "Crying can stop my legs from spreading?"
He laughed.
I don't think he meant to. The little chuckle that burst out seemed entirely unintentional, but it was clear as day. Another round of tears welled up in my eyes and I jerked away from him.
"Sure, laugh at me," I said. "Just because I'm not a doctor like you—"
"I'm not laughing at you," he said.
"Yes, you are."
"I'm not."
"You are!" I slammed the tissue down on my thigh, which accomplished nothing except making my thigh jiggle beneath my skirt. "You're laughing at me. You think I'm dumb. You think I'm stupid because I can't figure out why m-my husband would divorce me and the only thing I could think of was that maybe it was this leg-spreading thing and if I just fix it, he'll come back."
I wanted to say more, but another sob wracked me and I buried my head in my hands again.
Dr. Wood didn't say anything right away. Instead, he let me cry, waiting until the sobs turned to whimpers.
"Sorry," I muttered. "You're right."
"Right about what?" he asked. "I haven't said anything."
Sniffling, I wiped my fingers under my eyes. A black streak ran from knuckle to fingertip and I cringed. Just great. Now my makeup was probably all smeared and my mascara was running down my cheeks.
"Right about me being stupid," I said.
"I, at no point, have said you were stupid," he said.
"You thought it."
"I—"
"Don't lie to me." I went to wipe my face with my hands, but before I could, Dr. Wood handed me another tissue. I took it gratefully, dabbing the skin under my eyes and wiping my nose. "Everyone thinks so. Victor thinks so. I know that."
He sighed but didn't say anything. For a moment, the only sound was my shaky breathing and wet sniffles.
"Lola," he finally said. "You will not be able to fix this."
My mouth dropped open and I looked up at him, eyes wide. He was staring back at me from behind the wire rims of his glasses, eyebrows slightly furrowed.
"Your husband is an idiot," he said. "An absolute idiot. I don't know why he wants a divorce, but it's clear to me from what you've said that he's not worth chasing after. Not by a gorgeous, loyal, dedicated woman like you."
"But he's my husband."
"And you deserve better."
I laughed dryly. "You can't say that. You don't even know me."
"Well, maybe not," he said. "But I know you came in here and advocated for yourself, even when I didn't quite know what you meant. And I know you're a fiery young woman who cares about her health. You're unapologetically yourself, which I have a vast amount of respect for. You are the type of person who thinks the best of people, even when they've wronged, like Victor has. I know that your last blood pressure test was perfectly average, which is a good thing. And I know that you have blonde hair and blue eyes and that you're a Gemini."
I looked up at him, my lips parted. "What? How could you tell I'm a Gemini?"
An amused but slightly abashed smile spread across his face. "Uh, well, I saw your birthday on your chart. So I guess I know you're twenty-four."
"Oh," I said.
"I also know you're very beautiful," he continued. "And that even though your husband is giving that up for unknown reasons, you're going to find someone who loves you for who you are. You're going to have no problem finding a man that deserves someone as wonderful as you are, Lola."
And that...
Somehow that hit me.
I don't know why. Maybe it was the earnestness in his eyes, which I was discovering were a light brown colour that had little amber flecks in them. Maybe it was that he was the first person I told any of this to who seemed to believe me.
Or maybe... maybe it was just hearing that there was no hope. That after Victor had served me with those papers and I'd spent weeks desperately wondering what I could do to make him take them back, someone just outright said the thing that I'd been dreading.
I couldn't fix it.
And honestly... there was relief in knowing that. Sure, it could have been how he told me. That he dropped that bombshell and then explained to me why I shouldn't want to fix it in the first place. But of everyone in my life, Dr. Asshole with the stick up his butt was the one who comforted me.
Who believed me.
Who thought I deserved better.
So maybe it was just nice to be treated with a bit of kindness, even when I had makeup streaking down my face and my eyes were puffy and red. That instead of being told I was dumb all the time, he was telling me nice things about me. Like that I was fiery and wonderful and...
"You think I'm beautiful?" I asked softly.
He froze, lips parted as he stared at me, then cleared his throat.
"I mean, objectively," he said. "Of course. You have a very symmetrical face."
"I do?"
"Uh, genetically speaking, yes."
"And that's good?"
"In my professional opinion... it's very good."
"Oh." I pressed my lips together. "Thank you. I think your face is very symmetrical, too."
I wasn't entirely sure what 'symmetrical' meant, but Dr. Wood seemed to appreciate the compliment and chuckled softly, his tanned cheeks turning the slightest hint of pink. "Thank you, Lola."



Both of us fell quiet again. Unlike the previous silences, this one wasn't uncomfortable. It was just as tense, but the mood had shifted it into something else. I looked into his eyes, and he looked into mine, and I wondered...
I wondered if he thought he would be the type of man worth chasing after.
Before I could ask, though, he cleared his throat again.
"Well," he said. "I think that's that."
"What is?" I asked.
"The, uh, appointment." He scooted his chair across the room to the computer. "You're perfectly healthy. Your, uh, blood pressure is just... amazingly adequate."
He was trying to make me leave, I realized.
And more importantly, I realized I didn't want to go.
I didn't want to go at all.
I wanted to stay with him. To see more of this side of him that no one else had seen, where he was a little awkward and a lot kind. To live a little and have a little fun, since I was now... well. I was a divorcee, I suppose. But I wasn't going back to Victor, and Dr. Wood thought my face was symmetrical, so...
"Right," I said. "And my, um, little problem? With my legs? You didn't even test me or anything."
He closed his eyes briefly, a slight grimace flashing across his face before he opened them and looked at me.
"It's nothing to worry about," he said. "Alcohol can cause sexual arousal in some people. That's perfectly normal. No need for a test."
"But you could do a test?" I asked. "Like... like maybe you could examine me?"
"Examine..." he started, then trailed off as he stared at me. "What?"
"You know," I said. "Like, examine me. Just... just in case."
"I mean, I can check your pulse," he said carefully. "Or, uh, listen to your heartbeat."
"How would either of those things help when the problem is with my legs?"
Dr. Wood's throat flexed as he swallowed. "Uh, well, I can see your legs perfectly fine from here and they look great to me. Really... really great."
"Okay, but what about if the problem is more between my legs?" I asked. "Don't you think you should check, Dr. Wood?"
"Lola, that's—"
"You said that you liked that I advocate for myself." I bit my bottom lip. "Are you saying you won't help me?"
He glanced at the computer, then back at me. "I'm saying that office policy is to have a female nurse present during that kind of examination and since I stayed late for this appointment, we don't have any female nurses available to attend. But more importantly, I don't think there are any physical concerns that would necessitate that."
"I can think of a couple," I said.
"Is that so?"
I nodded.
He sighed. "What kind of physical concerns do you think would necessitate me examining your pelvic region?"
"I believe that, genetically speaking, they're called boners, Doctor."
He pushed the chair back almost all the way to the wall, putting a hand over his lap as I tried not to giggle.
"Mrs—Ms... Ms. Moran," he said, his voice hoarse. "You're my patient."
"Right, so it would be perfectly normal for you to treat me so you can figure out why my legs spread after I drink wine." I crossed one ankle over the other, extending my legs slightly and noting with delight that Dr. Wood glanced at them out of the corner of his eye. "I mean, if you really don't want to examine me, then okay."
"Lola," he said. "I can't."
"You can't? Or you don't want to?" I bit my lip. "You can just say you don't want to, Dr. Wood. I mean, if you were just saying that you thought I was beautiful, I... I get it, I guess."
He took a deep breath in through his nose, then let it out slowly from his mouth. "As much as I very much would like to, uh... examine you, it would be incredibly unprofessional for me to do that."
"Why?" I asked, blinking at him innocently. "It's just a physical exam, Dr. Wood. And what if it's something serious?"
"Something serious," he repeated. "You're asking me if wine making you spread your legs is something serious, is that correct?"
"Well, whatever's causing it might be serious."
He sighed. "And what would that be? What do you think might cause something like that?"
"You're the doctor, Doctor."
"And as your doctor, I can't think of a single defendable excuse for me to examine your vagina to find the cause of this concern of yours."
"It could be ghosts," I said.
He turned to me slowly. "What?"
"You know." I twisted my wrist in the air, trying to think as quickly as I could. "Like, what if ghosts got up there and they're, like, possessing me to spread my legs after I drink wine?"
"Ghosts," he repeated.
"Yes."
"You think you have ghosts in your vagina."
"Well, I might. And if I do, you can help me get them out."
He pinched the bridge of his nose again. "Damnit, Lola. I'm a doctor, not an exorcist."
"Yeah, but no self-respecting exorcist is going to help me without a medical referral."
He laughed.
Just like the previous time, I don't think he intended to. But it didn't bother me quite as much. It took everything in me to keep a straight face as he stifled his chuckles, then ran a hand through his hair before glancing away from me. The tension in the room grew again, and then more, and when he finally looked back at me, there was a dark look in his eyes.
"Are you absolutely certain that's what you want, Lola?" he asked in a low voice. "Because this... this isn't a game. If you want me to examine you the way you think you want me to... I can't take that risk without knowing it's what you want."
"Yep," I said brightly. "I've never wanted to be examined more in my whole entire life."
There was another moment's pause. I could almost hear the gears in his big doctor brain turning, weighing whether he should do it or not. I hoped he would do it. Like, I got he wasn't supposed to, but it's not like I was going to tell anyone if he did.
That would require me to admit wine made my legs spread, and that had caused a lot of problems in my life already.
"Alright," Dr. Wood finally said. He picked up a folder and, holding it in front of him strategically, stood up. "Please remove your bottoms and lie down on the exam table with your knees bent. I'll just leave the room so you—"
"Oh, it's okay, you can stay," I said quickly, standing up. "I'll be fast."
"I cannot watch you undress, Lola," he said, teeth gritted.
"You won't have to," I replied, and before he could say anything, I flipped my skirt up and hooked my fingers in the waistband of my panties. "I can just take these off."
"Jesus Ch—" He cut himself off and sighed when he realized I was already bending over to pick my panties up off the ground. "Right. Go lie down, please."
"Yes, Dr. Wood," I said.
He busied himself washing his hands at the sink in the corner and didn't watch as I climbed onto the exam table, bending my knees as directed but keeping my upper legs pressed together. It wasn't until I was in place that he dried his hands and turned around, his face serious as he stepped towards the table.
God, I hoped we were on the same page about what kind of "exam" he was going to be doing.
I mean, I was pretty sure we were. There was usually nothing sexy about these routine kinds of exams. Uncomfortable at best and painful at worst, I'd had my share of awkward moments in the stirrups while someone poked around places I barely even knew I had. But if he honestly believed there were ghosts in my vagina and he was looking for them, I'd be very concerned about the kind of people they were letting out of doctor school. And if he pulled out one of those horrific metal vagina-opener contraptions, I would be diving off that table faster than you could say "Lola, there's no such thing as getting ghosts in your vagina."
"Alright," Dr. Wood said as he stood between my legs at the end of the table. "Are you ready for me to see what's going on down here?"
"Yes," I said.
He held my gaze for another moment, then let his eyes trail down my body.
It was nothing like an actual exam. He touched my thigh with one hand, a light brushing of his fingers against the soft and sensitive skin there. Slowly, he slipped his fingers between my thighs, then moved his hand up and up and up until it was at the fleshy part of my thigh just below my groin.
"I'm going to need you to show me how these usually spread, Ms. Moran," he said, nudging my legs apart.
"It's normally kind of like this," I said, then opened them the rest of the way.
He inhaled sharply, eyes trained to my pussy. I couldn't blame him. My pussy was great. I'd just gotten it waxed a few days earlier, so I knew it was still soft and smooth. I also knew I was starting to get wet, though I didn't know if I was wet enough that he could see it yet. He probably could see how puffy my pussy lips were, though, and hopefully he could tell how much I wanted him to touch it.
"Well, nothing seems to be wrong here, Ms. Moran," he said. "Everything looks very... to me."
I frowned, suddenly worried. "Very what?"
"Very, uh, perfect," he said, his voice hoarse. "Your pussy is very, very perfect."
I tried not to grin. "Oh. Thank you."
"Thank you," he murmured, his tone distracted. "Alright. I'm going to, uh, begin... feeling around a bit. For, uh..."
"For the ghosts," I said.
"For the ghosts," he agreed. "And you're still very, very sure that you want me to... to look for them?"
"Completely," I breathed.
"Okay," he said. "Alright. I'm just going to, uh, reposition these a bit—" He put his other hand on my other thigh, then guided my legs further apart, baring my pussy to him completely. "—and now I'm going to, uh, to—"
"Ghost hunt?" I guessed
"—examine your labia," he said at the same time.
There was a pause as I frowned. "What's my shin bone got to do with this?"
"That would be a tibia," he replied patiently. "Your labia is right... here."
He dragged a finger up one of my pussy lips, making me gasp.
"That's the labia majora," he said. "Yours is very, uh, smooth and... warm."
"Is that good?"
"So good." He cleared his throat, continuing to explore my labia by tracing the hairless skin up one side and down the other before adding a second finger so he could stroke both sides at once. "The good news is that there doesn't seem to be any ghosts here."
"That's a relief."
"Mm-hmm. But we've only just begun."
He worked a finger into my slit, spreading my pussy lips open. Cool air brushed against the warm skin he exposed and I shifted, the change in sensation making a shiver of excitement roll through my body.
"These are also part of your labia," he continued, and I felt him trace a finger along the inner folds of my pussy. "That's your labia minora. They protect this lovely little hole right here."
I stifled a moan as he teased his fingertip along my entrance. "That feels good."
"I know," he said. "You're already starting to get wet."
"Well, I need to, don't I?" I asked. "So you can look for the ghosts."
"Right," he said. "The ghosts. But it'll take a lot more, uh, internal lubrication to properly examine you. Now, natural lubrication would likely be more effective, but I could grab some of the gel we use for—"
"Or you could just play with my tits," I said quickly, wanting to avoid any mention of those kinds of exams while he was performing this kind of exam. "When people play with my nipples, I tend to get really, really wet."
"Do you?" he asked faintly.
"Mm-hmm. Probably since they're so sensitive because of the piercings."
"The—oh, Jesus."
He stepped away from the end of the table, moving to stand beside me. I turned my head and though I wasn't quite lined up with his hips, I could tell there was a good-sized bulge in the front of his dress pants.
Maybe Dr. Wood would need me to do some ghost hunting for him.
Before I could think too much about it, his hands were on the hem of my shirt. I arched my back as he slowly lifted it up, helping him guide it past my ribcage and up over the swell of my breasts. He didn't take it fully off, just left it settled against my chest. Thankful I'd chosen to wear my front-clasp bra that day, I waited as he unhooked it before parting the cups and revealing my breasts to him.
"Wow," he said. "These are... wow."
"Thank you. They're just rose gold barbells, but—"
"Not your piercings," he interrupted, bringing a hand up to my breast. "Though those are great, too. But fuck, Lola. Your tits look delicious."
"You can taste them, if you want."
He didn't so much as hesitate before dipping his head and sucking one of my nipples into his mouth. I jumped at the sudden contact, a jolt of arousal bursting from the exact point of contact all the way through my body, the sensation heightened by the piece of metal in my nipple. A soft moan slipped from my mouth and Dr. Wood made a noise in response, reaching up to grab my other breast so he could play with that one while he sucked on the other.
It was impossible to explain how good it felt to have my nipples played with. My piercings had made them so sensitive, so incredibly responsive, and the moment someone started touching them, my mind went blanker than it usually was. Biting my lip, I tried to relax on the exam table, closing my eyes as he circled his tongue around one nipple while he gently rolled the other between his thumb and forefinger. It was hard, especially since my pussy had almost instantly gotten soaked, but I wasn't about to tell Dr. Wood that.
I mean, I knew the whole goal was to get me wet, but what he was doing felt so good.
But I couldn't stay still forever. Eventually, I squirmed, and Dr. Wood's warm brown eyes looked up at me. He let my breast fall from his mouth, though he grazed my nipple lightly with his teeth, making my hips buck slightly.
"How are you feeling, Ms. Moran?" he asked.
"Like you could probably find the ghosts now," I mumbled.
He smirked and pressed a kiss to my breast before straightening up and crossing back to the end of the table. Placing his hands on my thighs, he parted my legs again, then let out a low noise.
"Oh yes, Lola," he said. "That is plenty of lubrication. Good job."
I shivered and he looked up, raising one eyebrow above the frame of his glasses.
"Did you like that?" he asked.
"What?"
"Me telling you that you did a good job?"
My mouth suddenly felt dry. "Um, I think so."
"You think so?"
"I mean... yes."
A wicked smile spread across his lips. "Good girl."
I felt my entire face go red as both of us confirmed that I very much liked him saying that.
Still smiling, Dr. Wood brought his hand back between my legs, running his fingers along the now incredibly slick pussy lips. He dipped slightly, turning his head to press a kiss to a spot just above my knee as he opened my folds to reveal my hole again, then bit down on that same spot as he pushed one thick finger inside my body.
"Oh," I moaned as the walls of my pussy clenched around him.
"How's that, baby?" he asked, pushing more of it in.
"That feels good, Doctor."
"Mmm. I'd hoped so." He gave me more of his finger, slowly but steadily, satisfying that needy craving inside of me. "You're so wet, Lola. Wow."
"I told you."
"You did." He pulled his finger out, only to thrust it back in a moment later. "Fuck, you're completely soaked."
"Is that normal?"
"Better than normal." He kissed my thigh again. "Perfect."
I smiled, closing my eyes as I relaxed into the feeling of him fingering me. He kept going, sawing his hand back and forth a few times before withdrawing it completely so he could add a second finger. When he pushed both of them inside me, I couldn't stop myself from crying out, digging my fingers into the thin padding on the top of the exam table.
"Still okay, Lola?"
"Uh-huh," I gasped. "That just—oh!"
He curled his fingers inside me, sending another jolt of pleasure through my body.
"That's your G-spot," he said conversationally. "Which not a lot of people know is part of the clitoris, actually. And your clitoris is this spot right—"
"Ah!" I cried, my hips bucking forward as he used his thumb to start stroking my clit.
"—here." I felt him smile against my leg. "I don't know, Ms. Moran. I'm not seeing any evidence of ghost activity here. Maybe I need to stop?"
"No!" I whined. "No, please keep looking. You just have to look harder."
"Like this?" he asked, then thrust his hand firmly against my pussy.
I let out another cry, squeezing my eyes shut. "Y-Yes."
He moved his hand faster, fingering me at a steady but intense pace and making me tremble around his fingers. As he did, I lifted one hand to my breast, playing with my own nipple as he sent spikes of pleasure through my body.
"Still no ghosts, Ms. Moran," he murmured a few moments later. "But I have another idea."
"Do you?" I gasped, opening my eyes.
"Mm-hmm." He took his fingers out of my pussy, then held my gaze as he lifted them to his mouth. "I'm going to try having a conversation with them."
"Huh?"
He licked my juices off his fingers, then grinned. "We're just going to have a friendly little chat."
With that, he dipped his head, and I slammed my hand to my lips as he stuck his tongue out and began licking my pussy.
If he was talking to the ghosts in my vagina, I'd have been surprised if they heard anything over the noises I was making. I couldn't help it; Dr. Wood could do things with his mouth that I didn't know were possible. He ran his tongue up and down my pussy, lapping from the bottom to the top and lavishing attention on my clit, only to pull away from it a moment later. Then he would suck on it, pulsing his lips on the sensitive little bud and flicking his tongue against it, making spasms of intoxicating electricity surge through my body. I gripped my breast, pinching my nipple and resisting the urge to reach down and put my hand on his head until I couldn't anymore. Until I had to feel his hair beneath my palm so I knew I was still on Earth and that we hadn't floated away into the stars.
He groaned against me when I touched his head, nuzzling against my mound and rolling his tongue on my clit before moving it down to my entrance. He dipped it inside of me, teasing the sensitive opening before running his tongue up again, and again, and again. I whimpered, my thighs squeezing involuntarily around his head, wanting more than he was giving and needing less of it, needing a break from the intensity of his mouth because oh fuck I was so close but I didn't want to come on his face, I wanted to come on—
"Dr. Wood, I need you to go deeper," I gasped.
He looked up from between my thighs, eyebrows raised.
"Deeper," I said, my voice high-pitched. "The, uh, th-the ghosts are... are probably too deep. I need... something bigger. Something bigger than your t-tongue."
I felt him draw in a breath, nerves flickering across his face. But he didn't start protesting again. He didn't ask me if I was sure. He just placed one more kiss on my pussy, then straightened up and took a step backward.
"Wait—" I said, but before I could panic too much, he tapped something on the table with his foot. There was a soft clicking sound followed by a low whoosh, then he stepped up on a platform that brought him to the exact height he needed to fuck the ghosts right out of me.
"Sit up, baby," he said, reaching down to unbuckle his belt. "And spread wide for me."
"Yes, Dr. Wood," I said as I pulled myself up.
"I think you should probably call me Max, Lola."
"Why would I call you Max?" I asked.
He looked at me incredulously. "Because... that's my name?"
"Max... Wood?" I said. "Your name is Dr. Max Wood?!"
He looked resigned in a good-natured way as he unzipped his pants. "Get the jokes out of the way now."



"I won't make any jokes about it as long as you give me your max amount of wood," I said.
He rolled his eyes. "Like I haven't heard that one a million times."
"Really? You've heard that before?"
"I... actually, no," he said. "That was a new one. Good job, baby."
Heat flushed my face, but whether it was the praise or the fact that Max Wood had pulled out his incredibly max wood, I wasn't sure.
"Are you okay?" he asked gently as he saw me staring.
I nodded, swallowing hard. "Perfect. I'm perfect."
"You are perfect," he said, stepping forward and cupping my cheek. "But are you okay?"
"I'm so okay." I looked up into his eyes. "There's no way any ghosts are gonna be able to hide from that thing."
His cheek twitched as he tried not to laugh. "That 'thing'?"
"Your max wood."
He chuckled. "Is it going to be too big for you, baby?"
"I can take it."
He studied my face, still cupping my cheek as his eyes flicked back and forth.
"Yeah, you can," he said. "Because you're fucking perfect, baby."
Then he kissed me.
And that clearly had nothing to do with ghost hunting, but that was okay. His mouth tasted like my pussy and his tongue felt good flicking against mine and the way he moved his lips made my head spin. I kissed him back, melting against him, feeling his cock brush against my dripping wet pussy as he moved in closer so he could hold me as we explored each other's mouths.
"You can tell me to stop, Lola," he whispered. "We don't have to do this."
"I want to," I murmured back. "So bad. Please don't stop."
"I know you don't have anything and you're on the pill. If you want me to, I could pull up my last panel on the computer, but I swear I don't have anything either. But I'm sure there are some condoms hanging around somewhere, if you—"
"It's okay. Just fuck me."
He groaned softly. "You're sure?"
"How else will we get those ghosts out of my pussy?" I asked.
It made him laugh. I liked it when he laughed. It was a sweet sound and the corners of his eyes crinkled and he looked so hot when he was smiling like that. Reaching up, I put my hands on either side of his head and carefully slipped his glasses off, putting them to the side. Then, I kissed him again, clinging to his lips as he lined his thick cock up with my needy pussy and pushed forward.
"Fuck," he hissed as soon as his tip was inside me. "Your pussy is so wet, baby."
I couldn't respond; his lips were on mine again and he was sinking in deeper, stretching me, filling me, claiming every part of my pussy. He couldn't get it all in on the first thrust. Both of us made noises as he pulled out slowly, then impaled me again, filling me deeper than he had before.
Still, he wasn't entirely in. It wasn't until the third thrust that I fully adjusted to him and could take the rest of his thick cock. That time, his pelvis pressed up against mine and we groaned in unison as he paused.
"Alright?" he asked.
I nodded, squeezing my eyes shut. "Keep looking for ghosts."
He laughed, his cock jostling inside of me, then buried his face against my neck as he started moving again.
It was so fucking good. The way he filled me was so good that I felt like I barely existed. I wasn't Lola anymore; I was a collection of impulses and pleasure wrapped up in soft skin and strong arms. My legs were wrapped around his waist and he was sucking on my neck, making me shiver and groan as wonderful sensations washed over me.
"God, Lola," he said, his voice rumbling against my skin. "This is so fucking wrong."
"But it doesn't feel wrong," I gasped.
He groaned against me before pulling his mouth off my neck and lifting a hand to my head, cradling it as he pressed his forehead to mine so he could look me in the eyes.
"I shouldn't be doing this," he said in a low growl. "I'll get in so much fucking trouble. But you look so good right now. So fucking pretty for me. You walk into my office here, dressed in all pink and showing off these killer legs and those big rosy lips. You come in here, telling me your ex-husband—and he's your ex, baby girl, don't mistake that for one second because I'm fucking claiming you now—told everyone you get horny after drinking like it was a bad thing. Like he wasn't a good enough lover to keep you satisfied. And then you tell me you want me to check your fucking pussy for ghosts? What the hell was I supposed to do? Who wouldn't give in and take this pretty little pussy for themselves?"
"I don't know," I gasped.
"No one with any sort of sense." He captured my lips again, biting down on the bottom one as he drove his cock inside me. "You're mine now, Lola. I want all of you, just as you are."
I whimpered, digging my fingernails into his shoulder as the combination of his words and his cock sent quivering ecstasy to every corner of my body.
"Max, I'm close," I said. "I'm so close."
"Me too, baby." He bit my lip again. "Come, Lola. Let's see if you coming all over my cock gets those ghosts out of there."
I'd never laughed while I was coming before. It was the oddest sensation in the best way; explosive pleasure shaking me down to my bones while exhilarating glee shook my head and my heart. He kept fucking me through my orgasm, hips slamming against my pelvis, his pace turning erratic and frantic even as pleasure surged through me.
"I'm coming, baby," he said, though I barely heard him through the white bliss I was still enveloped in. But I felt him finish, felt him bury his cock as deep as it would go when he started shooting that hot, thick load of cum inside me. He stilled, holding me in place just as I held him in place while I clenched every muscle in my body around him. It wasn't until the euphoria began to fade that my muscles relaxed, and then he still held still, kissing me softly as we tried to catch our breaths.
"I think we got them, baby," he finally said. "There's no way any ghosts managed to stay put with the way your pussy was pulsing."
"And if they did, you definitely drowned them," I replied tiredly.
He smiled against my lips, kissing me again and then again before pulling his cock out with a satisfied sigh.
"Can you really get in trouble for this?" I asked as he hitched up his pants.
"For fucking a patient in the office during her appointment?" he asked. "Oh, absolutely. I could lose my license."
I bit my lip. "I mean, I won't tell anyone."
"Oh, you probably will." He buckled his belt and then leaned in to kiss me. "But if you could possibly tell them that we were dating before your appointment, I could argue that I didn't break any rules."
"Okay," I said. "Are we?"
"Are we what?"
"Dating?"
He smirked. "I wasn't joking, Lola. I want you."
Smiling, I looked down at my hands. "Okay. I want you, too."
"Good." He put a finger beneath my chin, lifting my head so he could kiss me again. "You're mine, now. And I'm yours."
"And what about my little problem?" I asked innocently. "Do you think it's fixed?"
He smirked and helped me off the table, adjusting my shirt and smoothing the fabric of my skirt down for me.
"Well, there's only one way to be sure."
"There is?"
"Mm-hmm. I need to perform another exam. But you'll need to have a glass of wine first." He dipped his head down and captured my lips in another searing kiss. "Luckily, you have a boyfriend to take you out for drinks now, baby. And if that makes your legs spread... well. He'll be one hell of a lucky guy."
***
Meanwhile...
***
"The fucker. The absolute fucker."
"I can't believe that worked."
"Uck. It's all over me."
"Shut up, Kyle. We're all suffering."
"Easy for you to say, Greg. You're not the one who got a faceful of brogurt, my dude."
"You really took one for the team, buddy. Good job."
"Ugh. It's everywhere. I think he shot out like, ten liters."
"It's not ten liters. It's barely a tablespoon."
"Says the guy not covered in dong water."
"A tablespoon is a lot, actually."
"Shut up, Frank. We need to focus on finding a new host as soon as possible."
"Why can't we go back to her? Just give her some time to air out and slip back inside..."
"Because he will fuck her again and he's not like that loser ex-husband of hers. He's actually going to be able to paint her insides each and every time."
"I'm sad they're breaking up. I liked ol' Vincent."
"Victor."
"Huh?"
"His name was Victor."
"Whatever. He didn't bother us very often. I liked him."
"Shut up, Frank. I need to think before we dispel from existence like the enchantress said."
"Bro, I have an idea."
"Kyle, I swear to God—"
"Nah, bro, what if we went up her ass?"
"...what?"
"Her ass, bro. The enchantress just said it had to be a 'pleasurable hole,' right? Tell me that dude's not into anal and I'll tell you you're a fuckin' liar, bro."
"I... I don't know what to say."
"Let's just try it. Right up the butt. Quick, before she gets her panties on."
"How are we going to—"
"She's bending over! Let's go, boys!"
"Fuck, Kyle, if this doesn't work—"
"OUCH!"
"Lola? Baby? What's wrong?"
"We're in! Kyle, you're a goddamn genius."

Fin
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Harris
Pookie
Are you touching your cock
Me
WTF Nola
How do you always know?
Pookie
You know the rules
No coming
Me
Babe
Please
Pookie
I'll be home soon
Me
Oh. Penny was looking for a shoulder to rest her head on, not her legs?
Pookie
Yes and no
I'm sure I'd be tongue deep in a hot girl's lips right now if that unmashed potato hadn't gotten into her head so much
Me
Dane? What did he do?
Pookie
You sure you want to know? It's going to piss you off
Me
Enough to make me go soft?
Pookie
If it does, I'll suck you til you're hard again once I get home
Me
Deal. Tell me
Pookie
They broke up because of you
Me
What?
Me??
I didn't do anything
Did he think I slept with her or something?
Babe, you know I wouldn't do something like that without letting you know. And yeah, you know I'm fucking obsessed with Penny but I would never do something like that without you knowing
Pookie
Calm down big boy
I know
Long story short, Dane told her you weren't coming to drinks tonight, Penny said she was sad about that, Dane took it personally. He kept pushing trying to get her to admit she wanted to sleep with you and she finally snapped that maybe she should, or maybe she should go and sleep with all of his friends
Me
He couldn't have actually believed she'd cheat on him with any of us
Pookie
Except they were in an "open" relationship. Dane asked her for one a few months ago and she agreed. So theoretically, she could've slept with all of us and he wouldn't be able to say shit except he clearly only wanted it open one way
Me
He wanted to fuck around without her getting mad but wouldn't let her do the same. What a piece of shit.
Pookie
More that he wanted to fuck around with someone he was attracted to, since apparently he was only dating Penny because we all would've been pissed if they broke up. So instead he's been a shitty boyfriend to her for a year hoping she'd break up with him.
Me
You're fucking joking
Pookie
I wish
So anyway, I made a suggestion for her to get revenge
Me
Which was...?
Pookie
Why don't you save your questions for after I get home
Me
I'm already saving this boner for when you get home. I don't think it's gonna wanna wait much longer
Pookie
Then stop texting me and let me drive

***

Harris
I swear on Nola's perfect little cunt, that woman was a witch.
Not in a bad way. Or in the magical way. I mean, she was magical, and stunning, and perfect, and all of those other good things, but she wasn't boiling frogs and stewing clams or whatever it is witches do when they're casting spells.
No, my pookie-bear-princess--which I only called her because she fuckin' hated it--was a witch in that she always seemed to know when I was touching my cock without her.
And I don't mean when it was obvious. I'm not talking about telling her I was taking a shower and her accusing me of wrestling an eel in there.
I mean that after she texted me after saying she was going to Penny's intending to comfort her with that exceptionally long and talented tongue of hers, there was absolutely no reason to expect she'd send me a text asking if I was making some beef strokenoff.
Yet there I was, sitting on our bed with my jeans and boxers around my knees, my cock hard as a fuckin' New York Times Super Saturday crossword, and the second I wrapped my hand around it, my phone went off.
Which meant Nola's special rule about catching me touching myself went into effect.
I did what she said. I always did what Nola said. I liked doing what Nola said, even when I didn't. So I didn't come, but she didn't say I had to stop touching. So when the door opened a while later, I paused. Partly because it seemed like the polite thing to do and mostly because my cock was coated in pre-cum and I didn't want to risk busting when she walked into the room.
"Pookie bear? That you?" I called.
"Who else would it be, shithead?" Nola replied.
She sounded cheerful--otherwise she wouldn't've called me that when I called her Pookie--which was surprising, all things considered.
But I wasn't complaining. Cheerful Nola was far less obsessed with edging than Grumpy Nola.
"Just makin' sure." I moved my hand in a long, slow stroke. "You're in a good mood."
"Why wouldn't I be?"
"Because Penny wasn't into getting laid tonight," I said.
"Oh, she was." I heard the thump of the closet door closing and Nola walking around the kitchen. "I turned her down."
Okay, that was confusing enough that I stopped stroking my cock again. "You did what now?"
Her throaty chuckle floated down the hallway, but she didn't say anything else until a moment later, when she appeared in our bedroom door. One dark-painted lip curled between her teeth, a slow smile spreading as her eyes fixed themselves to my cock. After a moment, she strolled into the bedroom, hips moving from side to side as she made her way to the foot of our bed and sat on it, facing me.
"Keep going," she said.
"Yes, Pookie."
She grabbed one of the throw pillows I'd shoved to the end of the bed and chucked it at me, but I was ready and batted it away, chuckling.
"You're sassy for someone who doesn't get to come until I say so," she said.
"Figured it'd be worth the risk since chances are you'd be desperate to go after you didn't get any action from Penny."
"We kissed. And I can almost guarantee Penny's in her bedroom doing the same thing you are."
"You got her going and left her hanging?"
"Yep."
"Mean of you."
"Maybe, but it'll be worth it."
"For who?"
"All of us." She nodded towards my dick. "Faster."
I bit back a groan but did as she said. "Us, like you and me?"
"And the rest of our friends. Except Dane, of course."
"What do you mean?"
Nola's smile widened. "You don't wanna guess?"
I tightened my hand on my shaft. "My darling dear scrumptiously perfect pookie princess, I've spent most of the night thinking about Penny's thick-and-juicy thighs squeezing around your ears and wondering if she'd let me in that perfect round ass of hers while you fucked her pussy with our strap-on, and the rest of it wondering what the hell you talked Penny into doing because said you wouldn't tell me 'til you got home. The fact I have enough blood left in my head to manage any sort of conversation is a goddamn miracle, but there's nowhere near enough left for me to play guessing games. Please indulge me here and tell me what the fuck you're talkin' about."
Now, normally Nola would tell me to take a guess anyway. She was mean like that, in the best way. She'd make me sit there like we were chatting over a pot of coffee instead of my hard cock, like she was telling me how much sugar she wanted stirred into her cup instead of directing my hand faster or slower based on if she thought I was too close to busting.
But oh my, that kiss with Penny seemed to have gotten to her. Enough that she pulled both legs onto the bed and got on her knees, facing me as she reached down to unbuckle her belt.
"Well, you know how I said Dane and Penny fought because he thought she might have a thing for you?"
My throat went dry as she unbuttoned her jeans, a flash of red fabric peaking out from behind her fly. "Uh-huh."
"He wasn't wrong."
My cock throbbed beneath my palm. "Yeah? She wants to fuck me?"
"Mm-hmm." She peeled the waistband of her jeans down her legs. "You and all of our little group of friends, actually. Which works out great, since I suggested she should fuck all of us to get back at Dane."
"And is she?"
A mischievous twinkle appeared in her eyes as she flicked her gaze up to mine. "Grip your cock tighter."
"If that's a yes, why didn't you want the honours of being the first?" I asked.
Nola pushed her jeans to her knees, but didn't take them the rest of the way off. Nor did she take anything else off; she paused to trail a finger up her thigh and cup it over the red fabric covering her mound, but that was it. "Of I course I wanted them. But she said needed to think about it. And you know I'm never going to pressure someone into doing something they don't want to."
"There's a strap-on in our nightstand drawer that begs to fuckin' differ," I muttered.
She burst out laughing. "Well, something they truly don't want to. You and I both know you wanted that as much as I did."
Secretly, that was true. "So you left so she could think it over?"
"Mm-hmm."
I nodded, then frowned. "Wait. But you said you kissed--"
Nola lifted her tank top. My breath hitched as she pulled it above her breasts. No matter how many times I saw her in various states of undress, the sight of her body took away my breath, my thoughts, and my heart every goddamn time. Those tits wiped every thought from my mind and even though she wasn't even touching me, the action of her lifting a hand to her nipple and pinching it between her thumb and forefinger made my hand move faster on my cock, even though I knew damn well Nola wasn't gonna let me come when I wanted to.
"We did kiss," she said, slipping her other hand into her panties. I bit back a noise as the outline of her fingers began to move beneath the fabric. "Then I left. She probably had just enough time to think to herself, 'What the hell am I thinking?' before bursting out the door and chasing me down the street."
Oh, God yes. "So she agreed to... to whatever your plan was?"
"Yes and no." Nola tugged on her nipple as she touched herself. "She said maybe not everyone. Maybe just me. And I asked her"--her voice started to take on a familiar, breathy tone--"if it was because she really doesn't want to fuck everyone else or if it was because she didn't want to hurt Dane's feelings."
"And?"
"Even after what he did, she doesn't want to--in her words--'hurt' Dane. Because we were his friends first, and she feels bad that we all like her better than we like him."
"If Dane wanted us to like him more, he should be a better person," I said.
"That's what I said." Her hand moved faster. I couldn't look away. "After I kissed her again."
"Mmm," I said.
"It was so good, Harris," she whispered. "She kisses like a dream. And she made this little noise, kind of like a sigh, and that gorgeous fucking body of hers was just melting against me. I had half a mind to pull her on top of me and make her ride my tongue right there in the middle of the street." She tilted her chin towards me. "Match my pace."
"Nola..." I murmured, but started moving my hand at the same fast speed she was fingering herself. "Why didn't you fuck her, baby?"
"For you." She smirked, patches of red on her cheeks. "For all of you. Because I'm her prize."
"Her prize," I repeated.
"Once she hooks up with all of you, then I'll fuck her."
Fucking hell. "And if she changes her mind?"
"I'm a benevolent challenger," she said. "But she won't. She's excited about this, even if she's never done anything like it before. She just needed a little nudge. An incentive not to overthink it and back out."
"At the cost of you having to wait to fuck her."
"It'll be worth the wait. Her mouth, babe? Mmm." She let out a heavy sigh. "I've never really wanted a cock before, but I am a little sad I'll never get to look down and see her pretty pink lips wrapped around me like that. You'll have to describe it to me very, very thoroughly."
"I will," I whispered.
"And I wanna know how deep she can take you," she said. "Something tells me our sweet little Penny will be able to take that big dick of yours all the way down her throat. She just seems like the kind of girl without a gag reflex, you know?"
My cock was throbbing, pressure building way faster than I could handle. "You gonna tell the others about your little challenge?"
"Nah. It's more fun this way."
"So you might not get to fuck her for a while." My balls were tightening and I slowed my hand down as much as I could without Nola noticing. "You don't know how long it's gonna take her to fuck her way through everyone."
She scoffed. "With how horny our friends are and how into Penny everyone is? Two weeks, max."
"No way you're waiting two weeks. I bet you give in and fuck her long before that."
"I can wait two weeks for her," she said. "You know how patient I can be. Don't you, sweetheart?"
Fuck.
Fuck.
All the talk, the watching her finger herself, the pace I was fucking my fist... I was gonna come.
Which was a problem.
Because Nola had a rule. It was a great rule, except when it sucked, like it did right then.
Because Nola's rule was that if she caught me touching my cock without her, I couldn't stop.
And the only place I was allowed to come was inside her.
"Baby, please," I whispered, my voice hoarse. "I need--"
"What would you bet?"
I bit the inside of my cheek, but it did absolutely fucking nothing to stop the tingling sensation in my cock. "Honey, I'm about to come."
"Tell me first."
God fucking damn-- "I'd bet, uh, you... you getting to peg me again."
She rolled her eyes. "I don't need a bet to do that. Now, maybe if you said you'd finally admit you love it when I call you a good boy while I peg you, I'd consider it."
"Fine. I'd admit it in front of all our friends. That's how sure I am about this."
She laughed but shook her head. "Yeah, because you'd rig it."
"What?"
"You'd just wait to take your turn for a few weeks."
"My turn?"
She laughed breathlessly. "You gotta fuck her on your own, big boy. We can take her together after the challenge is done. But you get her on your own first, and I get her on my own first. Then, maybe if you're lucky, I'll bring our strap on along and let Penny watch me turn you into a whimpering little mess when I make you come hands-free all over the sheets again."
Shit. Shit.
"Illplayfair," I said in a rush.
"What?"
"I'll play fair." My voice caught. "If she hits on me, I'll go with it."
Nola tilted her head like she was thinking. "I dunno. Can I really trust you on this?"
"I promise." Fuck, I was so goddamn-- "I fucking promise. Please. Take the bet."
Her voice was amused. "You sound desperate."
"I am desperate." I slammed my eyes shut, trying with everything in me to hold back. "Baby. Please."
For a moment, I thought she was going to deny me. That I'd either have to stop stroking and sit there with my balls aching because she hadn't told me I was allowed to stop, or that she'd order me to stop touching myself just as my orgasm started and ruin it.
But the bed shifted and a rustle of denim being pulled off later, Nola hooked her leg over my thigh, moved her red panties to the side, and sank down on my cock in one fluid movement.
"Get ready for all our friends to know you like it in the ass," she said, and I fucking came.

***

Penny
Nola
You're overthinking this, sweetheart.
She was right. I was overthinking this.
But in fairness, I was pretty sure Nola was underthinking it.
I mean, she wasn't the one who, in a moment of arousal-induced insanity, agreed to seduce five people for the final prize of sleeping with the sixth person.
Well, and to get revenge on Dane, but apparently fucking Nola was a prize I was really passionate about winning. And I wanted to make damn sure I was playing by the rules.
Me
I think it's a fair question.
Nola
What do you think is a fair answer?
Me
I don't know what you would say. That's why I'm asking.
Nola
Sweetheart.
What do YOU think a fair answer is?
Not me.
Me
I don't think sex has to include penetration to "count" otherwise technically I guess I've never had sex with a woman. But I also gave a lot of blowjobs and said I was still a virgin before my first time, so...
Nola
Mmm. Give me a sec. You put the picture in my head of you sucking a bunch of dicks and it's really doing it for me.
She wasn't the only one.
Not that picturing myself sucking dicks was doing it for me specifically. It was the whole thing in general. It was walking back into my house after agreeing to Nola's challenge, tasting her lips lingering on mine as I dug out the dildo I'd told Dane I definitely didn't own anymore because apparently the fact that it was slightly bigger than he was made him insecure.
It was spending the dark hours of the night with that dildo inside me, pressing a vibrator to my clit as I pretended it was a piece of someone else, their faces morphing into each other each time I brought myself to the edge.
Evander.
Kellen.
Beau.
Tobin.
Harris.
And, of course, Nola.
It was spending my entire shift wishing I could sneak back to my phone and furtively text Nola, even though I usually adored my job helping brides find their perfect wedding dress.
It was wondering who I'd fuck first. And when. And where. And if I should tell them about the challenge. If I should tell them what Dane said. If they'd change their mind when I said I needed to fuck four of their other friends so I could win the opportunity to fuck the fifth.
Or if that would get them even more excited.
My phone went off again and I looked down, trying to ignore the heat in my cheeks.
Nola
I'm gonna say use your judgment. Like, let's say I walk into my living room one day and find you on your knees in front of Harris, letting him discover if that pretty throat of yours has a gag reflex. I would say the intent to swallow all his cum would count towards your challenge.
So.
That, um.
That answered that.
Before I could respond, another message came through.
Nola
That being said: you understand the worst that would happen if one of your encounters didn't "count" as sex is that you'd have to fuck them again... right?
Well.
Now that she said that, I did.
Me
I guess that wouldn't be the worst--
"Hi, Penny."
I jolted, gasping as my phone went crashing to the ground and skidded beneath the counter. On the other side of the store, a man with beige-white skin, auburn hair that nearly reached his shoulders, and blue eyes grimaced. He lifted his hands to face me palm out, shrinking back a step to give me space even though he was already twenty feet away from me with a register and multiple racks of sample wedding dresses between us.
"Sorry!" he said. "I didn't meant to scare you!"
I stared at him for a moment, then blinked. "Tobin?"
"Yeah?" he replied.
"What are you doing here?"
"It's not obvious?"
I stared at him. He was dressed in the uniform of the year-round Christmas store a few blocks away, though he'd taken off the vest so it looked like he was just wearing a t-shirt and jeans.



