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My Daughter, the Food Thief

“You need to get back out there, Dad,” Jamie said.

My daughter had her head buried in our kitchen pantry as she spoke, raiding it for the good snacks I deliberately didn’t keep very well hidden. Since our old house was just a ten-minute drive from her college, she came home frequently, at least once a week. I pretended to grumble, but I liked having her stay close, especially after my wife passed away a year ago.

At that particular moment, I felt the furthest thing away from dateable. Sweat slicked my shirt to my chest and my short hair was crisp from it. My muscles shouted some pretty cross things at me. I just finished a workout, my Zen over the last year. During my marriage I put on a comfortable amount of weight, not quite fat but thick. “Fatherly” was my wife Angela’s sweet way of referring to it. She liked me a little soft and cuddly. But after she passed I couldn’t stand walking by her crafting room every day. It brought back so many memories, and she made me promise that anything that caused me pain, I’d try to overcome. Keeping to that promise, I converted the sewing room into a gym.

To my surprise I actually used the damn thing, finding the rhythm of the treadmill and the rowing machine to be soothing. It was strange, like the ghosts trapped in that room had been pacified, if I believed in that sort of silly nonsense. Over the last year, I lost almost all my extra weight, and even to my own self-critical eye, I knew I had rarely looked better, something my daughter told me frequently, to my equal delight and embarrassment.

“Where’s your roommate?” I asked, trying to change the subject.

Jamie came back out with caramel rice cakes, one of her favorites. “Just stumbled across these in the store?”

She knew I hated them. “There was a sale. Figured I should eat healthier.”

“Uh huh,” Jamie said, and came to the kitchen table where I was sitting. She leaned down and pecked my cheek before adding the rice cakes to her tote bag. “Thank you, Dad. And don’t change the subject.”

“You did too.”

Jamie wrinkled her nose, a mirror image of my own facial tic. Apart from her mom’s eyes and her smile, she took so much after me, tall and broad-shouldered. It didn’t surprise me that she managed to outpace nearly everyone on her team in college practices. It was a damn shame they had to redshirt her. I know she was ready to go.

“Amelia partied out.”

I winced, but that wasn’t exactly shocking news. “Oof.”

“She didn’t show up for classes in nearly a week.”

“Double oof. Is the school lining you up with another roommate?”

“Actually, I’ve got a friend who’s interested, and the school’s fine with the trade. You’ll like her. A cheerleader. And she’s smart. Like, she reads… for fun.” Jamie winked at me. “Hot too. Maybe I should set you up.”

“Oh yeah, that’s perfect. An eighteen-year-old girlfriend. Wouldn’t be weird at all.”

“I think she’s twenty.”

“Oh, well, in that case, tell her the wedding’s on for June.”

Snickering, Jamie headed back to the pantry. I thought about pointing out the pretzel chips but decided to hold off and see if she discovered them herself. Besides, I had hummus. Wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world if I got stuck with pretzel chips and hummus.

“Now it’s your turn,” she called back to me as I drank deep from my glass of water.

I wiped my lips and played dumb. “For what?”

“You know. What I said, about you getting back out there.”

“Honey…”

The whole damn conversation started because Jamie mentioned the mom of one of her old high school classmates asked after me. A very single, recently divorced mom, and not an entirely unattractive one, either.

“You’re killing it with the weights and the exercise. I mean it. You look amazing. And Mom wanted you to date again.”

That was true, but well-worn territory. “I’m just not ready yet.”

“For a relationship. But would it be so bad if you went on a few dates? Just some companionship, you know? Don’t even look at them as dates. Think of them as nights out with prettier friends than Uncle Gabriel and Uncle Harvey.”

I snickered. “Anyone would be a prettier sight than those two.”

“Exactly!” Jamie said, coming up with the pretzel chips. “Oh my God, the best. Do you have hummus too?”

I eyed her. “Eating me out of house and home.”

She blew me a raspberry and shot for the fridge. “Yes yes yes yes.”

“If you take the string cheese, leave me some. I like those.”

“I know you like the chips and hummus. I’ll leave you half of that too.”

“Thanks, baby.”

She pulled the packages out of the fridge and put them on the table. “So? How about it?”

“I suppose I should probably try at some point,” I said.

Jamie blinked at me. “You’ll do it? You’ll go on a date?”

“I didn’t agree to that.”

“But you’re thinking about it.”

I sighed and drained the last of my water. Like her mother, Jamie was an expert at amateur lawyering. Tell her to be home at ten, and she’d argue that I never specified PM or AM. Of course, when she pulled that one on us, that hadn’t stopped us from grounding her butt. In private, though, both Angela and I had a pretty good laugh over it. Our girl was clever, you had to give her that.

Jamie could probably feel the cracks in my walls broadening day by day and she knew she almost had me, but she was also an expert in when to pull back and wait for another day to get what she wanted.

She sat down next to me and took my hand. “I won’t push-” today, I thought “-but you know Mom would never want you to be lonely. And I know you’re lonely, Dad.”

“I can handle it.”

“I know,” Jamie said, and I didn’t think the quiet quaver in her voice was part of the act. “But you shouldn’t have to. You’re the best guy in the world.”

“Do you remember how upset you got when you came home and I was cleaning out your mother’s clothes?”

Jamie winced. “I said I was sorry. I meant it.”

“I know, honey. I’m not trying to get you to apologize. It was hard for both of us. But think about how you felt that day and then imagine that there’s some strange woman here, rearranging the furniture, or putting her clothes in Angela’s closet.”

“Or lounging around in your bed.”

I blushed. “That too.”

Jamie sat back and did think about it. “I mean… I see your point. I’m always going to come home and expect Mom to be here. Having another woman here would be different. I know that. But I would be okay if I knew you were going to be okay.”

“Of course I’ll be okay.”

“I know. You have me around.” It was what I told Jamie nearly every time she brought the subject up of me dating again and hearing my words echoed made me smile. “But Dad, I’m not always going to be here. I mean, I hope I am, I love New Bainbridge and I love you, but I’m going to have my own family someday. And that’s not saying you’re not going to be a part of it but…”

“I get it,” I said, a little more brusquely than I intended. To soften the blow I rubbed my thumb over the back of her hand, same as I used to when she was just a teeny tiny thing, holding my hand in the parking lot or crossing the street. She used to be terrified of cars and the noises they would make. Now I didn’t know if there was anything in the world that terrified Jamie. “I really do. I hope you don’t feel like I’m using you as a crutch.”

“Sometimes,” she admitted. “But maybe I’m using you the same way. And maybe getting you back out there, that’s sort of saying to me we’re both going to be okay without h…” Her voice broke. “…her.”

I rose, and clutched my daughter’s head to my stomach. She cried. Not much. Both of us had shed so many tears for Angela already. There would always be more, but for the most part, our occasional jags when we missed her the most were now quiet passing storms.

* * *

Since the funeral, I hadn’t given myself much time off. I owned a car dealership, so I could set my own hours. It was nice to have the work to focus on, and I managed to get a lot of little projects done that had been on the list ever since I bought the place.

I had good help. That was largely thanks to my best friends Gabriel Sloan and Angela’s brother Harvey Redford. Harvey ran his own one-man handyman business, and was singlehandedly responsible for just about every repair I needed there at the dealership or at home. If it was construction-related, the guy was the best, not that I’d ever tell him that. He has a big enough head.

Gabriel was smart too, but in a different direction. He was a musician, an accomplished poet, and as of late, a writer of both fiction and nonfiction. He tended to tackle a project with a mad intensity that would last long enough to see a thing done, then he’d move on to something different. In his financially tighter months, I hired him on at the dealership. He was a natural salesman, not out of any real knowledge of high-end European luxury cars and SUVs, our specialty, but because when women came on the lot looking for a car and he came out, Gabriel inevitably landed a sale.

He worked for me again most of the last year, and I knew it wasn’t because he was in any hard straits. Gabriel was worried about me. Harvey too. Harvey grieved hard for Angela, but he had a great wife who helped him pick up the pieces. My friends made me their mission this last year. They knew Angela and Jamie were my world. Losing Angela was like losing a third of my soul.

Anyways, a week after Angela passed, I came back to work. I couldn’t deal with customers or people in general, and the machinery of my business pretty much ran itself, so I drove myself crazy looking for something to occupy my time. From my second-floor office, night after night for another week, I stared down at the ugly old tile installed a few owners ago in the eighties, a chintzy red and white checked pattern that gave way to a completely unremarkable carpet near the finance offices. I hated that flooring ever since I bought the place, and now it felt like it was mocking me.

I harassed Harvey about teaching me what I’d need to do to swap it out. He was still in a funk himself and wasn’t keeping regular hours yet, so rather than explain it, he came by and showed me how to get started. Attacking the flooring turned into an after-hours project for the both of us. Soon Gabriel joined in too. He came into the dealership and started working for me, not even asking me but going straight to my payroll manager and telling her he needed some steady cash and he was back on board. My traitorous manager didn’t talk to me about it. She signed him up and next thing I knew Gabriel was there helping us haul tile that night.

And you know what? I’m damn grateful for them both. Again, don’t tell them that.

Now, our latest project was adding a pair of new employee bathrooms to the breakroom, since the current ones were shared with customers. It would require knocking out a corner of the building, a tricky prospect but one Harvey was sure we could handle.

Around the time Jamie and I had our heart-to-heart about me getting back out there, the three of us weren’t exactly rushing that night to get work done. Instead, I was sitting on Harvey’s tailgate, watching my friends play street hockey with one of my business’s merchandising stress balls and a pair of crowbars.

“When one of you hits a car, you can pay for the repairs,” I said.

Gabriel lined up a slapshot but hit the pavement instead of the ball. He jolted his arm good enough to make him drop the crowbar. “Shit, ow, goddamn it.”

Harvey made a much more conservative shot with his crowbar and gave it just enough juice to cross the striped line they were using as a stand-in for one of the nets. “One, nothing,” he said.

“Yeah, yeah,” Gabriel grumbled, and leaned over to pick up his crowbar. His long blond hair fell across his face and when he stood up, he pushed it back away from his eyes.

“You could have been a great hair conditioner model with moves like that,” Harvey said, putting a hand to his head and tossing it back theatrically.

Gabriel poked him in the ribs with the curved end of the crowbar. “And you’re the perfect model for a men’s happy pill. If someone as old as you can get an erection from it, it must work.”

Harvey was the oldest of the three of us at forty, and Gabriel the youngest, though only a few months younger than my thirty-six.

“Stick to the writing, kid, the stand-up comedy routine isn’t going to work out.”

They fooled around until Harvey won pretty decisively three-to-zero. His reward was making Gabriel run back inside for something cold to drink.

“You want something too?” Gabriel asked me.

I was looking at the lot beyond the chain link fence separating the cars for sale and the employee parking lot.

“Ray?” Harvey asked me.

I refocused on them. “Hm?”

“Something to drink?” Gabriel asked.

“Oh. No. I’m good. Thanks.” They looked at each other with that unspoken men-on-a-mission expression I’d seen a hundred times over the last year, the one that said they and only they were responsible for me. I smiled. “Sorry. Just distracted. Jamie and I had the getting-me-out-there-again talk. Uh. Again.”

Harvey took Gabriel’s crowbar and stowed it in his toolbox while the other man jogged inside for the drinks. When he had his tools secured, Harvey came and joined me on the tailgate. Gabriel might have been the handsomest of the three of us with his sharp angular face, moody eyes, and long, carefully kept hair, but Harvey was a hell of a handsome guy too, clean-shaven, professional, with eyes that could range from ice cold to warm and playful. He looked like a hard guy, but get him laughing and he seemed almost boyish. It was a transformation women loved, especially his wife Renata.

“Not going to give me the ‘that’s what she would want’ speech too?” I asked.

Harvey clapped my back, looking at the tarps covering the demolition work we started. “Nah. You know Jamie’s right. No point in me kicking that dead horse if you don’t want to hear it.”

I sighed. “That’s just it. I… kinda did. Do.”

Harvey looked at me, surprised. “You’re up for dating again?”

“I don’t know about dating. But Jamie phrased it an interesting way. She called it going out to have a nice evening. To not be alone for a little while. Maybe that’s what I want. Not the whole relationship thing, not yet. Just… some companionship.”

“Hell,” Harvey said, blinking. “She finally got you.”

“She finally got me,” I agreed.

Gabriel rejoined us, three sodas in hand despite my earlier protest I didn’t want anything. Harvey recapped what we just talked about. Gabriel studied me carefully, a calculating look in his eyes that made me groan internally. Oh God. He already had ideas who I should date. Same as Jamie. And same as Renata when she inevitably heard about this, I was sure.

“It’s something I’m still thinking about. I haven’t said yes yet,” I warned them.

“Oh, of course,” Harvey said, sounding like he didn’t believe me for a minute.

Gabriel still had that thoughtful look in his eyes. “If you do… yeah. I need to swing by the college, have lunch with Jamie and talk about this.”

“With her?” I protested. “Talk about it with me.”

“Let’s go together,” Harvey told Gabriel. “We’ll grab Renata and Helen and take Jamie out.”

Helen was Gabriel’s girlfriend and the second longest relationship I think he ever had, thanks largely to the fact that she was pregnant. Otherwise I’m sure he would have cheerfully broken up with her months ago. Monogamy fit him like a size small tank top on an elephant.

They started to make plans right in front of me, Gabriel going so far as to text Jamie while I still tried to protest I hadn’t actually agreed to anything. There was nothing for it. I guess I was back on the market.

Shit.


Suitor? I Barely Know Her

Radio silence from my friends and Jamie greeted me on the dating front for about a week, even if I saw them plenty, both at work and when Jamie and I had breakfast one day. We talked mostly about school and college life. Her new roommate was in the slow process of moving all her stuff over to the new room.

“Does she need help?” I asked. “I could loan you the truck.”

“How about loaning me the muscles?” Jamie asked. “This Saturday after the game, maybe?”

“I can do that. Maybe rope one of the guys into helping too.”

“Perfect.”

Harvey, Renata, and Gabriel could make it to the game and help out afterwards, though when I asked Gabriel’s girlfriend Helen if she wanted to come, she said flatly, “And sit my pregnant butt down on a hard bleacher? Um, no thanks.” If it was meant as lighthearted, it sure didn’t come across that way. No one, thankfully, mentioned me getting back on the dating scene. I slid through most of that week halfheartedly hoping everyone forgot about it, but no such luck.

I knew I was being set up the day of the game. I dressed like any sane person would when they had to move some furniture or boxes or whatever Jamie’s roommate had in store for us. Jeans, an old tee-shirt with a football team’s mascot on the back, sneakers. But when Harvey and Renata showed up, she eyed me critically and shook her head.

“Nope.”

“Nope what?” I asked, nonplussed.

Harvey said helpfully, “Hey, I’m going to get a beer.”

I looked between them, my nose wrinkling. “What… oh God. You’re bringing someone along.”

“Well, not technically,” Renata said. “She’s going to meet us there.”

“I… mmmrrrrgh,” I groaned. “I never said yes to this.”

“You said yes-ish,” Renata said.

Harvey went for the beer and I followed Renata upstairs. I was more than a little embarrassed about the state of my bedroom. I hadn’t properly made the bed since Angela passed, and my clothes hamper could best be described as “in distress.” Renata took it all in without comment.

“I wasn’t expecting anyone up here,” I said.

“Hmm,” was all Renata said.

She was a beautiful woman, of Italian and Mexican heritage, with long dark hair, a bust for miles, and a simply stunning face that belonged on the cover of magazines. She was one of the most attractive women I’d ever met. Angela used to love to tease me about how mush-mouthed I used to get when Renata was around.

Dressed casually that day in butt-hugging jeans and a breezy spaghetti-strapped tank under a cardigan, all her curves were on full display, and I felt a twinge of absurd guilt at being alone with her in my bedroom, both in relation to my wife and Harvey downstairs. But Harvey had to know I would never try anything with Renata, and she was completely his. The guilt was only in my head and I fought down my blushing cheeks.

She went straight to the closet and opened it up. It was a small walk-in. Most the space had been Angela’s, and I hadn’t bothered evening things out after I donated most her clothes to charities and a local church. Renata went to my work slacks, eyed them, and pulled out a tan pair. She thrust them at me, then went to my shirts.

“Oh, I remember this shirt,” she said, pointing at a Hawaiian one. “You wore that to the Davidson wedding.”

“Uh. Sure,” I said, not remembering that in the foggiest. She pulled it out, gave it a once over, and shook her head. Instead, she touched a polo, stared at it, and nodded. Then she looked over my meager shoe selection and back at my own sneakers. She leaned down, giving me a terrific view of her ass in her jeans.

To the open bedroom door, I shouted, “I’m staring at your wife’s butt as a price for this torture.”

“Looks good in those jeans, right?” Harvey hollered back.

“It does that,” I said. By that point, I was, of course, not looking at all at Renata’s butt, and kept it that way.

“You two, I swear,” she said, but she sounded happy.

She picked out a newer pair of sneakers, one of the last birthday gifts from my wife and a pair I had been reluctant to wear for that reason. But Renata made a good point that letting them get mothballed in the closet was a bigger insult to Angela’s memory than wearing them, so while she went back downstairs, I changed and added a dab of aftershave.

When I rejoined them, Renata checked me out. “Much better.” To Harvey, “You need to take him clothes shopping. He needs some casual short-sleeve button downs. Something that shows off his pecs and his shoulders. And something long-sleeved, but not an oxford. Waffle cut, I think. He looks good in that white waffle cut shirt. Maybe a flashier suit or two. Something that doesn’t shout car salesman.”

“I can shop for myself,” I protested.

Renata palmed her husband’s butt. “Harvey will know what looks good on you.”

I had to admit, Harvey really did know how to dress when he wasn’t working. He was the only man I knew who wore glasses as a fashion accessory from time to time. Didn’t need them. Just liked them with his sweaters. And yes, he had dress sweaters. Oh! He wore vests over his button-downs, like he forgot the jacket of a three-piece suit. The bitch of it was, he looked good in it too.

“Does Gabriel get this kind of treatment when he’s single?”

“Gabriel would look like he came off a runway even if he was wearing flannel and jean shorts,” Renata said primly.

Harvey and I looked at each other. “She has you there,” he said, and I had to agree.

Gabriel still hadn’t shown up yet, so we headed for the college. The basketball facility was informally called the UFO, because well… it was big and round, with an even larger dome on top in the middle. I liked it, despite the spot-on nickname. The glass exterior and bright lights were a lot cooler than some of the professional facilities I’d seen.

Outside the building, clumps of people stood around talking and waiting for the game to begin. The early winter weather felt more like early fall, crisp but not all that cold. Renata looked all around for someone – my date, I assumed. A woman in a blue-and-white striped dress and a hip-length leather coat waved and started towards us. She was pleasantly attractive, in her thirties or forties, just starting to show some lines around the eyes. A headband couldn’t do much to contain her frizzy hair, and I liked the soft look of her eyes behind her thin-rimmed glasses.

“Rikki!” Renata said. “This is Ray. Ray, Rikki.”

“Hi,” Rikki said.

“Uh, hi!” I said.

She looked like she was waiting for something. Harvey pushed me towards her, and Rikki chuckled. I held my hands out like I was going to size her up for a fitting.

“Oh, ah,” she said, trying to figure out what I was trying to do, when I had no clue either.

“Um, sorry, it’s, ah, been a while and they just surprised me with this. Hug, kiss on the cheek?”

“How about a hug?” she asked. “Let’s try that.”

So we did, and right about then, I thought I’d blown it already.

“Renata mentioned this might be awkward,” Rikki said.

I winced. “Um. Yeah. My… uh… my wife died. A year ago.”

“Oh. I’m so sorry.”

“Yeah.”

Harvey and Renata looked at each other. She cleared her throat. “Let’s go in.”

The teams were on the court when we went in. The freshmen girls retrieved balls for the older women on the team, and Jamie was among them. She caught us coming in, grinned, and waved. I waved back.

“My daughter, Jamie,” I said.

“Oh, she isn’t playing?” Rikki asked.

“No. She’s a freshman. They’ll hold her back until next year.”

“Hold her back, like she’s getting bad grades?”

Renata and Harvey gave each other coded messages with their eyes in a marital Morse code only they could understand. Harvey leaned in and nudged me. “So, Rikki is a vet.”

“Oh, thank you for your service,” I said.

Renata muttered under her breath, “Oh God, Jesus, Buddha, whoever, help us.”

“A veterinarian,” Rikki said, her smile tight.

“Right. Um. Right.”

Yeah. This was great. I was having a great time. Fantastic.

As we settled in, I got a text from Gabriel. Harvey raised an eyebrow when I read it. “Helen?”

“Yup.” To Rikki, I said, “A friend was supposed to come along. His girlfriend decided he’s been spending a bit too much time with the pair of us guys this week. We’ve been working nights doing some construction at my car dealership.”

“What are you working on together?” Rikki asked, trying to pretend to be interested.

We sank into a conversation about the remodel, and her work at the clinic. The game started, and we cheered on the Gargoyles. So did a group of cheerleaders courtside. Two guys, six women. Jamie mentioned her new roommate would be among them. I wondered idly which one she was. All six of the women ranged from cute to beautiful, but one stood out in the group. A light shade of blonde gave way to honey colored waves the further down her back her hair went. Her eyes were the sparkling jewels of an exquisite bombshell face, the sort of looks that might have belonged to magazine pinups in the late 90s. Full lips, gleaming white teeth when she smiled. Lots of makeup, but she really made it work. The outfits they wore were pretty tame up top, long-sleeved and formless, but the skirt was short enough to tell she had an ass to die for, and as she cheered and kicked a leg up, I had a great view of her toned thighs right up to a pair of spandex briefs.

Although I had only looked for a couple seconds, I still felt guilty about that. The girl was way too young to be ogling. Christ, she was Jamie’s age. It’d be about my luck if she was Jamie’s roommate.

Yeah, you can probably guess where this one’s going.

When the game started and we settled down onto the bleachers, I fell back into a conversation with Rikki. She told me she had two sons from a pair of ex-husbands.

“Third time’s got to be it,” she said. “I don’t have another divorce in me.”

