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~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~

I can’t say for sure that I adopted my rescue dog so I had an excuse to see Bettie at the dog park again.

But if I’m being honest with you, or myself, that was definitely part of the reason I did.

So when I ran into her after just a week of trekking uptown to our old haunt with my new mutt, I was thrilled to see her again.

Even better, she seemed happy to see me, too.

More than happy, truth be told.

Much more.

~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~
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As I waited to cross Twelfth Avenue, I watched for oncoming traffic while standing at the curb with my almost-new rescue dog, Laddie.

Don’t laugh, I didn’t pick the name, and it’s the only one he answers to.

The light took a while to change, as the cross street was always busy with cars and taxis. Despite the rain, Laddie seemed excited and alert, wagging his head back and forth like watching a tennis match. It was surprising to see how well-trained he was, given that the shelter where I found him had no idea how he acquired such training.

We’d been going to the dog park a few blocks from my apartment for almost a week, and we both looked forward to getting there, but for very different reasons. Laddie loved the opportunity to run with other dogs without a leash - he exhibited none of the fear I’d seen in other rescues of strange canines, another mystery. The shelter estimated his age at around three years but he looked and acted younger to me, not that I can match their expertise in such matters. Laddie was only my third dog and the first one I owned outright.

The light changed, and the traffic waited for us to cross before turning. A small crowd had gathered with us to wait for the light, mostly people on their way to meetings, as we were too late for the morning rush hour and too early for the lunch crowd. I’d just woken up a half hour earlier and grabbed a quick breakfast while Laddie ate before I leashed him for the walk to the dog park. Having walked him after I got home late last night from my shift at the Belvedere Tavern, where I tend bar, I knew his needs were likely urgent but not severe. Even so, I didn’t make him wait long for our outing. He didn’t complain - he never complains, so far at least.

We covered the three blocks to the dog park quickly. I scanned the park as we approached but didn’t see what I was looking for, so as soon as we got through the gate, I unleashed Laddie, and he bounded across the rugged grass to a small pack of dogs playing at the far end of the enclosure. I walked to the first bench that was semi-protected from the rain by a large, fully-leafed tree and sat down to wait.

I used to come to this dog park during the first Covid lockdown almost three years ago. I was new to the city and had moved in with a couple of guys I found on Craigslist in an apartment that I could barely afford with my income from the Belvedere, so I did some dog walking on the side to make ends meet. I never owned a dog when I was growing up - my older brother was allergic to all kinds of animals - but I always enjoyed dogs that my friends owned in our small town. My first apartment was small, so I couldn’t get my own dog at that point, but walking dogs, even for money, was something I really enjoyed. I didn’t expect to stay in that first apartment for long, so I promised myself I’d get a dog when I moved out.

“Here you go, boy,” I said as I fed Laddie a treat. He finished playing with his new pals in the dog pack and came to where I was sitting with his tail wagging and his tongue hanging, as he panted hard. He’s a good dog, especially for a rescue in my limited experience, so I worry that he’s not going to stay with me for long. A dog that’s this well-trained is probably one that his former owner is searching for, so I kept an eye on the missing dog section on Craigslist, but so far, I’ve seen nothing about a collie-lab mix who answers to Laddie.

I was just about ready to clip the leash to his collar when I heard what I’d been hoping to hear since I started coming back to this dog park.

“Hey, Oliver,” a sweet voice washed over me. I spun around and smiled so hard my cheeks hurt.

“Hey, Bettie. It’s been a while.” I stood up, and she came right to where I was standing to hug me. “I missed you.”

“Missed you, too,” she said, which made my heart almost beat right out of my chest. “What’s it been, a year or so?”

“Not quite, but close.” I stepped back and looked her up and down, all the while wondering if I was being rude. “You look great,” I added quickly, and she smiled that shy smile of hers that I used to love. Still do.

Bettie Shaw is a beautiful young woman whom I met at this dog park about 18 months ago when we were both bringing our dogs in the middle of the morning at the time. She used to bring three matched Bichon Frises, all white, all insanely cute if you like that breed, but now she’s only got one on a leash. I’m reluctant to ask what happened to the other two. She looked around for my dog, and I had to explain.

“Where’s Cuervo?”

I sighed. “He was my girlfriend’s - you remember Chloe?” She made a slight face but covered it quickly.

“I remember her name,” she said with a forced smile. “I never met her, though.”

“Of course. Well, we broke up a few months ago, and she moved back to her hometown, taking Cuervo with her.”

Bettie made a genuinely sad face and touched my arm lightly. “Oh, I’m sorry to hear that,” she said in a tone that matched her expression.

“Really? I never warmed to that dog, to be honest.” I tilted my head, and she laughed.

“Well, you hid it pretty well, and he had such a cool name, right?” She smiled again with more enthusiasm than that neurotic dog deserved.

“His name was the best thing about him, honestly.” She laughed again and tapped my arm again. I figured this was as good a time as any to ask her about her dogs. “Only one?” I asked gently with raised eyebrows.

She turned her smile off almost immediately. “Yeah, it’s been a tough year,” she said softly, barely above a whisper. “In more ways than one.” Her dog was straining at her leash to join the pack, so Bettie motioned with her finger for a pause as she unclipped the leash from the little furball's collar. The tiny dog scampered away to join the others.

“Snowball, my dog, got cancer and was gone almost before we could figure out what was wrong with her. Then Sweetie got hit by a car.” She choked back tears. Unsuccessfully.

“Were you…?” I started without finishing. I almost don’t want to know.

“No, it wasn’t my fault. Marcella had him at the time, thank god. I don’t know if I could have gotten through it if she’d died when I was supposed to be watching her.”

I know that Marcella is one of Bettie's roommates, a Spanish model who mostly does catalog work and a little stage acting on the side if I remember correctly. I looked at the dog she brought with her to the dog park today and wracked my brain trying to remember the name of the third dog she used to bring with her when we first met, but I’ve drawn a blank. I can’t remember her other roommate’s name either, who, by the process of elimination, must be the owner of this one, the last of the three Bichons. I looked at her with the saddest expression I could muster and apologized.

“I’m sorry, Bettie,” I whispered, which only pushed her to start crying again. I put my hand on her shoulder, and she waved her hand in front of her face.

“I feel bad that I can’t control my emotions, but it’s still so hard, Oliver.” She pulled a tissue from her purse and dabbed her eyes. “I know it makes me look ridiculous, but I can’t help it.”

“No, it doesn’t, Bettie. It’s tough losing a dog, no matter how it happens. And you lost two, in a way.”

“I know, right? It’s not like I didn’t love Marcella’s Sweetie as much as I loved Snowball.” She looked at me and smiled through her tears. “I forgot how easy it is to talk to you.” She looked down and away. I felt my color rise.

“Are you still with what’s his name?” I asked out of desperation to change the subject and immediately felt like I jumped from the frying pan into the fire. Her demeanor changed, though, for the better in a way. She suddenly looked pissed.

“No, Steve and I broke up months ago.” She looked off toward the dogs who bounded across the far end of the park in an unlikely pack as Bettie's roommate’s dog trailed behind the others on its tiny legs. Laddie led the pack but he was constantly looking back at the other dogs to make sure they were following his lead.

“Sorry to hear things didn’t go well for you,” I lied. Bettie didn’t complain when she talked about her boyfriend at the time, but she didn’t have to. Whenever she told me anything about him, it sounded to me like he treated her badly when he wasn’t ignoring her or making her feel inadequate. I didn’t say anything back then, much as I wanted to, because I was in my own mess of a relationship and had enough drama in my life without inviting any more.

She surprised me, though, when she eyed me with a cute little smile in one corner of her mouth. “Are you, Oliver?” she asked without really asking, and I blushed hard again.

“It’s not like I wanted you two to crash and burn, Bettie,” I said honestly. Semi-honestly. She side-eyed me even harder, and I had to laugh. “Yeah, okay.” I looked down and nodded. “I did.”

She softened and smiled to herself. “It’s okay, I knew he was no good for me.” She looked away and then peeked at me with a hint of a sexy smile. “I felt the same way about Chloe if we’re being completely honest.”

I’m surprised. “Really?” I had no idea. “Why’s that?”

Bettie stared at me for a second too long before she shrugged and said, “No reason. I’m just glad you’re out of that relationship, is all.” She looked away at the dog pack but then turned back to look at me. “I’m so glad you’re back, though. What happened to you?”

“I moved, or I should say we moved.” She waited for me to continue, so I did. “We couldn’t get the landlord to renew our lease at the time, so we moved about three miles south. It was way too long a walk.” I shrugged and she nodded, which I read to mean she knew that fate brought us together and tore us apart. Whatever was at work now; luck, karma, subconscious desire - all three? - was beyond me.

“Do you miss her?” She looked at me, but I tried not to read anything into it.

“Sometimes, a little. Not much.” She nodded. “You? Do you miss what’s-his-name?” I smiled, and she gave me a look.

“Steve? No, not at all. I’ve never had much luck with men.” She looked at me again, this time with something I hadn’t seen before.

“You know,” I started, then faltered.

“What?”

“Nothing. Never mind.”

“Oh, come on, Oliver,” she said with a gentle laugh. “What is it?”

“Would you like to go out for coffee or something?”

She touched my arm. “I’d like that.”
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Coffee turned into lunch and a promise to meet again when we weren’t tied down by our dogs. The two animals got along fine and waited by our table without making a fuss or getting up in each other’s faces, a good thing for Pepper - whose name Bettie finally mentioned without me having to ask - as Laddie could probably devour the little guy in one bite, not that he ever would.

We spent the time at a small sandwich shop with outdoor seating, no doubt leftover from the pandemic, and I could have easily spent twice the time we did, but I had to finally excuse myself to get ready for my shift at the bar. She didn’t ask, and I didn’t offer about a second date, but I said goodbye with a warm feeling about everything - reconnecting and getting right back to where we left off almost a year ago. Better yet, both of us were now unencumbered by other relationships. All in all, it was the best reunion I could have hoped for.

The next day, I found Bettie waiting on the same bench we sat on the day before at the dog park, and I smiled to myself that she seemed even more eager than me to rekindle our relationship. Not that we ever had a relationship, just a friendship, related to our dogs and little else. I didn’t know much about her then and even less now, as we talked about things that weren’t all that personal at lunch yesterday. I vowed when I woke up this morning to rectify that situation.

“So,” I began after we said hello and shared an awkward hug before we sat down. “What are you doing these days?” I didn’t mention the fact that I had no idea what she was doing a year ago - it seemed pretty lame that I didn’t know, but somehow I didn’t. I wouldn’t make the same mistake twice.

