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Foreword
First of all, I'd like to thank you for showing an interest in the Joyce's Choice series. The first book has been one of my most popular ones and I hope my readers enjoy this one just as much.

The events in Rachel's Choice take place in the summer of 1980, one year after Joyce's Choice, focusing entirely on Rachel's own struggle with life, love, and happiness. It is not necessarily a sequel to Joyce's Choice and Joyce herself plays only a supporting role Rachel's life.

If this is your first book in the series, welcome! If you have already read Joyce's Choice, welcome back!

C. Holt

Author Contact: c.holt.author@gmail.com




1. Dinner
It was a normal Saturday evening in Big Rock. The temperatures on the West Coast finally dropped into more comfortable ranges. Other parts of the country were not so fortunate. Experts were already proclaiming the '80 heat wave that scorched the Midwest as one of the worst natural disasters America had ever faced. 

But that was far away from the little gated community of Big Rock. The smell of barbecue clung to the air, competing with the scent of freshly mown grass still floating in the air. The HoA of Big Rock was busy with the biweekly lawn mowing but all the residents of the upscale neighborhood enjoyed the manicured lawns and spared no expense to keep them green.

The neighborhood consisted of two roads. The older Five Oaks Road, where the houses were biggest and the lawns largest, and the newer River Falls Drive, where fifteen of the twenty-five houses were built all in the same style.

The Cartwrights lived in 1002 Five Oaks Road, the second house from the western end. Nelson Cartwright, forty-six, was a senior partner at a hedge fund downtown. Joyce, forty-five, was his wife of over twenty-four years. The product of their love, Rachel, was twenty, with her birthday coming up at the end of Summer.

On that Saturday evening, they sat around the dining room table laden with food. Joyce had gone all out, slow cooking duck breast a l'Orange, mashed potatoes with thyme, roasted vegetables, and green beans. There was also a rhubarb pie in the oven.

The reason for this occasion was them hosting Robert Campbell — no relation. He was the son of Nelson's boss, Luke Campbell, and his wife Patty. It wasn't the first time that Nelson and Joyce had met him but it was the first time he did so as — officially — Rachel's boyfriend. Nelson had been over the moon when he heard the news.

Everyone was dressed up for the occasion, which in Nelson's case was right out of the 50's, with a pinstripe vest that made him look like a penguin. Both the women wore dresses, though Rachel's mauve was significantly shorter. At first, Robert wanted to arrive in a three-piece suit, which Rachel managed to just barely talk him out of and into slacks and open-buttoned dress shirt with a wild print.

"Would you like more duck, Robert?" Joyce asked

"Yes, please. And some of the beans. They're completely out there, Mrs. Joyce," Robert complimented.

Rachel sighed, though not loud enough for anyone to notice. The entire dinner had been a very weird experience. It wasn't anything she could have put her finger on, just a general sense of anxiety. She had wanted the dinner to go well but it seemed to go so well it almost felt scripted. Like they had somehow staged it all just for her.

The weirdest part was Nelson instantly approving of their relationship. It wasn't a surprise, given that he was the son of Nelson's boss, but he seemed to go above-and-beyond in his support. Like he wanted to make certain the two of them got hitched. Rachel was sure that if she asked, Nelson would go out at once and buy the ring.

The other times she had brought home a guy, Nelson had been anything but happy. He had even gone so far as to ground her the first time and threatening to call the cops. She was sure that Robert would have been the same — after all, her boyfriend was everything that her father wasn't. Twenty-six years old with a square jaw, rosy cheeks, medium-length dirty-blonde hair slicked back, and born into a successful family. That usually brought out immeasurable envy in her thin-skinned father.

That her mother liked him was never really a question. She was the kind of person that liked everyone, no matter what. That was probably the only reason she managed to marry Nelson. Although even she was taking it a little too far.

At first, Robert kept calling her "Mrs. Cartwright" and Joyce tried her best to put an end to that, insisting he call her "Joyce," which led to him calling her "Mrs. Joyce." Every time he did, Joyce smiled and once she even giggled.

And now, Robert couldn't seem to stop eating. He'd gotten seconds and thirds. 

"Anyway, as I was saying, the Robertson account is something special. They're routing all their business through an LLC based in, can you believe it, Panama?" Nelson said, picking up a thread from an earlier conversation.

"Why Panama?" Robert inquired, forking a piece of duck breast and attempting to eat it, though he was so enthralled by Nelson that he completely missed his mouth and left an orange glaze smudge on his jaw. 

"No, please, no more shop talk," Joyce interrupted.

"But—"

"Honey," Joyce said firmly, in a tone of voice Rachel had never heard before.

That was another piece of the puzzle she couldn't connect. Ever since she returned from Ferguson, her mother seemed to have somehow managed to wind Nelson around her finger. She'd gotten him to stop smoking cigars in the house, which was a big change. She also got him to stop putting his feet up on the coffee table, which was a pet peeve of hers, and he helped out in the kitchen, which he never did.

And now she managed to get him to stop talking about something work-related. It was a conundrum she really wanted to solve, partly out of curiosity, partly because she wanted to have that kind of power, too. She wasn't in a big rush. After all, she had only just arrived back home and had all summer break to do it.

"I want to know when you're finally going to visit the new Springfield pool. They renovated it over the winter and it's gorgeous. It's an Olympic size open-air pool and—"

"Yes, I know," Rachel interrupted, forestalling the whole advertising pitch she already listened to once. Olympic size pool. Ten meter diving platform. Fifty yard long water slide. Two acres of lush greenery to laze about. Even a snack bar. "We're going there tomorrow."

"Both of you?" Joyce asked with a glimmer in her eye. "How romantic."

"Yes, Mom, that's what couples do."

Nelson chuckled. "I'm still getting used to you saying the word couple. My little princess is growing up."

"Don't worry. I will take good care of her," Robert promised at once.

"I can take care of myself," Rachel rebutted.

"Certainly, I never meant to insinuate otherwise," Robert said quickly with a slight frown on his face.

"I know you didn't," Rachel sighed.

She hadn't meant to get in his face again. Maybe everyone else was being normal and it was she who was acting oddly. Perhaps her period was coming in early. It would explain why she constantly felt like she was hallucinating the entire dinner.

"Aren't they adorable?" Joyce cooed.

At last, Robert loaded the last piece of carrot on his fork and ate the damn thing. Rachel seized the opportunity. "Dinner was great, Mom. Is it okay if we go hang out upstairs for a while?"

"Of course. You two should enjoy your young lives while you can. Your father and I will take care of the dishes."

"I'd be more than happy to help you in the—" Robert started but was interrupted by Rachel, who grabbed his arm and forcefully pulled him toward the stairs. "Thank you very much for dinner," he managed to call out.

The room hadn't changed at all since she moved out. It had never really felt like her room in the first place. When they moved to Big Rock in '77, she only had a year left before going to college. Between hanging out with Becky and school, she barely got a chance to settle in. 

Peach-and-white striped wallpaper and light-olive carpet. She remembered picking the colors herself but not what she had been thinking at the time. Her room at Ferguson just had plain white walls, which were plastered with posters. There wasn't a single Travolta at Big Rock.

"Your parents are grand," Robert said.

Rachel pulled him over to the bean bag chair and promptly pushed him down on it. The leather creaked and the air whooshed. He laughed and opened his arms, expecting her to join him. She did not and instead laid down on her bed, glad to finally be able to relax.

"They're stressful," she replied.

Not getting the hint, Robert scrambled to his feet and approached the bed. It wasn't a big, fancy bed made for two and she laid smack dab in the middle. For a moment, she contemplated not moving but that was too petty. She wasn't mad at him. Just mad at the world.

The poor bed creaked under their combined weight but she was glad to feel the comforting body next to hers. He scooped her up and pulled her close, cradling her in his strong arm. She relaxed into his embrace.

"Thanks, you did good, tonight," she said.

"I'm relieved. Your dad is a big deal at the company. I think I was as nervous tonight as I was on our first date. Maybe even more so."

"Why? You're dating me, not him."

"That's where you're wrong, Rach. When I marry you, it's going to forever intertwine our families. As soon as I pass the bar, I'm gonna be working with him for many a year. If one of those relationships sours, the other one will spoil as well. It's a careful balancing act."

It was the first really serious relationship she had been in. Robert openly talked of marriage, though as far as she was aware, he had not yet considered asking for her hand in matrimony. He wanted to pass the bar first and make sure his future was set in stone so that he knew he could provide for her.

Thinking about that made her stomach tingle. All throughout high school, she had just enjoyed living in the moment. Her boyfriends had been fun to fool around with but she had never looked for more than that. Then her parents set her up with Robert and suddenly things were so different.

What did it mean to live with one person for the rest of her life? What did it mean to live by herself? The only role model she had in that capacity was her mother. Joyce seemed to be very happy with her life, especially these days. Her latest pastime was gardening, which was odd. Her mother looked more like a swimsuit model than a gardener, and it had been wild to see her kneeling by the flowerbed, staining her jeans green and smiling like a kid on Christmas.

Her father, on the other hand, always pushed her toward doing things with her life. He was the one that got her accepted into Ferguson where she'd be studying business admin as soon as the summer break was over. It was a rushed, last moment decision after not declaring her major for as long as she could. She still didn't know if it was the right choice, but her father was proud — it would be a great way to make money.

It was the curse of being born a girl to a father who wanted a son. Especially since she looked so much like him. No, that wasn't entirely true, it just felt like it. She had plenty of Joyce in her face but the hair was all Nelson, which was the first thing people saw. Brown and boring. It was neither flat nor really curly, just smack dab in the middle, where it painfully resisted the efforts to be beaten into anything useful.

"Do you think they can hear us downstairs?" Robert asked and the hand that was cradling her trailed higher to the base of her breasts.

"Yes, they probably can," she replied. Sex definitely wasn't on her mind at all. She was far too occupied with serious thoughts.

"Guess we'll just have to be quiet."

"I don't have any condoms on me."

"I got some," he said, squeezing her breast.

"I'm on my period," she said, even though she wasn't sure if that was true.

"That's okay, we can just fool around."

"My dad's in the house and didn't you say that you wanted to make sure you're on good terms with him? What do you think he'd say if he heard?"

At once, Robert withdrew his hand. "Ah, shoot, you're right."

"Just hug me for a few more minutes, okay? Then it's probably better if you go home."

Robert didn't say anything, he just hugged her closer and kissed the back of her head. Once he'd seen reason, he was pretty good about following it. If only she had been able to do it on her own instead of invoking the threat of her father.

She'd have to find out her mother's secret.



2. Chocolate
It was in the low nineties but for once, Rachel didn't mind it. It was the perfect weather for lying on a towel under the sun wearing her brand new white-and-red polka dot bikini with a bow in the back and bottoms so skimpy her dad would faint if he ever saw them. 

This particular summer had done wonders for her complexion. It was the first time she managed to get tan without burning herself even once. She had untied the strap of her bra so her back could soak in the full sun.

"Your gelato, my queen," Robert said, wearing a navy blue speedo. He sat down in front of her and offered her a paper bowl with two scoops of vanilla ice cream, a little triangular wafer stuck on top, and strawberry jam drizzled over it. 

"Nooo, I wanted chocolate," Rachel whined and pulled a face.

Laughing, Robert procured another bowl from behind his back. Chocolate with rainbow sprinkles. He set it down on the blanket and made himself comfortable. It was like he purposely plonked his crotch right in front of her, sitting on his butt with his feet planted on the ground.

Not that she minded. Somehow, he managed to tan himself so he almost looked caramel. His legs were covered in a fine blonde fuzz, making them look all smooth, though they weren't. Unlike her own, which she had to shave at least twice a week or she'd look like a sasquatch.

Hopefully, their children would inherit his blonde hair. She tried to remember how that worked. Her mom was super blonde but everyone on her dad's side had the same brown hair. Theoretically, that meant her children with Robert would have a chance at inheriting the recessive trait. Or was that only for eye colors? It had been too long since her junior year biology.

They weren't the only people on the Springfield Waterpark's green, far from it, but they definitely were the best looking couple. At least until Becky arrived with her special friend Sally, whose parents owned a boutique at the mall. There wasn't a single time that Rachel had seen the two of them together when they weren't perfectly styled.

"How's the chocolate?" Robert asked.

"It's alright. Moretti's is way better, though."

"Pretty good for a Waterpark, though, you gotta admit?"

"Ehhh," Rachel uttered and tried to shrug but it didn't really work while bracing herself on her elbows. The only thing she accomplished was her loosened bikini top being shaken loose. She looked left and right but there wasn't anybody who would have seen her bare breasts. 

Except for one person, of course. The small pouch in Robert's speedo got a little bit bigger. It always amazed her how guys had such an easy time being able to tell if they were turned on or not. Maybe they were too dumb to tell otherwise, though. If she ever met Mother Nature, she'd have to ask.

"Uh, you know your top just..."

"Is that a problem?" she asked innocently and looked up at him with big doe eyes. That, at least, was one thing she had definitely inherited from her mother. No matter what she did, as long as she smiled and fluttered her eyes, guys seemed to buy anything from her. Robert more than others.

"There are people about."

"I thought you were more adventurous than that," she coaxed him, using her plastic spoon to prod his penis.

That was usually enough to get him to do anything. Sure enough, the bulge in the speedo got bigger, clearly outlining his prick. "Please tell me you brought condoms," he groaned.

For a moment, she considered toying with him and saying she didn't but that was too cruel two nights in a row. She propped herself up on her elbow and reached for her bag, pulling out the box of Trojans.

There were only three condoms left. She sighed. Somehow she'd have to find the time to buy more over the coming days but she wasn't looking forward to that ordeal. When they slept together the first time, it had been really obvious that the normal condoms didn't fit Robert but when she suggested getting smaller ones he nearly flipped out.

The condoms in the box weren't actually Trojans. It took her quite a while to find it but there was a pharmacy twenty minutes away from Ferguson that sold "Snuggy Fit" condoms that came in little satchels without any print. She just placed those in an old Trojan box and Robert wasn't any wiser.

Fortunately, they were in a fairly secluded spot. The main bathing area and kiosk were hidden from view behind a small hill and a few feet behind them was a tall shrub. And all the people around them were around their own age. All the moms with children were on the other side of the green, by the kid's pool, well out of sight. 

Robert grabbed the spare towel and knelt beside her, holding it around themselves like a privacy fence so she could flip around. She pulled his speedos down to his knees and slipped on the condom, unrolling it with thumb and forefinger.

After looking around one last time to make sure nobody was watching, Robert climbed between her legs and pulled the towel over them like a blanket.

Rachel always considered herself lucky. Getting off came easier for her than some of her girlfriends. As soon as Robert slipped inside of her and started thrusting, she felt that familiar warmth. 

She liked the way his body felt, pressed against hers. He was heavier than her previous boyfriends had been and really pinned her hips in place. Like a big, warm hug. His penis rubbed up against that spot inside of her that felt good and she pulled his head down for a kiss.

It seemed to go on for minutes and she let herself go into that familiar trance. Like a soaking in a warm bathtub. Becky said that sometimes it took her ten minutes before she climaxed but it was incredibly powerful but only lasted for a few seconds. It had never been like that at all for her. It was just a constant, warm glow that made her feel comfortable and nice. Becky claimed once that wasn't a real orgasm but, according to her health class, everyone was supposed to feel it differently. It always started right away and lasted until the guy came. 

Which, in Robert's case, was after about two minutes. A shudder ran through his body and he had to stop kissing so he could contort his face. It always made him look funny and she kept threatening that one day she'd take a picture of it so she could show him how goofy it looked.

After he was done, Robert rolled off of her, which meant that he took the towel with him. She quickly pulled her bottoms back up and laid the top over her breasts. 

"That was really nice," Robert sighed next to her.

"Yup," she replied. She stretched her arms and legs and let out a long sigh, flexing all the muscles in her body. 

It was a life she could get used to. Basking in the sun, having sex, and eating ice cream. That was a definite check in the "pro" column — though only in the Summer. What would she do in the Winter? For that matter, what did her mother do all day during the dark months if it wasn't frustrating the heck out of her daughter? It was odd that she didn't know that anymore.

"What are you thinking about?" Rachel asked, wondering if he was thinking the same things as her.

"How great it feels to be inside you," he muttered.

Rachel giggled. Boys' minds really were much simpler. It was just sex, sex, sex. And money. If someone ever figured out a way for guys to make love to a bundle of cash, it would be the end of the human race.

After a couple of minutes, Robert got up to take a dip in the water, which left her to clean up their little area a bit. She straightened out the towel so it was ready for him to lie down and picked up the discarded condom. It was full of his seed. She looked at that, wondering how a few drops of liquid could one day grow up to be a baby.

Of course, owing the knowledge to her health class, she knew all about eggs and sperm and the uterus, but a diagram in a textbook was very different. They always drew sperm as little tadpoles with happy faces. There were supposed to be millions of them and all of them together just made a big splooge.

It didn't take millions to get pregnant, though. All it took was a single one of them. Then her life would be set in stone. She'd get married to Robert and have at least one more kid. It was probably a pretty good life, comparatively. Most women in America weren't as fortunate, not to mention the women in other countries.

"Rach!" someone yelled over the crowd. It was Becky and her friend.

Rachel hastily stuffed the condom into the box of Trojans and tied her bikini. She got up and embraced her best friend in the whole world in a tight hug.

"I missed you so much," Rachel squealed.

"Me too, me too," Becky squealed back as they hugged and danced and twirled around.

As Rachel had known, the two arrivals were gorgeous, though not in the way she expected. Becky wore a one-piece, midnight blue, with a neckline so deep it threatened to show pubic hair. Around her midriff, covering her navel, she had a creamy white ribbon, tied into a bow at the front. It was gorgeous and, undoubtedly, expensive.

Sally, on the other hand, wore a plain, startlingly white bikini and a pink leather jacket. If there was one person in the world who'd wear a jacket to the pool, it would be her. The woman was certifiably insane when it came to fashion. But, more importantly, she was really nice.

"Your hair has gotten a lot longer!" Becky gushed.

"And yours a lot shorter," Rachel countered, taking in her friend's curly red bob with bangs.

"It looks amazing on her," Sally said with a twinkle in her eye.

"Oh my God, I haven't seen you in forever!" Becky continued her inspection. Rachel gladly obliged, twirling around, showing off her fabulous tan.

"I know, how long has it been?"

"Since Christmas."

They hugged again while Sally set down her bag and pulled out two towels. She also took off her ridiculous jacket, uncovering sweaty bare skin underneath. Even though they talked at least twice a week on the phone, seeing her best friend felt good. There was no substitute for being able to touch someone.

"Am I going to meet the boyfriend today?" Becky asked, eyeing the empty spot.

"Uh huh. He's taking a refresher in the pool right now. I'm sure he'll be back soon."

"I can't believe you're getting married already."

"I'm not getting married yet."

"Yeah, sure, but it's serious, right?"

"Yeah, but who knows what might happen?"

"You look older, do you know that? You look like a woman."

"Yeah, I can definitely see it," Sally interjected. "You've got a certain gravitas about you."

"I don't wanna be old," Rachel protested. "I haven't even finished school yet."

