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Chapter 1

When I wake, my head is ready to split.

If someone had managed to shrink a gong and surgically implant it in my skull along with a miniature little monkey who would bang it incessantly, that still wouldn’t be half as annoying as this.

My vision swims, the world unsteady in all directions, like I am being pulled everywhere and nowhere. Spinning like a top.

Last night is hazy. I remember the text. The pain flooding through me. It does so again, not quite so sharp. An echo of last night. Bad but not quite as bad.

The breakup. The word bounces around my strangely empty head, pinging against my skull like water torture.

And then, the drinking. There had been plenty of that. So, that explains the headache, but not where I am. My eyes search, through blurry vision. Gray floors, concrete maybe? Or cement? I never really know the difference.

And then all around the room, instead of walls there are bars.

Whelp, looks like I’m in prison.

Panic shoots through me. I sit up.

Bad idea.

My stomach roils. I feel a sharp pang and then the acid in the back of my throat as the bile rises up. I manage to make it to the exposed metal toilet sitting in the middle of the room. Barely.

A few minutes later after what might have been the best ab workout I’ve ever had, it’s finally over.

“Rough night?” a husky voice asks in tones that drip with honey.

I turn, too fast, my head throbbing for the effort, and then stop short.

She is sin wrapped in smoke with curves that make a cartoon AWOOGA seem oddly appropriate. Her black silk dress drapes and accentuates her hourglass figure, complete with slim waist and impossibly shapely hips. A plunging neckline draws my eyes down to the prodigious and gravity defying chest that is clearly her most striking feature.

In another dress, with her ice-blue eyes and platinum blonde hair, she would have been a princess. In the midnight satin of the dress she wore, she looks every bit the villainess.

“Usually, I charge money for people to stare,” she says as she runs a finger idly across her chin, “but for an innocent little thing like you”, her eyes flick up my body and then down, “I could certainly make an exception.”

I gulp. Literally.

My stomach drops while a storm of butterflies takes flight inside it. My skin is flushed like I just stepped out of a steaming hot shower. Oh my, I think. I’m supposed to feel that way. Not never. But not here and not now. And certainly not with, well, another woman.

Not until this smokeshow over there started calling you an ‘innocent little thing’ , says a voice in my head that sounds frighteningly like my own inner monologue.

I shake my head. Everything is still hazy. Everything still confused. That’s all it is.

I open my mouth, but my tongue seems to be in the way of anything I try to say. All I manage is a series of mumbles. Even that effort leaves me feeling worse, stomach flipping, head throbbing.

The woman across from me smiles in a way that makes me think of a predator stalking her prey. Too many teeth in her mouth. And so white. And her plump lips. And…

The room spins for reasons that may have everything or nothing to do with the alcohol I had consumed the previous night.

“How did I end up in prison?” I ask, more to the room and the universe generally than the woman sitting across the holding cell from me.

“Jail,” she says. Her voice is somewhat kinder.

“Excuse me?”

I feel like there is something moving in my stomach. Something alive. I push that thought away. It is, shockingly, not a pleasant thought at the moment. And certainly isn’t helping the situation.

I need to focus on something else. My mind, in its infinite wisdom, picks a suitable object, or rather objects. Before I realize I'm doing it my eyes are plastered to her chest, at first idly, but then my vision clears, focuses, and I am drinking in the sight, a strange stir of warmth between my legs that I should not be feeling.

“Jail,” she repeats and my eyes snap up so fast, I half expect them to make a cartoon whooshing noise. “Prison is where you go when you’re convicted. Jail is where you go when you have too much to drink after your precious boyfriend dumps you for your sexy best friend and you vomit on the hood of a cop car.”

More memories come rushing back. Fuck, fuck, fuck.

I can hear his voice, muffled as much from the crowd as from the blood pounding in my ears.

“We didn’t mean for it to happen,” he explains, in a voice rehearsed enough to make it clear that they did.

“Oh, good,” I remember saying, the last rejoinder before everything went numb, “you just fell into her a few dozen times, but it was all an accident. You can’t imagine my relief.”

“Babe,” he says, a nickname that once sent warmth rushing through me now is like nails on the chalkboard. “You have to be reasonable about this.”

The memory dissolves into pounding bass and flashing lights and the taste of tequila on my tongue. I snap back to it as the woman across from me stands up.

She is tall. Much taller than me. A few inches short of six feet maybe, no more than two. I’ve always had a thing for tall men. Craning my neck up, I always feel a flutter in my chest, small and feminine and wanted. As she saunters over to me, the same feeling blooms across my skin, until my neck and cheeks are red and hot and splotchy.

Her smile is dangerous.

She sits, slides her hands over the sheer fabric, smoothing it. It is form fitting, body-suit tight, so I’m not sure what the motion accomplishes. Except as I watch her run her hands up and down her thighs I feel the phantom of it on my own.

For the first time, I realize that it is hot in here. The air is still and humid. Sticky.

“I told you that?” I ask, circling back to her comment about my boyfriend and my best friend.

Well, ex-boyfriend and ex best friend

“Oh, you were quite talkative last night.” One eyebrow arches and her lips are pressed tight together. Eyes fluttering this way and that. I get the feeling she is studying me, sizing me up. For what purpose, I’m not positive, but the dull ache starting in my stomach certainly has some ideas.

“You were in quite the condition,” she says with a smile. Then she leans forward, extends a hand, brushing a strand of hair away from my forehead. Where her skin meets mine, sparks fly.

I scramble backwards, too fast and nearly topple off the bench. She catches me, her arms shooting out and then pulling me back against her. I am painfully aware of the warmth of her body. Of the strength of her embrace. I can feel her breath against my neck. And then my arms, somehow, are wrapped around her. A reflex, I tell myself. An instinct. I pull myself into her and our bodies fold together.

“You are racking up quite the bill,” she says, her tone light.

With a start I realize that her arms have fallen back to her sides, while mine are still wrapped around her. I beat a hasty retreat, though this time I manage to not nearly fall off the bench.

A gap has opened between us. Six inches. Minor, but I breathe a sigh of relief. My body is currently reacting in ways strange and confusing to brushing up against this mystery woman and I am eager for some space.

Unfortunately, she is not. She looks at me and then down at the space between us. Her eyes smile as they rise back up to meet mine. She slides closer, until our thighs are touching. She rests a hand on mine. A gesture of comfort in another context, but here it feels like the filthiest seduction.

