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    “I need one more hug,” Fiona said, already going in for one. 
 
    Tiffani laughed through her tears, and embraced her roommate. Well… ex-roommate now, but she was always going to think of Fiona that way, in practice or not. Over her friend’s delicate shoulder, Tiffani looked up at the duplex they’d shared. It had been a good two years, among the very best of her life. 
 
    “I’m going to miss you so much,” Fiona said, tucked in against Tiffani’s breasts. “You give the best cuddles. I’m gonna miss these girls.” She gave the plunging neckline of Tiffani’s dress a kiss above each breast. 
 
    Tiffani laughed again, helpless. Fiona always made her feel better in the worst of times. “This isn’t forever. You’re going to come up and get all the cuddling you can stand.” 
 
    “Mm,” Fiona said, pulling away and beaming with her eyes closed as she mock imagined it. “I can’t wait. Okay. Go. Before I pull you back into the house and chain you to the couch so I can snuggle forever.” 
 
    “I love you, Fi.” 
 
    “Love you too. Call me on the road?” 
 
    “I will,” Tiffani said, dabbing at her eyes with a tissue. 
 
    “Almost forgot. Left you a little something in your CD player. Only the hottest, freshest jams.” 
 
    Tiffani groaned theatrically. The one thing they’d never been able to agree on was their taste in music. Fiona DJed as a weekend hobby and to make some extra money during the wedding season. She preferred high-tempo stuff that made Tiffani feel like she’d just run a mile while drinking a pot of coffee. For her part, Tiffani preferred more mellow introspective music. Anything with an acoustic guitar, and she’d melt. 
 
    Fiona walked with her around to the driver’s side of her Eos. The convertible was Tiffani’s constant companion, and despite her trepidation about leaving her life with Fiona behind, she was looking forward to being on the road. She’d always loved traveling and seeing new places. 
 
    Her roommate shut the door on Tiffani gently. The top came down, and Fiona grinned. “There’s my girl. Get you some sun on the way to Grosbeak.” 
 
    “I’m going to look like a lobster in ten minutes.” 
 
    “Sexiest damn lobster I’ve ever met.” 
 
    Tiffani shook her head and started the car. Her hand reached out one last time, and Fiona took it. While Tiffani had been a bawling mess ever since she got the word she was hired as the new museum curator for the tiny vacation town, Fiona had been pretty composed. But now, at the last, her hand trembled, and tears glimmered in her eyes. 
 
    “Go,” she croaked. 
 
    Tiffani nodded, squeezed her hand, and shifted into drive. Fiona stepped back, and when Tiffani drove on, Fiona stayed in the rearview mirror a long time, watching. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The road comforted her. The thrum of the tires, the wind whipping her long honey blond hair everywhere, the sun just starting to yawn upwards in its arc. Tiffani’s fears and misgivings melted away, and she grinned when she made the turn onto the highway and the first real leg of her journey. 
 
    The town of Grosbeak rested three hundred miles away. She made the trip once before, a harrowing visit through a rainstorm to sit in and meet the dozen or so members of the Grosbeak Historical Society after she made it through the initial round of phone interviews. The museum was only two years old. The society’s former vice-president and the museum’s first curator saw the project to completion, but she was pushing ninety and wanted to step back and give up the position to new blood. Tiffani thought they would probably hire locally, but they were so impressed with her passion for history and the willpower it took to drive through a hundred miles of almost tornado-like winds and heavy pelting rain that they decided to hire her. 
 
    The prospect excited Tiffani. Grosbeak had seen a boom of tourism in the fifties and sixties, and had since settled into its role as a quaint lakeside mountain getaway for the wealthy who strived to keep it a secret. With only eight thousand residents, there wasn’t even a single fast food restaurant there. The winters were harsh, she’d been warned, especially when a good strong wind swept across the lake and brought the temperatures down so low it was dangerous to step outside for more than a few minutes. But the passion with which the Historical Society spoke about their town brought out all the feelings in Tiffani. It was that sense of home and pride she craved in her life. 
 
    The highway led her through the heart of the mountains near New Bainbridge. She loved this part of the drive and could’ve done it blindfolded, she knew the curves so well. She and Fiona came up this pass frequently during the summers to hit up the camping spots for hot dogs and S’mores. Just a few weeks ago the mountains would have been too cold to leave the top down on the Eos, but now the weather was just right for it. 
 
    She remembered Fiona’s words about the CD and turned it on. Fiona, in full bombastic DJ mode, blared on the first track, “This one’s for my number one home girl, the stunner Tiff to the Knee. Love you, babe.” 
 
    Tiffani laughed and sniffed, and was immediately greeted not by Fiona’s usual trip-hop or electronica, but a guitar cover of an old 70s classic, sung by a soulful Calliope Beaumont. The pop star was generally more known for her bubbly girl-power anthems, but when she married her bodyguard, she released an entire acoustic album dedicated to him and their upcoming child. Critics sneered at first, but the album gained traction amongst acoustic fans for the achingly beautiful vocals and the minimalist approach. It was a gorgeous album, and one of Tiffani’s favorites. 
 
    The CD swirled between deep, lovely tracks like that and beach tunes, music to sit and sway to. It would be the perfect thing to play on the coast of the big lake Grosbeak fronted. Tiffani sang along to her favorites, tapping away on the steering wheel as she started down the other side of the mountain pass, ears popping from the shifts in elevation. By the time she made it to the rolling plains beyond the mountains, Fiona’s silly opening message played again, and she switched to the radio, happy and feeling a wild sense of freedom. 
 
    The plains dominated much of the trip. This area wasn’t so familiar to her, but it was a pretty straight shot. Several small towns dotted the landscape here and there, mostly farming communities. She stopped at one just before noon, pulling in both for gas and lunch at a local diner. In a booth by a window overlooking her car, Tiffani read the local newspaper and took her time enjoying a Malibu chicken sandwich and a side salad. Whenever she ate out, Tiffani always forewent fries for salad when she could. It was an agreement she made with herself as a teen – that way, she felt zero guilt over ordering dessert later. Besides, in her opinion, apple crisp topped fries anyways. 
 
    Tiffani always carried some extra pounds ever since she was a child. According to the world around her, it should have bothered her, but the truth was, she liked enjoying life to the fullest, and to her, that meant occasional seconds or an extra half-slice of pie. As a teenager, she was well-liked for her sweet personality and got on with most the cliques. One of the more beautiful girls in school tried to convince Tiffani that she should throw up after lunchtime, but Tiffani looked at her and thought that was loony. Why would she make herself miserable just to slide into someone’s definition of what she should weigh? She was healthy – she loved going for long walks, played softball, and didn’t really gorge herself (except on movie theater popcorn, her greatest vice). Tiffani was happy in her own bubble of freedom and self-loving. It didn’t hurt she had such a great family, too, ones that always supported her and made her feel warm and cozy in her skin. 
 
    She enjoyed her sandwich, nibbled at the obvious bagged salad the diner tried to pawn off as being fresh, and truly loved the apple crisp. A few people walked by her car, but no one thought to make a move on her stuff poking out of the backseat. The apartment where she’d be living was furnished with the basics, so she was leaving behind most of her furniture for Fiona, who hadn’t owned much to begin with. 
 
    Tiffani was willing to bet right at that moment Fiona was swapping beds. Fiona had a habit of sneaking in there when she needed someone’s physical presence. Tiffani was straight and Fiona bi. She knew Fiona wanted her, but apart from some outrageous attempts to win her over, Fiona was never the sort to push things. Once a week or so during a movie or when they were cuddled together in bed, Tiffani would let her roommate snuggle into her boobs. It was, in Fiona’s words, the joy that kept her moving. Thinking about that silliness made her a bit emotional, and she texted a heart to her friend. 
 
    After tipping her friendly waitress, Tiffani was back on the road, listening to a pop station on the radio. The hills slowly gave way to plains, but once she turned down another highway, the landscape changed once again to mountains. These lacked the sharp definition of the mountains near New Bainbridge. The gentle inclines deceived the eye into thinking the mountains were short, but the closer she drove to them, the higher they loomed. The highway fed through a valley, mirroring a babbling creek still full from the winter and spring snowfall. A few cars here and there dotted turnoffs. Geared up fishermen threw lines into the water. The sport wasn’t for her – Tiffani didn’t like the thought of killing anything – but she was sure looking forward to some long lazy days spent lakeside, drinking spiked lemonade and reading a book or maybe just snoozing the day away. 
 
    And if the job worked out, she’d love to own a small boat someday. She would be earning nearly ten dollars an hour more than her last job as a tour guide at a museum back in New Bainbridge. Not a fortune, especially considering rent would be significantly more expensive on her own, but enough that with time, Tiffani could turn some fantasies into reality. 
 
    Every mile now that she was chasing the creek felt like one mile closer to her future. She turned the music off to enjoy the new world around her. Up here, the ancient wet earthen smell invigorated her. Maples and birches swept close to the road, then swooped out again as the mountains widened around them. The valley flattened out in a huge bowl. At its heart, Grosbeak stretched out in a crescent moon around Pinch Lily Lake. 
 
    Her new home. 
 
    Tiffani found a spot to pull over. When she stopped, she let loose with a gasp of laughter and pleasure, and unbuckled to stand up and whoop. A semi roared by and honked loud enough to startle her. Tiffani was very glad she’d stopped earlier to pee. She gave it a wave, still grinning, and plopped down to finish the last few miles of her journey. 
 
    Grosbeak felt like Easter thanks to the pastels splashing many of the businesses along its main street. A big arching welcome sign at the city park on the edge of town even looked like an egg, if you squinted at it. With summer finally in full swing, more cars populated the streets and parking lots than her brief stay for the interview, when the weather had still been too damp to attract many visitors. Tiffani still couldn’t get over the delightful shock of nearly everyone waving to her as they passed in the opposite direction. New Bainbridge had been a friendly enough city, but you didn’t wave to strangers there. It was some kind of unspoken rule. 
 
    Tiffani took a detour to stop by the museum. Including the grounds, the former mansion took up an entire city block – though city blocks in Grosbeak were fairly small. Once the home of industrialist Irwin Irvins, the big red brick house looked more like an old school, with dozens of bedrooms and even a gymnasium built right into the house itself for the five Irvins children. She studied the history of the house and town since her interview, and she learned the building had first passed to the Irvins children before becoming a long-standing bed and breakfast. It fell to the Society’s hands ten years ago, and they spent some time and a considerable amount of money restoring it to its former glory before opening its doors again as a museum. 
 
    The building now primarily housed art and antiques from around the state, but that wasn’t all. Each summer, a different traveling exhibit was featured in the gymnasium. First was a dinosaur exhibit, then last year was an exhibit on Native American tribes local to the region. The current exhibit was titled “Motoring Throughout the Years,” and featured engineless recreations of cars from the early nineteen-hundreds all the way to a modern supercar. They weren’t the real thing, but very realistic, and even had interiors that attendees could sit in. 
 
    A group of people maybe in their sixties or seventies headed from the building to a small tour bus in the parking lot as Tiffani pulled in. Out the door too came Wanda, the aging curator Tiffani was replacing in just a couple days. Wanda glanced at Tiffani’s car, looked away, then realized who was driving and grinned. Tiffani hopped out and waited patiently while Wanda finished with her tour group. 
 
    “You folks enjoy your trip to the falls. Be sure to have your cameras ready. The birds this time of year, oh gosh,” Wanda said. The group gave her a cacophonous blend of thank you’s and we wills. She chuckled as the bus door shut, and turned for Tiffani. “Look at you! You came!” 
 
    “Of course! I’ve been so excited I could hardly sleep.” 
 
    The bus driver honked, and they both waved. Wanda flapped her hand at the building. “Been on my feet too long. I need a breather. Most days aren’t so busy. Gonna be a lot of times you’re hanging around just pushing a broom for something to do.” 
 
    “Honestly, that sounds perfect. It’ll give me time to get familiar with everything in the museum.” 
 
    “You’ll definitely be able to do that. Come in, have a cup of coffee.” Wanda winked. “Won’t even charge you for it.” 
 
    Inside, the grand foyer was divided into a greeting area and a gift shop, with red ropes and queuing posts leading into the entrance to the museum proper. A long glass L-shaped counter near the door sat near the door, with a till for admissions and another for gift shop purchases. The gift shop itself was spacious, with a focus on things created within the surrounding counties. Art, books, shirts, sweaters, jewelry, and candy Tiffani was going to have to try very hard to ignore lined shelves and racks. 
 
    The duo headed back behind the counter and into a small office. Wanda started up a pot of coffee, and they pulled a desk chair out into the gift shop behind the counter so Wanda could have her rest and they could keep an eye out for guests. 
 
    They chatted about Tiffani’s drive as they sipped from a pair of chipped stoneware mugs. Wanda leaned back and grimaced as she rolled her neck. “Tiffani, I was so happy to be in charge of this place, but I’m even happier there’s going to be someone young here. Most the locals, they just don’t care as much about museums or history. It’s a dying love.” 
 
    Tiffani smiled. “I always enjoyed both. I even thought I’d become a history teacher.” 
 
    “A smart woman like you, why not go to college?” 
 
    “I had good grades, but not good enough to compete with the best in my class for scholarships. By that point, I’d worked for the Natural History Center in New Bainbridge since I was sixteen. I loved the work, and they were so desperate for people to stay on, they offered me a full-time position. Where else was I going to get paid to do what I loved?” 
 
    Wanda held out her mug, and they clinked them together. “And I hear tell you’re going to be renting out Hermione Watson’s place.” 
 
    “Word gets around.” 
 
    “Oh, you have no idea what you’re in for. By now, a dozen rumors will have started about you. Give it an hour and they’ll have you pegged as divorced, running from the law, and formerly a serial killer.” Wanda shook her head. “How is the old house?” 
 
    “Haven’t been there yet,” Tiffani admitted. 
 
    Wanda’s bushy, snow-white eyebrows shot up. “What? You haven’t?” 
 
    “Made this my first stop. Told you I was excited.” 
 
    Wanda laughed. It was a wheezy thing and turned into a harsh cough. Tiffani took her mug from her and settled both on the counter before hopping off her stool to pat the older woman’s back. Wanda pointed at a box of tissues with shaking fingers as she hacked away, and Tiffani fetched a couple for her. Wanda turned away and spat into the tissue. 
 
    “Sorry for the indelicacy,” she gasped. “It’s this place. So drafty, even after the renovations.” 
 
    “Are you okay? Do you need me to do anything for you?” 
 
    “No, no. Well, there is one thing.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Wanda squinted up at her. “Go. Unpack. Take a walk around the lake. Live a little before you’re chained to this old mansion.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    The cozy bungalow had the oddest layout. The first floor was dedicated entirely to the living room, kitchen, a big bathroom, and a laundry room. There were no bedrooms on that floor, though the place came with two dividers that could be set up to square off a portion of the living room in case Tiffani had guests. 
 
    The space upstairs was devoted to the bedroom and a smaller bathroom. The bedroom was the size of nearly the entire first floor, leaving lots of space for a reading nook near the window. It was that view that sold her over the nicer, more boring rentals she’d seen. 
 
    Her unfenced backyard gave way to an unkempt field, broken up only by one other house. Apart from that home, Tiffany had an unobscured view of Pinch Lily Lake. Before she brought in a single thing, it was that view she rushed to see. The waters rippled with a stiff breeze that afternoon. Waves splashed against the sandy coast, a visual she could almost hear in her head. Beyond that, the mountains lurched upwards in slow, easy curves, topped by caps of gray clouds. Here and there a few families camped out at barbeque pits, and fishermen tossed in lines, but Pinch Lily was such a big lake it seemed almost hauntingly deserted. 
 
    A delighted laugh burbled out of Tiffani, and she drummed her fingers on the windowsill. She still needed to shop for groceries and hit the post office, but it could wait for twenty minutes. Maybe half an hour. She rushed back to her car, grabbing up boxes and hauling them just far enough inside that she wouldn’t trip on them. There wasn’t much, and soon she was banging her luggage up the short stone steps to her door, already imagining the sand between her toes. Would it be like the beach at an ocean? Probably not. It would be too cold for that, and the ground was probably harder due to the recent frost. Would it set her imagination on fire? Absolutely. 
 
    She tugged on one of her favorite swimsuits, a bright cheery purple one-piece with a single stripe running from her chest to her hip. Fiona called it her racing stripe suit, and she wasn’t far off. A pair of flip flops was definitely in order, but for now, the leather sandals she’d been wearing on the drive worked just fine. From her overnight bag came a bottle of light suntan lotion, bought just for this very moment. Tiffani uncapped it even as she was racing out the back kitchen door, slathering it on as she half-walked, half-jogged down the dirt lane curving between her house and that lone house just beyond. 
 
    That house was interesting. Two stories, like hers. A big turret centered the corner closest to the lake, but she didn’t think the house was Victorian. It lacked all the fancy fringe and big slopes on the roof. It seemed more homogenous than that, like someone had liked a few different styles and jammed them together into one memorable building. 
 
    The brown exterior was in need of a paintjob. Metal railings led up stone stairs like hers to the front and back doors. An old picnic bench sat in a semi-circle of a flowerbed, a remarkably beautiful spot amongst the otherwise disheveled nature of the building itself. The lawn too was well-kept, with tightly trimmed shrubs and grass cut in a neat diamond pattern. Around the corner in front of a garage sat a well-loved truck not all that far a shade from the house itself. Stenciling on the side said “Monroe Landscaping.” 
 
    Curtains billowed from one of the opened windows on the second floor of the turret corner, and for a moment, Tiffani saw a figure looking out. She raised a hand, but if the person saw, she didn’t know. The curtain settled back into place, and when it rustled again, whoever it was vanished. 
 
    The lane continued on for another quarter mile or so towards the lake. The grass along the dirt ruts started to thin until vanishing at the edge of the sands. Turnouts had been cut out or simply beat into the earth, and it was here the majority of the visitors parked. A mom, dad, and two kids were just coming up from the beach as Tiffani’s feet touched the first foot of sand. Her grin was infectious, and the family returned it. 
 
    She made it three seconds after they passed before dropping and ripping off her sandals. The sand was courser and thicker than at a beach, but warmer than she’d expected. She kicked her shoes up, caught them, and rushed down to the water, hearing quiet laughter from the mom who’d just passed by. Tiffani paid it no mind and hit the water at a near sprint. 
 
    “Cold, cold cold cold!” she gasped, laughing. 
 
    Still she waded out further, until the water came up to her knees. Even as she shivered from the chill of Pinch Lily Lake, she raised her hands to the sky and twirled. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The woman was a damn fool, Duncan thought to himself. Sure, it was warmer than it had been just a week or two ago, but the breeze coming off the mountains still had a bite to it. She didn’t have a towel or anything covering her. 
 
    Then again, that wasn’t such a bad thing, was it? The blonde had some curves to her. In the few seconds he watched out the window, his eyes were drawn immediately to the swells of her hips and the springy bounce of her breasts to her every step. 
 
    “Pervert,” Duncan muttered to himself, and stepped away from the window. He didn’t realize it, but it was the first word he’d spoken all day. 
 
    The floorboards creaked in an almost musical cacophony as he headed for the freestanding punching bag in the middle of the master bedroom. Making the room into his gym seemed like lunacy, but he had his reasons. The attached bathroom made it easy to get in a workout every morning, grab a shower, then get dressed and walk right out the door. Besides, it had only been him for years now, so the first-floor extra bedroom made more sense to him as a place to rest his head anyways. Besides, if he got hungry, hey, the kitchen was right there for midnight raids on a turkey sandwich. 
 
    Duncan was already coated with sweat from a hard run on the treadmill. He always liked a good cardio workout before he hit the bag. It helped him establish a mental rhythm and got him amped up. At a command, fast-paced early aughts hip-hop played through a smart home device. He pulled on his gloves and fastened the Velcro. 
 
    His punches landed with a simple one-two rhythm. Right, left, right, left. He timed them not to the beat, but to the count in his head. His feet did most the work for him, moving more than his fists. The gloves smacked the leather, and he fell into the zone he craved so much when he was working out. 
 
    But just as Duncan was starting to sink into it, his phone rang across the room. He grunted at the device to stop the music. The gloves he tossed onto the table, and he picked up the phone. Duncan wandered over to a window overlooking the lake. The blonde was down there now, talking to a couple on the beach. It was too far to really make out the details, but the curves of her butt and the long blonde hair ending just above it stirred him. He grimaced down at his groin, and shook his head before answering. 
 
     “Monroe Landscaping.” 
 
    “Duncan, hey, it’s Jim Miller.” 
 
    The blonde laughed at something the couple said. She slapped her thigh when she did it. It was sort of cute. Duncan moved towards the weight bench and sat down. “What can I do for you, Mr. Miller?” 
 
    “Well, my back went out this last Friday. I was hoping I’d be up for pushing the mower around and taking care of some dead bushes in the backyard, but it looks like I’m going to be out of action for a while. Think you got time this week and maybe next?” 
 
    “Got nothing going on right now. Give me twenty and I’ll be there. Work for you?” 
 
    “Sure thing.” 
 
    Duncan hung up and glanced at the still-swaying bag. Oh well. Money was money and he was tired of prowling the old house anyways. 
 
    He grabbed a shower and threw on some jeans and a tee shirt. Back out in the first-floor hallway, he eyeballed the bathroom, thinking about throwing on a splash of cologne in case that young woman came walking back up the road while he was loading up. But that was idiotic. The minute she heard about him, she’d no doubt be taking another route back. 
 
    Instead, Duncan headed out and into the garage. The truck was too wide for the door, which suited him just fine. The back half of the garage was now his hobbyist area, and the front held everything he needed for his job. He grabbed a pair of aluminum ramps, set them up at the back of the truck, and loaded up his lawnmower. The thought of that pretty woman coming back might have excited him just a few minutes ago, but now, out here in the open like this, he moved faster, hoping to avoid her. It was best like that. Stick to himself. That was the game plan ever since he moved here, and it was working for him so far. 
 
    He tossed in the rest of the gardening tools he’d need, along with a couple extra jerry cans of fuel. It always helped to bring extra. At least once a week someone stopped by to hire him for a job while he was out working. Since he was his own boss, he could set whatever hours he liked and often worked right up past sunset if enough people clamored at him to clean their places up. 
 
    Jim Miller and his wife Annette lived clear on the other side of town. They weren’t exactly frequent customers, but when he had to undergo hip surgery a couple years back, they hired Duncan for regular lawn upkeep. Like most everyone around town, they were polite enough on the phone, but when he came around, if one of them was home, they’d keep a frequent eye out on Duncan. At least they had the good manners to couch the snooping with an occasional offer of a glass of water. 
 
    Their house was smack dab in a middle-income neighborhood full of similarly styled basic houses from the sixties and seventies. None of them were too big, and most the lawns were pretty well maintained. Jim was sprawled out on a lawn chair on his front porch when Duncan came to a stop at his curb. It took some effort for him to get to his feet, but once he did, he waved a hand at the yard. 
 
    “I let it go a bit long.” 
 
    Duncan took in the grass and shook his head. “Nah. You’re fine. Couple of passes and it’ll look good. Dead brush, you said.” 
 
    “Yup. You see anything else that needs done, have at it.” 
 
    The older man tottered inside, a hand at his back. Duncan unloaded the mower, tossed the ramps back in, and closed the back gate. Once he put on a set of noise-canceling headphones, Duncan started the mower and got to work. 
 
    It was a good day to be out doing this, one of the first really decent ones of the season. In minutes, as he cut across the lawn in fine, neat edges, Duncan lost himself to the work. Nice to daydream for a while. There was a pleasant simplicity to mowing, to seeing lines of something uneven and wild becoming tamed in long, smooth strips. He imagined some barbers must feel the same way. 
 
    As he passed into the backyard, Duncan noticed out of the corner of his eye a young man stepping out into the backyard of the house next door. With no fences between the two places, there was nothing forming a barrier, save for intermittent lilac bushes. The boy, stork-like with long legs and almost no torso, raised a hand and waved. That was weird. Most the teens around town looked at him like a boogeyman.  He was the guy they told stories about around a campfire. 
 
    Duncan barely raised his fingers off the lawnmower’s handle in acknowledgement. The kid sat down on one of the wooden steps, and watched him work. Didn’t take out his cell phone, didn’t horse around, just watched. Duncan tried to put it out of mind until he finished mowing, and then the kid was rushing over like a shot. He seemed familiar, but Duncan couldn’t place him. It wasn’t like he had regular interactions with the youth around Grosbeak, but still he seemed familiar. 
 
    “Hey, Mr. Monroe, how’s it going?” 
 
    The boy’s voice was somewhere in that tween zone between boyish and the deeper thrust that it would become in just months. Duncan permitted himself a small smile at that. “Doing fine. Yourself?” 
 
    The curtains moved at one of the back windows, and Annette Miller made no move to hide herself as she watched the interaction. Duncan sighed internally, but there was nothing for it. 
 
    “Don’t remember who I am, do you?” 
 
    “Uh…” Duncan shook his head slightly. “No.” 
 
    “John. I used to run your groceries out to you when you had-” 
 
    “-the broken leg,” Duncan said, and could have smacked his forehead. A couple years back, he took a tumble walking up the steps to the liquor store. The whole damn town was like a sheet of ice during the winter so it was bound to happen sooner or later. He got lucky in that the break was barely more than a fracture, but it was his right leg, leaving him unable to drive. One of the grocery stores in town delivered for no extra fee, and once a week, the manager came out with her son to drop off bags of groceries. There weren’t many in Grosbeak who trusted Duncan, let alone provided such an act of kindness. That grocery store was now the only one where he would shop, unless he needed something they didn’t have. 
 
    “Guess I got older,” the kid said, grinning. He had that. His thin bony frame still seemed like a kid’s in all its awkward ungainliness, but his face was starting to define itself as the vaguely handsome young man he’d eventually become someday. Definitely needed a haircut, though. It looked like someone had dropped a poodle on his head. 
 
    “John, right?” The boy nodded and Duncan stuck out a hand. John shook, and only then Duncan remembered something from the local newspaper. “Oh hell, your mom passed, didn’t she?” The boy lost his smile and nodded again, this time more somberly. “I was sorry to hear that. She was a kind woman.” 
 
    “The best,” John said. They were both quiet a moment, and the boy turned to look at the yard. “Hey, Mr. Monroe. I was kinda hoping to talk to you about something.” 
 
    Duncan glanced back at Annette. Screw ‘em if they thought he would ever hurt a kid. Whatever the rumors were around town about him, that would be the only one that would piss him well and truly off. He returned his attention to John. 
 
    “What’s up?” 
 
    “I want to make some extra money this summer. Do you… I mean, if you needed some help doing yards, you know, I could…” John’s voice went high with his nervousness and he snapped his mouth shut. 
 
    Hm. The truth was, Duncan really could use the help. One of his competitors around town moved to New Mexico over the winter, and a lot of his customers landed on Duncan’s doorstep. By himself, he’d be rushed morning noon and night to keep up with everyone. Someone to run another lawnmower would cut the time down quite a bit, even if the kid was awful at it. And if they got a bigger project like Dule Fawcett’s retaining walls, someone to hand him tools and take care of the small stuff would be a godsend. 
 
    But John was just barely a teenager, and Duncan had a reputation around town. Maybe overemphasized, but still, there was a stigma attached to him. Getting John involved in that would only mean trouble somewhere down the line. 
 
    The boy saw the look on his face before Duncan even said anything, and scuffed his shoes in the lawn. Duncan tried to soften the blow as much as he could. “You’re a good kid, John. I’m sure someone can use the help around town, but the truth is, this is pretty much a one-man job.” 
 
    “But I…” John’s voice went high again, and he grunted in frustration. Regardless he barreled through it. “Please. I’m smart. I learn fast. I won’t make the same mistake twice. Just… you know, maybe minimum wage. Or whatever. I’ll take whatever I can get.” 
 
    The back door to John’s house banged open. Out stepped a big man with long, shaggy hair. He had to be six seven, six eight, maybe. Hard to tell if he was skinny or the shirt was just too big on him. He glowered over at Duncan and John, and bellowed, “John. You get on over here now.” 
 
    Something flashed in John’s eyes, something unidentifiable. “That’s my dad. Fergus. Just think about it,” he muttered low under his breath, then turned and called, “I’ll be right there, Dad.” 
 
    John jogged back, and Fergus stared at Duncan with dead, lizard-like eyes that didn’t seem to register anything at all. He held the door open for John, and the boy gave Duncan one last glance before rushing inside. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Tiffani’s de-stressing ritual was a little dirty, but it was so very effective. She set her alarm early for the first day at the museum, and rose with a secretive smile. From a nightstand she pulled out her little helper, as she liked to call it. The vibrator reminded her of a pint-sized golf club, thin and straight for most its length with an engorged head at one end bent at an angle to give her g-spot all the good feelings. From there, she drew a bath, dropping in one of her favorite fizzy oatmeal honey-and-milk bath bombs. It gave a pleasant scent that wasn’t too overwhelming for work, and it had the added bonus of making her skin feel so lovely and soft.  
 
    As she slid into the waters, the vibrator in hand, Tiffani sighed with genuine pleasure. The house’s plumbing wasn’t perfect – the hot water took its time warming back up, so an after-dinner bath wasn’t really an option – but the tub was nice and deep, and she sank into it, her eyes closed. 
 
    This slow pleasure wasn’t the way she liked it all the time. Sometimes Tiffani wanted her crest fast, and that was fine and fun. But occasionally she wanted to pamper herself and really take the time to enjoy her body, especially when she either had a stressful day or was about to. 
 
    Tiffani didn’t use the vibrator straightaway. Instead, she cupped the foamy waters and drizzled handfuls across her thighs, her belly, her breasts. The water was up about halfway to her thighs now, so she reached a foot out and twisted off the knobs. Steam rose up into the chilly morning air. Her skin pebbled pleasantly at the dual sensations of the warmth and the cold. 
 
    She slid down further into the bath, knees bending, thighs spreading wide. Her vibrator rested at her side for the moment as she traced her hips with the pads of her fingers. The light teasing relaxed her even further, and she drew the fingers up to the sensitive flesh around her the entrance to her core. Little crinkles of warmth shot to her nub. She smiled to herself and gave it a little tweak, just enough to promise it she’d be back soon, and with a friend. More water, and this time, it came with a moan as she grew wet in a different way, her body beginning its slow yearning. 
 
    Up further still, and Tiffani’s mind wandered now as she teased her tummy. A dozen images of celebrities came and went in her mind, hunky actors, a singer whose voice seemed to hum in her own mind. She settled on one of her reality television favorites, Craig Lovejoy, the affable war photojournalist. They’d be on a bus somewhere together, somewhere exotic, and he would recognize her nervousness and offer to sit with her. And as they traveled, his hand would fall on her thigh, maybe accidentally, maybe on purpose. He’d move it back and apologize. She’d take in his Greek features, the tan, the black hair, the million-megawatt smile, and she’d move his hand back. 
 
    She began to rock gently to the fantasy, her whole body responding to the idea of the reality TV star sliding his fingers into her shorts, finding her sex bare and ready for him. He’d finger her slowly, taking his time as they tried not to put on a show for anyone watching. Finally, mercifully, Tiffani picked up the vibrator and slid the button to a soft pulse. She moaned as she ran it across her shoulder, her throat. She kissed the tip, imagining she was leaning down in the bus and wrapping her lips around Craig Lovejoy’s cock, tasting him. 
 
    The vibrator dipped lower, across her breasts, her stomach, her thighs. When it approached her sex, she kicked one foot over the edge of the tub. Tiffani’s breaths came faster and faster as the tip approached her folds, and at the first pulse against her pussy, she moaned and rolled her head back. Needy. How long since she’d done this for herself? Weeks, at least. 
 
    In the fantasy, Craig had three fingers inside her, curling one to stroke her spot. They were in bed now, lace netting all around them, and he rested on his side beside her, one hand at her pussy as he whispered for her to come, to come now, all over his fingers. 
 
    Tendrils of pleasure streaked from Tiffani’s core as the vibrator slipped inside, its tip right against her spot. She cried out as the first orgasm washed through her, the fantasy gone for the moment as she let the sensations take her. The vibrator kept her going, kept her on the edge for so very long until she crested again, her free hand banging against the wall. That broke her out of it, and the vibrator slid out and dropped into the water as she started giggling helplessly. Fiona would have given her hell for being so noisy. 
 
    When Tiffani grabbed the vibrator and turned it off, she still heard a buzzing. This one was louder and higher pitched, growing slowly closer, then further. Familiar, but she couldn’t quite pin it down. It sounded like it was right in her backyard. Curious, she hurried out of the tub and grabbed a big fluffy towel, wrapping it around herself as she stepped out of the small bathroom and hurried towards the backyard-facing windows. 
 
    The buzzing wasn’t from her backyard, but so very close that it might as well have been. A man waved a weed-eater back and forth at the tall grass along the dirt path leading to the lake beyond. His head was bent, but she could make out his broad shoulders. He seemed tall too, but the angle could have been playing tricks on her eyes. He was dressed simply in jeans and a flannel shirt. 
 
    It seemed a logical conclusion that this was her neighbor, the landscaper. She’d seen his truck come and go a few times, but never caught a real glimpse of the owner. No time like the present to meet him, Tiffani thought. She had no real closet thanks to the openness of the second-floor bedroom, but a freestanding wood and metal clothing rack worked for most her outfits. She selected a blue pinafore with leggings and a long-sleeved shirt to go underneath it. Still stark naked, she ran a comb through her hair and took care of her other essentials. Finally, both her curiosity and the chill in the air drove Tiffani to dress and head downstairs and out the back door. 
 
    A soft rain fell the night before, leaving the grass dewy and the ground springy. She felt like she was bouncing across it as she zoomed right towards the guy. He looked up and she slowed immediately. His square-jawed face might have been handsome once, but someone had broken his nose at some point and several scars ran deep in zig-zags across his face at various points, one all the way down to his neck. His dark hair framed his equally dark eyes well. His skin was tanned and weathered, and it left his age indistinguishable. He could have been a rugged twenty-five or a youthful forty. 
 
    He killed the weed-eater as Tiffani approached, “Help you, ma’am?” he asked. His voice was sweet and low. Soft-spoken, but with a rumble to it. 
 
    “Hi, I think I’m your new neighbor. Monroe Landscaping?” 
 
    “Is that your name? Funny, sounds just like my business.” 
 
    The joke seemed to take him by surprise as much as it did her, and the smile that eased the harsh lines of his face vanished fast. Tiffani held out a hand. “I’m Tiffani. Is Monroe a first name, or a last name?” 
 
    “Duncan,” he said, clamming up tight. His big hand was calloused and rough, and she couldn’t help a shiver when he took it. There was some serious muscle in those arms. 
 
    “Nice to meet you.” Tiffani gestured at the house behind her. “I’m your new neighbor. Thought I’d come out and say hi.” 
 
    “Seen you around,” Duncan grunted. “That’s a… quirky place.” 
 
    “Quirky’s about right,” Tiffani said. 
 
    They both stood in silence for a moment. She tried not to be obvious in looking him up and down. Duncan was built like a freaking tank. His own eyes stayed resolutely on her face. His stare might have made her uncomfortable if he held it another few moments, but instead, he averted his eyes and looked at the dirt road leading down to the beach. 
 
    “Do I owe you anything for the weed-eating?” she asked, trying to flounder her way out of this. 
 
    “No. The city and I have an agreement. I take care of the grass around the road, they take care of my water bill each month.” He shrugged. “It’s a small thing, but I come out aahed.” 
 
    “Nice. Well, I start work today, so I suppose I’d probably better go have a bite to eat and get to it. Nice to meet you, Duncan.” 
 
    “You too. Good luck with the new job. And the house. And Grosbeak.” 
 
    “You too,” Tiffani parroted him, inwardly smacking herself on the forehead. She gave him a quick smile, and headed back towards the house. He tugged at the weed-eater’s starter cord a few times and got it going. When Tiffani glanced back, she caught him staring after her. His gaze dropped immediately, and he cut at the grass again. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The museum was going to be hard work, but it was also kind of amazingly gratifying. Tiffani had two part-time employees, both of whom came around that morning to meet her. One, Marta, was a young mother a couple years older than Heather, while Georgia was a sour-faced (and sour-tempered, Tiffani would find out) woman in her early fifties. 
 
    When Tiffani signed up for the job, she and Wanda had agreed Wanda would stick around for a couple weeks to help her get acclimated and make sure Tiffani was the right pick for the job. The four of them went through a basic guided tour with Tiffani, who had memorized almost everything, save for some of the histories on some of the art around the building. She made notes of what she got wrong, and vowed to study it in her free time. Wanda chuckled at that and told Tiffani she already did better than her, and she’d been giving tours for two years. 
 
    Also among their ranks would also be a number of volunteers, unpaid personnel who would man the gift shop. Wanda had them scheduled to come in throughout the next two weeks to get introduced. 
 
    As lunch approached, Wanda ran Tiffani through how to do the day-to-day bookkeeping. Many of the items in the gift shop were handcrafted and on consignment. Because of some early mix-ups in her own time at the museum, Wanda kept physical records of all the consignment sales, which were checked at the end of each day. It was a good system, but Tiffani saw some ways of streamlining it to reduce redundancies. 
 
    No customers came in all that morning. “It’ll run that way sometimes,” Wanda said. “I had a day or two in the fall when no one at all showed up. It’s not your fault, it’s just the way it goes.” 
 
    “We had a few days like that even in New Bainbridge,” Tiffani said. 
 
    “If there’s no one, feel free to lock up and take an hour for lunch,” Wanda said. “You run the ship. If it’s crazy and there’s only a break…” 
 
    “You’re micromanaging,” Marta said, giving Wanda a teasing pinch. 
 
    “I know, I know,” the older woman said. She sighed. “I just… worry.” 
 
    “You fought so long for this,” Marta sympathized. 
 
    “Always hard when you have to give over the controls,” Georgia agreed. It was maybe the closest she’d come to saying something nice the whole day. Tiffani had a dreadful feeling in her gut she and Georgia would soon be having words about that attitude. 
 
    “Yes, well…” Wanda said. She coughed into a tissue, and waved at the door. “Should we close up and introduce Tiffani to the Birdbeak?” 
 
    “Ooh, I’m in,” Marta said. 
 
    “I should probably get home to the grandkids,” Georgia said. She waited expectantly, and Tiffani wondered if she was supposed to say something. After a moment, Georgia’s frown deepened. “Well then. See you Saturday, Tiffani.” 
 
    “See you then!” Tiffani said. 
 
    When the other woman had gone, Marta started snickering and Wanda joined in with a smile. Tiffani looked between them, confused. Marta said none-too-quietly, “She was waiting for one of us to offer to pay her way.” 
 
    “Give that woman an inch,” Wanda said, and shook her head, her grin widening. 
 
    “Ohhhh,” Tiffani said, getting it. They shut the front door, and she got a course in shutting down the tills while Marta put out a sign that said they’d be back later. 
 
    The Birdbeak was generally regarded as the best diner in town. Marta explained there were a few dinner-only spots that might serve up more of a gourmet meal, but the Birdbeak was, for its price, far and away the better choice. 
 
    “Unless you feel like spending forty dollars for cracker sized portions of duck butt or whatever they have that day,” Marta said, grimacing. “Which I don’t.” 
 
    Wanda chuckled at that as they walked down the street. “She exaggerates, but not by much.” 
 
    The diner took up the middle of an otherwise nearly vacant block, save for a closed coffee kiosk that would open in another week. A few people streamed in and out to a nearly full parking lot. Inside, the place was homey, but busy. The trio of women were shown a table just a few minutes after walking in. 
 
    Over a to-die-for patty melt and her usual side salad, Tiffani explained her lunchtime habit of always ordering dessert when it was available. Marta proclaimed it to be the smartest advice she’d ever heard. Wanda seemed distant, but smiled distractedly, and soon excused herself to go to the bathroom. 
 
     Marta leaned in close, and whispered, “Emphysema. She doesn’t like anyone watching her suffer.” 
 
    “Oh, poor woman,” Tiffani murmured back. 
 
    “Mm hm. If she could, I promise you, she wouldn’t leave the museum for the next twenty years. She loves that old place.” 
 
    “It’s a gorgeous house. Makes for a great museum.” 
 
    Marta nodded enthusiastically and said through a mouthful of her burger, “It’s like it was built for it.” 
 
    Wanda rejoined them after a few minutes with a bearded man hot on her heels. She sank down onto her chair, and gestured at the man and introduced him as the head of the road crew. They shook hands, but the guy was on his way out the door. He patted Wanda’s shoulder, and hurried away. 
 
    Tiffani finished a last nibble of salad and pushed it away. “I should have mentioned to him I met one of his guys today. Well, sort of. Duncan Monroe. I guess he does the weed-eating back behind my house on the road to the lake.” 
 
    Marta nearly dropped her burger in her haste to set it down. She leaned forward again, a sure sign gossip was about to be shared, Tiffani was learning. Uh oh. “You do not want to talk to that guy.” 
 
    “Oh, Marta, really,” Wanda said, sighing. 
 
    “Nuh uh. He’s trouble. Went to prison for killing someone.” 
 
    “Okay, now that’s just a rumor,” Wanda said. 
 
    Marta gave her a sidelong look that spoke volumes about how dumb that was. “Katie and I saw him down on the beach. He’s got those awful tattoos. And the scars.” She returned her attention to Tiffani. “Be careful. If you see him again, you just walk a mile around him. He’s not even, like, sexy dangerous. He’s just dangerous dangerous.” 
 
    “Marta, that’s enough,” Wanda said, her voice a wheeze. 
 
    They finished the rest of their meal. Tiffani opted not for dessert, sensing the mood. Wanda made it back to the museum with them, but spent the afternoon seated in her old computer chair. Her pallor slowly returned to her, but Tiffani still finished up that first day wondering if she shouldn’t try to talk the woman into going to the hospital. So great was her concern, she managed to put Duncan completely out of mind. 
 
    At least until Tiffani saw him again that night as she sat out in the backyard, looking out over the lake. He was dressed in long shorts the same flannel shirt as earlier, and coming up slowly from the rippling green and brown waters, carrying a bag of garbage and a long spear, doubtless for picking up the detritus of the lake-goers. She raised a hand to him tentatively. He stared at her, then bowed his head in the slightest nod before heading towards his own place. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Duncan stalked around the house knowing he should eat something but too aimlessly irritated to do something about it. A walk usually was just the thing to help him come down off a long day, but he went five damn miles that night and still felt owly. Going up and working the punching bag when he was this pent up was a bad idea. He’d done it before, many times, and injured himself a few of them. Same with working the free weights. 
 
    He searched through every cupboard, scavenged every inch of his fridge and freezer. Nothing sounded good. There was nothing he wanted. 
 
    Well… there was one thing. 
 
    “Christ,” Duncan muttered to himself. 
 
    It was hard not to think about her, though. Tiffani had brought out an intense physical reaction from him, a hunger the likes of which he hadn’t felt since he was a teenager. Even then, his lust lacked this sort of raw ferocity. She didn’t just have the sort of curves that made him naturally ready for her, but one of the most absolutely drop-dead gorgeous faces he’d ever seen. Soft, pretty eyes that held his with a spark of intelligence and cheer. A smile that seemed both secretive and shy despite her friendliness. He’d even found himself thinking about those rosy cheeks, the ears poking through the sides of her hair, her everything. 
 
    He’d never wanted someone so viscerally upon meeting them in his life. Not even Maggie had done that to him, but then again, he and Maggie had been close since childhood. The lust sort of just blended into the love. 
 
    Best not to think about her either. 
 
    He’d joked with Tiffani. Actually joked with her. When the hell was the last time Duncan had done that with a woman? It had to be Before, right? He racked his brain and came up with only a few times, namely with the feisty, elderly real estate lady who helped him find the house. She’d been impossible not to like. But that wasn’t real flirting, not like this. If he’d been a dog, he would have practically been humping Tiffani’s leg. Pathetic. 
 
    Hungry. Focus on that. Duncan’s skip day wasn’t generally until his days off, but he decided to make an exception. He needed something cheap and awful in his system, something he’d regret eating in the morning but would fall in love with that night. This early, though, the store would still be full of people. Duncan hated a bunch of eyes on him, so he hung around the house until nearly twenty minutes before the store closed. 
 
    Going there reminded him of his conversation with John. He kept thinking of the boy as a kid, but that was no longer really the case. Duncan had been about that old when he got his first job dishwashing and bussing tables. His boss back then had been a pain in the ass who underpaid him and worked him late into the night. John wanted money, but Duncan hoped he didn’t wind up some place like that. He was a good kid. He deserved a better start. 
 
    The store was the same that John’s mother used to manage, and Duncan felt a silly sort of hallowedness to it after bullshitting with her son. He lost an aunt when she was just in her thirties, about the same age. Not nearly the same pain as losing a mother, especially when John was just a kid, but Duncan could empathize. 
 
    The clerk glanced up at him as he came in, nodded, and went back to browsing on his phone. Duncan stopped, thinking about asking if the owner was around. He wanted to know more about John, but there he was again, getting involved when he should just stay the hell out of it. Besides, if people didn’t think he was creepy before, asking about the well-being of a teenager surely would get his ass kicked even if he only meant for the best. 
 
    Duncan headed back to the frozen foods section and grabbed a package of dumplings. That, and ramen would make for a pretty great unhealthy night. He thought ice cream was in order too, but when he made it to that aisle, he realized he was being followed. The guys weren’t anybody he knew, just a couple unremarkable fellas in their twenties or thirties, one of them with a camouflage hat, the other with an unshaven beard down to the base of his neck. Duncan sighed internally. This was why he went out late. This was why he tried to stay at home as much as possible. 
 
    The neckbeard picked up the pace, and when Duncan stopped to look in the racks of ice cream for cookie dough, the guy juked right and slammed him into the glass door. “Get the fuck out of Grosbeak, asshole,” the guy said. 
 
    His buddy tittered, and when Duncan turned, the other guy punched him square in the back. Not exactly a hard hit, and nowhere important. Duncan sucked on his teeth and watched them hurry down the aisle. The guy in the camouflage hat turned to look at him, and giggled again like a lunatic. 
 
    “Assholes,” Duncan muttered to himself, but he was rattled. The gossip, the stares, the ugliness was one thing, but if people were starting to get violent with him, maybe it was time for a move. 
 
    * * * 
 
    For a while, the museum was Tiffani’s only focus. Wanda was a fantastic teacher, and Tiffani was completely unsurprised to find out she’d actually been the real thing for twenty years. Her quiet enthusiasm for all the pieces of art, objects, and everything within the museum, even the touring exhibit, was infectious. Tiffani strived to someday know half as many stories and characters as Wanda could talk about with gusto. 
 
    But it also became clear Wanda wasn’t going to let her museum go without some regrets, too. In her second week, Tiffani updated to newer software for the accounting. Wanda grumped that the old system worked just fine, but when Tiffani sat her down and showed her how easy the new software was to use, Wanda grudgingly agreed to it, even if it wasn’t really her show anymore to agree to. That wasn’t all. When Tiffani rearranged, Wanda wanted to know why. When she swapped to a less chemically harsh all-purpose cleaner for mopping, Wanda thought it wouldn’t get the job done. Her intentions were sweet, but cloying. 
 
    Marta was a lively, capable handful. She was very good with the customers, but she shirked on some of her cleaning duties. Tiffani would have to keep an eye on her. Georgia seemed out and out hostile, and she was atrociously bad at running the tills. There was no way Tiffani could keep her around for long. She started a running list of the volunteers on her phone and who she would want to promote to Georgia’s position when it came to that. She wasn’t confrontational by nature, but she knew from experience that if you let someone get into the habit of stepping all over you, they’d never quit tap dancing on your heart and soul. 
 
    Everything else took a backseat, with the exception of her talks with Fiona. Her friend sounded chipper and upbeat, which lightened Tiffani’s heart. She herself always came off the phone something of a blubbering mess, missing Fi’s excellent hugs and the pleasantness of having someone so wonderfully silly in her life. She realized she needed to start reaching out in the community if she was going to make friends. Wanda was certainly becoming one, but Tiffani wasn’t about to drag the woman out to the woods for mile-long hikes and cookouts. 
 
    But that was a problem for the days ahead. For the moment, she kept her head down and worked. All too soon, it was time for her to take Wanda’s keys from her, and give her one last enormous hug as the museum’s former curator and director. 
 
    They wandered the building together after hours, Wanda taking in every object. “I’ll be around,” she said, running a finger along the wood on a display case. “Just as a friend, I promise. No nitpicking.” 
 
    “Nitpick away. I’ll always want your advice,” Tiffani said gently. 
 
    Wanda nodded. “This family, they brought so much joy to the area. Good jobs. Good homes. They deserve to be remembered fondly.” 
 
    “I’ll always do my best.” 
 
    Wanda reached out and squeezed her hand. “I know. I just…” Her fingers fell away, and rose to her face. She stopped, shaking like a leaf as she started to cry. Tiffani turned and wrapped her up in her arms, holding the older woman close as she let out whatever she’d been holding onto. 
 
    “It’s okay, it’s okay, this place is always here for you.” 
 
    “It’s more than that,” Wanda said. She pulled away and sniffed. “I’ve worked since I was thirteen. Even before then, I was helping my granddad in the barley fields. This… leaving here, it feels like I’m giving up.” 
 
    “Taking a much-deserved rest is more like it,” Wanda said. 
 
    “That’s just it,” Wanda said. “I don’t know if I can take resting. I think I’m going to drive myself crazy. Well… crazier.” 
 
    Tiffani laughed gently and squeezed the other woman’s shoulders. “I’m sure you’re going to tackle retirement with all the dignity and happiness you brought to this place.” 
 
    “I hope so,” Wanda said. They started through the gymnasium, the last part of their loop. Someone had left an empty water bottle on a display case, and she fetched it and threw it away. “There. My last official act. The ship is yours, Captain. And I’m sure you’re going to do a wonderful job.” 
 
    There were no more tears on Wanda’s part. She kept her back firm as they finished their last tour of the building together. When they shut everything down for the night and locked the doors, Tiffani walked the other woman to her car. Wanda stopped, and turned before she got in. 
 
    “This is a wonderful town,” she said. “But people here have a tendency sometimes to want to eat their own. Be your own woman, Tiffani. Never let other people make up your mind for you about anything. Or anyone.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    That night, caught up in frying fish she bought from a family down at the lake, Tiffani didn’t hear the first knock at her door. The second was much louder. She transferred the pan to the back burner and flicked off the knob for the heat before she hurried for the door. 
 
    A rotund man with a snowy beard and wearing a gray sport with crisp blue jeans stood there. A squat thickset woman peered out from behind him, beaming. Tiffani smiled quizzically, and asked, “Hi, can I help you?” 
 
    They introduced themselves as Ben and Jenetta Calvin, names Tiffani actually new from her time at the museum. He was the mayor and she was the town’s librarian, if Tiffani wasn’t mistaken. They introduced themselves as such, and she did a mental high five. 
 
    Tiffani invited them in and apologized for needing to finish the fish. They waved that off and took a seat at the small dining room table while she cooked. They each accepted a cup of tea when she offered, and soon they were all seated around the table while the fish cooled under a plate in the kitchen. 
 
    “We really don’t mean to interrupt your dinner,” Jenetta said. 
 
    “No trouble at all, really,” Tiffani said. “What can I do for you?” 
 
    “Well, first,” Jenetta said, “we got you a little something to welcome you to the community.” She pulled out of her purse a card in an envelope, and passed it over. 
 
    Tiffani took it with a smile. “You really didn’t have to, but that is awfully sweet.” 
 
    “Wanda told us what a wonderful job you’re doing over there at the museum and we thought we’d be doing you a disservice by not stopping by and welcoming you to town ourselves,” Ben said as she opened it. 
 
    Inside were gift certificates to several of the local restaurants, as well as a pass for a free haircut from one of the local stylists. “Oh, that’s amazing! Thank you!” 
 
    Jenetta folded her hands in front of her, her smile broadening. “And Wanda’s the other reason we’re stopping by. You may have noticed there wasn’t much fanfare about her retiring.” 
 
    “I did. I’m taking her and her gentleman friend to dinner Sunday. Please come along, if you like.” 
 
    “Oh, we would love to,” Jenetta said. “But we were thinking of organizing something in the community for her. Something bigger. A barbeque and potluck.” 
 
    “Oh my gosh, I think she’d love that,” Tiffani said. “Well… she’d probably try to act coy about it, but I think I know her well enough now to say she’d secretly love it.” 
 
    Ben chuckled. “You really do know her. We were thinking two weeks from now. It’ll give us time to get the word out as quietly as we can, and maybe you could let your part-timers and volunteers know.” 
 
    “Absolutely,” Tiffani said as they rose to their feet. She followed them up, and gave them each a hug. Ben seemed surprised by that, but chuckled and blushed. Jenetta’s embrace was much more natural. “And just let me know if there’s anything I can do to pitch in. I make a really mean pasta salad.” 
 
    “Perfect! We’ll mark you down for that,” Jenetta said. “And if you don’t want to come single…” 
 
    “Jenetta,” Ben said reproachfully, but the smile on his face betrayed him. “She doesn’t need us playing matchmaker.” 
 
    “Oh, come on now, she and Mac together would be just the cutest couple,” Jenetta said. “Mac’s our nephew and the sweetest young man.” 
 
    “That’s very kind, but right now, I’m just focusing on getting settled first,” Tiffani said. 
 
    “Well, we’ll introduce you at the party, anyways,” Jenetta said. Ben looked heavenward and shook his head. 
 
    They headed out, and Tiffani finally settled in to eat dinner. She eyeballed the gift cards and chuckled to herself. She’d just been bribed to meet someone’s nephew. Her. This place was crazy. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Duncan was being followed again, but this time, he didn’t think he was in any danger. The kid’s mess of curly black hair was unmistakable. He followed Duncan’s truck at a distance on a bike a size too small for his long legs. He had to lean up and over the handlebars or else he would have whacked his knees on the handlebars. 
 
    Duncan pulled up to the curb of Hannah Cook’s house. She was a teacher for most the year, but when summer hit, she lit out for work in Fullerville or New Bainbridge. He kept up her place for her while she was gone. 
 
    The house was a small two-bedroom, but sat on a whopping four lots, leaving a lot to mow. Along with that, she kept up several flower beds and a couple rock gardens she liked to keep free of any weeds. Her property took up nearly half a day for him, sometimes more.  
 
    As Duncan headed for the trailer behind the truck and the riding lawnmower, John coasted to a stop about ten feet behind him. Duncan tried to ignore the kid. 
 
    “Minimum wage,” John pleaded. 
 
    Duncan sighed and grabbed the aluminum ramps. “The answer’s still no, John.” 
 
    “Just tell me why.” 
 
    Duncan looked over his shoulder. “Haven you heard? I’m the boogeyman.” 
 
    “I don’t believe that.” 
 
    He slid the ramps into place and checked them. Then he hopped up and sat down on the mower. John scuffed his feet, watching, and finally Duncan said, “So why don’t you believe it?” 
 
    John’s voice went very quiet. “Because my mom didn’t.” 
 
    Shit. 
 
    “She said she thought no one in town ever gave you a chance. That you were only ever polite to people at the store.” 
 
    For an answer to that, Duncan eased the mower down off the trailer and onto the road. He rested his hand on the starter, staring at John, thinking about the tattoos. About the scars. He might have said yes, if someone hadn’t driven by at all of about five miles an hour. Instead, Duncan started up the mower, not missing the disappointment and flash of hurt in John’s face. He hated himself in that moment, but it was for the kid’s benefit. 
 
    That’s what he told himself, anyways. 
 
    That night, still feeling guilty, he headed out the door with a garbage bag and a wood spear made from a thumb-thick dowel. Cleaning up garbage along the road and the stretch of beach nearest his property wasn’t exactly his idea of fun, but it relaxed him for some reason. Doing something that mattered soothed the youthful part of his soul that still cried out to be a part of a community. There was always garbage, too. People were, by nature, defiant beings, and if they saw a sign warning them not to leave their garbage, they almost certainly would, just as an idiotic screw you. Of course, some of it just blew from town, too. 
 
    Pink swirled the sky on the horizon as he headed out into the dying light. He should have looked out the window. Tiffani sat on her back porch steps, playing on her phone. She looked up and smiled, and Duncan couldn’t help the lust roaring up inside him. The tank she wore struggled to hang on for dear life over her breasts, not doing a damn thing to hide the bra she wore underneath. Her shorts rode high, giving him a great view of the creamy expanse of her thighs. She went for nearly as many walks as he did, and she’d tanned some in the couple weeks she lived there. It gave her already rosy complexion even more color, and he ached to explore the tan lines, to run his tongue along them. 
 
    “Get it together,” he muttered to himself. He gave her a curt wave back and headed down the path. 
 
    The garbage started fifty yards on. He speared someone’s wind-blown envelope and stuffed it in the garbage bag. It tended to clump together, and he found in short order a plastic bottle and a napkin. On he walked, his eyes on the horizon, thinking about curves and a smile that threatened to turn him into some kind of beast. Christ, but he wanted Tiffani. 
 
    His mind drifted back to John, and the douchebags from the store. It really might be best to move. But he loved his house, had loved it since the real estate agent guided him there. A dozen houses in a dozen towns hadn’t satisfied him, but the moment he saw that old ramshackle monstrosity, it shouted home to him. It had its problems, but he enjoyed tackling them. And Grosbeak, in the first few months, had been a great place. He thought maybe this was a place he could settle down, grow old. But the moment someone saw his tattoos, the rumors started flying. And when they could dig up no trace about his history, well, of course things were going to escalate. 
 
    A few knew the truth – the sheriff more than likely did, and maybe some of his deputies. Probably some people in local government, too. Duncan didn’t know what they could look up as far as tax information or anything like that. In any case, someone knew enough of the right information to get the rumors started, but they hadn’t pinned down the details. 
 
    Duncan wasn’t quite sure why he didn’t tell them. Pride certainly played a part, but mostly he didn’t want to experience that part of his life again. Going through it all had been hell on earth, far, far worse than the jibes and suspicious looks from his neighbors and the locals. Besides, not everyone in town was awful. Most people were content to ignore him, and a growing handful were actually friendly-ish. Well… friendly adjacent, anyways. 
 
    Duncan speared more garbage, listening to the soft lapping of the lake’s waves against the shore. Most everyone was gone, save for a group of teens on the far side around a small fire. Occasionally the country-pop they listened to drifted over the lake, and he shook his head, smiling to himself. Not exactly his cup of tea, but what kids ever listened to music that the older generation could stomach? 
 
    “Hey there,” a quiet, sweet voice said behind him. 
 
    Duncan damn near tripped, and buried the stick in the sand as he turned. Tiffani. Instantly his lungs felt three times bigger, his air coming harder and fuller. She was close, so close he could smell the soft sweet scent of her. Not overly strong, but demure, tasteful. He wanted to run his lips along her skin and find the source, and if the scent covered every inch of her beautiful body, well, so be it. 
 
    Her faint smile disappeared as he stood there, blatantly staring. He tried to keep his eyes above board, but never had his attention been so demanded by a woman’s body. Already he felt the primality of Tiffani, of wanting to lay her down on the sands and take her, right there and then, the world be damned. 
 
    Instead, he turned his head, and stared out at the kids again. “Hi.” 
 
    “Saw you out here and thought it looked like a great idea. Hope you don’t mind me joining you.” 
 
    “No,” he said. 
 
    “Is that a no, you don’t mind, or a no, get on home and away from me, vile woman?” 
 
    His eyes shot back to hers, and this time, her smile returned and widened. He smiled tentatively back, then clamped a mental band around it and went impassive again. “No. I don’t mind. Won’t be out here much longer. Got too late of a start.” 
 
    “Is the cleaning part of your contract with the city too?” 
 
    “Just… helps me pass the time, I suppose,” Duncan said. They started walking together, and he jabbed the stick into a clump of grass to come up with an empty pack of cigarettes. Something brushed against his other hand. He glanced down, startled, to see Tiffani trying to take the bag from him. 
 
    “I’ll hold, you spike.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    They walked another hundred yards before spying another piece of garbage. Duncan snagged it and dropped it into the bag. Tiffani pointed out another, and as he speared it, he said, “Not afraid I’m a serial killer?” 
 
    “One of my acquaintances told me she heard you killed someone with a cheese grater.” 
 
    “That’s a new one. And you didn’t answer my question.” 
 
    She shrugged. “I have a little thing of pepper spray. And no. I’m not really afraid.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “We’ve seen each other a dozen times by now. No one has a really great view of my backyard apart from you, so if you were going to do something horrible, I think it would have happened by now.” 
 
    Duncan started for another scrap, but realized it was just a chunk of wood. “You don’t give me enough credit. Could be plotting something. Biding my time.” 
 
    “A smart serial killer.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    She drew a deep breath, and let it out. “The truth is… I don’t know. I guess sometimes you take a chance on people. That’s not to say I didn’t text someone to let them know where I was going, but I would have done that with anyone.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t scare me off if I was deranged.” 
 
    “Which half the town seems to think you are.” 
 
    “And you?” Duncan asked. 
 
    “Haven’t made up my mind.” Tiffani stopped and picked up a rock. “Oooh. Perfect.” She twisted so her left arm faced the water. Her other arm whipped sideways across her belly, and the rock skipped three times before skimming too close to a ripple and plummeting. But it wasn’t the rock Duncan stared at. It was the shake to her body, the warm, enticing way she rippled with it. She caught him looking, and didn’t look away herself. 
 
    Duncan returned his attention to the beach. “Nice skip. Especially with the breeze.” 
 
    “You try.” 
 
    He picked up a rock, and gave it a good go. It only skipped once before fizzling out. “Wind’s picking up.” 
 
    “Yeaaaah, that’s definitely it.” 
 
    He chuckled. “But it is getting too dark for this. We should walk back.” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    They turned around, and for a moment, Tiffani walked in front of Duncan. His gaze flicked to her ass just as she turned to look over her shoulder. He looked away immediately and caught up, walking what he hoped was a respectable way apart from her. His body tried to betray him, his lust clawing at him for release.  
 
    They stayed silent until they reached the edge of his property. “Don’t be a stranger,” Tiffani told him. 
 
    Duncan glanced at her, unsure what to say to that, so he just nodded. She smiled back, and headed towards her place. At his door, he stopped and turned, unable to help himself from looking one last time at the curves of Tiffani’s thighs and butt. The lust reached a crescendo, and if she’d looked back, he would have rushed to her right then and there to take her against her back door. Instead, he hurtled inside, kicking the door shut behind him and going straight for the bathroom. He was not a man given to fast release, but all he needed was a minute before he grunted and spent into a tissue, Tiffani’s gorgeous face on his mind as he started to burn for her. 
 
    * * * 
 
    A note in Tiffani’s post office box let her know she had a package waiting for her at the counter. She wasn’t expecting anything, and was pleasantly surprised to find it was from Fiona. Immediately, that was joined by guilt. They texted frequently, but hadn’t talked much on the phone recently. She headed out to her car to open the package and do just that. 
 
    “Did you get it?” Fiona asked immediately. 
 
    “Just opening it up now,” Tiffani said, using the edge of a nail file to slit open the box in her back seat. She pulled out a door mat that read, “Tiff’s Place,” and beneath that was another box, this one a bathtub wine glass holder. 
 
    She laughed softly, and grabbed up her phone to take it off speaker. “I love them, babe. Thank you so much.” 
 
    “The door mat was supposed to get here in time for you leaving, but ehhhh.” 
 
    “It’s just as sweet now. I’m sorry I haven’t called too often.” 
 
    Fiona gave her a raspberry. “This is a two-way friendship. I could be calling more often too. And it’s not like we’re not texting a bajillion times a day. I know you love me. Cuz I sure love that butt.” 
 
    Tiffani started the car and pulled out onto the street. “How’s New Bainbridge?” 
 
    “It’s… hm. Different. Not gonna lie, it’s lonely without you. But I don’t know, Mom’s been around a lot, and Heather’s been great. So that helps. Anyways. Oh, speaking of Mom and my sister, I know it’s still a long way away, but Mom wants to know if you’re planning on coming home around Thanksgiving.” 
 
    Tiffani grinned, thinking about Mrs. Carpenter’s homemade stuffing. “I think so. There’s a diner here that serves up the best pie. I’ll have to bring some with.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Fiona said. It was faint, but followed by a sniff. 
 
    “Fi?” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it. It’s… just good to hear you.” 
 
    “Awww,” Tiffani said. “I miss you so much.” 
 
    “I miss you too. Okay, I’m gonna go before I start bawling.” 
 
    Tiffani hung up. Bittersweet, that conversation, and she thought about it all the way into work. Georgia was supposed to work with her that day, but by the time Tiffani set up the tills and turned on all the lights, the other woman still hadn’t shown. Fifteen minutes after the doors were opened and nearly half an hour after her shift was supposed to start, Georgia finally strolled through the door with a friend on her arm, chatting away. 
 