"Don't worry, you're still gorgeous."

"Bet she'll look even more gorgeous with a diamond sparkling on her finger," Sally said and the group devolved into giggles.

After they chewed through the superficial stuff, which included a new piercing Becky had gotten done and comparing the size of their feet just to make sure they still had the same size, Robert returned.

Rachel rolled her eyes. Trying to impress the friends of his potential fiancee, Robert was doing his best imitation of a Burt Reynolds swagger, minus the mustache. He walked coolly over the grass, sucking in his stomach. Drops of water rolled down his chest and abs. He slicked back his hair with his hand as if it were a normal thing to do.

The problem was that neither Becky nor Sally were even remotely interested in that sort of thing. Once they caught sight of him, they burst into near hysterical giggles. If Robert weren't her boyfriend, Rachel would have joined in. Fortunately, Robert was protected from any emotional harm by a thick shell of ignorance. If anything, he would assume that they were just really shy and bashful.

"Good afternoon, ladies. I'm Robert Edric Campbell, and you must be Rebeccah," he said, swooping down to kiss Becky's hand. "And Sally," he said, repeating the gesture.

"Just Becky," Becky said, grinning widely — though for different reasons.

"Wow, he looks better than you described," Sally noted. She was staring at Robert's abs, though only because she wanted to see how long he'd suck in his stomach.

"Thank you kindly," Robert said, sitting down next to Rachel.

"So you want to marry Rachel, huh?" Becky asked.

That did the trick. Robert was so surprised he lost control and his stomach, which really wasn't that big, returned to its normal state of just-a-little-less flat. "Uh, well, I—she—"

At his stammering, Becky and Sally burst into giggles. Rachel leaned into her boyfriend and put her head on his shoulder, relaxing. She didn't feel bad for the intense grilling he was about to receive. If she was going to spend the rest of her life married to him, he should definitely be able to endure a few pointed questions.

The story of how they met really wasn't as grand as one always heard in the movies. For two years, Rachel's parents had been trying to get her to go on a blind date with Nelson's boss' son, which she had adamantly refused. The sheer thought of dating anyone who was connected to her dad's office was just revolting and she always pictured some balding man in his twenties with a slight belly and a slouch.

But then her own father had tricked her into doing it. He'd called up her dorm and told her they were driving up for a spontaneous visit and to meet her outside at three in the afternoon. Only they had never shown up and instead Robert had been there. He didn't turn out to be anything at all like her mental image, fortunately, and she wasn't too miffed at her dad for doing it. 

It was only after they had been dating for a month that she was on the phone with her mother and found out that Nelson had set the date up behind her back, too. But the circumstances didn't seem to matter much when it came to matters of the heart and what was done was done.

Becky grilled Robert about everything he could think of, from his favorite band (Aerosmith) to his favorite food (pizza) and his dream job (lawyer). In most respects, Robert was a typical guy. He went camping with his friends throughout the year and loved to barbecue in his dad's backyard.

At the moment, he lived in an apartment near Ferguson, while he studied for the bar exam. Over the last couple of weeks, she had started sleeping over there more and more frequently, but she didn't have a key yet. The commute to college also wasn't as convenient as her dorm room on campus.

More than once, Becky commented how much Rachel had "grown up." Was that how it felt to be an adult? Rachel didn't really feel much different but she definitely had to agree that her future seemed to be shaping itself in front of her eyes.

Whether that was a good thing or not, she didn't know, yet.



3. Tea
Everything was quiet in 1002 Five Oaks Road. Yet, for some reason, Rachel awoke and looked around. She flicked on the bedside lamp and saw that it was almost one in the morning. The window was open, letting in a cool evening breeze. Crickets chirped and in the distance. The babble of the Bear River was barely audible.

Downstairs, the front door opened and closed. Rachel sat up instantly. Was someone breaking into the house? She got up, turned off the light, and crept toward the door. It wouldn't be a good idea to confront an intruder without any weapon but she could peek. She pressed down the handle and opened the door just a crack.

The light in the hallway was off but her eyes were adjusted to the dark enough to see by the moonlight. Joyce was quietly stalking up the staircase, trying not to make any noise. She wore the same nightgown as her daughter, which had been a Christmas present from Nelson for both of them.

Rachel let her breath go, realizing she'd been holding it. She also realized how tense she had been and relaxed. She opened the door.

"Were you just outside?" she asked.

Joyce flinched as if she'd been caught with her hand in the cookie jar. "Oh my goodness, you scared me," she said with her hand to her chest.

"Sorry. I just woke up when I heard the door downstairs open."

"Oh, I was just... uh, checking the mailbox," Joyce said, trying her best not to look her daughter in the eye.

It didn't take a genius to figure out that she wasn't being entirely honest. For one thing, she was sweating. Her hair was matted and big drops clung to her forehead like she'd been secretly exercising. 

"At one in the morning?"

"Yeah, I couldn't sleep and I thought I remembered leaving something in there, so I walked over there to check."

"Over... there?" Rachel asked. The mailbox was maybe fifteen feet away from the door. It wasn't "over there."

"Uh, yes, the weather was just so nice, I went for a little walk."

"In your nightgown, barefoot?" Rachel asked, incredulous.

"Do you have a problem with that?" Joyce asked pointedly and seemed to shake off her indecisiveness.

"Not really, I just think it's a little weird."

"You've never taken a midnight stroll?"

"Not in my nightgown, Mom."

"Well, when you get to my age, maybe you'll be more open to new ideas and less nosy," she said, though she was smirking.

"That reminds me, I wanted to ask, what do you do all winter?"

"What do you mean?"

"I've been thinking a lot about Robert and my future and I wanted to ask you a few things about you and dad."

Joyce sighed and seemed to decide that she wasn't going to be able to sleep just yet. "You want a cup of tea?"

They went downstairs to the kitchen and Joyce put on a kettle of water. 

"Nelson's thinking about buying one of those microwave ovens. Frank just got one and he's been unable to stop talking about ever since. He says you can just cook anything in there and it doesn't even take any heat. Like magic."

"I heard they were dangerous," Rachel said. 

"They wouldn't sell them if they were but maybe you're right. It's not like we need one. I think he just wants one so he can say at the office that we have one."

"Yeah, that sounds like Dad," Rachel laughed.

"You had some questions?"

"Oh, yes. I was wondering what you do all day."

"Why do you ask?"

"I've been thinking a lot about my future recently and Robert keeps talking about marriage and how he wants to provide for me and I don't even know what that means. I mean, I know it's gonna be cooking and cleaning and stuff like that but you have to do more than that. When I was growing up, you always took me out to eat ice cream or go to the zoo but now I don't know what you do. I suppose I'm gonna end up having children of my own to take care of."

"Oh, sweetie," Joyce said and rushed to hug her daughter. 

It was a little bit surprising and overwhelming. And her mother definitely smelled of sweat and something she couldn't place. Some mix of flowers and vanilla.

"I'm so proud of you and I love you so much," Joyce said. 

"I love you too, Mom," Rachel mumbled.

The hug might have gone on for the rest of night if it weren't for the kettle screaming to high hell that the water was done. Joyce let go and placed two honey and chamomile tea bags into two mugs before pouring steaming hot water over them. Immediately any scent of sweat went away, replaced by the aroma.

"I don't know. I do all sorts of things now that I have the time. I read a lot and I think I might try out painting. I saw a gorgeous paint by numbers kit in the Sears catalog."

"You read all winter?"

"Well, no, but time just flies when you're older, I think. An hour of exercise here and there, shopping for dinner, running into a friend at the store, going to the post office because they misplaced a package, weeding the garden, doing my makeup and hair for a dinner, laundry. I do lots of things. It's all little things but it adds up."

"And you're not... bored?"

"When you started at Ferguson, there was a while when I had to readjust, that's true. You were—no, you still are, dear—a big part of my life. But I found plenty of other stuff to fill that void."

"Like what?"

"Oh, lots of things. But you don't have to live your life like me. That's why we wanted to have a college education for you, so you could have a job if you wanted."

"Robert wouldn't want me to work."

"Ah. Is it that serious between the two of you already?"

"I think so. He's really good to me and I don't really know what else I would even do with my life."

"It's good that you're thinking about these things. You don't want to be married to him for twenty years only to find out that you would have wanted everything done completely different and then be stuck with him forever."

"Is that what happened between you and Dad?" Rachel probed.

"What? Heavens no. Why would you ask that?"

"Come on, Mom. We both know that Dad can be a little bit... difficult sometimes. You remember when he called the tow truck on the black man across the street? Times are changing and he doesn't seem to handle it."

Joyce actually blushed. The incident had dominated the gossip of Big Rock for a while and Rachel had been supremely embarrassed by her dad. It even involved a firetruck somehow, according to Becky.

"We've had some rough patches, sure, but that's normal in a relationship as long as ours. Trust me, your father is definitely capable of changing and he's on friendly terms with Darius now."

"Darius?" Rachel asked, raising her eyebrow.

"That's the name of the black man"—she did air quotes, much to the annoyance of Rachel—"across the street. Darius Rawling. He's a good man and a good neighbor."

"Yeah, right," Rachel laughed. "I'd like to see Dad in the same room with a black man without him frothing at the mouth."

"You'd be surprised what Nelson is capable of. Anyway, Robert's not like that, is he?"

"Oh no, nobody under thirty is these days, Mom."

"Then what's the problem?"

"I don't know. It's just... everything. I don't know if I'm ready for marriage."

"That's okay. You still have plenty of time to mull it over, right?

"Well, about half a year at least, I think. He wants to pass the bar, which is in February, and after that, he wants to get settled in at the office. That's the earliest he's gonna propose."

"No matter what you do, Rachel, I will support you. Forget Nelson, I can handle him no matter what he thinks. As long as you do what makes you happy."

"Aww, thank you, Mom," Rachel cooed. This time, she was the one to hug her mother.



4. Tennis Woes
"You're going out like that?" Nelson asked his daughter.

It was Sunday and, since it was the only thing to do in Big Rock, Rachel was going to play some tennis with Becky. She wore her usual tennis outfit, which consisted of a tight, sleeveless top and pink mini skirt combo.

It was what she had always worn and her father had always hated it. Nelson Cartwright was one of the most uptight men in the entire world. It used to bother her immensely whenever he criticized one of her outfits or told her that eating steak wasn't very "womanly."

"Yes, you like it?" she asked and twirled around once.

While growing up, she had always tried to do things right by him. She wanted him to be proud of her, only she never managed to do everything just right. It was Becky who helped her with that self-esteem problem. These days, Rachel did whatever she wanted. Her dad wasn't happy but his attitude didn't actually get any worse. That was just who he was, perpetually displeased.

"It seems a little too short," Nelson grumbled.

"It's the same one I've worn for years."

"Really?" he asked, raising his eyebrows in surprise.

"Yes, Daddy. Now if you'll excuse me, I think that's Becky arriving."

Rachel grabbed her racket and walked out of the house just in time for Becky to pull up to the curb in her 1970 Pontiac Firebird, a sleek and sexy red sports car. She'd bought it off her cousin, who moved to Europe. 

"Good afternoon, Mr. Cartwright," Becky called out, getting out of the driver's side door. She wore a similar outfit to Rachel, though hers was black with white polka dots. 

"Enjoy yourselves, girls," Nelson replied, leaning against the door frame.

The tennis court was at the Bear River Club, two miles out of Big Rock. There was a convenient bike path that led from the end of River Falls Drive north toward the club, but when you owned a car like Becky, you weren't going to pass up an opportunity to drive it. It felt good to sit down in the leather seats, even though the inside of the car was sweltering, and feel the roar of the engine.

"How's Sally?" Rachel asked, first thing.

"Great. We bought a vacuum cleaner and she's actually so happy she wanted to clean the place."

"I keep forgetting you two are roommates now."

"Yup. It's a really amazing place, right in downtown Springfield. You have to come visit us soon."

"I will. So, have you had a chance yet to form a real opinion on Robert?"

Yesterday, when they parted, she had told Robert what a great catch he was and everything one would expect in a polite conversation but all the hard-hitting commentary would have to wait for a more convenient time when he wasn't around.

"Hard to say after only meeting him once."

"Come on, give me something."

"Well, he's... boring," Becky said and scrunched up her face in apology.

"Good boring or bad boring?"

"Being thirty, unsatisfied, and getting drunk at noon on a Monday boring."

"Ouch. Really?"

"Yeah. I mean, he's a lawyer, planning to work at your dad's company. It's not exactly a thrilling occupation."

"Sure, but he likes it and it's not like I have to do any of it. So what difference does it make if he spends ten hours a day at the one office or another?"

"If your idea of a fun vacation is the company picnic, it won't make a difference. The guy has a personality that he bought out of the Sears catalog."

"But he makes me laugh!"

"Then I question your sense of humor."

"So you don't like him at all? Even you have to admit he's good-looking, though, right?"

"He's got a nice mug, sure, but he doesn't seem to be packing any heat."

"What do you mean?"

"Rachel, the man was wearing a speedo. I think my nephew Eric has a bigger prick and he's eight."

"Becky!" Rachel yelled, slapping her friend on the shoulder.

"What? It's true!"

"It's enough for me. And anyway, you shouldn't stare at his genitals."

"He was wearing a speedo! And I seriously doubt that. You don't even know what an orgasm is."

"And what would you know about penises?" Rachel sniped back.

At that, Becky froze up. Good, Rachel thought bitterly, though she did not feel all that well. The opinion of her best friend was crucial to her and she felt like Becky had slapped her across the face. She crossed her arms in front of her chest and they drove the last minute in bitter silence.

The tires crunched on the gravel of the Bear River Club's parking lot. The engine stopped roaring. Neither of the women moved.

Tears welled up in Rachel's eyes. Big, hurt tears. All her own fears and anxieties about her relationship with Robert had been magnified a thousandfold by Becky's words and she felt like shit. Would she have to choose between her boyfriend and her best friend?

When she started sobbing, Becky joined in. Rachel didn't notice it at first until Becky was bawling so loud that it made her feel even worse for making her friend cry with her selfish behavior.

"I'm so sorry," Becky snuffled and leaned over the console to hug her friend.

Embraced in a tight grip, they let out all of their emotions until their tears dried up and they felt better. Rachel pulled a tissue out of her purse and carefully dried her eyes, though the minimal amount of makeup she had put on was definitely ruined.

"Am I making a mistake with Robert?" she asked, rolling down a window to let in a breeze.

"I don't know," Becky said, muted. "He's just really not what I pictured at all from the way you described him on the phone."

"What did you imagine?"

"Someone... cool. With long, curly hair and maybe a tattoo or two. Someone who takes you to Woodstock and jumps up on the stage just to impress you and actually looks good doing it. Someone who keeps making you think 'wow, just how did I ever manage to a land a guy this awesome?'"

"And none of that is Robert?"

"You tell me."

"No, I suppose not," she sighed. "Becky, what am I gonna do?"

"I don't know. I don't know. He just reminds me so much of Big Rock and your dad. He really fits in there perfectly but I don't think you ever did. Do you remember, we used to have dreams of traveling the world and then opening a restaurant on the French Riviera where we can serve people mac and cheese because we never actually learned how to cook."

Rachel burst out laughing, nearly sending snot all over the Firebird's interior. She blew her nose. "I think that was always your fantasy, I just wanted to come along and have fun. Is that still your dream even though you have... a roommate now?"

"Yeah, someday. Not now, though. And we wouldn't open a restaurant, we'd open the finest fashion boutique that side of the Atlantic. Sally could do it, she's really talented."

"I don't know what my fantasy is. Whenever I try to picture my life in twenty years, all I can see is my mom and how good she's been to me. I think I want children."

"With Robert?"

"Maybe. It never felt like my dad was around much, he was always at the office. It was just Mom and me, doing everything together. Until I was a teenager anyway. Although, she did teach me how to drive and how to do makeup and she was the one that did my application for Ferguson with me. I want to do all that with my children, too. Funny. In all my fantasies, the dad is never in the picture."

"You want it that way?"

"No, of course not. I want both. I want children and I want an exciting life with a loving husband."

"Can you have that with Robert?"

"Maybe. Definitely one out of two. One and a half out of two. Maybe one and three quarters."

"If it only ends up being a one, don't worry, Aunt Becky is gonna visit every day and spoil those brats until they're sick," Becky said and laughed but it was a bittersweet laugh and her eyes welled up with tears again.

"Ah, shoot, I'm sorry. I didn't mean to keep blabbing on about babies with you being... a roommate kind of a woman."

"It's okay," Becky said, snuffling.

"I don't really feel like playing tennis anymore," Rachel said, sighing. Their emotional outpouring had drained a lot of energy.

"Oh thank God," Becky blurted out, letting out a big sigh of relief. "I haven't played tennis since you were here last summer and I'm pretty sure I would have pulled a muscle just stepping on the court."

"What do you want to do, then?"

"You said you wanted to live an exciting life, right?"

"Yeah," Rachel said apprehensively. There was a maniacal gleam in her friend's eyes.

"Then I've got the perfect thing for you."

"Which is...?"

Becky didn't say anything. She simply buckled back up and turned the key in the ignition. The engine of the Firebird roared to life again and five minutes later they were on the highway, cruising toward Springfield.



5. Grand Bear River Beach Resort
"Come on, tell me where we're going," Rachel whined for the umpteenth time.

"Right here," Becky answered, pulling into off of Prescott Avenue into the parking lot of an apartment complex.

Instead of answering her questions, it only raised more. Clarksville wasn't exactly the nicest part of Springfield and while the complex wasn't quite the projects, it was just a step short. Four drab, five-story apartment buildings formed a courtyard with dried, yellow grass and a couple of trees.

A group of older teenagers, all guys, were huddling by the entrance, surrounding a boombox. They were showing off their dance moves to Michael Jackson. It was quite impressive the way they managed to spin on their backs for such a long time.

"What are we doing here?"

"Just picking something up," Becky said cryptically.

Rachel could tell her friend was having fun teasing her and asking more questions was only going to make it worse. The only thing she could do was to go along, even if she had some reservations. When she moved out of her parents' home, she had come to realize that she was a rich people's daughter and that was where she felt comfortable.

The sleek Thunderbird was enough to grab the attention of the guys but when the two chicks wearing skimpy tennis outfits got out of the car, they stopped whatever they were doing to gawp.

"Look at dem bunnies," the tallest one called out.

"Loooooking gooood, mmm-mmm-mmmh."

"Just ignore them," Becky muttered, picking up her pace slightly. 

"Look at that booty," someone shouted, followed by a bunch of indiscernible animal noises.

When they slipped through the open doors into the building, Rachel realized her heart was thumping hard. She wasn't used to people being that open about wanting her, even if it was just immature chicanery. Had her father been right about her skirt being too short?

"Men are so gross," Becky sighed, rolling her eyes.

"Not all men."

The inside of the building was cool but also damp and mildewy. It was an older building, at least thirty or forty years old, from a time where they didn't believe in elevators. After walking up four flights of stairs, Rachel's calves were stinging.

Whatever her friend was getting her into, it had better be worth it, she grumbled. Her mood couldn't take much more stress in one day. 