Her gaze is smoldering. Bedroom eyes if I ever saw them, and honestly until this moment I thought the expression more poetic license than something that eyes could actually do.

And then her eyes do something else and I am sure there is a difference. Sure, because now she really is undressing me with her eyes. I feel vulnerable and exposed, terrified and excited in ways that are as foreign as they are confusing. I can almost feel my top come off, a clingy black top, sheer fabric, translucent where the folds don’t overlap. Not that it matters.

I meet her gaze for a moment. The heat in my cheeks feels like you could fry an egg. If I had been wearing a burlap sack, I’m not sure it would have made a difference. This woman has X-ray vision.

“So,” I say, “what are you in for?”

She laughs so earnestly that it catches me off guard. For a moment, I see the princess, not the villainess, but then her face grows serious again and she smirks. I feel my stomach drop out.

“Illegal exchange of goods and services you might say.” One corner of her mouth curls slightly. I have the sudden and almost uncontrollable urge to kiss her there.

What the fuck is happening?

“Goods and services?”

I try to make the question casual, but my voice is tremulous, shaking like a leaf. I sound nervous and I am. This woman is making me feel things I’ve never felt before. Part of me thinks this must all be a dream. What happens next doesn’t help.

“Well, the goods,” she says and her hands flash up, grabbing two handfuls of her own tits.

They press and bulge and strain against the already too tight dress. I am worried that one or both might pop their way free. Only…no, I realize with a sinking sensation in my stomach that soon turns to something else: I’m not worried.

I’m wishing.

“And the services,” she continues, hands still firmly grasping the goods, “well, those vary by customer.”

Her comments about racking up a bill and usually charging for that are suddenly not jokes. She meant them seriously. My eyes take a minute to look her up and down, an action which takes on a dangerous undertone as one hand falls back onto my thigh. A hand which at some point when I wasn’t paying attention has slid itself six inches closer to the heat between my legs that is now too intense to deny.

“Do you…” I pause mid-question, realizing I have no idea what I want to ask. My brain is blank and empty of anything but a few flashes of last night, flashes of flesh on flesh, lips kissing bare skin, backs arching, hips squirming, sweat glistening off two pairs of tits—Wait, that’s not from last night. I’m not sure when but at some point the hazy memories of last night have been replaced by…fantasies? Intrusive thoughts?

Future memories, a voice says slyly and the hair on my neck stands up. Once again it is my own inner voice.

I shake my head, fists clenched at my sides so hard the tips of my fingers are bright red. My knuckles go white.

“Do you work with a lot of men?”

Do you work with a lot of men? My inner monologue repeats the question, this time mockingly. It is a dumb question. I open my mouth to correct it. To explain. To ask another question. Any other question. Nothing happens. More flashes of naked bodies, only this time clearer. I see my own face, head thrown back, eyes closed tight. Lips parted. A look of pure ecstasy.

“None,” she says, and finally this unexpected answer shakes me loose.

“Oh,” I say, suddenly finding that my mouth works. Not well, but it’s something. “Well, I’m sure it takes some time to  build a client base. I’m sure a woman as beautiful as you won’t have much trouble.”

Building a client base? Like she is a fucking landscaper or a interior designer just getting started. A flush of embarrassment rushes to my cheeks. I tell myself that is the only reason they are warm.

“No, honey,” she drawls and I can feel my mouth go dry. “All my clients are women.”

I don’t know what I was hoping for her to say. But it wasn’t that. Definitely not that. Anything but that.

Because it is just about the worst thing she could possibly say, or at least one of them. When I hear those words, my skin pricks. My stomach somersaults, then backflips, and adds a few barrel rolls for good measure. I can’t speak, but she still can. She continues.

“Don’t look so surprised,” she says, her hand mercifully sliding down, closer to my knee. “My clients are mostly younger women. Rich college girls with their parents' money who have always wondered what it might be like to be with another woman.”

“Oh.” Again my tongue feels heavy, thick, clumsy. “I’m sure you do very well.”

Shut up, Avery.

She raises an eyebrow as her eyes sweep up and down my body again. Her hand moves closer to my knee and for a moment this is relief, but then her fingers touch my bare skin and I realize my mistake. Her hand slips under the hem of my skirt. Not far, barely, her fingernails only partly covered. But it is enough. My whole body is buzzing in anticipation.

“Is that so?” she says, leaning in until her lips graze my ear. “What makes you say that?”

She smells like cinnamon and vanilla and maybe a bit like sex. The combination is as odd as it is intoxicating. I feel light headed. I wonder for a moment if I might still be drunk.

What makes me say that? The questions echoes, the answer obvious. Because, I start in my mind, she is fucking gorgeous, hot, sexy. Because even though I have never given more than a passing thought to being with another woman, I want nothing more in this moment than for her to rip this skirt down my legs, bend me over this bench, and—

Avery! I snap out of it not a moment too soon, breathing labored, skin, somehow, even more flushed. I am sure I must look like a half ripe strawberry, splotchy streaks of bright red and pale white.

“You’re really pretty,” I squeak out. It is a safe enough answer.

“The name’s Sabrina,” she purrs into my ear and when she’s finished speaking she runs a finger across the edge of my jaw, tracing it up to my ear then cutting across my cheek, lifting up and coming down with a playful tap on my nose.

Everywhere she touches me, I feel the electricity.

“Like the witch?” It’s a dumb question, but better than the other ninety-nine things I can think to say.

“Exactly,” she looks down at her hand, finger wiggling their way further under my dress. “So…”

The syllable stretches to fill the whole room. The tension is palpable. Her face is close to mine. Too close and yet not close enough. All I have to do is move toward her. I know it. I feel it in my bones. The slightest opening, the tiniest acquiescence and she will take me.

Take me. That phrase becomes a plea and a prayer in my mind. As much as it terrifies me, I know that I am powerless. Closer and then closer still. She is waiting for me. I close my eyes, take a deep breath in, preparing myself for the plunge that never comes.

“Williams, Avery,” a harsh masculine voice calls at the same time a buzzer buzzes and the door to the holding cell slides open. A bored cop stands at the threshold.

“Let’s get you out of here,” he gruffs, and then I’m standing trying not to look back, trying to think about what I almost just did, what I almost gave into.