    Not an inch, Tiffani told herself, and straightened her back. “Georgia. I need to have a word with you.” 
 
    “Can it wait? I’m right in the middle of a conversation.” 
 
    “No, I’m afraid it can’t.” 
 
    Georgia cast her gentleman friend a put-out look. He grinned and showed off his nicotine-stained teeth. “Oops. Guess I got you in trooouble.” 
 
    “I’ll call you later,” Georgia told him. He gave Tiffani a long leer as he sauntered out the door. 
 
    “Close that and lock it up. We’ll be a minute,” Tiffani said. 
 
    “Wait, I really am in trouble?” Georgia asked. 
 
    “Yes. You don’t show up half an hour late for work. Not without good reason, and definitely not without a phone call.” 
 
    “This is bullshit.” 
 
    Tiffani tensed. “And you certainly don’t use that kind of language on the job or with me here.” 
 
    George glared at her, then finally snapped, “Fine. Sorry my boyfriend and I had a late breakfast.” 
 
    It would have to do for the moment, but Tiffani knew this wasn’t going to be the end of it. 
 
    All that shift, Georgia was sullen and irritable. Twice, she toed the line again on what was acceptable. If she had been snitty at all with their customers, that would have been it. Tiffani would have fired her on the spot. Whatever the other woman’s problem, Tiffani was already at the end of her rope with Georgia, and she wasn’t going to take much more of this attitude. 
 
    That night, after she locked up, Tiffani dropped her car and the packages off at home, and swapped out of her work clothes. It was still early yet, and she’d yet to venture out into Grosbeak’s bar scene, so she decided a drink was in order while she mulled over Georgia. She changed into a cute yellow button-up tank and a pair of comfy jeans she thought hugged her butt in some damn fine ways. After touching up her makeup and winking at herself in the mirror, she walked downtown. 
 
    Somewhere around fifteen bars serviced the town, with two-thirds of those serving up dinner besides. She avoided the pricier places closest to her and sidled first into a cute brewery. That early in the evening, the place was hopping and nearly every table was filled. She found a place to sit near the back end of the bar. A couple almost immediately asked if they could sit with her at the table. Tiffani agreed, and soon launched into a conversation with them when they found out she was new in town. 
 
    They introduced themselves as Hannah and Lou. He was a mechanic, she helped at a day care. Friendly enough folks, and they paid for the first round, so already they were in Tiffani’s cool books. The beer was light and tasted almost sweet, perfect for a hot summer night, but the brewery was only getting crazier and all three tired of having to shout at each other over the din. They decided to soldier on, Hannah taking Lou’s hand as they walked. 
 
    “It’s been forever since we did the Loop,” she told her husband. 
 
    “The Loop?” Tiffani asked. 
 
    “Oh yeah,” Lou said. “With a couple exceptions for bars outside of town, you can hit every bar in one night pretty easy if you don’t mind a bit of a walk. Not sure my liver could take that kind of abuse these days, but young ones like you, it’s like a Grosbeak badge of honor.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I could even drink that much,” Tiffani said. 
 
    “Most people can’t. That’s the fun of it,” Hannah said. 
 
    They spent a much quieter hour at the next place, a smaller modern bar with cheap drinks and a couple pool tables in the back. The bartender, a big guy with a goatee and a balding pate, flirted shamelessly with Tiffani when he found out she was single. His attention was innocent enough, and he recognized when it wasn’t being reciprocated. She appreciated that. It was there Hannah texted some friends, and told them to meet up at the next place. 
 
    They were all hungry, so food was a must at that point. The bar and grill they wound up at would become one of Tiffani’s favorites – and in a sort of Grosbeak blasphemy, she secretly thought the food was even better than the Birdbeak. Around trays loaded with taquitos, fried wontons, cheese curds, and a bean dip with handmade tortilla chips, several of Hannah and Lou’s friends joined them. Last through the door was a tall, wide-eyed man with slightly shaggy dark hair two weeks past due for a trim. His eyes were so big they almost seemed like they belonged to an anime character. Tall and very fit, he moved like a dancer towards the table, smiling wide as Hannah jumped off her stool. 
 
    “Warren!” she cried out. “You actually made it out of the house.” 
 
    The man grinned, and oh good Lordy Lord Lord, did it make his already handsome face into some kind of vision of perfection. His insanely white teeth might have reflected lasers, they were so shiny. “Is that such a surprise?” 
 
    “I’ve got someone you need to meet. Tiffani, this is my cousin Warren.” By now, Hannah was flushed and swaying like a palm tree in a storm. Her follow-up whisper was more like a shout. “He’s a doctor and very single.” 
 
    Warren chuckled self-consciously, and held out a hand. “And very embarrassed.” 
 
    “She’s single too!” Hannah cried out, drawing the attention of several tables surrounding them. 
 
    Tiffani’s cheeks burned crimson, and it wasn’t just necessarily because of the alcohol or the embarrassment. Warren was downright hot. “It’s very nice to meet you.” 
 
    “Same! I think I’ve heard of you. The new head at the museum, right?” 
 
    The rest of the group faded into background noise as the pair played the getting-to-know-you game. Hannah proclaimed to everyone within a few city blocks that she could tell they were going to be madly in love with each other. Lou finally guided her away to the pool tables in the back first to her protests, then to calls for more observers when he dropped coins into the table’s slot. 
 
    “She’s a shark when she’s sober,” Warren told Tiffani. “But she’s even better when she’s drunk. It makes absolutely no sense, but it’s the truth.” 
 
    As he sipped a diet soda and ate a few cheese curds, Tiffani finally noticed the pale patch on his ring finger. He caught her looking and gave her his trademark sheepish smile, the one her thighs responded so willingly to. 
 
    “Three months,” he said, “so I’m kind of, ah, still dipping my toes back in slowly. You ever taken the plunge?” 
 
    “Not yet,” Tiffani said. “Still waiting on the right guy.” 
 
    “Seeing anyone?” 
 
    “Now that’s forward,” Tiffani said, 
 
    “Just, mm, friendly conversation,” Warren said. 
 
    She grinned, hoping for mischievous and feeling like she nailed it, though that definitely could have been the drinks talking. “No. I’m not.” 
 
    Through a half-hour conversation, she learned Warren practiced locally. He was a decade older than the twenty-five he looked, and mentioned he owned a small plot of land outside town. “My ex-wife wanted horses,” he told her. “She ended up not liking having to take care of them and I wound up falling in love with the things.” 
 
    Horses. The handsome, divorced, very available doctor owned and liked horses. Just rip her panties off right there, thank you. 
 
    But just as Tiffani was thinking about inviting him back to her place, Warren got a text and excused himself. He stepped outside for a minute, and when he came back in, his smile was gone. He stepped in close to Tiffani, and said just loud enough that only she could hear, “This was really a pleasure. But there’s an emergency and I’m on call.” He gave her an unreadable look, somehow pleading. “This happens a lot.” 
 
    “Go!” she told him. “I’ll tell Hannah what happened.” 
 
    “Thanks. See you around?” 
 
    Oh yes. Definitely yes. “Sure!” 
 
    After Warren left, Hannah rushed back, plowing through the midst of the rest of her friends and family to get to Tiffani. She didn’t play around much either, wanting to know how the talk had gone and if there were sparks flying. Tiffani played it off. It might have irritated her but Hannah’s puppy-dog like enthusiasm was so silly and over-the-top, she couldn’t help liking the other woman. 
 
    A short while on, they left for the last bar of the night. Hannah was ready to keel over from the drinks in her, and Tiffani wasn’t all that far behind. They kept it to one last cocktail, clinking glasses together before a sober friend of Hannah and Lou’s gave them all a ride home. Tiffani staggered up to her front door and waved the car off. Shaking her head and laughing, she headed inside. The pitch-black house already felt like home, and she didn’t bother with the light to navigate up to the stairs. In her bedroom, she kicked off her shoes and yawned, but before she crashed out on her bed, Tiffani spotted lights on from Duncan’s house. Stripping down, she headed for the window. The shades were almost completely drawn, so she wasn’t afraid of being spotted naked. 
 
    The old monster of a house blazed with lights from the second floor. Tiffani lifted the blinds and pulled up the window. The evening air helped cool the heat from the drinks and the bar, She smiled faintly at the house across the way. 
 
    “Who are you, Duncan?” she whispered. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Nightmares weren’t always full of monsters. Sometimes, all they had to be was a memory. 
 
    The guard in real life was a newbie smacking on nicotine gum. Much like most everybody who worked there, he didn’t last too long and Duncan never learned his name. In the dream, the guard was a shadowy figure, silent and mostly invisible. He led Duncan into the prisoner half of the visitation room past two other inmates and to an empty chair in front of bulletproof glass. She was there, his Maggie, the only one who’d believed, who stuck with him. Her dream hair was longer, wilder, like her more youthful self that from before he went in. It hurt to remember her like that. 
 
    The hair might have been different but the dress was the same. Plain and shapeless, it didn’t show off too much of her athletic figure. It wasn’t like her to wear a dress, or to put on so much makeup. She looked good. Older. More sophisticated. Something had changed. And when the tears started, he knew he was right. 
 
    In real life, Maggie started talking almost immediately. They knew from past sessions like this time was precious, and they didn’t waste any of it. She told him about Colman. About meeting him at a church barbeque, and how well they hit it off and how nice of a man he was. She also told Duncan they hadn’t even so much as kissed yet, because she wouldn’t betray him like this until she spoke to him first. 
 
    In the dream, her speech was a garbled mess, but he still understood the gist of it. Still lived out the plunge of his stomach, the feeling of finality. Like in real life, he told Maggie this was what he wanted for her. To move on. To forget him. At a minimum, he was looking at ten years. Ten years to pine for a relationship was too much to ask anyone. 
 
    He tried to tell her like he had in real life that she had his blessing, but the guard was pulling him away as she sobbed his name, asking him if it was okay, if it was okay, is it okay? 
 
    Duncan snapped awake. 
 
    It was only three in the morning, but there was no going back to bed for him. Even without the nightmare, the house was too hot, too stuffy. The windows were closed because of a predicted storm that never rolled through. He wandered through the house, opening them back up, trying not to look out over Tiffani’s property. 
 
    Eventually he showered and dressed for work, but the sun still wasn’t up over the horizon, so he grabbed a cup of coffee and sat out on his front porch. It was hard not to dwell on the memory of Maggie, and he fought the urge to text her. She’d answer without hesitation, and that was maybe the hardest part about it for him. That they were still so close, that they still loved one another in their own ways, he almost couldn’t take it sometimes. Forty or fifty times, he came close to deleting her number off his phone, but that wouldn’t do. The digits were a part of him, as fundamental to his existence as his own heartbeat. In a much different way, Colman’s too. 
 
    Finally the world stirred awake, but it still wasn’t quite time to load up the truck for the day. Mr. Nguyen wasn’t going to be thrilled if Duncan showed up hours early and woke up his family. From his porch, Duncan eyed Tiffani’s overgrown backyard. Her landlord was decent but terrible at upkeep. Would Tiffani freak out if he intruded like that? Maybe if he just worked some of the bushes at the property line. Then in another half hour, he’d mow. 
 
    That’s what Duncan was doing when Tiffani stepped outside, all wrapped up in a formless robe he wanted to unknot and explore. She clearly had on something underneath, but still, it was easy to fantasize about spreading the folds open and laying her down on the couch to make love to her. 
 
    He cut the motor to the mower, and she hurried across the lawn to him. “Oh my gosh, I was thinking yesterday I should talk to you about this.” 
 
    “I was hoping me jumping in and doing it up wasn’t going to make you uncomfortable.” 
 
    She looked at him like he was crazy. “Handsome man wants to trim my lawn for me? Yes, please.” 
 
    Handsome? “Well… good. I’ll just… get back to it.” 
 
    “Let me pay you. What are your rates?” 
 
    Duncan smiled, and strangely, it didn’t feel out of place. “No charge.” 
 
    “I’ll get you back.” 
 
    Dinner, he wanted to say. Instead, Duncan nodded. Tiffani’s smile slipped, almost like she was expecting him to say something else. Without another word, she turned back around and headed inside as he started up the mower. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The “handsome” comment put Duncan in a good mood. Good enough that when he saw John looking out from his back door as Duncan mowed his neighbor’s yard, he didn’t feel that twinge of irritation. The teenager stepped out tentatively, looking like a dog about to be kicked. 
 
    He was glad he finished with the massive Nguyen lawn first before the Millers’. Already the morning was hot. Normally Grosbeak tended towards dry summers and wet winters, but that day, muggy didn’t begin to define it. It felt like Duncan’s shirt was clinging to his chest. He finished one long patch, reversed the mower, and stared at John as the boy stood at the edge of the two properties, hands jammed into the pockets of his basketball shorts. Duncan shook his head, sighed, and cut the power to the mower. 
 
    Duncan hopped off and headed for his truck. When he came back with his jug of water, John was over at his own back steps, sitting and staring glumly at the ground. 
 
    “John,” Duncan called to him. 
 
    The boy shot upright. “Yes, sir?” 
 
    Sir. That was as weird as Tiffani calling him handsome. Had anyone ever called him sir? “Where’s your dad?” 
 
    “Inside.” 
 
    “Would you ask if I could come over and speak to him?” 
 
    John’s eyes lit up. “Does this mean…?” 
 
    “Doesn’t mean anything yet until I talk to him.” 
 
    “Okay!” 
 
    John flew inside like a rocket. A few minutes later, he came back out and shouted at Duncan, “Come on in.”  
 
    Duncan finished another drink of water, cupped some in his palm, and splashed his face. He ambled over, in no hurry, and John held the door for him expectantly, the biggest, goofiest grin on his face. “If we work together, first rule is, no shouting at each other. You have something to say, you get close enough to say it, unless I’m running the weed-eater or something else. Then you get my attention at a safe distance, and we’ll talk once I shut it down. People might be asleep, or working, or just wanting their privacy.” 
 
    “Got it. Sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t be sorry. Just prove to me you don’t make the same mistake twice, like you said.” 
 
    “I will,” John said, still grinning. 
 
    Duncan stepped in and followed John through a kitchen in need of a good mop. In the living room beyond, Fergus, John’s dad, sprawled on a leather sofa. Before, Fergus’s bulk had been a mystery, but up close, in a tank top, the guy was pretty ripped. Little bit of a beer gut, but not much. 
 
    The guy arched an eyebrow up and hit pause on the nature show he’d been watching. “Help you with something?” 
 
    “I don’t know if we’ve met. I’m Duncan Monroe. Your wife helped me out a few years back when I was laid up. Delivered groceries with John here.” 
 
    “Uh huh.” 
 
    “I run a lawn care service. John has asked if I need part-time help. The fact is, I do. But seeing as he’s a minor, I wanted to talk to you about it.” 
 
    John squirmed at that, caught somewhere between delighted and nervous. “Please Dad? Mom really liked Mr. Monroe.” 
 
    “I remember,” Fergus said. He worked his jaw around, and set the remote aside in favor of a bowl of soggy cereal. He ate a bite, studying Duncan, and settled it back down again as he chewed. “The odd fella. Out by the lake.” 
 
    “I suppose people around town consider me odd, sure.” 
 
    “You gay, Mr. Monroe?” 
 
    “Not sure that’s relevant, but no. I’m not.” 
 
    “You like kids? I mean…” 
 
    Duncan’s smile disappeared. “I understand your meaning. No. Absolutely not.” 
 
    Fergus sniffed. “What kinda work?” 
 
    “Nothing involving shears or anything dangerous. Fetching my tools for me. Hauling rocks and helping me clean up the yards. Teach him the mower.” 
 
    Fergus sniffed. “John knows how to mow.” 
 
    “Good. Then I won’t have to show him much.” 
 
    A few more bites of cereal, eaten slow and steady. When he slurped down the milk left in the bowl, he wiped his goatee and pointed an enormous finger at John. “You’re not blowing all the money on video games.” 
 
    “I want to buy a new bike, Dad.” 
 
    “I told you at Christmas we’d get you one.” 
 
    John looked down at the carpet. “I know. But this way, you know, I earn it.” 
 
    Fergus returned his attention to Duncan. “What size rocks we talking? Don’t want him hurting his back. Cause John’s going to be playing football this fall.” 
 
    John held his gaze on the carpet. Duncan glanced aside at him, then Fergus. “Small decorative stuff mostly. Nothing larger than a brick.” 
 
    Fergus picked back up the remote, and settled back against the cushions. “Yeah. All right. But your chores around here come first. You going to work for him, you make sure they’re done in the morning.” 
 
    “I will, Dad. Thank you.” John was still strangely deferential. He should have been practically bouncing. This was what he’d wanted. 
 
    “Good luck with him,” Fergus said, hitting play and already returning his attention to the TV. 
 
    Duncan said, “Good to meet you.” Fergus didn’t acknowledge that, so he turned to John and jerked a thumb towards the backyard. John led the way again. As they headed for the Millers, Duncan said quietly, “Everything okay?” 
 
    John glanced back at his house, his cheeks blooming, then looked up at Duncan. Quiet, and on the verge of tears, he said, “I hate football.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Three days before the potluck for Wanda, and Tiffani figured out a way to pay Duncan back for mowing. He’d come by at some point and also trimmed up her shrubbery, and weeded. The yard looked spectacular, and it was all thanks to him. Her landlord was pretty much a ghost, so Tiffani was grateful. 
 
    Okay. Maybe grateful wasn’t a big enough word. Lusty. Oh yes. Lusty, now that was the word. She shook her head and smiled to herself. Two intriguing men in her life. Her! 
 
    Two local hardware stores had charcoal grills available. One of them was a markedly cheaper model, but didn’t have such great reviews online. For some reason, “prone to fire” just didn’t appeal to her. Tiffani drove out to the other end of town, and decided on the more expensive model. 
 
    It was perfect for her needs. She really didn’t want a big gas grill, and this was just the right size for her back porch. When Tiffani approached the tills to see if they didn’t have a dolly, the clerk, a gray-haired woman, saw her approach, grimaced and walked away. Tiffani looked around, wildly confused. No one else was immediately available, and she stood there, feeling like she’d missed something important. A few minutes later, she called out, “Hello? Is anyone available who can help me up front?” 
 
    “Helen?” a man’s voice called out from the back. “Customer.” 
 
    “I’m busy!” a woman shouted back from somewhere in the aisles. Tiffani assumed that was the surly clerk who just walked off. 
 
    A man looking as confused as Tiffani felt hurried out. In the store’s red overalls, he looked like a big ripe tomato. “Sorry to keep you waiting,” he said. “Find everything?” 
 
    “Yes. I suppose I did,” Tiffani said, looking meaningfully back at the aisles. The man caught it, and shook his head. 
 
    Once she paid, the manager helped her load the barbeque into the backseat, and apologized for the slow service before disappearing back inside. Tiffani, perplexed, called Hannah and told her what happened. 
 
    “Huh. That’s weird. I know her, and Helen’s pretty nice,” Hannah said. 
 
    “Maybe it’s me? I don’t know what I could have done.” 
 
    “Or maybe she’s just got a stick up her butt. Don’t worry about it. So… Warren’s asked about you. Twice.” 
 
    A pleasant tingle ran up and down Tiffani’s spine as she thought about the handsome doctor. “Yes?” 
 
    “Oh, come on, don’t yes me. Did you like him?” 
 
    “He’s very charming,” Tiffani said, deflecting the question. 
 
    “Uh huh,” Hannah said, sounding pleased with herself. “You liked him.” 
 
    Tiffani laughed. “Well, in any case, if you haven’t heard, there’s a potluck for Wanda Thompson here in a few days. Bring Lou and the bunch if you’re around.” 
 
    “Oh yes! I got roped into serving and I’m bringing brownies.” 
 
    “Ooooh, we are so very much going to get along,” Tiffani said. “Talk later.” 
 
    She hung up, feeling good despite the earlier trouble with Helen. Back home, she unloaded the barbeque, set it up in the backyard, and realized she forgot to buy charcoal briquettes. That led to a quick trip to the store. She’d planned on a burger and a bratwurst to pay Duncan back, but a sale on steaks caught her eye and she picked out a couple of juicy-looking ones. A trip back home again, and this time, Tiffani forgot the lighter fluid and matches. She groaned and chuckled at her own foolishness, and when she returned to the store, the clerk told her one more trip and she deserved to win a free gallon of milk or something. 
 
    Duncan was gone much of the day. Tiffani left a note on his door saying not to eat dinner, and to come knock on her door when he was home. In the meantime, she fought a valiant fight with Fiona in a word game on their phones and meandered around town on a good long walk, checking out the local shops and enjoying the warm, beautiful weather. 
 
    But in the back of her mind were questions. Everyone warned her about Duncan, save Wanda. That something serious had happened in his past was clear. Those scars, the wounded look in his eyes, the awkwardness of him, it all screamed a mystery she couldn’t solve. And looking him up online was fruitless too. He wasn’t on social media, and an extensive search showed up nothing about him elsewhere on the Internet. If he really had been to prison, there should have been articles somewhere about the crime he committed, his sentencing, something. Instead, there was nothing. 
 
    She didn’t know what that might mean, but Tiffani did understand one thing. Several times she’d been alone with Duncan, and he never once made her feel threatened. Their dance was an odd one, to be sure, but she caught him looking a few times with a longing her heart mirrored. Part of it was obvious – Tiffani had always been attracted to rougher-looking men, and Duncan’s plentiful muscles and tall frame definitely helped drive her fantasies too. But there was something to the softness in his eyes, the sudden, sometimes surprised good humor she brought out of him, the quick flashes of his smile. Tiffani was certain, absolutely certain, whoever Duncan was on the outside, there was another man trapped inside his social awkwardness. And it was that man she wanted to see. 
 
    In front of the mirror, her hair freshly blow-dried, Tiffani pointed a finger at her reflection. “You won’t fall for him until you have all the facts, Missy. And besides, Dr. Way-Too-Handsome is out there too. Don’t just go for the dark and mysterious type.” 
 
    Thoroughly chastised, her reflection smiled back at her. She checked her teeth, turned, and gave herself a quick look over her shoulder. Practice in case Duncan happened to look over at her butt again when she walked. She’d caught him at it almost half a dozen times by now, and the thought of him sidling up behind her, those muscular arms wrapping around her waist, his hardness poking against her backside… hmmm. Now that was definitely a fantasy for later. 
 
    She slapped her butt lightly and winked at herself in the mirror. “He’ll crack like a nut,” she promised herself. 
 
    * * * 
 
    John was spot-on when he said if he made a mistake, he’d learn from it. The boy got a lot of things wrong. He didn’t know any of the tools. He spilled gas everywhere when they refilled the mower. He kept the mower too tight to the lines, making the process twice as long as it needed to be. But when Duncan corrected him, John always said the correct way, demonstrated it, and did it right afterwards. 
 
    He also asked all the right questions. Duncan wouldn’t let him use the shears, but the boy wanted to know about which branches he should prune, if he got to use them. Weeds and flowers were another big one, and he won even more points in his favor when he thought to pull out his phone and take pictures with notes on if they should be pulled or not. 
 
    One thing they didn’t talk about though was payment. When they loaded up the last of the tools into the truck bed around the mower, Duncan said, “John.” 
 
    “Yes sir?” 
 
    “You can call me Mr. Monroe. Or Duncan. I’d prefer Duncan.” 
 
    “Okay. What’s up, Duncan?” 
 
    Duncan leaned against the truck, and had a hard time hiding his smile when John emulated him, even going so far as to fold his arms for a moment before he realized what he was doing. “Any time you come into a job, no matter how badly you need the work, you talk about pay. You figure out what it is you need, what it is you want, and what you’re willing to settle for. Sometimes those three aren’t the same thing, but you always shoot for the moon, and you always get it out of the way so you’re not surprised or disappointed later.” 
 
    John studied him carefully. “All right. So, um… how much will I be getting paid?” 
 
    “How much do you think your time here is worth?” 
 
    That clearly made the boy uncomfortable. He lost the cool, easy mirrored stance and stood straighter, his hand going for the back of his neck. “Ah man… um… what it is I need, what it is I want, what it is I would settle for.” He took a deep breath. “What I need is seven hundred dollars by the end of the summer. What I want is about a thousand.” He squinted up at Duncan. “I don’t really know what you mean when you say I should know what to settle for.” 
 
    “It’s okay. Do you know the word compromise?” 
 
    “Oh! Yeah, sure. Okay. So…” He licked his lips. “T-ten?” 
 
    “Ten what?” 
 
    “Ten dollars an hour?” 
 
    Duncan nodded. “That seems reasonable. When you’ve done the job a while, we can renegotiate.” 
 
    “You’re kidding. Ten dollars? An hour?” the boy repeated. 
 
    “Paid every two weeks. Believe it or not, you’re probably lowballing yourself. Remember this, John. Your time is always valuable. Always make yourself worth the money and you can ask whatever you want to.” 
 
    He held out his hand, and John shook it. The boy’s serious façade broke, and his grin was as childlike as he’d shown all day. They talked about the next day’s jobs, and before too long, John set off, knees banging against his handlebars. Duncan watched him go, amused. 
 
    After a stop along the way for a six-pack of beer, he headed home. It always gave him a thrill of pleasure seeing Tiffani’s car out in front of her place. Most the neighbors along that block were varying degrees of indifferent to Duncan, but she seemed to make it a point of pulling him in. And the truth was, that “handsome” comment carried him much of the day, whether she intended it to be flirty or just in fun. 
 
    At home was a note on the door. He plucked it up and took a quick look, smiling to himself. When was the last time anyone outside of a restaurant cooked for him? 
 
    He unloaded the truck, and just as he was easing the mower down, Tiffani hopped out her back door and down the steps, coming to him not quite at a jog, but definitely at a good clip. Her light, breezy dress fluttered with the evening breeze, and he had a hard time not staring at the ever-present bounce of her. In just the right moments, he could sneak a peek at the fabric of her bra underneath, and shivered internally. 
 
    “How hungry are you?” she called. 
 
    “I could always eat,” Duncan said. 
 
    Tiffani grinned. “Same here, unfortunately.” She patted her stomach. 
 
    I think you’re beautiful, Duncan wanted to say. I want to walk you to my bedroom and take you for hours. I want to watch you when you come. I want you more than I’ve wanted anyone. 
 
    “I think you look great,” he said instead. 
 
    “Aw, thanks. Can I help you with this?”” 
 
    “If you want to grab that toolbox.” 
 
    She did, and hauled it out of the truck to follow him into his garage. “If you really were a psycho murderer like half the town is telling me, this would be where I’d do it. Just bam, right with the ice pick.” 
 
    “Do people even own ice picks?” Duncan asked. “Is that a thing people actually buy?” 
 
    “You know, I have no idea what would even be. Or what it looks like.” 
 
    “Anyways, the murder room’s on the second floor. This is strictly the lèse-majesté space.” 
 
    “The what now?” Tiffani asked. 
 
    “Crimes against the crown’s dignity,” he said, grinning. 
 
    “Ah, that explains so much.”  
 
    They finished hauling out the last of his work things, and regrouped out in the sunshine. Tiffani pointed at her new barbeque over at her property. “Been thinking about barbequing for a while and decided to take the plunge today. Plus, I want to pay you back. Do you like steak?” 
 
    “Love it. But really, there’s no need to.” 
 
    “Well, okay,” Tiffani said brightly. “Two massive, juicy steaks all for me. And mm, fruit kebobs, and corn, and…” 
 
    “Maybe a bite,” Duncan said. 
 
    She poked his chest with two fingers. “Nope. You said no need to. None at all.” 
 
    He groaned. “Okay, I’ll just dig in my cupboards for canned soup and a bite of moldy cheese again, then.” 
 
    Her eyes twinkled. “When’s good for you?” 
 
    “Let me grab a shower and clean up. Anything I can add? Just bought some beer and I’ve got Texas toast. Could do some garlic bread, maybe?” 
 
    “Oooh, yes, that, that that that. I’ll get the steaks started. Come on over when you can’t resist anymore.” 
 
    “I can barely resist now,” Duncan said. His eyes bulged and he gritted his teeth. “I mean… shit.” 
 
    She didn’t run off. She didn’t panic. All Tiffani did was smile even wider. She poked his chest again, and sauntered back towards her place, without another word. This time, she definitely added a little sway to her hips, and Duncan practically ripped the door off its hinges to get inside and alleviate his need for her. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The steaks were among Tiffani’s best, but she couldn’t remember taking a single bite. They sat out back on her steps, looking out over the lake. A citronella candle helped keep the mosquitoes at bay, but they both regularly swatted their arms or necks. There was little conversation, but neither felt they really needed to talk. 
 
    Duncan leaned back, picking at his teeth with the wood skewer Tiffani used for the fruit kebabs. “Much as I liked the steak,” he said, “I’ve never had fruit that way and now I don’t think I’d like it any different.” 
 
    “It’s good, right?” Tiffani asked. 
 
    “Mm hm. Everything was.” 
 
    “Another beer?” 
 
    “Not yet.” 
 
    A car rolled by, the last coming back from the lake. Tiffani raised a hand, and the people inside waved back. Tiffani chuckled softly. “Don’t think I’ll ever get used to that.” 
 
    “The small town waving?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Me either.” 
 
    She stood up and collected their plates. He started to rise up too, but she laid a hand on his shoulder and gently nudged him back down. “Back in a second.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    And she was, a glass of wine in hand for herself. She also plucked the last of the skewers from the platter next to the barbeque, and slid off a piece to pop it into her mouth. Duncan looked back with undisguised interest as she slid the next piece of fruit between her lips. She caught him peeking and blushed, but didn’t look away. 
 
    When she swallowed, Tiffani asked, “You said ‘me either.’ Is it too nosy to ask where you’re from?” 
 
    “No. Chicago.” 
 
    “I’ve never been there. It looks like a great city.” 
 
    “It is,” he said. “It can be violent, but pick any city in the States, and there you go.” 
 
    “Mm. Miss it?” 
 
    “I miss…” He searched for the right words. “Parts of it, I suppose. Odd things. I miss the skyline. And Lake Michigan, even if I like Pinch Lily more.” He smiled faintly. “Seeing a real hockey game and getting kicked out for sneaking in beer. The food, of course.” 
 
    “Sounds nice. I’d love to see it someday.” 
 
    He tilted his head back and closed his eyes, thinking about the tiny house where he grew up. “Don’t think I’ll ever go back.” 
 
    Her hand brushed his shoulder, surprising him out of his funk. In between her fingers was a chunk of fruit, the ends singed. He took it and used chewing to give himself a moment. Finally he looked back at Tiffani again. “How about you? Where are you from?” 
 
    “New Bainbridge. Born and raised.” 
 
    “And the job brought you here?” 
 
    Tiffani nodded and took a nibble of fruit. “Mm hm. I was living with my friend Fiona, doing pretty similar work. I was a tour guide for another museum, and the director told me about the job out here. I didn’t really want to leave Fiona, but there was nothing out here for her, and I was kind of tired of the city. I love it, it’s my home, but I craved…” Her hand fluttered towards the lake, and Duncan’s house, and the crescent of town off to the side. “…this. Not specifically this, but… you know.” 
 
    “I do,” he murmured. 
 
    “What brought you here?” 
 
    He clicked his tongue, thinking about Maggie. “An old friend lives a couple towns over. She and her husband knew I was looking to get away, and they sent me tons of pictures of the area. All over. Even thought about New Bainbridge for a minute. But like you said, I wanted this.” 
 
    Silence for a while as they listened to the music of the bugs in the fields beyond. Then Tiffani asked softly, “Duncan?” 
 
    “Hm?” 
 
    “There’s this potluck. For Wanda. She ran the museum. Would you… want to be my date?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said. “Absolutely yes.” 
 
    Her hand rested on his shoulder again. He turned, and Tiffani held out the last piece of fruit. He went to take it from her, but she pulled it back, her shy smile spreading into a grin. He twisted further until he was on one knee on her steps, and though she rested on the one above him, he was taller than her by a wide margin. He reached out and caught her wrist, and Tiffani’s lips parted. Instead of taking the fruit for himself, Duncan speared it between two fingers and brought it to her lips. Her smile faltered and Duncan thought too soon, too soon. 
 
    But Tiffani’s fingers encircled his, and she stared him in the eyes as she opened up, sucking first the fruit into her mouth. She chewed slowly, watching his expression, holding him mesmerized. Tiffani hadn’t yet let go of his fingers, and he didn’t want to move them away from those lips, that mouth he so desperately wanted to kiss, to claim, to take. She swallowed, and opened her mouth again for him, bringing his two fingers inside. Her tongue flicked along their base, the warmth slipping up to the second knuckle as she closed her lips around him, sucking, staring at him. 
 
    The lust from just an hour ago roared back to life and every part of him ached to take her right there, right out in the open. He hardened, and she saw, her other hand reaching out to take him through the denim of his jeans. Tiffani’s lips parted, and she let out a quiet, “Oh!” 
 
    Duncan could take no more. He pulled his fingers out of her mouth and reached down to take her hand. She gave it to him and he guided her to her feet. 
 
    “Your place or-” she started to ask, but he was already turning her, nudging her towards the back door to her house. 
 
    “I can’t wait that long.” 
 
    They barely made it inside before Duncan got Tiffani up against a wall. He didn’t kiss her, not yet, but their lips were so close he could feel her every rapid breath. The garlic bread left them both self-conscious about it, but neither of them gave a thought as to breaking apart in the moment. He brushed the hair from her eyes with one hand as he slid the other under the hem of her dress. Her thighs parted for him, and her breasts rose and fell as he brushed the fabric of her panties, bringing them down just far enough he could slide a finger along the heat of her. Tiffani gasped and buried her lips against his shoulder as his fingers slid inside. So wet, but tight, her every muscle drawing him in further, urging him onward. 
 
    His other hand roamed her back in wide circles before she pulled away with a gasp as he found her spot. Duncan wasn’t about to let her get even half an inch further away and his big hand splayed out, pulling her tight to him as he crushed his lips to hers. Her tongue played at his lips and he let her in. Their need exploded in their gasps and grunts against each other’s mouths, and she wailed out as just a minute in, the sensations overwhelming her so fast she hardly had time to think. 
 
    Tiffani gushed on his fingers, blushing both from the heat of the moment and the embarrassment of coming so hard and so fast, but Duncan didn’t notice or care. All he wanted was her pleasure, as often and as fast as he could give it to her. His lips sank to her chin, her cheek, then her neck, and he began to drive his fingers in and out of her slick pussy, working Tiffani into a feverish pitch. She clutched at his back, his ass, his shoulders as her butt rose and fell against the wall. Her heel kicked backwards and she damn near put a hole in the drywall when he sucked at the delicate space against her collarbone. 
 
    “Duncan, God, God, Duncan,” she gasped. 
 
    He dropped his other hand to the ass he’d fantasized about, squeezing. He was so hard it hurt, It had been so long, nearly a decade. He wanted to guide Tiffani down to the ground and take her right there on the tile. He wanted her up against the wall. He wanted to take her to bed and make love to her for hours, days, weeks. 
 
    She threw her head back as his hand came up from her ass and gripped her by the back of her neck as he kissed and sucked hungrily at the dried sweat on her skin, then nuzzled his lips against her ear., her cheek, her lips again. She cried out as he kissed her, rising up and sliding back down onto his fingers, gushing again as she came a second time. 
 
    “I want you,” he gasped, “I have to make love to you right now.” 
 
    “Yesss,” she hissed, but right at that moment, someone pounded on her front door. 
 
    “Tiffani! Tiffani, are you okay!” 
 
    She thumped her head against Duncan’s shoulder. “Shit. Jolene. From next door.” 
 
    “Go. Deal with her. I’ll run home and grab a condom.” 
 
    “Bring a few. Bring a case.” 
 
    He laughed throatily and the woman outside jiggled the doorknob. He pulled his fingers free, and gave them a loving lick. 
 
    “God, you taste good.” 
 
    Another harder hammering on the door, and Tiffani yelled, “Coming! Just a second!” 
 
    “Yeah, you were,’ Duncan said. 
 
    “So much,” she agreed, tugging down her panties and resting one hand on him for balance as she pulled them off. She stared down at his rigid prick through his jeans and licked her lips. “Hurry back.” 
 
    He was out the door faster than he’d ever moved before, slamming the door shut accidentally behind him. Duncan chuckled at the thought of Tiffani’s half of the conversation, given how wild she looked. Good luck explaining that one away. 
 
    The reality of it hit him as he crossed the dirt path to his driveway. Tiffani really would have to explain him away. If not tonight, then soon. And around Grosbeak, that was going to make her a pariah. He thought about those guys at the grocery store, how close to violence they’d come. He thought about how every car slow rolled past him when he worked with John. About times before, when he was inside, when only two people in the world fought for his innocence. 
 
    And when he looked at himself in his bathroom mirror, his hand faltered as it reached for the cabinet and the too-old condoms inside. He saw not the young man he still believed himself to be, but the leathery visage of a man who looked ten, maybe fifteen years older than he actually was. He saw the scars, and he saw the haunted eyes, and he saw no future where Tiffani or any woman would walk away without scars too. 
 
    Duncan’s hand closed into a fist. It took every inch of restraint not to punch that image of himself. Instead, he grabbed his keys, headed outside, and gave Tiffani’s place one long, lingering look before he got in his truck and drove anywhere but there. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Tiffani practically shoved Jolene off her porch, but still the woman persisted. She paused at the bottom step, staring not at Tiffani but into the house beyond, trying to get a peek of whatever was going on. 
 
    “Now, really, if you need help, or anything at all-” 
 
    “I’m fine. Thank you so much, Jolene. Have a great night.” 
 
    Tiffani slammed and locked the door. Her arm came up to rest on it, and she buried her face against her forearm, stifling a fit of mad giggles. Oh gosh. Oh wow. This was really happening. She’d come so fast. So freaking fast. And Duncan had been just as ready for her, she was sure. She couldn’t wait to see if she could return the favor in that kind of record time. 
 
    Poor Warren. Poor sexy doctor man with the horses and the property. Hannah was going to be disappointed too, but it wasn’t like Tiffani had promised Warren anything. Duncan intrigued a part of her soul that had never really responded to any other man like this. It was funny, but she almost felt as warm around him as she did Fiona, just with that extra tinge of sexuality to it. 
 
    She hurried upstairs and grabbed her deodorant and her toothbrush. The garlic scent of their breaths earlier had been kind of funny, but now that they were actually going to sleep together, she wanted to be on her game. She scrubbed her teeth frantically, hoping to be done by the time Duncan let himself back in. 
 
    He must have been thinking the same thing because he sure was taking his time. Tiffani spritzed under her earlobes with a soft vanilla scent she liked, and traipsed to the bed. At least her laundry was all picked up and stowed away. She made the bed quickly, and tossed all the pillows together at the top of the bed before she rested on it, spreading her legs wide. 
 
    “No, that looks too desperate,” she murmured to herself. She frowned, and slid one of the arms of her dress down to bare one of her bra-clad breasts. Yes, that would do, especially if she bent one leg at the knee, her hair splayed out. At least, she thought it would look good. 
 
    Any minute now and she’d find out. 
 
    Any minute. 
 
    Five minutes later, she sat up and walked over to the window. Duncan’s truck was gone. Maybe he didn’t have condoms and had to run and get them. Honestly, Tiffani had been so hot downstairs if he’d worked his cock out and slid it right into her without protection, she wouldn’t have protested for a second. She headed back downstairs, cleaned up their plates, went out and checked the barbeque to make sure it wasn’t hot, did more make-busy work. 
 
    And ten minutes later, tears slowly streaming down her face, she headed back upstairs, wondering what she’d done wrong, what had happened, why she’d pushed him away. 
 
    * * * 
 
    “You okay? You’re moving kind of stiff.” 
 
    John wasn’t wrong. Duncan spent the night sleeping in the cab of his truck, a jacket wrapped loosely around him. Anywhere in town and the campsites would have drawn too much attention, so he parked in the driveway of a place a few miles outside of town where he knew the owners would be gone for another week. The long night left his neck and hips sore. The lack of breakfast or coffee didn’t help him much either. 
 
    “I’m fine. Just slept wrong.” 
 
    They finished hauling out the mower. Under the auspice of wanting John to show him what he’d learned, Duncan had him start the mower, not wanting to mention that the act of leaning over made his neck and head throb. 
 
    All night, his dreams intermingled. Visions of Maggie blended with Tiffani. Colman sometimes entered the dreams too in vaguely unpleasant ways. In one, he was fucking Tiffani from behind. In another, he walked with both women down the street while Duncan couldn’t get them to turn around. That was unfair. He genuinely liked Colman. But his brain couldn’t disassociate Maggie leaving him without her husband too. 
 
    He watched John start the mower, nodding approvingly when the boy looked pointedly at the yard, then back at Duncan. This lawn wouldn’t take long. The apartment complex was one of eight local low-income housing tracts, all of which were customers. Those lawns were their priority for the day. Alone, Duncan could usually get through four to six of them, but he bet with John, they could do all of the housing tracts before the kid had to go home at five. 
 
    While John mowed, he set about spraying down the sidewalks for the grass and weeds starting to creep through the concrete. The people here were decent enough, and two of them came out to watch, both of them pushing seventy or eighty. John raised a cheerful hand to them and accidentally cut the power to the mother. He grinned sheepishly at Duncan, and Duncan fought down a pang of irritation. Wasn’t John’s fault he was in a bad mood, and he would be damned if he took it out on him. 
 
    “Happens,” he called to John. 
 
    He started up the mower again, and the older gentlemen came over to talk shop with Duncan. It helped keep his mind occupied as he finished up and started the weed-eating.  Occupied and free of Tiffani. Of the way her lips parted when she came. Of the feel of her wet tightness, of the arch of her back against the wall, the moans and gasps. 
 
    They finished the place quickly and moved on to the second. This one needed a little more TLC, since the place next door didn’t bother keeping down its weeds. Duncan took pictures for the city’s records before cutting it all down. It was no real sweat off his back, but they got a pretty good chunk of change any time they fined the owner for violating city code about weeds, and the city clerk made sure Duncan’s time was considerably paid for. 
 
    Most the rest of the day went like that. Nothing terribly strenuous, but enough to keep Duncan occupied. It was the drive home that soured his mood. Having to explain to Tiffani what happened was not something he was looking forward to, and yes, her car was home. He drove down the lane to his place and pulled in, expecting her to walk out her back door. No. Nothing. He felt a twinge of disappointment, but he’d been the one to leave her hanging, not the other way around. 
 
    Every time he passed by a window, he wanted to stare out at her house but he forced himself not to. If he’d ever hit the bags harder or with more intensity, he didn’t remember it. His time on the treadmill seemed like hours, even with his music thumping so loud it drowned out his every conscious thought. 
 
    And at the end of the night, when he rested on top of his blankets, hands behind his head, it was Tiffani’s face he couldn’t escape. He’d take every night he spent in prison over that one. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The thumping music was loud enough to rattle her walls. Tiffani gritted her teeth and thought for a long, savage moment about calling the cops on Duncan. That would serve him right. 
 
    The hardest part was, even when she went to bed, she still listened with half an ear, hoping he’d knock. Hoping he’d come apologize. Hoping he’d come to finish what they started. Hoping she could shut the door in his stupid face. 
 
    She fell asleep angry, and she woke up angry. Tiffani was not a woman given to anger, and she hated the feeling. She pampered herself in the morning with a long, luxurious bath, calming down as she nibbled at biscuits and gravy in the tub, occasionally looking in what would be the direction of Duncan’s house and muttering a swear or three under her breath. 
 
    Work was a little better. Her volunteer for the day was an affable veteran with a penchant for tall tales, something that amused Tiffani and the patrons alike. With no Georgia around to further sour her mood, by the midafternoon, she was feeling almost human. 
 
    Her mom always told her if you’re having a crappy day, go find something nice to do for someone else, so that night, after rummaging through her cupboards, Tiffani came up with enough ingredients to make a chicken casserole for Wanda, who she hadn’t seen in days. As it baked, she filled out a blank card for her friend and mentor, and signed it with a big happy flourish and a heart above the I in her name. 
 
    Wanda lived in a small house not all that far from her place. The lawn was impeccably cared for, with sharp lines of perennials lining a walkway that led into the backyard. Tiffani, with the casserole tucked away under one arm, knocked. 
 
    “Out back!” Wanda called. 
 
    “Just me!” Tiffani called back. 
 
    “Come on through the gate. Mind you latch it, or else Pablo might bat it open.” 
 
    The big Shar-Pei mix gave a low woof as if to confirm this. Tiffani headed for the gate and let herself in, checking it behind her just to make sure. The big brown goofball came around the corner of the house in what could best be described as a lackadaisical jog. Tiffani saw pictures, but nothing could do the real thing justice. He was all snout and forehead, with tiny eyes that seemed like they belonged more on a pug than a great big hundred-pound dog like him. He stopped, chuffed again, and Wanda chided him gently, still out of view. The dog’s tongue lolled out. 
 
    “Is he okay to pet?” 
 
    “Oh yes. He’s lost all his teeth by now, poor thing.” 
 
    Still careful, Tiffani held out her palm slowly. The dog investigated it with a good sniff, then tried to jump up on her and further do some canine PI work with the casserole. He damn near bowled Tiffani over, but his enthusiastic kisses made for a sweet apology. He settled down, still staring up at the casserole dish, licking his chops. 
 
    “Good boy,” she crooned. “You’re a good boy.” 
 
    “Don’t stroke his ego,” Wanda said. “That one’s spoiled rotten.” 
 
    “Oh, I think you look half-starved,” Tiffani said. “Need a nibble?” 
 
    The dog tensed, wagging its butt more than its stub of a tail, and Tiffani dug out a small chunk of chicken from the casserole. When she tossed it in the air, it bonked off his nose, but he didn’t seem to mind a little dirt on his snack. He walked beside her, staring up with adoring eyes as she headed around the house. 
 
    Wanda reclined on a wicker loveseat, a book and a watering can beside her. On the other side was a cane Tiffani had never seen her use at the museum. In only a matter of days, her cheeks and face held much more color, and her smile seemed so much more energetic. 
 
    “That’s not for me, is it?” 
 
    “Could always feed it to Pablo if you don’t like it.” 
 
    “Oh no, I can smell that from here. That’s going nowhere but inside me. Thank you, sweetheart. Would you mind taking it in and putting it in the oven so he can’t get to it?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    Tiffani did so, noting the hectic but beautiful hodgepodge of knickknacks and antiques lining every inch of the place. When she came back out, Wanda settled the watering can on the other side of her and collected the romance novel she’d been reading. Tiffani sat beside her, and Pablo settled at the door, looking in just in case anyone or anything tried to take a bite from the casserole. 
 
    “He’s even more of a cutie in person.” 
 
    Wanda sighed contentedly. “He’s as old as me. Bit confused sometimes, but we deal with it. It’s easier now that I’m at home.” She turned and smiled. “So what’s the occasion? Not that I mind the visit or the food.” 
 
    Tiffani smiled. “Just a long day.” She explained her mom’s philosophy. 
 
    “Smart woman, but what has you down?” 
 
    “I don’t want to drag you into it so soon after you left.” 
 
    Wanda tapped her lip. “Georgia.” 
 
    Tiffani winced. “Yes. Was it that obvious we were going to butt heads?” 
 
    “No. Well, yes, sort of, but it’s not your fault. She applied for your job.” 
 
    “Oh no,” Tiffani groaned. 
 
    “Oh yes. And don’t think you owe her a thing just because she’s worked there longer. Georgia has always had a chip on her shoulder.” 
 
    “So she’s upset because I landed the job.” 
 
    “Yes. That, and you’re an outsider. Some people in this town are always going to resent that, no matter how well intentioned you might be.” 
 
    Tiffani flashed back to the hardware store and the ugly behavior of the clerk. “There was a clerk at the hardware store-” 
 
    “Helen. Georgia’s cousin.” Wanda smiled as her face went sour. “She won’t be the only one. Their family has roots six or seven generations back here.” 
 
    “Greeeat.” 
 
    “Oh yes. And towns like this one have long memories, too.” Wanda chuckled. “But don’t you worry about it. A whole lot of people around here love you already. Been keeping touch with some of the volunteers and they adore you.” 
 
    “Aw.” 
 
    “You’re never going to please everyone. Heck, I’m barely friends with half the people around here. I promise you, push comes to shove, the people here will treat you right.” 
 
    “And Georgia?” 
 
    “Is so very much your problem now.” 
 
    Tiffani hung her head and Wanda chuckled. Without a word, Tiffani stood up and collected the watering can. She looked quizzically at Wanda, and the other woman pointed down towards a trio of ferns. While she watered the plants, Wanda went back inside and clanked around the kitchen for a few minutes. When she emerged again, she held two plates, piled high with the casserole. They sat back down together and ate, not saying much of anything until they’d finished. 
 
    “Delicious. You could have been a cook.” 
 
    “You’re sweet.” 
 
    She collected their plates, and brought them inside. Wanda came in, and over a cup of tea, she looked Tiffani up and down, analyzing her frankly. Tiffani blushed, and said, “What?” 
 
    “The chain letter gang says two men are looking after your under-affairs.” 
 
    Tiffani damn near choked, even if she wasn’t drinking. “Under-affairs? Chain letter gang?” 
 
    “The gossip mill. And you know what I mean by under-affairs.” 
 
    “I suppose I do,” Tiffani said. “Oh Lord, what are they saying?” 
 
    “That you and Dr. Warren were looking mighty close at the bar the other night. And you and Mr. Duncan Monroe were eating dinner together,” Wanda smiled faintly. “One of your neighbors heard you, mm, expressing yourself very loudly afterwards.” 
 
    Tiffani grimaced, but she’d been expecting that. Jolene had to know what she’d been doing, and given that she and Duncan were out back the whole evening, there could be no mistake as to who Tiffani was so enthusiastic with. 
 
    “Warren’s very nice.” 
 
    “And Duncan…?” 
 
    Tiffani sighed. “I thought was nice too.” 
 
    “Thought?” 
 
    “Oh no. I’m not feeding the gossip anymore than it’s already been fed.” 
 
    Wanda waved her mug at Tiffani before taking a sip. “We’ve only known each other a while, dear, and I may like listening to the others, but that doesn’t mean what you tell me is going to go any further.” 
 
    Tiffani leaned back and sighed. “I don’t even know really what happened. That’s the truth of it. He looks at me, and it’s so intense I about melt. And he might be a loner but he’s always been kind to me. But then he just… I don’t know. I don’t.” 
 
    “Hm. I don’t buy into half the town’s stories about him. But he does my lawn, and I’ve sat him down and talked to him a time or two. Duncan Monroe might be a private man, but there’s something there under the surface. Be patient with him.” She shrugged. “Or don’t. Dr. Warren’s a fine catch too, and a good man. One of the very best.” 
 
    “He’s certainly ticking all my romance novel fantasies, that’s for sure.” 
 
    Wanda smiled tightly. “But sometimes it’s not the fantasy we really want, is it?” 
 
    Tiffani finished her tea, blushing furiously. “And on that note…” 
 
    “You can go, but you have to keep me informed. I’m invested now.” 
 
    “You really keep it secret, and I’ll come by every so often with more food and we’ll talk. I could use a friendly local ear. By the way, Warren’s cousin, Hannah. Anything I should know about her? She’s becoming something of a friend.” 
 
    “Good woman. But maybe don’t be frank around her. She has a fondness for talking when she gets a little drunk, which unfortunately is pretty often.” 
 
    “Good to know. She seems like fun, but she’s not my Fiona, that’s for sure.” 
 
    Wanda smiled at that. “Thank you for the casserole, dear. And I very much look forward to the next installment of our soap opera.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    “Duncan?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Do you believe in aliens?” 
 
    Duncan looked up sharply from the weeds they were pulling from an overgrown flowerbed. This was a real estate contract from one of his higher-paying customers. They were told to “get the job right,” so that was what they were doing. Duncan trailed John, plucking weeds the boy missed. There weren’t many. The kid really had a natural aptitude for this kind of work and Duncan hoped he wouldn’t get bored with it. 
 
    “Do I what now?” 
 
    “Do you know Arlo Tannen?” 
 
    “Uh. Don’t think so. Why?” 
 
    “He works for a construction company. Him and my dad are friends. They were drinking and talking last night, and Arlo said there were crop circles in someone’s farm over in Browerton.” 
 
    Duncan chuckled. “I heard that.” He pretended to give it some serious thought. “You think it’s real?” 
 
    John thought too, and tossed another weed in his bucket. “I guess… I think there are aliens, maybe? But I don’t know why they’d waste their time doing something dumb like leaving circles in the grass.” 
 
    “That’s a pretty good answer.” 
 
    “What about you?” 
 
    Leave it to the kid to get his mind off Tiffani. The potluck was that evening, and Tiffani left him a note on his door that morning saying she’d still like to go, if he was ready to talk. Her cell number was written at the bottom, and he programmed it into his phone immediately. Calling her was a different proposition, let alone talking to her face to face. How to tell her how fucked up he was in his own head about her? About relationships in general? How could he run her name through the wringer when she was blazing such a bright path for herself in town? 
 
    He was being a prick, he knew that. The right answer was to go tell her all this and not be so misguidedly noble. Duncan knew he was hiding and that it really had nothing at all to do with Tiffani. He was afraid of the force of his emotions. He was afraid of falling in love, only to face rejection and abandonment again. Not that Maggie had ever really abandoned him or let him feel alone. But that was where his head was at, and the only way to change that was also the scariest hurdle of his entire life. 
 
    Duncan realized his mind was drifting again and he returned his focus to John. “I think the universe is huge. I think there’s probably a lot of life out there. But has it ever come here? Don’t think so, but hey, I’d be happy to be proven wrong.” 
 
    “Dang. I like your answer too.” 
 
    They kept up the steady pace, and soon moved on to the next flower bed. Weeding and touching up the rock work was going to take up most their day, and they would have to come back in the morning to finish up under the porch, which would strictly be Duncan’s job. He worried there might be snakes or something vicious under there. John kept a cautious eye on the porch, but nothing peeked back. 
 
    John kept up a line of oddball questions and comments, and Duncan tried to stay focused on him. When they broke for water and a stretch, he finally asked, “Am I too annoying?” 
 
    That snapped Duncan out of it. He lowered his water jug before he took a sip. “What? No. Why?” 
 
    “I worry about it sometimes. My dad, he…” John clammed up. 
 
    “Your dad what?” 
 
    “He sometimes says I have too many questions all bottled up inside me.” John shrugged and didn’t meet Duncan’s eyes. 
 
    “Hm. Well… it’s been a long time since I’ve really had someone around to talk to. So I don’t mind it. If I’m quiet it’s because I’m distracted. Nothing to do with you.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yeah, John. Really.” 
 
    “Duncan?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    John took a drink and this time met his look. “When you said it’s been a long time since you had someone to talk to, what does that mean?” 
 
    Duncan could have lied, or deflected the question. But the kid was so earnest in his expression, so innocently curious, he couldn’t help smiling a little. “It means I was in prison for a while. And when I got out, I kinda lost the knack to make friends.” 
 
    They started a slow walk around the property as John studied him. “So you really were in prison. My friends Bill and Ryan thought so.” 
 
    “It was a while ago.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “I was friends with a guy I shouldn’t be.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Duncan chuckled uncomfortably. “Yeah. Me too.” 
 
    They knocked off work an hour early that evening. John liked the museum and knew Wanda, the honoree of the potluck that evening. He shyly asked for ten dollars in advance so he could buy something to bring to the party. Duncan was touched, and gave him a twenty instead. 
 
    “And that’s not from your pay. Consider that a signing bonus.” 
 
    “Thanks! What, um, what do you think I should bring? I don’t really know how to cook anything.” 
 
    Duncan tossed the bags of weeds into the truck’s bed, and thought about that. “You gotta assume lots of people will bring chips and dip, but that’s always a good standby if you can’t find anything else. No one’s ever gonna turn it away, you know? Probably too hot for ice cream, and you really wouldn’t want to haul a cake or a pie around on that bike.” 
 
    John grinned. “No. That’d be pretty tough.” 
 
    “So… hmmm. You know what I like? Pickled stuff. Like green and black olives, or peppers, that sort of thing.” John looked at him like he was crazy, and Duncan laughed. “No? All right. Hm…” 
 
    “What about, like, chicken strips from Thandi’s Groceries?” 
 
    “Damn, that sounds pretty good to me. I think you got a winner. With a twenty, you might be able to get some jojos to go with it.” 
 
    John broke out a grin, and strode away to his bike looking proud as a peacock. Duncan watched him take off and chuckled to himself. Good kid. He was glad he took a chance on him. 
 
    Alone again, he climbed into the truck and kicked on the AC, but didn’t pull out yet. Instead, he dug out the note from Tiffani again. Damn it, but he wanted to say yes. They’d have eyes all over them, and the town would have enough gossip for years. But to sit with her, to have that gorgeous face in front of him again, to be reminded of the softness of her, the warmth, and yes, the lust her every inch brought out in him, that would be worth it, wouldn’t it? 
 
    He went home, unloaded the truck, and showered. Nude, he lounged on his bed, two sets of clothes beside him. One was just a pair of shorts and a tee shirt, his lounging around outfit. The other was an old pair of slacks and a polo with no idea what he’d choose. 
 
    But it was time to decide. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Tiffani closed up the museum early to help organize the potluck with Jenetta and Ben. Most the volunteers showed up. Marta too, along with her children, but the heat was too much for the little ones and she had to excuse herself after the first twenty minutes. Georgia, unsurprisingly, was a no-show, but this wasn’t mandatory so Tiffani shrugged it off. 
 
    Jenetta and Ben did the lion’s share of the preparation and footwork to get people to bring things. They had three lists, they told Tiffani in private while they dragged card tables out of the back of their SUV. One was people they could be certain to show, or at least drop their goods off if they couldn’t make it due to an emergency. The second list was full of people who probably could be counted on. And the third was the list of people they’d ask, but couldn’t count on. Tiffani smiled at that. In her own head, she ranked her volunteers somewhat similarly. 
 
    Those with foods that wouldn’t spoil started showing about ten minutes early. Jenetta directed traffic with the authority of a drill sergeant. Tiffani ran home to collect her pasta salad and a small present for Wanda. Before she hit the kitchen, she saw the light filtering from the window looking out over Duncan’s property. Would he make it? She hadn’t heard from him, so she had to assume no. She wouldn’t cry. She wouldn’t, damn it. They had a few minutes of hot fun. He said yes to the date but it had been in the heat of the moment. She couldn’t count on anything from him. 
 
    Just look, she told herself. Go look to see if his truck’s there. If he’s sitting outside. If he’s looking out the window, same as you. 
 
    Her hand reached out towards the shades, and Tiffani let out a soft whisper. “No.” She would not do that. She loved who she was. If Duncan didn’t want to be with her, that was his choice and his problem. 
 
    The pasta salad, then, and she hurriedly changed into her very best dress, doing her hair in a sexy messy spill, and touching up her makeup. She looked at herself in the mirror, and nodded approvingly. She looked good. She felt beautiful and sexy all at once. Hurt, yes. But Duncan Monroe was not going to ruin her evening. 
 
    By the time she came back to the city park, two dozen or so people wandered in and out of the picnic shelter. Ben stood in front of a big barbeque, just getting the burgers and dogs going. Jenetta swirled around the card tables, rearranging and pointing out where people could drop off their food. And the food! There was so much of it. When Tiffani left, one and a half tables were filled, but now a whopping four were brimming with everything from salads to desserts. She added her own to the bunch and Jenetta gave her a quick hug before hollering at a pair of kids to quit climbing one of the delicate trees in the park. 
 
    Wanda arrived just minutes later, driven by her niece. She emerged from her car already crying and trying to hide it. People cheered and she waved them away bashfully, chuckling. Immediately she was crowded, but caught Tiffani’s eye and smiled. Tiffani gave her a wave and a grin, and set to work doling out some of the salads onto people’s plates. 
 
    Tiffani didn’t see Hannah and Lou arrive, so when Hannah goosed her, she jumped and nearly whacked her with a spoon. That drew a full-bellied laugh out of her new friend, an infectious one, and Hannah joined her on the line while Lou eyed the dessert table. 
 
    “Watch,” Hannah said. “Guaranteed, he’s going for the strawberry cheesecake bars.” 
 
    Although there were at least six other people between them, Lou somehow heard that and jerked his head up. “They’ll be gone if I go for the other food first!” 
 
    Tiffani broke out into giggles. Hannah elbowed her. “You look pret-ty darn sexy tonight.” 
 
    “Aw, thanks. I mean, I look sexy every day, but you know.” 
 
    “Oh yeah,” Hannah said, rubbing her back. 
 
    A boy came riding up on a bicycle, and clipped it to the bike rack. Dangling from his handlebars was a white bag stuffed with something. He grabbed it and strode over to the tables. Tiffani beamed at him as he held up the bag. “I brought some chicken strips and jojos. I know it’s not anything homemade but is it okay if I put it out with everything else?” 
 
    “Of course, hon!” Tiffani said. She glanced around and found a corner of a table near the condiments. “How about right over there?” 
 
    “Okay! Thanks!” 
 
    They watched the boy set out his food carefully. He hurried over to Wanda next and she rose to her feet to give him a big hug. “Keep smiling,” 
 
    “Why? What’s up?” 
 
    “That’s John. It’s a really sad story. A couple years back, his mom passed away from pneumonia.” 
 
    “Oh my gosh, that’s terrible.” 
 
    “It was really bad. She was only thirty or so, but she had asthma and allergies and all sorts of lung problems. Sweetest woman in the world.” Hannah spoke even more quietly. “Word is his dad, Fergus, has been treating it like a party. Drinking all the time. A lot of sleeping around. Like… a lot. John’s such a good kid it’s hard to believe, but Fergus is a mean one.” 
 
    “Oh no.” 
 
    They watched the boy run and grab a bottle of iced tea for someone. Hannah’s smile evaporated into a frown and she glared around. “Where is Warren? He’s not on call today, so-” 
 
    “Uh. Right behind you, actually.” 
 
    Warren. His smooth voice lit up a dozen pleasure centers in Tiffani’s brain, and she turned, already smiling. He was dressed in a light gray button down worn open over a simple white shirt, and rocked a pair of men’s skinny jeans. His dark eyes held hers before flicking over to his cousin. 
 
    “There was a dire kid-needing-a-push-on-the-swing situation. Had to handle that first.” 
 
    “Come around and talk to us, dork, so we can keep doing our jobs.” 
 
    Warren had already returned his attention to Tiffani and jumped at her words. “Right!” He scurried around the tables. There was no easy window to jump in between the Grosbeak residents filling their plates, so he grabbed one himself, opting for disgustingly healthy choices like vegetables. How a man could choose to ignore the gobs of potato chips was beyond Tiffani, but he did so with aplomb. 
 
    An older woman snuck up behind him and sought his attention for a skin blemish on her upper arm. As Warren charmed her into agreeing to come into the clinic, Tiffani watched him, smiling faintly. Hannah nudged her and muttered, “This happens all the freaking time. Just warning you. He can’t go five feet outside the hospital without someone asking him to check out the warts on their butts.” 
 
    “I heard that, Hannah!” the woman called to her. 
 
    “Good, Val! Give the man five minutes to get some food and his flirt on! I don’t come telling you to help me with my packages when you’re off from the Post Office, do I?” 
 
    Tiffani blushed beet red. “Hannah!” 
 
    “What? Oh come on, it’s not a secret he’s dogging you.” 
 
    Like they were all connected via some kind of gossip-missile targeting system, about eight heads craned in their direction. Tiffani held a hand up to her mouth, then her eyes, unable to hide the quirk of her smile. 
 
    But when the next person came by and she doled out a spoonful of an antipasto salad, that smile slipped away as she looked around for the one person she knew in her heart of hearts wasn’t going to show. 
 
    * * * 
 
    “Go, you idiot,” Duncan muttered to himself. 
 
    He stood out on his front porch, looking up at Tiffani’s place. It was now well past when he was supposed to head over to the potluck. In one hand was a box of crackers he dug out from a forgotten corner of his pantry. In the other was a bottle of wine in the hopes he could talk Tiffani away from the herd and maybe take her up to the hills to look out over the town and neck like teenagers. 
 
    And maybe more. 
 
    But he stood still as a statue now. The comforting isolation of his house was still within literal reach. All he had to do was turn around and grab the doorknob. But visions of Tiffani danced through his head, interspersed with little gasps, both hers and Maggie’s. 
 
    “Just make up your goddamn mind,” he snapped. Duncan took one more step. And another. And another. They piled on like an avalanche, and soon he was darting for the truck, his guts twisting. He fumbled the crackers, picked them up, and threw them at the house. Fucking crackers? Nobody was going to want those anyways. 
 
