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Chapter 1

Shelby

The Rusty Bucket reeked of stale beer and unfulfilled promises. Shelby balanced the bucket of ice-cold bottles in one hand, the plate of steaming chicken wings in the other, and navigated through the Friday night crowd with the precision of someone who'd done this too many times before. Her eyes, rimmed with carefully applied liner that had begun to smudge in the bar's humidity, fixed on Jake lounging at his usual corner booth. The sight of him—relaxed, oblivious, maddeningly handsome—sent a familiar current through her body, one that had grown from a gentle hum to an insistent throb over the past year.

She'd worn the white blouse deliberately—the one with the neckline that dipped just low enough to be interesting without crossing into desperate territory. More significantly, she'd left her bra hanging on the bathroom door knob at home, a decision that made each step across the scuffed wooden floor a sensual reminder of her intentions. The cotton brushed against her nipples with each movement, hardening them in a way that had nothing to do with the bar's aggressive air conditioning.

"Your usual," she announced, setting down the food and drinks with more force than necessary, sending a splash of condensation across the scarred tabletop.

Jake glanced up, his smile easy and warm. "You're a lifesaver, Shelby." His eyes did a quick, almost imperceptible flick to her chest before returning to her face. Almost imperceptible, but she caught it. She always caught it—those millisecond acknowledgments of her as a woman rather than just a friend. They were rare treasures she collected and replayed during sleepless nights.

"The wings are extra spicy tonight," she said, sliding into the seat across from him. "Like your mood, apparently."

He chuckled, popping a bottle cap with practiced ease. "Long week at the garage. Nothing a few beers and the Eagles game can't fix."

Shelby watched his throat work as he swallowed, the strong column of his neck disappearing into the worn collar of his t-shirt. She remembered the first time she'd seen him, standing in her ex-boyfriend Dave's living room during a summertime with ‘nothing else to do’ party.

Jake had been leaning against a doorframe, nursing a beer, his laughter at something another guest said revealing dimples she hadn't expected on such a rugged face. Dave had introduced them with casual indifference: "This is Jake. We work together." Nothing to indicate she would still be thinking about that moment a year later, long after Dave had become a bitter memory.

"Earth to Shelby." Jake's voice pulled her back. His fingers snapped playfully in front of her face, close enough that she could smell the faint motor oil that never quite washed away from his mechanic's hands. "Where'd you go?"

"Just thinking about how we met," she admitted, reaching for one of his beers. "Through Dave."

Something darkened in Jake's eyes at the mention of her ex. "That asshole didn't deserve you."

"No arguments there." She took a long pull from the bottle, letting the cold bitterness slide down her throat. "But if he hadn't cheated, you wouldn't have been the one to help me move out of his place. Or fix my leaking shower. Or teach me how to change my oil."

"Basic human decency doesn't deserve a medal," he said, but his expression softened.

"Maybe not. But showing up at midnight with ice cream when I called you crying does." She hadn't meant to bring that up—it made her sound pathetic, and tonight was supposed to be about being desirable, not pitiful.

"Mint chocolate chip fixes everything," he said simply, turning his attention to the wings. His fingers, thick and capable, tore into the meat with focused precision.

Shelby found herself mesmerized by the movement, by the suggestion of strength and dexterity. Those hands had lifted her furniture, had steadied her elbow when she'd had too much to drink, had wiped away her tears—but never, not once, had they touched her with anything approaching desire.

The bar's noise swelled around them—shouts at a referee's call on the television screen, the clatter of pool balls, laughter from a group of women celebrating something by the dart board. Shelby let her posture shift, leaning forward to reach for a wing, knowing the movement would create a shadow between her breasts, a glimpse of what the blouse was designed to showcase.

"How's work?" he asked, his eyes determinedly fixed on her face.

She resisted the urge to sigh. "Same old. The bank isn't exactly a hotbed of excitement."

"I don't know," he teased, "all those numbers must get pretty steamy."

"Oh, absolutely. Nothing gets me going like a balanced spreadsheet." She let a suggestive note creep into her voice, testing the waters.

Jake laughed, but it wasn't the response she wanted. There was no recognition of the invitation in her tone, no answering heat. Just the same comfortable camaraderie that had become both precious and infuriating.

Two hours and three beers later, Shelby's patience was wearing thin. She'd tried everything short of climbing into his lap—leaning close to whisper comments about other patrons, letting her fingers brush his when passing drinks, even tucking her hair behind her ear in that universal gesture of flirtation. Jake remained steadfastly in friend territory, his eyes occasionally wandering to her neckline but never lingering, his smile warm but never hungry.

Finally she’d had enough. This was it—the moment she'd promised herself she'd make a decision. She looked up at Jake, at the familiar planes of his face half-illuminated by the sickly glow of the muted bar lighting. His stubble had grown thicker throughout the evening, and a treacherous part of her brain wondered how it would feel against her inner thighs.

"Jake," she began, her heart hammering.

"Yeah?" His voice was soft, expectant.

The words died in her throat. She couldn't do it—couldn't risk the naked vulnerability of proposition only to see pity or, worse, discomfort in his eyes. Instead, she reached up on tiptoe and pressed a kiss to his cheek, lingering a half-second longer than friendship warranted.

"Thanks for tonight," she said, pulling back.

A flicker of something—disappointment? relief?—crossed his face before he smiled. "Yeah, sure. Anytime.”