Talk shifted to my marriage, and about how Angela and I met. She was just about to graduate from high school. Harvey, a senior at the same college Gabriel and I attended, threw a party. I knew Harvey from his duties around campus, and we got an invite. At that point in telling the story, as he always did when we talked about this, Harvey took over.

“I was worried about my sister, so I figure, hey, Ray’s big and intimidating, I’ll put him on guard duty. So I tell him not to let Angela out of his sight. The dope, he sure didn’t, and soon enough they disappeared. A month later, Angie finds out she’s pregnant.”

“I bet your parents were upset,” Rikki said.

“You have no idea,” I said. “Marlon – that’s their dad – he sat me down at their kitchen table, then dropped their knife block in front of me. He told me to pick one, because that was the knife he’d use on my, ah, groin region if I didn’t do right by his daughter. Thankfully, though, Angela and I were great together.” I trailed off, looking away. With some hesitation, Rikki patted my knee.

Her phone buzzed. One of her sons, wanting to know how her date was going. She texted back and forth with him, and I found out he was the younger, at twelve. While she occupied herself with that, I glanced at the cheerleader again, the gorgeous one. Her eyes were on the game, her pom-pom raised. One of our girls swooped in for a layup and the cheerleaders broke out into a rousing celebration, kicking their legs up and waving their pom-poms. I was entranced at the show of leg on display, so much so I never noticed the other team rushing back down the court. I was still staring at the cheerleader when her eyes swept across the people in the stands and fell on me. I blushed instinctively and looked away. College-aged, I reminded myself.

We focused on the game, nearly going a quarter without saying much until Harvey saw someone bring in a soft pretzel with a cup of cheese. He asked if anyone wanted anything. All of us thought a soft pretzel sounded good. Renata volunteered to go with him, a not-so-subtle ploy to give Rikki and me a few minutes alone.

When they were gone, I asked, “Do your boys play sports?”

“Yes,” Rikki said, giving me another tight smile. “Basketball, baseball.”

“That’s great. What-?”

“Listen, Ray…” She sighed. “I’m going to put us both out of our misery here. There’s no spark, is there? I mean… not even conversationally.”

I was stung, but I knew she was right. “I suppose not.”

“Right. You’re a very handsome man. And I’m sure when you’ve been out there a while, you’re going to land someone amazing. But I’m not going to be that person.” Rikki winced. “I’m sorry.” She pointed at the entrance on the other end of the court than the one Harvey and Renata went through. “I’m going to go through there, and hopefully not bump into Renata. If they ask, tell them… mm… one of my kids got sick.”

I started to stand up with her, but she laid a hand on my knee, patted it, and gently nudged me back down. She lit out of there like her heels were on fire. I rubbed my face with my hand, and looked up just in time to see Jamie give me a long, sad look. I tried to smile for her, and she did for me too.

* * *

Our girls won the game pretty decisively. After they shook the other team’s hands, they disappeared into the annex’s locker rooms. Our Gargoyles started to reemerge about ten minutes later, Jamie took a few minutes longer and came back out with the gorgeous blonde cheerleader.

Because of course her roommate would be the one I was eyeing.

At least she was out of the cheerleader uniform, though I wasn’t sure her tight khaki pants and sleeveless top were any better. She gave Renata a run for her money in curves, and everything was so youthful and tight. Her eyes held mine, as amused as I was anxious.

“Hey guys!” Jamie called as they approached. “This is my new roommate Phoebe. Phoebe, this is my dad, Uncle Harvey, and my aunt Renata.”

“Hello,” I said, and this time I opted to stick out my hand for a handshake.

“Oh no,” Phoebe said, her voice silken. “I’m a hugger.”

Fuck. Me.

She came in for one, pressing to me just long enough for me to be sure I was going to get drunk off her coconut scent. Bodywash or lotion or something intoxicating.

“So very nice to meet you,” Renata said when we pulled away. She came in for a hug too.

Harvey, bright and buoyant, said, “Holy crap! I get a hug from you?”

Phoebe laughed, and they hugged. When they backed away, her eyes lit on me again. Jamie didn’t notice and asked, “What happened to your date?”

“Not a date, and she… well. She had a sick kid.”

“She bailed,” Harvey said. “Right after I bought her a pretzel she never ate.”

“Like we’re complaining. Those were good pretzels,” Renata said. “I’m just sorry it didn’t work out.”

“Me too,” I said. “But things are going to be rusty, I guess.” Feeling uncomfortable as the center of attention, I shifted the focus back to Phoebe. “So, my daughter suckered you into living with her, huh?”

“Oh Dad,” Jamie said.

“She did,” Phoebe said. “And I really appreciate you guys helping finish up with the move, Mr. Salinger.”

“No problem,” I said. “Ray, please.”

We followed the pair back to one of the apartment-like dorms and went through a sign-in process before heading up the elevator to Phoebe’s room. She had a single room. Enviable for a college student there on campus, but she said the people on her floor were obnoxious.

Having already moved most the smaller, more manageable things, her room was sparsely decorated. A big TV, a mini-fridge, and a microwave were the items of note, but there were a couple boxes of books and movies yet to haul too. I thumbed through the books. They had the dogeared look of really having been loved, unlike the nearly untouched school textbooks in another box.

“Oh hey, Winston Amelias,” I said, pulling a copy of The Cusp of Rain from the box.

“You’ve read him?” Phoebe asked.

“Dad’s a big reader,” Jamie said.

“Handsome and smart,” Phoebe said, clutching her breast.

“Oh my God,” Jamie said. “Get a room. Not mine, preferably.”

I chuckled and put the book back in the box. “I read that the summer before I went to college. I was such a dork. I even waited for a rainstorm for the last chapter.”

“I read it for a class my freshman year and loved it so much,” Phoebe said. “I really wasn’t a reader until I came here and now I can’t get enough.”

We talked some about books as we got everything situated. Harvey found out where the floor’s resident advisor lived and headed down there to ask for some tape. When he came back, we looped and taped the cords so they wouldn’t be a hassle. I was the strongest of the bunch, so I took the fridge.

“Your dad is preeeetty ripped,” Phoebe told Jamie.

“I know, right? Don’t be getting any ideas now.”

“Mm, can’t promise anything,” Phoebe said.

Sweet Jesus.

Once Phoebe and Renata went through the room one more time to make sure everything was gone, we hauled everything downstairs and across campus to Jamie’s dorm. Being a double, her room was bigger, and I liked Jamie’s view of the quad better.

“That’s what sold me on it too. I mean, apart from Jamie,” Phoebe said.

“Did you two meet because of basketball and the cheer squad?” Renata asked.

“That’s right,” Phoebe said. “Some of us went out after a game and we got to talking. Both of us were pretty irritated with the party people in our life.”

“Ugh,” Jamie grumbled.

“Obviously she never told you about how much she hated parties when she was sixteen and going to Zach Osborn’s on New Year’s Eve,” I said.

“Oh my God, not this again,” Jamie said, but it was good-natured.

“A bottle and a half of wine in and she decided she needed to bake her would-be boyfriend a cake right in the middle of the party. Nearly set fire to the house.”

“I make really good cakes,” Jamie muttered.

“Sure,” I said. “Sober.”

Phoebe laughed long and hard, and though I had nothing more alcoholic that day than a soda, I felt drunk on the sound.

Both girls owned a TV and only really needed one. Jamie’s was smaller and less fancy, so I hauled it down to the truck while the rest got everything set up and arranged. When I came back up, Renata and Phoebe were out in the hallway. Renata headed away down towards the bathrooms.

Phoebe stood between me and the door, and I knew whatever was about to happen wasn’t good. She gave me an impish smile and murmured, “I saw you staring earlier.”

“I am so sorry. You’re half my age. I’m ashamed.”

“Don’t be,” she murmured back. “I liked it.”

Then she was moving back inside, already talking. I stared after her, my jaw threatening to hit the floor.

Oh yeah. She was going to be trouble.

* * *

You know how in a rom-com, ninety percent of the movie’s problems could be solved by two people communicating? Yeah. It took me all of two hours to tell Jamie what happened.

We all went to dinner together at a nice Korean restaurant. The food was good, the conversation light and airy. Harvey and Renata took off from there, and I drove the girls back to the college. Phoebe headed in while Jamie and I sat out on the grass by her dorm. Wouldn’t be long before it was too cold for that.

“Jamie, I need to tell you something I did, in case it causes friction down the line. And I want you to know, it wasn’t deliberate. I would never purposefully perv on one of your friends.”

“Oh no. What happened?”

“Before I knew she was your roommate, I caught sight of Phoebe at the game, and maybe stared for a moment or two.”

Jamie eyed me. “That’s it?”

“That’s pretty weird, honey. Your dad peeking at your roommate.”

“Dad, she’s freaking gorgeous. And she was in a cheerleader’s outfit. You’d about have to be dead not to look.” She elbowed me. “Gosh, you’ve got such a guilty conscience.”

I chuckled weakly. “There’s… one other thing.”

I told her about the moment in the hallway, and at that, her smile drained.

“Well, shit,” Jamie said, and leaned backwards onto her elbows. “I’ll talk to her. I’m sorry she made you uncomfortable.”

“No, it’s not that. I just don’t want to, um, lead her on or have her be… you know what, oh shit about encompasses it.”

Jamie laughed. “How was it today? Really?”

“With Rikki?”

“Yeah.”

I considered that. “Painful. And not just on my side, either. We were both pretty awkward. It was like using muscles I haven’t in a while.”

“Nearly twenty years.”

“Yeah. I guess that’s right.”

“Promise me you’ll keep trying?”

“I will,” I said. I patted her leg and stood up. “I’ll let you get back inside. My creepiness aside, Phoebe really seems like a great girl, Jamie. I hope it works out for you two as roommates.”

“Can’t get much worse than my first one,” Jamie said. “And Dad?”

“Hm?”

“You know when I said it’s a normal reaction for you to stare at her a bit when you saw her?”

“Yeah.”

“Well, you may not see it, but anybody would agree with me that it’s pretty natural for Phoebe to stare at you too. Don’t sweat what happened in the hallway. It was just… human. I’ll talk to her.”

“Thanks, hon,” I said, touched.


A Pocketful of Posey

“She just ran out of there?” Gabriel asked, wincing.

“Yeah, that’s about the size of it,” I said.

We just finished moving some of the cars on the lot. That was a weekly thing for the dealership, pushing different vehicles to the front so anyone driving by regularly had something new to ogle at and possibly want to swing in and examine. I was hopeful about the Land Rover. That was a good-looking SUV, one I nearly bought myself. Then again, about half the vehicles we got on the lot, I thought about buying myself. I was kind of a car nut.

“You need to let me hook you up,” Gabriel said. “A simple, friendly date. You take her to dinner and a walk by the lake if you hit it off.”

‘Who do you have in mind?”

He glanced at me, surprised. “You’d go for it?”

“It would depend on who it was.”

“Let me look through my contacts. Maybe I can find someone young. Blonde. Perky. Maybe wearing a skirt and waving pom-poms.”

I groaned, “Jamie told you?”

“Yeah, me and Harvey both. Wanted us to give you some shit about it. This Phoebe really that hot?”

“She’s only twenty!”

“That’s legal,” Gabriel said, grinning.

“Immoral.”

“Mmmm, yeah. So is she?”

I glanced around and muttered, “Like you wouldn’t believe. Busty and athletic and… a fuckin’ cheerleader. I couldn’t look at her the entire time we were eating or I was going to move the table without my hands.”

Gabriel snickered. “Hey, sorry about missing the game.”

“Ah, Jamie will live. You and Helen doing okay?”

Gabriel shook his head. “I don’t know, man. I think things are going good for a while, then she gets paranoid or needy and… I don’t know. But I’m not going to leave her or the baby. I’m not going to be that guy.”

“I know,” I said. “If you need to knock off the construction at night, do it.”

“I might have to. Trying to keep the peace.”

“I hear you.”

“Was it like this with Angela when she was pregnant?”

I thought about that. It had been so long ago, but I did remember some of our own storms. “We had our arguments,” I said. “I never regretted dropping out of college, but I’d come home from work at the dealership and Angie would need something and it would be just like… woman, I am exhausted. But so was she.” I shook my head, smiling. “I felt eighteen going on eighty some days.”

“But you two, it always felt like you wanted to make things work. Even when Helen is clinging to me, it feels like she’s trying to shove me away.”

“It sounds like you need to talk to her about this,” I said.

“Yeah,” he said glumly. “Talking. Ugh.”

* * *

Gabriel’s date for me was with an office manager named Posey. She didn’t live all that far from the dealership. I was supposed to meet her there, and we’d go have drinks and an early dinner. Simple enough.

The week leading up to the date was unremarkable, save for Jamie’s continued light teasing about Phoebe and me. All in all, Jamie’s jokes aside, Phoebe sounded much saner than the last roommate, which I was grateful for. I still felt uncomfortable about Phoebe’s words to me in the dorm’s hallway, and they had a nasty tendency of slipping into my mind at night in bed. I told myself I wouldn’t jerk off to the young woman, then about an hour later, I would spit into my palm and imagine myself taking Phoebe right there in the hallway, her taut legs wrapped around me as I hammered her up against a wall.

Fuck.

Friday came around. At the dealership, we had something of a skeleton crew in that day. Most my regulars were working an expo downtown, a sort of leisure-focused thing with lots of boats, hot tubs, and cars. I would have been there myself if I could have. It was a good time. Anyways, the point is that we were running with a minimal number of salespeople late that afternoon. Gabriel was off on a test drive, the third that week with a woman in her sixties who was clearly jerking us around on a car purchase and who had a crush on him. I didn’t mind that at all, contrary to what you might think. Having our vehicles out and about was good advertising.

I was down on the first floor, bullshitting with one of our finance people and our perky young receptionist Katrina when Gabriel came back with his test drive. They pulled into the lot and parked the car back in its spot. When they got out, they started talking, taking their time. Not two minutes later, the front door to the dealership opened and a woman I hadn’t seen come onto the lot stepped in.

“Ooh, I think your date is here,” Katrina whispered.

I turned to look. She was beautiful, maybe in her thirties or forties, with elegant, high cheekbones and a thin face. Elfin ears and big, cloudy brown eyes gave her even more character, and though she was lithe and skinny, her knit top promised plentiful curves underneath. In the background outside, I could see Gabriel start towards the building.

I smiled broadly, determined to make a better first impression this time. “Hi!” I said, starting towards the woman. “Wow, you are… you’re beautiful.”

“Um. Thank you?” the woman said.

“I’m Ray. Really nice to meet you.” I came in, wondering why Gabriel was sprinting and waving his hands. The woman gaped as I leaned down and kissed her cheek.

Then she slapped me.

“What the… what are you doing?” she yelled.

I stepped back, hands up. “Whoa, I’m sorry, I know that was forward, but I thought… first date, you know… I should have gone for a handshake.”

“Not her!” Gabriel shouted as he came through the door. “That’s not Posey!”

“Oh my God!” Katrina gasped behind me, then started to howl with laughter.

The woman spun to look at Gabriel, then me. “What… what is happening?”

“Oh Jesus,” I groaned. “I’m so sorry. My friend here, he set me up on a blind date, I thought you were her, she’s supposed to meet me here right about now.”

“I’m just here to buy a car!”

“I know. Well, now I do, ah jeez.”

Gabriel hurried to us. “Ray, you dingbat.”

“I… I…” I sputtered. “Beautiful woman, it’s nearly five, I thought… I mean, I’m sorry, I shouldn’t… I…”

The customer stared at me, still processing this. Then she started snickering. Katrina by that point about peed herself. She had to race to the offices and slammed a door shut behind her, her laughter still booming even then. Then the financial manager started in, and Gabriel wasn’t long behind, leaving me as the one person in the room not laughing, but burning in the cheeks.

Her name was Dr. Elizabeth Covey. She was a surgeon, and that was about all I had time to get out of her before the real Posey showed up in a cute pink bucket hat and a black dress. I told our financial manager to give Dr. Covey the best discount we could for the horrific mistake on my part, apologized again, and headed off with the baffled Posey for our date.

* * *

From the start, I was in a better mood than with Rikki, thanks in no small part to the mix-up back at the dealership.

“So it’s like a meet-cute,” Posey said when I explained what had happened on the way to the upscale bar where we’d be having drinks.

“I’m sorry?”

“It’s a story thing. Like, okay, two people see a dollar bill on the ground and bend over at the same time to grab it. They bump heads, and wouldn’t you know it, they just happen to fall in love.”

“I didn’t know her that long to fall in love,” I said, chuckling. “But yeah, I suppose that’s about right.” Posey was silent, like she was expecting something. “I’m sorry, I’m a bit dense and warming back up to the dating life. I feel like I’m missing an obvious question you want me to ask.”

“Perceptive! Yeah, I was hoping you’d ask if I was a writer or something.”

Playing along, I said, “Oh! Right! A meet-cute, and I’m going to take a wild guess and say… you’re a writer.”

Posey gasped. “Why yes, I am. Good guess!” She let me off the hook with crinkled eyes. “In my spare time, anyways. I have a couple self-published books out there.”

“What do you write?”

“Cozy mysteries about a cat lady who solves crimes around her small Oregon town.”

“My wife would have loved that.”

“Big into mysteries?”

“Oh yes,” I said. “Well, there wasn’t a genre she didn’t like but especially mysteries.”

We talked about her books until we arrived at the bar, a classy place Harvey and Renata liked with hidden blue track lighting in the ceiling and white lights under the tables, not unlike the under-glow on tuner cars from the early 2000s. I ordered an old-fashioned, she a Sazerac, then we slid into a booth, where I finally took the time to study her.

Posey was pretty, with a round, sweet face framed by dark curls once she ditched the bucket hat. Her dress was just risqué enough to continually make me want to draw my eyes down to the lacy gauziness draped over her breasts. I really liked her nails, a glossy red with purple swirls, and told her as much.

“Thank you!” she said, settling her chin on one palm and stroked her cheek with the nails in question. “Guys never notice them. And the earrings?”

She turned her head to show off a pair of slim gold hoops through one ear. I chuckled. “Nearly as lovely as the woman wearing them.”

“Oooh, that’s a bad line, but I’ll take it.”

Over a couple drinks, we discussed her office manager duties and my dealership. I explained I worked at another dealership when my wife got pregnant, first as a car detailer, then as a salesman and a manager.

“And about five years ago, I learned my lot was coming up for sale. It was a huge gamble, but there was a hungry market for European SUVs and cars. Right time, right place.”

“The location’s perfect, by that shopping center.”

I was in the process of lifting my drink and ticked a finger off the glass. “That wasn’t even there yet. But the real estate was perfect for something big like that, and it was obvious the city was going to do something with it.”

“Smart.”

Posey did not press me on questions about Angela, something I was grateful for. I let a couple details slip about her, but nothing that made the conversation too uncomfortable. I found out Posey was nearing thirty, a comfortable seven years younger than me, and had two cats herself.

“Ah, thus the cat mysteries.”

“Write what you know,” she said cheerfully. “And I know old stinky cats with attitude problems.”

“So I take it that’s how you and Gabriel met? Through your writing?”

Her eyes shifted away. “Yep, that’s it.”

Posey was lying, but I didn’t press the questioning. Gabriel being Gabriel, I assumed they slept together. Not that I cared.

Dinner was a nice Italian restaurant a few blocks away. We fed each other bites of ravioli and truffle bucatini. Any thought of dessert in my mind vanished when Posey laid a hand on my lap, looked me in the eyes, and smiled. I was a little dense, and so she whispered in my ear that I should ask for the check.

She wanted to go to my place. I was fine with that right up to the point where we crashed into the master bedroom, our hands all over each other. On the wall was a big picture of Angela and me, and I was staring right at it when we came in. Posey looked back over her shoulder, then at me.

“A spare bedroom, maybe?” she asked gently.

“I…” I thought about that. That would work. There was art in the guest bedroom upstairs, but not any personal photographs. I guided Posey in there, then pushed her to the bed, determined to make up for my temporary hesitancy in the other bedroom.

I wasn’t expecting the wispy panties she wore, but it sure didn’t stop me from tugging them down and burying my face in her shaven folds. She laughed throatily and moaned when I sucked her clit and hood into my mouth. I let them go with a loud slurping pop, then slid deeper down, burying my tongue through her depths like I hadn’t done… well, in a long while. Now that I finally crossed that physical threshold again, I was so hungry for Posey, so eager. My hands were everywhere, wandering from her bubbly ass to her breasts, then up to her mouth where she sucked my thumb between her lips and licked it, driving my already hard cock into immediate urgency.

“Fuck, you taste good,” I growled against her pussy, and licked her clit and hood again, this time intent on her pleasure.

Posey clutched my head and gripped it tighter to her pussy, gasping as she humped up at me. “Oh, oh God, Ray, I wasn’t… wasn’t expecting this…”

I grinned against her and kept going, driving forward and back with every lash against her pussy, every suck, every slurp. We were loud and noisy and I didn’t care. It had been so long. Angela hadn’t been well for well over two years before she passed, and though I sated my needs in other ways, I hadn’t been with a woman since.

To have one here, now, so wild and untamed, it was bliss.

Posey gasped, “Uh, uhhh, uh! Uh! Fuck, I’m coming, you’re g-good at this…” She sucked in a breath and let out a sultry laugh before falling backwards. “Up here, stud. Got a condom?”

I dug in my wallet and silently thanked Gabriel for giving me three that day. I rolled one on while Posey tugged the hem of her dress up and the shoulders down, baring her breasts to me. I leaned down and sucked one of her thin, long nipples into my mouth before guiding my cock to her wet sex. We grunted together as I sheathed myself hard into her. I pumped, frantic, almost losing control in just a few thrusts, but her fingers circling around the back of my neck brought me back to reality. After that, I paced myself, focusing, trying not to come, but she was so warm, so inviting, and this was goddamned incredible.

She brought her knees up, gasping, “Deep, you’re so deep, Ray…”

Can you tell by now I should have known something was up?

I rocked into Posey, my lips drawn back. Her eyes closed and she arched her back, her hips straining to meet mine. A rhythmic, “uh!” escaped her every time I plunged deep inside her, and her fingernails dug into my skin. I felt the small lances of fire, liked it, felt her tense, liked that even more.

“Oh fuck, oh fuck, ohhhhh, uhhh, fuuuuck!” Posey wailed.