    He got in with a snarl aimed at himself, and jammed the key home. In another minute he was reversing out of there. Go the grocery store first, his feverish mind told him. Get a cheese tray or hummus or… something. Yeah. Go there first, and hey, if by the time he got to the park the damn thing was over, at least he tried. 
 
    Duncan knew he was stalling. He pulled up to the town’s lone traffic light, beating his fingers against the steering wheel. Straight took him to the park. Right took him to the grocery store he preferred. Until the light turned green, he didn’t know what he’d pick until he jammed on the accelerator, earning a whoop from a pair of teenagers walking down the sidewalk. 
 
    Traffic around the park was about as intense as it ever got for Grosbeak, and he waited for a flood of cars to find parking or pull out. Music blared from someone’s radio at the park, and couples began to square up in an impromptu street dance, adding to the chaos. Too many people flittered around for him to see Tiffani straight offhand, but soon he spotted her. She had her back turned to him, but there was no mistaking that honey-colored hair or the curves of her. The dress she wore clung gently to her and shifted gently in the breeze. 
 
    Duncan found a parking spot with a good view of the shelter where she was standing. She still hadn’t noticed him yet, and he took the time to study her. To take her in. Tiffani. Even as his conscious mind asked why she drew him so quickly and completely to her, his subconscious mind recognized that as a silly question. She did, and that was all Duncan needed to know. Her laugh. Her soft, sweet eyes. The silky glow of her skin. The fullness of her body demanding his attention. The purposeful movements, like a dancer in slow motion. His breath drew sharper and sharper, but memories flooded him too. 
 
    Memories of Maggie in his living room back in Chicago, the movie they’d been watching paused while he grabbed a soda. They were young, so young they couldn’t drink legally and he was still living with his parents. But they were talking about finding a place, maybe out in the suburbs if they could find a spot where the commute wasn’t too bad. He just started a new job and he was making three dollars more an hour, a fortune to him. 
 
    It was the last good memory of that city. Hours later, Duncan would be hammering his coat against flames far too hungry for him to stop. His eyes stinging with the smoke and the fumes of the burning apartment, he never noticed the cops until they were on him, hitting him, beating him down until they snapped the cuffs on his wrists and dragged him out of there, semi-conscious but still trying to scream at anyone who might be left inside. 
 
    Of which there were two. 
 
    And as he was shoved into the back of a police cruiser, he saw Justin at the perimeter, talking frantically to another cop. He caught Duncan’s eye, and his lips turned upward for the barest of seconds, revealing his perfect white teeth. Duncan shouted, and tried to hit the windows, tried to tell the cops the truth, but they hadn’t even put oxygen on him, and all he could manage was a wheezing gasp as he was led down the first steps of the cemetery walk that would be his existence for the next half a decade. 
 
    But it was not Justin he thought about, or the fire. It was that memory of Maggie, before he was arrested for a crime he tried to stop, before he twisted dully in his seat in the courtroom, begging with her and his parents to believe in his innocence even as the jury just pronounced him guilty. And as he stared at Tiffani, the woman he knew beyond a shadow of a doubt he was falling in love with, the last of Duncan’s resolve crumbled, and he started back up the truck just John shouted for him. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The people just kept coming. The woman of honor, Wanda, sat in the midst of the city council, her sister, and several close friends around the community, sharing stories from her days as a teacher and with the Historical Society. Gone was the exhausted, frail woman who walked out with Tiffani from the museum, and in her place was a bubbly, sparkling jewel, a glimmer into who Wanda truly was. That nagging cough still touched her from time to time, but she seemed much more capable of dealing with it out in the sunshine and the warm day. 
 
    Warren made the round, talking with handfuls of people he knew as he ate. No bun for his burger, and he actually turned down a hot dog. In Tiffani’s book, that was tantamount to a crime against humanity. He circled back when he cleaned off his plate and finished chatting with a youthful couple and their daughters. 
 
    As he grabbed another handful of vegetables, Tiffani pointed her spoon in his direction. “You know I saw you turn down a hot dog.” 
 
    He raised his eyebrows. “I’ve never much liked them.” 
 
    Tiffani gasped. “That’s… you monster! You… you… isn’t that some kind of sin?” 
 
    “You know, I thought I saw it listed just after sloth.” 
 
    Beside Tiffani, Hannah said, “You two go talk. People can grab their own pasta salad.” 
 
    Tiffani cocked her head. “I don’t know if I want to. Probably going to find out he doesn’t like dessert, either.” 
 
    “Oh, dessert, I’m definitely a fan of,” Warren said. 
 
    “Good. Treat a girl, then?” 
 
    “Might break the bank.” 
 
    They each grabbed a small plate loaded with sugary goodness. Someone started up some lively pop and soft rock on a Bluetooth speaker as they talked some about summer plans, and vacation hours Warren would need to use up probably before the end of the year. She had the feeling he was building up to asking her if she wanted to go with, and Tiffani had no idea how she’d respond. It was too early yet to really get away from the museum, but maybe if she took a couple days off around a weekend, they could have some fun. 
 
    And then there was Duncan, the man who still held a grip on her heart even as she was with a guy who was lavishing her with attention, kindness, and a mouthwatering smile. But Duncan also hadn’t shown up. Twice now, he left her waiting. Wanting. She would not be that woman. 
 
    She wouldn’t. 
 
    “Hey,” Warren said. “You okay?” 
 
    The boy with the chicken from earlier – Tiffani struggled for a name and thought it was John – darted through a clump of people out of the corner of her eye. He waved at someone in the parking lot, and shouted, “Duncan!” 
 
    Tiffani’s breath tripped all over itself. In that moment, she knew beyond a shadow of a doubt she’d have to tell Warren she was sorry, she was so sorry, that he was a kind man and she thought he was absolutely spectacular, but her heart wanted to go in another direction. A crazy one. She blinked up at him and turned slowly, already tingling from the pleasure of seeing Duncan again. Reliving those minutes against the wall, his hand under the hem of her dress, his lips to hers. 
 
    He leaned over his steering wheel, his focus entirely on her and no one else, not even John. Tiffani raised a hand, smiling shyly. The tight lines of his mouth stretched, not in a smile, but in a flash of pain. And much as she wanted to run to him, Tiffani knew. A tear rolled down her cheek as he lifted something in his hands. A moment later, her cell buzzed. 
 
    I’m sorry. 
 
    He shifted the truck into reverse. Tiffani whispered inaudibly, “Don’t go. Please don’t go.” 
 
    “Duncan?” John called again. But Duncan was slowly reversing away, his attention finally yanked from Tiffani. 
 
    She turned to Warren, looked up at his concerned eyes, and said, “Do you want to get out of here?” 
 
    * * * 
 
    The big bay window overlooked a pasture so green it had to be painted, but it wasn’t. The horses swished their tails in the distance, and further beyond them, just specks on the horizon, were herds of cows belonging to Warren’s closest neighbor. Three huge trees cast magnificent shadows along the edge of the property line. 
 
    It was so beautiful it should have been the backdrop for some inspirational meme about success and happiness. 
 
    Tiffani looked out upon it all and shivered. 
 
    “Cold? We can close the window.” 
 
    “No,” she murmured. “I like it open.” 
 
    Soft footsteps, and Warren’s delicate hands teased her shoulders. She tilted her head to the side, and he teased her hair out of the way. Her skin tingled where his lips brushed, his breath warm on her tanned skin. 
 
    “You’re very beautiful,” he whispered. 
 
    “And you’re very handsome.” 
 
    His fingers slid up and down her shoulders. He kissed her neck again, slow, easy presses. Warren was good at this, the tease, and he took his time inching along her skin, drawing his hands down along the length of her arms, making her shiver again. 
 
    She watched the leaves and the branches sway with a pulse of a breeze as he came back up to her shoulders again, this time going all the way to the light fabric of her dress. She leaned back against him. Something wickedly hard pressed against her bottom, and she realized for the first time Warren was nude. She wanted to turn and look at him, but this was so hot too, this slow dance of his. He eased the dress’s straps down her shoulders, down across her skin, and she moaned as the fabric slipped down past her lacy white bra. 
 
    “Warren.” 
 
    “Do you want this?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    He pressed harder against her bottom, his cock resting against the cleft. His breaths against her skin came faster now, and she reached up and back to stroke his cheek as he sucked at her neck, marking her. He ignored her bra for the moment, guiding the dress down along her sides, teasing her abs with his digits. Down to her belly came the dress, the air cool across her body. The chill and the heat of the moment swirled and peaked the tips of her nipples, and she moaned again, pressing back harder against his dick. 
 
    Warren kissed her shoulder, her spine, and slowly he dipped downwards, taking the dress along her hips, her legs. He kissed each of her cheeks through her bikini briefs, and for a brief, wonderful moment she thought he might tease those off too and eat her right there. She mewled for it, bending over slightly, and he chuckled, bringing the dress down the rest of the way to the floor. 
 
    “Lift up,” he murmured, stroking her leg. One foot came up, down, then the other, and he stood back up to drape the dress over a chest in the corner. He disappeared into the bathroom and came back out with a pair of condoms in hand. When he returned to her, Tiffani smiled and turned her head to kiss him, their first. 
 
    His soft lips knew what they were doing, but she yearned for him to lose control like Duncan had, for the passion to flare up between them. Instead, Warren was almost chaste, his tongue barely peeping out to flick at her lips before he brought his hands around her waist again. This time, his cock slid between her thighs, and she realized just how long he was. 
 
    “Oh my God, were you made from a mold or something?” she murmured, squeezing her hips together around him. 
 
    He laughed softly. “Human. Same as you. At least I think I am.” 
 
    They kissed again, this time their lips making a pleasant smack together. Still he seemed shy about it, but that was okay, because his hands were doing other things, intoxicating things. He slid her panties down her thighs, and she gasped as he robbed his length along her lips. Their mouths broke apart just long enough for him to glance down at bra before he unhooked that. The fabric fell to the floor and his hands came up to cup her breasts. 
 
    Oh, he definitely liked that. His cock surged against her sex as his thumbs traced her hard nipples. Her ass against his groin felt so good, and she moaned her pleasure as he sucked at her neck again. One of his hands slid down across her soft belly. She took it in one of hers and guided his fingers to her hooded clit as she reached out with her other hand to balance against the ledge. 
 
    Warren’s thumb flicked against her hood, making her already-needy bud crackle. “Take me,” she moaned. 
 
    He let go of her breast and reached down, squeezing her ass before he let go to put on the condom. When his cock was ready, he guided it to her slick, ready entrance. Slowly Warren eased inside her, and Tiffani squeezed her eyes shut, focusing on the sensations, the thrilling twirl streaking out from her core. Inch by inch he slowly slid into her, and she welcomed him with a cry of pleasure. 
 
    “Warren, yesss…” His fingers on her clit teased when she wanted it harder. Her hand joined his again and showed him, going faster, rubbing wide circles around it. “That’s it, yes, like that,” she panted. 
 
    He eased back to her entrance and pushed forward again. “So sexy, Tiffani. I’m so damn lucky.” 
 
    She gripped the windowsill tighter as his rhythm intensified. Warren was good at this, but she couldn’t help a flashback to Duncan’s intensity, the nearly uncontrolled need in him as he fingered her so hard and so fast. 
 
    “Harder,” Tiffani whimpered. 
 
    Both the fingers on her clit and his cock intensified, and Warren grunted his pleasure as she looked out over the field. The sound of his lust coming out of his mouth rocked her, and she met his thrust with her ass, slapping backwards at him. 
 
    “Yesss, like that, mmm hmm, mmm hmm!” 
 
    Her body shot back and forth, their skin smacking together with each thrust. Warren kept up the hard pace. “Unngh, Tiffani, damn, damn…” 
 
    “Almost there,” she gasped. “So close. So…” 
 
    She rose up on her toes, her body stiffening as the pleasure streaked through her. She sucked in a breath, held it, and it exploded out of her as Tiffani came. “Warr-EN!” 
 
    She nearly collapsed backwards against him, the sensations relenting only a little as he abandoned her clit and gripped her thighs. His cock drove into her for a minute more before he gasped, “The bed, let’s take this to the bed.” 
 
    He pulled out of her. They hurried towards the tall bed, and she jumped up on it on her hands and knees, her ass to him before she flipped over at the head of the bed and spread her thighs. Warren dropped to her, his cock in his hand as he kissed her with frantic desire. She arched her knees up as he slid back into her, both of them moaning as one before she gripped the back of his head and crushed his mouth to hers. 
 
    He gripped her plentiful thighs as he rocked back and forth inside her, slower this time, but with a look of such need she knew he couldn’t last much longer. “Come, baby,” she whimpered, “come for me.” 
 
    “Gah… Tiffani,” he moaned, and kissed her one more time before he plunged deep, his warmth jettisoning out of him into the condom. 
 
    Slowly he pulled out of her, kissing the slopes of her breasts as he slid back on his hands and knees and slipped off the bed. She smiled at the sight of his pale white bottom as he padded to the bathroom to throw the condom away. “Mint?” he called back over his shoulder. 
 
    “Yes, please, and then bring that fine butt back here so I can stroke it and see if it’s as muscley and bouncy as it looks.” 
 
    He did, and it was. They rested together on top of the sheets, her leg thrown over his as they shamelessly groped each other’s butts and kissed. When his hand finally moved, it went to her cheek, and he said quietly, “What happened at the park?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You were with me, then you weren’t. And then next thing I know, we’re racing back here.” 
 
    Telling him about Duncan would bring about complications she wasn’t sure she wanted to deal with in the afterglow of the good sex. Besides, did she owe him an explanation? Sure, they got on okay before Duncan had fingered her, but she and Warren weren’t actually together-together until that very evening.  It was maybe a crappy way to cop out of the talk, but it could also do no good to bring up her former love interest. 
 
    “Hannah told me a really sad story about John, one of the kids at the park today. That his mom passed away.” 
 
    “Ohhhh,” Warren said. “Yeah that was painful.” 
 
    “Were you here for it?” 
 
    “No, but I knew her. Had the biggest crush on her in high school. Every guy did. She was cute, but it was more than that. Big heart. Like yours.” 
 
    “Ah,” Tiffani murmured, and kissed him softly for that. “Anyways, it’s just a… just a story that got to me, I guess.” 
 
    “John’s a good kid. Definitely inherited all his mom’s best traits.” 
 
    She snuggled in tighter. “So you grew up here, then?” 
 
    “Yes,” Warren said, his hand roaming her butt again and squeezing. “Born and raised. I went to college in Syracuse for my doctorate, but apart from that, it’s always been here I’ve wanted. To the detriment of my marriage.” 
 
    “Oh, is that why you divorced?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “Monique is great. We were young when we fell in love, just freshmen, and we got married that summer. It was an intense relationship, and maybe a little silly in retrospect, but I… really loved her.” He smiled tightly. “We still do, or at least I do. Not in a way that threatens what you and I have, but we went through some times together.” 
 
    “I understand. I still care a lot about some of my ex-boyfriends and I’m friends with a few of them.” 
 
    “Tell me who they are and I’ll show them my scalpel.” Tiffani swatted his chest and Warren grinned. “No, that tells me a lot about you. I like that. Anyways. We moved back here after I couldn’t take the city anymore. She was miserable. We tried to make it work. Bought this farm because the one thing she truly loved about Grosbeak was the livestock, but as it turned out, Monique didn’t actually like taking care of them.” He winced. “That’s too harsh, and it’s way more complicated than that.” 
 
    “I understand. It had to hurt.” 
 
    “Yeah. The both of us. No divorce really leaves you unscarred, I’d guess. But we still stay in touch, still care a great deal about each other. She’s in New Jersey now, moving on.” He kissed Tiffani softly. “Both of us are.” 
 
    “That’s good,” she murmured, and gave his slowly hardening prick a squeeze. 
 
    It was her turn to slide on top of him, and when she drove down onto his cock, he openly stared up at her breasts. If drool had been coming out of the corner of Warren’s mouth, she wouldn’t have been surprised. She fed him her nipples and he thrust up even harder into her pussy than he had during their first round of lovemaking. 
 
    This time, Tiffani was in control, and she relished it, rolling her hips and grinding against his length. The topside of his cock rubbed just the right way against her spot. It wasn’t long before she fell forward, his hands at her ass, her breasts rubbing against his chest as she slid her core up and down against him, mewling, crying out with the first orgasm of that second time together. Soon Warren had her on her back again, this time with one leg up in the air, her ankle just behind his head. That felt so damn good, and he made her come again in no time. 
 
    They finished when she got on her hands and knees and Warren rested on his back again. She ripped off his condom and slipped his cock between her breasts. She squeezed them together, staring up at him as she bobbed back and forth. 
 
    “You like doing this to my boobs, baby?” she asked, grinning. Tiffani already knew the answer. 
 
    “God yeah,” Warren groaned. His huge eyes never moved from the sight of his cockhead disappearing, then reappearing like it was popping out of a hole and saying hello. When he was close, he warned her, and Tiffani jacked him against one of her breasts. His hot warmth shot across her skin, and she scooped it up with two fingers, still watching him, still grinning as she licked it down. 
 
    Afterwards, when she had showered and he took his spot after her, Tiffani went to the window again. Though it was facing the wrong direction, she murmured out to the breeze anyways. 
 
   
  
 

 “This could have been you.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    John showed up fifteen minutes late. Duncan was already in a bad mood, and the kid’s tardiness didn’t help. He just finished moving the outdoor furniture out of the way so he could mow when John parked his bike by the truck. His steps towards Duncan were tentative, his head down. Duncan glanced at him. The kid looked miserable, eyes downcast, his lips pressed tight. 
 
    “I’m a patient guy,” Duncan said, “but this is a job, John. If you’re going to be late, you need to call me, and it had damn well better be a good reason.” 
 
    “I didn’t think you wanted me here anymore. So I came to see about what I was supposed to do about the money I made.” 
 
    Duncan blinked at him. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    John finally looked up. “Last night, at the park. I waved and shouted at you. And you, you took off. I thought maybe I’d done a bad job or something, or maybe you… just… I don’t know.” 
 
    “Ah, shit,” Duncan said, forgetting his language. “No, John, it had nothing to do with you. I swear.” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    Duncan rested a hand on the boy’s shoulder and squeezed. “If you ever hear me swear something, that’s unbreakable. I don’t ever lie when I swear.” He let go. “Let’s grab the weed-eater, and I’ll explain.” 
 
    “Okay,” John said listlessly. 
 
    They headed for the truck as Duncan thought about how to word things. “You know I went o prison for a while.” 
 
    “Yes sir.” John hadn’t called him that since the first day, and the word made Duncan smile. 
 
    “When I went in, I was young. Really young. I only had one real relationship with a wonderful woman, and she was my world. But I was in prison for a while and I’d be in a lot longer. In the meantime, she found another man, a good man, and I knew it was best she moved on. But it hurt me a lot. I walled myself off when I got out. Well, here lately, there’s been this woman lately who’s been sort of, mm, important to me. And last night I was supposed to go n a date with her.” 
 
    “Down at the park.” John hefted out the weed-eater, and knelt with it to check the gas. 
 
    “Yes. That’s right. I got a little bit in my own head, and I took off on her. It had nothing to do with you, or her. It was all…” Duncan tapped his forehead, and John smiled faintly. “You know?” 
 
    John looked away from him very carefully. “I have a friend like that. Someone I care a lot about.” 
 
    “Oh yeah? What’s her name?” 
 
    Silence, and John started shaking. Slowly it dawned on Duncan the teenager was crying. He knelt and said quietly, “John. Talk to me.” 
 
    “I can’t. I can’t.” 
 
    “Is it her? Is she why you’re crying?” 
 
    “N-no.” John looked over and blinked at him. His cheeks glistened with his tears and he wiped them away with the back of his hands like the child he’d been not all that long ago. “And it’s not a h-her.” 
 
    “Oh,” Duncan said, finally getting it. “Oh, hey, it’s okay, man, it’s okay.” 
 
    John started bawling. Out and out bawling. He collapsed backwards, leaning against the truck’s rear tire, and Duncan sat with him, wrapping an arm around his shoulders. Sometimes John seemed on the verge of adulthood, but in that moment, Duncan realized how small he was yet, and he wanted to wrap the kid up and protect him forever. 
 
    It took a few minutes for John to get it all out, and when he did, he still couldn’t meet Duncan’s eyes. “His name is Charlie,” John said. “He’s a year older than me. I guess I figured it out this spring. We were playing soccer together and we got close. I… well, I like him. And I think he liked me but I was too afraid to find out. He moved. He’s living in Kansas now. But we still talk a lot. I’m scared about what people will say. It’s not just my friends. My dad, he…” 
 
    Duncan thought back to Fergus asking him if he was gay and nodded. “I get it.” 
 
    “Please. You can’t tell anybody. Dad would flip. He’s upset all the time anyways and I think…” 
 
    “John. He doesn’t hurt you, does he?” 
 
    John sniffed and shook his head. “No. But he yells a lot. Sometimes it’s at me. Sometimes it’s just at whatever he’s doing.” 
 
    “Okay. Okay. You’ve got friends. I want you to know that. You want me to keep this secret, I will. That’s entirely your decision. I will support you. Okay?” 
 
    “Thanks Duncan.” 
 
    “Hey. You’re a good egg.” 
 
    “Sorry about being late.” 
 
    “Under the circumstances, let’s chalk it up to a misunderstanding. Yeah?” 
 
    John nodded. Duncan stood up and dusted off his jeans. He offered John a hand, and the kid took it gratefully. “All right. Enough of this lazing around and having feelings crap. Let’s hit it hard. What do you say?” 
 
    John grinned. “Let’s do it.” 
 
    Talking about John’s doubts and problems pierced the haze of Duncan’s frustration over his inability to act the day before at the potluck. It had been so damn long since anyone needed him for anything outside their lawns mowed or a rock garden built that he almost didn’t know what to do. But thinking about prison, about what he needed and never got from his own family or friends outside Maggie after the guilty verdict, it gave him a starting point. Duncan had just needed someone’s presence. Someone to be there for him. And that’s what he tried to do for John. He overacted the grumpy tutor bit. He groaned at John’s dumb dad jokes. He gave John every job he could think of, and by the end of the day, they left the yards they worked on looking better than ever. 
 
    Only once did he break character. At the end of the day, John held out a hand for Duncan to shake, and instead, Duncan grasped the boy’s shoulders and gave him a hug. That choked John up a little, and Duncan too, if he was being honest with himself. But when the boy rode away on his too-small bike, he did it with a happy wave, and for the first time since dinner with Tiffani on her steps, Duncan felt pretty damn okay. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Fireworks stands sprouted up on a half dozen street corners around Grosbeak. It was one of the best times of the year to own a piece of property near the lake, Duncan found out. He wasn’t much for crowds even before going to prison and he liked his unobstructed view of the big city fireworks display and all the smaller shows he could see from various windows in his house. 
 
    John shared his enthusiasm. When the boy got his first envelope of cash and a copy of the hours he’d worked, Duncan thought he might go spend some of it on fireworks, but John looked at the bills, then the hours, and did the math silently in his head. 
 
    “If I put all this away, I’ll have what I need in another month,” he said. 
 
    “Two more weeks by my math.” 
 
    John frowned at that and then realized his mistake. “Oh yeah, I get paid every two weeks, not every month.” 
 
    Duncan chuckled. “Yup. Hope you’ll consider staying on the rest of the summer. I really do appreciate the help. We’re killing it.” 
 
    “You mean that?” 
 
    “Of course. Is that a yes then?” 
 
    John looked away from him. “I don’t… really know, yet. I’ll think about it. Is that okay?” 
 
    “Yes. Of course. Bike this summer, could start saving for a car next.” 
 
    That lit up the boy’s smile. “Oh yeah. Lamborghini, here I come.” 
 
    “Keeping your expectations reasonable. Smart.” 
 
    When Duncan returned home that night, he finally saw Tiffani’s car back outside her house. It had been absent since the night of the potluck. He wasn’t sure what to make of that. They still hadn’t talked yet, but he’d been working up the courage to go and apologize. Maybe this time he’d cook dinner, or take her for a walk up around some of the trails behind the lake. 
 
    He showered and stared at himself in the mirror. This time, there was only a twinge of fear and doubt in his mind. It came and went like that. Some days he was nearly paralyzed by it, and others he felt relatively normal. Not manic, it wasn’t that hard of a swing. Just good enough to nearly function as a reasonable, rational adult.  
 
    After dressing in casual, khaki shorts and a loose white shirt, he sprayed on a bit of cologne and tossed a piece of cinnamon gum in. Couldn’t hurt to be hopeful. 
 
    Duncan headed out the door, thinking about what he had in the fridge and what he could whip up in an hour or so if Tiffani was up for dinner. Fried zucchini and baked chicken, maybe? Add some rice, and he thought he had a winner. He bounded up her back steps, and knocked. 
 
    Voices. Not just one, but two, and Tiffani’s unmistakable laugh. She opened the back door, and Duncan sucked in his gut. Her hair was done in a braid that circled her head and fell down her back. It looked intricate and gorgeous, and the light white dress she wore showed off a drool-worthy amount of her well-tanned skin. 
 
    Her smile and crinkled eyes turned into a far more somber, almost angry expression. “Hello, Duncan.” 
 
    “Hey, Tiffani. I…” 
 
    “I have your dish,” she said abruptly. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The wood platter you used for the garlic bread. Hang on and I’ll get it.” 
 
    “No, that’s all right, I-” 
 
    But the door was already shutting in Duncan’s face. He turned around and stared at his house, wincing. “This could go better,” he muttered to himself, but it was his own damn fault and he knew it. A minute later, and Tiffani reappeared at the door. 
 
    “Here you are,” she said, holding out the platter. 
 
    “Look, I wanted to apologize.” 
 
    Her gaze went from cold to furious. “Now? You want to apologize now?” 
 
    “I get in my own head and-” 
 
    “Because I’m with someone, Duncan.” 
 
    He didn’t know what that meant. Not at first. A friend, someone from town, what. 
 
    And then it clicked. Why her hair was done so nicely. Why she was dressed to kill. 
 
    A man moved out from her living room into the kitchen behind her, familiar. Dr. Warren. Duncan knew him from the hospital. He was dressed far more casually than Duncan was used to seeing out of him, in a tight black tee and a pair of khaki shorts not all that dissimilar than Duncan’s. 
 
    “Oh hey, Duncan,” Warren said. “How are you?” 
 
    “Uh. Uh, good,” Duncan said. “Hey, Dr. Warren.” 
 
    “Ah, it’s Warren outside the hospital.” The other man smiled. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to interrupt.” 
 
    Tiffani smiled back at him. “You’re not. I treated Duncan to dinner a while back for helping mow my yard. He needed his platter back.” She turned towards Duncan, her eyes freezing again. 
 
    “Yeah, just, uh… yeah,” Duncan said lamely. “I’ll leave you two be. Good to see you again, Tiffani. Warren.” 
 
    “Yeah, you too!” Warren said cheerfully. “Want a bottle of beer to take home with you?” 
 
    “Uh, no, that’s all right. Thanks though.” Duncan stared at Tiffani a moment longer, his head thumping so loud he was sure she could hear it. “Sorry to interrupt.” 
 
    “Have a good night,” Tiffani said, and shut the door on him. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Warren watched her, his smile fading. “All right, I know I’m a little oblivious at times, but that wasn’t just about a platter, was it?” 
 
    Tiffani drew in a deep breath and sighed. “No. He and I almost hooked up. And full disclosure here, but it was after you and I met but before we slept together.” 
 
    Warren shrugged. “We weren’t dating. I’m not offended.” 
 
    Tiffani nodded. “Good.” She explained to him the rough details of her and Duncan’s passing fancy for each other. After an internal struggle, she even included the part about her hoping Duncan would come to the potluck. 
 
    “The truth is, I was a little torn between the two of you. But Duncan showed me everything he needed to. Twice.” 
 
    Warren processed all that, arms folded across his chest. “We haven’t talked about what we are yet, so I’m not upset. But I’d like to know we’re together.” 
 
    “Oh, we are,” she said. “In fact, I was just thinking I haven’t shown you the bedroom yet.” 
 
    He grinned. “I’ve seen it. Goofy that they put it up on the second floor-” 
 
    Tiffany strode over to him and squeezed him through his shorts. “Play along, Warren.” 
 
    “Uh, right. Can’t wait to see everything then,” he said with a wink. 
 
    She let go of his dick and wrapped her arms around his neck. Their lips brushed together, and his stiff spine melted into her as his hands sought out her ass and began walking her backwards. Out of the corner of her eye, Tiffani saw the wall where Duncan had been so passionate, so needing. The memory excited her, followed almost immediately by a pang of guilt. It wouldn’t be so cut and dried getting over Duncan, but she was determined to try. 
 
    Warren didn’t lead her up the stairs but to the couch. Tiffani fell back against it, loving the way his sensitive eyes held a little fire to them now. She wasted no time getting his shorts and underwear down and around his ankles. He started to stoop to kiss her, but Tiffani reached up and pressed a hand against his ribs to stop him. Her other hand encircled him, and she brought him forward until his cockhead rested against her lips. 
 
    She stared up at him, grinning before she licked the underside of his tip. Tiffani liked most every aspect of sex, even blowjobs. There was something inherently sexy about the look in a man’s eyes when he was lost in the sensations. Or in the way some men were so dominant about it, taking control. She really didn’t mind being used a little like that, so long as it was all in good fun and she got to take when it was her turn too. Warren wasn’t quite so assertive as that, but that didn’t mean Tiffani didn’t adore the look of unfiltered pleasure, of his eyes widening and the little shivers that swept through him when she sucked and licked his cock. 
 
    Her fury with Duncan abated the more she threw herself into the blowjob. Tiffani got a certain sort of amusement out of seeing his face when she handed the platter back, annoyed and hurt all at once. Goodbye, Duncan, she thought to herself as she popped off Warren’s cock and brought her hand to his base. She grinned up at her boyfriend as she jerked him off. 
 
    “Like that?” 
 
    “Hate it,” Warren groaned. 
 
    She kissed his tip. “Ah, you’ll only suffer for a minute or two.” 
 
    “Keep it up and you’re not wrong.” 
 
    That brought out a low, throaty chuckle from her and she rested his cock against her cheek before turning her head and devouring it again. Her fingers circled his base and she stroked him faster than she sucked him, giving him two different sensations to drive him wild. Her other hand went to his magnificent cute butt and squeezed it. The way he flexed it and his hips, she knew he was right and really wasn’t going to last all that much longer. That she could so easily get him to come amused her, and she swirled her head side to side as she sucked him down, really enjoying herself now. 
 
    Faster and deeper she took him, all the way down to her fist so he was hitting the top of her mouth near her tonsils. Warren was long but not overly thick, and he didn’t choke her or make her gag, so she had room to play with her tongue. She swished it back and forth under his base, and that really drove Warren wild. He tensed, relaxed, tensed, and groaned, “Tiffani, I’m right there, baby.” 
 
    She hurried off his cock and slipped down the shoulders of her dress. Warren liked coming in her mouth, but he loved coming on her tits, so she offered them up in their bra to him as he stroked himself hard and fast, coming with a grunt and streaking her neck, her soft slopes, and the bra itself. 
 
    When he collapsed beside her on the couch, he held her close and gave her a series of long, fiery kisses, his gratitude shining in his eyes. He titled Tiffani back until she was resting on the couch, one leg dangling off. His fingers slipped under the hem of her dress and pulled it up to her thighs. She lifted her butt and he slid her panties down, tracing her sex with his finger as he went and making her shiver delightedly. 
 
    Warren was good at actually making love, but where he shone was eating her out. That handsome face sank between her thighs and she arched her butt up at him, already letting out a satisfied moan. His tongue started at the soft stretch of flesh between her bud and her pussy, and slid upwards, first along one lip, then the other. He teased the sides of her clit but didn’t go there yet, instead enjoying a long lick up the middle of her core, making her gasp his name. 
 
    “Warren…” 
 
    His slow torturous tease kept going, and still he wouldn’t go for her button. She stared down at him, so handsome he was almost beautiful. He slid a hand under her ass and lifted the leg so it rested on the back of the couch cushion, spreading her legs even wider for him as he repositioned himself to dive deeper into her waiting folds. 
 
    “Uh huh, like that,” she pleaded with him. “Lick my clit, baby, please.” 
 
    Never one to deny her anything, Warren did as he was told, and slid up higher to suck at her clit. But he still wanted to tease. As her body tingled with his mouth finally at her button, he rose up quickly and kissed her. She wrapped her arms around him and held him there, but when he slid three fingers into her tight, waiting warmth, she gasped, “Oh, God!” 
 
    Quick as that, he pulled his fingers out and slid back down, his mouth driving against her pussy, using his tongue like a cock, driving it in and out of her. He punctuated this with little flicks of her bud with his fingers, just quick brushes that drove Tiffani wild.  For long minutes he teased her like that, keeping her right on the edge. The rhythm of his fingers and his tongue matched her own gasps and moans. When Warren returned his mouth to her clit to lick it in earnest, she let out his name in a sharp, breathless cry. 
 
    “Warr-EN!” 
 
    She came just as his fingers slid back into her again, coating his hand in her warm wetness. Embarrassed, she blushed, but he slid his fingers out and tasted them before leaning down to keep licking it straight from her pussy. She gripped his hair, holding him to her like that, strumming her own clit as her foot on the ground rose and fell. She began to thrust up with her hips, keeping time with her need for a second orgasm, and Warren was all too happy to let her do the driving as he kept up the pleasurable intensity on her core. 
 
    The first orgasm was good, the second drove her wild. She cried out again, wordless this time, and Warren went wild too, licking and suckling at her warmth before he moved away, still on his hands and knees, looking for something with his hand. His pants, she realized, and a condom. He rose and slipped the condom on, his cock hard again already. Tiffani rose too but this time he drove the bus, and turned her around so she had one knee on the cushion and the other on the floor. Bent over like that with her ass to him, she shivered in anticipation. And when he positioned his cock and thrust his whole length into her, Tiffani cried out, “Yesss!” 
 
    He wasted no time and pulled nearly all the way back out again before sheathing himself to his balls. Warren was usually a slower, more methodical lover, but now he took her with an energy and a passion she hadn’t expected. Every hard thrust made her rock back and forth, and she drove back at him, loving the hard sex after being lavished with so much attention and lovemaking over the last few days. 
 
    Warren shifted, lifting one foot up onto the couch, and drove into her at an intensely pleasurable angle. Tiffani dropped her head and cried out with the next few thrusts, her breaths coming hard and ragged now like she’d been running. He was insatiable, and having come already, he just kept going and going. She came with a coo of pleasure, her eyes closed, her whole body bouncing back and forth. Warren jerked out of her and repositioned her again, getting her up on the couch on her knees facing the back. He rubbed his cock through her cleft, groaning before slipping back inside her for one last hard desperate pushy. His rhythm abandoned him and this time he went full throttle, his thighs slapping against Tiffani’s ass as he slammed his cock in and out of her. 
 
    “Nnnn, baby, baby…” he gasped. 
 
    “Come in me, Warren, come in my pussy, do it, let go…” 
 
    With one final push he buried himself even harder into Tiffani, grabbing her around the waist as he nearly fell into her. She laughed breathlessly, and he pressed his head to her shoulder, kissing it, catching his breath same as her. They fell apart, both staring at the blank TV without saying anything for a good long minute.  
 
    Finally Tiffani stripped him of his condom, and leaned over to give his flaccid cock a hearty kiss. “You did superb.” Then she leaned up and kissed Warren’s cheek. “You too, babe.” 
 
    He laughed and wrapped his arm around her. “Yeah, you’re not so bad either.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    For the first time since Maggie and Colman last came to visit, Duncan felt like going out to eat breakfast. It would have been easy to stay inside and mope after he saw Tiffani with Dr. Warren, but instead, somehow, it felt like motivation. He screwed up. He knew it, and he had to be better the next time, if there was ever another opportunity with a woman like Tiffani.  That meant hoisting up his britches and getting out in the world. 
 
    He settled on the Birdbeak, because he might have been a hermit, but he still had good taste. The hour was just early enough to catch it before the place got busy with the morning traffic, with only a few semis and the odd car and truck in the big parking lot. 
 
    The down-home tang of onions and peppers frying hit him as he walked in the door, and he was damn glad about his decision. A couple waitresses hustled plates and coffee, and one of them did a wide-eyed drive-by on Duncan that made him chuckle when she passed. 
 
    “Seat yourself,” she called. 
 
    Nobody he recognized sat at any of the tables, but he didn’t want to take any chances, and found a corner where he could face away from anyone entering. Wait. No. Someone emerged from the men’s washroom, buckling his belt. Fergus. John’s dad. Hell of a coincidence. Duncan nodded at him, and Fergus nodded back. The two men went their separate ways, and Duncan slid into his booth. 
 
    The same waitress who gave him the long look came by and dropped a menu off on the table. “Coffee?” 
 
    “Please.” 
 
    He flipped one of the table’s mugs over and she filled it nearly to the brim. He nodded and murmured his thanks, and she gave him a genuine smile. How about that? Ahead on the day already. 
 
    Over a plate of over-easy eggs, bacon, and the Birdbeak’s specialty cheesy potato casserole, Duncan got a text from Maggie. It had been a while, but they had an infant not all that long ago and he knew they were busy. She wanted to know what he as doing for the 4th, and he replied he was going to stay home and watch the fireworks. A few minutes later, his phone buzzed again and this time she invited him to their place. He thought about that. An escape from Grosbeak would be nice, as complicated as it always was seeing Maggie. 
 
    Sure, he replied. After a few more bites, Duncan added another line. But why not come here? Big house. Lake view. Bring the girls. 
 
    A few moments later. We wouldn’t be intruding? 
 
    Duncan smiled to himself. You two, never. 
 
    Just about then, someone said, “There’s the prison bitch.” 
 
    Duncan glanced over sharply. Leaning over a chair at a nearby table, one of the douchebags from the grocery store grinned lazily at him. Duncan returned his attention to his food, and stuffed away his phone. 
 
    “Not much for talking, huh?” 
 
    Duncan kept ignoring him. Old trick. Keep your head down, don’t acknowledge the assholes, and eventually they got bored. Or they demanded your attention and got physical, at which point nonaggression was even more vital. Of course, there were exceptions. He fought the urge to rub the scars on the side of his face away from the idiot. 
 
    “I heard you been working with Fergus’s boy. Got yourself an eye on that ass, huh?” 
 
    That nearly got to him. Duncan gripped his fork tighter, and took another measured bite, staring straight ahead. The guy sauntered over and grabbed the hot sauce bottle off the table. He twisted off the wooden cap, and upended it into Duncan’s coffee. 
 
    “Oops.” 
 
    “There a problem here?” the waitress asked. 
 
    Behind them somewhere came a man’s giggle. That would be he asshole’s friend, Duncan assumed. The asshole brushed his nose and turned his grin on the waitress. 
 
    “Just letting the pervert here know to stay out of places like this, Gina.” 
 
    “Mr. Monroe is welcome here any time he likes. Same as all our other paying customers. So long as they’re polite and respectful. You being polite and respectful?” 
 
    The asshole brushed his nose again. “Trying to look out for the community.” 
 
    “Well, the community can look out for its own, thank you. Go on now. Hot cakes’ll be out in a second.” 
 
    Stephen walked away, muttering under his breath. Gina stepped up closer to Duncan and collected his mug and the near-empty bottle of hot sauce. “Want another cup, hon?” 
 
    “No, I should probably be going. What’s my tab?” 
 
    She stopped his hand from going to his wallet. “No charge.” 
 
    “Really, it’s okay.” 
 
    “No charge.” Quieter, she said, “You aren’t the only one people in this town talk about from time to time. Don’t let that make you a stranger here. All right?” 
 
    “Thanks,” Duncan mumbled. She patted his hand, collected his plates, and swirled away. He couldn’t help looking at her butt as she went. Cute woman. Maybe… 
 
    He shook his head, smiling. Really, what was up with him that morning? 
 
    Duncan stood up and turned around, already tense at having to see the idiots again. They stared sullenly up at him as he walked by, but it wasn’t them that surprised Duncan into nearly doing a double take. At their table, seated right next to them, was Fergus. 
 
    Now that couldn’t be good. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Dusting usually consumed most of Tiffani’s time throughout the day when she wasn’t giving tours through the museum. The many antiques and objects seemed to acquire dust at light speed. There was always something that could use a little touch-up, so she tried to devote at least an hour every day to a different wing of the building. 
 
    She was in the former master bedroom when one of her volunteers joined her. Eloise was a chatty, kind woman by nature and one of her better workers. 
 
    “Don’t mean to interrupt, but it’s about lunch time. Okay with me taking off for an hour?” 
 
    Tiffani looked up from the antique crystal set she was carefully cleaning and smiled. “Of course. Any guests wandering around?” 
 
    “Nope. I went ahead and shut the doors, so no need to come back to the gift shop.” 
 
    “Thanks. I think I’ll just finish up with this set and go sit out and read.” 
 
    Eloise nodded. “Want me to bring you back anything?” 
 
    “Oh no, that’s sweet. I brought a sandwich.” 
 
    “All right.” 
 
    Tiffani’s attention drifted back to the crystal set, but Eloise still hadn’t left. She glanced back up, her smiling fading somewhat but staying in place. “Was there something else?” 
 
    “Yes. Maybe. I don’t know. It might just be my imagination. I feel… mm. I don’t want to seem like I’m a grown-up tattletale or anything.” 
 
    “It’s all right. You can talk to me.” 
 
    Eloise gripped the hem of her blouse and twisted the material between her fingertips. “It’s, um, it’s Georgia.” 
 
    Tiffani stood up straight, and turned to face her. “What about?” 
 
    “When we were working together yesterday, I was coming back through after sweeping the upstairs. She was with one of her friends in the gift shop. They were looking at the book racks, and the friend was thumbing through one of those Henry Kelvin hardbacks, you know? The car ones?” 
 
    Tiffani nodded. They were a gorgeous new addition to the stacks, a coffee table book to go along with their summer car exhibit. She was thinking about buying one for her father for his birthday. He was a car nut. 
 
    “The friend said something like, ‘Wish I made a million bucks so I could buy something like this.’ Georgia snorted, and said, ‘Take it. I’ll just dig another one out of the back and no one will know it’s gone.’” 
 
    Tiffani sucked in a breath. “And did the friend?” 
 
    “No. I wasn’t even going to mention it. I mean, maybe Georgia was joking, or… or something, but I don’t think she was.” 
 
    “You did perfect. Thank you.” 
 
    Eloise nodded. “I’m sorry. I’m so sick about this. You’re such a sweetheart, and Georgia… well, she could always be so sour, but she loves this place. I don’t know. Anyways.” 
 
    “Go on to lunch. I’ll think about what you said and keep an eye on things.” 
 
    “Okay. Thanks, Tiffani. You’re a really nice lady to work for.” 
 
    Tiffani walked her back to the entrance, putting aside the duster for the moment while she contemplated what to do. She knew, of course, but she didn’t want to have to do it. With Eloise gone and the doors locked, she retreated into her office and watched the gift shop’s security tape from the previous day. There was no sound, but what she saw seemed to corroborate Eloise’s story. 
 
    Hours later, when she got off shift, Tiffani called up Warren and got his voicemail. That was expected. He told her his hours at the hospital always ran him to six, usually seven, and all too frequently much longer than that. He said it in his goofy apologetic way, but she got it. He was a doctor, and that had to lead to some pretty crazy nights. 
 
    She decided to go out to his property anyways, stopping at the grocery store for some bananas and celery. Warren told her the horses were crazy for those. The drive gave her time to think, but it didn’t improve her mood. Was this the right move? She loved the museum, and most the people she worked with, but all the hostility she was feeling from Georgia, that hardware store clerk, and a few other townies… was that worth it? 
 
    And where did Warren factor into all this? What was she to him? More importantly, what was he to her? She liked Warren. He was a good man, a kind one, and a terrific lover. But was there a real spark there? The reason she fell into his arms wasn’t Warren himself, but Duncan and his rejection. That was no way to start a relationship. It wasn’t fair to him. 
 
    She parked in his driveway, and brought the bananas and celery down to the pens. The horses trotted right to her, nostrils flaring as they smelled the treats on the wind. She laughed softly as one of them, a big brown mare with a white stripe along her nose, tried to chomp on the bananas straight from her hand. 
 
    “I have to peel them first, goof,” Tiffani murmured. This, she could love, she thought. The horses. The fresh air. The mountains in the distance. 
 
    But how did that make her better than Warren’s ex-wife? She’d thought much the same, that a life out in the country might keep their marriage together, but it hadn’t. Was Tiffani going to do the same thing to Warren? Make him suffer the same indignities twice? 
 
    Dear God, was she already thinking about breaking up with him? 
 
    She held out two halves of a banana, and two sets of huge teeth chomped them noisily and without any sort of dignity. Tiffani stroked their chins, unsettled. Was that what she wanted? An end to things with Warren? 
 
    “Not yet,” she murmured, both to herself and to the horses trying for another banana. 
 
    After a while, she wandered the property and dropped onto a stained oak bench overlooking the horse pastures. A phone call to Fiona put her in a better mood, especially since it sounded like Fiona was having her own misadventures back home. The Son-of-a-Bitch, Fiona’s bizarre arch-frienemesis, was back in her life, and listening to Fiona rant about him put Tiffani’s own life in a much lighter mood. She laughed and gasped in all the appropriate spots, and smiled when she heard the familiar motor of Warren’s car pulling into his driveway. A few minutes later he made her jump when he snuck up behind her and pressed a cold bottle of beer against her neck. She turned and smacked him in the hip. He gestured at the phone and winked before turning his attention to the fields. 
 
    She watched him walk down and check on the horses. Warren deserved happiness. Whether that included Tiffani or not, she wasn’t sure yet. But as she wrapped things up with Fiona, she knew one thing. She could be happy here. This would be a good life. And if she sacrificed that, there was no guarantee she would ever do better than this moment with this man. 
 
    Fiona and Tiffani said their goodbyes, and she rose to join her boyfriend. “I see there are some mysterious banana peels and celery hearts in the bushes.” 
 
    “Hm,” Tiffani said, pondering this new mystery. “Could be the Banana Bandits I’ve been hearing about.” 
 
    “Their calling card?” 
 
    “That’s the word on the street,” she said. He wrapped an arm around her and kissed her gently. She smiled against his lips, and returned it with a quicker, more chaste kiss. Her arms looped around him and she pressed herself into his chest. “Long day.” 
 
    “Everything all right?” 
 
    “I think I have to fire Georgia.” She explained what happened, and he squeezed her tight. 
 
    “Oof. That’s no good. You know, I think I’m related to her.” 
 
    Tiffani groaned. “Oh no.” 
 
    “Relax,” Warren said, chuckling. “She’s something like three cousins distant, at least. Everybody in this town’s related to someone else. It’s why I snatched you up so fast. Gotta get some new blood in the family tree, or else it’s going to look more like a family stake.” 
 
    Kids? Was he already talking about kids? “Warren, is that… are we talking kids?” 
 
    “Um. I don’t know.” He pulled apart from her and squinted down. “No? Yes? I meant it mostly as a joke.” 
 
    “Mostly.” 
 
    “You seem upset.” 
 
    “No, no. Not at all.” 
 
    “Hey, it’s been a day for me too. We’ll table the serious talk. Dinner, a movie, maybe a soak?” 
 
    “Mm, sounds good,” she said, nestling back into him. 
 
    Later, as they cuddled on the couch while a nineties comedy played, Tiffani had a hard time keeping her eyes open. She yawned for the dozenth time, and Warren chuckled softly. He reached for the remote, but she stopped him. 
 
    “Mm, no, I’m tired, but I want to stay up.” 
 
    “Okay,” he said agreeably. “Oh, by the way, I was harassed into signing up for the pie eating contest on the Fourth, so any dignity I might have is going to be flying out the window.” 
 
    She giggled into his chest. “Oh, I need to see that.” 
 
    “You have the day off?” 
 
    “Unfortunately no. Wanda said it’s the biggest holiday of the year for the museum and the town.” 
 
    “She’s not wrong, at least about Grosbeak. Don’t know about the museum but that would make sense.” 
 
    Tiffani sat up to reach for the remains of a glass of wine. “I’ve seen all the RVs and campers around the lake.” 
 
    “Oh yeah. Campgrounds will be full too. Fresh glass?” 
 
    “Mm, one more. Then that’s it for me.” 
 
    Warren stood up and headed for the kitchen. When he came back, he worked the bottle open and poured her half a glass. “Speaking of,” he said, “I’m not on call that night. What about a late dinner up at Foust’s? From the patio, you can see the whole valley’s fireworks. The view from your house would be better, but the campers are going to be parked up to the street.” 
 
    Foust’s was, as Tiffani understood it, one of the area’s more to-do dinner spots. Tucked away up in the mountains somewhere, she had yet to actually see it for herself. “Are we going to be able to get out there? Seems awfully close to the Fourth to call in a reservation.” 
 
    “My cousin’s the titular Foust.” 
 
    Tiffani grinned. “Of course you’d have a cousin who runs it.” 
 
    “Told you, related to everyone here.” He poured himself a glass and sat back down next to her. “How about it?” 
 
    Tiffani thought about her earlier feelings. A good dinner with a good man, or megrims about a relationship that never really was. She smiled at Warren. “Sounds like a plan to me.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Duncan knocked on John and Fergus’s front door. Down the street, a pair of kids John’s age lit a pair of firecrackers and threw them at a stack of tin cans. Fourth of July was the next day, and the anticipation all over town simmered nicely. Even Duncan was looking forward to it. 
 
    John answered the door in jeans and a tee shirt, with a jean jacket in hand that looked about ten sizes too big for him. They were going to be working with some rose bushes and extremely thorny vines, so they were both donning gloves and tougher jackets that day. 
 
    “All set,” John said. Beyond him on the couch, his dad was smoking a cigarette and staring blankly at the TV screen. 
 
    “Gloves?” Duncan asked John. 
 
    “Oh right. Be right back.” 
 
    While the boy hurried away towards the back of the house, Fergus turned his head and blew a long stream of smoke at the door. Duncan nodded at him, but this time, instead of a similar acknowledgement, Fergus took another drag and let it out slowly, staring dead-eyed at him. 
 
    “Saw how much you paid the boy,” he said finally, not bothering to quiet his voice. 
 
    “Your son’s a hell of a worker. He earned every penny.” 
 
    “So long as yardwork’s the only thing he’s doing for you, Monroe.” 
 
    Fergus might not have cared if John heard, but Duncan did. “What are you implying?” he asked, his voice gone silky quiet, the kind he used to use when he didn’t need prison guards hearing what he had to say. 
 
    He’d seen the grin on Fergus’s face a hundred times over. It was the smile of a bored man, one offered a chance to be let off his leash. “What the fuck do you think I’m implying?” 
 
    “Your son is safe with me,” Duncan said. “He safe with you?” 
 
    “Go-” 
 
    “Hey Duncan, you want a bottle of water or anything?” John called as he came out through the kitchen. 
 
    Duncan stared at Fergus long and hard, and finally shifted his eyes towards the boy. “I’m good. All set now?” 
 
    “You bet,” John said. He crossed over to squeeze his dad’s shoulder. Fergus didn’t stop staring at Duncan the whole time. “Be back tonight, Dad. You want to go get a funnel cake maybe later?” 
 
    Fergus finally looked up at his son. “Yeah. We’ll do that.” 
 
    In the truck, John’s smile only grew wider, and Duncan gave him a hairy eyeball as he started it up. He was giving John a ride for their day’s work, a small trailer park three miles south of town. By now, most people knew they were working together, so he hoped it didn’t cause the boy too much undue grief to be seen in his truck. Then again, considering the way John’s dad had just been sizing Duncan up for a fight, he doubted John was going to be in his employ much longer. Shame. He liked the kid. 
 
    “What are you grinning about? And you wear a seatbelt in my truck.” 
 
    John bounced in his seat as he pulled the belt over his shoulder and clicked it into place. “Charlie and I are going to video chat tonight. He’s kinda been hinting there’s something he wants to tell me. I’m trying not to, you know, get too excited in case it’s not… you know… um…” 
 
    “I hear you,” Duncan said, chuckling. “Well, for your sake, I hope it goes the way you hope it does.” 
 
    They talked some about plans for the Fourth all the way out to the trailer park. Before they finished trimming down the vines and bushes along the entrance to the trailer park, they picked up two more customers, people on their way to work looking for someone to mow and clean up their properties. The day, which looked to be a light one on the books, filled up fast like that, and apart from a quick jaunt back to town for burgers and more gas, they spent the whole day barely speaking a word to each other, they were so busy. And all through it all, John kept up that goofy, distant smile of his. Duncan knew that smile. He felt it for Maggie, once, and more recently, Tiffani. The boy might crash and burn that night, but for the moment, he was flying high, and it did a lot to lift Duncan’s own spirits. 
 
    When he finally dropped John off an hour after they intended on stopping work for the evening, John reached out to Duncan, his eyes glistening. “Hey,” Duncan said, shaking his hand and pulling the boy in close for a hug. “Go get him, kid.” 
 
    “Thank you, Duncan. For listening.” 
 
    “Ah, you’re welcome.” 
 
    John nodded and slipped out of the truck. Duncan watched until the boy gathered up his jacket and gloves from the back, raised a hand in response to John’s and only drove away once he was inside. 
 
    Duncan almost forgot about Maggie and Colman coming down that night, and winced when he checked the time. He ran by the store, picked up some steaks and burger along with fistfuls of condiments and sides from the deli, and raced home just in time to see a familiar Volkswagen pull up in front of Tiffani’s. He raised a hand in greeting, but she wasn’t looking in his direction, and he let it falter, hating himself just the tiniest bit 
 
    Home, a shower, a quick change of clothes. It wasn’t long before Maggie texted him and told him they were coming up on Grosbeak now. Colman wanted to know what he was drinking these days, and insisted on stopping first at the liquor store. Duncan sat outside on the picnic bench, feeling like a child waiting for his best friends to show up, but there weren’t many people left in the world who cheered him up as immensely as his ex-girlfriend and her husband. Maybe that was weird. Maybe he should hold a grudge. But Colman was almost single-handedly responsible for freeing him from hell, and Maggie was too… well, Maggie to not love, even as friends. 
 
    Tiffani’s door creaked open. She stepped out, looking in his direction. Storms passed over her face, and Duncan thought it was him, that she didn’t want to see him. She sat down on her back steps, and he raised a hand in greeting. Surprising him, Tiffani waved back. She looked like she might say something, but a familiar Audi started down the lane. Duncan rose to his feet, already smiling, and Colman, in the driver’s seat, hammered on the horn. 
 
    He and Maggie bolted out of the car. When Duncan dated her, Maggie leaned towards skinny, but now she bore a comfortable few extra pounds from the two girls. She wore her hair in a short bouncy do with curls that he liked tremendously. Her wide, toothy grin matched his own, and they collided together in a hug, her chin nestling against his shoulder, tears rolling down her cheek. Colman chuckled as he leaned in the backseat to undo the girls’ car seats and bring them out. 
 
    And when Duncan looked over at Tiffani’s place, she was standing back by her door, looking even more mystified and sad. He started to tell her to come meet Maggie, but she was already going back inside. 
 
    * * * 
 
    “I don’t want to hope,” Duncan said. That wasn’t his name back then. He still went by his given name,   
 
    This wasn’t the usual visitation room. This was one of the private cells, where lawyers met with their clients. Duncan hadn’t been in one or seen his lawyer Vance Booth since the earliest days in prison, back when Booth was still making appeals. They sat at a table together, a file folder between them. 
 
    “You don’t get it,” Booth said, grinning slyly. “You’ve been rattling cages.” 
 
    “I haven’t been doing shit,” Duncan said. “Quit stringing me along and tell me what you came to say.” 
 
    “Your friend, Mike Colman? He’s been talking to everybody. And I mean everybody. Your judge. The prosecutor’s office. State senators. The lieutenant governor. Half the goddamn cops in Chicago, and even more feds. He had every single one of his lawyer friends talking about you.” 
 
    “What do you mean, had?” Duncan asked, rising up. “Is he okay? Is Maggie?” 
 
    “They’re fine, they’re fine. Mr. Colman’s too out there in the spotlight for the Reid family to do anything. I said ‘had’ because your case has been reopened.” 
 
    Duncan stared at him, and settled back into his chair in slow motion, his heart thumping. “Are they going to talk to the witnesses again?” 
 
    “Kid, you don’t get it. Your case was always a glaring example of a failure of justice. This many eyes, this much doubt, the only question is, how long it’s going to take, and if Justin Reid will see time. The ball’s in the prosecutor’s court. If she agrees, and she will, it’ll go to a judge. Let’s be conservative and say a month and a half to see your case, and then we’ll know if you’re a free man a few lifetimes early.” 
 
    “Don’t tell me that,” Duncan whispered. “Don’t say shit like that and get my hopes up.” 
 
    “I promise you, if ever there’s been a time for hope, it’s right now. Stay with me. Keep to your schedule. Keep your nose down. Can you do that?” 
 
    “I can do that,” Duncan said. “Can you get Colman and Maggie a message for me?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Tell them…” Duncan blinked away tears. “Tell them thanks for never letting me be alone.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    “You look like a dodo holding her like that,” Colman said, cracking open his first beer of the night. 
 
    “Shush up,” Maggie said, kicking his ankle. 
 
    Duncan stared into the sleepy brown eyes of the little girl, not hearing any of this. “She’s beautiful,” he murmured. 
 
    “Yeah, we did all right,” Colman said. Like Maggie, he was packing on a few more pounds since Duncan first met him, but he had always been a big man. His size combined with his long fuzzy hair and thin-rimmed glasses gave him the look of an inquisitive bear. 
 
    Duncan looked up, finally aware there were other people in the room apart from the infant he held in his arms. “Um. Sit. Please. I’ll get the barbeque going, and ah, I didn’t think to buy baby food or ask about what Amy’s eating or…” 
 
    Maggie came to him and laid a hand on his shoulder. His babbling ended immediately and he stared at her. Terror struck his heart and soul, that he’d wake up from this back inside, that he’d be reading in his cell, imagining this whole life, that he’d never be free to hold their little ones or see Maggie or Colman or Tiffani again. 
 
    But with Maggie’s touch, he breathed. And breathed again. His arms trembled, and he whispered, “You’d better take her.” 
 
    “I think she’s all right where she’s at.” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “Would you hurt her, Gabe?” 
 
    The question and his old name slapped him like the lake’s cold water. He flinched, and shook his head. “Never.” 
 
    “Then you’re fine. Aren’t you?” 
 
    He nodded slowly, and turned to face Colman. The big man was tending to his other daughter asleep on the couch, pointedly ignoring the conversation. He’d always been nothing but supportive of the pair’s friendship and closeness. He glanced up and grinned. “Course, you gotta change her diapers next. That’s the rule. Cuddle time for diaper time.” 
 
    Duncan laughed, and everyone ignored the hint of desperation to it. He looked at Maggie again. “Thanks.” 
 
    They settled in and talked about work. Colman had a very nice offer to join a law firm, an all but done deal once they worked out terms. Maggie was thinking about a third child and staying home to be a mom for a while. “With Tanya, I missed so much,” she explained. “Amy, it’s different. I’m less stressed. I want to go back to work someday, I know that. But I’m really happy right now looking after us.” 
 
    “I can just see you at nineteen strangling yourself for saying that,” Duncan said. 
 
    “Right?” Maggie asked. She headed to the couch and bent over to kiss Tanya’s forehead. When she straightened back up, she added fondly, “They change us so much.” 
 
    “I can only imagine.” 
 
    They talked some more, and woke Tanya before dinner was ready. The two-year old fussed, but brightened when she realized she was with Dunk, her nickname for Duncan. She insisted on sitting on his lap outside, leaving his barbequing duties up to Colman as Maggie fed Amy. 
 
    “You keep looking over at that house,” Maggie said. “Everything okay?” 
 
    Duncan realized she was right. “Mm hm. New neighbor. Well… not so new anymore. Tiffani. She’s… nice. I thought maybe she’d come by and say hello.” 
 
    “Why not go invite her?” Maggie asked. 
 
    “Ah. I was… involved with her for a minute or two. She’s dating someone else right now.” 
 
    Maggie gaped at him. “You dated someone?” 
 
    “Well, kind of…” 
 
    “That’s huge!” Colman said from the grill. “Honey, go invite her. The boyfriend too.” 
 
    “No, really, uh, I don’t think that’s such a good idea,” Duncan said. He explained in broad outlines what had happened, using metaphors for the brief sexual encounter to avoid exposing Tanya to that kind of talk. To his surprise, Maggie’s smile didn’t waver. In fact, it widened. 
 
    “That’s incredible, G… Duncan.” 
 
    “It’s really not. I hooked up with her and left,” Duncan said. 
 
    “Yes, but you got out there. You tried.” 
 
    “I suppose. Anyways. She’s with a good guy now. Don’t bother her.” 
 
    They ate, and after dinner, took a walk down to the lake. The place was packed, but they found a wedge of sand near the beach where they could sit and Colman could take Tanya out into the water. She was already a natural swimmer, Maggie told Duncan as they watched her splash happily away within Colman’s reach. 
 
    “I’ve been thinking a lot about you two lately,” Duncan said. “I’m glad you’re here.” 
 
    “Everything okay?” 
 
    “Seeing Tiffani, even that briefly… it brought up a lot of memories.” 
 
    Maggie’s hand found his and squeezed. She smiled at him sidelong, and let go. “I hope we’re not dredging up too many bad ones. Between you and me, I mean.” 
 
    “No,” Duncan murmured. “Never. You both… you saved me. You finding each other, that’s a bright spot in my life. I swear.” 
 
    “And a Duncan swear is for life,” Maggie said. 
 
    He chuckled. “Yeah. Anyways. She’s not the only friend I’ve made. I’ve got a new assistant. At least until his dad stops him.” 
 
    He told her about John, to her great delight. “I always knew you would be great with kids someday,” she said. 
 
    “He’s more grown-up than just about anyone I’ve ever met that age. Then again, not like I’m hanging around with a lot of twelve-year-olds.” 
 
    She laughed at that. Amy grew fussy, so they walked back, Duncan holding a sleepy Tanya in his arms. He kept glancing up at Tiffani’s house, never catching Maggie or Colman noticing his absent stares and smiling at each other. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Tiffani drifted. Beside her, on a TV tray was her friendly stress reliever, shut off after she tried to pleasure herself for a few minutes in the tub. That led to a frustrating lack of anything, no matter who she thought of. Not Warren, not Duncan, and definitely no celebrity crushes that morning. Her thoughts and problems were not going to escape Tiffani so easily. 
 
    Her father was a mildly religious man. He liked to believe God set up moments in a person’s life without any clear direction for them to go. Pivot points, he called them. God sets up the meeting, and it’s up to you to decide how to go about the interview, if you decide to show up at all. It was a romantic ideal, one she liked. This felt like one of those pivot points. Georgia was coming in that morning, upset because it was the 4th, but what they had to say to one another wasn’t going to take long. 
 
    And then there was Warren. Sweet Warren, intelligent, wonderful Warren. Their date that night loomed like a question mark. There were unspoken things he was nudging her towards. She had a feeling he was in love, or at least he thought he was. 
 
    She sank beneath the water, her eyes closed. It had always calmed her, and today was no different. She felt the anger and anticipation wash away, and rose back up. 
 
    When Tiffani finished with her bath and the rest of her morning rituals, she dressed in her nicest slacks and a blouse. Still lots of time before work, so she went for a morning walk down to the lake. It was quickly becoming a favorite habit of hers. Good exercise, fresh air, and an excellent way to clear her head each day. 
 
    After donning a pair of sandals, she grabbed her keys and headed out the back door. A child fussed in the distance. As Tiffani approached Duncan’s house, she realized it was coming from inside. The family from the night before, it had to be. Their car was still in the driveway, a nice, well-loved Audi. In her time in Grosbeak, no one except her had so much as knocked on Duncan’s door, but these people and their kids stayed the night. Family of his? Tiffani didn’t know. 
 
    As if her thoughts made it happen, the door on the lake side of Duncan’s house opened as Tiffani walked past. A woman in her late twenties or early thirties stepped out. Tiffani saw her for a moment the night before, but only from the back and at a distance in the gloam of the evening. She had yet to do her makeup or her hair, but that just emphasized how naturally beautiful she was, with a thin, well-defined face and distant eyes that settled on Tiffani. In her arms was a small child, balled up as tight as someone could be while being held. The little girl snuffled. 
 
    “I don’t want to go for a walk,” she muttered, but didn’t resist as her mother walked her down the steps and to the road. 
 
    “Hello,” the woman said to Tiffani. “We’ve got a fussy one this morning.” 
 
    “Aw, little sweetheart,” Tiffani said, “it’s okay. I don’t do mornings well either.” 
 