And... that was it.
He wasn't holding anything. There was nothing unusual near him. He was smiling vaguely.
"Are you here to buy a wedding dress?" I guessed.
The corner of his mouth tugged up into a lopsided smile. "Aren't you closed for the day?"
"What? No. We don't close until"--I glanced at the clock, which read five-sixteen--"uh... four-thirty."
"I guess I'll have to come back for the dress another time," he said. "Luckily, I'm mainly here just to see you."
"Really?"
"Yeah, of course. I was worried about you. We all were after Dane told us you two broke up. Oh, and I made you mac and cheese."
I stared at him again, his hands still empty despite having promised me mac and cheese. "You did?"
"Yeah," he said, nodding earnestly. "Except I messed it up. I had to work today so I got up early to make it, but I accidentally fell asleep at the kitchen table while the noodles boiled. So then they got all overcooked and mushy and by the time I woke up and realized, there wasn't enough time for me to make more before I had to leave."
"Oh," I said. "Well... that's okay. It's the thought that counts."
"Yeah, but you can't eat thoughts," he said. "So I'm gonna take you to the grocery store so I can get more ingredients, then I'll come over to your house and make it for you. And this way you can pick the cheeses you want in it and your noodle shape and everything. If that's okay with you, of course."
And of course it was.
I wasn't some kind of heathen who would say no to mac and cheese.
And more importantly, I was smart enough to know an opportunity when I saw it.
Because one of the hardest things about Nola's challenge was going to be finding everyone. Sure, I knew where people worked or at the absolute worst, knew they'd be at the Flat Tire every Friday night for drinks. But so would Dane, and even if he wasn't, I'd still have to go to the bar and choose one of them to go home with in front of everyone else.
But this? I may not have planned it, but I'd "found" Tobin. And I may not have known exactly how to seduce him, but I knew what I was going to do.
I was obviously going to suck his dick after he made me mac and cheese.
Unfortunately, the "how" of it all was still important. Especially when it came to actually starting the whole process. By the time I got into Tobin's old SUV and we were halfway to the grocery store, I still hadn't figured it out.
And sure, maybe I was a little nervous about it. I mean, if I went through with this, there was no backing out. There was no question about what I'd be doing to Dane.
But I didn't think my apprehension was that obvious until Tobin glanced at me at a red light.
"Are you okay?"
"Of course," I said. "Why wouldn't I be?"
"Uh... you just went through a breakup."
"Oh. Right." My face burned. It probably did look pretty weird that I wasn't talking about that.
"Or maybe you think it's weird that you and me are hangin' out when Dane's sort of my friend."
I tried to laugh. "Maybe I'm just trying to think of what kind of cheese I want in my mac and cheese."
"That's not someone's cheese planning face."
"I didn't know people had specific expressions for that."
"You'd be surprised about what you can read on people's faces." He glanced at me from the corner of his eyes. "Like right now, I can tell you weren't thinking about cheese. And I don't think you were thinking about Dane, either. You look more like you're nervous about something." His eyebrows knitted into a worried frown. "Is it me? I don't want to make you uncomfortable. If you'd rather go home--"
"No, that's not it," I said.
"You sure?" His frown deepened, worry and concern wrinkling between his eyebrows. "Honestly, Penny, I know I'd never do anything to hurt someone, but I totally get that enough guys would that it makes girls nervous."
"Tobin, I trust you," I said.
"I just don't want you to think I'm making you mac and cheese to, like, seduce you or something," he said emphatically. "I mean, full disclosure, I like you and think you're hot as hell, but I'm not doing this like, as a date or something. You just got out of a relationship and more importantly, you're my friend. So I won't be offended if you wanna have me drop you off or call someone or whatever."
I blinked a few times, then glanced at him from the corner of my eye. "You think I'm hot?"
"Very," he said, like it was obvious.
"And... like me?"
"Of course. I always have."
It was a simple statement. But in that moment, it was a heavy one.
Because even though it should have excited me, something weighted with guilt settled in my stomach.
Something I hadn't considered yet.
Because if Tobin liked me--really liked me--was any of this fair?
Was it fair to treat him like a box to tick off on a checklist just to hurt Dane and fuck Nola?
I didn't want to use Tobin. I didn't want to hurt him. I didn't want to lead him along and make him think I was with him for one reason when it was really something else entirely.
I knew how that felt, and Tobin didn't deserve that.
But I hadn't asked him to like me. And he had said he wasn't doing this like a date. I didn't owe him an explanation about anything, if he even agreed to fuck me.
Still, it felt manipulative, in a way. To sleep with him and not tell him why. And I didn't know if I was allowed to tell him about Nola's challenge. I mean, I hadn't asked her if--
But I didn't even finish the thought before Nola's voice was in my head, interrupting me.
Sweetheart. What do YOU think a fair answer is?
"Penny?" Tobin asked again. "What's on your mind?"
I opened my mouth, then closed it. Then I opened it again, closed it again, and opened it one more time.
Tobin frowned. "Are you having trouble breathing? 'Cause I don't actually know CPR, but I can give it a try."
I laughed in spite of myself. "No, I'm... I'm trying to decide how to say what I want to say."
"Usually just using words works," he said.
It was one of those statements that was completely useless, and yet, beautiful in its simplicity. In hindsight, it seemed like a bad idea. To be fair, I also thought it was a bad idea at the time, but for some reason, I did it anyway.
"I'm going to try fucking all of your friends," I said.
Tobin's head bobbed in a surprisingly chill sort of nod. "Alright."
I bit my lip. "Do you want me to explain why?"
"Yeah, of course," he said. "I'm guessing it's got something to do with Dane."
"Sort of, yeah," I admitted. "I mean, I wasn't intending to, but then Nola came over last night and we talked about why Dane and I are... you know. Not together and why. Which had a lot to do with him only being with me because all his friends liked me and not because he actually wanted to be with me." I cleared my throat. "So Nola said as revenge, I should sleep with all your friends. And that kind of turned into a challenge where she said she'd be the, like, 'prize.' If I hook up with everyone."
To my surprise, Tobin didn't raise his eyebrows or shoot me a judgmental look. He didn't grimace or side-eye me or scoff in disgust.
He just burst out laughing.
"Of course she did," he said between chuckles. "She told all of us last night at the bar that you'd need some time to yourself just so she could be the first one to see you."
"What do you mean?"
"We were talking about how bummed we were that you wouldn't be around any more. And that turned into everyone admitting they were into you." We pulled up to a red light and Tobin turned to me. "It's kind of like Nola challenging you to sleep with everyone. Everyone wants their chance to be with you. She just gave herself an edge by convincing us not to go and see you right away."
It made sense. And it was flattering. But it also created a problem.
"But now it would be weird, wouldn't it?" I said. "If I try to sleep with everyone?"
He started shaking his head before I'd even finished speaking. "I don't think you have to worry, Pen. Nola wouldn't have challenged you if she thought any of us would have an issue with it. And I'm pretty sure no one in our group has an issue with casual hookups. I mean, Harris and Nola have their open relationship, and I'm pretty sure Beau and Kellen have shared girls before--"
"What?!" I said, my neck snapping towards him.
He grinned as the light turned red. "Yeah, you gotta ask them about that weekend in Regina sometime. But you know all our friends. Everyone's pretty chill about this kind of thing. I mean, Harris and I are best buds and I slept with his ex while they were still together. He's talked about thinking me and Nola should hook up, even though I don't think me or Nola would enjoy that. No one's gonna judge you or anything."
"Even if they want more from me than just sex?"
"If the way they feel about you changes because they want more and you don't, they're not the kind of person who belongs in our friend group in the first place."
I drummed my fingers against my thigh lightly, knowing he was right. But still, this was... well, unexpected was a word for it.
Exciting was another.
Because yeah, my heart was racing faster than a fish towards an innocuously sparkling worm, with just as much a likelihood of being trapped.
But I'd never done anything like this. Not because I didn't want to, but I'd never had the opportunity to come up. Sure, Dane had asked for an open relationship. But I hadn't tried to find someone else to hook up with.
So what if I wasn't ready for something like this?
Tobin let me overthink in silence for the rest of the short drive to the grocery store near my house, weaving and unweaving my fingers mindlessly. But once he pulled into a spot near the cart return, I pressed my palms to my thighs and took a breath before unbuckling my seatbelt and getting out of the SUV.
"Do you think I should tell the others?" I asked as I joined him at the back of his vehicle, where he was getting reusable bags out of the trunk.
"I mean, yeah," Tobin said, a bit awkwardly. "I don't think it's fair to not be honest that you're sleeping with other people."
"No, not that. Of course I'd tell everyone that." I licked my lips. "I mean about Nola challenging me to do it."
"Ohhh," he said, closing the hatch of the SUV and drawing out the word until it ended with a grin. "No. Make them work for it. You deserve that. And don't worry, I'll help you."
My stomach flipped in a nervously pleasant way. "You will?"
"Yeah, of course." He smiled, small crinkles appearing in the corners of his eyes. "We'll set up some stuff to make sure you get a chance to run into everyone, you know? Since, like, you don't work with any of us or anything."
"You'd do that for me?" I asked, my face warming.
"Of course, Pen. I wanna help you out." His smile was a bit lopsided and my stomach did that pleasant flip again. "When do you want to start working on the challenge?"
I let my eyes flick down to his lips. "I mean, we can start tonight, can't we?"
To my surprise, his lopsided smile faded a bit. "Tonight?"
I frowned, confused. "Is that a problem?"
"Not at all." He looked at the shopping bags in his hands. "D'you still want have mac and cheese first? I mean, you need to eat, and I'll need time to figure out who we should see first. I can figure it out while I cook."
I stared at him, blinking twice before realization crept across my mind.
"Tobin," I said softly. "You know you're part of the challenge, right?"
"Oh." A look that was part relief and part good-natured embarrassment flashed across his face. "I thought you said you were going to try fucking all my friends."
"Well, yeah. Because they're the same as Dane's friends. And my friends. You didn't think that included you?"
He shrugged.
"And you were still going to make me mac and cheese and help me with the challenge?"
"Well, yeah," he said, like it was obvious. "I told you, I like you. Even if you don't like me that way, I wanna be friends with you."
And I just...
It was an early Saturday evening. The grocery store wasn't busy, per se, but there were plenty of people in the parking lot. Plenty of people who could see us. And I may or may not have known them; I didn't know. I wasn't looking at them.
Because all I could think was that God, I wanted to kiss Tobin.
Right then.
Right there.

***

Tobin
I'd never met a woman who didn't love mac and cheese.
One or two of them probably existed. Like, if people could be born missing limbs or with bodies that didn't match their genders or two different coloured eyes or whatever, it was perfectly possible that someone was born with their tastebuds wired to the wrong flavour or whatever.
Or maybe that they had severe mac and cheese related trauma. Like, maybe mac and cheese killed their grandma or something. Or the sound of mac and cheese being stirred triggered memories that caused psychological pain.
But I figured that was an anomaly. I'd be willing to say the vast majority of women loved mac and cheese.
Like, you ever meet a lactose intolerant girl? Doesn't matter that mac and cheese could make her ass sound like a Canadian goose trying to play an out-of-tune trumpet, that girl was gonna devour it.
Or the girls who couldn't eat gluten. Add enough cheese to something and that brown rice chickpea elbow-macaroni-shaped version of pasta starts to taste pretty damn good.
I mean, hell. Vegans! Vegans loved it so much that they'd developed cheese-free versions of it. Which should've been impossible because cheese was in the name of the damn thing, but that just goes to show you how determined people are to get their fix of mac and cheese.
So when I decided I wanted to do something to cheer Penny up, I figured doing something with mac and cheese might work. She loved mac and cheese--that wasn't just an assumption, I'd heard her say it a few times--and she needed to eat. Being sad takes energy. Plus it was a comfort food.
And it's super customizable. Like, I liked my mac and cheese with shells--which I guess made it shells and cheese, but that wasn't as catchy--and a cheddar-forward sauce. I'd mix in some mozzarella for stretch and Velveeta or cream cheese for creaminess, but I wanted the flavour profile to remain traditional. Then I could bring in crispy fried onions or bacon or chili beans or fuckin' lobster if I was feeling bougie, and the sauce wouldn't take away from the additions.
But there were all kinds of ways you could make the sauce. Smoked gouda was a great addition. Same with havarti. Emmental and gruyere gave the dish a fondue sort of vibe. Pouring in beer or hot sauce or white wine. Or bringing in strong flavours like bleu cheese or dill. Topping it with crushed Doritos instead of breadcrumbs. Adding roasted garlic and caramelized onions. Or jalapenos. Or cocktail shrimp. Or ham. Or hot dogs. Or pizza sauce. It was hard to go wrong with mac and cheese.
Anyways, long story short, Penny's tongue was in my mouth.
I hadn't expected it. Obviously I'd hoped for it, but even in my wildest hopes, I didn't think it would happen so soon. But there she was, pressed against me in the grocery store parking lot, soft pink lips attached to mine.
She didn't taste like strawberries, even though that's the shade of pink her lips were. She tasted like kissing, like that not-a-flavour flavour people have unless they've just eaten garlic or smoked or crunched a hurried mint to cover up the taste in their mouth. But there was the scent of something floral and fruity, maybe shampoo or perfume or lip balm, that put the taste of peaches in my mind. It urged me to let my eyes fall shut, to kiss her back, to lift the hand that wasn't occupied with a bunch of reusable shopping bags to her waist and pull her body into mine until her softness forced me to lean back against my SUV.
Fuck, I loved the feel of her mouth.
And fuck, I wished she hadn't kissed me right then.
That was the power of mac and cheese. And like all power, it had its downsides. All it took was the making of the promise to get Penny to kiss me, but now all I wanted to do was abandon everything and pull her into the back seat. I wanted to pin her down, kiss her harder, and find out if that delicious scent would make her pussy taste like peaches, too.
God, the things I was going to do to her.
Just as my dick nearly won the battle to switch to the eat-her-out-in-the-back-seat plan, Penny pulled back. I drew in a breath through parted lips as her warm brown eyes turned up to look at me, a nervous crease appearing between her eyebrows.
"Sorry," she said, a breathlessness to her voice. "I should've probably asked, but--"
"Yes."
She blinked. "What?"
"Yes, you can kiss me," I said.
She bit down on her bottom lip again, her cheeks rounding out as she held back a smile. "Was that a belated answer or a request for another one?"
"If you kiss me like that again, we might have to pick up a box of KD or one of those Michelina's microwave dinners," I said. "That way I can get to my dessert faster."
The corners of her eyes crinkled as her smile got harder to hide. "Your dessert? But what am I having for dessert, then?"
"An orgasm, hopefully."
Her eyes flicked down and her cheeks turned pink as she laughed. "That sounds delicious."
"Perfect. Let's go get some groceries and then I'll take you home and cook for you."
But we'd barely started towards the store when she froze, her breath catching as she stared at the nearby cart return. A familiar figure was facing away from us, putting an empty cart back in the corral.
Which, seeing as I'd told Penny I'd help her complete her challenge, was perfect.
"Evander!" I called. "Hey!"
Penny's head swivelled towards me, her eyes wide. After a moment, Evander turned in place, his stoic face even more guarded than usual.
"Tobin," he said in his signature flat tone. "What a surprise." He flicked his gaze towards Penny and I watched as his eyes softened. "Hey, Penny."
"Hi," Penny said, her voice high-pitched. "I didn't know you shopped here."
"I don't usually," he said. "But they had a sale on tofu, which is kind of hard to find in Aurora Flats, so..."
Penny nodded, her head bobbing like it was attached to a marionette string. "That makes sense."
"It does," he said.
I wasn't sure if Evander had seen us kissing or if he was just being his typical quiet self, but there was a slightly awkward pause. He glanced at me again and I waited for a moment, then raised my eyebrows pointedly. His jaw twitched and he cleared his throat.
"Uh, I'm sorry, by the way," he said. "To hear about you and Dane."
The pink stain on Penny's cheeks darkened. "Thank you. I... I think it's probably for the best."
He nodded brusquely. "You can easily do better than him."
I thought Penny might do that thing where she brushed off the compliment, but she just smiled.
"Thank you," she said. "I think I can, too."
Hell yeah. I grinned and even Evander's lips twitched into his trademark half-smirk, which was his equivalent of beaming.
"Great," Evander said. "Well, it was good to see you. I should let you both get to your... shopping."
"Right," Penny said. "Good to see you, too."
And just like that, it was a hell no.
I mean, what was she thinking?! Not to toot my own horn, but it was lucky for Penny that I was around. This was a prime opportunity for her to start working on Nola's challenge--well, working on the challenge with someone other than me--and not that it was like she'd never see Evander again, but she had to take those opportunities as they came up.
I wasn't sure if Evander caught it before he turned to go back to his car, but I elbowed Penny as subtly as I could. She looked at me, confusion on her face, and I directed my eyes at Evander before looking back at her.



Ask him out, I thought at her as hard as I could.
She frowned, her head tilting to the side as her confusion deepened.
Fuck.
"The challenge," I mouthed at her.
Penny's mouth rounded into an O as realization flooded her face. Evander was already on the other side of the lane, but she bolted forward a few steps.
"Wait!" she said. "One sec, Evander!"
He stopped and turned to look back as she caught up to him. I busied myself by going to the corral and grabbing a shopping cart, fiddling with the coin return key far more than necessary until I heard light footsteps on the asphalt behind me. I pulled the cart out as Penny rejoined me, though stepped aside as she quietly urged me out of the way so she could push.
"Well?" I asked quietly.
"I asked him if we could go out for coffee next week," she replied, her voice just as soft. "He asked me if I meant like a date and I said yeah."
I tried not to smile. She was doing so fucking good. "And?"
Penny didn't look at me. "He said no."

***

Penny
"He said no?" Tobin repeated.
"Yeah." I tried to smile, but failed. "It's fine. He said he's not interested in seeing me. Like that. That I'm not his cup of tea, you know?" I shrugged.
"He said you're not his cup of tea?" he repeated. "Like, actually?"
"It's fine. Really. It's fine."
"But he said--" Tobin started, then cut himself off with a frown. He thought for a moment, the frown deepening before he shook his head. "Give me a sec. I'm gonna go catch him before he leaves."
"No!" I reached out, putting a hand on his forearm before he could walk away. "Don't. I... I'd rather we just go get cheese and go home."
He studied me for a moment, then thankfully dropped it. Quietly, he slipped his arm around my waist and rested his hand on the small of my back as we headed into the store.
And that should have been it.
I mean, yeah. It sucked. Obviously. No one likes being rejected. And I'd really thought...
Well.
I'd really thought Evander would say yes.
Not that I'd ever looked at him like that when I was with Dane, but Evander and I had been kind of close. He was from Aurora Flats, but he felt a bit like an outsider, too. Not quite the same way I did; we'd had deep heart-to-hearts about it and me feeling like I didn't belong because I'd moved here as a teenager was nothing like him being one of the only visibly South Asian people in town. But when you felt like you didn't fit in somewhere, you didn't need the exact same experience as another person who felt that way to connect with them.
It was more than that, too. We laughed at the same things, even though he had a quiet, dry sense of humour and I was more on the bubbly side. He liked to draw and read and play video games, and while I wasn't very good at drawing, I liked to colour and read and also play video games. We shared the same opinions on a lot of important things, too. Politics and morals and whether pineapple belonged on pizza. The big stuff.
And of course I found him attractive. Evander had dark brown eyes and cool beige-ish brown skin and high cheekbones. His almost-black hair was on the longer side and often fell into his eyes. He was the shortest of the guys in our group of friends, though that wasn't saying much since the others were all just unusually tall. Harris, Kellen, and Dane were all over six feet tall, while Beau and Tobin were only an inch or two below, and Evander was just an inch or two below that.
The point of it was that I thought Evander and I had chemistry. I felt like that about pretty much all of them, but I liked the quiet way Evander and I seemed to click.
But that didn't mean we were meant to be anything more than completely platonic friends. And it was fine.
It was.
Like, so what if Evander didn't find me attractive? At least he didn't fake that attraction and date me for a year because he was too much of a coward to break up with me on his own.
And it's not like it was going to affect the challenge Nola gave me. Consent was always number one, and if someone didn't want to sleep with me, she wasn't going to count that against me.
Plus, Evander was probably into some kinkier things than I was. We'd never gotten into anything specifically, but he'd alluded to some of his "preferences" a few times. This whole challenge from Nola was the most non-vanilla thing I'd ever done.
Like, if he wanted a double-shot extra-hot two-pumps-caramel-two-pumps cinnamon-two-pumps-hazelnut no-foam-extra-whip half-oat-milk-half-two-percent latte, it made sense that I wasn't his cup of tea.
And that was fine.
Because you know who liked tea?
Tobin, probably.
Tobin, with his warm hands and comforting smile and his thoughtful mac and cheese.
That was what mattered.
He didn't let me help cook when we got back to my house, instead directing me to sit at the table to keep him company. I did for most of the time he was cooking; when it was almost done, I got up and grabbed dishes to set the table, justifying it by reminding Tobin he didn't know where I kept all the things in my kitchen.
And then we ate.
And God damn, did we eat.
Mac and cheese is one of those things that's good even when it's bad. Like, so long as a reasonable effort is made, it's usually pretty edible.
But I swear to God, Tobin was an actual master artisan when it came to making mac and cheese.
He'd gotten me to pick the cheese he used, though he'd given me a bit of direction. A certain amount of this type so it melted properly, for example, or not too much of another type so it wasn't greasy. Along with the horseradish cheddar and smoked gouda, I'd picked a gruyere and some fontina, and Tobin had added a small container of grated parmesan.
"Trust me," he'd said. "I know it seems crazy and usually buying pre-shredded is the number one no-no for mac and cheese, but this works best for the topping."
And I couldn't tell anyone how or why, but he was right. The topping was a blend of toasted panko, fried onions, and parmesan powder, crispy but crumbly without being clumped together, followed by a perfect crunch that balanced out the creamy cheese sauce.
Seriously. His mac and cheese was so good that if I hadn't wanted to suck his dick before, I definitely would've now. Someone was going to marry Tobin for that mac and cheese.
When we finished eating, Tobin waved off my attempts to help clean up the kitchen, though he did let me portion out the leftovers so he could take some home after I told him there was no way I could eat an entire casserole dish of mac and cheese by myself before it went bad. And once that was done, we stood there in that awkward lull that appears when two people know they're going to have sex but aren't quite sure how to get from packing up leftovers to packing one's dick inside the other.
"So," I asked. "Um. What do you want to do, um, now?"
Tobin looked at me, the corners of his eyes crinkling. "I think we should go to Pound Town."
And I couldn't help it. I giggled. Because of all the ways I thought Tobin would proposition me, calling it pound town wasn't one of them.
"I'm in," I said.
Tobin's smirk widened into a grin. "Great. Grab your shoes. And how do you feel about exhibitionism?"
That... wasn't what I'd expected him to say. "What?"
"Your shoes?" he repeated. "And your keys, I guess, but I'll drive us."
"No, I meant--wait. You're... driving us to Pound Town?"
He raised his eyebrows. "Well, we can walk if you want, but it's kinda far. And it's more about getting back afterwards, you know?"
I glanced at the hallway that led to my bedroom. "Um..."
Tobin followed my gaze, then looked back at me. "Or we can stay here and have sex, if you'd rather do that."
"I thought that's what you meant by Pound Town," I said.
"No, I mean Pound Town," he said. "Or, I guess some people still call it Essence, but after that spa opened up on Second Avenue with the same name, most people started calling it Pound Town so there was less confusion. I still think the spa should've made sure there wasn't a sex club with the same name in the area first, but as far as I know, they still don't know about Pound Town."
And that was how I discovered Aurora Flats had a sex club.

***
Thanks for reading! The third part of She's A Keeper will be coming soon.
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Author's Note:
That one guy in their friend group has the coolest girlfriend ever. You know, the one who cooks for everyone and buys a round of beer when they go out. Except that asshole just broke up with her...
She's A Keeper is a bit different from my usual stories that I share here. While I like posting an entire story at once, this one is not because it's not complete yet -- my Patreon members vote on what happens next in the story and once the episode is done, I'm sharing it here.
This first part doesn't have a lot of spice to it, which is why it's being posted at the same time as the next episode, but for sake of ease/organization, it's split into two parts.
This story will feature non-monogamous relationships and pairings throughout. If this isn't your particular brand of enjoyment, sit this one out maybe?

***

Evander
The only thing worse than a busy pub going dead quiet is when no one else notices the silence.
Because it's all in your head, isn't it? There's not much that truly silences a bar crowd. Hardly anything can break through the cacophonous clatter of voice and glass, heavy-bottomed pints set on worn wood tabletops and the thwacking rip of shoe soles lifting from a sticky floor.
Maybe it's a defense mechanism. An adaptation. Something humans developed over eons to protect our fragile psyches, because the last thing you need when your world changes between one sip of happy hour beer and another is a soundtrack of oblivious laughter and cheers when whatever local sports team just scored on the big screen behind the bartender.
Whatever it is, it's horrible. It's horrible to sit there with an aching heart and stunned disbelief clogging your ears, staring at a man so preoccupied with his own pint of discount draft that he hasn't realized the sound had disappeared from your world.
Not until she speaks.
"You fucker," Nola said. "You absolute shit-nosed motherfucking donglauncher."
Dane's surprise gaze tore away from the big screen. "Excuse me?"
"How dare you? How fucking dare you?!"
"What?!"
"What?" She let out a derisive scoff, like words weren't enough to convey the bubbling emotions in her chest. "You're breaking my fucking heart and all you can do is sit there and say what?!"
The silence of the bar was broken. At least five sets of eyes were on Dane and he glanced around as if that would prevent any more of the people crowding the bar from noticing the impending implosion at his table. "That was a little uncalled for. I just--"
"You're right," Nola said, glaring at him from beneath heavily applied black eyeliner that was threatening to smear from the angry tears welling in her eyes. "I shouldn't insult the proud profession of donglaunching like that, you needled-dicked hamster fister."
"Hamster fister?!"
"Fisting a hamster would be pretty evil," Kellen said, breaking the silence that had engulfed him. "Pretty sure their little anuses can't stretch that wide."
"Please never say the words 'hamster anus' again," Dane said, his face glowing red.
"I didn't. I said a hamster's anus can't stretch wide enough to accommodate you fisting one, even if you have delicate little hands like yours."
Dane's slender fingers tightened around his glass. "I don't have delicate hands."
"Care to test that?" Beau asked. "I'm happy to slam your hand in a car door a few times so you can prove how strong and manly you are."
"Violence isn't the answer," Tobin said.
"Unless the question is 'How should we react to Dane being a needle-dicked hamster fister,'" Kellen said. "In which case, 'violently' is a valid answer."
"You're violently overreacting," Dane said. "People are staring."
"You're throwing away a year-long relationship and that's what you're worried about. People staring." Nola scoffed again. "How do you sleep at night?"
"Alone, apparently," Tobin said.
"How could you?" Nola asked. "Don't we matter to you?"
"We?" Dane repeated. "What 'we' are you talking about here?"
She motioned around the table. "Us, dumbass."
"It has nothing to do with you."
"Come on, man," Beau said. "How can you say that?"
"Because Penny is my girlfriend!" Dane exclaimed. "This has nothing to do with any of you!"
Metaphorical silence filled the bar again. Kellen and Beau shared a glance that made them look identical, despite Kellen being a six-foot-two former lacrosse player with tattoos covering vast swathes of his peachy white skin and Beau being a five-foot-ten computer nerd with coiled black hair, medium brown skin, and glasses perched on the tip of his nose.
To the left of Kellen, Tobin's lights-are-on-but-only-because-the-homeowners-have-them-on-a-timer expression was replaced by an uncharacteristic anger. Even the auburn tone of his nearly-shoulder-length hair seemed dull, and patches of red appeared on his pale beige skin.
And beside him, directly across from Dane, Nola's dark-painted lips were curled into a sneer. Her black hair was shorter than Tobin's, just past her chin and pin-straight, and the slit cut into her manicured eyebrow had nearly disappeared because she was frowning so deeply.
"Was," I said, finally breaking my own silence.
I'd never been a loud speaker. Or much of a speaker in general. The reason I knew Beau and Kellen had always been nearly identical was because the three of us had known each other since kindergarten, and they'd always described me as the quiet one. Which meant when I did say something, everyone knew it was usually important. So all of them heard me, despite the thumping bass of the remixed country song blasting through the speakers and the round of shots being taken by a bachelorette party at the table next to us.
Including Dane, whose eyes darted away from Nola and towards me.
"What?" he said.
"Was," I repeated. "Penny was your girlfriend. But your dumb ass fucked things up with her."
"Okay, Mr. Poet," Dane said sarcastically. "Sorry I didn't use the grammatically correct terminology. You all knew what I meant anyway."
"Not really," Kellen said. "I still don't know what the actual fuck you were thinking."
"You guys are all dicks," Dane said.
"That's offensive," Nola said. "I'm not a guy."
He waved a hand. "You people are all dicks."
"Dane, man," Beau said. "You started this conversation by telling us you're celebrating ending things with Penny."
"And how do you know she didn't do something to deserve it?" Dane asked. "Huh? How do you know it wasn't justified? Or hell, that she was the one who broke up with me?"
It would have been a good point, except we all knew Penny. Still, societal expectations dictated that you weren't supposed to outright call someone a manipulative liar to his face, so aside from a few exchanged glances, no one responded to Dane's question.
Which, apparently, was response enough.
"Oh, fuck you guys," Dane said.
"Not a guy," Nola said again. "You know as well as we do that Penny was a goddamn treasure."
"She was," Beau agreed. "Remember how she always used to buy the first round? The very first night we met her, the first thing she did was buy us all a round."
"That's not that big a deal," Dane muttered.
"It is," Tobin said. "She insisted on it."
"You all know I am a massive fan of women in general," Nola said. "But I've spent enough time listening to all of you talk about how giddy it made you to have a woman treat you and your friends to something instead of the other way around. I mean, even though Harris and I split the bill between us most of the time, when we're out with everyone, he's usually the one paying for the rounds."
"I don't think I've ever dated someone who bought my friends beer," Kellen said. "The first time Dane brought her out, I asked if anyone wanted a refill while I was up and she said she'd come to the bar with me, remember? And that girl"--he shook his head, letting out a sad chuckle--"that girl paid for our drinks. Just hers and mine, since no one else needed one. I think a piece of hair next to my ear spontaneously grew six inches so I could twirl it around my finger as I blushed. No one ever bought me a drink before."
"I've covered your broke ass a million times," I said.
Kellen waved a hand. "That's different. This was like having a butterfly house in my lower intestines for the rest of the night."
"You sure you didn't just eat too much cheese again?" Nola asked.
Kellen grinned. "Nah, that was the night we had two-for-one coupons for mozza sticks and cheesy bread. I took a Lactaid. It was definitely from being bought a beer."
"Okay, so you like her because she bought you beer," Dane said. "That doesn't mean--"
"And remember when we wanted to watch lacrosse?" Beau asked. "You were sure she wouldn't want to go, but the second we mentioned it, she bought one of those skyboxes."
"A skybox, Dane!" Kellen repeated. "And then, when we were all hungover the next morning, she got up and made us cinnamon buns." He shook his head. "I told you not to let that girl go. Remember? I said to you, 'Dane, I don't know how your stupid ass convinced her to date you, but they don't make a lot of women like her. Hang onto her, boy.'"
"It's true," Nola said. "I'd kill for a girl like that."
"You have a boyfriend," Dane said through clenched teeth.
"He'd kill for a girlfriend like that, too," she said. "We'd kill for her together. Like Bonnie and Clyde. But metaphorical, otherwise you'd already be dead."
"Wow," Dane said sarcastically. "How lucky am I? Thanks for being such great friends."
"You're welcome," I said flatly.
He glared at me. "I thought you, of all people, would be thrilled about this."
"Why would I be thrilled that you hurt Penny?" I asked.
"Because we all know the only reason you haven't fucked her is that she'd never cheat on someone," he snapped. "Which is why none of you will get to fuck her."
"Whoawhoawhoawhoa whoa whoa whoa, whoa, whoa. Whoa. Whoa. Whoa," Kellen said, his whoas coming fast and then slowing down as he lifted his hands defensively. "Uncalled for."
"Whatever, man," Dane grumbled, tightening his hand around his pint. "You all know the second any of you start dating someone, you're gonna be keeping an eye out to make sure Mr. Moody Broody Arsty Asshole over here doesn't trip dick-first into your girl like he does with everyone else."
"I don't know if I'd call Evander an Artsy Asshole," Kellen said. "He's more of a Figure of Unrecognized Creativity Kindled By Overwhelming Introspection."
"And everyone knows some women go bananas for a FUCKBOI," Beau said.
Dane glared, but Nola cackled and Tobin laughed so hard I was pretty sure beer came out of his nose. Which was fair. I'd known Kellen and Beau since we were kids and could almost guarantee they'd workshopped that joke endlessly at some point, keeping it in reserve for the perfect moment. But that didn't change that it was fucking hilarious.
Especially because it was pretty accurate. I was the quiet type with dark hair that hung over my eyes a little. And I was like pretty much any guy in that I liked to get laid.
So yes, I'd absolutely let some girls think I enjoyed staring across foggy moors while contemplating the intricacies of the human experience just to get my dick sucked. Maybe that made me sound like an asshole but I figured it was fair because they were only interested in the concept of me. Not the person I was.
Which was why I'd fallen hard for Penny.
Because Dane was right. The moment he'd introduced us, I'd wanted her. I didn't do anything about it because I wasn't the kind of guy who fucked his friends' girlfriends. Not even Nola, even though I knew she and Harris had an open relationship thing going on. But that didn't change that I wanted her.
I wanted her.
I wanted her laughter and her smiles and God forbid, her tears. I wanted to finally show her how to use chopsticks properly because she'd always been hopeless with them, and then I wanted to take her home to meet my parents and tell them this was it. That she was it for me.
But I didn't think anyone--least of all, Dane--had noticed.
Part of me wanted to look that asshole--who we were only still friends with because he'd brought us Penny and we all adored Penny--straight in the eye and say, "You're right, Dane. You're right, you stupid, ungrateful fucknugget. Penny would never cheat on her boyfriend. But she doesn't have a boyfriend anymore, so that makes her fair. Fucking. Game."
But that would make Dane feel like he mattered enough to get a head's up that I was gonna show his ex she'd always deserved better than him.
Which he didn't, so I didn't say a fucking word about it.
Kellen's joke had broken the tension around the table, so no one else said anything either, instead using the natural break in giving Dane shit to move onto lighter topics. It wasn't until Dane finished his drink and excused himself far earlier than he usually did that anyone mentioned Penny again.
"That dipshit didn't pay for his beer," Nola said as we all watched Dane push his way through the crowd and out the front door.
"Of course he didn't," Kellen said. "He's used to Penny always buying the first round."
"I can't believe Dane was that stupid," Beau said. "After all those times I told him I'd slap him for so much as glancing at another woman, you'd think he'd realize how good he had it."
There was a murmur of agreement from everyone.
"Break ups suck," Kellen said. "Like, are we really obligated to keep Dane in all this? Do any of us really like Dane that much?"
"I wasn't gonna say anything," I muttered.
"So why can't we keep Penny instead?" Kellen asked.
"Because it would be weird," Nola said. "I can't fully explain it, but when you go from a couple to not-a-couple, things with the friends you made when you were a couple feel weird."
"Of course you can't fully explain it," Beau said. "It doesn't make sense."
"It doesn't have to make sense to be true," Nola said.
"Uh, yeah, actually, it does," Beau said.
"No, it doesn't," she argued. "Think about UFOs. You can't really explain it, but they do make sense."
"Inexplicable is not the same as nonsensical," Beau said.
"I think they're synonyms, actually. So technically--"
"Yeah, yeah, yeah, you're both so smart," Kellen interrupted. "But not smart enough to see the solution literally slapping you in the face."
Beau rolled his eyes. "That's not what literally m--"
Kellen reached over and slapped Beau.
He didn't slap him hard. I mean, it was hard enough that we heard it, but Beau's shout was from surprise more than pain, and it was mostly absorbed by Nola's cackle of laughter.
"How are you the solution?" I asked.
Kellen raised his eyebrows at me. Then he glanced around the table, looking expectantly at Tobin and Nola and Beau all in turn. When none of us seemed to know what he was talking about, he let out a loud sigh.
"Guys," he said. "I'll date Penny."
"No," I said, but it was too late.
"To keep her around," Tobin said slowly. "She'd still hang out with us if she was dating someone else in the group."
"You'd do that to Dane?" Nola asked.
"I'd date Dane's sister, break up with her, marry his mom, divorce her, then fuck his grandma and tell him to his face without losing a wink of sleep at night," Kellen said. "His ex is fair game."
"And what makes you think she'd want to date you?" Beau asked. "By that logic, she could date any of us."
"Sure," Kellen said. "But I'm not stepping aside just because you think she'll fall for your sorry ass."
"You won't have to," Tobin said. "I'll be dating her first."
"You idiots can't just claim a girl because you like her," Nola said. "Penny's the one who gets to pick. Plus, I'm going after her, so none of you stand a chance."
"You already have a boyfriend!" Kellen said indignantly.
"I don't have a girlfriend," Nola replied.
"Sounds like we have a little competition going on here," Beau said.
Fuck.
"Seems that way," Nola said.
Fuck.
"Well, all's fair in love and fucking your friend's ex-girlfriend," Kellen said. "May the best man--"
"Or woman," Tobin interjected.
"--or woman win," Kellen finished. "Let the games begin."
Fucking fuckity fuck fuck fuckers.
I should've said something earlier.
"She's not a goddamn trophy," I said. "And maybe we should consider the fact that Penny's probably devastated right now and doesn't want to be part of these games."
"He's got a point," Nola said. "Why don't we say the games begin, like, tomorrow instead?"
"They're not games," I repeated.
"Of course not," Beau said. "But I'm still gonna go over there with flowers and try to cheer her up."
"Flowers," scoffed Kellen. "Real original. I'm gonna take her ax throwing."
"You're going to what?" I asked.
"For five bucks, they'll print a picture of whoever you want and put it on the target. And I've got some great pictures of Dane," he said.
"I'm gonna bring her mac and cheese," Tobin said.
"Mac and cheese?" Beau asked.
"Women love mac and cheese," Tobin said as if that explained everything.
"Well, you can all go ahead and try your best with flowers and noodles and weapons," Nola said. "But I'm gonna go with something foolproof."
"A threesome with you and Harris is not foolproof," I said.
She smirked. "Of course not. But you know what they say about getting over someone."
"What do they say?" Tobin asked naively.
"The best way to get over someone is to get under a hot bisexual chick with a pierced and surprisingly long tongue." She lifted her pint glass to her lips, chugged the last few sips, and set it down. Standing, she stuck out a pierced and surprisingly long tongue at us. "Good luck, losers."