She shuddered under me and I lost it, hammering into her, my hips bouncing against hers, the music of our skin slapping so loud in my ears even with my blood thundering. I slammed a hand down next to her shoulder, bucked hard one more time, and exploded into the condom with a gasp.

I could do nothing for long seconds, my head dipping to the bedspread beside hers, catching my breath. She said, “Holy shit, Ray. That was amazing.”

“You… you were amazing,” I said, pulling out and staggering towards a wastebasket to peel off my condom and drop it in. “Jesus, Posey. That was… that was something else.”

“Understatement of the year.”

“I’m sorry about the master bedroom thing. That was just… too much right then.”

“I get it. Your wife was obviously very special to you.” Posey pushed herself up unto her elbows and curled a finger at me. I came to her and leaned down to kiss her. She kissed me back, hungrily, and I dropped my hand to her pussy again. She trapped it, and her eyes watered. “Oh, God, I wasn’t expecting you to be so… great.” Her tone told me something was wrong, and I felt my gut twist.

“I’m sorry?” I asked, freeing my hand.

She drew a deep breath. “Ray, I have to tell you something. My name… it’s not really Posey. I’m not an office manager and I don’t write mysteries.”

I blinked. “I don’t understand.”

“I want you to know, the sex, that was my decision. Your friend didn’t have anything to do with that. Whatever you want to believe, I’m not a prostitute. But Gabriel hired me tonight to go on a date with you.”

Oh. Oh fuck. I’d been an idiot. Of course the night was too good to be true.

I sighed and pushed myself away from her to sit on the edge of the bed. “Shit.”

“I’m sorry.”

“No, don’t be. You… you were fantastic.”

She sat up too and took my hand. “I’m going to tell you something, and it’s going to sound like one more lie on top of everything I’ve fed you tonight. But of all the dates I’ve ever had, real or faked, this was the nicest. The most genuine. I wish I was the woman you thought I was.”

“Then tell me who you are.”

Posey smiled, and I recognized the sadness in it, the forlornness. I knew what she was going to tell me, and it hurt, but she had to set me free. “I can’t do that. A few more years of this, and I can retire in Aspen, or Hawaii, or… anywhere. I like you. I really do. But I’m not the one for you, and you’re not the one for me.” A few tears slipped down her face. “I wish it was different.”

I brought my hand up to Posey’s chin, hating the way she tensed for the briefest of seconds, expecting me to hit her, to be mad. This one was a wounded bird. I twisted her chin to face me, and I kissed her softly, with as much care as I could give her. “Then I hope when you’re sitting on the beach,” I said against her lips, “you’ll look back at this as a good memory.”

“I will that,” she said, and kissed me for the last time.


A Friendly Get-Together

Gabriel ducked my calls that Saturday, but no one in our group, even Helen, was going to miss out on the monthly dinner at Harvey’s. Our tradition was simple. Harvey usually grilled or cooked something plentiful enough for all of us, Renata would make dessert, and the rest of us would bring sides or appetizers. Everything was welcome, from Angela’s vegetable dishes, to my super nachos, to Helen’s bagged salads tossed in Italian dressing. Everyone came, everyone ate well, everyone had a good time.

My daughter’s car was out front, giving me the warm and fuzzies. When she first went to college, I was worried in the back of my mind she would grow away from all of us. Like she said that day when she was digging for snacks, she had her own life to live. So I was happy to see that moment hadn’t come quite yet.

I grabbed the sriracha honey wings from the passenger seat, and got out. I heard Harvey shout, “Get away from the barbeque!” and grinned. Their cat Peppercorn had a death wish, and could generally be found anywhere dangerous, especially when meat was involved.

The front door opened and Gabriel stepped out, holding a sweating longneck. He came down the stairs. “How’d it go Friday?” he asked.

“You’d know if you called me back.”

He winced. “Helen and I were up in the mountains, camping while we still have the good weather.”

I sighed. “It went great. Had a great date, brought her home, thought we actually had a connection. Right up to the point where she admitted to me she was an escort.”

“Ray… I’m sorry.”

“She told me you didn’t but be honest. Did you pay her to have sex with me?”

Gabriel shook his head. “No but I did ask. It was off the table. Did you…?”

“Yeah.”

“Then it was her decision.”

I sighed. “That’s what she said too. You know, I’m not even really pissed about the escort thing. But it was a low blow telling her Angela liked mysteries.”

He ran a hand through his hair. “I thought knowing about her might help ease you into things. If she knew some details, she could connect with you. I’m sorry, Ray. I really was trying to help.”

“I know,” I said, and felt my irritation drain out of me. Damn, but it was impossible to stay angry with him. Harvey too, though Harv gave me far fewer reasons. “It was a great time, actually. She was fantastic.”

“How was the sex? She was kind of cute.”

I finally broke a smile. “Either she was incredible at faking it, or it was really good for both of us.”

“That’s my boy.”

Then he surprised me. Gabriel wasn’t a hugger, but he came in for one, an awkward, one-armed thing since I still had that platter of wings.  I felt oddly grateful to him. Sure, he paid Posey for the date, but it really had been a kick to feel that old spark again.

“Hey,” I said. “Thanks. That couldn’t have been cheap, and I appreciate it.”

“You got it. By the way? Phoebe’s here. Try to maintain your self-control.”

“Asshole.”

Despite the fat flakes starting to fall, everyone was out back, seated or standing under the covered patio. Jamie rushed me and… well, completely ignored me in favor of prying up the aluminum foil on the platter. “Ooh, those look good.”

“Hi, sweetheart,” I said drily.

“Oh hi, Dad,” she said, and pecked my cheek as she snatched out two of the wings.

Helen was looking fuller every time I saw her, in that stage of pregnancy where she was glowing. As irritable and downright hostile as she could get sometimes, she certainly was beautiful, with curly blonde hair and a killer smile, when she bothered to use it. She didn’t now, not even looking up at me. I wondered what that was about, but didn’t much care. With Helen, it could be anything.

Renata looked as good as she always did, in a long-sleeved sweater dress that showed off her gorgeous figure and lots of skin. She beamed at me. “I heard you had another date?”

“I did,” I said. Gabriel looked pensive, and I decided his move didn’t have to be made public. “Great time. But she’s got a job offer in Chicago. Not much of a future for us.”

“Aw, that’s too bad. But you had fun?”

“Oh yes,” I said, chuckling with just the right kind of bashfulness to get them talking.

Phoebe watched all this with unguarded interest. Her blonde hair was pulled back in a gorgeous twist that looked casual but must have taken some time to do. Her jeans were fashionably full of holes, and much of her taut, toned tummy was deliciously on display in a creamy yellow top not all that far a shade from Renata’s. A fuzzy throw covered up much of the rest of her, and she held a steaming cup of Renata’s warm apple cider. She smiled up at me.

“Hello again, Mr. Salinger.”

“Ray, please. I feel old enough with Jamie in college.”

“Have they been teasing you as much as they have me about your, mm, lingering look last week?”

Jamie belted out a laugh and Renata watched me like a cat that’s had the birdcage door opened for it. I rubbed the back out of my head.

“Yeah, I suppose they have. Sorry. Again.”

Phoebe gave me a wave of her hand that said to forget about it. I added my food to the folding table near the barbeque and joined Harvey to grumble about his pork tenderloin. A bunch of bullshit, since Harvey and Renata are, respectively, the best cook and best baker I’ve ever known, but I wouldn’t be doing my best friend duties if I didn’t give him hell.

Helen helped herself to the food, which makes me sound like I’m insulting her, but one of us had to get the line started or none of us would eat until midnight. She only got acidic once, when I told her the wings were battered in sriracha.

“Oh, I don’t like that hot stuff,” she said.

Facing away from her, Harvey grinned, and I wanted to kick him.

“Well, next time, I’ll do them in barbeque sauce or something,” I said, trying to make peace for Gabriel’s sake. “Phoebe, you need to try Renata’s desserts. She’s something else with an oven.”

“I’m looking forward to it,” she said. “Jamie mentioned her cupcakes are to die for.”

“Oh my God,” Jamie moaned. “Everything Renata and Uncle Harvey make are to die for.”

“I knew you were my favorite niece,” Harvey said.

“What about me?” Gabriel asked. “I slaved all day over those… uh… meatball… things.”

“I’m sure you worked so hard hunting them down at the store, Uncle Gabe,” Jamie said. She was the only one of us who could get away with calling him Gabe.

“So you’re her uncle too?” Phoebe asked.

Gabriel shuddered. “Good God, no. I only come around these things for the free food.”

“Smart,” I said. He raised his bottle of beer at me.

Jamie reached out with her foot and lightly kicked him. “Gabriel was my dad’s best friend and roommate in their freshman year of college. Harvey invited them to a party, Dad met Mom, and then I came along nine months later.”

“How about you?” Renata asked Phoebe as she stood up to fix her own plate. “Where are you from?”

“A small town in Maine.”

“Oh wow, what brought you all the way to New Bainbridge?”

“Well, we came out here on vacation once, just a few days with relatives. I fell in love with the city and it’s always been where I wanted to go to college and live someday.”

Talk circulated around majors. Jamie was undecided, and Phoebe was majoring in pharmaceutical sciences with a minor in English, scoring her points with Gabriel. The conversation shifted to how Phoebe was liking it in the city, and a trip Renata took to Maine and how much she liked Bangor. By that point, the pork was done and Harvey doled out slices. I made a plate of food and watched the conversation by Jamie’s side. I felt… good. Mellow. I had moments of happiness since Angela’s passing, like Jamie’s graduation and subsequent arrival in her dorm and to college life in general. But this felt as at peace as I’d been in a long, long while.

When we were all done picking at the food, I volunteered to haul dishes in and collected everything. Renata liked everything rinsed off before it went into the dishwasher. I was doing that, my mind drifting when Renata and Phoebe started bringing in the leftover food. I smiled at them distractedly, trying not to focus too long on the bounce to Phoebe’s step.

With that taken care of, Phoebe wandered back outside, and Renata whispered to me, “She is hunting you like a lioness.”

I snorted. “Right.”

“It’s true. She’s a beautiful one.”

“She’s twenty.”

“Mm hm.” I didn’t know what that was supposed to mean, but it was almost like Renata was pleased by the number.

After slices of pineapple upside-down cake and cups of coffee for everyone but Helen, the party started to break up. I gave Helen a hug, Gabriel a clap on the back, and when they left, turned my attention to Jamie and Phoebe.

“So, what do you two have planned tonight?” I asked.

“Going to come home and hit the hot tub,” Jamie said. “Coach has been running us hard and I’m sore. I thought we would go by the college so Phoebe could get a swimsuit and a change of clothes, then we’d come back and spend the night.”

I thought about Phoebe in a swimsuit and tried to will myself to stay down. “Sounds like a good plan.”

After Renata divvied up some leftovers for us and we said our goodbyes, we split up. I headed to the house and crashed out on the couch with a bottle of beer and a TV show I intended on catching up on about a serial killer in Las Vegas and the cop hunting him. It was good stuff, meaty and melodramatic. I was twenty minutes into an episode when the girls came through the garage door and into the house.

“Oh hey, is that Neon Babylon?” Phoebe asked, drawing to a halt beside the couch. “Love this show.”

“I just started,” I said, “but I think I’m hooked.”

“The second season is going to blow your mind,” Phoebe said. “The writing is so good.”

“We’re going to get dressed. Throw on some shorts and join us, Dad,” Jamie said.

“Oh, I wouldn’t want to… uh… you know, you two are probably…”

“You can’t be this weird around Phoebe the rest of college. I’m going to be bringing her around a lot, I hope.”

“Me too,” Phoebe said.

They had me there. “All right.”

To Phoebe, Jamie said, “You can get changed down here in the guest bedroom. I’ll change upstairs, and I’ll meet you out back.”

Upstairs, I grabbed a pair of swimming trunks. I changed, feeling sleepy and still carrying a bit of that good mellow vibe from earlier. And in the back of my mind, I felt good about Phoebe being there too. It was no use denying that she intrigued me.

The hot tub was in-ground, but built up into a series of stone risers, like it was surrounded by concrete bleachers. It was a feature of the house Angela loved, quirky and beautiful, and we spent a lot of money restoring it to a like-new condition. We installed some softer, cooler blue lighting and added a nearby concrete patio for a small furniture set. It turned out great, easily the best upgrade we made to the house. The pool we later installed was nice too, but the weather was so fickle after mid-October it felt like I only used the thing for a few months of the year.

I tossed my towel onto one of the chairs, heard the door open behind me, and turned. The swimsuit wasn’t a swimsuit. It was a bikini. And Phoebe wore it so goddamn well.

Consciously, I knew I shouldn’t stare but I couldn’t help myself. Phoebe screamed sex and sin, and I wasn’t the only one staring. Her eyes lingered on my chest and my abs. They weren’t exactly rock hard but they were well defined, and she looked pleased with what she saw. Without a word, she came to me, her every bounce deliberate in the way she stepped, like a runway model approaching her adoring audience.

Phoebe draped her towel over the back of the chair next to mine, and freed her hair from its bands. “How’s the water?” she asked, tousling her hair and making her blonde waves fall nearly to her breasts.

“Haven’t… um… been in…”

“Hey, you guys want anything to drink?” Jamie called from the house.

“I’m good,” Phoebe called back, grinning at me.

“Yeah, I’m… I’m good, too,” I said, staring at the peaks of Phoebe’s nipples poking at the fabric. Quieter, I said, “You dress like that, I’m going to want to stare, as wrong as it is.”

Phoebe’s grin went wider. “Good,” she whispered back. “Because I want you to.”

“My daughter…”

“…is always going to be my friend. And I want my friend’s hot father.”

With that, Phoebe climbed the concrete risers to the hot tub. She toed the water, and sank in, still smiling the entire time.

“Jesus,” I muttered, and followed her in.


Not Quite Intensive Care

I figured it was probably a smart idea to get tested after I slept with Posey. I’m sure given her class she was a professional and got tested regularly herself, but I wasn’t about to take any chances.

I also owed Dr. Covey an apology, so I could kill two birds with one stone. Gabriel dealt with her after I left, and learned she worked at Harpy Mountain General, or rather, a small surgical unit adjoining it, as I found out when I called them up to ask where her office might be. Once I knew that, I had the hospital transfer me to the clinical side of things and scheduled an STD screening for that Wednesday.

I figured coffee was a universal make-good offering, so before I headed to my appointment, I stopped at a trendy coffee shop near the hospital, bought a big handcrafted mug and a twenty-dollar gift card, and added a note apologizing again for my behavior along with one of my business cards. Given the demands of her job, I didn’t expect her to be available to take my apology in person, and I was correct. When I dropped by the surgical unit, I was told she wasn’t available. I left the mug with her receptionist, and headed to my appointment.

The longest part was the wait for the lab people to drain me of the necessary fluids to get checked out. I was told not to expect the results for about a week, and they sent me on my merry way. As I was walking out to the parking lot, I got a phone call from a number I didn’t recognize. Figuring it was either the clinic forgetting some crucial piece of insurance information or someone interested in a car, I answered smoothly and professionally.

“This is Ray Salinger.”

“I was almost expecting you to greet me with a random, ‘hey, baby,’ or, ‘wow, I missed your butt.” The woman on the other end of the line laughed. “It’s Elizabeth. Covey.”

“Right, right right,” I said. “You must have got the mug.”

“Yes, thank you. The gesture was unnecessary but appreciated. I love their coffee. And really, you have nothing to apologize for. Your friend explained everything.”

“My date called it a meet-cute.”

“She’s not wrong about that,” Elizabeth said.

“I’d never heard the term. She claimed to be a writer.”

“Claimed?”

“Ah, Gabriel didn’t tell you all the details. It’s a pretty funny story.”

“Well, I’m still trying to decide on a new car, so if you want to tell it to me, I’ll be coming by on my next day off. Unfortunately that won’t be for a while.”

“Well, I’ll look forward to it. Purely professionally.”

She chuckled. “Hope to see you then. Thanks again, Ray.”

“You’re very welcome, Doctor.”

“Oh, you get to call me Elizabeth. That’s the rule after the first kiss.”

It was my turn to chuckle. “See you when you get a chance.”

I hung up, feeling pretty pleased with myself until I had an irritated thought. I called Gabriel, and he answered with, “Hey, what’s up?”

“All right, did you set me up somehow with Elizabeth Covey?”

“Um… oh, wait, the doctor? No. I mean, I said a few nice things about you, but I was trying to do damage control. Why do you ask?” He paused only a second, then, “Waaaait.”

“Don’t get excited. It was just a pleasant conversation on the phone. But… yeah, maybe she sounded interested. She’s coming back to the lot sometime.”

“Huh,” Gabriel said. “Yeah, I didn’t have anything to do with that. Good luck.”

“Thanks,” I said.

* * *

She called ahead a week and a half later. By that point, Harvey, Gabriel, and I had done all we could do on our own to install the bathrooms at the dealership. I was, at that moment, watching a construction crew that Harvey recommended. They weren’t cheap, but if Harvey said to go with them, I listened. They had some great ideas about a better use of the space than what Harvey and I drew up, and after talking to him about that, they were running full steam ahead on the remodel.

Gabriel would be quitting the dealership in a few days, satisfied that I was back from the brink of depression. That made me feel good. Not that I didn’t like having him around, but his confidence was a good reflection of my own mood. There would always be a part of me that belonged to Angela, but I was finally shifting away from my grief into the next stage of my life.

I watched the construction crew until Katrina motioned at me out of the corner of my eye. I walked to her and she smiled brightly. “Kevin radioed in and said Elizabeth Covey just pulled on the lot and asked for you.”

“Where’s she at?” I asked.

“East end.”

“How are my teeth?” I asked, making a face.

“Green, nasty as always.”

“Thanks.”

“You bet.”

I tried not to run to the east end of the lot, settling instead for a brisk walk. Kevin, one of our newest hires, was talking to Elizabeth near a sporty, small SUV and one of our lot cruising golf carts. She listened to him with little nods of her head as Kevin gestured at the vehicle.

I slowed instinctually at the sight of her. Elizabeth’s creamy slacks were accessorized by a big showy belt that brought attention to the nice swell of her hips and her slim waist. Her sweater was tight enough to make her poor breasts and taut tummy seem like they were shouting for air. I desperately wanted to help them, nice guy that I was. Even with a knit beanie, she still struggled to keep errant auburn hair out of her eyes when the wind blew.

Her eyes caught mine and crinkled before she returned her attention to Kevin, who knew his moment for the sale had passed. “Hey boss! Just about got her sold on this beast.”

“It’s a fantastic SUV,” I said. “But what do you need it for? This one’s great for the summer and the fall months, but snow’s a bit iffier.”

She winced. “Oof. That’s pretty much exactly what I need it for. I live near the lake. We’ve got a lot of ice and it’s going to get worse in February or April.”

“Dang, I should have thought to ask that,” Kevin said. “Well, you’ll be in good hands with Ray. Good talking to you, Dr. Covey.” He turned to me and added, “And whatever you do, don’t try and convince her to test out the back seat.”

“Did everyone hear about me kissing her?” I grumbled.

“Katrina made sure of that.”

“I had her confused for someone else.”

Kevin, as if we were playing it right from a script, winked at Elizabeth. “Sure.”

Her breathy laugh was lovely, and silently I thanked the young salesman. Banter was ninety percent of a sale.

When he walked off, I turned to Elizabeth and said, “So you’ve probably gone over this with Gabriel, but tell me what your priorities are for an SUV. Winter driving, that’s obviously a must.”

Elizabeth wanted class and comfort too, in about that order, so we started around the lot in the golf cart. She grinned as we drove and said, “Wow. I wish my property was big enough I needed one of these.”

“Right? They’re a lot of fun. My daughter comes by the lot just to drive one of these around.”

“Oh, you have a daughter?”

“I do. Jamie, my one and only. Freshman in college now.”

“You can’t be that old.” Elizabeth caught herself. “That sounds like such a line, but it’s true.”

I chuckled and explained the circumstances, including Angela’s decision to get her tubes tied after complications with Jamie. “How about you? Kids?”

“No. I came close with a long-term boyfriend, but he never really grew up enough to make me think he was father material. That’s pretty much why we broke up.”

“Ah, sorry to hear that.”

“It’s all right, really. With my crazy hours, I’d need a man who could step in and be there for kids in a way I probably couldn’t.”

“Totally get that,” I said. “I worked my butt off for years and years and I missed a lot of Jamie’s early childhood, but it made it possible to slow down when she was in junior high and high school. And then my wife got sick, and… well, owning the place and being able to set my own hours, it helped.”

“Gabriel mentioned that she passed. I’m very sorry to hear that.”

“Thanks. The whole thing with the date that night you and I met, that’s me trying to get back out there. As you can see, kind of bellyflopping into the dating pool rather than diving in, but I’m trying.”

“Well, if I had been your date, that would have been a very nice hello.”

Elizabeth pointed out the SUV Gabriel had her test-drive, a good first pick, but she thought it was too stiff. I worked with that and showed her something with more cushioning for rougher roads. We test drove it down to the hospital, where there were plenty of speed bumps.

“Oh yes,” she said, “this is very nice. And it’s definitely in my budget.”

“My advice, and take it or leave it, but never buy the first car you like, not until you’ve had a chance to get a feel for some others.”

“That’s very good advice,” she said. “Not afraid I’ll go to another dealership?”

“Hey, believe it or not, some of us car salesmen are actually honest. And I’ll tell you now, Stewart McGillicutty’s dealership on the south end has some great luxury SUVs too.”

“Nah, I think you’ve convinced me your dealership’s the one I want to go with.”

We drove back to the lot and test drove two other SUVs, both of which Elizabeth liked too. During the third test drive, I got a call from my doctor’s office. I had honestly forgotten about the STD testing by that point.

“Do you need to get that?” Elizabeth asked.

“Ah, you know, I should let that one go to voicemail.”

“Oh. Another date?”

I chuckled. “No. It’s… ah… it’s related, though.”

“Ooh, intriguing.”

Oh, screw it. It wasn’t like I was dating Elizabeth. “All right. So, that date Gabriel set me up on…”

I told her everything, keeping the hookup with Posey as PG as possible. By the end of the story, Elizabeth gasped and started laughing so hard we had to pull off the side of the road. Then I started in too on the absurdity of it all. When we both got it out of our systems, she encouraged me to call the clinic back. I did, and the tests were all negative.