Take me.

I can’t help it. I look back and see Sabrina, black satin and white skin. Blonde hair spilling over her shoulders. She is leaning forward, accentuating tits that quite frankly need no embellishment. Unconsciously, I pause and lick my lips.

Take me.

She winks.

“The Walleford, Tuesdays at 8 PM,” she calls after me before she stretches out on the bench, somehow making lying down on a metal prison bench an act of seduction.

Jail, a voice corrects. It’s mine.

Take me. Still mine.

With pleasure, whispers another voice and I know it belongs to her.


Chapter 2

For a week and half, I try to think about anything else. Anything other than the night my whole life flipped upside down.

Overall, it is the events that led up to my night in the slammer—once you’ve been on the inside you can call it that—that I should be focusing on: the breakup, Mark sleeping with Cat and then explaining to me that they were in love and why couldn’t I just understand. And then that had been followed by shot after shot after shot, too many to count. Too many, it would seem to keep down.

It was hard to place exactly where the night went from bad to worse, but I think it was around the time that I puked on the police car. I had a court date. The lawyer seemed to think it would all work itself out. Some fines, some community service.

That was good, but like the rest of it, it wasn’t what my mind kept circling back to.

No, my mind couldn’t get enough of Sabrina.

Take me.

Those two words, despite my best efforts, became something like a mantra or a prayer, or an impossible to forget earworm that played out again and again, hour after hour, chasing me all my waking hours—and then into my dreams as well.

And what dreams they were!

The first one was the first night and I woke up panting, sheets sticking obscenely to my skin, bare breasts (I always sleep in the nude) exposed and my nipples tight. The night was not cool.

And after that they never stopped coming.

We had done so many things in so many different ways that sometimes I had to stop and remind myself that none of it was real, that none of it would happen.

But it was still hard to ignore, waking up each morning, sheets soaked from sweat, between my legs even wetter. So out of control horny that it took everything in me not to give in. In those first waking moments, it would have been so easy to slip a hand in between my legs to give in. To let her take me.

Why did I resist? After all, it’s not like I had any logical objection against liking women. I had friends and classmates who were into other women. My cousin is a lesbian.

But I’m not. At least, that’s what I tell myself. I tell myself that the first night when I get home from jail, my skin flushed and warm, but nothing compared to the heat between my legs. I want so badly to touch myself. But I resist.

I resist, in truth, not because I’m not into women, but because I’ve realized already that I am. And I am torn between two polar and opposite thoughts.

	I am out of control horny. If I just touch myself I can get this out of my system and move on. 
	I am out of control horny. Barely managing to hold on as it is. If I surrender to this feeling, I am scared it will swallow me whole. That I will lose myself in the lust, not just for another woman generally, but for Sabrina specifically. If I give in to her in this private and small little way, what will stop me from giving her more? What will stop me, I worry, from showing up at the Wallerford, 8PM Tuesdays. 


When I can no longer take it anymore, I tell myself it’s 1, but secretly, I think a part of me is hoping for 2. Like I’m telling myself that this will be what I need to clear my system, but what I’m hoping is that this will be the shot in the arm, the slug of coffee, the alarm clock that finally wakes me up and give me the courage to go after what I am now so certain that I want, no matter how confusing that fact is.

Take me.

When I finally give in, it is ten days from that first night, which makes it Monday.

The orgasm is so intense, I need more. I touch myself once and then twice and then three times. Visions of Sabrina in that black dress. Visions of Sabrina not in that black dress. Sabrina a million different ways. The princess and the villainess and more besides. And I know I want it all. Every single part of her.

Tomorrow is Tuesday. At 8PM, I will head to the Wallerford.


Chapter 3

The next morning when I wake up, the whole world goes still. Flashes of last night are hazy, hard to make out in the low light filtering through the blinds. It is possible to convince myself that I am still dreaming, that last night was simply that. Nothing more.

It is a comforting fantasy. One that lasts the thirty seconds it takes for my brain to come fully awake.

It is Tuesday. I expected to feel different in the cold light of day. I wait for it. Something like regret. Something like doubt or revulsion or rejection. Something, something, something.

There is nothing.

Oh shit, I realize and what scares me for a moment is that I am not scared. I am really going to do this.

Take me.

A cold shower does little. The moment the cold water turns off my skin is once again on fire, blistering heat on the outside, sinking into me, warming my insides slowly, baking me until everything is warm and wonderful and more than a little confusing.

The morning is a blur. The afternoon too. I’m a senior in college. It is the final semester of my final year and for the first time I find myself regretting my easy course load. A half-course load really. Two seminars, three hours a piece but only once a week, back to back on Wednesday afternoons. The rest of the week is mine.

I need something to distract me, somewhere to be. Something, someone, anything. But there is just me, in my single, pacing back and forth as the hours slip past, sometimes so slowly it seems like time stands still and other times moving so quickly I have a moment of panic where I’m sure I’m running late.

Time gives in, slowly and painfully, but eventually it relents. At five, I shower again. It is cool in my apartment, but I have still spent most of the day sweating. I spend longer than I should under the warm water, fighting a losing battle against the urge to explore my own body. Soapy hands sliding over slick skin. The feeling is incredible. I make myself cum twice in fifteen minutes. By the time I step out of the shower, I am somehow even more aroused than when I stepped in.

It is five-thirty. A half an hour later, my hair is done, my dark curls pinned up in an elegant bun. A slinky backless black dress that leaves little to the imagination paired with bright red lipstick and a simple pearl necklace completes my look.

I stand in front of the mirror and am taken aback. I look fucking hot, which is not something I often feel. I look a bit like a high class prostitute, which means I look a bit like Sabrina. That thought sends chills down my exposed spine.

My hair is dark where hers is a blonde so intense it's almost silver. My eyes are hazel shot through with flecks of green and amber, hers icy blue. But the red pouty lips, the tight black dress, there are echoes of her look in mine. The plunging neckline too. My chest is not the impressive specimen that Sabrina’s is, but in this dress, at least, I don’t feel completely outmatched.

I shake my head for a moment and laugh, hardly recognizing the woman looking back at me from the mirror. She looks so sexy, so mature, and so confident. Three things I’ve never felt before. Not like this.

The Wallerford, Tuesdays 8PM.