Becky rapped her knuckles on door 403 hard enough to be heard over the hip-hop music coming from within. The music stopped and a couple seconds later, the door opened a crack.

"What 'chu want?" the man asked in a surprisingly deep voice for how old he looked.

He had light brown that was fair to the point of it looking almost like a tan if it weren't for his broad nose. Clean-shaven with a flat-top haircut that rested on his head like a fluffy, black marshmallow.

"Was wondering if we could buy some more off you," Becky asked.

The more Rachel looked, the interesting the guy's face seemed to get. He had a narrow, youthful face but his eyebrows looked like an old man's. Dense and thick. His ears stood out like fins and his left earlobe was pierced with a gold Christian cross.

"I'm not a damn dealer, zappy chick," he said, frowning. Just his mouth alone was really expressive, like he had Shakespearean lips, able to tell an entire story on their own. He turned his soft, brown eyes on Rachel and the frown was replaced by a broad smile. "Now who's this?"

"That's my best friend, Rachel. Rachel, this is Hakeem."

"Hi," Rachel said, extending her hand. 

Hakeem opened the door and clasped her hand. He had really soft skin and his hands were so much bigger than her own. He wore a small olive t-shirt that nevertheless hung loosely on his skinny body and striped bell-bottoms.

"So, you wanna sell?" Becky pushed.

"I'm not yo dealer, girl."

"Please? She's never tried it before," Becky said, nudging Rachel in the side. 

"Tried what?" Rachel asked though she was starting to put the pieces together. It had to be drugs.

"A little herb," Hakeem said with a smile, confirming her suspicion. "Aw, hell, I like the look of this chick. Wouldn't wanna be the reason she don't soar. Come on in."

The little apartment was very much a guy's place. None of the furniture matched, from the walnut cabinet with a ten channel color TV, to the creme carpet, and the leather couch with a sheepskin rug. The wallpaper was very psychedelic, with wavy purples and greens.

There was one thing that really dominated the room, however. A pea-green chaise longue with a naked woman lying on it. Her skin was rich and dark and she had a massive afro three times bigger than her head. And she had really big breasts. Even though she was reclining, they were still mostly perky.

"Hey, gals," the woman said dreamily and looked at them. Her face seemed small and pointed, framed by her voluminous hair. She wasn't entirely naked, wearing a set of black briefs that Rachel thought was pubic hair at first glance.

"That's Melody," Hakeem said, offering no other other explanation.

"Uh, hi," Rachel stammered, feeling like she just set foot in a completely different country. 

"So whatcha need, Becky? Becky?"

"Huh? What?" Becky said, tearing her eyes off of the naked woman only after Rachel nudged her in the side with her elbow.

"Whatcha need?"

"Oh! Just the same as last time. Two of them."

"You want 'em rolled?"

"Yes, please."

"Aight, gimme a sec," he said and disappeared through a door.

"Why you looking at me like that?" Melody mumbled.

Becky winced and spun around, facing the door, blushing a dark shade of red. It was pretty funny, Rachel thought, though she'd never actually laugh in a situation like that.

"She's just shy," Rachel explained, finding it hard to look anywhere except at the nude woman. In a way, she admired her. If positions were reversed, she'd already be squealing, clutching anything she could grab ahold of in front of her chest.

Fortunately, Hakeem returned quickly, holding a leather satchel and a tin case. He sat down on the couch and took two sheaves of paper out of the tin, placing them on the coffee table. He opened the pouch and sprinkled some dried, green bits on the paper.

Rachel knew what it was, of course. Marijuana. She had seen the commercials on the television, warning them about the dangers of dope. They made it sound like just doing it once could kill you, but after two years attending Ferguson, she knew that wasn't true. Quite a number of them were hippies and there were certain sections of the hallway where one could smell it.

But she'd never actually considered trying it. Hakeem rolled up the paper with the herb in it and licked across the edge. His tongue was so pink she almost laughed out loud. Was she somehow already high? Was the drug that strong?

Becky pulled out her wallet and pulled out a crisp ten dollar note. She tossed it on the table, trying way too hard not to look at Melody. Hakeem finished rolling the second one and stood up. 

"Thanks," Becky said and snatched them out of his palm.

"Make sure your friend's a'ight, you feel me?" he said and looked at Rachel with concern in his eyes.

"I don't let anything happen to her."

"Good, 'cause I wouldn't wanna see her unhappy," he said and winked at Rachel.

Then Becky grabbed Rachel's bicep and physically pulled her out of the apartment, yanking her out of the weird fantasy world, back into reality. She felt confused, angry, afraid, curious, and a whole bunch of other things all rolled into one.

"And don't come back here, ya hear? I'm not yo damn dealer," Hakeem yelled after them.

Rachel turned around to see a glimpse of him shaking his head in annoyance before the door slammed shut. 

"What's going on?" Rachel asked cautiously.

"This is just what you need, trust me."

"You could have told me beforehand."

"Then you might have said no."

"That's the whole point of asking!"

"Shut up, you're gonna love it."

— xxx — 

"I have so many questions right now," Rachel said.

They were back in the Thunderbird, on the way back toward Big Rock. There was a sandy beach by Bear River that the two of them always hung out at.

"Like what?"

"Is it... dangerous?"

Becky barked a quick laugh. "Heavens no."

"I'm in college, though. You sure it's not gonna make me forget all the stuff I learned?"

"You're being childish, Rach. Everybody's doing it these days."

"That doesn't mean it's good for you. And who was that guy?"

"Hakeem? Sally and I met him at a party."

"Who is he?"

"I don't know. Some guy. He's pretty funny when he's not ticked off."

"Yeah, he was very insistent on not being a dealer."

"He's not, but I don't really know where else to get some pot on short notice."

"Pot?"

"Yeah, that's what they call it. Pot. Herb. Grass. Mary Jane."

"Oh."

"Is this exciting enough for you?"

"I don't know, it might be a little too much. I like exciting more when I know what I'm in for."

They arrived at Big Rock and fortunately Mrs. Davis was on guard duty. She was a no-nonsense kind of woman but she also never asked questions. Rachel found out she had a soft spot for people that showed her respect, even if it was past midnight. She rolled down the window and thanked Mrs. Davis, receiving a gentle smile and a nod in return.

The beach was in a copse of trees, about half a mile out from the bike path between Big Rock and Bear River Club, not accessible via car. That's what kept all of the visitors away. The kind of people that frequented either of those places were not the kind of people who wandered off a pathway. It wasn't really a beach, more of a small bank just big enough for two young women to stretch out and soak in the sun without accidentally rolling into the water.

After a brief stop at Becky's parents' house to pick up a few snacks and water—nobody was home—they set out on foot.

"Hakeem's a weird name," Rachel commented.

"You should hear his last name."

"Why, what is it?"

"Take a guess."

"I don't know. White?"

Becky rolled her eyes. "No, his name is Hakeem Love."

"No way."

"Uh-huh."

"That's not a real name."

"It is."

"I don't believe it."

"Then don't."

"How old is he?"

"How should I know? I only met him a few times. We're not that friendly."

"Oh."

It had been a long time, at least two years, since the last time they hung out at the spot and fortunately, it still existed. If anything, the trees had grown even denser, completely blocking the bike path from view.

They plopped down on the warm sand and took off their shoes. Rachel's stomach was rumbling. Was that really the life she had been asking for? It seemed a cruel trick by Mother Nature to fulfill her dream in such a different interpretation.

Maybe that was the point. To show to Rachel that an exciting life didn't always mean a good life. Was that a point in the 'Robert' column? No, not exactly. She'd have to wait until the end of the day to judge that.

With her head sorted out, as much as time allowed, Rachel managed to successfully quell the rumbling in her stomach. 

"It's funny. Our private beach resort looks a lot smaller than I remember," Becky said.

"I know. What did we use to call this place?"

"The Grand Bear River Resort."

"That's right," Rachel said and snorted with laughter.

"Life was so simple back then."

"Yeah. I didn't have Robert. You didn't have a roommate."

"Damn it, Rach. It's like you can't think about anything else."

"I know! That's what I've been trying to tell you. It's been stressing me out for weeks! What the heck am I supposed to do? I can't make these kinds of decisions for the rest of my life, I'm only twenty years old. I haven't done anything I said I would when I grow up and now I'm just supposed to lock my lot for the next forty, fifty, sixty years?"

"This is definitely going to help," Becky said and reached into her purse. 

Rachel watched her friend pull out the joint and a lighter. She stuck it between her lips and lit the other tip. The strong but familiar scent filled Rachel's nostrils. The tip glowed brightly as Becky took a long drag and seemed to hold it in before letting out a big, billowing white cloud straight up into the air.

Then Becky held it out to her. "Nah, you can have it all for yourself, I'd rather just watch you," she said with feelings of trepidation returning.

"You think I'm gonna smoke this whole thing? No, you really, really, really need this more than me. We've been best friends for like five years and I'm telling you, you need this."

Rachel sighed and relented. "What do I do?"

"It's just like that time we tried cigarettes only you try to swallow all the smoke."

"I don't want smoke in my stomach."

"First of all it goes into the lungs and second of all, it comes back out. Now don't be a baby."

"Fine," Rachel said and put the thing to her lips. Becky lit it again and she dragged.

What followed was a thirty seconds coughing fit. The acrid smoke burned in her throat and her entire chest hurt from the violent incident. But Becky wouldn't let up so she had to try again and that time it was better. The earthen, musky aroma filled her lungs.

"Hold it in, hold it—"

With a cough, Rachel let out an enormous cloud. Becky laughed and pulled the joint out of her fingers to take another drag herself. Then Rachel had another go.

"I think that's enough," Becky declared, once the thing was half gone.

"Really? I don't feel any different except my chest hurting from all the coughing."

"It takes a while. Just relax and lie down."

Rachel settled down on the warm sand, using her bag as a pillow. Had the herb even worked? Maybe she was somehow immune to it, in which case she should probably pay Becky back for wasting her money.

"Did you see the pictures of Mount Saint Helens?" Becky asked.

"No, which ones?"

"The paper had a side by side of the old mountain and the new. The entire mountaintop is just gone."

"That's wild."

"I know. Sometimes I feel like that, too. Like my head's just gonna burst from all this worrying."

"I know exactly how you feel," Rachel said and sighed. "Do you think it's ever going to be like it was?"

"No, not always but that doesn't mean we still can't occasionally have fun. Like right now. Let's make a promise to come back here at least once a year and just take a few hours off from life and do nothing at all."

"It's a deal," Rachel said.

The weather was really nice. It cooled down a little and there was a nice breeze rolling in from the west. The scent of fields and grass and air filled her nostrils. She felt with her hand for Becky's and they intertwined their fingers.

The longer she lied there, just looking at the blue sky, the warmer it seemed to get. The sun was gently caressing her bare legs but the rest of her body was covered by the scratchy dress. She let go of Becky and sat up so she could unzip her dress. 

Lying there in just her underwear was magical. The sun's rays hugged her like a lover. The gentle babbling of the river whispered sweet nothings to her. She stretched out as wide as she could and dragged her legs over the sand. It was the most intense sensation.

"You're high as a kite," Becky said, leaning on her elbow.

"I am?" Rachel asked, surprised.

"Uh huh," Becky grunted and laid back down.

"Now I know why Melody was naked. Just touching stuff feels amazing."

Becky started laughing. Infected by her mirth, Rachel joined in and the two of them laughed, rolling around in the sand. They laughed so long that Rachel forgot why she even started laughing in the first place.

"Are they married?" Rachel asked.

"Who?"

"Hakeem and Melody."

"Beats me. That was the first time I've met her. Why do you ask?"

"I don't know. It's just... I can't imagine living my life like that. She didn't even bat an eye when we walked in even though she was... you know."

"Did I tell you about my vacation plans for next year yet?"

"No, do tell."

"Sally wants me to take to St. Tropez in France. She's already been there once for a fashion show and it's supposed to be really gorgeous."

"That's wonderful!"

"We started saving up for it already and I had to get my pictures taken for a passport."

"So you're really moving to France?"

"No, not yet. This is just a vacation for two weeks next year. I only brought it up because Sally tells me they have these amazing nude beaches there."

"Like totally nude?"

"Yeah. Everyone there is completely naked and it's totally normal to talk to naked strangers. Maybe Melody has been to one of those and that's why she's okay with it."

"I'd be way too scared to do something like that."

Rachel closed her eyes and tried to imagine what it would be like. It wasn't that she was disgusted with herself, she had nice — though small — boobs and her stomach wasn't flabby at all. She ate plenty of greens and exercised.

But being naked in front of a bunch of strangers? It would feel just like it did now, with the sun warming her body. Hakeem was there, next to her. His brown body glimmered in the sun and he'd be naked too. She wondered what it was like to kiss those plump lips.

A shudder ran through her body and she pulled herself back to reality. Where had that come from? In retrospect, Becky had been right. The trip to Clarksville definitely was the most exciting thing she had done all year. 

"What does he do for a living?" she wondered out loud.

"Who?"

"Hakeem."

"Something with cars, I think. I don't know. Why?"

"Really? Oh."

"Why are you surprised?"

"He has a really funny haircut and he hangs out with naked women on his couch, I just assumed that his job is really interesting, too."

"Okay, first of all, there was just one woman, not women, and can we please stop bringing her up?"

"Sorry."

"And secondly, you think he's interesting, huh?" Becky asked, smirking.

"Not in that way! I just never really met anyone like him before."

"Like what, black?"

"No, I've met blacks before. But he's different."

"How is he different?"

Rachel shrugged. 

Becky started singing. "Rachel and Hakeem, sitting in a tree, K-I-S-S-Ow!" She was interrupted by a light punch in her shoulder.

"Shut up! It's not like that at all," Rachel snapped.

"Ooh, someone's getting cranky. Do you want to smoke the rest of the joint?"

"Sure."

They spent the entire afternoon there, just lying on the sand, enjoying the sun, and talking. Laughing. Rachel's body started to feel heavy and her limbs were leaden. She definitely knew that she could have moved if she wanted to but she didn't. She just laid there, being caressed by Mother Nature.

It was exactly what she had needed.



6. Lunch
Rachel and Robert decided to meet up for lunch at Cafe Brule, which was the Cartwright's favorite cafe in Springfield. It was right next to a dog park and Joyce always enjoyed watching the furry beasts zoom around the green. On this Monday afternoon, there were only a handful of women in the park, no dogs.

"I'm nervous about the dinner," Rachel confided.

"Don't be. My parents are really nice."

It wouldn't be the first time that Rachel had met Mr. and Mrs. Campbell, though the last time she had done so was at a company function with her dad. That was when she had been fifteen and still living in Springfield itself.

They were eager to officially meet their son's girlfriend, though Mr. Campbell seemed to be constantly working and it was hard to schedule a time when all four of them were available that wasn't past midnight. They had settled on a tentative date for the coming Sunday.

"I'm still nervous."

"You're gonna be fine."

"What if I embarrass myself?"

"You won't. You're perfect."

"Thank you," she said and smiled at him. He was good at that and always knew the proper thing to say.

"Did I manage to win your friend's approval?" he asked.

"I don't know. Becky is very protective of me, it's gonna take a bit more than just one meeting to win her over, I think," she replied diplomatically.

"Did she say anything about me?"

"No, your name never came up," she said quickly. She definitely wasn't going to tell him anything that Becky said about him.

"Had a good tennis session?"

"Oh, we ended up not playing at all and just hanging out at the beach."

"There's a beach?"

"No, it's just a little hangout spot that Becky and I have. Right on the river with warm sand, we just call it the beach, and nobody but us knows where it is."

"That sounds lovely. The weather's nice today, I'd love to see it."

"Oh, I don't know."

"Come on, just the two of us on a private beach. We could have a lot of fun," he said, smirking.

Rachel didn't know why she felt that way, but she knew that she didn't want to share the Grand Bear River Resort with her boyfriend. It was something special and magical between her and her best friend. Having someone else there, especially without the approval of Becky, was a transgression.

"Where is it?" Robert probed.

"It's hard to describe," she deflected.

"What's the matter?" he asked, puzzled.

She didn't know how to explain it to him without offending him, and she also knew that he wouldn't easily give up on the idea. He loved having intimate moments in public spots and making love on a sandy beach was definitely his thing. Of course, the actual "beach" was not even as big as a bed but he didn't know that.

The only way to get him off the subject was to replace it with something else. 

"Becky had me try grass."

"Like a cow?" Robert asked, incredulous.

"No. Mary Jane. We smoked it."

"You?" he asked and chuckled. It wasn't the reaction she had expected and felt more patronizing than anything else. Like she was too much of a prude to try it.

"Yes, me. I like it."

"I've tried it, too, and I thought it was awful."

"You have?" she asked and her eyebrows shot up all the way.

"Why are you surprised?"

"I... didn't expect it," she stammered, aware of the irony. She definitely thought he was too much of a prude to ever try it. 

"I have friends, too, you know. It was at an Aerosmith concert and my friend Bryan bought some off a guy he knew. Yes, I've been to an Aerosmith concert, my dear. I've had a wild youth."

"You did?"

"What, you think I was born in a suit?" he asked testily and she could tell he was getting himself worked up over it.

Rachel hastily attempted to reign in her face but the damage was done. "Of course not, Rob. I'm just surprised because—"

"Because that's what Becky told you? That I'm not cool"—he did the air quotes, which annoyed her—"enough to try a little herb?"

"That's not what she—"

"I'll prove it to you here and now. Give me a joint and I will light it up."

"I don't have one," she said. What the hell had just happened? Why was it bothering him so much?

"Let's drive over to your friend Rebeccah then."

"She's working and I don't even know if she has any."

"Then how do you expect me to prove to you that I'm just as cool as she is?" 

"I think you're cool!" Rachel insisted.

"That's why you acted so shocked, is it?"

"No!"

"And now you conveniently leave me without a way to defend my honor."

The only thing missing was for him to cross his arms in front of his chest and pout. Was this all because Becky didn't immediately gush over him? Maybe she should have played down her friendship so he wouldn't put as much stock into winning over her approval.

"I might know where to buy some," she said quietly.

"Good. Let's go."

"It's kind of a weird place," she said. 

"Another special place you only share with Rebeccah?" he snapped.

"That's not fair!" Rachel snapped back and shot to her feet. People turned their heads to look at them but she didn't care.

"Where are you going?"

"To buy some herb so you can stop being a petulant child. I'll be back later."

She threw her napkin on the plate and stormed off, cheesecake only half-eaten. Robert didn't call after her or grab her arm to stop her from leaving, he wasn't that kind of guy. Not in public. Avoiding a scene at any cost, that was him. He was probably trying to assuage the people at the other tables but she didn't want to turn around to look.

Rachel hopped into her Corolla and pulled out of the parking lot, wheels screeching. She didn't know why he had gotten so upset over such a trivial thing but she was boiling. Of course, couples fought all the time, she knew that from all her friends, but that didn't help her mood at all.

If Robert wanted to smoke some herb to prove that he was "cool," she wasn't going to stop him.



7. Fun Funk
It took her an hour to find the place again. She knew it was in Clarksville but she couldn't remember exactly which street. She drove around aimlessly until she realized she'd been driving in circles between Douglas and Chesterfield for at least thirty minutes.