“Well, that’s good to know,” Elizabeth said, eyes sparkling. “Just in case I do want to test out the back seat of these.”

“Ah,” I said, then cleared my throat. “If.”

“If,” she said. She gave me a quick, easy smile. “I knew I was going to want up buying that first car. I might have stretched this out because I was having a good time.”

“Then maybe I could invite you to dinner sometime?”

“That sounds great.”

“Tonight?”

She sighed. “I wish. Sorry. I’ve got a consult in the morning, so early I’m going to be in bed by six. That’s one thing you need to know about me up front. I do not keep regular hours.”

“I can live with that. Tell you what, you take the lead. If there’s a good day for you, give me a call.”

“Sounds great,” she said, clearly relieved. “That’s been an issue with guys before. But I’m also not expecting you to be my one and only until we know if there’s something here. And honestly, from the sounds of it, I’m kind of looking forward to hearing more of your dating disasters.”

“And maybe start some ourselves,” I said. “Just let me know if you want the, mm, particulars to change.”

“I will.”

Well, how about that? A date with a surgeon and an SUV sale. Hey. Not a bad day.

But in the back of my mind was a thought of a very beautiful, damn near illegal blonde cheerleader, and I didn’t dare wonder what Elizabeth would say about those urges.


Whirlwind Week

That week saw another date, though this one didn’t involve me. A young, bookish boy – grr… all right, man – in one of Jamie’s classes worked up the courage one day to ask my darling, sweet, innocent daughter out.

“Perrin Marcus,” Jamie said.

“That sounds like a made-up name,” I grumbled. It was late, and they just got back from their first date. We were talking on the phone as I rested in bed.

“Be nice. He’s a great guy.”

“I’m sure he is, if you said yes. What’d you two do?”

“Well… okay, don’t judge, because he’s here in college on a work-and-learn thing and he doesn’t have a lot of money. We had dinner at the caf, and then we watched a movie out on the quad.”

I was silent for a long, long time. “That sounds…”

“Dad…”

“No, no, let me finish.” I took a deep breath. “It sounds perfect. Your mother and I… we did that a lot. When she went to college, we would have these date nights where we’d drop you off with Grandma and Grandpa. Then she would sneak me into the cafeteria, and we’d have the best time. I used to feel like I was a bad husband, that I couldn’t take her out on dates. But those are good memories.” I cleared my throat. “Sorry. I… I didn’t mean to make this about me.”

“No,” Jamie said, and sniffed. “Don’t apologize. That’s so sweet. It’s like… like poetic. That we would both… and I didn’t know…”

“Yeah,” I said. I cleared my throat again. “So. How, uh, how old is this guy? Handsome? Smart?”

“Really smart. And yeah, handsome. He has these really sweet eyes, and it was so cute, he got a haircut just for tonight. He tried to play it off like he needed one but I knew the truth.”

That warmed me. “Good. I’m glad he’s trying for you.”

“You can say it,” Jamie said, her laugh shaky. As one, we both said, “Damn Noah.”

Noah was her first boyfriend in high school, and one of the laziest human beings I’ve ever met. And stinkiest. Honest to God, I don’t think the kid showered – ever. His body odor would have scared off Bigfoot half a country away. He would show up half an hour late to their dates, dress like he was three, and coat himself in so much body spray that it made me sneeze across the house away. His GPA was just high enough that he passed, but little more could be said about his academic efforts. To no one’s surprise, after high school, he stayed home, and invested his time streaming video games to an audience of ten.

“If you need cash for dates or anything…”

“We’re okay,” Jamie said. “I appreciate it.”

“All right, well, um, just… be careful.”

“Dad,” she said with mock exasperation.

“Not that I don’t love you, and you were never a mistake, but… you know, learn from your parents being ding-dongs.”

Jamie laughed and sniffed again. “I will.”

“If it looks like it’s working out, bring him around. I’ll make dinner, or we can go out, or something.”

“Sounds good. I don’t want to get my hopes up, but it was a really great time. Annnd, he’s texting me now to say the same thing. Kismet.”

“Go text him. I love you.”

“Love you too. Hey. I’m really glad you’re getting out there.”

“Aw. Thanks,” I said, warmed. “Proud of you. Your mom would be too. Is.”

“Night Dad.”

“Night, hon.”

* * *

The temps hit an insane sixty degrees, so Harvey and I got together that weekend for some golf. Neither of us were particularly great at the sport. Both of us were pretty lax about kicking balls out of the rough and looking the other way on mulligans. It was more an excuse for us to get out, get some fresh air, drink some beer, and let Renata have some peace.

“She’s got a cake she’s doing for a wedding tomorrow,” Harvey said. “I can’t go near the kitchen or else she’s on me like a hawk, making sure I don’t knock it over.”

“Well… can you blame her?”

He leveled his driver at me. Harvey tried to help Renata once walk a cake out to her SUV. She thought he had hold of it, he thought she did, and the whole thing wound up scattered across their floor, Renata so furious Harvey had to come stay with Angela and me overnight.

The second time came about a year after that incident. Harvey, not knowing there was a cake in the oven cooling off, decided he was hungry for frozen pizza and preheated the oven. By the time he thought to wonder what the burning smell was, Renata came through the house, a human tornado intent on murder by ladle. Now when she worked, she brought out sawhorses to block off the entrances to the kitchen. If Harvey dared to come in for a beer or a snack, Renata would go about three degrees short of thermonuclear. I couldn’t blame her. Her cakes were both pieces of art and delicious. She did this strawberry cherry one… well, now I’m drooling.

Anyways. Those days when he was off and Renata had baked goods to work on turned into Harvey and Ray and/or Gabriel Days. All three of us liked golf because all three of us were equally godawful. Of course, that didn’t stop the shit talking. That day, it was just the two of us. Gabriel and Helen were doing their thing.

I teed up and lined up my driver. Given my muscles, the elegance of my pose, the steely gaze I gave the ball, the unerring swing, I should have driven it at least three hundred yards. That ball should have been vaporized. Instead, it shot towards Harvey, pinged off the golf cart, and surprised me by bouncing a full twenty yards away, in the vague direction of the fairway.

“Jesus, you trying to kill me?” Harvey shouted.

“No?” I asked. “I mean… no.”

“Good rebound, though.”

“Right?”

I walked to my ball, driver still in hand, and this time managed to knock it reasonably closer to the hole. Harvey pulled up in the cart and we took off to find his ball somewhere deep in the weeds.

“So this kid Jamie’s dating, we going to put the screws to him?” Harvey asked.

I grinned. “She seems to like this one so I won’t torture him too bad. But she says he might come to a game. If he does, she’ll introduce us. Then we give him a taste of the crazy.”

“I like it.”

We spent a few minutes combing for his ball and came up with it sitting against a fern. He leaned over, picked it up, and tossed it out onto the rough. After doing some harmless weed-whacking with his two-iron, he finally got up under the ball and hit it on the fairway. Neither of us said much more the rest of that hole aside from a generous amount of cursing, and we sullenly agreed on a beer break before the next one.

Harvey took a long drink and gave a hearty belch, probably the best blast either of us would manage that day, golfing or stomach-related. When I started to take a drink, he hammered down on the accelerator and made me spill a good third of my bottle down the front of my shirt.

“Ass,” I muttered as he cackled.

“Still funny. And you still fall for it every time.”

I thought about a time I came home to Angela after Harvey did that, the smell of beer all over me. I chuckled, and Harvey glanced at me with a raised eyebrow. “One time when you did that to me, I came home and Angela thought I was drunk driving. Threatened to make me sleep in the spare bedroom. She was in tears, yelling about what would have happened if Jamie was in the car.”

“Aw man,” Harvey said, grinning sheepishly. “She gave me that speech all the time when we were kids. Here she was, four years younger than me, and one of her tongue-lashings about me smoking weed or drinking with my friends and I’d feel worse than if I upset Mom or Dad.”

“She was so good at that,” I said.

We both went silent, thinking about her, and Harvey eyed me sideways. “You know she’d be happy, you getting back out there.”

“Thanks.”

“I mean it.”

“I know.” I finished off my beer and dropped the empty into the cooler. “That night, with Posey, I… shit, I don’t want to drag this down.”

“Talk to me, Ray. You’re finally coming out of your shell about all this and I’m not letting you go back inside.”

I nodded. “Yeah. You’re right. That night, when we got in the house, I took her upstairs, but when we got into my room, I looked at the picture of Angela and me and I froze. Completely locked up. She figured out what was happening and got me in a spare bedroom, but there was a minute there when I saw her and I couldn’t do anything.”

“Oh shit,” Harvey said.

“So… now the question is, do I leave the pictures up in the bedroom? Take them down on date nights? It’s the stupid little things that keep jamming me up like that.”

Harvey thought, then said, “What about her office nook?”

I knew where he was referring to – there was a big space by the bannisters right by the top of the stairs that Angela converted to her office space, since she always ran hot and that was the draftiest part of the house. But I couldn’t figure out what he was trying to imply, and Harvey must have realized that.

“Like a little space devoted to her. A bookcase or a cabinet right there where she liked to work. It would still be close to you, and it would be honoring her memory.”

I thought that over. “You think that’s okay?”

“My sister would want you to do whatever you had to do to pick up the pieces. And she’d love that. I know it. She might be the only woman I know who bought more curio cabinets than curios.” I had to laugh at that. He wasn’t wrong. “Look, I got some bookshelves, some small, tall ones. Let’s go take a look at them, see if they’re going to work.”

“Right now?” I asked.

He glanced at the golf course. “Unless you want to keep mowing their grass for them.”

“You’ve got a point.”

Harvey’s smile slid away, and he wrapped his hands around the steering wheel. “I don’t know what you need or what you’re looking for, Ray. And I loved my sister more than just about anyone other than my wife. No offense to you two daffy bastards.” I waved that away. “But here’s the thing. Angie is gone. You did everything a man could in a situation like that. You were always there for her, from day one to the very end. Whatever guilt you have, let it go. Keep the pictures in your room if that’s what you want, but don’t do it on her account. You know if it meant even a night of happiness for you, that’s what she’d want. Ask Jamie, my parents, anybody that knew her, and they’d tell you the exact same thing. It’s time to get back in the world, bud.”

This time, I grasped his shoulder. “Thanks.”

He nodded. “And if something ever happened to me, I hope you’d tell Renata I’m haunting her bed if she so much as looks at another guy.”

“You pass away, and Gabriel and I-”

“Don’t say it, or I use your head for my next drive.”

I closed my mouth, but made a circle with one hand and pushed two fingers through with the other. He slugged me in the shoulder for that one.

We drove to the clubhouse, checked back in the golf cart, and carried our clubs out to his truck. While we were loading them in, Harvey added one more thing.

“Oh, hell, I almost forgot. You know who’s back in town?”

“Who?”

“Mindy.”

I blinked. “The Mindy?”

“Yuuuuup.”

Mindy was the lost member of our tribe. Gabriel’s girlfriend in his last couple years of college, we all thought for sure she was the one he was going to marry. There wasn’t a kinder woman in the world. You might think, oh, what about Angela? No, my wife would have been at the front of the pack saying the same thing. If you told me that Mindy sprouted an angel’s wings and halo, I wouldn’t have been a bit surprised. Then one day, shortly after graduation, Gabriel showed up at my place with a carful of stuff and no explanation other than he broke up with her, not the other way around. Angela was pissed. Seriously pissed. So was I. However Gabriel screwed that one up, I told him to fix it. He told me to mind my own business. It led to the one and only serious fight of our friendship, and he ended up staying at another friend’s instead. We patched things up as fast as the argument came on, but even a decade and change later, I still wondered what the hell happened.

“Oh, jeez. Does Gabriel know?”

“Maybe. He hasn’t heard it from me, but she called me up asking if she could hire me to fix up the steps at her new place.”

“What did you say?” I asked.

“What do you think? Do you know anyone who could say no to Mindy?”

“Gabriel,” I said, and he winced. “But I get it. She was like family.”

“I’m going to talk to him about it first. If he says no, I’ll make something up. But here’s the kicker. She got a divorce.”

“Oh shit,” I said.

“Yup.”

I thought about why Mindy would return to New Bainbridge after so many years – and in particular, about why she’d show up after a divorce. But that was not a seed ready yet to take root, and I was soon to have other things on my mind.

* * *

At the start of this story, I mentioned that the mother of one of Jamie’s friends asked after me in a not-so-subtle way. Well, Jamie insisted I try out a date with her. As it turned out, Li was not only more amenable to the idea of watching one of Jamie’s games than Rikki, she was the one to suggest it.

“It might be kind of painfully awkward,” I said. “I’m meeting my daughter’s boyfriend for the first time that day too.”

Li laughed on the phone. “A game, dinner, and a show. I’m definitely in.”

This time around for Jamie’s game, I picked up Li from a house I vaguely remembered from my daughter’s childhood. It was a nice place, an L-shaped two story with a mother-in-law apartment above a detached garage. I really liked the big apple tree looming beyond a privacy fence, to the point where I was taking a picture of it when Li stepped out.

“Are you spying on me?” she asked.

I turned and gave her my best charming smile, making an effort to soften my eyes, which could make me look like a villain sometimes, according to Angela. The smile felt immensely more natural when I saw how the forty-something was dressed. Her flower print dress under her puffy coat was both playful and damned sexy, with a swooping neckline revealing just a hint of lace underneath. Li herself was a gorgeous woman, with a softly featured sweet face, voluptuous curves up top, and a slim, trim waist. I particularly liked the way she had her long, dark hair swept to one side with a flower clip that matched her outfit.

“You don’t look ready for a date,” I said, blinking. “You look ready for a wedding.”

“You’re not proposing, are you?”

I chuckled. “No, not today, at least.” I gestured towards her tree. “I didn’t know apple trees could do so well in New Bainbridge.”

Her smile soured. “My ex-husband’s true pride and joy, his garden. We could take a walk through there, if you like.”

“I’m sensing a potential minefield, so I will politely decline.”

“You have no idea. I bought an axe thinking I’d chop that damn tree down, but my real estate agent tells me if I did that, I’d be looking at least twenty or thirty thousand less. I satisfied myself by roasting the first harvest after the divorce in our fire pit. They were quite toasty.”

I chuckled and Li came closer to me. I pecked her cheek with a hand at her back, finally hoping I had the right greeting down. She ran a hand up and down my shoulder, making a pleased sound.

“Jamie told me you were throwing yourself into your workouts. I must say, I’m impressed with the results.”

“And you look incredible yourself,” I said. “The wedding thing, that really was a compliment.”

“And taken as such. Shall we?”

We drove to the game, catching up on her daughter’s current whereabouts, a small college in Utah. That turned into an easy conversation about the state, since I had never been, and some light talk about vacations and places we traveled. Her ex was some kind of water expert and picked up a lot of work across the country. Li was a stay-at-home mother and often went with him.

“I loved the travel. Not so much his straying eyes,” she said primly, hands folded on her lap. “I never thought he actually had it in him to cheat, though. I was quite wrong about that.”

“Sorry to hear that.”

“Mm. I’m not. He was a very proper man and wasn’t very exciting.” Li’s hand slid over to my lap, making me jump. “Are you very exciting?”

“I sure hope I can be.”

I didn’t expect our date to start with a handjob, but it sure as hell did. Li unzipped me right in the middle of traffic.

“Sit up,” she ordered me, and I did just that at a red light. She tugged down my skivvies and eyed me with an exaggerated lick of her lips. “Mm. Yes. That will definitely do.”

I chuckled at that, eyeing her sidelong as the light turned green. A car behind us honked and I refocused on the road ahead. She dug in her purse and came out with a travel-sized bottle of lotion. A dollop later, and her hand returned to my fun bits.

“Cold!” I grunted.

Her titter was dark and playful, and did more for me than the excitement of doing this in the car. “Let me warm you up, then.”

Damned if Li didn’t. Her long, petite fingers wrapped around my cock and started stroking. I fought a wild urge to ask her if she was an escort hired by one of my friends too, and couldn’t help a chuckle.

“What?” she asked, gripping me tighter and looking almost mad.

“I’ve been fumbling all over myself on dates lately. This is a hell of a change.”

The pressure eased and she jerked me with little flicks of her thumb under my tip, making me shiver with pleasure. “Ahhh, but we’ve known each other a long time. That’s the difference.”

I didn’t think bumping into each other on occasion at school functions or high school games constituted “knowing” each other, but who was I to argue with a gorgeous woman getting me off?

We had quite a drive to the college ahead of us so Li took her time playing with me. Her fingers strolled down the length of me to my balls, which she tickled and stroked too. She did things to my tip that left me shivering with pleasure, light teasing with her fingernails, deeper pressure with her thumb.

A few blocks from the college, I pulled into the parking lot of a fast-food restaurant and she finished me off, twisting in her seat and pulling back the shoulder of her dress far enough to give me a peek at her nipple through the lacy fabric of her bra.

“Fuck,” I groaned, pumping up at her hand.

“My thirty-fifth birthday present to myself,” she said, and gave me a pouty look. “But I don’t know if they’re big enough.”

Feeling faint and right on the edge, I said, “They look pretty fantastic to me.”

“Are you sure?” she asked, cupping her breast with her free hand as she went for broke on my first inch or two, jacking me with loud squelches of her well-lubed hand. “I think you should take a closer look later.”

“I think I can… handle that… fuuuuck… tissue… tissue in the glove… box…”

She was good, never relenting as she opened up the glove box and dug out a tissue. I had to grab the door handle to hold on long enough for her to place the tissue at my cockhead, and then I was coming, coming, coming, my thoughts emptying as I experienced one of the most explosive orgasms of my life. Li made me see stars, and that’s not hyperbole.

“Ooh,” she said, squinting at the restaurant as I dropped my head against the back of the seat, gasping and trying to pull myself together. “Do we have time for French fries?”

“I… I think we can make time,” I said.


Peek-A-Boo

We sat up at the top of the stands together watching the game. The Gargoyles were hard-pressed in the early going, and I had the sinking feeling this was going to be a losing effort. Not for a lack of trying, but our girls were sloppy on the court, missing easy layups and two-pointers, getting tripped up with fouls, and at one point, stumbling over each other over in a three-way tangle.

Jamie was on her feet with her other teammates, cheering the other girls on even if she was sidelined that year. I couldn’t help looking in Phoebe’s direction. The young blonde looked great that day with her hair down. Her attention was mostly on the game and cheering our troubled team on, but her gaze slid in my direction and she smiled broadly. I gave her a wave, and Li looked at me questioningly.

“The blonde cheerleader in the middle is my daughter’s roommate Phoebe,” I explained.

“Oh! She’s a beautiful one, isn’t she?”

“No kidding.”

I want my roommate’s hot dad.

Just then, a short, bespectacled young man entered the gym and looked around. I knew what Perrin looked like, thanks to my daughter’s four thousand pictures of the pair of them on the social media site Bottlegenie, so I stood and raised my hand, giving him a two-fingered gesture. He visibly drew a deep breath, which made me feel strangely better about him. If he looked confident or wolfish, we probably would have butted heads. But he looked suitably nervous, and I liked that.

I didn’t quite see him as handsome, not like Jamie did, but then again, it’s not exactly like I was looking to date the guy. Perrin was well-put together that day, wearing khakis and a navy short sleeve button down over broad shoulders and a frame otherwise bordering on skinny. I liked the short, professional cut of his hair, a little more modern than a crew cut but along those lines.

In short, he obviously made an effort for my daughter, and that was all I needed to know. Of course, I couldn’t let either of them know that.

Perrin came up the bleachers, a nervous smile settling into place. I stayed standing, and extended my hand. “Perrin, right?”

“Yes, uh, yes sir,” he said. “Mr. Salinger, it’s nice to meet you.”

His handshake was firm, his hands soft. That wasn’t a bad thing. Mine were only calloused because of the months of work I’d been doing with Harvey and Gabriel on the dealership. The “sir” and “Mr. Salinger” mattered to me more.

I folded my arms, still standing, still studying him as Perrin shifted from foot to foot. Over his shoulder, I saw Jamie watching us. She rolled her eyes at my stern expression. I couldn’t keep a straight face, and clapped Perrin’s shoulder.

“It’s good to meet you too. I was going to try for the whole terrifying gruff dad thing. Did it work?”

“For a few seconds,” he said, his smile more natural now.

I turned. “This is my date for the day, Li Ryan. Li, this is Perrin, my daughter’s… um, what’s the term you prefer? Boyfriend? Partner?”

“I’d like to think boyfriend,” Perrin said, “though honestly we haven’t really put a name to it.”

“Her Perrin, then,” Li said, rising.

“I like that,” Perrin said.

She ignored his hand and gave him a brief hug. He settled in beside me and waved at Jamie. She looked relieved, but quickly refocused on the game when her coach said something to her.

“Oops, I think we got her in trouble,” Perrin said. “Sorry I’m late. I don’t know if Jamie told you or not but we have an economics study group that is just the worst.”

I chuckled. “She has mentioned it, yeah.”

“Fifteen minutes of arguing about marker colors.” He shook his head.

Apart from some obvious jitters and a stiffness I remembered all too well from my first few times around Angela and Harvey’s dad, Perrin seemed like a great kid. Man, I guess, though he still had plenty of the boy in him yet. Then again, so did I until I saw Jamie in Angela’s arms for the first time. Let Perrin and Jamie be kids a while longer, I thought to myself.

It was harder to get a read on Li. The wildness in the car took me by surprise. Don’t get me wrong, I enjoyed myself and I wouldn’t want to change her for the sake of my own comfortableness, but it was impossible to deny that she did come on strong. That said? She was great with Perrin and she was ridiculously attractive.

“So what do you do, besides chase Jamie?” she asked him at one point, taking him by surprise and making him laugh.

“Well, I guess kind of the usual, you know? I play too many games.” Hastily, his eyes flicked to me. “I mean, studying comes first, obviously.”

“Relax,” I said. “Jamie’s mom Angela and I used to play an MMO together.”

“Wait, really?” Perrin asked.

“Oh my gosh, were you part of the Parents Against Vampires?” Li asked.

“Angela was a founding member,” I said, and that got Li rolling.