I call an Uber at seven and by seven thirty I am at the hotel. Glitz and glamor, big columns, maybe Roman? I never was one for architecture. Whatever the style is and however the appropriate way to describe it, one thing is clear: this place is nice in an intimidating way that makes me feel like a kid playing dress up.

I sidle up to the bar and a gruff bartender named Frank pours me a glass of white wine that I drain far to quickly. When I order another, he pours a double shot of whiskey instead.

“On the house,” he grouses as though it's so clear that I need it.

I place the glass to my lips and tip it in back. The warmth fills me instantly. I’m already feeling lightheaded and I suddenly I’m not sure if I’ve eaten at all today.

He offers me another. I still have enough of my wits about me to decline. This time I insist on the white wine. This glass I nurse.

I keep looking over at the grand clock situated at the center of the lobby, flanked on either side by ostentatious marble staircases that look like they belong in a movie more so than real life. Ten minutes left.

In those ten minutes, I must glance at the clock two-hundred times. At eight, the clock chimes, a loud sonorous note that repeats eight times, falls silent for half a minute and then repeats. As the last note is fading, I turn. And that is when I see her.

As much time as I have spent fantasizing about this woman, the first thing I realize is that memory doesn’t do her justice; she is even more stunning than I remember. Taller, bustier, with platinum blonde hair even more silky and luxurious than what my imagination can conjure. But the eyes are the same icy blue. They find me and her red lips, full and pouty, curl up at the edges with just the hint of a smile.

She saunters over, more than a few eyes on her, but hers are only for me.

“I didn’t think I’d see you here after last week,” she slides into the seat next to me, waves with practiced familiarity toward Frank.

He frowns at her as he takes her order: gin martini, dirty. She looks at me when she says that last part. Anyone else and it would be corny enough to make me laugh. With Sabrina, it’s all I can do to keep my panties on. My heart is thundering like a herd of buffalos. Sabrina looks as calm and in control as ever.

She sips from the glass, studying me over the rim, waiting for my answer.

“I was, um, a bit busy last week,” I say, but don’t mention that I was busy fantasizing about her. For some reason, that feels like it should come later.

“I’m sure,” she says, and lets the implication hang there.

“Soo,” I say.

“Soo,” she says and the difference contained in those two syllables is massive.

I am nerves and anxiety and lust. Sabrina is…Sabrina.

“How does this work?” I ask and feel a renewed wave of heat in my cheeks.

“Does someone need to hear about the birds and the bees?” she asks, running a finger along the rim of her glass.

Somehow it is an obscenely sexual gesture. I have a hard time getting my mouth working again.

“I’m quite familiar with that,” I declared, pretending the alcohol has given me the liquid courage that I do not feel. “But I’ve never done this.”

“This?” She screws her face up in mock confusion, a deep contemplative sigh. She leans in until her mouth is more than pressed against my ear. My whole body comes alive as she whispers so quietly even I can barely hear, “By this do you mean you’ve never met a gorgeous woman in a hotel bar and then gone up to her room to get your brains fucked out?”

Boom. My stomach drops and if I have anything to say about it my panties soon will be too. The mixture of tipsiness and lust is a pleasant warm concoction, but around the edges I can feel the start of passionate intensity that scares me as much as it excites me.

“That,” I say, voice hitching as I struggle to think, “is exactly what I meant.”

My heart is pounding, but as a smile stretches across Sabrina’s face, I know I’ve given the right answer.

She leans in again, lips to my ear. “Good girl.”

It feels like every hair on my body stands straight up. I am aware that I don’t look like one of those people touching the static electricity orbs at the science museum, but I sure feel like it. Like there is electricity in my body. Electricity in the air. I glance at Sabrina, swallow hard at the smoldering look she gives. Electricity definitely, I decide, in that look.

Another glass of wine goes down smoothly. Sabrina matches my pace, though I do have two glasses and a double whiskey shot on her.

By the time her second drink arrives, I realize that our stools have scooted closer, until their sides are more or less flush. A loveseat, I realize. Makeshift but of our own design, like some unseen force has been drawing us closer together the longer the night has worn on.

When her hand brushes my thigh, the panic sets in.

“I need to freshen up,” she says, her long delicate fingers dipping into her clutch. Out comes a plastic key card.

Mischief dances in Sabrinas eyes as she makes a show of placing the card flat on the bartop and sliding it slowly toward me.

“Fifteen minutes. 1534,” she says and then she’s gone, turning heads as she makes her way across the elevator.

Before she quite makes it there, the panic sets in.

I cannot believe I am doing this. The room is spinning, actually spinning. Not just from lust of confusion, but from the alcohol taking hold. It’s too much. The warmth in my stomach turns and curdles, going from lust to nausea so quickly it takes my breath away.

I wave down Frank, ask for a glass of water. He fills one, slides it across the table and leans close to me.

“Do you know what you are getting yourself into, kid?” he asks, casting a not so friendly glance in Sabrina’s direction.

The question is one of real concern and then the realization hits me. He knows. And why not? Isn’t this the kind of thing that happens at fancy hotel bars like this? Maybe, I think, panic shooting through me, they are supposed to look out for this kind of thing.

The image of bars flashes in front of my eyes again.

“I’m so sorry,” I nearly knock over my empty wine glass as I shove it across the bar. The water glass, half drunk, follows. Then I, more than half drunk, attempt to stand. My feet tangle in the legs of the bar stool. I go down hard.

Nothing much is wounded but my pride and my right elbow. I can already feel my heartbeat there and am sure it will be black and blue by morning.

I nearly make it to the front door, before I lose my not-lunch (since now I am sure I haven’t eaten) all over the lobby floor. There are gasps and shouts and more than a few laughs. The world is hazy and I can’t make out the voices.

I look back to the bar. Frank is shaking his head, frowning as if to say, “I hoped you were one of the good ones”.

“Are you okay?” a feminine voice asks from far away, as I blink tears out of my eyes. It takes me a moment to realize it belongs to Sabrina. The sexy husk is gone from her voice, replaced by something else, but everything is spinning too fast for me to understand.

I look up to see Sabrina. It doesn’t make sense that she is there. She reaches out a hand, to help me to my feet, but the panic surging is my chest and I recoil, scrabble to my feet and sprint out the front door into the cool city night.

Smooth, Avery. Real fucking smooth.