“Oh, this and that,” Bettie said with a distracted look. “What about you? Are you still at that bar you used to work at?”

I was impressed that she remembered I worked at a bar, if not the name. “The Belvedere Tavern, on Montview.”

She nodded. “Oh, yeah, I remember now. Are they getting past the pandemic okay?”

“It was worse last year, so we’re probably going to make it. We’re packed most nights.”

Bettie asked more questions about my job - how I liked my boss and co-workers, how I got into bartending, and what I planned to do going forward - but every time I tried to turn the conversation back to her, she deflected my questions. Finally, I decided to pin her down.

“You never talk about what you’re doing, Bettie,” I said point blank, and she blushed. “Why is that?”

“I’m embarrassed,” she whispered. She didn’t look at me for a long time before she finally looked up, and I saw her eyes full of tears.

“It’s okay,” I reassured her. “No judgment, I’m just trying to get to know you.”

“Well, I’ve never really had what you’d call a career.” She looked away from me as she talked and the words came hard for her. “I’ve tried a half dozen things over the years but nothing seems to fit for me.”

“What do you do for money?” I knew it was kind of rude but it just slipped out. She didn’t seem to take offense, though.

“I have roommates. They cover the taxes and maintenance fees for the apartment.” She glanced at me again, clearly not wanting to say more so I just nodded and looked away. If she didn’t want to talk about it, I wasn’t going to push her.

“Let’s talk about something else, then,” I said at last. “How do you and your roommates get along?”

“Fine. Good.” She didn’t turn to look at me and I felt like I wasn’t getting anywhere. “Do you like your roommates?” I smiled at her clumsy attempt to turn the conversation back to me again but I didn’t want to make her cry again, so I let her.

“It’s okay. I don’t have a lot in common with them.” I went on a sort of semi-rant about how they were younger than me and not very mature even for their ages. After a while, I sensed that Bettie had heard enough about my situation, so I tried again to get her talking. “What about you? Do you and Marcella and…?” I let her know that I couldn’t remember her other roommate’s name.

“Jacquelin. Jackie.” She hesitated. “They’re really busy with their careers, but when we’re all together we get along really well.” She gave me a look. “They’re really close.”

Shit. Did I see something in her eyes? I didn’t know whether to push for more info or not, but I was so frustrated I decided to go for broke.

“How close?” I asked as gently as I could.

She looked at me again. “Really close.” She cocked an eyebrow. Okay, enough said.

“Is that a problem for you?”

“No, it’s not a problem. It’s just…” She looked away again and I wanted to kick myself for making her cry again. This was not going the way I’d hoped it would.

“Lonely?” I offered.

“Sometimes.” She didn’t look at me but she did lean against my shoulder. I offered my hand and she took it.

“Yeah, I can see how that would be tough.” We sat in silence for a long while, holding hands. It was really nice. I said as much.

“Yeah, it is,” she said with warmth in her voice and then she leaned away and looked up at me. If ever there was an invitation for me to kiss her, this was it. I did, and it was lovely.

“I don’t want to push you, Bettie,” I whispered when she put her head back on my shoulder. “But I thought about you a lot the past few months. The past year, in fact.”

She looked up at me again. “I thought about you, too. I really enjoyed talking to you when you used to bring Cuervo. A lot.”

“Really?” I thought about what to say next but everything sounded wrong in my head. I had no idea - clueless. I was hoping that - while you were dating someone else? Untrustworthy. That’s so cool! - lame. So I kept quiet.

Until I couldn’t. “I want you to know that I didn’t come here with anything in mind. I didn’t get a dog just so I could find you again.” Shit, that came out all wrong. “I mean, I didn’t…”

She leaned away from me again and put a finger to my mouth to shut me up, thank god. “It’s okay, Oliver. I get it. And it’s okay.”

“I’m off on Monday night. Would you like to go to dinner?” I held my breath - was that too much, too fast?

“I’d love that, Oliver. But are you, uh… Is that something you can afford? We don’t have to go anywhere fancy.” She was looking at me and I suddenly realized what she was worried about - I’d been hard-hit by the pandemic and had complained about how slow the hospitality business was when we were talking last year. I shook my head.

“It’s all good, Bettie. I can’t take you to Ruth’s Chris or anything but it won’t be McDonald's, either.” She smiled and put her head on my shoulder again. I was torn between feeling really good that she was concerned about my situation and embarrassed that I came across as being poor or something. I put the second thought aside.

“What time should I pick you up?” I asked, then regretted asking immediately - I should have suggested a time. I’m out of practice on dating.

“I’ll meet you there,” she said and I wondered why but didn’t think any more about it.

Dinner went great.

We met at a good restaurant I knew of but hadn’t been to yet that was near the dog park so we both walked without any issues. The weather was good and the food was delicious, but more than anything it was fun to be with Bettie in a semi-formal setting for once. She wore her hair up and had a beautiful dress on that accented her figure in a way I hadn’t noticed before - she’s got a great figure but she always hid it by wearing loose-fitting clothes when she brought her dogs to the park. That night, she went all out, with heels and stylish but subtle makeup and perfume that was amazing. I was impressed by all the effort she put into our first real date.

During the meal, I finally got her to open up slightly about her life and what she was doing with it, but she still kept her cards very close. She told me a little about her childhood, how she was an only child but had a bunch of cousins who lived nearby, and how her parents were largely absent from her life now, although they weren’t quite estranged. But she was still closed off about what she did for a living until finally, I pressed her a little too hard, in retrospect.

“I don’t do anything, Oliver,” she said as she choked back tears again. God damn, this woman cried easily. Or maybe it was just me - I provoked her. I didn’t quite understand what she meant but I didn’t want to make a bad situation worse so I just shut up to see if she would elaborate. She did not.

Needless to say, I didn’t bring that subject up again for the rest of the night.

After we’d had dessert and I’d paid the bill - I didn’t expect her to split it and she didn’t offer - we strolled outside the restaurant toward the dog park which was a kind of directionless way to go, neither towards her place north of the park nor my place to the south. When we arrived, it was deserted. I wasn’t sure if it would be too forward of me to offer to walk her home because she made no mention of inviting me up and I was fine with that. More than anything, I didn’t want to press her in any way since I’d already made her cry once.

But as we stood at the gate of the park and looked at the desolate enclosure, I finally screwed up my courage and asked her if I could walk her home. She smiled and said that would be fine but offered no guidance about what might come of it. I just nodded and off we went to the north.

“I’m off all day tomorrow,” I said before I realized how it might sound - like I wanted to be invited up and stay the night. Rather than retract my statement, which would have been fucking awkward as hell, I just let it stand on its own and thankfully, she didn’t react negatively. She didn’t react at all, which I guess was kind of negative in its own right. So we walked the rest of the way to her building in silence and I wondered if she was thinking about inviting me up for ‘coffee’ or if I’d blown it and she couldn’t wait to be rid of me. Finally, I couldn’t take the silence any longer.

“What I meant was, I was wondering if you’d like to do something tomorrow, assuming I see you at the dog park again.”

She looked up at me with wide eyes. “I’ll be at the dog park every day, Oliver.” I was pretty sure I detected a subtext in her tone but again, I didn’t want to assume. Even if I was being too cautious, I felt that was the best way to go.

Then she said something I’ll never forget for as long as I live. She didn’t look at me, she just spoke while we were walking. “Will Laddie be alright if you don’t come home tonight?”

I looked at her but she didn’t turn to me - she just kept her eyes on the sidewalk ahead of us. “Yeah, I can text one of my roommates to take him for a short walk before he turns in for the night.”

When I finished, she turned to look at me and gave me a shy smile. “I’d like that.”

I dug my phone out of my pocket and quickly tapped out a text. As soon as it whisked away, I stuffed the device back in my pocket - I wasn’t really close with any of my roommates but the one I shared a bedroom with owed me and he liked my dog well enough. I reached for Bettie's hand and she let me, even giving my fingers a little squeeze.

“Are you sure about this?” I asked and then regretted asking as soon as the words left my mouth. She didn’t miss a beat.

“I’m sure, Oliver.”
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When we got to Bettie's building I was astonished. She lived in an area with many older apartment buildings but a few new ones as well, and the recently built ones are a huge step up from the pre-war types. I’m not a real estate snob or anything but even the doorman was dressed better than I was and the lobby was comparable to the best hotel I ever saw, let alone stayed in.

“You live here?” I asked before I could stop myself. “This is amazing.”

“It’s my family’s place but they let me use it as long as I cover the maintenance fees.”

“Yeah, but they must be astronomical.” I lived in a comparative dump and we still had to pay almost half our monthly rent in fees. City living just isn’t cheap anymore, regardless of the pandemic.

“It’s a really good deal, I know,” she said with just a hint of a tone like she was embarrassed or didn’t deserve it. So once again, I dropped the subject. I didn’t want to fuck things up at this point.

She led me to the elevators and we waited alone for quite some time. I asked her how many floors the building had and she gave me a look. I smiled and raised my eyebrows as if to ask what the problem was but the elevator door dinged and I was literally saved by the bell. Then we stepped into the car and she punched the button for the top floor. Out of forty.

We rode in silence for the entire ride to the top but since the building was almost brand new by the looks of it, we got there almost as fast as it took me to get to the sixth floor in the elevator in my building. When we slowed and the doors opened, I was stunned again - there was only one door in the elevator lobby. She lived in the fucking penthouse. I tried not to stare at her but I couldn’t do it. Luckily, she ignored me.

“You’re not going to make a big deal about this, are you?” she asked as she dug her key out of her purse.

“No, not at all.” I nodded but she was too focused on finding her key to notice. When she finally opened the door, I held the door for her and she ushered me inside. The place was dark - I’d been wondering if her roommates would be home, and when she flipped on the light in the foyer my mouth almost fell open. The apartment was stunning - huge, elegant, almost opulent but not quite, just amazing. The windows across the huge expanse of the living room were almost floor-to-ceiling and offered an amazing view of the city and the river beyond. I turned to look at Bettie only to find her looking at me and her expression was one of consternation, as if she was daring me to say something stupid.

I almost did but I caught myself at the last minute.

“Like I said, it’s my family’s apartment, not mine. I couldn’t afford this in a million years and even with two roommates helping me out, I can barely afford the fees, so…” She left me to fill in the blank but I kind of got what she was saying. Still, I needed to say something.

“It doesn’t matter where we are, Bettie, as long as I’m with you.”