“Wait wait wait,” Perrin said. “Parents Against Vampires?”

“Our gaming group. Well, I was only really kinda involved at the fringe. It was more Angela’s thing. She loved to play games. And being adults, the people she interacted with most were…”

“Other parents,” Perrin said, catching on. “That is fantastic.”

“Poor vampires, though,” Li said, eyes twinkling. “What did they ever do to you?”

“Hey, don’t ask me. I was just their barbarian on demand,” I said.

“Were you part of it?” Perrin asked Li.

“No, but a lot of our mutual friends were. My daughter used to thank me for never joining them or Bottlegenie.” Lis squeezed my knee. “No offense.”

“None taken. Half of why I joined Bottlegenie was to horrify Jamie.”

The Gargoyles made up ground, particularly in the last half, but when the final buzzer sounded, we were down fifteen points. A good effort, but it was hard to recover from that disastrous first quarter. We rose and clapped anyways.

When Jamie and Phoebe dressed, they joined us outside. Jamie came to Perrin first, and my heart hurt a little at that, but I got it. Perrin hesitated and gave me an embarrassed look, but Jamie took his chin in hand and twisted his face back towards her. He smiled, raised a hand to rub her shoulder, and leaned in to kiss her gently. It wasn’t even the kiss so much as the sweet familiarity of the shoulder rub that made me a Perrin fan. This kid was okay by me.

Of course, if he hurt her, Harvey did have a construction machine thing that could dig some awfully big holes.

“Hello again, Phoebe,” I said, and gave the young woman a hug. I tried to ignore the press of her chest against me or that intoxicating coconut scent, and kept the hug chaste and brief. When I pulled back, I introduced her to Li, and was there some ice there? I wasn’t sure. Maybe I was imagining it, but Li’s smile seemed more challenging and Phoebe’s eyes colder.

Not going to lie, that did wonders for my ego.

“Hi Mrs. Ryan,” Jamie said, coming in to give Li a hug too.

“I cannot thank you enough for putting in a word with your dad,” Li said.

“I can’t believe he wanted to drag you along to one of my games.”

Li laughed. “Oh, there was no dragging. He mentioned coming here before dinner and I invited myself along. Though I can’t wait to see you play next year.”

“Me too,” Jamie said. “Where to from here? What does Dad have planned for you?”

“I was thinking about East Three Chop House,” I said.

Jamie wrinkled her nose. “That’s nice, but…”

“What?” I asked, nonplussed.

“You make steaks so much better at home.”

“His cooking really is the best,” Phoebe said. “Jamie’s whole family, really. We’re very spoiled for leftovers.”

Li, amused, said. “I’m all about a homecooked meal on date night. Want to join us?”

I started to say they probably had other plans, but Jamie lit up. “Hey, that’s a great idea! Everyone can get to know everyone.”

Well… crap. There went my hopes for some follow-up fun to the action in the car. Or so I thought, anyways.

* * *

I bought some strip steaks and vegetables. The steaks I pan seared, the vegetables I fried. Though he was inexperienced, Perrin volunteered to help me with the steaks, a nice gesture.

“The only way you can really go wrong,” I said, “is adding any spice other than salt and pepper. Whatever else you learn from me dating my daughter, that’s the one tip you take to the grave, no matter what her uncle Harvey says about dry rubs.”

Perrin chuckled. “Salt and pepper. Got it.”

“Good man.”

Turns out, Jamie’s decision to have me cook for Li was the right one. The steaks turned out great, mine rare, everyone else’s a sin and an abomination before God’s eyes in their overdoneness. I let Perrin have a beer and the girls a glass of wine, so long as that was all they kept it to all night.

At one point, Phoebe headed deeper into the house to use the bathroom and didn’t reemerge for a suspicious amount of time. We were so caught up in a conversation about Li’s post-divorce plans that I didn’t notice at first until Jamie said, “Hey, where did Phoebe go? She didn’t leave, did she?”

She got up to investigate, and wasn’t long. When she came back, she raised a finger to her lips and nodded towards the living room. As a group, we headed in there.

Phoebe was sprawled out in the reading chair beside a bookshelf, a book open on her chest. Her eyes were closed, her blonde hair spilling across her face. I couldn’t help but stare. In that moment, her sexiness, the undeniable physical magnetism, changed into something else, something far more alluring. She looked angelic. Innocent.

Beautiful.

Beside my couch was a round basket stuffed full of end pillows and throws. I pulled a thin throw from it, rolled it out, and settled it over Phoebe. She hardly stirred. When I turned away from her, Jamie watched me with a sweet smile. I smiled back, then joined them back in the dining room again.

“I’ll wake her up before we go,” Jamie said.

“It’s all right. She can stay here and I’ll drop her off tomorrow morning.”

Li’s lips pressed tight for a flash of a moment. She was good, almost hiding her displeasure in time, but this wasn’t negotiable. Despite the uncomfortable tension between Phoebe and me, she was my daughter’s best friend and I would take care of her.

Sensing a shift in the mood and claiming to want to walk off dinner, Jamie and Perrin took off with what little leftovers I had. Before she left, Jamie got me alone on the front porch. I knew the question she was going to ask, and I answered it before it left her lips.

“I like him, hon.”

She stared at me expectantly for a long moment, then blinked. “No modifier to that? No but?”

I chuckled. “No.”

Jamie looked towards the car where Perrin waited dutifully, then back at me. “In the history of me dating, there’s never been a guy who completely passed the Dad Test.”

“He’s an intelligent, kind young man. And most important to me, anyone can see how devoted to you he is. He’s a little green, but shit, Jamie, so was I at his age. And I definitely didn’t have his kind of smarts. He’ll go places, I think.”

She looked back at him again, a fond smile on her face that looked so much like her mother’s when I’d done or said something just right. “I do too,” she murmured. One last time, Jamie turned back to me and poked me in the chest. “And no funny business between you and Phoebe. I know how you two like to flirt.”

“I wouldn’t,” I said, maybe a touch too defensively.

Jamie laughed softly. “I know, Dad.”

“You two have fun. I’ll bring her home.”

She hugged me one last time, and when she got to the car, she threw her arms around Perrin melodramatically and pushed him back against the door, making out with him like mad. His laughter spoiled the effect somewhat, but I still held my hands over my eyes, playing along. God, to be that young again.

But for now, beautiful Li waited for me.

I walked back in, careful to gently shut the door so as to not wake Phoebe. Li was nowhere to be seen, so I took the time to switch on a soft lamp for Phoebe, dig out a thicker blanket from the linen closet, and make up the couch for her. I thought about waking her. Okay, I really thought about lifting her in my big strong manly man arms and guiding her to Jamie’s bedroom downstairs, but if I carried her like that, I didn’t trust myself not to give her a goodnight kiss. Or ten. And I damn sure didn’t trust her not to try the same.

Li called for me upstairs. I didn’t respond, not yet. Instead, I tiptoed my way out to the kitchen, wrote out a note for Phoebe explaining I’d drive her back in the morning, and left it on the pillow on the couch.

As I finally made my way upstairs, I noticed the presents Li left for me. One flat. A second flat. Her dress, hung over the top of the banister. Her bra waited for me on an end table near the master bedroom door. And on my bed, dangling off Li’s delicate feet was her teeny tiny black thong.

“Well, now, that’s a sight to see,” I said, already working at my belt.

She giggled and kicked her foot against her shapely butt. “I promise not to be too loud… if you gag me.”

I shut the door behind me. “Angela and I could be pretty loud,” I said. “So we made some changes and now it’s all pretty muffled. Look, Li, I’m not going to apologize about Phoebe.”

She drew a breath, and again, I had the feeling not everything was copacetic, even if she was putting on a good face. “I get it. She’s your daughter’s friend.”

I nodded. My eyes flicked towards the blank spot on the wall where the picture of Angie and me used to hang. Now it was out in the nook Harvey helped me install, along with a lot of mementos of Angela. I still felt a twinge of that paralyzing guilt, but this time, I was determined not to let it stop me from enjoying myself.

I moved to the bed and took the thong from Li’s foot to toss it aside. My hand ran up and down her calf as she watched me over her shoulder. I teased my fingers up her leg until I reached her fantastic butt. That she had some surgery I already knew, but surgery alone couldn’t keep her in such great shape. She worked hard for her body and I took my time to appreciate it.

I took my time roaming it with both hands before I pressed one to her sex. She pushed up, and like I was calming a giddy horse, I pushed her gently back down. Li settled in and spread her legs wider as I palmed her pussy, massaging as much as I could cover with my big hand, and that was practically all of it.

All the while, I kept rubbing her ass and her back too. She got this dazed look to her eyes, like she was surprised at the sensations. I kept the strokes light, almost feathery, then started to massage her back with more force as I finally slid my middle finger into her. Her slick folds accepted me easily, so I slid in two more fingers and began to pump them in and out.

“Oooh,” Li breathed. “You’re very good at this.”

I chuckled but still said nothing. I found a rhythm she liked, not quite a hard fingering but fast, and really began to move that hand on her back, massaging all the way down to the side of her big breasts. She stopped trying to watch me, and instead pushed herself up on her elbows, eyes still dazed as she stared at the comforter.

I plunged my fingers deeper into her, then started errantly tracing her inner walls until I felt her quake when I found her sensitive spot. “Oh, mmm, Raaay…” she gasped. “Keep that up, right there…”

I did, strumming that little button before pumping her fast again. My other hand rested at her neck and she kept it there with one of her own. She rocked back against my finger, and when they brushed against her spot again, she arched up, her eyes closing.

“Ray!” she cried out. I didn’t think about how loud she was. I didn’t notice the door opening behind me. All I knew was I had to have the beautiful woman in front of me, and I had to have her now.

I pulled my fingers out of her and tasted her wetness as I headed for a bedside table to pull a box of condoms out of a drawer. Li started to twist to help me, but I put a hand back on her shoulder again. “Stay just like that. That’s how I want you.”

“Mmm, yes sir!” she said, and gave me a mock salute.

I chuckled and slapped her bottom playfully. “And keep up that sir thing.”

She laughed at that but didn’t take me seriously. Neither did I really, but it was kind of hot. When I rolled on the condom, I slid onto the bed and positioned my cock against her slick entrance. She dipped her head as I pressed in and sank into her.

“Oooh, ohhh, Ray.... that’s… that’s filling me… so full…”

I pulled back and happened to glance in the direction of the door. It was cracked open, the hallway faintly illuminated by dim nightlights. Hadn’t I closed that? Sometimes the door didn’t latch quite right, so that was what I assumed it was, but as I started to fuck Li, I kept glancing at the crack, knowing subconsciously what was going on, but unable to acknowledge it to myself until I saw her.

Phoebe.

She was careful, only taking a quick peek. I don’t think she ever intended on being caught. I truly don’t. The door really was just cracked, and if it wasn’t for the nightlights I liked to have for midnight runs to the kitchen, I would have never noticed her. But I caught the glint of light against her eyes. She saw me looking and our gazes locked just long enough for me to see something that spurred me harder, faster.

Phoebe still had on her blouse, opened over her blue bra, but that wasn’t what I was staring at. Her jeans were gone, and her hand was buried in her panties.

“Fuck,” I groaned, and bucked harder into Li involuntarily.

Phoebe pulled away. I heard the faint creak of the stairwell, so soft you’d only hear it if you knew to listen for it.

I was a man possessed. The sight of the sexy taboo blonde playing with herself in an endless loop in my head. I grabbed Li’s waist and fucked into her hard and fast. She cried out an early orgasm but I was far from done. I no longer thought about her, but the blonde who had been listening in, the forbidden college girl, my daughter’s best friend. There was no use denying myself the fantasy. Hell, I never even tried. If Phoebe had opened that door back up again, I would have stormed out and fucked her ragged. The only woman I ever wanted more was Angela in the prime of our youth and this lust even rivaled that.

I thought about her on her knees in front of me, that terrific peachy ass thrusting back. I thought about tugging her long blonde hair until her head came back and I could kiss her. Li shook, cried out again, came, came, came, and still I fantasized. Phoebe riding me, legs spread to either side as her big breasts bounced in time. Thrusting my cock into her gorgeous mouth, seeing her heavy makeup run as she teared up from taking me deep time and time again.

I came so hard I nearly roared with it, making some animalistic sound like I was some warrior come back from the killing to sate my need in my woman of choice. Only then did I come out of my haze, collapsing backwards on my knees, panting and wiping away sweat from my forehead I never noticed until then.

Only then did the guilt invade me, and it haunted me the entire night.


The Bad Man

I woke to humming and a wet warmth bathing my dick. Good sex always makes me groggy the morning after, so I spent a solid minute blinking up at the butt hovering above my face before I realized what Li wanted. When my dense brain finally started working, I pulled her down on top of me. She must have showered and used one of Angela’s old soaps. The familiar scent gave me pause, but I guess she didn’t have much of a choice.

Our sixty-nine was noisy and energetic, but my attention kept drifting towards the door. I wasn’t sure if I wanted Phoebe to be there again or not. My nighttime dreams were filled with an odd blend of her intoxicating good looks and Angela’s smile as we listened to one of her audiobook romances. In both, Elizabeth Covey was in the background, never quite taking a distinct shape. I could figure out Phoebe invading my dreams, and Angela would always be a part of them, but Elizabeth? We really had yet to go on a proper date.

I eventually rolled with Li until she was on her back and I was poised over her. I took her with genuine enthusiasm, even if my mind was being pulled like taffy. She came soon with a gurgle of my name. While she caught her breath, I slowed and partook of her exquisite breasts, leaning down to suck and lick them. When Li invited me to finish between them, I happily took her up on it, sliding my thick cock through her cleavage as she cooed me on.

The shower downstairs started up and an image of Phoebe naked and soaping herself popped up in my mind as suddenly as one of those bullseye targets at a shooting range. As good as my self-control was, after that, I was a goner. I pulled back, aimed at Li’s stomach, and came gallons, another woman on my mind.

I twisted and crashed beside Li, catching my breath. “Well, that was a hell of a first date,” she said.

Trying to be polite, I neither agreed or disagreed, but said, “Thanks for putting up with the craziness.”

“It’ll have to be reciprocated if we start something more serious. My life is pretty crazy too, with my ex and the house up for sale.”

Oh shit, there it was. She looked at me expectantly and I tried not to wince. “Li, I…”

“Oh,” she said.

“Look, I didn’t mean for this to be a one-night stand.”

“But it didn’t stop you from sure enjoying one, did it?” she asked.

“If I gave you the wrong impression, I’m genuinely sorry.”

“Is there another woman?” Li asked.

I hesitated, thinking about Phoebe. “There’s one. Things are still casual there.”

“And you never mentioned that,” Li said.

I fell back against the mattress and she rolled on top of me, legs on either side of my stomach. “I guess I didn’t. We haven’t even had our first date. We’re just… talking about dating. But she encouraged me to get out there while we figure out what we are.”

“That feels like such a fucking line,” she said, and ran a fingernail across my chest none too gently.

“It’s not. I’m in a weird, weird place,” I said, running my hands up and down her back. “That’s no bull either. I’m trying to figure out what it is I actually want. And like I told you on the phone, I was really only out for a nice night with nice companionship. For what it’s worth, you really delivered. I don’t mean the sex.”

She sighed and pulled away from me, getting off the bed. “Well, I do want a relationship.”

“You’re great, Li. And I know you’re going to find the right person for you.”

She patted my thigh. “Let’s not do that. I’m pissed, but I don’t need placating. But thank you. It really was a lovely evening, and if you ever need to scratch an itch… well, I’d be up for that.”

We showered up, and by the time I made it downstairs, Phoebe was seated at my kitchen table, a mug of coffee in hand. Li was still getting ready upstairs, so I pressed a finger to my lips and pointed up. She looked away from me, blushing.

“I hope you don’t mind I helped myself,” she said, and though she ostensibly meant the coffee, I knew the entendre for what it was and ignored it.

“I’m giving Li a ride home. Finish up and I’ll give you one too.”

Phoebe looked at me, hurt. But she nodded, and that was all I needed. I was furious, and I have to admit, a little turned on still. Okay. Much more than a little. I felt like I could drill a well with my cock that morning.

Li came down, and I grabbed my keys and my wallet. Phoebe finished off her coffee in two long gulps and rose to put her mug in the sink. I offered Li breakfast, a token gesture, but she declined. Phoebe looked between us. I expected her to be pleased. Instead she looked miserable.

I needed to have words with Phoebe in private so I drove to Li’s first. I went to walk her to her door, but she laid a hand on my arm.

“It’s all right, Ray. I know you’d be a gentleman if I wanted it.”

“I really did have a good time.”

“Me too.”

She and Phoebe both slid out, and Phoebe took her seat. We waited long enough to see Li make it to her door, then I took off. Snow fell fast and hard now, the first real snowstorm since before Christmas. The gray skies matched my mood.

“What were you thinking?” I finally snapped.

“Ray, goddamn it…”

“No. You lost Ray privileges. From now on, it’s Mr. Salinger. What the fuck, Phoebe? You faked sleeping in the chair, didn’t you? You knew how I’d respond, inviting you to stay.”

“No!” she shouted. “I didn’t! You had one of my favorite books, and I felt so warm and comfortable. And then I woke up and you were upstairs and I… I… I didn’t think, I just heard you, and I felt like I was burning up and… I’m sorry! Okay? I’m so damn sorry.”

A parking spot loomed up and to my right. I slowed so fast to pull in the car behind me nearly hit us. Without a word, I reached over and grabbed the back of Phoebe’s head. We twisted and met in the middle, our lips crashing, her tears falling hard and fast. Her lips electrified me, sent my soul flying. Her eyes widened. I think mine did too, and realization and shame flooded through me. I yanked back.

“Oh shit. Oh fuck. I’m… I’m… I shouldn’t have…”

“Mr. Salinger, please. Please kiss me again.”

I stared at her, wanting nothing more in the universe. “I can’t. You’re… you’re twenty.”

“Old enough to make my own decisions,” she said.

“But young enough that I should be smarter with mine.”

“That’s such bullshit. You want me. I want you. I’m not a stupid little girl. You have to know that by now.”

“Yeah,” I said. “I do. But it doesn’t make this any less wrong.”

We both settled back, an icy silence falling between us again. I drove, and when we got to the college, she hurried out of the car with the force, speed, and explosiveness of a rocket. I stared after her, then shook my head and hopped out. “Phoebe.”

She turned, her expression so wounded it hurt my soul. I walked her to her dorm, trying to remind myself it was the space she shared with my daughter. We didn’t say another word to each other, and the urge to kiss her again pounded in my heart. But instead, I saw her inside, and that was that.

* * *

I was a bad, bad man and I had no idea which way I should turn. Renata, Harvey, Gabriel, and even Jamie had all made light of the obvious attraction between Phoebe and me, but I was certain if I went to them now to get their advice – or in Jamie’s case, to confess – I would be rightfully cast out. I had to talk to somebody about all this. I had to get my mind right.

During the darkest times of my soul, there had always been one person I could turn to. The only problem was, she couldn’t talk back. Not anymore.

Smack dab in the biggest blizzard of fall and winter yet, I drove there anyways. In better weather, the cemetery was a beautiful place, lined with aspens and pines and consisting of a couple gentle hills. Angela’s grave was near the entrance, just a couple rows in and not far from the main thoroughfare. She wanted lots of sunshine for her spot, and she got it.

I stepped out, buttoning my overcoat up and tugging my beanie down further over my ears. Her marker was meant for two, someday. Whoever I wound up with, wherever life took me, it would be her I would want to rest beside.

There were no words. I stood there, thinking about Phoebe, thinking about Jamie, and most of all, thinking about Angela’s words to me early in her illness. Promise me you’ll give yourself to someone else. I promised, but I never really meant it.

Oh Angie. I’m in trouble. And I think I’m dragging someone down with me.

Angela could give me no answers, but I did feel something out there. Not quite comfort, but maybe a moment or two of respite, a chance for my soul and my heart to take a breath and remind me I didn’t need to have all the answers in a day. I didn’t stay long. I didn’t have to. Her presence would stick with me for a while, as it always did when I came to see her. Not so frequently now as in the early days, when I came out here nearly every other day before limiting myself to just the weekends, and later, monthly trips out.

That night, I went to bed alone. I texted Elizabeth, asking if she was free sometime if she’d like to get together. Sleep overtook me before she texted me back, but in the morning, I woke to a flashing light on my phone and a message asking if I wanted to maybe get in a workout together. She followed that up quickly with another text apologizing for the late hour, but she just finished work. That, in turn, was followed up by a third, explaining the workout fit into her schedule better than trying to plan a meal together.

I chuckled to myself, and texted her back.


A “Workout”

I was dressed in the sexiest clothes of my wardrobe. Yeah. Your mind is drooling already, isn’t it? Me… in sweatpants and a long-sleeved shirt. And yeah. The sweatpants were gray. Rowr.

Okay, so I bought them long before it was a meme, but still, I’d like to think I made them pop. In any case, Elizabeth sure didn’t seem to mind. She opened up her door in bright multi-colored leggings and a matching crop top that revealed every contour of her.

I was gone in seconds.

We stared each other up and down. She smiled, and I had to have her right then. I stepped forward, and without a word, I wrapped my arms around her and kissed her, hard. Her eyes widened, then slid nearly shut as she returned it, her tongue batting at my lips playfully as I dropped my hands to her hips and lifted her. I carried her inside and kicked the door closed as she wrapped her legs around me, ankles locking behind my ass.

“You’re so fucking beautiful,” I growled against her lips. Her kisses only grew more frantic as she ground against my growing bulge. I glanced around quickly at her spacious, sterile greeting room and walked her through to what promised to be a livelier living room down a short hallway. I was right, and deposited her on a plush microfiber loveseat. I wasted no time yanking her leggings and cotton panties down. Her slim, delicate lips were accented by a trim, narrow line of pubic hair.

She still had her legs around me. I pulled at her ass and lifted her up so Elizabeth was only resting on her shoulders and neck. Then I tugged her legs up and over my shoulders before I dove down to lick her pussy with frenetic need. Two images played in my mind, one of the beautiful doctor in front of me, the other of Phoebe. Both fought for dominance and neither won. Or maybe I did. The war within my heart left me ravenous for Elizabeth, and I feasted on her, licking her hard and fast before teasing her clit with my tongue.