Chapter 4

That night before bed, I decided definitively that I am not into women.

When I wake up the next morning, feeling like I barely slept for how busy Sabrina and I were in my dreams, I am certain that I am.

“Fuuuuuuuuck,” I scream into a pillow.

I’m not against it. I don’t have a problem with it. But it’s something new, something unexpected, and it’s also weirdly tied up with a prostitute that I met in fucking jail and who I want to fuck my brains out until I can’t see straight. So it’s a little complicated.

I vaguely remember a sad one sheet they gave us in high school about coming out. It covered various scenarios and how to approach them. I don’t remember them all, but somehow I’m guessing mine wasn’t covered.

After I’ve had a moment to consider this potentially life changing revelation, I realize something else: I am massively and violently hung over.

I try to sit up, but the room is spinning so badly I collapse back into the bed and stay there, more or less, for the rest of the day. The only times I get up are to use the bathroom or grab the bags of greasy fast food left there by the unseen and unsung hero of the day: the delivery man.

I miss both classes, which means all my classes for the week. There is part of me that is anxious about that, terrified even. I haven’t missed a class all semester. Only a few during my entire time in college.

At 7 P.M. panic hits me when I remember something: today was the day we were doing the portraits, nude portraits, complete with volunteer subjects.

Our professor had been adamant we would not miss it; it was a pain to schedule makeups when part of that rescheduling was finding someone willing to pose naked for hours on end. Especially if only one or two people missed.

It was hard enough to find models in the first place, Professor Millian had explained, willing to stand naked in front of an entire class. But that was nothing compared to finding someone willing to do it just for a person or two. Paradoxically, the more people that would be painting the subject,the easier it was to find a volunteer. It made it more impersonal, less intimate.

My fingers race across the keys of my laptop, furiously tapping out a message—a plea really—to my professor, hoping beyond hope that something could be done.

Anxiety and exhaustion war for a few hours, before exhaustion wins out.

When I wake up the next morning, I have a reply to my email, and somehow, hope wins out.

The response is curt, but I couldn’t possibly care less. I have a chance.

Avery,

Make up at 11 AM tomorrow (the email came late yesterday so tomorrow is now today). Studio 7. There will be no further make ups.

See you there.

There is no signature. Professor Millian is a gruff, beleaguered woman. I can almost hear the contempt and the exhaustion through my computer screen.

But none of that matters. I’ve slept in and it is already past 9:30. I rush to get ready, barely managing to shower, dress, and slam a chalky protein shake before I rush off to the art building, all the way on the other side of campus.

I am in such a rush and so overjoyed to have a second chance that the events of two nights prior are a distant memory. I don’t think of Sabrina once.

At least, not until I make it to Studio 7, push open the door and see her.

I gasp. Platinum blonde hair, icy blue eyes, a pair of slacks and a smart top neatly folded and placed on a wooden stool. Shel is draped in a modesty gown and sitting on another stool. For a moment, she looks as surprised as I am.

Her eyes narrow. A sultry stare and then a disarming smile.

“Good morning,” Sabrina says, sliding off the stool and walking toward me, until she is close enough I can see the outline of her nipples beneath the thin fabric of the robe. “This is going to be fun.”

Take me.

I’m still dreaming. I have to be.

“Avery?” she passes a hand in front of my face.

This is real. Somehow. Fuck.

I am worried my neck is going to snap if I try any harder not to look down. I am acutely aware of how little fabric currently stands between me and Sabrina’s naked body. A body that I have spent an uncomfortable amount of time imagining.

“Why are you here?” I managed to ask, my brain too frazzled for anything else.

“Odd coincidence, isn’t it?” she asks, and it seems genuine, but something lurks beneath the surface.

Her eyes pour over me, sizing me up. I am wearing my painting clothes: a baggy Taylor Swift t-shirt, a pair of old black leggings that are faded enough to look gray under a certain light. It’s a far cry from the outfit I wore to the hotel the other night, but the way Sabrina is looking at me you would never know.

Here, in this room, in this totally different situation, her eyes look no different than they did before. The same hunger I saw that first night and then that night at the hotel.

“You don’t remember, do you?” she asks and for a split second there is a flash of memory.

Being handcuffed, put in the back of a car, arriving at jail. And then a beautiful woman, blonde with blue eyes. Sabrina. Through tears and hiccups I start to tell her what happened. But then I am back in the bar—the bar where Mark dumped me—and I am talking to her there.

That must be a false memory. Things getting mixed up, but the conversation, the things I’m saying, those feel real enough.

A chill goes through me.

More memories, hazy lurking at the edges of my conscious mind, snatches of conversation. It felt like things were starting to come together, like I just needed another moment and then the door to the studio pushes open and Professor Millian walks in. It all evaporates in an instant.

“Ms. Williams,” she says cooly. Her face lights up when she turns to Sabrina.

“Sabrina, so good to see you!” she places a hand on the younger woman’s shoulders. “I appreciate this. More than you know.”

Sabrina smiles back. It is different from any smile she has ever given me.

“Don’t mention it. When you told me one of your star students needed some help, I was more than happy to help.”

It is odd to see my professor so chipper and to see that she is obviously and somehow friendly with a high-class prostitute. Different pieces of my life pushing together until the room feels like it's spinning.

“Well, I’ll leave you two to it,” she says with a nod.

“You aren’t staying?” The question is out of my mouth before I can stop myself.

There is no good reason to ask it. Not unless, for some reason, I don’t want to be alone with Sabrina. And, of course, that would be ridiculous.

Professor Millian raises an eyebrow. “Is there some reason you need babysitting? It was very unlike you to miss class in the first place.” Her eyes narrow, suspiciously. “Is there some other reason you can no longer handle the workload? Or are you too immature to handle painting a nude model?”

I know that this is my one out, because I feel myself sinking, the ground slipping underneath me, falling away, threatening to swallow me up. Only suddenly, it isn’t the ground waiting to eat me. It’s Sabrina, kneeling between my legs, pushing my legs apart, a wicked smile on her face as she leans in. I can feel the warmth of her breath and I push my hips up, toward her outstretched tongue and—

“Miss Williams?”

I snap out of it. A cold bead of sweat rolls down my brow and into my eye. I blink it furiously away.

“No reason,” I squeak. “All good here.”