That was perhaps a good thing. It gave her time to calm down after the argument and sort her head. Sometimes Robert could be really pigheaded, which was an admiring quality when it wasn't about her. It was going to make him a good lawyer someday.

When she drove down Prescott, she spotted the familiar apartment buildings and pulled into the parking lot. There was a group of kids dancing out front yet again, though she didn't remember if they were the same as the day before. This time it was KC and the Sunshine Band.

"Ooh, look who's back for more of dat milkshake," one of the boys called out but the rest of the group seemed to be too busy to care. Or, just as likely, it was Becky who oozed the sex appeal they craved.

They were out of her mind the moment she stepped inside the cool building. She couldn't imagine actually living in a place like that, having to go up four flights of stairs every single day. Down and up. 

There was no music blaring from Room 403 this time. Was he even home? Probably not. It was Monday, just a little past five. He'd probably be out at work. What did he do for work? Becky never actually said it.

She was just about to turn to leave when the lock clicked and the door swung open. 

"You again," a disgruntled Hakeem said.

Rachel had forgotten just how interesting his face really was. The whites of his eyes seemed to glow and today there were hints of a mustache on his upper lip. He seemed to be still wearing the same clothes as the day before, however, though he smelled of cologne.

"I was wondering if—"

"Aw, hell no. You're cute and all but I ain't yo damn dealer," he hurled and went to close the door.

Without thinking about what she was doing, Rachel moved forward and stuck her foot in the door. It wasn't a heavy, solid door like they had at home and it didn't hurt too much. She squeezed past Hakeem into the apartment.

"Please?"

Hakeem looked at her as if she were a puppy who just soiled the carpet. She nearly wilted under his stare but she had a strong will of her own. He turned away first, exasperated, and closed the door.

"You can't just keep coming here," he lamented, raising his arms in the air.

"What's the big deal? I'll be gone in a minute. I brought money."

"You don't get it, girl."

"Get what?"

"I'm not yo damn dealer. I ain't aaaaanybody's dealer. I'm just a black man in America trying to get by, hard enough as it is. If colorblind white girls keep showing up at my apartment, people are gonna talk and when people talk, next visit's gonna be from the fuzz. Ya dig?"

As he spoke, Rachel paled and started feeling queasy. She hadn't meant to do any of that. She hadn't even thought about that.

"I'm so sorry. I'll never come within a mile of here again, I promise," she blurted out and fled toward the door.

"Damage is already done."

"What?"

"Just you coming and going in a minute's bad enough. Nobody out there gonna know you didn't buy nothing."

Shit. Rachel froze with her hand on the handle. He was right, of course. 

"What am I supposed to do?" she asked.

"Oh no, last thing I'mma do is tell a rich white chick what to do," he said and turned around, walking off to another room.

When he returned two minutes later, he found Rachel sitting on the goatskin, wiping tears out of her eyes. She never meant for any of this to happen. Her mind had been so occupied with Robert that she hadn't considered anything else.

It was not just embarrassing, it was humiliating. All her life, Rachel tried to be her best. She didn't chase the black kids around at lunch or tried to stick gum in their like some of her classmates, she thought it was awful. She knew early on that her dad was racist and always tried to stand up to him.

But when it came down to it, she was just like everyone else, not thinking twice about Hakeem. She was a fraud. 

"How... how long do you think... so it doesn't look weird?" she asked between snuffles.

Hakeem looked at her and scratched the back of his head. "Didn't think you'd stay, honestly."

"What?"

"Figured you'd leg it as soon as I left."

"But you said you didn't want people talking."

"Didn't think you'd care."

"I feel awful!" she protested, though his relaxed nature and calming tone of voice helped with that a lot.

"You want something to drink? Coke? Beer?"

"Coke."

While he was in the kitchen, Rachel hastily pulled a tissue out of her purse and dried her cheeks. It was not a good day for her at all. Even studying for exams back at Ferguson seemed preferable. Why the hell had Robert decided to build a mountain out of that particular molehill?

Hakeem came back and set two bottles of coke down on the coffee table, glass clinking on the wooden surface. He seemed to make a show of popping the cap open in front of her as if it were a gesture of goodwill on his part, which she appreciated. 

He dropped into the chaise longue with his own bottle and took a big swig. She watched the Adam's apple bob in his throat. It was really big compared to other guys she knew. Probably because his neck was so small. Everything about him was small. Except for his mouth. And his eyes. And his nose. And his shoulders. 

The man was just an odd assortment of body parts that really shouldn't have worked but they did and it looked good.

"You feelin' better?" he inquired conversationally.

"Yeah. I've just had the worst day."

"Wanna talk about it?"

"No, it's too embarrassing."

On top of burdening him with her presence, he was really friendly. That made Rachel feel slightly worse again. She was going to get whiplash from her emotional rollercoaster if it persisted.

"You here by car?"

"Yeah."

"Parked outside?"

"Yes."

"Which one?"

"The red Corolla, why?"

Shaking his head, Hakeem got up and headed for the room that wasn't the kitchen. Rachel set her coke down and got up, curious. She saw his bedroom through the open door, judging by the pile of clothes next to a purple-covered mattress but didn't feel comfortable going in there.

A window opened and moments later, she heard Hakeem yelling. "Yo! Yo, Rocky. See the red one?"

There was a shout from below but she couldn't make out what.

"Yeah. Thanks, brother," Hakeem yelled and the window slammed shut.

Hastily, Rachel returned to the couch and smoothed out her dress. When Hakeem came back in the room, she was sipping from her bottle as if nothing had happened.

"What was that about?"

"Just making sure. You never know," he said and settled on the chaise longue.

It hit Rachel like lightning and a wave of anxiety washed over her. "You mean someone was gonna steal it?" she blurted out, goggling with disbelief.

"Nah, probably not. It's a good hood, we take care of our own here."

"Oh God, I've been such a ditz," she groaned and buried her face in her head.

"I can see why you want the weed, the way you keep stressing out."

"I do?"

"Yeah, totally negative aura."

"I promise I'm not usually like this. Anyway, the herb isn't for me, it's for my boyfriend."

"Yeah?"

"We had a really stupid argument. Like really stupid. I didn't believe him when he said he tried it before and he got angry and demanded to prove to me that he is cool by smoking another one."

Hakeem chuckled. "Is he? Cool?"

"No, not like that at all. He didn't enjoy it when he tried it, he said it was awful. I think he's just jealous because I tried it with Becky without telling him. Like I said, it's really stupid."

"We all got our problems."

"Oh no, there I am, loading mine on you again. I'm sorry."

"It's cool. It's kinda funny," he said, grinning at her. It was full of warmth and no malice, making her feel warm on the inside.

"How do you know Becky?"

"From parties here and there. Made the mistake of smoking with her and her girlfriend once, now she keeps coming to me for pot."

"And you keep selling it to her?"

"Never could turn down a pretty face."

"What do you do for a living?"

"I'm training to be an astronaut. I wanna be the first black man on the moon," he said.

Rachel was taken aback. That was the last thing she had expected him to say but during her senior year, there had been a team of scientists from NASA, giving a speech and a pitch. They were always looking for talented people. "Wow... that's pretty cool. I heard it's really hard."

"Yeah. Every night before going to sleep, I hang upside down from the ceiling for a couple hours so I know what zero-g feels like."

He was still talking in the same deadpan voice but what he just said seemed so ludicrous, she had a hard time believing it. Hadn't Becky said he did something with cars? She sat there with her lips pressed together, trying to tell head from tail.

"Does that hurt?" she asked cautiously.

Suddenly, he burst out laughing and she got her answer. But he was laughing so hard and so full of mirth that she couldn't help but laugh, caught up in his energy. Becky had said that he was funny.

"Don't have a steady job, I do odd things here and there."

"Becky said you worked with cars."

"Yeah, I help out at my brother's garage from time to time. If you ever need your car fixed, go to Luke's on Douglas and tell 'em I sent you, they'll hook you up."

"You have a brother?"

"One?" he chuckled. "Three brothers, two sisters. I'm the youngest."

"Wow," she marveled. Robert had an older sister but both herself and Becky were only-children. She couldn't even imagine what growing up like that was like.

"What about you?"

"No siblings."

"Working?"

"Studying business admin at Ferguson."

"No shit?" he asked and sat up, looking at her impressed.

"Yeah, I've only just declared, though. I'm only a sophomore."

"Only? Hell, I can't even afford to park there," he chuckled. "Damn, girl, be proud of that."

"Thank you," she beamed at him. It was amazing how a few simple words like that could make her feel so good.

"I'm doing a gig as a bartender at the Fifty-Five."

"The Fifty-Five?"

"It's a club downtown, on Washington. You should come by this weekend. My sister's singing."

"I'm not old enough to go to a club," she said.

"Hooold up," he shouted and sat up, looking her up and down. "How old are you?"

"Twenty. My birthday's coming up soon, though."

"Damn, I just thought you were the prettiest twenty-five-year-old I've ever seen," he chuckled.

It was hard for Rachel not to blush at that. People didn't just give her compliments like that. "I thought you were like seventeen years old when I first saw you," she blurted out.

"Everybody does," he laughed and ran his fingers across his cheek. "I've got a youthful face, so they say. I'm twenty-three."

"That makes more sense, with you working in a club and all."

"Been working in bars since I actually was seventeen. Carrying crates and stuff."

"Really? I've been pretty fortunate and never really had a job. Not yet, at least. What's it like?"

"It just is, don't really think about it. Gotta make due."

It was hard for Rachel to imagine what his life was like. It seemed to be the exact opposite of hers. Her first impressions of him turned out to be right. That made him infinitely interesting. Her head was buzzing with questions she wanted to ask.

"Is your last name really Love?"

Hakeem chuckled. "Yeah."

"Oh. I thought Becky was just winding me up. Is Melody your girlfriend?"

"Nah, she's just a good friend. Great artist."

"She's an artist?"

"Yeah, she made the cover of Fun Funk."

"Fun Funk?"

"Hold on, you gotta hear this," he said and jumped up.

Next to the TV was a record player. He slid open the door of the console, revealing a whole row of LPs. Bent over, he rummaged around for a few seconds before pulling out one of the jackets and tossing a vinyl on the player. 

The speakers crackled and a funky beat filled the small apartment. It wasn't anything she heard of before but it reminded of the songs they played on the radio. It was very upbeat and Rachel liked it right away.

Instead of returning to the chaise longue, Hakeem dropped onto the couch right next to Rachel. It was so unexpected, she was caught off guard. He smelled like he hadn't showered in two days but it wasn't a bad smell, just musky and warm. She wasn't sure exactly what warm smelled like, but he did.

Hakeem held out the cover. It was a three tone print of a black woman with wild, curly hair that stuck out of her head like screws. She wore sunglasses with big lenses and a headband made out of daisies. In big, fat letters, the cover read "Fun Funk" by "Sugar Queen."

"That's my sister Daisy," he said, just as a woman's voice started singing to the beat. Something about a date.

It was overwhelming for Rachel and her heart seemed to beat faster. She didn't know anyone who played an instrument let alone had their own album. And Hakeem sitting so close to her seemed to inhibit her ability to think. Every time she tried to listen to what the woman sang, his distinctive scent filled her nostrils again and she lost track of the words.

The bassline reverberated inside her body while Hakeem's foot tapped on the ground in rhythm to the song. It almost felt like she was back by the river with Becky and the herb took control of her body like she was just watching the world through her own eyes in a trance. Was she having a flashback?

The track ended and Hakeem looked at her like he expected her to say something. 

"I like it," she said numbly and he smiled like she said something amazing. That made her grin from ear to ear.

The next track started, which was a little slower. "It was pretty fun recording the whole thing, we rented a studio up in Hollister for a day."

"You recorded this?"

"Nah, we all did. My sister, a couple friends, my brothers Tyler and Andre. Andre's the genius of the family, he's the one that mixed it."

"Wow, that's so cool."

While the music played in the background, Hakeem told her all about the recording session. They'd been in a padded room with specially made walls that looked like egg cartons that would catch all the noise and from outside you barely heard anything. 

Rachel listened with rapt attention as he talked about how they could record each microphone on a separate track and change the volume. She cracked up when he actually sang along with some of the songs because he'd heard them so much he knew them inside and out.

By the time the last track played and the speakers fell silent, her sides were aching from all the laughter, her cheeks were hurting from all the grinning, and she felt like she didn't know anything about the world at all compared to Hakeem.

Even though the bass stopped, her heart continued to thump in her chest. Hakeem was smiling at her, flashing his pearly whites, leaning casually against the backrest of the couch. All she could think of was just how natural he made it look.

Every fiber in her body wanted he her to find out what his lips tasted like. She leaned forward and as she moved, she felt an uncomfortable wetness between her legs.

Instantly, panic surged up and drove out everything else. She hastily excused herself to the bathroom and fled through the door he pointed out.

Her period had come in at the absolute worst time in the world and it was a bad one. She hiked up her dress and folded up a bunch of toilet paper, prepared for the worst. Except there wasn't any blood anywhere. Her underwear was coated with a clear slime.

It was like she had a cold and sneezed with her vagina. Confused, she cleaned herself up. Was she sick?

Standing up, she caught sight of herself in the mirror. Her face was flushed and her hair unkempt. At the sight, her sense of self returned. She was Rachel Cartwright, girlfriend of Robert Campbell. Had she really been about to kiss Hakeem?

A lightheadedness overcame her and she yanked open the window and sucked in the cool evening air. It was getting dark outside. How long had she been there? Where had all the time gone?

What in God's name was happening to her? Even in the bathroom, she felt like Hakeem was surrounding her. The scent of vanilla and something cocoa-y enveloped her. It was exotic but somehow familiar at the same.

When she returned to the living room, Hakeem was standing right in front of the door. He wasn't that tall, maybe an inch taller than her and she was five-foot-eight but at that moment, he towered over her like Goliath. 

"I think"— she swallowed a lump in her throat—"I think I should go, I've taken up enough of your time."

"Not all, you're actually kinda fun to hang out with for a white chick."

"I am?"

"Yeah. You definitely need to stop by Fifty-Five some time after your birthday. I'll sneak ya a few drinks on the house."

"Okay," she said, nodding.

"We could listen to music all night but I actually gotta get ready for my shift there, still need to shower."

"No, you don't, you smell good," she blurted out before realizing what she was saying and followed it up by blushing furiously. "Sorry, yeah, I gotta go."

Rachel rushed to the couch to grab her purse and practically fled toward the front door. He just stood there, smirking at her. 

"Bye," she yelled and didn't wait for his reply before storming out. Her heart was still thumping and there was a swarm of gnats buzzing around inside of her skull.

Robert. She summoned his image and used that to drown out the mess of confusing emotions that were roiling inside of her. Robert. Robert. Robert.



8. Missing
Something was wrong. She pulled into Big Rock and immediately saw the Springfield PD car parked outside her house. A terrible fright overcame her. Had something happened to her mother or father? Her grandpa had died of a heart attack when she was five. Did Nelson die at the office? Had someone broken into their house? Did Joyce get into a car accident?

She sprang out of the car and burst into the house. Five heads swiveled toward her. Joyce, Nelson, Robert, and two male officers were sitting around the coffee table. Her dad's face was buried in his hands while Joyce rubbed his back. Robert actually had tears in his eyes.

Robert jumped up and embraced her in a tight hug. "You're alive!" he shouted and she felt the relief in his voice.

"Rachel!" Nelson called out in his reproachful-father manner. "We were worried sick."

"What's going on?" Rachel asked.

"I take it this is the missing daughter?" the older police officer asked with exasperation and stood up.

"Yup, that's her," Joyce said, who seemed to be the only one acting normal.

"Miss Rachel Cartwright, my name is Officer Morales."

"Hi," Rachel said, trying to disentangle herself from Robert so she could shake his hand. It was hard work, her boyfriend didn't seem to want to let her go.

"Are you in any danger or do you need assistance?"

"No, absolutely not."

"Where were you?" Robert asked.

"I was driving," she said guiltily.

"You were reported missing by Mr. Campbell here," Morales said with a heavy sigh.

"I'm not missing, I'm right here!" she insisted.

"I can see that, Miss. While I'm glad you're alright, I would please urge you to exercise some caution in the future," he said in a loud, annoyed voice.

"Yes, Officer," Nelson said at once.

"Have a good evening," the other cop said and left with heavy footsteps.

"You called the cops?" Rachel blurted out.

"I was so worried something happened to you," Robert said with relief and hugged her tightly again.

Rachel shot a questioning look at her mother over his shoulder.

"Robert came here looking for you. He said you were... shopping for something dangerous, I think? And it had already been two hours and he thought something happened to you."

"Why?!" Rachel called out exasperatedly. She tried to push Robert off of her. Guilt about what she had actually been doing mixed with anger at being treated like a child and at the moment, all she wanted was for him to stop touching her.

Only he wouldn't seem to let go. She had to dig with her hand into his side until she knew it had to hurt before he seemed to react.

"Honey, anything could have happened to you," he said.

Rachel brushed past him and angrily stomped up the stairs. His footsteps were right on her heels. Before she could slam her bedroom door, he was already inside the room.

"Anything could have happened to you. You said you were going to buy"—he lowered his voice—"drugs and then you just never came back, I was so worried that you were raped or kidnapped."

"No! Absolutely not!"

"I know, Rach, but when we parted at lunch we had a fight and you left angry and the entire time I was thinking about if I never saw you again, I didn't want our last words to have been words of anger."

"I'm not dead!"

"Forget about all of that, okay? I don't need to smoke anything, you can just flush that garbage down the toilet. All that matters is that I love you and that we have each other, right?"

He tried to hug her again but she ducked and dove out of it, leaving him stumbling forward a few steps. He turned around, confused and hurt. She couldn't define it, but at that moment she felt an intense dislike of him and the way he treated her.

"I'd like to be alone for a bit."

"Are you upset with me?" he asked.

"Yes. I am. Don't call the cops on me."

"But—"

"Robert, please," she said, pointing at the door.

With sunken shoulders, Robert slouched toward the door and looked back at her as if he was hoping she'd change her mind. She didn't. As soon as he was through the frame, she slammed the door shut as hard as she could manage.

The loud bang should have been very satisfying but all she felt was guilt and misery. Ever since she was back in Big Rock, everything seemed to go at a million miles an hour and she had no idea how to pull the brakes.

Even without seeing him, she felt his presence waiting just outside the door, listening. She threw herself on the bed, kicked off her shoes, and buried her face in the pillow.

She wanted to scream but that just might have been enough to get Robert to storm into the room, trying to rescue her. It was frustrating and stupid and humiliating.

— xxx —

A knock on the door. Rachel immediately knew it was Joyce because she was the only one that knocked twice, pause, then knocked again. She didn't particularly look forward to talking to anyone but her mother was okay.

"Come in," she called into the pillow.

The door opened and Joyce walked in. She sat down at the edge of the bed and gently rubbed her daughter's back. 

"How are you doing, Marshmallow?"

"Why is life so hard?" Rachel groaned.

"I don't know," Joyce said and sighed. "But he does care for you in his own way."