Shelby excused herself to go to the ladies’ room and brushed past him, wondering if she should just pack it in, call a cab and head home. Jake had been her ride, but he didn’t seem in a hurry to get anywhere soon.

Especially with her.

***

Jake

Jake's eyes flicked between the television and Shelby's figure as she navigated through the Friday night crowd. The Eagles were down by seven in the fourth quarter, but he couldn't focus on the game—not with her moving like that, each step a deliberate exercise in grace that made his throat dry. His Eagles jersey suddenly felt too warm in the cigarette-hazed air of the Rusty Bucket. He took another pull from his nearly empty beer, hoping the cold liquid would douse the heat spreading through his chest at the sight of her as she disappeared down the hallway that led to the ladies’ room.

The bar hummed with Friday night energy—conversations bleeding into one another, the sharp crack of pool balls, bursts of laughter from the group of office workers celebrating by the dartboard. But Jake's mind was on one thing: Shelby. He hadn’t been able to think of anything else since he saw her in that low-cut top. He’d had a hard-on since they sat down, and he felt rooted in place. Damn, she had an effect on him–and it hadn’t just started. He didn’t remember exactly when he started feeling this way about her, but he knew one thing, it had started when she was still Dave’s girl.

He caught a familiar movement and looked up. He tried not to watch as Shelby approached, her hips swaying slightly as she made her way through the crowd. The overhead lights, dim and amber-tinted, caught in her hair, turning the brown strands into something richer, more alive.

He forced himself to look away when she got closer, pretending to be engrossed in a beer commercial. It was a practiced deception—this careful dance of appearing casual while his peripheral vision cataloged every detail of her. Tonight, those details were particularly torturous. The white blouse she wore clung to curves he'd spent months pretending not to notice, and the neckline dipped low enough to reveal the gentle swell of her breasts. But it was what wasn't there that snagged his attention most forcefully—the absence of a bra, evident in the way the fabric draped and shifted with her movements, in the visible points of her nipples pressing against silk.

“What’s up?” Shelby asked as she slid into the booth opposite him. “You look like the cat that ate the canary or something along those lines. You aren’t keeping secrets from me, are you?” She gave a little giggle to show she was teasing.

“Just watching the game,” he lied.

Their eyes locked. In that moment, Jake felt exposed in a way that had nothing to do with his recent activities. It was as if she could see through him, past his careful defenses, to the wanting at his core.

She was watching him with those eyes that seemed to see more than he wanted to reveal. It had been that way from the first moment Dave had introduced them at that summer houseparty jazz. Jake had noticed her immediately—not just her beauty, but the intelligence in her gaze, the way she seemed both part of the crowd and somehow separate from it. He'd made himself scarce after the introductions, uncomfortable with the immediate attraction to his coworker's girlfriend.

When Dave's cheating had come to light months later, Jake had been the one Shelby called. He still remembered the raw pain in her voice, the way something protective and fierce had risen in him at the sound of her tears. He'd helped her move out that weekend, working alongside her in a silence broken only by occasional strategizing about furniture placement or shared contempt for Dave.

That should have been the end of it—a good deed for a casual acquaintance. But then came the leaking shower in her new apartment, the car trouble she couldn't afford to fix, the midnight call when the loneliness had become too much. Each interaction cementing a friendship that grew more precious and more torturous with every passing week.

"Earth to Jake," Shelby said, waving a hand in front of his face. "You're a million miles away."

He wasn't. He was right there with her, acutely present in a way that made his skin feel too tight for his body. "Just thinking about that last play," he lied again, reaching for his beer to give his hands something to do besides reach for her.

“And here I was thinking you were thinking of me!” she teased easily.

He swallowed hard. There was something in her tone—a suggestive lilt that sent blood rushing southward. Was she flirting, or was he projecting his own desires onto innocent banter?

He laughed, the sound slightly strained to his own ears, and turned the conversation toward mutual friends, safer topics that wouldn't feed the inappropriate scenarios already playing at the edges of his mind.

But as the evening progressed, those scenarios grew more insistent. Each time Shelby leaned close to make herself heard over the bar noise, each time her fingers brushed his when passing another beer, his imagination pushed further into dangerous territory. By his third beer, the fantasies had taken on a life of their own.

He imagined what it would be like to reach across the small table and pull her to him. How her lips would taste—probably like the cherry chapstick she was constantly applying, mixed with the bitter tang of beer. How her body would feel pressed against his, soft where he was hard, yielding where he was insistent.

In his mind, he saw himself backing her against the wall in the dim hallway leading to the restrooms, his hands finally free to explore the curves that had haunted him for months. He could almost feel the weight of her breast in his palm, the hardened nipple pressing against his thumb. Would she gasp? Moan? Whisper his name with the same urgency he felt whenever she was near?

The fantasy shifted, grew more explicit. His apartment, her naked on his bed, hair spread across his pillows like spilled ink. Her thighs parted, welcoming him. Her voice, usually so composed, breaking on pleas for more, harder, deeper.

Chapter 2

Jake

Jake pushed through the bar's side exit, the metal door slamming behind him with a finality that matched his resolve. The cool night air did nothing to dampen the heat coursing through his veins; if anything, the contrast between the chill against his face and the burning beneath his skin only heightened his awareness of his body's demands. He couldn't go back inside—not with this ache, this need that had progressed beyond mere desire into something primal and insistent. His car sat at the far end of the lot, shrouded in shadow where the reach of the security lights failed, offering the only privacy he could hope for.