A curt nod and then she is gone and I am alone with Sabrina. Once the door to the studio closes, the silence is complete. You could hear a pin drop.

“So, you really don’t remember?” Sabrina asks again, turning her head over her shoulder as she struts back to the stool and sits.

Clumsily, I begin to arrange my supplies: paints and brushes, easel and stand. I keep my eyes glued to my hands as they move through their tasks with practiced efficiency. It is the only way to stay grounded.

“Umm, now that you mention it,” I say as I slather paint onto my palette, using my knife to scrape this and blend that. “A few memories are coming back to me.”

Memories not just of that first night, but of the night in the hotel and those other nights alone in my apartment, lust overcoming me, my hand slipping between my legs, pressure and then release. Relief that lasts only long enough for me to catch my breath.

My eyes flick up and meet Sabrina’s. I swallow hard, but if I am going to paint the woman, I probably need to look at her. At least some of the time.

I look down at the colors on my palette that I prepared without a second glance at Sabrina. They are perfect. Ice blue and silver blonde. Cherry red and alabaster tinged with a color that reminds me of coffee with cream. I should have needed to look. Usually, I do.

Usually, a voice tells me, you aren’t painting the subjects of your sexual fantasies.

Sabrina’s smile stretches to her eyes as though she is reacting to what I’m thinking. As though she can read my mind.

Take me, a voice whispers in my head.

A phantom voice that sounds a lot like Sabrina’s answers back.

With pleasure.

“Professor Millian is a friend,” Sabrina says, her fingers twirling the hem of her modesty robe idly. A stab of impatience that has nothing to do with painting surges through me.

I raise an eyebrow

Sabrina laughs, deep and throatily. “Just a friend.”

“So a favor then?”

Sabrina shrugs, one side of the robe slipping to the edge of the shoulder. My breath catches as more of her bare skin comes into view. I wait for the fabric to slip again, slide further until it spills off of her. The fabric holds.

She raises an eyebrow and I feel my face warm as I realize I was staring and that I was caught red handed.

“Something like that,” she answers. And then, “Ask me.”

“What?” The palette nearly slips out of my hand, but I catch it, managing not to smear any of the paint I’m working with. I breathe a sigh of relief, before I remember where I am, remember what is happening.

“Did you know?” I ask, the question becoming obvious. “I mean, that this was going to be me and you. Did I mention something about this class or…” I trail off, struggling to make sense of it.

“You mentioned the class,” Sabrina says, casually. “That first night. Along with…some other things. Then after your little display in the lobby the other night…” I groaned inwardly, the embarrassment threatening to send me spiraling. “So when your professor emailed me about a star student in need of a makeup class, I had my suspicions. I’m always up to help her out anyways, but I can’t claim I didn’t take a special interest in this case.”

So there it is.

“Ahh,” I say, feeling surprised at the crush of disappointment I felt. “Just a favor then.”

Obviously, I’ve misread things or at least that’s what I tell myself. It’s more of a defense mechanism than a logical conclusion—I mean it’s not like this one new piece of information erased the rest—and I’m sure I would have realized that if I had had a few more minutes to consider it.

But before I have a chance, Sabrina responds.

She runs her tongue across her top lip, smiles, and then with an exaggerated inhale, let the robe slip off her shoulders.

My eyes go wide and the heat between my legs, which had begun to quiet down, blazes again like a raging inferno.

“Oh no,” Sabrina says, shifting up a bit to let the robe fall away to the floor. “I’m doing this for one simple reason.”

She pauses. I’m not breathing.

“Avery,” she says, “I am going to fuck your brains out.”

Take me.

This time when the palette slips from my hand, I don’t catch it.


Chapter 5

My mind is mush.

Sabrina is sitting, completely naked on the stool, after having just told me she wants to fuck my brains out.

This had to still be a dream. It couldn’t be real life.

I swallow hard, close my eyes tight, and then open them again.

Definitely real life.

“Ahem,” Sabrina clears her throat, raises one eyebrow. Once again, I feel like my neck is going to snap, my eyes are glued to hers, forcing myself not to look lower. “My tits are down here.”

Her hands flash up, closing around her ample breasts, pressing them together. Her thumbs slide across her areolas, eliciting a soft moan. Her nipples tighten in an instant. Any hope of keeping my eyes where I want them is completely out the window.

“This is insane,” I forced out, my throat feeling tight.

The skin on my abdomen feels warm, my forehead feverish.

“Is it?” Sabrina’s fingers pinch her nipples playfully and she winks at me.

I feel the bottom drop out of my stomach. A heavy warmth settles in between my legs, waves of pleasant heat emanating out until my stomach and my thighs are on fire and a sweet warmth is creeping up my chest to my neck.

“What if I say no?” I ask, though no part of me wants to.

Sabrina’s movements cease for a moment. Our eyes meet again.

“Then it’s no,” Sabrina says, sliding off the stool. “But we both know it won’t be.”

She’s right. We do. I’ve never wanted anything more.

Take me.

The words flash in my mind again and a bolt of panic shoots through me. I could feel them on my lips. I almost—I almost said them out loud.

The smirk on Sabrina’s face makes it seem like she knows. As her feet hit the ground and she walks toward me, I am struck again by how tall she is. My eyes are barely level with the bottom of her neck. She towers over me, those icy blue eyes piercing me.

Her hands wrap around my body, one hooking onto my left hip, the other cupping my ass. Even through the fabric it feels like electricity where she touches me, as if the passion burns through cloth, and skin and bone, straight through to the core.

When she pulls my body against her, my eyes fall close and a small sound presses out of me. I can feel her breathing as her chest rises and falls, her tits pressing against my neck and chin, threatening to swallow me up in her inviting cleavage, a thought that sends a thrill through me.

Her hand finds my chin and angles it up toward her. My eyes close and I know what’s coming next. Her lips, soft and supple, meet my own and the breath I didn’t know I was holding comes out of me, mixed with a sigh. The kiss is gentle, testing, probing before it turns hungry. My eyes open in surprise and then close again against the sensation of Sabrina’s tongue slipping past my lips, wrestling with my own.

My hands are all over her now, fingertips gliding over naked flesh, hands grabbing, groping, pawing furiously. My fingers brush against her nipple and she moans low in her throat. That I can make this woman make that sound sends a shiver of excitement through me. Goosebumps follow.