***

Harris
Pookie
I'm going to be late coming home
Me
Late because you met someone at the bar or late because you're having fun? I was about to leave my parents' but I can hang out a while longer if you'll need a ride home
Pookie
Would you believe neither?
Me
Considering you never lie to me, yes, but I'd be concerned. You're not usually late unless you get carried away partying or you're trying to get fucked
Pookie
I didn't say I wasn't trying to get fucked
Me
You said you didn't meet someone at the bar
Oh
Is it Tobin?
Pookie
You know I'd love to get that little pseudo-twink in my panties, but he's very much not interested in doing that to you again, permission or not.
Me
Well that leaves literally everyone else. But I thought you said K/E/B weren't your type(s).
Pookie
Didn't even consider Dane, hey?
Me
I'd wonder who you are and what you've done with my girlfriend
Then I'd use a veto
Pookie
WOW
You've never vetoed anyone I've tried to fuck
Me
He gives me a bad feeling. So. K/E/B?
Pookie
Evander's not my type. Kellen and Beau are fine but I'm pretty sure if I fuck one, the other will go mad with jealousy and set back the inevitable by another decade or so.
Me
...
You're joking
Pookie
Nope
Me
What happened? Is she okay?
Pookie
Dane wouldn't give us the details because he's a piece of shit. Just told us that they broke up and turned into a whiny little baby when we asked if he'd started chugging lead paint or something
Not sure if she's okay. That's why I'm going to be late.
Me
I'll come get you
Pookie



??
Me
I'll pick you up. We can go together.
Pookie
No
Me
Baby, please. I wanna check on her
Are you still at the Flat Tire?
I can be there in fifteen. Max.
Pookie
Harris
My love
I'm not trying to keep her for myself or something
I mean I am, but not right now. I hate to genderize things, but this is a job for a gal pal. Let me check on Penny first. The last thing she needs right now is to put on a brave face in front of all the friends who just agreed she's open season
Me
She's what?
Pookie
They want to keep her around. Long story short they think the way to do that is by dating her.
I told them to give her a night to recover before the games begin
Me
And you are graciously going over there to comfort her and because of your infamous ethics and morals, definitely aren't going to fuck her?
Pookie
Of course
But if it turns out Penny is the kind of person who is comforted by sitting on someone's face, far be it from me to deny her from that in a time of grief
In which case, I'll text you so you know not to wait up for me
Me
You know damn well that'll keep me up all night
Pookie
If it's still up when I get home, I'll ride it while I tell you what Penny tastes like

***

Penny
Bang.
"Asshole," I muttered.
Bang.
"Liar."
Bang.
"Fucking insensitive--"
Bang.
"--piece of--"
Bang.
"--shit!"
Bang. Bang. Bang. Bangbangbangbang--
"I think it's dead, sweetheart."
The only reason I didn't let my rolling pin go flying as I whirled towards the unexpected voice was because it was my grandmother's. Not because I was particularly sentimental about it--my grandmother's favourite thing about me was the width of my ass simply because she enjoyed insulting it so much, though criticizing the size of my belly had to be a close second--but because it had taken a lot of effort to steal the damn thing from her kitchen during my mom's funeral.
So even though I lifted the rolling pin in the air and let out something between a war cry and a shriek, I wasn't about to give the damn thing up by yeeting it at some anonymous intruder.
Although as it turned out, the intruder wasn't all that anonymous.
"Careful with that thing, Penny," Nola said, her voice a husky drawl. "You could hurt someone, if what you're doing to those nuts is any indication."
She was leaning against the wall in the entrance to my kitchen looking like her typical swoonworthy goth-chick-makes-the-rugby-team self, her arms crossed on her chest, making her unbelievably broad shoulders look more toned than usual beneath her fitted tank top. Her chin-length black hair was tucked behind one ear, showing off a long stretch of pale olive-toned skin down her neck and shoulders, and an unconcerned smirk played on dark-painted lips, like she was seemingly unconcerned that generational spite was the only reason her head hadn't been bashed in with a rolling pin.
"I ran out of almond flour," I said, lowering my rolling pin.
"Ah," she said, like that made sense.
"For my cheesecake." I set the rolling pin on the counter next to the plastic bag that, until a few moments earlier, had contained approximately three hundred grams of dry roasted almonds instead of the crumb-like powder it now held. "I put it in the crust. It was my mom's"--my voice didn't quite catch, but it snagged just enough to be noticeable--"secret ingredient. The almonds, that is. Not almond flour. I just get almond flour because it's more convenient. But she used to crush them up like this and since the grocery store is closed--" I cut off my rambling with a frown. "Which reminds me. What are you doing here?"
"I was wondering when you were going to ask." Nola's dark-painted lips curled into a smirk as she unfolded her sculpted arms and straightened up so she could take a leisurely step into my kitchen. "Despite the potential for assault with a deadly rolling pin, you seemed woefully unconcerned that I just let myself into your house."
"I... yeah," I said, like that was why I'd asked. "Why did you do that?"
She took another slow step towards me, though her eyes were straying around my kitchen. "I heard a lot of loud bangs and was concerned."
"About what?"
"About you."
"Why?"
Nola finally looked at me. Beneath the black eyeliner and smoky eyeshadow and thick lashes, her eyes were a deep hazel that always seemed to be flecked with humour. "Because I like you, sweetheart."
Bang.
That was the sound my heart made as it thumped glee and excitement that was entirely inappropriate considering how my night had started. But it wasn't every day that a girl like Nola said she liked you. Even if she meant it as a friendly thing. Because given what had happened that night... well.
Either Dane hadn't told her what happened or she didn't care.
"Good," I said, my voice high. "I mean, thank you. I mean, I'm... glad. That we're still friends. Or, I mean, if you want to still be friends. Even though--"
"--that ex-boyfriend of yours decided to prove a bag of crushed almonds is more intelligent than he is and broke up with you," she finished. "So is that why you're crushing nuts at eleven pm?"
"Sort of," I said. "Mostly I just wanted cheesecake. Although the, um, destructiveness did seem to help a bit."
She chuckled. "I guess Kellen was right about the axes."
"What?"
A soft snort of laughter puffed past her lips. "Never mind. So you and Dane are over, then?"
I jerked my head forward in a nod. "Did he already tell you what happened?"
"No."
Fuck.
So she might still get mad when she found out.
"Maybe you, um, should go, then," I said. She flicked up one arched eyebrow and a cringe of heat flushed my cheeks again. "Not because... I mean, I... he had his reasons, obviously, but it's not fair for me to tell you my side first because he's--I mean, I'm your friend too, I hope, but he was your friend first. So... so I don't want to cause any drama or issues or anything."
The look on Nola's face softened and she let out a soft laugh. "Oh, sweetheart."
Fuck. She had to stop calling me that. Or I'd probably end up as a puddle of goo on the kitchen floor. "What?"
"He had every opportunity to tell us his side. Between him choosing not to tell us and you smashing nuts at eleven p.m. like they have tiny pictures of his face carved on them, something tells me whatever happened isn't gonna change the way any of us feel about you."
"It might."
I said it softly, but it was loud enough that Nola heard me. I thought she'd ask what I meant, and if she did, I would tell her the truth. But Nola just looked at me.
"Did you cheat?" she asked bluntly. I must have looked horrified, because she laughed before taking another step closer. "Or steal from him? Purposely hurt him in some way?"
"No, of course not. Well, I mean--" I paused, grimacing. "I mean, technically, I guess I hurt him on purpose a little. But he started it."
It felt like a disgustingly immature thing to say, but Nola just shrugged. "Did he deserve it?"
"Yes," I muttered.
"There ya go." Her tongue poked out of her mouth, wetting her lips, which I obviously only noticed because it didn't smear her dark lipstick at all. "He had his chance to tell us his side. He didn't. The guys all wanted to come down here immediately and comfort you, but I told them to wait because I had a feeling you might not want to talk about it with everyone."
My eyes shot up. "They wanted to do what?"
Her smirk played on her lips again. "All of them wanted to check on you. Even Harris, and he wasn't at the bar. But I called him to say I was coming over here and he wanted to pick me up so he could come, too."
Thank God.
I mean, not that I didn't want to see Harris. I did. But him being here would've just made everything worse, especially considering the hot woman standing in my kitchen was his girlfriend.
Which was always surprising to remember. The two of them didn't look like they should get along, let alone have a long-term and happy romantic relationship. Harris had grown up on a farm and had the kind of sturdy body that made people wonder what they were feeding the boys out there in the country. But strong as he was, his muscles were beneath a comforting layer of cushion that gave him the aura of a towering teddy bear who could sweep anyone off their feet.
Maybe that was part of what had attracted Nola to him. Neither of us were what anyone would call dainty. And of course daintiness wasn't a marker of femininity, but when you spend your life being a Big Girl, there are always quiet little questions tucked deep inside your mind by a society that values smallness.
"I hope that wasn't the wrong call," Nola said.
I shook my head quickly. "Not at all. I'm just... surprised, I guess."
"Why?"
"I thought you'd all take his side."
"Even if he's wrong?"
"You don't know if he's wrong. He didn't tell you what happened."
"True." She tilted her head in concession. "But can I be honest with you?"
"Look, can I be honest with you?"
"Honesty would be welcome," I said. "Refreshing, even."
"Dane sucks."
The laugh that snuck past my lips surprised me. "You can say that again."
"Okay. Dane sucks." She crooked her elbow and leaned against the counter, crossing one ankle over the other. "Half the reason we hang out with him is because it would be awkward to say no, seeing as Kellen and I work with him. The other half was because of you."
My mouth went dry. "Really?"
"Of course. Every single one of us told Dane what an idiot he is," she said. "Well, except Harris, but if he was there, he would've also told Dane he was stupid for giving up a stunning and incredible woman like you."
"Wow," I said, trying to cover the shake in my voice with a laugh. "You're really trying to talk me up here, hey?"
"I told you I was being honest," she said frankly. "You're a catch, Penny."
"Dane didn't seem to think so."
"Dane can't even handle the fishing pole," she said. "It was sheer dumb luck that he hooked you. That doesn't make you any less of a prize. We all think so."
I pressed my hands against the skirt of my apron, hoping the fact they were sweating wouldn't be obvious. "I think that's an exaggeration, but thank you."
"Not even a little. He's never been good enough for you, sweetheart."
I couldn't bring myself to look into her eyes. If I did, I might burst into flames. "All these compliments are gonna give me a big head."
"Good. That means there'll be more of your pretty face to see."
Oh, God. I forced another laugh. "Jeez, Nola. Are you trying to seduce me?"
I almost didn't hear her next words. Not because she didn't say it loud enough; the words just got stuck in my ears, like they were too big and too unbelievable to be real.
"Is it working?" she asked.
Was it working?
Was it working?!
Nola--fucking Nola--was standing there asking me if the way she was trying to seduce me was--
"If it's not, I'll try a little harder," Nola continued, her dark painted lips twitching up in the corners.
"I can't--" I stopped, swallowing hard in the hopes that the hoarse breathiness in my voice would disappear. "I can't... let you do that."
"No one lets me do anything," Nola said. "But if you don't want me to--"
"No!" I said, and heat rushed up my cheeks. "I mean, yes. I mean, it's working and I want you to and I just... I can't."
The corners of Nola's eyes crinkled. "Is it because of Harris?"
It was, but it wasn't. "Not... really."
"You know we have an open relationship, sweetheart."
I did know that. I knew it well. Nola and Harris had never hidden the fact that they weren't monogamous. It was one of the first things I'd learned about them when I'd first met Dane's friends and asked how they all knew each other.
"Nola and I are dating," Harris had said, then motioned at Kellen and Dane. "We met through these guys."
"Me, Dane, and Nola all work together," Kellen had said.
"And Kellen, Evander, and I have all been friends since we were kids," Beau had added.
"I slept with Harris's girlfriend," Tobin had said.
The look on my face must have said something funny, because Nola and Harris had positively cackled with laughter.
"An ex-girlfriend," Harris had clarified. "Not Nola. Though if he wanted to sleep with Nola, it'd be different."
"Except I wouldn't," Tobin had said.
"None taken," Nola said.
Sincere concern had pinched Tobin's eyebrows together in worry. "Sorry, Nola. I didn't mean--"
"It's okay, Tobs," Nola had said. "You're not my type either."
"Right, but--"
"You know she's messing with you," Harris had said, nudging Tobin's arm before looking back at me with a slow, easy grin. "My ex wanted an ajar relationship."
"A what?" I'd asked.
"You know," Nola had said. "A partially open relationship."
"Except some of us didn't know the door was open," Harris had added.
"She cheated on you, you mean," I'd said.
Harris had nodded. "But the stupid thing is, if she'd just asked, I would've been up for opening things. Which is why it'd be different if Tobin and Nola slept together."
"I didn't know," Tobin had said. "About Harris, I mean. So when I realized, I told him right away, 'cause I don't wanna be that guy. And Harris ended up being kinda cool, so after he broke up with his ex, we started hanging out."
I'd nodded slowly, trying to process the whole story and failing when I realized I was still missing some of the details. "But how did you and Tobin meet everyone else?"
"Oh, Tobin brought me for beers with everyone one day," Harris had said.
"And we met Tobin because he wandered over to our table and made himself at home," Nola had added.
I'd chuckled, thinking it was another joke, but when I asked Dane about it later, he'd said that was legitimately what had happened. They'd been having their usual Friday night drinks at the bar and Tobin had decided they looked like fun, so sat down and joined them.
"And then he just never left," Dane had mumbled, a hint of bitterness in his voice. At the time I'd thought maybe he didn't like Tobin all that much, but in hindsight, I was the problem that night.
"Harris knows I'm here," Nola said, her voice more gentle than usual as it broke me out of the memory of the first night I'd met Dane's friends. "If that's the problem."
"It's not. The problem isn't you." Like a bad cliche, I bit my lip and didn't look at her. "It's me."
"How are you the problem?" she asked in her usual blunt tone.
This was it, I thought. Here it goes.
"Dane and I broke up because of Harris."
I might not have been looking at her, but Nola was standing close enough to me that I could see the lower part of her legs, and that was enough for me to see that her stance stiffened when I said her boyfriend's name.
"What do you mean?" she asked.
"Not--Harris didn't do anything," I said quickly. "Dane came by to pick me up so we could meet everyone for drinks earlier tonight. I had such a shitty week at work and I was just so excited to see everyone tonight because--" My voice caught and I had to swallow hard again. "Because you're my only friends."
"We are?" Nola asked.
I nodded. "I moved here when I was a teenager and I didn't make many friends in high school. Then I made some friends after I started working so I could move out of my dad's place and save up to go to school, but that--" I stopped, sighing. "I don't talk to them anymore. I know it's pathetic, but--"
"It's not." Despite being able to see her legs, it still surprised me when Nola moved a little closer and put a comforting hand on my arm. "So you were excited to see us."
She was touching my arm.
She was touching my arm.
It took me a moment to nod my agreement to what Nola had said because I was busy staring at her hand on my arm like it was the sexiest thing I'd ever seen in my life, which it might have been. "I was. Excited. Yeah. And he mentioned Harris wasn't going to be there and all I said was that I was kind of sad about that. Because, like, he's one of my friends, you know?"
"Of course."
"And Dane was pissed about that."
That was where I lost her. "What?"
"It was out of nowhere. Like suddenly he was super convinced I had a thing for Harris. I kept telling him he was being insecure and completely unfair considering he was--I mean, he--" I stopped and let out another loud sigh. "He was attracted to other people too. So it was incredibly unfair for him to get on my case for being attracted to someone else."
"So you are attracted to Harris, you're saying," she said.
Grateful that she didn't immediately lose it on me for subtly admitting I was attracted to her boyfriend, I half-shrugged, half-nodded. "I'm not going to pretend like I don't think he's good-looking. I mean, you know he is."
A fox-like grin spread on her lips. "I know it very well. And it's not exactly weird to find other people attractive, even if you're in a relationship."
"Exactly!" I said. "And somehow, your group of friends is just all hot. Evander has that broody artist vibe and Kellen's got all those tattoos and Beau's that kind of quiet, nerdy smart-guy hot and Tobin is the human equivalent of a warm chocolate chip cookie and you're the hottest girl I've ever seen in my entire life."
"You haven't looked in a mirror in your entire life?" Nola asked, grinning.
I tried not to blush. "I'm just saying, I have eyes, you know? I was trying to be nice about it when Dane was hounding me. Like, I didn't want to outright lie, but I didn't want to rub it in, either. But he kept pushing and pushing and I just finally... snapped."
"Snapped how?"
"See, this is where this whole thing might be my fault."
"I sincerely doubt that. What'd you say?" She hesitated, then tilted her head to the side. "Or do, I guess? But between seeing Dane in person not too long ago and the fact that I'm pretty sure you'd barely concuss a fly with the way you were wielding that rolling pin earlier, I'm pretty sure you didn't do anything to him."
Another shaky laugh as I shook my head. "No. I just got mad. And I said that maybe I... maybe if he was going to be such a dick about it, I should sleep with Harris. Or maybe I should sleep with all his friends."
I thought Nola might stare at me in disgust or confusion, but instead, I jumped as she let out a loud, hoarse cackle. "Oh, I bet he loved that."
"You'd lose that bet."
She shook her head, still chuckling. "And he, what, believed you'd actually do that? Cheat on him with his friends?"
"Would it be cheating if we were supposed to be in an open relationship?"
My voice was soft, but Nola heard it. Her laughter disappeared and she tilted her head to the side.
"What was that?" she asked.
"Dane wanted an open relationship." I couldn't bring myself to look up at her. "He asked a few months ago. I agreed we could try it."
"Oh, sweetheart." Nola's voice was sympathetic. And I bet he was sleeping with someone else, but you haven't been, and the second you brought up doing it, he lost it."
"You'd lose that bet, too."
Her eyebrows arched in surprise. "Really?"
"Mm-hmm. He got mad because apparently if I slept with his friends, he'd never be able to get rid of me, even though he'd been trying since the very first day we'd gotten together."
Nola was a hard person to unsettle. I'd never seen her look shocked.
But at that moment, she gaped at me. "How...?"
"You know how we got together," I said.
"Of course I do. It was all the office could talk about for weeks. I'm pretty sure the only reason he didn't get fired is because he--oh." She tilted her head back. "You're joking."



I wasn't. Dane and I had met when my dad hired the company he, Kellen, and Nola worked for to install a gazebo and hot tub in the yard. I was living at my dad's temporarily again, so he and my step-mom went on a road trip while the yard was being redone. He was the only guy left working one day, I thought he was hot and had offered him a beer, one thing had led to another, and Dane ended up staying the night. The next morning, he'd jolted awake at the same time I did, when Kellen rang the back doorbell to let me know the crew was there for the day.
Dane had insisted he hadn't done anything wrong. That he clearly liked me, since he hadn't even tried to hide the fact that he was there. That he'd taken me out that very night to meet his friends during their usual Friday night drinks, which Kellen and Nola could both verify.
That sure, the policy was that he shouldn't fuck customers, but he wasn't just fucking me.
That he liked me.
That I was his girlfriend.
Except that had all been a lie.
He hadn't liked me.
He'd taken me out to meet his friends to cover up the fact that he'd definitely only wanted to fuck me.
He'd never wanted to keep me.
"Why didn't he break up with you after a few months or something?" Nola asked.
"Because all his friends had threatened him with various levels of humiliation and bodily dismemberment if he left me." I pressed my lips together. "Which was still very sweet of everyone, even if it backfired a bit because he decided to just be the shittiest boyfriend he could so I'd break up with him."
"But you didn't," Nola said.
"Right. Because I kept trying to make things work since I'm a naive, desperate pushover with no self-respect who wants people to like me so much that I'll put up with anything."
Shock morphed to fury on Nola's face. "He said that?"
"It's not a direct quote, but all those words got thrown in at various points." I sighed, leaning back against my counter. "And he was right."
"He absolutely was not," Nola said. When I didn't respond, she stepped forward, and suddenly two fingers were notched beneath my chin and my gaze was being guided up and oh my God, Nola's eyes were burning as she looked at me.
"Why would you think that?" she asked.
"Because it's true," I said. "I know he wasn't a good boyfriend. I stayed with him because if I left, I'd lose my friends."
She leaned in. Not close enough to kiss me, but close enough that I could smell a hint of floral perfume and feel the softness of her breath brushing my face.
"You're not losing your friends," she said confidently. "We're keeping you. Once we tell everyone about this, no one's going to want anything to do with Dane."
My stomach sank and I shook my head. "I don't want to do that."
"Why not?" she asked.
"Because I--"
And I stopped.
Because I didn't want to purposely hurt Dane.
Except I did.
Because it seemed petty.
But it wasn't.
Because I didn't want him to lose his friends just so I could keep them.
Except I really, really wanted that.
"Trust me, sweetheart," Nola said after waiting for me to finish the sentence I couldn't finish. "Revenge is a dish best served dramatically. And you deserve revenge."
"What's so dramatic about telling everyone he was an asshole and hoping they stop hanging out with him?" I asked.
"Oh, that's not the dramatic part," she said. "That's just part of the plan."
"What plan?"
"You said he didn't want you to fuck his friends because then he'd never get rid of you, right?" she asked.
"Right," I said.
Nola's lips curled into a mischievous smirk. My heart tripped over a beat as the corners of her dark eyes crinkled into something daring and promising and oh-so-dangerous.
"Sweetheart," she said. "You are gonna fuck every single one of his friends."

***
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Harris


Pookie: What the fuck is wrong with your friends
Me: They don't get random no-context texts from their girlfriends asking what the fuck is wrong with their collective friend group when they're hanging out with their fuck buddies while she's supposed to be getting ready for roller derby?
Me:Among other things, probably
Pookie: Other things definitely.
Pookie:Also sorry. I'm just pissed off and derby doesn't start for another forty-five minutes so I can't even elbow my anger away
Me:It's fine. Emma's in the shower and then probably needs a break. I made her squirt so much she slid off the couch lol
Pookie:Assuming she's okay, that's actually hilarious
Me:She is. As is her couch. She's got that performance fabric that's kinda like leather. Easy clean up, thankfully, although I have to remember to tell her she's out of paper towels
Me:Anyway why are our friends pissing you off?
Pookie:Well let's see. I'm still pissed off at Dane for breaking up with Penny in the first place. And the fact that he dragged you into it because he needed some excuse to end things with one of the hottest girls on the planet since he was too much of a coward to do it and potentially piss off his friends.
Pookie:I guess I'm not pissed at Beau and Kellen. I haven't heard from them for a while.
Pookie:Then again, they're best friends with Evander and Evander is a fucknugget
Me:That's surprising. Evander's usually a fuck-chicken-tender at best.
Pookie:He turned her down
Me:Wait, what?
Pookie:Yep. All that talking up I did about how everyone wants to fuck her and we all like her so much, and what does Evander do?
Pookie:Turns. Penny. Down.
Me:I really thought he was into her. What even happened?
Pookie:She was at the grocery store and she thinks Evander might have seen her and Tobin making out
Me:What? Where did Tobin come from?
Pookie:He drove her to the grocery store to get cheese
Me:Huh. So the mac and cheese thing really worked, then
Pookie:Yeah. Except I'm pissed off at that asshole too
Me:...at Tobin?
Me:Honey, you know I'm always on your side, but I don't think anyone's ever described Tobin as an asshole in his life. He's probably the nicest dude I've ever met. And I've literally met the Pope
Pookie:You work that factoid into way too many conversations
Pookie:And yes, I'm pissed at him too. Because the whole reason Penny texted me was to ask if I knew anything about Pound Town
Me:Emma just jumped out of the bathroom to ask me if I'm okay because I'm laughing so hard
Me:You're joking
Pookie:Nope. He's taking her to a sex club.
Me:And you're pissed at him for taking her to the sex club because you don't like Pound Town? Or because you're going to have to live up to whatever unforgettable experience she has there once it's your turn to fuck her?
Me:Or is it that you're regretting making yourself the prize for completing the challenge because Tobin gets to be the first one to corrupt Penny?
Pookie:It's because the dumb ass just fed her a bunch of mac and cheese before taking her to a sex club. Like, she might be fine, but that's a heavy meal to eat right before getting the sense fucked out of her
Pookie:She's not even gonna get to try anal, Harris
Me:You're right
Me:That motherfucker

Tobin


I thought everyone knew about Pound Town.
Not everyone went to Pound Town--or, as it was actually called, Essence--but it wasn't some big secret. I was pretty sure all our friends had been at some point. Maybe not Dane. But Harris had for sure, since that was where he'd found me fucking his girlfriend that one time. And I'd seen some of the others there a few times, not that I'd ever told anyone because it didn't really feel like my information to share.
But Penny?
Penny definitely hadn't known about Pound Town.
"We don't have to," I said as her face turned redder and redder, her round eyes even bigger and rounder than usual and her mouth half open. "If it's not your thing, it's fine."
"I just... how?!" she exclaimed. "This is such a small town! How do we have a sex club?!"
"The hippies," I answered.
Penny nodded. "Right. Of course. The... hippies."
"You know about the hippies," I said.
"Yeah. Totally. But in case I didn't, remind me what, um, that means?"
I tried not to laugh. "It's why Aurora Flats is a little more progressive than you'd expect from a small town like this. Years ago, this group of people bought, like, a big chunk of land and started their own sort of mini-town just outside of town."
"Like a commune?" she asked.
"Maybe. I guess that might be why my dad used to call them communists. Anyway, they were part of why this place grew the way it did and stuff. And one of the places they built in the mini-town was a building they called, like, the Essence of Pleasure or something like that. Once they realized people who weren't part of the mini-town wanted to check it out, they started running it as a sex club."
"That's now referred to as Pound Town," she said.
"I think some people refer to the mini-town in general as Pound Town, but that's what they mean, yeah."
She kept nodding. "Right. That makes sense. And you go there?"
"Sometimes." I shrugged. "It's a nice place. After they started pulling in a shit-ton of money from memberships, they rebuilt the building. And it's super safe and stuff. Lots of paperwork and a wristband system and stuff. Like, if you were to go, you'd have to wear a blue band."
"Because I'm not a member?"
"Sort of. It means there's no STD test on record."
Her lips rounded into an O. "So people know they have to use condoms."
I nodded. "And there's the stoplight bands. If you're there and open to messing around with others, you get a green band. Yellow means you're open to being watched or interacted with, but not touched. And red means you're not interested in being approached."
Penny nodded again. "Right. That's... responsible."
"Yeah. But anyway, I figured I'd just mention it. We can stick around here."
Her head kept bouncing. "We could, yeah."
The words trailed off in a way that didn't quite sound complete. So I waited a moment, letting a silent pause stretch between us.
"Or..." she finally said.
"Or what?" I asked.
She wasn't quite looking at me. "Or we could, um, check it out. If you... if you like it."
"I'm not a platinum member because I don't like it," I said.
Her neck snapped towards me. "You're a platinum member?!"
"Yep. I figured it was worth the investment since I was going so much."
"I thought you said you only go sometimes!"
"Well, yeah," I said. "Like, I'm not there right now. But I don't go just to have sex or whatever. There's a hot tub and sauna and stuff. And the Snack Bar. It's a cool place to just chill sometimes."
Another nod. "Okay. And... and if I don't want to, like, mess around with anyone but you..."
"Then we both put on red wristbands."
She looked up at me. "Well, I would probably. But you could wear whatever one you wanted."
"If I'm going with you, I'm going with you," I said. "My wristband's gonna match yours. And it's not set in stone. You can change your wristband throughout the night. They're mostly general guidelines to help people set boundaries, but you're responsible for deciding how firm those boundaries are for yourself. I've definitely worn a yellow one but decided to mess around with someone like I was wearing green."
"Okay," she said softly.
"You seem nervous."
"Of course I am," she said. "But I'm also, um... you know..."
"Wet?" I suggested.
She burst out laughing. "That's one way of putting it."
I grinned. "So you want to go?"
She swallowed hard and nodded again. I decided no matter what we ended up doing there, we were going into the hot tub at some point. Her neck was bound to get sore if she kept nodding like that.
There were showers at Pound Town, but Penny asked if she could take a few minutes to shower before we went. Of course I said yes; for one, it was up to her what she wanted to do, and for two, the showers weren't private. They didn't even have separate locker rooms for men and women, let alone shower stalls.
For three, it gave me time to make a phone call I'd been itching to make for a while.
He didn't pick up the phone the first time I called, which wasn't unusual. So I called again, and he still didn't pick up, which also wasn't unusual. The third time I called, he answered on the second ring.
"You know you can leave a voicemail, right?" Evander said, his voice tired. "Or send a text?"
"You barely ever respond to my texts," I said. "And you never check your voicemail. You brag about it, actually."
"I know." His voice was flat. "Don't you have some cheese to go mac with Penny or something?"
"We've already macked the cheese. Penny's in the shower."
"That was fast. Did you even take time to eat first or...?"
I frowned. "Uh... yeah. We just ate. Like I said."
"That wasn't the--never mind." He sighed. "What do you want, Tobin?"
"I wanna know what the hell all that was at the grocery store."
His response sounded bored. "What all what was?"
"You know what I mean."
"What, you're mad I didn't congratulate you for winning Nola's little game?" He scoffed. "Sounds petty, but fine. Congrats on snagging Penny in less than a day. Is there anything else or can I go now?"
"It's not like that. I didn't 'snag' her."
"It's not?" he asked. "So you're saying I didn't see you making out with your new girlfriend like fucking teenagers in a grocery store parking lot? It was some other guy named Tobin who looks exactly like you?"
"No, I mean it's not like that," I said again. "Yeah, we were making out, but she's not looking for something serious right now."
Evander was silent for a moment. "Is this your way of saying you want me to keep this on the down low or something? Because fine, whatever. I don't want to be involved in your drama."
It took a lot to piss me off, but Evander was apparently really good at it. "That's not even close to what I'm saying. At all. But I'd rather you not get the wrong idea because her kissing me isn't gonna stop her from kissing other people. And I don't have a problem with that."
"How benevolent of you," he said.
"Yeah, well, given how shit went down with Dane, I think she needs to be shown how valued she is. By everyone<."
"So you're, what, offended? That I said I wouldn't go out with her?" he asked.
"I'm not offended by anything," I said. "I'm angry you were a dick to her while you were doing it."
He went silent. Unlike Evander's normal silences, this one had an air of shock to it.
"What?" he finally said.
"You told her she wasn't your cup of tea," I said.
"I didn't say--"
"Dude, come on," I said, and he went quiet again. "Penny's our friend. Just because you're not attracted to her doesn't mean you're not capable of turning her down nicely."
For a moment, all I could hear was soft breathing.
"That isn't what I meant," he said, his voice low.
"That's what she thinks you meant," I said.
"Well, it's not."
"Well, that's how it seems, Evander."
"You think so?" he snapped, and I raised my eyebrows even though no one could see me. "You really think I'm not into her?"
"Everyone else--"
"--saw her as a fucking game, asshole," he said. "If every single one of you wants to be her rebound fuck, then go for it. I don't want that, and not because I don't want her. I don't want to be her rebound. I'll fucking wait."
Oh.
Ohhhhh.
Also, oh, but in a kind of annoyed tone while wrinkling my nose because even though I got what he was saying, he was wrong.
"I can't speak for anyone else, but I don't want to be her rebound either," I said. "If that's what Penny wants, then cool. I'll still be her friend afterwards. If she wants to keep seeing where things go, I'll still be there for that, too. But one thing I can tell you is that right now, right at this moment, Penny doesn't want or need to be locked down to one person. And honestly, it's too early to tell, but something tells me she's about to find out if being with just one person is for her at all."
"What are you saying?" he asked.
"I'm saying you need to get over yourself because Penny's going to do what she wants," I said. "But if you keep acting the way you did tonight, you're not gonna get a chance to even be a rebound fuck, let alone anything more. You hurt her feelings. You're probably gonna end up seeing a lot more than just me and Penny kissing, and if you're going to be a dick about it, maybe you should make sure you don't see her at all."
"I see how it is. Trying to make it easier for yourself?"
"I'm trying to make sure she doesn't feel shitty about what she's doing."
"And what it is it she's doing?"
"It's not my place to tell you that."
He scoffed. "Whatever, Tobin. I'm hanging up now. Have fun making mac and cheese or whatever."
"We're going to Pound Town, actually, but I'll make sure we have fun," I said, then before Evander could respond, I hung up.
Maybe that was kind of a dick move. I felt a little bad about it. Most of the time, I tried to be pretty chill. I liked to be nice to people.
But that meant when I stopped being nice and chill and go-with-the-flow, people listened to what I had to say. And right then, Evander needed to be told.
Plus, I'd heard Penny's shower turn off, so I'd had to end the call.
She came out a few minutes later, her hair still dry but her skin glowing and clean, dressed in a pair of jeans and a cute yellow top that flashed a hint of her soft midriff. Unlike the nervous expression she'd worn when she went into the bathroom, now she had a look of resolute confidence on her face.
"Ready to go?" she asked.
"Hell yeah," I said, and reached out so I could hold her hand as we walked to my car.

Penny


The two-storey building was unassumingly cheerful. In the fading glow of daylight, orange and pink washed across brick walls and reflected in the darkened windows. Planters full of late summer flowers lined the concrete sidewalk leading up to the door, which was made of heavy, solid wood and had a small metal sign engraved with the only mention of what this business was.
ESSENCE
Below that, there was a smaller plastic sign:
This is NOT the Essence on 2nd Spa! That would be located on 2nd Avenue.
And then a third sign:
ABUSE TO OUR STAFF WILL NOT BE TOLERATED. IT IS NOT THEIR FAULT YOU MISTAKENLY ARRIVED AT A SEX CLUB
"This happens often enough that they need a sign?" I asked.
Tobin nodded as he pulled the door open. "I suggested they just officially change their name to Pound Town, but they said it's a matter of principle at this point."
Despite the packed parking lot, the dimly-lit foyer Tobin led us into was unexpectedly small and, aside from a slim woman with tanned gold skin and frizzy blonde hair held back by a wide blue ruched headband perched at a counter, empty. But it wasn't quiet; the moment she laid her alluring green eyes on us, she clapped her hands together in excitement.
"Tobin!" the woman said as the stacks of bangles and crystal beaded bracelets on her wrists jiggled. "It's great to see you! You haven't been here in ages."
"I was here Tuesday," Tobin said. "You've just been on vacation."
"And what a vacation," she said dreamily.
"The cruise went well, then?"
"Phenomenal. I'm going to try talking Marcel into partnering with some of the other clubs in the province to sponsor one because I know we can pack a ship. It won't be a hard sell." She looked at me as though she already knew I'd agree with her. "As soon as the first cold snap hits, all we'll have to do is mention warm weather, sunshine, and a bunch of naked people fucking on a boat in the middle of the ocean. Bam, sold-out sex cruise."
"That makes sense," I said.
"Right? I knew I liked you." She smiled brightly, then tilted her head. "Also, who are you?"
"This is my friend, Penny," Tobin said. "Penny, this is Amethyst."
"Amy for short," Amy added quickly. "There are four people who are allowed to call me Amethyst: my mother, my grandmother, my father, and Tobin."
I glanced at Tobin, sensing a theme that I wasn't too sure I felt good about. "Because you're... also her... family?"
Amy let out a caw of laughter as she slapped the counter beside her. "Oh, hell no. Tobin earned the right, fair and square." I wanted nothing more than to find out how he'd done that, but Amy barrelled on before I could ask, turning towards the nearby computer and starting to type. "So are you a new member? Marcel didn't mention that we had any new sign-ups."
"Not yet," Tobin said. "She's here as my guest."
You'd think by her reaction that Tobin had told her I was the literal queen of Canada or something. Amy's eyes went so wide and round that there was white all the way around her irises.
"A guest!" she repeated. "Now, that's adding some excitement to my first shift back."
A shuffle of forms and waivers later, Amy laid out the club's main rules. They basically boiled down to don't be a dick and not respecting consent would get you kicked out immediately, but she was sure to remind Tobin that as the member, he was responsible for my behaviour and making sure I followed all the little rules and etiquette things.
Once he agreed, she hauled a small, flat box out from beneath the counter and lifted the lid.
"Now," she said. "Tobin explained the wristband system to you?"
"He did," I said.
Amy shot me a wide grin. "Perfect. So you know you need one of these"--she handed me a blue wristband--"and what colour are we picking today?"
I glanced at Tobin sidelong. "What colour do you usually get?"
"Whatever the colour you're leaning towards is," he said.
Damn. I'd hoped he would at least give me a hint.



The problem was they all had their pros and cons. Red was the safe choice. The obvious choice. This was my first time doing anything like this. The sensible thing to do would be to get a sense of what the culture and expectations were. I was here with Tobin, and that was that.
Except it wasn't.
Because even now, faced with picking my colour, part of me felt like choosing red would be like choosing to go to a zoo. I would be here, in this place, surrounded by these unfamiliar things, and I be an observer. Not a participant.
And if that was what mattered most to me, then the new obvious choice was to pick green. Green was the cannonball into the pool, throwing myself in recklessly and completely, indulging in something new and different and fun. Plus, it wasn't like green meant I had to do things with anyone else. It really just meant I was open to being asked.
But selfishly, I was here with Tobin.
Tobin, who'd already told me he would pick the same colour wristband as me.
I knew we weren't together, but I also didn't know if I could handle watching someone else approach him, pulling him away from me when I wanted to experience this with him.
So obviously, the answer was yellow, right? Yellow, where other people could watch, where we could interact with but not touch others. The best of both worlds; I wasn't just an observer, but I wasn't throwing all caution to the wind, either.
Except...
Well.
I mean, I didn't know how much I wanted to be watched.
I'd never been watched before. None of my exes had been the type to ask to watch me touch myself and the most risque photos I'd ever taken were in my bikini on the beach.
"We can always come back and change colours," Tobin said, breaking the soft silence that had fallen.
I nodded, still considering the wristbands in front of me, then swallowed back the dryness in my mouth and said the first colour that came to mind.
"Yellow."
"Yellow it is," Amy said. "Tobin?"
"Same," he said confidently.
After helping us put the bands on, Amy handed us locker keys, towels, and a small bag containing condoms and lube and mints, which seemed thoughtful. Then she ushered us to the door with a cheerfully innocuous "Have fun, kids!"
"And take good care of our Tobin for us, will you?" she said under her breath as she opened the door. "He's a special one."
The door closed before I could respond, not that it mattered. Replacing the dimness and peace of the foyer was slightly less dimness and zero peace courtesy of bass-heavy dance music I hadn't so much as suspected was playing before she'd open the door.
They were absolutely not fucking around with the sound-proofing in this place.
"This is the Snack Bar," Tobin over the music. "It's the only place you can't be fully naked."
Instead of the small lounge with a concession stand and maybe a few tables or something that one would picture when told there was a snack bar, it was more like a high-end nightclub. There was plenty of seating, raised platforms with pole dancers on them, and a dance floor. Everyone was in various states of dressed and undressed; some people looked like they were dressed for a typical club, while others were clad in lingerie or underwear.
"Do you have to be naked everywhere else?" I asked Tobin.
"You don't have to. You'll see people everywhere between fully dressed and totally naked. A lot of people go around in underwear or lingerie. That's usually what I do if you want to drop our stuff off in the lockers first. But if you're not ready to, you know, get to that point, we can hang out in the bar for a bit. Or stay dressed while I show you around. Your choice."
I looked around again. Most of the people in the Snack Bar were at least topless and the only other denim I saw was by a man wearing cutoffs so short that his penis was actually sticking out of one of the legs.
"Let's go to the lockers," I said, and as soon as we got there, I started undressing before I lost my nerve.
"This is one of the three places sex isn't allowed," Tobin said casually as he peeled his shirt off. "Here, the Snack Bar, and the hot tub. All pretty much for sanitary reasons. No one wants to sit in a hot tub full of jizz or put their stuff down onto a bench that's, you know. Sticky. People go around cleaning a lot, but it's also common courtesy to wipe things down after you use them."
"That makes sense," I said. "Do they have--"
And then Tobin let his pants drop and I forgot what I was asking.
My eyes didn't know what to do. They darted down to take in the sight of Tobin in a pair of fitted white boxer-briefs, then back up at his eyes because oh my God, that was the polite thing to do.
And then down again because he stepped out of his jeans and holy shit, I could see the outline of his dick pressing through the fabric.
And then up because for fuck's sake, Penny, we're mid-conversation about--
And then they stayed up because honestly, I just needed a moment to take in the whole package.
Like, him overall. Not just his package-package.
Because goddamn. I'd always thought Tobin was hot, but this view of him, with his long auburn-brown hair and blue eyes and smooth skin... it was something else entirely. His frame was on the softer side of toned, not quite muscular or athletic but gently defined in a way that made him seem commanding and unintimidating all at once. There were curls of reddish-brown hair on his chest and his nipples were a deep rose colour that I desperately wanted to taste, despite knowing damn well that colours didn't have a flavour.
"Wow," Tobin said.
My eyes snapped up to his because despite looking at him, I wasn't looking at him. "Huh?"
Tobin's mouth twitched. "I think a lot of people are gonna want to watch you tonight."
I was confused until I realized I'd been so distracted checking Tobin out that I'd finished stripping down to my underwear, too. Blushing, I glanced down at what I'd put on after my shower.
I wasn't usually a matching-bra-and-panties kind of person--who had the time for that every single day?--but I did have a few sets for days when I wanted to feel a little sexy or extra confident or whatever. This was one of those sets: lacy and off-white, with that once-in-a-lifetime find of a bra that fell in the perfect place between push-up and natural, lifting and supporting everything but not so padded that my breasts looked entirely different once I took it off. It was lined enough that it wasn't see-through, but thin enough that I knew for a fact Tobin could see my nipples pressing into the fabric. The panties were similar; not sheer, but cheeky and fitted in a way that felt like someone had used my body as the template.
Except for when I got turned on, since as soon as my pussy started to get wet, the gusset clung to my folds until the fabric was almost revealing more than it hid. But I'd have that problem no matter which panties I'd put on.
I just hadn't expected it to be a problem this early. But at least I wasn't alone; the outline in Tobin's boxer-briefs had become noticeably more defined as I stared at him.
"I think they'll be watching you just as much," I finally said.
"I dunno about that."
"Really? I was about to ask you just how serious they are about the no-sex-in-the-locker-area rule."
Tobin's lips curled up and he leaned forward. My breath hitched, but instead of grabbing me and yanking my panties off and burying himself inside me before we'd even made it past the locker area, he reached past and gently closed my locker door.
"I can think of a few places that'll be way more fun than here," he said, his voice low. "Let's finish the tour first so you can pick one."
"Okay," I said, my voice breathier than intended. "What were you saying about the, um... whatever you were saying?"
He enveloped one large hand around mine, leading me through the locker area and pointing out both the bathrooms, should I need those facilities, and very specifically, the bath room. Which was literally a room with a big claw-footed bathtub in it that was currently occupied by a gorgeous woman with reddish-brown skin who was clearly masturbating beneath the bubbles.
"They're two-way," he explained in a quiet voice, gesturing at the large bank of mirrors on the far side of the room. "It's kind of like a voyeur-fantasy thing. All of the role play rooms allow people outside to watch."
The role-play rooms almost reminded me of an aquarium. Each wall had a window peeking into a themed space and there were couches and chairs facing outwards in each direction. In addition to the bath room, there was a room that looked like some kind of royal medieval castle, with a fancy-looking bed and lighting that made it seem like a fire was flickering somewhere just out of sight, and a school room, with desks and a chalkboard and bookshelves behind a teacher's desk.
"There's also the jungle room," Tobin said as we left the area. "But you can't look into that one. It's part of the steam room, so the windows get all fogged up."
He pointed out where the steam room was, along with the hot tub and sauna, as well as a door that led into what he called the dungeon.
"I don't usually go over there," he said. "But I know someone you might like who's really into the BDSM stuff if you're interested in checking it out."
"Maybe another day," I said, watching a latex-clad woman as she escorted a dazed man wearing a pair of jeans towards the hot tub. Not that I could tell he was dazed from the look on his face. But I figured it was a safe bet given the way he stumbled even though the woman was half-holding him up and the angry red welts covering his bare back.
"You okay so far?" Tobin asked as he took my hand and led me the opposite direction of the hot tub.
"Yeah," I said, which was the complete truth. "It's a little tamer than I expected."
He raised his eyebrows. "Tame?"
"Well, yeah," I said, following Tobin up a set of stairs. "It's kind of quiet, honestly."
"You think so?"
"Yeah. It's not a complaint." I squeezed his hand reassuringly. "I just thought there'd be people having orgies everywhere, but other than some people masturbating near the roleplay rooms, there hasn't been much, like, sex."
Then we reached the top of the stairs, Tobin stepped out of the way so I could see past him, and I immediately burst out laughing.
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"So this is the Love Lounge," Tobin said, chuckling as I slapped a hand to my face. "It's kinda like the Snack Bar, but you can fuck in here."
And boy, were people fucking in there.
My eyes landed first on two men who were making out over a woman as she sucked one of their dicks while the other took her from behind. Just past them was a bar where a topless woman was serving drinks to a woman who was practically ignoring the man on his knees behind her, his face buried in her ass. There were plenty of couches and sectionals, some of them filled with people who were staring at TVs on the wall like they were watching the hockey game instead of lesbian porn and others filled with people who were filling other people. All of the furniture was made of what looked like dull grey pleather, though there were no squelching or squealing sounds as bodies moved across it.
And fuck, was it hot.
"Over there is the Alley," Tobin's voice said in my ear, the warmth of his body pressing against my arm as he leaned in. "That's where the glory holes and stuff are."
I'd never really been into the idea of a glory hole, but for some reason, my body perked up at the thought of someone I couldn't see feeding their dick through the hole and into my mouth. Or maybe they had those ones where you could stick the lower half of your body through and let people fuck you.
I had no idea if I'd even like that, but something inside me was screaming to find out.
"You can't use those if you have a blue wristband, though," Tobin continued, and the screaming voice inside me pouted a bit before promptly forgetting about it because there were so many other things to look at. "On the other side is the private rooms. That's mainly just a bed or a couch or whatever. And that"--he pointed at a wide arch that was shorter than a typical doorway--"is the Maze."
"What's the Maze?"
"You remember those indoor playgrounds they had when you were a kid and you could, like, crawl through them? Like the McDonald's play places, but bigger?"
I nodded.
"It's like that, but if it was just the tunnel parts and also everything was padded and big enough for people to have orgies in."
We walked through the Love Lounge to the far side so Tobin could show me what he said was his favourite place. I could see why the moment we stepped into it.
It was an area between two rooms. On the left was The Gold Room, which was the larger of them. It had a stage-like platform on the far end with a king-size bed made of the same grey pleather on it, plus a few chaise longues and those weird-shaped sex chairs pushed off to the side. A large sectional seating area faced the stage, and just behind the seating were the large windows separating the room from the area where we stood.
The Red Room was on the right. It had a stage too, but it was smaller and only had the king-size bed on it. There was no seating in that room, meaning it was much closer to the windows than the Gold Room.
Unlike the role play rooms, these windows were floor-to-ceiling, and they weren't "hidden." The people in the rooms could easily look out and see who was watching them. Or at least, who was there, since there was a murmur of chatter as people casually socialized while sipping drinks they'd brought over from the Love Lounge.
Tobin said something, but I didn't register it. The moment we stepped into the space, the Gold Room drew me towards it with an irresistible pull. A few people shifted politely as I passed, letting me get in closer to the windows so I could see.
On the other side of the glass, a nude woman was laid out on the bed. A man with thick black hair held her legs open so he could eat her out while another man sat on a chaise longue nearby. That man was fully dressed, and his eyes were glued to the woman like he wasn't even aware there were spectators sitting on the couches in the same room as him.
And somehow, I could hear them like I was in the room, too.
"The Gold Room is set up to pipe noise into here," Tobin murmured in my ear, like he'd heard my thoughts.
I nodded, too captivated by what was happening in the room to respond. The man on the chaise had his jaw clenched so tightly it was bulging, his eyes miserable as he raked them over the body of the woman on the bed. She was moaning, squirming, writhing as much as she could, but the black-haired man had her pressed down so hard she was nearly folded in half.
"Please," she was sobbing. "Please, for fuck's sake, just--"
"Don't you dare," the black-haired man said.
I thought he was talking to her at first, maybe telling her she couldn't come, but his head snapped up and he glared across the room at the man on the chaise, who froze with his hand touching the front of his jeans.
"I just--" the other man started.
"You don't get to touch your fucking cock," the black-haired man sneered. "Not until I'm convinced I've made her come enough to make up for all the times you didn't fucking bother."
"It's too tight," the other man complained. "It's pressing into my jeans. I just want to adjust it."
"Does it hurt?" the black-haired man asked.
"Yes."
"Good."
He lowered his head and went back to eating out the woman. A wave of soft chuckles fluttered around us, but mine wasn't one of them. Not because it wasn't funny--it was--but because I was pretty sure if I made any noise, it would come out as a moan.
I had no idea what it was about any of this, but I'd never been so wet in my fucking life.
My panties were soaked. I'd been turned on since we were in the locker area--well, who am I kidding, I'd been in various states of damp arousal since Tobin had driven us to the grocery store--but now?
Now it was almost maddening.
Now I was encased in the sights and sounds of people fucking and being fucked. Of hips clapping against skin and whimpers and gasps. Of moans and dirty talk, of scorching looks being exchanged, of filthy and raw and beautiful fucking sex surrounding me from every side. I couldn't even control how my body was reacting to it; it had gone into overdrive, my core aching like something had been torn away to cause the hollow sensation there. My nipples were hard enough that they felt pinched, so sensitive that my bra fabric was sending shocks of need through me each time I so much as shifted.
"Do you like what you're seeing?"
It was only as Tobin's words made goosebumps rise along my neck and arms that I realized how warm I was. How my heart was pumping heat and arousal through my veins as much as it was pumping blood.
"Yes," I whispered back, still watching the scene in front of me. "Do you?"
"It's why I was asking you about exhibitionism. This is where I like to hang out most of the time."
"In here or in one of the rooms?"
"Both." He was so close I felt the air around me shift as he moved, but not close enough to brush against my skin. "Watching is fine. And I don't mind being watched, but it's more like I like people watching what I'm doing. You know?"
"Yeah," I said, which was a lie. "I mean, no."
"Think of it like hockey. People don't usually become hockey players because they like it when people watch them play."
I thought for a moment, then pressed my lips together. "So you don't want them to watch you. You want them to watch how good you are."
He chuckled. "Yeah, I guess."
"And are you?"
"Am I what?"
"Good?"
"That's up to you to decide," Tobin said.
"Are you going to give me some examples?"
His lips were nearly on my neck. His chest was nearly on my back. I could feel the heat of his body searing the gap between us. Somehow, I could feel his cock hovering above the cleft of my ass, even though the damn thing wasn't touching me.
"Let me touch you?" Tobin asked, his voice low and rumbly.
"Please," I whispered.
He was smiling when he closed the gap and kissed my neck. He smiled as he tasted me, his tongue tracing a curved line just below my ear. He smiled as his cock ended up exactly where I expected it to, nestled against my ass as his skin met mine, and as he slid his hands to my hips so he could pull me back against him even tighter.
And he smiled--he grinned, really, if we're being honest--as I missed muffling the start of the moan that slipped from my lips after he dragged his hands up my sides and cupped my breasts.
"S-Sorry," I mumbled.
"It's okay, Penny." He nipped lightly at my neck. "It's not the kind of show you're supposed to keep quiet at." He dragged his hands along my breasts in unison, ending by rolling my nipples between his fingers and nearly making me cry out again. "People like it when you make noise, actually."
"Yeah, but we're not the ones in th-the..." I trailed off as he ground his hips forward, his cock nudging my panties into my ass crack as he rubbed against me.
"They're not performers." He kneaded my breasts with both hands again, then kept playing with one nipple through the fabric as the other trailed down my ribs and belly. "And even if it was some kind of competitive thing, that just means they have to do more to get everyone's eyes off you and onto them."
I made a noise that was supposed to be a laugh, but there was barely any volume behind it because Tobin took a moment to squeeze a soft curve on my belly. His cock twitched at the same time he hummed his approval and a warm feeling washed over me.