He’d taken a chance and slipped out while Shelby chatted with some lady at the bar. He hoped she wouldn’t even notice he was gone.

Gravel crunched beneath his boots as he crossed the parking lot, the sounds of the bar—muffled music, occasional bursts of laughter—fading behind him. Above, a three-quarter moon hung in a cloudless sky, casting just enough light to navigate but not enough to expose. Perfect for what he needed to do. What he had to do, before he lost his mind entirely.

The walk seemed longer than usual, each step bringing a friction that both tortured and teased. By the time he reached his car, an older-model Jeep with tinted windows, his breathing had grown shallow, his pulse hammering at his throat. He fumbled with his keys, the metal cool against his overheated fingers, and unlocked the vehicle with a soft chirp that seemed obscenely loud in the quiet corner of the lot.

Jake slid into the driver's seat and sat for a moment, hands gripping the steering wheel as he tried to regain control. This was madness—jerking off in a bar parking lot like some desperate teenager. But the alternative—returning to sit across from Shelby with her perky damn nipples visible through that white blouse and her lips slightly parted when she laughed—was unthinkable.

Decision made, he reached into the backseat for his gym bag. Inside, beneath sweaty workout clothes and a pair of sneakers, he found what he needed: a small bottle of lotion he kept for his perpetually dry hands and a clean towel. Practical items, innocent in any other context.

Jake checked the parking lot once more—still deserted, the bar crowd contained within its walls—before clambering awkwardly over the center console into the backseat. The leather creaked beneath his weight as he arranged himself, spreading the towel beside him. The bottle of lotion felt cold in his palm as he squeezed a generous amount, the faint scent of aloe rising between his fingers.

His belt buckle made a soft clink as he unfastened it, the sound somehow both vulgar and thrilling in the confined space. The button of his jeans, the slow drag of his zipper—each small action bringing him closer to relief. He pushed the denim down his thighs, just far enough, his erection straining against the thin cotton of his boxer briefs.

Jake closed his eyes, letting his head fall back against the seat. Without the visual distractions of the bar, Shelby's image appeared more vividly in his mind—not as she'd been tonight, but as he imagined her in his most private fantasies. He slipped his hand beneath the waistband of his underwear, hissing at the first contact of his lotion-slicked palm against sensitive flesh.

"Fuck," he whispered, the word hanging in the car's interior like a prayer or a curse.

In his mind, it wasn't his hand but Shelby's—smaller, softer, but just as insistent. He imagined her kneeling between his legs, looking up at him with those eyes that always seemed to see too much. In this fantasy, they held nothing but desire, a mirror of his own need.

His hand began to move, establishing a rhythm that matched the pulse throbbing at his temples. Slow at first, then gradually building, just as he imagined Shelby would—tentative initially, then growing bolder as she gauged his reactions.

The fantasy shifted, evolved. Now she was straddling him, her thighs gripping his hips, her breasts—finally free from that torturous blouse—swaying gently with each movement. He could almost feel the weight of her, the heat where their bodies would connect.

"Shelby," he murmured, the name escaping into the empty car, a confession to no one.

His hand moved faster now, twisting slightly at the upstroke in the way he'd perfected through years of solitary release. Pleasure built at the base of his spine, a coiling tension that demanded resolution. In his mind, Shelby was moving atop him, her head thrown back, throat exposed, lips parted in silent ecstasy.

The fantasy fragmented, became more disjointed as his body's demands overrode narrative coherence. Shelby beneath him, her hair spread across his pillows. Shelby on her knees, her mouth—God, her mouth—enveloping him with wet heat. Shelby bent over his kitchen counter, looking back at him with a mixture of challenge and need.

Her voice, as he imagined it in these moments, wasn't the composed, often wry tone he knew from their friendship. It was breathier, needier, breaking on his name and half-formed pleas. "Jake, please," she would gasp. "More. Harder. Don't stop."

The tension within him built to an almost unbearable peak. Sweat beaded on his forehead despite the car's cool interior. His breathing grew ragged, his movements more frantic, less controlled. The leather seat squeaked beneath him with each thrust of his hips into his fist.

In the fantasy, Shelby was close too—he could tell by the flush spreading across her chest, the way her movements grew erratic, the tightening of her thighs around him. "Come for me," he imagined her whispering, her voice a command he couldn't refuse.

Release hit him with the force of a physical blow. His back arched, muscles tensing as pleasure crashed through him in waves. He bit his lower lip to keep from crying out, the sound trapped behind clenched teeth emerging as a strangled groan. His hand continued to move, drawing out every last pulse of sensation until the pleasure edged into discomfort.

Reality reasserted itself slowly, in increments. First, the confinement of the car, the cramped backseat, the cooling sweat on his skin. Then the sounds—his own breathing, gradually slowing, and the distant noise of the bar. Finally, the hollow emptiness that always followed these solitary sessions, amplified now by the specificity of his fantasy.

Jake cleaned himself with methodical efficiency, using the towel to wipe away the evidence of his weakness. Shame crept in as the last traces of pleasure faded—shame not for the act itself, but for the betrayal of Shelby's friendship, even if only in the privacy of his own mind.

He tucked himself away, zipping and buttoning with hands that felt clumsy in the aftermath. The used towel went into a plastic bag from the gym gear, to be dealt with later. He was just reaching for the door handle, preparing to climb back into the driver's seat, when a sharp rap on the window nearly stopped his heart.