And then her hand is on my waistband and we break the kiss, pulling away. Not much, just enough so that our eyes meet. There is a question in her eyes and for once I know the answer.

“Take me,” I moan as Sabrina’s lips meet my neck, sucking greedily at the skin until I am sure I will have a hickey.

Sabrina’s hand is on my waistband, fingers playing with the drawstring. “I thought you’d never ask.”

With one hand, she undoes the knot. I shudder as her fingers dart in, past my underwear, and meet bare skin.

“Sabrina,” I can’t help but moan her name as her fingers brush against my wet and willing lips. The sensation is almost too much. I push my head into her, realize that I am nestled between her breasts. I open my mouth and Sabrina’s finger thread through my hair, guiding me lower. I close my mouth around her nipple and she shudders. The noise sets something off low and warm in my stomach.

“Avery,” she moans, pushing my face down until I am gasping for breath, but I don’t care.

I need more of her in whatever way I can get it. She slips a finger into me and streaks of white flash across my vision, like my own private meteor shower. My knees wobble.

“Sabrina,” I hiss as I come up for air and then in an instant her mouth is on mine again, lips locked, tongues jousting.

She pulls away. Her smile sets my world on fire.

“I like the sound of that,” she says, and then her finger slips out of me, out from between my legs. She brings it to her mouth and sucks it clean.

I look at the ground, half expecting to see a hole in the floor through which my panties have just dropped. The anticipation has left me panting like an animal in heat, which is more or less true, I guess. There is a flash of annoyance, of need and desire when Sabrina stops touching me. I do what I can to bury the sensation, but right now I feel like the least patient girl in the world.

I need more. And I am at the precipice of asking for it, one second away from my entire life changing, when we both hear footsteps in the hall. In a panic, we break apart. At least, I am in a panic, too preoccupied to even spare a thought for Sabrina.

The footsteps pass, but so does the moment.

I mumble something about it being a bad idea. I need this grade and it’s inappropriate to be involved with a subject and….and…and…I hardly even know what I am saying, but I say it all the same.

I see as the twinkle in Sabrina’s eyes fades and then goes cold, icy. Princess one moment. Villainess the next.

She settles onto the stool, my heart still pounding, the heat between my legs no less conspicuous, and I begin to paint, though nothing comes out right. I steal glances at her, not trusting myself to look at her for too long. Not trusting what I might do.

With a half hour still to go, I realize this is pointless. My hands are shaking. Nothing looks right.

I thank her, collect my things without another word and make, with all possible haste, my way across campus and back to my apartment.

Inside, I collapse onto and into my bed in a motion equal parts dive and belly flop. I cry until I fall asleep and it is too confusing to even understand why.


Chapter 6

The next day I move through campus like a zombie. The incident with Sabrina has shaken me so much that my mind has barely even had time to register the consequences of skipping out. A zero on the assignment for sure, which would put me close to a failing grade for the semester.

From those butterfly wings the effects rippled out: questions from my advisor, concerns from my parents. Even without something else to occupy my mind there are enough reasons not to think about.

The semester is turning quickly, the weather becoming sweltering and the cool crisp days of early spring a distant memory. I never much like this time of year, when the heat can rival the height of summer, but I’m still  stuck in school. To add insult to injury, the AC in my apartment went last night. I had woken up drenched in a puddle of my own sweat.

Two showers in the morning are what it takes to get myself feeling like a human being again. But with the heat rising, I know it won’t last long.

So now, a few hours later on the quad, drifting numbly through my day, I am only a partly a frumpy, bedraggled, and frizzy mess when I run directly into the last person I ever want to see: my ex-boyfriend Mark.

“Avery?” I hear a familiar voice as I try to make sense of what just happened.

A confusion of limbs and grunts ensues as we untangle ourselves. I feel his hand brush against my side as we are standing. It’s funny: a touch that once might have driven me wild now makes me recoil. There is a part of me that wonders if it always felt like that.

“Sorry,” I choke out as I brush bits of dead grass and at least one ant off my tattered sweats.

“You look—” Mark stops mid-sentence, realizing that well is not the appropriate word for the situation and will only come off sarcastic.

He is saved when another familiar voice jumps in. This one is no less grating on my ears.

“Um, hi, Avery!” she squeaks, my ex best friend Cat. “It’s, like, so good to see you. It’s, like, been a while.”

Okay, so in real life she probably doesn’t talk quite like an empty headed valley girl circa 2005, but I find her annoying enough in that moment that my brain decides she must and adds likes where needed to achieve the effect.

It’s hard not to compare myself to the two of them, both standing there somehow unaffected by the sweltering heat. He is wearing red and black flannel with the sleeves rolled up to his elbows, while she sports a romper that I have to admit is fairly cute, but seems more of a fit for a destination wedding shower more than it does for walking to class. His hair is perfectly coiffed, hers perfectly straight.

Mark, if nothing else, is handsome. As I study him without the rose colored glasses of our relationship, the nothing else part starts to seem plausible. At one time I thought his eyes were deep and mysterious. Now they look flat and dull, almost empty. His chin is strong and his features symmetrical, but it all looks almost AI generated. Somehow, standing in front of me, he seems so much more like the idea of a person than he does an actual person.

It’s at that moment I realize that I truly have no feelings for Mark, which is not to say I’m over it. Standing on the quad like this in front of the two of them, I am still struggling to hold back tears. Even if the feelings aren’t and never were real, the pain certainly is. I look away from him to the only other person I can. I look at Cat.

My feelings here are surprisingly more complicated. I can’t look at her with the mixture of boredom and contempt I can muster for Mark. In some ways, the romantic betrayal is the easier one to deal with, to push past, to get over. But to be let down so completely by the person I thought was my best friend for life, puts an ache in my chest that soon reveals itself to be a burning ember of incandescent rage.

I can almost feel the heat radiating off of me as I study her. Even though I don’t care about Mark, I can’t help but feel the stab of jealousy that he picked her over me. Standing here, across from her, with the way she looks  (all perfectly together) and the way I look (all perfectly not), though, it’s hard not to feel like maybe he made the right choice.

There’s a voice in my head that rejects that idea, but it sounds small and far away, surrounded and drowned out by a deep thicket of forest that is a lifetime of my own insecurities.