    The woman laughed politely. To the little girl, she said, “Do you want to walk, or-” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    “And we’re also at the terrible two phase,” the woman said. “I’m Maggie.” 
 
    “Tiffani.” 
 
    Maggie gave her a long look and the oddest smile. It was sad, almost. “Very nice to meet you, Tiffani.” 
 
    “You too. And what’s your name, sweetheart?” 
 
    The girl sniffed and looked away. “This one’s Tanya,” Maggie said, bouncing her. “Can you say hi, Tanya?” 
 
    “Oh, that’s all right,” Tiffani said. “Beautiful name though, Tanya.” 
 
    “Are you walking down to the lake?” Maggie asked. 
 
    “Yes. I like to get out before I go to work.” 
 
    “If I lived here, I couldn’t blame you.” 
 
    They started down the path, ignoring a couple people on mountain bikes zooming by. Tiffani asked, “Are you here for the Fourth?” 
 
    “Oh yes. Staying with our friend Duncan.” 
 
    Tiffani glanced back at his house, feeling the heat rise in her cheeks. “Big plans then?” 
 
    “Oh, we’re going to hit up the pancake breakfast, the parade, the pie-eating contest. We’ll see how the little ones do, of course, but that’s the idea.” 
 
    “I want to see fire twerks,” Tanya said. 
 
    Maggie laughed softly and kissed her daughter’s head. “She means fireworks.” 
 
    “I’m excited to see them here too,” Tiffani said to Tanya. “This is my first time here. If you make it to the pie-eating contest, my boyfriend Warren’s going to be a contestant. Get pictures, and you’ll be my best friend for life.” 
 
    Maggie’s smile lost focus. “Oh sure. We’ll be happy to. I think we’re going to sign up for the husband and wife races later in the day. Maybe the horseshoes too, but that might be pushing our luck. Don’t want the girls overheating.” 
 
    “It’s not been too bad here,” Tiffani said. “But if you need a break from the heat, I run the museum. Stop by. Air conditioning’s free.” 
 
    “We might have to do that,” Maggie said. “Duncan’s mentioned wanting to go visit there sometime.” 
 
    “Have you two been friends long?” Tiffani asked, trying not to seem too obvious in her prying. 
 
    “Mm hm,” Maggie said. “Since we were kids. Do you know him?” 
 
    He fingered me to one of the best orgasms of my whole life. “Yes,” Tiffani said faintly. “He’s… I’m his neighbor, actually.” Maggie didn’t meet her look, and Tiffani added quietly, “But you knew that, didn’t you?” 
 
    “He’s talked about you. Quite a bit.” 
 
    “Oh?” Tiffani said, aiming for cool and landing on indifferent. 
 
    “Enough to tell me he’s hurt you.” 
 
    Tiffani swallowed. “Um. Yes. I suppose so. I thought we were… something more than what he wanted, apparently.” 
 
    They walked on in silence a while, past the lines of cars in the rough parking lot at that corner of the lake. By that point, Tanya wanted down, and took her mother’s hand dutifully as she sucked her thumb. She stared off at the lake as her mom looked at Tiffani again. 
 
    “G… Duncan is a good man. Apart from my husband, one of the best I’ve ever known.” 
 
    “Look, Maggie, I don’t mean to be rude, but what happened between us happened. It’s over. I liked Duncan. I liked him quite a bit. But I’ve moved on.” 
 
    “Just hear me out, okay?” When Tiffani nodded reluctantly, Maggie folded her bottom lip between her teeth and took a moment to collect her thoughts. “I can’t tell you everything. That has to be on Duncan. I don’t like being secretive like that, but there are reasons he is the way he is, very good reasons. There are two parts to him, two very distinct parts. There’s the man you see, the act he puts on, but underneath, not all that far from the surface, Duncan’s still a teenager. A very frightened teenager.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you mean,” Tiffani said, her voice barely louder than a whisper. 
 
    “I know and I’m sorry.” Maggie sniffed and wiped at the tears in her eyes with her free hand. “Duncan needs someone strong for him. Someone who can…” She stopped talking, blinking rapidly and staring out over the lake. “…someone who can wait,” she said faintly. 
 
    “I’m with someone else now. A good man, a doctor.” 
 
    Maggie sniffed again and nodded. “That’s… that’s okay. I thought… the way he talked about you, the way he lights up…” 
 
    “He skipped out on a date with a text.” 
 
    “I know. I’m sorry. I haven’t seen him break out of his shell for anybody in a long time. But you and John, the two of you in a summer, it’s huge for him.” Maggie looked at her again. “I’m sorry. This was a lot to put on you. But Duncan’s always been very special to me.” 
 
    Silence for a while, the only sound the waves and a few people up and calling to each other around the lake. 
 
    “I should go to work,” Tiffani finally said. 
 
    “Yeah,” Maggie said, returning her attention to the gentle waters. 
 
    Tiffani started away, but something the other woman said stuck with her, and she turned around. “Maggie?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “You started to say a different name, didn’t you? Not Duncan. Who is he? Who are you?” 
 
    “I can’t tell you who he is,” Maggie said softly. “But I’m the woman who broke his heart.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    In prison, the news came for Duncan first thing one foggymorning. He didn’t even have to use the shitty ancient payphone to take the call, but was ushered into the assistant warden’s private office, watched over by a suddenly friendly guard. He was even given a sausage biscuit and a cup of insanely good coffee while the assistant warden made the call to his lawyer. Duncan focused not on the call at hand, the food, or the coffee, but on a red spot on the warden’s shirt. He couldn’t decide if it was ink or ketchup. Thinking about the call, hoping for an end to this nightmare, it hurt too much. 
 
    “We’ll give you some privacy,” the assistant warden said, all smiles. The asshole had once taken one of the guard’s batons and beat a prisoner right in front of the whole yard, just for asking about fifteen more minutes out in the sunshine after a long string of frigid days without heat inside the cells. Duncan didn’t trust that smile for a minute.  
 
    But the warden left him be, and the guard stayed right outside the office, watching through a window. Duncan avoided his gaze as Booth started laughing on the phone like a madman. 
 
    “Anthony flipped on Justin Reid!” he finally crowed. 
 
    Duncan sat back in his chair, his hand rising to his lips. Anthony was the third on the night when Justin Reid decided to go from rich crazy asshole to full-blown psychopath. Like Duncan, he wasn’t really close to Justin, but got some thrills off riding his coattails. When it came down to it, though, Anthony cared more about Justin – and more specifically, his money – than he did Duncan. The night of the arrest, Justin got in Anthony’s ear, whispered to him things Duncan never heard.. He was too busy trying to extinguish the flames, trying to stop this insanity, but it didn’t help. The fire claimed two people’s lives, both of them in bed together. 
 
    Anthony’s testimony was the nail in Duncan’s coffin. He said it was Duncan who was turned down by the woman, not Justin. That it was Duncan’s idea to follow them home, and that Justin had tried to talk him out of doing something stupid. 
 
    “Well, I expected you to say something,” Booth grumbled. 
 
    “What does it mean?” Duncan asked mechanically. He eyed the biscuit in its wrapper. Not so much as a bite was missing. He could trade it for a book maybe, or an extra pillow. 
 
    “It means as soon as the weekend’s over, you’re walking out of there a free man.” 
 
    “Don’t say that.” 
 
    “It’s the truth, buddy. And oh man, are you going to get paid. The Reid family is mad as hornets, but they’re already reaching out. And that’s not even touching what you’re going to be owed for wrongful imprisonment. Fifty grand a year.” 
 
    Jesus. Two hundred and fifty thousand. More, if they factored in the extra months. Duncan closed his eyes and shuddered. “Is this real?” he whispered. 
 
    “It’s real,” Booth said, finally sobering. “The Colmans came through for you.” 
 
    “Okay.” The word was even more quiet. Duncan didn’t believe. He hung up and picked up the sandwich. The coffee he finished off – he wasn’t that far gone – and he walked out of the door. 
 
    The guard smiled apologetically. “Can’t let you take that with.” 
 
    “Oh. Do you want it?” 
 
    The guard looked around, surprised. “Fuck yeah.” 
 
    He ate noisily as Duncan was walked back to his cell. The assistant warden came by, telling him to have everything packed up and ready by first thing Monday morning. Duncan nodded and rested on his back in bed in his cell. He closed his eyes again as he was left alone. 
 
    Right up until a man said, “I’m sure sorry about this.” 
 
    Duncan opened his eyes, and the first cut nearly slit his throat. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The tour group consisted of a family of nearly a dozen, and it was utter chaos, especially with two children who wanted to touch and play with everything they saw. Tiffani had a trick for that, and the parents looked at her like a savoir when she told the kids about the “hands behind the back” game and the prize at the end for whoever did the best. The prizes were tiny die-cast cars, miniatures of the ones on display in the gym, and the kids looked at her like she was nuts. 
 
    “That’s it?” the little boy asked. 
 
    “Come on, then, let’s go get some lunch,” the father said, smiling apologetically at Tiffani. She grinned back and showed them out the door. 
 
    Two other volunteers worked with her that day, Eloise and a teenager named Brett looking for something to put on his college application. Eloise was giving a tour and Brett was thumbing through their magazine racks when Georgia finally strolled in, nearly an hour after they were scheduled to meet. Helen, the sour-faced clerk from the hardware store, came in with her, and Georgia told her with a nasty smile, “I’m sure this is only going to take a minute.” 
 
    Tiffani gestured at her office door. “Come in. Have a seat.” 
 
    “Let’s just do this out here,” Georgia said. 
 
    Tiffani drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly, calming herself. “I would prefer that we talk in private.” 
 
    “And I’d prefer we stay out here.” 
 
    Tiffani nodded. “Okay, then, Georgia. I’m not thrilled about this being a spectacle.” 
 
    “Oh, just get on with it.” 
 
    Another deep breath. Serenity. Anger would not help. It was what Georgia wanted. Tiffani was sure of that. “What is it you think is going to happen here?” 
 
    “You’re going to try to fire me,” Georgia said smugly. 
 
    “Why would you assume that?” 
 
    “Because you’ve had it in for me since the day you took over from Wanda.” 
 
    Tiffani’s teenage assistant gaped at all this and said nothing. Helen idly picked up little knick-knacks and hummed under her breath, stopping now and then to smirk. 
 
    “It’s true that I don’t much like your attitude,” Tiffani said. “And you’re not going to be paid anything for the time you’ve missed. But I’ve been watching the recording you set up for me.” 
 
    “Set up?” Georgia asked. Helen’s smile disappeared at that, and she sidled closer, pretending not to listen. 
 
    “It’s a little bit obvious,” Tiffani said. “Encouraging a friend to steal right as Eloise is listening? You knew they wouldn’t do it. I’m guessing you thought I’d fly off the handle. But here’s the thing. Twenty minutes after that moment, you walked a tour group through the museum.” 
 
    “I…” 
 
    “Just let me finish. I looked them up on the registry. A family from South Dakota. Unless I miss my mark, strangers, from the way you smiled professionally and greeted them.” 
 
    “What does this have to do with anything?” Georgia snapped. 
 
    “In the master bedroom, the woman saw something that made her cry. Dolls. I don’t know why, and it doesn’t really matter. Her husband was doors away. You could have called for him. You could have done nothing. You could have walked away. But instead, you walked into that room, and you wrapped an arm around her shoulder. You talked to her quietly and calmly, and you defused what was obviously an emotional situation for her.” 
 
    “I…” Georgia said, faltering. “She… why are you bringing this up?” 
 
    Tiffani leaned against the wall. “Because I don’t believe you’re a bad person, Georgia. I think you don’t like me, and that’s okay. I got the job. I’m not going to apologize for that. I’m very qualified, I love this museum and this town, and I think I’m doing a pretty great.” 
 
    “We all like you,” Brett said. Everyone glanced at him, and he shuffled in place. “Us volunteers, I mean. I’m just, uh, gonna go anywhere else.” 
 
    Tiffani returned her attention to Georgia. “So let’s talk this out. How do we heal whatever this is between us?” 
 
    Silence. Georgia folded her arms, and Tiffani waited her out, putting the ball in her court. 
 
    “You unbelievable bitch,” Georgia finally said. “You stuck-up bratty teenager. How dare you think you’re better than me?” 
 
    “I never said-” 
 
    “You think you know this town, this county, this museum? This place is my blood. You, you’re just another outsider coming in here and ruining everything for all of us with real roots here. People like you are ruining Grosbeak.” 
 
    “Now I’ve tried to be patient,” Tiffani started. 
 
    “This is my town. Not yours. This was my job. You New Bainbridge people think you can just come in and own everything, but you can’t. People like me won’t let you. We see what you’re doing. You fat skank. Screwing around.” 
 
    Helen said uncertainly, “Georgia…” 
 
    But Georgia advanced on Tiffani, and for a wild moment, Tiffani thought the other woman was going to slap her, or worse. Instead, she leveled a finger right at Tiffani’s face. “You sleeping with that, that, that pedophile-” she pronounced it “peed-oh”pile,” and Tiffani fought down an insane urge to giggle “-while you’re taking advantage of Warren? He deserves better than you, tramp.” 
 
    “Okay,” Tiffani said, feeling the calm that had escaped her all morning. “Now you’re fired. I tried. Remember that, Georgia. I really tried.” 
 
    Georgia grinned, and if venom dripped from her mouth, Tiffani wouldn’t have been surprised. “Oh, you dumb slut. When the Historical Society hears everything I have to say, they’re going to fire you.” 
 
    “I’m happy to talk to them and show them the tapes of what transpired here today,” Tiffani said. 
 
    That got through Georgia’s wicked good humor, and she furrowed her fists into claws. Before she could strike at Georgia, Helen grabbed her by the waddle of her forearm. “Georgia, it’s time to go.” 
 
    Georgia gave her a look of pure rage and contempt, then swung her head back towards Tiffani. She spit – actually spit – on Tiffani’s sandaled foot, and stormed out. Helen stared at Tiffani for a long moment, her jaw working. “I…” 
 
    “Come on!” Georgia shouted at her cousin. 
 
    Tiffani walked behind Helen, seeing them out before closing the doors and putting a “Back in Fifteen Minutes” sign in the window. She buried her face in her hands and let out a shaky laugh. Eloise and Brett stepped out into the gift shop’s foyer, and moved quietly to her. 
 
    “How much did you hear?” Tiffani asked through her hands. 
 
    “Enough, hon,” Eloise said, wrapping her arm around her. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The fireworks were an impulse purchase. Maggie made the guys promise nothing loud or anything too frightening for the sake of the girls, which they readily agreed to. That didn’t stop them from buying a box full of the best one of the local stands had to offer. Not for their own amusement, but for John. 
 
    “That… is a lot of fireworks,” Colman said, peering into the back of the truck. 
 
    “Probably a bit overkill,” Duncan agreed. 
 
    “Man… kinda wish I’d see it.” 
 
    Duncan glanced in the back and grinned. “Yeah. Me too.” 
 
    They drove to John and Fergus’s house. Before Duncan fished the box out of the back, the front door opened. John stepped out in a football uniform, his eyes downcast. Duncan remembered his words – I hate football – and winced.  
 
    “What’s up, John?” Duncan said. “Got you something. Fourth of July present.” 
 
    “Duncan, I’m sorry.” 
 
    Duncan’s smile vanished. It didn’t take a rocket scientist to know what the boy was sorry about. “Your dad?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Shit.” It wasn’t surprising, but it still hurt. 
 
    “I’m not even supposed to talk to you. But he’s gone to work and…” 
 
    “Yeah,” Duncan said, feeling lost. 
 
    Colman stepped forward. “Is everything okay?” 
 
    “My reputation claims another one,” Duncan said, trying to smile for John’s benefit. “We bought you some fireworks, for you and your friends, but if it’s going to cause problems…” 
 
    “I’d better not,” John said. “And you’re supposed to… supposed to keep the money I made since you paid me.” He sniffed. “I was so close.” 
 
    Colman said, “So close to what?” 
 
    “A bike,” Duncan said absently. 
 
    “No. I mean, yeah,” John said. “That was part of it. But… I was going to use the money to see my…” His eyes flicked to Colman, and he hesitated just a moment on the word. “…my friend.” 
 
    “Ohhh,” Duncan said. That explained why John wanted to save so much. “Colman, could you do me a favor? Give us a minute?” 
 
    “Of course. Nice to meet you, John.” 
 
    John tried his best to smile, but it fell away hard. When Colman slipped back into the truck, Duncan asked quietly, “Did you talk to him?” 
 
    “My dad?” 
 
    “No. Charlie.” 
 
    John’s sorrow broke for the first time. He smiled, and nodded. “It went… okay. We didn’t have long to talk, but… he likes me too.” 
 
    “Hey, that’s awesome,” Duncan said. “I’m proud of you, buddy. That took a lot of courage.” 
 
    “We’re going to talk every night. I know he’s like a thousand miles away, but…” John gave him such a sad, strained smile that the kid looked twenty years older than he actually was. “I’m not alone. You know?” 
 
    Maggie. Colman. Duncan returned the smile. “Believe it or not… yeah. I do.” He gestured at the truck. “Maggie and Colman, they’re friends, and they… they kept me from being alone for a very long time.” 
 
    “I wish we could hang out,” John said. He played with the hem of his shirt. “But I gotta go be in the parade. Dad wants to see me in pictures or he’s going to be pi… ticked.” He looked up, tars in his eyes. “I really am sorry.” 
 
    “You’re an amazing young man. I didn’t expect you to stick around more than a day. That I got to work with you as long as I did, that’s my privilege, John. You take care. Be happy.” 
 
    “You too,” John said. He rushed forward with no warning, hugged Duncan hard, and hurried away just as fast, brushing away at the tears in his eyes with the backs of his hands. 
 
    Duncan got back in the truck, and Colman squeezed his shoulder. They drove on, and Duncan finally asked, “What the hell are we going to do with the fireworks?” 
 
    * * * 
 
    The last batch of tourists took their sweet time browsing the gift shop. Tiffani tried not to grab the broom and sweep them out of there. At least they bought some magnets for their kids and a pretty pricey pair of bracelets for the mother. The jewelry was a big moneymaker for the gift shop, selling for nearly eight times what they actually paid for it. 
 
    Her volunteers left as soon as the clock struck five, and she hurried out of there nearly an hour later. The reservations weren’t until eight, but it was nearly a half hour drive from Grosbeak to the restaurant in the mountains, not to mention she wanted to look her best. 
 
    As Tiffani raced home, she dialed Warren. “I’m so sorry I’m running behind,” she said. 
 
    “We’re not supposed to leave for another hour and change,” he said, amused. 
 
    “I know, I know, I’m just… flustered. By the way, totally saw video of you and that lemon meringue pie. So sexy.” 
 
    “Ah, good, that’s what I was going for when I smashed my face into it. I had pie filling in places I don’t want to think about.” 
 
    She laughed. “See you soon.” 
 
    Okay, so maybe Tiffani wasn’t too rushed, but she still hurried through a shower. She slipped into a long black skirt, dark hosiery (which she actually liked and wondered why she didn’t wear more often), and a blouse she hoped she didn’t pop out of. Then again, if things got frisky, maybe that could be kind of fun. She grinned at her own foolishness, but paused when she heard a laugh. 
 
    Duncan. 
 
    She edged closer to her window. The Audi was still there, and out by his picnic table, Maggie, the woman Tiffani talked to that morning, held an infant in her arms. Her husband lit something on the ground. Tiffani’s hands rose to her ears, expecting a bang, but it was just one of those charcoal-like snakes, and she laughed softly too as it grew and grew. 
 
    It took her a moment to spot Duncan. He came off the porch with Maggie’s other little girl perched high on his shoulders. He held her hands, and pointed with them towards the black snake. The little girl looked terrified, but whatever Duncan was saying must have been working. The little girl leaned forward, asked a question, and her dad grinned up at her. When he lit another one, a slow, wide smile spread across her face. 
 
    Neither man noticed, but Maggie looked over at Tiffani’s house. She must have spotted Tiffani, because her hand came up in a tiny wave, and Tiffani waved back. Maggie curled a finger, but Tiffani shook her head slowly. 
 
    She couldn’t. 
 
    Warren was a good man. 
 
    Warren was kind to her. 
 
    Warren was so talented in bed. 
 
    Tiffani could be content with Warren. Have a good life with him. 
 
    She sniffed, and stepped away from the center of the window, watching as Duncan swung Tanya off his shoulders and presented her to her dad. The little girl clung to her father, stuck her thumb in her mouth, and nodded at something Duncan said. He hurried to a box of fireworks, and pulled out sparklers. Tiffani loved sparklers. They were always one of her favorites. Writing her name in trails of smoke, the colorful sparks defying the night. No sound, no fury, just beauty and fun. 
 
    She wanted to run over there. Just one. She’d light just one, and have a moment of fun before Warren showed up. 
 
    She didn’t move. 
 
    Ten minutes later, her cell phone buzzed. Tiffani patted away a dampness in her eyes she’d only been dimly aware of. The message was simple – I got you something. Can I come in before we take off? 
 
    Of course, she wrote back. 
 
    Another couple minutes on, and Warren knocked before entering her house. “Hey, Tiffani?” 
 
    “Upstairs! Just be one second.” 
 
    She took one more look at herself in the mirror, and headed down to meet him. He wa arranging a gorgeous bouquet of flowers in a vase on her dining room table. Tiffani’s hand rose to her breast. 
 
    “Warren, I…” 
 
    …need to break up with you, she very nearly said. 
 
    Every minute Tiffani withheld the truth, from him, from her, she was hurting the both of them more and more. She knew. The moment she saw those flowers, she knew. But the pain she’d see on his face, the words she’d have to speak, they stopped her hand. She accepted a kiss from him, and nodded when he asked if she was all right. 
 
    And all the while to the restaurant, to the parking lot full of people, she kept silent, her eyes closed for most of the drive, her breathing uneven and harsh. When they stopped, Tiffani said quietly, “Warren.” Her throat worked, and he looked over at her. 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “I…” 
 
    He still had a hold on the steering wheel, and stared at the restaurant. “I think I need to say something first,” he said. And in his voice, there was a tremble. “This time with you, it’s been special.” 
 
    “I can’t-” 
 
    “Please. Give me this much.” 
 
    She nodded, her hand over her eyes as she shook from the tears. 
 
    “You make it very easy to fall very hard for you, Tiffani. I want you to know that. I realize now maybe I’ve been a bit… much.” 
 
    “It’s not you,” she croaked. “You are… you are amazing. You’re kind and sweet, and you’re so, so good in bed.” 
 
    “Thank you,” he murmured, and took her hand in his. He kissed her fingers, and settled it back down. “I had this feeling, ever since our first time together, I’ve never really been the one you want. I didn’t stand a chance, did I? Duncan?” 
 
    She hesitated, then nodded. “I think. I don’t know. There are questions I have, lots of them, and I need to know the answer, but…” I think I love him, and I barely know him. “…yes.” 
 
    Warren let go of her hand, and blew out a long breath. “Then he’s an incredibly lucky man. If you say no to this next part, I’ll take you home, and we’ll go our separate ways. But the view from here, it really is spectacular, and I’ve gotta tell you, coming all this way without trying my cousin’s steak bites marinated in a mushroom sauce, well… it’s damn near criminal.” 
 
    Tiffani laughed shakily. “A breakup dinner?” 
 
    “A breakup dinner!” he echoed. “Come on. Turtle. Banana. Split.” 
 
    She slowly nodded. “Warren?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    She leaned over and kissed his cheek softly. “I meant every word. It is so very much not you. You deserve all the love in the world.” 
 
    “You too, Tiffani.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Duncan thought he’d be the first one to wake, but Maggie was already making coffee with one arm as he thudded into the kitchen. Amy snoozed in her other arm, and he took a moment to appreciate how skilled his ex-girlfriend was at balancing the two acts. 
 
    “Nineteen-year old us’s would have had a fit seeing us up this early,” she said. “I hope Amy’s fussing didn’t wake you up.” 
 
    “No, I didn’t hear her. Green noise machine. Helps me relax at night.” He gave her a one-armed hug and grabbed a mug from above her head. “Can’t wake up later than five.” 
 
    “Mike’s like that. Sometimes I come out and he’s even in his suit already. It’s sick.” 
 
    She poured for him, and topped her own off. They sat at the kitchen table rather than in the living room. It had the better view of the lake. 
 
    He stared out that way. “I dreamed about Shelton last night.” 
 
    Shelton was the inmate who attacked him in his cell, nearly killing him. Maggie tensed at the name. “A bad one?” 
 
    He nodded. “They always are. I didn’t make it to the hospital this time. They dragged me to the infirmary and I kept trying to tell them to call you. Then it all went black and I woke up.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “No, don’t be. It’s strange but it didn’t have as much power over me this time. I feel like I’m letting go.” 
 
     “Are you okay?” Maggie asked him. 
 
    “Kind of expected John to quit after the words I had with his dad. It’ll be fine. No worse off than when I started, but I’ll miss the kid.” 
 
    “That’s not all I meant.” 
 
    “I know.” He sipped, and leaned back in his chair. “Honestly? Yeah. I think I am. Hurting a little bit, but it’s a good hurt. I haven’t really been confronting a lot of things since I got out. And now it’s all kind of in my face, but… I’m surviving. That’s okay. Isn’t it?” 
 
    “I think it’s the best we can do,” Maggie murmured. 
 
    “You and Colman, you doing okay?” 
 
    Maggie smiled fondly towards the staircase. Her husband was still upstairs, tucked away with Tanya and sleeping. “Much better now with his new job offer. He was so overworked, and it stressed both of us out. But things are calming way down. We’re really excited to start trying again, and with me home… yeah. Things are… well, they’re amazing.” 
 
     “I’m proud of you,” Duncan said. 
 
    Maggie reached across and took his hand. “Thank you.” 
 
    Amy started coming awake not long after, and Duncan held her for a while as they talked. Colman made his way downstairs eventually, and sacked out on the couch as Tanya sat on her mother’s lap. Still either drunk or massively hung over, the big man was out in mere minutes, and snored so hard Duncan feared for his safety. 
 
    “I have to wear earplugs,” Maggie whispered to Duncan, grinning. 
 
    “Does he register on the Richter scale?” Duncan whispered back. 
 
    “Can hear you,” Colman muttered. 
 
    “People in Vegas can hear you,” Duncan replied. 
 
    After a light breakfast, Tanya needed to work off some bundled-up morning energy, and demanded Duncan work out with her. She did a cute version of her mom’s yoga, and Duncan let himself get roped in, much to Colman’s delight. But as he was shifting positions and standing upright, Duncan saw someone walking slowly down the path towards the beach. 
 
    Tiffani. She wore a flowery wrap that mostly hid her figure. Families had been packing it up and leaving the lake all morning, so she kept to the side of the road. At this angle he couldn’t see her face, but in her hand was a cooler. Breakfast down by the lake, maybe. That seemed like such a lovely, simple idea, and he’d never thought once of doing it. 
 
    “Dunk!” Tanya said crossly. 
 
    He glanced down at her, the spell broken. Maggie crept up beside him to see who he was staring at, and turned with a smile. He shook his head slightly, and returned to Tanya’s exercise routine. 
 
    While first Maggie, then Colman disappeared to clean up the kids and get ready to go garage saling before they left, Duncan stared down at the beach. He couldn’t see where Tiffani had gone from the first floor, so he brought Amy and Tanya outside, nodding along as Tanya told him about her dog friends. Tiffani was walking the beach, picking up garbage like she’d done with him however long ago. She moved slowly, stopping now and then to talk to someone as they walked by, but the Fourth was over and soon the beach would be a ghost town again. 
 
    He went along with the others, mostly staying to himself as they hunted and pecked through the finest treasures and outrageously priced dumpster trash, but his mind was a thousand miles away. Well, really, just about a mile away, fixated on a certain beautiful blonde as she walked the beach alone. 
 
    Colman wanted to grab the kids’ stuff before they had lunch together and hit the road. As he and Maggie headed back inside Duncan’s house to begin gathering everything up, Duncan looked down at the beach again. Tiffani was still down there. The wrap was gone, and she wore a yellow two-piece, her back already red from the sun. 
 
    “Go,” a voice said softly beside him. 
 
    The voice. The one that had helped him through the darkness. The one that had brought him here, along with her incredibly understanding husband and his best friend. 
 
    He turned, his mouth working. “Maggie…” 
 
    Colman stood on the steps, looking down at the beach. “That’s her?” 
 
    “Yes,” Duncan said. 
 
    “Kiss the kids,” Colman said calmly. “Then get your ass down there and do what you need to do to win her over.” 
 
    That was so much harder than it sounded. But Duncan stared back down at Tiffani, and slowly, he nodded. Colman held Amy out for him, and he came up the stairs, first to plant a kiss on the infant’s head, then to hug Colman tight. Tanya wanted up, so Duncan lifted her and she gave him a big kiss on the cheek. He laughed, but it was all nerves, and soon Maggie took her from him. 
 
    “I’ll never be able to repay either one of you,” Duncan said. 
 
    Colman grinned. “Probably not. But that just means you get to keep trying. Come on down with her sometime. We want to meet her.” 
 
    Maggie looked like she might say something at that, but only nodded. She kissed Duncan on the cheek softly, and pushed him towards the lake. 
 
    The lake, and Tiffani. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Tiffani slipped her sandals off and drew her toes through the sand. She sipped on the remains of the second bottle of wine in her cooler, wishing she’d brought a third.  
 
    She looked out over the lake, her mind adrift. Last night had turned from painful to pleasant, and Warren dropped her off late. They kissed one last time, a chaste goodbye, and then he was gone. The flowers she forgot about until that morning. A twinge of guilt ran through her for them, but they were too beautiful to throw away. She sniffed them, and cried a little, but mostly just slid around her house until she decided to go to the lake and think. 
 
    She hurt. And she knew it would all be okay eventually, but Georgia’s words echoed in her mind. Warren’s face played underneath it all, that wounded smile, the eyes that looked so haunted. And Duncan, the man she thought she’d scare away forever if she kept pursuing him, but who she knew now was the man she wanted. 
 
    The man who stepped across the sand behind her. 
 
    “My name. It wasn’t always Duncan.” 
 
    Tiffani stiffened. The bottle in her hands fell and tipped over. He knelt beside her and picked it up. They both stared down at the red wine staining the sand. 
 
    “It was Gabe Spencer. Can I sit?” 
 
    Tiffani nodded, sniffing again. He dropped to the sand on the other side of the cooler, folding his knees and wrapping his arms around them as he too stared out over the lake. 
 
    “I was friends with the wrong man. Well, friends is maybe too strong a word. He had money, and I was impressed with that. But there was this really cruel streak to him too, a kind of nihilism I didn’t realize was so ingrained. We always joked he was insane, but he really was.” 
 
    “Who was he?” Tiffani asked, her voice thick and rough. 
 
    “Justin Reid. His dad owned a bunch of packing plants, factories, that sort of thing, but he was also a politician. Small-time, but a big reach. 
 
    “We were nineteen, and out drinking and playing pool with another friend, Anthony. Justin, he gets this wicked gleam in his eye after we’ve been out for a couple hours. Says he wants to do something really crazy. 
 
    “Justin saying something like that, it was nothing good. I knew that. I went along anyways, mostly to try and talk him down off whatever ledge he was going to walk off. We wind up at this apartment building. New build, so the place wasn’t totally full. It if had been…” Duncan sighed. “I… don’t know. It was bad enough as it was.” 
 
    “What happened?” Tiffani asked. 
 
    “Justin tells Anthony to break a window with a rock. Anthony laughs him off, but Justin says he’ll give him twenty bucks if he does. He goes around to the back of his car and opens it up as I try to talk Anthony out of it. By this point, I just want to go home. Back to Maggie and my parents.” 
 
    “Oh,” Tiffani whispered. “I met her.” 
 
    Duncan nodded slightly. “Thought you might have, the way she reacted to something.” He sighed and squeezed his knees harder. “Justin’s laughing it up. He tells Anthony fifty bucks. Then a hundred. And Anthony looks at me and starts giggling. It’s a hundred bucks. That was a lot of money to us. He grabs rocks and just starts chucking them as fast as he can. 
 
    “People inside the building started shouting. I tried to walk away, but out of the corner of my eye, I see what Justin’s got in his hands. A glass bottle. Why he had them and how long, I don’t know. I think he always planned on setting us up that night for no other reason than to just see what happened. There was a rag hanging out, and he lit it.” 
 
    “Oh my God.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Duncan said, shivering. “I shouted for him not to do it. He threw it. And the building, it lit up.” 
 
    “Duncan, I…” 
 
    “Two people died. I tried to help, I tried to put out the flames. But when the cops and the firefighters came, Justin and Anthony both pointed the finger at me.” 
 
    “And you were sent to prison.” 
 
    Duncan nodded. “Life. No parole. Maggie stuck with me as long as she could. She was a saint. Still is.” He looked at Tiffani. “You should know there’s always going to be some part of me that loves her. Not in a relationship way, just… I love her like family now. She was the only one to keep coming to visit me. My parents…” He sighed. “They gave up early on. I was an angry kid, and they thought I was guilty. Very fire and brimstone, told me I was reaping what I sowed.” 
 
    Tiffani reached over to rest her hand on his knee. He rested a hand on hers, rocking slightly as he recalled it all. The look on his parents’ faces when the guilty verdict came down. The grim nod his father gave his mom. The interviews with the press they gave later, where they wailed for Duncan to repent and come back to them when he found Jesus and redemption, when in reality, after the verdict came, they couldn’t get away from him fast enough. 
 
    “But even Maggie was human. I told her all the time, she should find someone else. She never meant to, but she kept trying to get lawyers to look at my case. One of them, a fresh-faced kid right out of law school, was Mike Colman.” 
 
    “The man she was with here?” 
 
    “Mm hm. And the best guy I’ve ever known. They met at a church thing, and she told him my story. He listened to her. Maybe at first because he was infatuated, but eventually because my case was genuinely batshit crazy. The cops ignored a lot, and Justin and Anthony’s testimony were enough to put me away without a whole lot of evidence. Together, Maggie and Mike started to rattle some sabers for me. It took a while to get the momentum going, and in the meantime, they fell in love.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “I’m not. I meant it. Maggie deserved happiness, and she found it. Colman is a fantastic guy. What they did for me, just hanging in there and fighting for me, I don’t have the words to tell you what it meant. I was so goddamned alone. Eventually, they pushed the right buttons. People started to talk about reopening my case. And when they finally did, the whole thing crumbled fast. Anthony flipped on Justin, and I was set to be a free man.” 
 
    “That’s an incredible story,” Tiffani said. 
 
    “It’s not the end of it,” Duncan said. His hand on hers found her fingers, and he squeezed. “I was attacked a few days before I was supposed to be freed. Another inmate, hired by a guard who was hired by Justin. That’s where I got the nicks. He very nearly killed me. On account of who Justin’s father was, I went into Witness Protection for a while. A few months, long enough for Justin to go to prison and his father to have a massive stroke and pass away. I came out of Witness Protection, but I liked the anonymity of having a new name. A new past, so Duncan Monroe was born. Maggie and Colman relocated near here, and they sent me a bunch of real estate photos. They thought I’d hate this place here because of the name of the lake, but the reminder, it’s actually been healthy for me, and it’s a hard place to ignore once you’ve seen it. I fell in love with Pinch Lily Lake, and… well, now here I am. I never wanted to hurt you, Tiffani. I’m sorry I did. I’m broken in a lot of ways that won’t ever be fixed, but that’s no excuse. I saw our future, and I panicked.” 
 
    “Duncan?” 
 
    “Hm?” 
 
    Tiffani looked over at him. “Are your friends still here?” 
 
    “No. They just left.” 
 
    She nodded, and moved his hand to her breast and the heart beating so hard it felt like it would escape from her body and run away. His breath caught. 
 
    “Warren…?” 
 
    “We broke up. Last night. He realized I was… am… kind of in love with you.” 
 
    “In…” 
 
    “Take me home.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Even on the cusp of their lovemaking, Duncan wanted to hold Tiffani’s hand forever. He guided her through the front door, steps in front of her, sure that if he let go, she’d vanish, never having existed in the first place. He was sure he was in the last moments of some hallucination in the prison infirmary, or in the hospital, or something, but no, she was real, and she was there, turning him, smiling up at him as nervously as he felt until his lips fell to her chin, her neck her lips. 
 
    She parted her mouth, sighing into him with a release of pleasure. Their short time before together had been so hot, so frantic, but now they took their time, exploring each other’s lips while their eyes consumed what they could of the other. His rough hand gripped her softer, smaller one, and his other wrapped around her shoulder, pulling her tight to him. 
 
    She dropped the cooler, the wine bottles clinking against each other, and her fingers slid up to his scars, to his face. He moaned into her mouth, his need stiffening him, driving him wild at just this little touch. 
 
    “I love you too,” he whispered against her mouth. “Will you go away if I let go of your hand?” 
 
    She leaned her forehead against his and shook her head gently side to side. He breathed deep and let her fingers slip through his, and she was there, she was real, and he was lifting the wrap over her head and dropping it beside them as she rubbed his shoulders, touched his back, explored his body. 
 
    “You have…” Their lips met in a quick kiss. “…me. If you ever feel like running again, promise me we’ll talk.” 
 
    “I swear.” His breath was hot against her lips, and he pulled her with him to the living room. Her hands traced the ridges of his muscles, and somewhere along the way he grabbed her ass, squeezing her into his hardness. She moaned, and the sound stirred him into moving faster. He tugged her into a bedroom. The bed was precisely made, a pair of pillows sitting side by side atop it. A few pictures hung on the walls, of Duncan, Maggie, and Colman, and in a few, the little girl who had clung so hard to Maggie. 
 
    Tiffani reached a hand out towards the other woman’s visage, making a quiet promise to her. I’ll always be here. Thank you for keeping him safe for me. 
 
    Duncan pulled back far enough to admire Tiffani. He murmured, “I’ve never wanted anyone the way I want you.” 
 
    “Show me,” Tiffani murmured, sitting on the edge of the bed. She shyly reached up to the bikini top, and slid it off as he worked his shirt up and over his head. Her lips parted at the sight of his every well-defined muscle, and the scars and tattoos along his body. The tattoos held her attention. They weren’t professional but clearly someone put a lot of work into them. She wanted to examine each and every one of them up close, along with every hard ridge of muscle to him. 
 
    Her attention drifted south when Duncan slid the rest of his clothes off. She knew he was big from their hot make-out session what felt like so long ago, but now Tiffani got a full view of just how very well put together Duncan was. And it wasn’t just his cock that was so beautiful either. Duncan clearly worked out beyond the rigors of his job, and his muscles rippled underneath the few extra pounds he carried. Not cut from stone, not exactly, but certainly built on a foundation of one. 
 
    She curled a finger at him, and he stepped closer, his gaze sweeping up and down her body. She turned and got up on the bed on her hands and knees. He reached for her ass, still in her bikini bottoms, but Tiffani was too fast and turned around, at eye level with his cock. She reached for him, and Duncan groaned at her touch. 
 
    “I never did get a chance to do this,” she murmured. 
 
    He shivered at her touch. “Stroke it,” he murmured. 
 
    Tiffani grinned, and slid her hand down to his base. She leaned forward, her mouth just above his tip, and spat once, twice, three times until he was slick enough to jerk him off. Then she stared back up at him, losing the smile as her hand slid back up to the tip and worked his first few inches. 
 
    Duncan reached down to stroke Tiffani’s blonde hair away from her beautiful face. She closed her eyes and sighed happily when he stroked her cheek. Her hands around him drove him wild. So long. It had been so long since a woman touched him like this. He knew he wasn’t going to last long, but he could think of nothing to distract him from the gorgeous blonde on her knees in front of him stroking his cock.  
 
    “Tiffani, I won’t last long,” he murmured. “It’s… been a while.” 
 
    “Then you need this then,” she said. “Let go, baby. It’s okay.” 
 
    Tiffani stroked him harder and faster, her other hand reaching down to cup one of his balls. He groaned his pleasure, his eyes closing as his ass and hips started to tighten and relax with every inch she touched. She sat further upright, both hands on him now, aiming him towards her stomach. The need was too much, and he groaned one more time. 
 
    “Tiffani.” 
 
    “Give it to me, give me your come, Duncan.” 
 
    His warmth rocketed out of him, streaking her stomach, the valley between her breasts. She chased his still spurting cock with her lips, taking his last few shots into her mouth as she sucked his tip, drawing even more pleasure out of his sensitive cock. He grabbed her hair, unable to help himself, and slid his cock inches in before he realized what he was doing and stopped, jerking his hands away. 
 
    She pulled off him, gasping, “It’s okay, it’s okay, you’re not going to hurt me.” 
 
    “If I’m ever too rough…” 
 
    Tiffani grinned up at him, sliding her fingers through the come on her belly, between her tits. She slipped her fingers into her mouth and sucked them down before replying, “I’ll tell you. But, um, I kind of like sex however I can get it. I like it sweet. I like it wild. I don’t even mind being used a little. If, you know, you don’t mind me sometimes being a little, uh, enthusiastic.” 
 
    For an answer, he came forward and rested his hands on her shoulders. “Never,” Duncan promised her, and pushed her gently backwards until she was resting on her back, knees bent. His shyness and own need sated, he sensed in her the desperate desire, and tugged her bikini bottoms down and away from her pussy. Maggie never shaved hers, so he was surprised to find Tiffani did. It looked sexy that way, inviting and clean. He dropped down, his lips at her mound. 
 
    Then lower. 
 
    Tiffani’s knees shot wide as Duncan’s lips brushed her clit, then sucked it into his mouth. He may not have been with a great many women, but his experiences with Maggie left him fantastic at this, and Tiffani reaped the benefits. He stared up at her, his intensity gone for the moment as he savored the look of bliss on her face as she propped herself up to watch this. He did not tease, not exactly, but he took his time, switching between tongue and lips freely, sucking at her bud, flicking it. 
 
    “Duncan, yessss,” she moaned. 
 
    His hands wrapped under her bare bottom, and this time it was his turn to moan. “I love your ass,” he said. 
 
    She blushed. “I’ve noticed you looking.” 
 
    He chuckled and returned to her clit, giving her a suckle and a kiss before sliding lower, tasting the slickness of her folds. Tiffani’s pink slit gleamed with need and desire, already wet for him. His tongue ran her length, all the way down to the sensitive bit of flesh at her base, up and down, up and down. She tasted sweet and musty all at once, and Duncan had never craved something so powerfully in his life. His control cracked, and he began to lick her in earnest, his tongue sliding into her, driving as deep into her core as he could reach. She balled up her hands and beat them against the covers, throwing her head back when he took a quick lap at her clit again. 
 
    He may have come fast but Tiffani was just as ready, the pleasure exploding deep inside and pushing out in waves all the way to her toes. She gasped, “Oh my God, oh my God, I’m already there, please, my clit, I need you…” 
 
    Duncan lurched up to suck her clit, his hands rising to her breasts. She grabbed them and fell backwards, arching her ass, flexing her hips as hard as she could and straining to meet his tongue and his lips with her clit. He flicked two, three more times. 
 
    “Oh fuck, Duncan, I’m coming!” 
 
    She squeezed his hands tight and cried out, her orgasm wiping out her words, her thoughts. She fell back to the bed, gasping, crying out his name, and Duncan kept going, kept sucking, kept licking as he stared up at her, his hands still clasped to her breasts. She writhed up and down, her whole body so wildly sensitive but not wanting to let his lips or his tongue get away from her. He slipped one hand free, and still licking her clit with fast flicks of his tongue, he slid three fingers into her wet warmth, not wasting any time in pistoning them in and our of Tiffani. 
 
    She exploded again. No warning. Her body simply hit a wall and crashed through it as she screamed his name. 
 
    “Duncan! Oh my Duncan!” 
 
    Her folds throbbed around his fingers, urging him deeper, urging him to stay a while. He did, keeping his fingers inside Tiffani but rushing up with the rest of his body, sucking at her nipple as he began to push his fingers in and out of her again. She clutched at his back, whimpering, gasping, even laughing a little when her body made a natural sound or two when his fingers left her tightness and plunged back in. She gripped his hair and begged him, “Kiss me again.” 
 
    So he did, his lips crushing against hers, owning her in that moment heart and soul as his eyes close, his own pleasure evident in the hardness poking against her leg. He rubbed himself up and down her skin, unable to help the bucking motion. 
 
    His hand shot out for something. The nightstand, she realized, and she helped him, pulling open a drawer so hard it dropped to the ground. “Shit,” she gasped, and he was off her in a second, hanging off the bed with only his legs and muscular butt in view for a moment. She giggled as he frantically came back up with a fistful of condoms, and she tugged him back to her, anxious to kiss him, anxious to never let Duncan go. 
 
    He ripped open the packaging on one and rolled the condom on. Tiffani scooted up on the bed and grabbed the pillows to stack them on top of each other. “I’m sorry I get so vulg-” she started to say, but Duncan was on her again, his mouth snapping to hers. 
 
    “It’s sexy as hell,” he said, his dick sliding up and down the length of her. “Are you ready?” 
 
    She held him around the neck. “I mean it. I love you, Duncan.” 
 
    “I love you, Tiffani.” 
 
    And with that, he slid into the woman he’d been waiting so very long to meet and love. Years of suffering, years of regret, of shame, of hiding away from the world, and now, here was the love of Duncan’s life, gripping him around the neck as he slid into her, making her moan, making her eyes shine like lights. She pulled him tighter to her, drawing him even deeper, and Duncan kissed her shoulder, her neck as he found her depths and rested there. His old life, the terrors, the dark clouds of his mind, they were never going to go completely away. But with Tiffani, now he found his calmness. Gabe, the man he’d been, finally slipped away, and in his place was the person he wanted to be, alone with the person he wanted to be with. 
 
    They made love. It was excruciatingly good for both of them. He rocked into Tiffani with the gentleness of his soul, and she held him close, urging him on, telling him with her lips, her eyes, her body just how deep her love ran. And when she came again, he wasn’t long after, filling the condom, still rocking into her long after. 
 
    Tiffani worked the condom off him, and went to the bathroom to clean herself up and bring him a rag. She cleaned him with gentle strokes, smiling, and he pulled her to him, kissing her gently, their bodies coming together again, not in lovemaking, but in a need to be together, to skin against skin. They did not sleep, but they slipped into something of a hypnotic doze, just stroking each other for long minutes, discovering, playing. 
 
    An hour later, Duncan had Tiffani on her back again, his hands around her, kissing her with more and more urgency. He leaned down and lunged for one of her nipples, sucking it, teasing it with his teeth. She spread herself wide, playing with her own pussy as he slipped between her nipples, tracing the valley of her breasts with his tongue. His hand joined hers, and he slid his fingers inside her, curling one much like he had their first time together. She stared into his eyes, her smile slowly vanishing as her need took over. 
 
    When he shifted for a better position, Tiffani gripped his wrist and pulled his fingers free. “Tiff, I…” he started. 
 
    “Sh. I love that. But it’s not how I think you want it right now.” 
 
    With that, she turned over, sliding up onto her hands and knees with a grace like she was moving through water. Tiffani glanced at him and grinned. He wasted no time sliding behind her, not to take her, but to bury his mouth against her sex one more time. 
 
    “You are, mm, unfairly good with every part of your body,” she said, thrusting back against his tongue. He chuckled against her. His efforts redoubled, and he squeezed her ass as he ate her out again. Her need coupled with his eagerness spurred Tiffani on, and it wasn’t long before her head dropped and she cried out again, hoarse, wordless as she came for him.  
 
    He was there, another condom in hand and rolling onto his cock. Duncan gripped her waist as he eased into her tight warm depths. There was no holding back for him, not when he had the ass he’d been so desperate to touch, kiss, and lick slapping back at him with his every thrust. 
 
    “Goddamn,” he said, “Tiffani, your ass…” 
 
    She laughed throatily and pushed back against him harder and harder. The beat their bodies made, skin slapping against skin, drove her wild, and when he accidentally pulled too far back and slipped out of her, Tiffani gasped, “On your back.” 
 
    Duncan dropped to the bed beside her, and she turned around and mounted him so her ass was to his face. She leaned back, her hands coming to rest beside him on either side, and she began to roll her hips up and down, taking him deep and squeezing him tight each time. He trailed her skin, teasing her, touching her, grunting her name, trying to hold on to this moment as long as he could. But she had his number, and the sight of her ass rolling back against him was so deliciously erotic he couldn’t stop from thrusting back up at her again and again. 
 
    “Tiffani, shit,” he groaned. “Close again.” 
 
    “Do it,” she moaned. 
 
    He hammered up into her, his cock slapping against her skin as he drove deep inside. She gripped him tight, and soon he was spurting again, tightening and dropping back down to the bed, his body sleek with sweat. She slid up and off him, and snuggled up next to him, laughing quietly. 
 
    “Even when I can’t,” Duncan said, stroking the hair away from her eyes, “I want you so damn much it hurts.” 
 
    “The same,” Tiffani murmured. She cupped his cheeks and kissed him again and again before turning around and snuggling back against him. She found his hand and guided it around to her mound. 
 
    In another half hour, they showered, and he showed her the house, both of them completely nude. She had more questions, mostly about his family and if he ever connected with them again. 
 
    “I haven’t,” he said. “I went into Witness Protection, and when I got out, I never looked them up. They tried to get in touch with Maggie once or twice, just to make sure I was okay, but she’s never let on my new name to them, or given them anything other than a ‘he’s fine, now go away.’ That might sound crass, but in five years inside, they never came to see me once. And if you saw the interviews they gave about me… well, let’s just say I’m okay with shutting that door.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Tiffani murmured. 
 
    “Don’t be. Maggie and Colman are my family now. Much as that might seem screwed up, they’ve been my guardian angels throughout all this.” 
 
    “Maggie and I had a long talk yesterday,” Tiffani said. She explained what happened, and it got to Duncan, hard. She rose up and embraced him, and he held her for a long while, burying his head against her neck. “I think she’s still a little bit confused about you.” 
 
    Duncan sighed. “Yeah. Me too for her, if I’m honest. You don’t need to worry about that, but I mean…” 
 
    “She looked out for you. I get it. That’s got to be a whole bundle of emotions.” 
 
    “It’s love, but it’s not an us kind of love,” he said. His hand rose to her cheek, and he leaned in to kiss her. She gave a deeply happy “hmm” against his lips, and kept him there for a long time. 
 
    Back downstairs, she eyed the boxes of fireworks near the front door. “Jeez, you planning for an invasion or something?” 
 
    Duncan chuckled. “I bought them for John, but his dad told him to break off his connection with me. It’s a shame. I really ended up caring about that kid. This whole summer, it’s not just been you dragging me out of my shell, but him too.” 
 
    “He was adorable at the potluck,” Tiffani said. 
 
    “Brought the chicken and the potatoes?” 
 
    “Oh yes. He was so proud of it. And Wanda knew just how special that was to him, and gave him the seat next to her and everything.” 
 
    Duncan grinned. “Good. He’s got a damn good heart on him. I hope the world doesn’t beat that out of him.” 
 
    They started to talk about something to eat. It was long past lunch and too early for dinner, but neither of them minded. They dressed and wandered back to her place, where Duncan raided her fridge once he discovered she had lemonade. 
 
    She giggled when she saw him down a glass. “You could have won beer chugging contests.” 
 
    “Dead sexy, right?” 
 
    “The sexiest. Hey, um… would it be weird if I brought over some clothes? And stuff? I mean, I know we just, um, really started things…” She stopped, blinking and remembering her feelings with Warren. 
 
    “Yeah, of course. You okay? Kinda dropped off there.” 
 
    Tiffani started, and came to him. Her big eyes seemed on the verge of tears, and he was confused when her trembling hands wrapped around his neck. “I just… with Warren, it felt like we were running too fast towards something. With you, it’s like I can’t run fast enough.” 
 
    Duncan squeezed her ass. “Would it scare you off if I said I’d propose to you right now if I had a ring?” 
 
    “Is it weird that doesn’t weird me out one bit? Like I’d probably shout yes?” 
 
    He shrugged, grinning. “So long as we’re weird together.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Everything fuzzed around the edges, and the dull, throbbing threatened to take him with every step. John’s thoughts didn’t want to connect. His steps were uneven, slow. He balanced against what he could. Buildings. Fences. Twice he reached for something that wasn’t actually there and fell. 
 
    No one noticed. Most everyone was either downtown, enjoying a beer with other townies after the chaos of the 4th, or they were at home, recovering from the same. Occasionally someone did drive by, and he straightened, trying to look normal, trying not to draw attention to himself. 
 
    His mind slurred over conscious thought, but he knew where he was going. His feet moved on autopilot, shuffling across pavement. He crossed right in front of a car thankfully moving too slow to hit him. The woman – Georgia, in a cruel coincidence – hammered on the horn and yelled at him to quit doing drugs. John heard her but paid no mind, dragging himself up onto the opposite curb. Soon, his feet crunched on gravel, and he looked up. So far to go yet. 
 
    * * * 
 
    “It’s that fuckin’ Monroe,” Chop said. His real name wasn’t Chop, but Stephen. He went by Chop because that was what he did – he was a logger. Or had been, right up until the mill closed two years ago. Now he drifted from job to job. His latest was a stint in the hospital alongside his friend Chub, also not a real name, and also a former logger. They worked in maintenance, but mostly spent their days playing grab-ass with some of the cuter nurses and aides, or looking at porn on their phones down in the basement, since their computer time was monitored. 
 
    Chub – real name Scott – slapped a hand on the table, sloshing around their three mugs of beer. “You’re damn right it is. That prison bitch probably taught your boy how to suck knob.” 
 
    “Hey,” Fergus snapped. “I don’t want that goddamn visual in my head.” 
 
    Not that there was much room for it. He kept playing the scenario over and over in his head. Coming in the door early. Hearing his boy laugh in his room. There had been some arguing the last week or so, about John working for Monroe. Fergus thought, like Chub and Chop, that Monroe was steering his boy towards being even more queer than John already acted sometimes. Not liking football, but soccer. No son of his was going to miss out on God’s greatest game. And the movies John liked to watch. Romances and tearjerkers and shit. Fergus thought his wife had been responsible for that. 
 
    Well, Fergus told John what was up with Monroe and that he couldn’t work for him anymore. John was pissed. He was making good money, he said, and Duncan was a nice guy and easy to work for. Nice guy how, Fergus wanted to know, and John told him Duncan was a friend. Not Mr. Monroe. Duncan. Well, that led to a big fight, but his son listened, and on the Fourth, he quit. 
 
    Fergus hoped that was that. But when he came in that day and John was laughing away in his room, it rankled him and he wasn’t sure why, except he was still riled up after days and days of fighting with John. He crept through the house, listening to that laugh, listening to John’s murmured words. As he got closer to the boy’s bedroom, he slipped off his shoes and stepped around the creaky floorboards. John didn’t hear him until it was way too late. 
 
    “So who is yours?” he heard another boy ask. 
 
    “I don’t want to say,” John said. 
 
    “Oh come on. I’ll tell you mine.” 
 
    “Okay. You first.” 
 
    “Angelo Andrades.” 
 
    “The basketball player?” John asked. 
 
    “Uh huh,” the other boy said. “Oh my God, look up a picture of him smiling sometime.” 
 
    “Hold on,” John said, and Fergus felt his stomach lurch. 
 
    What the fuck? 
 
    “Oh wow, he is cute. I kinda like…” John let out a trill giggle. “Antonio Swisher.” 
 
    Fergus snapped. 
 
    The door banged against the wall, and John jumped off the bed. A boy on the other end of the screen said, “John?” 
 
    “Dad!” John yelped. “I… listen…” 
 
    “I heard enough,” Fergus said. He shoved John aside, grabbed his laptop, and with a grunt, he smashed it down on the metal bedpost of John’s bed. The plastic and metal cracked, and he raised it again. 
 
    “Dad, no!” 
 
    “Shut up, John!” He smashed the laptop down again and again, until half the bottom end snapped off. Something acrid soured the air, and Fergus hurled the remains of the laptop against the wall. His anger consumed him and he whirled on his son. “You… you…” 
 
    “I’m sorry, I’m sorry!” John wailed. 
 
    “You’re sorry? You’re sorry?” Fergus grabbed his son’s shirt and shoved him backwards, pushing him against his desk hard enough to send a glass over the edge. It shattered on the ground and they both looked down at the sparkling glass before Fergus grabbed his son again. “My son, my son, my goddamn son!” 
 
    His hand came up. What he meant to do Fergus didn’t know. But John cowered away from him, guarding his face, and Fergus instead shouted, “Look at me. Look at me!” 
 
    “No, no, Dad, please…” 
 
    Fergus grabbed his son’s hands and yanked them down. It was the tears that did him in. The tears, and the eyes that looked so much like his dead wife’s. His fist crashed down, a thundering right that would have put down most men his size. John crashed to the ground. Limp. 
 
    Fergus stared at his fist. Stared at his boy. He knelt and lifted John, not carefully, but like he was picking up a sack of potatoes. Drool trailed out of John’s mouth as Fergus carried him out to the couch and dropped him on it. Fergus stood over him, breathing hard, trying to fight down the urges to vomit or hit his son again. He spun to his right, then his left, looking all around. 
 
    “What do I do?” he asked no one in particular. He stumbled out of there, his eyes huge, and headed for the bar, calling Chip and Chub along the way, telling them everything. 
 
    Now they sat around their fourth or fifth beer, a line of empty shot glasses between them. The last time Fergus drank like this was in the weeks after he put his wife in the ground. It was her he kept thinking about, not John. She wouldn’t be upset. She’d be loving, and understanding. She’d coddle the boy, and tell him it was all right, and all the things he’d want to hear. Well it wasn’t all right. 
 
    “It’s goddamned unnatural,” he muttered, and finished off the considerable amount of beer in front of him. 
 
    A woman slipped through the crowd, older, sour-faced. Georgia something-or-other, he thought. She was a mean cuss, he remembered that much. 
 
    “Your son is on something. He nearly made me wreck stumbling out in front of me like, like a zombie,” she snapped. 
 
    “My son?” Fergus asked stupidly. 
 
    “Yes, your son. He was walking down by the greenhouses.” 
 
    There was little question of where she meant by that. One of the local shuttered businesses was a closed garden center. The tattered remains of its greenhouses were a blight on Grosbeak, and scheduled to be demolished in a month. 
 
    “Why’s he down there?” Chub asked. 
 
    Fergus tried to do the mental gymnastics to snatch at the answer to that, but he was beyond drunk and into the realm of obliterated. 
 
    “Probably going to cut down by Miss Bitch’s house,” Georgia said. The three men looked at her dumbly. “My boss. Ex-boss. Tiffani. She fired me. Can you believe that? Fired me? No cause either. Not a single one. She just plain old didn’t like me, that bitch.” 
 
    “I heard about that,” Chop said. “These outsiders are ruining this town.” 
 
    “If I could run her out of town…” Georgia said. She grimaced. “Only lived here a month and she’s already whoring it around town. First she slept with Dr. Warren, and now I hear she’s been over at Duncan Monroe’s all day.” 
 
    Fergus’s fugue dissolved, and he leaned forward. “What did you say?” 
 
    “Yeah!” Georgia snorted and gestured in the vague direction of the lake. “Who would have guessed she’d want to hook up with that freak show of a human being?” 
 
    “Wait,” Fergus said, finally getting it. “She lives down by the greenhouses, don’t she?” 
 
    “A few blocks away, but yes.” 
 
    “And Monroe, he lives behind her.” 
 
    “Yes,” Georgia said. 
 
    Chub leaned back on his stool, grinning like a feral dog. “He’s goin’ for Monroe’s place. Prison bitch will have your boy every which way he can, no question.” 
 
    Chop wrapped an arm around Georgia’s shoulder, and tried for a conspiratorial whisper. “How angry are you with this boss of yours?” 
 
    “Ex-boss,” Georgia hissed. She studied him, then all of them, one by one. “Why? What do you have in mind?” 
 
    “I think we do run them out,” Chop said. “I think we get Fergus’s son, and we teach Monroe a lesson. Slash a few tires, maybe break a window or two…” 
 
    Georgia licked her lips. Fergus’s mind reeled, but when Chub clapped his back, he nodded. After a minute, Georgia too. 
 
    The guys dropped a few bills on the bar for the tab, and Georgia followed them out, her head swinging left to right, looking for anyone listening too hard or watching their movements. She was right to look, too. Behind them at their table, Hannah kicked away from her stool and ran out the back door, already dialing Tiffani. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Tiffani rolled her suitcase into Duncan’s bedroom closet. His hands roamed her ass again, and he squeezed a cheek through her shorts. She laughed and swatted backwards at him. 
 
    “You are insatiable,” she said. 
 
    “You do this to me.” 
 
    “Well, good.” She turned around and wrapped her arms around him. “Because I’m feeling insatiable too, and I’ve got tomorrow off, so…” 
 
    “Mm,” he said, and leaned forward for a kiss that never happened. Someone knocked on his front door, and he groaned. “Let’s ignore it. Can’t be…” 
 
    But the window was open, and a voice, faint and distant out by the front, said, “Dun… Duncan?” 
 
    “John?” Duncan asked, spinning around. 
 
    “I’m… I’m not feeling so good.” 
 
    Duncan hurried towards the front door, Tiffani close behind. Her cell phone rang but she ignored it. The boy rested against the wall beside the door. His eyes were unfocused, and when Duncan reached for him, he fell. 
 
    “John? John!” Duncan said. He knelt and cradled John, pulling him back up to a sitting position. Tiffani knelt too, and they got John up and into the living room. Duncan kicked the door shut behind him, and they helped John to a chair. 
 
    He blinked up at them slowly. “My da… dad. He heard me and Charlie. Talking about…” His eyes flicked up towards Tiffani, then back at Duncan. “…guys.” 
 
    Tiffani’s cell phone rang again. 
 
    “What did he do?” Duncan asked. His fists clenched, and he knelt in front of John. “Did he hurt you?” 
 
    John stared at him, tears slipping down his face, and he nodded. Slowly the story bubbled out of him. Only sentences in, Tiffani raised a hand to her mouth, and Duncan said over his shoulder, “I need you to call the hospital. Now.” 
 
    “No!” John cried out. “He’s friends with… people there. I’m getting better.” 
 
    “I’ll call Warren,” Tiffani said. To John, she said, “He’s a good man. I know he’ll help.” 
 
    She hurried to the other room to grab her phone. Duncan kept a firm grip on John’s shoulders, and the boy mumbled, “He smashed my computer. I was talking to Charlie, and he heard, and he came in and smashed my computer. Then he grabbed me and yelled and…” His tears washed over him again, and Duncan let go to hug him tight. 
 
    “Stay with me, okay?” he asked John. “If you feel sleepy, you need to tell me.” 
 
    “I was for a while,” John said. “But it’s getting better.” 
 
    “Good,” Duncan said. 
 
    “Can I have a-” 
 
    “Duncan!” Tiffani shouted. She rushed out and held out her phone. “Hannah. She’s been messaging.” 
 
    “What is it?” Duncan asked. 
 
    Her eyes flicked to John, and he got it. Duncan hurried to her and grabbed her phone. On the screen was a text in all caps. 
 
    THREE MEN AND GEORGIA COMING 4 U GET AWAY 
 
    “John,” Duncan said, but lights washed over the front of the house. He raced to the front window. They weren’t on their way. 
 
    They were already here. 
 
    Duncan threw the locks on the door. John looked up at him, terror in his eyes. Tiffani bit her lip, watching him. “Do you have a gun?” she asked. 
 
    “No, and no time. Listen to me, and don’t argue. Take John. Get him out the back. There’s a path, it leads a couple different directions. Go left, and it just loops back here. You need to go right. Run. Now.” 
 
    “Come with us,” she whispered. 
 
    “There’s no time,” he said. “I’ll distract them, but you need to go. Get him safe. He’s the priority.” 
 
    Tiffani rushed forward and kissed him, hard and fast. Duncan helped John up, and the boy said, “Duncan, no, no, come with us…” 
 
    Duncan hugged him, and held him out. “Listen to me. What you said to your dad, that you were sorry. Don’t be. Don’t ever apologize for who you are, because you’re a wonderful young man, a kind and beautiful soul. You hear me? Don’t ever apologize for that.” 
 
    John nodded. Tiffani took his arm, and she whispered, “I love you.” 
 
    “I love you too,” Duncan said. 
 
    They ran for the back, and Duncan hurried to do what he needed to do. 
 
    * * * 
 
    They hammered on the horn, and Chub leaned out the window. “Yoooooo hoo, prison bitch! Come on out and say hi!” 
 
    Chop hopped out of the car. Georgia too. Fergus hesitated before joining them. His rage was gone, replaced by some kind of bleary, numb horror. Had he really hit John? He’d known, hadn’t he? That this was what his boy was? Why had he been so angry about it? 
 