Adrenaline flooded his system as he whipped around to face the sound. Through the tinted glass, illuminated by the distant parking lot lights, stood Shelby.

"Shit," he hissed, frantically checking that he was fully dressed, that no evidence remained of what he'd been doing. His heart hammered against his ribs as he rolled down the window, offering what he hoped was a casual smile. "Hey, what are you doing out here?"

Shelby's expression was unreadable, her eyes shadowed by the angle of the light. "I saw you leave. Thought maybe you weren't feeling well." There was something in her voice—a tension, an awareness—that made him wonder if she knew exactly what he'd been doing.

"Just needed some air," he lied, voice rougher than he intended. "The bar was getting stuffy."

“So, you’re not ready to call it a night?” she asked, seeming confused.

He shook his head. “I wanna finish watching the game before I head home. Maybe have another brew.”

He climbed out of the backseat and stood beside her, more self-conscious than comfortable.

Their eyes locked. In that moment, Jake felt exposed in a way that had nothing to do with his recent activities. It was as if she could see through him, past his careful defenses, to the wanting at his core.

“Ready?” she asked, still eyeing him suspiciously.

He nodded. “Yep.”

He walked close to her as they headed back into the bar. The scent of her perfume—that same floral warmth he'd caught when she kissed his cheek—filled the space between them.

She smelled like heaven. Shit, he could feel himself becoming aroused again.

Chapter 3

Jake

Back inside the bar, they seated themselves in the booth they’d occupied earlier and Jake again turned his attention to the game. Jake ordered another beer and offered to get Shelby one, but she declined, saying she needed to tell the barmaid something she’d forgotten earlier.

He nodded, staring unseeing at the final minutes of the game. He wasn’t one hundred percent sure who had won at first, but he finally realized his favorite team had lost. He hoped it wasn’t a bad omen of things to come, and felt a little twinge of relief that he wasn’t a superstitious man.

“Great, I’ll be  right back,” Shelby said, her hand resting for a second on his forearm as she slid out of the booth.

Jake almost flinched at the pain of her touch when he still wanted to do so much more with her than just a friendly touch. He tried not to react visibly, and he wondered if she was aware of the effect she was having on him.

He took a quick swig of beer and didn’t look as she walked, her hips swaying he knew, towards the bar.

The fantasy images from earlier returned, but now they were tinged with a new element—an imagined anger in Shelby's eyes, a frustration matching his own. He pictured her confronting him, demanding to know why he kept his distance, why he pretended not to want her. In this fantasy, her cheeks were flushed with indignation, her finger poking his chest accusingly.

Even this imagined scenario—Shelby angry, challenging—sent heat coursing through him. There was something compelling about her strength, about the idea of that passion directed at him, even in anger. Especially in anger, which might then transform into something else entirely.

He shook such thoughts from his head and became suddenly aware that Shelby was back, sliding back into the booth opposite him and speaking.

"—tomorrow," Shelby was saying, her voice cutting through his inappropriate reverie.

Jake blinked, dragging himself back to the present. "Sorry, what?"

"I said maybe we should get going. Early day tomorrow." She was gathering her purse, preparing to leave, and he felt a disproportionate panic at the thought of the evening ending.

"On a Saturday?" he asked, unable to keep the disappointment from his voice.

She sighed boredly. "Life of a working girl," she shrugged, standing up and stretching in a way that pulled her blouse tight across her chest.

The movement was deliberate, he was certain. A test, perhaps, or an invitation. His body responded immediately, desire pooling hot and insistent in his groin. He shifted in his seat, grateful for the dim lighting and the concealing bulk of the table. He was glad he’d taken his jacket off. He grabbed it off the seat beside him and strategically placed it in front of him as he slid out of the booth and walked with her out of the bar.

Outside, the night air was a blessing on his overheated skin. The parking lot's harsh lights stripped away the bar's forgiving dimness, but even in the unflattering fluorescence, Shelby was beautiful. Her heels clicked against the asphalt as they walked, the sound oddly intimate in the relative quiet.

When they reached her car, she turned to face him. Something in her expression made his heart accelerate—a vulnerability, an expectation. She looked up at him, lips parting slightly.

"Jake," she said, his name soft and loaded with unspoken meaning.

For one wild moment, he considered kissing her. Considered throwing caution and friendship to the wind, giving in to the desire that had been building for longer than he cared to admit. His hands, hanging uselessly at his sides, actually twitched with the effort of restraint.

"Yeah?" he managed, his voice rougher than he intended.

Whatever she'd been about to say seemed to die on her lips. Instead, she rose on tiptoe and pressed a kiss to his cheek, lingering just long enough to send his pulse into a frenzy. The subtle scent of her perfume—something floral and warm—enveloped him, weakening his resolve.

"Thanks again," she said, smiling up at him in the dim light.

Disappointment and relief warred within him. He'd been spared making a decision, but the moment had passed, leaving him stranded in the same limbo of wanting and not having.

The drive to her place was quiet, but there was something unspoken between them–and Jake had a feeling it was just a matter of time before it made itself heard.

Chapter 4

Jake

When they reached Shelby’s apartment, she invited him to come up and stay a while before heading home. He’d been reluctant at first, but she’d insisted, and he was finding it harder and harder to say no to her.