She brightened considerably and I felt like I’d said the right thing for the first time in a while. I smiled and held out my hand which she took and led me into the living room. She flipped on another switch and the room lit up. I looked around and tried to force myself not to gawk or gush. It was tough - the place was far and away the most amazing apartment I’d ever seen in my life, with a wood-beamed ceiling, hardwood floors, exposed brick around the windows, and furniture that looked expensive, yet comfortable.

“Would you like something to drink?” Bettie asked while she pointed at the leather sofa for me to take a seat.

“I’ll have whatever you’re having,” I told her and sat down on the most comfortable sofa ever devised. “Roommates out for the evening?” I asked, more to make conversation than out of real interest. Although I’d be fine if they were and we had no risk of being walked in on.

“Marcella’s working late so she may or may not be home later. Jackie is out of town until the weekend on a business trip.” She poured two glasses of wine and handed me one before she sat next to me on the sofa, pulled off her shoes, and tucked her feet under her. I raised my glass to toast and she smiled when we clinked glasses.

“What does Jackie do again?” I asked, thrilled to finally hear the name of her other roommate so I didn’t have to ask.

“She’s in pharmaceutical sales,” Bettie said with a slightly apologetic tone.

I cocked an eyebrow. “So, like OxyContin?” I wasn’t trying to sound condescending, but I’d seen Dopesick and a couple of other shows about the criminals who fucked so many people, including a couple of guys I went to high school with.

Bettie straightens slightly. “They don’t sell that stuff anymore, but no, nothing like that. She’s brilliant and has a master's in bioengineering or something.”

“Hey, no judgment,” I said quickly, realizing my mistake. “I don’t want to talk about your roommates, Bettie. I want to talk about you.”

She smiled and softened noticeably. “No, I get it. Those guys should be in jail but it looks as if they’re going to get away with the whole opioid crisis and keep all their money. It’s a travesty.”

“I know, right?” I shifted closer to her and touched her hair. “But I don’t want to talk about any of that.”

“That’s good because I don’t want to talk at all. I’ve waited a long time for you, Oliver.” She looked at me so hard I had to kiss her again. I leaned in and brushed my lips across hers, then I slipped my hand behind her head and pulled her to me. She almost fell against me as I leaned back. Her lips were delicious and her tongue touched mine as if she was telling me to be more aggressive. So I obliged her by rolling her onto her back on the sofa. She smiled at me as I took her comfortably in my arms and kissed her again, properly, our lips melded and our tongues intertwined. It was a dream come true for me but once again I was caught between my desire to push our encounter forward and my hesitation about being too forward.

Bettie solved my dilemma when she reached down and massaged my dick in my trousers. I took that to mean she wanted me as much as I wanted her and I reached up to caress her breast. She moaned into my mouth most satisfyingly and deliciously. I shifted my body so I was lying on top of her and she responded perfectly when she wrapped her arms around my neck and spread her legs for me to nestle between them, my dick pressed against her vagina. We were still fully clothed but I was already over the moon about how things were going.

“Let’s go to my bedroom,” she whispered when we came up for air. I nodded and lifted my body off of hers. We climbed off the sofa and she took my hand to lead me, something I hadn’t experienced before. Her desire for me was palpable and I was smiling so hard it was almost embarrassing.

“You have your own bedroom?” I asked just to be sure.

“We all do,” she said, looking back over her shoulder at me, a shy smile that struck me as adorable. “You share?”

“I do,” I said without elaborating. I had no desire to talk about my living situation, which was so far beneath hers. I was still marveling at how opulent her place was when she opened the door to her bedroom and I was even more impressed - the room was nothing short of spectacular, with a canopied, four-poster bed frilled out like only a woman would with matching everything, including the curtains on the large windows. She led me to the bed and turned to face me, then she wasted no time before she began to undress me, something else I’ve not experienced nearly enough. Bettie had always struck me as a bit shy and almost reticent but now she made no bones about what she wanted and she wanted me.

We undressed each other between kisses and gentle laughs at the way we fumbled with each other’s clothing, but soon enough we were both naked. She moved toward the bed but I stopped her with a hand squeeze. She turned to look at me with questioning eyes and I just sighed.

“You look amazing, Bettie,” I whispered. She blushed even in the subdued light and ducked her head as if she were unwilling to acknowledge the most obvious truth imaginable.

“You look good, too,” she said under her breath. We clambered onto the bed and I took her in my arms again. Pressed against her small, hard nipples, our lips found each other again and I couldn’t keep my hands from ranging over her warm, soft body. She held onto mine with unbridled desire, but I forced myself to resist entering her, much as she offered herself to me. I slid down to lick her nipples and she gripped the back of my neck. I slid down further to kiss her navel and then her tufted mound - I was happy to see that she hadn’t shaved away all traces as so many women do these days. I slipped down between her creamy thighs and kissed them each in turn as she watched me.

As my mouth narrowed in on her sex, I slipped my arms up under her thighs and reached to caress her breasts. I kept my eyes on hers until I kissed her clitoris and she moaned, closed her eyes, and leaned her head back against the pillows. I honed in on her nipples, first just brushing the tips of my fingers against them to make sure they were fully erect. At the same time, I teased her clit with my tongue and lips, then my teeth as I bit it gently. She sighed in response and I slid my tongue down to her opening as I pinched her nipples for the first time, gently to start but with increasing intensity. I licked her as deeply as I could, then I slid my tongue up to her clit again and increased both my tempo and the force with which I lapped it. I twisted her nipples while listening for any sounds of distress but I heard none so I increased the pressure there as well.

Finally, I got what I was waiting for - she reached down with her hand and grabbed my hair to pull me tight against her. Her other hand cupped my fingers on one nipple so I stopped tweaking it but palmed her breast and she held it against her. I lowered my free hand under her thigh and pulled it back far enough that I could reach under my chin to finger her pussy as I licked her clit aggressively. She pulled me tighter against her and her breathing increased its urgency. Moans escaped her throat and I knew she was getting close. I slipped my middle finger entirely into her vagina and she gasped her approval so I added another, all the while cupping her breast and tonguing her pussy.

“Oh, fuck,” she whispered. “Oh, fuck, oh, fuck, oh fuck OH FUCK!” she screamed as she arched her back and let go of my hair, then she pushed me away. “I can’t take anymore. I can’t, I can’t.” I let go of her, all of her, and propped myself up on my elbows as I watched her come down from the pinnacle she’d reached so easily. I’ve been with enough women who don’t cum easily to know that Bettie was a jewel in that respect. That she was beautiful and seemed to be into me was nothing but extraordinary.

“Oh, my god, Oliver,” she said when she stopped panting, her eyes still closed. “That was amazing. I’ve never been…” She opened her eyes and found mine staring at her. “I’ve never been that… I don’t know what.”

“You’re amazing, Bettie,” I responded, not knowing what she was trying to tell me. “I loved that.”

“Really?” she asked, confusing me even further. “You like doing that?”

Now I was really puzzled. “What do you mean? Of course, I like doing that. I loved it.”

She eyed me skeptically, which further confused me. “Really?”

“Why do you keep asking me, Bette? Of course, I do. Who wouldn’t?”

She started to say something, then stopped. She looked away and I swear she blushed. “It’s just that…” I waited but she didn’t, or couldn’t, finish her thought.

Then it occurred to me what she was getting at. “Didn’t what’s-his-name go down on you?” She closed her eyes and tensed all over but it only lasted a few seconds. Then she almost shook herself back to reality and looked at me.

“Let me do you now.”
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“You don’t need to do that, Bettie,” I told her, meaning it. “I’d like to make love to you.”

She stared at me until her lip started quivering. “I’m really good at it.” She touched my hand and then my dick, which was ready to go - I skipped masturbating last night with the distant hope something might happen tonight. But I didn’t want to make her cry again.

“How do you want me?” I asked at last.

She brightened immediately. “Would you mind standing up, so I can kneel?”

Shit. How could I say no?

I nodded and she almost clapped her hands before she scrambled off the bed. I rolled to the edge and noticed she had a thick carpet next to her bed. I looked at her but she was already positioning herself. Her nipples were still standing up as she sat on her heels and looked at me with those beautiful brown eyes. I tried to remember if anyone had ever asked to go down on me like this and couldn’t for the life of me think of one woman who had. The night just kept getting better.

“I’ve never been with anyone as big as you, Oliver,” she said with an impossibly earnest tone. I was tempted to scoff and say something snarky but the look on her face was so sincere that I caught myself. I stood before her and she reached up to take my dick in one hand and lick the tip, already wet with pre-cum. She locked eyes with me as she dragged her tongue across the tip and cupped my balls with her other hand, massaging them gently.

“I don’t know how long I’ll be able to last, Bettie, and I don’t want to…” I hesitated. Waste one? That sounded disrespectful in my head. Cum in your mouth? That sounded presumptuous. So I just shut up.

Bettie just licked my dick and kept her eyes on mine. She slid her tongue down my shaft and licked my balls, one after the other, before sliding back up to the head and popping it in her mouth. She let go of me as her gorgeous lips enveloped me and she reached for my hands, then she brought my hands to the sides of her head. Her intentions were clear so I held her head gently as she clasped her hands behind her back.

I’ve watched enough porn - who hasn’t? - to know what she was telling me. I’ve never done anything so aggressive before with anyone and I wasn’t sure I wanted to start with Bettie. Still, she felt so good as she worked my head deep into her mouth, almost too far as she made little gagging noises every time I leaned in. I was holding her head so I tried to stop thrusting so deep into her mouth, but she leaned in as well, purposely gagging herself despite my efforts. It almost felt as if we were at cross purposes, and when she reached up and took my hands from the sides of her face, I felt shame that I was being too aggressive.

But I was wrong. Once she indicated she didn’t want me to hold her head, she reached around and grabbed my ass with her hands to force my dick down her throat. I’ve never been deep-throated before and I have to admit, it was a unique and thrilling experience. She didn’t gag excessively, just enough to be sexy as fucking hell. When I looked down and saw her nose pressed against my pubic hair, I was blown away.

With the ease of an experienced porn star, she proceeded to fuck her face with my dick. I quickly lost control and tried to back away while explaining that I couldn’t hold off any longer, but that just seemed to spur her on. She pressed herself to me in a near vice grip as my cum exploded down her throat. She swallowed without choking as I gurgled mindlessly about being sorry I couldn’t control myself. When my dick finally stopped spasming, she leaned back and looked up at me. “I wanted that, Oliver,” she whispered.

“I wanted to make love to you, Bettie,” I almost whined but she smiled and shook her head.