"And," he continued as he slipped his hand into my panties, "isn't that what you're here for? Didn't you pick a yellow wristband so everyone around us knows that they can watch me fuck you?"
I did. I had. I didn't think anyone was going to choose to watch Tobin feeling me up when the woman in the Gold Room was spread wide while her--friend? Partner? A stranger? I didn't know who he was to her--fucked her with his tongue. I didn't mean that in a self-deprecating way, either. It was just a fact.
She was naked.
I was not.
She was lying on a bed, displayed for everyone around us.
I was facing a window, wrapped in Tobin's arms as he pushed a finger inside of me.
"Oh!" I gasped, and it was loud enough that a few people glanced our way. My face burned red entirely out of my control, a rush of something that wasn't really embarrassment flooding over me. Still, I closed my eyes, partly so I could sink into the feeling of Tobin's finger inside me and partly so I could wait until everyone stopped looking in our direction.
Except when I reopened them, there were even more eyes on me.
"Look at her," came a dis-embodied voice. In the room, the black-haired man was gripping the chin of the woman, forcing her head towards the windows.
I wasn't sure when it happened, but they weren't on the bed anymore; they'd moved to the chaise and he was fucking her while she bent over the lap of the other man, who clearly had been told he couldn't touch her. The black-haired man leaned in, still pumping his hips as he brought his mouth beside her ear.
"Look at her," he repeated. "You're so fucking sexy that she needs her man to get her off just from watching you. Just from seeing you get fucked the way you deserve by someone who knows how to do it. You understand?"
"Y-Yes," the woman gasped, her eyes meeting mine.
"This is how you deserve to be fucked. This is what a real man"--and he looked at the other man so viciously that I thought he might actually spit on him--"does for his woman. He treats her like the fucking queen she is." He drove his hips in hard and tears sprang into the woman's eyes. "Understand?"
"Yes," she whimpered again.
"Not you." He looked at the other man, whose face was red and palms looked like they were shaking, even though he had them pressed to his thighs. "Do you understand?"
"Yes."
The man's response was so quiet, there was a chance I just imagined hearing it. But it was enough for the black-haired man, apparently.
"You can stroke your cock," he said, and the other man's hands moved to undo his jeans instantly.
They all finished at nearly the same time, the man on the chaise spurting ropes of cum onto the woman's chest as she writhed, the black-haired man pulling out and coming on her back and ass. Tobin's hand kept moving in my panties and I kept my eyes glued to the people in the room until the black-haired man's face softened into something almost unrecognizable and he moved forward, cupping the other man's face as he checked in. Despite everything, that felt a little too personal to watch, but before I could even say anything, Tobin slipped his hand out of my panties.
"Do you want to continue--" he started.
"Yes," I said immediately.
"--somewhere else?" he finished, grinning. "I mean, we can wait to see if anyone else takes the room, but they're gonna do some cleanup first and that's decidedly less sexy than watching a guy get cuckolded."
"Oh," I said. "Well, also yes."
Tobin smiled, then took my hand.
"Alright," he said. "Where are we going?"
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Penny's hand was barely in mine before she started moving through the crowd of people outside the Gold Room.
She didn't go towards the Red Room, which is where I would've brought her if she hadn't known where she wanted to go. Which might've been a little much for her first visit to Pound Town. But that wasn't what made her walk in the opposite direction. It wasn't like I told her I was gonna fuck her pressed up against the windows instead of on the bed.
It didn't really matter what made her walk the other way. Penny was walking with the kind of purposeful confidence of a person who'd left the shy half of her sweet and shy persona at home, and wherever she wanted to go, I'd fucking follow.
And follow... fucking. I'd follow her to fuck her. I'd be following... Her. To fuck.
Whatever. My dick was too hard to figure out how to say that properly. What mattered was that I wanted to fuck Penny and I was gonna do that wherever she'd let me.
Which turned out to be in the Love Lounge.
Or at least, that was where she wanted it to be, until we got there and she stopped abruptly.
"Oh," she said, almost dismayed. "It's... busy."
"Well, yeah," I said. "But that's kind of the point. The busier it is, the more people get to watch you..."
She flicked her eyes at me, half-smiling. "It is. But I meant that there are no couches available."
That was a fair point. The Love Lounge had a variety of couches and flat bed-like benches and chairs, but most of them had people on them. The few that didn't had the red cleaning card people put out once they were done so the staff knew to clean up--everyone tended to wipe up after themselves, of course, but it never hurt to have a more thorough clean done--or weren't couches.
"We can wait for a couch," I started to say, but the half smile faded off her face and the dismay I'd heard earlier appeared as a wrinkle on her forehead.
"No we can't." I lifted my eyebrows and Penny's face turned red. "I mean, I can't. I'm... Tobin, I swear to God, I've never been this wet in my entire life." Something insecure flashed across her face. "But if you're not that turned on--"
I didn't mean to interrupt her, but I couldn't hold my laughter in. Penny shifted uncomfortably, her cheeks darkening even more, but I shook my head as quickly as I could.
"Pen, I want you so bad it fucking hurts," I said.
Her eyes flicked down. My cock was hard, which I knew she could tell, but she still looked skeptical. "You don't even seem like it's affecting you."
"Because I've been coming here for years," I said. "And not to jerk my own cock or whatever, but I'm twenty-five, good at fucking, agreeable, and respectful and trustworthy enough that I was offered the chance to buy a platinum membership. They don't just let anyone sign up for those. Put all that together and I've been edged by nearly every woman with even a hint of a dominant streak that's come in here."
She glanced up at me, her lower lip tucked the slightest bit into her mouth. "Really?"
I took her hand and lifted it to my mouth, kissing the back of it. "It's not that I'm not turned on, Penny. I've just had a lot of practice at keeping my cool. But if you don't believe me, you should know that he"--I pulled her hand down and pressed it to the very insistent bulge in my boxers, which twitched beneath her touch like it was trying to get out--"is a terrible liar."
Her fingers closed around me like it was instinct. Eyes still on mine, she slowly slid her hand up my shaft, squeezing just enough to not only make me throb, but for a few drops of pre-cum to leak out the tip. By the time she reached the head, it had left a damp spot on the front of my boxers that she felt as she curled her palm around the tip.
"I guess he's not, uh, lying down at all, is he?" she said, fighting a smile.
"No, but I bet he'd love if you tried to tire him out."
She let out a giggle and I grinned, then covered her hand with mine again and glanced around the Love Lounge.
"I dunno how long it'll take to get a couch," I said, pushing down so I could indulge in the pressure of Penny's hand on my cock. "But there's a chaise open."
She turned her head, following my gaze to one of those curved chair-lounge things that's meant for one thing and one thing only: fucking in almost any position imaginable.
Well, except the position I'd been imagining, which was Penny bouncing on my lap with her tits in my face while she rested her hands on the back of a couch.
But my dick was hard enough that I could probably fuck a hole into a brick wall, so I could save that position for another day.
The biggest problem was that the chaise wasn't in the most ideal place. There was a couch on one side and another across from it so the three pieces made a kind of U-shape. The couch in the middle was occupied by a woman in her forties named Lisa who I'd had sex with a few times. She was chatting with the couple on the other couch, a woman I didn't know and her husband, who I'd seen around a few times.
Well, sort of. Lisa was chatting with the woman. The woman's husband was ignoring the two women entirely, his eyes glued to Lisa's hand as it moved lazily up and down on the cock of the significantly younger man next to her. That guy's eyes were pinched closed and his forehead was glistening with sweat in a way I knew damn well.
What I didn't know damn well was if Penny would be okay walking up to that group, letting me bend her over the chaise, and fuck her directly in front of someone I'd fucked a lot in the past.
I mean, no matter what, we'd be fucking in front of someone I'd fucked. Pound Town had a lot of regulars and I'd slept with at least five other people in this room alone. But there was a difference between that and being within conversational distance of a person I knew well.
"Or we can go to one of the private rooms, if you want," I said.
I had to stifle a laugh when Penny's eyes shot up to mine, almost offended by the suggestion. And I couldn't stifle the laugh at all when she stopped touching my cock and grabbed my hand again, even though she immediately whirled around and half-dragged me towards the chaise before I could talk to her about Lisa.
"Excuse me," she said once we were close enough. The polite ring to in her tone was enough to make Lisa's eyebrow arch as she looked up. "Sorry to interrupt. Do you mind if we fuck here?"
The younger man burst out laughing. It choked off into a guttural moan as Lisa let go of his cock and slapped it loud enough that we could all hear it. Penny's confidence seemed to falter and she almost recoiled, but I squeezed her hand.
"It sounds way worse than it is," I said.
"Tobin would know," Lisa said, smirking as she grabbed the guy's cock again and resumed jacking him off.
Penny tilted her head to look at me, but she looked more intrigued than upset. "Is that so?"
"Lisa's only had to do it to me a couple of times," I said.
"Unfortunately." Lisa sighed heavily. "Tobin's too much of a good boy for me these days. I need more of a brat." Her hand tightened noticeably around the guy's cock and he winced. "And you're a horrible little brat, aren't you?"
"Yes, ma'am," he murmured.
Lisa smirked, then gave Penny a once-over. "And is Tobin treating you properly, or do I have to dish out a little punishment to him, too?"
"So far," Penny said. "But I can report back once I know more. Which shouldn't be too long, if it's okay that we use this chair."
I laughed, both surprised and not by Penny's confident and sassy response to Lisa. Lisa flicked a pleased smile at me before nodding firmly at Penny.
"I'll hold you to it. We're fine with it. Thanks for checking, hon."
"Us too," said the guy on the other couch, then flashed his wristband at us. "Or if you want--oh." He held up his hands apologetically. "Sorry. Didn't catch your colour."
Penny seemed confused for a moment before remembering that yellow meant she was okay with being watched by others, but not being touched by them. "That's okay. Thank you."
Then she dropped my hand, turned, and looked up at me with something in her eyes that was as focused and fiery and determined as it was desperate.
"I don't know how this works," she said plainly. "So you better tell me how you want to fuck me."
She said it in a way that made me feel like we were the only two people in the room, like she hadn't just been talking to anyone else, like she didn't care about anything but having me inside of her.
And fuck, I wasn't sure if my cock could get any harder.
"It works however you want it to," I said. "But right now, I want you to turn around"--I guided her to spin towards the chaise--"and pull your panties down, then kneel here"--I motioned to the bottom part of the chaise--"and bend over."
She tugged her panties down and climbed onto the chair immediately. While she did, I looked over at Lisa, who tilted her head towards the small table to the left of her couch. I nodded. Amethyst had given us the typical bags of condoms and stuff at the entrance, but I hadn't bothered bringing it. I usually didn't even bother taking it, honestly. I mean, it's not like my boxers had pockets. And all the rooms had baskets full of condoms and dental dams and lube and other stuff, so I wasn't sure why they even handed them out. Maybe it was one of those "thought that counts" things.
"Pet," Lisa said, slowing her hand even more on the guy's cock. "Lean over and grab a condom for Tobin."
She kept holding his cock as he reached for the table, his hand shaking as he grabbed one and held it out to me, though he determinedly tried to avoid looking towards Penny.
"Thanks, man," I said, taking it from him.
"Thank you," Penny echoed.
The guy's gaze faltered and he glanced towards her, his face reddening at the sight of her perfect round ass swaying as she steadied herself on the chair.
"Uh-huh," he grunted, his voice strained, and he took a shuddering breath before slamming his eyes closed again.
"Say it properly or I'm not going to let you shut those anymore," Lisa said in a sing-song voice.
He tensed, then opened his eyes and took a long look at Penny's ass before glancing at me. "You're welcome."
I smiled at him, hoping it came across as encouraging, then tore the condom open and took my cock out.
"Tobin?" Penny said, her voice needy as she looked over her shoulder.
"Ready?" I asked, stepping forward.
"Yea--" she started, the word morphing into strangled cry. Probably because I'd stepped forward, grabbed her hip, and filled her pussy with as much cock as I could in a single thrust.
Because yeah, I'd told her I wanted her as bad as she wanted me.
But fuck just saying it when I could show her.
Her pussy clenched tight around me, so tight that it felt like she was trying to hold me in even as I pulled out. She let out another short cry as I pushed back in, filling her as full as she could take again, which was a bit more than the first thrust. She squirmed beneath me as I pulled out that time, then let out a long whimper when she took my entire cock on the third thrust.
"F-Fuck," she gasped. "F-f-fuck, that's good."
"He is really good," I heard Lisa say somewhere to my right. "Maybe by the end of the night, I'll be able to compare these two. But I still think Tobin will win. I mean, look at his cock."
There was a soft, miserable-sounding groan and a chuckle that I thought might've been from the other woman, but when Penny turned her head, I realized it was from her.
"It's so good," she repeated, her voice staggered. "God, how does he get so fucking deep?"
And fuck.
Fuck.
It was good.
Too good.
Too good, too much, too soon.
My cock felt like it was swelling, a tingling feeling spreading along the base and up my shaft. Which was insane. I mean, I was wearing a fucking condom. That wasn't a complaint, but I always lasted longer when I was wearing one for obvious reasons.
But for some reason, being inside Penny...
Fuck.
Fuck, I couldn't come already. Lisa would never let me live it down, but more importantly, I hadn't made Penny come yet.
I paused, tightening my hands on her hips. I regretted doing that immediately, my cock throbbing at the sight and feel of my fingertips sinking into the softness of her curves. Closing my eyes, I focused every ounce of energy I had on holding back.
From that place to my right, I heard another knowing chuckle.
"Holding back already, Tobin?" Lisa teased. "I don't think I've ever seen you be the first to come."
I started to tell her that I wouldn't be finishing first, but Penny picked that moment to let her perfect round ass settle back against my hips, and I couldn't afford the distraction of speaking. It took everything in me to tighten my grip on her sides, clench every muscle in my body, and pull out as fast as possible.
And thank fuck I went as fast as I did. Even though I reached down immediately to wrap my hand around the head of my cock and squeeze as tight as I could handle to stop myself from coming, there were a few harrowing moments when I thought I was about to fill the condom. Any slower and I would've come before I'd managed to pull out.
"Wow," Lisa said, and she sounded vaguely impressed. "I was half-joking, but you really did get him that close, hon."
Penny started to turn her head. I knew there was going to be a look of concern in her pretty brown eyes, not because she was judging me or because she thought she wouldn't come, but to make sure I was okay. Maybe because she'd contributed to Lisa's teasing or maybe because she would feel bad for making me finish sooner than I wanted, which was a bullshit thing to feel bad about but it was Penny and she was sweet like that.
It didn't matter what the reason was. Maybe it was self-centered of me or something, but what I'd told Penny earlier was true. It wasn't being watched that did it for me; it was being watched because I was good at fucking. Her being concerned about me was the last thing I wanted.
So before she'd even managed to glance over her shoulder, I put a hand on each of her ass cheeks, spread her open, and buried my face against her ass and my tongue in her pussy.
"Oh, fuck!" she squeaked, her hole clenching around my tongue as her body tensed. "T-Tobin--"
Her voice caught and her body trembled. The flavour of her filled my mouth, and no, it didn't taste like peaches either, but goddamn was she the perfect mix of sweetness and salt. I licked around the edge of her entrance before teasing her folds with my tongue, lapping up the slickness coating her soft skin. She squirmed against me and I worked my mouth forward until I could feel the swollen bud of her clit with the tip of my tongue.
Gone was any attempt by Penny at stifling her moans. She let out a sound that was both throaty and musical, a desperate noise that made my dick ache and a responding moan of my own to slip out as I ate her pussy.
And yeah, I was still half-afraid I was gonna end up being the first to come. But thankfully, I wasn't.
And neither was Penny.
"T-Tobin," she said after a bit, her voice breathy. "No one's ever... Can you... Can you f-fuck me with your tongue again?"
I let go of one of her ass cheeks, pushed my hand underneath her so it could take over rubbing her clit, and dutifully slipped my tongue inside her again.
"Ohmigod," she moaned. "Why does that feel s-so good? Fu--uh." She pushed back against my face. "Fuck me with it harder."
"Shit," I heard a sudden masculine voice say to my right. "Oh shit, oh no--"
"Don't you dare," I heard Lisa say, but it was clearly too late. The voice cried out in dismay and Lisa started laughing. "Look at you, hon. You're so good you almost got Tobin to come in seconds and made Matty bust without even touching him."
"S-Sorry," Penny gasped as the man--Matty, I guess--kept moaning.
"Don't be," Lisa said. There was another slapping noise and he let out a loud yelp. "He likes it. He likes it so much I just don't think I can stop--"
I laughed. No one heard it because Penny's ass was in my face, but she probably felt it. I knew what was coming and a second later, Matty let out a wail.



"Fuckfuckfuckfuckfuck," he kept saying. "It's t-t-too much, it's t-t-too--"
"You can take it, pet," Lisa said. "Be a good boy and take it--"
"Oh my God," Penny breathed, and her body trembled. "Oh my God, I'm close."
"C'mon, Matty," Lisa said immediately. "You don't get to watch her come."
That was probably a relief for him, since it meant she stopped playing with his oversensitive cock. Bodies shifted and a second later, I felt someone brush by me.
"See you later, Tobin," came Lisa's teasing voice, and a slight swat on my ass. Which she shouldn't have done because I was wearing a yellow wristband, which she realized a second later. "Fuck. Sorry."
I used my other hand to give her a thumb's up saying we were cool, but that was all I could do because a moment later, Penny came.
Her pussy gushed against my mouth and I lapped at her as quickly as I could. Her body shook and shuddered, her ass jiggling as she pushed herself back on my face. I held my breath, letting her ride out her orgasm on my tongue and pressing her clit to draw it out as much as I could.
When she finally keeled forward, I took a gasping breath, then sat up on my knees. The couch Lisa had been on was still empty and across from us, the couple was starting to stand up.
"I need another turn on the swing in the Alley," the woman said. "God, that was hot."
I flashed a quick smile at them but didn't say anything, just moved in behind Penny and slipped my cock inside her again.
Though, I took it a lot slower this time.
She whimpered, but when I paused, she urged her hips backwards in a plea for more. I smiled, pushing in deeper until I was all the way in and could lean forward so her back was pressed to my chest and my lips were almost next to her ear.
"You okay?" I asked.
"Uh-huh." She sighed. "I'm never dating anyone who doesn't go down on me again."
I raised my eyebrows. "Dane didn't go down on you?"
She shook her head.
"And people think I'm stupid." I slipped an arm under her, cupping one of her large, delightfully soft breasts with my hand. "That guy's eleven bottles short of a twelve-pack."
She giggled, which made her hips shift, and I closed my eyes at the indulgent feel of her body surrounding mine. Slowly, I started moving, and Penny murmured a pleased sound from beneath me. Her head bowed and she rested on her forearms, drawing in quiet breaths and letting out louder ones that got me moving faster, and faster, until her moans were urging my hips to fuck another orgasm out of her.
Which I did.
There were people around us the whole time; I could see them from the corner of my eye, hear them talking and laughing and fucking, feel the sensation of them watching me drive my cock into Penny. I kissed the back of her neck, burying my face in her hair, ignoring everything around us until she was writhing in my arms again as she came again. Once her pussy tightened, that was it; I couldn't hold myself back again. My hand tightened on Penny's breast and my balls tightened and the pressure finally released, my cum filling the condom as I groaned in Penny's ear.
For a few moments, we stayed like that, Penny in my arms and pleasure in my body. Then I started to sit back, intending to tell her that we could keep hanging out here if she wanted to, that I'd be able to go again in a little bit, that she could even go and change that wristband if she wanted to keep playing but didn't want to wait for me to get it up again and did she want to go track down Lisa and Matty or did she want to grab a drink or--
But Penny sat up as I did, which meant we saw the shirtless, jeans-clad man sitting on the couch across from us at the same time, and her mouth dropped open.
"Hey guys," Kellen said, taking a casual sip of his beer. "Fancy meeting you here."
***
Thanks for reading! More coming soon.
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Harris
Me: I have a proposition for you
Pookie: I told you, I don't care how much it turns you on, I'm not doing any foot stuff
Me: Not the proposition, though I still don't see what you're so opposed to. They're just feet
Pookie: I'd rather lick your armpits after you've been spreading manure at your parents' farm
Me : That doesn't make any sense, but luckily for you, I'm not into feet or armpit licking
Me: I have a proposition for you about our bet
Pookie: What bet
Me:...the bet about Penny?
Me: The one you coerced me into making so I could come?
Me: The one we made last night...?
Pookie: You can't blame me for clarifying. Neither of us have won that bet about Kellen and Beau yet.
Pookie: But go ahead. Tell me your clever proposition that you think will give you an edge so you don't have to admit you like being pegged in front of all our friends. Then I can laugh and go back to my beers with the derby girls
Me: It doesn't give me an edge, even though it's definitely an unbalanced bet
Me: I mean, for you to win, Penny just needs to complete the challenge you gave her within two weeks. So all you need is for her to fuck all our friends to get back at Dane for being a shitty boyfriend who only dated her so he wouldn't get fired from his job. Doesn't seem like that much of a hard sell, you know?
Me: But for me to win, you need to give in and fuck her before the challenge is done because you nominated yourself to be her "prize" for hooking up with everyone else.
Me: Sure doesn't seem fair... but what if I said I'd be willing to up the stakes because of something I know that you don't?
Pookie: Are you gonna tell me the thing you know that I don't?
Me: Yes
Pookie: I'm listening...suspiciously
Me: I would expect nothing less
Me: So first, the proposition: I propose that we change the parameters of the bet.
Pookie: Why would I do that when I'm far more likely to win by keeping the bet the way it is?
Pookie: If she and Tobin have already fucked, she's already one down and has almost two weeks still to do the rest.
Me: Three, actually
Pookie: Three weeks? You're making it easier for me?
Me: She's got three people down. One almost certainly confirmed, one very likely to be confirmed, and one technically done but I have a feeling that might change
Pookie: I'm not following
Me: Evander turned her down. You said you're not counting people who choose to not hook up with her against her, so technically, he's off the list
Me: There's eye-witness proof she's about to/has already fucked Tobin
Me: And considering that eye witness is Kellen, I'm saying there's a damn good chance she's in the process of or is about to fuck him, too
Pookie: It is taking everything in me not to leave the bar and call you to scream right now
Pookie: Penny said Tobin took her to Pound Town
Pookie: SO IF THEY'RE AT A SEX CLUB, WHERE DID KELLEN COME INTO THIS????
Me: At Pound Town
Pookie: HOW DO YOU KNOW THIS
Me: God, it's so much fun being the one who knows something for once
Me: He texted me after his session. Saw Tobin and Penny wandering around in their underwear. Asked me if I knew how the hell Tobin had staked his claim so quickly
Me: And, being the kind and fair boyfriend I am, I didn't tell him that Tobin and Penny were an exclusive couple or something to sabotage the chances of my sweet peachy princess pookie bear winning this little bet she made with me.
Pookie: Remind me later to throw something at you for calling me that.
Pookie: But more importantly, why wouldn't you tell him that? You only said you'd play fair if Penny came onto you and I know how much you love your technicalities.
Me: I think you underestimate how much I want Penny to get what she wants out of this
Pookie: At the cost of your own pride? Damn, Harris
Pookie: It's actually sweet how much you like her. I kinda love it.
Me: I kinda love you and the fact that you support me liking other people
Pookie: *gagging emoji* ughhhh now you're being too cutesy
Me: Sorry, hunny pie. Here's a reminder of all the times I call you my lil pookie puddin pop and how much you hate it
Me: But yes, I played fair with Kellen, too. And I think since Penny's working her way through the list so effectively, we should change up the bet. Double or nothing, sorta.
Me: My proposal: Penny has until the end of the week to fuck all our friends, including me, and I will still play fair (not turning her down just to win). If she does it, you win. If she doesn't, I win.
Me: If you win, I won't just admit I like it in the ass in front of our friends. I'll invite them to come watch you peg me at Pound Town.
Pookie: You must have something damn near bulletproof for you to be giving me all that if I win. What happens if you win?
Me: If I win, I'll still get pegged.
Me: But you have to talk Penny into doing it
Pookie: At Pound Town.
Me: What?
Pookie: You get Penny to peg you, but it still happens at Pound Town.
Me: Okay
Pookie: Are you serious?!
Me: Why wouldn't I be?
Pookie: You hate Pound Town. You pretend you hate being pegged. I am fully coming out on top either way here.
Me: You know I love you. So what do you say? You win, you peg me at Pound Town in front of our friends. I win, Penny pegs me at Pound Town. Deal?
Pookie: Deal
Pookie: Damn
Pookie: I don't know if I want to win or lose now
Me: Why not?
Pookie: I love being the one to make you squirm and whimper while I'm taking your ass, but watching Penny do it would be phenomenal
Me: Aw, baby.
Me: Who said you get to watch?
Pookie: Excuse me?? Why would I not be included in the people getting to watch???
Me: Who said anyone's watching?
Me: I said I'd do it at Pound Town
Me: Not that it couldn't be in a private room
Pookie: You know I'm gonna make you pay for that
Me: I already put the restraints on the bed and your favourite torture devices, excuse me I mean sex toys, are on the chargers
Me: See you when you get home *kissing emoji*

***

Kellen
"You can fuck her if you want."
I choked on my beer, hacking loud enough that a few of the patrons fucking around us glanced over. Tobin sat on the couch beside mine, his arms slung along the back and his ankles crossed at the end of his outstretched legs. If he was anyone else, I would've said he was sitting like that to show off the still-half-hard bulge in his boxer briefs, but it was Tobin. The only reason he was sitting like that was for comfort.
And maybe to show off the yellow band around his wrist so no one else tried to sit with him before Penny returned.
"Great, thanks. I mostly puttered around my house before coming here," I said when I finally stopped coughing. "How's your day been?"
Tobin frowned. "What?"
"Yeah, I guess that would be pretty radical. Groovy, bro." I sipped my beer again. "So, anything else you want to talk about now that we've eased in with some friendly formalities ahead of offering our mutual friend up on a platter for me to fuck?"
He chuckled. "We can make small talk if you want. But you're obviously sitting there trying to figure out if you can fuck Penny and I figured we were good enough friends that I'd cut the crap and tell you that yeah, you absolutely can."
He had a point. I was sitting there trying to figure out how to ask if Penny would be open to fucking me. I mean, it wasn't like I could ask her.
Not yet.
But being at Pound Town was a pretty good indicator that she and Tobin weren't exclusive. Harris had said as much when I texted him, not that he'd given me any indication as to why or, more importantly, how he knew such a thing. Which meant it had something to do with Nola and I was SOL until Monday when I harassed her during coffee to find out what that clever little badger was up to.
Unless Tobin knew.
Knew, and also didn't pull that cagey "I'm just a silly little dumb-dumb who doesn't know anything" schtick he was so good at.
Which meant I was probably still SOL, but I had to at least try.
"Since when are you in charge of who's allowed to fuck Penny?" I asked.
"I'm not. Penny is. That's why you can fuck her. " His cheek twitched like he was about to laugh again. "If she wants to, of course, but I didn't think I had to clarify that part to you."
"You didn't," I said immediately. "I mean, you don't. Obviously I know that."
"Obviously," Tobin agreed.
"But considering last night you said you weren't interested in just fucking Penny because you wanted to date her..." I let the end of the sentence linger.
"When she's ready for that and if she wants to, maybe," he said. "But that doesn't mean she couldn't still fuck other people if she wanted. You don't have to date someone to have sex with them."
"That usually applies to people who aren't dating someone else."
"Meaning it doesn't matter. We're not dating."
See what I mean?
The whole "sweet, simple-minded oaf" thing was a total act. Tobin was way smarter than he pretended to be. He'd never been to university or anything, but if he had, he'd be that stoner slacker loser who'd roll out of bed, ace the final for a class he'd forgotten he'd enrolled in all semester, then go back home and drown in the pussy no one could figure out how he was getting.
Except, having seen him a few times now at Pound Town, I knew exactly how he kept finding himself submerged in a metaphorical lake of tits, ass, and--of course--pussy.
Part of it was that he was genuinely a good person. Like, above it all, Tobin was fair and respectful and open-minded. Women liked that. Men did too, probably, but as far as I knew, Tobin was straight. He was also funny, intentionally or unintentionally. And hot. Not that I swung that way myself, but I could appreciate a good-looking bro.
And then he was just, like, Olympic-champion-levels of good at fucking.
"I am just gonna say one thing about that," Tobin said, breaking the quiet that had fallen between us again. "If you don't want to fuck Penny--"
"I do," I said.
"Okay."
He fell silent again. I waited, then sighed.
"But you can tell me what you were gonna say anyway," I said. "I'd like to know, even if it doesn't apply."
"Just don't be a dick about it," he said.
I rolled my eyes. "No one would be a dick to her about that."
"Wouldn't they?" he asked lightly. I frowned, but he switched the subject before I could ask what he meant. "By the way, I obviously didn't show Penny the kink room. But I told her if she's interested in checking it out, I knew someone who might be interested in showing her. I didn't tell her I was talking about you, but would you? If she wants to?"
I opened my mouth to tell him of course I'd take sweet little Penny into the dungeon so I could corrupt her beautiful brain with whips and chains.
But I hesitated before anything came out.
Not because of Penny. Not specifically her, anyway. I just remembered what it was like the first time I saw someone I knew at Pound Town.
There was a reason small towns didn't usually have sex clubs: the curtain of anonymity was impossibly thin. Some people couldn't let loose and enjoy themselves because of it. Like, a lot of people didn't want to watch the librarian who read stories to toddlers three mornings a week get spitroasted by a guy who owned a hog ranch and Kelly-Anne from the grocery store wearing a foot-long strap-on. And finding out that the mouth on the other side of the glory hole I'd just gotten the best blowjob of my life from belonged to the principal of the high school?
Like, thank God he hadn't worked there when I was in high school. It was weird enough to find out I'd just blown my load in a dude's mouth, let alone knowing it could've been one of my old teachers or something.
But it was the risk you took coming to Pound Town as a local. The people who stuck around were the ones who found a way to balance this part of their life with other parts. Tobin had fucked probably every woman who could be considered a regular, but if you saw him chatting with Kelly-Anne at the grocery store, you'd never guess he'd made her come so hard she sobbed and had to be helped down to the spa area so she could soak in the cold pool for a while to calm down.
The point of all this was that Penny was new. She'd never been here before; the blue bracelet on her wrist hinted as much, and the way she'd asked Tobin for a reminder of how to get to the bathroom so she could clean up after they fucked confirmed it.
She was also vulnerable. Not only from running into someone she knew outside of Pound Town on her very first visit, but from her breakup with Dane.
I didn't know if she was ready for the kink room.
And I didn't know if I was ready for anyone to know what I did in there.
Tobin vaguely knew. Harris knew a little more. But the rest of my friends didn't. Not even Beau or Evander, which was probably concerning. I mean, we'd been best friends since we were kids. They were everything to me. When I'd destroyed my back during an install at work, Evander was the one I called to meet me at the hospital even though my parents still lived in Aurora Flats.
And when the head physical therapist for the National Lacrosse Association finally broke it me six months later that there was no chance of me ever being given the clear to play professionally again, Beau was--
Well.
Beau was there.
Beau was there, and he was probably the only reason I made it through that day and a number of the ones that followed, since no one tells you about the crushing feeling of worthlessness that comes after the one thing you wanted more than anything in your life is torn away from you.
"You don't have to," said a gentle voice. I blinked, realizing I'd gotten lost thinking, and looked up to see a sympathetic-looking Tobin watching me from the other couch. "It's why I asked first. I don't even know if she wants to, honestly."
I took a slug of beer. It was almost warm since I'd been nursing it since the end of my session. Normally I would've dumped it out after I was done soaking in the spa. It was a part of my aftercare, even though I only ever drank maybe a third of it.
But normally, I also went straight home after a session.
"I need to think on it for a bit," I said after swallowing.
"That's fair," Tobin said, nodding.
I nodded in return, swirling the beer left in the bottle a few times. I had questions for him, but before I could ask any of them, Penny returned.
And God, was she a sight.
She hadn't freaked out when she and Tobin saw me sitting there after they finished fucking. She'd blushed and stammered for a moment, then laughed.
"I guess this is what I get for wearing a yellow wristband," she'd said, tugging her panties up to cover her ass. There was a line where it and the blue band had dug into her arm from the way she'd been bracing herself against the sex chaise.
"Watched?" I'd asked.
She'd nodded. "How, um... long?"
"Around the time you were calling him Lover Boy and asking him to cover you with his baby gravy like you were his naughty little turkey dinner."
"She didn't say anything like that," Tobin had said, but Penny went along with it.
"Jealous that he gets to be Lover Boy and you don't?" she'd asked.
"Why would I settle for Lover Boy when I know I can make you call me Daddy?" I'd replied.
Normally, she'd have some kind of sharp, quick-witted response to that, but my presence had clearly thrown her off because she'd just shaken her head.
"Too far?" I'd asked. "If I need to take this more seriously..."
But she'd shaken her head again. "I just need a sec to recover. Some of us just came hard enough that the thinking systems are rebooting." She'd looked at Tobin, who was tying a knot in the condom. "Where are the bathrooms again?"
"I can show you," he'd said, but she'd shaken her head and asked him to wait here. Which was obviously code for her wanting a few minutes to collect herself, so Tobin had just asked if she'd bring an extra towel up with her.
"There's a desk in the Snack Bar where you can get extra supplies and stuff," he'd said. She'd nodded, then excused herself while Tobin flopped on the other empty couch.
She'd left looking flustered and a bit dazed, but the woman approaching me and Tobin now carrying two neatly folded towels over one arm and a glass of water in her other hand looked decidedly more confident and collected.
"So," I said as she sat next to Tobin and handed a folded towel to him, then offered him some of her water. "I get why you think Tobin would piss him off the most, but hear me out."
Penny blinked at me, another crack appearing in her collected demeanor. "What?"
I set my beer on the end table and leaned in, resting my elbows on my knees while I counted on my fingers. "One, Dane and I work together. So he would suffer every single day if he knew you and I hooked up."
"You think I hooked up with Tobin to piss off Dane?" she asked, amusement on her lips.
"Among other reasons, I'm sure, but there's no shame in starting there."
She exchanged a look with Tobin, who just chuckled, and I figured I was at least partially right.
"Okay, so two, I'm probably the person Dane likes the least in our group of friends. Paired with number three, which is that he can't say shit about not liking me because I'm not only his coworker but the one who brought him into our group of friends, and you've got a double-whammy of psychological trauma knowing I'm plowing his ex."



"If you did end up 'plowing his ex,' as you put it, how is he even finding out about this?" she asked, trying not to laugh.
"Number four: I will never shut up about it." I sat back up. "When I die, it's what I want on my headstone. 'Kellen Bear: Devoted Bachelor, Mediocre Son' on top and then where they have a quote or whatever, 'I plowed your ex, Dane.'"
Penny was giggling, shaking her head. "Devoted bachelor?"
"Yep." I leaned back. "I'm not getting married. And when have you ever known me to be serious about anyone? I haven't had a girlfriend the entire time we've known each other."
"I wasn't aware that was by choice," she said.
"Of course it is." I gestured at my body. "Who could resist all this?"
"Anyone who's ever heard you speak," she shot back.
I burst out laughing. "See? There's reason five. Dane wouldn't even have the comfort of pretending you were just compelled by the laws of attraction. Nothing would piss him off more than knowing you chose to sleep with me."
"It's a good point," she said. "But you're still wrong. Hooking up with you isn't the thing that's gonna piss Dane off the most."
"Well, it wouldn't piss him off the least," I said. "And it couldn't hurt to try. For, like, science or whatever."
"I don't need science," she said. "I already know the thing that's gonna piss him off the most is that his friends were all cool with me fucking my way through all of them because they like me more than him."
"Hmm." I lifted a hand to my chin like I was thinking. "I see your point. And is this a theoretical conclusion you've come to or is there some kind of clinical study you're performing to prove your hypothesis that I can apply for?"
"Kellen, you can just ask if we can fuck," she said.
Fuck.
Fuck.
I wanted to. I loved the blunt way she'd come out and said it. Penny could be a little shy sometimes, but she wasn't insecure. She was confident and gorgeous and she knew what she wanted, apparently, and yet...
"I wish that were true," I said.
A hint of a crease appeared between her eyebrows. "Why isn't it?"
I glanced at Tobin. His face was neutral, even though I knew he knew why I was saying it. I appreciated it, even though it sucked because now I had to explain it.
"Because of these," I said, and held up my wrist. My band was green. "The colours are a bit more lenient out here. But the rules are different in the, uh... in the kink room."
I felt my face heating up, even though I knew I had nothing to be embarrassed about. It wasn't embarrassing in the first place, and Penny wasn't going to judge me.
But still.
"In that room, they're basically law. You don't try to push boundaries or ask if people are open to more than their wristband shows. I know we're not in there right now, but a lot of us practice that throughout the club. Green means it's fine to ask people if they're open to playing but yellow means no touching and since you're wearing--"
I paused as Penny very deliberately moved the towel she was still holding, putting it beside her before propping her elbow up on the couch's armrest and settling her fist against her cheek. Set just on top of the blue wristband symbolizing that there wasn't an updated STI test on file for her--which was expected since she was here as Tobin's guest--was a green wristband where her yellow one used to be.
"--a green wristband," I continued as if I hadn't stopped at all, "I'd like to know if we can fuck."
"Are you going to stop talking long enough for me to say yes?" she asked.
I mimed zipping my lips and she giggled.
"Alright," she said. "Yes. Let's do it."
It was like a switch flipped. The switch to my testosterone supply, apparently. My spine straightened and my hands flexed on my thigh and something seemed to unfurl in my chest, forcing it to puff out as I set my eyes on Penny like she was a sweet little bunny ready to be corrupted.
"Good," I said. "Now get on your knees."