Shelby's apartment welcomed them with cosy warmth and darkness. She flipped on a single lamp—a thrift store find with a tasseled shade that cast the room in amber half-light—rather than the harsher overhead fixture. The space was small but distinctly hers: mismatched furniture arranged with deliberate care, walls adorned with framed vintage movie posters, a collection of plants clustered by the window as if holding a silent conference.

Jake had been here countless times before, had helped assemble the bookcase in the corner and hung the curtains that now filtered the streetlight into soft, diffused patterns on the worn hardwood floor. Yet tonight, the familiar space felt charged with new possibility, as if the walls themselves held their breath in anticipation.

"Drink?" Shelby asked, dropping her keys into a ceramic bowl by the door, the metallic chime punctuating the quiet.

Jake nodded, grateful for the familiar ritual. "Whatever you're having."

She moved to the kitchen, separated from the living area by a narrow breakfast bar. The sound of ice cubes dropping into glasses provided a mundane soundtrack to the extraordinary tension between them.

Jake remained standing, suddenly unsure of his place in this space he knew so well. His fingers fidgeted with the edge of his jersey, the fabric soft from years of washing.

"I only have bourbon," Shelby called over her shoulder, her voice carrying a deliberate casualness that matched his own uncertainty.

"Perfect," he replied, though he'd never developed a taste for whiskey. Tonight, he'd drink battery acid if it helped steady his nerves.

She returned with two glasses, amber liquid swirling around the ice. Her fingers brushed his as she handed him his drink, and the contact sent a jolt through him, despite its innocence. They'd touched a thousand times before—passing beers, steadying each other after too many drinks, the occasional hug of greeting or farewell—but never with this awareness humming between them.

"TV?" she suggested, gesturing toward the couch with her glass.

He nodded again, wondering if they'd speak in single words and gestures for the rest of the night.

The couch—a second-hand affair with cushions that bore the memory of countless bodies—received them with a soft groan of springs. Shelby kicked off her heels and tucked her feet beneath her, creating a careful distance between them. Jake settled at the other end, the middle cushion a demilitarized zone neither seemed willing to breach.

She reached for the remote, turning on the television with practiced ease. The screen flickered to life, bathing them in its blue glow, the volume low enough that it provided ambiance rather than entertainment. Some late-night talk show, the host's exaggerated gestures and the audience's dutiful laughter creating white noise against which their own silence seemed more pronounced.

"So," Jake began, desperate to pierce the bubble of tension, "how's your mom doing after the surgery?"

The mundanity of the question seemed to release something in Shelby. Her shoulders relaxed slightly, and she took a sip of her drink before answering. "Better. The doctor says she'll be back to gardening by spring."

"Good. That's good." He swallowed a mouthful of bourbon, the spirit burning a path down his throat. "And your sister's kids? Still destroying everything they touch?"

Shelby laughed, the sound rich and genuine. "Of course. Last week they decided her makeup drawer was actually an art supply cabinet. You should have seen the living room walls."

They shared a quick laugh. And just like that, they fell into the comfortable rhythm of their friendship—exchanging stories, sharing observations, the easy back-and-forth that had defined their relationship for the past year. With each passing minute, the bourbon and the familiar conversation lowered their guards, drawing them incrementally closer on the couch until their knees almost touched.

The talk show gave way to an old movie, Roman Holiday, one of Shelby’s favorites. The black and white images flickering across their faces. Shelby's eyes grew heavy, her responses becoming more delayed, punctuated by small yawns she tried to hide behind her hand.

"Tired?" Jake asked, his voice lower now, intimate in the dimly lit room.

“Yeah.” She nodded, blinking slowly. "Long week."

"You should sleep," he suggested, already calculating the awkwardness of saying goodnight, of leaving her apartment with this unresolved current still crackling between them.

But Shelby didn't move to stand or show him out. Instead, she shifted on the couch, leaning her head against his shoulder with the casual confidence of long friendship. "Just for a minute," she murmured, her breath warm against his neck.

Jake froze, afraid to move lest he break whatever spell had allowed this closeness. Her hair tickled his chin, carrying that same floral scent that had filled his car earlier.

On screen, the black and white characters enacted some forgotten drama, their dialogue reduced to murmurs beneath the sound of Shelby's increasingly deep, even breathing.

Within minutes, she was asleep against him, her body a warm weight against his side. Her face, relaxed in slumber, looked younger, more vulnerable than the composed facade she typically presented. A strand of hair had fallen across her cheek, and Jake resisted the urge to brush it away, knowing the touch might wake her.

He sat motionless for what felt like hours but was likely only twenty minutes, listening to her breathe, feeling the rise and fall of her chest against his arm. The movie ended, credits rolling, and still he remained, unwilling to disturb her peace.

Eventually, practicality asserted itself. She couldn't sleep all night on the couch in her clothes—she'd wake with a crick in her neck and wrinkled blouse. Gently, moving with the careful precision of someone defusing a bomb, Jake shifted out from under her weight, supporting her head as he extracted himself from the couch.

Shelby stirred slightly but didn't wake, mumbling something incoherent before settling deeper into the cushions. Jake stood over her for a moment, conflicted. The right thing would be to drape a blanket over her and let himself out, leaving a note for her to find in the morning. The safe thing.

Instead, he bent and slid one arm beneath her knees, the other supporting her back, and lifted her from the couch. She was lighter than he expected, fitting against his chest as if designed to be held there. Her head lolled against his shoulder, breath warm on his neck as he carried her toward the bedroom.