“Ohhh, oh Ray, that feels so good…” she cried out breathlessly.

My laps at her clit flicked downward to her folds again. So wet for me already. My tongue slid deep through her, and I lifted her higher still. Now Elizabeth wasn’t even resting on the couch. Only her hands and her hair touched the fabric. I had her completely in the air, gripping her waist and eating her out.

Her feet kicked and she writhed against me, her words taking on a desperate keen. “Like that, ooooh, like that, don’t stop… mmmm, God!”

She shivered hard as she came and I nearly dropped her. Finally realizing how I held her I guided her back down to the couch. She clutched at my head, keeping me right where I was as her head twisted. Her fingers came up instinctually to her mouth and she sucked down four of them as she pumped her hips at me, her butt jumping up and down.

“Please,” she finally gasped. “I can’t… can’t…”

I stopped and moved up her body to kiss her, only hesitating when I realized how wet my lips were. She smiled and pulled me that last inch to her lips, kissing me as needily as I felt. I gripped her by her ass and lifted her again. She wrapped her arms and legs around me.

“Bedroom?” I asked.

Elizabeth was too busy kissing my face with frantic brushes of her lips to properly answer. She waved a hand in a general direction and I headed that way, kissing her back, nearly stumbling over a rug and making her giggle against my lips. I noted the size of the place as we walked through it, the spaces beautiful in their sparse decorations, but those were peripheral observations. My attention was really only focused on the woman I carried.

We didn’t make it to her bedroom for a long while. Instead, I passed by a guest bedroom, saw a bed, and muttered, “Fuck it.” I carried my gorgeous surgeon in there and dropped her on the bed.

“Mm,” she said, flipping around and getting on her hands and knees. “I don’t think I’ve ever screwed in this room.”

Her fingers went to the knot in my sweats and I worked at my shirt. “Any other rooms we need to christen?” I asked.

Elizabeth looked up at me with twinkling eyes. “A few.”

“Relationship goals.”

Her laugh was light and tinkly and did nearly as much for me as her fingers stroking me through the fabric of my sweats. She tugged them down along with my boxers. “Oh my, Ray…”

“Careful. You’re going to swell my little fella’s ego.”

“There’s nothing little about this fella,” she said, and gave me a kiss on the head. Her attention diverted to the task at hand and she sucked my tip into her mouth, just the first half-inch or so. Then she pulled off me just as quick, getting up on her knees to pull her top off, making her breasts bounce free. I liked the spray of freckles near one of her nipples, and I promised myself I’d spend hours counting and recounting every one of them.

Elizabeth returned to my cock, playfully licking the base under the tip like it was an ice cream cone, a devious smile on her face. I was rock hard in just seconds like that, and when she took me in her mouth, it was pure magic. She couldn’t take me deep but her enthusiasm more than made up for it. The way Elizabeth’s eyes focused on me with such attention to the job at hand was pretty damn hot too. I ran a hand through her hair, loving this moment. I wasn’t thinking, just reacting, and it was the relief I desperately needed.

But I sure didn’t want to finish that way, not in her mouth. “Elizabeth,” I said.

She pulled back, accidentally making a wet slurping sound on the way. “Oh God, that’s embarrassing.”

I chuckled. “I love it. But I’d like to make love to you right now even more.”

“Yeah?” she said, raising an eyebrow. “On our first date?”

I blinked. “Um. You’re right, I should-”

Her light laugh greeted me again. “I’m kidding.” I knelt for a condom and fished one out as she watched. “You’re a sweet guy, Ray. Well, when you’re not lifting me up off the couch and driving me crazy with that tongue. Come here.”

I did. Elizabeth scooted up the bed and retted back against the pillows. I stroked myself a few times and slipped between her legs. Elizabeth placed her hands on my shoulders and let out a soft, happy sigh as I pushed into her tight warmth.

“Ohhh. Oh Ray. That’s very… very nice,” she whispered.

I took my time with her, enjoying the moment. I knew Elizabeth had the sort of life where good, slow sex wasn’t always an option and if she urged me to go faster, I would have. But she seemed as content as I was to turn that day’s frenzy into something deeper, more meaningful. I took from her what I wanted to take from Li and Posey before her, what I yearned to still take from Phoebe. I well and truly made love to a woman for the first time in years, and it fed me in a way nothing had since my wife’s illness began.

And you know what? I think Elizabeth needed it too. The way she ran her fingers over my face, as though she were trying to memorize my features by touch. The way she coiled her legs around mine, rubbing them slowly up and down my calves in a rhythm that lulled me in. The way she smiled so gently for me, her eyes as warm and welcoming as her body. It wasn’t good sex. It was amazing sex, the kind you have with a person and strive for the rest of your life. I had that with Angela so many times, and now I found a new partner to match my need for togetherness.

We came within minutes of each other, Elizabeth first, a soft, earthy cry falling from her lips as she closed her eyes. I took her hands in mine and pinned them above her shoulders. She came again, silent this time, a broad smile on her face as her muscles around me quivered and tried to keep me there. I stroked into her faster, whispering her name when her eyes opened again.

“Elizabeth…”

“Come for me, Ray.”

I did, only breaking that easy pace at the last, thrusting up into her and making her knees rise. I tried to make it good for her one last time but I was too close, and I spilled into my condom. But with my cock still inside her, I reached down and strummed her clit as her fingernails dug into my shoulders.

“Shit, oh shit, that feels so good,” she gasped. “Just about… mmmm!”

Elizabeth came, and after one last gentle kiss, I fell away from her and onto my back, feeling like I just ran a marathon. “Well… I wasn’t thinking about so much cardio today,” I said.

She laughed and twisted so she could cuddle up to me. “Mm. I didn’t realize you were hiding all these muscles away.”

“Same with you. What do you dead lift, a thousand pounds?”

She laughed again and nestled her head against my chest. “I like this, Ray.”

“I do too,” I said. “But before we go pledging our undying love for each other, I need to tell you something, and it’s maybe going to wreck your opinion of me.”

She pushed up and looked at me. “What’s up?”

“Remember when you said you wanted to hear about my dating exploits? Well… I kissed my daughter’s twenty-year-old roommate and best friend.”

She stared at me a long minute, then said, “I’ll make coffee.”

* * *

Elizabeth did more than make coffee. While I sat on a stool at an island in her kitchen, she made grilled roast beef and cheese sandwiches, listening to my story. She was dressed in a robe, me just my sweatpants. So far, she hadn’t tossed me out of there. I thought that was a good sign.

Now that we weren’t quite so distracted by each other, I took in her house. The kitchen, much like the other rooms, was severe in its sparseness, but beautifully done, with pastel-painted cupboards with no doors, showing off the dishes and cups within. She had little in the way of actual cookware, and explained to me distractedly that she rarely had time to cook for herself. There was no TV for the same reason, though I peeked into a study looking for a bathroom and she had a wall of bookshelves that made mine seem paltry.

I finished explaining the situation as she pulled containers of chopped vegetables from the fridge and set them on the counter next to me with some dressing. There were no words while we ate, both of us starving after the great morning sex. Finally she reached for a mushroom, dipped it into some honey mustard, and brought it to her lips but didn’t chew.

“Okay, first off, no, I don’t think any less of you for any of that,” she said.

I stopped chewing, swallowed, and glanced at her, surprised. “You don’t?”

“No. This Phoebe sounds like a smart, determined young woman who knows what she wants. I had a fling with an older man when I was about her age, and I don’t regret any of it. I have a type, and he wasn’t all that dissimilar to you. A self-made man, a good dad. He was thirty-five and I would have been…” She did some mental calculation. “…twenty-one, so pretty damn close.”

“Did it ever feel wrong?”

She bit into the mushroom and thought about that. “No. My parents thought it was strange but they also knew I was going to do whatever I wanted and that ultimately I made pretty smart decisions. Then they met the guy and they were sold on him.”

“What happened between you two?”

“What happens to all my relationships,” Elizabeth said. “I was focused on my post-graduate work. He wanted someone more motherly for his children. I can’t blame him for that.”

“I’m sorry.”

“I’m not. It was a good time while it lasted, but I walk into every relationship expecting there to be a time limit.”

“You know I respect you and your career.”

Elizabeth smiled at that. “I was hopeful you’d get it. You mentioned making some sacrifices yourself for your family.”

“We both did. Angela was a smart woman, and having Jamie meant a lot of stress about whether or not she could attend college. For a few years she watched over Jamie and then decided to give it a shot when we had a routine down. For a while, it felt like her parents were more Jamie’s mom and dad than we were. But they also insisted their daughter try, and in the long run, I think they were right.”

We both reached for the celery. I pulled back just far enough to let Elizabeth go first, and rubbed the back of her hand. She looked studiously away from me, a faint smile on her face. “I don’t know. I don’t see you and Phoebe as necessarily evil, not in the way that has you so twisted up. But I think you need to be very careful. You’ve already expressed your attraction to her a couple times, and you might be tugging her heart in a lot of different directions. So I think you either need to cut it off with her and mean it, or gently pursue something and figure out what it is you are to each other. A fun fling, or something more.”

“And what about you and me?” I asked Elizabeth softly. “Don’t tell me that wasn’t some amazing sex. And I’m really enjoying your company, too.”

She finally looked at me again, rosy cheeked. “I am too. The thing is, Ray, my schedule, my work, what we have would have to be second to that. I’m not going to apologize for that. I’ve been down that road and I’m tired of it. But I don’t expect you to neglect your needs either, and frankly, I’m a little… mm… turned on at the thought of you pursuing a third. If what we have is casual, I’d be okay with you playing the field. If we were to pursue something more long-term, well… a third in our relationship would be as far as I would want things to go, but the thought of you having someone who I could maybe come to care for too is appealing to me.”

I was utterly floored and had no idea how to respond to that, not then. Elizabeth sensed my confusion and stood up. She put away the vegetables and the dressing, took my hand, and guided me to her bedroom.


Winter Storm Warning

It’s a morbid truth that every time the news starts talking “storm of the century,” we get an uptick in customers on the lot looking for a new SUV or a truck that can handle what they’re sure will be the snowpocalypse. Some people genuinely did need an upgrade, or wanted to make sure their brakes and tires were up to snuff for the bad weather. Those people I had no problem with and I tried to help them as best I could.

And then there are people like Jeb Waterbury.

This was a guy who was already driving a two-year-old truck that could have navigated the Sahara if it needed to. He showed up in a big pale cowboy hat, a bolo tie at least forty years out of date, and a suit that told me someone might have had money but not a whole lot of appreciation for subtlety.

In short, this was a guy I was going to try and upsell to the damn moon. And I did. He bought one of our priciest new models with one of the best packages available. I sold him on snow tires, an extravagant warranty, everything I could throw at him. I even sold him on heading down to Annette McDowell’s auto shop for a fitting for a plow. She called me up two hours after he left the lot in his brand-new overpriced truck, gleefully telling me sparkling cider and sushi was on the way for me and my entire crew, along with a fat cut of her sales to the daffy bastard.

We spread everything out in the conference room. I ordered everyone in there to have some fun while I manned Katrina’s desk and watched the lot. Unasked for, she brought me a plate heaped high with California rolls, my favorite.

Just twenty-five, Katrina was a bombshell, with obscene curves that made just about every guy who came in stand straighter, myself included. She had the distinct honorific of being the only woman other than Renata who could make Harvey trip over his own tongue. He was as bashful as a teenager around her, but I got it. Katrina wasn’t just beautiful. She was stunning, with long waves of copper red hair, curves she liked to show off in plunging tops and tight slacks or skirts, and intelligent, soulful eyes.

When Jamie called, another one of my employees stepped out with a bottle of the sparkling cider. “Hey baby,” I said, waving him off. “If you’re out of class, come over to the dealership. We have sushi.”

“Big sale?” she asked, sniffing.

Feeling my stomach drop, I stood up. Katrina raised an eyebrow and I pointed to her desk questioningly. She nodded. God bless her, she’d run that place someday if I had my way. “Is it Perrin?”

“What? No, we’re good. Great. He’s… he’s… Daddy, I…”

“Are you pregnant?” I asked, my spirits soaring despite the insanity that would bring.

She laughed and sniffed again. “No. We’re very careful. Stop guessing and let me talk.”

Oh shit. Phoebe. “Okay,” I said, steeling myself.

“I went out to see Mom this morning. They had this baked apple stuff at breakfast in the caf and it reminded me of, you know… her apple crumble.”

“Yeah,” I said, and started the walk upstairs to my office. “I miss that.”

“Me too. Anyways, I was feeling lonely, and I figured I’d go out there and just say hi. I saw… I saw your footprints.”

“Oh,” I said, my voice soft. “Yeah. I was there a couple days ago, before my date with Elizabeth.”

“You know she’d be really happy you’re dating again.”

I stopped and closed my eyes. I knew it was time to confess. I couldn’t take lying to her any longer. “Listen, honey, can we talk sometime? You and me?”

“Is everything okay?”

“I don’t know. Let’s talk, and we’ll figure it out from there.”

She sniffed harder. “I have class until five. Maybe after that?”

“Yeah. Sounds good. I’ll… um… I’ll see you.” I hesitated. “Jamie?”

“Yeah?”

“I…” I wish I was a better father. “Love you.”

“Love you too, Dad.”

I hung up, stared at my phone, then dialed another number.

* * *

Phoebe met me outside her dorm and guided me in without a word. We went to the check-in counter and I signed in. The perky young woman guarding the way recognized me and told me it was good to see me again. I tried to smile and my lips didn’t quite make it.

I followed Phoebe down the hall and up a flight of stairs, my eyes locked on her ass in her jeans. She knew it too, glancing at me over her shoulder now and then and blushing. Halfway up the stairwell, with no one around, I stopped her with a hand on her shoulder. She turned, and I took her in my arms, the twenty-year-old I shouldn’t lust for but did, with every ounce of my being.

We kissed with frantic desire, me pushing her back until her butt hit the wall. I dropped a hand to her curvy ass and moaned against her mouth. She mirrored the motion and squeezed mine. I lifted her up, much as I had Elizabeth, and ran a hand up under her blouse, going for her breast until I heard a door slam. We both jumped and I let her down. Phoebe didn’t so much walk the rest of the way as run, and I chased her.

There wasn’t enough time to fuck her the way I wanted to, but I had to have some piece of Phoebe before I met with my daughter. Inside their dorm, I spun her so her back was against the wall and unbuttoned her jeans.

“I have to tell Jamie tonight,” I said. “I want you so much, but I won’t sneak around behind her back.”

She held my eyes, and if she refused, I would have stopped it. I would have walked out on this, probably forever. Instead, she said, “We should tell her together. She’s my best friend.”

“You’re okay with that?”

“We’d have to talk about it eventually anyways. It’s going to hurt her so bad. I hate that.”

“Me too.”

Then she was kissing me again, and I tugged down her jeans just far enough to catch a glimpse of her thong. I moaned against her and rubbed her pussy through the fabric. She was already so wet. Her foot came up off the ground and laced around the back of my leg as she whimpered my name.

“Ray…”

I never was so fucking hard as I was the moment I pulled Phoebe’s thong aside and sank my fingers into her. I moaned, “Oh, fuck, Phoebe…”

“I’ve wanted to make you moan my name since the day we met,” she said, her voice high and breathless. “Oh God, oh, I’m going to come so fast, it’s embarrassing…”

“Don’t be embarrassed,” I said, pushing deep into her and curling my middle finger to stroke along her inner walls. She bucked, her breath stopping completely, and I rubbed just that spot, kissing her again until she gasped against my mouth.

“Right… there!”

She came and I kept going. I couldn’t help myself. She rode my hand with sharp thrusts of her hips and I nearly lost it, even if neither of us had so much as brushed my cock. I pulled up her top just far enough to bare one of her breasts in a bra matching her thong, and tugged that up too. Her big, perky breast bounced free and I shot down to suck the nipple into my mouth, groaning with need. She hit at the door, her ass bouncing up and down now as she came and came and came.

“F-f-fuuuuck!” Phoebe wailed, “Raaay!”

My phone buzzed. I heard the noise and almost kept going, but I knew I was on the clock and had to be done with this before Jamie came back. I reluctantly pulled my fingers free of Phoebe and rose back up to kiss her again.

“You are incredible,” I said breathlessly against her lips. She kissed me and reached down to stroke me through my slacks, but I gently pried her hand away. “I can’t. Not before we talk to Jamie. She’s coming anytime soon.”

“You… me…” Phoebe said hesitantly. “What are we doing? Are we together? Are we not?”

“I’m sorry I’ve been so confused and flip-flopping on this, but here it is. I want you,” I said simply. “But it’s complicated. There’s another woman.”

“You’re dating someone?” Phoebe asked. “I’m… I’m… I’m the girl on the side? I’m not okay with that!”

“It’s not like that. She knows about you. Wants to meet you, in fact.”

“So I am the girl on the side,” Phoebe said flatly.

“No. It…” My phone buzzed again and I grunted in frustration. “I want to talk about this sometime.” I checked my phone. “Jamie’s on her way here.”

Phoebe took a deep breath and nodded. “She knows we’re attracted to each other. This… this isn’t so much of a stretch, right?”

We stared at each other, and I ran a hand through my hair. “Fuck.”

* * *

Phoebe lit a candle and opened a window to mask the scent of sex. When that was done, we sat together for a long few minutes on her bed. It wasn’t exactly warm and friendly. Phoebe kept eyeing me, hurt. Elizabeth might have been okay with this being a three-way relationship, but I didn’t know yet if Phoebe was going to be. A thought for another day. I didn’t know if we’d survive the next five minutes.

We heard voices. Jamie’s. Perrin’s. Jamie knocked and said, “Phoebe? Dressed?”

“You’re good,” Phoebe called.

Jamie opened the door. She smiled wide. “Hey Dad!” My blessed, sweet daughter took two steps before realization hit her. She slowed and stared at me, then Phoebe.

“Perrin,” I said as calmly as I could, “Would you mind waiting down the hall? I think…” I took a breath. “I think Jamie is going to need you in a few minutes.”

“No,” Jamie said. Her tone was so damn sad. However I thought this was going to go, it would be far worse.

“What’s going on?” Perrin asked.

“Please,” I said. “I’m sorry, bud.”

“Jamie?” he asked.

“I’ll… catch up to you,” Jamie said. Perrin reached forward and squeezed her shoulder. I think he got it in the last few seconds, given the way his eyes widened and the hasty way he shut the door behind him.

“He’s a good guy,” I said. “I like him more every-”

“What are you thinking?” Jamie asked, her voice ragged and her tears starting slow.

“You know things have been… building between us,” Phoebe said, her hand coming to mine.

“You two s-s-slept together?” Jamie asked.

“No,” I said. “That morning she stayed with me at the house, she and I… we had something of an argument about this.”

“Things got heated and…” Phoebe drew a breath and I finished for her.

“We kissed,” I said.

Jamie walked to her bed and sat, her tears flowing faster now. She shook her head and rubbed at her eyes with her palms, like she was a kid again. “No. Dad, she’s… she’s my… my best friend…”

“I know, honey. I’m sorry.”

She sucked in a lungful of air. “You’re not. You’re not. It’s more than a kiss. The, the, the candle, the window… oh God, I don’t want to know.”

“Jamie,” I said, standing up.

“You’re dating that doctor!” she shouted at me. “You’re cheating on her and you’re sleeping with my roommate and what the fuck is going on, Dad?”

Jamie shot to her feet before I could answer. “Jamie,” Phoebe started, but Jamie shot for the door and was gone. I turned to Phoebe, but she was already shaking her head. I gave up, stood, and walked out too.

* * *

When Jamie packed up and left for college, my house felt empty but still warm, full of far more good memories than bad, even after my wife’s illness and death. Now, though, having so viciously disappointed my daughter, the person closest to me in the world, as well as blowing it with one of the most intriguing women I’d ever met, my house felt hostile and cold, as though the walls would come at me with knives and crueler things. I almost wished they would.

I wandered the place with a tumbler nearly full of whiskey in hand. By that point, I was on my fourth or fifth glass and was mumbling half-remembered lyrics to songs, trying not to think about the pain in Jamie’s eyes and failing miserably. Every parent at various points in their life feels like a failure in the eyes of their children. I went through that in Jamie’s early teenage years when I was the butt of a lot of car salesman jokes by her friends’ parents. Then there was the awful day when I promised to be at her divisional tournaments and got waylaid at work by an employee quitting on me in the middle of a shift. She wouldn’t speak to me for two whole days.

This… this was worse on such a magnitude that all the other times I failed her seemed trivial in comparison.

My phone rang. I stumbled towards the living room where I dropped it at one point beside the couch. I knelt, spilling most my whiskey across the carpet and cursing myself. When I answered, I said, “Jamie?”

“No, but she’s at our house,” Harvey said. “She’s going to stay with us for a while.”

“Thank you,” I said, twisting around and sitting right on the wet patch on the floor. I drank down what was left in my glass and nearly managed to put it on the coffee table. I missed by half an inch and didn’t care. “Thank you.”

“Is what she said true?”

I closed my eyes and twisted sideways so I was laying on the carpet. “Did she tell you I kissed Phoebe?”

“She said you two slept together.”

“No, that’s not right,” I said. I could hear myself slur my words, and tried to focus on speaking clearly. “I… I got up there, and we fooled around a little bit, but I wouldn’t sleep with her until I told Jamie. Had to tell Jamie first. She’s my little girl, Harvey.”

“I know.” He breathed deep. “Jesus, Ray, what a mess. I thought things were going good with Elizabeth.”

“They are. Wants us to have a three-way relationship.”

“What?” Harvey asked, sounding amused despite himself.

I ignored that as I thought about hurting Jamie. “Tell her I’m sorry. I’m sorry,” I whispered. “I won’t see Phoebe again.”

“How much have you had to drink?”

“A lot.”

“You okay?”

“Mm hm,” I said. The lights were already going out. I was glad I was laying on the floor. Otherwise I might have fallen right off whatever I was sitting on and dropped through the roof. Oh God, I hadn’t been this drunk since college. Maybe not even then. “Harvey.”

“Yeah?”