“We have all night for that.”

I’d love to tell you that I made love to Bettie all night long, as the old song goes, but that would be a lie. We fell asleep in each other’s arms and then made love in the morning. It was nice. Not earth-shattering, like the way she took me the night before, on her knees and down her throat, just nice. Which was a little disappointing but not too bad. For me, the bottom line was that I wanted to get with Bettie since I first laid eyes on her at the dog park over a year ago and now I woke up in her bed, kissed her good morning before she invited me to fuck her by spreading her legs for me and my morning wood. It was great.

Just not earth-shattering.

“So,” I said after we finished and she was once again nestled in the crook of my shoulder. “Where did you learn to do what you did last night?” I looked down at her but she seemed to purposely avoid returning my gaze.

“I’ve always been a little turned on by being subservient.”

I tried to think about that before I said something stupid, but I was blown away. “Wait a minute. What’s-his-name never went down on you but you were on your knees for him and letting him fuck your face?” She didn’t answer, just nodded, again, without looking at me. I turned to face her but she ducked her head.

“Why would you do that, Bette?” She kept looking away from me. Finally, I touched her chin and made her look me in the eyes. “Why?”

“It’s hard to explain, Oliver. And it wasn’t just Steve.”

“So, all your boyfriends were jerks?”

She looked at me now and I saw pain in her eyes. “No, it wasn’t like that,” she said in a tone that didn’t inspire confidence.

“Shit, Bettie,” I said as I pulled her close and wrapped my arms around her. “That’s awful.”

“It wasn’t so bad,” she whispered. We just held each other without another word passing between us for a long time. Finally, I let go of her and sat up. She looked at me with those big, beautiful brown eyes of hers and my heart almost melted. God, I wanted to make everything better for her in the worst way.

“Where did you meet him?” I asked. I wanted to change the subject as well as find out all I could about the asshole.

“He was a friend of a friend who came to a party here.” She didn’t go on so I pressed her.

“You throw parties here?” I knew that sounded weird but for some reason, I just couldn’t imagine Bettie being so social as to invite a bunch of people over. I guess because it’s something I would never think about doing - I’m twenty-eight years old and I’ve yet to throw a party myself. I’m a pretty private guy.

She smiled shyly. “I’m not a total loser, Oliver.” Then she gave me a look of horror. “I didn’t mean to insinuate…”

I laughed. “No offense taken, Bettie.” It’s like she read my mind. “Is that your choice or your roommates’?”

She ducked her head and whispered, “Busted.”

“So, he was a friend of one of their friends?” She nodded without looking at me. This was suddenly beginning to make more sense. “Did he…?” I stopped myself before I said something really stupid.

“Was he really interested in them?” She peeked up at me with a little smirk.

“No, I didn’t mean it like that.” I did but I wasn’t going to admit it.

“It’s okay. I guess I always wondered, so it's a fair question.” She looked at me with those sad eyes again and my heart went out to her.

“Why would you think that, Bette?”

“You haven’t met my roommates, Oliver.” She cocked an eyebrow and suddenly it all came home to me.

“Are you…?” I didn’t quite know how to finish the question. She didn’t need me to.

“Insecure? Jealous? Probably. Does it matter?” She looked away again and I saw her eyes well up. Fuck, I just hated myself, almost as I hated her fucking roommates.

“Maybe you should ask them to leave, Bettie.” She turned to me with her eyes wide and her mouth open with surprise.

“No, I could never do that,” she whispered.

“Why not?”

“Well, for one thing, I could never afford this place without them. But…”

“But what?”

“I’d miss them. Terribly.” She looked at me and suddenly I knew.

“Are you in love with one of them?” I was devastated, but I had to know.

“I think I’m in love with both of them,” she whispered.

“Fuck, Bettie. Do they know?”

She looked at me with fear in her eyes. “No, absolutely not. I would never…”

“Never what?”

She looked away again, and I was almost sure I heard her voice catch in her throat, but she was talking so softly I couldn’t be sure. Then she said something that left no doubt in my mind.

“They’re in love with each other.”

“Really?” I was dumbfounded. There’s no other word for it.

“Yeah,” she whispered so softly I took her into my arms again. “I’m okay,” she said but allowed me to hold her. “I’m okay.”

“How long have you…?”

“Years.”

I swallowed. “How many?”

She looked up at me. “Too many.”

My heart sank. “So, what are we doing, Bettie? What am I doing here?”

She pushed away from me and took my hands in hers. “You don’t understand, Oliver. I’m not a lesbian. I’ve never even been with a woman, ever. I wouldn’t know what to do. I’m just in awe of them. It’s not like I want them sexually. At least, I don’t think I do, but I’ll never know. I would never do something like that.” She gave my hands a squeeze and looked up at me with those brown eyes, full of tears. “I like you, Oliver. A lot. I want you, in case that wasn’t clear last night.” She looked down again and choked on her words. “But I could never ask them to leave. Ever.”

“They might leave on their own, Bettie. What about that possibility?”

She looked away and shrugged. “There’s nothing I can do about that, is there?” She looked at him again. “I know it’s stupid, but I’m just stuck with it. I get that.”

“Is that why I’m here, Bette?” It was harsh but I needed to know before I got myself in any deeper. I’m tired of being dumped. Not once have I ever been the dumper instead of the dumpee.

“No, Oliver. Absolutely not. I like you and you’re not just a substitute for something I know I’ll never have. I don’t even know if I’d like it. I’ve never…” She looked away again. “I’ve never done anything with a girl. Anything.”

“Then how do you know…?”

“I don’t, that’s my point exactly.” She reached for my face and caressed my cheek. “I’ve never kissed a girl, or touched another girl’s breast, or…” She leaned in and kissed my lips. “I can’t even imagine doing what you did to me last night. But I loved it when you did.” She kissed me again. “I really loved it, Oliver.” She tilted her head down and looked at me through her eyelashes. It was almost comical but not really. It was really hot.

“I loved it, too,” I said in a low tone.

“And I loved sucking you,” she whispered. “I know I love that, and I know I’m good at it.”

“You’re amazing, Bettie.” I put my hand behind her neck and pulled her close to kiss her. She kissed me back with enthusiasm. “But I still can’t understand how you’re so good at it and you never got anything in return.”

“Really? I have to spell it out for you?” She side-eyed me and it was my turn to blush and look away.

“Fucking asshole.”

“I guess. But I never put up much of a fuss.” She looked at her hands in her lap as we sat naked on her bed. “I’m not one to make a fuss, you know?”

I touched her chin to angle her face up so I could kiss her one more time. “Maybe we should work on that.”

“I’d like that, Oliver. I’d like that a lot.”


5

I didn’t stick around to meet either of Bettie's roommates that first morning - I was anxious to get home to Laddie. I know it sounds lame but I really have gotten attached to that mutt. Plus, I’ve never been away from him overnight and I wanted to make sure he did okay for my roommate. So I skipped Bettie's offer to make me breakfast and just hightailed it home.

I needn’t have worried.

“Hey, boy,” I said when he almost knocked me over at the door to our apartment. He was excited but not distraught, from what I could tell. “No trouble?” I asked my roommate, Jake, when he wandered out of the bedroom rubbing his eyes.

“No trouble at all,” he said with a yawn. “What happened to you? Get lucky?”

“It’s better than that,” I admitted, which surprised me. I’m not particularly close with Jake, even though we’ve been sleeping in the same bedroom for a couple of months. He works from home most of the time and I’m out most evenings so we rarely see each other except in the morning. I haven’t told him about Bettie because I know he wouldn’t really be interested but here he was asking me so I ventured a few details. “I ran into someone I haven’t seen in over a year.”

“And it turned into a booty call?” He perked up substantially. “You dawg!” I’m sure he would have hit my arm if he didn’t have to stand up and walk across the living room to do so. “I had no idea you were a player, Ollie,” he said with a smarmy grin.

“I’m not,” I said, way too defensively. I’m not sure why his jumping to conclusions about Bettie, whose name I haven’t even shared, pissed me off so quickly. More than anything, this conversation was just another indication that I didn’t really have anything in common with the guy, or our other roommates. “It’s not like that.”

“Shit, man,” he said with a shit-eating grin. “You been moping around since you moved in about your ex. You gonna jump right back into being whipped when you just broke free?”

I didn’t respond.

“Anyway, Nate and Zach are talking about throwing another party this weekend, if you want to take some time off or something for a change.” My roommates are a lot more social than I am, but mostly because they all see themselves as ladies’ men. I get all the social interaction I need at my job so I’m not thrilled by the news, although I’m somewhat intrigued by the idea of bringing Bettie to a party.

“Let me think about it.” I grabbed Laddie’s leash and held it up as I looked at Jake. He shook his head.

“Sorry, man. I got a little wasted last night.”

“You walked him before you passed out, right?” I asked as I clipped the end of the leash to his collar. “You didn’t make him wait too long.”

“Yeah, yeah,” he said with a wave. “He was fine. Don’t sweat it, Ollie.”

I’ve asked Jake a half-dozen times not to call me Ollie but he ignores me so I’ve stopped asking. I checked my watch and realized that I had plenty of time before Bettie would likely be at the dog park with her roommate's dog.

Just before I closed the door Jake called out to me. “You can bring your new squeeze to the party. And ask if she has any friends. We’re always interested in fresh meat.” He laughed as I slammed the door.

The rest of the week left Bettie and me with little free time to spend together other than at the dog park. I worked late at the Belvedere every night and Bettie seemed reluctant to come to the bar alone, so we made do with seeing each other as we had last year - sitting on the bench while we watched our dogs run around the fenced perimeter.

I can’t say if I waited until Thursday to invite her to the party in the hopes that she might not be able to attend but it felt like I did. I almost apologized for waiting so long but managed to avoid acting like a complete idiot. Bettie, if she was at all suspicious, didn’t give any indication of it. And more surprisingly, she accepted the invitation with enthusiasm.

“I’d love to come,” she said as she hugged my arm. “Is there anything I can do or bring?”

Suddenly, it dawned on me what I was really up to subconsciously - I wanted to wait until the last minute so I could invite her roommates and they would almost certainly decline. I was in no rush to meet them, as you can imagine.

“I doubt they’ll be able to make it,” Bettie said when I offered. “They’re always so busy.”

“Well, don’t hesitate to bring them if it turns out they’re available.”

Turns out, they were available.