The door was ajar, and he nudged it open with his boot. The bedroom was even dimmer than the living room, illuminated only by the glow of a digital clock and the faint light spilling in from the hallway. The bed—a queen-size platform with a simple, dark comforter—dominated the small space.

Jake laid Shelby down carefully, her body sinking into the mattress with a soft sigh.

He should leave now. Cover her with the blanket folded at the foot of the bed and go. But as he reached for the blanket, his hand brushed against her ankle, and the contact sent electricity up his arm.

He froze, suspended in the moment of decision.

Shelby's blouse had ridden up slightly in the transfer from couch to bed, revealing a strip of skin at her waist, pale in the dim light. Against his better judgment, Jake sat on the edge of the bed, his weight creating a depression that caused her body to roll slightly toward him.

With trembling fingers, he reached for the hem of her blouse. This was crossing a line, he knew, but something in him had snapped—the restraint he'd exercised for so long fraying beyond repair. He eased the fabric up, exposing more of her midriff, the gentle curve of her ribs, the swell of her breasts. As he'd noted earlier, she wore no bra, her nipples dark points in the shadows.

He lifted her slightly, just enough to pull the blouse over her head, leaving her torso bare to his gaze. The intimacy of the moment struck him like a physical blow—Shelby, whom he'd wanted for so long, half-naked before him, unknowing but not, he felt certain, unwilling.

Her skirt was next, the zipper making a sound that seemed obscenely loud in the quiet room. He tugged the garment down her legs, revealing black lace panties that confirmed this evening had been deliberate on her part. She had dressed not just for his attention at the bar, but for this—for him to see her this way.

The realization emboldened him. He stood, pulling his jersey over his head, unfastening his jeans with shaking hands, stepping out of them and his boxers in one motion. Naked, he hesitated one final time, giving reason a last chance to assert itself.

But when Shelby shifted in her sleep, her body seeming to seek his even in unconsciousness, reason abandoned him entirely.

He brushed his lips against hers, but she didn’t kiss him back. No response but her lips did part slightly. He figured that was just a natural response to the pressure of his lips on hers.

When he pulled back, he got an idea, a wickedly hot idea.

His erection stood up, heavy and bouncing with heft and thickness. He reached down and gripped the shaft, raising his cockhead even with her mouth. He smeared the pre-cum across her ruby lips. Her mouth seemed to open even more as if to welcome him in, accommodate him. He shoved in just a bit, held it there, felt his pre-cum dripping wetly against her moist tongue.

His breath hitched and he was tempted to face-fuck her roughly until she woke up, but he didn’t want to shoot his load that way. He had something else in mind, something he knew would be even more satisfying.

He slid onto the bed beside her, the mattress dipping beneath their combined weight. His hands, no longer tentative, explored the body he'd imagined countless times—the soft curve of her waist, the fullness of her breasts, the delicate hollows of her collarbones. Her skin was warm under his touch, goosebumps rising in the wake of his fingers.

Jake lowered his mouth to her breast, taking the nipple between his lips. Shelby stirred, a small sound escaping her throat—not quite a moan, but something adjacent to pleasure. Encouraged, he moved his hand lower, across the flat plane of her stomach to the edge of her panties. His fingers slipped beneath the lace, finding her already damp with desire.

The discovery sent a surge of heat through him. Even unconscious, her body responded to his touch, wanted him. He circled his fingers against her, feeling her grow wetter, her breathing quickening though her eyes remained closed.

With gentle but insistent movements, he tugged her panties down her legs, he gave her damp panties a sniff and laid them aside.

He stared down at her nude body, completely naked for his eyes for the first time. She had perfect perky tits that stood firm as if demanding attention, and her curvy hips swerved fluidly down to her hot, dripping pussy. Damn, she was beautiful.

Almost afraid to breathe for fear he’d awaken her, he gently spread her legs further apart, giving him better access to her most sensitive areas. He began by softly kissing and licking her inner thighs, causing her to squirm with pleasure. Gradually, he moved closer to her center, teasing her with light flicks of his tongue.

As he reached her outer lips, he took his time exploring and savoring every inch of her. He gently sucked on her labia, before moving on to her clitoris. He flicked his tongue rapidly over the sensitive bud, causing her to gasp and moan even in her sleep.

He continued to pleasure her with his mouth, alternating between fast and slow movements, building up her arousal until she was breathing louder and even bucking her hips against his mouth.

Afraid he’d awaken her if he brought her to orgasm, he pulled back and watched her until her breathing slowed, returning to normal.

Damn, she must be exhausted from the work week if that didn’t bring her around, he thought as he cupped her breasts and licked and suckled her erect nipples. Again she did not awaken, but she did shift in her sleep as if she were restless for something.

And he was pretty sure he knew what.

The thing is he wanted it to. He’d wanted it for so long. He couldn't wait any longer. He rose to his knees, positioning himself between her thighs. The head of his erection pressed against her entrance, seeking, probing.

As he began to push inside her, Shelby's eyes fluttered open.

For one terrifying moment, Jake froze, certain he was about to see shock or revulsion on her face. Instead, her lips parted in a soft gasp of pleasure, her hands coming up to grasp his shoulders.

"Jake," she breathed, his name a benediction and permission wrapped into one.

Relief and desire surged through him in equal measure. He pressed forward, feeling her body yield to his, enveloping him in wet heat. The sensation was overwhelming after so many months of wanting—Shelby around him, beneath him, her eyes half-lidded with sleep and desire.