“Tell her… tell her I’m so proud of her. Perrin’s good. He’s good.” I tried to keep my eyes open. “S’more than how beautiful Phoebe is. She’s… she’s daring, but she’s shy. She’s smart but she’s sweet. If you, if you saw her in that chair that night, you’d get it, Harv. You’d see her the way I do. She’s got spirit but she’s vulnerable and I’m, I’m so fucked up about her.” I sniffed. “Tell Jamie I’m sorry. I love you guys.”

He said something else to me. But by then, I was down and out for the count, and didn’t remember anything else until the morning.


Pre-Date Date

I wandered through the next week like a man without a country. Gabriel was the only one in my innermost circle not pissed at me, but Helen was, so he might as well have been. The massive snowstorm we were expecting in New Bainbridge finally hit, and with it, the uptick in traffic coming through the lot was frozen out. I know, bad pun. The point is, not even work could occupy me.

I did hear from Harvey occasionally about Jamie. She got permission from her RA to stay off campus temporarily. Phoebe, I didn’t hear from. I texted her a couple times throughout a weeklong period, then decided I blew it with her, as much as that hurt to admit.

Elizabeth and I got together for dinner one night at a Thai hole-in-the-wall she enjoyed. The food was excellent, but I wasn’t much company. Back at her place, over hot toddies, I explained what happened with Phoebe and my daughter. She listened without comment, then nodded as if this all made perfect sense and was completely normal.

“That was always the chance,” she said. “In her shoes, I can see why she wouldn’t be interested.”

“Thanks,” I said drily.

“I mean in a three-way relationship. That would be a very odd situation to find yourself thrust into.”

“You’re right. And I should have talked to her first before, ah…”

“Yes. You should have,” Elizabeth said. She grabbed her spoon, reached across the table, and bonked my nose. “I have a family dinner tomorrow, but what are you doing the day after?”

“A friend of mine, Gabriel, is a musician. He’s playing downtown. Want to come with?”

She lit up. “Is that the long-haired man you’re close to? I stalked you on Bottlegenie and saw a picture of the two of you. You’re handsome, but my gosh, he’s gorgeous.”

I groaned. “Yes, and for the love of God, don’t tell him that.”

“I’d love to go.”

We talked the specifics of that for a while and wound up back at her place. I wasn’t expecting to be in the mood, but an enthusiastic blowjob later and I was able to man up, eating her to two orgasms before I took her from behind.

Gabriel’s gig was on a Saturday at a small formerly trendy bar he liked downtown. He was a regular there, both as a customer and as a musician. Usually a few of us went but when I put out the group text that I was bringing by Elizabeth if anyone wanted to meet up, I was greeted with silence.

The morning of the performance, I came home from Elizabeth’s drained, took a much-needed nap, and woke up to the buzzing of my phone. I answered it groggily, not looking at the name. If it was a damn spam caller, I was going to break the phone in half.

“Mm hm?”

“It’s me,” Phoebe said. “Are you home? I knocked but I don’t think your doorbell is working.”

“Shit,” I said, pushing upright. “Be down in a second.”

“Hurry. It’s freezing.”

I did. I shot out of bed, gave the messy bedroom a desperate glance and winced, then grabbed a robe out of the bathroom before hurrying downstairs. I slung on the robe and held it closed as I flung open the door hard enough to make it bang against the wall.

Even in a parka and a winter beanie, Phoebe shivered. She did her makeup to the nines that day and I was frozen temporarily by how gorgeous she was.

“Can I come in?” she asked.

“Jesus, sorry, I… yeah, of course.” I stepped out of the way and ushered her in. “I was napping. When I’m asleep, I can hardly hear the…”

“Ray?” she asked quietly.

“Yeah?” I said, reaching out to take her coat from her.

“Would you make love to me?”

I thought about Jamie. But God help me, I was human, and I was starting the long slow road of falling in love with this gorgeous woman, no matter how wrong it might be.

“Yes.”

* * *

“My bedroom is a mess,” I said as we climbed the stairs.

Phoebe laughed. “It’s nice to know you’re human like the rest of us. Ray, about Jamie…”

“I don’t want to hurt her. But I keep fighting my attraction to you and it’s just making me miserable. There has to be a middle ground somewhere.”

“And your surgeon friend?”

I took a deep breath. “Well… I’d like to keep seeing her too. I have a date with her tonight. Come along and meet her. I know it’s a weird situation and I’m not going to push you into anything. If it’s not something you’re comfortable with, we’ll talk.”

“So long as that’s on the table,” Phoebe said, her hand on my butt now, exploring through the robe.

“Of course.”

“Says the man about to get laid.”

I stopped beside the bedroom and turned to face her. She studied me with a smile I knew was forced. I raised a hand to her cheek and cupped her face before kissing her gently. She tried to chase my lips but I pulled back far enough to look her in the eyes.

“In case it wasn’t obvious, Phoebe, this is a lot more to me than just surface-level attraction. It’s more than the books and the flirting and all of that. Maybe I seem like I’m grooming you for some kind of dream threesome situation for me, but this is as much about her needs as mine. I’m just asking you to hear her out. That’s all.”

She moved forward and kissed me again. “Okay,” she said. “I’ll listen. Maybe I’ll still want you all to myself, but I’ll listen.”

My robe’s knot somehow came undone, and her hand traveled south to my rising prick. She pulled the robe from my shoulders and I let it drop as she moaned with satisfaction. I guided her into the bedroom, past the big empty spot on the wall. And for once, I didn’t think about Angela and me. There would be time for that, lots of it, but Phoebe in my arms felt strangely guilt free for the first time since I started dating again.

I undressed Phoebe slowly, taking my time about it. Though I finger fucked her and saw her breast in her dorm, she was still shy around me, blushing furiously as each article of clothing slid away from her bared flesh. I stopped to kiss everything shown to me, making her shiver. Her curves were met gamely by the tautness of youth and hard work. Hourglass was a perfect definition for her, and when her tanned thighs and delicate pussy came into my sight, I stayed there a long while, feasting on Phoebe’s beauty with both my eyes and brushes of my thumbs.

I finally looked up at her and murmured, “Are you sure?”

“Are you?”

I smiled, and leaned in to give my daughter’s roommate a kiss on her mound. “Yes.”

“Ray…” she breathed.

I nuzzled her mound again, then moved slowly down to her clit. Usually, I would have teased her lips, too, but I stayed right there the first few minutes, my thumbs at the sides of her button, my tongue flicking it gently, lovingly. I knew right then and there I had to have her. I would have to convince Jamie somehow, but I knew I needed Phoebe in my life. Elizabeth too.

I licked my beautiful blonde cheerleader’s clit, and I closed my eyes, thinking of a life together, thinking of a fantasy where this could all work out. Would it really? I had no idea. Probably not. But it was the moment in time when I firmly knew my days of one-off dates were done, when I knew who I wanted. Yeah, that was causing me a lot of pain, but that was love, wasn’t it? It wasn’t just bliss. It was long days in the hospital, staring blankly at a TV while your wife sleeps the day away. It was holding your daughter through screaming jags when her teething toys just weren’t cutting it. It was grinding your teeth and picking up after yourself because it made your significant other happy, even if you knew your pants on the floor weren’t the capital offense she made them out to be. Love was work, and it was pain, all for those quiet moments out of time when it wasn’t.

I loved Phoebe. I loved Elizabeth. I loved my daughter. I would risk my heart on the slim chance all of them could be in my life. That was the price I was willing to pay for love.

Phoebe’s fingers ran through my hair as her hips trembled. She came with a whimper, an almost mute, “Ohh… oh…” I felt her buck, then dropped my lips lower, one hand going to her pussy, the other staying right where it was against her clit. I tasted her, sweet nirvana, and chased her second orgasm with adoring licks as I slowly slid two fingers inside her.

“Let go, baby,” I said against her pussy, staring up at her. “Be as free as you want to be.”

She smiled down at me. “I don’t think I could hold back with you.”

I licked her a few more times and pulled my fingers free, but I wasn’t done yet. I guided her to the bed and sat her at the edge of it before I knelt again. She watched me as I started to lick in earnest again. I reached up to cup one of her breasts and ran the other one under her ass, marveling again at just how taut and athletic she was despite her curves. Then I brought hat hand back to her pussy and pushed three fingers in this time as my licking grew more enthusiastic, faster.

Without looking up, I said, “Tell me how you like it.”

“I’d say… you’re doing, mm, pretty damn good…” she moaned, and fell back on the bed, giggling breathlessly. “Oh my. Ray. I’m going to… I’m going to come again so quickly for you…”

“Good. Come for me, Phoebe.”

I returned to her clit, flicking it with light teases, then sucked in it hard as I pumped my fingers in and curled them against her spot again. She jumped so hard I thought I hurt her. Her fist came to her mouth and she cried out against it.

“Ahhhhh! F… f…”

“Say it,” I said against her clit. “Fuck…”

“Fuck! Ray!”

Was it one orgasm? Two? I had no idea. My mind went bye-bye in favor of the animal in me. I pulled back and flipped Phoebe over, putting her ass up high and giving it a playful slap before diving back in and eating her pussy for a third time. Her big breasts bounced and brushed the mattress as she eagerly thrust back against me as though we were fucking. I guess we were, in a sense. My tongue and fingers shot into her deep, my pace as frantic as if it was my cock. By now I was ready to explode, but I was not going to come until I was deep inside this young woman’s cunt. Oh, fuck, to not need a condom and spill inside her for real.

She bucked hard one last time and stuttered out a cry. “Shit! Oh, oh, oh shit, oh God! Good!”

I felt her muscles tremble around me and I fell sideways, clawing at my end table for my condoms. Phoebe collapsed onto her side and rolled onto her back, laughing, tears of pleasure marring the perfection of her makeup. I finally snatched out a box of condoms, fished one out, and stood back up to roll it on.

Phoebe stared up at me with a smile as I slid on top of her, guiding her legs apart. She helped me roll on the condom and together we brought my dick to her entrance. “Oh Ray,” she whispered. “I’ve wanted you so long.”

“I know,” I said back. “Me too.”

I slid into her. My God, she was tight. Not so much that I hurt her, but she sheathed me as perfectly as any woman ever had, taking every inch of me just so. She raked my back with her fingernails, her mouth coming instinctually to my neck, sucking, nipping. I pulled back, thrust into her again, and we were off to the races, neither of us capable of holding out. I needed to come inside Phoebe in a way I had never experienced before. It was some insanely potent blend of the lust and love swirling within me, a blast of pure human need only Elizabeth had come close to fulfilling in the last couple months.

“Oh, fuck, Phoebe…” I gasped.

“Ray… mmm, so good, filling… me…” she whimpered. Her legs kicked and came up, and I took them in my hands as I rocked into her, my whole body getting into it from my feet to my head. I stopped only to kiss her with as much passion as I was fucking her, and it was during one such kiss she came with a breathless cry yet again. I kissed away her tears and then she was pushing me onto my back, riding me, smiling down at me. She leaned down to kiss me and I held her there as I pumped up into her, her breasts against my chest, her air my air as we locked our souls together in chains that could never be broken.

I came, and whatever guilt there was fled me in that moment.


Play Me a Tune

Not only was Elizabeth okay with me bringing Phoebe along, she was ecstatic about the idea.

“Yes! I so very much want to meet her. Is she okay with me?”

“We’re still talking about that,” I said. Phoebe just came out of the shower and was rubbing herself down with a towel. I was obsessed with the view.

“Ray, I don’t want to jinx things, but if she’s not comfortable with a three-way, I want it to be her you choose. That’s not me falling on my sword. That girl has your heart.”

“You do too,” I protested.

“I know. But she deserves you. I’m used to being alone.”

“We’ll talk,” I said. “I care about both of you.”

“And I care a lot about you too. You’re an amazing guy. But I don’t want to see her heart broken.”

“We’ll see you soon.”

I hung up, and looked up at Phoebe as she came to me and straddled my lap. We went at it for quite some time and Lord, how I wanted to again, but I needed some time, vitamins, and possibly a visit to a chiropractor, given how enthusiastic her reverse cowgirl had been. My God, the mental image of her ass bouncing on me was going to be my happy place for years to come.

I kissed her neck, and murmured against her skin, “I need to tell Jamie.”

“It’ll be okay, Ray.”

I pulled back and kissed her lips this time. “I hope so.”

I dialed my daughter while Phoebe sat beside me. She took my hand, a gesture I loved. I kissed her fingers while the phone rang. It went to voicemail. I took a deep breath, and started talking.

“Hey, honey. Listen. Um. I want to tell you Phoebe and I, we’re going to give this a shot. That might not be what you want to hear. I know it’s weird and uncomfortable, and the age difference is… well, it’s awkward. And I know she’s your best friend. I don’t want to change that. I really don’t. But I care a great deal about her, honey, and we’ve hit it off really well. I like her for a lot of the same reasons you do. She’s kind and intelligent and there’s a.... a… a warmth there, something I can’t explain. But-”

I got cut off then, and tossed the phone aside. When I looked at Phoebe, she had such a fond smile on her face I had to kiss her again, and didn’t stop until it was time to get dressed and face the music.

Yeah, I hate that joke too.

* * *

Elizabeth came out her door in a knee-length coat and hustled to the car, practically diving in and raising her mittened hands to her face.

“Cold, cold cold cold,” she gasped.

“I had to stand out on his front porch earlier, the jerk,” Phoebe said, twisting in her seat and giving Elizabeth a tentative smile.

“I was asleep!” I protested.

“Total jerk move. I think we should steal his car and make him walk.” Elizabeth pulled off her mitten and reached out. “Elizabeth.”

“Phoebe.” They shook, and I started down the street.

“So nice to meet you. Ray’s been all twisted up over you. I was happy to hear he made the plunge.”

“And I heard you earlier saying I should be the one who winds up with him if I’m not comfortable with… well, whatever arrangement you have in mind.”

“Wait,” I said. “You did?”

Phoebe nodded. “You have your phone on the grandpa speaker setting.”

I groaned. “Jamie tells me that all the time. She thinks I need hearing aids.”

“What?” Elizabeth asked.

“Huh?” Phoebe chimed in.

“Great. This is great,” I said. “Sorry, I didn’t mean for that to happen.”

“I’m glad it did. It was a nice first impression,” Phoebe said. “But let’s talk first and see how the night goes.”

“How much has he told you?” Elizabeth asked.

“A little. You want like…” Phoebe took a breath. “…a threesome?”

Elizabeth sucked her teeth. “Well. Yes. You are lovely, and if you’re into that, I’d definitely consider it, assuming we hit it off. But I’m thinking something more like a three-way relationship. I work very long, very odd hours, sometimes for weeks on end. I can’t always be there. It’s ruined relationships before, but it’s not something I want to change, either.”

“I can respect that,” Jamie said, and I reached across to squeeze her hand.

“Are you bi?” Elizabeth asked.

“You didn’t know?” Phoebe asked her, then looked at me.

“I didn’t,” I said.

“Well… yes. I am. I’ve never done anything with a woman. I guess I kissed a couple girls on dares but I mean, nothing on my own. Jamie knows.” I arched an eyebrow at that and Phoebe swatted my arm. “No, I’m not attracted to her. I mean, she’s great, but we’re just friends. Assuming that’s still true.”

“I’m sure it will be,” I said.

“Anyways, to the point,” Elizabeth said. “I’ve come to like Ray quite a lot. He’s an easy man to fall for. As you’ve noticed.”

“I have,” Phoebe said, reaching over and squeezing my leg.

“But I don’t want to feel that guilt with him that I did with my other relationships. He’s assured me he would be happy to work with my schedule, and so far, that’s been great for me. But I’d like him to be happy and fulfilled even when I’m not there.” She hastened to add, “I know what you’d say, Ray, and I understand you would be. But hearing how much he cared about you, it gave me an idea. It harms me little to have him pursue something with you when I can’t be there. If you and I end up compatible too, all’s the better.”

“That is… oh God, you’re going to hate me for the pun,” Phoebe said.

“Go on,” Elizabeth said, grinning.

“Surgical.”

“Oooh. Oooh, that’s good,” Elizabeth said as I groaned.

Phoebe studied Elizabeth and finally said. “I don’t know. It’s an interesting idea? But I really do care about Ray. I don’t want to feel like I’ve got him on loan from you and you’re going to call us up one day and be like, nope, he’s mine, please return him like he’s a book from the library.”

“That’s completely fair,” Elizabeth said. “I don’t know how it’s going to work either. Maybe this is going to be a disaster.”

“Or maybe,” I interjected, “we all like each other enough that we give this a real shot. That’s what I’m choosing to hope for.”

They looked at each other, something amused and secretive passing between them. I cleared my throat, and drove on.

The bar didn’t serve food, so we stopped first for dinner, wraps and fries all around at a favorite homey place of Phoebe’s. The conversation focused mostly on her college life, especially her major. Elizabeth was delighted she would become a pharmacist, and immediately began listing off all the best places to work across the city, including Harpy General.

“They’re short-staffed,” she said, “but everyone is. You’ll have your pick, that’s for sure.”

I was content to listen, as I would be the entire night. Already I could feel Elizabeth pulling Phoebe’s walls down slowly, as the young blonde seemed entranced by the surgeon. Or maybe that was my imagination, my hopes. I didn’t care if it was. I wanted to believe this crazy idea could work.

From there, we drove to the small bar. The place usually only hit half capacity during the coldest months, and that night was especially bitter. That gave us our choice of parking, and I pulled in next to Gabriel’s SUV and Helen’s crossover.

The bar didn’t have many windows and emphasized that with dark walls and flooring. That was offset some by free-hanging beams lined with strips of bright lights. I liked the aesthetic, but I once heard Renata call it “miner chic” and I got that. We saw Helen and Gabriel up on the stage, talking. I waved and Gabriel waved back, grinning.

“It’s a good thing I’m fond of you,” Elizabeth said to me. “Wow. He is… he is something else.”

“Ray’s brother-in-law Harvey is the third member of their gang, and he’s super handsome too.” Phoebe winced. “I’m sorry, Ray. Should I call him brother-in-law, or friend…?”

“Either one works. Even if Angela passed, he’s always going to be my brother. And yeah, yeah, they’re handsome.”

“Aw, not as handsome as you,” Elizabeth said, and kissed my cheek.

“Why do I feel like that’s just meant to make me feel better?”

“Did it work?” she asked.

I mock-scowled at her. “Whaddya think?”

She laughed. “First round’s on me.”

“Oh, um, just a cranberry juice for me,” Phoebe said. “And thank you. Sorry. I’m so nervous tonight.”

Elizabeth caressed her arm. “Me too, Phoebe.”

Phoebe blushed. I saw Gabriel gape until Helen scolded him. I shrugged and grinned. He grinned back. Helen eyed me like I was a lizard person in disguise, then came off the narrow stage and headed for a table with a couple women I didn’t know.

We got our drinks and settled at a table ourselves. “What does he play?” Elizabeth asked me.

“A little bit of everything, depending on where he’s playing or if he’s filling in for a band. But here, folksy bluegrass type stuff. He’ll do a few covers and some of his own original music.”

“He’s a writer and a poet too,” Phoebe said. “I looked him up. Our college actually has some of his stuff and I read his poetry. He’s amazing.”

“He really is,” I said. “And don’t you dare tell him I said that. His ego’s big enough.” To Elizabeth, I said, “The pregnant woman over there who was on stage with him is his girlfriend Helen. Due any day now.”

“She’s lovely.”

“She is,” I said.

“They’re not getting along because of me,” Phoebe said softly.

“No. Because I should have been honest with my daughter sooner,” I said. I took her hand and squeezed it. “We are what we are, Phoebe. They’ll learn to accept it.”

Phoebe nodded, then looked at Elizabeth. “Seeing her makes me think of one big question. A kind of make or break one.”

“Children?” Elizabeth asked.

Phoebe nodded. “I don’t want to have them right away, maybe not for a few years yet. But eventually, I would like to.”

“Same here,” Elizabeth said. “Maybe take a few years off, see them grow, then decide where I’m at. That’s how I picture it in my head, anyways. I’m not sure that I could stay away from an operating room that long. Ray?”

It seemed crazy to discuss all this on a first date, but I understood the need for all of us to lay our cards on the table. The circumstances were so strange. “Angela and I wanted a bigger family, but we nearly lost Jamie and it spooked us enough that she had a tubal ligation. It was the right decision and we had our hands so full the first ten years or so we never really regretted it. So I’m in for kids.”

That led to a blessedly brief discussion about politics, the other topic we figured we should get out of the way fast. I’m not going to discuss the particulars there for fear of waking up with the villagers outside my door with pitchforks, but we were comfortably aligned enough that we could get past the differences.

About then, Gabriel broke out his guitar and started tuning it while a cute redhead checked the mic. He flirted shamelessly with her, and I saw Helen’s eyes narrow. I’ve said a lot against her throughout this story, some deserved, some probably (okay, definitely) colored by my irritation at how she pulled Gabriel from the group at times, but this I totally got and sympathized with. Gabriel flirted with just about any woman that crossed his path. If someone pressed back, he’d drop it immediately, but give him half a chance and he’d have half that bar following him out ready for an orgy. Was he monogamous? Absolutely. Was he capable of making Helen wonder if he’d cheat on her? Also absolutely, and no one could blame her a bit. Harvey’s probably the closest to a saint among the three of us, but none of us are perfect.

When the mic was ready, Gabriel leaned into it and said with emphasized huskiness, “Testing, testing, who’s ready for a night of me making looooove to your ears?”

A smattering of cheers and applause greeted him, especially from Elizabeth and Phoebe. I made a cup of my hands, pressed them to my mouth, and called, “Get off the stage, you hippy!”

“Someone, please escort Mr. Ray Salinger out of here, post-haste,” Gabriel said. “Wait. No. Put my drinks on his tab instead. A special shoutout to his girlfriends in attendance, who will no doubt come to their senses any minute and run out of here screaming when they realize they’re dating Sasquatch.”

I blew him a raspberry, and he grinned. Just for that, he launched into one of the bawdier songs in his repertoire, a cover of a cheesy, late nineties song blatantly about sex. It had the bar rolling. Phoebe twisted her chair sideways and scooted it back to be by my side. Elizabeth watched, eyes sparkling, then did the same. I took their hands and kissed them. My Phoebe. My Elizabeth.