"Do you think I'm making a mistake being with him?"

"I can't answer that for you but I sense that you've been asking yourself this question a lot lately."

"It's pretty much all I can think about."

"Maybe that's an answer in itself."

Rachel flipped around, surprised, and stared at her mother.

"What?" Joyce asked.

"I expected you to say that it's something I have to work on and nothing is perfect and relationships are difficult but can be rewarding."

Joyce nudged Rachel in the side and climbed up on the bed beside her. It was just big enough to lie shoulder to shoulder. 

"Well, you could do that, and it's certainly possible to stay married to someone for over twenty years that way."

"Like you and dad?"

"Yes, although we recently found something that works a lot better for the both of us."

"What?"

"It's... complicated and private."

That meant it was probably a sex thing, Rachel realized. Not exactly a topic that she wanted to pry. She stared up at the ceiling. Her mind was still full of problems she couldn't solve and thoughts about Hakeem. Even now, she thought she could still smell his musky sweaty scent. She inhaled deeply, trying to coax her nose to remember the smell.

With a start, she realized she actually was smelling something. It wasn't quite the same but it was definitely exotic. Something cocoa-y with hints of earth. She sniffed again. It was coming from her mother.

"What?" Joyce asked.

"You smell... different."

"Thank you. I needed my daughter to remind me that I haven't showered today."

"No, it's not that, it's... you smell like... someone I know."

"What? Oh! No, that's nothing. I was just in the garden earlier, that's probably it."

Something was definitely weird about her mother ever since she came back. Midnight strolls in her nightgown and coconuts in the garden? If she didn't know any better, she'd say her mother was having an affair. That wasn't like Joyce, however. 

"Are you saying I should break up with him?" she asked, lying back down.

"Do you want to?"

"I know that he's a really good catch and he has everything that every girl wants."

"Does he make you happy?"

"Sometimes, yeah."

"Is that enough?"

"How should I know? I missed that class in school."

Joyce chuckled. "If only they had rules about this, life would be simpler."

"How's Robert doing?"

"He's still downstairs, close to tears. Nelson's trying his best, but... well, he's exactly the same. They were both egging each other on until the police was involved."

"I didn't mean to be gone for so long. We had an argument over something at lunch and I went to a... friend's place and I had so much fun I just forgot about the time. If I had known he was going to be like this, I would have come home."

"Rach, my dear, it's not me you have to apologize to."

Rachel gulped. "You're right. Can you send him up?"

"Of course," Joyce said and leaned over to kiss her daughter on the forehead.

Only a few seconds after Joyce left the room, Rachel heard Robert's heavy feet gallop up the stairs. The door flew open and her boyfriend stood there, anxious. 

"How are you?" he asked.

"I'm alright," she replied and beckoned him over.

"I'm sorry, I overreacted earlier. I know that you're not a child and the only reason I got the cops involved was because of the drugs, I really thought that—"

"Shh," Rachel shushed him. 

How was she supposed to even begin to try to explain to him everything she felt? It was an impossibility. If she told him that he was acting just like her father did, he'd probably take it as a compliment. And she definitely wouldn't tell him about Hakeem — he might do something stupid. Guys' minds just didn't work that way. They only understood simple things.

"Let's make love, okay?" she said quietly.

A minute later, he had a condom on his willy and climbed between her legs. He didn't even ask if she was okay with her parents being downstairs and potentially overhearing. He probably already forgot about that or his libido didn't care.

"I'm so sorry, baby, it will never happen again, okay?" he whispered while thrusting inside of her.

It was probably the least enjoyable intercourse she had and did nothing for her, but when Robert climaxed and rolled off of her, he seemed happier. Somehow, she doubted his promise. 

She turned to look at him and studied his face. He was definitely handsome and everyone she knew said so. She thought that he was pretty, too, but did she feel it?

What did love feel like?

— xxx — 

It was almost midnight but hopefully, it wasn't too late. She would have called sooner but Joyce had been on the phone for hours with her sister, Anne. When she finally got off the line, Rachel carried the phone up to her room and plugged it in there so she could have privacy.

After four rings, Sally picked up. "Hello?"

"Hey, Sally, is Becky there?"

"Yeah, we're just watching Dukes of Hazzard."

"Can you put her on please?"

Moments later, Becky's voice blared through the headset. "Rachel! How are you?"

"You were right."

"Of course I was! About what exactly?"

"Hakeem is pretty funny."

"You talked to him? When? Rach! Tell me everything!"

So Rachel did, starting from the fight she had with Robert. She left out some of the details, like her period-scare and the weird snot, as well as her conversation with Joyce and the smell on her. All the important parts, she mentioned, especially how embarrassing it was to have the cops at her house.

"Wow, I did not expect all that," Becky said.

"I know. I've had a really weird day."

"We should totally go surprise Hakeem at the Fifty-Five."

"Sure, as soon as I'm old enough."

"No, it sounds like you two really hit it off together. Hey, Sally, you wanna go to the Fifty-Five? Yeah. With Rach. Okay, yeah. Rach, how about Thursday?"

"I'm still twenty on Thursday."

"That doesn't matter, I know of a way to get you in."

"What, you gonna hide me in your pocket?"

"Nah, we just sneak you in. Just wait. Thursday good?"

"Yeah," Rachel said, grinning.

That was an unexpected turn of events but seeing Hakeem again so soon made the rest of her day a lot easier to handle. 



9. The Fifty-Five
Robert had been so guilty about how he acted that when Rachel told him she wanted to go out with her friends, he hadn't even asked where to. He just said that she should have fun and enjoy herself.

All afternoon, Rachel was busy preparing herself. She was probably just going to say hello to Hakeem and that was it, he was working after all, but it still somehow felt like she was going on a date. Even though she definitely wasn't. Especially not behind Robert's back.

That would have been wrong. 

As wrong as the outfit she wore. Becky had warned her not to wear anything formal—the Fifty-Five was supposed to be for cool people—and to wear as little clothes as possible. 

Wearing the Daisy Dukes definitely fit that category. She'd made them herself out of a pair of old jeans but then never had the courage to actually wear them in public. Maybe that had been a mistake, considering how they made her legs seem so much longer than they really were. 

To balance that out, she picked a simple v-neck t-shirt that wasn't too low-cut. At Ferguson, she had seen some really risque outfits that amounted to little more than a bikini. That's what it felt like. 

The final touch was a pair of golden hoop clip-on earrings. She looked at herself in the mirror. Her legs were shaved and her brown hair was reasonably flat, or at least as flat as it would go even with spray. She'd tried to make her hair big once and it had been a mistake. She just couldn't pull it off even if it was fashionable.

Rachel thought she looked good, and that was a rare but amazing feeling. She turned around and saw her butt stretch the jeans fabric. Hopefully, it wasn't too big; she always had a bigger butt than the other girls.

Becky told her to be at the Fifty-Five by eight. At 7:48 PM, she pulled off of Washington Boulevard into the small parking lot between the squat, two-story building of the club and an apartment block.

It was a lively section of the city and hundreds of people were out and about, enjoying the warm summer evening. From the parking lot, the Fifty-Five didn't look that impressive, but nevertheless, there seemed to be a small crowd gathered outside the entrance. 

Was she supposed to go in the front? She sidled toward the ground and quickly realized that people were staring at her. Not just guys kept checking her out but women, too. She did her best not to blush but it was too late to turn out. Maybe she overdid her outfit. None of the people wore anything like she did. The closest they came was mini skirts.

"Yo, Rach!" Becky yelled from the parking lot behind her.

Rachel turned around to see her friend standing in a doorway on the side of the building. It was a one-way only door that was just smooth metal on the outside without a handle. Becky also wasn't wearing anything as lurid as she was, just a purple-and-yellow polka dot summer dress.

"Damn, you look... wow," Becky commented as she approached.

"You said I should wear something like this," Rachel glowered at her best friend as if it was her fault that just at that moment, a middle-aged man with salt-and-pepper hair was getting out of his car and looking at her like he wanted to swallow her whole.

"Yeah, I just didn't think you'd actually do it," Becky giggled.

"Great. Now I'm gonna embarrass myself."

"No, you're not," Becky said and grabbed Rachel's hand, pulling her inside the building.

They were backstage in a hallway. A peppy dance song was playing in the background, getting louder the closer they got. There was electricity in the air, a sense of excitement. 

Rachel's first view of the main club room was overwhelming. There were dozens of people dancing to the music. The walls of the building were lined with colorful, lit panels. Purple, green, blue. On one side was a stage that was empty, on the other side booths. In the center was a bar, though the throng of people dancing in the center blocked her view of it.

Becky pulled her toward one of the booths where Sally sat all by her lonesome, guarding three glasses. She was once again wearing the familiar pink leather jacket and bellbottoms, though Rachel couldn't tell at all what color they were because the club's lighting turned everything into a shade of purple.

"Wow, you... have nice legs," Sally greeted her, raising her voice to be heard over the moderately loud music.

"That's what I said!" Becky laughed and pushed Rachel into the booth opposite of Sally.

Rachel didn't know where to look first. She craned her neck trying to take it all in. The energetic beat of the track. The unabashed dancing of the crowd. Even the smell of cigarettes and alcohol and sweat was exciting. 

"Go on, drink up," Becky said, nudging one of the glasses toward Rachel. It was a curvy glass with a drink that looked like milk and a straw on top.

"What is it?"

"Pina colada, you're gonna like it."

"Is it alcohol?"

"Yeah, duh," Sally giggled.

"I can't, I'm driving," Rachel refused, pushing it back to the other side.

"No, you're not, I'll drive you home," Becky said and raised her own glass. "See? Only coke for me."

"I'm already drunk," Sally giggled, raising a mostly empty glass.

"This is your night, Rach," Becky said, nudging the pina colada back.

"You are the worst," Rachel said and laughed. She raised her glass and clinked it. "Cheers."

The drink was cool and smooth but as it went down her throat, it seemed to scratch, along with an overwhelming taste of coconut. She liked coconut.

"And?" Becky asked.

"I like it."

"See? Told you she would," Becky bragged to Sally.

"Wow, you know your best friend well, I'm impressed," Sally said and golf clapped.

"Brat."

"Do you come here often?" Rachel asked.

"We've been here a few times but we don't really like dancing," Sally.

"No, you don't like dancing. I like dancing," Becky countered.

"I don't like dancing either," Rachel said.

"She has a problem letting loose," Becky explained.

"I do not!"

"Yes, you do, Rach. You never let yourself enjoy life."

"I have fun!"

"Then why's that drink still full?"

Rachel rolled her eyes and took a demonstratively big gulp. That was a mistake. It burned in her throat and a shudder ran through her body. She coughed to try and make it go away. Both Becky and Sally burst into laughter.

"Assholes," Rachel muttered.

"So you like Hakeem, huh?" Sally asked pointedly.

Heat rose to Rachel's heat. It was probably just the alcohol. "He's funny," she said and took another sip, a much smaller one, to cover her blush.

"No need to rush it," Becky said.

"Rush what?"

"Hakeem's working the bar. You should go say hi to him," Sally said, giggling.

"I don't know if that's a good idea," Rachel said but it was exactly what she had been hoping for.

"Rach, you have—" Becky started.

"Okay, I'll do it," Rachel blurted out. "What do I say to him?"

"Tell him I want another Harvey Wallbanger," Sally said, downing the last swig of orange liquid.

"We have a tab open," Becky called out.

Rachel was already up on her feet, heading toward the bar. She avoided the dancing crowd as best as she could. 

The bar was staffed by two people. An older white guy with mustache and ponytail and Hakeem. He wore a baby blue dress shirt with a black pinstripe vest over it, which made him look incredibly handsome. She still didn't know what it was about him, other guys didn't seem that interesting. 

Hakeem hadn't noticed her yet and she slipped onto one of the empty stools and just watched him work. He was mixing a drink made from three different bottles, handling them like an artisan. 

When he was done with that, his eyes scanned the counter for any newcomers. He looked at her briefly, then did a double take, snapping his gaze at her. She smiled.

"Well, this is a surprise. I didn't expect you here," he said, sidling up to her. 

"You did invite me," she replied coyly.

"And you said you weren't old enough," he replied, bracing himself on the counter with both hands.

That wasn't the kind of reaction she had hoped at all. In his apartment, he had seemed easygoing and never went more than a few seconds without a smile. Now he was almost stern, which made her feel bad. Had she been wrong about him?

"Are you gonna tell on me?" she asked, giving him the old puppy eyes she shared with her mother. The ones that made guys do almost anything.

It didn't work. It seemed to crack his cold exterior and she thought she saw a flicker of movement at the corners of his mouth, but he remained firm.

"I haven't decided yet. You do know you can get in trouble, right? You could get the club in trouble, too."

"I have no intentions of doing either."

"So what are your intentions?"

"To live life and seek happiness, thanks for asking."

"I'm asking because my boss is looking at me funny and over there"—he nodded to the right without turning his head—"are two guys waiting for me to take their order."

"Oh," Rachel blurted out. "I want a drink but, uh... I forgot the name."

"How about some water?"

"It's orange and comes in a thin, tall glass."

"I ain't serving you any alcohol."

"It's not for me, it's for Sally."

"Ah, the Harvey Wallbanger."

"Yeah, that one. She says she has a tab open, so you better make that drink, Mr. Bartender."

Hakeem rolled his eyes. "If it makes you go away." He shuffled away again, pulling two bottles off the shelf. He prepared the drink while talking to the two customers he had pointed out.

Their back and forth was fun, at least Rachel thought it was, but she couldn't get a good read on Hakeem. She showed up at his job unannounced, had the potential to get him into trouble, and that probably just surprised him. Something told her that he wasn't quite as serious as he made it out to be, though she couldn't put her finger on it.

"One Harvey Wallbanger," Hakeem announced, setting the orange glass with a black straw on the counter. "Bring it straight to Sally, alright?"

Rachel looked him in the eyes, raised the glass, and took a sip of it. That was a mistake. The drink tasted foul and it burned ten times as much as the pina colada. "Yaaagh," she groaned and pulled a face.

Hakeem's lips quivered as if he was trying his best not to laugh. She stuck out her tongue at him and got up.

After a few steps, she turned around and caught sight of him looking after her, shaking his head and grinning, absentmindedly wiping the counter.

"Sorry, I took a tip of it," she said to Sally. "I wanted to impress Hakeem."

"And?" Becky inquired enthusiastically.

"It tasted awful. I don't know why you—"

"I meant about Hakeem, you dolt!"

"Oh! That went great."

Sally raised the glass to her lips and drank half of it in one go. When she lowered it, she pulled a face and shook her head.

"You don't have to keep ordering drinks just to get me to talk to him," Rachel said quickly.

"No, it's not for you," Sally groaned.

"It's because I'm gonna make her dance," Becky said, grinning. "Watch the stuff, okay?"

Becky grabbed Sally's hand and pulled her to her feet, leaving Rachel to guard several half-full drinks and three purses. She took another sip of her pina colada, wondering just how much alcohol there was in it. 

It wasn't the first time she'd drank alcohol but it had always just been a glass of wine at dinner or a can of beer she pilfered from her father's stash and shared it with Becky. She could tell that whatever was in the pina colada was much stronger. 

The two women were having fun dancing, or at least Becky did. She held Sally by the wrists and danced for both of them. It also appeared that Becky was having fun for the both of them.

As far as Rachel knew, she was the only one apart from Sally who knew that Becky wasn't like other women. Nobody in her family knew and if they ever found out that Becky and Sally were more than just roommates, all hell would break loose.

The thought of Becky living her entire life under the hanging sword of Damocles made her own problems with Robert seem like child's play in comparison. All she had to worry about was her life being too boring.

"Here, I brought you a coke."

Rachel jumped, lost in thought, and nearly tipped over her drink. 

"Sorry," Hakeem apologized. He set down the coke and frowned at the glass between her hands. "Where'd you get that?"

"Maaagic," she teased him while trying to recollect her composure.

"You shouldn't have that," he said and tried to pick it up.

"No!" she said, holding it steady.

"Got you something more age-appropriate," he said, nudging the coke toward her.

"I'm good, thanks."

"Rachel," he admonished her.

There was something in his voice that pissed her off. The patronizing tone as if she were a little child. She wasn't. She shot to her feet.

"I'm not a little kid!" she snarled, standing face to face to him.

"Whoa, I never said that," he said, backing off with his hands raised in defense. "It's just that I like you, you're like a little sister. Just wanna make sure nothing happens to you."

"I am not. A. Little. Sister," she growled, advancing towards him with every word.

This time, however, he held his ground. She ended up ended up standing inches from him. The electricity crackled in the air between them. She felt drawn to this man like she'd never felt about anyone else before. Something about him just made every cell in her body feel so damn alive, even if that life came in the form of anger.

"What's wrong with being a sister?" he asked. His breath tickled her cheeks.

"Sisters can't do this."

Rachel barely had to lean forward to press her lips to his. The moment she did, the dam broke. His incredibly supple, warm lips seemed to envelop hers. His hand touched her waist, pulling her body against his.

Warmth spread through her. His tongue darted forward and shivers raced up her spine. His hand slid lower to squeeze her butt and goosebumps rose all over her body. She was completely permeated by his scent, his energy, his touch.

It was better than having sex with Robert. He didn't even touch her between the legs and she felt that same warmth course through her body.

Then the kiss stopped and she sucked in air, trying to remember where she was. Who she was. It didn't seem important.

"You're definitely not my sister," Hakeem chuckled.

"That... was... amazing..." she panted.

"I need to go back to work," Hakeem said abruptly and let go of her.

Rachel tumbled backward in a kiss-drunk daze, her legs unable to support her, collapsing on the bench of the booth. She stared up at the ceiling, glowing an intense purple, and tried to remember every little detail about the kiss.

His lips were plump and big, much bigger than Robert's. His tongue had scraped along her lips before pushing into her like an unrelenting force of wonderful, gooey energy. He smelled of cologne, that chemical 'guy' smell. It wasn't as nice as his musky body odor.

Her heart beat a million times a second. She felt like she was floating on a cloud. Hakeem managed to do more with just a few seconds of kissing than Robert had in their entire relationship. 

"Are you alright?" Becky asked.

Rachel sat up to watch Sally and Becky squeeze into the booth. Sally was unusually handsy, rubbing her hand on Becky's thigh.

"Do you think you can climax from just a kiss? Because I think I just did," Rachel cooed.

"No, you can't," Sally snorted. "Believe me, we've tried."

"You kissed? Who? Hakeem?" Becky inquired eagerly.

"Uh-huh."

"Holy crapola. What was it like?"

"Better than sex."

"No way."

"Uh-huh."

"Maybe Robert is just really bad at sex," Sally suggested.

"Hey!" Rachel protested, more out of instinct than anything else.

If a kiss could feel that good, why didn't sex with Robert make her feel like that? Kissing certainly didn't. Had she been missing out all this time? Was Becky right when she said she never had an orgasm?

"Where's he now?" Becky asked.

"Dunno," Rachel replied.

"I think she's in a kiss-coma," Sally said, giggling.

"I'm in heaven," Rachel mumbled.

"He didn't stay?"