The party was in full swing at my apartment and the one across the hall when Bettie arrived, fashionably late as she said she would. I was thrilled to see her as she dressed up, something I’m not even close to being used to. She wore a black dress that was sprinkled with sequins and looked expensive as hell - it was completely off her shoulders but had long sleeves that were somehow attached but barely. The dress was short, almost scandalously so, something I didn’t expect but very much appreciated. She also wore red high heels that must have added at least three inches, maybe four, and looked amazing as well. I told her as much when I saw her at the door.

“I wasn’t sure you’d like it but Marcella and Jackie convinced me to wear something sexy.” She touched my arm and leaned in to kiss my cheek, then she wiped my cheek with her thumb. “Oops,” she added with a giggle. “They told me to wear lipstick, too. Sorry.” I just stared at her in awe - she looked amazing.

“Where are your roommates?” I asked, too quickly in retrospect because I saw a little sag of sadness in Bettie's eyes as soon as I did.

“They’re coming,” she said defensively. “They wanted me to make an entrance for you.”

“Well, then, by all means,” I told her and offered my arm. “Let’s make an entrance.” I escorted her into the raucous living room and was more than pleased when heads turned to take her in. How could they not, I thought to myself - she looked incredible.

“Ollie, you old dawg!” Jake yelled as soon as he saw us. “Who the fuck is this?” I winced at his crude language but Bettie seemed to take it in stride as she squeezed my arm and looked up at me with a shy smile. “And what the fuck is she doing with a loser like you?” Not surprisingly, he was already slurring his words. “Hey, Zach! Get a look at Ollie’s new squeeze.”

Zach, one of my other roommates, bounded into the living room from the small kitchen where he’d been mixing drinks. The music was pounding in my ears but Zach had no trouble, apparently, hearing Jake’s comment.

“Fuck, Ollie. What the hell?” he almost screamed to be heard over the driving beat of some generic EDM, their favorite, which I can’t stand but it’s not my sound system so I’m always overruled. “How’d you talk this fine woman into giving you the time of day?”

I glanced at Bettie and although she was smiling, I could see it was forced. When she looked up at me with those sad, beautiful eyes, I wanted to drag her out of the room but not before punching both Jake and Zach in the face. I did neither, of course.

“Come on, guys. Lighten up, will you?” I asked in a lame voice that hopefully no one could hear. Bettie just hung onto my arm and said nothing until Zach offered her something to drink. She asked him for a glass of white wine.

“Wine? We got beer and schnapps, babe,” Zach said with an annoying laugh. Then he turned to me. “Where’d you find her, Ollie? At the Ritz?” He laughed before turning to go back to the kitchen while Jake peeled Bettie off my arm.

“Dance with me, gorgeous,” he said as he pulled her into a knot of people gyrating to the music if that’s what you’d call it.

Suddenly, someone turned off the sound system to the general dismay of the dancers until everyone turned to the front door where two women stood looking from the hallway.

Two gorgeous women, tall and completely out of place at a twenty-something party that even I was embarrassed to be at.

“Hey,” Bettie called out as she rushed away from Jake toward the women.

“What the fuck?” Jake called after her but said nothing when he saw the women. “Holy shit,” he whispered, which I could hear now because the place was suddenly as quiet as a church.

“Bettie, girl,” the brunette said as she reached for Bettie's hand. Bettie hugged them both as she wrapped her arms around their necks, reaching up even in her heels as the women towered over her.

“Am I so glad to see you two,” Bettie said clearly as the entire room watched, no one else making a sound. The blonde, shorter than the brunette but taller than Bettie, looked around with a disdainful glance that left no doubt what she thought of my humble apartment and everyone who stood there gawking at her.

“Which one is yours, Bette?” the blonde asked at last and Bettie turned towards me. She reached for me and I walked tentatively to her.

“This is Oliver,” she said with a look of pride and embarrassment that I totally got. I felt like I was being judged and I wasn’t doing well in the judging, although the brunette looked less imperial than the blonde. “And this is Marcella Diaz and Jackie Marsten,” Bettie said to me by way of introducing me to her roommates. I reached to shake their hands but only Marcella took mine - Jackie was sweeping the room again with her doleful expression.

“Beer or whiskey, ladies?” Jake said with a slur and a smile as he stumbled across the living room towards us. “We got Jack and Coke as well.”

The blonde gave the brunette a look before she turned back to Jake. “I’m going to need a double.” She didn’t look like she was kidding and Jake scurried back to the kitchen as Zach took his place and gaped at the brunette.

“Don’t I know you?” he said to eye rolls all around. “No, I’m serious. You look real familiar.”

“Marcella is a model for a couple of the local department store catalogs,” Bettie explained. Zack looked at her and laughed.

“Seriously? They still put out catalogs these days?” The music came back on at that moment and Zach pulled Marcella into the crowd of people who began dancing as soon as they heard the music. Amazingly enough, she let him but not before giving the blonde a look.

“They make a cute couple,” the blonde said in a tone that was so sarcastic I had to look at Bettie to make sure she wasn’t taking it all too seriously. But she gave me a look that surprised me - she was smiling. I glanced at the blonde and she cocked an eyebrow at me, before she shrugged and took her drink, in a red Solo cup, from the returning Jake.

“Come on,” she said as she dragged him onto the dance floor and he shot me a look like he’d just won the lottery.

I pulled Bettie aside. “I’m confused. I thought you said that your roommates were lesbians.”

She looked at me like I had two heads. “I never said that.” She looked at the dancers again. “They’re bi.” She nodded at them and when I looked, I was shocked to see the brunette making out with Zach as they danced. They weren’t going at it too aggressively - more like she was teasing him and he was lapping it up.

Now, I should have mentioned earlier that the brunette, Marcella, is gorgeous in a Latina sort of way, with bedroom eyes, luscious lips, and long dark hair. She was dressed to grab everyone’s attention, which she did - her skirt was impossibly short which showed off her long, shapely legs to incredible effect. But it was her top that was truly stunning. She wore a red halter that barely covered her full breasts but showed all kinds of side boobs and cleavage. How she managed to keep it covering her erect nipples was beyond me. If I had to guess, I’d say it was somehow taped in place. Even as she moved on the dance floor, I knew all the men in the room were checking her out - some surreptitiously, some not so much - to try and catch a glimpse of what was underneath that thin layer of fabric.

Suddenly it dawned on me that I was one of those men. I looked at Bettie with alarm and saw what I wished I hadn’t. She was looking at me with sad eyes, as if I had betrayed her. She quickly looked away when she saw me looking at her but I know I fucked up. I reached for her hand and she let me take it, something that surprised me because any of my other girlfriends would have swatted my hand away and stormed out of the apartment in a huff. Bettie just let me hold her hand. I pulled her to me and told her I was sorry. She gave me a sad smile in return.

“It’s okay, Oliver. I know she’s beautiful. They both are.”

They both are. In those three words, Bettie told me more than I realized about herself and her relationship with her roommates and the struggles she must go through every day and for years since they moved in.

“I’m not interested in them, Bettie,” I whispered and she looked up at me again with a hint of gratitude. “I’m here with you.” I bent over to kiss her mouth and she let me, again surprising me but also pleasing me. Immensely.

“So, you’re roommates like men, too?” I asked when we came up for air.

“Oh, yeah,” Bettie said with a knowing glance. “A lot.” I glanced at the blonde and was once again surprised by what I saw. She was dancing with Jake, her eyes closed and her hands over her head as he wrapped his arms around her waist. I expected her to stop him at any moment but she didn’t. He was grinding his body into hers and she was into it from what I could tell. Talk about shattering my preconception about who she was.

“How old is she?” I asked Bettie with a nod at the blonde.

“Jackie? She’s thirty-five. Why?”

“No reason,” I said in as nonchalant a voice as I could manage. “No boyfriends?”

“None that last more than a week or two.” Bettie looked at me with one eyebrow cocked and I had to laugh.

“So, she’s like a cougar or something?”

“I guess you could call her that. Both of them.” She nodded at Marcella who was kissing Zach again.

“Should I warn them?” I asked without taking my eyes off the scene that unfolded in our apartment. I wasn’t the only one watching them closely.

“Would it do any good?” I looked at Bettie again but she too was staring at her and my roommates.

“No, probably not. Do they do this kind of thing often?”

“All the time,” she said with a resigned tone.

“It bothers you, doesn’t it?” I asked and she startled slightly.

“Yeah, I guess it does.”

“Why’s that?” I asked.

“I’m not sure. I guess because it feels like they’re taking advantage of the boys.” She kept her eyes on the two couples dancing suggestively in my living room.

“They like breaking hearts, is that it?”

“Bingo.”
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Bettie and I slipped out of my apartment a couple of hours later and went to her place. She encouraged me to bring Laddie along, saying that she was fine with him staying in her room for the night as she missed having a dog of her own. We walked uptown as the city bustled around us even at one o’clock in the morning.

When we arrived, she went straight to Jackie’s room to liberate Pepper from her oversized dog cage. After letting the dogs explore each other for a few seconds, she attached Pepper’s leash and we took them out for a quick walk. Pepper peed almost as soon as we hit the street and I felt bad for the little thing - cooped up in her cage all night. But she seemed none the worse for it and we went back inside to put everyone to bed.

“You sure it’s okay?” I asked when she welcomed Laddie into her bedroom.

“Oh, yeah,” she said enthusiastically as she rubbed his head and hugged him. “I miss sleeping with a dog in my bedroom.”

“Why haven’t you replaced Snowball?”

She looked at me with a sad expression that she made no attempt to hide. “I didn’t want to take on another guaranteed heartbreak, I guess.” I took her hand and gave it a squeeze. I knew the feeling. “But this will be nice, having Laddie in the room with us.” Then she climbed into my lap and kissed me. “Really nice.”

“I agree,” I said as I kissed her back. She pulled her dress off and unhooked her strapless bra as I watched. Then she stood up and slipped her panties down to her feet. She was just about to take her heels off when I stopped her. “Any chance you might keep those on for a few minutes?” She gave me a look that was at once surprised and delighted.

“If you like,” she said with a shy smile.

I stood up and pulled my shirt over my head while she climbed onto the bed, her shoes looking incongruous but I didn’t care. I’d seen enough porn to know what I liked and this scene didn’t disappoint. I’d never gotten up the nerve to ask any of my girlfriends to do something so cliche but the fact that Bettie didn’t hesitate at all made me feel better about asking. I decided right then and there that it wouldn’t be the last time I asked.

“What is it about men and high heels?” she asked, letting me know at once that I wasn’t the first to make such a request.

“Really? You have to ask?” I didn’t know so I tried to put it back on her.