"Is this okay?" he whispered, needing to hear the words despite the evidence of her body's welcome.

"God, yes," she murmured, her voice rough with sleep and arousal. "Don't stop."

He began to move within her, shallow thrusts at first, allowing her body time to adjust to his invasion. Her hips rose to meet him, seeking more, deeper, and he obliged, gradually increasing the force of his movements.

Shelby's hands roamed his back, nails leaving light scratches that bordered on pain but never quite crossed the threshold. Her legs wrapped around his waist, ankles locking behind him, drawing him deeper into her body.

The languor of sleep had fallen away entirely now, replaced by an urgent, mutual hunger. Jake's thrusts grew more forceful, the bed frame creaking in protest beneath them. Shelby matched his intensity, her body arching off the mattress, breasts bouncing with each impact.

"Harder," she demanded, her voice strained but commanding.

Jake complied, driving into her with renewed vigor. One hand found her breast, squeezing perhaps more roughly than he'd intended, but her sharp intake of breath and subsequent moan confirmed she welcomed the pressure.

Sweat slicked their bodies, the scent of sex heavy in the air around them. Jake felt a primal satisfaction at claiming her this way—finally, finally after so much restraint. His hand moved from her breast to her hair, fingers tangling in the strands, pulling just enough to tilt her head back, exposing the vulnerable line of her throat.

Shelby's response was immediate and electric—a full-body shudder, her inner muscles clenching around him, drawing him deeper. Encouraged, he tightened his grip on her hair, using it as leverage to angle her body for deeper penetration.

"Yes," she hissed, the word stretched thin with pleasure. "Just like that."

Their movements lost any pretense of gentleness or control. This was raw need finding expression through flesh meeting flesh, through the slick sounds of their joining and the percussive rhythm of the headboard against the wall. Jake felt the familiar tightening at the base of his spine, the pressure building toward inevitable release.

What they’d both wanted for so long was finally happening…

Chapter 5

Shelby

Shelby sensed his approaching climax and reached between them, her fingers finding the point where their bodies joined. The sight of her touching herself while he moved inside her nearly undid him then and there. He gritted his teeth, determined to feel her come around him before he allowed himself to follow.

"Close," she gasped, her movements growing erratic. "So close."

Jake drove into her harder, faster, his hand still wrapped in her hair, the other gripping her hip hard enough to bruise. The dual sensations of confinement and penetration pushed Shelby over the edge—her body tensed, back arching off the bed, a scream tearing from her throat as pleasure crashed through her in visible waves.

The pulsing of her inner muscles around him, combined with the primal sound of her release, triggered Jake's own climax. He thrust once more, burying himself to the hilt as his orgasm claimed him, more intense than anything he'd experienced alone in his car or his shower, thinking of this very moment.

For several heartbeats, they remained locked together, trembling with aftershocks, breath coming in ragged gasps. Then Jake's arms gave out, and he collapsed beside her, careful not to crush her smaller frame. They lay there, the only sound their gradually slowing breath and the faint tick of the bedside clock marking time in a world that seemed fundamentally altered.

Shelby's hand found his in the darkness, fingers interlacing with an intimacy that somehow exceeded what they'd just shared. Neither spoke, perhaps afraid that words would break whatever magic had transformed their friendship into this new, uncharted territory.

Jake pulled her close to him and Shelby snuggled into his warmth.

Outside, a car passed, its headlights sweeping across the ceiling in a brief arc of illumination that revealed their entwined bodies before returning them to shadow. The night settled around them like a blanket, cocooning them in the aftermath of desire finally fulfilled.

Together they drifted into a sound, satisfied sleep…

***

Jake

Morning arrived in gentle increments—first the subtle shift of darkness to gray, then the warm amber of sunrise filtering through the half-drawn curtains. Jake woke slowly, his consciousness returning in layers. First came physical awareness: the unfamiliar mattress beneath him, the warm body pressed against his side, the pleasant ache in muscles that had exerted themselves thoroughly the night before. Then memory: Shelby beneath him, around him, her cries of pleasure, his name on her lips. Finally, realization: boundaries crossed, friendship transformed, no way to return to what had been before. He turned his head to find Shelby already awake, her eyes fixed on his face with an expression he couldn't quite decipher.

The morning light was unforgiving, stripping away the shadows that had cloaked their actions in the permissive darkness of night. Shelby's hair was mussed, her makeup smudged beneath her eyes, a small bruise blooming on her neck where his mouth had been overzealous. Yet she looked beautiful to him—more so for being real and imperfect and present—but the daylight also brought with it a creeping sense of responsibility, of consequences.

Jake swallowed, his mouth dry, and shifted slightly away from her. The sheet draped low across his hips, leaving his chest exposed to the cool morning air. He felt suddenly, acutely vulnerable—not physically, but emotionally, as if the night had peeled away a protective layer he hadn't realized he wore.

"I probably shouldn't have," he said finally, the words emerging rough and uncertain.

To his surprise, a small smile curved Shelby's lips. Not the reaction he'd expected to his halting half-apology. She propped herself up on one elbow, the sheet slipping to reveal the curve of her breast. Last night, he'd touched her there with hunger and abandon. Now, he found himself fighting the urge to draw the sheet up to cover her, as if he'd lost the right to see her this way in the harsh light of morning.

"I thought you never would," she replied, her voice carrying a note of wry humor that was so quintessentially Shelby it made his chest ache.

Jake blinked, trying to process her words. "What?"