"Dunno."

"What do you mean? He just came by, kissed you, and left?"

"Pretty much, yeah."

"Did he say anything?"

"I don't remember."

"Becky, shut up," Sally said.

What was Rachel supposed to do now? She kissed him and he had kissed her back. Was she supposed to wait for him to ask her out? That was the proper thing to do, guys always were supposed to make the first move.

Only everything else she did was highly improper already. She had a boyfriend and she was the one that started the kiss. Was that what was bothering Hakeem? No, it was 1980. Things like that shouldn't bother guys anymore.

Reaching a conclusion, Rachel sat up. Her head felt like it was stuck in a bell-jar and the bass of the music was just hammering away at it. Becky and Sally were making out with wet and sloppy kisses. Sally hoisted herself halfway up on the other woman and had her hand dug into Becky's hair.

Watching two women kiss always threw Rachel for a loop. She didn't get it at all, it just seemed weird. But Becky was her best friend and she didn't see why her friend shouldn't do what made her happy.

Just like she was going to do what made her happy. 

On uncertain feet, Rachel made her way back to the bar. This time, Hakeem definitely noticed her approaching. His gaze slowly slid up her long legs and it felt good.

"Hi," Hakeem said.

"I'd like to order one kiss," she replied, sliding onto a stool.

"Don't you have a boyfriend?"

"I don't want him, I want you."

"You're drunk."

"So?"

"You're not thinking straight."

"You think I was drunk when I made the decision to sneak into this club of all the clubs in the cities? I can't stop thinking about you."

Rachel braced herself on the countertop and leaned forward. She kicked herself for choosing to wear the conservative t-shirt. If she had known she'd be in such a situation, she would have worn a top with a neck so deep it struck water. Even if there wasn't that much to show off.

"Why are you doing this to me?" he asked as if he questioned why the rain fell.

"Doing what?"

"Making me do stupid things," he replied.

Hakeem leaned over the counter and kissed her. It was even better than she remembered. His lips somehow made her feel small and tiny but she didn't mind it at all. She felt protected. 

"I'll have what she's having," the woman next to Rachel laughed.

"Hakeem!" came an angry bark.

At once, Hakeem broke the kiss. An older man in a suit was glaring daggers at him, standing in a doorway marked with "EMPLOYEES ONLY." He did not look happy.

"Ah, crap," Hakeem muttered.

"Get your ass in here," the man roared.

"Don't worry, it's not your fault," Hakeem said before briskly hurrying away, disappearing through the door.

Why did these things keep happening to her? Rachel just wanted to get off this emotional rollercoaster. She sat there, watching the door like a hawk but after five minutes, Hakeem still hadn't come out again. 

Heavy-hearted, she trudged back to the booth, where both women were watching her apprehensively.

"You look awful," Becky said.

Rachel fell onto the bench and buried her head in her arms. "I'm an idiot."

"What happened?"

"I messed everything up!"

But before she had a chance to explain anything, Hakeem showed up at the table. At once, all of her gloomy thoughts evaporated like fog dispersed by the sun. He slipped onto the bench beside her.

"Sorry about that," he said. "Took me a while to convince him that you're not just a customer, we know each other. I did have to lie and tell him you're my girlfriend though or he wouldn't have bought it. But he gets young love and all. So, uh, if anyone asks, you're my girlfriend."

"I'd like that," Rachel said at once.

"Then we'd better kiss again because he's watching," Hakeem chuckled.

Without turning around to see whether or not it was true, Rachel threw herself into the kiss. Any excuse was good enough for her.

This time, there weren't any interruptions. Just him and her. Warm and supple. Skillful.

And when it finally ended of its own accord, she was left breathless with her heart thumping in her chest so hard it drowned out the music. Her entire body was abuzz with energy.

"I have to get back to work, okay?"

"Okay," Rachel mumbled, though she was not in fact okay. She wanted to cling onto him and never let him leave.

When she turned back to the table, Becky was giggling furiously and Sally made retching noises, pretending she was puking. Rachel didn't mind. Nothing could make her feel bad.

"Ooooh, I'd like that, my lover," Becky mimicked Rachel.

"Shut up," Rachel giggled.

"I've never seen you like this," Becky said.

"I've never felt like this before," Rachel replied. She leaned back and just enjoyed life.

Ever so often, Hakeem would stop by for a minute or two to say hello, chat, and kiss. She looked forward to those times and what happened in between seemed more like waiting than hanging out and having a good time with her friends. 

If it were up to her, she would have happily kept on drinking, but Hakeem wouldn't serve her any alcohol, leaving her at the mercy of Becky and Sally, who thought it was best to keep her buzzed but nothing more. It was, without a doubt, the most fun Rachel has had in a long time. The first time that she really felt like she could let loose in a way she couldn't with Robert.

Like she was the one in control of her life.

— xxx — 

It was already past midnight when Becky slowly rolled down Five Oaks Road. Rachel sat in the back seat, resting her head on the windowpane. Everything was swimming, inside and out. The outside part was bad but the inside was so, so good.

Even now, the memory of kissing Hakeem made her feel as good as the best sex she ever had. The man had some sort of talent to make her climax with just his mouth. 

The car came to a halt fifty yards away from her home. "Why'd we stop?" she mumbled.

"I think I just saw something," Becky said.

"At your neighbor's house across the street," Sally added.

Rachel focused her gaze on Mr. Rawling's house. The porch light turned on and the front door opened but before anyone came out, the light turned off again. As if whoever was leaving didn't want to be seen.

At first, Rachel thought she wasn't seeing right. Her mother walked out the front door, wearing a bathrobe. Just like that time she caught her in the middle of the night, going for a "walk."

"Is that your mom?" Becky asked.

"Uh-huh," Rachel grunted.

"What's she doing in that house in the middle of the night?"

"Beats me. I caught her coming home really late the other day but she said she went on a walk. In her nightgown after midnight."

"Ooooooh," Sally cooed. "Do you think she's having an affair?"

"No, Joyce really isn't the type."

"I don't know, like mother like daughter," Becky giggled.

"Hey!"

"Why? You got yourself a hot black lover now, maybe Joyce has one, too."

"My mom wouldn't do that," Rachel snapped. "I'm gonna walk the rest."

Rachel got out and slammed the car door shut on the giggling girls. The night air was significantly cooler than the day and her skimpy outfit was a detriment. She stalked at a brisk pace toward her home.

At the sound of the front door opening, Joyce jumped out of the sofa and drew her bathrobe closed tightly. She relaxed when she saw it was her daughter but after recovering from her surprise, she frowned.

"Is that smoke I smell on you?" she asked, sniffing the air. "And alcohol? Have you been to a bar, Ms. My-Birthday-Isn't-Until-Another-Two-Weeks?"

"I don't know. Have you been outside having a "—she couldn't help but do air quotes, much to her own annoyance—"midnight stroll at Mr. Rawling's house?" she snapped back and headed for the stairs.

Joyce stood there, speechless for once. "Take a shower before you sleep," she called after Rachel.



10. The Bigger Man
"Would you like more duck, Rachel?" Mrs. Campbell asked.

"No, thank you," Rachel declined. She still had plenty of food on her plate. 

"Isn't she wearing a lovely dress, mother?" Robert said, putting a hand on Rachel's shoulder to make her lean back in the chair.

"Oh yes, very beautiful. Who is it?"

That was the part where Rachel was supposed to tell her the designer of the dress but the truth was that Sally had borrowed it from her Dad's store and she had absolutely no idea who made it. It was a plum-colored wrap swing a-line with a black sash. Sleeveless with a modest neckline but very deep back. It was very gorgeous and the smooth fabric was like ointment after wearing sandpaper for the last twenty years.

"It's a Fields," she answered, using Sally's last name.

"I will have to check him out," Mrs. Campbell replied. 

Rachel only barely managed to stop herself from rolling her eyes. She always hated that part of being wealthy. What did it matter who made the clothes you wear? It only mattered that they were pretty, not that they were expensive. 

If someone sold the Campbells a burlap sack for a thousand dollars, Mrs. Campbell would proudly wear it to church. So, too, was the food. Robert must have told them that the Cartwright's had served him duck and now they were trying to prove that they could do it more expensively.

One of the many problems was they served way too much food. It started out with cauliflower soup with baby carrots, real provolone, and a sprig of safran. The only thing she was able to taste was the cheese. The entree consisted of a roast duck drenched in a red wine reduction which Mr. Campbell made a big show of carving with his electric knife. Sides were mashed potato with thyme, pepper-stuffed olives, and arugula garden salad. For dessert, Mr. Campbell had promised frozen berry custard.

The entire evening, Rachel felt like she was in a bizarro version of her own home. Only instead of Joyce being there to counterbalance Nelson, Mrs. Campbell was like a female version of her dad in a—to her credit absolutely beautiful—Pucci dress. Mr. Campbell was just a carbon copy only better dressed, in a double-breasted suit from Hugo Boss, which he mentioned several times. 

At least Robert hadn't worn a jacket with his ensemble, though he was insufferable in every other aspect. She felt more like a dog at a show than a girlfriend, supposed to do tricks in front of his parents to show off how gracious and elegant she was.

"Did I tell you that she's one of the best in her class?" Robert said.

"I'm not," Rachel cut him off. "I'm in the top fifth percentile."

"See? She's one of the best," Robert continued.

"What is it you study again?" Mr. Campbell inquired.

"Business administration."

"At Ferguson," Robert added.

"Oh, that's sweet," Mrs. Campbell said in a patronizing manner. "Running a household does sometimes feel like running a business. I'm sure it will come in handy."

Robert beamed at her, nodding eagerly as if Mrs. Campbell had just given her a million dollar compliment. He put a hand on her thigh, patting it.

A wave of revulsion overcame Rachel, so strong she was glad to be sitting down or it would have knocked her off her feet. A vision of her future as the next Mrs. Campbell, married to Robert. Watching her own child grow up to become to the next Mr. or Mrs. Campbell.

It was a trap. A lock and chain as strong as any made of metal. She had the overwhelming urge to run.

"Robert, could I talk to you for a moment?" she said and stood up, cleaning her hands on the napkin.

She walked out of the ostentatious dining room into the extravagant hallway.

"What's the matter, are you feeling ill?" Robert inquired. "Please tell me it's not the food."

"It's not the food," she said tersely. Her stomach was in a tight, painful knot. "It's us."

"Us?"

"Yes. Us. It's not working for me."

"What do you mean? We're doing great. Honestly, they love you."

"I don't love them. Or you," she blurted out.

"What?"

"I don't want to do this anymore," she said and turned to leave.

"What are you saying?" he called out.

How much more obvious could she make it? Did she have to plunge a dagger into his heart? She picked up her dress so she could walk faster.

"Rachel, are you on your period?" Robert asked, his voice echoing off the marble.

Rachel burst through the front door and sucked in a huge breath of wonderful air. It smelled like freedom. She yanked open the front door of her Corolla and jumped inside.

Tires screeching, she pulled out of the driveway and if the gate hadn't been open, she would have barreled straight through it. There was only one place she wanted to be tonight.

— xxx — 

Rachel was sure she broke several laws on the way but she didn't care. She pulled off of Prescott and into the parking lot of the apartment complex which looked cozier and more comfortable every time she went there. 

The group of teens were all huddling around a copy of Playboy magazine and only looked up to wave at her. The novelty of her arrival had apparently passed, even when she was in full makeup. It was oddly touching.

The four flights of stairs felt like a breeze. She hammered on the door with her fist. If he wasn't there, she thought she might explode.

"Jesus, relax," Hakeem yelled inside. 

The sound of his voice alone made her grin from ear to ear. For the first time in her life, she was throwing caution to the wind and just doing something she wanted to do, regardless of whether or not it was a bad decision.

Rachel fell into the apartment with the door and threw herself around the handsome black man. She liked that she didn't have to get up on her toes to kiss him with her shoes on. She liked kissing him even more.

"What are you doing here?" he asked after their heated greeting.

"Can't I say hi to my boyfriend?"

"Can't get enough of my lips, huh?" he chuckled.

"I want more," she murmured, pressing her body up against his.

"I want more, too," he whispered back. His fingers sliding down her waist made her shiver.

"Then take me."

"God, you're so hot."

They started making out again but it was more of an animalistic release of energy. No thought, only need. Stumbling, bumbling, and groping, they made their way toward his bedroom. Apart from a dresser, he just had a big bed that took up most of the room. It was unmade with blue and white striped linens.

The mattress was soft and it smelled of him. His body wasn't as soft as he fell on top of her and rolled around. Her entire body was on fire with anticipation. His hands reached under her and unzipped the back of her dress.

Rachel shrugged out of the straps and pushed the dress down, enjoying the way his merry brown eyes twinkled, drinking in the sight of her. He looked at her with desire so powerful she could taste it.

Hakeem took over, sliding her dress down her hips. He kissed her stomach and goosebumps rose all over her body. He kissed her breast just above the bra and she thought she was going to die from the anticipation. He kissed her neck and her cheek and her lips while his hand slipped under the bra and kneaded her breast.

Frantically, she unhooked her bra and yanked it off. Her nipples were hard and aching. Hakeem wrapped his beautiful lips around her nipple and teased it, sending a fleet of tingles up her spine. 

He pulled his shirt over his head and she was awestruck by his body. He wasn't very muscular but his dark skin shone luxuriously by the red of the sinking sun. He didn't have hair on his chest or stomach. 

Of course, she heard rumors before that black guys were supposedly bigger down there and she was perfectly well aware that Robert wasn't the most endowed guy in the world—her previous boyfriend had been bigger—but when Hakeem pushed down his pants, her jaw dropped to the floor.

Between his legs hung a cock so big it didn't seem real. It jutted straight out with a slight uptick. At its thickest section, the shaft was thicker than her forearm. Maybe longer, too. He was uncut with a port wine colored tip.

"Oh my God," she gasped. "Is that real?"

Hakeem grabbed his shaft and pumped it once. The foreskin drew back, sliding over the ridge of the glans. Rachel's stomach fluttered and she felt lightheaded. A dark set of testicles bounced just underneath. He was hairless down there, too.

"I'd say so."

"It's too big," she muttered, unable to take her eyes off of it. 

How was that thing supposed to fit inside of her? It wasn't possible. It would rupture her internal organs. Maybe it would go into her vagina and come out of her mouth again. 

"You okay?" he asked with concern in his voice.

"I've never seen one that big," she said.

Hakeem chuckled. "Really?"

"Is it gonna hurt?"

"It shouldn't. We don't have to have sex right now if you don't want to."

Rachel thought about it for a second. There was furnace burning in her loins that was making her entire body itch and she knew without a doubt that there was only one way she could scratch it.

"No, I want to but the condoms I have definitely won't fit."

"Don't worry, I got some."

Hakeem walked over to the night table and opened a drawer. He pulled out a box of magnum condoms. She wanted to laugh. Magnum condoms! 

Climbing back up on the bed, he crawled over to her on all fours. He kissed her and she melted all over again. "We'll go as slow as you want, okay?" he said.

"Okay. Can I touch it?"

Hakeem burst into laughter. "Yes, you can touch it," he said, kneeling in front of her.

Rachel's hands were shaking as she reached out. Her fingertips made contact with the shaft and she flinched. It was warm and she felt the blood rushing underneath the surface. She wrapped her fingers around it—tried to, at least. She couldn't do it all the way. 

Even using both of her hands didn't feel like it was enough. "Wow," she whispered.

"As much as I enjoy this, all this teasing is killing me," Hakeem said.

"Oh, sorry! It's just so... big."

"You wanna put the condom on?"

In lieu of an answer, she snatched the satchel out of his hand and tore it open greedily. She placed it at the tip of his penis and unrolled it with her fist. It was like gripping the stick in her car. Just his tip filled her entire fist.

"Are all black guys that big?" she asked.

"Nah, I've seen bigger."

Rachel's head snapped up. "Bigger?"

"You're acting like you've never seen one before."

"I'm not sure I have," she said, rolling the condom down his shaft. 

When her task was finally done, she laid on her back and pushed down her panties. They clung to her vagina with wetness, which Becky said was normal. When Hakeem looked at her muff and pussy, he certainly didn't seem disgusted in any way.

She expected him to climb between her legs and push his dick inside—or at least try to—but he didn't. He laid down next to her and pulled the blanket over them. Warmth and the powerful aroma of him enveloped her.

As they kissed, his hand slid over her naked body, seemingly exploring every crevice. He squeezed her breast and tickled her waist. He nuzzled her neck and grabbed her thigh, hoisting her leg over his hips.

His large member bumped up against her labia and she flinched but it didn't go inside. It pushed between her legs, finding a resting place wedged between her buttcheeks. Her stomach did somersaults at the monumental presence so close to her openings.

Whenever she thought he was finally going to do it, he didn't. It was starting to annoy her. Why didn't he fuck her? Did he not want to? Kissing was great and all but she was starting to get desperate.

Suddenly there was something else between her legs. Hakeem's hand. He slipped a finger inside of her. It happened so fast she wasn't ready for it.

"Ohhh," she gasped.

"My God, you're wet," Hakeem chuckled.

"Is that good?"

"Yes, it's good," he chuckled.

The finger inside of her was bigger than Robert's penis. And more agile. And he had more than one finger. He nibbled on her earlobe while his finger massaged her inner walls. 

She welcomed that familiar feeling. Nurtured it. Closed her eyes and felt it grow. Only it grew bigger and faster than she was used to. His finger was doing something weird on her inside and his thumb dragged across a spot on the outside and...

It was pleasure like she never felt before. A roaring fire that seared away every part of her except for the everlasting, unrelenting, overwhelming pleasure. Fireworks upon fireworks while an orchestra all beat on drums at the same time.

— xxx — 

"Are you okay?" Hakeem asked.

Rachel's eyes fluttered open. It took her a moment to realize where she was. Who she was. She started laughing because she didn't know what else to do. Hakeem looked at her like she was crazy.

The blanket had fallen off of her. Her chest rose and fell with her deep breaths. Her naked body glistened in the last rays of the week.

"I think I just had my first orgasm," she said.

"For real?"

"If that wasn't an orgasm then I've just had an epiphany from God. I've never felt anything like it."

"None of your boyfriends have made you cum?"

"No," Rachel said, shaking her head. "I thought they did... I mean it always felt nice but... wow. Thank you. Thank you, thank you, thank you."

"You ready for more?"

"Yes!" she yelled.

Hakeem rolled on top of her and she felt the familiar, comforting weight of another human being. Something big probed at her entrance. She gulped as she felt herself being opened up by the enormous presence. Her heart fluttered and her stomach soared. 

"Does it hurt?" Hakeem asked.

"No," she rasped.

And then he pushed in for real. Rachel thought she was going crazy. It just kept going and going, getting bigger and bigger. Just when she thought it was the end and there couldn't possibly be any more, another inch slid inside of her.

She felt so vulnerable. He was inside of her so deep that she couldn't possibly push him out again. She tried and felt her muscles hug the full girth of it. Entirely at his mercy.

Her toes were trembling when he ground his hips, making love to her. She dug her fingers into the sheets, gripping a fistful. 