“I really don’t get it. Do you?” She batted it right back to me and I had to smile.

“Not a clue,” I said as I climbed between her thighs which she opened for me. God, how I loved that!

But when I bent down to kiss her pussy, she stopped me. “Just fuck me, Oliver. I love it when you do that but tonight I just want you inside me.”

I can’t stop grinning like a fool as I gripped my dick and aimed it at her wet pussy. She watched me without moving, her eyes on my erection. I leaned in and she sighed, a very welcomed sound. I looked up at her face and she closed her eyes but she wasn’t smiling. She arched her back slightly so I inched forward and pushed into her. She moaned again. Then she reached for me and I fell toward her body, just catching myself before I crushed her. She didn’t flinch, though. She wrapped her arms around my neck and pulled me to her for another kiss, this one full and deep, passionate in a way I’m not used to at all. I could feel the need in her lips and tongue and I frankly loved it. I needed it, too, truth be told. Badly.

I eased my dick out of her pussy and then eased into her again. She moaned slightly but it was less than satisfying, as if I wasn’t trying hard enough. I decided to see if she was really telling me what I thought she was, so I pulled out of her almost completely and then slammed into her hard. She smiled and moaned again, this time leaving no doubt in my mind what she wanted from me.

“You like that?” I growled in a low voice and she just made an almost incomprehensible sound that left no doubt in my mind that she very much liked that. I pulled back and slammed her again, then I reached down with both hands and grabbed her ass. She rubbed her crotch into mine as she arched her back again.

“Fuck me, Oliver. Fuck me hard.” She kept saying it again and again as I tried my best to fuck her so hard she came, which she did. Hard. She screamed so loud that I wondered if someone might break in on us to see if she was all right. As it was, Laddie put his paws on the edge of the bed and whimpered at me, as if to ask what the fuck I was doing.

“Oh, god,” Bettie moaned as she came down from her climax. I hadn’t cum yet but I desperately wanted to. She finally opened her eyes and looked at me. “Oh my fucking god, Oliver. That was amazing.”

Now, don’t get me wrong - I know I’m pretty good in the bedroom and I’ve got an adequate dick and pretty good self-control. But no one has ever said I was amazing before, including Bettie, when we made love the other morning. As much as I wanted to keep fucking her and finish inside of her, I had to ask.

“Really? Amazing?” I know, I know. How lame can you get? I’m a pleaser - what can I tell you?

“Oh, my god, yes. I’ve never had an orgasm like that before.”

“Like what?” I asked, still not getting it.

“Just from, you know…” She suddenly got all shy and coy on me. I was still lost, though. I raised my eyebrows. “From penetration, silly. I’ve never cum just from penetration before.”

“Oh,” I whispered. “Really?” I just can’t stop digging, for fuck’s sake. Pathetic.

She wrapped her arms around my neck again and pulled me close. She whispered in my ear. “Really.”

I didn’t know what to say.

“You haven’t cum yet, have you?” she asked suddenly. I shook my head. “How do you want me?”

I hesitated. I’ve never had a girlfriend who liked doggie style but the few times I’ve done it, I loved it. Bettie saw me hesitate though and took my face in her hands and kissed my lips. “Tell me,” she whispered at last.

“Can I fuck you from behind?” I asked tentatively. I know, I know. Pathetic. Again.

“Of course. Is that what you like?”

“I think so.” She gave me a look.

“Oliver. Tell me what you want.” She looked so adorable.

“Hands and knees,” I finally said. She disengaged from my still-hard dick and clambered into position. She was so eager to please me that I had to smile.

“Like this?” she asked as she looked over her shoulder at me. She was so sweet and innocent but at that moment, she looked like a fucking porn star.

“Just like that,” I said as I knelt behind her and eased my dick into her wet pussy. She turned away from me and moaned as I entered her. She collapsed onto the bed and stretched her arms out in front of her and it couldn’t have been more perfect. I was in heaven as I pumped my dick in and out of her tight pussy.

But Bettie had another surprise in store for me. “Grab my hair, Oliver,” she whispered. “Grab my hair and pull it, hard.”

I reached for her thick brown hair and wrapped it around one hand, while I gripped her hip with the other hand. I pulled it but not too hard. She moaned again and I pulled harder as I upped my tempo.

“Touch yourself, Bettie,” I ordered her and wondered if I’d gone too far. She didn’t hesitate. I felt her nails against the underside of my dick as she began to finger herself. “Can you cum again?” She moaned and I assumed that meant that she could. “Make yourself cum, Bettie. Make yourself cum.”

She squeaked and twisted her body slightly as she reached for her breast with her free hand to massage it and I wondered if she watched more porn than I did. She was a natural at putting on a show for me, if that’s what she was doing, but as my dick began to swell in her pussy she moaned again, more urgently, her fingernails scraping against my dick but I didn’t care. I fucked her hard as I pulled her hair and lifted her off the bed as she screamed and I shot my load deep into her and groaned myself. Then I collapsed on top of her as Laddie panted and whimpered by the bed.

“Oh, my, god,” I whispered at last as she breathed hard underneath me. I lifted my body slightly to allow her to take a breath but she told me to stay on top of her. “It’s fine, Oliver. I love feeling the full weight of you on me.” I relaxed and covered her completely. I could sense that she was struggling to breathe and that made me feel good, amazingly enough. I don’t know why but that she had to fight to breathe was a real rush, one I’d never felt before.

Finally, I rolled to one side and she took a deep breath. She wasn’t annoyed. She didn’t chastise me for having my way with her. She just nestled against me and wiggled her bottom into my crotch, my wilting dick still buried inside her. She didn’t move to get a tissue or a towel to keep us from messing up the sheets. She didn’t run to the bathroom to clean herself of my residue. It suddenly dawned on me that not all girls were like my ex in that regard and I was amazed. Not only at the new reality that Bettie presented me with but how unexpected it was for me. How I’d conditioned myself to expect her to be done with me as soon as she was done with me. How she wasn’t done with me just because we were finished making love.

“Stay inside me all night if you want to, Oliver. I love the way you feel inside me.”

Fuck. I could get used to this.

The next morning, I woke up to find myself alone in Bettie's bed. I heard noises coming from the living room outside the closed bedroom door, voices, and someone doing something with pots and pans in the kitchen. I sat up and looked over to see Laddie sitting next to the bed, his eyes on mine.

“What’s up, boy?” I asked him and he tilted his head the way he does. “Where’s Bette?” I asked not expecting an answer but he hopped up and went to the bedroom door. He looked at it expecting me to open it for him so I got out of the bed and pulled my pants on. I opened the door and he padded into the living room. I followed him.

“Hey, sleepyhead,” Bettie said from the kitchen where she appeared to be making breakfast. The smell of bacon almost overwhelmed me as soon as I entered the room but my attention was drawn to the table where her two roommates sat looking at their phones.

“Hi,” I said to no one in particular, not knowing what the protocol was for visitors of the male variety. The brunette, Marcella, looked up and smiled warmly, but the blonde - Jackie? - ignored me. “What time is it?” I asked.

“Almost nine,” Bettie said with a smile of her own. “Hungry? I made pancakes and bacon.”

“Sounds great,” I told her as I looked down at my bare feet and chest. “Is this too much?” I whispered when she came over to kiss me.

“No, you’re fine. It’s not like we’ve never had a man spend the night,” she said and then she turned away from me and I could tell she was embarrassed by her unexpected admission.

“Am I the only one here?” I asked in a whisper but Marcella and the blonde heard me as they exchanged a look. Bettie nodded at me with a solemn look of her own.

“We didn’t bring anyone home, if that’s what you’re thinking,” the blonde said with a bit of an attitude. She kept her eyes locked on her phone.

“Come on, Jackie,” Marcella scolded her with a smile. “Lighten up.” She stood up and I realized she was wearing the same tank top she had on last night but she was no longer wearing the skirt. The top came down only to the tops of her thighs which made for an even sexier look, if that’s possible. I turned my eyes away from her body out of deference to Bettie but she’d already gone back to finish cooking breakfast. I glanced at Marcella’s face and she was looking at me with a slight smirk on her face. I looked away but I’m sure I blushed hard and kicked myself mentally. This place was going to be challenging, that’s for sure.

“Hey, Bettie,” Jackie said as she finally looked up from her phone. “Are we still on for tonight?” She asked with a glance at me. I looked at Bettie who was clearly feeling put on the spot but I had no idea how.

“I think so,” Bettie said in a decidedly undecided way.

“When will you know for sure?” Jackie asked with a sarcastic tone.

“Come on, Jacks,” Marcella said. “Give her a break.”

“We’ve got a few dozen people counting on us, Chella. If we’re bailing out I’ve got to make a bunch of calls.” She looked at me again before she turned to Bettie. “So what’s it going to be, Betts? Are we good?”

“Yeah, we’re good. I’m in.”

“Good. Now, let’s eat.”
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We talked about last night’s party and my roommates during breakfast which was a real trip. All four of us are in our twenties and although nobody offered any numbers, it seemed pretty obvious to me that all three women are in their thirties. I didn’t press the point because where would that lead - no place good - so I didn’t talk much at all and the conversation soon turned to the next party, at their apartment, that same night.

“Can you come, Oliver?” Bettie asked me as I stood up to pour another cup of coffee for myself.

I shook my head. “Working, I’m afraid. It was a nightmare getting off last night. We’re still short a bartender.”

“Maybe you could come by after you close up?” she asked with a look that made it feel hard to say no. I promised I’d try.

“Okay if we invite your roommates, Oliver?” Marcella asked, which prompted a hard stare from Jackie. “Oh, give it a rest,” the beautiful Spaniard said in that sexy accent of hers. But I got the strong impression that Jackie was the alpha dog in their group.

“Sure,” I said with a goofy smile. “And I’m sure they’ll take you up on your offer.”

“And why is that, Ollie?” Jackie asked without trying to hide her disdain for me and mine. “They’re not thinking last night meant anything, are they?”

“No, of course not,” I lied. I’m pretty sure I saw looks of ecstasy from both Jake and Zach as they were dancing and more with Bettie's exquisite roommates. But I got her point. “I’ll talk to them if you like, make sure they realize it was all completely casual.”

“Do that,” Jackie said before she stood up and put her hand on Marcella’s shoulder. “I’ve got to head into the office this morning, babe. See you this afternoon?” She leaned over and kissed her on the mouth, quickly but passionately, which I found a little surprising, more than a little embarrassing, and erotic as hell all rolled into one. I’m sure the look on my face said as much because when I glanced at Bettie, she was staring at me as I watched her roommates. She didn’t look happy, to say the least.