His next song was another cover, an upbeat, more recent hit with his own kind of soulful twang to it. Elizabeth danced in her chair to that one and Phoebe raised her arms above her head. I kept time with my feet. It was a perfect slice of a moment so happy I’ll never forget it.

Elizabeth rose to get a drink with the next song, a slower, happy original from Gabriel, one I heard a thousand times when he was writing it back in his twenties. Phoebe got me up off my feet to dance together. Well, as much as we could in our small space, anyways. The bar didn’t have a dance floor and things were cramped, but we moved together, my arm around her, her hand on my shoulder, the two of us kissing occasionally.

When Elizabeth came back, Phoebe looked aside at her, then me, and crooked a finger at Elizabeth. My brunette beauty looked around, blushing, but joined us after a hesitant moment, hands on both our backs as we swayed together. The whole bar’s attention shifted to us, with a lot of murmurs and conversation aimed our way.

Gabriel swapped it up for a slow song to cap that set off, and I took my dates in my arms again, closing my eyes. I thought about all the times I did this with Angela.

I’m happy, baby.

Just had to set things right with Jamie. I didn’t know how, but I promised myself I would.

I kept myself to two bottles of beer that night. Elizabeth had a few glasses of wine, leaving her not quite tipsy but pleasantly buzzed, singing the lyrics she knew and tapping the table with her fingers like she was playing drums to Gabriel’s music. I was surprised and delighted to find that she did indeed play both the drums and the piano, and Phoebe played, of all things, the tuba.

“I’m terrible at it, though,” she said during a break in the music.

It was a great night, as fantastic a first date as the three of us could have had together. But there was some drama, and curiously, it wasn’t to do with us. At one point, halfway through his performance, Gabriel slipped up on one of his original songs. It wasn’t so bad that anyone who didn’t know his music intimately like I did would notice. His eyes widened, his lyrics fading almost into faint nothing, and then he looked down at his guitar.

I looked towards the door. There, standing just inside, was a woman I hadn’t seen in nearly a decade and a half. Mindy, his ex, and my God, she was just as breathtakingly beautiful as I remembered her. She saw me, and I waved instinctually. I wasn’t sure how to react, so I just did what came natural to me in my youth and pointed at an empty seat at my table. She hesitated, looked again at Gabriel, and with a tight-lipped, pained smile, she turned around and walked out again.

“Another friend of yours?” Elizabeth asked me.

“Yes,” I said, taking a chair again and feeling wildly confused. “Well… kind of. She’s Gabriel’s ex. I’ll explain later.”

She nodded, and we listened to Gabriel’s next song. It didn’t surprise me in the slightest what he played. A Midnight of Choices. It was, to my knowledge, the first song he ever wrote, and I’m going to let you guess who he originally wrote it for.

* * *

I gave Gabriel a hug after his performance and tried to engage with Helen. She allowed me a perfunctory hug too, but didn’t say more than three or four words to me. I introduced Elizabeth, and Gabriel greeted her like an old friend.

“Wow, you’re as beautiful as he said you were. And Phoebe, good to see you again.”

“You were terrific,” Phoebe said, coming in for a hug too.

“Aw, thanks.”

I wanted to ask him about Mindy but with Helen around, now was not the time. I bought him a drink, we sat around and bullshitted for a few minutes, and then I headed out of the bar to warm up the car for the girls before we left.

“That was great,” Elizabeth said in the car. “I don’t mean any disrespect, Ray, but I was expecting, you know, a kind of bad open mic night or something. But he’s really remarkable.”

“Gabriel is one of a kind,” I said. “If he ever really focused on any one creative thing, he’d be a powerhouse.”

Phoebe was sitting in the back this time and leaned forward. “So… I guess the last big relationship question of the night is… do we go our separate ways? Or do we want to… um…”

“Keep the date going?” Elizabeth asked.

“I’d like to,” Phoebe said, her voice soft and syrupy.

“Definitely,” Elizabeth said.

“I don’t know. I’m this close to the end of that third season of Neon Babylon,” I said.

“That’s a yes from him,” Phoebe said, and Elizabeth laughed lightly.


Puzzle Pieces

I had the biggest bed, so we went back to my place. Elizabeth and Phoebe took to the upstairs bathroom while I poured them glasses of wine and a whiskey for myself. I stopped in the guest bathroom to brush my teeth and put myself together a bit before taking a deep breath and heading upstairs. They were still a few minutes yet, so I stripped down to my boxers, sipped my whiskey, and said a silent prayer hoping my daughter could learn to be okay with this.

They came to me slowly. Even cool, collected Elizabeth seemed nervous about this. I straightened instinctually at the sight of them, and rather than nerves, I felt a strange sense of becoming. Of a rightness I was only beginning to discover. Elizabeth was downright lovely and classy in a pair of blue bikini briefs that contoured to her slim hips nicely and a bra that gave her an enticing bounce with every step. Phoebe’s green thong left little to the imagination, and her push-up bra gave her breasts a delicious lift and bounce too. I was hypnotized by the beat their bodies made, and they looked at each other knowingly.

“I think we’ve just about got him drooling,” Elizabeth said.

“Uh huh,” I agreed, my words lost to guttural sounds for a while. I wrapped my arms around them and pulled them to me, first to kiss Phoebe, then Elizabeth. They looked at each other again, Phoebe blushing hard.

“No one has to do anything they don’t want to,” Elizabeth said quietly.

Phoebe nodded, then just an inch away from my face, leaned forward and delicately kissed Elizabeth too, as tentative as though she might break the other woman. Elizabeth reached up and placed a hand at the back of Phoebe’s head, pulling her tighter, stretching the kiss out. It was more beautiful than erotic. Passionate, yes, but it was an older, wiser soul telling a younger one that it was okay, we were here for her, that she could let go and be safe.

I don’t know who initiated it, but slowly their attention shifted to me, and we were trying to all kiss together. Phoebe laughed softly as we tried to figure out the right configuration, but I quieted her by kissing her with all the passion in my heart before I turned my attention to Elizabeth and did the same. Phoebe’s hand went to my chest and trailed down it and across my abs to my boxers. She tugged them down far enough to free me, and gave a pleased moan against my neck as she stroked my cock.

Elizabeth broke free of my kisses and glanced down, giving a pleased hum of her own before her hand joined Phoebe’s. I moaned a very deep, very satisfied, “Fuck,” and palmed their asses as I enjoyed the slow, easy handjob.

I think even more than the pleasure of that, I loved watching Phoebe slowly adjust to making out with another woman. The first few times, it was Elizabeth initiating things, keeping it sweet and tender, often bringing her lips to mine to give Phoebe a chance to take a metaphorical breath. But at the same time as Phoebe began to stroke my cock with growing enthusiasm, so too did her kisses with Elizabeth grow bolder and of her own accord. Her free hand fell from my ass and rose up tentatively to Elizabeth’s cheek, solidifying her bi-curiosity into something more tangible.

They drew closer, breast to breast, their need insistent and voiced in the breathy moans and whispered words between kisses. “So beautiful,” Elizabeth said. “You… you’re…” Phoebe gasped. I roamed their backs as they played, straying often to their asses but just as content examining every inch of them with the pads of my fingers, their spines, their lower backs, their abs, their shoulders. There wasn’t an inch of them I didn’t want to know intimately, and that night was my first step towards that goal.

In the meantime, their hands stopped jacking me. I pulled back away from them and circled around, kneeling in front of them. I don’t think they even noticed until I tugged their panties down at the same time. “Sit on the bed,” I said. “Then I can take care of you both and you can keep that up.”

“Won’t you hurt?” Phoebe asked me.

I smiled. “I’ll be fine. Enjoy yourselves.”

They kissed yet again, their tongues just peeking out enough to give me a delightful thrill, and Elizabeth pulled Phoebe to the bed. The brunette palmed the college girl’s breast, her thumb stroking the nipple, and Phoebe moaned her loudest yet. I was guessing she was close, the way she swayed back and forth like a fighter on the ropes, so I descended upon her pussy first with my lips and my tongue.

I wasn’t to be denied my Elizabeth too, though, so I glanced over at her and brought my hand to her pussy. I slid three fingers into her as I began to lick Phoebe, loving her soft, effeminate taste and the youthful sweetness of her. She bucked up against me, and I grinned at the untamed reactions in her, the way she was always so wild for my touch. Elizabeth wasn’t so still either, sliding her hips to meet my questing fingers. I twisted that hand, curled my middle finger, and she jumped nearly as hard as Phoebe.

Phoebe giggled against Elizabeth’s lips. “He’s so good at finding my spot too.”

“The joys of an experienced man,” Elizabeth said. “They only grow finer.”

I realized I still had a free hand so I shifted my focus with my tongue to Phoebe’s clit and sank three fingers into her too. She bucked again, and laughed helplessly when I rubbed her spot in time with Elizabeth.

“Case in point,” she said breathlessly. “Ray… you’re going to make me…”

“Come for him,” Elizabeth whispered against her lips. “Let me see your beautiful face when you do.”

“Eliza… beth…” Phoebe moaned. Elizabeth kissed her with a growing fire, her hand at Phoebe’s breast again, squeezing. Phoebe jerked, and cried out, “Oh, oh yes!” Elizabeth giggled breathily at our young lover’s crest, then leaned down to kiss her shoulder.

Phoebe brushed the other woman’s cheek. “Oh, Elizabeth, I like you.”

“I like you too. Up for trying this crazy idea out for a while?”

Phoebe nodded, and kissed her again. “I’d like that very much.”

“Good girl…”

Phoebe looked down at me. “How about it, Ray?”

“Yuh huh,” I said, and sucked on her clit before pulling away to dive down on Elizabeth’s. As you can tell, I was in my happy place.

“I like it when he goes all mindless on us,” Elizabeth said.

Phoebe giggled at that. “Lay back. I’d like to try exploring you a little. Um, if that’s okay?”

Elizabeth stroked her cheek and nestled back onto her elbows. “Anything you want, Phoebe. Never be shy about that. I’ll certainly have my own desires too.”

“Good,” Phoebe purred. “Because there’s so much I want to try.”

She guided my fingers out of her and twisted so she was on her knees beside Elizabeth. She leaned down to kiss and suck at Elizabeth’s nipple, drawing a breathy moan from the other woman. I licked and sucked at Elizabeth’s clit all the while, my fingers still alternating between pumping in and out of her and teasing her spot. With the attention solely on her, she wasn’t going to last long.

My free hand went under her butt so I could hold her firmer in place while I buried my mouth against her pussy and her clit. Meanwhile Phoebe was rocking back and forth, alternating between Elizabeth’s breasts like… well, like I would have done at her age. Elizabeth reached out and massaged the young woman’s ass before pulling her towards her face. Phoebe looked back, confused, and Elizabeth grinned up at her.

“Come here, darling. I want a taste of you.”

Phoebe’s mouth hung open and stayed that way as she hesitantly moved to position herself above Elizabeth’s mouth. “Tell me if I, um, put too much weight on you.”

“I want you sitting on my face,” Elizabeth said. “If you aren’t so lost in pleasure you’re not grinding on my mouth and my nose, I’ll be offended at my own skills.”

Phoebe laughed softly at that and settled down, still cautious. She looked in my general direction but her eyes rolled up as Elizabeth took her first lap of the young woman’s pussy. “Oh… my… God, that’s… that’s good…” she whimpered. “I should have tried this… a long…”

Her voice faded as she began to rock on Elizabeth. Elizabeth’s hands went to Phoebe’s backside and my older lover began to shimmy back and forth towards me, her moans growing needier and needier. I flicked her clit with my tongue and curled my fingers once more. That was it for Elizabeth. She cried out, her butt bucking up, and then she was cresting.

I pulled my fingers out of her and Phoebe asked tentatively, “Can I try tasting those?”

I pushed up and gave her my wet fingers. She brought them to her lips and sucked them into her mouth, just the first knuckle, then taking more.

“That’s so good,” she whimpered.

“Why don’t you try licking her pussy?” I asked.

She grinned. “Okay.”

I watched, hard as a fucking diamond, as Phoebe tossed back her long blonde hair and bent over, eyes on me. She brought her mouth to Elizabeth’s pussy, and gave her a few tentative licks.

“How is it?” I asked, but gone was Phoebe’s hesitancy. She ignored me in favor of licking Elizabeth harder, and my mind left me again. I went to the nightstand, grabbed a condom, then grabbed an entire box. I dumped them on the bed and snatched one up. When I rolled one on, I went to Elizabeth’s cunt simply because it was closest.

Phoebe pulled back just far enough to watch me slide into our lover, rocking her hips harder against Elizabeth’s mouth. “That’s so hot, mm, Ray, oh my God, you’re filling her up…”

“Fuck,” Elizabeth gasped. “Hard, Ray, as hard as you want…”

I heard those words and the animal inside me roared with approval. I grabbed Elizabeth’s legs under her knees and yanked her legs high as I shoved my cock in and out of her wet pussy. Phoebe dropped her mouth back to Elizabeth’s clit again. Elizabeth came in seconds, her muscles tensing followed by kicks of her legs. She didn’t tell us to stop and I didn’t, fucking her harder, faster. I’d never seen anyone take me like she did in that moment, accepting every inch of me, taking the fast fucking with wails and cursing and most of all an enthusiastic pussy-licking for Phoebe.

Our young blonde lover wasn’t immune either. She pulled back, hands cupping her breasts as she rocked harder on Elizabeth’s face, her mouth wide open, eyes sightless. She ground her pussy as hard as Elizabeth asked her to earlier. Elizabeth grabbed onto her hips and held her in place, head bobbing up and down as she devoured her treat and got the fucking of her life.

Phoebe’s head dropped and her hands went to her ass. She bounced once, twice, three times more and then she was coming with a wail of her own. “Oh, oh fuck, E… Elizabeth!”

And still Elizabeth held her in place, making Phoebe’s eyes roll up and nearly cross, her mouth wide, wide open, the blonde’s tits bobbing with every hard bounce of her ass on Elizabeth’s face. Phoebe came with another cry, this one wordless. She collapsed sideways onto a trembling arm, staring at the two of us, gasping for air. I picked up Elizabeth, dragged her to the end of the bed, and flipped her over before I fucked into her harder still, pounding into her pussy with hard slaps of our skin. She came with a wordless gurgle and fell forward. On some level I recognized that she was done and yanked out of her, going for Phoebe. The blonde’s eyes were still dazed, but she moved for me, kissing me as I approached her.

I wanted control that day and I took it, pushing her onto her back and guiding her knees to her big breasts. She cried out as I fucked into her, and Elizabeth was there, mounting her, her ass to me, rocking up and down with the same intensity as Phoebe had been doing at the last with her. We were all so primal in that moment, taking, asking for nothing, fucking in the rawest sense of the word. No one said anything intelligible. Our grunts would have embarrassed us if anyone was in a mind to pay attention. But we weren’t. We were lost to each other for the first time of many.

Phoebe came twice again, nothing left in her tank but whimpers. Elizabeth did too, her whole body trembling with pure physical exhaustion. Finally, I hit the cliff and I growled, “I’m close.

“On our knees,” Elizabeth croaked to Phoebe. The blonde nodded frantically, and I pulled out of her, going for my condom as they positioned themselves on the bed on their knees, hands eagerly reaching for my cock. The two of them stroked me together, Elizabeth the tip, Phoebe near my balls. I came so fucking hard, shots rocketing out of me. There was no aiming, just the need for release, and I coated their tits, their stomachs. I think Phoebe got the brunt of it, but I never saw the finish. Elizabeth was back on her, running her fingers through my come and feeding it to the young woman.

Finally we broke apart, all of us in a heap. I couldn’t form words until Elizabeth started laughing. Phoebe joined in, both of them still breathless.

“Maybe this will work, maybe it won’t,” I finally said. “But we are going to have one hell of a time finding out.”


Forgiveness

It was time again for dinner at Harvey’s, but I still felt cut off from my friends and family. Gabriel extended me an invite, but I told him I didn’t feel comfortable coming, not if it was going to upset Jamie.

“I’ll make something up for it,” I told him. “You can pick it up.”

“Stop being melodramatic. They’re pissed, but it doesn’t mean they don’t want you there.”

“Gabriel… I hurt Jamie. I’ve reached out, but she obviously doesn’t want to talk to me or to Phoebe. And who could blame her? This is all new and weird and it has to be painful.”

“Do you regret it?”

“No,” I said, smiling and thinking about waking up that morning with Phoebe sandwiched in the middle of us three, Elizabeth curled up tight behind her. It was a beautiful moment. One of my favorites. “I hope Jamie understands someday. I’m falling in love with them, man.”

“Okay,” he said. “I’ll come by before I go there.”

“That’s it?”

“Yeah, because I’m afraid you’re going to hear me get all emotional, asshole. I’m happy for you,” he said, his voice tight. “I loved Angela but Elizabeth and Phoebe seem amazing too. You hit the lottery three times in your life and there’s no one that deserves it more. I love you, brother.”

Touched, and a little emotional myself, I said, “Love you too. You’re going to be the best dad.”

He took a deep breath and sighed. “I hope so.”

“I know so.”

The day of Harvey and Renata’s monthly dinner, I still didn’t intend on going, but I made two of Jamie’s favorites, curried chicken salad and pizza rolls – yes, the kind from the bag, and they were sort of a guilty pleasure of mine too. Elizabeth and Phoebe made some cream cheese puff pastries to add to the mix. They wanted to help me bridge the gap to my loved ones, and I was grateful for that.

They were cuddled up on the couch and I was just putting the pizza rolls in a container when someone knocked on the door. I grabbed one of the rolls and headed for the door, burning my lip on the hot greasy goodness. “Ow, shit,” I muttered to myself, and opened the door.

It wasn’t Gabriel. It was Jamie.

She was all wrapped up in her heaviest down coat, with both a beanie on and her hood drawn up over her head. She looked at me, her eyes watery, and she squeaked out, “You really weren’t going to go to Harvey’s?”

“Honey, I… I thought… you and me…” I blinked, then stepped forward and crushed her to my chest. She might have been my height and a muscular young woman, but in that moment, she was my little girl again, and folded into me as easily as she used to.

We rocked together, and finally I tugged her backwards into the house. “Freezing out here,” I muttered, and she laughed through her tears.

“Is she…?” Jamie started to ask, then she spotted Elizabeth and Phoebe. Phoebe shot to her feet and rushed Jamie like I had, the two of them colliding and Jamie laughing again.

Elizabeth rose too, and came to stand by me as I shut the door. We held hands, and Jamie turned to look at us, Phoebe still clinging to her. “I heard from Helen the three of you were… um…”

“In a relationship,” Elizabeth said, smiling. She stepped forward and held out her hand. “I’m Elizabeth. It’s so very nice to meet you.”

“You too.”

Jamie forewent the hand and hugged Elizabeth. Theirs lacked closeness, but it was friendly. I’d take friendly. Phoebe came to stand by me too, and I cleared my throat.

“Jamie, I know it’s weird. I should have talked to you sooner. But I want you to know I care a great deal about Phoebe. Elizabeth too.”

Jamie nodded. “It’s okay. I just… I guess I needed time to process things. And Uncle Harvey this week, he told me something. What this is, it’s not out of spite. It’s out of love.”

“I thought he was mad at me too.”

“He’s mad at you for not talking to me. But he gets… um… this.” Jamie looked between all three of us. “Jeez, Dad, when I told you to get back out there, you really went overboard.”

I laughed and kissed her forehead. “I’m pretty happy.”

“I’m sorry I got so mad,” she said.

“No. Don’t be. I’m just glad you’re here now. I hope you and Phoebe can mend fences. And I hope you and Elizabeth become good friends too.”

Phoebe crept in, and Jamie said, “How about it? Best friends again?”

“You always were,” Phoebe said.

Jamie turned to Elizabeth. “And I hope we can be too.”

“Same here, Jamie,” Elizabeth said.

“Oh!” Jamie said. “I’m supposed to drag all of you to Harvey’s. If you’re comfortable with going.”

I looked at Elizabeth and Phoebe. Both of them nodded. Jamie and I went to the kitchen. She saw the food, laughed, and hugged me again. I held her for a long time, looking over her shoulder at a picture of Angela, Jamie, and me. She turned, saw what I was looking at, then smiled up at me.

* * *

We gathered in Harvey and Renata’s living room. Introductions were made for Elizabeth, but there was one notable absence – Helen. Gabriel seemed his usual cheerful self, but more than once I saw his expression go pained, and I knew something was wrong.

Elizabeth was delighted by the idea of the gatherings and promised to make it when she could. Harvey and Renata gave me some light ribbing about the age difference between me and Phoebe, but they welcomed her as warmly as they had when she first came to the gathering what felt like years ago.

“A three-way relationship,” Harvey marveled after we talked about how we would operate as a trio.

“Mm, now there’s a thought,” Renata said. “Me, you, Chavez, my half-naked world class model.”

“Chavez?” Harvey said.

“Mm hm.”

“We all know he’s thinking more along the lines of Katrina,” Gabriel said, and Harvey blushed hard at that. Renata gave him a pinch, and he jumped as if she shocked him.

“Well, uh, I’m gonna get a beer,” he said.

Gabriel hit the bathroom, and I followed Harvey into the kitchen while the women talked. Harvey chuckled as he dug a couple bottles out of the fridge and handed one over to me.

“Of all the people, Ray, I never expected you to wind up with two of them.”

“I hope you and me, we’re okay about this,” I said. “I told Gabriel this, but I’m falling for them. Hard. Like… in love.”

He studied me, his smile so very reminiscent of Angela’s, and he twisted the cap off his bottle. He reached it out, and I clinked it. “Good,” was all he said. Gabriel came in, and snaked my bottle out of my hand before I could twist off the cap. I punched his shoulder and he ignored me.

“Want to tell us what’s the matter?” I asked, nearly whispering.

He took a breath. “I… I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Come on, man. Is it the baby?”

Gabriel shook his head. “I don’t want to drag things down.”

“It’s us. We got you,” Harvey said. “What’s going on?”

Gabriel pushed his hair out of his eyes. “When Helen has the baby…” He took a deep breath. “…she’s going to leave us.” He took a long, long drink as we stared at him, horrified. He smiled, but there was no humor to it. He looked terrified. “I’m going to be a single dad.”

* * * * *

Thanks for reading! Join Ray, Harvey, and Gabriel again in Rearrange, available now!
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