Without intending to, she moaned out loud. Like there was too much pressure and it had to find release. And when just moaning wasn't enough, she called out for him to fuck her. And when that wasn't enough to appease the fire, she screamed.

"Ohhhhhhhhhhhh... ohhhhhhhhhhhhhh... ohhhhhhhhhhhhh yeeeeeeeeeeeeeees!"

What the hell had she been doing all her life? All those years in which she had been sexually active felt like a waste. Why had she never climaxed? Why hadn't anyone told her how good it was supposed to feel?

Why did it have to stop?

Hakeem's lips found hers and it felt like a warm hug. Like slipping into a warm bath at the end of the day. She relaxed, letting herself get spoiled by his mouth.

"You are beautiful," Hakeem whispered.

"So are you," she murmured.

She did something she had been wanting to do since she saw him for the first time. She reached up and ran her fingers through his coarse hair, gurgling with happiness.

"You are definitely weird, though."

"I can live with that."

The condom clinging to his semi-flaccid shaft was filled with his spunk. She watched him roll it off and tie the end closed. His penis was dark and glistened with wetness. Even now it still looked so impressive.

Hakeem laid there, watching her with contemplation. She liked his eyes, they laughed even when his mouth wasn't. He had nice eyebrows, too. And he had made her climax. Twice. 

Was it because of the size of his penis? No, it couldn't be. He'd done it with his fingers, too. She remembered what it was like to have something that big slide inside of her and shivered a little.

"Cold?" Hakeem asked, pulling the blanket over the two of them again.

"No, I just remembered how good your penis feels."

He chuckled and then let out a long sigh.

"What?" she asked.

Hakeem shook his head slightly as if he was deciding whether or not to tell her something. He seemed to make up his mind. "Do you really want to do this whole boyfriend-girlfriend thing?"

"Yeah," Rachel replied immediately and her eyes lit up. For a moment, anyway, until she saw the expression in his eyes. "You don't?"

"I thought you were interested in me because you just wanted to fuck me because I'm black at first but—"

"What? I do not!" she interrupted.

"I know that now."

"Who would do that?"

"Plenty of people. Usually older, married women. They see me serving drinks and then they get all sly, trying to ask if it's true what they say about black guys. Then they tell me how bad their husbands are in bed and you just know that they're a split second away from begging you to sleep with them."

"And do you ever do it?"

"I did. Once. She was a thirty-five-year-old lady from Woodburn. She had red hair and big tits."

"You slept with her?"

"Never happened, no. We went back to her house because she really wanted me to do her in her husband's bed and she didn't want to use any protection. I told her I didn't want to do that and she started offering me money. Fifty bucks every time we did it."

"What!"

"Ah, shoot, I'm sorry. I didn't mean to bring something like that up."

"I'm not like that at all!" Rachel protested hotly.

"I know, relax. It's just... well, it's not normal for someone like me to be with someone like you."

"What do you mean?"

"Are you serious?"

"Yeah, what's wrong with you and me?"

"Rich, well-to-do white chick with a blue-collar black guy? In Springfield? Come on."

"I don't care about that."

"It's not you I'm worried about."

"You saying you don't want to be with me?"

"Wish I could. But you're just so damned adorable, I can't help myself."

Rachel didn't know what to say to that. Was she really going to cause him trouble just by being with him? It wasn't like he was Martin Luther King Junior. He was just one guy in all of Springfield. Who would have a problem with that? It was a small dampener on her otherwise incredible experience.

"Is that why you were so stand-offish at the bar?" 

"Part of it, yeah."

"Well, you're wrong. I don't care about any of that, you are who you are and I am who I am and that's nobody else's business. If they have a problem with that they can just go buzz off. I want to be with you."

"God help me, I do, too."

Rachel nestled up to him and laid her head on his shoulder. He was warm and comfortable. She listened to the thumping of his heart in his chest.



11. Second Breakup
The early Monday morning rays of sun kissed Rachel's face. She opened her eyes and the first thing she saw was Hakeem. He was still asleep with his head mushed on the blanket. She reached out and gently patted his hair before swinging her legs out of bed and stretching.

Every part of her body was sore. The good kind of sore, like after a strenuous workout. It had been one of the most incredible nights of her entire life. No, it had been the most incredible night.

After Hakeem called in sick at the bar, they spent every waking second having sex. She wanted to do everything she missed out. She wanted to try everything new. She barely did either because just plain old sex was wonderful enough.

Unfortunately, she didn't have any pajamas or anything. The air in the apartment was cool. She went to the bathroom and found the bathrobe she thought she remembered — a fuzzy white one. It was way too big for her but it smelled of vanilla and it was warm.

The fridge was fairly empty but she found some bread and peanut butter in the pantry. She was starving and slathered on a good helping of the creme. She ate it while staring out at Springfield through the kitchen window.

It was a completely different view of the city than she was used to. No lawns and evenly spaced houses with fences. On the other side of the street were two more apartment buildings. Between them was a gap, through which she saw the sky and, in the distance, half of the Central Bank skyscraper.

Rachel just finished her second slice and was about to prepare a third when someone knocked on the door. She jumped and nearly dropped the jar of peanut butter.

Was she supposed to answer the door? Definitely not. She had no idea who might be on the other side. She headed for the bedroom to wake up Hakeem.

"Rach, you in there?" the person on the other side of the door yelled and knocked again. She knew that voice. 

Rachel opened the door to find Becky standing there, looking groggy and ticked off. 

"Hi," she said dumbfoundedly and drew her bathrobe closer. She had seen her face in the bathroom mirror and she knew that she definitely wasn't presentable. Her hair was matted and her face was sweaty. There was also a film of sticky residue all over her breasts.

"Figured you'd be here," Becky huffed and waltzed right in. "You gotta come back home. Robert's there and he's all frantic."

"Oh great," Rachel sighed. She almost forgot that Robert existed.

"I don't really know what's going on. Joyce called me just now because she was trying to find out. Apparently, Robert is over there really angry because you two broke up?"

"Yeah, I did, last night. Crud. I suppose I should go."

"I'll come with you, I took a cab over here. Sally's got the bird."

"I need to shower first," Rachel said and headed for the bathroom.

Seven minutes later, she emerged smelling of vanilla. Hakeem was on the couch in his boxer shorts, talking to Becky. They both looked up.

"Good morning and sorry about all this," Rachel apologized.

"It's alright, Becky filled me in," Hakeem said and yawned.

"Becky, would you mind waiting a little longer for me and Hakeem to have a... uh, chat in the uh—"

"I'm not waiting out here so you can smooch him," Becky groaned.

"Fine!" Rachel said and went into the bedroom to change.

Two minutes and a luxurious kiss later, the two women were in the Corolla, heading toward Big Rock. It was only seven in the morning and the city just started to wake up. 

"Why didn't you ever tell me how good it was supposed to feel?" Rachel asked.

"How what is supposed to feel?"

"An orgasm."

Becky snorted. "Very funny."

"I had my first one last night."

"Holy crapola. You've never had an orgasm before?" Becky yelled and she pulled over to the curb. "Like not even by yourself?"

"No!"

"I always thought you were joking!"

"I wasn't!"

"Why didn't you say anything?"

"I didn't know!"

"Oh my God!"

"I know!"

"You saying Robert never made you orgasm?"

"Nope."

"Not even once?"

"Not once."

"And you've been with him for months?"

"Yeah."

"Oh my God."

"Tell me about it."

"No, you tell me! What was it like?"

For the rest of the drive, Becky needled her with questions. She wanted to know everything. The conversation helped crystallize her own feelings about her relationship. 

By the time they pulled into Big Rock, she knew without a doubt that she never wanted to return to Robert. Everything about him was the opposite of what she wanted and she could have kicked herself for not realizing it sooner. Robert was the relationship that her father wanted her to have and she had believed that was what she was supposed to do.

But being with Hakeem opened her eyes. She liked him a lot and she liked the way he made her feel. She wanted to explore that completely new side of her life.

The door to her parents' house stood open and Robert's truck was parked in the driveway. Becky insisted on coming with her and she had no real objections. The more people there were, the less Robert would do something stupid.

The living room was crowded. It wasn't just Robert and her parents, but for some strange reason, Mr. Rawling was also there. He was in his landscaping business outfit. The man was enormous and the massive pile of muscle squeezed into cotton seemed to fill the room with his presence.

Robert looked up as she entered. His eyes were bloodshot and he wore the same outfit he had last night. So was she but for very different reasons. He catapulted off the couch and fell on his knees in front of her.

"I'm sorry, Rachel. Whatever it is, I'm sorry. I'll be better, I promise," he pleaded with his hands folded together as if she were an ancient God he had to pray to.

What was she supposed to say to that? What was he even apologizing for?

"You see how much he loves you?" her father added.

"I don't love him," she countered. With that, she found her inner strength. "I told you last night, it's not working out between you and me."

"But we're perfect for each other," Robert pleaded.

"He's already like part of the family," her father added.

"I'm not happy!" she said again, feeling like neither of them was listening. And why the hell was her father trying to push her?

"Is it because I'm taking too long to propose?" Robert asked.

"No, it's not. I just don't want to be with you anymore. I don't love you. I don't like you. I don't like your family. I don't want to be Mrs. Campbell and just the thought makes me sick."

"Honey, you don't know what you're saying," her father said.

"Yes, I do!" Rachel yelled. She turned to Robert. "It's over between us. Over. Done. Finished."

"No, I refuse to accept that," Robert said.

Rachel wanted to slap him. How could he be so damn obtuse? How could she possibly make it any clearer?

"Robert, I think she is being perfectly clear," Joyce cut in.

"She's not making any sense," Robert said, turning around to look up at Joyce.

"I would ask that you please leave," she said firmly.

"Nelson!" Robert pleaded, turning toward the man of the house.

"Joyce, please. She's messing up her life," Nelson urged.

"Do you want to leave as well, dear husband?" she asked pointedly.

Rachel had never seen her mother like that. She was always easy-going and, if anything, let her dad walk all over her at every opportunity. Now she was like a fierce lioness protecting her cubs. It was impressive and she couldn't put into words how grateful she was.

"Okay," Nelson said, shoulders slumped and muted. "Robert, please leave."

Rachel couldn't believe it. His own wife had just threatened to kick him out of the house he was so proud of and he didn't even argue with her. 

"What's gotten into you?" Robert yelled.

But then the giant Mr. Rawling stood up and cleared his throat, rumbling like distant thunder. Nelson flinched and Robert gulped. "Is there going to be trouble?" he asked sternly in a pleasant baritone.

For a moment, it looked like Robert thought about making a scene. His fists were balled and his arms trembling. But then he took a good look at the massive gardener and thought better of it.

As he left, he shot one last pleading look at Rachel. There were tears in his eyes and a part of her hurt. It wasn't like he had been terrible to her. They had plenty of good times. They made love and laughed and ate and swam... but in all that time he never made her feel like Hakeem did.

The door slammed shut and Rachel flung her arms around her mother. They were the same height but she felt like she was a little kid again, sheltered by her loving parent. "Thank you," she whispered.

"I told you, I will always support you," Joyce said and kissed Rachel's forehead.

"I'm so sorry you had to see that, Rebeccah," Nelson apologized. "I don't know what's gotten into her."

"I do," Becky said and giggled.

Rachel shot her a nasty look and she stopped giggling. 

"What's she talking about?" Nelson asked.

"I met someone else," Rachel said, forestalling anything that Becky could say to make it worse.

"Who?" he demanded.

"Nelson, give her some space," Joyce cautioned.

"No, no, it's okay," Rachel said. "His name is Hakeem."

If her mother could stand up to Nelson, she could, too. Her father's issues weren't going to get in the way of her happiness. She saw the reaction on his face like an open book. His brows furrowed and he must have been thinking, "Why, that name sounds funny, it has got to be some foreigner's name."

"Is that why you broke up with him?" Joyce asked.

"Yeah. Hakeem"—she emphasized his name—"is really cool. It wasn't until I met him that I realized just how unhappy being with Robert made me."

"You met this... Hakeem"—Nelson stumbled over the name—"where exactly?"

"He's a friend of mine," Becky offered.

"I see. What does he do?" Nelson asked, lips clenched.

Of course that would be the first thing he asked about. How much money he made. "He's a bartender."

"A bartender?" Nelson spluttered. "In Springfield?"

"Yes, Dad. At the Fifty-Five."

"I know that place," Mr. Rawling said. "It's a funky dance bar."

That seemed to confirm Nelson's suspicions. If the black guy in the room knew the bar that meant it was an African-American bar. Nevermind the fact that it wasn't. It wasn't even in a black neighborhood, it was on Washington. But Rachel saw the gears and pulleys inside of his brain clank and grind. A vein on his forehead popped.

"Yes, Dad, he's black," Rachel said unprompted.

Nelson winced, the way he always did when someone called him out on his racism. Anger bubbled up in him. "No, I won't have it."

"Nelson, she can date whom she likes," Joyce said.

"No," Nelson spat at her. "No, no, no." With every 'no' he stomped his foot on the floor.  His face turned red. "It's enough that you're fucking him but I. Will. Not. Have. My. Daughter. Fuck. A. Nig—"

Putting her whole body into the swing, Joyce slapped her husband across the cheek. The resounding thwack brought silence into the house.

Rachel was stunned. She had assumed that her mother was sleeping with Mr. Rawling but she wouldn't have guessed in her wildest dreams that her father knew. 

Nelson collapsed like a sack of potatoes, slumping against the wall, clutching his cheek. Joyce was quivering with anger, only held back by Mr. Rawling, who had his hands on her shoulders. Becky just stood there, wide-eyed and slack-jawed.

"You do not use that word in this house," Joyce hissed, seething with anger.

"Yes, I'm sorry," Nelson muttered with downcast eyes.

"Apologize to Darius."

"I'm sorry," Nelson repeated.

"And to your daughter."

"I'm sorry, Rachel."

"Good. Now go up to our room and close the door so I can have a conversation in peace with my daughter about her new friend."

Nelson stood up and avoided looking at Rachel. "Please, Joyce. I don't care what you do to or who you do but please leave our daughter out of this. She deserves a normal, good life with someone like Robert. You have to understand that."

Joyce shrugged out of Mr. Rawling's grip and headed for the phone in the hallway. She picked up the receiver and started turning the dial.

"Who are you calling?" Nelson asked, terrified.

"I think I will start with the Campbells and let them know that you've been unable to satisfy your wife and I've had to take a black lover. Then maybe I will call your parents and tell them—"

"No!" Nelson cried out and before she finished the sentence, he scurried up the stairs. A door slammed shut moments later.

Joyce sighed and put the receiver down again. She turned to Rachel with a weak smile. "I'm sorry you had to see that."

Rachel didn't know what to say. Her mother might as well have pulled the rug out underneath her feet.

"Like I said," Joyce continued, "a lot has changed since you moved out. A lot." She turned around and pulled Mr. Rawling's head down for a kiss.

A shiver raced up Rachel's spine at seeing her mother dwarfed by the muscle-bound gardener. Like a sailboat out at sea in front of a tidal wave.

"I guess it runs in the family," Becky said and giggled.

Rachel jumped. She had almost forgotten about Becky in the tumult. 

"Please don't tell anyone about our... special bond," Joyce said to Becky. 

"Dad is okay with this?" Rachel asked dubiously.

"Well... he doesn't like it but he's more afraid of people finding out that I'm having relations with a black man than he minds me actually doing it."

"Your mother is a very devious woman," Mr. Rawling chuckled. "This wasn't really the kind of introduction I had hoped for, but I suppose it can't be helped. Please, call me Darius," he said and offered his hand.

"Hi," Rachel replied for lack of anything better to say, shaking the massive paw.

"Don't worry, I won't say a pip," Becky said, shaking Darius' hand.

"You don't want me to do... that to Robert, do you? I don't want that."

"No, of course not, Marshmallow," Joyce said. "I want you to have the kind of life I never did. Whatever it takes."

"Why don't you leave him?" Rachel blurted out.

"I just don't have the heart to do that to him. It would crush him. Besides, I like it here. The neighbors are fantastic." That elicited a chuckle from Darius. "But enough about me. Who's this young man who has captured your heart?"

"Hakeem. He's really cute."

"Why don't you bring him around? I'd love to meet him."

It was the bizarrest feeling in the world. From breaking up with Robert the second time to finding out that her mother was cuckolding her father in the span of only a few minutes. Did she even want to invite Hakeem to that kind of mess?

"I'll have to ask," she muttered.

"Of course. I'm just so glad that you're happy," Joyce said and swept up her daughter in a hug.

Rachel couldn't deny that she was.



12. Ruined Entrance
One of the boys whistled loudly as Rachel got out of the car. She flashed him a grin and then stuck out her tongue. It was obvious to anyone who looked at her that she was wearing something special under her sundress. Normal people did not wear stockings with something like that.

The dress was her own, an orange and green one with a psychedelic print. Everything else belonged to Becky. She asked her friend to loan her the hottest outfit she had and Becky had delivered. Black stockings that reached up to the middle of her thighs, held up by a black lacy garter belt with matching panties.

The bra was her own, however. There was no way one of Becky's would have ever fit her. She planned to take it off at the first opportunity. Her heels clicked on the steps as she ascended the four flights.

Standing in front of Hakeem's door, she looked left and right to make sure nobody was there before grabbing the hem of her dress and pulling it over her head. She also made the snap decision to take off her bra. She tossed both on the ground on top of her purse.

She knocked on the door and waited with bated breath. Her nipples were hard and she was wet between the legs.

The door opened and Hakeem's eyes went wide. He drank in the sight of her sexy body and she felt like she was queen of the world. Nobody ever looked at her like that. It felt good to be wanted.

"Who's that?" a woman yelled from inside the room.

It was Rachel's turn to be surprised. A woman? What was a woman doing in his room? Was he seeing other women? Had he just been trying to get into her pants? Hurt, anger, envy, and jealousy punched her in the stomach.

"Shit, you better come in before someone sees you," Hakeem said, muted.

Rachel stooped down to grab her things and clutched them to her chest. The woman was Melody. Tall, gorgeous, with voluminous hair. She did not look happy at all.

"This?!" she yelled, gesturing at Rachel. "You're dumping me for this piece of white trash?"


"Mel, shut up."

"Hell naw, you don't tell me to shut up, Mister You're-The-Only-Woman-For-Me. I thought you were different but I guess you ain't nothing but another player, sticking your dick into anything you can get your hands on."

"It's not like that all."

"What, 'cause you bagged yourself a rich, white piece of ass? Is that it? You suddenly too good for a woman of color?"

"No!"

"Go fuck yourself!"

Melody stormed toward the door with her nose in the air. Her hair bounced with every step. She stopped in front of Rachel, turned toward her, and spat her in the face. Rachel jumped in surprise, still clutching her dress to her chest.

"Melody!" Hakeem yelled and rushed toward the two of them.

That was the signal for Melody to get out. She huffed, turned on her heel, and left the apartment. The door slammed hard enough for a piece of plaster to detach and clank on the floor.

Grabbing the first thing he could get his hands on, which was the hem of his t-shirt, Hakeem wiped the warm spit off of Rachel's cheek. Once that was done, he wrapped his arms around her and drew her in for a hug.