Penny

I could feel Tobin's eyes on me as I stood up.
Kellen's, too. And a few anonymous ones, gazes from people around the Love Lounge who didn't know me and had no idea what Kellen had just told me to do.
They would, though. In moments, they'd know I was the kind of person who would get on my knees when I was told to. Which was fine, honestly. I was that kind of person. I liked pleasing people. People Pleaser Penny, that was what Dane had called me during our break-up argument.
People Pleaser Penny, doing everything for everyone else because she wanted to be liked.
It was my imagination. I knew it was. The people in the room watching me didn't know me, and the ones who did know me--namely, Tobin and Kellen--wouldn't think something like that about me. I knew that logically. But I felt the weight of those imaginary thoughts all the same, heavy and suffocating, like a stack of old knitted blankets that looked cozy right up until you'd pulled them over yourself and realized how scratchy they were.
It was almost enough to stop me. The freshness of that insult, the echo of Dane's voice in my head... I wanted to prove I wasn't what he thought of me. That I didn't just do things to impress people because I wanted to be liked. I wasn't going to just get on my knees because someone told me to. Especially not Kellen.
Not because I didn't like him. I did, a lot. I liked our banter, swapping jabs and insults like trading cards and sharing jokes like the metaphorical bucket of popcorn people would munch on when we got into it with each other.
So why would I let Kellen tell me what to do? Our entire friendship rested on us butting heads, however playfully that might be.
The answer to that was simple: I wanted to suck his dick.
Wait. No.
I mean, I wouldn't. The simple answer was that I wouldn't let Kellen tell me what to do. I was going to do what I wanted to. After all, how could I be a people pleaser if I didn't please myself once in a while? I was people.
So I wasn't going to kneel for him. Because I wanted... to.
Wait.
I wanted to get on my knees. I wanted to play with Kellen. And yes, maybe there was some kind of psychological connection between being a people pleaser and doing as I was told, but you know what there wasn't?
A good reason for me to let anything Dane said or thought affect my actions in any way, shape, or form.
So I didn't. I made the choice to ignore the echo of Dane's comments and do what I wanted to do.
Which was to play with Kellen... the way I wanted to.
"Mmm," he said, his mouth twitching with amusement as I knelt. "I think I just learned a lot about you, Penny."
"What?" I asked. "That I listen well?"
"Do you?"
"Of course." I motioned to myself. "I'm on my knees, aren't I?"
Kellen tilted his head in concession. "True. I guess Tobin and I have just learned that you"--he stood suddenly and my eyes widened--"are a very"--I tried to keep my gaze on him, but he walked behind me--"good listener." He reappeared into my field of vision, setting down his half-empty beer on a table before sitting besides Tobin. "You don't mind if I sit here, right, bud? So I can get a front-row seat to just how good our girl here can be?"
Fuck.
This might be backfiring.
"Not at all," Tobin said. "But I thought you wanted her to kneel in front of you."
"Well, as Penny kindly pointed out with her actions, that's not what I asked her to do. But since she listened so nicely, I'm not going to punish her by taking away something she wants so badly."
My throat tightened as I swallowed involuntarily. Kellen's grin widened.
"Open your mouth, Penny," he said. "The one on your face, in case you have any secret mouths I don't know about."
I laughed. A little bit because it was funny, but mostly because I was too nervous not to. Not that I was nervous in a bad way, really; I was just...
I had no idea what I was getting into.
But the laughter made it hard to do what Kellen was telling me to. I tried, but another laugh bubbled up, and I looked down at my lap. A moment later, he leaned forward and notched a finger beneath my chin, bringing my eyes back up to his. I thought he might kiss me and my lips parted in anticipation, but his eyes were dark and uncharacteristically solemn as he held my gaze.
"What does a red wristband mean?" he asked.
I blinked, confused. "Uh... not... open to playing with other people?"
"Right," he said. "Because red means...?"
"Um, stop?"
He nodded. "And green means...?"
"Go?"
"And yellow is 'slow down,'" he finished. "So if I give you an order that you really, really don't want to follow and not just because you're being a brat, you'll say...?"
"Red?" I answered.
"Mm-hmm. And if I'm not sure if you actually don't want to do something so I ask you what colour you are, but you're just being a brat, you'll say...?"
"Green," I said, more confidently.
"Good girl. Now--"
I whimpered.
It wasn't on purpose. Hell, it wasn't even intended. My brain wasn't even consulted in the action; it just happened, and Kellen's serious expression cracked into laughter again. My face burned red, but before I could do anything else, he kissed me.
"You are gonna make so many beautiful sounds for me," he murmured against my lips.
"You think so?" I said, trying not to let my voice shake.
"Mm-hmm. You're gonna moan for me. Scream for me. Whimper for me... again." He paused, his tongue dipping between my lips so I could taste the hint of beer still on his breath. "And I'm gonna get you to make the most beautiful noise of all for me."
"What's that?" I breathed.
"I'm gonna tell you to open your mouth for me," he said. "And you're gonna say... 'Yes, sir.'"
I glared at him. "Like hell I will."
"So you are more of a 'Yes, Daddy' girl, then?"
I pushed him away. He dissolved into laughter and even Tobin started chuckling.
"Alright. Let's try this again," he said a moment later.
"Good luck," Tobin said.
Kellen rolled his eyes, then cleared his throat and set his eyes back on me. Suddenly the grinning, teasing, joking version of Kellen was gone again, replaced by the one with wicked eyes who made the rest of the Love Lounge disappear from my consciousness.
"Penny," he said, his voice low. "Take out Tobin's cock."
"No please?" I asked.
His eyebrow twitched. "Take his cock out. Now."
"Please," Tobin said quickly. "Please, Penny."
And I just...
I liked the quiet pleading in Tobin's voice a little more than I thought I would.
So before Kellen said anything else, I sat up on my knees, leaning in and hooking my fingers into the waistband of Tobin's boxers-briefs. Once they were off, I sat back on my knees and looked up at Kellen.
"Good," he said. "Now take off your bra."
"Please," Tobin whispered.
Keeping my eyes on Kellen's, I hooked my arm behind me, unclasping the bra and removing it unceremoniously. He held my gaze the whole time, not even flicking his eyes down as I set my bra on top of Tobin's boxers.
"Perfect," he said. "Now open your mouth, Penny."
I paused, then parted my lips. I was half-expecting him to make a comment about saying "Yes, sir" and had a retort ready on the tip of my tongue--first, that he hadn't done anything to make me say that, and second, that he hadn't said to open my mouth for him--but Kellen just smiled.
"Stick out your tongue."
I did not do that. He smirked at the unimpressed look on my face.
"Stick it out, or you're gonna be sitting there with Tobin's lovely cock inches away from your face for the rest of the night."
"Thanks, man," Tobin said. "I don't think I've ever heard it called 'lovely' before."
Kellen ignored him. "And I know how bad you want it, Penny. I can tell you love sucking cock. Your mouth is fucking watering for him."
I don't know if it actually was, but that didn't matter. What was more important was that he was right. I didn't know how Kellen knew I enjoyed giving head--maybe he was fantasizing that I did, or maybe he guessed, or maybe Dane had brought it up as some kind of locker room talk one time or something--but I did. I loved it. And not just sucking cock; I loved eating pussy, too, though it had been a while on account of the whole year-long relationship I'd just gotten out of. I loved the taste, the feel, the noises I could draw from people using just my mouth. It probably had something to do with the whole people-pleaser thing again, but that was even less important than whether or not my mouth was really watering.
Which it was, actually. Enough that I had the urge to swallow. But I resisted and slowly stuck out my tongue like Kellen told me to.
"Beautiful," he murmured. "God, you're pretty."
I blushed.
"I bet she's even prettier with a cock in her mouth," Tobin said.
"Let's find out," Kellen said. "Penny, suck--"
I moved forward, pressed a hand to each of Tobin's thighs, and had his cock in my mouth before Kellen was done saying my name. I don't know if he bothered finishing the sentence; if he did, the sound of Tobin groaning drowned it out. I watched his head tilt back, eyes fluttering closed as I enveloped him in my mouth, letting all that extra wetness Kellen had noticed drip down his shaft. Immediately, I started bobbing my head, sucking gently each time I pulled back and releasing each time I moved forward so I could take a little more of Tobin's cock in my mouth than I had the previous time.
"Fuck," he sighed. "This isn't fair."
"What isn't?" Kellen asked.
"Her pussy is so fucking good. Her mouth shouldn't be this good, too."
The words sent an electric thrill through me and I sucked a little harder. Tobin made a grunting noise and pressed his hands to his thighs. His fingertips brushed mine and I moved my hand, intending to wrap it around the base of Tobin's cock, but another hand covered mine before I could.
"Mouth only," Kellen said, moving my hand back to wear it was.
I glanced at him and raised an eyebrow as if to ask him "Or what?", which he apparently understood.
"Don't tempt me," he said. "I'll happily use your bra to tie your hands behind your back so those tits are pushed out on display for us. But I'd prefer to listen to you choke on his cock."
I laughed.
It was muffled, of course, since Tobin's cock was in my mouth. But it was loud enough that Kellen heard it and the dark look in his eyes deepened. He leaned in, his face close to my ear.
"When we can't talk because our mouths are otherwise occupied, snapping our fingers means 'red,'" he said. "Snap your fingers for me so I can hear it."
I did without hesitation.
"And the word 'green' becomes a thumb's up," he said. "Understand?"
I gave him a thumb's up.
Kellen's mouth twitched into a wicked smirk. "Good. Don't forget that."
I was going to give him another thumb's up to say that I wouldn't, but that was when Kellen made it clear why he'd been asking.
And by that I mean, he put his hand on the back of my head, wound his fingers through my hair, and pushed my head down on Tobin's cock.
I know what he thought would happen.
He thought I'd gag.
He thought I'd reflexively pull back, eager to get the hard shaft out of my throat, and he'd hold me in place to show me that I was a brat for laughing at him when he threatened to tie my hands behind my back.
He thought tears would spring to my eyes and I'd retch or something because Tobin had a significant amount of cock and forcing me to take more than he already was could be disastrous, so he didn't press down anywhere near as hard as he wanted to.
And he realized he could have pushed much, much harder than he had when instead of gagging or pulling back or crying, I looked him in the eye, then swallowed around Tobin's cock so I could take the rest of it down my throat.
Clearly, if Dane had told his friends I liked giving head, he hadn't told him about this part. The moan Tobin let out had to have drawn some attention. Not that I could look around to see on account of the entire cock shoved down my throat. All I could see was Kellen's face, lips half-open in shock as my lips pressed to the base of Tobin's shaft just as his hips jerked forward.
"Oh my God," he groaned. "She's like a duck."
Kellen didn't seem to hear him, at least not at first. After a moment, though, his eyebrows knitted together and he turned towards Tobin.
"A what?" he asked.
"Duck." Tobin grunted again. "They don't chew their food. They just--fuck--they--" He cut himself off, head tilting back as he reached forward and knocked Kellen's hand out of the way so he could grab my head himself. "They just swallow."
"Oh, of course," Kellen said. "I guess that makes Penny is our sexy little duck."
That was when I choked.
Or at least, it sounded like I did. I don't think anyone can laugh with something that big blocking their throat without sounding like they're choking. Tobin moved his hand to let me pull back, but Kellen covered it with his palm and pressed back down.
"Keep it there," he said in his dark, seductive voice. "Breathe around it like a good girl, little duck."
I made a sound that couldn't have been attractive in any way, shape, or form. It might have been another laugh or it might have been an actual gag or it might have been my body yearning to tell him yes, sir, I'll breathe around it like a good little duck even though that's the least sexy nickname I've ever heard in my life. But Kellen kept holding Tobin's hand on my head, watching me as I struggled to pull in a breath through my nose before finally readjusting to the feel of Tobin in my throat.
"That's it," Kellen murmured. "Look at you, taking him so deep like that." He let go of Tobin's hand and brushed my hair away from my forehead before letting a finger trail down my cheek to my chin. "No wonder you're such a brat. You know you can get away with damn near anything because of this fucking mouth."
For a while, the only sounds--other than the general chatter of the Love Lounge, of course--were the thick, wet noises escaping my throat and Tobin's quiet groans and gasps. I focused on that, on the way he felt throbbing in my throat, on the occasional taste of pre-cum I got when I pulled back until only his head was in my mouth.
It wasn't until I heard a new sound--the sound of a zipper coming undone--that I looked at Kellen again. When I did, he paused, letting me drink in the sight of him undoing his jeans, then slowly withdrawing his cock from beneath them.
And God, was he hard.
My mouth started watering again as I stared at him. I couldn't help it. I'd never done anything like this before, never had one cock in my mouth and another so close to my face I could've reached out and tasted it. And I wanted to taste it. I wanted to see how he'd react when my nose was pressed to his pelvis, hear the noises he'd make when I swallowed around him, find out if he'd let me stay in control or if he'd wind his fingers through my hair and take over, fucking my mouth the way he wanted to.
But I wanted Tobin's cock, too. I wanted to keep going, to make him come again, to know what his face looked like when I brought him to that place because I wasn't able to see it when I'd made him come before. I wanted to feel Kellen's eyes on me as he watched Tobin finish again before I'd even touched him, wanted to know if he'd be jealous or needy or impressed.
I wanted to be greedy.
I wanted to binge on Tobin's cock before switching to Kellen's, to move back and forth between them and indulge in the taste of each of them. I wanted them to sit back and enjoy themselves, not realizing their enjoyment was second to mine.



Because People Pleaser Penny was there to play with them the way she wanted to.
Kellen
I was going to stop her.
Not because I didn't want her to touch my cock. Not because I was punishing myself for letting her get one up on me by kneeling in front of Tobin when I intended her to get on her knees for me. Not because I had some secret master plan of how this impromptu sort-of-threesome-but-not-really-because-Tobin-and-I-were-straight was going to go.
I was going to stop her because I could.
I could.
Penny was a brat through and through. Not quite the textbook definition of a brat--she didn't have that sort of abrasive disdain for authority that a stereotypical brat did--but she clearly had no interest in obeying orders without reason. Without justification. Without benefit to her.
That attitude triggered something in me, like adding kindling to smoldering coals a handful at a time, waiting and watching until they smoked and caught and eventually flared up into the reaction she wanted.
Until I snapped and made her listen.
I wanted to snap as much as she wanted it. I wasn't sure why. Prior to approximately ten minutes earlier, I'd never had a fantasy of pulling Penny's gorgeous fat ass over my lap and spanking it until it was so hot I could warm a cup of coffee on her reddened skin. And again, not because I didn't want to.
It just wasn't one of the many specific things I'd ever pictured doing to Penny's ass because for some reason, I'd never took her for a brat.
All that is to say that when Penny directly disobeyed what I'd told her, which was to use her mouth only, I was going to stop her. The only reason I'd unzipped my jeans and pulled my cock out was because it had started throbbing into my zipper and I couldn't stand it any longer.
But Penny's eyes had glazed over and gone heavy-lidded, like she was starving for dick, despite the fact that Tobin was in the process of tickling her vocal cords.
Paired with the spit escaping the corners of her mouth as she hungrily sucked his cock, Penny looked like she was literally and physically drooling for me. And if the way she shifted her hips from side to side almost mindlessly was an indicator, she wasn't just drooling from her mouth.
"Fuck," Tobin hissed, sounding almost disappointed as Penny pulled his dick from her mouth with a soft pop.
"I didn't say you could stop sucking," I said.
"Who said I'm stopping?" she asked, a hint of rasp to her voice, then lifted herself and did an odd sort of side-step so she was half-straddled over mine and Tobin's lower legs in one swift movement.
And I let her do it.
Because obviously it was entirely my choice. It wasn't like she wrapped her fingers around my dick like she didn't care what my opinion on the matter was. I could've totally ordered her to put her hands back down and she would've definitely listened. Even if another swift movement saw her lunge forward, wrap her lips around my cock, and let it sink down her throat. I was still in charge. I was definitely--
She swallowed around my cock.
"Oh, fuck," I groaned, clenching my thighs as the warmth of her throat tightened around what felt like the entirety of my shaft.
"Right?" Tobin asked, sounding almost breathless. "I've never--and I've had a lot of people suck my cock--I've never felt anything like that."
"Shi-iitttt," I grunted. "No, I--"
I was no longer in charge.
I was gonna come.
All this time waiting to fuck Penny and I was gonna come down her throat in four seconds like a fucking amateur.
And yeah, part of it was because normally after one of my sessions I would've already gotten home and taken a shower and fisted my cock until I sprayed jizz all over the shower wall by now. I'd been holding back for hours. Fucking hours. But Penny didn't know that. Tobin didn't know that. All Penny and Tobin knew was the part of it where I was going to come directly into Penny's stomach because my cock was so far down and--
"PennyI'mcoming," I blurted, speaking so fast that it came out in nearly a single syllable. Because I had to. I had to warn her. I didn't want to be an asshole.
Even if I was pretty sure I'd already started spilling down her throat before I'd said it.
For a few glorious moments, I forgot everything except the sensation of pressure releasing, of my cock throbbing, of heat and wet and relief that accompanied each rope of cum painting Penny's throat. I tilted my head back, eyes closed and quiet moans escaping my lips until I regained enough awareness to realize she was still working my dick.
Which meant I was aware enough to remember I'd just come in about point-six seconds.
If I was into the humiliation side of kinky things, it would've been fine, since I was so goddamn embarrassed that I'd probably just have come again immediately. I, however, was not, and the prospect of opening my eyes to face two of my friends--and the rest of an entire sex club--who'd just seen me come like that...
I could feel the heat of embarrassment rising off my cheeks.
"Goddamn," Tobin said. "That's--"
"Shut up," I grunted, squeezing my eyes shut tighter.
"No, man," he said. "I'm not--"
"I don't want to hear it," I said.
"Dude, just--"
"Tobin. Yellow."
It was the first time I'd ever safeworded.
Sure, yellow wasn't a full stop, but the only colour I'd ever said myself was green, and that was only when someone checked in with me. My voice shook and Tobin froze and Penny was suddenly still, which was when I realized that Penny had been moving.
Frowning, I opened my eyes.
Her hand was around Tobin's cock. Her mouth was around mine. She was still on her knees in front of us, but now instead of straddling both my and Tobin's shins, she was just straddling mine, the crotch of her panties pressed tight against the rough denim of my jeans. She stared up at me, gorgeous eyes no longer glazed and heavy-lidded but round and concerned and slightly desperate.
For a moment, she held my gaze.
Then she whimpered, a pleading noise that vibrated down my shaft, and pitched her hips forward again.
Oh.
Oh, damn.
"She liked it," Tobin murmured.
A garbled noise of affirmation escaped Penny's throat.
"That's all I wanted to say." Tobin reached down, tenderly brushing back some of Penny's chocolate brown hair. "Our pretty duck liked making you come so much that she was grinding her needy little clit on your leg the whole goddamn time."
Then, just like I'd done when Penny was sucking his cock, he pushed her head down on me.
Now, I didn't have as much cock as Tobin. And it wasn't fully hard anymore. It wasn't soft, either; I would've said half-mast, but only because it was lowering out of ceremony and grief. But that didn't seem to bother Penny even a little bit. She still deep-throated me like she needed more, like she'd just swallowed my entire load but wasn't stopping until she had another.
And she let out soft squeaks and moans as she did it, humping against my leg as Tobin did his best to smash her nose against my pubes.
"You couldn't see it, but she looked so proud," Tobin continued. "Like she knew she was being such a good girl for us. Take more, duckling."
He pushed harder and Penny gagged.
She finally fucking gagged.
"Shit," Tobin swore, and let go of her head. "Sor--"
"No." I grabbed Penny's head, holding it down before she could lift it and take a breath. "Choke on it."
Her eyes glistened as they met mine, but the corners crinkled like she was laughing.
"Choke on it," I repeated, keeping my voice even and commanding through the sensation of her throat constricting. "You got my cum before you were supposed to, duckling. So now this is what you get. You want my cum again, you get your greedy mouth fucked until you've earned both loads. Understand?"
She choked, then she moaned, then Tobin moaned as her hand tightened around him and I thrust up into her throat. I repeated the action a few more times until Penny gagged again. But then she started moving her hips.
"Ah, ah, ah," I said, pulling my leg back slightly. "A desperate little slut who couldn't wait for me to spoil her perfect body doesn't get to fuck my leg like that."
She glared at me, then scooted forward, pressing her cunt against my leg defiantly. Tobin let out a shocked laugh.
"You think he's gonna put up with much more bratting, Pen?" he asked, still chuckling.
She flicked her eyes at him and rolled them, huffing a breath out her nose before discovering the answer was no, I was not going to put up with any more bratting.
"Hey!" Penny gasped in surprise as I grabbed her hair and yanked her off my cock. Her hands flew to mine, clawing at my wrist as I pulled her hair.
"Colour?" I demanded.
"Green," she said, even as she kept trying to grab me.
"Good girl." I Ignored her nails scraping the back of my hand and stood, my jeans sagging down my hips. "Move, Tobin."
He did, though less because I was telling him to and more because I didn't give him a choice before pushing Penny towards the couch. She let out a puff of surprise as she sat down, then cried out as I shoved her onto her back and positioned myself at the top of her head, one knee bent and braced on the couch and my other foot firmly on the ground.
"Colour?" I asked again.
"Green," she squealed, tilting her head back as far as it would go, and a second later my dick was in her throat.
Because I put it there.
Her legs flailed as she took my cock, lifting her ass off the plastic-like couch before letting it slam back down. I drew back, barely letting her gasp for breath before shoving myself back in her mouth, reaching down to grab her throat and hold her in place.
"Holy shit," someone said. I thought it was Tobin, but when I glanced up, he was watching us with his mouth half-open and his hand around his cock.
No, the "holy shit" was from some guy who'd just stopped in his tracks on the other side of the couch, eyes wide as he stared hungrily down at Penny. He flicked his eyes up at me, then down at her still-clothed pussy before moving to the green band around her wrist.
And there was no chance in hell.
"Use her cunt, Tobin," I said before the guy could even start asking. "Don't you dare make her come, though. That's for me, understand?"
"Yeah, dude, whatever," Tobin said, and a second later he had a condom on and was dragging Penny's panties down her hips.
I felt her moan around my dick when he entered her, but only for a second before I started using her throat properly, fucking her mouth like it was her pussy. I wasn't exactly sure when my cock returned to fully hard, but at some point after it did, Penny reached up and flapped her hand against my thigh until I pulled out.
She coughed, turning her head to the side to spit out what had to be a mix of pre-cum and saliva and jizz.
"You okay?" Tobin asked before I could ask Penny for her colour.
"Green," she said anyway, her voice breathless and excited as looked up at me. "More."
"Don't need a break?" I asked, amused.
"Only if that's really all you have for me," she replied.
Spoiler alert: it was not.
I pulled my jeans down further; not all the way off, but enough that they sagged to my knees so the next time I buried myself in her throat, my balls pressed against her nose. Tobin mirrored me, his stance the same as mine as he thrust deep, and Penny's muffled shriek drew the attention of another nearby group.
Shortly after that, another few people gathered nearby at Tobin's exclamation that he could see my dick bulging her throat, and the next time Penny finished heaving for breath after urgently slapping at my thigh to make me pull out, she noticed the audience that had gathered.
"O-oh," she whispered, her eyes wide.
"They're watching," Tobin said. "Is that okay?"
Penny blinked a few times, her throat flexing as she swallowed.
"You can say no," I reminded her softly. "Anytime. For any reason. Do you want me to tell them to go?"
She looked up at me, all flushed cheeks and glistening lips tugging into a shy but thrilling smile, and shook her head. Tobin murmured happily, then started fucking her again.
"That's our good girl," I said, reaching down to push her hair off her face. "And good girls get rewards. Open your mouth, duckling."
She gave me an unimpressed look. "My reward is getting your dick down my throat again?"
"No. You're getting my dick down your throat because of your smart-ass mouth." I grabbed my cock, guiding it towards her lips. "Which is more than you deserve, especially since Tobin's dicking you down way better than you've earned. You're going to have to enjoy your reward while you're taking us both."
She still looked skeptical, but parted her lips so I could feed the head of my cock into her mouth. Once she was sucking the tip like the needy slut she was, I reached down, pushing the cups of her bra beneath her breasts and pulling her tits out. She whimpered happily as I pinched a nipple, squirming in delight at what she seemed to think was her reward.
And then she choked as I pushed my cock deep so I could finger her clit.
I didn't stop, despite the feeling of her gagging around me. I couldn't. She felt too fucking good, and her body was trembling, and I was squeezing one perfect breast in my left hand and fingering her pussy with my right, Tobin's pelvis occasionally brushing my knuckles as he kept fucking her. We moved in tandem, using Penny's body as much as we were worshiping it, letting the spectators around us drink in the sight of Penny and her amazing mouth.
I'd jizzed after using her mouth for a millisecond and Tobin had the stamina of a well-rested horse who'd taken just under the lethal dose of cocaine, so Penny being the first to come was inevitable. Tobin reached forward, mirroring me again, using his left hand to grab her right boob and dig his fingers in while driving his cock as deep as it would go.
Her body seized, writhing beneath us. I pulled back just to make sure I didn't actually choke her, just enough to let the coughs and sputters squeeze through the tiny gaps between my cock and the inside of her mouth. That messy mix of wetness dripped between my thighs, coating my balls and my shaft and my taint too, honestly, because there was so damn much of it.
"Fuck," Tobin said suddenly. "She's gonna make me come again."
"She's doing no such fucking thing," I said. "Brats like her are nothing but toys, and a toy doesn't make you do anything, does it, duckling?"
Penny's response was a muffled cry and another wet sputter.
"You're using her to get off," I said. "She might be the most beautiful, most perfect, most delicious little toy in the world, but she's still a toy. Our toy."
"Yeah, I don't give a shit about semantics right now," Tobin said. "I'm gonna c--"
"Pull out," I ordered.
Tobin's typically docile face darkened. "Why the fuck d'you think I'm gonna do what you--"
"Pull out, take your condom off, and paint her fucking face," I demanded.
Tobin's protest cut short and he was silent for a moment. He stilled, just enough that I thought maybe he was coming inside her anyway, but a second later he dragged his cock from between Penny's legs and sat back. While he pulled off the condom, I took my cock out of Penny's mouth.
She heaved for breath, still coughing, her chin covered in spit, her chocolate brown hair tangled, her eyes wild with excitement and still glazed over, halfway between reality and that wonderful place where the world floated around you, that place you got to when you gave in and let someone else take control.
I was gonna put her the rest of the way there.
"On your knees," I demanded.
"Knees?" she repeated dumbly.
Hmm. Maybe she was more than halfway to subspace.
"Kneel for us, baby duck." I grabbed her, not quite yanking her off the couch the way I would if she was back-talking again, but firmly enough that she had to steady herself against my leg so she didn't topple over. I reached down, notching my fingers beneath her chin and forcing her face back up.
"Tobin has a present for you," I murmured. "Are you ready for it?"
She replied by opening her mouth, tongue stuck out eagerly.
"Oh, fuck," Tobin groaned, and a second later he was standing in front of her, hand wrapped around his shaft as he stroked those final moments of unbearable pressure from his cock, then let out a moan as the first pulse of cum dripped from his tip and dribbled onto Penny's tongue.
The second pulse, however, spurted out, painting a rope of white from just below Penny's waiting mouth to her eyebrow. A third ended up mostly on her cheek, a fourth mostly on her waiting tongue, and somewhere along the way, some of it dripped off her chin and onto the swell of her breasts.
"Goddamn," Tobin said when he finished. "Look at what a mess you are, Pen."
She hummed happily, a feverishly bright look in her eyes as she stared up at him.
"I dunno if I'd call that a mess," I said. Penny's brighteness faded into an affronted glare as she looked at me, her mouth closing into a frown. I smirked, stepping forward as I wrapped my hand around my cock. "I think we can get her even messier. Open up, duckling."
She frowned harder. I tapped the head of my cock on her closed lips.
"Do you want more cum or not, ducky? Because I'll happily jerk off onto one of these other eager faces if you don't think you can handle another load."
I barely had to motion to the surrounding crowd before Penny's mouth dropped open and she lunged forward, taking my cock in her mouth.
I didn't fuck her throat for much longer. Just long enough to get myself to the edge again. Just long enough that some of Tobin's cum spread from her face to my pubes. Just long enough for her to choke a few more times before I pulled out, gripped my cock, and made the same demand of her I'd made when Tobin was going to come. Penny parted her lips just as eagerly, her head tilted up.
By the time I was done, Penny's face was covered. It was in her hair, over her eyebrows, gooped up on the eyelashes of an eye she'd thankfully squeezed shut at the last second because I hadn't realized that rope was going to hit that spot. My cock was resting on her lips, her breath caressing it as she panted.
God, I wished I could take a picture. I wanted to memorize this sight forever.
"Are you okay?" I asked.
"Mm-hmm." The sound of it was almost melodic. "Are you?"
"Of course." I reached down, carefully wiping the cum off her closed eyes. "You look beautiful."
Penny's mouth twitched into a smile.
"I feel beautiful," she whispered back, her cheeks flushing red beneath my cum.
Fuck.
Fuck.
I ignored the eyes of the people around us, ignored Tobin, ignored everything but the feeling of the ground hitting my knees as I knelt with her. Reaching forward, I cupped her cheek, ignoring the hot stickiness of cum transferring to my face as I kissed her, taking a moment to appreciate her and us and what we'd just done.
"You did so good," I said. "Let's get cleaned up, okay?"
She nodded and I stood. Tobin reached down to help her up at the same time and, not thinking, I turned around as I hitched my jeans back up.
And that's when Penny gasped.
"Oh my--Kellen!" she gasped. "What happened to your back?"
Ah.
Shit.
***
Thanks for reading! The next part will be coming soon. Feedback is welcome, but impolite comments will be deleted/sassed as I see fit.



        She's A Keeper Ch. 05

        Penny gets between friends in the best way.

        
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/shes-a-keeper-ch-05

Title: She's A Keeper Ch. 05

Author: MsCherylTerra

Category: Group Sex

Description: Penny gets between friends in the best way.

Tags: squirting, bisexual awakening, car sex, pleasure dom, mmf, overstimulation

Series: She's A Keeper


 
She's A Keeper is an ongoing story about Penny, who's working on fucking all of her ex-boyfriend's friends after he broke up with her. The plot of this story is chosen in part by my patrons, who vote on what happens next throughout, and I am sharing the completed "episodes" here.
Parts 1-4 get deeper into the story, but the first part of each separate story includes text messages that recap what happened and the basic premise is this: Dane broke up with Penny, Dane's friends decided they would compete with each other to date her so she'd stick around, and Dane's friend Nola challenged Penny to sleep with everyone in the friend group. Penny has been to the local sex club and hooked up with two friends so far, Tobin and Kellen, and been turned down by one, Evander.
This story features side characters in an open relationship and someone having sex with multiple partners. If that upsets you, I suggest not being in an open relationship or having sex with multiple partners.
***

Harris

Me: Are you staying at Alisha's tonight?
Pookie: Planning to. I've been thinking about that pounding I gave you last night all day and my pussy needs major attention, but I assumed you'd still be recovering from said pounding.
Pookie: And if you somehow have managed to fill your balls back up after I milked them dry like that, let me just say I'm extra thankful you got that little snip-snip because Jesus Christ, you were probably churning out some potent swimmers.
Me: As much as I wish I could claim this magical recovery period, my ass is tender as fuck and I'm half-certain my nipples still might fall off. Not to mention I think my cock might've been rubbed raw.
Pookie: Get used to it. The only difference between last night and the way I'm gonna fuck you in front of all our friends after I win our bet about Penny hooking up with all of them is that I'll be using the purple strap-on to slam your P-spot instead of my fingers.
Me: JFC Nola. I JUST told you my cock hurts and you go out of your way to get it hard again?
Pookie: I'm not hearing a thank you.
Me: Thank you, ma'am. But to circle back on why I asked, no, it's not because I'm gonna be able to fuck you the way my pookie bear princess deserves tonight. I just need to talk to you before tomorrow.
Pookie: I've got some time now. Alisha's just finishing up her shift if you want to call.
Me: Better to stay on text, especially if you're around people. And not for the filthy reasons I'm sure you're thinking of. Did you talk to Penny today?
Pookie: Yeah, of course. Who else was she going to tell about getting spitroasted by Kellen and Tobin before taking a double facial in front of a crowd at the local sex club?
Pookie: That's not the kind of thing you bring up at Sunday night dinner, you know?
Pookie: But also if you're asking how she's progressing through fucking our group of friends, I can confirm she's also taking a well-deserved rest day. It's been quite the weekend for her, you know? Breaking up with her boyfriend, smashing a bunch of nuts with a rolling pin, accepting a challenge to fuck all her ex's friends and knocking two of them off the list already...
Me: Remind me to ask you what the fuck you mean about that nuts thing, but she's knocked three off the list. Evander turned her down, which doesn't count against her, although I guess we need to decide what happens if Evander changes his mind. Does he get added back on the list?
Pookie: That's a big what if.
Me: Not as big as you'd think, actually.
Pookie: Harris, baby, I've told you a million times it's perfectly adequate. If it was any bigger I wouldn't let you put it in my ass.
Me: Which makes me wonder why the fuck you think you're using the purple strap-on on my ass if you win this bet. It's the size of your fucking arm.
Pookie: It is not the size of my arm.
Me: As someone who has pinned you to the bed by your wrists multiple times, I can confirm that dildo is roughly the thickness of your wrist. You're gonna tear me in half, babycakes.
Pookie: Stop trying to turn me on and tell me what you mean about this perfectly adequate what if. Because it sounds like you know something I don't.
Me: I know a couple of things you don't. Like that Tobin called Evander to bitch him out for being a jerk when he turned Penny down. But in Evander's opinion, he wasn't turning her down - he's just not interested in being a rebound fuck because he wants a relationship with her.
Pookie: Ah, I see... and you found that out how? Tobin's not exactly a gossip.
Me: Tobin's a lot smarter than any of you give him credit for. He hears a lot of gossip because people assume there's nothing going on in that brain of his, and he only reveals that information when it's convenient to him.
Pookie: And how was revealing this information convenient to him, exactly?
Me: Because Tobin's overprotective of Penny already. I think he wants a relationship with her too. But where Tobs would probably be fine with a regularly schedule Saturday night threesome at the local sex club, I don't think Evander would be. Which begs the question of what Penny wants.
Pookie: Is it still a threesome if the two guys didn't do anything together? Because unless I'm really missing something, Kellen and Tobin didn't hook up.
Me: I mean, there were three of them and they all got some, so I'd say yes. But not the point. Tobin told Kellen about his call to Evander, I'm assuming so Kellen can be overprotective of Penny too. The last thing she needs is to feel slut-shamed for having a little fun.
Pookie: Okay... and Tobin told you all this?
Me: No. Kellen did.
Pookie: When did you talk to Kellen?
Me: After Tobin did his usual Tobin thing of conveniently revealing information to someone when he texted me earlier. Which is why I'm messaging you. I need you to check on him at work tomorrow.
Pookie: You know that's not a problem at all, but why?
Me: Penny saw his back.
Pookie: OH. Oh, shit. And she didn't know?
Me: She wasn't around when it all happened. Dane apparently never told her. So Kellen did, of course, but you know how he gets when he thinks about it too much.
Pookie: Yeah, of course. I'll keep an eye on him.
Me: Thanks, pooks. I'm sure he's fine but you know I worry. Especially if he can't keep his mouth shut around Dane. I'm sure he wants nothing more than to brag about hooking up with Penny, but I told him he should maybe keep that to himself for a bit. He said he would but you know how impulsive he can be when he gets down like this.
Pookie: No worries there. Dane's on a different site for the next week at least. He got assigned to do the install for that big client who works for the Snowhawks hockey team. Kellen and I full-on celebrated when we got sent to the other crew.
Me: Best day of your life, I'm sure.
Pookie: You know the day I fucked your ass was the best day of my life. Which is why I'm looking forward to Penny fucking the rest of our friends so I can do it again after winning our little bet.
Me: Unless I win and Penny gets to do it instead.
Pookie: Not happening. It's Sunday. All she has to do is fuck you and Beau by Friday. And maybe Evander, if he smartens up.
Pookie: Speaking of which, you should get out the pink silicone butt plug. I know the one with the blue jewel is prettier but the pink one will be more comfortable.
Me: More comfortable for what?
Pookie: For wearing under your clothes at work all week so you can get that tight little asshole ready for my thick purple strap on.
Pookie: Because it doesn't matter who wins, babe. You're taking it either way.

***


 


Kellen

Some days feel like a slap in the face.
Unless you're into some really specific kinky shit, those days suck. And like a slap, they usually come out of nowhere.
Sometimes, you have just enough time to brace yourself. Other times, as you're wincing in anticipation for the universe to bitch slap you, the slap never comes. Which would be fine, except for when the universe punts you in the nuts hard enough that your grandkids will feel it, then roundhouse kicks you in the side of the head so hard that those grandkids are all gonna be born with broken noses and black eyes.
Now, you may be thinking "Kellen, that isn't how biology works."
And to that I say: fuck you, I don't give a shit.
"Seriously, dude, what is your problem?" Dane grumbled.
"Nothing," I muttered as I mopped up my energy drink from the deck planking I'd just nailed in.
"You've been a ray of fucking sunshine all day," he said sarcastically. "Now you're being an idiot, too?"
I gritted my teeth together, though thankfully the grinding sound wasn't quite loud enough to drown out the sound of Harris's voice in my head reminding me not to antagonize Dane. "You're the one who kicked the can over."
"How about next time, you don't put your goddamn can in the middle of an active install?" He rolled his eyes.
"I put it there because your stupid ass couldn't wait five minutes for my break to end before trying lift the plank bundles by yourself," I said, keeping my voice even.
"I was fine."
"It takes one moment of not being fine to fuck your life up forever."
"Spare me the fucking lecture on my own site, Kellen," Dane said. "Why the hell did they stick me with you instead of literally anyone else today?"
"Because the dumbass installer you refuse to fire got another DUI and I clearly pissed the universe off enough for George to pull me off my awesome crew and send me out here with you," I said.
"And you've been an asshole about it all day," Dane said, glaring at me. "When you're talking, at least, instead of giving me the goddamn silent treatment. I thought we were friends, dude."
I didn't say anything.
"It's about her, isn't it?" he asked.
That got my attention. "What?"
Dane folded his arms. "You're sulking because you're still pissed Penny and I broke up."
And for the first time that day, I laughed.
I laughed hard.
Because why would I be pissed about something that indirectly led to getting the best head of my life? Not that Dane knew about that. As satisfying as it would be to tell him I'd fucked his ex-girlfriend into a blissful haze on Saturday, I wasn't going to. The two of us were working alone on site; pissy though I was, I knew pushing his buttons would be a bad idea.
So it would just have to wait until there were witnesses around or something.
Regardless, I wasn't pissed that Dane and Penny broke up. I was pissed that he'd hurt Penny, but my shitty mood had nothing to do with her.
Well, except that she'd caused it.
But it wasn't her fault.
"You think you matter enough in my life to piss me off?" I said to Dane, shaking my head as I finished laughing. "Get over yourself."
"You get over yourself," he snapped back.
"Trust me, I've tried. But you can never get over a catch like me." I threw the sopping wet paper towels into the closest trash bag, which was full of packaging from the half of the deck we'd already put in. "I'm going to get another energy drink from the truck. Stop lifting shit on your own, dumbass."
"Just hurry the fuck up, then," Dane muttered.
"Sure thing, boss," I said, then sauntered across the yard and took my sweet ass time opening the gate before sauntering back, grabbing Dane's truck keys, and making the trip again. Opening the truck, I grabbed my other energy drink out of the insulated lunch bag I'd tossed in the back seat and cracked it open.
"Hey, fuckwit," came a familiar voice from behind me.
I ignored it as I took a long slug, then another, and then a third, then lowered the can and belched as I turned.
"And yet somehow people find you attractive," Nola said, leaning on the box of Dane's truck with her arms folded across her chest.
I stifled a smaller burp. "Sorry. Didn't mean to get your panties wet."
"My pussy makes the Sahara look like a swamp right now."
"You should get that checked out." I took another slug of my drink. "What're you doing here? Thought you were on the other job all day."
"We finished early."
I groaned, leaning against the passenger seat through the still-open truck door. "You mean I had to spend all day with that undercooked turkey burger and have to work a full day? Fuckin' Mondays, man."
Nola smirked. "Life is so hard for you, Kell."
"I know." I sipped my drink. "So what, George send you to find out if it's gonna be my or Dane's skeleton buried beneath this swim spa?"
"Nope. I'm checking on you."
"Checking on me?" I repeated. "Why?"
"Harris asked me to."
That fucking traitor.
I mean, it wasn't unexpected. Harris was the mom friend, despite being a burly-ass dude who was even taller than I was. I didn't know if it was Penny who'd said something or if Tobin had enlisted him, but somehow he'd found out about Saturday. And he was also one of the few people who knew about my sessions at Pound Town, so he'd texted me the previous day to see how I was doing.
And I was a lot of things, but I wasn't a liar.
Not that lying would've done me any good. Harris knew me well, and he knew that even all these years later, thinking about it...
Well.
I couldn't say I struggled with depression. It came very naturally, actually. I was a pro at being depressed. One of the few things I was good at. Unfortunately, that was not something to be proud of, and so I'd done a lot of work to manage that depression.
And honestly, I'd gotten good at it. Really good at it. On a day-to-day basis, I felt almost normal most of the time. I was functioning on my own. Close to thriving, really. I'd been holding down this job for years. Paying my rent. My house was no messier than anyone else's. I took my meds regularly and didn't let myself fall into the "I feel fine so I don't need these anymore" trap.
But if there was one thing I knew about depression, it was that it never truly left, no matter how hard you worked at healing. And if there was one thing I knew about healing, it was that it wasn't linear, and sometimes the grief and anger and pain flared up when you least expected it.
And when it did, sometimes the only thing you could do was feel it.
It was the kind of sage advice that sounded like something I should've taken away from counselling. And maybe one of the many therapists I'd seen had said something like that. But the person who'd made it stick had been Amy, the woman who worked the front desk at Pound Town, and--more relevantly--the first Domme who'd ever whipped me hard enough to draw blood.
She wasn't a Domme anymore, which sucked. I missed fooling around with her. She was still into kink, of course--I wasn't sure how you could be work at a sex club and not be into something kinky--but she wasn't into dominating people anymore, and she'd lost a lot of her fervor for causing pain. But back when she had been, she'd dropped that on me during aftercare once.
"You know, I've always wondered and never asked," she'd said as I sat with my legs in the hot tub, shivering beneath her touch as she rubbed lotion on the welts she'd left on my back. "What are these scars on your back?"
"The death of my dreams," I'd mumbled, since I was still in an emotionally hazy and poetically dramatic place, and Amy clearly hadn't realized the kind of question she was asking me when I was vulnerable like that until I answered the way I did. She fell silent, continuing to rub my back until I'd come out of that place a little more and realized she probably wanted, you know.
Like, a factual answer.
So I'd told her the facts. They were surgical scars from the three different surgeries I'd had after breaking my back and effectively ending the lacrosse career I'd dreamed of having since I'd first picked up a stick.
And that had led to me telling her the rest. That I came to Pound Town weekly to be tied to a whipping bench or an X-cross or put in stocks or whatever the person whipping me wanted because I honestly didn't give a shit about what I was tied to, so long as I couldn't get out of it. That I wanted to be flogged and whipped and hit until every inch of my back was red and I couldn't feel anything but pain.
Because even after time and therapy and painkillers that had almost caused a crippling addiction, pain was the only thing that helped keep the anger and grief and self-pity at bay.
Specifically pain on my back. Specifically over those scars. Because the pain there had distracted me for months after the injury before I realized what it meant.
It wasn't even primarily a sexual thing anymore. For me, anyway. It had started that way, but the person who'd whipped me that weekend was a guy named Craig who I had exactly zero sexual feelings for because I wasn't gay.
But Craig hit hard and consistently and didn't want to degrade or humiliate me while he did it, so we'd come to an understanding. He'd whip the shit out of me and I'd ignore the fact that he was beating himself off while he did it, and afterwards, his husband's girlfriend Lindsay would start on aftercare while they fucked. Which worked great because I did like some physical touch as part of my aftercare.
Just physical, though. Even though... well.
I mean, it wasn't primarily a sexual thing. I might not have been gay, but there was something pretty hot about someone jerking off while they hit you, so I still got turned on. But I took care of that part myself. I'd go through aftercare, letting Lindsay soothe my back and help me out of the silent haze that kept me returning to Pound Town again and again. Craig would come check on me after he was done fucking his husband and we'd debrief a bit, and then I'd go and jerk off in the privacy of my own home.
Which is what I should've done on Saturday, but instead I spotted two of my friends wandering around a sex club and joined them for an impromptu threesome where I blew my load in point-two seconds because Penny's throat was the best thing I'd ever stuck my cock in, then accidentally revealed the grotesqueness of my back to her.
I shouldn't have explained everything to her right then and there. I knew damn well that talking about it got into my head. No matter how much work I put in, no matter how managed my depression was, reliving those days... it hit hard.
But she'd seen my back. She'd asked what happened. I told her a hot tub fell on it, which was the truth, but there are always follow up questions when you tell someone a hot tub fell on your back. So I had to explain that my coworker had tripped while we were unloading a standard thousand-pound hot tub and it had pinned me to the ground, and I'd needed a couple of surgeries to fix everything, and it was fine now--barely bothered me at all--but I couldn't play professional sports because of the insurance risk or whatever.