“What can I do to help, Bette?” Marcella asked as she stood up once Jackie had left the kitchen. “Do you have everything you need?”

“I’m fine,” Bettie said in a small voice that made me sit up and take notice. As soon as Marcella left us alone I asked her about it.

“Do you always let them run the show?” I asked, immediately regretting my choice of words. “I mean, it is your apartment, right?”

“Yeah, it is,” she allowed. “They don’t run the show, but they both have jobs so I do a lot of the menial stuff around here.”

“Menial stuff? Is that how they think of it, or just you?”

“What do you mean? She looked hurt, or embarrassed, and I just wanted to back out of the whole conversation. But I felt like I should know how things worked and now was as good a time as any to find out.

“Let me put it this way, and please believe me when I tell you that I’m not trying to upset you or cause any trouble between you and your roommates. Lord knows I’ve had my own issues on that score.”

“Okay,” she said tentatively.

“Do they take advantage of you because they have jobs and you don’t?” She looked surprised but not angry. I really can’t imagine Bettie getting angry about anything.

“I don’t think so,” she said without a lot of conviction. “Why? Is that the way it looks to you?”

I shrugged. “Look, I’ve been here for all of about five minutes, so what do I know? But it seemed like they were taking you for granted, a little bit, at least.”

“I like to feel useful,” she said, defensively.

I stood up and pulled her out of her chair so I could wrap my arms around her. She let me. “Okay, then I won’t say any more about it.” She looked up at me and I bent down to kiss her. Fuck, she tasted and felt good. I held her close and she held me around my waist.

“I like that you’re looking out for me,” she whispered into my chest.

“And I like looking out for you.” I leaned back and looked down at her. “I really do.”

We cleaned up after breakfast together. I was a little uncomfortable about bringing up her roommates again, but when they both left with promises to see Bettie later that day and no mention was made of them helping set up for the party, I couldn’t help myself. I didn’t want to cause Bettie any discomfort so I eased into the conversation from a different direction.

“I was a little surprised by the way Jackie kissed Marcella after breakfast,” I began. I saw Bettie stiffen slightly so when she looked at me I smiled. “It’s not a problem, I was just surprised.”

“Why?”

“Well, the way they…” I hesitated. “The way they kissed my roommates last night, five seconds after they met them, it was a little surprising, I guess.”

“They love each other, but they really like boys, too. Like, a lot.” She gave me a look.

“What does that mean?”

She shrugged as she wiped the bacon grease out of the pan with a paper towel. “Well, they’re very pretty, so…”

I knew a potential landmine when I heard one so I kept my mouth shut. But she looked at me with a cute little smile. “It’s okay, Oliver. I know you’re attracted to them. Who wouldn’t be?”

“It’s not like that, Bettie. I mean, yeah, I can see they’re attractive, like you said. But it’s not like that.”

She didn’t say anything in response - she just kept staring at me. I stared back at her. Finally, I had to ask. “What?”

“It’s nothing,” she finally said as she turned away. I went to her and took her in my arms again.

“What is it, Bette?” I whispered.

“It’s stupid,” she whispered so softly I could hardly hear her.

“Tell me, and let me decide.”

She looked up at me. “This will take a while. Do you need to go to work soon?”

I glanced at the clock on the wall. “I’ve got a couple of hours.”

“We should walk the dogs. We can talk at the park.”

We were sitting on our bench and watching the dogs as they played with the usual pack of pure breeds and mongrels that showed up on Saturday mornings. I waited patiently for Bettie to  work up whatever she needed to tell me what was on her mind. I had no clue, so I just waited.

“I’m different, Oliver. You should know that before we get involved with each other.”

“I think we already are involved, Bettie,” I said quietly.

“I know, but you know what I mean. Before we get serious, more serious,” she said with a look.” We need to be completely honest with each other and I haven’t been completely honest with you. I’m going to fix that now but…” She looked at me again, this time with fear in her eyes. I was startled to see it.

“You don’t need to worry about me, Bettie,” I said and I believed it. “Whatever it is, we’ll work through it.”

“I hope so, I really do.” She looked miserable but I kept my mouth shut and let her find the words she was so obviously trying desperately to find. “I’m just so hopeful right now, and it’s all because of you.”

I was stunned. “Me? What are you hopeful about?”

“You’re the first boy I’ve ever been with who seems to be interested in me for me.” She looked at me with those sad eyes of hers and my heart almost broke.

“What do you mean?”

“The last boy I was with, he wasn’t really all that interested in me. He was more interested in Jackie and Marcella.”

“Why did you think that?” I was pretty sure I knew but I wanted her to say it.

“Because he told me as much. He didn’t come right out and say it but it was pretty clear, to me at least. To them, too.”

“Seriously? They knew?” That really pissed me off but I held my tongue.

“Yeah, they knew. We didn’t talk about it but we didn’t have to. It was so obvious.”

“Obvious how?”

“Well, for one thing, Steve had a nickname for me. Can you guess what it was?”

I could but I didn’t want to say it, just in case I was, by some miracle, wrong. So I shook my head.

“Ugly Bettie,” she said with the saddest face I ever saw.

“Fuck. That’s awful, Bettie. I’m so sorry.”

She nodded and wiped away the tears that had begun to trickle down her face. “I know, but I couldn’t do anything about it. I was just so…” She looked away. “Helpless.”

“Why did you put up with him?” I wasn’t trying to make her feel worse but I had to ask.

“I really don’t know, Oliver. I mean, I knew he wasn’t the one for me. I think I knew that right from the time we first started dating. But he was part of their crowd and I felt flattered that he took an interest in me. At first, at least.”

“Their crowd?”

“Jackie and Marcella’s crowd. They have this group of friends and Steve was in the group.”

“Aren’t you in the group?”

She looked away. “No, not really. I’m kind of just the one who has the apartment.”

I stared at Bettie until she looked at me. “So they’re using you?”

“I don’t think of it that way,” she whispered but she looked away again and I knew she was fighting off tears.

“That doesn’t mean it isn’t happening, though. Does it?”

She stared at the dogs for a long time before she finally nodded her head. “That’s kind of what I wanted to talk to you about.” She looked at me and her eyes were so sad I just wanted to hold her. But I cocked an eyebrow instead to signal her to continue her thought.

“I know that the reason Jackie and Marcella put up with me…”

I couldn’t help myself. “Bette…” I said.

“Let me finish. I know that the reason they put up with me is that they like my apartment and I’m okay with that. If that’s what it takes to keep them in my life, I’m okay with that.”

I felt my shoulders sag - how sad for her. And for us, it suddenly occurred to me. But I didn’t say anything. It didn’t feel right.

But then she surprised me, big time. She turned to face me and took my hands in hers. “But that’s what I wanted to talk to you about, Oliver. I’m very attracted to you. I knew it when we were coming to this park over a year ago, and you were still with Chloe and I was still with Steve. I was really attracted to you then but it wasn’t a good time for either of us, so I just put it out of my head. But I couldn’t stop thinking about you, even when you disappeared without a trace from my life. It made me so sad when I thought I’d never see you again.”

I didn’t know what to say. She must have read my mind because she said, “You don’t need to say anything, Oliver. I know it was all in my head so I didn’t feel like you deserted me or anything, I just felt so lost when I stopped seeing you here.

“Which changed completely when you showed up again the other day. I couldn’t believe it was you. Then when you told me you’d broken up with your girlfriend, it was almost too much. I almost walked away - I didn’t want to get my hopes up because I was so heartbroken last year.”

I felt so many emotions at that point I didn’t know where to begin to respond, so I stayed the course and kept quiet. She didn’t seem to mind - I’m so used to women pushing me to be more open, to make more of an effort to communicate, but I didn’t get that sense from Bettie. I liked that. I liked it a lot.

“So when you showed up again, at first I told myself to keep my distance, that it was too much to hope that you’d be interested in me once I found out you were single. I knew I should protect myself but I couldn’t do it. I just couldn’t do it.” She whimpered a bit and I moved to put my arm around her shoulders but she stood up suddenly. “Let me finish, okay?” she said it softly but I got the message.

Bettie turned to face me. “I know it’s way too soon but I don’t care. I know, Oliver. I know.”

I stood up and took her into my arms. I had to assume what she meant because she wasn’t saying it, not really, not completely, but I knew too. I wrapped my arms around her and held her close and she cried into my chest but I didn’t feel helpless. For the first time in my life, I made a woman cry but didn’t feel like I’d done something wrong. It was an odd but wonderful feeling. I wasn’t sure I could trust myself but something about Bettie made me want to try.

“There’s more,” she whispered at last. My heart dropped in my chest but I didn’t say a word. “It’s all good but I need to finish what I wanted to say.” We sat down on the bench and she took my hands in hers again.

“I know it’s way too soon. I know that. But I don’t care. For the first time in my life, I don’t care what anyone thinks about how I feel except for you, Oliver. I don’t want to push you or make you uncomfortable but I want you to understand where I’m coming from.”

“Just tell me, Bettie,” I said as gently as I could.

“Jackie and Marcella are important to me, Oliver. Very important.”

“Okay,” I said, trying to prompt her to go on. She looked around as if she couldn’t figure out what to say next.

“But I want you in my life, too, Oliver. I really do. It’s just…”

“What?”

“I’m not sure I can ever ask them to leave,” she whispered. “Because I don’t ever want them to leave.”

I nodded but I had no idea what she was getting at. “Are you involved with them, Bette? Physically?”

“No, never. I told you.”

“But…”

“I love them, Oliver. I love them and I want to keep them in my life. But I want you in my life, too.”

“Okay.” I still wasn’t getting it.

“Are you okay with them staying?”

“Staying where?”

“At my apartment.”

“Well, they live there, right? Didn’t you say they pay your fees or something?” I was beginning to get it. Finally.

“Yeah, they do. Is that okay?” She looked at me with her beautiful brown eyes as if I held the key to her happiness in my hands, but I still wasn’t sure what she was getting out.

“Of course, Bettie. I don’t see why that would be a problem.”

“Are you sure?” She looked at me again and suddenly I got what she was really asking.

I think.

“Oh,” is all I could manage in response.

Little did I know…
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On the way home from the dog park, I got up the nerve to ask another question that had been bugging me ever since Bettie explained how she relies on her roommates to help her with living expenses. I was anxious to change the subject, as well.

“How much are the monthly fees for the apartment?” Fees can vary widely in the city but I knew little about the high-end places like Bettie's. She glanced at me as if to make sure I didn’t fall down or something.