Shelby's smile widened, though there was something almost shy in her eyes now. "I've wanted this," she said simply. "I've waited. So long. For you to make a move."

The confession hung between them like a fragile, precious thing. Jake's mind raced, recalibrating a year's worth of interactions, reframing moments he'd interpreted as friendly into something else entirely. Her late-night calls, the lingering touches, the way she always seemed to find reasons to be near him—had he been blind, or merely afraid to see?

"You have?" He sounded like an idiot, even to his own ears, but the revelation had knocked the eloquence from him.

She nodded, a small, vulnerable movement. "Since about two weeks after Dave and I broke up. Maybe before, if I'm being completely honest with myself." Her fingers traced an idle pattern on the sheet between them. "But you were so careful. So determined to just be my friend."

Jake ran a hand through his hair, the gesture unconsciously self-conscious. "I thought that's what you needed. After Dave..." He trailed off, the name still carrying unpleasant associations. "I didn't want to be another guy taking advantage when you were vulnerable."

Shelby's laugh was soft but genuine. "So instead you waited until I was asleep to make your move?" The question could have been accusatory, but her tone was teasing, almost tender.

Heat crept up Jake's neck. "That wasn't—I didn't plan—" He stopped, took a breath. "I shouldn't have started things that way. But you weren't exactly asleep by the end."

"No," she agreed, her voice dropping to something hushed and intimate. "I definitely wasn't."

The memory of her beneath him, fully awake and fully participating, sent a renewed surge of desire through him. But there were things to be said first, clarifications needed before they could move forward—if moving forward was even what she wanted.

"I was just waiting for the right time," he admitted, the confession easier now in the face of her own. "I didn't want to risk what we had. Your friendship means too much to me."

Shelby reached out, her fingers brushing his cheek in a gesture more intimate than any they'd shared the night before, for all its relative innocence. "Looks like you found it," she said softly.

Something released in Jake's chest—a tension he hadn't realized he'd been carrying for months, perhaps since the moment they met. He covered her hand with his own, turning his face to press a kiss against her palm. "I'm sorry it took me so long."

"Mm," she hummed, scooting closer until their bodies aligned beneath the sheets. "You'll just have to make up for lost time."

Their laughter mingled in the quiet morning air, relief and happiness and the slightly giddy disbelief of finally arriving at a destination long sought but never quite expected to reach. Jake wrapped an arm around her, drawing her closer still, until her head rested on his chest, her hair tickling his chin.

They lay like that for a while, the silence comfortable rather than charged. Jake's hand traced idle patterns on her bare shoulder, while Shelby's fingers explored the landscape of his chest, mapping old scars and the dips and rises of muscle with curious attention.

"What happens now?" he asked eventually, the question unavoidable.

Shelby lifted her head to look at him, her expression thoughtful. "Well," she began, "first, I think you should kiss me good morning properly."

Jake smiled, sliding his hand to the nape of her neck and drawing her up until their lips met. The kiss was different from those they'd shared in the heat of passion the night before—slower, more deliberate, carrying the weight of newfound understanding.

When they parted, Shelby's eyes remained closed for a moment longer, her lips slightly parted. She looked, Jake thought with a surge of emotion, like someone savoring something precious.

"And after that?" he prompted when her eyes finally reopened.

"After that," she said, her fingers tracing the line of his jaw, "we figure it out together. I don't need declarations or promises. Just..." She paused, seeming to search for the right words. "Just don't disappear on me. Don't decide this was a mistake and pull away."

The vulnerability in her voice threatened to undo him. He caught her hand, pressing a kiss to her knuckles. "Not a chance," he said, meaning it more than he'd meant anything in a long time. "I've spent too long pretending I don't want you. I'm not going back to that."

Relief washed over her features, visible in the softening around her eyes, the slight release of tension in her shoulders. Then mischief glinted in her gaze. "Good," she said, her hand sliding beneath the sheet to find him already responding to her nearness. "Because I have a lot of fantasies about you that we need to work through."

Jake laughed, the sound catching in his throat as her fingers wrapped around him with confident pressure. "Do you now?" he managed, his voice strained as pleasure surged through him. "Care to share?"

Shelby's smile turned wicked. "I think it's better if I show you," she murmured, shifting to straddle him in one fluid movement. The sheet fell away, baring her completely to the morning light—no shadows now, no hiding, just Shelby, gloriously naked and unashamed, poised above him like some pagan goddess accepting worship.

Their fingers brushed as she guided him to her entrance, and they felt a spark—not static this time, but something deeper, something with roots that had been growing beneath the surface of their friendship for longer than either had admitted. It jolted them nonetheless, a current of connection that promised more than mere physical pleasure.

As she sank down onto him with a satisfied sigh, morning light painting her skin in gold and amber, Jake knew with sudden, perfect clarity that this wasn't just about last night's hunger or this morning's revelations. This was about all the days and nights to come—about the transition from what they had been to what they could be, together.

Shelby began to move above him, setting a rhythm that spoke of time—not rushed, not desperate, but certain in the knowledge that this was just the beginning.

Jake's hands found her hips, steadying her, guiding her, his eyes never leaving her face as pleasure built between them.

"I've got you," he whispered, the words carrying a promise that extended far beyond this moment.

Shelby's smile in response was radiant, illuminated from within by joy and desire in equal measure. "I know," she said simply, leaning down to capture his mouth with hers as they moved together toward a future neither had dared to imagine until now.

the end
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