"Oh," Penny had said softly. "I'm so sorry."
"It's okay," I'd said. "Seriously. It's fine."
"Okay." She'd licked her lips. "Um, but also, I meant, like... why's it red?"
Which was just the icing on the fucking cake, because of course she'd been asking why my goddamn back was red and swollen. So I'd explained the kink room to her, and told her a bit about what I did in there, and then I'd gone home and spent the rest of the weekend trying to convince my brain to give me some fucking dopamine already.
I'd told Harris all that when he called to check on me. Just like I told him it'd be fine. I'd be fine. I always was, eventually.
But mama-bear that he was, he wanted to make sure, so there was Nola.
"I'm fine," I said to her.
"Are you?" she asked.
"Of course."
She nodded slowly. "You upset with Penny?"
I gave her a look that I thought was between a glare and stricken disbelief. "Of course not. Why would I be?"
Nola half-shrugged. "I mean, she asked."
"She didn't know."
"Exactly. Maybe you didn't want her to."
I sighed, exasperated. "I'm not upset with Penny for being concerned about me, Nola. I promise."
She unfolded her arms to lift a hand defensively. "Just checking. I know she felt bad for bringing it up--"
"How d'you know that?" I interrupted.
She gave me an exasperated look. "I talked to her yesterday, dumbass."
"Did you?" I tried to sound cool as I tilted my energy drink can back and forth. "What'd she say about, uh, Saturday?"
Nola smirked. "Asking for a performance review?"
"Asking if she's okay."
"Why don't you ask her yourself?"
"I did." I glared at her again. "I'm not an asshole."
She snort-laughed. "Yes you are. It's your whole thing."
"Okay, but not about that. Of course I checked on her. It was, like, the one thing I was capable of yesterday." I shrugged. "But people sometimes say one thing to one person and something else to their friends."
"You don't count her as one of your friends?" she teased.
"Fucking Christ, Nola, you know what I mean."
She smirked, straightening up from where she was leaning. "Okay, okay. I'll stop antagonizing you. Aside from feeling bad for making you talk about the accident, she had a blast on Saturday. And aside from sounding a little raspy on account of having multiple dicks shoved down her throat, she's fine. Even maybe hoping for a round two sometime."
As much as I tried to, I couldn't keep my face from perking up. "Really? She said that?"
"Not in so many words." Nola's smirk turned into a grin. "She just kept saying things like 'Next time, I'm just gonna take a green wristband' and 'Do you think I'll have to wear a blue wristband if I get a test done for next time or do I have to be a member?'"
Oh, fuck yes.
"So I'd say she's okay," Nola finished. "And if you're okay..."
"I am," I said. "Seriously. Tell Mama Harris to stop fretting. I'm already back to my bubbly, lovable self."
"Bullshit." She reached out and clapped me on the bicep in a comforting way. "But you will be. And you know where to find us if you need a leg to put your ear on."
"I've heard your swampy vagina is a great listener," I said, and Nola punched me on the arm, then flipped me off as she strode back to her car. I chuckled, waving as Nola drove off, then chugged the rest of my energy drink and tossed the can back in Dane's truck like the asshole I was before bumping the door closed with my hip. Stifling another burp, I started across the driveway, rounded the side of the house to go to the gate, and promptly stopped at the sight of Dane leaning against the fence.
"What--"
"I told you to hurry up," Dane said.
I rolled my eyes. "Dude, you're the one who spilled--"
"Did you fuck her?"
I blinked, staring at him. "What?"
"Did you sleep with my girlfriend?" Dane asked, point-blank, his pale eyes staring directly into mine.
"Why--"
"Don't fuck with me." He straightened up. "What was Nola doing here, and why the hell were you talking about Penny, and why did it sound like she said that you, Kellen, slept with my fucking girlfriend?!"
And I had a choice to make just then.
I could look Dane in the eyes and tell him no. That was what Harris would tell me to do. That was what I was telling myself to do. Especially since I couldn't really enjoy telling him about fucking Penny when I was still feeling off from being thrust into memories of regret and loss.
But where was the fun in that? Where was the chaos? Where was the moment of realization on Dane's face as I told him that his girlfriend had coughed and choked around my cock while it was buried in her throat before I pulled out and shot my load all over her pretty face?
Or that she did that while she coming all over someone else's cock for the second time that night?
Or that the aforementioned cock was Tobin's, if I wanted to draw him into this?
The problem was, though, that it was a lie.
And I was not a liar.
So I looked Dane in the eyes, sincere as I could be, and chose chaos.
"I didn't sleep with your girlfriend, Dane." A slow smirk spread on my lips. "But I absolutely fucked your ex."

***


 


Beau

The moment I pulled up to the house equivalent of a lifted truck that was attempting to overcompensate for something, I knew Kellen had done something stupid.
I'd suspected it, of course, from the moment I'd answered a call from him that afternoon. Kellen rarely called without texting first, which meant that any time he did it, I assumed he was dying. Heart in my throat, I'd pulled off the main road into the entrance of a ritzy neighbourhood of acreages and slammed on the brakes before it even reached the third ring.
"What's wrong?" I'd asked the second I picked up.
"Wrong?" Kellen had asked with a laugh. "Why does something gotta be wrong for me to call up my best bud to chat?"
I'd stared at the windshield, his words throwing staticky memories across it like an old Hollywood projector. "Usually because there is."
"You have so much faith in me, Beau," he'd said, his voice dry. "Whatcha up to?"
"Heading out to the boonies to drop off some equipment for a client," I'd said cautiously.
"Nice," he'd said. "Cool. You drive the truck today?"
"As opposed to what, riding my unicycle?"
"I'm just asking, man. Making sure the beater hasn't crapped out on you yet. It's not really a company vehicle, you know?"
I'd rolled my eyes at his jab, then rolled them at myself when I patted the dashboard like it would comfort the single-cab pickup I'd been restoring for the past few years. But the thing wasn't a beater. It wasn't a classic, either; just a sturdy pickup that I'd finally managed to buy off a farmer just outside of town after negotiating with him for over a year. I'd promised the guy I wasn't just going to resell the truck that had been sitting unused on his property for ages, that I wanted to restore it and use it myself, and I'd meant it.
Even if Kellen constantly made fun of me for driving a truck when I had no actual use for a truck.
"It seats two people and I work alone," I'd said. "It works perfectly fine for business stuff."
"Right, yeah," he'd said. "Although, speaking of that 'seats two' thing..."
"What about it?"
"Any chance I can bum a ride?"
I'd frowned. "I mean, I guess, yeah. But like I said, I'm running an errand right now. I can swing by your office on the way back to mine."
He'd chuckled awkwardly. "Ah... yeah. Here's the thing. I'm not actually at the office."
My frown had deepened. "You're on a site?"
"Mm-hmm."
A red flag waved. "Alone?"
"Did your truck break down or something?"
"No, nothing like that," he'd said quickly.
Fuck. I'd taken a deep breath as quietly as I could.
"Are you high?" I'd asked.
The mood soured instantly, so strongly that I could almost taste it over the phone. "Are you fucking--" he'd snapped, then stopped himself and took a breath. "Of course not. I don't do that shit anymore. Asshole."
A sense of relief washed over me, even as he called me an asshole. "I mean, you smoked a joint with me last weekend."
"Well, yeah," he'd said. "I still do that shit. But that's not what you were fucking asking now, was it?"
It wasn't.
Which was unfair, maybe. Kellen's issue with painkillers had been understandable, given the extent of his back injury. And he'd been good about it. I'd told him I was worried about him exactly one time, and that was all it took. He'd quit taking them.
But it was bittersweet. Being the one to tell him he needed to give up the pills had created a divide between us. Not a wall--he wasn't shutting me out--but a piece of him became distant. I could see across the divide, could tell something was happening over there... but I didn't know what. He wouldn't show me. He wouldn't tell me.
And fuck, I wished he would.
I wished I could've made him understand what it had been like, finding him the day they'd told him his lacrosse career was over. Not how terrifying it was--I'd told him that part a million times--but the way that moment had cemented something I'd spent years of our friendship ignoring.
But I'd barely accepted that truth before he'd pulled away. Not completely, but about that part of his life. The accident. The recovery. The pain he was in. He was still my best friend, but a piece of him was on the other side of the divide. That piece had hidden something from me. And I couldn't...
I couldn't stop myself from hiding something back.
It wasn't on purpose. It wasn't vitriolic. But that kind of guardedness had never existed in our friendship before, and it pinched my mouth closed, forcing me to swallow back my thoughts each time I wished I could just fucking tell him.
So, no. I hadn't been asking him if he'd smoked weed. But the unevenness in his voice made it clear it was a damn good thing I'd asked because something wasn't quite right.
"Why do you need a ride, Kellen?" I'd asked. "Don't they pair you guys off when you go on site?"
"Well, yeah." He'd hesitated, then sighed. "The site supervisor left without me."
Another red flag. "What?"
"He. Left. Without. Me," Kellen repeated. "Are you so far out in the boonies you're losing reception already?"
"How'd that happen?" I asked. "Did he forget you were there or something?"
"Sort of." Kellen coughed. "Look, it's no big deal. I thought I'd asked because if I didn't have to walk home from Greenhill Heights, that'd be great, but--"
"Wait, Greenhill Heights?" I interrupted.
"Yeah. I'm working on that hockey player's yard. Why?"
I lifted an eyebrow at the other side of the intersection I'd pulled over at, a well-kept garden bed of flowers cushioning the stone neighbourhood sign with elegant minimalist letters that welcomed me to Greenhill Heights. "Your timing is uncanny."
He texted me the address, which was stupid because he could've just told me to take the second left and drive to the garish monstrosity of a mansion at the end of the road. A few minutes later, my suspicions that he'd done something absolutely moronic were confirmed by the arrogant, self-satisfied smirk on my best friend's face.
"So," I asked as he hopped into the passenger seat. "How'd you end up stranded?"
"I told you," he said, buckling his seatbelt before flinging the glovebox open. "It's no big deal. You got any snacks in here? Or a spare Red Bull or something."
"No. Aren't you and Nola on a crew together?"
"Not today," he said lightly.
I was almost annoyed he thought that coy shit was going to work on me. I knew nearly everything about him, right down to how the crews and shit were structured at his job. If he wasn't with Nola, that could only mean one thing.
"So Dane was your site supervisor, then?" I asked.
Kellen didn't say anything, just closed the glovebox and shrugged.
"Kell, come on," I said. "What the fuck happened?"
"Nothing big."
The almost-annoyance flared into actual aggravation. "He left you at a site. By yourself. That's pretty big."
"Yeah, well, I might've pissed him off a little," he said.
"You're starting to piss me off a little," I said. "Just tell me what the fuck--"
"I fucked Penny."
Thank God the road was straight because for a second, all I could do was gape at him.
"Penny?" I repeated.
"Yeah, you know. Brunette girl with a cute laugh? Body like an actual goddess? Bakes a mean cheesecake? Pretty sure you've met her."
"Ha fucking ha," I said. "When the... I mean... How?!"
"Well, with my dick, technically, but--"
"Dude, enough," I said. "So you were really serious. At the bar on Friday."
"About being into Penny? Yeah, of course. Weren't you?"
"Yeah, but I meant about, like, dating her to keep her around."
"We just had a good time, Beau," he said. "It's not, like... that."
"Like what?"
He shrugged again. "That. Whatever you're picturing it to be. It's not like that."
I sincerely doubted that. Like, I was specifically picturing Penny on her knees in front of my best friend with his dick in her mouth, and I had a feeling that whatever actually happened was very much like that. But I wasn't about to say it out loud.
"Like, we hooked up," he continued, sounding defensive. "It was great. We might do it again sometime. Not because we're, like, together, and not because I just want her to stick around as part of our friend group. I do like Penny, you know."
"When did this even happen?"
He sighed. "Saturday."
"Saturday?" I repeated.
I didn't mean to sound hurt, but for Kellen to keep something like that from me, even just for a couple of days... I mean, yeah, it hurt a bit.
But more than anything, I was incredulous.
Because Saturday...
I knew Kellen had pre-existing plans on Saturday.
I knew that because me and Evander had made plans to play video games together. Not like, together-together in the same place, but we'd been playing co-op on a game about power-washing. We'd invited Kellen to join us, but he said he had something else going on that night.
And that wouldn't have been all that concerning on its own.
But Evander had been in a foul mood while we were playing, and after I told him to either silence his phone or answer the goddamn thing because I could hear it ringing over the headset. I'd found out why.
"What's wrong with you, man?" I'd asked when he returned.
Instead of being infuriating and avoiding the question like Kellen was, Evander straight-up told me.
"I saw Tobin and Penny making out earlier," he'd said. "At the grocery store."
"Oh," I'd said.
"Yeah." His voice had been uncharacteristically heated. "Except then Penny asked me to have coffee with her--"
"Holy shit. So she was calling to--"
"--and I turned her down."
I'd blinked at the TV screen. "You were serious about not playing Nola's game?"
"She's not a fucking game, Beau," Evander had snapped. "I'm not playing because I don't want to play with her."
"Oh," I'd said again. "I see."
"But she didn't get that, I guess. Because apparently she thought I was saying she wasn't my cup of tea. And now Tobin, fucker that he is, is taking her to Pound Town."
Evander was a broody fuckboy and a bit of a player, but even though he wasn't the type to refer to sex with casually crass euphemisms, it took me a minute to realize he wasn't saying that Tobin was in the middle of pounding Penny.
He was saying Tobin was bringing her to the local sex club.
The implications of what that meant hit me all at once. Because if Kellen and Penny had fucked on Saturday, then not only did it mean Kellen had been at Pound Town on Saturday night, it meant Tobin had been there too.
Which meant Penny had fucked both of them.
Maybe even at the same time.
Which meant--
"Sorry." Kellen interrupted my thoughts, though wasn't looking at me as he spoke.
"It's cool." It was a lie, but he didn't call me out as I tapped my fingers on the steering wheel. "So that's it? You fucked Penny on Saturday? Nothing else?"
"Yeah. That's it."
I bit back the urge to call him a liar. "And you bragged about it to Dane, so he left you behind?"
"Sort of."
"Really." My voice came out flat.
"What's so unbelievable about that?"
"The fact that you don't have a black eye," I said plainly.
"Well, he didn't believe me."
"Why not?"
"Well, he--I mean, if I--he--" After a moment of stammering, he fell silent.
And just...
I was so fucking done with it.
"Why are you hiding shit from me?"
It wasn't a question. It was a demand. And Kellen caught that immediately. He stared for a moment before shaking his head.
"I'm not--"
"Dude, enough." I glanced at him. "I have literally never known you to not tell me when you get laid. You're obnoxious about it, actually. You texted me, like, thirty seconds post-nut when that girl from the landscaping company finally slept with you."
"It was longer than that," he said. "I came first, so I needed to finish her off before I told you." He rubbed his knuckles on his shirt. "Twice, actually."
"You slapped me on Friday when we were all talking about wanting to hook up with Penny," I said, ignoring him. "The fact that you told Dane before you told me--"
"It's not like I chose to tell him--"
"You're hiding something from me, and you have been for a while."
"Beau, I--" he started, then stopped like he was hoping I'd interrupt. When I didn't, he grumbled. "Look, I don't want to get into this."
"Why the fuck not?"
"Because I don't want to deal with it right now. I don't need you to judge me for... for shit."
His voice didn't quite crack, but it splintered, just a bit. Just enough that I stopped myself from snapping back at him for thinking I'd judge him for whatever this was. Because he was obviously upset. He was keeping whatever this was from me because he was scared about how I'd react, even though that fear was something he'd put there himself.
So instead, I didn't say anything until we got to my client's place, and then only said I'd be back in a few minutes. He grunted in response, staring out the window with his cheeks still a faint shade of red.
And for the second time that day, the timing of things in my life worked out perfectly.
Because when I drove, my phone was on a holder on the dashboard. So if that message had come in a few minutes sooner or later, Kellen would've seen it. And if he'd seen it, the quiet plan that began to hatch in my head would've never worked.
But it came in just as the client signed off on the equipment I'd brought him. Which meant I could fire off a quick response as I walked back to my truck, keys jingling in my hand as I fought back a grin.
Because I was going to find out what the fuck Kellen was hiding from me.
And I was going to find out now.

Penny

It had been a perfect day so far.
I liked having Mondays off. Sure, having to work the occasional weekend was never fun, but having a day off when the rest of the world was busy meant I got much needed time to myself.
And boy, was it needed that day.
Not for any bad reasons. I was just still recovering from the absolute insanity that was my first experience at Pound Town. Tobin and Kellen had not gone easy on me--not that I'd wanted them to--and God, it was wonderful.
It was amazing.
Sex with Dane had never been bad, per se, but it wasn't like that. It wasn't intense and passionate and silly--I still couldn't keep a straight face when I thought about Tobin calling me a duck, of all fucking things--and so, so good. I guess that's what happens when the person you're having sex with actually likes you. It becomes something else entirely, something wicked and arousing and addictive in the best way.


And God, I couldn't wait to visit Pound Town again.
Someday, that is. I was pretty sure Tobin or Kellen would've happily taken me back every night of the week if I wanted to go, but I wanted to get a test on file first so I could try the glory holes and stuff, which meant I wasn't going back until I'd finished Nola's challenge. That wouldn't take long, probably, since I only had two people left to sleep with--Harris and Beau--before I'd successfully fucked every single one of Dane's friends.
Well, except Evander. But he wasn't on the list because he didn't want to be on it.
Which was fine. I was oddly proud of the fact that I'd already completed more than half the challenge. I mean, that was in one weekend! At this rate, I'd be claiming my prize of Nola's pussy in no time.
I spent most of Sunday sleeping and lounging and texting Nola, who let me blabber on about Pound Town to my heart's content. And I decided that Monday, I'd treat myself to a day at the spa. Not just because of Saturday, but because I damn well deserved it, thank you very much. I'd just gone through a breakup, after all, and there was nothing better than a day of aromatherapy and salt scrubs and having every inch of you rubbed in oil to get over a breakup.
Well, except getting absolutely railed by two people at a sex club, but honestly, why not have both?
So my perfect Monday started with me waking up and driving to the Birch Skies Spa Resort. It wasn't the spa that Pound Town kept getting mistaken for. Birch Skies wasn't even in Aurora Flats, but about forty-five minutes south of it. The small state-of-the-art spa was surrounded by towering birch trees--hence the name--that bordered a wildlife reserve. Most of the time, it booked far in advance, since there weren't many places nearby you could lounge by a wood-fire hot tub in a plush robe or get an open-air massage without the sounds of traffic or chatter or construction piercing your zen or whatever.
But Mondays?
Not a lot of people were booking appointments for mid-day on a Monday. So few were, in fact, that they weren't even bothered when I was a few minutes late because I got stuck at the train tracks just after getting off the highway.
In fact, I was pretty sure my massage therapist gave me an extra ten minutes. And the person doing my aromatherapy scrub slipped me a second cup of the salt scrub when I mentioned that, being a bigger girl, I usually skipped exfoliating my stomach because there wasn't enough scrub. Which she didn't have to do at all, but she was a bigger girl, too, and just waved it off when I said she could charge me extra if she needed to.
I spent the rest of the afternoon lounging, snoozing, sipping cucumber water, and eating tiny finger sandwiches and fresh fruit to my heart's content. At the end of the day, I took a long shower and washed my hair with the fancy shampoo they provided, then let one of the stylists dry and style it in perfect shining curls around my face.
Yes, all in all, it had been a perfect day. So of course, when I went to go home, my car wouldn't start.
"Motherfucker," I muttered, turning the key in the ignition a few more times, cringing at the faint click that led to absolutely nothing happening. Taking a deep breath, I waited a few minutes, then tried again before grabbing my phone to call the tow truck company.
"And where's the vehicle located?" a bored-sounding agent asked when I explained the problem, then made an unimpressed noise when I told her. "Oh. There."
"What's wrong?" I asked.
"Nothing. Just..." A nasally hum filled the space between her thoughts. "Yeah. It'll be about four hours."
"Four hours?!" I repeated incredulously. "Wha--how?!"
"Because that's how long it will take for a driver to get to that side of the region," she said. "He's on a scheduled call out at a farm about two hours north of here, and we only have one driver today."
For a few minutes after hanging up, I thought maybe it could be a blessing in disguise. Like, oh no, I have to spend four more hours at the spa. But that thought didn't last long. For one, I was about to have a tow truck bill to cover, not to mention whatever the repair bill on this stupid hunk of junk would be, and Birch Skies was not cheap.
And for two, they closed at five on Mondays.
So my options were either wait by myself in a broken down car for four hours, or call someone and ask them to go completely out of their way to pick me up.
But, I reasoned with myself as I tapped my phone to my chin, that could be a blessing in disguise, too.
Because last week, my instinct would've been to call Dane. He would've complained about it, but he would've come to pick me up. But now that we were broken up? I knew at least three of my friends wouldn't complain about doing me a favour. Kellen and Nola might still be at work, but Tobin was probably done for the day. And if I called Tobin or Kellen, who knows what the rest of the evening could entail.
Except...
I tapped my phone to my chin again, holding back a smile.
He didn't have to respond to my text right away. I didn't think he would, actually, since I wasn't sure what time he finished work. But not only did the little arrows showing he'd read it right away immediately turn blue, I had my reply before I even started to second guess myself.
Beau: Sorry you're dealing with that :( Happy to come take a look or drive you home. I'm just finishing a delivery for a client and then I'm free. Where you at?
Me: Don't hate me, but... Birch Skies. I know it's far but the tow truck is gonna be four hours and the spa closes in twenty minutes and I don't want to wait out here by myself :(
He read it right away, but didn't respond as quickly.
Which was fine.
Totally fine.
Completely, totally, entirely fucking fine. If Beau didn't want to drive out to Birch Skies to help me, that was totally understandable. I wasn't going to be stranded. I mean, if I still wanted to use this as a chance to get with one of the last two people on my list, I could still call Harris. And if Harris said no--which he wouldn't, especially if Nola had told him about her challenge, which I was guessing she had--then I'd call Tobin. Or Kellen. Or Nola.
I had friends now. I had people who'd help me. I didn't need Beau specifically to--
Beau: Sorry, my GPS app couldn't find the name so had to grab the address. You're not gonna believe this, but your timing is impeccable. I'm like 15 minutes away.
Oh.
Me: You are a knight in shining armour. Thank you.
Beau: Kinda like the sound of that. Sir Beau at your service.
Beau: See you soon, Princess Penny.
I stared at the message, trying to figure out if he was flirting or if he was just being Beau. The chances of the latter were high--Beau could be a little oblivious at times and had an odd sense of humour, so he might not have realized how that would sound--but the idea that he might be flirting made a girlish giggle threaten to squirm out of me all the same.
I wasn't sure which I preferred. Part of me liked the idea of him showing up oblivious, just to help a friend. Maybe he'd be able to fix the car right then and there for me; Beau was that guy who was just really good at fixing vehicles. But even if he couldn't, maybe I could convince him to drive us back to my place. I could offer him dinner to thank him, since he'd have to bring me back to meet the tow truck driver later. I hadn't made any dinner plans yet, but maybe he'd want to eat out.
You know. While we waited for pizza to be delivered.
Or maybe he'd suggest we wait there so he didn't have to drive back and forth. We could sit in the cozy cab of his pickup for a while, and then when I suggested some adult activities to make the time pass faster, he could back his truck into one of the spots on the far side of the lot facing the forest so no one could see him mess up my perfectly styled hair and freshly scrubbed skin as he fucked me in the box of said truck.
But another part of me hoped that Beau wasn't oblivious. Partly because if he was oblivious, that meant there was a chance he didn't like me like that. And the prospect of sitting in Beau's truck and being turned down by another person in my group of friends.
It was something I should've considered a bit more before actually agreeing to this challenge, honestly. Dane had just tried to demolish my confidence, and while Nola started building it back up, Evander had chipped away a few pieces when he turned me down. And sure, Kellen and Tobin had rebuilt those pieces and then some.
But there was still a risk of them being chipped away again.
So I kind of hoped that he'd meant to be flirty. That he was behind the wheel of his truck, driving down the highway with the same fantasies of going back to my place to eat out while we waited for dinner or making out in the backseat of my car or fucking in the box of his truck playing in his head.
That maybe he'd get there and I'd glance down and there would be a telltale bulge, and I'd glance back up and he'd be watching me, and he wouldn't even say a word before pinning me against the side of his truck and kissing me. That he'd slip his hand into the front of my leggings and hum happily when he realized how slick I already was. And he'd ask how I got turned on so quickly and I'd have to admit to picturing this. To sitting in my car wondering what his dick looked like, my nipples hardening and pressing into the thin cups of my bra. To shifting in place because I was already craving friction while I watched for him to pull up behind the wheel of his red pickup.
But when he got there just a few minutes later, I knew that wasn't going to happen.
Because Beau wasn't driving his truck.
No, in the driver's seat, an unreadable look on his face as he stared at me before turning to look at Beau, was Kellen.
So. There went that plan.
"Uh... hey," I said, climbing out of my car as Beau hopped out of the passenger side door, a friendly smile on his face.
"Hey, Pen," he said. "You okay?"
"Yeah." I couldn't help glancing at Kellen, who was still sitting in the vehicle. "Yeah, I'm fine. Great, actually. It was an awesome day."
Did he know?
Was that why Kellen was still sitting in the truck? He'd told Beau, and now he... what, thought I'd be upset?
I mean, I hadn't told him or Tobin they couldn't say anything. I didn't exactly want Dane to know what I was doing--not yet, anyway--but other than not telling anyone else Nola had challenged me to do it, it wasn't like it was a secret.
I had thought the two of them would keep it to themselves because of the whole thing where we'd fucked at a sex club and privacy was a pretty big thing there. Not that I'd mind if he told Beau, but he hadn't even asked if that was okay. Or maybe he hadn't told Beau where we'd hooked up, just that we had, or--
"Except the car thing?" Beau said.
"Huh?" I said as Kellen got out of the truck.
Beau's mouth twitched. "You had an awesome day until the car broke down?"
"Right." I nodded. "Yeah. The... car. Sucks. Uh... hi, Kellen."
"Hey," Kellen said, a slight gruffness to his voice, but his face was soft as he looked at me. "How's it going, Pen?"
"You know." I shrugged. "What, uh... I didn't expect both of you."
Kellen's mouth tightened as he glanced at Beau. "Had a bit of a miscommunication at work today and ended up needing a ride home."
"So Beau was your knight in shining armour too?" I joked.
"He seems to think so," Kellen said.
Half of Beau's smile shifted, twisting just enough to hint at a smirk, and his dark eyes seemed to sparkle. He held out his hand. "Keys, Princess Penny."
Fuck.
Why did that sound so good coming out of his mouth?
I held my keys out obediently, Beau's fingers brushing mine as he took them. As he started towards my car, I turned, intending to quietly ask Kellen if Beau knew we'd hooked up, but before I could so much as inhale, Beau spoke again.
"So it's not starting?" he asked.
"Yeah." I took a few hesitant steps towards him. "I turn the key and it just clicks."
"Hmm." He opened the door and tried to sit in the driver's seat, then laughed. "Damn, you're short."
"Sorry."
"For your height?" He gave me a teasing look. "Don't be. I just don't want to mess up your seat settings. Why don't you come start it so I can see what's going on?"
He stood as I walked to the car, though he only took a small step backwards for me to pass. Once I was in the seat, he put one hand on the roof of my car and the other on top of the door, leaning down to peer at the dashboard. I tried not to shiver at the way he towered over me or the faint scent of his cologne tickling my senses as I turned the key in the ignition. Like before, the engine clicked.
"That's all it does," I said. "Just the one click and--"
"Battery," Beau said.
"Huh?"
"Probably the battery. Pop the hood for me." He straightened up, unbuttoning the cuffs of his shirt before rolling them up his forearms and moving around to the front of the car. "It might be dead, but I'll take a quick look before we try jumping it."
"You think that's all it needs?"
"Possibly."
He lifted the hood of the car and I took the brief moment of him not being able to see me to finally make eye contact with Kellen again. He was standing nearby, arms folded across the dirt-stained landscaping t-shirt he wore, but his eyes were on me.
I tilted my head towards Beau, then raised my eyebrows. Kellen hesitated just long enough that I thought he might not understand what I was asking.
Then his cheeks darkened and he cringed apologetically, jerking his head up and down in the slightest of nods.
"You have jumper cables?"
I startled as Beau spoke, tearing my eyes off Kellen. "Jumper cables?"
Beau peeked around the hood of the car, amusement on his face because he apparently thought I didn't know what jumper cables were when I'd really just repeated myself because I wanted to make sure I heard him. "Yeah. The cords with two clampy things on each end?"
"Oh, you mean those kinky electric nipple clamps," I said before I could stop myself.
Kellen barked out a loud, surprised laugh. Beau looked oddly relieved before grinning at me.
"Yeah, those," he said. "You have a set?"
I did. They were in the trunk next to the spare tire. I opened my mouth to tell him that, then stopped myself.
Because if it was just that my battery was dead, and Beau jump-started it, that was it.
My car would start, and I'd thank him, and he'd go home in his truck and I'd drive home in my car, because if I offered to make him dinner or go for a drink or whatever, Kellen would come too.
And I liked Kellen. I did. I liked him enough to let him come down my throat and on my face and hope he'd do it again.
But I needed to fuck Beau, and I had no idea if he'd be into having Kellen involved.
The thing was, if I told them I didn't have jumper cables, I wasn't sure what would happen next.
Because Beau's truck wasn't one of those big, overcompensating type of trucks. It was a standard pickup, with normal sized tires and a normal box and a cab that had exactly two seats.
And there were three of us.
"Penny?" Beau asked again. "Do you have a set of jumper cables?"

***


 


Beau

There were worse things than spending half an hour with a pretty girl sitting on your lap.
For the record, I'd offered for Kellen to be the one who sat in the passenger seat. Of course I wanted to be selfish and let Penny use me like the throne she deserved, but she would probably be more comfortable pressed up against Kellen's body given that whole thing where they'd fucked before.
But then we'd tried it.
"I don't think this is going to work," she said, her ass jammed against Kellen's torso as she hunched over his knees. "I'm either going to bust my kneecaps on the dashboard or get a concussion on the roof of the truck."
"I guess Penny and I could wait here while you go get the jumper cables," Kellen said, like the fucker he was, as I helped Penny worm out of the truck.
And I glared at him, even though he was right because there really wasn't another solution and I was pretty sure there was no way I could convince him to drive my truck to get the jumper cables himself.
But Penny twisted her mouth to the side and tilted her head as she studied me.
"Don't take this the wrong way," she started.
"I already have," I said, but smiled so she knew I was joking.
Penny grinned. "Well, just... you... are... you know." She gestured vaguely at my head.
"Short?" I guessed, raising my eyebrows skeptically.
"No!" She crossed her arms across her chest. "Just... shorter than Kellen. He's got like, four inches on you."
"All things considered, it's more like two," I said before I could stop myself.
Penny frowned. "What?"
For the first time since I'd picked him up, Kellen laughed in a way that sounded like himself at something I'd said before shaking his head at Penny.
"Just Beau being Beau," he said. "But you make a good point. I'm also tough and rugged from landscaping duty while you have that delicate-yet-cushiony build."
"Hey! I work out, dipshit."
"And you've got those two extra inches I'm always jealous of." He clapped me on the shoulder. "So we're even. Go sit down, see if we can get the three of us in there in a way that keeps Penny's beautiful legs and, probably more importantly, brain cells safe."
And as it turned out, they were right. With the difference in shape and height between me and Kellen, Penny could squeeze comfortably in the cab so long as I didn't have my legs pressed together. Which was a little awkward in itself since it meant she sort of had a hip on each of my thighs and the middle of her ass wasn't really supported.
But she said it was fine and I wasn't gonna complain about my dick having a little more breathing room. Or about any of it, honestly. As I said, there were far worse things than having a pretty girl sit on your lap for half an hour.
Like spending half an hour with a pretty girl on your lap, but it's in a moving vehicle and she doesn't have a seatbelt because there are two seats but three asses in your truck.
Especially when the aforementioned truck just so happens to moving down a goddamn gravel country backroad.
I realized the predicament about thirty seconds after Kellen pulled out of the Birch Skies parking lot, when he'd picked up enough speed that the rumble of the tires on the gravel started making Penny's ass jiggle through the stretchy black leggings she was wearing. I tried to ignore it, hoping the fact that she wasn't quite close enough to my dick to be touching it would be enough to pretend the subtle bounce of her body wasn't affecting me. But she said something--fuck, I was too distracted to even realize she and Kellen were chatting about something--and shifted in place, and I realized we were about a minute into our half-hour drive and I was already fighting for my life.
"Kell, could you slow down a bit, dude?" I asked.
"Huh?" Kellen said.
"Slow down. On the gravel. Please," I said.
Kellen shot me an annoyed look. "Seriously, man? You own a truck. It's meant for roads like this. It'll be fine."
Despite knowing telepathy wasn't real, I tried with everything I had to silently communicate to him that it wasn't about the truck. "Right, but Penny's got no seatbelt and you know how gravel is when you go too fast. I want her to be safe."