    Then his door was being opened, and Chop pulled him out. They stumbled together, and Chop grabbed him around the shoulders, laughing. Chub revved the engine, then killed it. From the glove compartment, he pulled out something that Georgia gaped at. 
 
    “What… a gun?” she asked. 
 
    “Just until we get Johnny back,” he said, winking at her. 
 
    The front door opened. Duncan stepped out, tossing something cylindrical in one hand. He stared down at the four, frowning. “Fergus, I had you pegged for an asshole, but if I’d known you would hit John, we would have done this a while ago.” 
 
    He stepped off the porch, coming down the stairs lightning fast, and laid out Fergus in one hard punch to the side of the man’s jaw. Fergus spun and dropped, nearly blacking out the same way his son had.  
 
    “Wait,” Georgia said. “You hit him? Your son?” 
 
    Fergus forced himself upright, rubbing his jaw. “It was, it was an accident,” he said, mumbling more than speaking. He spat red and grimaced. 
 
    The gun came up and pressed right into Duncan’s shoulder. “Pow, bitch,” Chub whispered, then he tittered. 
 
    “Where is he?” Chop asked as he helped Fergus up. “Where’s Johnny?” 
 
    “Safe.” 
 
    “The fuck is that supposed to mean?” Fergus asked. He stepped forward and grabbed Duncan’s collar. “Where is he, you son of a bitch?” 
 
    “You want to go down again?” Duncan asked calmly. “I told you. He’s safe.” 
 
    “What’s in his hands?” Georgia asked. “Hey. You. What’s in your hands?” 
 
    “Answer the lady,” Chop snapped. 
 
    “This?” Duncan asked. He held up his right fist, closed around something small. He opened it. “That’s a lighter. And this…” he said, holding up the cylindrical firework in his other hand. “…is going to light off all the fireworks inside.” 
 
    “What the…?” Chub asked, the gun wavering. 
 
    Duncan flicked the lighter to life, and touched it to the fuse. He spun, and aimed the cylinder at the open door. “I hate fires,” he said, right before both the gun and the firework exploded. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The shriek was inhuman, far too high pitched, but it was the unmistakable boom that stopped John and Tiffani. The boy whipped around, and Tiffani cupped her hand to his mouth, silencing the shout. Not, “Dad!” 
 
    “Duncan!” 
 
    But his words were lost in the continued shrieks. Something else shrieked, and John pulled free of Tiffani. She grabbed his hand just as the booms started in earnest. Not gunshots this time, but something she’d been hearing the last week or two. 
 
    Fireworks. 
 
    Glass shattered, and something lit with a whumpf. Muffled shouting, and John tried to run down the path. If he wasn’t staggering, Tiffani could have never caught him. But she did, and wrapped her arm around him as he shouted, “Duncan! Dad!” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Duncan stumbled towards their car, his hand over his shoulder, trying to clamp down on the fiery pain blossoming in a white-hot streak. The gun clicked, and Chop stared at Chub. 
 
    “One bullet?” 
 
    “It wasn’t like I planned for this!” 
 
    Duncan chuckled darkly and leaned against the passenger side door. “Idiots,” he grunted. 
 
    The fireworks shrieked to life inside. He looked over with weary eyes as the house he loved went up with the booms and crackles of the hundreds of dollars wroth of fireworks he scattered all over the leaving room. Already flames licked outwards, and one of the fireworks pinged off the window, cracking and shattering it. 
 
    The two rednecks stormed towards him. The one with the gun gripped it by the barrel and raised it. Duncan lifted his bloody hand in a halfhearted attempt to wave it away, but the barrel found his skull anyways, nearly knocking him unconscious. The pain of the gunshot wound was severe, sharp, needing. The pain in his skull was softer, duller. He grabbed the gun on the second hit, but this time the other guy was there, punching him in the gut, the ribs, the side. Duncan swung at one of them, connected, swung at the other, whiffed so hard he nearly fell into the dirt. 
 
    Then Fergus, looking dull-eyed and in shock at all this himself, stepped forward, a hug rock in both hands, plucked from the side of Duncan’s driveway. 
 
    “Grab him,” he said tonelessly. 
 
    “No, no no no,” the woman on the other side of the car moaned, “what are you doing, we were just going to scare them…” 
 
    “I said hold him, goddamn it,” Fergus said. 
 
    Chop and Chub grabbed Duncan and slammed him back against the car. Despite his muscles, they had him long enough for Fergus to step in. 
 
    “John’s a good kid,” Duncan said. He swallowed. “Let him be the boy he is.” 
 
    “Shut up shut up shut up,” Fergus said. 
 
    “Love him,” Duncan said. 
 
    “Like you do, bitch?” one of the rednecks asked him, his breath hot and sour in Duncan’s face. 
 
    “Yes,” Duncan said. “Like I do. But not the way you mean. Never the way you mean.” He looked up at the rock, then at Fergus as the man made the last step. 
 
    “Dad!” John screamed. No. No no no. That was too close, far too close. John raced around the perimeter of the burning house as something heavy crashed inside. Flames shot out the second-floor windows, smoke billowing in every direction. 
 
    Fergus froze. He didn’t look away from Duncan. “Stay out of this, John. He poisoned your mind. Go home. Go away.” 
 
    “John, listen to him,” Duncan said. “Don’t watch this.” 
 
    But John did more than ignore them. He didn’t stop. He sped up. His staggering steps turned into a full sprint, his hand at his head. Fergus raised the rock again, and John was between them, pushing up and at the rock with his own much smaller hands. And Fergus, despite having the size advantage by at least a hundred pounds, dropped it behind him. 
 
    “He’s never hurt me, Dad,” John said. “He listened. He’s my friend. He’s never touched me, never been like that with me. Like I…” He choked on the next words, and barely got them out. “Like you think I am.” 
 
    “John…” Fergus said. “Please. Go.” 
 
    Tiffani. Tiffani was there, something in her hands. A branch, barely more than a stick. The end wavered at the two rednecks. They glanced at each other, and miracle of miracles, they slinked away, running towards the lake as sirens started to wail in the distance. 
 
    “Dad, I love you. But I’m gay. I’ve known for a while. I told Duncan, and he was my friend about it. He let me know it was okay. I know you don’t like that. I know you think I’m not a m-man. But I’m not going to be someone else, either. I… I am who I am.” John’s eyes glistened with fresh tears. “Please accept that. Just let him be.” 
 
    Fergus stared at Duncan, then down at John. He whispered, “Oh God. What did I do? I hit you. I hit you.” 
 
    John nodded, and Fergus stumbled towards the sirens, his hands already raised like the cops were pointing guns at him. Duncan dropped onto his ass, the blood loss leaving him feeling weak and sick. 
 
    “Duncan? Duncan, get up,” John said. “Duncan!” 
 
    “It’s okay, bud. I’m here. I swear. Not going anywhere.” 
 
    Tiffani pressed something against his arm, saying something to John. Red turned to black in Duncan’s eyes as the fire took what was left of the house. 
 
    * * * 
 
    John’s aunt Annie looked as young as Tiffani, and was nearly as pretty. She was also a dead ringer for John’s mother, her older sister. Duncan had a hard time disassociating the two. It was downright eerie. 
 
    They stood in front of her SUV at Tiffani’s place. Duncan’s house was a total loss. The stumps of the burned frame still stunk of sulfur from the fireworks along with the smoky ash of the fire itself. He was staying with Tiffani, but there was already a big push to help him rebuild. Even if insurance didn’t wind up covering what had happened, and it looked like they wouldn’t, there were a lot of private donations flooding in. 
 
    Duncan’s shoulder was still wrapped in bandages. The gunshot wasn’t going to leave any permanent damage apart from another nasty scar, but the blood loss left him in the hospital. John and Tiffani refused to leave his side, save to give statements to the sheriff. All four of the co-conspirators from that night were going to see some time, though Georgia’s sentence would ultimately wind up being a relatively light slap on the wrist. 
 
    John hugged Duncan tight, mindful of the bandage. Duncan patted the kid’s back, and wished this could be forever. He felt a paternal longing to look out for John, to make sure he was safe. In that regard, he had to talk to Tiffani sometime about what was on his mind, and Annie too. John was going to be in her care. 
 
     “Hey man,” Duncan said, but his voice was more of a croak, and he couldn’t get the rest of the words out. Tiffani rubbed his back, sniffing. 
 
    John pulled away, grinning. “I know. Thank you, Duncan. For… for always being there for me.” 
 
    Duncan nodded. John headed to Tiffani, and she embraced him. When they pulled apart, she kissed his forehead. “You are the bravest young man I’ve ever met,” she said. “Don’t ever change.” 
 
    “I had a pretty good role model,” John said, looking back at Duncan. 
 
    Duncan choked up again, and muttered, “Aw hell.” 
 
    John raced back to him for one more hug, a brief one this time. Then he was storming away, nodding at Annie. His aunt came around the vehicle, and squeezed both Duncan and Tiffani’s hands. 
 
    “We’ll see about getting him back here sometime,” Annie said. “I think it would be good for him.” 
 
    They nodded at that. Annie slid into the SUV, and John followed suit. He rolled down his window, and said, “I love you, Duncan.” 
 
    “Love you too, buddy.” As the pair reversed out of the parking lot, Duncan called, “And enjoy the bike!” 
 
    “What bike?” 
 
    “You’ll see!” 
 
    Annie pulled away, and Tiffani chuckled, despite her tears. Duncan wrapped an arm around her, and kissed her forehead. 
 
    They headed into her place, and crashed on the couch together. There was some light necking, but they were both too emotionally drained to do more than that. Soon they’d have to take a trip downtown. Duncan was getting a hero’s dinner, hosted by the town. It took a second fire for the world to realize how good a man he was, but this time, it came with no nightmares. No guilt. No long nights spent terribly, achingly alone. 
 
    Now he had Tiffani. Time to heal. 
 
    Her cell phone buzzed. “Mm,” she said, resting against his shoulder. “I’ll let it go. I know you need me.” 
 
    “No no, get it. I could use some normalcy.” 
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    She fetched her phone. “Fiona?” she asked. “No, it’s okay. Everything’s good now. We just saw John off, Duncan’s been home from the hospital for a while now, and things are pretty calm, at least for the moment. What’s up?” Tiffani’s eyes widened, and she spat out, “No. No! That Son-of-a-Bitch!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Fiona 
 
      
 
    Contains: MF, MFF, FF, anal, very, very tame bondage/exhibitionism. 
 
      
 
    Fiona walked with Tiffani around to the driver’s side of her Eos. The convertible had been the source of plenty of adventures for the both of them. While it wouldn’t be as heartbreaking as Tiffani leaving, Fiona would miss the car too. She thought back to a night when they took it out to the middle of nowhere, just the two of them, the top down, the seats back. They talked for hours under the night sky. 
 
    Tiffani slipped in, and Fiona shut the door on her, hoping her roommate – former roommate, she supposed, though she’d always think of Tiffani that way – didn’t see her hand tremble. The top came down, and Fiona grinned. “There’s my girl. Get you some sun on the way to Grosbeak.” 
 
    “I’m going to look like a lobster in ten minutes.” 
 
    No, you won’t. You’ll still be one of the most stunningly attractive women in the world, and it kills me that I won’t ever get to tell you that and have you know I mean it. “Sexiest damn lobster I’ve ever met.” 
 
    Tiffani shook her head and started the car. Her hand reached out one last time, and Fiona took it. Fiona finally lost it, and she could hide the tremble no longer. Tears rolled down her face, and she almost did it, almost said the one thing she knew she couldn’t. Tiffani wasn’t into women, and Fiona would never drive that wedge between them, no matter how much she wanted Tiffani since the day they met. 
 
    “Go,” Fiona croaked. 
 
    Tiffani nodded, squeezed her hand, and shifted into drive. Fiona stepped back, and when Tiffani drove on, Fiona stayed in the rearview mirror a long time, watching. 
 
    “Be amazing,” she whispered. She didn’t go back inside, but sat on the steps to the duplex, staring out into the street, alone. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Light spilled across Fiona’s face, and she jerked the throw up to cover her eyes. “Bleeaarrrf,” she muttered. 
 
    “I could be a psychopath,” her mom, Marianne, said. 
 
    “Kill me quick. My head is pounding.” 
 
    Her mom surveyed the landscape of empty pop and mixer bottles and the nearly full bottles of vodka and whiskey. “Did you have more than a sip or two?” 
 
    “I’m a lightweight,” Fiona grumbled. 
 
    “Got that from your dad.” 
 
    That was true, probably. Fiona’s dad, Wally, would get three beers in and blow out the eardrums of anyone around him with a song or ten. Once, he didn’t realize the egg nog at a Christmas party had been spiked, and they had to literally drag him out to the backseat of the car as he blissfully muttered Christmas songs. 
 
    Fiona jammed down tighter into the couch and hid under the thin blanket. “Just gonna be like an hour or ten. Make yourself at home. Don’t be loud.” 
 
     Her mom gripped the blanket and tugged it off her. Fiona would have been embarrassed about her cartoon underwear, but this was her mom and she barely even registered it. Fiona sat up, and rubbed the sleep out of her eyes. 
 
    “There she is,” Marianne said. She folded the blanket and set it atop the couch cushions. 
 
    “Grumble grumble grumble,” Fiona muttered. “Why am I up? I don’t work today.” 
 
    “I’m not going to let you mope around here all that time.” 
 
    “Mom, I’m not moping.” 
 
    “Oh? Did you decide to get drunk for fun?” 
 
    Fiona slid off the couch onto her butt. Her jeans and shirt rested in a pile next to the coffee table. “Tiffani’s gone. I’m not in the best mood.” 
 
    That gave Marianne pause, and she sat on the edge of the couch, resting a hand on her daughter’s shoulder. “I know, sweetheart.” 
 
    Fiona twisted her head and buried her face against her mother’s hip. The hot, bitter tears she’d been fighting ever since Tiffani left didn’t escape her this time, but it was a damned close thing. Her mom rubbed her shoulder. 
 
    Thoughts of Tiffani. A mutual friend introduced them when Fiona sought out a roommate to split the rent on the duplex. They bonded over a trip to a zoo, but Fiona thought there was more of a signal than what there was. When she went in to give Tiffani a kiss, the other woman accepted it on the cheek and told Fiona very politely that she was flattered, and she had a lot of fun, but she wasn’t interested in women. Fiona kicked herself for it for days, thinking she’d screwed up the best potential roommate she could have asked for until Tiffani called, wondering if Fiona had made up her mind about the available room. They solidified their friendship that way, both thinking they’d embarrassed the other and realizing it couldn’t be further from the truth. 
 
    “I really liked her,” Fiona said. 
 
    “I know, honey. But there’s going to be someone out there like her. Or a fantastic guy. Or whoever you wind up with. Someone who sees you and thinks, my, there’s a hot piece of butt.” 
 
    “Mom!” Fiona said, but she couldn’t help laughing. 
 
    Her parents had always been fantastic about supporting her in her bisexuality. There was no single moment of realization of her attraction to both women and men. She’d always just been sort of randy for both of them. But Fiona kept it a secret, knowing how a friend’s coming out went with her own parents, how they tried to get her to join a church and convert back to heterosexuality, like it was a religion and not a fundamental part of her very existence. But Fiona’s parents, especially her mother, were among her best friends. Sure, Fiona went through the usual teenage angst, but at the end of the day, Marianne and Wally Carpenter were amazing parents who tolerated their daughter with far more good humor and kindness than Fiona ever expected. 
 
    So on her sixteenth birthday, she asked not for any physical present, but fifteen minutes alone with them, without her siblings, without her extended family. They gave it to her that night, and she tearfully told them about the attraction she felt to men and women alike. Her mother rushed to her and hugged her and kissed her cheeks, her forehead. Her dad chuckled softly, and told her mom, “I guess you were right.” 
 
    Marianne had known in that way mothers sometimes had, that calm connection that gave them almost super-heroic levels of empathy. They held her, and told her how wonderful she was, and whoever she was attracted to was damned lucky to have her. It solidified her parents as the end-all be-all of kickass people, and Fiona strived to be the daughter they deserved. Well… most of the time. 
 
    In the present, her mom stroked her daughter’s hair, and said, “Why don’t you grab a shower and get dressed? I’ll clean, then we’ll go out to lunch and a movie.” 
 
    Fiona sniffed. “My heart’s pretty broken. Big barrel of popcorn?” 
 
    “The biggest.” 
 
    “I mean, it’s really broken.” 
 
    “Mm, we probably better get dessert too.” 
 
    Fiona laughed, then realized something her mom said. “Wait. Lunch? What time is it?” 
 
    “One.” 
 
    Fiona groaned and sat upright. “Oh my God, I am such a lightweight.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Over the stretch of that first week, Fiona lived every day to hear from her former roommate. It sounded like Tiffani was killing it in Grosbeak. Not that she hadn’t been before, but she sounded so happy, so content. Her work talk was wildly enthusiastic, save when it came to some woman named Georgia, who Fiona already wanted to punch. 
 
    Her day job working the front desk at a hotel did little to put her in a better mood, but at least Fiona’s weekends were filling up. Her DJing business wasn’t huge by any means, but she was starting to get a few more gigs besides weddings. Someday, she hoped to earn enough money doing it to make it her primary focus, but if she was being honest, by the time that happened, she’d probably be too old and deaf to hear her own spins. For four hours’ worth of work, she earned about a thousand dollars. Not bad, and throughout the summer and fall, she had enough appointments to comfortably make rent without Tiffani around for a good long while. If no one canceled, maybe she’d even look at picking up her own used cargo van to haul her equipment around without grabbing help. That’d be huge. 
 
    Work at the hotel was busy too that time of the year. Tourists, conferences, families passing through on summer vacations. She didn’t really envy them. Fiona had never been as wildly in love with road tripping as Tiffani. Being with her friend was great, but Fiona loved New Bainbridge, the familiarity of it and the ever-growing edges. It was, in her estimation, the best city in the world. Cultural and peaceful, with one of the lowest crime rates and cost of living. Anything a person wanted to do – at least in Fiona’s estimation – they could do there. She did think sometimes she’d like to move to a smaller town like Tiffani, but that was a distant wish, a retirement wish. Forty or fifty years down the line, maybe. 
 
    At night after her shifts at the hotel, Fiona didn’t really want to be alone. She threw up some party signals on social media, but most everybody was busy that week. Frustrated, she headed instead to her parents’ house most every night for dinner, a movie, or video games. Sometimes her sister Heather came over too. Her other sister, Tasha, roared out of town once she’d graduated high school, barely looking back. Fiona and Heather were the youngest, and clung the hardest to their lives there in New Bainbridge. Save for the holidays on occasion, they never saw much of their oldest sister. 
 
    Heather was a bookish, ephemeral beauty with eyes that constantly looked startled. She and Fiona shared a skinny frame, but where Fiona’s bust and butt had thrown her body the middle finger and blossomed, Desire was thin all over. She worked at a cell phone store, and was big into community theater on the side. Fiona and her parents made it a habit to go to every opening night when they could. 
 
    That Wednesday, Heather stole the spotlight from Fiona. Days before, the theater troupe wrapped up a run on Hamlet, during which she played Ophelia. It called for a celebratory dinner, and they were having her favorite, pot roast with all the trimmings. Fiona certainly didn’t mind reaping the benefits either, and brought an ice cream cake, also a favorite of her sister’s. She tried to keep up a happy face for Heather, but when they sat out back on a wicker bench to eat their slices of delicious cookies and cream cake, Heather bumped shoulders with her and murmured, “What’s wrong? The Tiffani thing?” 
 
    “Yeaaah.” There was no use denying it. Heather had a way of peeling people apart with just her soulful eyes, especially her sisters. Even Tasha, the evil witch, wasn’t immune. “I need to get out and do something. Mom took me out and it helped.” 
 
    Heather grinned. “Heard you were hitting the hard stuff.” 
 
    “More like sipping it,” their mom called through the kitchen window. 
 
    “Pretend like you’re not listening,” Fiona called back. Heather giggled and finished another bite. They watched their dad down at the base of the backyard, pruning a rose bush. “I wish it was as easy as it was for Mom and Dad to find each other.” 
 
    Their parents’ love story was a cute one. The day after high school graduation, their dad’s then-girlfriend broke up with him. On top of that, his car broke down. Wally walked better than a mile and a half in the sweltering heat before a trio of young women a year older than he was stopped. “It was like something out of a porno,” their dad would exclaim, usually followed by a swat on his butt from their mother. 
 
    The trio asked if he wanted a ride, and nearly faint by that point, he slid into the backseat. The young woman back there – Marianne, she told him – was the prettiest he ever met, or he was suffering from heat stroke, one of the two. This comment also was usually accompanied by a swat. Loopy from love or heat exhaustion, by the time they dropped him off, Wally said brazenly, “Marianne, I’m going to tell you something. You are the most beautiful woman I’ve ever met, and someday, I’m going to ask you to marry me. I hope you’ll say yes.” 
 
    They laughed him out of the car, and he thought that was it, that he’d blown his one chance. But she was back the next night, shyly asking his parents after him, and they’d been in love ever since. 
 
    “It really wasn’t that easy,” their mom said through the window. “I had to fight your aunt Charlotte for him. She had magic thighs, but I had the boobs. It really could have gone either way.” 
 
    Fiona rubbed her face and Heather fell apart snickering. They finished their cake, and were joined by their parents. By then, dusk was giving way to true night, and they watched moths flicker around the solar lights. 
 
    “Let’s go for a drink sometime,” Heather said. 
 
    “What, you and me?” Fiona asked. That was a surprise. She was a lightweight, but Heather hated all things alcoholic. 
 
    “I know I’m no Tiffani, but-” 
 
    “Stop. No, you’re not Tiffani. But you’re my big bitchy sister-” 
 
    Heather punched her shoulder. 
 
    “-and I love you. You want to go out drinking, let’s go.” 
 
    “Tomorrow,” Heather said, looking thoughtful. “Yes. We’ll dress up. Can you help me with that?” 
 
    Fiona blinked at her. “You really are serious.” 
 
    Heather nodded. “Yes. I may not drink much. But we could go out, have some fun.” 
 
    “Oh!” Marianne said. “This all reminds me. I ran into Deborah the other day, and do you know who’s back in town and bartending?” 
 
    Both Heather and Fiona looked at her. Fiona said, “Mom. We know at least twenty or thirty Debs or Deborahs.” 
 
    “Deborah Cassell,” their mom said. Despite her daughters’ blank looks, she soldiered on. “Her nephew! He was your little junior high boyfriend.” 
 
    “Tim?” Heather asked, thinking she was talking to her. 
 
    “No, Fiona’s.” Fiona and Heather looked at each other this time. Heather raised an eyebrow, and Fiona shook her head. 
 
    “Mom, I didn’t…” 
 
    Then Fiona’s eyes bulged, and sent her plate flying when she shot up. “The Son-of-a-Bitch!” 
 
    * * * 
 
    From the shaker came an almost-neon blue concoction Shawn called Sweet Blue Music. It was, in actuality, just a blueberry martini, served over crushed ice in a daiquiri glass, but no one was generally the wiser. From the cooler behind him, he snagged a couple alcoholic lemonades, and brought the trio of drinks to the middle-aged women at the center of the bar. 
 
    “One Sweet Blue Music for the birthday girl. First one’s on the house,” he said, and winked. “Probably won’t even need a second one.” 
 
    “Thank you, Shawn!” the woman in the middle said. One of her friends laid down some cash on the counter for the hard lemonades. Regulars, all of them, and decent, too. They flirted, but never got handsy. 
 
    “You’re very welcome,” Shawn replied. He grabbed the cash. “Let me get you some change.” 
 
    “Oh, just keep it and let us know when it runs out,” one of the women said. “And can we get a selfie.” 
 
    Shawn fought the instinct to look down the bar to his other waiting customers, but this was a special occasion. “Clear the drinks to the side,” he said, and the women did so. He rested his hands on the edge of the faux-marble-topped bar, and pushed himself up far enough that he could spin around and sit on it. Without breaking the motion, he leaned backwards. It would have looked like he was nearly tipping over, but he had his feet hooked under the bar’s lip. 
 
    They women whooped, as did most the bar, and they got in close. He gave the cameras a double thumbs-up, and they all snapped pictures with him. 
 
    “Made my day,” the birthday girl said, and when he sat upright, Shawn tapped his cheek. She leaned in and gave him a chaste kiss. 
 
    He hopped back down and grinned. “Your birthday, but I’m the one getting the best present.” 
 
    They giggled at that, and he hurried to grab fresh drinks for the other customers. The special that night was a buck off domestics, so the place was hopping. When another regular got a beer, he asked for music through the house’s system since no one had anything going on the digital jukebox.  
 
    “All right, my man, but…” Shawn raised his voice so everyone in the bar could hear “…if anyone complains, it’ll be jazz and country the whole night!” 
 
    A chorus of boos rang out at that. He grinned and headed for the satellite music box. Someone stole the last one, so the owner, Paulie, had this one mounted into the wall itself, as protected as a safe. Each bartender got a preset on the box, along with one for Paulie and his wife. Shawn’s preset of choice was a classic hip-hop and R&B station that played the hits and popular B-sides from the eighties, nineties, and early aughts. 
 
    They caught the station in the middle of a banger, and Shawn bopped his head to it, along with a few others up and down the bar. A couple people grumbled – there were always a few – and others made for their wallets or purses. That was the way it went, but the night was young and there would be more customers streaming in until midnight, when the bar closed out. 
 
    The Nefarious – shortened from its real name of the Nefarious Goose – wasn’t really classifiable as any particular type of bar. The faux-marble bartop clashed with the woodsy racks holding the liquor, which in turn clashed with the subtle, cheery ambient and track lighting, the most modern touch of the bar, apart from the square, padded white stools. It should have felt eccentric, but the owner’s wife was an interior decorator and worked obsessively with the contractor to help her husband come up with a cohesive theme out of the chaos. 
 
    There was a TV for sports, news, and sitcoms. Every Monday night was reality TV focused, with drinks for women half off beyond just happy hour. Every so often, there was live music, relegated to a small stand that could be dragged out from the back offices. There was some room for dancing, but more than a few couples out there and it got awfully crowded. 
 
    The drinks weren’t cheap, but not so expensive as a hipster bar either, and most people didn’t complain. A sandwich and wrap shop right next door formed a symbiotic relationship with the Nefarious, with a lot of shared customers and on occasion some staffing support in the busiest or leanest times. 
 
    It was exactly the sort of bar Shawn wanted to own someday. He was young yet, and his dream might change, but someday, fifteen or twenty years down the line, he imagined having his own staff of bartenders, choosing his own hours, his own decorations. Not exactly a sports bar, but one big enough for pool tables and air hockey. Something fun like that. And he’d bring in music and talent more frequently. Paulie only brought in talent he liked, which usually came from infrequent trips down to Reno, Nashville, or Florida. 
 
    In a lot of ways, Shawn couldn’t believe how hands-off Paulie was. The guy was independently wealthy – in his younger years, he hit the jackpot on smart computer investments, which he turned around and sank into a friend’s construction company. As New Bainbridge began to expand, so did the construction company, and the partners sold it off to a larger competitor for a handsome profit. Paulie bought an RV, the bar, and a trophy wife, and now lived out his days in all three. In a way it was the dream. But if Shawn was to ever own a bar, he wanted to be a part of its ecosystem, not a face that showed up now and again to make sure the managers weren’t shaving profits. 
 
    Shawn had only been at the place a month, but he already felt like a senior staff member. His regulars liked him, he knew when to treat a customer and when to be firm on them squaring up a tab, and he enjoyed the work. Paulie pulled him aside at one point and told him if he kept it up, he’d be managing in no time. 
 
    Now, Shawn bopped his head sideways to the beat, heading around the counter to grab empties off the tables. It was a good summer night, not blazing hot, but definitely warm enough people were looking for a cool place and an even cooler drink. He mixed up Long Islands for a pair of thirty-something women, eyeballing one of them long enough to see she had a ring. Too bad. She had some curves. 
 
    Right around nine, two women came in. One was willowy and maybe a full head shorter than Shawn, but he was a tall man. Pretty, but the woman she came in with really drew Shawn’s eye. Light auburn hair that came down to her shoulders. A diminutive round face with soft, lusciously kissable lips. Dark makeup cast her brown eyes in mysterious shades. 
 
    Voluptuous too. She was as thin as the woman with her in the waist, but her breasts and ass flared out. Not obscenely, but definitely in a way further flattered by her jean shorts and light tank. 
 
    She studied Shawn for a long moment, her lips puckered, her eyes going stormy. Shawn had no clue what that was about. The thin woman with her took up a stool at the corner of the bar closest to the front door, and smiled prettily at Shawn as he approached. 
 
    “I think I’d like…” She smacked her lips and studied the bar. “I’m sorry, I’m not very good at this. Can you recommend me something that doesn’t taste very alcoholic?” 
 
    “Sure can,” he said. “How about a rum and pineapple juice, Shawn style?” 
 
    “Oooh, yes, that sounds very good.” She glanced over her shoulder and patted the stool next to her. The other woman joined her, the sour look on her face never leaving. 
 
    “And what can I get you?” Shawn asked her. 
 
    “Whiskey.” 
 
    “Woman after my own heart,” Shawn said. “Ice, or no?” 
 
    The woman’s dark expression broke into a slow, thoughtful smile. “Ice. Definitely ice.” 
 
    Shawn sighed theatrically. “It’s a sin, but hey, the customers always get what they want.” 
 
     He made up the rum and pineapple juice, adding a healthy splash of both lime juice and a wedge of the same. He brought it over, along with a cocktail glass loaded with one of their skull-shaped ice cube molds. He gestured to the whiskey bottles, and the grumpy woman picked out one of their middle-of-the-road bottles. After popping open the mold and plinking the ice cube into the glass, Shawn poured a finger’s worth, and she made a higher motion with two of her fingers. He poured in another finger, and she made the gesture again. And again. He raised an eyebrow at that, but listened, and when she was finally satisfied, he pushed the drinks to them. 
 
    “Alright, that’s going to be-” 
 
    “You son-of-a-bitch!” the grumpy woman yelled at the top of her lungs, grabbed up her drink, and threw it right in Shawn’s face, drenching him in chilled, high-priced whiskey. He reeled backwards as she grabbed the other woman’s arm. 
 
    “What the-?” Shawn sputtered as the rest of the customers started roaring with laughter. 
 
    The friendlier woman called behind her, “I’m sorry! She’s not usually-” 
 
    But she was tugged out the door to the mad cackling of her friend, or sister, or whoever she was. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Once upon a time, there was a girl and a boy. 
 
    The girl was cute, but she tended to blend into the background, never really making her presence known to the world. Wafer thin and short, even for twelve, she was self-conscious, and tended to think less of herself than she deserved. The brash, funny firecracker she’d become had yet to make itself known to the world. At that age, she was as quiet as her older sister. 
 
    That girl’s name was Fiona. 
 
    The boy was handsome, even at twelve. There was a little bit of chubbiness to his cheeks, but beside that, he was already growing into a strong-featured young teen. He loved baseball and football, and was pretty good at most everything else he tried his hand at. He was popular with everybody. He was the sort of kid who seemed to effortlessly make friends, and always had a joke ready. 
 
    That boy was Shawn. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Shawn parked in the space right behind his apartment. A few lights were still on in the building, but he was usually one of the latest to come home. He eased the car door shut as opposed to slamming it, and inside the building, did the same with the back door. 
 
    Only a month in the place, and he could already tell everyone’s habits even before he walked by their doors. Mr. Teasdale would have the volume cranked on his green noise machine, either set to waves or birdsong. Tonight, it was the latter. Mary’s place smelled like cinnamon and fresh baked cookies. That meant she had the grandkids again. Tracy and William’s place was, as always, silent as the grave. They were the quietest people Shawn had ever known. Upstairs, he heard the faint low-fi hip-hop his immediate neighbors’ son played at night, his own version of Mr. Teasdale’s green machine. 
 
    Shawn’s phone was out before he closed the door behind him. Carmen would be in bed, but she liked hearing from him when he came back from work. She picked up on the second or third ring. Shawn hated being apart from her, but he loved the sexy breathiness of her soft, dark voice. “Hey, baby,” she murmured. 
 
    “Hey yourself,” he said, grinning and kicking off his shoes. “Just checking in.” 
 
    “Mm.” 
 
    “How was the dinner?” 
 
    She groaned. “Long. Boring. Sasha talked for nearly forty-five minutes. It was… ugh. I wish you were there to entertain me.” 
 
    He laughed and settled on his couch. “I wish I was too.” 
 
    “You? How’s work?” 
 
    “Weirdest night. Great, up till about nine. Then these two women came in, ordered a couple drinks. One of them was nice enough, but the other one wanted a glass of whiskey. Like, a full glass. Then she yells at me that I’m a son of a bitch and throws the drink all over me.” 
 
    “What?” Carmen said, sounding immediately less sleepy. “Hold on. Say that again.” 
 
    He did. “And the weirdest part is, I have no clue who she is. I don’t think I’ve ever seen this woman before in my life.” 
 
    “Got the wrong bartender, maybe?” 
 
    “I guess?” he said, making it more of a question. “I don’t know. Maybe she just needs medication.” 
 
    “A lot of it,” Carmen agreed. She sighed. “I have to be up at five. Talk tomorrow night?” 
 
    “Four weeks, baby,” Shawn said. 
 
    “Mm. Four weeks.” Her voice went even huskier as she fought back the tears on her end. There were a lot of those in the month since he came out to New Bainbridge. Her boss, Sasha, was a lobbyist in DC, and Carmen was her personal assistant. She handed in her letter of resignation a month and a half ago to move to New Bainbridge and try some different venues in life, but Sasha made her an offer neither of them could afford to turn down. An entire year’s pay, to stay on, train her next assistant, and get through the weeks following a primary election, one of their busiest times of the year. It was enough to put a fortune down on a new home, which was why Shawn was staying in the tiny dump. They were spending as little as possible while they were apart to put the best foot forward when they weren’t. 
 
    “Get some sleep. I love you.” 
 
    “Love you too. Can’t wait to see you.” 
 
    “If you’re lucky.” 
 
    Shawn hung up on her soft laughter, and leaned his head back, thinking of her. Of the string bikini she wore at the resort last fall on vacation. Of pulling it aside and slipping his lubed fingers into her. Of what came afterward, taking her with a hunger both of them needed so badly. He slipped free his cock and grabbed the tissues from beside the couch. Within minutes, he was spurting into one, fantasizing about his gorgeous Carmen and hating how much he missed her. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Back to the past. 
 
    “It’s going to be so much fun,” Penelope told Shawn. Three other kids stood with them. A couple were idly kicking a ball back and forth between them. Shawn caught it with his foot and rolled it back towards them. 
 
    They stood at the corner of the junior high building. Fiona listened around the other side, creeping closer in the hopes that someone would notice and invite her. 
 
    “What are you going to do?” Shawn asked Penelope. Fiona thought they were together. Penelope was one of the cutest girls in their class, and of course Shawn would like someone like her. Fiona thought she was cute too, but didn’t quite know what to think about those feelings. Not yet. 
 
    “We’re going to go to the Rat Race Amusement Park. It’s going to be the best birthday party ever.” 
 
    Fiona swallowed. Her last birthday, three of her friends came over and they played video games and ate pizza. It was fun, but this sounded amazing. An amusement park for a birthday party? 
 
    “I love that place,” Shawn said. He turned his head, and noticed Fiona standing there. She blushed and looked away as his attention returned back to Penelope. 
 
    “I can only invite four people, Dad said. But you won’t have to pay for anything except food.” Penelope giggled. “It’s going to be Jason and Sylvia, and I haven’t picked the other two.” 
 
    “So who you thinking?” Shawn asked, playing innocent. 
 
    “Well, you…” 
 
    The ball bounced towards Fiona. She tried to stop it from getting too far by kicking out the way Shawn had, but she miscalculated and booted it in a different direction. 
 
    “Ugggh,” one of the other kids said. 
 
    Fiona started to slink away, hands balled up, hot tears threatening to boil over, but Shawn said quietly, “I’ll go. But only if Fiona can come too.” 
 
    What? 
 
    What the what what? 
 
    She spun around, expecting Shawn to be grinning at her, maybe ready to poke fun. He’d never done that before, but then again, he’d never much noticed her either. 
 
    “Fiona?” Penelope asked. She peeked around the corner and saw the other girl. “Were you listening this whole time? God, you’re so weird and creepy.” 
 
    Fiona shuddered, so close to tears it hurt to hold them back. But Shawn came to her and wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “Stop it, Penelope. You’re being a bully.” 
 
    “I’m not bringing her,” Penelope said. 
 
    “Then the two of us will go on our own,” Shawn said, shrugging. “Sorry, but that’s the deal.” 
 
    On their own? Was he joking? Was he making fun? Fiona’s heart fluttered in a way it never had before. 
 
    Penelope stared between them, and finally sighed. “Fiona, would you like to come to the park with us next Saturday?” 
 
    “Um. If you don’t want me to go…” Fiona whispered. 
 
    “It’s fine,” Penelope snapped. “Yes or no?” 
 
    “She says no,” Shawn said. “Not if you’re going to act like that.” 
 
    Fiona’s eyes widened. But she did want to go. If just to be close to Shawn and the others for a little while. Maybe that made her pathetic but it was the first real chance- 
 
    He turned to her. “We’ll go. You and me. Okay?” 
 
    Fiona whispered, “Okay.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Fiona rarely saw anyone she knew at the hotel, so she was surprised and pleased when Heather walked through the automatic doors fifteen past eleven. She grinned at the pair of coffee cups in her sister’s hands. 
 
    “I should throw one of these on you,” Heather said, lifting one of the cups and shaking it gently. 
 
    “Oh come on,” Fiona said. “He totally deserved it.” 
 
    “Fiona, that was a long time ago. You were kids.” 
 
    “Stupid jerk.” 
 
    Heather handed over the coffee cup and sipped her own, watching her sister with a smile. “Stupid handsome jerk.” 
 
    “Oh, am I going to get knifed in the back from you too?” Fiona turned around and pointed at her lower back. “Right here’s nice and soft and meaty.” 
 
    “Stop,” Heather said, grinning. She looked around. “Can you take a break for a few?” 
 
    Fiona gestured wildly at the empty room around them. 
 
    They settled at a big faux-onyx topped coffee table surrounded by comfy armchairs. Neither said much until they drank half their coffees. Heather set hers down on the table and said quietly, “Don’t you think it’s time to let it go?” 
 
    “It’s done. Truth is, I don’t care about Shawn. I just thought it would be funny.” 
 
    “Clearly you thought enough about him to track his family down and ask them where he bartended.” 
 
    Fiona rolled her eyes. “For the goof.” 
 
    “Uh huh.” 
 
    “All right, fine. Yes. What he did really hurt me.” 
 
    Heather said, “I’m not forgiving him. Anybody that hurts my little sisters is going to get shanked. But you were twelve, honey.” 
 
    “And it hurt like I was twenty,” Fiona said. She drank the rest of her coffee in a few gulps and slammed the empty cup down. “Shawn. Screw him.” 
 
    “I can tell how over him you are.” 
 
    “Things suck right now, okay? Tiffani’s gone. I don’t really have any friends left in the area. Working here sucks.” 
 
    “No friends in the area,” Heather said softly. She stared for a long moment at Fiona, then stood up. 
 
    “Oh, Heather, no…” 
 
    “It’s okay.” Heather started to walk away, but stopped and looked over her shoulder. “You’re my best friend, Fi. I’m sorry I’m not one of yours.” 
 
    “No, stop…” 
 
    But Heather was already going. 
 
    “Great,” Fiona muttered. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Twelve-year old Fiona stared at herself in her mom’s full-length mirror, biting her lip. Heather and Tasha sat on their mom’s bed, eyeing her critically. 
 
    “I think you look like a stork,” Tasha said. 
 
    Heather elbowed her. “Don’t be mean.” 
 
    But Fiona was already moving to change. A laundry hamper on the bed held a variety of tops, and she sifted through them frantically. Just half an hour before Shawn and his mom showed up. 
 
    “It’s not the top that makes you look so storky,” Tasha said. 
 
    “Tasha!” Heather said. “Be nice.” 
 
    Tasha continued, undeterred. “It’s your bony legs.” 
 
    Fiona burst into tears, and Heather hopped off the bed to give her a hug. The door burst open and their mom stormed in. Tasha’s eyes bulged, and Marianne pointed at the door. “You. Out. And say you’re sorry.” 
 
    “Well, it’s the truth,” Tasha said. 
 
    “Then it’s the truth that you’re not going out with your friends later.” 
 
    “Mom!” Tasha hollered. 
 
    “Out!” 
 
    Tasha pushed off the bed and shouted, “This is so stupid. He doesn’t even like her!” 
 
    Marianne closed the door after her, and joined in on the hug with Fiona. She leaned down, kissed her daughters’ heads, and said sternly, “Let me see.” 
 
    “There’s not much time.” 
 
    “He can wait,” Marianne said. “If he likes you, he knows you’re worth waiting for.” 
 
    Heather nodded encouragingly, though Fiona knew her older sister was about as popular with boys as she was, which was to say, not very. Still, she brushed her tears away, and stepped back, showing off the shorts and shirt she’d picked out. 
 
    Marianne tapped a finger against her lips, and looked over the clothes spread over her own bed. “Follow me,” she said. 
 
    They marched back into the bedroom Heather and Fiona shared, and their mom dug through their closet, looking and making deeper and deeper “hm” sounds until Fiona was cracking up. She pulled out a pair of dresses, held them up, and shook her head. 
 
    Then she pulled out the blue swishy skirt. 
 
    “You said skirts would show off my undies,” Fiona breathed. 
 
    “So don’t go on any rides that’ll show,” Marianne said. “I’ll be there. If I think it’s dangerous, I’ll give you the signal. Heather, what do you think the signal should be?” 
 
    Heather scrunched up her face, and lifted one foot until her knee was bent. She hopped around in a full circle as Fiona burst out laughing again. 
 
    “Maybe something more subtle,” Marianne said. She lifted a hand to her armpit and tried to make a farting noise. “Ah, too bad it’s not your dad going. He could manage that.” 
 
    “How about you brush your nose?” Fiona asked, still fighting fits of giggles. 
 
    “Perfect!” Marianne said. She held up the skirt next to her daughter. “Yes. This. Set it aside, and I’ll pick out your top.” 
 
    “What about the white tank?” Heather asked. “She looks super cute in tanks. And it’s so hot.” 
 
    Marianne plucked it out. “It’s daring. It’s risqué. It’s adorbs.” 
 
    “Mom, no one says adorbs anymore,” Heather said, but she was grinning.” 
 
    They added a bra to the mix too, even if Fiona really hadn’t started to grow there yet. Along with a pair of comfortable strappy sandals, Fiona’s outfit was prepared. She dressed, and went back into her mom’s room to look at herself. She liked it, she decided, and ran back out to hug her mom. 
 
    Her dad came in from the garage, red-cheeked from mowing. He took one look at Fiona, and started to open his mouth. Marianne said pleasantly, “Doesn’t she look perfect?” 
 
    Wally blinked at her several times. Discussion of what was too much skin and what wasn’t generally fell to his wife. It wasn’t that Fiona was underdressed, but this was far more daring than either of them had ever let her dress before. He must have read the signals, because a wide, honest smile spread across his face, and he fanned his face. 
 
    “Wooo boy!” he said. “The guys are going to be fighting over you!” 
 
    “Daaad,” Fiona said. 
 
    In another ten minutes, once Fiona brushed her teeth, a car pulled up out front. Two doors slammed, and she peeked out, the toothbrush still jammed into her mouth. 
 
    “It’s a mutant porcupine,” Wally said, standing near the front window, “and a hairy cheeseball. Very weird choice in boyfriend, Fiona, but I think you could do worse.” 
 
    “He’s here?” Fiona squawked. 
 
    “And five minutes early,” her dad said approvingly. “Hurry up. I’ll keep them occupied.” 
 
    “No dad jokes, please?” 
 
    “Oh, I am absolutely going to tell them dozens. Dozens!” 
 
    As she was finishing up, her dad threw open the door and bellowed, “Want to get a squirrel to like you? Act like a nut.” 
 
    Fiona thumped her head against the counter. 
 
    When she came out of the bathroom, Shawn and his mom were sitting on the couch, his mom telling a joke of her own, one about people dying to get in. Though her dad laughed, Fiona didn’t catch the first half, or care. Her eyes were on Shawn, and more specifically, the way his eyes were on her. He looked so grown up, in a checked polo and long shorts, and he’d very obviously got his hair trimmed in the last few days. He smiled, lighting her up in ways she was only starting to understand, and shook his head slightly as her dad roared with laughter at his mom’s joke. 
 
    Marianne came in from the kitchen with a tote bag filled with bottled water and snacks, and like that, Fiona was giving her dad a kiss on the cheek and walking out front with Shawn. They were taking two cars, just in case, and he asked tentatively, “So hey, you want to ride with us?” 
 
    Fiona looked back at her mom, and Marianne pretended to think about it. Shawn’s mom said, “He’ll be a gentleman, I promise you that. His dad would tan his butt if he wasn’t.” 
 
    Shawn winced, and Fiona giggled. Marianne grinned and nodded. “And you behave too. I’ll be right behind you, so no smooching.” 
 
    “Mooom!” 
 
    * * * 
 
    The cheese on top of the lasagna bubbled as the pan rested on a rack in the middle of the table. Fiona reached for the spatula, practically drooling at the sight, but her mom slapped her hand away. 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “But… you invited me.” 
 
    “To dinner, yes. But not to have lasagna with the rest of us.” 
 
    Fiona frowned. “What?” 
 
    “Your dinner’s sitting on the counter.” 
 
    Wally helped himself to a heaping helping of one of Fiona’s absolute favorites, and grabbed a slice of the warm, crusty garlic bread to boot. Marianne smiled at him, but that smile vacated the premises when she turned to look at her daughter. 
 
    Fiona sighed and stood. On the counter was a can of chicken noddle soup. She turned, “Mooom!” 
 
    “You were a jerk to Heather. This is what you get.” 
 
    “I said I was sorry,” Fiona grumped. 
 
    “No, you didn’t!” a voice called from one of the bedrooms. Heather came out as their mom sliced up a piece of lasagna for their middle child. She brushed by Fiona and caught her glare. “What? I wasn’t going to miss out on lasagna.” 
 
    “Oh come on,” Fiona said. “I really am sorry.” 
 
    “I showed up with coffee to talk it out. And you told me I wasn’t one of your friends.” 
 
    “That’s not…” Fiona huffed. “I didn’t mean it like that. You know that.” 
 
    Heather sat at the table and lifted her plate towards the steaming lasagna. It smelled so good, garlicky and oniony and cheesy all at once. Fiona fell to her knees, walking forward with her arms thrown out wide. “Oh Heather, sweetest of my siblings, I ask you for your forgiveness today, not so I can experience the gooiest, bestest food on this planet, but because I really am sorry, my adorably adorable best friend.” She kissed one of Heather’s knees. 
 
    Heather sighed, and patted Fiona’s back. “Get up, goofball. And I know I’m not Tiffani. No one can replace her. But I’m trying, you know?” 
 
    “I know,” Fiona said, growing serious. She hugged Heather tight, and kissed her cheek. “And that’s bullshit, by the way. You are so my best friend too.” 
 
    “What about us?” Wally asked, burying his fork in his mound of lasagna. 
 
    Marianne nodded somberly. “Yes, I’m hurt.” 
 
    “Nenner neener boo boo,” Fiona said, and spanked her butt. She sat down and folded her hands under her chin, batting her eyelashes at her mom. “Pleeeaaase, Mom?” 
 
    “Heather?” Marianne asked. 
 
    Heather thought about it, and shook her head. “Nope. Soup.” 
 
    “Oh, you’re the worst,” Fiona said. “The best. I mean, you’re the best.” 
 
    They dished her up a plate anyways,  
 
    * * * 
 
    “All right, I think it’s time we wrap things up,” Marianne said to the two children. Shawn’s mom was taking a break at a restaurant close to the front of the park. The scorching heat drained her, and she accepted Marianne’s offer to finish things out solo with gratitude. 
 
    Shawn looked at Fiona, then at Marianne. “One more ride?” 
 
    Fiona, a step behind him, mouthed, “Please?” 
 
    Marianne thought about it, and finally said, “Oh, okay, one more.” 
 
    Shawn turned to Fiona. “You pick.” 
 
    “Me? Um. Okay.” She glanced all around and grinned as she spotted her target. 
 
    He caught where she was looking and groaned. “Oh man, I knew it was going to be that.” 
 
    The Igniter was the fastest, topsy-turviest ride at the park, and the only one of the big bunch they had yet to ride. Shawn was far less enthusiastic about the faster rides than her, but he walked along gamely, dramatically slumping his shoulders and groaning audibly, making Fiona giggle. The lines by that time of the early evening were all but dead, and they only had to wait five minutes. 
 
    Marianne eyeballed the way the green faces of most everyone who disembarked, and said, “Oh good pick, hon.” 
 
    Fiona turned and they bumped fists. That cracked Shawn up, but he sobered up quickly as they headed towards the beckoning seats. 
 
    It was terrifying, and awesome, and over so fast, Fiona barely blinked. But she remembered nothing of the ride itself until she went back a year later with other friends. Because at the beginning of the ride, on the first hard corner, Shawn’s hand shot to hers. Whether he was really scared or not, she didn’t care. Fiona clutched it, whispering silent thank yous to Penelope for having a birthday that glorious, life-changing day. 
 
    As they walked out of the park, their mothers behind them, Fiona couldn’t help looking aside at Shawn a dozen times. He caught her and grinned. “This was fun.” 
 
    “It was,” she squeaked. 
 
    “I got you something,” he said, and turned around. His mom dug out a squarish bag from her purse, and gave it to her son. Shawn held it out to Fiona shyly. “From the first ride.” 
 
    She opened it. The picture was a silly one. The ride was a slow rise into a long, fast fall, and the camera picked up the last moments before they tipped over the edge. Shawn was looking over at Fiona while she was shouting something, her face wild with glee. 
 
    She threw her arms around him, and he laughed as he patted her back. She pulled away and sniffed, blushing. “This… means a lot,” she whispered. 
 
    “Yeah,” Shawn said quietly. His voice sounded distant, and now he wouldn’t quite meet her eyes. “To me too.” 
 
    “Look, um, next weekend… do you maybe want to come over and play video games or watch a movie or something?” 
 
    “Yes,” Shawn said. His mom started to say something, but he glanced at her and shook his head. She fell silent, and he looked back at Fiona. “I really do.” 
 
    “Okay,” she said, blushing even harder. “Um. Thank you. Again. For everything.” 
 
    “Thank you,” he said. His mom rested a hand on his shoulder. Fiona said her goodbye to his mom too. They split apart, Fiona unable to stop watching as they walked away. 
 
    * * * 
 
    It wasn’t exactly a quiet night when the strange woman came in again, but the early evening crowds were thinning somewhat. Shawn had about eight or nine customers in, most in pairs. Someone had some seventies rock going on the jukebox, and Shawn was singing along and cleaning glasses when she came back in, head bowed. 
 
    It had been a while since the woman went ballistic on him, and he almost didn’t recognize her in the plain jeans and tee shirt. But when she looked up, Shawn went immediately for the soda gun holder and grabbed the nozzle. 
 
    “You’re either going to leave or get doused and have the cops called on you,” he said. 
 
    “Wait,” she said. 
 
    “Do you know how much that drink cost? Forty bucks, maybe.” 
 
    She slipped her purse off her shoulder and rummaged in it. Shawn raised the soda sprayer in case she tried something, but all she pulled out was her wallet, and from it, two twenties. 
 
    “I’ll make you a deal, Shawn,” she said, and he blinked. She knew his name, but that didn’t mean anything. She could have heard the regulars use it, or maybe she looked him up. But there was something terribly familiar about the devil-may-care grin she gave him. Some tickle of a memory, something distant. “If you remember who I am by the end of the night, I’ll pay for the drink and whatever else I end up having.” 
 
    “You’ll pay it anyways,” he snapped. 
 
    “Nope. I’m sneaky like a ninja. Cops come, and it’ll be a smoke bomb and kapow, I’m out the door.” 
 
    “What are you babbling about?” Shawn asked. 
 
    Her grin made her look nuts, and he wasn’t going to lie, quite a bit more attractive too. It was the sort of grin that said, “Let’s burn things and make love in the embers.” He liked that grin. It did nearly as much for him as one of Carmen’s. 
 
    “That’s the deal,” she said. “Take it or leave it.” 
 
    “You have to give me some hint,” he protested. 
 
    “I’ll give you three. Throughout the night. That’s it, though. That’s all you’ll get.” 
 
    Shawn thought about it. “Forty, but every drink you have tonight, I’m charging you three bucks extra.” 
 
    She thought about it, and something in the way she looked up when she did sparked another faint echo in his mind. Where the hell did he know her from? And there could be no question of that now, could there? She really did know him, but who in his life could he have pissed off to deserve that kind of treatment? Someone in the army? He didn’t serve with anyone nearly this pretty. His leave had always been pretty tame too – fun, but not all that memorable. A few women here and there, but he knew all of them, and kept up with most. 
 
    So who was she? 
 
    “Bring me, hm… can you make a Paloma?” 
 
    “I’m not sure I want you drinking tequila in my bar,” Shawn said. Another customer raised his empty cocktail glass, and Shawn gave him a “one minute” gesture with his finger. 
 
    To his surprise, the woman didn’t argue. “Wine spritzer?” 
 
    “Coming to you.” 
 
    Shawn hurried away, and took his time tending to the other customers. He was on autopilot, though, sneaking looks at the stranger every now and then and nearly screwing up a simple vodka cranberry. 
 
    Whoever she was, she was gorgeous, and whether he wanted to or not, subconsciously, he began comparing her to Carmen. Carmen’s rich tan skin, the stranger’s softer, golden glow. Carmen’s playful, pouty expression, this stranger’s mad smile and smoldering eyes. Carmen’s lustrous black hair, the stranger’s teased auburn curls. Carmen’s fuller frame, her big breasts, the heart-shaped ass. No way to tell what the stranger’s ass looked like, but she’d been dressed to kill her first time in the bar, and the display she put on spurred Shawn’s imagination.  
 
    The first of her hints came when he brought her the wine spritzer. It was a shit wine, something you’d find on the discount rack at a liquor store. She took a tiny sip and looked up. “That is godawful.” 
 
    “You know-” Shawn started. He meant to say he could cut her off at any time, but she interrupted him, grinning like she’d just convinced the devil to buy land in Antarctica. 
 
    “You were afraid.” 
 
    “What?” he asked, nonplussed. 
 
    “That’s your first hint. You. Were. Afraid.” 
 
    Shawn scowled at her and headed back down the bar, muttering to himself. His other customers occupied him for a full hour while she sipped on the wine spritzer, her cheeks blazing like she was sucking down her fifth Long Island. He wondered if that was the drink or him. Was that vain? Maybe. But he wondered it anyways. 
 
    His tips, usually great, suffered abysmally once she suckered in his mood and his attention. A party of six came in around ten, a rollicking bunch of fresh-out-of-college kids who should have been a slam dunk for him to entertain, but he served up their apple pie shots and margaritas with only the briefest of smiles and an attempt at humor. They walked out having barely tipped him five bucks for the whole order. 
 
    Shawn headed back down the bar and collected the watery remains of the stranger’s wine spritzer. “You are throwing off my mojo, hard. What else do you want to drink?” 
 
    “One of those daiquiris.” 
 
    He rubbed his eyes, and said, “Fine.” 
 
    “You’re a very grumpy bartender. I didn’t expect that.” 
 
    “I wasn’t until you walked in!” he said, and one of the other customers laughed at that. He gave them a scrunched-up scowl, and the woman in front of him laughed softly too. It was a good laugh, breathless and musical. Carmen had a laugh like chocolate, sweet and dark, and under the right circumstances, catnip to his cock. This woman’s was sweeter, kinder. Still highly attractive, but… different. 
 
    Before Shawn walked away, she said, “You gave me a present.” 
 
    “I did what now?” Shawn asked. He shook his head. “You are insane.” 
 
    “Oh yeah. That’s not being argued here, Son-of-a-Bitch.” 
 
    “And would you stop calling me that?” 
 
    A present. A present. Afraid. The two clues hammered on something hard in his mind, something that wanted to be wedged free, but he still couldn’t place her. Just an hour and a half left. He made her the daquiri, a good one, though he wasn’t sure why. He brought it down to her, and when she sipped it, she looked up, surprised. 
 
    “That’s the best I’ve ever had.” 
 
    Some of Shawn’s bravado crept back in, and he puffed out his chest with a grin. “Of course it is. I’m world-famous.” 
 
    “Har har,” she said. Was it his imagination, or was she blushing even harder? Probably the daquiri, right? She reached out before he could escape, brushing his arm. “Shawn. I…” 
 
    She looked uncertain, confused. The way she studied him, the depths of those eyes when they weren’t blazing with cheerfulness or anger… she wasn’t just beautiful. She was stunning. 
 
    Someone called for another beer. The moment broke, and Shawn gave the stranger a wink. “One more clue and I’ll have it.” 
 
    “Yeah,” she murmured. Then she seemed to snap out of her seriousness. “Fat chance.” 
 
    In the last stretch, a couple of the regulars tried to flirt with her, looking for a hookup before they headed home. Shawn felt an irrational desire to kick them out, but she handled it deftly and demurely, thanking them but making it clear she wasn’t interested. Her smile didn’t reappear, and once she finished her daiquiri, she studied the bar, wavering side to side. Was she drunk already? 
 
    “All right, everybody,” he called out. “One more drink, then you gotta get a move on. Anybody who needs a cab, say so now, or forever walk your drunk-ass home.” 
 
    There was a chorus of good-natured booing. The woman pulled out a cell phone, dropped it, and muttered under her breath. The way she slid off the stool, Shawn knew it. She really was drunk. Adorable. 
 
    He grabbed a few drinks for the few customers who wanted one, and headed down the bar as she finished a call. She glanced up blearily at him, and then away again. He said, “Let me pick your last drink.” 
 
    “Okay,” she said. “Make it something memorable.” 
 
    “You got it.” 
 
    It would be, in fact, just a simple bottled latte, taken from the bottom row of the cooler. Non-alcoholic. Coffee would have been too obvious. He made a show of it, dumping some crushed ice into a shaker, pouring the coffee in, adding a splash of creamer and a hint of nutmeg, and shaking it like he was making a real cocktail. He brought it over with two glasses, and poured one for each of them. Her shaky hands brought the drink to her lips, and she lit up. 
 
    “What is this?” she said. “That’s fantastic. Tastes just like an iced coffee” 
 
    “I call it the Machoiato,” Shawn said, grinning. “All right. I’m owed one more hint.” 
 
    She studied him as she swayed back and forth on her stool. He had an idea she wasn’t going to answer, but then she finally said, “You hurt me. I don’t know if you meant to. But you did.” 
 
    “I got it,” Shawn said, closing his eyes and holding his hands to his forehead. “You’re from the credit card collections bureau.” 
 
    She burst out into an unexpected laugh at that. “I missed that about you,” she said. “You could make me laugh so easily.” Then she clammed up, smiling. “Oops. That’s four hints.” 
 
    They drank their iced coffees as most the other customers cleared out. Shawn headed down and collected their money or their cards and cashed them out. The relative who came in with the mystery woman the last time walked into the bar. Shawn almost told her they were closed, but it was obvious she was there to walk the other woman out. As he always did with anyone doing the designated driving, he offered her a soda to take with on the house, and she accepted, surprised. He fetched one out of the cooler, and by the time he returned to them, the mystery woman was on her feet, unable to meet his look. 
 
    Shawn handed over the soda wordlessly. The woman with her said, “It’s time to go, hon.” 
 
    “I thought… maybe he’d remember. One of the best days of my life, and he doesn’t…” She trailed off. The other woman nodded. They linked arms and headed for the door. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Fiona fought down tears as Heather guided her towards the exit. She wanted to curl up under a blanket and never emerge. This had stopped being fun after the second drink. Fiona was certain Shawn would remember her by then. But even that wasn’t what depressed her. It was the smile. That old, wonderful smile of his as a child had become something intensely attractive as a man. It pulled her in, made her feel warm and gooey. And it absolutely slayed her staunch refusal to be someone’s baby momma, because oh holy crap, if Shawn had asked it in that moment, she would have gladly agreed to run off with him and make a few thousand little mutants. 
 
    But the smile came with nothing else. No recognition. No anything. She didn’t know why that hurt her so much. Truth was, she hadn’t thought much about Shawn since she was a teenager, aside from some jokes made at his expense being the Son-of-a-Bitch. Now, though, she was confronted with all the old childhood hurts and doubts, the ones that worm their way into someone’s soul and never quite leave. And she wondered, yet again, if it was her. 
 
    “Before you go,” Shawn said. He killed the music piping softly through the bar and nodded to the one other customer as he got up and walked out. To Fiona and Heather, he finished, “I wanted to tell you I really had fun that day at the amusement park.” 
 
    Fiona’s lungs backfired in a combination cough, sigh, and choked confusion. The tears threatening to well up ended before they burst free, and she turned and gaped at him. His smile was softer, distant, and sweet, and she did her damnedest not to jump the bar and kiss him. She dug out her purse, and slowly and silently, walked back to hold out the two twenties. 
 
    “What else do I owe you?” she squeaked out. 
 
    “The rest were on me this time. Kinda cheated. It took me until the fourth clue to get it.  See you around, Fiona,” he said. 
 
    “See you. Shawn,” she mumbled back. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Fiona buried her face in the pillows. Heather beside her, Marianne standing nearby. Tasha popped in long enough to say smugly, “I told you he was just messing with you. Making you fall in loooooove.” 
 
    “Tasha” Marianne snapped. “That’s enough out of you.” 
 
    Tasha cackled and walked away again as Fiona’s tears started up for the third or fourth time. Shawn was a no-show that Saturday, and had been out of school since Monday. When Fiona called the number he’d given her, he didn’t answer. Marianne reached out to a few classmates’ parents for her daughter, and word was Shawn’s family had moved earlier that week. Why, no one knew. 
 
    It wasn’t just sadness that gripped Fiona, but genuine anger and embarrassment. She’d thrown herself at the boy the previous weekend. She might have been quiet and a wallflower, but she knew she deserved better than that. She fought back another wave of tears and pushed herself upright. 
 
    Over time, her sadness would give way to that righteous indignation. It was her first lesson in heartbreak, and it was a good one. She obviously cared more about Shawn than he had her. Fiona took that hit on the chin, and where another teenager might have let it destroy her self-confidence, she only grew bolder from it. This was not her fault. She knew that. Shawn was, though she didn’t know the words yet, a son-of-a-bitch. 
 
    A few days later, after school, Fiona sought Penelope and her friends out. They were sitting up in the bleachers, watching the girls’ volleyball team run laps. Penelope should have been in their midst, but she’d come back to school from her birthday weekend with a cast on her arm. Fiona heard a dozen different versions of what happened, and believed none of them. 
 
    Penelope sullenly stared down at Fiona as she climbed the stairs. Her friends looked like they might rise up and throw Fiona from the risers. 
 
    “What do you want?” Penelope snarled. 
 
    “I came to say I’m sorry,” Fiona said. 
 
    The other girls all looked at Penelope as she leaned forward. “Sorry for what? Sticking your nose in? Ruining my birthday?” 
 
    “Yes, actually,” Fiona said. She unslung her backpack, and from it, dug out a gift in a small box. She wrapped it delicately the night before in pink paper, with a frilly ribbon. “Here you go. Happy belated birthday.” 
 
    “It’s probably full of dog crap or something,” one of the other girls said. 
 
    Penelope took it anyways, and started to unwrap it, holding it in place on her lap while her good hand did the work. Fiona said, “I overheard you invite Shawn, and I guess I got a little lonely. I thought it sounded really fun. I should have left you all alone.” 
 
    Penelope folded the wrapping paper neatly and set it aside to open the box. She pulled out a tiny metal dachshund on a chain. A name was etched into one side. One of the other girls snickered, and said, “That’s so dorky.” 
 
    Penelope glared at her. The other girls’ smiles vanished. Penelope looked back up at Fiona. Her voice was shaky. “How did you know?” 
 
    “Can we talk for a minute? You and me?” 
 
    Penelope hesitated, then nodded. The other girls got up and shifted further down the bleachers, and Fiona sat down tentatively next to Penelope. The other girl stared at the pendant, tears slowly rolling down her cheeks. 
 
    “Shawn was going to come over this weekend,” Fiona said. “We were going to hang out and watch a movie or play some games. Dumb stuff. But he didn’t show up or call. I didn’t know he moved. My mom called around to a whole bunch of people. Your mom was one of them. She was upset, and told my mom what happened.” Fiona squeezed Penelope’s knee. “I’m really sorry about your dog. And… everything, I guess. This last week and a half must have sucked on so many levels.” 
 