“Between the taxes, insurance, and HOA fees, around ten thousand,” she said in a tone so nonchalant I almost did fall over.

“A month?” She nodded as I looked at her without bothering to hide how shocked I was. “And you and your roommates can cover all that?”

“Jackie and Marcella split it evenly,” she almost whispered, as if she was embarrassed by her lack of contribution to what struck me as an enormous sum of money for fees.

I knew I should let it go but I couldn’t stop. “What’s the place worth? Do you know?”

“I think if I wanted to sell it, which I don’t, the last realtor I talked to said I might get as much as five million for it. But I think he was just trying to entice me to sell. I doubt I’d get that much.”

I stopped dead in my tracks. “I thought your family owned it.”

She stopped and turned to look at me. “They do, or they did. My father left it to me when he died.”

“I thought you said…”

“I know, but I didn’t want to make you feel sorry for me or anything.” She was on the verge of tears again so I tried to let it drop but she kept on talking as the dogs pulled us toward her building. “My mother died when I was seven and my father died when I was twenty-two. It’s just me - no brothers or sisters - so it’s all mine, as long as I pay the taxes and such.”

“What would happen if either Jackie or Marcella moved out?”

She shrugged. “I’d figure something out, but they’re not going anywhere. We have a deal.”

“People change, Bettie. What if one of them met someone and decided to get married and start a family?”

She looked at me with an expression I couldn’t quite read. “They love each other, Oliver. They are not going to meet someone.”

We walked in silence for the rest of the way to her building. The doorman opened the door for us and we waited by the elevator for just under a minute as the dogs behaved, thank god. Suddenly, knowing how expensive the building was, especially compared to mine - I chip in $1500 a month toward our rent and expenses - I felt like a phony trying to pass myself off as something I was not. I don’t begrudge Bettie her good fortune, if you can really call it that, but my whole outlook on what we were doing had changed. Dramatically.

“But what would you do if anything changed?” I couldn’t stop fixating on the fact that I was way out of my league with Bettie and her place. Not that she’d implied anything so far. In hindsight, I know I was being a little presumptuous but that’s the way I think. How could I ever fit into her world?

She didn’t look at me or say anything for the short ride to the top of the building, which seemed to take a lot longer now that I knew what the place was worth. When the doors opened and I waited as she used her key to unlock the front door, I felt like I should figure out some excuse to make a quick exit and then find some other dog park to take Laddie to. The thought of never seeing Bettie again depressed the hell out of me but how could we go on? I knew I didn’t want to see her casually, with no thought about having a future together. I’d been down that road before and it sucked, knowing that a relationship was going to end sooner rather than later. Plus, I knew I already had strong feelings for Bettie and it seemed like she had similar feelings for me, even though we’d only just reconnected. There was something about her, and us, that really struck a chord in me. I didn’t want to put myself through the wringer again, and I knew, even at this early stage, that breaking up with Bettie would be way worse than my breakup with Chloe.

Suddenly, I felt Bettie's eyes on me. I turned to look at her and she didn’t smile, or laugh, or say a word. She just continued to stare at me. “What?” I finally asked.

“You seem distant all of a sudden,” she said softly. “Was it something I said?”

“What? No, not at all,” I lied. She cocked an eyebrow and I knew she was on to me.

Fuck.

“Look, Oliver. I know it’s a lot to deal with, me and my situation. I get it. But give it a chance before you decide anything, okay? That’s all I ask.”

She was staring at me with those beautiful eyes of hers again and I knew I was sunk. I just couldn’t say no to her. That I didn’t want to say no didn’t help, even though I knew it was never going to work out between us. I don’t know what I’m doing with my life but I know enough to realize that I would never fit in her world. I checked my phone and realized that I had to head home to get ready for work. I told her as much and she smiled.

“What time do you get off work tonight?” she asked as I pulled Laddie to the door.

“About midnight.”

“Come by when you’re done if you can. And leave Laddie with me - I don’t mind having him around and I’ll be sure to feed and walk him so you don’t have to worry about him.”

I knew what she was doing but I agreed to it anyway. I didn’t want to say no, in more ways than one. “See you tonight, then?” she asked as I stood in her doorway.

“See you tonight.”

I rode the elevator down to the lobby in total confusion. I slipped out of the building as quickly as I could to avoid any eye contact with the staff or other tenants. I just couldn’t rid myself of the feeling that I was an imposter, trespassing on their sacred ground. When I exited the lobby I was disappointed further to find that the weather had turned and it was raining on me, magnifying my depressed mood.

I hustled home as fast as I could after I considered but decided against calling an Uber or taking a cab. I’m not so poor as to be unable to splurge for a ride once in a while but my feelings of inadequacy were so heightened as I trudged down the rain-soaked street that I couldn’t bring myself to spend the money. Plus, since Bettie kept my dog I wouldn’t need to spend some of my time feeding him so I had plenty of time to walk instead of ride.

Once I changed at my apartment and arrived at the bar for my shift, I thought about Bettie and our conversations all day at work. The Belvedere was crowded. What bar isn’t jammed these days since the pandemic has faded from the public’s consciousness? I was grateful for work to distract me and the tips to ease my insecurities but I knew it was just a band-aid that wouldn’t do anything in the long run to change the situation I suddenly found myself in. Which really pissed me off. Not for the first time and certainly not for the last time, I beat myself up for dropping out of college and short-circuiting my goals, dreams, and prospects. That I wasn’t in the right mindset back then to get the degree I thought I wanted wasn’t relevant in my mind. Who cares if you don’t like your job as long as it pays well, my father used to say, and now I find myself agreeing with him. I wasn’t all that good at the engineering courses I took during my year at school but I wasn’t bad, either. I could have gutted it out if I wanted to but I didn’t want to, pure and simple. Now I was paying the price for not paying the piper back then.

As the manager was closing up after the last call, I debated whether to go home to change before I headed over to Bettie's place for the party. I almost don’t want to go but I have to get Laddie. As a compromise, I decided to just go to the party in my bartending uniform which isn’t really a uniform as it is a way of dressing that stands out and doesn’t look like any of my personal clothes - a white dress shirt, black pants, and black shoes that look like something a banker would wear. The Belvedere isn’t upscale but it’s no dive, either. A dive could never afford to pay the rent in this part of town which is a lot closer to Bettie's building than my own.

~ Hey ~ I said when I texted Bettie as I left the bar. ~ Is the party still happening? ~

She wasted no time texting me back. ~ Still going strong. Are you coming over now? ~

~ Walking out the door, see you soon ~ I pocketed my phone and sprinted through the rain which was coming down harder than when I got to work eight hours ago. I ran almost all the way to her building before I bolted past the doorman and into the lobby. I dripped on the marble floor but decided they must be used to that and at least the floors weren’t wood. I punched the top button on the elevator and tried to improve my appearance which was not going to happen. I felt like I shouldn’t be doing this but it was too late to back out now.

The elevator dinged, the door opened and I found myself confronted with a small group of people standing in the hall outside Bettie's place with drinks and cigarettes or vapes. They all turned to look at me when I stepped out of the elevator but no one said hello or even acknowledged my presence. It was like I disappeared as soon as they saw me and went back to whatever it was they were talking about. I’m used to being lost in the decor as a bartender - once you get your drink, who needs one? - but this was even worse than that. I shouldered my way through the knot of people and ignored the looks of disdain and eye rolls as they shifted slightly to let me through. I felt like I was back in junior high school barging into the boys’ room where all the cool kids were smoking and who the hell did I think I was, needing to pee?

“Oliver!” Bettie called out as soon as I entered the apartment. She flew into my arms and wrapped her hands around my neck, then she kissed me hard which surprised me more than it should have. “I missed you,” she said when we broke from the kiss but she kissed me again, just as urgently. I should have enjoyed it but I’m ashamed to say I found it a little embarrassing.

I know, right?

“What can I get you?” she asked as I looked around. The crowd was much like the one at the door which only depressed me more than I was - upscale but trying to hide it, pampered and hip. Not my kind of crowd at all. I gritted my teeth and followed Bettie to the kitchen where Jackie was holding court. She looked at me without acknowledging me, then turned back to the small group she was explaining something to and finished with everyone laughing politely.

“Ollie, you’re soaked,” she said as Bettie fixed me a drink. “Don’t you have an umbrella or a hat?” The group smiled and turned to look at me but I didn’t have the presence of mind to say anything so they quickly lost interest. Bettie handed me a drink and dragged me out of the kitchen to the terrace. We dashed through the rain to a small gazebo that I hadn’t noticed before. She hugged me as we huddled in the shelter it provided but as I looked around at the city’s skyline I felt even more depressed than when I left for work this afternoon.

“We need to talk, Bettie,” I said softly and she didn’t look at me - she just tightened her grip around my waist. I peeled her off me and took her hand. Finally, she looked up at me and I was surprised to find her not crying. Isn’t ‘We need to talk’ the universal breakup signal? How could she not know that?

“Look, I know what you’re thinking,” she began. “I know this is a lot for you but I don’t want to end this before we’ve even tried. I waited too long for you to come back into my life. And now that you’re here, I don’t want to lose you again.”

“But I don’t fit, Bettie,” I said softly. “I’ll never fit in with all this.”

“Then I’ll change things or do whatever needs to be done to make it work, Oliver.”

“How can you be so sure?” I wanted to believe her, in the worst way, but I just couldn’t see it.

“There’s more that I haven’t told you,” she whispered. “And I don’t want to tell you until you’re ready to hear it. Can you just give me a month? That’s all I ask. I’m not asking you to do anything except not break up with me for a month. If I haven’t convinced you in that amount of time that we’re right for each other, I’ll let you walk away without a fight.”

I raised my eyebrows. “Without a fight?” I didn’t quite understand but I didn’t know what else to say.

She frowned but smiled right away. “That came out wrong. Obviously, I’m not going to fight with you, Oliver. I’ll never fight with you. It’s not who I am. But that’s what I’m trying to tell you. You don’t know who I am, not yet. You have some idea but there’s a lot more to my story that I’m not ready to share at this point. I will be, soon, I promise. Just give me a chance. Give us a chance. Don’t jump to conclusions just because you see all this and it’s not what you’re used to. This is not me. Those people in there,” she said with a dismissive wave. “They are not me. They are not my friends. Don’t judge me based on them.”

“But they’re friends of your roommates, aren’t they? How can you be so sure about…?” She cuts me off again.

“Give me a month, Oliver. Just give me a month, okay?”

“Okay, Bettie.”
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