He glanced at the dashboard. "Beau, I'm barely doing sixty."
I blinked in surprise, but a quick glance at the dashboard and out the window at the passing fields confirmed that the speedometer was hovering steadily around fifty-eight kilometers an hour, despite it feeling to me like he was doing a hundred.
"I appreciate the concern, Beau," Penny said, her voice sweet as she leaned into me a bit. "I'm okay, though. I trust you both."
Of fucking course she did. "Great." I tried to smile. "We're all good, then."
There were a few moments of silence. I don't know if they felt as tense to the other two as they did to me, and if they did, I doubted it was for the same reason. Every part of me felt hyperaware, like my body knew it was fighting my brain, those primal caveman parts of me wanting to make my dick blow up because Pretty Girl Put Round Ass On Legs Mean Time For Rut while alarms were blaring and flashing red in my brain as it tried to take back control.
"So, thanks again for coming to get me, you guys," Penny said eventually.
"It's all good," I said. "Really. Glad we could be here for you."
"Speak for yourself," Kellen said. "I mean, I'm glad too, but I wanted to say it myself."
Penny giggled. Fuck. Why did she move so much when she laughed? "Well, I appreciate it. A lot."
"Not a problem," I said, trying to keep my voice even.
And I thought I'd done alright at it, but Penny's head turned just slightly, like she was trying to look at me. "Really? Because you seem so uncomfortable, Beau. I'm sorry."
"I'm not," I said quickly. "Not at all."
"You are quieter than usual," Kellen said. "And given how quiet you usually are, that's saying something."
"Maybe it just seems quieter because Evander's not here and he's usually the silent one," I said.
Kellen looked skeptical. "If you say so."
"I do," I said lightly. "I'm just, uh, stumped. About why the car wouldn't start."
"I thought you said it's the battery," Penny said.
"Right, yeah. But it's not even cold out. So it's, uh, weird. For it to die like that at this time of year." I cleared my throat. "Anyway, not a big deal, just you know how it is when you're trying to figure out a problem."
"Okay," she said. "If you're sure you're okay."
"I am."
"Okay." She was smiling. I could hear it, and if I glanced out the window at the side mirror, I could see a hint of it. "So how was your weekend? I haven't seen you in a while."
"Good," I said. "It was, uh, fine. Typical. Me and Evander did some gaming on Saturday and then just... you know. The usual." That was a bit of a lie, since I'd spent a good amount of time trying to figure out a reason to get in touch with Penny and see if she'd want to go out with me sometime, but I wasn't going to tell her that now. "What about you? How was your weeken--"
And that was when Kellen hit a patch of washboarding.
And fifty-eight had been barely manageable, but over a patch of road marred by years of trucks and trailers and other heavy shit shifting the loose gravel until it felt like it was ribbed for her pleasure?
The caveman part of me won.
It won so, so badly.
Especially since that rough patch of road made Penny's body bounce in my lap. And as anyone who's ever poured sugar into a jar or complained about how empty a bag of chips seems, when you tap and jiggle something enough, it starts to settle in place.
So between my dick trying to defy gravity and gravity itself, it wasn't long before my cock was pushing into Penny's ass cheek so hard, I was pretty sure I could feel the heat of her skin surrounding it through the thinness of her leggings.
"I'm sorry," I said, heat racing up my neck because there was no way she couldn't feel it. "Sorry. It's the bumps, I can't--"
"Yeah, how dare you not ask me about my weekend sooner," Penny interrupted, something teasing and playful and almost husky in her voice. "There's not all that much to say. It was a pretty normal weekend for me too."
"Was it?" Kellen asked, sounding a bit miffed.
In the reflection from the side mirror, I saw the edges of Penny's lips curl up.
"Totally normal," she repeated. "I got dumped by my ex on Friday night because thought his friends liked me better than him, made a cheesecake at like eleven pm because I was sad, worked all day Saturday, got some amazing mac and cheese for dinner, had sex with Kellen and Tobin, spent most of Sunday doing laundry, and then treated myself to a spa day today. And I know it's Monday but it was my day off, so I think it counts as part of my weekend."
My heart was still racing and my face was still burning, but I let out a laugh anyway. "Right, yeah. Totally typical weekend. Nothing in there deviates from the norm in any way."
"Well, I guess technically part of it wasn't totally typical," she said. "Normally I don't make cheesecake on Friday nights since I'm out at the bar with you all."
Kellen, surprisingly, said nothing. I half-expected some level of reaction from him, when I glanced at him, he was just holding back a laugh.
"I told her that I told you," he said when he saw me look at him. "Don't worry."
"You told me half of it," I said.
Because yeah, I'd already figured she'd fucked both him and Tobin, but not because Kellen had told me about it. Which he only seemed to realize when I pointed it out.
"Well, yeah. The part that involved me," he said carefully.
Liar. But I didn't call him out on it. "Right. I just thought you had plans on Saturday night."
Kellen's throat flexed as he swallowed. "Sort of."
"So how'd that happen, then?"
"Well," Penny cut in. "What happened was I decided to have sex with all my ex's friends to get back at him for being a douchebag."
"As one does," I said. I knew she was deliberately not answering the question I was actually asking, but that was okay. She wasn't the one who needed to.
"Since he said the only reason he even stayed with me was because you all liked me better than him," she continued, a bit more heat in her voice than usual. "Because that's a great reason to keep dating someone you've never even really liked. And I thought, you know, well... why don't I do what he thinks I was doing anyway?"
"He thought you were sleeping with his friends?" I asked.
"He thought I wanted to, at least."
"And did you?"
Her eyes flicked towards the window. I wasn't sure if it was on purpose until her gaze caught mine in the reflection of the side mirror, that sweet smirk still playing on her lips. "He might have been right."
Fuck.
Fuck.
"So you've checked two people off your list already, then?" I asked, my voice dry.
"Technically three," she said. "Though, I guess one of them was crossed off instead of checked off."
"Why's that?"
"He's not interested." She shrugged. "It's fine."
Right. Evander. "Maybe he was trying to say he wanted something more serious than a hook-up, not that you weren't his cup of tea."
I felt Kellen's gaze flick to me sharply, but didn't look at him. Penny lifted an eyebrow, probably because she was wondering how I even knew that, but shrugged.
"He didn't say anything like that, so I don't know. But even if it was that, it's not an option. Not right now, anyway. I currently have a to-do list and I'm one of those people who is very passionate about checking everything off it."
We weren't on the ribbed section of road anymore, but Penny's ass shifted, like she'd swayed her hips from side to side, and my dick throbbed. "And you've got, uh, all his... all your friends... on this list?"
"Yep. It's not my fault you're all so hot."
"So when you say 'all'..." I started, then trailed off.
"Yes, Beau," she said, giggling. "You're on the list."
Oh, fuck. Fuck yes. My breath caught in my throat. "And you're on my lap."
"And I'm right here," Kellen said.
"And you'll stay right there watching and wishing you could take my inches instead," I said.
I'll be the first to admit it wasn't the clearest way to say what I meant, which was supposed to be a jab at him wanting to trade my height and dick size so he could have Penny on his lap.
But my dick was currently at full size, which was diverting some of the necessary resources from my brain.
"Like you wouldn't give me those inches the second I wanted them," Kellen said.
And I was already that far deep, so I just...
"Like I wouldn't make you beg for them first," I said.
Kellen flicked his eyes at me, surprise flitting across his face. Which was fair. I'd meant for it to come out flippantly, but it hadn't. My voice had pitched down, heavier than I'd intended, a low rasp in it hinting that it wasn't just one of those jokes.
Because we didn't make jokes like that.
Not anymore.
We used to. We used to do a lot more together. The idea that he'd sit there and watch me fuck Penny wasn't even new. We'd shared multiple women before, always in that together-but-separate way, always focused on her, only touching in the most accidental of ways: fingers brushing here, a bump of the hip there, little accidents that didn't have any meaning behind them.
And then we'd stopped. I'd stopped. Those quick-and-dirty quips had stopped.
Because I'd realized I wanted more than an accidental touch.
And he didn't.
And I respected that.
Before Kellen could respond, Penny slid her hands down the outside of her thighs, finding my hands resting beside me, and slipped her palms over them. I let her hold them, lift them, guide them back up over hips and sides and all the way up to her breasts, my dick throbbing as she pressed them to her chest and held them there.
"So what do you think?" she asked, her voice low. "Should I cross you off the list? Or check you off?"
I cupped my hands, feeling the weight of her tits beneath my palms. "I think you know, Princess Penny."
"Well, I hate to assume."
"Please, for the love of God, check me off," I said.
"And do it quick," Kellen said, seeming to recover. "Since I'll be working on getting another checkmark next to my name as soon as we stop this truck."
"Bold of you to think Penny's going to be able to take your dick the second we get out of the car when I have the rest of this trip to turn her into a puddle," I said. "I've got half an hour of her all to myself. You know what I can do with that."
"You've got twenty-five minutes at best," Kellen said.
"And I only really need fifteen," I said.
"And worse comes to worst, it sounds like Beau could take care of you," Penny said sweetly. "And you'd enjoy every second of it, Kellen."
Again, Kellen glanced in our direction. Again, there was surprise on his face.
No. Not surprise.
Intrigue.
I didn't wait for him to respond that time either. Instead, I made Penny gasp as I let go of her breasts, grabbed the hem of her shirt, and pulled it up so it was crumpled beneath her arms. I lifted one breast out, cupping it as I used my other hand to move her hair away from her neck before taking her other breast out. She let out a soft whimper as I pressed my lips on that spot right between her neck and shoulder, that spot that almost always sends a little shiver down a person's chest, right to their nipples, making them pebble beneath your palms.
Which is exactly what Penny's did.
I ran my thumbs over each nipple, feeling the nubs harden more with every pass. Once she squirmed like she couldn't stand another second without the potential of friction, I stopped, cupping her tits and fondling them, letting them spill out between my fingers as I dug them in.
"Beau," she breathed. "I want..."
"Want what?" I murmured, nipping at her neck.
"I want you to finger me," she said.
The statement was bold in its plainness, straightforward and honest and, unbeknownst to her, naive.
So fucking naive.
Kellen chuckled as I smiled against Penny's neck.
"You sure?" I asked. "Because once I start, I'm not stopping."
"You don't have to talk to me into it," she said, and I imagined she rolled her eyes, even as Kellen let out a chuckle.
"Sweet summer child," he murmured.
"Huh?" Penny said.
"Tell me you want it, Penny," I said. "Tell me you want me to make you come."
"I want you to make me come," she said promptly.
My grin widened. "As you command, princess."
Kellen snorted. "You're such a dork."
If I had a spare hand, I would've flipped him off, but I didn't. I kept one hand on her tits while the other slipped down her belly, indulging in the softness of it before I found the waistband of her leggings.
I didn't hesitate before pushing my fingers beneath it, didn't pause before slipping my hand in her panties and running my middle finger along her already soaking slit. I didn't bother teasing her, tracing her folds or lightly brushing her clit or making her pussy clench with need before finally giving into what she wanted.
That wasn't how I did things.
No, I went for her clit immediately. Found it, pressed the pad of my finger against it, made a few slow circles before increasing my speed as she moaned. Her body shifted and I spread my legs as much as I could, almost to the point of discomfort so she was nearly sitting between them. She leaned back against me, her hair tickling the side of my face, her body soft and relaxed and needy in my arms.
Oh, I was going to fucking ruin her.
She came easily. Quickly. It helped that I knew what I was doing, had this down to practically a science, but every body is different. Some women need more of one thing or less of another. Some need that drawn out teasing to pull them to the edge. Penny, though, was fucking perfect for what I wanted to do to her. Her body liked everything, responded to it, indulged in more and more without restraint until she was gasping and digging her fingers into my thigh and telling me she was going to come, she was going to fucking come, and--
"Yes," I growled as it hit her, as her legs tightened around my hand like she was holding it in place, even though I had no intention of taking it away. "Good girl, Penny. You come so fucking good, don't you?"
"Fifteen was pretty ambitious," Kellen said conversationally, like he hadn't just grabbed his dick and adjusted in full view of all of us. "That took you nearly ten."
"Trust the process," I said, my hand still in Penny's panties and my fingers still circling her clit.
She gasped for breath a few more times, then squirmed in my arms. I tightened them around her.
"Sensitive," she gasped. "I need a second--"
"No you don't, princess," I said. "You can take it."
Her entire body shuddered and I had to close my eyes for a moment. We were still on gravel and between the vibrations of that and the way she shook in my arms, I could already feel precum soaking my boxers.
"Too much," she whimpered. "I can't--"
"You can." I didn't stop fingering her, though I did shift my fingers so they weren't directly on her clit to give her the slightest hint of relief. "I told you I wasn't stopping once I started." I leaned forward, kissing a spot just below her ear before lifting my lips next to it. "Unless you say 'red,' okay? Like red light."
She moaned in the perfect blend of despair and excitement. "Okay."
"And if you need me to slow down, say--"
"Yellow," she said. "Green for go. Just like Pound Town."
I chuckled. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Kellen stiffen a bit. "Exactly. Are you green right now, princess?"
"Yes." She shuddered and sighed, her body relaxing like the sensitivity had given way to pleasure. "Yes, please."
"Good," I said, moving my fingers slightly so they were on top of her clit again. "Because you're gonna take it the whole way home."
"Not so sure about that," Kellen said.
I snorted. "Says who?"
"Says CN Rail," Kellen said, gesturing at the windshield.
I tilted my head to look past Penny. In the not-so-distant distance, I could see red flashing lights and the snaking body of a train crossing the road just before the highway.
"Might be a little too much for her, but I'll take the backroads the rest of the way," he continued.
"Like hell you will," I said immediately. The backroads were sometimes faster than waiting for the train, but they were gravel almost the entire way to town. With the way my dick was leaking, I wasn't entirely sure I wouldn't come in my pants. I'd been counting on the comparatively smooth highway to give me a break from the constant sensation beneath us. Plus, I wanted to get my dick inside Penny the second we got back. "The train won't take that long."
"I got stuck here for twenty-eight minutes the last time I risked it," Kellen said. "She might not be able to take your little overstimulation game through the extra time down the backroads, much less for an extra half hour in front of a damn train. You'll break her before I get another turn."
"Another being the key word here. You can wait."
"Can I? Because I was so obsessed with that mouth of hers I didn't even get a chance to try her pussy."
"Don't you dare take those goddamn backroads," I said. "Go to the train crossing."
"Or what?" Kellen said, snorting. "You're gonna spank me?"
"Don't tempt me," I muttered.
He laughed. "Tempt you? You'd be tempted to spank my ass?"
And I don't know why I said it.
I don't fucking know.
Because he laughed, maybe. Or because my brain wasn't working. Because my fingers were busy with Penny's pussy and my dick was hard and I was so goddamn horny my mind felt like it was full of fog.
Because he hadn't been surprised.
Because he'd been intrigued.
It was any of those things, or all of them, or none. I don't fucking know what made me push things just that little bit more than I would've ever thought I'd risk.
But I did.
"If you're lucky, I'll stop when you can't take anymore," I said.
The tension in the cab grew, heavy over the scent of sex. No one spoke. I didn't look at Kellen. I had no idea if he looked at me again.
Then Penny's head tilted up and her legs tightened and she whimpered, digging her fingertips into my thigh.
"What if he's really lucky?" she whispered breathlessly.
I swallowed hard, risking a glance towards Kellen. He was staring out the window, his face unreadable, though that might've been because I was seeing it in profile.
Then his neck flexed and he licked his lips.
"Yeah, Beau," he said, his voice soft with consideration. "If I'm lucky, you'll stop spanking me? What if I'm really lucky?"
I chuckled darkly, knowing everything was about to change and there was nothing I could--no, nothing I would--do to stop it.
"If you're really lucky, I won't stop." I pushed my fingers inside Penny, making her cry out. "Not even when you beg."

***


 


Kellen

I didn't know what was throbbing harder: my dick or my heart.
I mean, sure, technically they were throbbing the same since, like, biology and shit.
But metaphorically, I didn't know which was throbbing harder.
Because what the fuck did that mean?
What the fuck did Beau mean by that?
Metaphorically, I slapped myself upside the head. Because I knew what he meant. But the way he was talking... that was...
He wasn't...
He was my best friend.
I couldn't. Not with him. Not after everything we'd been through and everything he'd done for me.
I couldn't lose Beau.
And he was a guy! That was also a big deal because I wasn't--I didn't--I'd never wanted--
Right?
I mean, I'd never had sex with a man. I'd had sex near a man. Many times. Mostly Beau because we'd shared girls in the past. But Tobin, too. Like, two days earlier, with the girl literally on Beau's lap right now. And other guys at Pound Town here and there. Yeah, I went there mostly to get my back destroyed, but it was a sex club and believe it or not, I liked sex.


So I'd indulged. But I'd never thought about doing anything with any of the guys I'd had sex near. I'd brushed against the occasional dick and gotten caught in friendly fire more than once. But I'd never been into any of them.
I'd never had a guy make my dick pulse the way Beau just had.
I'd never even considered what it would look like to be with another guy. Not, like, seriously. I mean, I'm pretty sure every guy thinks about the prospect at some point, usually followed by a quick "Yeah, nah, not for me."
But suddenly, the windshield in front of me was the screen for things I'd never pictured before.
Beau.
Beau standing over me with a paddle.
Beau behind me as I stretched over an X-cross, whip in hand, chuckling as he tried to fucking break me.
Beau breaking me.
Beau ordering me to my knees. Making me choke on his cock. Grabbing me, turning me over.
Fucking me.
My dick. It was definitely my dick throbbing harder than my heart. If I wasn't frozen with my eyes forward, I would've looked down to check if I was leaking through my pants. It was pressed against my fly, pleading with me to let it out, to discover if my brain had conjured up a meaningless fantasy based on the growl beneath Beau's words or if he'd let go of Penny's tit and reach over, grabbing my cock, stroking it, licking my pre-cum off his fingers and--
Fuck.
Where the fuck did this come from?
And why did it feel so... right?
Thinking of him like that felt right.
The turn for the backroads was coming up. He'd told me not to take them and I could easily guess why. The rumble of the truck felt pretty good for me, all things considered, but with Penny's fat ass nestled against his dick? Beau had to be about to lose it.
But that train...
The tracks were notorious for delaying people going in and out of town for ages. Enough that I'd literally texted clients if I was going to be late because of it, only for them to thank me for the head's up because they'd just hang out at home a little longer before leaving for work.
But I had no idea how long ago the train had started crossing. I could see the lights of a few vehicles waiting, but it was late in the day; there wasn't a ton of traffic, especially going that direction.
My house was near the outskirts of town. If the train was almost done and I took the highway, I could have Penny naked on my bed with Beau shoving his cock down her throat even deeper than I had because he had at least two additional inches of cock to work with in no time.
The backroads had the potential of being faster. Frankly, they would've been the less risky option.
Except if the extra time on the road made Beau get Penny to the point that she was a puddle of overstimulated nerves who could barely walk. It wouldn't be the first time he'd gotten a woman to that point.
Or if the extra sensation made Beau come before we got back to my place. Because the way he was talking...
Something had changed. Not recently. It had changed a long time ago. We'd stopped picking up women together. Stopped making those bromantic kinds of jokes together. Which wasn't a big deal, really, but I hadn't ever figured out why.
Now, though...
Now I was pretty sure it was because it stopped being a joke to him.
And now that I knew...
Fuck.
I didn't know if I hated the idea.
I think I might've liked it.
"You fucking brat," Beau growled as I swerved to take the turn down the backroads.
"You like it," I said.
"That's true," Penny gasped. "He does."
She let out a cry, maybe because Beau pinched her nipple or maybe from the way he spanked her pussy loud enough that I heard it through the layers of her panties and leggings.
"You're a brat, too," he said.
Breathless laughter slipped from her mouth. "You like that, too."
Another cry, though I didn't hear a slap that time, and it morphed into a moan that had Penny flopping against Beau, her head tilted back in bliss.
"Don't worry, dude," I said. "Penny will get fucked faster this way. I mean, it'll be by me, not you, but remember who we're doing this for."
"You think so, hey?" he said, chuckling. "You don't think I'll take the extra ten minutes to fuck her right here, right now, while you're driving?"
My mouth went dry. I hadn't thought of that. But he could. He could pull down those leggings, take out his cock, and have Penny filled before we even pulled into my driveway.
Or could he?
"You have a condom?" I asked, glancing sidelong as Beau.
He was looking back at me, a haze clouding his eyes that matched the sent of sex filling the truck. For a moment, it lingered, but cleared enough to let some logic peek through as he blinked. With a silent but reluctant sigh, he shook his head.
"I need you to wear one," Penny said, worry in her voice. "Just, since I'm hooking up with everyone, you know? I'm really sorry. I should have put some in my purse or--"
"Take that apology back right this second," Beau interrupted, her voice stern. "You do not apologize for wanting someone to wear a condom. Ever."
"Yeah, but--"
She cried out as Beau tightened his hand and lowered his mouth to her neck. "I'm sorry, princess. I'm sorry I wasn't thinking straight because holding you like this fucked with my head. I'm sorry I don't have a condom on me because it means I can't let you sit on this dick while this fucking bumpy-ass road turns me into your own personal sybian. And I am so goddamn sorry you're going to lose your voice screaming my name because as soon as we get to Kellen's place, you'll be able to taste my cock in your throat because I'll be so fucking deep in your pussy when I come."
Normally, I didn't let the opportunity to tell Beau he was wrong pass by, but I didn't point out that Penny wouldn't, in fact, taste him because he'd have the condom on, even though the lack of said condom was what triggered the whole damn conversation. Partly because correctness aside, it was so goddamn hot even I was feeling it, and mostly because Penny let out a sob as she came on his fingers for the second time.
"Unless this asshole who just had to take the bumpy roads home fucks me over and makes me blow like a goddamn amateur," Beau continued as she writhed in his arms. "But if he does, I'll let him fuck you until you're just about to come, then take my turn and so he can watch your pussy milk my cock as you come instead of finishing him off."
"Not if I come first," I said.
He snorted in amusement. "You admitting she'd make you bust early?"
"She has made me bust early," I said, since apparently I was willing to use my past humiliations to get one over on Beau if I could. "The six seconds it took to lose my virginity was longer than I lasted in Penny's throat, but I still got to fuck it before you did."
"You think that's gonna make me jealous?" he said.
"Aren't you?"
He paused, then let out another dark chuckle. "Maybe I am."
"Of who?" Penny asked.
Beau lifted his head slightly. "What?"
"Which of us are you jealous of?" she repeated, teasing laughter in her voice. "Him? Or me?"
And just...
I...
My stomach twisted.
I wanted him to say her.
I wanted Beau to be jealous that Penny got to fuck me.
He didn't say anything. He sucked on her neck, flicked his thumb over her nipple, moved his fingers faster against her cunt until she cried out again.
And then he answered.
"Both," he whispered, just loud enough that I could hear him. "It's both of you."
Thank God my dick wasn't long enough to stick out the cuff of my pants. One, because that would be impractical, and two, because it would have absolutely batted my foot out of the way so it could press the gas pedal to the floor. Luckily, my brain had just enough control over the rest of me to know speeding down the backroads wasn't worth the risk. Not ever, but especially not when Penny didn't have a seatbelt and I had zero desire to die in a fiery car accident before getting to feel her pussy.
But just in case something insane happened, I reached down, grabbing my bulge and adjusting. That was totally the only reason I wrapped my hand around it, and I kept it there just in case the damn thing fought back. Which was also why I, you know. Petted it a few times. Tried to calm it down.
Safety first or whatever.
I didn't think either of them would notice. Penny was barely recovered from her second orgasm and Beau was concentrating, focusing on touching her just the right way to pull her along the edge so he could let her fall over it at least one more time before we got home.
But he did.
"Fuck, Kellen," Beau groaned softly, and his words fucking dripped over me. "God, I want--"
"Don't," I whispered.
The immediate silence was deafening. I didn't realize why, didn't realize why the word hung there until I glanced at Beau and saw him tearing his eyes away, like he thought--
"Not yet," I said, barely thinking it before it came out. "Just not yet. I gotta drive. I gotta get us home. Then..."
I didn't say it. He didn't either.
But a quick glance was all it took for me to see the hint of a smile.
I wasn't sure how much time went by before he let go of Penny's breast, urging her to lean forward slightly. I couldn't keep watching because of that whole driving thing, but the telltale sigh of relief told me everything I was wondering: he'd slipped his hands between their bodies to unbutton his pants. Maybe he took his cock out and maybe he didn't, but if he did, it would be pressed right against Penny's ass, so close she'd feel the heat of it throbbing against her. He wrapped his arm around her again and directed her to lean back, but instead of playing with her tits again, he shoved that one down her pants, too.
A second later, a wail joined the sudden wet sound of him pumping his fingers in her pussy.
"Beau!" she sobbed, squirming in his arms. "I can't. I c-c-can't keep coming."
"Yes, you can," he said casually. "I believe in you."
Her foot hit the underside of the dashboard. "It's too much. It's too m-m-m-much."
"You've got one more for me, princess. One more while you sit on my lap like the good girl you are." He kissed her neck. "Then you get a little break before we use you all over again. Don't you want a little break, Penny?"
Her moan was low and desperate as she shook her head. "Not that. N-Not--you don't understa-ah-ah--" She drew in a shaky breath. "Your truck. Gonna... I think I'm gonna--"
And then there were three more words, three almost entirely soundless words, like she was out of air and everything in her was focused on holding back.
But I heard them, and Beau heard them, and the noise he made was fucking obscene.
She was gonna make a mess, she said.
All over his goddamn truck.
Which was fine. He had leather seats.
"Good," Beau growled, raw and guttural. "Do it. Make a big, wet, wonderful mess all over me, baby. I need you to fucking soak me, princess, soak me so much that Kellen will taste you when I make him suck it off my cock later."
"Holy fuck," I hissed, but I doubted either of them heard me as Penny did exactly what Beau told her to. Her body seized, one hand reaching desperately for the "Oh shit" handle above the window while the other dug into Beau's thigh, her hips bucking between his hands and his hips and making him do exactly what he didn't want to do.
And God, it was painful.
It was fucking painful to watch him lose it like that. To hear their moans, to see Penny's juices darkening her leggings and Beau's pants, to watch him groan into her hair as he fucked up against her ass and indulged in his release because what choice did he have? He was already coming, shooting his load in his pants because it was too fucking much.
And honestly, I couldn't blame him. If I'd still had my hand on my cock, I might've done the same. Being that close to someone exploding the way Penny did, how could anyone not explode themselves?
But it was painful.
After their cries gave way to gasps and pants, no one spoke. Once Penny slumped back against Beau, no one moved. At least, not until they both looked up a few seconds later, when the truck came to a stop and I put it into park.
"We're here," I said, and turned off the engine.

***


 


Penny

This was not going the way I thought it would.
Not even close.
It started the way I thought it would. Sort of. I mean, I hadn't intended to sit on Beau's lap the whole way home when I first called him for help, but still. Once I'd lied about not having jumper cables, I figured squeezing three of us in a two-seater was the next logical step.
And maybe I hadn't exactly thought I'd end up messing around with Beau while Kellen drove. But then Kellen hit that super bumpy patch of road and Beau's dick got hard and I'd glanced at Kellen, silently asking if I could.
He'd responded with a silent look of his own. And yeah, maybe it wasn't an explicit "Yeah I'm totally okay with all of this," but given prior context and the hungry look in his eyes, I was pretty sure I'd interpreted it correctly.
But then things had gone off the rails. Not literally--that train was probably still chugging away on the tracks blocking us from getting on the highway--but with Kellen and Beau.
It wasn't unusual for them to flirt that way that guy friends do. Everyone in our friend group had teased them about getting a room already at some point, including Kellen. Though, as I was realizing, maybe I'd never heard Beau make a joke like that.
Maybe because Beau had secretly wanted it to be more than a joke.
But that bromantic kind of flirting they usually did was nothing like this. It didn't have this kind of heat. It didn't have the smoldering looks shooting between them. It didn't have Beau's dick throbbing harder and harder against my ass. It didn't have Kellen's hand on his cock as he drove because he couldn't handle it for another second.
It didn't have the two of them talking in low, quiet voices in Kellen's bedroom while they waited for me to finish in the bathroom. Despite his insistence that Kellen was going to lick his cock clean after I soaked the two of us, Beau had agreed to let me get my cum-and-squirt-stained clothes into Kellen's washing machine sooner rather than later, and I'd taken a few extra minutes to recover.
Because holy fuck.
That was the other big contender for things not going the way I thought it would. I had not expected Beau to, I don't know, weaponize orgasms like that. I didn't even know that was a thing people did. Or could do.
And he'd made me squirt. I didn't even know how to feel about that. I'd had it happen a couple of times before, but never with another person, only with a dildo hitting my G-spot in just the right way while I had a vibrator on my clit. It was bad enough stripping my bed down and shoving the soaked sheets in the washing machine the first time it had happened unexpectedly, let alone a truck.
But Beau wanted it. He wanted me to do it. And honestly, I probably couldn't have stopped it if I'd tried.
Anyway, the point was, I didn't have a change of clothes with me and Kellen offered up his washing machine and a pair of sweatpants. And I'd taken a few minutes to wipe my thighs and used the cup in the bathroom to rehydrate myself a little and catch my breath before slipping out of the bathroom to make my way to Kellen's bedroom.
Where I paused when I heard them speaking in low tones.
Not to eavesdrop or anything, of course. Just to let them finish whatever they were talking about.
That was totally the entire reason.
"...didn't know how to tell you," Kellen was saying.
"And you thought I'd judge you for that?" Beau replied. Kellen didn't say anything. "I wouldn't. I don't. Shit, if I'd known--"
And then he stopped.
"If you'd known what?" Kellen urged.
Beau still didn't say anything.
"I'm not gay," Kellen finally said. "But for you, I... I could be something. Something just kinda clicked before when you said, uh, that stuff. In the truck." He cleared his throat. "I liked it. And I dunno if there's a word for it because I really do like women, but--"
"You forgot the word 'bisexual'?" Beau asked.
"Oh yeah. Right."
There was a pause, then they both laughed.
"I dunno if that's it. But I do know no one's made me want to, like, try that kind of thing before until you said all that stuff. And picturing it felt right. So--"
And again, his word were cut off. But this time, it wasn't because Beau interrupted or because he didn't know how to finish the sentence.
This time, he was cut off by a sharp but muffled inhale, that telltale sound of lips meeting unexpectedly, followed by a sigh and murmur of contentment.
And my pussy decided that was my cue.
Kellen must have washed up quickly in the other bathroom. His hair was damp and he'd changed into a clean t-shirt and baggy flannel pants. Beau was shirtless, a pair of grey sweatpants slung low on his hips, extra baggy since Kellen was that whole four inches taller than him. He had the front of Kellen's shirt clutched in his fist, pulling the taller man down to kiss him.
Both of them noticed me open the bedroom door, but they didn't stop right away. Beau deepened the kiss, tugging Kellen closer for a moment before pulling back.
"Don't stop on my account," I said, trying not to smile.
Beau smirked. "It's not on your account, princess. It's so I can tell you to strip down because Kellen needs payback for his little backroads stunt."
"Oh no, payback," Kellen said, his voice flat with fake apprehension as he began to take his shirt off. "Anything but that. I can't believe I'm going to have to fuck Penny again. What a punishment."
I rolled my eyes, but Beau's smirk just widened.
"Keep talking," he said lightly. "See what happens."
For some reason, Kellen didn't seem to take that as the threat it was. Instead, he dropped his pants to the floor, revealing a cock so hard it was a deep shade of red, and sat back on his bed.
"I sure hope she doesn't ride my cock so I can watch her tits bounce the whole time," he said. "That would be just painful. I would totally hate that, obviously."
Beau ignored him, crossing the room so he was standing in front of me. He slipped his fingers beneath my chin and tilted my head up.
"I've felt you come on my fingers and let you soak my thighs, but haven't got to kiss you," he whispered. "Can I do that now?"
"Yes, please," I whispered back.
He smiled as he leaned in, pressing his lips to mine in a kiss that was surprisingly soft, given the demanding way he'd been ordering me and Kellen around. His fingers moved from my chin along my jaw, pushing my hair back from my face before he pulled away and studied me with an intensity in his dark brown eyes.
"Are you ready for more, princess?" he asked.
I nodded eagerly. "Uh-huh."
He smirked again. "And is that pussy of yours ready, too?" He slipped his hands between us, pushing down the pants Kellen had loaned me. "Or does it need a bit more time to recover?"
I started nodding at his first question, but began shaking my head partway through the second. "It's ready. I'm ready."
His fingers trailed down my mound and ran along my slit before he let out a pleased hum. "Very ready. Good." He took his hand back, digging into his pocket and handing me a condom. "Get on the bed and ride Kellen's cock."
"Oh, the humanities," Kellen said from behind him. "Let me guess, you're gonna let her ride me until just before I come and then tell her to stop." He rolled his eyes as I stepped out of the pants and climbed on the bed. "Pretty uninspired as far as punishment goes, man."


He reached out to take the condom from me, but before he could, Beau practically teleported onto the bed next to him. He took one of Kellen's wrists in each hand, forcing them back and above his head in one smooth movement. The strength of it seemed to surprise Kellen, who barely even resisted as Beau arched over him, pinning him to the bed.
"You know better than to underestimate me," he said.
"You know better than to assume I know anything," Kellen said, his voice hitching as I wrapped my hand around his cock to steady it so I could roll the condom on.
"Keep talking," Beau said again. "I dare you."
"Ooo, I'm scared," Kellen said, grinning. "What are you gonna do? Spank me, Daddy?"
I don't know if Beau reacted the same way to the name that slipped mockingly out of Kellen's mouth. I had to bite my lip as heat rushed over me, my nipples pebbling beneath my bra. If it affected Beau at all, though, he didn't let on.
"If you want your very first taste of my cock to be off the dirty boxers I shove in your mouth to gag you, keep talking," Beau said. My eyes widened. "Otherwise--"
We never found out what would happen otherwise. Kellen snorted and rolled his eyes.
"Yeah, right," he said, and Beau immediately switched both of Kellen's wrists to one hand, reached into his other pocket, and pulled the cum-covered boxers he'd been wearing in the truck out.
"Colour?" he asked.
"What--" Kellen started.
"Colour," Beau demanded.
"Fuck," Kellen gasped. "Gree--"
He didn't even finish before Beau shoved the balled-up boxers in his mouth.
"Get on his cock, Penny," Beau said, without looking at me, his eyes fixed firmly on Kellen's. "If he snaps his fingers, stop and grab those out of his mouth. Otherwise, don't stop until I say so."
"Yes, sir," I said, and while he may not have reacted much to Kellen calling him Daddy, he did tear his eyes off Kellen to send me a sharp and heated look when I called him sir.
"I think he likes that better than Daddy," I said to Kellen.
"Mmmf umff uhh mff," said Kellen.
Beau put his hand on the boxers and shoved them deeper in his mouth. Kellen choked on a laugh, though it turned into a strangled moan as I lowered myself onto his cock.
"Uhhhhhhhhh," he said. Well, groaned, but it wasn't a groan. It was like he wanted to let out a long, drawn out "Fuckkkkkkkk" but obviously couldn't. I sighed, pausing for a moment as he filled me, indulging in the stretch around him. I moved my hips a couple of times, grinding against him before pausing again to lift my shirt over my head.
"Bra too," Beau said, and I obediently unhooked it and let it drop to the floor beside the bed. Kellen made another pleased noise, his eyes fixing themselves to my tits.
"They're gorgeous, hey?" Beau murmured, still pinning Kellen to the bed. "I bet she feels so good, too."
"Ummff," Kellen said.
Beau smirked. "Not going to last very long, are you?"
Kellen snorted, but if the way his hips were moving was any indication, I figured Beau was right. Which was okay. I still had every intention of getting Beau inside me, too.
"No, you've been waiting too long." There was fake pity in Beau's voice. "That whole drive home, almost. Watching me finger-fuck this pussy right in front of you and getting all hot-and-bothered thinking about me spanking your ass."
Kellen blinked a few times, his breath picking up speed. I bit my lip, rolling my hips a bit faster.
"Maybe it wasn't that," I said.
Beau glanced at me, one eyebrow raised. "You don't think so?"
I shook my head, resting a hand against Kellen's chest to prop myself up. "He was thinking about sucking your cock."
Kellen's cock throbbed inside me as another muffled sound escaped his cum-soaked gag, something just high and quiet enough to call a whimper.
"Is she right, Kell?" Beau asked. Kellen's chest rose and fell faster beneath my palm. "Did you start wondering what it'd be like to suck your first cock? Did you wonder what it'd taste like? Did you wonder if yours would be the first cock I'd suck, too?"
Kellen made a noise.
"It wouldn't," Beau said.
Kellen made a much louder noise, squeezing his eyes shut and straining his hips up to push his cock deeper.
"Yours will be the first ass I fuck, though," he said.
"Mu-uh-ug-er," Kellen mumbled.
"Not mine?" I asked, faking hurt.
Beau smirked at me. "I don't want to hurt you."
"I've done it before, though."
"Not with me." He reached down, gripping his cock through the grey sweatpants.
"But that's still more than Kellen," I argued. "He hasn't done it at all, probably."
Kellen made a noise of affirmation.
"I said I don't want to hurt you," Beau repeated. "Him, though?" He shrugged. "I'll make him scream."
"Uckkkkkk," Kellen said, then let out another string of muffled nonsense.
"He's about to come," Beau said. I slowed, thinking he was going to tell me to get off Kellen's cock, but he shook his head. "Ride him harder, princess."
Kellen's eyes squeezed closed, breathing loudly through his nose as I rocked on top of him.
"That's it," Beau murmured. "Come for her, baby."
Kellen's fingers flexed beneath Beau's grip, reaching for something that wasn't there until he finally groaned and thrust up into me, not able to announce his finish but making it clear all the same. I kept up the same pace until he sagged back against the bed, then slowed.
Which was a mistake.
"No," Beau said, grabbing my hip as if he was going to start guiding it. "You're not done. Keep riding him."
Kellen let out a noise of confusion.
"Keep going," Beau said again. "Ride that cock, Penny."
A noise of protest. Kellen squirmed beneath me, scrunching his eyes closed. I bit my lip, trying not to laugh. Beau was doing the exact same thing he'd done to me, pushing past the point of pleasure and into near-intolerable sensitivity. He watched as Kellen's writhing grew more and more desperate, eyes heavy-lidded and slow, deep breaths panting past his lips.
"Keep it up," he murmured. "You can take it, can't you, Kell? You wanted this pussy so bad, you've got it now."
Kellen mumbled something in response. I doubted Beau actually knew what it was, but he responded like he did.
"I'll take my turn soon," he said. "Don't you worry. Watching you suffer makes me hard, so it won't be long. We'll only have to make you come a couple more times before I'm ready."
Kellen let out an unintelligible shout and Beau chuckled.
As fun as it was, Beau's plan had a downside, which was that eventually the sensitivity faded. And no matter how good Kellen said my pussy was, his cock couldn't stay hard forever. Not completely, anyway. And it was one thing for me to keep sucking until he was hard again after he'd come down my throat prematurely, but fucking a half-hard dick is a little more difficult.
"Beau," I murmured after a bit. He looked up at me. "I'm getting tired. I need a break--"
"Mmf eeeefff," Kellen grunted.
"--so I think it's your turn," I finished.
"Uhhhhhhh," Kellen said, his eyebrows tilting in despair. He wriggled under Beau's grasp and Beau tightened his grip.
"Give me a sec to tie this one up," he said. "Otherwise he'll escape before I'm done with him."
"No need." I lifted myself off Kellen's cock. "We can switch spots."
Beau laughed. "Pen, no offense, but I'm not sure if you're quite strong enough to pin down a former pro-lacrosse player."
"I don't need to be strong." I crawled towards the head of the bed, carefully taking the now cum-and-saliva-soaked boxers from Kellen's mouth as he gasped loudly for breath. "I just need to hold him down."
Kellen didn't even have time to speak before I was on his face while Beau moved between his legs, shoving Kellen's thighs apart and taking the condom off. Though, I did make sure to lift myself a bit when Beau lowered his head so Kellen could watch as his best friend pulled his half-hard dick into his mouth.
It wasn't long before I was coming on Kellen's face. I thought I'd have to take care of it myself, grinding against his tongue until I was coming, but he lapped at my pussy eagerly until I had to reach down and steady myself on his chest again.
"Mmm," Beau groaned from between Kellen's legs as I finished. "He liked that."
"He got hard again?" I asked, panting as I lifted myself off Kellen's mouth.
Beau sat up a bit, his fist wrapped around Kellen's stiff cock. "Oh, he's been hard since I started sucking him. No, he just leaked a fuckton of pre-cum all over my tongue."
"God," Kellen groaned. "I don't wanna come again."
"Why not?" I asked, surprised.
"Because he knows I'm not stopping at two," Beau said, gliding his hand up Kellen's cock in long, slow strokes. "And he's going to have to let me play with his sensitive cock until he's hard again, and again, and--"
"Shit," Kellen said, and Beau lowered his head just as Kellen started coming again.
Once he finished, I took a turn sucking his cock so Beau could get his cock out and fuck me, which was when I understood why he said he wouldn't fuck me in the ass. I'd figured out the whole "extra-inches" joke between him and Kellen probably had something to do with his dick, but I didn't realize just how much those two extra inches actually were.
Seriously. I was half-surprised Beau had enough blood left in the rest of his body to maintain an intelligent conversation while he was hard, let alone come up with some of the filthy things he was growling in my ear as he fucked me.
But he could. He did. He fucked me hard as I felt Kellen's dick grow again in my mouth, only coming when he realized he couldn't tell that Kellen had gotten hard again because I had his cock most of the way down my throat.
"Shit," Beau gasped, gripping my hips tight. "I need to feel that."
Kellen, desperate for the break, nodded eagerly. "I should help her."
Beau flicked an eyebrow up. "What?"
"I should help her," Kellen repeated. His eyes were wild and his hair was a mess, giving him a half-crazed look. "I should help. Her. Suck. Your. Cock."
"You're that desperate for a break, hey?" Beau asked.
"Does it matter when I'm sitting here telling you I want your cock in my mouth?" Kellen pressed.
And Beau, despite doing everything he could to keep the upper hand, finally found something that made him give it up.
It was dark by the time Beau decided we'd had enough. I couldn't remember how many times I came, only that it was actually one less than the amount of times Kellen came. When Beau told us we were done, Kellen practically collapsed on his bed, hair stuck to his forehead.
"I think that last one was just dust," he said, looking almost delighted by how miserable he sounded.
"Good." Beau pulled me towards him before flopping down next to Kellen. "Let me rest a few minutes, Pen. Then we can go back to my place."
"What?!" Kellen looked like he was trying to sit up in indignation, but basically just lifted his head. "Why do you get to keep her? And why do you have to go to your place? I have a bed right here."
Beau's shoulders shook. "We need to get my jumper cables. That's what we were supposed to be doing. I don't think her car got magically fixed while we were fucking."
"Shit. Right. Well, I can drive us so we can go together," Kellen said.
"No you can't," Beau said.
"Yes, I ca--"
"You're exhausted, for one, and for two, you don't have your car. It's at your office."
Kellen groaned. "Right. Because of fucking Dane, the asshole."
My head lifted a bit. "What?"
Kellen blinked at me in confusion, then his face began to turn red at a steady pace. "Uh... Dane... drove me to the site today."
"And left you there?"
"Well." He shifted uncomfortably. "Uh, I guess I should have told you this."
My stomach dropped. "Told me what?"
His eyes flicked to Beau, then back to me. "Look, he didn't believe me, okay?"
"Didn't believe what, Kellen?" I demanded.
"That you and I--"
He finished the sentence, but it was in a mumble. I stared at him, not sure if it was my exhaustion from the previous few hours' activity or the news itself that wasn't processing in my mind.
"I'm sorry," Kellen said. "Penny, seriously, I swear to God, I didn't keep it from you on purpose. Everything just happened and I didn't think... He's such a dick about you and kept calling you his girlfriend even though you're not and he doesn't deserve you and I got fucking mad and--but I swear to God, he thought I was making it up to piss him off. That doesn't make what I did okay but--"
"Kell," Beau said softly. "Be quiet for a minute so she can think, please."
And for the first time that night, Kellen shut up when Beau told him to.
***
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Harris
Pookie: Ugh. Why do you have to leave so fucking early?
Me: Because farmers gotta farm. And that means their tractors gotta tract... or whatever.
But more importantly, what are you doing still in bed? Thought I heard you getting up just before I left.
Pookie: I'm not in bed. But I need your opinion and you're not home.
Me: Wear the lacy black set. The one with the bra thingie that makes your traps look huge and the matching panties I've had to replace three times
Pookie: You've only ripped them off me twice
Me: Yeah they got stretched pretty badly when you made me wear them so I bought another pair
Pookie: Ughh that's so wasteful
Me: Wasteful?
Pookie: I was gonna make you wear them again when I peg you after Penny finishes her challenge. Now I'm gonna have to ruin another pair.
Me: I said I replaced them. Not that I threw them out.
Bottom left dresser drawer. Back corner.
I put a little H on the tag so we don't mix them up with yours
Pookie: God I fucking hate you right now. How dare you make me love you so much when you're not even home for me to do anything about it????
Me: Sorry, pookie bear princess pudding pop. It's payback for making me choose your panties when you know I'll be picturing you in the lacy black set all day now
Pookie: Thank you for giving me the ick to make up for it. But also, that's not what I need your opinion on
Me: So I'm tenting my coveralls for nothing? Goddamnit
Pookie: You could always send me a pic. You know I love a good bulge pic. But no, I didn't need help with panty selection.
Pookie: I need help deciding how much chaos I want to instigate today.
Me: Maximum.
Pookie: That's what I thought you'd say
Me: So why'd you even ask?
Pookie: Because it's the kind of chaos that could possibly backfire
Me: A valid concern. What kind of chaos are we talking here?
Pookie: Well, you know that bet we have about our friends?
Me: No, I've completely forgotten yet again that my literal ass is on the line for our bet about whether Penny successfully fucks all our friends before the end of the week. I just put this butt plug in to wear at work all day for funsies
Pookie: First of all, what did I just say about making me love you so much? And second, not that bet.
Me: What do you mean, not that bet?
Pookie: The other bet we have about our friends.
Me: Am I forgetting something? Thought the only other bet we had about our friends was the one about if Kellen and Beau will eventually fuck, but that's been going on for what, three years now?
Pookie: ...
Me: What?
Me: Wait.
Me: WAIT. They fucked????????? When??? HOW??? WHO TOLD YOU THIS????
Pookie: Yes, last night, presumably with their dicks, and Penny was there
Me: Way to get me worked up for nothing. We already know they've shared girls before. We said that didn't count as THEM fucking.
Pookie: True. The part where they sucked each other's dicks is what counts
Pookie: And from what our pretty Penny says, it wasn't just an impulsive thing. She caught them having a little conversation about it.
Pookie: And KISSING
Me: Motherfucker
Pookie: Not sure what you're so upset about. I'm the one who lost that bet.
Me: Yeah but now I gotta decide who I want you to dress up as.
Pookie: When we made the bet I was thinking Princess Leia but now I'm kinda feeling Mystique.
Pookie: Why not both? Mystique as Princess Leia
Me: Would you still put the blue paint and scaly things on?
Pookie: Wait, don't tell me.
Pookie: My dick's hard enough already and it's only like, eight a.m.
Pookie: And we haven't even gotten to the whole reason I texted you yet
Me: Right. Sorry. What chaos are we instigating today, pookie?
Pookie: Well, Penny spent the night at Beau's because her car broke down and instead of going to fix it last night, Beau and Kellen made her come so many times I've informed her she needs to keep those gorgeous legs closed for the next day or two. And apparently since Kellen's still working on the Snowhawk dude's project, they decided he'd drive Penny back to her car and give her a boost before going to the site for the day
Pookie: Except he's taking Beau's truck to do that. Because Kellen left his car at the office last night for some reason. So he texted to ask me if I'd pick up Beau on my way to the office so Beau can take his car to work.
Me: Why'd Kellen leave his car at the office?
Pookie: Given the way he avoided answering the question and the fact that Dane was the driver for that project yesterday, I'm guessing he did something stupid.
Pookie: Which is where the chaos comes in.
Me: There's no way you're considering sending Dane there to get him.
Pookie: What the fuck? OF COURSE NOT. What kind of awful person do you think I am?!?!?!
Me: I don't think you're an awful person. I said I knew you weren't considering sending Dane.
Pookie: Damn right I'm not. The chaos is that I'd ask Evander to pick Beau up
Pookie: If I do it right away, he should get there just in time to realize his best friends just fucked Penny
Pookie: And I have a feeling the FOMO is gonna hit Evander real hard
Me: lmao
Me: Do it
Me: But does that mean we're adding Evander back onto Penny's To Do list? Or keep him crossed off since he already turned her down?
Pookie: Let's keep things fair. Add him back to the list.
Me: Darling, you're smarter than this. That makes it harder for YOU to win our bet.
Pookie: And I told Penny to take a sex break, which makes it harder for you to win.
Me: Well... that's true.
Pookie: I'm just worried about the toll this is taking on that pretty pussy of hers. Doesn't do much good for me to win our bet but not be able to fuck the sense out of her because she overdoes it first.
Pookie: Then again, I guess that means she must REALLY want my pussy. I should promise to fuck people as a reward more often.
Me: You should.
Pookie: Although I'm starting to wonder if I should be offended Penny hasn't reached out to me yet.
Pookie: It's been four days, my love. I challenged her to fuck all of Dane's friends after he broke up with her on Friday night. And she's been busy. On Saturday she got turned down by Evander when she asked him out, then got taken to a sex club with Tobin. It's not like she expected to randomly see Kellen there, or to get spit-roasted by him and Tobin. Then she took one single day off before spending Monday night discovering that Beau's a pleasure dom while fucking him and Kellen again.
Pookie: Plus, don't forget that you're the reason she and Dane broke up.
Me: That's not a good thing, babe.
Pookie: Yes it is. He doesn't deserve her. And he's a hypocrite. But also, it's proof she finds you attractive. She's just saving the best for last.
Me: She has no choice, babe. You told her she doesn't get to fuck you until she fucks everyone else, so you're automatically last.
Pookie: Unless you decide to hold out and not fuck her before Friday, since she'll get to peg you.
Me: She doesn't know about that part. More importantly, me playing fair is part of the bet. I can't hold out just to win.
Me: Unless you're saying that if I purposely forfeit, then BOTH you and Penny get to peg me, in which case...
Pookie: If you purposely throw this, I'm getting rid of the lacy black set.
Pookie sent an image
Pookie: Permanently.
Me: NOLA
Me: I WAS JOKING
Me: PLEASE PUT THE LIGHTER DOWN
Pookie: Hmm... send me a picture of that bulge you were talking about earlier and I'll consider it
You sent an image
Pookie: Take it out of your boxers
Me: I'm at work!
Pookie: And...? Go to the bathroom or something.
Pookie: I'm waiting...
You sent an image
Pookie: Good boy. Now the other side
You sent an image
Pookie: Spread. I wanna see the jewel.
You sent an image
Pookie: I didn't say you could touch your cock.
You sent an image
Pookie: Final warning. If you come without me, I'm putting you in a cage for the rest of the week.
Me: Not if you want to win our bet, you're not. Can't really fuck Penny if my cock is locked up, can I?
You sent an image
Me: Gotta go clean this mess up before everyone wonders why I've been in the bathroom so long *kissing emoji* I'll talk to you later, pookie bear