    Penelope choked out a laugh. “Yeah.” 
 
    “I know you don’t like me but if you ever want to just talk or hang out or whatever…, okay?” 
 
    “Stop,” Penelope said. “I… I was being mean too.” She held out the pendant. “Would you help me put it on?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    Penelope turned, and Fiona undid the clasp and slipped the necklace around Penelope’s neck. When it was good to go, the other girl lifted it off her neck and rubbed the dog with her thumb. 
 
    “My brother used to get bullied a lot. When I told him what I said to you, he got really upset,” Penelope said. “I’m sorry too, Fiona. Do you… do you maybe want to stick around? Watch the practice with us?” 
 
    Fiona tried not to do a happy dance, but couldn’t contain her grin. “Yeah. Okay. That’d be fun.” 
 
    “Be a whole lot more fun if I didn’t fall off the steps on the first ride last week,” Penelope muttered. 
 
    “Is that what happened? I heard you got hit by a car.” 
 
    “Really?” Penelope asked, brightening. “Wow. Do me a favor. Tell people that one’s true.” 
 
    Fiona giggled, and though her heart hurt so very much, a new friendship was about to be formed, and things were okay. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Shawn rested in bed, his laptop in front of him. Onscreen was Carmen in a pair of yellow yoga pants and a neon pink camisole about as flimsy as paper. He was quite enjoying the show as she did her morning stretches. 
 
    The night Fiona came back to the bar, he told Carmen just briefly who she was, but she’d been dead asleep and they waited to talk the details until she had a day off. Now, a few days later, he filled her in. He stroked himself as he watched, hoping he wasn’t drooling too much. 
 
    As Carmen started on a set of lunges that put her bubbly ass on great display, she asked, “How did you figure it out?” 
 
    “I almost didn’t. But when she said I hurt her, it confused the hell out of me. I’ve had bad breakups. But I’ve said I’m sorry to whoever I needed to, and I’ve stayed friends with most my ex’s. I’ve told you that.” 
 
    “Right,” Carmen said. He watched her lean into another lunge, and squeezed his dick in response. Reuniting with her couldn’t come fast enough. 
 
    “So I started thinking about who I would have hurt that wasn’t someone I dated. There’s family, but that made even less sense. None of them live here, apart from some really distant cousins, and I think I met them only once. That’s it. Then I started thinking about her smile. It seemed so damn familiar. And I associated it with this city for some reason.” 
 
    “Great smile?” Carmen asked. 
 
    “Oh, you’d love it. She smiles like she’s an axe murderer.” 
 
    Carmen laughed. “I’m going to look her up online.” She stood upright and came towards her own laptop’s camera. 
 
    “Want to see my workout?” Shawn asked, waggling his eyebrows. 
 
    “You know I do.” 
 
    He twisted the laptop and gave her a glimpse of his hard prick. She wolf-whistled, and he turned the laptop back to his face. “That does nothing for you, does it?” 
 
    Carmen shrugged. “It does it for me in the sense that I’m happy you still, mm, fantasize about me.” 
 
    “Until the day I die,” Shawn promised her. 
 
    “Hang on, I’m browsing now. Fiona Carpenter? That was it, right?” 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    Carmen had a habit of playing with her bottom lip when she was browsing. She did it now, raising a hand now and again to tug at it. It brought about thoughts of her wrapping those luscious lips around him, sucking him dry as she rocked back and forth. Carmen went all-in on blowjobs when she gave them, and that was pretty damn frequently. 
 
    “I miss your lips,” he sighed. 
 
    She glanced down at the laptop’s camera and grinned impishly. “Oh? What about them?” 
 
    “The way you blow… bubbles.” 
 
    “Uh huh,” she said. “Bubbles. Oh, here she is. Wow. She is pretty.” 
 
    “Right?” 
 
    “Looking for a picture of her smiling like that and… oh… oh yeah. She’s definitely sexy as hell. Sexy crazy. I like that.” 
 
    “What’d you find?” Shawn asked. 
 
    “She’s in a one-piece with a blonde friend of hers. Wow. She has got some curves.” 
 
    “Thought you’d like her. Too bad she’s certifiable.” 
 
    Carmen sat back, but she was still looking at the screen, judging from the preoccupation in her eyes. “What did you do to her?” 
 
    “As kids? Or the other night? Because all I did was give her a couple drinks and we bullshitted for a minute or two throughout the night.” 
 
    “You know I mean when you were kids.” 
 
    Shawn sighed and rubbed the back of his head. “A couple weeks before my dad PCSed out of here, this girl, I forget her name, invited me to her birthday party at an amusement park here in the city.” 
 
    Carmen lit up. “There’s an amusement park…? Never mind, off-track. Keep going.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s pretty great. There are three of them now, actually, but the Rat Race is still standing.” 
 
    “Focus. Sorry I got us off-track.” 
 
    He laughed. “Anyways. Fiona was this quiet girl, always kind of at the fringes of everything. She was cute, in a way, but I don’t think she had a lot of friends. She was hanging around when the girl asked, and she had this look on her face, like… like she was throwing a coin in a fountain, you know?” 
 
    Carmen nodded, watching his image on screen with a soft smile 
 
    “So I gave the girl an ultimatum. Told her if I went, Fiona had to go too.” 
 
    “Aww,” Carmen said, clicking her tongue. 
 
    “Yeah, I know, big softie, amazing guy, world’s number one boyfriend.” 
 
    “You are that.” 
 
    “I forget what happened, but I wound up inviting Fiona to go with me instead. Just the two of us and our parents. Well, our moms, anyways.” 
 
    “Ohhhh,” Carmen said, her smile disappearing. “Just before you left.” 
 
    Shawn grimaced. “Yeah. It was a great day. The best, really. She loved the rides. That’s what set my memory off, I think. That grin, that really wicked grin when we were just about to take a big dip or a sharp turn or flip upside down. I was going to puke my guts out, and she’d scream for more.” He chuckled. “It’s funny. I don’t remember a whole lot about this place except liking the city and thinking it was fun, and that day. But I remember now how much fun we had that day. And that smile.” 
 
    “What happened with her?” Shawn drew in a deep breath. “Shawn?” 
 
    “Yeaaaah,” he said, rubbing his forehead with the hand he’d been using earlier. His self-ministrations had fallen by the wayside. “I… crap. I remember she invited me to do something the next weekend. And I wanted to. I really wanted to. She was great, once you got her out of her shell. Really fun and full of energy. And she could make me laugh so easy. I remember that. So she invited me, and even though we were leaving, I said yes.” 
 
    “Oh no,” Carmen murmured. 
 
    “I didn’t know how to tell her the truth. I was leaving, and I didn’t know how to say goodbye. It hurt too much. I think I was a little bit in love with her. You know how kids are.” He smiled. “Go on one date, and you fall in love.” 
 
    “Sounds familiar,” Carmen said. On their own first date, she told him she’d fallen for him, hard, and he blurted out that he loved her. And he did, too. That had made things awkward for all of about three seconds before she threw herself at him. Afterwards in their frenzy, they damn near broke parts of themselves they’d really like to use again. “I don’t think she’s certifiable, though. She’s acting the way I would have, if you’d done that to me.” 
 
    Shawn puffed out his chest. “I do have that effect on women.” 
 
    “Shut up, I’m being serious. Well… semi-serious.” Carmen studied something on the screen again. “She really is scrumptious.” 
 
    “Oh yeah.” 
 
    “You want her, don’t you?” 
 
    Shawn grinned. “Of course I do.” 
 
    “Mm.” She tapped her lip. “You should sleep with her. Imagine that face looking up at you when she’s coming.” 
 
    “Zero to sixty on that one,” he said, chuckling. 
 
    “Can’t help it. I’m getting a little bit turned on thinking about it.” 
 
    “If the opportunity came around, you’re good with it?” 
 
    Carmen slid one of the thin straps of her camisole down, but didn’t quite tug it off yet. “In about an hour,” she murmured, “Kaley’s coming over to lick my pussy until I gush all over her pretty face.” Kaley was her replacement at her position, and a desperately eager-to-please temporary substitute for Shawn. “Then she’s going to eat me again. And again. And again. And do you know why I’m so horny?” 
 
    “Tell me,” he said, reaching down to play with his cock again. 
 
    “Because I miss you. Because I miss what you can do with that long tongue and your fingers.” She slid the strap the rest of the way down, and the camisole slipped over the swell of her breast. Her nipple begged to be teased, licked, sucked, and she traced it with a long white nail, her lips going pouty and her eyes burning. Her other hand disappeared from view, and he could guess what she was doing even if she was being a tease and not showing him. “Because I miss it being your horse dick doing this to me…” she whispered, and moaned softly. Carmen licked her lips, and continued. “You’ve told me you want her. I know you’ll be careful. Take her. Take her and make her your slut, just like I am, baby.” 
 
    “Fuck,” Shawn groaned, stroking himself faster now. “I want you here, now, bent over and me taking you as hard and fast as I can.” 
 
    “Yesss,” Carmen hissed. She rocked back and forth, her hand still out of sight, but no doubt riding her fingers. She liked three of his, and four of her own. He could imagine how wet she was right then, how turned on. 
 
    “I want your pussy around me,” he groaned. 
 
    “I want it too, baby. And I want to see you with her, see you fucking Fiona.” 
 
    The name on Carmen’s lips did almost as much as the visual on the screen, and he jacked himself hard now, going for his end. His tip leaked and he spread the wetness, jerking the first half inch, working his most sensitive area. 
 
    “Imagine your cock in her, Shawn, imagine holding those legs wide and splitting her with that prick. Oh fuck, baby, you’re going to be so big in that slut’s tight pussy. Imagine taking her on the bed, and I’m watching, in the corner, fingering myself for you, so fucking jealous because it’s not me you’re making scream your name. It’s Fiona.” 
 
    “Ngggh,” Shawn grunted, trying to hold on to let her come first, but it was a losing battle. He’d been stroking himself for minutes earlier in the night without satisfaction, and now he was racing towards his climax. Carmen bit her lip, giving him her almost-there face, and he valiantly thought of anything and everything to keep from exploding. 
 
    “What if I joined you?” Carmen whispered, and that was it. There was no more fighting it. Shawn’s back stiffened and he jacked his cock hard a few more times before his come splashed his chest, his belly. He stared down in amazement, catching his breath. 
 
    “Jesus,” Carmen moaned. “You really like that. Like the thought of me riding your Fiona’s face while you pound her silly. Oh my fucking God, that’s so hot. So fucking…” Her head thrust back and something thumped. She nearly toppled over backwards in her chair, her breaths gone for a moment while she rode out her orgasm. They hadn’t come together, not quite, but it was the closest thing to it. 
 
    Her eyes fluttered and she gasped out, “Oh shit oh shit, Shawn, oh my God, that was… that was…” Her chin dipped forward, and she stuttered out a laugh. “Oh wow. Yes. You have to have her, Shawn.” 
 
    He caught his breath, and thought about it. “She’s sexy, but she might be a little insane.” 
 
    “You’re telling me that’s not a turn-on for you?” 
 
    Carmen had a point. He was attracted to wild women. Weird ones, too. “It is,” he allowed, “but what if she gets attached?” 
 
    “Baby, she already is. She may not want this to be a one-time thing.” 
 
    “Hm.” Again, a good point. And then Carmen dropped the bombshell. 
 
    “And if she’s into the idea, we’ve talked about a third. If you think she’s the right one.” 
 
    “Jesus,” Shawn said. “We don’t really know a thing about her.” 
 
    “Yet. Get to know her. Take your time. If she’s not the right one or not into it, so what? You get to talk with an old friend again, and maybe have some fun on the side.” 
 
    “You are the best, weirdest, sexiest girlfriend ever,” Shawn said. He tapped his lip. “I want to get her back for the mind games and throwing the drink on me. This could be fun.” 
 
    “What are you thinking?” Carmen asked. 
 
    “I don’t know yet,” he admitted. “First step is to see if she’s even interested.” 
 
    “Oh, she is.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Setting up for a DJed event could take Fiona anywhere from half an hour to four or five, depending on if she was hooking into a pre-existing sound system or setting up her own. Tiffani used to have weekends off, so if she was around and wanted to make a few extra bucks – which was always – she came along and helped haul equipment. Without her, Fiona sometimes relied on her dad. This was the case for the Vand-Wellman wedding. 
 
    “Your mom,” he said while she was plugging in her laptop, A twin waited in her dad’s SUV in case there was some problem with accessing her music.  “wanted me to snoop and pry and find out what went on with you and the Cassell boy.” 
 
    “He’s not a boy anymore, Dad. He’s as old as I am.” 
 
    “Yes, and you’re ancient. Decrepit.” 
 
    “Is it really her that wants to know?” 
 
    “Are you saying I would ever want to dig into my daughter’s business?” 
 
    “Yes. Uh huh. That’s exactly what I’m saying.” 
 
    Wally chuckled. “Well… yes. I don’t remember the boy, but I remember him breaking your heart. And I’ve always wanted a little piece of revenge for that. Just a little, mind you. Not anything violent.” He considered that. “Well… maybe now that he’s older.” 
 
    “Dad, we were twelve. I’m over it.” 
 
    “Oh, so that’s why you suckered your sister into going to his bar to throw a drink in his face.” 
 
    “Shawn and I made up. Kinda. Sorta.” She glanced over at a group of the bride’s family entering the community center’s side doors. The woman in charge of setup, Lara Downing, gave her a questioning look, and Fiona responded with a thumbs-up. Lara’s visible relief brought out a smile from Fiona. The poor woman had been at it since the morning hours, Fiona returned her attention to her father and the laptop. 
 
    “Ah,” her father said. “Well… good.” 
 
    He was obviously hoping for more, and he’d been a good sport about helping, so Fiona didn’t let him dangle for too long. “Not like that, Dad. Hand me that microphone. I needled him for a while about not knowing who I was, then he got it just as I was leaving with Heather. It was… I don’t know, kind of fun.” 
 
    “You’ve needed fun since Tiffani left.” 
 
    “Heather’s been great about that.” 
 
    “I mean, you needed some superpowered time.” 
 
    “Superpowered” was what Wally called his girl after she got up and scraped herself off, which was frequently. Fiona experienced a lot of highs and stomach-churning lows in her life, and it was his firm belief, or so he said, that her superpower was endurance. Anything the world could throw at her, she’d endure. 
 
    Fiona grinned at him. “It did feel pretty good. Stand over there?” He moved, and she tested the mic. “All right…” Her voice was too soft, and she bumped up the volume a touch. “…next up on the dance floor is Wally Carpenter. Show us your best move, Dad.” 
 
    Her father immediately launched into a boisterous dance that invoked images of swans. Well, really, swans fleeing from a drunk rhino, with heavy emphasis on the drunk rhino, but she laughed and clapped for him anyways. 
 
    “That speaker over there is off,” he said, pointing to a corner. 
 
    And so it went. Once she was all set up, Wally called his wife, gave his daughter a kiss on the cheek, and at Lara’s request, stole a goodie bag for the reception guests full of coupons and candied fruit. He was already happily stuffing his face when Marianne showed up to cart him off.  
 
     Lara and the rest of the wedding party’s friends and family headed off for the wedding not long after. Fiona checked her music and the mic one more time, but she’d worked this venue a dozen times before and knew its quirks. In another hour and change, Lara rushed into the venue, all smiles. 
 
    “Wedding went well?” Fiona asked. 
 
    “Oh yes,” Lara said. “All set here?” 
 
    “We’ll just run a test to see if you think the volume’s appropriate, and we’re good to go.” 
 
    Lara sighed with relief. “Oh, I could kiss you. You’ve been the least stressful aspect of all this.” 
 
    Fiona was sincerely touched. “Thank you. That means a lot.” 
 
    “I work at a toy company’s headquarters downtown,” Lara said. “Do you do Christmas parties? I don’t think we’ve ever had an event professionally DJed but that would be fun.” 
 
    Now that was fantastic. “Oh absolutely,” Fiona said. “Still have my card?” 
 
    “I do.” More people were flooding in, and she cast them a weary glance before looking back at Fiona up on the stage. They ran another sound check, and Lara’s smile only grew wider. 
 
    Things progressed fast at that point. Fiona played some light, lyricless music before the reception properly started to set the mood the bride wanted. At the same time, one of Lara’s helpers turned on a projection with a display on a white screen saying that the reception would start soon. Lara gave them both a high five, then retreated for the evening, her job basically done. 
 
    The people flooded in at that point, finding tables, laughing, chatting, bellying up already to the paid bar at the back or grabbing appetizers and snacks. Fiona settled in and slipped on her headphones. The night was going to be a good one, she could feel it. Sometimes weddings came with a wall of tension. You could generally feel it in the crowd, a sort of jelly-like apprehension with plenty of veiled looks at the wedding party or the family. At those types of receptions, almost invariably everyone was afraid to be the first one at the bar, the first one grabbing food, the first one to dance. But at weddings like this one, people were already swirling around, and the charge in the air was a happy one, not tense. 
 
    The bride and groom were young, as young as Fiona, and had changed out of their dress and suit for something more casual and fun. The bride was already laughing and holding her man close. Sometimes too that looked unnatural, stiff, as though the married couple were playing roles. This couple, though, were already all over each other, the groom pinching the bride’s butt and making her swat him with another giggly laugh. It put Fiona in a great mood. 
 
    Their first dance was an exuberant, well-choreographed thing of beauty. She was a professional dancer – on the stage, not as a stripper – and he was nearly as graceful as she was. Fiona heard some stories about them meeting and falling in love in one magical night around Christmastime, and thought it sounded like the perfect love story. 
 
    The first song done – along with a very bawdy kiss laid on the bride by the handsome groom – the couple settled in for cutting the cake and feeding it to each other to laughs and cheers from the audience. Fiona settled into their first few requested songs. The bride, Lara, and Fiona had sat down one day and talked music for hours, wanting to get it right. Fiona was glad the bride had experience on the stage, because she had a better understanding for flow and song symmetry than most people did in those circumstances. Fiona only made a couple suggestions, and Lara and the bride loved them both. Sometimes she couldn’t get that kind of flexibility, but both women seemed thoughtful and really kind. She hoped Lara was serious about the Christmas party. Maybe they could have drinks sometime too. 
 
    The party roared to life, and by the third song, Fiona was into it too, bopping her head, shimmying, dancing in place. Some of the lights were set to sync up with the music she was playing, and she could adjust the settings on the fly. It was a pretty basic light show, all things considered, but she had fun with it, spackling the room in bright colors something softer and soothing for the slower love songs. 
 
    So into her own work, she didn’t notice the figure passing through the dancers. He gripped the hands of a woman in her sixties or seventies, twirling her this way and that. His panel shirt’s colorful stripes glowed under the reception’s lights, not to be outdone by the blindingly white pants he wore. Even his teeth gleamed under the party lights as he grinned and laughed at whatever the woman he was with said. 
 
    Shawn. 
 
    He caught Fiona staring at him out of the corner of his eye and twirled with the elderly woman, dipping her scandalously low as he winked for the briefest of moments at Fiona. The song came to a swift end, and he gave the woman a big duck-lipped smack on the cheek. She walked away fanning herself and laughing. 
 
    How was he there? How had he known where Fiona was? The answer was simple. Her parents. She could thump them. Or thank them. she had no idea which.  
 
    Fiona made a come here gesture at Shawn, but he pretended not to see, and instead, made for the edge of the dance floor, to a table occupied by a trio of motherly types in their forties or fifties. He held out his hand to the middle of the table, and two of the women took it. His eyes lit up. Oh, he was good, Fiona thought to herself, unable to help a laugh.  
 
    And he was, too. He might be hamming it up, but Shawn actually had some moves. He kept both his partners close, playing them off one against the other. He’d be flirtatious in his moves with one woman, then get in close and pretend to be yanked to the other, only to repeat the gesture. At one point, he turned and stuck out his butt, and they giggled and smacked it. Fiona was maybe just a touch jealous of that. 
 
    That was followed by the daddy-daughter dance, a sweet affair that saw Shawn on the sidelines. He was talking quietly with the man next to him, a sweet, distracted smile on his face as he watched the lovely dance. When everyone else broke into applause, so did he, even whistling. 
 
    At the end of that dance came the speeches. Fiona used the time to run out and use the bathroom. She hoped Shawn would find her, but when she came back in, he’d vanished. That was odd. Maybe he could only make it for a while. The thought sent a pang of disappointment through her, even if she was still sorta kinda furious with him. Well… okay, irritated. All right, so even “irritated” was a stretch. 
 
    Damn it, no, she was furious, Fiona told herself. She would not fall under his spell again! The Son-of-a-Bitch! So what if his dance moves were maybe kinda doing it for her? So what if his smile and his good cheer made her want to be out there with him? Ugh. He was a jerk. The king jerk. The jerkiest jerk of Jerkstown. 
 
    The speeches wrapped up, and when Fiona got the nod from Lara, she started up the next round of songs. At this point, the party was pretty well on auto-pilot, all the big steps taken care of. Fiona played some big hits, got some great reactions, and the bride and groom stopped by to tell her what a fantastic job she was doing. In the midst of telling them how lovely a couple they made, Fiona spotted Shawn again. There, way in the back, behind the bar, there he was, slinging drinks like he was one of the hired bartenders. He was slapping down bottles of beer, glasses of wine, and mixed drinks faster than most anyone else back there, and all with a smile that netted the jar next to him tons of tips for the wedded couple. 
 
    Again, he caught Fiona’s eye and winked. 
 
    The devil. The man was really the devil. 
 
    * * * 
 
    “Hey, thanks for the help. Shawn, right?” 
 
    “That it is!” Shawn said, slapping one of the other bartenders on the back. He’d tired of dancing and volunteered his services bartending for no charge. The others had been short-staffed by a sick colleague, and were grateful for the help. Now that things were finished, he corked a bottle of wine. 
 
    Fiona was finishing up too, the music having faded out ten minutes ago to a house announcement that there would be an after-party at a bar where the married couple fell in love. He wandered to her as she was slipping her laptop into a padded box with some of her other equipment. Without a word, he picked it up for her. 
 
    “That’s the last box,” she said, staring right up into his eyes, her cheeks flushed. 
 
    She sucked the air right out of him. Her red party dress showed off a good amount of her legs. The neck was closed, but a small cutout over the tops of her breasts made his imagination go wild. Unlike the last two times he’d seen her, her makeup was pancaked on, no doubt for the light show, and it gave her a hot, wanton look that drove him wild. 
 
    Carmen’s words reverberated through his mind. “You have to have her.” 
 
    Fiona grabbed his arm. They headed not for his truck, but through the service hallway in the back of the venue, past a darkened kitchen, and into a pantry. She dropped the box on the ground, kicking it backwards with her foot as Shawn rushed towards her, his lips brushing her cheek first, her chin, then he brought them to her lips. Their mouths crushed together as she slipped a hand down, running her fingers over his muscular chest.  
 
    Shawn grunted against her lips, “I need you.” 
 
    “How?” she panted. 
 
    He jerked his wallet out of his pocket, dug through it, and held up a condom. She nodded, and he shoved the wallet back into his pants. His big hands covered her shoulders, swallowed them, and he was kissing her again, driving her backwards against the door to the pantry. Someone knocked, and he snarled, “Ten minutes.” 
 
    Then he was spinning Fiona, his hands on her ass through the sequined fabric of her dress. She moaned as he slid a finger down through her cleft. His fingers dropped to the hem of her dress and he yanked it up, baring her ass in her black mesh panties. Shawn gripped the condom between his teeth and hurried down his pants just far enough to slip his cock out. He was already raging hard. He opened the packaging and rolled on the condom as Fiona hiked up the front of her dress, her hand between her own legs. 
 
    One of his hands joined hers and she moaned as they both cupped her sex. The warmth of her pussy, the wetness, they drove him on, and he slid his cockhead right against her lips. 
 
    “Oh my God, is that your…?” Fiona asked. 
 
    Shawn silenced her completely when he thrust into her. Her breath caught in her throat and she instinctively pushed away from his dick as he filled her utterly and completely. She was so tight around him, so needing. Her walls seemed to pull at him, mold around him. And just like Carmen, she could take so much of him. 
 
    “Oh shit,” she finally gasped. “Full full, that’s so good.” 
 
    He backed his cock nearly out of Fiona, and gripping both her dress and her waist, he slammed back into her, giving her no respite. Her fists balled as he did it again, beating against the door. Some of the staff still in the building whispered and laughed to each other just outside, but Fiona never noticed. Her whole world was the pleasure cruising through her whole body, head to toe.  
 
    The hand not gripping her dress and holding it above her ass slid up to her full breasts, and his own breathing went ragged and hard. Then it rose higher, to her throat, and she gasped as he cupped it, not quite choking her, but so close that the sensation added to the boiling pot. She thrust back at Shawn as he used her as hard and fast as anyone she’d ever slept with. But even now, even with his lust so evident every time he sheathed himself deep inside her wet warmth, Shawn was in control. She could feel that. His pace was hard, yes, but rhythmic. He knew what he was doing to her, and how to make it good, and the thought made her moan. 
 
    “More.” 
 
    He pulled her back, his hand still on his throat, and his lips connected with her neck, kissing the soft warm flesh when he thrust deep inside her again. She whispered it again, so close, so tantalizingly close. 
 
    “More!” 
 
    He lost his careful control, and began thrusting harder and harder into Fiona. She reached up and backwards, grabbing at his head, thrusting her ass and arching her back. His hand fell from her neck, down to her tummy, her mound, her lips. He stroked her clit and she slammed backwards. 
 
    “There! Right… there!” she cried out. 
 
    One more thrust, as deep as he’d gone yet, and Fiona nearly ripped his hair out as her need hit its apex. Her voice went, every inch of her twitched or froze, one foot rising, the other paralyzed for the most desperate, sweet moment. Her mind escaped in the throes of her pleasure, and for a moment, all she was capable of was feeling the orgasm pulse through her. 
 
    A moment, then he was pulling out of her, and Fiona came down, empty where she should have been full. She didn’t understand, didn’t know what was happening, until she felt a new sensation, something slick sliding down between her cheeks. His tongue. Her eyes flew back open as he flicked it across her bud, then lower still. Shawn pulled and molded her, bending her over so her ass was in his face and her hands rested on the door, her head low as she tried to catch her breath. 
 
    But that was an exercise in futility. His tongue dragged further down, down to her still-quivering lips, to the slickness she’d made of her need, and he was eating her, spreading her wide as his tongue slid deep into her depths. Shawn’s control was back, and not a single motion of his tongue was wasted in seeking her pleasure. He drank her down, his breaths hot against the coolness of her thighs, her pussy. One of his fingers slid across her bud, teasing her playfully as he kept up his worship of her. 
 
    Hot incandescence, bulbs flicking on and off. Fiona’s orgasms weren’t a single high this time but flashes, cameras going off. She could barely stand as she’d crest and fall, crest and fall. Time lost its tangential nature. They might have been there a minute. They might have been there an hour, a year, a decade. All Fiona knew was pleasure finally fulfilled, by someone she never expected to be in her life again. 
 
    But she could only take so much, and soon Fiona was begging him no more. Her voice was hoarse, like she’d been screaming. Had she? How could she not? He took her by the hips and turned her around, rising up and ripping off his condom. His eyes bored into her with none of his usual humor. He was as desperate as her, and his hand rested on his cock, jerking it furiously as he stared into her eyes. Fiona dropped, staring up at him, her lips parted as she drew in deep, ragged breaths. She spat on his tip, two, three times, and her hands moved with his, jacking him hard and fast, his tip aimed at her lips. 
 
    “Fiona,” he murmured, and she opened. He stiffened, and his warmth shot out of him, hitting the back of her throat, her tongue, her lips. A shot streaked across her cheeks, and she closed her eyes as he got himself under control and aimed back at her lips again, finishing off on their fullness. 
 
    She knelt there a moment, eyes closed, savoring the bitter taste of him. He was doing something, clothes rustling again, and something pressed against her face. He cleaned her with a gentleness completely counter to the force of his fucking, his own breathing as hard as hers. 
 
    Fiona nuzzled into his hand through the cloth, smiling to herself. “Jesus,” he said. “That was…” 
 
    “Yeah,” she agreed. “On a scale of one to ten, you were a pretty good two.” 
 
    He pulled the cloth away so he could see her face, and she finally opened her eyes, grinning up at him. Shawn took her hand and helped her to her feet. “A two?” he asked. “Shoot. I’m usually a three.” 
 
    “Guess we’ll have to try again sometime and see if you beat your score.” 
 
    He looked down at the panel shirt he took off to help her clean up. Now he was dressed only in a white tank, his slacks around his ankles. There was something to his face. Confusion of some kind, some distance to him. He leaned down and pulled up his pants. 
 
    They straightened out her dress, and Shawn leaned in to kiss her softly. “Come by the bar sometime,” he said against her lips. “We’ll talk. Hopefully. No promises about me not dragging you to the bathroom and doing this again.” 
 
    “Such a classy guy,” Fiona said. “But I will. You still owe me an explanation.” 
 
    He nodded. “Swing in early. I’m picking up some lunch shifts this week, and we’re almost dead from one to four.” He gestured at the box they both nearly forgot about. “Need help with that?” 
 
    “No, thank you though. I’d better do one last sweep and make sure I got everything. Shawn…” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    She reached down and gripped him through his pants. Then she squeezed. Hard. “You’re still a jerk,” she said, giving him one of those devilish grins that would invade his dreams the rest of his life. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Shawn was grateful to be inside the bar and out of the rare triple digit hot day. Say one thing for Paulie, he didn’t skimp on the air conditioning. 
 
    The owner sat across from him, scooping queso out of a paper bowl with thin round tortilla chips. He was a big man in just about every sense, as tall as Shawn, muscular, but buried under about eighty pounds extra weight, almost all of which resided in his gut and hips. With his skinny arms and legs, he looked like a turkey. 
 
    Shawn had a lot of respect for him though. Paulie hired him with barely a look at his resume after he learned Shawn had been in the army for six years. The bar’s owner served in the navy fresh out of high school, and he had a habit of nabbing anyone who served on general principles. Best of all, he wasn’t interested in the usual back and forth about the two branches. Paulie loved to tell stories of all types, but Shawn never heard him spout a single one about his time serving. Some guys were like that, and Shawn respected it. 
 
    In between bites of chips and cheese, Paulie said, “So Fourth of July. Anyone talked to you about it yet?” 
 
    “The schedule? Yeah. Nia’s got the lunch shift, Stadler and Ron later on. Why?” 
 
    “Ron’s out,” Paulie said flatly. 
 
    “Ah shit,” Shawn groaned. “The ex-wife?” 
 
    “Yup. He beat the shit out of her car with a bat. He’d probably be okay if he didn’t take a swing at one of the cops.” 
 
    “Double shit,” Shawn said. He grimaced. “And you need me on.” 
 
    “Sorry kid. Newest hire gets the slog work.” 
 
    “Well, tips should be good.” 
 
    “There’s that,” Paulie said, dipping another chip into the queso. 
 
    Someone came in, and in the bright afternoon light, her form didn’t solidify right away. But when the door shut behind her, Shawn grinned and came around the bar. Paulie turned, mildly interested as Shawn tilted Fiona’s chin up and kissed her. She was stiff at first, but melted into him, and wrapped a hand around his neck. 
 
    “Hey,” he said against her lips. 
 
    “Hey,” she said, a little breathless from the kiss. “I’m sorry I didn’t swing by sooner, but every time I drove by, it looked like you were slammed. I didn’t want you to feel like you had to babysit me and work.” 
 
    “Babysit?” Paulie asked. “You robbing the cradle with this one, Shawn?” 
 
    Shawn turned and wrapped an arm around Fiona’s waist. “Fiona, my boss, Paulie, and Paulie, this is Fiona.” 
 
    Paulie stood up as she approached and reached for her hand. They shook, and he grinned even wider. “Absolute pleasure, Fiona. Sorry about the lunkhead you caught onto, though.” 
 
    Fiona pulled up a stool next to him and hopped up. Shawn headed back around the bar and rejoined them. “Oh, he’s passable, I suppose.” 
 
    Paulie clicked his tongue. “Young women these days. No standards.” 
 
    She laughed softly, and Shawn watched Paulie suck in his gut just the tiniest bit. Truth was, he was too. “Remember the woman who came in and threw the drink on me?” Shawn said. “This is her.” 
 
    “Ah ha,” Paulie said. “Well, if you plan on giving him another shower, do it with a bottle of cheaper stuff, will you?” 
 
    “Sorry, sorry,” Fiona said. She jabbed a finger at Shawn’s chest. “But totally deserved. Jerk left me hanging on a date when we were twelve.” 
 
    Paulie reeled in mock horror. “No.” 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    “On second thought, I don’t think we have a bottle expensive enough.” 
 
    “I was twelve!” Shawn complained. 
 
    “Chip?” Paulie asked Fiona. 
 
    “Why yes, thank you,” she said, grinning at Shawn as she snagged a few from the bag. 
 
    “So what’s the story?” Paulie asked. 
 
    “That’s what I’m here to find out,” Fiona said, not taking her eyes off Shawn. He felt like he’d either melt or burn under her gaze. Both, maybe. 
 
    “Oh?” Paulie asked. “This sounds good.” 
 
    Shawn shrugged uncomfortably. “I invited her to go to the Rat Race. Us and our moms. We had a great time, and I… maybe promised her a second date.” He looked at Paulie. “But my dad had a PCS scheduled just a couple days later.” 
 
    “Oh damn,” Paulie said. 
 
    “A PCS?” Fiona asked. 
 
    “Permanent change of station,” both men said at the same time. She didn’t look any less confused, so Shawn added, “My dad was in the army. We moved a couple days after the amusement park.” 
 
    Fiona stared at him. Mirroring Paulie’s quiet earlier tone, she whispered, “Oh. Did you…?” 
 
    “Know?” When she nodded, Shawn reached out for her hand. “Yeah. I did. He was a lifer up until a couple years ago. We moved around just often enough to make it painful to say goodbye, so I stopped doing it. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Before she could say anything else, two customers came in. Paulie squeezed Fiona’s shoulder, and said to Shawn, “You two go catch up. Paid. Take whatever’s in the tip jar and buy her lunch or something.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Shawn said. 
 
    Paulie nodded, and they swapped spots. Shawn led Fiona out of the bar, and they hopped in her car. The heat drove them to seek colder fair, and they wound up at a place specializing in wraps that also happened to have over a dozen flavors of ice cream. Over turkey and chicken wraps, Shawn explained his military service, as well as that of his dad’s and his grandfather’s. 
 
    “Truth was, I didn’t really plan to join,” he said. “I thought about college, but I couldn’t decide what I wanted to do or where I wanted to go. But one day at a career fair, I talked to a recruiter, told him the army was a family tradition, and next thing I know, I’m signed up.” 
 
    Fiona finished a bite and said, “Is it rude to ask if you saw any action?” 
 
    “It all depends on how a person asks it. Like that, you were perfect. But sometimes you get people who ask it like it’s a dirty secret or something they can gossip about. Those people are assholes.” He took a sip of his iced tea and said, “In any case, yes. A bit. Nothing like what you’d see on TV, but it was intense. Everything came out all right, but it was enough for me. Decided I was good with my six years, and that was that.” 
 
    “And then what?” 
 
    “DC. I’d always wanted to visit, and I wound up staying. Been bartending ever since.” 
 
    That left out a lot, namely Carmen. He wasn’t ready to tell her about his girlfriend yet. The truth was, he intended on just the one hookup with Fiona before telling her, but he was a little drunk on her. Besides, he had a great idea for a wicked joke he could pull. Carmen thought it was dumb, but he paid her no mind. 
 
    “So what brought you back here?” 
 
    Shawn used a big bite of his wrap to mull over how to answer that. The truth was, Carmen had a great job offer here, but he couldn’t bring that up, not yet. “I like the city. I’m making a lot less than I was, but cost of living being as cheap as it is, I come out a little ahead. And DC, it wasn’t for me. I’m not an overly complex guy. I’m not great at putting on masks.” 
 
    “Well, we both know that’s not true,” Fiona said, but there was a hint of a smile to the statement. 
 
    “I was twelve!” Shawn protested again. “I swear… anyways. How about you? Tell me about the adventures of Fiona.” 
 
    She mirrored his earlier move and took a bite to mask her thoughts. “Well,” she said when she finally finished chewing, “I never moved beyond the city. I’ve always lived here. My best friend Tiffani, she took me along on a few road trips, but…” Fiona shook her head, smiling. “I’m all over the place. Let me start over. After you left me heartbroken, my mind shattered, my soul beaten to a pulp…” 
 
    “Oh come on,” he groaned. 
 
    “I actually turned things around. Penelope, do you remember her?” When he nodded, she said, “She and I actually became really good friends after that. Kinda drifted apart after high school, but for a while, she and I were pretty close.” Fiona’s smile went mad again, and she leaned forward. “She and I even…” She waggled her eyebrows. 
 
    “Wait,” Shawn said. “Is that a joke?” 
 
    Her smile vanished, replaced with a frown. “You’re not some judgmental asshole about that, are you?” 
 
    “No. No no no. Furthest thing from it,” he said, his mind reeling. Oh, the joke on her was on. It was so very much on. And Carmen… Carmen would be thrilled. His cock would have high-fived him, if it could. “Sorry, I just… you’re bi. That’s fantastic.” 
 
    “It’s just who I am. It’s not good or bad,” she said. She was still put off by his comment, but he had no good way of making her feel better about it. “Anyways. I always kind of knew. Admitting it to my parents was scary, but they were super cool about it.” 
 
    “That’s great,” he said. “Your mom was the one who told me the other day where you were DJing.” 
 
    Fiona smiled again, and his heart calmed. “She told me she whacked you with a wooden spoon first.” 
 
    “Oh yeah. Right between the eyes. Told me that was way overdue. You dad threatened the hose on me.” 
 
    “Wish I got that on camera,” Fiona said. “Oh well. Anyways, I graduated from high school, didn’t really have great grades and no real ambition, so I went out and got a job. That turned into about, mm, eight or ten of them. Lately, I’ve been working at a hotel during the day to pay the rent.” 
 
    “Oh, I thought maybe the DJing was your, hm, big person job.” 
 
    “Ass,” she said, and threw a wadded napkin at him. “No, not really. It’s getting bigger, and I think I picked up a winter job the other day. But it’s not enough where I can make it my sole focus. Someday, maybe.” 
 
    “Want ice cream?” he asked. 
 
    “Oh yes.” She started to stand, but he waved her down and stood up. “Almond fudge, in a waffle cone.” 
 
    He headed for the counter, and came back with her cone and three scoops of different flavored ice cream for himself. She raised an eyebrow, and he grinned. 
 
    “Sugar’s my weakness.” 
 
    “Then you’d love my roommate…” Fiona stopped and started over. “My old roommate. Tiffani, I mentioned her. She’s got a great system. Orders salad instead of fries anywhere she goes so she can have a bite of dessert.” 
 
    “Smart woman.” 
 
    Fiona’s smile turned faint and distant. “She’s… amazing. I…” She sighed, and licked her cone. “The truth is, I had a huge crush on her. Like, maybe in love? I don’t know. We were such good friends, it’s hard to untangle all that.” 
 
    “And you two…?” he asked, spooning up a bite of rum raisin. 
 
    “What is that?” 
 
    “Rum raisin. Want?” 
 
    He held it out for her. The way Fiona sucked it down wasn’t meant to be sexy, but at the sight of her lips around the spoon, he remembered the way he’d finished with her, and a pleasant shiver ran through him. She caught his stare and grinned, licking the tip of the spoon. 
 
    But soon she settled back, holding her own cone to her lips, but not quite licking it again yet. “Tiffani is straight. I told her once I was attracted to her, and she was so gentle about letting me down easy, I think I wanted her even more after that.” 
 
    “That’s tough.” 
 
    “It is. But it’s also a closed door. She’s in Grosbeak now.” Fiona smiled tightly. “I miss her a ton.” 
 
    Shawn thought of Carmen, so very far away, and looked down at his ice cream. “I know what you mean.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    “This is a nice place,” Shawn said. 
 
    They stood in the middle of Fiona’s living room. The space was tight in there, but that was for a good reason. The duplex really opened up when it came to the kitchen and two large bedrooms, not to mention the grand bathroom with a big, cozy tub. Beyond her walls, someone were gunshots of the digital variety, along with sirens. The sound was faint and barely obtrusive. 
 
    “Thanks,” Fiona said, tossing aside her purse. It landed haphazardly on the floor, half its contents spilling out. She didn’t notice or care. Her attention was entirely on Shawn as he began to unbutton his shirt. 
 
    “It’s got nice…” He stopped talking as she lifted the hem of her shirt and brought it up over her head. The bra she wore cupped and lifted her breasts, offering them up for his eyes, his hands, his tongue, his lips. “…carpeting.” 
 
    “Uh huh.” 
 
    He abandoned unbuttoning the shirt and yanked it off. She eyed his muscular chest. “And the drapes are very… drapey.” 
 
    “Yup,” she said, kicking off her shoes. 
 
    His shoes came off too. “Crown molding. That’s…” 
 
    “Shawn?” 
 
    “Yes?” he asked, kicking his shoes somewhere in the direction of the door. 
 
    “Shut up about the apartment and fuck me.” 
 
    “Right. But it is great crown molding.” 
 
    They wound up in an armchair, Fiona on his lap, still in her panties, and him in his boxers. He cupped her breasts, squeezing them together and sucking at the nipples hungrily. Fiona rocked above him, her breaths already coming fast and hard. 
 
    “Be rough with them<” she said. “My clit too.” He pinched her nipple as a test, studying her reaction. “Harder.” 
 
    He twisted them, and she hissed her pleasure. He nipped the other one, and she thrust her breast against his mouth. One of his hands went around to her ass, and he tugged the panties down over the cheek, baring it. Without warning, he raised his hand and smacked her ass, hard. 
 
    Fiona stopped and jerked back away from his mouth. “What are you doing?” she snapped. 
 
    “Oh, shit, I thought you liked it a little rough, so, uh, I…” 
 
    Fiona snickered. “I’m just screwing with you. I love it rough. I’m a freak, Shawn.” 
 
    “Yeah?” he asked, grinning and sitting upright. 
 
    She fed him her tits again, and moaned, “Oh yeah. I’m dirty. I’ll dress up. I’ll take it everywhere you want.” Shawn smacked her ass again, and she thrust her tits out. “I’ll do things with me feet, my tits. I love it all. The dirtier the better.” 
 
    “Ever been in a threesome?” he asked, hoping his voice betrayed nothing. 
 
    “Not yet. But I want to be. More. I want to take a football team, then eat the cheerleaders for dessert.” She looked down at him as he feasted on her nipples again. “Is that too much, Shawn? Can you handle that kind of crazy?” 
 
    For an answer, he smacked her ass again. And again. And then he growled, “That’s the sexiest thing I’ve ever heard.” 
 
    She slid a hand down between them, gripping his cock through his boxers. He was already so hard, and Fiona so wet. She opened her mouth wide and grinned at him, as though she were surprised at what she found. He grabbed her ass with both hands, sinking his fingers into her cheeks as she began to stroke him. 
 
    “I love this dick, Shawn.” A long stroke. “I mean it when I say I want it in every hole.” Another stroke, and he strained up against her. “My pussy.” Stroke. “My mouth.” Stroke. She leaned in and whispered into his ear. “My ass.” 
 
    “Fuck,” he moaned. Her hand felt so good stroking him like this, even through the fabric. Almost losing himself to the pleasure, he leaned up to kiss her hungrily. She kept her hands on his dick, stroking him, rocking hard back and forth as she returned the kiss. His hands fell to her thighs, to her ass again. With a surge of power, he lifted Fiona. She gasped and wrapped her legs around him, letting go of his cock to grab him around the back of the head and mash her lips to his. He swapped her spots, settling her down onto her back on the chair’s cushion. Her legs kicked up. He lifted them by the ankles and dropped to his knees, staring up at her. 
 
    “And this pussy is mine,” he said. “Are you on the pill?” 
 
    “Yesss,” she moaned. 
 
    “Good. Because I’m clean and I’m not doing a condom again. Not with you. You’re going to take every last drop of my come deep inside. Understood?” 
 
    “Un huh,” she moaned as he gripped her panties and guided them down her thighs, down her legs, off and away. 
 
    He licked the slickness on her thighs, ignoring her pussy and her clit. His arms wrapped around her legs from behind, coming to rest to the sides of her freshly shaven mound. 
 
    “Lick my pussy,” Fiona told him. 
 
    “Uh uh. Ask nicely.” 
 
    “Please would you lick my pussy?” 
 
    “Try again,” he said, kissing her mound, squeezing her flesh. 
 
    Defiance crept across Fiona’s face, but it gave way to her need in a hurry. “Please. Please, Shawn, please lick my pussy. Use that long perfect tongue on me.” 
 
    He moved his lips right above her clit, breathing on it but still not touching. “Beg me for it.” 
 
    “Please, sir, lick my tiny, needy cunt until I come all over your face. I need you Shawn. I need that tongue. I need those lips. Please!” 
 
    He dropped his mouth to her clit, and if it wasn’t for the moment after the wedding reception when he rammed his cock inside her for the first time, Fiona would have said it was the most electric moment of her entire life. Shawn’s lips on her clit were all she ever wanted. Well, apart from his dick. And his fingers. And the rest of him was pretty okay too. 
 
    He sucked and nibbled at her nub. His pace was fast, but deliberate. At first, it seemed like he was lacking the skill he had the other day, but then she realized what he was doing – feeling her out. Doing his homework. When he discovered little things she responded to – dragging his tongue in a circle around her clit, hard flicks with his tongue, and just the barest hint of teeth dragged along it – he would repeat them, just to make sure. And soon those were the only things he was doing, learning Fiona’s favorite teases faster than any man ever had. 
 
    When he had her number and drove her crazy with need, he began to lift her under her thighs. Her knees rose high, and she moaned as he left her balanced on her shoulders, her neck, her head. She squeezed her ankles to her butt, thrusting her clit up at him. 
 
    “Oooohh, Shawn!” she wailed. 
 
    The angle was so unique, so deliciously wild, that she leaped into her orgasm. Her back, already arched like a bow, thrust up even further as the pleasure exploded through her, her pussy gushing. He slowly guided her down, still teasing her clit the whole way. When Fiona’s feet touched the ground, he let go of her thighs and she thought he was going to fuck her then and there. But Shawn wasn’t done yet. His tongue and his lips finally slid lower, to her waiting slit. As his tongue slid through her slick folds, the sensations against her tender flesh made her snap her hands out to the side, gripping the arms of the chair. 
 
   
  
 

 He grinned up at her, and asked, “Too much?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Just… feels good.” 
 
    He slid his tongue down through her lips again, driving it deep and doing three quick flicks at her base. Then Shawn looked up again. “Because I can stop, you know.” 
 
    “No!” she gasped. 
 
    He slid his middle finger inside her, palm up, and traced along her delicate walls until she jumped and gripped the arms even tighter. “You sure? I really don’t want to torture you.” 
 
    Fiona glared down at him. “Stop, and I very seriously might murder you.” 
 
    “Well, wouldn’t want that to happen. I like living.” 
 
    “Oh my God,” she laughed, and dropped her head back. “You talk so damn much.” 
 
    “Yeah. I really do. You know, I think it all started-” 
 
    Fiona grabbed his hair and shoved his face down towards her pussy. He blessedly shut up and lifted one of her legs to put the knee over his shoulder. With a better angle, he could finger her g-spot and lick her clit at the same time. Even better, he seemed to know to vary up the moves so both weren’t being stimulated all the time. It was like having two lovers tend to her, and Fiona went ballistic. One minute, and she was trying to hump his face. The next, she was arching up, her body naturally trying to get away from the overwhelming sensations. 
 
    “I’m gonna, I’m gonna…” she whimpered, her eyes closed, her fingers digging hard into the fabric of the chair. 
 
    “Come for me, baby,” Shawn whispered against her clit. 
 
    She jerked up towards his finger, her ass rising up off the chair in one final, frantic moment of need. Her mouth opened, and the sound that came out of her was a keen, almost musical in its rise and fall. Only at the dim periphery of her consciousness was she aware of someone asking something, someone not Shawn. 
 
    “She’s all right,” Shawn hollered at the wall behind him. 
 
    Why, oh sweet God, why was he shouting at the wall? The question floated through her mind as she came and came and came. Someone knocked. Not at the door, against the wall. The wall. She came back down with a crash, air rushing back into her lungs. 
 
    “I’m fine,” she called out. “Just… a little fun.” 
 
    “Oh,” her neighbor Layla said. There was a faint giggle. “Well. Don’t let me keep you.” 
 
    “Uh huh,” Fiona said, not registering the words. Shawn was gripping her ass and tasting her wetness. So pleased with himself. She’d show him. She wasn’t the only one who would make Layla hammer on the wall that day. 
 
    “Up,” she told him. 
 
    “Nuh uh,” he said against her pussy. “Enjoying my treat.” 
 
    “Up, and I’ll give you an even better one.” 
 
    He jerked back immediately. She hopped up as he rose and dropped his boxers. Fiona had seen his prick the other day, but now she took her time examining it, reaching out to give him a few short strokes. 
 
    “It sucks how insanely stacked you are against me,” she said. 
 
    “Yeah. I’m incredible,” he said, flexing his cock in her hands. 
 
    Fiona rolled her eyes. “That would have been a perfect time to compliment me. Seeing as how I’m holding your cock and everything.” 
 
    “You have wonderful armpits,” he said. “The pitiest.” 
 
    “Why thank you,” Fiona said, and squeezed so hard he grimaced. 
 
    “Right, you are an angel among men, a divine creature, a sex goddess. I drool at just the thought of you. It’s pretty disgusting. I get a lot of looks at the bar.” 
 
    She laughed, and leaned in to kiss his bared shoulder. “I missed you, Shawn.” 
 
    “I missed you too.” He hesitated, his humor slipping away, and for a moment, she thought he might say something else. But the moment passed. 
 
    “Well,” she said. “Come on, then.” 
 
    She guided him by his still very hard prick to her bedroom. When Tiffani left, she swapped out her bed for her former roommate’s, and for the first few nights, she woke up to Tiffani’s scent. It helped her relax, but it had faded. Fiona thought about going out and buying a bottle of Fiona’s favorite lotion just to dab a touch or two under her pillow every night, but there was some level of crazy even she wouldn’t jump to. 
 
    She guided Shawn to the bed, and at her orders, he rested on his back, the pillows underneath his head. She jumped on top of him, none too softly. He grunted, but her lips found his and salved any hurt she might have caused. 
 
    Fiona shifted, sliding backwards until her pussy rested on the length of him. There was no wasted moment. Fiona wanted Shawn, and she wanted him now. She climbed to her feet and squatted low until her pussy lips spread over his length again. He got the idea and gripped his cock, holding it up at an angle for her. She eased downward, taking him deep until her ass rested on his thighs. Her hands roamed his chest, her feet next to his ribs. Her clit rested at the absolute perfect angle to rub against him with a slow roll, and she let out a sigh of pleasure. 
 
    There was no easy way for Shawn to help beyond rocking his cock up into her, so that’s what he did, content to let this be Fiona’s moment.  She swayed back and forth, eyes closed. Like this, he was better than her vibrator, better than her dildos. As sensitive as her clit already was, it was pure pleasure. 
 
    For his part, Shawn loved the show. Watching Fiona so lost to her pleasure drove out his earlier thought of telling her about Carmen. That was crazy, though. He was in love with Carmen. Whatever this was – and it was mind-blowing – it didn’t change how he felt about his love. But Fiona was an incredible woman in her own right. Telling him flat-out about her fantasies, about her kinks, that was a huge turn-on. She was fearless. Then again, she always had been, with the right kind of prodding. 
 
    They rocked together in the early afternoon light, the heat outside forgotten about even as they both began to build up a sweat. Fiona rocked harder and harder, a selfish taker of a lover, but then again, Shawn was way into that. Way into everything about her, really. 
 
    Any longer, and Fiona might have suffered a cramp from the position. But her third orgasm of the day rolled through her, a quiet thunderstorm compared to the window-rattling booms earlier. She shifted spots, and wound up with her knees spread wide around him, bucking up and down on his cock, her breasts squashed against his chest as Shawn began to fuck back up into her. Every inch of him, every ridge, felt like it was made just for her. Then he was rolling, pinning her on her stomach and making Fiona absolutely howl again as he fucked her face into the mattress, her ass high in the air. From next door, they both heard buzzing, and Fiona grinned, glad they were putting on one hell of a show for Layla. 
 
    But an end had to come, and Shawn finally could take no more. He shoved deep into Fiona one last time, filling her needing pussy. When he pulled out, she gushed him, and collapsed onto the mattress, feeling at her pussy, bringing her fingers to her lips. Utterly drained, she twisted her head until she was looking at her lover. Shawn stroked her ass, smiling, and like that, Fiona fell asleep. 
 
    When she woke up again sometime that night, there was a note beside her on the end table. You’re cute when you’re asleep. Call me sometime. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The timing of their jobs sucked. 
 
    Much like with Tiffani and her then-boyfriend Warren, Fiona and Shawn had to face the reality that their differing schedules didn’t actually allow them much time to explore what they were. 
 
    Shawn was picking up as many hours as he could. Carmen would be bringing with her a small fortune after agreeing to stick around DC as long as she had, but that didn’t mean he wanted to slouch. He spent his mornings apartment or house hunting. Nothing seemed quite right. This house was too big. This one too costly, even with their budget. This rental was fine, but they wanted a second bedroom for an office space for her. Irritably, he found himself wishing they could find something like Fiona’s place, which was both spacious and affordable. Plus, her neighbor definitely seemed okay with some of the louder activities they’d be getting into. 
 
    For her part, Fiona landed a few more gigs for later that summer, and played two more weddings and an after-hours party for a convention. Definitely huge, but her boss at the hotel was talking about cutting several of the full-time staff, and Fiona was worried she would be one of them. She was so close to being able to afford the van, but without that guaranteed forty hours a week, she’d likely have to take up two jobs instead of the one, and the harsher schedule would almost certainly mean an end to the DJing. 
 
    She did try to find time every few evenings to swing by and visit Shawn. Their “dinner dates” were often quick affairs on his part, bites and conversation stolen when he wasn’t tending to his customers. Fiona was okay with that. It was nice just being around him – though she’d never tell Shawn that. 
 
    Twice more they wound up back at her place, both times after Shawn got off work and Fiona invited him. Their lovemaking was just as furious and frantic as the first two times, ending in a broken lamp one time when they rolled around too much, legs flailing everywhere. 
 
    Shawn slipped away late in the night as Fiona slept. That troubled her, but then again, they hadn’t really been together long enough to define what they were, right? In any case, she wondered if she was being too clingy. Too needy. 
 
    Fuck that, she decided on their third night together, two days before the Fourth – strangely enough, the same day Tiffani’s world went to hell too. 
 
    * * * 
 
    He traced her bud with one slick finger. Fiona rested on her stomach, arms folded and hands beneath her chin. She was watching him in a stand-up mirror, his boyish face rapt as he tended to her ass before he took it. 
 
    “You’re adorable when you’re about to invade my dumper, you know that” she asked. 
 
    He snickered. “A dumper. You make this so sexy.” 
 
    “There is no sexy way to talk about anal.” 
 
    “Sure there is,” he said. Shawn leaned in and whispered in her ear. “Is your tight bud ready for me to slip this finger in? Will you be able to handle inch after inch of this big dick spreading you wide, baby? Filling you deep in a different way while I play with your clit?” 
 
    She licked her lips and croaked, “All right, that’s pretty good.” 
 
    Grinning, he slid the tip of his finger in. He’d already drizzled her cleft with warm lube, so she was slick and ready for it. Still, though, her body tightened at the small intrusion, and her breath caught. 
 
    “Breathe,” Shawn murmured. “It’s the easiest way to relax. Imagine you’re getting a massage. The most intimate one you’ve ever had.” 
 
    She smiled faintly at that, and did just that, taking deep, slow breaths while he readied her. They were quiet a long while, and his eyes never left the mirror. The expression on his face was odd. Almost pained. “Shawn? You okay?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he murmured. But he wasn’t. Carmen was flying in soon. It was no longer so easy to see Fiona as a fling, a laugh while he waited for his love. He cared deeply for both women, and though he had plans to introduce them, he wasn’t yet certain what the fallout would be from that. Carmen liked what she heard about Fiona, but would Fiona reciprocate those feelings? Would it all change once they actually met? Carmen had been pushing for him to tell her the truth, but he still wanted to play his silly trick on Fiona. Didn’t he? Or was the right play to tell her? 
 
    Lost in thoughts like that, he brushed the hair away from the back of Fiona’s neck, and kissed it. “Ready?” he breathed. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    She pushed up onto her hands and knees. He poured out a palmful of lube into his hand, and slicked himself up. They watched each other in the mirror as he guided his tip to her cleft, sliding through it once before resting against her bud. 
 
    “Go slow at first, but feel me out. When I’m ready, I’m going to want you to take me harder,” she said. 
 
    “You’re in good hands,” he said. “Now which hole was it…?” 
 
    She laughed, and he slid into her. Her breath caught. Her ass was tight around him, but she was fond of anal and had done it plenty with toys nearly as big as him. Fiona accepted his first inch slowly, but it wasn’t as painful as she feared it might be. He watched her face in the mirror, gauging her reaction, and when she showed no signs of needing him to stop, he eased back to her entrance, applied more lube, and slid back in again. 
 
    “Okay,” she said. “Now go.” 
 
    He grinned, and cracked her ass hard with the flat of his hand. Fiona yelped, mock-glaring at him in the mirror, but she couldn’t help thrusting back at him with the next smack.  His cock slid backwards and forwards, still taking his time but going faster with each thrust. Fiona watched herself in the mirror, mouth open, her eyes half lidded as he began to take her with earnest, hard strokes. 
 
    “Clit, my clit, play with my clit,” she begged him. 
 
    Shawn relented his spankings, and leaned over her for better balance while he reached under her to her sensitive nub. He’d already brought her to two orgasms earlier, once with his fingers in the car while he drove back to her place, the other with her knees to her shoulders on the bed. She had time to cool off, but her clit was still sensitive. The duality overwhelmed her, of being just a little bit used and the wild sparks playing with her clit brought about. Fiona gritted her teeth, and Shawn gave her a sharp, worried look. 
 
    “You okay?” 
 
    “Hell yes,” she gasped. “Just like that, just like that, just like that.” 
 
    He kept up his pace, his big dick making soft squelches both of them ignored. Fiona reached out with a trembling hand, grabbing at her phone. She passed it over her shoulder and Shawn took it while she gasped out her code. He took a dozen pictures, half of them close ups of his cock spreading her ass wide, the other half of the mirror and the two of them. They tossed the phone on the other side of the bed and started driving back and forth at one another. 
 
    “Deeper!” Fiona cried out. 
 
    Shawn obeyed. She took more of him than anyone ever had, save maybe Carmen, and even then, he wasn’t sure. Sweat beaded on their foreheads from the stifling heat of the night and the frantic joining of their bodies. Fiona felt like she was going to faint at any moment, but she rode it out, the pleasure coursing through her. When he slid two fingers into her pussy, that was it. She exploded on his hand, driving hard backwards, impaling herself on as much of his cock as she could fit inside her. 
 
    “Oh, shit!” she gasped, tilting forward, her body still quaking from the pleasure. 
 
    Shawn kept going. He was too close not to. He stopped playing with her clit and grabbed her cheeks, her waist. In and out he plunged, stopping one more time for more lube and keeping her slick and ready. “In you, or…?” 
 
    “Yes, in me, fill me up, oh fuck, I can’t believe it’s you doing this…” 
 
    He grinned at their reflections, and Fiona pushed herself up again, her eyes almost concealed by the wild strands of hair across her face. She begged him on, urged him, and he finally drove deep one last time, exploding within her. 
 
    Afterwards, Shawn cleaned her gently with a damp washcloth. Coupled with tender kisses to her back and her neck, it was a relaxing way to end things. Still, she couldn’t help wondering about his expressions, not quite focused on her, but still attentive. 
 
    Fiona murmured, “You weren’t there tonight.” 
 
    “I tried to go for fifteen orgasms for you, but perfection was out of range for me,” he said. 
 
    “I’m serious.” 
 
    “I’m not. Just tired, Fiona.” 
 
    “Mm. Okay.” 
 
    They cuddled, and once again, Fiona fell asleep in his arms. In the middle of the night – or more specifically, the early morning hours, she felt the bed shift as Shawn tried to sneak out of there again. She reached out, her hand finding his hip, and she whispered, “Stay.” 
 
    Was it the phantoms of murky sleep that made it seem like he tensed? She didn’t know, but after a long moment, Shawn murmured, “All right,” and slid back into bed with her. She nestled into him, her head pressed against his chest, oddly sure he’d be gone again in the morning. 
 
    But this time, he wasn’t. And it startled the hell out of both of them when Heather poked her head into her sister’s duplex and called out, “Fi? We’re here for breakfast.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I forgot I was supposed to cook for them,” Fiona hissed as they hurried out of the shower. 
 
    “It’s all right,” Shawn said. He kissed her bare shoulder, and cupped one of her tits. “One honk for good luck.” 
 
    She let out a helpless giggle. “I don’t think that’s a thing.” 
 
    “It should be. Honk honk!” 
 
    “That’s two honks, bozo.” 
 
    “You are very good at math.” 
 
    “Better make it three.” 
 
    “Honk!” 
 
    They threw on their clothes. There would be no avoiding the fact that Shawn was most definitely still in last night’s outfit – they’d stopped at an all-night fast food place for tacos the night before, and hot sauce had squirted all over his shirt when he fumbled a package. But it would have to do. 
 
    “What’s taking so long?” Heather asked from the living room. “I wonder if we caught Fiona doing something.” 
 
    “Or someone,” Wally said cheerfully. 
 
    Fiona scrunched up her face at that and sighed. “You don’t have to stick around for this,” she said. 
 
    “Hey, I like your mom and dad,” Shawn said, his hand on the doorknob. “Let’s go face the music.” 
 
    Fiona led the way out to the living room, where her mother, father, and Heather were all lounging like cats. They began to clap. Fiona ignored them as she walked serenely to the kitchen. Shawn, on the other hand, bowed low. 
 
    “Thank you, thank you, there will probably be repeat performances tonight, late tonight, early tomorrow, tomorrow at noon-” 
 
    “Still our daughter,” Wally said. 
 
    “Ah. Yes. Yes, she is,” Shawn said, but Wally and Marianne were both incapable of hiding their grins. “So. Awkward breakfast for everyone. What are we having, darling booger butt?” he called to Fiona. 
 
    “Whatever you help me come and cook, butterbean of my heart.” 
 
    “Well,” Shawn said, clapping his hands together. “Much as I’d like to entertain all of you, it seems my skills are required in the kitchen. Do you like your toast bizarrely wet, black and smoking, or dropped on the floor?” 
 
    “Floor toast for me,” Heather said. 
 
    As it turned out, Shawn wasn’t too terrible in the kitchen, and under Fiona’s watchful eye, soon they were seated around the dinner table with plates of biscuits and a piping hot pepper gravy. Shawn settled with the rest of them, but when Fiona went to take a chair, she couldn’t hide a wince. 
 
    “Hurting, Fi?” Heather asked, swirling a sausage link through her gravy. 
 
    “Just a sore muscle, thanks,” Fiona said. She kicked at her sister’s leg. 
 
    “Ow,” her mother said. “Why are you kicking me?” 
 
    “I made that sausage,” Shawn said, smiling brightly. “Hope it’s all right.” 
 
    “I’m sure Fiona enjoys it,” Heather said. 
 
    Quietly, Fiona pushed her plate forward and dropped her head to the table. 
 
    “It’s very good sausage,” Marianne said, taking a bite. “But I think I like your biscuits more.” 
 
    “Stab me with a rusty knife,” Fiona muttered. 
 
    “Thanks again for letting me know where she was DJing,” Shawn said. “That was a fun wedding.” 
 
    “Been meaning to ask you,” Wally said, “any problems sneaking in?” 
 
    “Nah. I stopped and bought a box of chocolates, and wrapped it. You show up to any reception with a present, they’re going to let you in.” 
 
    “It sounds like you have practice,” Heather said. 
 
    Shawn shrugged, grinning. “DC has some pretty great weddings, and they made for a fun way to spend a Saturday night.” 
 
    Fiona finally sat back up as her family prodded Shawn with safer questions about where he’d lived and what he had been doing with himself. They behaved themselves – mostly – and Shawn answered with his typical good humor. 
 
    There was one odd incident when Shawn’s phone jingled with a text. Rather than check it right there, he headed into the bathroom instead. No one seemed to notice except Fiona, and when he came back, he acted so normal she put the moment out of mind. God, she really was being clingy and weird. 
 