"I'm sorry. I didn't know you'd show up looking like this."

"I didn't mean to cause you any trouble," she said quietly and felt the tears well up in her eyes. She buried her face in his warm shoulder and let them pour out.

"Not your fault," he whispered, gently stroking her back.

"Does she hate me because I'm white?"

"She's just angry, that's all."

"Sounded more than angry. I didn't know you were in a serious relationship."

"It wasn't that serious. I'm sorry your grand entrance got ruined."

At that, his hand slid lower on her back, moving from comforting to frisky. She dropped the purse and dress that she was, for some reason, still holding. 

"You sure you don't want to... talk?"

"It really wasn't that much of a relationship and a good romp will do more than a million words ever could," he said and his hand squeezed her buttock hard enough to make her yelp.

"Well, then," Rachel said and quickly snatched up her purse. She pulled out the packet of magnum condoms she bought—just to make absolutely sure that nothing would get in the way— and slapped it against his chest.

She turned around and spotted the coffee table. There were only a few magazines lying on it, which she pushed off. She climbed up on the solid beech wood surface on her hands and knees and stuck out her butt, wiggling it at him. It was just the right height.

"Come get your piece of white ass," she teased him, looking at him over her shoulder.

"Oh no, you did not just..." Hakeem said and nearly fumbled the packet of condom. Unable to find the perforation, he simply tore open the cardboard box, scattering two dozen condoms over the carpet. 

Pants down, condom on, panties down. 

"Ohhhh, yeah," Rachel groaned in satisfaction as Hakeem's cock pushed between her folds.

All her thoughts and worries were driven away, replaced by his manhood. It was the best feeling in the world to be filled like that. She had finally learned why people cared so much about sex, why the entire world seemed to want nothing else. Why would they?

Hakeem grabbed her hips and started to really thrust into her. His thighs thundered into her with a resounding slap. Every time he did, he plunged in so deep that his tip hit a wall deep inside of her. It smarted at first, like a pinprick, and she flinched but then the pain mellowed into pleasure.

"Ohhhh, ohhhhh, ohhhhh," she moaned, over and over, drowning out Hakeem's ragged breathing and the wet squelching between her legs.

She couldn't believe it. His cock was actually so big it reached the end of her vagina. Her legs started to tingle and she welcomed it, knowing what it was. She relaxed her body, ready for anything.

Anything turned out to be Hakeem grabbing a fistful of her brown hair and pulling her head back. Hard enough to make her hands leave the surface of the table. And suddenly he was in complete control of her, hoisting her up by her hair, with every thrust rocking her entire body forward several inches.

It was exhilarating. She just hung there, floating in her own world. Wave after wave of euphoria crashed into her.

When she came to, her face was pressed against the surface of the table and Hakeem was still going. Only now her pussy was even more sensitive than before. 

"Mmmm, mmmm, mmmm," she moaned with her lips pressed tightly together.

His thrusting slowed down and she felt his thick member pulsating. It sent shivers racing up her spine. Her legs were trembling and gave out underneath her. She laid on the coffee table, writhing with her second orgasm.

Hakeem collapsed on the couch and she summoned all her strength to pick herself off the table and crawl over. She dropped next to him and her mouth was irresistibly drawn to his penis. The condom was gone but it was still slick with his seed.

She kissed the base of his shaft and tasted her own juices. The middle only tasted like the prophylactic but the tip... it was salty and sticky and wonderful. She licked wide swaths across the member, scooping up all the flavor.

Since it was starting to get more flaccid, she was able to take in a lot more than she thought. She sucked out more of his seed while Hakeem squeezed her butt and stuck a finger inside of her pussy.

Before long, she managed to get him hard again. Stretching her mouth as much as she could, she worked his tip eagerly. 

"Gently please," Hakeem murmured.

She kissed the underside of his glans and used the tip of her tongue to press in. She dragged her lips along the sensitive spot and made little circles with her tongue. He was so entranced, he forgot to pleasure her, but that was alright.

With a satisfied groan, Hakeem exploded. His hot semen blasted against her forehead. She quickly put her mouth over the hole, letting the rest pump inside of her.

"Holy shit," Hakeem sighed. "Where'd you learn to do that?"

She looked up at him proudly. He was leaning into the couch, both hands at his side, looking like he just had an epiphany. She swallowed his load and grinned from ear to ear.

"Just because I never had an orgasm doesn't mean I don't know how to give one," she teased him.

"Wow... just wow."

She dragged her fingers over his cock, which slumped against his t-shirt. "You have a really nice penis," she said.

"You have a nice... everything."

"You have nice eyes."

"You have nice hair."

"So do you," she laughed.

"You have nice breasts."

"Really?"

"Yeah, they're just the right size to squeeze."

"You don't think they're too small?"

"Are you crazy?"

Hakeem grabbed her by the shoulders and pushed her on her back. He followed and wrapped his lips around her had bud.

"Oh!" she gasped.

He kept alternating each breast, nibbling and teasing her nipple until she thought she would go insane. Just when she thought she couldn't take it anymore, he kissed his way down her stomach, over the garter belt, and between her legs.

It was yet another new and profound experience. His lips and tongue were different than his cock and fingers but in no way worse. Perhaps even better. He dragged his tongue across her button and she thought it might just be the best yet.

It didn't take long until she was screaming with unabashed sexual fervor yet again.

— xxx — 

Rachel laid on top of him on the couch, resting her head against his chest. She had taken off her stockings and garter belt, preferring to be completely nude against his body. The goatskin blanket laid on top of her, its soft fur tickling her skin.

"My folks want to meet you," she said.

"You told them about us already?"

"It's... complicated."

"How much weird can you handle?"

"A lot."

"Good, because you're gonna need to. I found out my mother is cuckolding my father with our neighbor."

Hakeem's entire body rumbled with laughter and she was bounced up and down.

"Seriously?" he asked.

"Yeah. I found out yesterday. My ex-boyfriend was at my house again, crying and I had to break up with him a second time."

"Wow."

She told him the whole story, only leaving out some of the more embarrassing parts about Nelson, though she mentioned the slap. Joyce had to go to the doctor because of it and now she wore a hand-brace.

"That is wild," Hakeem said after she finished.

"I know. I hope I didn't scare you off with my fucked up family."

"It would take a lot more to get me to abandon the hottest girl in Springfield," he said.

A different kind of warmth filled her. Not the sexual frenzy but a deeper, gentler warmth. The words made her happy and grateful. She propped herself up so she could kiss him.



13. One Knee
"So this is the famous Big Rock, huh?" Hakeem asked as they drove up to the gate.

"Yup. It's really nice," Rachel said, slowing down so he could sightsee as much as he wanted. Also because Mrs. Billington was on gate duty and she didn't like loud noises or fast cars.

"It's really rich," Hakeem chuckled.

"Well, I can't help that."

"It's not a criticism, it's an observation," he said, smirking.

It had been one of the most eye-opening and humbling weeks of her life. Hakeem's world was so different to her own. On Thursday, they had gone grocery shopping together because she was staying at his apartment so much and wanted some things to eat and cook.

When she shopped, she just tossed things she wanted into the cart. Hakeem looked at each price tag and compared different products, finding the one that was cheaper. He was good at math and did it in a split second but it was still something she never even thought about.

In her family, the credit card did all the math for her. The fridge was always full of food and the pantry well stocked. 

"Oh no," Rachel cried out.

In the driveway of 1002 stood Robert's red truck. She hadn't heard all week from him so she assumed he finally got the message. Worse, he was sitting in the car. Wearing a suit.

"What's the matter?"

"That's Robert's truck," she said, coming to a halt on the side of the road in Darius' driveway. "Maybe it's better if you wait here in the car. I'll go talk to him and tell him to go away."

"You sure?"

"Yeah. If he sees you... it's not gonna make it any easier."

Before she even cut the engine, the door of Robert's truck opened and he stumbled out. Rachel got out of the Corolla, wishing she wore a suit of plated armor instead of a miniskirt. 

Robert turned around and leaned into the truck. Music started playing. It was "Here Comes The Bride." 

"I'm sorry it took me this long to realize that this is what you want," Robert proclaimed loudly. He sank to one knee in the front lawn and Rachel saw he had a small, black box in his hand.

"No!" she called out.

"Rachel Edith Cartwright, will you take me, Robert Campbell, as your husband?"

"No!" she yelled again, louder. "No, I will not. I. Do. Not. Want. To. Marry. You."

"But—" Robert started but he abruptly cut off as a car door closed. His head turned to the left. His eyes went wide and she saw the anger bubble up inside of him.

Hakeem cautiously strode across the street, looking at the scene with concern. As great as he was, jealousy was apparently a trait in all men. Did he really think she was somehow going to say 'yes' to Robert? Why didn't he just stay in the car?

"Robert, that's my boyfriend, Hakeem."

"HIM!" Robert roared.

He dropped the ring box on the grass and stood up, fists clenched. She had never seen him that angry before. He took one step forward.

Rachel panicked. Quick as a doe, she sprang into motion. She grabbed Hakeem's hand and pulled him along with her. Not to the car, that was too close. She wouldn't be able to start the engine without him reaching the door.

Hand in hand with Hakeem, she bolted down Five Oaks Road. Robert wasn't very athletic apart from playing squash and he couldn't run fast if the devil chased him. 

Three houses down, she cut through Mr. Wong's lawn and bolted over a small hedge to come out next to the Johnson's on River Falls Drive. Hakeem was easily keeping pace.

It wasn't fear of Robert that kept her running—that had dissipated very quickly—but just the sheer rush of adrenaline. She liked the wind blowing in her face and her hair flying around.

"Follow me," she whooped, laughing.

Her feet carried her all the way to the end of River Falls Drive and onto the bike path that led to Bear River Club. She slowed down to a pace still faster than a jog for half a mile before turning left toward a copse of trees.

Rachel was the first to reach the little sandy section in the river bend and threw herself down, panting heavily. Hakeem collapsed next to her a split second later. 

She rolled on top of him and started kissing him. Her entire body was buzzing with excitement. He was sweaty but so was she.

Rachel grabbed his shirt and pulled it over his head. He pushed her miniskirt up over the butt. She unbuckled the belt on his jeans.

"I don't have a condom," Hakeem panted.

Fuck. Neither did she. Her purse was still in the car. She made a snap decision. "I don't care," she said.

Rachel straddled him and guided his growing erection inside of her. He sat up, wrapping his arms around her. She sank down in his lap. His cock sliding into her felt like a soothing balm on an itch. She pulled off her shirt and kicked off her sandals.

The hot afternoon sun bore down on her back. The scent of freshly mown grass clung to the air. They made slow and passionate love. She couldn't deny how good it felt to have his unwrapped cock inside of her. Flesh touching flesh, lips meeting lips, two bodies melded into one.

Everything was perfect. Rachel rocked her hips, supported by his thighs. His fingers raked her back. His mouth was nuzzling her neck.

"I love you," she murmured.

He paused and looked at her. "You do?"

"I've never felt so strongly about anyone else before."

"Neither have I," he said, shortly followed by, "I love you, too."

Rachel hugged him close and rode him until she came. And then until he came. Neither of them said a word and they didn't need to. 

After the brace that seemed to last for an eternity, they got up and waded into the shallow river, splashing each other with water and laughing. The water was just deep enough to comfortably go under and refreshingly cool. 

When he was ready again, Rachel laid down on the sand and he climbed between her legs, just the way she liked it. Slow, deep strokes with the weight of his body pressing her into the sand.

The first time, she'd tried to keep it quiet but they were far enough away from the path that nobody would overhear her and she let herself moan and scream as much as she wanted.

Hakeem rolled off of her after depositing his seed and they laid next to other, exhausted and happy.

"I like this spot," he said.

"It's the Grand Bear River Resort."

"An appropriate name for a heavenly place."

"Becky and I used to come here all the time when we both lived at Big Rock. I've never shown it to anyone else except for you," she said and felt his semen trickle out of her, tickling her butt.

"I'm honored."

"I wish we could stay here forever."

"Why don't we?"

"One of us will have to go hunting for food."

"We can both go. And we can also forage for berries."

They both burst into laughter. Rachel spread her arms and legs, enjoying the sun on her naked body.

"What's gonna happen after summer is over?" she asked, watching a bird fly across the blue sky. It looked like a hawk.

"What do you want to happen?"

"I don't know. I can't really think of anything to do except go back to Ferguson and continuing my studies."

"You don't want to do that?"

"I've never known what I wanted to do with my life."

"You could find a job here in Springfield."

"Like what? A secretary?"

"Sure, if you want. Or a stripper," he teased.

Rachel giggled. "My dad would freak out. Hm. Maybe it's worth it just to see that."

"If you could have any job in the world, what would you do?"

That was a question she didn't have an answer to. She'd thought about it for hours and hours on end without a conclusion. 

"Okay, close your eyes," Hakeem instructed and she did. "Now, think ahead maybe fifty or sixty years. You face has very beautiful wrinkles and your hair has turned white. It's a warm summer day just like it is today and the sun kisses your forehead." He kissed her forehead. "You look back on your life and the one thing that makes you the most proud is... what?"

"Raising a daughter and being a great Mom to her like my Mom was to me," she said without thinking and opened her eyes. Hakeem's cute face was right over hers. She puckered her lips and kissed him.

"I think you'll make a great mother."

"I hope so. As for the rest... I'll do whatever it takes to make it happen. Even if I have to work as a stripper." She giggled. "That still doesn't tell me what I'm supposed to do at the end of summer, though."

"Do you have to decide now?"

"No," she said.

Rachel grabbed Hakeem's arm and tucked it under her head. She sidled up to him, enjoying his naked body touching hers.

It took her a long time to even remember that she was supposed to do something else that day.



14. The Future
By the time Rachel and Hakeem made their way back to 1002 Five Oaks Road, Robert's truck was gone. There were deep tire gouges in the front lawn from where his truck had ripped up the grass. Joyce wouldn't be happy.

They were both barefoot, walking hand in hand. Their clothes were rumpled but only Rachel's damp hair was any indicator of what they had been doing. She skipped the front door and headed straight for the backyard, where the smell of barbecue made her mouth water.

It was quite a sight. The round, plastic garden table was loaded with dirty plates and empty bowls. Darius was there, barely fitting into their lawn chairs. Joyce was on his lap, leisurely making out with him. She wore a yellow sheath dress with plenty of colorful flowers. Nelson sat next to them, nursing a bottle of beer, staring raptly at his wife tonguefucking his neighbor.

Rachel cleared her throat and all three of them jumped. Joyce hopped off of his lap and smoothed her dress.

"Rachel! We've been waiting for you," she said, slightly flustered. She spotted Hakeem.

"Mom, Dad, Darius, I want you to meet my boyfriend, Hakeem," she said, introducing him with an elaborate wave.

Joyce walked up to him and embraced him in a warm hug. "It's great to meet you," she said. "He's really cute," she added to Rachel.

The next in line was Darius, shaking Hakeem's hand. The man absolutely dwarfed Hakeem but Rachel had gotten to know him decently well over the week, and Darius was one of the most kindest and gentlest men she ever met.

"Nelson?" Joyce asked pointedly.

Reluctantly, Nelson rose and trudged over to the group like an unruly child. He held out his hand without looking at Hakeem and broke the shake after one rotation.

"Don't worry about him, Hakeem. He's just really afraid of people finding out about what a pathetic man he is," Joyce said.

"I already told him," Rachel said. "You can relax, Dad."

"Does the whole fucking city have to know?" Nelson complained loudly and took a swig from the bottle.

"Not if you're a good little cuckold," Joyce fired back.

"I'm starving, is there any food left?" Rachel asked, eyeing the grill.

"I put the salad back in the fridge and I think there are still a few brats on the grill. Sorry, but we had to start without you."

"We heard the commotion, though," Darius chuckled.

"Don't remind me," Rachel groaned. "Rob left a parting present on the front lawn, courtesy of his truck."

"Is it bad?" Joyce asked.

"Two deep tire tracks."

To Rachel's great surprise, Joyce and Darius just looked at each other before bursting into laughter. It wasn't the reaction she had expected at all.

"You're right, your family is weird," Hakeem whispered.

"It's just a little joke between us," Joyce said, grinning. "Come on, sit down. I'll get the salad and tell you all about it."

— xxx — 

Under normal circumstances, Nelson would never have allowed Rachel to lean back in the chair and put her feet up on the table, especially while wearing a miniskirt, but it was not a normal circumstance. Nothing was normal anymore. Her father just looked at her disapprovingly but he just sat there, not saying much of anything.

Her stomach was stuffed with bread rolls, salad, and bratwurst. Her heart was filled with happiness. 

"Rachel tells me you're a bartender," Joyce said.

"Yeah, for now. Seemed like a fun gig and it is. You meet some really interesting people," he said, glancing at Rachel.

"I'm sure that when my daughter finally turns twenty-one next week, she will be happy to see you at work for the first time," Joyce said pointedly, though she couldn't suppress a smirk.

"Yes, I'm sure I will," Rachel laughed. 

"I'm gonna look for a new job starting tomorrow," Hakeem declared.

"You are?" Rachel asked.

"You don't have to on account of me," Joyce said. "I have no problem with the noble profession of getting people drunk."

"I want to find something up in Ferguson."

"Ooooooooooh," Rachel squeaked.

"So you've decided you want to continue with your studies?" Joyce asked.

"I don't know," Rachel said, shrugging. "What else am I gonna do?"

"Business admin, right?" Darius asked.

"Yup."

"If you get your Bachelor degree, I will hire you on the spot to run GreenCare. I've been handling all the business stuff by myself since my wife passed and I really don't like it, I'm a man who works with his hands."

"Really?" Rachel asked.

"Uh-huh," he grunted.

"That is so wonderful," Joyce cooed and nearly toppled her chair leaning over to start smooching him again. "Isn't my man wonderful?" she asked out loud.

"I could have given you a job at the firm," Nelson grumbled but no one paid him any attention.

All of a sudden, a vision of Rachel's future crystallized in her mind. Running a very profitable landscaping business in Springfield with her mother's lover. Hakeem could go back to slinging drinks at the Fifty-Five. Joyce would stop by to bring a home-cooked lunch and then disappear in Darius' office.

But it wouldn't end there. They'd try for a child, a daughter hopefully, and move into a cute little house. Maybe not at Big Rock but somewhere in northern Springfield, closer to Becky and Sally. They'd get married, too, of course. Not because of the kid but because they loved each other. She'd buy a gorgeous dress from Sally's parents for the wedding.

Rachel looked at Hakeem and was filled with hope and love. Even though she had seen and touched every part of his body, he was still so interesting to look at. With his kind eyes and his plump lips and his flat-top and, not to forget, that amazing onyx cock between his legs that had brought her so much joy.

"Mom, is it okay if I... show Hakeem my room?" she asked eagerly and her hand found Hakeem's, intertwining their fingers.

Joyce chuckled. "Of course, my dear. I think I'm about to give Darius a tour of my bedroom as well."

Rachel jumped out of her chair and dragged her boyfriend behind her. For the first time in her life, it seemed like she was finally certain about what she wanted.
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