***


 


Evander

Damn Tobin and his prophetic abilities.
Maybe he wasn't actually a psychic or something, but I didn't believe for a second he knew something he hadn't told me when he called me on Saturday. He couldn't have. I'd been on a call with Beau at the same time and Beau hadn't said shit about this.
Yet Tobin had said I'd see more than just him making out with the girl I wanted, and there I was, watching my best friends stick their tongues down her throat.
Both my best friends.
I was so stunned by the fact that Tobin had somehow told the future that I almost didn't notice the part where said best friends also stuck their tongues down each other's throats. Or maybe it was just one of those things that defied reality so much I couldn't actually comprehend what I was seeing. Beau and Kellen had always been close to each other in a way I wasn't, but neither of them were gay. Or they hadn't been. Or maybe they were and hadn't told anyone. Or hadn't told anyone because they didn't know.
I don't know. The point is, Kellen kissed Penny, the three of them laughing while Beau wiped down the inside of his truck for some reason. Then Beau kissed her before helping her into the passenger seat. And Kellen got behind the wheel of Beau's beloved truck, but rolled down the window when Beau crossed the driveway. Beau reached up, Kellen leaned out the window, and the two of them melted into each other.
Like, enough that I could tell from where I was parked slightly down the street.
None of them had seen me pull up. Probably because they weren't looking for me. They were looking for Nola's black pickup, not a generic white sedan that existed in three other driveways down this street alone. She'd said she she'd call Beau and let him know she had to rush to work for some reason, so I was going to pick him up instead, but that was bullshit.
Nola had known.
Somehow, she'd known.
I didn't bother hunching down or turning to hide as Kellen pulled out of the driveway. Neither he nor Penny noticed as they drove past, Kellen's face flushed pink and glowing with bliss, and Penny looking up at him with a smirk on her lips. Beau stood on the driveway, his work bag in one hand and phone in the other. I waited until the truck reached the end of the street before pulling out and driving the thirty feet to his driveway.
He frowned as I stopped in front of him, but the confusion only lingered a moment before his lips tightened and he realized Nola had gotten one over on him, too. With a resigned look, he opened the passenger door.
"Nola's stirring up shit again, then?" he asked instead of saying hello.
I shrugged.
He clipped his seatbelt. "How long have you been waiting?"
"Not long." I put the car in drive and pulled back onto the residential road.
And that was all either of us said until we were nearly at Kellen's office on the far side of town.
Which was fine. There was nothing to talk about. Whatever they'd done with Penny was between them. Frankly, it was good he wasn't talking about it. At least he had a little respect for her, even if he was fine using her to get off and nothing more, just like Tobin and Kellen.
I ran my tongue along my teeth. God, I needed a smoke.
But I didn't smoke anymore. I vaped now, because of course I did. That's what all the moody artsy assholes did now. And I had to admit it was nice not stinking all the fucking time, even if letting out clouds of candy-scented fog didn't have quite the same vibe.
So I needed to hit my vape, but that would be a bad idea. Beau hated it because he was a normal person who cared about their health and well-being or whatever, and the last thing I needed was a lecture from Mr. Genius about how I was going to get popcorn in my lungs. Still, it was a struggle not to look longingly at the center console where I stashed it.
We were waiting to turn into the parking lot when Beau sighed.
"Look, just ask," he said.
"'Bout what?"
"Evander. Come on. Ask the question."
I sucked my teeth. "Nothing to ask."
"I know you like her."
"I like anime and cream soda, too. Doesn't mean I have questions about it."
He fiddled with his phone. "Look, I know for a fact that Penny isn't looking for anything serious now, so that's a big part of whatever's going on. But even if that ends up being what she wants, she thinks she's not your—"
"Cup of tea, I know." The words stung as much as the first time Tobin had thrown them at me and my jaw tightened. "She's just telling everyone that, hey?"
"Kellen told me, actually."
"My point stands."
"Except it doesn't. She didn't tell Kellen. She told Tobin."
"And what, Tobin passed her over to Kellen once he'd fucked the mac and cheese out of her?"
"No," Beau said patiently, not rising to the bait. "They fucked her together."
My jaw dropped in shock at the frank statement.
"Tobin went for round two while Kellen took her mouth," he continued. "Twice, from my understanding."
Fuck it.
I was vaping, regardless of the lecture Beau was about to give me. But surprisingly, he didn't say anything as I bumped the center console open, just nodded vaguely in my direction.
"Mind cracking the window, at least?" he asked as I took a long pull.
Annoyed, I pushed the button, waiting until the window was all the way down before letting out a cloud of smog that smelled vaguely like Skittles. I paused, trying to figure out how to respond, but nothing came to mind. So instead, I took another drag off the vape.
"After that, she asked both of them to come on her face," Beau said.
If he was trying to make me choke while I inhaled, it didn't work. I blew out the breath before shooting a disgusted look at him. "What the fuck? Don't say shit like that about her."
"What shit? It's the truth."
"Pretty sure she wouldn't want people knowing her personal business. What if that got back to Dane?"
"I believe her exact words after Kellen admitted he'd told Dane they'd fucked was 'If he still doesn't believe you, tell him you would've gone after me sooner if he'd told everyone I don't have a gag reflex.'"
I wasn't exactly generous with my laughter, but that almost got me, enough that half a huff of breath slipped out my nose. I took another pull off my vape, then let it out as I finally got a long enough break in traffic to turn into the parking lot.
"So I'm pretty sure sharing her 'personal business' isn't something she's concerned with right now," he said as I parked in the empty spot between Kellen's abandoned car and Nola's black truck. "Like she told Kellen while he was freaking out last night, Dane finding out is kind of the whole point of checking all his friends off her fuck-it list."
"Is that what she's doing?" I said flatly.
"She's trying to. I think she referred to you as 'crossed off' instead of 'checked off,' though."
I made a noncommittal noise and waited for Beau to get out of my car.
But he didn't.
"Look, I don't know what happened specifically with you and her," he said. "She didn't get into the details and we didn't ask. But if you don't have a thing for her, she's not—"
"Of course I have a fucking thing for her," I snapped. "It's because I have a thing for her that I'm not playing whatever little fucking game the rest of you are."
"No one's playing with her," he said. "It's not a game."
"You all literally said you only wanted to date her to keep her around!"
"That was nowhere near the only reason," he said. "And you know it."
"I'm not defending my decision to respect her." He didn't say anything as I took another short pull on my vape, nor did he move. "Are you done? Can I go to work now?"
"It doesn't make you better than anyone else to not fuck her right now," he said instead of dropping it.
"I never said—"
"You don't need to say it to think it," he interrupted. "It's in the undertone of everything you've said about this. We're not 'playing with her.' It's not a 'game.' It's what Penny wants."
"And when she wants a real relationship, I'll be there. I'm not interested in being a rebound."
"She just got out of a shitty relationship where she wasn't being valued or treated the way she deserved," he said. "She's having fun. Seeing that there are people who want her around and like her. Who actually have respect her."
"I have respect for her," I said, slightly insulted.
"You have the least amount of respect for her."
There was no "slightly" about it anymore. "Fucking excuse me?"
Beau looked at me steadily. "Maybe fucking around with her isn't your thing. That's fine. But this is what she wants. I can't speak for Tobin or Kellen, but she came onto me. She's the one who asked you out. You're sitting here pretending you're the only one who respects her or wants a relationship with her, but that's not true. Just because it's sexual doesn't mean it's romantic."


"Does that mean you and Kellen is just a sex thing, then?" I asked. "He didn't want to be boyfriends right then and there?"
It was a low blow. I knew that. I felt bad about it as Beau's cheeks darkened, but he took a slow breath.
"Kell and I have a lot of talking to do," he said instead of lashing out at me. "Just like you have a lot of talking to do with Penny."
"I don't—"
"You need to get your shit together," he said. "You don't want to get involved in her 'rebounding,' as you put it, that's fine. But she's going to remember you told her she wasn't your cup of tea"—he held up a hand as I opened my mouth to insist, yet again, that wasn't what I fucking said—"because even if that isn't what you said, it's what she heard. And even though multiple people have told you how she feels, you haven't done shit about it. She's not going to just crawl to you when she's ready to settle down just because you're holding out on her, and thinking she will is what's making you an asshole."
There was noise outside the car—traffic whizzing by, the beep of the nearby crosswalk, the slamming of a car door somewhere behind us—but inside, tense silence fell. I didn't look at Beau as heat rushed up my neck and face.
"I don't think that," I finally said.
"It sounds like you do."
"I don't want to use her. I don't want to just be casual. I can't do that when I—" I cut myself off, not sure how to finish.
Not ready to finish.
"Evander, I'm telling you this because I want to help you." His voice was stupidly gentle, like I was some kind of wounded bird or something. "I know you've had feelings for Penny for ages."
"And you fucked her anyway."
I didn't mean it as an accusation. I don't think he took it that way, either. The words came out quiet and steady and smooth. They probably sounded emotionless.
But they weren't.
"I liked her, too," he said. "I mean, I still like her, obviously, but things changed a little when Kell—" He stopped and cleared his throat, looking flustered for the first time in the conversation. "Look, if you're not interested in whatever she's got going on right now, that's fine. But right now, you're looking down on what she wants. And instead of clearing the air with her, you're leaving her to fill in the blanks herself because you want to pretend you're unaffected by everything. So if you want a shot with her, you're gonna have to do the thing you hate more than anything else in the world."
"Calculus?" I said dryly.
"Exactly." He started to open his door, then stopped. "Last night, Kellen forgot to tell Penny until after everything that he'd spilled the beans to Dane. He felt awful. I thought she was going to be hurt, but she just laughed it off. She's understanding, Evander. You know that. But she also values people being open with her, especially with what Dane did to her."
My eyes flicked up. "What did Dane do to her?"
"Wasted her time," he said simply. "He was too much of a pussy to admit he wasn't into her. He lied to her for their entire relationship. You want to be with her, you gotta take down at least some of your wall first, man."
"Damn. You hook up with a guy one time and suddenly you're some kind of relationship self-help guru," I muttered.
He laughed, thankfully, even if it was a little shaky. "Yeah, well, when things fall into place..."
I hesitated as he trailed off, then cleared my throat.
"Look, if you and Kellen are... like, if that's what's happening, then... good. Good for you two." I shrugged, not able to look at him. "Not really unexpected honestly. You guys have always had some kinda chemistry, you know? Just, like... I mean, even if you two are... whatever. I still wanna... Like, I don't want to be a third wheel or anything but—"
"We're not gonna cut you out," Beau said. "Ever. I don't know what's going to happen yet. I know what I want. Kellen's gonna need some time, probably. But we've been through everything from Kell's accident to getting caught planting mint in Mrs. Lowry's flower bed. We're friends. All of us. That's not changing, period."
It was sappy and it was vulnerable and it was uncomfortable. But it was what I wanted to hear, so I nodded. "Cool."
"Cool. We still on for games tonight?"
"You're not gonna be busy taking it in the ass from Kell or something?"
Beau gave me a withering look. "You think he's the top?"
I couldn't stop the laugh that slipped out and he smirked triumphantly before reaching over and shoving my shoulder.
"Talk to her, man," he said. "She's working late tonight and I fucked her hard enough she's gonna need to get some actual sleep, so maybe not tonight. But talk to her soon, okay?"
He didn't wait for me to answer before getting out of my car, leaving me to stare at the steering wheel. I wasn't entirely sure why I waited—maybe some part of me thought I should make sure Kellen's car started or something, which it did—but I did. Even after Beau pulled out of the parking lot, I sat, not sure what I was thinking about or if I even was, until a loud bang on the top of my car made me jump.
"Morning, Evander," Dane said, his voice surprisingly pleasant. "Mind moving your car? You're parked in my spot."

***


 


Penny

Does having sex more often make people hornier?
I mean, it must. Like some sort of compounding thing. You have sex, you want more sex. So you have more sex, and then you want more sex again. And suddenly you're sitting behind the register entering orders for wedding dresses into the computer with your legs pressed together because even though someone just had their dick in you that morning, you want it again.
And again.
And—
"—even listening to me, Penny?"
"Huh?" I asked.
My boss stood in front of me, the unimpressed look on her face extra alarming due to left side of her jaw being swollen. "I said, are you even listening to me, Penny, but I suppose I have the answer to that now."
I grimaced. "Sorry. What did you say?"
"I said when you're done with those, I need you to put these new bridal accessories in the display case because I need to leave for the dentist so I can get this goddamn broken tooth fixed." She set a stack of small, flat boxes on the counter. "And then I asked if there's a reason our order totals are so low today." She lifted an eyebrow at the orders in front of me that should have been entered in the system hours earlier. "But I guess I have the answer to that, too."
I blushed. "I'm a bit behind, yeah."
"You're normally my best employee," she said. "What has gotten into you today?"
"Not enough dick, that's for sure," is what I wanted to say. Or maybe "Too much dick." Just all the dick. Dick, dick, dick, dick—
"It was a rough weekend," I said, cutting off my thoughts. "My, um, boyfriend broke up with me, so—"
"Oh, honey." My boss's face softened. "Penny, I'm sorry. No wonder you're having a hard time right now."
I wasn't, actually, having a hard time right now. That had been earlier, when Beau put his hard—
"Thank you," I said, a little louder than I probably should have. "Sorry I'm out of it. I'll pay more attention and—"
"Oh, honey, don't worry about it," she said. "I know how empty everything feels after a breakup." She tried to purse her lips like she did whenever she was thinking, but winced and lifted a hand to her swollen cheek. "Do you want to head home early? It must be hard being surrounded by all this wedding stuff after a breakup."
"You just said you have a dentist appointment," I said.
"I can cancel it."
I gaped at her. "But you have a broken tooth."
"And you have a broken heart." She looked at me sympathetically. "I can put the appointment off another day, Penny. You know I take care of my employees first."
I considered taking the offer. I did. And then I felt awful about it because my boss's face was swollen and she was in clear pain from her broken tooth, and I wasn't even really that heartbroken about Dane. I was sexually frustrated, but leaving early wouldn't even solve that after Nola had strictly scolded me via text that morning.
Nola: Sweetheart, I didn't challenge you to fuck all Dane's friends thinking you'd wear that poor pussy out by the time you got around to me. You need to take a day off
Me: I took Sunday off
Nola: And how many times did you come with Beau and Kellen last night?
And it was hard not to see her point when I didn't actually know the answer to that. I'd lost count sometime after squirting all over the passenger seat of Beau's truck but before Kellen had gone down on Beau the first time.
So as much as I wanted to go home so I could call up Tobin or Kellen or Beau or even Harris, since I hadn't heard from him since Nola had challenged me to hook up with everyone, I shook my head at my boss's offer. If I was going to be unrequitedly horny, I might as well do it at work.
"I'm fine," I said to her. "Really. Please go to your dentist appointment. I'll finish the orders and put out the, uh..." I glanced at the boxes she'd set down. "What are these?"
"Sashes." She opened the top box and pulled out a simple strand of crystals with ribbons on either side, meant for a bride to tie around her waistline to add a bit of sparkle to her dress. "I had a request for more minimalist styles, so there are two designs: crystals or pearls. Just hang them with the rest of the other accessories."
"Yes, ma'am," I said. "Now go to your dentist appointment and get that tooth taken care of. I promise I'll get all this done before I leave, even if I have to stay after close."
She smiled, though it made her wince again. "Don't worry about it, dear. Just do what you can. And don't let that ex of yours get you down. Love is out there for you and you never know when you'll find it." She motioned to the front of the store, though I couldn't actually see it from where I was seated because the desk was at the back of the store and there were racks of dresses in the way. "The next person to walk through these doors could be the love of your life."
I pretended to be uplifted by her speech and agreed, even though I sincerely doubted the next person to come into the store would be the love of my life. It was far more likely to be an engaged woman looking for her wedding dress. And even that wasn't all that likely, since there were no appointments on the books, no gowns waiting to be picked up, and it was nearly the end of the day. Which was fine. If I was lucky, I'd be able to power through the rest of the orders, get the new sashes out, and leave shortly after closing time.
So when the door chime went off just as I printed the last order, it really did startle me. I looked up, listening for the chatter of an excited bride come to pick out her dress, but all I heard was heavy footsteps.
My heart was in my throat. I wasn't sure if it was because it fluttered there hoping my boss had been right and this really would end up being the love of my life, or leapt there because I was alone in a specialty store that people assumed made a lot sales and therefore may think it'd be a good place to rob, even though I'd yet to see a single person pay for their wedding dress in cash. But it did, and I watched as a dark mop of hair appeared above one of the racks, followed by—
"The hell you staring at me like that for?" asked Brenda, the gruff mail carrier with nicotine-stained teeth and a permanent scowl creased into her forehead.
I had to bite back a laugh as my heart slinked back into my chest. "Like what?"
"All hopeful-like." She plunked a stack of paper and envelopes on top of the sash boxes. "Like you were waiting for something good in here or somethin'."
"I wasn't waiting for the mail," I said.
She wrinkled her already-wrinkled nose. "Makes it worse, creepo."
"I wasn't staring," I said. "Or waiting. I just wasn't expecting anyone to come in this close to closing time."
"Yeah, well, some of us don't get to stay all cozy inside all day," she snapped. "And that goddamn train outside town can fuck up all your plans when you get stuck there."
I pressed my lips together hard, hoping Brenda wouldn't notice. Of course, she did.
"Sure, laugh at my misfortune," she grumbled. "This is why I hate delivering here."
"I wasn't laughing," I said. "I promise."
She sneered, then stomped off without another word. I grabbed the mail from the counter, though there was so little of it that I'd flipped through everything before the door even chimed as Brenda let herself out. I turned back to the computer, checking where I'd left off and grimacing as I realized I'd transposed a number in the code for the dress I'd been ordering. That was bad enough on its own, but the error would've meant the bride who ordered a sleek satin number would end up with a lace-splosion of a ball gown. I fixed it quickly and turned to grab the incorrect order form from the stack on the printer so I could shred it before printing the new one.
When I turned back around, a man had appeared in front of the desk.
I did the only thing I could think of, which was screech and yeet the order form at him. The small stack of paperwork blossomed out like pollen, but the man didn't even flinch.
No, he just lifted a judgmental eyebrow and I realized who it was as the papers floated to the ground around him.
"Uh... good to see you too," Evander said, his voice flat.
"What are you doing here?!" I gasped, nearly lightheaded from how hard my heart was pounding.
His mouth twitched. "I'm in the market for a wedding dress, obviously."
"I didn't hear you come in," I said. "The chime didn't go off."
"The person coming out held the door for me."
Fuckin' Brenda. "What do you want, Evander?"
I hadn't meant for it to come out so sharply. It was mostly due to being startled the way I was.
Mostly.
Because normally, I would be happy to see Evander. He might have been quiet, but I liked the dryness of his snarky sense of humour. We had a lot of shared interests. And it didn't hurt that he was attractive, with that thick black hair and smooth skin and high cheekbones.
But maybe a small part of my reaction had to do with what he'd said to me the last time I'd seen him.
"Evander!" I'd called as I hurried after him in the grocery store parking lot.
He'd stopped, turning to face me. "What's up, Penny?"
My palms had been sweating. Yes, Tobin knew about the challenge, but Evander would be the first person I'd be approaching about the whole thing, and even though I was pretty sure he liked me, too, I couldn't help be nervous.
"Before you, um, go," I'd said. "I was wondering if you wanted to maybe get coffee or something? Next week, maybe?"
He'd studied me for a moment, not blinking. "Do you mean like a date?"
I'd swallowed hard and nodded. "Yeah."
"Oh," he'd said.
Just that.
I'd waited for more, but it hadn't come. After an agonizing moment, I'd let out a laugh.
"Unless you're not interested," I'd said.
"Yeah," he'd said. "Not really, to be honest."
Despite that being clear, hearing him say it had still cut deep. "Okay. Cool."
He'd shifted his weight slightly, not looking at me. "Look, I know what people think about me, but despite my fuckboy reputation..." He'd half-shrugged. "It's not really my cup of tea."
I wasn't his cup of tea.
Despite the way I knew it was one of those things that would echo back to me over and over, I let out another laugh.
"No, that's fair," I'd said. "Totally valid. People like what they like. No hard feelings."
Evander had finally looked up at me. "Sorry. You're just already, you know..." He'd gestured again. "I'm not the kind of guy who gets with his friend's girl. It's just—"
"Seriously, it's fine." I'd let out a bright laugh. "I'll, um, see you around. Bye, Evander."
And then I'd walked away.
So yeah, that had hurt a bit. Even if it was fair and valid, like I'd said. But I would've done a much better job of covering up how I felt if half of me wasn't in fight-or-flight mode from him appearing unexpectedly in front of me.
But clearly Evander thought it had everything to do with that.
"So you are upset, then," he said, bending down to collect the order sheets I'd thrown at him.
"What?" I asked.
He set the papers on the counter. "I heard you were upset with me for what happened at the grocery store."
"Who told you that?"
"Two of the three guys you slept with this weekend," he said in a flat voice. "I'm sure Kellen would've said something too, but I haven't seen him yet."
My mouth fell open. "Excuse me?"
Evander lifted his eyebrow again. "What?"
"What?" I repeated, then scoffed. "You know what."
"I don't, actually," he said.
"Don't play stupid." I glared at him. "For the record, I wasn't upset with you. I was upset because I liked you and you turned me down when I asked you out, but that doesn't mean I was upset with you."
"Okay," he said. "Well—"
"But now I'm pissed," I continued, standing up from my desk chair.
He looked at me cautiously. "Why?"
"Because you have no right!" I folded my arms. "You don't get to sit there and judge me for sleeping around. I'm not hurting anyone. I'm not lying to any of them. Everyone has been one hundred percent aware of where things stand. You made it clear you weren't interested in me, Evander. That's fine. You didn't have to come here and try to shame me for what I'm doing just because you don't like me."
He listened in silence as I said what I had to say, his lips pressed in a flat line. When I finished, he waited a beat before speaking.
"You're wrong," he said.
"Excuse me?!"
"You are wrong." He folded his arms. "First off, when did I shame you?"
"Huh?"
"When did I shame you, Penny?" he repeated. "For anything?"
"Just now!" My voice pitched up. "You literally said—"
"I said that two of the guys you slept with said you were upset with me about Saturday. What about that was wrong? Or me shaming you?"
"I... It—" I stammered for a moment. "It was the way you said it."
"How did I say it?" he asked.
"Like..." I waved my hand. "The way you did. It was your tone."
"The tone I normally have?" he pressed. "Because if that's the case, I think the problem here is you projecting feelings onto what I said. I, at no point, implied that you should be ashamed of what you're doing. If that's how you feel, on the other hand—"
"It's not," I snapped. "You're gaslighting me."
That wiped the cool smirk off his face. "The hell I am. You're taking this the wrong way."
I glared at him. "You turned me down. And now you're tossing out jabs like 'two of the three guys you slept with this weekend' and pretending like you don't understand the context around saying something like that. How else am I supposed to take it?"
"The way I meant it," he said testily.
"Oh, of course. How stupid of me. I should totally know how you mean everything you say when you don't make it clear at all."
"I was trying to make a joke, alright?!"
Patches of red appeared on Evander's cheeks. It was that more than anything that stopped me from snapping again. I was pretty sure I'd never seen Evander's face turn red before; he was usually the definition of calm and collected.
"I was trying to lighten things up a bit," he continued in that same heated voice, even though he wasn't looking at me. "I'm pissed at myself for hurting your feelings. I wasn't expecting you to ask me out on Saturday after I'd just seen you making out with Tobin and what I said isn't what I meant and I'm trying to make it better but I'm not fucking good at that."


"So you're jokingly slut-shaming me as an apology?" I asked.
"I'm not."
"You're not apologizing?" I asked.
He lifted a hand and rubbed his forehead. "I'm not slut-shaming you. I am apologizing."
"Okay. So do it, then."
A shiver trembled up my spine as Evander looked at me, his lips parted. Not because I was afraid of him, but because I could almost feel the heat in that look. But I kept my arms folded and stood firm.
"You haven't said you're sorry at all," I said. "All you've done is tell me I'm wrong. Or is this another one of those things I'm just supposed to know you mean?"
"I'm sorry."
To Evander's credit, the words didn't sound meaningless, even though they came out easily and immediately.
"Thank you," I said.
His jaw twitched. "But you are still wrong."
"How—"
"You told Tobin and Beau and Kellen that I said you weren't my cup of tea."
"Now you're the one who's wrong. I told Nola, too."
Evander looked like he might laugh, but not because he thought I was funny. "So you told people that's what I said."
"I didn't just tell people, Evander. It is what you said," I said.
"It isn't what I meant," he said.
"Seriously? How many times are you going to say that before you realize that maybe it's on you to make people understand what you mean?" I asked. "How else are you supposed to take someone saying you're not their cup of tea?"
"I didn't say you weren't my cup of tea!" His voice was heated again. "I was talking about the situation, Penny. I wasn't interested in sharing you with all of my friends because I thought I wanted you to myself, okay?!" He looked at me, his face twisting. "I'm not interested in being your revenge on an ex. I want to be more to you than a rebound."
"I..." The word slipped out before I was ready to respond, so hung in the air for a moment before I could finish the thought. "I don't want that right now."
"I know," he said.
"I know some of that is coming from the breakup and stuff. But I... I like how free I feel right now." I fiddled with the hem of my shirt. "I like feeling wanted. By... by everyone, just for who I am."
He nodded, his eyes focused on the box of sashes on the counter.
"So if that changes, I can let you know." My voice shook. "But if you don't want that—"
"Didn't," he said.
"Huh?"
"I said I thought I wanted you to myself." He reached out, carefully withdrawing one of the pearl sashes from the box. "I thought I was doing the right thing by stepping back and letting you do what you needed to do to get over Dane and then maybe we could give things a shot."
"You think you're letting me—" I started.
"It was an asshole thing to think, and I was wrong," he said. "Beau pointed it out this morning and I've been thinking about it all day. I was trying to respect you and what you wanted." He ran his fingers along the strand of pearls. "I was doing the wrong thing, but that part hasn't changed."
Something inside me fluttered. "What part?"
"Respecting what you want." He looked up at me. "And if what you want is to be shared, I've changed my mind. I'm in. If you'll let me."
I wanted to jump in celebration, but bit my lip instead, holding that feeling back. "I don't want you to give up what you want for me, though."
Evander's eyes flashed darker than usual and he took a step forward.
"Are you questioning if I know what I want, Penny?" he asked in a low, gravelly voice.
"I mean, yeah," I said plainly, folding my arms because even though my body wanted to react to that irresistible growl by melting into a puddle, my brain did not want to deal with the inevitable fallout of another miscommunication. "You knowing what you want is super relevant to all of this. If you're changing your mind because you're jealous or you're settling because you can't have what you actually want or because you just want to get laid, it matters."
He tilted his head with a thoughtful frown. "Fair point."
"I know."
His mouth twitched and he wove the pearls between his fingers mindlessly as he thought for a moment.
"Do you like roller coasters?" he finally asked.
That was not what I'd expected. "Uh... yes?"
"What's your favourite one?"
"Evander, what—"
"Humour me," he said.
I took a breath. "Um... Space Mountain. At Disneyland."
"Okay, so, say you're standing in line for Space Mountain with your friends," he said. "It's almost your turn. But the two friends in front of you get the last two seats. Are you jealous of them?"
"No," I said.
"Even though they got on the ride first?"
"Definitely not," I said. "Because it means I get to sit in the front of the next car."
His mouth twitched again, though this time it travelled past his lips and up to his cheek. "But theoretically, you could be a little jealous they got to go first, right?"
"Are you comparing me to Space Mountain, Evander?" I asked.
He shrugged. "A little."
I tried to give him a scolding look but couldn't stop myself from giggling. Evander's smirk grew wider.
"So to your first point, I'm not jealous, per se," he said. "If you think I'm settling for this because I can't have what I want, that's bullshit. What I want is you, so unless you're saying I can't have that—"
"No," I said quickly. "No, not at all."
"And as for just wanting to get laid..." The tip of his tongue wetted his lips as his eyes trailed down my body, his gaze so heavy I almost felt it. My pulse fluttered, making my breath hitch at the base of my throat. "I don't just want to fuck. I want to fuck you, Penny."
God, I hoped Nola wouldn't be too mad at me for immediately giving up on her demand to take a day off of sex. There was no way I was gonna make it through the day without it. "I want that, too."
"Good." He kept weaving the pearls between his fingers, the sight almost mesmerizing as he collected nearly the entire strand. "But there's one catch."
"There is?" I asked.
"Mm-hmm." He let the strand drop from his fingers, the pearls clicking together softly as he looked up at me. "I want to sit in the front of roller coaster. I want to fuck you... after you've fucked the rest of them."
And just...
Shit.

***


 


Evander

Of all the reactions I wanted to draw from telling Penny I wanted her, a barely-veiled expression of panic flitting across her face was not one of them.
Ever.
I never wanted to make anyone look at me like that.
I didn't understand why telling her I wanted to be the last of our friend group to fuck her would elicit that kind of nervousness, but it didn't matter. Not if I'd frightened her. So I kept my hands in front of me as I took a pointed step back from the order desk.
"Or you say you don't want any of this and I go on my way," I said.
"No!" she said. "I don't want you to go."
"There are no hard feelings, Pen," I said. "I don't want to make you uncomfortable. If I misread things—"
"No!" She shook her head. "It's not that. Not at all. I just..."
She trailed off, her bottom lip curled between her teeth and her eyes looking to the side.
"Was it because I said I wanted to be the last one?" I asked. "Because I just meant on an individual level. Not that you couldn't have repeats or something."
"It's not that either." She took a deep breath and let it out. "Just... don't be mad? Please?"
I looked at her warily. Nothing good ever started with that. "I won't get mad, but not promises on not being upset."
"That's fair, I guess." She tapped her fingers on the desk in front of her. "Part of why I'm trying to sleep with everyone is because Nola challenged me to."
"Alright," I said.
"And because I wanted to. But I was nervous about it. Because I've never done anything like this and I don't like to cause drama or anything, but with Dane being such a dick—" She cut herself off before getting too heated, shaking her head. "Nola encouraged me. And she kind of, um... incentivized it."
"Incentivized?" I repeated, raising an eyebrow.
Penny tapped her fingers on the desk again. "I didn't want to upset Dane, so I suggested to Nola that maybe just she and I could hook up instead. But clearly she knew what I really wanted was to hook up with everyone, so she said she'd be the prize. If I fucked everyone else first."
Ah. "I see."
"Everyone who wanted to," she added, and suddenly it was like she couldn't stop talking. "Because you weren't on the list after you said no, since she said obviously if someone wasn't into it, she wasn't going to hold it against me. Except now you want to so that means technically you would go back on the list, which means for me to complete the challenge you and I would need to fuck first, but if you want to be last, then I can't finish the challenge, and now I probably sound like a total idiot who's just trying to check you off a list when I'm not but I also want to respect what you want and—"
"What counts as fucking?" I interrupted.
She blinked in confusion. "What?"
"What qualifies?" I stepped forward again, leaning on the order desk. "You can't tell me Nola said only full-on P in V intercourse counted as sex for this. She doesn't have a dick, last I heard. And I've heard her talk more than once about how sex isn't just about penetration."
"It isn't. I asked specifically at the start. Which was good because it came up on Saturday since Kellen didn't—" She cut herself off, her cheeks turning pink. "I mean, um—"
"Kellen didn't fuck your pussy on Saturday," I said. "Just your throat, right? Twice?"
I said it because I wanted her to know it didn't bother me. Because it didn't. It had, at first, before Beau made me get my shit together and realize I wasn't actually respecting what Penny wanted.
Now, thinking of her sucking my best friend's dick made me hard.
It was a pretty big mindset shift to have in a single day, though I guess the entire weekend had kind of led up to it. I hadn't really expected to have that shift, either. I'd been considering parts of it all day, but I'd walked into Penny's store intending mainly to apologize. And talking about more than that, discussing some ways I could be with her in a way that worked for both of us, would be cool, but not necessary. Especially if she didn't want to.
But then she'd said she wanted to be shared.
That she felt free.
That she felt wanted for who she was.
Sharing someone might not be my thing. I didn't know if I wanted to fully watch her be with someone else or something. Getting turned on as I thought about her sucking Kellen's dick had nothing to do with her being with someone else and everything to do with the fact that she liked it.
That it made her happy.
And fuck, that did it for me.
"Yeah," Penny confirmed, her shoulders relaxing as I spoke. "Just my mouth. But that counted. And yesterday with Beau, I would've said the part in the truck counted."
"What happened in the truck?" I asked. She looked confused. "He didn't tell me every detail of your weekend, pretty girl. What happened in his truck?"
"I, um, had to sit on his lap," she said. "Because my car broke down and Kellen was with him. And while Kellen drove, Beau, um..."
"Tell me," I urged.
She bit her lip again. "He... played with me."
"What did he play with?" I asked.
She laughed nervously and motioned to her chest. "Um, my..."
"Your tits?" I asked.
Her breath hitched and she nodded.
"Your nipples?"
"Mm-hmm."
"Did he pinch them? Flick them?"
"Yes," she said.
"And that's it? Just your tits?"
Her eyes were sparkling now. "No."
I leaned on the counter, studying her. "Did he play with your pussy?"
A nod.
"Did he put his fingers inside you?"
Another nod.
"Play with your clit?"
A third.
"Make you come?"
"Yes," she whispered.
"Just once?"
She shook her head.
"How many times?"
"I lost count."
Fuck. My dick was already begging me to give in and just fuck her. "So basically, you'd say it counts as fucking as long as you come, then? Even if he doesn't?"
"He did come."
"Did he?" I asked, surprised. "How?"
"The road was bouncy," she said. "And I kind of squirted all over the front seat of his truck."
Fuck.
I wanted her so fucking bad.
I took a breath, trying to cover how shaky it was. I wanted her, but I wanted to slide my cock into her, knowing she'd been with everyone else first, more.
"But would you have counted it if he didn't?" I asked.
She bit her lip and nodded.
My dick was about to hate me. "You have cameras in here?"
"N-Not in the dressing room," she said.
"Good." I set the strand of pearls I'd been fidgeting with on the counter. "Wanna ring these up for me?"
She blinked in surprise. "What do you need a pearl sash for?"
"You're not gonna be able to sell these when I'm done with you." I thought for a moment, then reached into the box and grabbed a second one. "Make it two, actually."
"What are you going to do with them?" she asked.
I didn't answer right away. Not until after she'd rang the sashes up for me. Not until after she'd led me to the dressing room, which was a roomy space with a floor-to-ceiling curtain and a plush vintage-looking chair sitting on a small, round area rug.
Not until after I sat down and told her to undress.
I watched her strip, her eyes nervous but sparkling as they darted to the closed curtain. Her clothes fell to the floor, revealing smooth skin and flawless curves. I drank in the sight of the marks on her breasts and thighs, little bruises that hinted at the places my friends had groped and sucked and dug their fingers in as she fucked them.
"Now will you tell me what the sashes are for?" she asked once she was naked.
"Beau said you needed a night off of getting fucked," I said.
"Nola said that, actually," she said. "But she can't tell me what to do."
"Bold thing to say."
"Well, she's not here to stop me."
I chuckled. "Come here, pretty girl."
She did without question.
"Turn around," I said, not taking my eyes off her as she spun slowly. I leaned in, pressing kiss against the swell of her ass, and heard the sharp intake of breath as I indulged in nuzzling against her softness. "Give me your hands."
She turned her head, not quite looking over her shoulder at me. "What?"
"Hands." I pressed a final kiss against her ass before sitting back. "You know the stoplight thing by now if you've been with Kellen."
"Yes," she said. "Red, stop. Green, for the love of God, don't you dare stop."
I pressed my lips together to hold in a laugh. "And me asking you for your hands is...?"
"Green," she whispered, and put her hands behind her back.
"Good girl," I murmured, and did not miss the way she clenched her thighs closer together. Nor did I miss the shiver as I looped one strand of pearls around her wrists, twisting it in the middle. I didn't have much length to play with, but the pearls were sewn to a piece of ribbon, so I was able to tie it off before taking the second strand of pearls and tying one end of the ribbon to the knot between her wrists. She jumped slightly as I pushed the hanging strand between her legs and reached around her to grab the loose end.
"Turn around," I said again.
She did.
"Kneel," I said.
I saw her glance at the strand of pearls in my hand. I was holding them loosely and ready to catch her if she stumbled, but before I could tell her that, she was kneeling in front of me. My dick throbbed painfully at the way she held my gaze as she fell to her knees gracefully on the small area rug, her breasts thrust out and her shoulders back and down, showing off the long line of her neck.
"Good," I murmured again, then pulled the strand of pearls towards me. "Come a little closer."
She inched forward. Once she was close enough, I stopped her and reached between her legs, adjusting the pearls so they slipped between her already soaking lips. The moment they were in place, I tightened the slack of the strand in my hands and she gasped.
"How's that?" I asked.
"Good," she whimpered.
I sat back. She was between my legs, her knees slightly spread, her sides pressed to my calves and ankles as she looked up at me.
"Good," I said. "Now grind your hips."
She looked stunned. "What?"
"You were told you needed a dick break," I said. "And making you come counts as fucking you. So I'm going to 'fuck' you with these pearls. You're going to win Nola's little challenge, and then I'm going to fuck you good and proper. Understand?"
I punctuated the question by pulling the pearls. I knew the second they hit her clit because her body jerked and she let out another soft moan, then let her eyes flutter closed as she slowly rocked her hips forward and back. As she started moving a bit faster, I released the slightest amount of tension on the strand and her head bowed, brown hair hanging down her face. I couldn't help reaching out with my other hand to push it back and when I did, she leaned into it.
Fuck.
Fuck.
"Rest your head on my leg, pretty girl," I whispered.
She tilted her head obediently, pressing her cheek to my thigh. A sigh parted her lips as she ground against the pearls, making my dick throb so hard that she noticed.
"Why can't I have it?" she whispered.
"Have what?" I asked.
Her eyes opened and flicked up to mine. "Why can't I suck your dick?"
An aching pulse nearly made me grimace. "To prove a point."
"What point?"
"That I don't want to just fuck you."
"But I already believed that."
I tightened my grip on the pearls. "And because I want you after everyone. This might count for your challenge, but I get you the way I want you at the end."
She bit her lip, her eyes refocusing on my bulge. "What if you touch it?"
"What?"
"Stroke it." She looked up at me, her lips curling up. "I want to watch."
Fuck. "Penny—"
"Please?" She gave me a pleading look. "I wanna see you jerk off while you watch me."
God, I was fucking weak.
Penny squirmed happily as I used my free hand to unbutton my pants, keeping the pearls taut in the other. Her hips moved faster, grinding against the bumps as I shoved my pants down just enough to free my dick.
"Evander!" she gasped, her eyes going round. "You have it pierced?!"
"I do," I said. It wasn't a creative response, but it was the same response I gave everyone. I mean, usually someone saw it when I was about to fuck them. I wasn't going to laugh at them for stating the obvious or be sarcastic and throw out an "Oh shit, I do?" or tell them it was news to me.
If a woman was at the point that she was seeing it, I didn't want to do anything that might make her change her mind.
"You have it pierced, and you're making me grind on these pearls instead?" Penny said. "I could be doing this on that."
"When you finish your challenge," I promised, wrapping my hand around my cock.
She made a wordless noise, letting her head fall back onto my thigh and watching as I started stroking my cock. Neither of us could tear our eyes away from the other; there wasn't a single moment we made eye contact as she watched me jerk off while I watched her get pussy juice all over that string of pearls between her legs. She wasn't moving fast enough for her tits to bounce, but her nipples were pebbled so tightly the skin around them was crinkled. A few drops of pre-cum leaked out and dripped down the head of my cock.
"Oh," she moaned. "Fuck, Evander. I want to taste you."
"Mm-mm," I grunted. "This is already more than you should be getting."
"I know," she sighed. I felt the warmth of her breath on my fingers and shaft and nearly lost it. "I'm greedy, though."


"Penny," I murmured.
"Just a taste." She looked up at me, that same pleading look in her eyes. "Please? It's for me, not you. You're still proving your point."
I didn't bother trying to decline. I just wiped the most recent drops of pre-cum from the tip of my cock and the base of my piercing, then brought my finger to her mouth. She parted her lips, letting me slip the sticky fluid between them and letting out a satisfied sigh as she sucked the tip of my finger.
And kept sucking it.
And sucking it.
Fuck.
Fuck.
I couldn't take much more of this. I wanted her so fucking bad. I was gonna lose it if—
"I'm getting close," she said, letting my finger fall from her mouth.
"Keep going," I said. I didn't grab my cock again, instead leaning forward and using one hand to hold the pearls while the other took control of the end of the strand so I could roll it across her hardened nipples. She cried out as I ran the bumps back and forth, her hips bucking faster.
"Please," she begged. "Please—"
"Please what, pretty girl?" I asked.
"I... I..." She let out a soft cry. "It's not enough. The p-pearls aren't—I need—"
I didn't let her ask for it.
I slid from the chair to my knees in front of her, and pushed my hand between her legs.
I meant to grab her breast with the other hand, but she let out a sob and started grinding against my hand, juices soaking my fingers as I rubbed her swollen clit. And I needed those noises she was making. I needed to feel them.
So I put my hand behind her head and kissed her.
She moaned into my mouth as her body began trembling, alternating between trying to kiss me and crying out her pleasure. I drank it in, holding her face to mine. The strand of pearls pressed into the base of my hand and I twisted my wrist slightly, just enough to gather them and push them against her clit again.
Then, holding them in place with the base of my thumb, I pushed my fingers inside her.
Her entire body tensed before she came undone; as she did, there was a snapping sound, and a moment later the clatter of beads hitting the tiles surrounding the small area rug we were on. Penny nearly toppled to one side, but caught herself with her now-free hands, then threw her arms around me as I kept thrusting my fingers inside her clenching pussy.
She sagged forward as her orgasm finished, pulling away from my mouth and resting heavily against my chest. I pulled my hand from between her legs, holding her as she caught her breath.
When she moved her arms, I let go of her. When she slipped a hand between our bodies, I didn't stop her. I closed my eyes, ready for the feeling of her wrapping her fingers around my cock, ready to gladly fail at whatever stupid reason I'd given for not wanting to fuck her right now.
When I felt them wrap around my wrist instead, I opened my eyes.
"This way it doesn't count," she whispered, and a second later she guided my hand to my cock, wrapping her hand around my fist as best she could.
And then, my hand still slick from her pussy, she guided my strokes until I choked out a warning that I was coming, spilling on her thigh as she kissed me through my orgasm, too.
***
Thanks for reading! The next part of the story will be the finale and will be released soon. Feedback is welcome, but impolite comments will be deleted/sassed as I see fit.


        