    Wally invited him to go golfing, and Shawn readily accepted. They had to leave soon, though, or else he’d risk being late for work. Fiona grabbed Shawn and pulled him away for a few, first to give him an intense but brief kiss, then to murmur in his ear, “You don’t have to keep them entertained.” 
 
    “I’m having fun,” he murmured back. “Aren’t you?” 
 
    The question seemed genuine. “Yes,” 
 
    Shawn wrapped his arms around her. “Fiona, I…” He breathed out softly. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “There’s something-” Heather came in carrying their plates and silverware. They broke apart, and Shawn grinned at her. “Let me take those from you.” 
 
    “Oh, you need to get a ring on his finger as soon as possible,” Heather said. “Yesterday.” 
 
    Fiona smacked her. “We haven’t even really talked about what we are.” 
 
    Wally poked his head in. “Ready to go?” 
 
    Shawn gave Fiona a helpless look, then turned to Wally. “You bet. Gotta swing by my apartment first and grab my clubs.” 
 
    And that sentence, as innocent as it was, would be the beginning of the end. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Both men were too terrible at the game to get in more than six holes before Shawn really needed to head back to his place and get ready for work. Since Fiona drove him to her place after he got off work, Wally was driving now. He offered to wait around until Shawn was ready to drive him to the Nefarious, but it was a relatively short walk. The two men got on well throughout the six holes, and in the car, Wally asked a few questions about the service less out of curiosity than envy. 
 
    “I wish I could have done things differently,” Wally said. “Four years of college only to discover I hated teaching. At that age, I could have used the discipline.” 
 
    “I didn’t know you were a teacher,” Shawn said. 
 
    “For all of about a minute, I feel bad for Fiona and Heather in that regard. They heard my stories about how much of a waste of time it was for me, and I think it soured them on the idea.” 
 
    “Fiona doesn’t strike me as the type to let anyone influence her about what it is she wants to do. Turn left up here.” 
 
    “You’re right about that,” Wally said. Shawn got another text, glanced at it, and settled it between his thighs. “Everything okay?” 
 
    “Oh yeah. My boss just wanting me to know he’s running some specials.” 
 
    They drove most of the rest of the way in companionable silence, but when they pulled into Shawn’s parking lot, Wally said, “Hey. Look, I like you Shawn, and I don’t think this talk is necessary. But she’s a good girl. Don’t hurt her again. Please.” 
 
    Shawn gave him a long look, and finally nodded. When they stopped, he hopped out and grabbed his clubs. “Be seeing you around, Wally. Stop in sometime and grab a drink. You and your wife.” 
 
    “We will.” 
 
    Shawn tugged the golf clubs up towards the building. One of a trio of teenagers sitting out on a lawn hopped up and held the door open for him. Shawn high-fived the kid on the way. Wally started to pull out of the lot. He made it half a block before a familiar jingle played. He glanced over and down, and there on the floorboard was Shawn’s phone. 
 
    Thinking of Fiona’s annoying and costly habit of losing her own phone, Wally chuckled and circled the block. When he pulled back in, the kids were seated again on the lawn. They waved and he waved back, smiling politely. Wally grabbed the phone. He thumbed the power button on accident, and glanced at the screen. 
 
    What he saw stopped him cold. 
 
      
 
    Tomorrow. Can’t wait. Love you baby. 
 
      
 
    And the name above the text? Carmen. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Fiona’s mom always cooked the best barbeque. Once upon a time, she lived in St. Louis, and worked for a small, family-owned restaurant there that served up world-famous ribs and brisket. The techniques she learned translated to some very happy bellies at home. 
 
    It was tradition her parents hosted a communal party on the Fourth. Fiona and Heather always went, ostensibly to help out but more to gorge themselves on burgers, brats, pork loin, and the centerpiece, ribs basted in a homemade sauce and slow-cooked to absolute perfection. 
 
    Her mom kept up a lively conversation with the guests, while Heather lit off some street fireworks with the kids. Her dad kept quiet, which was weird for him. Usually by now he’d be on his third or fourth beer and belting out songs or bad jokes. Instead, he nibbled at a solitary hamburger and sipped a glass of ice water. He wouldn’t meet Fiona’s gaze, either, but he kept looking in her direction like he had something to say. 
 
    So she finally said it. “Dad? You okay?” 
 
    He smiled at her, but his hands shook as he settled his glass of water down on the picnic table. “I’m fine, sweetheart.” 
 
    “Too much heat today?” 
 
    “No. Well, maybe. But…” He shook his head. 
 
    She slid into the seat in front of him with her second plate of food. “Come on, Dad. Talk to me. Did something happen with Shawn earlier?” 
 
    His eyes flicked towards hers, and held them longer this time. He opened his mouth, but a neighbor crashed next to him, blitzed and throwing an arm around Wally like he was his best friend. 
 
    “These are always the best parties, the best,” he blurted. “You gotta have your wife tell mine how to cook those ribs, m’man.” 
 
    “Old family secret,” Wally said, breaking his gaze away from Fiona’s. 
 
    Something really had happened with Shawn, she realized. And from the look on her father’s face, it was nothing good. Suddenly, she wasn’t so hungry, but it wouldn’t be until late in the night, when the city’s fireworks ended and everyone had gone home, that Wally sat her down, and pulled out Shawn’s phone. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Shawn described in slow, excruciating detail how he took Fiona’s ass the night before to a panting, sweaty Carmen. She was out of their old apartment, and staying in a hotel near the airport. In twelve hours, they would be reunited, but for now, she was rubbing her pearl and her bud with a pair of finger vibes, bringing herself to two orgasms as he replayed the scene. 
 
    Afterwards, she rested on her back on a stack of pillows, red-cheeked and breathless. “This is happening,” she said. 
 
    “Yeah, it is,” he said. “I got the tickets to the amusement park today. I’ve got the perfect way to play it, too. You come up to the two of us, yell at me some, and then I start making out with you like crazy.” 
 
    “She might throw you off a ride for that.” 
 
    “I know, it’s perfect, right?” 
 
    She laughed softly. “We’ll work on it, baby. I… I’m nervous.” 
 
    “About what?” he asked, rolling on his side and looking at the propped-up tablet. 
 
    “I don’t know. I knew going into this there were going to be some attachments. But this is the first time we’ll have given a three-way relationship a real go, if she agrees to it. I just… nnngh.” 
 
    “Hey,” Shawn said. “We don’t have to do this. I care a lot about Fiona, but I love you, Carmen.” 
 
    “Do you love her?” 
 
    Shawn trailed the screen with a finger, tracing Carmen’s chin like he would have if she was there in person. “Before I answer that, I want you to know you’re my forever.” 
 
    “Stop being melodramatic,” she said. “Do you love her?” 
 
    “Yeah. I do. She’s goofy, but there’s this sweetness underneath. She’s got this way of smiling sometimes, it’s like she’s pulling the whole world behind her and saying, ‘Follow me. It’ll be hell but I’ll bring you through it.’” He shook his head. “It’s a different kind of love with you. With you, I feel calm and centered. I love you so much there’s no end to it.” He shrugged helplessly. “I don’t have the words. You’ll find out. I hope you will, anyways.” 
 
    Carmen let out a pleased mm hm. She tugged her sheets up around her bared breasts, and smiled faintly at the screen. “Soon.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “See you tomorrow.” 
 
    “I think you mean this afternoon,” she said, laughing again before she ended the call. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Heather drove. 
 
    “There are wigs and sunglasses in the bag. I had to borrow the wigs from my neighbor. She’s totally cool,” Fiona’s sister said, leaning over the wheel of her Fiero like she was a race car driver. It wasn’t the most inconspicuous of cars to tail a cheating boyfriend, but Fiona’s own car would have been too recognizable. 
 
    “I’m not wearing your neighbor’s wig!” Fiona exclaimed. She gripped her knees tight as Fiona took a corner way too fast. They hadn’t even arrived at Shawn’s yet, and already her sister was playing the wheelman in a bad movie chase scene. “Slow down or we’re never going to make it.” 
 
    “Relax,” Heather said, moments before standing on the brakes to stop from hitting a delivery truck. She raised her fist like she was going to hammer on the horn, but let it go and blew her hair out of her face. “The Son-of-a-Bitch!” 
 
    “The Son-of-a-Bitch,” Fiona agreed, but her heart wasn’t in it. She knew things with Shawn were too good to be true. 
 
    Their dad gave them instructions on how to find Shawn’s apartment, since Fiona had never actually made it there. The Fiero was too tiny to hold much, but in her lap was the bag with the wigs and sunglasses, and under her feet somewhere was a pair of binoculars. Why they’d need binoculars, she had no idea, but Heather came prepared. 
 
    “We really should have called in Tasha for this,” Heather muttered as they turned down the street to Shawn’s building. “She would go full-on kneebreaker on his ass.” 
 
    “If someone hurt you, she would. Me, Tasha would probably cheer Shawn on and sell popcorn to people watching my heart break.” 
 
    Heather thought about that and finally said, “Yeah, okay, you’re probably right.” 
 
    Fiona checked the directions from their dad, and looked at the passing buildings. “That’s it, that’s the one. Find a spot on the street somewhere.” 
 
    “Really? You’re talking like I’ve never tailed a guy before.” 
 
    Fiona did a double-take at her sister. “Wait… huh?” 
 
    “Oh yeah. Totally stalked a dude. He was hot and I wanted to see where he hung out so I could accidentally drop in on him.” 
 
    “That is psychotic and kinda badass.” 
 
    “I know,” Heather said, bouncing in her seat. She found a spot a quarter of a block away. It would be facing the entry to the parking lot to Shawn’s building, and gave them plenty of room to see without being too conspicuous. When she turned off the car, she took the bag. “Well, I’m wearing a wig.” 
 
    The thing she pulled out looked more like a Chow Chow than a wig, but Fiona liked the look on her sister’s head. Heather was made for big poofy hair. Who knew? “All right, fine, but just because you’re totally rocking that thing.” 
 
    “Yaaay!” 
 
    They got there early in the morning, and it wasn’t long before Heather was busting into the chips as they waited for Shawn to move or someone to come to the apartments. 
 
    “Those were supposed to be our lunch if this went long.” 
 
    “I’ll order pizza,” Heather said, shrugging. 
 
    “How do we explain that one to the pizza guy? ‘Oh hey, just stalking my soon-to-be-ex-boyfriend, and decided we needed a slice?’ What happens if we need to, you know, go?” 
 
    “Do you want a chip or not?” 
 
    “Of course I want a chip.” 
 
    They munched in silence for a while, and Heather said, “I think I want Chinese-” 
 
    “Shut up. That’s him.” Fiona turned her head towards her sister. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said shut up. That was rude-” 
 
    “Shut up,” Heather said. “Look. He’s getting in his car.” 
 
    “Why is that shut-up-worthy?” 
 
    “I don’t know!” 
 
    They watched him get in his car, and soon, he was pulling out of the parking lot. And heading…” 
 
    “Right for us!” Heather hissed. “Quick! Kiss me!” 
 
    “What? Ew. No. Just look at your phone, ding-dong.” 
 
    “Right. Yeah. That’s definitely a better plan.” 
 
    They did, whipping on the sunglasses. Shawn drove by without a hint of recognition. Heather started up the car and pulled a U-turn. It was probably illegal, but neither of them cared much. 
 
    Shawn drove for quite a while, and made two stops. The first was at a gas station, where he fueled up and did a little dance while he sang to himself. The second was at a florist’s. He came out with a small sleeve of red carnations. Fiona watched, blinking away tears. 
 
    “He never bought me flowers,” she said. 
 
    “I mean… you two never really went on a date though, right?” Heather asked. “It was all kind of just…” She sawed two fingers through a circle she made with her other hand. 
 
    “Not helping.” 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    Shawn drove again, this time towards the outskirts of the city. There was little question as to where he was headed, so they hung back. He made a turn onto a looping road leading to a terminal. He would have to loop back the same way he came, so rather than deal with gates and the short-term fees, they hung back at the edge in a big parking lot meant for carpoolers. 
 
    Fiona got out, and Heather grabbed the binoculars. She zoomed in on the distant terminal, and said, “Oh wow, you can actually see the doors from here. These things are cool.” 
 
    “See him yet?” 
 
    “Nooo… wait. Yeah, there’s his car. He’s heading inside now.” 
 
    They rested against the Fiero’s side panels, waiting and watching. That got them a few odd looks, but Fiona was beyond caring. Maybe they’d never put a label on what they had, but this was still a dick move and she was furious. Heartbroken too, but she kept thinking of all the progress she made as a teenager, the staunch fierceness she developed after Shawn broke her the first time. She would see this through, then she would pick up the pieces and be stronger. 
 
    “I think I’m giving up on men permanently,” she told Heather. 
 
    “Smart. Men are a-holes.” 
 
    At that precise moment, Tiffani texted her. Over between Warren and me. With that other guy I told u about. Lot to talk about later. 
 
    Same here, Fiona replied. 
 
    ? 
 
    Is he good man? Fiona asked. 
 
    The best. A pause. It’s crazy, but in love with him. 
 
    “Shit,” Fiona sniffed. Heather cocked her head, and Fiona handed over her phone. Once her sister read the message, she looped an arm around Fiona, and knew enough not to say anything. 
 
    A plane dropped out of the sky and touched down. Heather glanced at Fiona, and said quietly, “Any bets on if this is the one?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Yeah, I can’t blame you.” 
 
    Another fifteen minutes later, and Heather held up her binoculars as people started streaming out. She drew a breath, and handed them over. Fiona looked, but she didn’t want to. 
 
    There, holding Shawn’s hand, was the most gorgeous woman Fiona had ever seen. Long, dark hair. Pouty, full lips touched up with a soft pink lipstick. Curves that made just about every guy around them look. She was dressed in long shorts and a flowing blouse that could do little to hide the swells of her ass or her breasts. And as they walked, Shawn’s hand dropped down to her ass. 
 
    “Shit.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Shawn couldn’t stop himself any long, and the moment they got out of his car at his – now their – apartment, he raced to Carmen, his hands all over her as they kissed as frantically and furiously as their very first time. He would have taken her right there in the parking lot in broad daylight if she hadn’t grabbed his hand and tugged him towards the door. There they had to pause, and came together again, her lips sucking at his neck, his hands squeezing her ass. 
 
    How they found their way into the building, neither of them knew, but he tugged her along behind him, running for the stairs, down the hallway. Someone poked their head out, and bellowed for them not to run, but Shawn didn’t care. He was digging out his keys, and Carmen had her hands on his waist, kissing his shoulders, his back. 
 
    They tumbled through the door and he kicked it shut, going for her ass again before gripping her thighs and lifting her. She wrapped her legs around him as their lips met again and again, sloppy, needing fire arching between them. He walked her to their bedroom, his cock already brutally hard and ready to be freed. 
 
    “I should have stayed there the month with you,” he gasped. 
 
    “Should have… said no… come out here…” Carmen gasped right back. “Can we… agree…” 
 
    “Both wrong?” Shawn asked. She nodded, unable to make words. With her legs still twined around him, they dropped to the bed, and Shawn began to rub his cock against her sex, even if they were both still clothed. She giggled, and reached a hand down to stop him. That turned into a serious grope of him, and he squeezed his eyes shut as he moaned.  
 
    He ripped open her blouse, baring the red balconette bra pushing Carmen’s tits high. He didn’t even bother to take off the bra, but leaned down and sucked at her nipples through the fabric. She threw her arms around his back, her long, painted nails digging into his shirt. His hands clutched her back as he sucked and sucked. 
 
    “I need you,” she said, and he was rising, going for his clothes as fast as he could. She sat up too, and quickly undid her shorts, leaving her in a pair of red panties matching the bra. He stared at the cleft of her ass and came to her, his rigid prick jutting out and guiding his way to his favorite stretch of her body. One of his hands slid into her panties and found her waiting, wet sex while he ground his cock against her ass. She dropped the panties the rest of the way and pushed him back towards the bed. Shawn sat, staring up at Carmen as she spread her knees to either side of him and guided his prick to her sex. 
 
    Knocking. 
 
    Shawn didn’t notice it at first, but Carmen did. She glanced sharply at the bedroom door. “Shawn.” 
 
    “Mm,” he said, cupping one of her breasts and sucking on her big nipple.  
 
    “Someone’s knocking.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    More knocking. Louder. 
 
    She slid one foot down off the bed, but Shawn grabbed her ass and sucked harder at her tit. She pushed him away with one hand, listening. A third time, and now whoever it was pounded on the door. 
 
    “Damn it to hell,” Shawn snarled. Carmen eased off him and he stood up. He grabbed a towel from the bathroom, wrapped it around himself, and headed for the front door. “I got it, I got it, no running. 
 
    He opened up. 
 
    Fiona. Crying. Her hand rising, something like shaving cream in her hand. 
 
    “You son of a bitch,” she whispered. 
 
    And then he realized way too late what the cannister was. The pepper spray hit his eyes, and he stumbled backwards. She threw something at him – his phone, he’d find out later – and slammed the door shut. 
 
    “Shit! Ow! Fuck that stings!” he shouted, flailing around as he stumbled backwards towards his couch. 
 
    “Baby?” Carmen asked, hurtling out of the room. She gasped. “What happened? 
 
    “Fiona! Pepper spray!” 
 
    “Oh no,” Carmen said. “What do I do? Get water, what?” 
 
    “Go after her! Get her back here.” 
 
    Carmen ran back for the bedroom and threw on her shorts. The blouse was ruined so she grabbed his undershirt instead. It was ridiculously big on her, but it would have to do. She hurtled past him as he crashed onto the couch. Down the hallway she went, down the stairs, out into the sunshine. A tiny car pulled backwards out of a spot, and the woman Carmen only knew from online photos stared balefully at her. 
 
    “Wait!” Carmen shouted after her. She sprinted at the car, but she wasn’t wearing shoes and the lot had a lot of rocks. She stopped at the edge of the sidewalk, waving her hands and shouting at the rear of the disappearing car. “He loves you too!” 
 
    But it was no good. Fiona and whoever else was in the car were already gone. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Fiona had no sleep that night, but in a dark twist, not because of Shawn. Late into the night, Tiffani called from the hospital, where her boyfriend Duncan was being treated for a gunshot wound, loss of blood, and a possible infection. John, a young friend of Tiffani’s Fiona never heard her mention before, was also being treated for a concussion. Duncan was just coming out of the ICU, so she couldn’t speak for long, but promised to call back as soon as she could. 
 
    The whole story left Fiona stunned, and in the morning, when Tiffani was back up and going, she had her friend repeat the most salient points as she drove to work. Fiona thought for sure she misheard, or dreamed half of it, but no, the whole insane story was, if anything, crazier upon the second telling. She wanted to tell Tiffani about Shawn and Carmen, but Tiffani sounded like she had so much to deal with. Fiona decided it was best to wait until things had settled down some there in Grosbeak. Then she could wrangle some thoughts and hopefully some warm over-the-phone cuddles out of Tiffani. She missed her roomie’s cuddles. The softness of her was perfect for a lazy Saturday night movie. 
 
    She spent the morning in a haze, meandering between her anger and pain and the nuttiness of Tiffani’s situation. It sounded like everyone was safe out there, and Tiffani texted periodic updates. She even apologized for reaching out so often, but Fiona assured her – and meant it – that she would be on pins and needles until she heard Duncan and John were okay, even if she didn’t know them. 
 
    Work helped distract her. That week was always one of their busiest of the year, and she had a constant stream of people checking out. Most new check-ins wouldn’t happen until later in the day, so she was mildly surprised when the doors opened to a gorgeous tanned woman with long, sleek black hair with just a hint of curls down across her breasts. It took a long moment before Fiona recognized who it was. 
 
    She couldn’t afford to show her rage. A pair of travelers were checking out, and chatting away merrily about their plans to head east and see the sights. Fiona smiled faintly at them, but kept an eye on Carmen. The other woman was so damned elegantly beautiful, it hurt. Voluptuous, yes, not as thick bodied as Tiffani but with her full curves. Makeup that might have been applied by Michelangelo, emphasizing her full lips, making her eyes dark and broody. The sort of skin that screamed of the fortunes she must spend on lotions and day spas. High heels that did killer things to her long calves, emphasized by her short skirt. A blouse and blazer combination that brought about images of a schoolgirl without being quite so sluttish or gross. Fiona wanted to strangle her on sight.  
 
     The customers finally picked up their baggage, gave Fiona one last thanks, and headed towards the doors. Carmen, the devil herself, stepped up. As her full lips opened to say something, Fiona folded her arms and snapped, “I’m sorry. I can’t have personal visitors. Customers only. So… bye.” 
 
    She expected anger or irritation, but instead, Carmen smiled slightly and stepped back. Was she giving up so easily? She headed for one of the lobby’s couches and sat down on its edge, primly smoothing her skirt. She dug out her phone and began tapping away. In five minutes, she stood back up, still gripping the phone, and came back to the desk. 
 
    “Hello,” she said. Her voice was low, husky, and sweet. Damn it to hell, was there any part of this woman that wasn’t going to make Fiona feel inferior? 
 
    “I told you to get out. I will call the cops.” 
 
    “You said you could only deal with a customer.” Carmen held out her phone. “I’m here to check into my room.” 
 
    On the screen was the receipt for a transaction with the hotel, made just moments before. Fiona brought up the registration on her computer, and grimaced. Yes, there she was. Carmen. Room with a king-sized bed. One night. 
 
    “Just the one night?” Fiona asked through gritted teeth 
 
    “That depends,” Carmen said. “I’ll be staying here until I’ve convinced you to give Shawn another shot. And myself.” 
 
    “Not going to happen,” Fiona said, digging out one of the room cards and sliding it into the computer’s formatter. “That cheating bastard doesn’t deserve a second more of my time.” 
 
    “He wasn’t cheating on you. Not the way you think.” 
 
    “So he wasn’t about to fuck you?” 
 
    “He was,” Carmen allowed. “But we were hoping to make you part of it.” 
 
    Fiona laughed bitterly. “What?” 
 
    “Don’t be mad with him. Well, maybe a little, but I’m the one who planted the seed in his mind.” She held out a hand. “I’m Carmen. If that wasn’t apparent from the computer.” 
 
    “I know who you are,” Fiona said, ignoring her hand. “What the hell do you mean, you’re the one who planted the seed?” 
 
    Carmen drew a breath, and let it out softly. “We are in an open relationship. The reasons for that, I’ll discuss with you if you like, but not here. I’d rather do it over lunch or dinner. Someplace more intimate.” 
 
    “If you think I’m going anywhere with you or Shawn, you’re nuts.” 
 
    “No,” Carmen said, smiling faintly. “Not Shawn. Just me. A date. A dozen of them, if that’s what it takes.” 
 
    Now Fiona openly gaped at the other woman. “A date. You’re serious?” 
 
    “Yes. Completely serious. And Shawn and I won’t be seeing each other in the interim. Not until you and I work things out.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Carmen opened her purse again, and withdrew an envelope. She placed it on the counter. Two customers were approaching the counter, so she said quietly, “If you look in there, you’ll have questions. I’ll agree to answer whatever you like, so long as we do it somewhere with good food and good wine, and it’s quiet enough we can talk.” 
 
    Fiona couldn’t, not for half an hour. She gave Carmen the room key, then had to deal with a string of customers and a restock in the adjoining concessions room. Carmen by that point had retreated to a corner chair, one long leg crossed over the other as she read the local papers. Fiona cast her any number of curses under her breath, then finally, during a lull, she opened the envelope. 
 
    Three tickets fell out. She scooped them up off the counter, and looked at them. Tickets to the same amusement park she and Shawn went to as children. And in the envelope too was a pair of pages. She pulled them out and gaped at them. Receipts and an email confirmation. The tickets had been bought just before she and Shawn hooked up at the wedding reception. 
 
    Three tickets. One for Shawn. One for Carmen. One for her. 
 
    What the hell was going on? 
 
    She walked briskly to Carmen, who set aside the papers and looked up at her with concern. Fiona thrust the envelope back at her. “You’re really not seeing him until you and I have had a chance to talk?” 
 
    “It sounds stalkerish when you put it that way, but yes,” Carmen said. “For him, I’d do anything.” She folded her hands on her lap. “You are the other half of what he needs. And unless I’m very seriously wrong, I think you and I could be something too. At the very least I’d like a chance to talk and maybe find out.” 
 
    Fiona’s throat worked. This woman… was interested in her? Not that she lacked in self-confidence, but Jesus, few people in her life could give Tiffani a run for her money in the looks department. Carmen was definitely in their number, and unlike Tiffani, she was bi too. “Dinner. Tonight. Somewhere nice. You’re paying.” 
 
    Carmen surprised her by shooting up. “Yes. Perfect.” She leaned in to give Fiona a kiss on the corner of her lips. “Thank you. I wasn’t sure we’d get this far after we screwed things up.” 
 
    “I’m not promising anything.” 
 
    “I know, but… thank you anyways.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    The restaurant was an elegant lakefront grill famous for its excellent seafood and fresh-from-the-lake selections. Carmen ordered the fish pot, a selection of fresh fish and seafood prepared in a wine broth, while Fiona ordered mussels and mushroom caps. 
 
    “Split a beet salad?” Carmen asked Fiona. 
 
    “Uh. Sure,” Fiona said, a little dazed by all this. She’d been treated to nice dinners before, but not by someone she wanted very badly to stab with her fork. 
 
    Carmen was dressed much as she had been, minus the blazer. Once Fiona agreed to dinner, she brought in several pieces of luggage, which made Fiona wonder if the other woman had predicted how their meeting might go. Was she a sucker in all this? 
 
    She, on the other hand, returned to her duplex after work. A box waited for her inside her screen door. She unwrapped it and inside were dark chocolates and a card. The card was a simple picture of the nearby mountains, blank on the inside save for Shawn’s handwriting, which was surprisingly decent. 
 
    I genuinely hope you give Carmen a chance. I screwed up, and I’m sorry I hurt you. Come find me if you want to talk. 
 
    There was no signature, but he didn’t need one. Cursing under her breath and eating a couple of the chocolates, Fiona undressed, and for a long minute, she thought about not going through with this. She owed Shawn nothing, and this Carmen slut even less. But still, she was intrigued, and as self-abusive as the notion might be, a small part of her held out hope she could be the one Shawn wound up with. Then there was the allure of Carmen’s words – what did she mean, there might be a future for the two of them? Thoughts of the beautiful, mysterious woman drove her into her closet, where she eschewed the long, plain dress she planned on wearing in favor of a daring halter top with a plunging neckline and a skirt just long enough to wink at decency.  
 
    Now, when the waiter left, Fiona cradled her glass of wine. “How is he?” 
 
    “He’ll have a hard time explaining why his eyes are so red, but no lasting damage. Apart from that, he’s worried about you.” 
 
    “Now. He’s worried about me now.” There wasn’t enough wine in the world for that night, but Fiona was proud of the solitary gulp she took. “He bought the tickets just after we got back together.” 
 
    Carmen smiled. “Yes. When you came back to the Nefarious Goose and Shawn remembered who you were, I encouraged him to pursue something with you, if he had the chance.” 
 
    “But you two are a couple?” 
 
    “Yes. And as I said, we have an open relationship.” 
 
    “And that works for the both of you?” 
 
    “Yes. Shawn is Shawn. If I had asked it, he would have stayed loyal to me the rest of my life. But I’m…” 
 
    Carmen paused to take a sip of wine, and despite hating the melodramatic pause, Fiona leaned in closer. “You’re what?” 
 
    “When Shawn and I first met, I was in the midst of a bad relationship. Russell was domineering in a lot of ways I didn’t recognize as unhealthy at first. Encouraging me to slim down, to be the woman he thought I should be. I was just starting for a lobbyist group, and he was already in the game five years by then. I thought his suggestions were good ones, and I didn’t realize how much of a bastard he really was. 
 
    “But things got progressively worse. He liked being cruel, and he stopped trying to hide it. His insults became more and more naked. He got off on being vicious to me.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Fiona said, surprised to find she meant it. 
 
    “Me too. The things we’d do over, right? In any case, Russell and I were regulars at a bar Shawn worked at in DC. I didn’t really know him but to say hello to. But he knew us, and Shawn is nothing if not observant. One night, we had a table in the back, and Russell began to, um, try to start things with me right there. He wanted to show his friends how fast I…” She blushed, and downed the rest of her wine before whispering, “How sensitive I am. Understood?” 
 
    Fiona nodded, and Carmen continued. 
 
    “I was a lot of things, but I was not his prostitute. I wasn’t going to be put on display like that. I got angry, and Russell, he got ugly. Slapped me.” 
 
    Fiona’s lips parted. “Oh.” 
 
    Carmen nodded. “None of his friends stood up. None of them said anything. But Shawn was already flying. Almost literally. He jumped up on the bar and off it, like he was some kind of cat. Then next thing I know, he’s got Russell’s arm and he twisted it hard enough to break it. I’ve never much liked violence. But he defended me without a thought. It was just what he did. One of Russell’s friends took him to the hospital. I went home and packed my things.” 
 
    “And you and Shawn…” 
 
    Their waiter came with their salad and two plates. As they divided it, Carmen kept going. “Yes. I stayed with a friend for a few days to collect myself. Then I went back to the bar. I didn’t know what I was going to say or do. He brought me a drink, and told me very quietly that if I ever wanted a man who would treat me the way I deserve to be treated. I asked him how he thought I deserved to be treated. He leaned across the bar, and kissed me.” 
 
    Fiona speared a bite of goat cheese and a beet, and chewed on it. When she’d finished, she said, “That’s a great story. But I don’t get how it ties into your open relationship.” 
 
    “Mm,” Carmen said, finishing off her own bite. “Well, I decided in between the time when Russell hit me and Shawn kissed me that no man was ever going to hold my leash entirely again.” She smiled to herself. “Except maybe in the bedroom. That might be fun. But I didn’t want to be tied down entirely to one person. As I mentioned, Shawn is very good to me, and I’ve not had a lot of thoughts about straying outside our relationship with another man. But before I met Russell, I was just beginning to explore my bisexuality. He was conservative, and believed a man should love a woman and vice versa. I was okay with that. But once I opened my eyes, I wanted to be free.” 
 
    “Free, but locked into a relationship with Shawn.” 
 
    Carmen shrugged. “Yes. And with occasional, mm, treats on the side.” 
 
    Fiona folded her hands. “Is that what I am to you? Your treat?” Her words may have been spoken lightly, but Carmen had to feel the venom behind them. 
 
    “No. Not at all. Shawn has told me he’s in love with you.” 
 
    Fiona froze. For a long moment, neither of them spoke. Finally, Fiona cleared her throat. “He… what?” 
 
    “We talked a lot about what the two of you got up to,” Carmen said. “On the Fourth, I asked him if he loved you. He told me yes, he did.” 
 
    “So much so that he kept you a secret,” Fiona said, but her mind was mush. Shawn… loved her? No. It didn’t matter if he did or didn’t. He’d still hid Carmen from her and that was a load of bullshit. 
 
    Carmen clicked her tongue. “Yesss, but that’s less Shawn hiding the truth than being a world-class dimwit at times.” The response shocked Fiona into a short bark of a laugh, and Carmen looked pleased with herself. “I intended on him telling the truth about us, but he got it in his head to make it into a game. He didn’t intend for you to get hurt.” 
 
    “And yet.” 
 
    “And yet,” Carmen said. She watched Fiona take another bite, and was it her imagination, but was Carmen awfully focused on her lips? The other woman’s gaze broke away, and she refilled Fiona’s wine glass and her own. “He never had a serious relationship until me. There were other women, of course, but Shawn never stuck around one place long enough to develop a healthy, meaningful relationship with anyone. He still sometimes approaches things like a child. I’ve tamed much of that in him, but…” 
 
    “So what am I to you two, then? You’ve said it twice now. A game, a treat, which is it?” 
 
    “That’s what I’m hoping to find out,” Carmen said. “It’s the sort of thing we should have been able to explore, the three of us, but I guess we messed that opportunity up, didn’t we?” 
 
    “I guess so,” Fiona said. 
 
    They finished the salad in silence, and not long after, their meals arrived. Much like a real date, Carmen offered her a bite of her fish pot, which looked more like sauce-laden fish and seafood than the stew Fiona had been expecting. She was curious – it smelled divine – and hesitantly offered Carmen a bit of her mussels. The food was delicious, and they kept the conversation blessedly light in between bites. 
 
    “I was a personal assistant to a disability lobbyist in DC,” Carmen said. “It was a wonderful job, but neither Shawn or I liked DC very much.” 
 
    “Really?” Fiona frowned. “I always wanted to visit.” 
 
    “In that regard, it’s well worth it. The museums alone…” Carmen clicked her tongue and smiled. “But to live there, it’s intense. It’s a different lifestyle. Since the day I met her, the head of a disability advocacy group headquartered here has been hounding me to join their company. By happenstance, we wound up at the same party about six months ago and I began to ask her why I should pick New Bainbridge, just as a lark. The way she talked about this city, how relaxed it is, the mountains, the cultural appeal, it sounded perfect. Then I started to talk to Shawn about it, feeling him out. He was enthusiastic. Said he loved this place as a kid. When we looked it up and saw how reasonable the cost of living was, we decided to jump on it.” 
 
    “So that’s what you’ll be doing then? Disability advocacy? I’m sorry, I don’t quite know what that means.” 
 
    “That’s all right. Say, for example, this restaurant. Did you see that ramp leading up to the doors outside? It seemed pretty accessible for someone in a wheelchair, right? Except look at the front doors.” 
 
    Fiona did, frowning. She didn’t notice anything unusual, and said as much. 
 
    “The step down,” Carmen said. “They prepared the outside, but the interior could still be more accessible. That’s what I’m going to be doing. Working with businesses and the local government to show them how we can make it so more people can come through the doors of their own accord. My job, specifically, is going to be cultivating voices and helping those with a disability to get their problems heard. It’s basically a liaison job.” 
 
    Fiona wasn’t really expecting that, and blinked. That sounded… well, incredible. “That’s incredible.” 
 
    “Thanks. It’s going to be interesting. I’ll be taking a large pay cut moving out here, but to be honest, cost of living should offset that.” 
 
    “It’s a pretty reasonable city,” Fiona agreed. 
 
    “Shawn mentioned you’re a DJ on the weekends?” 
 
    They launched into talk about that for a while, and split a decadent bowl of raspberry sorbet. Fiona found herself watching the way the other woman slipped the spoon between her full lips, and Carmen knew it too. She blushed, but did not look away from Fiona. 
 
    Afterwards, out in the parking lot, Fiona and Carmen leaned against Fiona’s car. The night was warm, but held the threat of rain. Thunderclouds were supposed to move in sometime in the early hours. Fiona liked listening to them as she fell asleep, so she wasn’t opposed to the idea.  
 
    “Well, back to the hotel for me,” Carmen said. “Are you all right to drive?” 
 
    “Yes,” Fiona said. “You’re serious? About the hotel?” 
 
    “Yes. I told Shawn until you and I figured this out…” 
 
    “That you’d be staying away. You said that.” Fiona frowned. “Look, I… I don’t want to be the reason you two are apart. I might be pissed with the pair of you, but I don’t want that.” 
 
    Carmen smiled. “I told Shawn his plan was silly. I tried to warn him. This is a bit fun for me, and not just because I get to twist the knife in him. I had a nice evening, once our walls came down some.” 
 
    Fiona nodded, and said almost glumly, “Yeah. Me too.” 
 
    “Would you say yes if I asked you for a second date tomorrow night?” 
 
    Would she? Fiona looked aside at Carmen. The beauty held her gaze, and in her expression, Fiona saw not amusement, but nervousness. It was not her imagination. Carmen’s breath came fast and shallow. Her eyes searched Fiona’s. 
 
    “Yes,” Fiona whispered. 
 
    “If I asked to kiss you tonight… would you say yes?” 
 
    Fiona nodded. Carmen turned, and reached out to caress Fiona’s jaw, her cheek. Fiona’s lips parted as Carmen began to lean in. Take control, Fiona’s heart warned her. “I still don’t know about any of this.” Her words were faint, so faint she could hardly hear them herself, but Carmen’s smile widened and warmed. 
 
    “Neither do I,” the other woman said, and kissed her anyways. 
 
    It was long. Slow. Passionate. Carmen’s lips invited her tongue, and Fiona gave it to her, sliding it gently against the other woman’s teeth until the black-haired beauty’s own joined hers in a playful exchange. Carmen’s hands traced Fiona’s chin, and her thumbs rose to brush at her earlobes. She gripped Fiona, held her there for so long. They both tasted, and Fiona wanted more. Her hand came around Carmen’s back, pulling her even tighter, and the other roamed up and down the other woman’s spine, making her shiver in Fiona’s hands. That reaction was real. This was real. 
 
    Carmen wanted her. 
 
    Maybe it was some cruel continuation of the joke Shawn had played. Maybe they really did want some kind of three-way relationship. But in that moment, under the dull glow of the restaurant’s lights, they kissed. 
 
    Fiona finally pulled away, her cheeks flushed and happy to see Carmen had the same reaction. The other woman started in again, but Fiona reached out and pressed a hand against her tummy. Carmen looked disappointed. 
 
    “If we kiss again, I’m going to want to do very bad things with you,” Fiona said. “And I’m just not sure if…” She trailed off, distracted by the thought of kissing those lips again. 
 
    “It’s all right,” Carmen murmured. “Tomorrow night, then?” 
 
    “I’ll probably see you earlier than that. I’ll be your checkout clerk tomorrow.” 
 
    “I meant it. No Shawn until we figure this out.” 
 
    Fiona sighed. “I’m certain about one thing. You don’t need to stay in that hotel. Even if we don’t end up liking each other, I have a spare bedroom. You can sleep there tomorrow night. Or…” 
 
    “Hopefully in another bed,” Carmen said. She reached up and trailed her nails across Fiona’s neck. 
 
    “Oh God, please let me like you a bunch,” Fiona said, then shook her head. “I gotta go. Now. Or I’m going to drag you off to the bushes.” 
 
    Carmen’s laugh was as soft and dark as her voice. “Good night, then, Fiona.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    “I hate this,” Shawn said. 
 
    He stared at his phone for the dozenth time that night. Carmen texted him earlier to tell him everything was going well, but when he tried to call her, she told him he was breaking the rules and hung up on him with a laugh. 
 
    Now he paced his apartment. If his plan had gone off without a hitch, he would have been face deep in boobs at that very moment. Glorious boobs of the Carmen and Fiona variety. How had their date gone? Were they together right now? That thought sent him to half-mast, but there was nothing for it. That was the other part Carmen tortured him with. No release until this thing was finished with Fiona, whether she became their lover or not. 
 
    At midnight, he remembered the can of soup he’d microwaved three hours ago for his dinner. He pulled it out, sniffed it, and ended up dumping the whole thing in the garbage. When he washed out the bowl, he stalked the apartment for the hundredth time, hands behind his head. 
 
    In another hour, he was in bed, staring out the window, staring at the streetlamps beyond the parking lot, staring at nothing at all. He tried counting sheep. He tried the deep meditative breathing Carmen used sometimes to fall asleep. He tried three fingers of whiskey. 
 
    Nothing helped. But eventually, his phone did buzz. A text. Not from Carmen, but Fiona. 
 
    Do you really love me? 
 
    He texted back. 
 
    Yes. 
 
    A moment. 
 
    And you love her? 
 
    Yes. 
 
    That was their entire exchange. And miracle of miracles, with his phone next to his hand, Shawn slept. 
 
    * * * 
 
    “Sorry, sorry,” Carmen gasped. “I thought… I was pretty good at… cardio, but these mountains… they’re something else.” 
 
    Fiona had to bite off a comment about Carmen’s own mountains. The white tank and black sports bra she wore were stretched to their limits, and heaved with every deep breath she took. Fiona was proud to say she was barely breaking a sweat on the trail, but she hardly noticed thanks to the scorching beauty of the woman with her. 
 
    The trail was mid-level, not so grueling that they couldn’t manage it in a couple hours, but long enough that they got in a great workout and climbed a few pretty steep hills. Carmen had to buy new shoes for the effort, which made Fiona feel pretty bad until Carmen showed her proof on her phone she’d been looking up trails days ago and had planned on buying good hiking shoes anyways. This just expedited the process. 
 
    “It’s really not far now,” Fiona said. She dug out her water bottle from her pack and took a small sip. Carmen accepted it gratefully when offered, and took a slightly longer one. Droplets on her lips left her eminently kissable, and Fiona stepped in to do just that. “Had a spot,” she murmured. 
 
    “A little sweat doesn’t scare you off?” Carmen asked, looping her hands behind Fiona’s back. 
 
    “Honestly?” Fiona asked. “Kind of a little hot.” 
 
    “It’d have to be,” Carmen said, grinning. Fiona gave her a playful shove, and Carmen took another swig before handing back the water bottle. They both adjusted their packs and kept walking. “So… have you decided?” 
 
    Fiona fixed her eyes on the trail ahead, avoiding the temptation of staring at Carmen’s swaying ass in her short black shorts. “There are some pretty serious questions I need to ask.” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Commitment is important to me. I know you and Shawn have your agreement about your hookups beyond the relationship, but I’d want to know I’m not coming home to any surprises.” 
 
    “That’s a complex one,” Carmen said. “I mean, if I knew you were into a coworker or a friend or something, and it was, say, your birthday or Christmas or something and there would be no strings attached, I’d invite them home, sure. And if I’m apart from Shawn, or you, for that matter, I’m not going to deny myself that pleasure. Shawn and I do tell each other about our hookups as early as possible, in case either one of us gets uncomfortable. Does that work?” 
 
    “It’s something I’d have to get used to,” Fiona said. “Honestly, I’m not sure where I stand on it. I wouldn’t have to take part in anything?” 
 
    “No. God no. I’m not into forcing anyone into any situation they’re not comfortable with and I know Shawn feels the same way.” 
 
    Fiona thought about that and nodded. “That seems reasonable. Maybe even… I don’t know, exciting? I’m scared about it, but it could be fun. Do you ever get jealous?” 
 
    “Oh yes,” Carmen said, chuckling. “He’d describe what he did to you, and I was green with it. But that was kind of the attraction of it all too. We talk about jealousy like it’s a wholly bad thing, but it’s not, not always. Not if you manage it in healthy ways, like a temper. Imagining you two doing those things together without me, oh, it set my world on fire. I came so hard on the phone with him.” 
 
    “Wait, you were talking when you…?” 
 
    “Oh yes.” 
 
    Fiona fanned her face and Carmen laughed softly. “So where did you see yourselves in a few years? And where do I fit into that?” 
 
    “Are you asking if we planned to get married, that sort of thing?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “No to marriage. I’m staunchly against it after Russell. But kids, yes. I’d like to get settled first, but I know Shawn is anxious to try. I don’t see you being in the picture as affecting that. Do you want kids?” 
 
    “I’ve never had a partner serious enough to think much about it, but yes,” Fiona said. “Like you say, maybe when I’ve got a few things squared away. I’d like to be able to either invest into my DJ business or figure out that it’s not going to be worth it. Then make that decision.” 
 
    “Smart. Give yourself the best chance.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Fiona said, nodding. 
 
    “Hey, what would you need for that? Realistically?” 
 
    Fiona thought about that. “A van or an SUV in decent condition. Doesn’t have to be new, but something big enough to haul my sound equipment. So ten thousand for that. Then there’s the monetary side. I’m years from being able to make it a full-time gig, so income and insurance are a real worry for me. Look, I don’t want your money.” 
 
    “That’s not what I was thinking,” Carmen said. “But having two roommates to split the cost of living with you would help, yes?” 
 
    Fiona didn’t have to think about that. Another year with Tiffani and the van wouldn’t have been a question mark. “Yes. I suppose it would.” 
 
    “Not that it should be the deciding factor, but it’s definitely something to think about.” 
 
    “You’d actually want to live together? Just jump in with both feet?” 
 
    Carmen clicked her tongue as they started down a gentle incline. A pair of joggers appeared around a curve ahead of them, and they waited for them to pass before talking again. Carmen watched them after they passed by, shaking her head. “I’m getting sweaty just walking, and they look like they could sprint this trail.” 
 
    “It’s the higher altitude,” Fiona offered. An olive branch, of sorts. “Less oxygen. Makes it more difficult if you haven’t lived here a while.” 
 
    “Also maybe I should really hit the treadmill more often,” Carmen said. 
 
    Fiona now ogled her nakedly, from her legs to her butt to her tummy to her tits, and then finally at Carmen’s face. “No. I think whatever you’re doing, you do it exactly the way you have been. You’re one of the most beautiful women I’ve ever met.” 
 
    Carmen reached out, and surprised Fiona by taking her hand. Their fingers felt good together. Carmen glanced aside at her and smiled. “You’re sweet. And you’re gorgeous too. So you want kids, but you never talked about marriage.” 
 
    “It’s something I want, but…” Fiona thought about it. “I’m not entirely opposed to the idea of going without it, if I was with the right people. There’s just not been enough time yet to know if you and Shawn would be that. This idea, a three-way relationship… it’s all so new to me.” 
 
    “I understand,” Carmen said. “I hope we could be, someday. The fact that you’re even contemplating the idea that there could be an us is all I could hope for.” 
 
    Thunder. It was barely a rumble, but it was there. Fiona glanced up at the sky sharply. Where they were, the clouds hadn’t formed yet, but a look backwards showed a thick blanket of angry gray heading their way. “Oh no,” she groaned. “It was supposed to be dry today.” 
 
    Carmen laughed. There wasn’t much else to do. They were too far from their car to not get stuck in the downpour, but they began to jog anyways. Fiona kept the pace slow, not just for Carmen’s sake, but because of the potential for rocks or stumps poking up. Fat raindrops spattered their backs for a couple minutes. Then it was as if the heavens bailed water out of a sinking ship with buckets, drenching them. Whatever Fiona expected of Carmen, more laughter wasn’t it, but the woman loved it. They stopped under the cover of a massive tree, the ground relatively dry, and Carmen stared up at the sky, grinning wide. Her white tank was drenched, and clung to her frame, the black bra stark now underneath the almost ephemeral top. Fiona reached up to wipe the slick hair from Carmen’s face, and the other woman turned that smile on her as Fiona’s hands stayed on her cheeks. 
 
    “Say yes,” Carmen said. 
 
    Fiona leaned up to kiss her. Dripping wet and freezing, but nothing could have stopped what happened next. Their arms wrapped around each other, and Fiona whispered the word Carmen wanted to hear against her lips, closing her eyes, terrified for what was to come but so very ready for it too. Ready to let go. Ready to try this wonderful, insane thing Carmen was proposing. 
 
    Carmen broke free, and grasped Fiona’s shoulders. She laughed again, low, dark, sweet, and Fiona joined in, realizing then and there whatever came, the fear that had gripped her ever since she realized how deeply she loved Shawn slipped away. And in its place was hope, and hope brought them everything. 
 
    They linked arms, and they ran again. 
 
    The car. It was the only one left in the lot. The last hundred yards held no tree cover, nothing to keep them out of the elements. They sprinted for it, Fiona yelping when thunder cracked nearby, but Carmen was still laughing, still wild in that moment. When they reached the vehicle, Fiona turned, and they were in each other’s arms again, kissing in the downpour, skin slick, clothes utterly drenched. Carmen pushed her backwards, not towards the driver’s seat, but the back door, and they were opening it up. 
 
    “Lay down,” Carmen whispered against Fiona’s lips, and Fiona hurried in and turned around to lie down on the seats. She dropped one foot to the floorboard, and Carmen was on her again, water dripping from them both. The seats would be soaked, but they didn’t care, didn’t mind the dinging bell reminding them the door was open. Only the two of them existed within their little world. 
 
    Carmen’s hands were on Fiona’s shirt, lifting it up just far enough on her taut tummy to slide her hands underneath. Her lips deftly moved against Fiona’s, teasing as her fingers slid higher and higher. Fi whispered a “please” against Carmen’s lips when her hands reached the cups of her bra, and Carmen was there, pulling the straps down far enough that Fiona’s nipples strained against the wet fabric of her shirt. Carmen’s smile changed to something more needing, and she drove down Fiona’s body, sucking at a hard nub through the shirt. 
 
    Fiona arched her back, trying to feed her more. Carmen’s hands moved again, swiftly this time. She delved into Fiona’s shorts, under her sporty panties, and slid along Fiona’s sex. 
 
    “I’m so wet,” Fiona whimpered, not sure if she was embarrassed or not. 
 
    “I love it.” 
 
    Carmen slid her fingers into Fiona, and her back arched up off the seats. The woman knew what she was doing, and her middle finger stroked Fiona’s sensitive spot, timing it almost to her heartbeat. Fast, so fast, but it was good, extraordinary, even. She needed the release promised to her by Carmen’s finger. Needed to let it out. 
 
    “Nnn, yesss,” she moaned. 
 
    Against her breast, Carmen said, “Tell me what you need, baby.” 
 
    “Your lips.” 
 
    Carmen started to dip down, but Fiona shook her head and pointed at her mouth. “Here.” 
 
    The other woman rejoined her, kissing her softly, her chin rising up with each swift brush of her mouth. She was going to drive Fiona crazy like that, so Fiona wrapped her arms around her neck and held Carmen to her as her finger worked its magic. Thunder rocked the air, but neither woman noticed. Fiona’s grip tightened on Carmen, her body rising and falling to meet the other woman’s fingering. 
 
    Moments before Fiona came, everything heightened. The colors in the car, the grays beyond, the trees through the rain. The smell of the wet earth suckling the rain, the minty air freshener plugged into the vents. The soft breaths of air Carmen was sucking in, the patter of rain off the puddles outside, her own moans. And most of all, those lips, those wonderfully full lips, and the woman rocking with her, the seriousness of her, intent on pleasing her partner, making her happy. 
 
    Happy. 
 
    This thing was insane. A three-way relationship with a man who loved her and a woman she was falling so hard for in just a matter of days. The confusion, the desire, the hope, the fear, it all swirled with Fiona’s need, bubbled up in her. 
 
    She came. 
 
    Her thighs shot wide, her arms tightening around Carmen’s back. She pulled the other woman in for a hard, long kiss as wave after wave of pleasure rolled from her core. And with it came tears. There was too much emotion to not overwhelm her. Fiona cried, and she held Carmen, and when the other woman’s fingers slipped free of her sex, she almost begged her to put them back, sure that she would be the butt of a joke a decade and a half in the making. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Carmen asked her. 
 
    “Be real,” she whispered. “Be real, be real, be real, be real.” 
 
    “It’s real,” Carmen said. “Everything you want. Or don’t. What happens next I’m leaving to you, Fiona. But I hope you’ll say yes. I want you. I didn’t know what would happen between us, but I want you, and I am learning every moment we’re together why Shawn loves you so much.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Later. At home.  
 
    Carmen lounged back against Fiona in the tub, the water nice and steaming hot. Within reach on a tray table were a pair of wine glasses filled nearly to the brim and promptly forgotten about as Fiona roamed every inch of Carmen’s curves with light brushes of her fingertips. Her teardrop breasts kept drawing her back, but just as tempting was the space between her thighs, where one of her hands rested now, idly stroking the sides of Carmen’s lips. There was no penetration, not in the sudsy water, but Fiona couldn’t wait to get the other woman into bed and change that. 
 
    The storm followed them back to the city, and hung over it now, though the thunder was a distant angry murmur. The rain lost its ferocity too, leaving it a beautiful, cool evening they could both relax to. 
 
    “I still want to get him back,” Fiona said. 
 
    Carmen chuckled. “Agreed.” 
 
    Fiona nuzzled the other woman’s neck, and Carmen arched her head to the side, letting out a deep hum. Her head twisted, and Fiona moved her lips so they could kiss again, for the hundredth, the thousandth time since they made it to the house. 
 
    “Stay here,” Fiona whispered against her lips. 
 
    “Going somewhere?” 
 
    “Mm hm. Be right back.” 
 
    Carmen pushed forward so Fiona could stand and get out of the tub. As she headed for her bedroom, Carmen ran more water. Fiona took her time walking to the bedroom, anticipating the contrast in the cool air versus the hot water. 
 
    She opened the hope chest at the base of her bed and rummaged through it for the right toy. For a moment, she thought maybe she’d misplaced it, but no, there at the bottom was her clear blue waterproof vibrator with a monstrously ridged head. If it were painted black or brown, it would have looked like some kind of medieval weapon. 
 
    “It’s been a while,” she murmured, and gave its tip a kiss. 
 
    Carmen was sipping her glass of wine when Fiona returned, and widened her eyes as Fiona held up her soon-to-be method of sweet torture. “That thing looks like it’s cracked a skull or two.” 
 
    “Right? That’s what I was just thinking. Scoot forward again.” Carmen did, settling her glass back on the table, and Fiona slid in again behind her. The water was just short of boiling. Perfect. She settled in with a sigh of pleasure, and wrapped her arms around Carmen. “You’re almost as snuggly as my old roommate. She’s the one that inspired me to buy this. Tried to sneak in here and play with herself when the bathtub was running.” 
 
    Carmen pulled Fiona’s hand – and the vibrator – down into the water. Fiona flicked it on, and Carmen spread her knees wide to give Fiona access to her core. “I think you mentioned her. Tiffani?” 
 
    “Mm hm.” 
 
    “Were you two intimate?” Carmen brought the tip of the dildo down near the base of her pussy and leaned backwards into Fiona, sighing. 
 
    “Not like this. She’s straight. I thought I was crazy in love with her, and I do actually. I love her with all my heart. She’s my bestie. But we weren’t ever going to be a couple.” 
 
    “Aw, that’s too bad. She’s missing out,” Carmen said, and turned her head for another kiss. 
 
    As they settled into their positions again, Fiona said, “You’ll get to meet her, if you two are staying here in the city for Thanksgiving. She’s planning on coming down for a few days. My mom makes this huge meal. It’s the best.” 
 
    “Oh, great! We haven’t planned anything, but that sounds like fun.” 
 
    “Mm hm.” 
 
    “Worried about what your parents will say about us?” 
 
    “Nah. My mom and dad were my biggest support group when I came out as bi. Seriously. The best.” 
 
    “Mine were great too,” Carmen said. “Shocked at first. They’re kind of conservative and go to church and all that. But they listened. Anyways. Let’s not talk about family while you’re trying to make me come.” 
 
     Fiona snickered, and reached up to cup one of Carmen’s breasts. “Honk,” she said. 
 
    “What?” Carmen asked, giggling. 
 
    “Something Shawn did.” 
 
    For a while, the only noise was the burble of the vibrator underwater, and Carmen’s soft, pleased moans. Fiona nibbled, licked, and sucked on Carmen’s tanned skin, and the other woman guided her hands. The one on her breast, she took two of Fiona’s fingers and rubbed slow circles around her nipples. The other, she began to slowly drive up and down along Carmen’s length, stopping only occasionally for light teases of her clit. 
 
    Minutes later, Carmen whispered, “I loved watching you come in the car.” 
 
    “That was hot,” Fiona agreed. 
 
    “If someone had seen us…” 
 
    “Mmmm.” 
 
    More kissing. The hand on Carmen’s breast went to her mouth instead, and she sucked the fingers down, moaning around them. Then Carmen was twisting, getting on her hands and knees. Fiona stared up into her eyes as the water cascaded off her body, the vibrator still between Carmen’s thighs. Carmen began to rock back and forth, her lips chasing Fiona’s. The heat from the water might have been intense, but it was nothing compared to the fire passing between them now. Carmen’s moans and whimpers came more frequently, and she guided the vibrator to her clit faster and faster. Fiona took over when the other woman had to grip the edge of the tub, lost to her pleasure and nearly going boneless. 
 
    “Are you going to come for me, Carmen?” Fiona asked. 
 
    “Mm hm,” Carmen said, her eyes nearly closed. 
 
    “Good. Because I’m just getting started. I want to take you to bed, and spend the whole night eating you out while you lick my pussy.” 
 
    “F-fuck.” 
 
    “Imagine riding my face. I’m going to make you come like no one ever has,” Fiona whispered, and kissed Carmen hard. 
 
    “Nn… Fiona…” 
 
    “I want to spread you wide and lick every inch of you. I want this sweet pussy gushing on my chin.” 
 
    “Uh huh, yesss, I want to come on your face,” Carmen moaned, rocking harder and harder against the vibrator. Fiona kept up the pace, and Carmen’s eyes squeezed shut. 
 
    “Then maybe I’ll spread your ass wide and lick every inch of that too. Do you like that, Carmen? Like having your tight little hole explored by your new dirty slut?” 
 
    “Oh fuck, oh fuck,” Carmen gasped, moving in time with the words. “I’m going to… to come so hard. Lick my ass. Lick my pussy. Take me however you want, I’m yours, Fi, I’m y-yours.” 
 
    “Come for me then, baby,” Fiona whispered. “Because I can’t wait any longer. Come for me, then let’s go make you mine.” 
 
    “Yes!” Carmen yelled. “Yours!” 
 
    She lurched forward, her lips on Fiona’s. Her body rocked hard, and she gasped out a stuttering laugh into her mouth as she came, and came, and came. Fiona was merciless, and kept stroking her pussy with the vibrator until Carmen was pulling back, lifting her, encouraging her to get out with her. Fiona turned off the vibrator and dropped it beside the tub to chase after the tanned beauty to bed. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Fiona called Tiffani the next morning while Carmen ran to Shawn’s to pick up something for their plan for him that night. Fiona didn’t expect Tiffani to answer. Things were still crazy on her friend’s end, but she picked up cheerfully. 
 
    “I’m not calling at a bad time, am I?” Fiona asked. 
 
    “No, it’s okay. Everything’s good now. We just saw John off, Duncan’s been home from the hospital for a while now, and things are pretty calm, at least for the moment. What’s up?” 
 
    Fiona breathed a sigh of relief for her friend’s sake, and said, “Listen to this. Shawn’s been seeing another woman the whole time.” 
 
    “No,” Tiffani gasped. “No! That Son-of-a-Bitch!” 
 
    Fiona cracked up. “No, no, it’s okay. I’m going to tell you the weirdest, happiest story.” 
 
    Tiffani put her on speakerphone, and Fiona filled her in. A few minutes in, a deep-voiced man in the background said, “What the…?” and Tiffani hushed him. But Duncan chimed in a few more times with grunts of surprise or a low chuckle. 
 
    When Fiona finished the story, Tiffani said, “You are right. That’s insane. But I’m so happy for you. Best of both worlds.” 
 
    “I know. And they’re both incredible. I just met her so I’m still in the loopy phase of getting to know her, but I could definitely see falling in love with Carmen too. She’s great.” 
 
    “You’re going to get revenge on him, though?” 
 
    “Oh absolutely,” Fiona said. “Gotta put our man in line.” 
 
    Tiffani giggled, and Duncan said, “Damn right.” 
 
    “Anyways,” Fiona said, “We might come down on a long weekend. I want to meet your guy, and I can’t wait for you to meet Shawn and Carmen.” 
 
    “And we’ll be there for Thanksgiving, too. Oh, do you mind if we invite a few people? I’ll send your mom a list.” 
 
    “I’m sure she’ll love it. You know her.” 
 
    “Fiona, I’m so happy for you, honey,” Tiffani said. “God… I just… what a summer.” 
 
    “Right?” Fiona asked, laughing breathlessly. “I still miss your boobs, though. Carmen’s got great ones, but you’re still the queen of boob pillows.” 
 
    “Uh,” Duncan said. 
 
    “I love you,” Tiffani said. “I need to go demonstrate to my guy what exactly you mean by boob pillows.” 
 
    “I bet he actually gets to play with them, though,” Fiona grumbled. 
 
    “Maaaaybe,” Tiffani said, and Fiona could practically hear her grinning. “Talk soon. And I want pictures of you and them!” 
 
    “Oooh, that gives me ideeaaaas,” Fiona said. 
 
    “Not those kind of pictures,” Tiffani said. 
 
    “Well,” Duncan said, “let’s not rule it out.” 
 
    “Oh hush,” Tiffani said fondly. “Talk soon?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” Fiona said. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Shawn hurried up to Fiona’s door and let himself in, just as the text from Carmen told him. “Fiona? Carmen?” 
 
    “Shut the door,” Carmen said from one of the bedrooms. “We have a lot to talk about.” 
 
    “I hope it’s good news,” Shawn said. “Fiona, I am so goddamn sorry. I thought I was being funny, and I never meant to hurt you.” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    “Fiona?” 
 
    Still silence. 
 
    “Carmen?” 
 
    “Tell us,” Fiona said. 
 
    “Tell you what?” Shawn asked. 
 
    The two doors to the bedrooms opened. Fiona walked out first, Carmen close behind, and Shawn nearly choked. His eyes bulged at the sight of the two of them. 
 
    They were dressed identically in tiny, lacy black lingerie. Fringe on the edges was the only nod to modesty to the underwear. He could see everything. Everything. Their nipples stood out against the fabric, their sexes cupped and hugged. Both wore identical thigh high sheer black hosiery matching the lingerie, and black chokers around their necks. 
 
    “Tell us you adore us,” Carmen said, running a hand along Fiona’s backside. 
 
    “I adore you,” Shawn croaked. 
 
    “Tell us you’ll worship us,” Fiona said, turning to kiss Carmen softly, her hand rising to run a thumb over the woman’s breast. 
 
    “I’ll worship you.” 
 
    They kissed again, their tongues playing together in a show no doubt meant for him. Carmen looked at him, her cheeks rosy red. “Tell us you’ll always love us.” 
 
    Shawn stepped towards them, hardening as he began to unbutton his shirt. “I will always love the two of you. I want us together. Tell me that can happen.” 
 
    They pulled him in as his shirt dropped behind him on the floor. Shawn kissed them both, first his Carmen, then his Fiona. They kissed again too, a sweeter, gentler kiss than the straight fire they used to ensnare him. 
 
    “Fiona, I…” he started. 
 
    “It’s in the past,” she said. “I forgive you. And Carmen.” 
 
    “I forgive you too,” Carmen said, reaching down to undo the clasp on his slacks. 
 
    “For what?” he asked, grinning. 
 
    She guided his pants down until they dropped of their own accord, and grasped his prick. “For not listening to me when I said the game was a stupid idea.” 
 
    “You were right.” 
 
    Carmen squeezed him again, making him grunt. “Good. Always remember that.” To Fiona. “The bedroom?” 
 
    “Mm hm.” She winked at Shawn. “We’ve been rearranging.” 
 
    They walked ahead of him to the bedroom. His eyes stayed on their swaying asses and the black material of their lingerie disappearing down between their cheeks. “By the way,” Fiona said, “as penance, you’re moving here.” 
 
    “That’s penance?” Shawn asked. 
 
    Carmen laughed. “It’s really not, right? It’s perfect for now. I’d still like to buy a house but now we don’t have the urgency.” 
 
    “Also as penance, you are going to be required to be our fuck boy,” Fiona said. “Anytime, anywhere. Permanently.” 
 
    Shawn grasped his heart. “Oof. I don’t know if I can handle that.” 
 
    “I think you’ll manage,” Fiona said. She glanced over her shoulder and grinned that old wild grin, and his heart leaped to see it. It wasn’t until that moment that he knew everything was right between them, and he stopped them just short of the doorway to kiss Fiona long and well, the way she deserved. She sighed against his lips. 
 
    “You’re going to make this next part really hard,” she said. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    Carmen grabbed his hand and tugged him into the bedroom. They really had been rearranging. Now one of the kitchen chairs faced the bed at its base, a lone couch pillow on it along with a small box. Fiona picked up the box, and pointed at the chair. 
 
    “Sit.” 
 
    Shawn did, confused. Fiona opened the box and pulled out a fistful of material. Rope cuffs, he realized. Silky ones, ones he’d used on Carmen many times before. He grinned. “Going to torture me a bit, huh? Well… okay.” 
 
    “Oh yes,” Carmen said, positioning his hands against the wood bars. She gestured for one of the cuffs, and Fiona handed it over. She leaned up as she attached it first to his wrist, and sucked his earlobe between her lips. “We’re going to tease you.” She hooked the cuff to the chair, and tested it before leaning to his other side and breathing into his ear, “We’re going to touch you.” She rested the cuff against his wrist. “We’re going to suck you.” Carmen tied it around his wrist. “We’re going to fuck you senseless.” She winked up at Fiona, and bound the other manacle to the chair before standing up and pulling away. “In a while.” 
 
    “Uh,” Shawn said, squinting up at her, then Fiona. “What?” 
 
    Fiona pulled Carmen to her, and they shared a long, lazy kiss. Carmen cupped her ass and squeezed before looking at their man. “I think we’ll take care of each other first.” 
 
    “Probably a few times,” Fiona agreed. “You have to be punished, after all.” 
 
    “I… but… boobs…” he protested. 
 
    “Good argument,” Carmen said, “but I think we’re going with plan A.” 
 
    Carmen and Fiona moved to the bed together. First they crawled onto the mattress on their hands and knees, ending up facing Shawn. Fiona’s feet kicked back and forth as she leaned over to kiss Carmen, a huge, knowing smile on her face at the sheer torture they’d be inflicting on their man. Shawn watched, gaping, as their lips met, tongues dancing. They made it good and sloppy, with plenty of peeks at him. 
 
    Their hands began to roam as they kept up the kissing. Fiona caressed Carmen’s bottom, and gave one of her cheeks a good hard spank that left her and Shawn jumping. It was easy to see this was already exciting him.  
 
    “The things we did the last few days, Shawn,” Carmen moaned. “She’s so good with her tongue.” 
 
    “She got me off out in the woods,” Fiona whimpered. “In the backseat.” 
 
    “Jesus,” Shawn breathed. “Really?” 
 
    Both of them nodded, and Carmen shivered as Fiona stroked her pussy through the fabric of her panties. “She came so hard and so fast for me.” 
 
    “Every time,” Fiona said, blushing. 
 
    But her innocent blush belied what she was actually doing, and Carmen stretched her head forward as her new lover stroked her pussy through the fabric. By now, Fiona was beginning to understand the way Carmen liked it. Her base, she’d discovered, was almost as sensitive as her clit, and already she was making Carmen rock back and forth. The lacy fabric stretched against her sex added to the sensations, and doing this in front of Shawn skyrocketed their mutual excitement. 
 
    Carmen whimpered, “She’s rubbing my pussy, baby. She thinks I’m magic with my tongue, but her fingers, oh my God.” 
 
    “Show me,” Shawn said. 
 
    “Nooope,” Fiona said, grinning. “You get teased until we’ve had our fill of each other. Even then…” 
 
    “Ohhhh,” he groaned good naturedly. The truth was, the knotted handcuffs probably could have been loosened if he tugged hard enough or worked the knots. They weren’t meant to really hold a person, but he loved playing along with this. Loved the sight of the two on their hands and knees. The way Fiona was taking care of his Carmen. 
 
    The two women kissed again, something unspoken passing between them. Fiona dropped her lips to Carmen’s chin, then her shoulder, then down along her back. Carmen moaned when Fiona’s lips brushed her backside, then smacked her cheek playfully. But it was what she did next hat sent Shawn reeling towards desperate need. She bent, and nipped at Carmen’s panties with her teeth. Drawing them up and tugging them against Carmen’s sex, she looked up at Shawn, and winked. 
 
    “Fuck me,” he whispered. 
 
    Fiona drew the panties down, using her teeth and only her teeth. She stopped plenty of times along the way, kissing Carmen’s cheeks, licking her cleft, sucking at the dampness along her lips, but she didn’t stop for long until Carmen’s panties were down to her thighs. Without a look at Shawn, Fiona dropped her head to Carmen’s sex, and really began to lick. 
 
    “Oh fuck,” Carmen whimpered. “Spread me wide, baby.” 
 
    Fiona did, gripping her cheeks and pulling them apart to get a better angle. She buried her mouth against Carmen’s cunt, dragging her tongue through the other woman’s folds. Her thumb was close to the bud of her asshole, so Fiona teased it, making Carmen shiver and driving her to rock harder back against Fiona’s tongue. 
 
    “She’s teasing my butt,” Carmen whispered to Shawn. He grunted, his cock now straining with all its might to get free of his boxers. “Shawn, don’t you want to join us? See her lick my wet pussy? She’s so, mm, good at it.” 
 
    “Yes,” he said, leaning forward as much as he could. “Let me loose. Let me watch up close.” 
 
    “What do you think?” Carmen asked Fiona, one finger at her mouth like she was really pondering it. 
 
    “I think you’re my slut for the moment,” Fiona said, coming up and wiping at the slickness on her mouth. She slid two fingers into Carmen, and the other woman’s jolt was genuine. “My horny little fuck slut.” 
 
    “Yesss,” Carmen gasped. “Oh, God, baby, finger me.” 
 
    “What do you say?” 
 
    “Please!” Carmen begged. “Please keep fingering me, Fiona!” 
 
    “Good girl,” Fiona purred. She did just that, pumping her two fingers slowly in and out of Carmen while she leaned back down and continued licking her. Carmen stared back at her with pleading eyes, no longer capable of paying attention to both Shawn and the fingering. She thrust back at Fiona’s hand, lips, and tongue, so many sensations flying through her. 
 
    “Another finger,” she gasped. 
 
    Fiona used her free hand to smack her cheek. “Another finger, what?” 
 
    “Please stick another finger inside my slick pussy and make me come.” 
 
    Shawn moaned at that. Then again, so did Fiona. 
 
    She slid another finger into Carmen, marveling that the busty gorgeous woman was hers completely in that moment. And Carmen was hers, much as Shawn being there too was a turn-on. It was Fiona Carmen was focused on. Her fingers, her mouth, yes, but Fiona felt the charge between them, as electric as it had been the last few days. She kissed the round cheek beside her, still watching the other woman, and whispered, “I love you, Carmen.” 
 
    Carmen’s lips parted, and she whispered back, “I love you too.” 
 
    Her head dropped. Fiona increased her pace, the wet slick sounds of her fingers the only sound for a while. Her lips found Carmen’s sex again, and she ran her tongue up and down, waggling it at all of Carmen’s most sensitive spots. It wouldn’t be long, she knew, and she was almost instantly rewarded. 
 
    “Oh my God, oh my God, I love you,” Carmen gasped. “I can’t bel… believe it.” 
 
    “Come for her, baby,” Shawn murmured. 
 
    Carmen strained backwards, her head thrown back, her eyes looking skyward. She came with a lurch, laughing, crying, and Fiona was there, kissing her, fingers still inside the other woman, crying too. They said the words over and over to one another, collapsing on the bed, face to face, kissing, stroking. 
 
    Finally, when they managed to recover, Carmen blinked up at Shawn. “You have good taste.” 
 
    “I think I knew even back then,” he said. “Fiona, I’m so sorry. About… well, everything. But I love you. And I’m glad we’re together.” 
 
    “Me too,” Fiona said. 
 
    “Have we tortured him enough?” Carmen asked. “I really want to watch him do dirty things to you.” 
 
    “Ohhhh,” Fiona said, pretending to think about it. “You’re making it hard.” 
 
    “Understatement of the year,” Shawn muttered. 
 
    “All right,” Fiona said. “Can you slip out of those or-” 
 
    Shawn jerked his hands free of the ropes and hopped to his feet. He hurried to the bed, dropping his boxers. The two women freed themselves of the rest of their clothing, save for the hosiery, which Shawn asked them to leave on. His cock had gone down to half-hard, but Carmen and Fiona were more than happy to help with that. 
 
    They crawled on all fours to the edge of the bed. Carmen reached out to take her man’s cock, and held it out almost shyly to Fiona. Fiona was slowly learning there was something of a submissive streak to Carmen, though she did like to take control too. Much like her, she probably just loved sex in general. Definitely worked for Fiona. She kissed Carmen’s cheek, then leaned in to lick half of Shawn’s base, ending at his tip with a curl of her tongue. 
 
    “By the way,” she said as Carmen leaned in to suck his tip, “we’re so doing the amusement park. I hope you handle the rides better.” 
 
    “Probably worse,” he said, chuckling. 
 
    “Eh,” Fiona said, shrugging. Carmen cracked up, and she leaned in to take over for the other beauty. They took their time like that, giving him long, methodical licks or a languid suck. His hands strayed down to their heads, not to encourage them, but to stroke their hair. Fiona was surprised at the expression on his face. It was almost contemplative. Thoughtful. She thought he’d be ecstatic, or cracking some sly grin, but no. 
 
    He saw her looking, and murmured, “I’ll want the two of you forever if we do this once.” 
 
    “Is that a promise?” Fiona asked, both women looking up at him while Carmen slurped on half his cock. 
 
    “Yes. It’s more than that. It’s a proposal.” 
 
    Carmen pulled away from him. “I agree.” She looked at Fiona. “Forever?” 
 
    “Yes,” Fiona whispered. She gripped Shawn’s cock, and they both leaned in to kiss the tip. “Forever.” 
 
    Carmen’s mouth slid across to hiss her against his tip. Fiona returned it, holding her newfound lover’s hand. They glanced up at Shawn again, and without another word passing between them, they began to lick and suck him together. 
 
    Not once did they use their hands in those minutes, only their lips and their tongues. Fiona went low, sucking one of Shawn’s balls into her mouth while Carmen went high, taking his length deep inside her mouth again. Her warm, slick mouth bobbed up and down a few times as she stared up at her man and back to Fiona. Then she was off his cock and sucking at Shawn’s other ball as he moaned, the two women working him like they’d done this a thousand times before. Fiona’s lips moved to the base of his shaft, and after a moment, Carmen joined her. They ran their lips up his length like that, between them both. Carmen used her tongue, Fiona just her mouth. They met over him for a slow, sloppy kiss before Carmen returned to the heavy hanging ball and Fiona sucked his tip again, this time going for broke. 
 
    Shawn was already plenty excited, and the two loves of his life sucking and licking his prick left him feeling the need to come almost as fast as a teenager. His ass began to tense and flex as the two beauties swapped off his tip, sucking him for longer and longer periods of time. Finally, when they met at his cockhead again, he grunted, “I’m close.” 
 
    They’d rehearsed this, or at least the idea of this scenario, and hurried to get in position. Carmen crawled off the bed, turned him, and pushed him down so he was resting on his back. Fiona and Carmen hovered over his cock, squeezing their breasts around him, giving him a double tit job that left him moaning their names. As slick as he was from the blowjob, he slid through their flesh easily. Down and up they went, four, five, six times, and he moaned, “Oh fuck, coming…” 
 
    His cock pumped upwards, painting their chests, their necks, their chins. Carmen grabbed Fiona and pushed her down to the bed too, licking up the come with a hunger that surprised and pleased the auburn-haired woman. 
 
    “Yessss,” she cooed, “suck his come right off my tits. I love that.” 
 
    But that wasn’t all Carmen was after. She went further, trailing kisses down the length of Fiona’s belly, down across her mound, down to her sex. She gripped Fiona’s hose-covered legs and spread them wide. 
 
    “Payback,” she murmured, and dove into Fiona’s wet folds. 
 
    Shawn propped himself up on his side to watch the fun. Carmen held absolutely nothing back. She wanted Fiona to come and she wanted it now. Fiona was all too willing to comply, and when the other woman whipped her tongue against her clit, she gasped, “Oh, fu-” 
 
    Lips clamped to hers. Shawn’s lips. What enthusiasm Carmen was giving her pussy, he gave her mouth, kissing her with a roaring need. He was shameless in groping her breasts, but it was what she wanted. Encouraged, even. She grabbed his hand and squeezed even tighter, wanting it to hurt a little. He leaned down and sucked a nipple in and out of his mouth with a slurp before popping back up to kiss her again. 
 
    As his fingers tweaked her nipple just hard enough, Carmen drew Fiona’s legs to her shoulders and threw them over. She pushed up at the same time, nearly bringing Fiona’s knees to her tits and making her ass rise up off the mattress. She bent over Fiona, hair falling down as she licked and sucked at the other woman’s pussy, driving Fiona wild within minutes. 
 
    “Nnngggh, like that, keep licking me,” Fiona cried out. 
 
    Shawn gripped one of her legs and rose up to his knees to kiss her foot. She’d never had much attention lavished on her feet, but he sucked her toes down now one by one. The dueling sensations left her kicking, trying not to connect with Shawn. He nuzzled the pad of her foot and licked it too before dragging his tongue down to her ankle, her leg. It was the back of her knee that really set Fiona off, and when he licked it, both her partners felt her jump. Shawn kept up the assault there while Carmen buried her mouth against Fiona’s dripping pussy, tonguing her fast and hard now, giving her what she needed. 
 
    Fiona exploded. 
 
    The edge had been there since Carmen started to suck and lick her clit, but Fiona had yet to tip over the edge. Now she howled her pleasure, a wordless, indefinable sound of pure joy and release. Her whole body jolted from it, the orgasm so enormous it hit every inch from her feet to her skull. 
 
    She blanked out. Not quite unconscious, but somewhere between pleasure and nirvana, thoughts fuzzy and indistinct. When she came to, Carmen was on her hands and knees, Shawn behind her, fucking her with such hard strokes it left her shoving forwards and back. She looked into Fiona’s eyes and gasped, “Welcome back.” 
 
    “That… was intense,” Fiona croaked, reaching down to play with herself while Shawn’s balls slapped off their girlfriend. 
 
    Their girlfriend. 
 
    Fiona began to giggle, and threw an arm over her eyes. “What?” Carmen asked, grinning too. 
 
    “I just thought of you as our girlfriend.” 
 
    “Mmm, I like that,” Carmen moaned. “I’ll also take your dirty slut or your come queen.” 
 
    “Well, that escalated,” Shawn said, and slapped Carmen’s ass. 
 
    Fiona got up on her hands and knees, still shaky from the orgasm. She kissed Carmen first, then Shawn. Before too long, though, she was running her tongue along Carmen’s spine, up the length of her back, ending at her shoulder. Then back down, zig-zagging. Shawn reached down and gripped Carmen under both shoulders, pulling her upright so they were both on their knees. She looked over her shoulder at him, breaths coming short and fast, and he cupped her breasts, kissing her. Fiona came around, getting the idea, and when Carmen let Shawn’s lips go, she cradled Fiona’s cheeks in her hands as their lips met. Shawn kept up the hard pace, not going fast, but definitely taking Carmen as deep as he ever had. 
 
    Fiona guided traffic next, sending Shawn onto his back and Carmen riding him with her ass towards his face. Fiona dipped down between both sets of legs and licked Carmen almost exclusively. There was something to that first time as a trio, some reassurance she felt she needed to give Carmen, even if it was all in her head. She wanted her to know she wasn’t only interested in Shawn here, if that wasn’t made apparent by their days’ worth of licking, fingering, and playing with each other to countless orgasms. 
 
    Carmen responded beautifully, driving down on Shawn’s cock faster and faster. Her breasts bounced enticingly with every drop, and she moaned, “Fuck, we should have thought about a video camera for this first time.” 
 
    “God, that’d be hot,” Fiona said, and flicked her tongue against Carmen’s bobbing pussy, wrapped tight around Shawn’s impressive prick. “Your dick in her is one of the sexiest things I’ve ever seen.” 
 
    “Feel the same way about everything you two did together,” Shawn grunted. 
 
    Carmen was silent, enjoying the pleasure. Her fingers traveled to all her favorite nerve centers – her neck, her earlobes, her lips for a long suck. Her hair, running through it as she rocked in between fits of bouncing. Her ass, joined there by both Fiona and Shawn’s hands. Her tummy, tracing circles around her belly button, down to her mound, then up to her breasts, cupping them, squeezing them. Her movements entranced Fiona as much as her wicked smile around Shawn’s cock, and she couldn’t resist coming up to kiss Carmen, a quick, easy movement. But Carmen trapped her in a hug, only rocking now, tears slipping free and falling on Fiona’s skin. 
 
    “Our Fiona, thank you for b-believing…” she whispered. 
 
    “I love you, baby,” Fiona whispered back. “Thank you for inviting me in.” 
 
    “So m-much to look…” Her head dipped and she nipped Fiona’s shoulder as her slow rolling orgasm began to take her. “…for-forward to… I love you, I love you, I…” 
 
    She threw back her head, slamming down once more. Her pleasure was enormous and sucked all the breath out of her. She held perfectly still, and Shawn warned, “Fiona, help-” 
 
    Carmen started to fall backwards, but Fiona had her, helped her down, kissed away her tears as Shawn twisted out of the way. Then his lips were there too, kissing them both, his fingers sliding into Carmen’s still quivering folds. She gripped his head, pleading unspoken words with him, and he kept going, kissing her, whispering things into her ear. Thank you. I love you. Best girlfriends a man could ask for. Her orgasm kept pulsing through her until her shaking hand gripped Shawn’s wrist. He pulled his fingers out of her, and Fiona claimed them, bringing them to her mouth. 
 
    When Carmen could speak again, she whispered, “There’s something I want you two to do. Something I’ve wanted to see since I met you, Fi.” 
 
    “What?” Fiona asked. 
 
    “Make love.” 
 
    Fiona leaned down and brushed her lips against Carmen’s. She took the other woman’s hand and rested beside her. They kissed again as Shawn took up a spot between Fiona’s legs, spreading them wide before slowly sliding into her. 
 
    Somewhere in the back of Fiona’s mind, she began to imagine. Imagined a day not all that far off when Carmen decided to go off the pill. About how the growing life within her would inspire Fiona to do the same. About Tiffani too, oddly enough, who was probably already chucking her own pills into the garbage, if she hadn’t already. Fiona laughed softly at the thought, and squeezed Carmen’s hand as the other woman twisted onto her side so she could kiss and nizzle Fiona while Shawn slid in and out, as easy and gentle as the waves on a distant lake. 
 
    And when Fiona came again, a soft thing that left her mewling her pleasure and begging Shawn to kiss them too, he dropped, kissing her, kissing Carmen. He came again, this time on their bellies, and the two women fed each other his love before they all crashed, staring up at the ceiling, murmuring nothings to each other. 
 
    Carmen fell asleep first, her arm draped across Fiona, her lips right against her back. Fiona coiled one leg over Shawn’s as he faced her, stroking her face. 
 
    “Still the Son-of-a-Bitch?” he asked her. She grinned her mad devil’s grin. “There’s the smile I fell in love with as a kid.” 
 
    “And you’re still the scaredy-cat who had to hold my hand every scary ride.” 
 
    “Scared? Me? Of you, maybe.” 
 
    She poked his chest. “You were terrified. Admit it.” 
 
    “A bit. A fraction of a percent.” 
 
    She kissed his nose and stroked his chest with that same finger. His eyes slipped closed, and she waited until his soft breathing evened out before she slipped out of bed, nude, sore, and wonderfully, deliriously happy. 
 
    Fiona pranced out to the living room, where she and Carmen left their phones so as to not interrupt the festivities. She meant to call Tiffani and fill her in, but her best friend sent her a text message with an attached picture. It was of her and her new man, sitting on a beach, her head on his shoulder. The caption – “my summer forever.” 
 
    Blinking back tears and thinking of her own random, silly poetic thoughts at the end of the last bout of lovemaking, Fiona wandered back to bed and slipped in between her two lovers again. Carmen woke, blinking blearily at her. Fiona winked and held up the camera. Carmen grinned, and guided Shawn’s arm across them both. They cuddled tight, and Shawn, even in sleep, nestled in close, his groin to Fiona’s ass. The picture of them cuddling together became her very favorite of any they ever took in their decades upon decades together. She sent it to Tiffani, with a caption echoing her friend. 
 
    Our summer forever. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue (Sort Of) 
 
      
 
    Contains: A dopey happy ending 
 
      
 
    Mrs. Carpenter threw open the door as Duncan, Tiffani, John, and Annie were still getting out of the rental car. She hurried down the steps, then raced back up them to shout into the living room, “Fiona! Tiffani and her friends are here!” 
 
    Then Fiona’s mom was coming back down the steps, already crying at the sight of Tiffani. The beautiful blonde greeted her halfway down the sidewalk, enveloping Marianne in an enormous hug. 
 
    “Ohhh, I missed your hugs so much, honey,” Mrs. Carpenter said.” 
 
    “Me too,” Tiffani said, grinning. With an arm wrapped around Marianne’s waist, she guided the other woman to the car and the waiting young man, his aunt, and Duncan. “Marianne, this is my friend John.” 
 
    “Hello, Mrs. Carpenter,” John said dutifully, smiling. He stepped forward with a handshake, but Marianne blasted him with another hug, and he laughed softly against her. 
 
    “Tiffani’s told me so much about you,” Marianne said. She squeezed him tight and pulled away, but not so far that she couldn’t grip his shoulders. “You’ve got a home here.” 
 
    John’s smile became shyer, and he glanced down at his feet. “Thank you,” he said. 
 
    Fiona flew out the door in oversized beige slippers, a robe wrapped around her, hair done up in a quick, messy ponytail. “Hugs, hugs, hugs, hugs, HUGS!” she bellowed. John, Duncan, and Annie exchanged amused glances as Tiffani threw open her arms. Fiona crashed into her, her arms around her best friend in a moment, head buried against her chest. “Oh my God, I missed these babies.” 
 
    “Fiona Carpenter!” Marianne scolded. “Not in front of the young man!” 
 
    Fiona buried her face in Tiffani’s sweater, right between her boobs. “I’ll be back for you, my darlings.” She switched her attention to John. “Duncan, right? Little young to be dating my bosom buddy, aren’t you?” 
 
    John cracked up, and Fiona grabbed him in a hug too. She ended it with a great big kiss right on his forehead. “And you’re Shawn?” he asked her. 
 
    “Ohhh, high five for that one,” Fiona said, and held up her hand. He jumped and slapped skin. She turned and grinned. “And Annie, right?” 
 
    “Yes! Thank you both so much for inviting us,” Annie said. 
 
    “You’re very wel-” Marianne started, but Fiona jumped in and interrupted. 
 
    “Yes, it’s such a bother, we’re going to charge rent, and then there’s the food tax, and-” Marianne smacked her shoulder. “Our home is your home, is what I meant to say.” To Duncan, Fiona waggled her eyebrows. “Hey again, you big ol’ muscly muscleman. Ready to run off and do naughty things with me in the bushes?” 
 
    “I see your parents have a ladder out,” Duncan said, gesturing. Wally had been getting an early start – for the Carpenter household – on Christmas decorations. “Could go crazy and try out something extra funky on the roof.” 
 
    Tiffani whirled on John. “Don’t you get any ideas from these madmen.” 
 
    John, Duncan, and Annie followed Marianne inside, chatting and laughing. Fiona wrapped an arm around Tiffani’s waist, and nestled against her shoulder. They’d volunteered to stay behind and grab the groceries the four brought, but it was no secret they really wanted a word alone. 
 
    “You look amazing, Fiona. So happy.” 
 
    “I am,” Fiona said. “We haven’t told anyone yet, but Carmen decided she’s going to start trying with Shawn. It’s really got me thinking.” 
 
    “Are you…?” 
 
    “Not yet. I don’t know. I’d be due right in the middle of my best season, but…” She looked down the street, smiling to herself. “Six months, maybe? I don’t know if I can wait that long.” 
 
    “I’m so happy for you, honey,” Tiffani said. “And go ahead. I know you want to.” 
 
    Fiona’s hand immediately shot out and brushed Tiffani’s stomach. She wasn’t showing yet, but already she seemed softer, more motherly. “God, your fun pillows are going to be reeeee-diculous.” 
 
    Tiffani smacked her for that. “We’re not announcing it yet, though, so keep it quiet. There’s something else we have to do first.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Tiffani bit her lip. “I really want to tell you. But I can’t. Not yet.” 
 
    “Are you getting married?” 
 
    “No. Well… yes, okay, we talked about that, and yes, we both want to, but Duncan wants to propose and make it a romantic thing.” 
 
    “So what is it? Is everything okay?” Fiona said, sobering up. 
 
    “Yes. You’ll understand. Believe me.” 
 
    “I do. Of course I do.” 
 
    They grabbed the groceries out of the back. Since they flew in from Grosbeak, Duncan and Tiffani hadn’t been able to prepare anything to bring with them, so they arrived early to make the food there at Marianne and Wally’s. John and Annie had flown in the night before, staying in a suite courtesy of Duncan. They had been told they didn’t need to bring anything, but bought a cheese ball and crackers anyways to contribute something. 
 
    The house already smelled good. The turkey had been on a while, and Wally hovered in and out of the kitchen, a man on a mission for some white meat. He greeted Tiffani with another round of hugs, while in the other room, Shawn and Carmen were introducing themselves to John and Annie. 
 
    Fiona’s parents greeted the news months ago about the three-way relationship with stunned silence at first, and then about a thousand questions all at once, so many that Carmen started laughing helplessly. Fiona joined in, and soon Shawn was cracking up too. It was just what her parents needed to see they cared about each other, and that was all that really mattered to them. 
 
    Tiffani settled in to help Marianne in the kitchen. She was one of the few allowed in there, though shockingly, Marianne was completely okay with Duncan, especially when he showed how handy he was chopping vegetables for a tray. Tiffani watched them talk, smiling to herself as Duncan shared an abbreviated, PG version of his story about prison and his ultimate redemption. By that point, Marianne was in tears, and hugged him as tight as she had Tiffani earlier. 
 
    “You did very well for yourself with her,” she told him. 
 
    Duncan looked at Tiffani, grinning. “Don’t I know it.” 
 
    Heather showed up not long after, Tasha in tow. Fiona’s oldest sister was predictably bitchy and got everyone’s names wrong a few times on purpose. But everyone had been warned this would happen, along with lots of emotional flare-ups so she could be the center of attention. 
 
    Nothing like family around the holidays. 
 
    The food was wonderful, the conversation – Tasha’s pissiness aside – sparkling. Shawn entertained them all with horror stories of his Thanksgivings growing up and in the military. Annie turned out to be a wonderful conversationalist too, and she and Marianne put their heads together to share their favorite Christmas recipes. John got some ribbing when it was found out that he and Charlie had unfortunately broken up, but that he was working on approaching a new crush. Over pie, Tiffani talked a great deal about life in Grosbeak, including the progress on the new house. It was slow going, but it would be gorgeous when it was finished. 
 
    Tasha headed out not long after, taking Heather’s car. There was some talk about Christmas plans, and Duncan and Annie shared a look between them over the emptied plates, leftovers, and half-full mugs of tea, coffee, and hot cider. Annie nodded, and Duncan turned to John. 
 
    “Hey, bud, can Annie, Tiffani, and I talk to you in private?” 
 
    “Did I do something wrong?” John asked. 
 
    “No,” Duncan said. His voice was hoarse, and his hand, when it fell on his young friend’s, trembled. “I don’t think you could, my friend.” 
 
    Wally started to open his mouth, but Fiona stepped in. “Hey, Mom, Dad, we can get these leftovers knocked out real quick.” 
 
    Her parents looked at her, confused, but Tiffani mouthed a silent “thank you” to her friend. Heather, Shawn and Carmen watched, just as perplexed as Fiona’s parents, but wisely stayed put as Tiffani, John, Duncan, and Annie stepped out back. 
 
    “You guys are kind of scaring me,” John said, trying to laugh. Then his eyes grew wide. “Wait. Did something happen to my dad?” 
 
    “No,” Annie said. “But it does have to do with him. John, through our lawyers and his attorney, we’ve been talking back and forth with Fergus. Right now, I’m your legal guardian.” 
 
    “Yeah,” John said, confused. “I know that.” 
 
    Duncan rested a hand on John’s shoulder. “You can keep staying with Annie. There’s no judgment here. And you can take your time and think about this. It doesn’t have to happen now, or ever, if you don’t want. But it’s a standing offer, so anytime, um, if you want it. John, Tiffani and I, and Annie too, we’ve been talking, and if you’re interested, we’d like to…” 
 
    He choked up, and it set John off too. Slow tears rolled down the boy’s face, and he whispered, “To what, Duncan?” 
 
    Tiffani squeezed his other shoulder. “We’d like to know if you’d like to come back and live with us. As your guardians.” 
 
    “The choice is entirely yours,” Annie said, smiling for her nephew, but her hands were locked together in front of her lap and trembled fiercely. “Everyone will support you no matter what. Everyone here loves you, John. And we all want you to be happy.” 
 
    John broke down. For a long, long time, all he did was cry, and they held him, loved him as best they could. He couldn’t speak. He couldn’t do anything but just be, and that was okay. 
 
    When he finally spoke, they pulled away, but everyone stayed close. He looked between Annie and Duncan, and finally back at Annie. “You really won’t be mad?” 
 
    “No, honey, no,” she whispered, coming in to kiss his forehead. “Never. They’re such wonderful people. And I’ll be out there as often as I can, I promise.” 
 
    The realization of what his words meant finally hit Duncan, and he grabbed the boy in a hug again. “You’re the best man I’ve ever known,” he told John. 
 
    “You too, Duncan,” John said, sniffling again. “Um… when…?” 
 
    “We’ll fly out for Christmas,” Duncan said, pulling apart. “And then we’ll fly back together.” 
 
    “Awesome,” John breathed. He laughed. It was joyous and questioning all at once, and so pure it made those inside smile too. They guided him in, and John announced the news to a round of cheers and tears. Fiona and Carmen’s hands shot to Shawn’s, and he brought them to his lips, kissing them both before everyone rose up in another round of fierce hugs for John. 
 
    It wasn’t until late in the evening the party broke up. Duncan, Tiffani, John, and Annie waved and honked as they pulled out, and Fiona and Heather waved after them. 
 
    “Now we just gotta find you the right man,” Fiona said. 
 
    “Never!” Heather proclaimed. “He’ll never take me alive! Not ever!” She quieted, and winked at Fiona. “But it would be pretty okay if you did.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 2 – Warren 
 
      
 
    Contains: Further happy endings. Okay, truth is, Warren was supposed to be a villain in all this, but I liked him so much he took a different route and I thought he deserved the “real” epilogue. Actually contains MF romance, some lighter sex, and a much shorter story. 
 
      
 
    Wanda sat up in her hospital bed, grinning when she saw Warren walk through her door. “Good. It’s you. Get me away from them and let’s run away to France together.” 
 
    “Make it a beach in Mexico, and I’m in,” Warren said, winking right back at her. He glanced around at everyone sitting in the room. “How’s everyone doing this afternoon?” 
 
    Variations on “good” rang out around the room. It used to hurt, seeing Tiffani in social circles after they broke up two years ago. Grosbeak was a small town and there was no real avoiding her. But given time, Warren saw the love and admiration there between her and Duncan Monroe, and he realized, much as it pained him, she made the right call. He cared a great deal for Tiffani, but one look at Duncan, and it was plain how deeply, wildly in love with the gorgeous blonde he was. It was completely unsurprising they were married by that following spring, a newborn just around the corner with another to follow just a month ago. 
 
    Wanda held the young one now, while the older one rested in Tiffani’s arms. Both of them were awake, but looked on the verge of a nap. Duncan, in a chair right next to Tiffani’s, rose up and took the baby from Wanda as Warren stepped closer to the bed. John stood up and pushed his chair out of the way to make room. Over two years, he’d shot up half a foot, and had filled out some too. Warren was glad to see him doing so well. 
 
    There were two other women in the room as well, one with an hourglass figure, and the other lithe and tall. Beautiful, both of them, and given the similar facial features, probably related. 
 
    “So Wanda,” Warren said, taking her hand and looking over her vitals on the screen behind her shoulder, “unless something changes, how about you taking this party back home tomorrow morning?” 
 
    It wasn’t emphysema or pneumonia that landed Wanda in the emergency room the day before, but plain old heat exhaustion. She and her gentleman friend had been working too much in their yard during one of the hotter seasons they had in a while. 
 
    “I could go tonight, and give you back this lovely bed,” Wanda said, a hopeful note in her voice. 
 
    Warren chuckled. “Nice try. But I’m so fond of you, I think I’d like to have the nurses trap you here one more night. We need to make sure your fluids stay level before I’m happy to send you home.” 
 
    “Oh, all right,” she agreed with a dramatic huff. The smile she gave him told the truth. “Have you met Tiffani’s friends yet? Fiona and Heather, right?” 
 
    “That’s right,” the one with the hourglass figure said. She stepped forward and reached out a hand. He shook it. “Fiona.” 
 
    “Warren,” he said. 
 
    “And my sister Heather,” Fiona said. She winked. “She’s single.” 
 
    “Fiona!” Heather said. She shook her head and stepped forward to shake too. Her hand was small, and surprisingly cool. “Sorry about her.” 
 
    “Don’t be,” Warren said, chuckling. “Tiffani, Duncan, John, always good to see you.” 
 
    “Hey, Dr. Warren,” Duncan said. John echoed him. The boy was practically his mime, but Duncan didn’t ever seem to mind. 
 
    “Hello, Warren,” Tiffani said. She started to rise, but Warren waved her down. 
 
    “Sit, please. Everything good with your baby? Yourself?” She nodded, smiling. To Heather and Fiona, Warren asked, “Here visiting?” 
 
    “We’re going on vacation day after tomorrow,” Fiona said. 
 
    “To the Grand Canyon!” John said, sounding more like the boy than the man he was growing into. Warren couldn’t help smiling. 
 
    “Going to do some hiking?” 
 
    “Duncan, Shawn, and I are. Shawn’s Fiona’s boyfriend.,” John said. 
 
    “Ahhh,” Warren said, nodding. “Well, stay hydrated, wear sunscreen, and have fun, huh?” 
 
    “You bet,” John said. 
 
    “Nice to meet you both,” Warren said to Fiona and Heather. “Wanda, no crazy parties in here tonight. But if you do throw one, get pictures.” 
 
    “Thanks, Dr. Warren,” Wanda said, beaming up at him. 
 
    Warren headed out into the hallway. Wanda was his last patient on his rounds. Time to clock out and- 
 
    “Warren?” Tiffani called behind him. 
 
    He turned. She came down the hallway, smiling faintly at him and bouncing her little one in her arms. She had been achingly beautiful before kids, and now she glowed with the warmth of motherhood. He smiled back, surprised at how natural it felt. “Hey Tiffani.” 
 
    “Listen, if it’s not too awkward between us, we’re going to be barbequing tonight. Duncan and Shawn caught some trout, and there will be all sorts of other good stuff. I don’t want to pressure you, but you’re invited, if you’d like to join us.” 
 
    Warren thought about the chicken he had out for the night that he intended on grilling and tossing into a salad for what had to be the dozenth time that month already. He wasn’t a bad cook, but he tended not to think much about food until situations like this. 
 
    “Well, um… sure. Yes. I’d like that, thanks.” 
 
    “Yeah?” Tiffani asked, lighting up. “That’s great.” 
 
    “Should I bring anything?” 
 
    “Just yourself.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Fiona let Warren in when he knocked. She was holding a can of fruit punch, and grinned wide. “Hey, you made it!” 
 
    “I did,” Warren said, chuckling.  
 
    Tiffani and Duncan’s new house wasn’t all that different from his old one. Both of them had liked the big old two-story house, but took the opportunity to modernize things, with fewer walls and a bigger deck facing the lake. Several big donors – Warren himself anonymously among them – had contributed to help raise a sizable garage for the couple too, and there was money left over for a nice shed for Duncan and John’s work equipment.  
 
    Fiona turned and let him slide past. A tall, wiry man was talking with Heather inside. He glanced over and grinned. Fiona gestured at Warren. “Shawn, this is… is it Dr. Warren, or is Warren okay?” 
 
    “Warren’s fine by me,” he said, holding out his hand. 
 
    “I’m her baby daddy,” Shawn said, and smacked Fiona on the butt before shaking Warren’s hand. “Our other girlfriend’s around here somewhere. Carmen?” 
 
    Other girlfriend? Warren wanted to ask, but he stayed silent. A stunning black-haired woman strode out from the kitchen, a baby in her arms. Her cheek had a spot of flour on it, and Fiona made a scrubbing motion. The woman rolled her eyes and did, grinning. More introductions were made. Heather faded to the background, smiling but obviously trying to stay out of the way. Warren made a point of eventually breaking free and joining her. 
 
    “Heather, wasn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said, giving him that same faint smile. Where her sister’s smile was brash, hers was delicate, beautiful. It was a killer smile. “It’s chaos around here. But out back, it’s not so bad. Drinks are in a cooler in the kitchen, appetizers are mostly laid out, and Duncan’s out back getting the grill started.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    He felt like he should have added something there, said something witty and winning, but he could come up with nothing. Somewhere, one of the babies started howling, and as he came into the kitchen, Tiffani hurried past towards the staircase. 
 
    “Hey Warren, sorry, little one just puked,” she said. 
 
    “Good luck.” 
 
    She laughed, a note of exhaustion to it, and rushed upstairs. He headed into the kitchen and found the cooler. The shift he’d just finished was his last for three days, so he could indulge himself in a beer, and did. 
 
    Outside, John was throwing horseshoes at a stake in the ground while Duncan watched, drinking a beer of his own. He raised his bottle in a salute to Warren, and John turned, grinning. “Hey, Dr. Warren.” 
 
    “Just Warren tonight. Thanks again for having me.” 
 
    “Hey, glad to have you,” Duncan said. 
 
    “Anything I can help with?” 
 
    “Right now? Grab those other horseshoes and give the kid a lesson. I’ve seen you play. John’s getting too good for me.” 
 
    Warren chuckled, and did just that. Duncan wasn’t underestimating his ward either. The boy really did have skills, and they were pretty evenly matched. But at one point, Heather came out, and Warren’s eyes kept flicking to her, his concentration shattered. She was nursing a longneck, and every time she brought the bottle to her lips, he’d watch. 
 
    “You know, if you want to stare at pretty women instead of losing…” John taunted. Heather was just about to take a drink, and nearly fumbled the bottle. 
 
    “Uh,” Warren said. He smiled and scratched the back of his head, looking not at John, but at Heather. “Sorry.” 
 
    She blushed, and John shook his head. Neither of them noticed much when Duncan, who’d watched all this, headed back inside for a moment, then back out. John and Warren finished out that game, and by then, the fish, burgers, and dogs were done. While everyone else piled into the house to grab a bite, Duncan glanced between Warren and Heather, and grunted, “Eh. Could do worse.” 
 
    “Which one?” Heather asked him. 
 
    “Either. Or.” He checked the grill one more time, and rested a hand on Heather’s shoulder. “He’s a good man.” 
 
    Then he was gone, the door to the house shut firmly behind him, and that left the two of them. Warren sighed, and shook his head. “I think we’ve been set up.” 
 
    Heather turned and tried the door to the house. “Ah. Yup. It’s locked.” 
 
    “That fish smelled good, too.” 
 
    She laughed softly, and headed down the stairs. “Could charge the front.” 
 
    “Or we could play along and I could treat you to dinner downtown, if you like.” 
 
    Heather blushed. “I really, um… I don’t want to-” 
 
    Warren hastened to interrupt. “Oh, I’m sorry. If you don’t-” 
 
    “No, I mean, I want to, I just don’t want you to feel like you…” She took a long breath, then let it out in a slow whoosh. “Okay. I’m very nervous. You’re very handsome.” 
 
    He chuckled. “And you’re very beautiful.” 
 
    Heather froze. “I’m… not the sister that usually gets told that.” 
 
    “Well, you should. By the way, don’t look now, but there are several heads peeping out the window at us.” 
 
    She lifted a hand to her eyes and shook her head. “Oh no. I’m so sorry. I mentioned offhanded in the hospital that I thought you were cute. I think it snowballed.” 
 
    Her hand came down, and his heart thumped when he could see Heather’s eyes again. She really was beautiful. “Do you want to throw them way off?” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Can you trust me for just a minute?” 
 
    Heather licked her lips. “Okay. Sure.” 
 
    Warren stepped in close, and took her by the waist. Without warning, he moaned, “Oh, Heather!” and dipped her low. He stopped short of actually kissing her, but his lips were so close he could feel her breath. She giggled, and gripped him behind his neck as he held her there a long moment before pulling her back upright. 
 
    “Take me, Warren! Take me now!” she cried out. 
 
    “Oh ha ha,” someone inside said, and the faces disappeared. 
 
    “That was fun,” Warren said. 
 
    “It really was,” Heather said. “So… were you serious about dinner?” 
 
    “I’m always serious about dinner.” He pointed at his lips. “Serious face.” 
 
    “So serious.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    They settled at a table at the Birdbeak. Heather glanced around and smiled. 
 
    “I think we were coming here tomorrow morning.” 
 
    “You’ll get the best of both worlds,” Warren said. “Breakfast and dinner. Or be crazy. Order breakfast tonight, then confuse everyone and get a Philly cheesesteak tomorrow morning.” 
 
    Their waitress hustled over. He ordered a lemonade, her an iced tea. Comfortable silence fell between them as she browsed the menu. When she finally set it aside, she was shaking her head, grinning. 
 
    “Now breakfast is all I can think about. Omelet or the ham scramble?” 
 
    “Why not both?” Warren asked. “You get the omelet, I’ll get the ham scramble, and we split them both.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t want to, you know, if you wanted something else, I don’t, um…” She blushed, took a deep breath, and tried again. “Why yes. That does sound like the perfect plan.” 
 
    He laughed softly and reached across for her hand. She looked down, surprised at the gesture, and her blush deepened. “Let me guess. You’re trying right now to figure out if this is a date date or a friendly dinner.” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Well… I’d like to think of it as a date. I know you have to leave the day after tomorrow, but I’m already enjoying myself more than I have on a date in a long time.” 
 
    “Me too,” Heather said. 
 
    They talked some about the plans for their vacation. The guys were planning on a few days hiking the Grand Canyon, while the women planned on exploring Flagstaff. Then things would be reversed when they went on to Las Vegas for four days, with the women getting some evenings free to have some fun while the guys watched over the young ones. 
 
    “We’ve got tickets to a few shows,” she said. “I think we’re obligated to hit a strip club too.” 
 
    Warren laughed, and about that time, their waitress arrived with their food. There was plenty, and they set about splitting the portions. Heather, despite her size, ate with infectious enthusiasm, savoring the bites with little mm’s that left Warren ready to drag her home. But as good as the food was, their conversation soon took back over again. 
 
    “Tiffani mentioned you had horses?” she asked. 
 
    “Oh yeah. A goat now, too,” he said. “Mean old thing. I took it in as a favor for a friend.” 
 
    “Aw. Sounds magical.” 
 
    “Plenty of light left. If you like, we could take a drive out and see them.” He winced. “That sounds like a line even to me.” 
 
    Heather was quiet for a moment, studying her plate, then she looked up at him again, her cheeks flushed. “Is it?” she asked. “It’s okay. You can be honest.” 
 
    Warren didn’t say a word. Instead, he dug out his wallet, and laid down enough cash to cover the meal and a generous tip. He stood up, and Heather watched him. He held out his hand, mindless of if anyone was watching – and they were – and she took it, still blushing. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Heather brushed down the horse with slow, gentle strokes. It studied her with calm, reflective eyes that spoke of the pleasure the horse was taking from the attention. The other horse brought its head low and shook it, as if to say, “Hello, yes, I’d love some brushing too.” Heather laughed softly and switched, alternating strokes between them. 
 
    “They’re attention hogs,” Warren said, rubbing the neck of the darker one. 
 
    “They’re beautiful,” Heather breathed. “I can’t imagine waking up each morning and getting to see this. Why did Tiffani give this up?” She glanced sharply at Warren. “Oh God, I just made this awkward, didn’t I? I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t be,” he said, chuckling. “I suppose it should come up at some point or another. I was still sort of reeling from my divorce. Forgot to mention that. I was married. Obviously, I suppose.” He told her about his wife, and her reasons for the divorce while Heather kept brushing the horses. “When it came to Tiffani, she was in love with Duncan. He’s a terrific guy, and there had been some chemistry there before she and I were together. But part of it is on me too. I had gone on a few dates after the divorce, but Tiffani was the first woman I was genuinely interested in. I got too overenthusiastic. You know? She’s a great woman, I was lonely and ready to jump back into something serious, and I pushed way too hard, way too fast. She wanted to take things slow, and I was ready to buy her roses and play music outside her window. I had this, this fictionalized notion of romance. I need to teach myself to relax, to enjoy the small moments.” 
 
    Heather stared very carefully at the horse. “Well… I like those big silly moments. I like a man throwing himself out there.” 
 
    Warren couldn’t help himself. He stepped in close, and pressed his hand to the small of her back. She turned, gorgeous, shivering just a little from his touch as she stared up at him. Warren leaned down to kiss her, slowly, gently, taking his time about it and exploring the feel of her against him. When they broke apart, Warren asked, “Would you like to come inside?” 
 
    Heather nodded, watching him with those huge eyes. He took her hand, stroking the back of it with his thumb, and they headed for the gate, and the house beyond. 
 
    * * * 
 
    She undressed him with short, deft movements, her small fingers working each button as fast as a hummingbird. When she had his shirt off, she ran her fingers down his undershirt, making a deeply pleased noise in her throat. Warren took a turn next, helping Heather out of her tee shirt and nuzzling the strap of her simple cotton bra on her shoulder with his lips. There was nothing to her breasts, but he liked the delicate structure of her neck, her shoulders. All of her, really. 
 
    She knelt to untie his shoes, and he kicked them off before pulling her to her feet and unclasping the bra. “Someone’s jumping ahead in the game,” she murmured. 
 
    “I am that,” Warren said, dropping the bra onto her shirt beside him and wasting no time in leaning down to kiss first one nipple, then the other. They teased upward, and he traced a finger along the ridge of one, making her shiver. 
 
    Her turn. She went for his undershirt next, matching his move. Warren joined an adult basketball league over the winter for some exercise, and combined with his diet, the work he’d put in showed. Cut, but not overly muscular. Heather seemed to approve, as her hands danced along the ridges of his pecs, down to his flat stomach. He kissed her again, and she breathed against his lips, “So handsome.” 
 
    “And you’re stunning,” he murmured back, going for her shorts next. They didn’t need to be unzipped, just the button undone, and fell to the ground. She worked her legs out of them and he glanced down at her matching cotton briefs, then back up into her face. She blushed, and he kissed her again, and again. Her hands slid into the waistline of his pants, and he thought at first she was trying to get his zipper down, but no, Heather’s fingers encircled him, and he groaned his need against her cheek. 
 
    The rest of their clothes came off in a hurry. Her panties, her sandals, the tie in her hair. His pants, his boxers. She worked him slowly, steadily, staring into his eyes as she jerked him with long, slow strokes. “I want to taste you,” Warren murmured. 
 
    Heather’s lips parted, and she pulled him to his bed. “On your back,” she said, and he climbed up onto the bed, resting as she’d told him. She got up on her hands and knees, crawling up his body, kissing his leg, his thigh, the tip of his cock, his stomach. Then she was turning and carefully lifting one knee over Warren’s head and resting it on the other side. He’d yet to take a close look at her sex. Her lips were adorably lopsided and full, and he already ached to taste them. His hands roped around her butt, and he squeezed as he pulled her down to his mouth. 
 
    “That’s nice,” she whispered, and a moment later, he felt more than saw her lips around his cock, engulfing him. 
 
    It was, without question, the single greatest blowjob of his life. 
 
    Heather’s mouth strummed his length. There was no other way to describe it. She worked her jaw as she sucked him down, making her lips press and release against his skin. Her tongue seemed to know every spot to brush, to lick, and on the third stroke, she \added her hands too, jacking him with the same even strokes she’d used before pulling him to bed. 
 
    “Goddamn, Heather,” he gasped against her pussy. “That’s amazing.” 
 
    She wiggled her hips against him. Her mouth was so damn pleasurable Warren almost forgot himself and what he was supposed to be doing. He pulled her tighter to him, burying his mouth against her lips. She hissed her pleasure as his tongue slid through her depths, and sucked him almost all the way down to his root – and held him. 
 
    Holy shit. 
 
    He drove his tongue up into her pussy, unable to comprehend that this beautiful, shy creature could so eagerly and expertly take almost every inch of him in her mouth. He expected sweet, and got filthy. She was incredible. 
 
    Her pussy rocked back and forth on his mouth and chin, helping herself get off. He squeezed her ass with his hands and worked her lips with his fingers. She came up off him to gasp, “Keep doing that, yes, like that, right there.” Then she dove back down on him, jacking his root hard as she whapped his cock against her tongue, back and forth, back and forth. Then she was sucking him down again, corkscrewing her head side-to-side, her tongue everywhere. 
 
    He was close, but he didn’t want to come this way. Warren pinched her ass and she rose up off him. He gasped, “On your back.” 
 
    She hurried to obey, and he fished a condom out of his nightstand. When he had it on, he grabbed one of Heather’s legs and brought it up so her foot rested nearly against his head. Then he twisted her almost onto her side, and drove deep inside her. She gasped at the sudden fullness, but looked up at him and pleaded, “Harder.” 
 
    He listened, and his thrusts pushed her as far as she could take it. She threw an arm over her face, gasping each time his cock went deep. Her back started to rise with every thrust, and when he started to kiss and nuzzle her leg on his shoulder, Heather really lost it. Her ass rose up to meet him, her fingers clenched tight, and her arm came off her eyes. 
 
    “Warren, Warren, I need your lips,” she cried out, and he dropped her leg, dropped to her, crushing his lips to hers as he drove harder and harder into her pussy. She gripped him tight, arms and legs wrapping around him, kissing him, panting against his mouth, her eyes wild, needing, searing his soul. He pumped and pumped and she came, fast as a shot, her body arching hard before slamming back down, a stuttering gasp drawn out of her. She held on still, and he kept going, keeping up a mad, manic pace. Their time together was short, he knew that, but he really liked Heather, and he would make this as memorable for both of them as he could. 
 
    “…oh my God, oh my God, oh my God…” she gasped, then let out a wordless cry as her body tightened against him again, so fast after her first orgasm. He slowed things down then, letting her have a moment’s respite while she kissed him with feverish little pecks on his lips, his chin, his cheeks. Slowly he rocked into her, more his speed of lovemaking, and her blush only grew. She reached around him again, holding him as he made love to her, and whispered his name over and over again. 
 
    “Warren, oh my Warren…” 
 
    He could take no more. A few minutes later, his head dipped low against her bony shoulder, his cock driving home one more time before he erupted into the condom. She felt the tension and the release in him, and helped him onto his side, still inside her. Heather stroked his cheek, laughing softly, still chasing him with those tiny kisses. 
 
    * * * 
 
    In the morning, they woke. Sometime in the night she ended up on her stomach, and he rested with his hand on her ass. She turned her head, her auburn hair spilling across her eyes in mussed waves. “Morning,” she whispered. 
 
    “Morning,” he murmured back. “Last night was fantastic.” 
 
    “Every second,” she agreed. 
 
    “I don’t mean to seem selfish and take anything away from your vacation, but if you have any time to break away, I’m off today.” 
 
    “Yeah?” Heather asked, grinning. “I think I can find time.” 
 
    She rolled off the bed and pranced to her clothes. While she dug out her phone – with his eyes on her non-existent ass – Warren slipped out of bed to take care of morning business. As he washed his hands afterwards, she was talking to someone. 
 
    “I’ll meet up with you guys for lunch, maybe?” she was saying. “No, we’re playing chess all morning.” She held the phone away from her mouth and sighed. Warren grinned and stepped up behind her, squeezing her butt, roaming her hips. By the time she was finished talking, he had her tits in his hands and nibbled on her earlobe. She dropped the phone on the bed and turned to look over her shoulder at him. “I have morning breath,” she murmured. 
 
    “I don’t care,” Warren said, and kissed her. 
 
    * * * 
 
    “Take me somewhere special to you,” she said. “Somewhere you’ve never taken anyone else.” 
 
    “All right,” Warren said. 
 
    It was the early afternoon. After showers and brushing their teeth, they wound up back in bed together and hadn’t left until Tiffani called to invite them to lunch back at the Birdbeak. They went together, and had spent an hour and a half getting jokes dumped on them by the group of friends and family. But neither of them really minded. This vacation fling was turning into something far more real for both of them. 
 
    Free of the others, they drove around town. He was giving Heather the full tour, showing her his parents’ house, his other family’s places. His roots ran deep in the area and she laughed pretty hard about how many cousins, cousins of cousins, cousins of cousins of cousins, and so on he really had. Warren asked Heather where she’d like to go, and that was her response – somewhere special. 
 
    He drove towards a range of smaller mountains, more hills with a lot of sharp jagged caps to them. The day was warm, but not overwhelmingly so, not as bad as it had been. She rested against the door, watching him, occasionally reaching out to take his hand. 
 
    When was the last time anyone wanted to hold his hand? It was a human gesture, one that should have felt natural, but it had been so very long that at first, Warren wasn’t sure what to do with his own hand. Was his loneliness clouding his feelings for another woman like they had with Tiffani? He didn’t know. He didn’t think so, but then again, he hadn’t with Tiffani either. 
 
    “When I was a kid,” Warren said, “I used to come up here sometimes with friends and family. There are other campsites with a more beautiful view, and with better amenities, but I always liked this one. It’s kind of… hm. Dog-eared, a little bit. People forgot about it a decade ago because the road leading in got so bad. I think it’s still closed off, but we can get in on foot. It’s a hike, but it shouldn’t be too bad.” 
 
    “Sounds nice,” Heather said. 
 
    It had been a while since he’d been out this way, and he missed the turnoff at first, but when they found a wide spot on the old highway to turn around, they cruised back and eased off. The first few miles of the dirt road were open to travelers. The rolling hills slowly gave way to gentle slopes, and at the base of one of these, the road forked – or would have, if it wasn’t for the ROAD CLOSED sign hung on a chain across one of them. An old turnout looked like it hadn’t seen any use that season, so they parked, locked up the vehicle, and hopped out. 
 
    Heather came around and Warren took her hand. She smiled her faint smile at that, and they headed around the sign and up the old rutted road. It was more a path now, mostly overgrown by grass, weeds, and wildflowers. Heather stopped to pluck at several of those, weaving the flowers through her long hair on each side until she looked like a hippie goddess. It was a beautiful look on her, and Warren stopped to take her photo against a beam of light. It was a good picture. It made Warren realize something. This may have been a mistake. A sweet, terrible mistake, because he was falling madly in love with this woman, this stranger who would be gone in the morning. 
 
    They walked on. Heather talked some about the mountains near New Bainbridge, and how her sister and Carmen had realized they had feelings for each other on a trail not entirely unlike this. Warren thought there was symmetrical poetry in that somehow, and she agreed, smiling to herself again. 
 
    An hour on, they arrived at another fork in the old road. This time, Warren was less sure of himself, but Heather pointed down one road. “This one,” she said lightly. 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “I don’t. But I’m with you, and that’s all I really care about right now.” 
 
    Her hand trembled in his, and Warren stopped to turn to her. She’d lost her smile, and stared up at him with some trepidation. He kissed her gently, trying to tell her everything that was in his soul with his lips. Bringing it to life with words would hang a weight on her she didn’t deserve. And the truth was, Warren was deeply afraid of pushing her away the same way he had Tiffani. 
 
    As it turned out, she was right about the old campsite. There wasn’t much that wasn’t overgrown, but a couple of the sites had been cleared out by someone. They left stacks of firewood and kindling too, but they neither had matches or any way of putting out the fire if they started one, so instead, they grabbed a pair of logs and sat side by side, looking out over a dried creek bed and some squirrels chasing each other through the trees. 
 
    “Can you promise me something?” Heather asked. Warren glanced at her, but she was very carefully not looking at him. “That we’ll stay in touch?” 
 
    “Definitely.” 
 
    “Good. I can handle the hurt then.” 
 
    “Me too,” he said, numb. 
 
    “But I do have one burning question,” Heather said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Why do they call it Pinch Lily Lake? What’s a Pinch Lily?” 
 
    “Ohhhh,” Warren said. “Not a what. A who.” 
 
    “Sorry?” 
 
    “Okay. The lake had no official name until the 1930s. The town was tiny back then, maybe fifty, sixty people. There was this big to-do-” 
 
    “To-do?” Heather asked, grinning. 
 
    “A to-do, a furor, a… something. Anyways. There was a cash prize for the best name. They had them painted on a big board outside the mayor’s house, and people were going to vote on the winner with a secret ballot. One of the town’s councilman, his wife Lily was running the show, and it wasn’t any real secret she was trying to get her selection picked. So as a joke, one of the town’s old pranksters swapped all the ballots with notes that said, ‘Pinch Lily.’ The bit day came, and she plucked one of the notes out in front of everybody to read it out loud. The people liked it so much, that’s what they named it. She couldn’t walk ten feet in Grosbeak without someone pinching her. The councilman and his wife moved away that winter.” 
 
    Heather laughed. “And Pinch Lily Lake was born. Cute.” 
 
    She was more buoyant on the way back, and it lifted his spirits too. They decided to go to that steakhouse after all – they were closer to that town than they were Grosbeak, this far out in the country – and over dinner, she had him crying with laughter over her exploits with Fiona trailing Shawn to the airport. 
 
    “I’ve even got pictures of us in the wigs,” she said, digging through her phone and finding them to show him. Warren took her phone and burst out laughing again. 
 
    “I’m sending these to myself,” he said. 
 
    “Absolutely the right move,” Heather said. 
 
    “Now, to just add any sexy nudes on here…” he muttered, pretending to scroll through.  
 
    She snapped her fingers, and he handed over the phone with mock reluctance. But she didn’t stuff it away. Instead, Heather sifted through her photos again, and in a few minutes, his phone buzzed. He raised an eyebrow at her as she grinned, and checked it. In his texts were two faceless shots of her bared breasts, with a pair of bikini bottoms pulled down just far enough to hint at her lips. 
 
    “Well… there’s my entertainment for the next twenty years,” he said. 
 
    “I’ll have to get you some more,” she said, winking. 
 
    Their drive back to his place was almost normal. “Almost,” because at one point, Heather reached over and began idly rubbing his cock through his khaki shorts. By the time they got home, he was desperate to come, and Heather satisfied him right in the driveway, dropping down to her hands and knees in the grass and sucking him deep. He came fast, but then again, as long as she’d been teasing him, that was to be expected. 
 
    He got her back with a long, languid oral session that left her coming three times. Truth was, Warren probably would have stopped after the first orgasm and made love to her again, but the hour was getting late, and Heather would need to be to bed soon to caravan down to the airport in the morning. But Warren was selfish, and wanted things to last as long as they possibly could, so he dragged out her pleasure until he just couldn’t wait any longer. 
 
    It had to be their last time together. They both knew that. When he finished with his oral worship of her, they both looked upon one another in silence until he said quietly, “I’m going to miss the hell out of you.” 
 
    “Me too,” Heather said. Her voice was shaky, and he could tell she was on the verge of tears. “Make love to me?” 
 
    He did. Much like when he went down on her, he made this last too. She asked him not to wear a condom, and to pull out. She wanted this one last time to be skin to skin. They knew the risks. They were not children. He agreed, and as intense as their lovemaking had already been, this was so much more fulfilling, his bare cock slowly easing in and out of her as she held him close. They rocked together, minutes stretching into an hour, just telling each other with their bodies what they wanted to say. And at some point, long after the night became morning, Warren did say the words, whispering them into her ear as she came again, shuddering around him. She whispered the words right back to him, reaching down when he pulled out and helping him finish across her stomach, her breasts. They had to shower then because she would need to hit the ground running once they woke up. 
 
    But neither of them slept. They held each other, they feigned breathing deep, and when the sun finally rose, they kissed each other and agreed it was time to go. 
 
    * * * 
 
    He dropped her off at Tiffani’s. There were words about staying in touch, about maybe him flying down on a long weekend to visit. They smiled for each other, and laughed when Fiona hurried out to drive two fingers into a circle with her other hand from the steps. 
 
    “I love you so much,” Heather whispered to Warren, leaning her head against his. 
 
    “I love you too. You’re going to have a great time.” 
 
    She nodded, and sniffed, and kissed him one more time. “I gotta go. Or I’m never going to get out of this car.” 
 
    He pulled back, and ran a hand over her cheek. She kissed his fingers, and without looking, reached behind her to open the door. She tried to pull back, but the seatbelt still tucked around her stopped Heather. She started giggling, and that got him going until they were laughing together. 
 
    And then Heather was gone. Shutting the car door. Crying so hard she was shaking from it, and turning for the stairs and the house. Warren pulled away, his guts writhing, sure he was making a mistake. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Five minutes later, he jammed on the brakes on the highway leading to his house. “I’m making a mistake!” he shouted. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The clerk’s yawn snapped shut when he saw Dr. Warren running at him with an armful of flowers, chocolate, and a teddy bear.  “You all right, Dr. Warren?” 
 
    “I will give you a…” Warren checked his wallet. “…forty-dollar tip if you make this the fastest purchase of your entire life.” 
 
    “We’re not supposed to take tips,” the clerk said, but he whipped the items through anyways, only taking time with the flowers so they didn’t get crushed. 
 
    “Today you are,” Warren said, slapping down the forty bucks and jamming his card into the reader. 
 
    He rushed out into the parking lot with everything. Someone was following him. He wheeled around, and the clerk jogged towards him. “Figured you’d need help with the car,” he said. 
 
    “It’s going to be a sixty-dollar tip when I can hit an ATM and come back in,” Warren said. 
 
    “Hey, Doc, looks like you’re doing something big. You come tell me about it, and we’ll be square.” 
 
    “You got it.” 
 
    Warren raced out of the parking lot and onto the street. In fact, it was fast enough that it warranted the attention of Grosbeak’s finest, and he bounced in his seat as the officer warned him to keep his focus on the road so he’d live to go get the girl in the end. Warren thanked him through gritted teeth, and kept his speed precisely one mile an hour below the speed limit the rest of the way. 
 
    At Tiffani’s house, a car was missing. Warren pulled into its slot, muttering to himself, “No, no no no.” He was out the door like a shot, stopping to grab the flowers, the bear, and the chocolate, though the last fell through his fingers. Screw it. Grab it later. He started towards the house, and Tiffani opened the door. 
 
    “You just missed her,” she said, sounding impatient. 
 
    “No,” he said. “But you’re not supposed to leave for the airport for ten more minutes.” 
 
    “No, I mean, you just missed her. Heather had the same idea as you. She’s going to your house.” 
 
    “What?” he sputtered. 
 
    “Go!” she said, laughing. 
 
    “Tiffani, you are a saint.” 
 
    Then he was sprinting back to the car, dropping one of the bouquets along the way. “Keep it!” he shouted over his shoulder, diving in and slamming the door shut again. 
 
    Fiona came to the door as Tiffani headed down to fetch the fallen flowers. “Ah, young love,” she said, staring at Tiffani’s butt. 
 
    “You know, you’re in a serious committed relationship now.” 
 
    “Serious, yes. Committed, hell no. I can stare at that big beautiful butt and Carmen and Shawn would only nod and agree it’s one fine, bitchin’ bit of equipment.” 
 
    Tiffani laughed, and rejoined her friend for a long hug. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Heather was just pulling in. He jerked to a stop right beside her – in fact, too close for her to get out. She gestured helplessly at the door, and he reversed in a hurry, leaving the car with its ass end almost out on the road. Warren jumped out, one of the bouquets in hand, and she was laughing, and crying, and he ran to her, tossing the flowers into her car and lifting her up by her thighs. She tangled her legs around him, showering him with kisses. 
 
    In between, he gasped, “Stay.” 
 
    “Want to…” Kiss. “Hear…” Kiss kiss. “The dumbest…” A long smooch. “Romantic gesture. Ever?” 
 
    “What’s that?” he murmured, seeking out her chin with his lips. 
 
    “I just called and quit my job. I’m not going on vacation. I’m driving back there to pack what I need and come back here.” He froze, gaping at her, and she stammered, “If that’s… you know… what you might…” 
 
    “Marry me,” Warren told her. “Let’s be goddamn romantic nutjobs together.” 
 
    She laughed helplessly, and wrapped her arms around him. “Yes. Absolutely, yes. Crazy in love.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    Trio Trysts and Twists 
 
      
 
    When two just isn’t enough! Contains five steamy stories and novellas about threesomes, if that wasn’t readily apparent. Two beautiful women stumble across a cabin in the midst of a snowstorm and find that the stranger inside may be just what they’re looking for. A pop star looks for some after-show entertainment from her two newest bodyguards. Hard on his luck, a man calls upon the one who got away and her lovably silly sapphic partner for a place to stay. At the end of her rope, a woman cheats on her husband to free herself of the loveless marriage. And in the collection’s centerpiece, a beautiful young nanny comes to live with a couple looking for more than just care for their infant. 
 
    (Note – no crossing of the swords here or in any of my stories) 
 
      
 
    Trio Tales 
 
      
 
    Because my readers loved Trios Trysts and Twists, Trio Tales brings more of that threesome loving! A model fresh off a hard divorce and a long year of shoots and movie roles decides a vacation is in order, and falls head-over-heels for the friendly couple celebrating a much-belated anniversary. A wildly sexual woman celebrates her new implants by inviting a pair of smoking hot guys to spend an unforgettable night with her. A husband helps his wife fulfill a favorite fantasy by inviting his best friend to join them on her birthday. Two lovers take on a third roommate as they face down eviction. And in a unique take on the mobster story, a former criminal makes a cross-country trip with a woman he just met when the ex-wife of his cellmate asks him to come to his funeral. 
 
      
 
    Power 
 
      
 
    In the titular novel-length story, one man’s rise from rags to riches is detailed in all its debaucherous and sometimes tragic glory. A story about love, money, and regrets, it’s the bittersweet focus to this collection, and is joined by two more playful shorter stories about bosses and their sexy and handsome employees. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Find me on Facebook! 
 
    https://www.facebook.com/writeriansnow/ 
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