“Cat,” I say, trying to keep the shake out of my voice. “Mark.” I nod to each of them in turn and then chew on my bottom lip, as I continue studying Cat.

She is beautiful, though. I can’t really deny that. Gorgeous even, though it’s the first time I really see it. I’ve always thought Cat was pretty, but unconventionally so. She is a bit lanky and awkward, with front teeth that are just this side of being overly pronounced. Her cheeks and nose are covered with a thousand tiny little freckles. The phrase sunkissed has never seemed more appropriate.

“So,” Mark breaks the awkward silence that I now realize I have let stretch too long.

My eyes snap back to Mark, away from their perusal of Cat and suddenly my skin feels cold and clammy, though the day must be approaching ninety.

Relax, a voice tells me and I start to, you aren’t into your ex best friend. Well, thank god for that. You just thinks she fucking hot.

Any hope for relaxation evaporates in an instant.

“I think I need to go,” I say, but my feet have been placed in cement.

It is not hard to move my legs. I am not struggling. It’s just that nobody appears home. Signals are being sent but no one is answering the door. In fact, it’s boarded up the windows too.

“Listen Avery,” Mark reaches out a hand, but snatches it away when he sees the expression that passes across my face. “I’m so glad we ran into you. I’m sure this hasn’t been easy.”

“Which part, Mark?” I ask, happy that at least my mouth is working, and, if that’s the only part that is, I decide to make the most of it. “The part where you are a lying scumbag who fucked my best friend? Or,” I turn my rage on Cat, “the part where you are a fucking bitch who used things I told you in confidence to seduce and then fuck my boyfriend?”

The shocked expression they both wear, just makes me angrier. How can they possibly pretend to be surprised that I’m upset? The hubris in expecting me to just go along with it, as though they think—

“We could all be friends,” Mark interjects, the perfectly timed confirmation.

I feel something go cold and hard inside of me. My fists, which I hadn’t realized are clenched at my sides, are stark white as I look down.

And suddenly a pair of arms, at once feminine and strong, wrap around me and pull me into a bear hug. I feel pressure on the top of my head as lips land there, kissing my hair with an exaggerated smooching sound.

“Babe!” says a familiar voice that makes my heart flutter.

Sabrina.

The ice clogging my insides seems to melt and suddenly parts that were frozen begin to move. The effect results in something like vertigo, the world spinning, little flecks of silver dancing in my vision. I feel my legs go weak, not completely, just a little hitch as my knees wobble, but Sabrina’s strong arms hold me up, pull me back against her.

“What the fuck?” Mark asks, glancing incredulously between the three of us, his face the perfect picture of Are you guys seeing this?

“Oh,” says Cat, her eyes going wide, her mouth widening and then narrowing again into a tight little O. She looks no less confused than Mark.

“Sabrina.” An arm extends over my right shoulder, a strong arm, alabaster skin, ending in long, delicate fingers. I shudder as an image of those fingers in quite a different scenario flashes before me.

Mark flinches back from the movement. It’s odd but there are a million odd things happening and my brain can only process so much.

“Mark,” says Mark, while Cat says “Cat” and neither one of them seems happy about the situation.

I don’t know that I am either, but I at least take a moment to bask in their discomfort.

“Seriously?” Mark asks, with more venom in his voice than I’m expecting. “Her?”

Her? A stab of panic goes through me. What is that supposed to mean I wonder? Does he somehow know Sabrina? Know what she does? For one sick moment, I imagine that Mark has been one of her clients, but no. That’s not right.

A moment from that first night, flickers to life: all of my clients are women. My skin beneath the fabric where Sabrina’s hands are clutching me tight feels suddenly and almost unbearably warm.

“So, how do you two, like, know each other?” Cat has always been a  nervous person, but now she seems like someone who has tried coffee for the first time by chugging an entire pot.

“We met out,” Sabrina says, and it’s not exactly a lie, though it certainly leaves a few key points out.

Mark stands, staring and slack jawed. It’s nice that for once he has nothing to say.

“And you two are, like….” Cat’s eyes flash up and then away, not able to hold Sabrina’s gaze. I can’t blame her; I know just how intense those eyes can be.

“Fucking like jackrabbits?” Sabrina finishes Cat’s sentence in the filthiest way possible.

Cat’s eyes go wide. I see the color rush into Mark’s cheeks. Neither says a word.

“Absolutely,” Sabrina adds, her register dropping a whole octave lower and the sexy rumble of her voice raising gooseflesh across my skin. “Can you blame me?”

At this, her hands glide up my stomach and she grabs two big handfuls of Avery. I may not have quite the endowment the Sabrina does but there is more than plenty for her to grab hold of.

Now, it’s my turn for my eyes to go wide and my cheeks to flush. Even out here in public, where I should be nothing but mortifying, I can feel my body responding.

A ball of white hot lust drops into my stomach and sinks low and warm between my legs. I shiver even though the day is rather warm.

If Cat’s eyes were wide before, now she looks like someone surgically removed her eyelids. Mark’s face has gone from gently flushed to a deep vermillion.

He mumbles something about being happy for us. Cat says something similar perhaps, but I don’t hear it. Or if I do, it’s nothing but a series of unprocessed noises that my mind completely ignores. All my mind can think about is Sabrina. Even when her hands slip down, back to my hips, it doesn’t help.

It feels like I’m already naked.

Like there is nothing between her hands and my skin. The warmth of her burrows through the fabric until it meets my skin. From there it floods out and in, rushing over my skin and setting it to tingling, while sinking into me, filling me up until I feel my knees start to wobble and I fall back even deeper into Sabrina’s embrace.

“Are you sure about this…phase, Avery? You can come stay with Cat. She has a futon you could stay on.”

Phase? It’s maybe the only word that can cut through my lust, leaving a trail of rage in its place. Phase?

I thought that was just a stereotype of the kinds of things people said. To hear it come out of Mark’s mouth makes my stomach turn.

How could I ever thought I loved this asshole?

“Thanks for the offer,” Sabrina says, the sound of her voice rushing past my ear, sending my heartbeat straight into my clit. “But I don’t think Avery has much use for a futon. Neither of us are going to be sleeping much.”

“Well you can do other things on a futon,” Cat says and she only seems to realize it once the words are out of her mouth.

“What?” Mark rounds on his new girlfriend, confusion and anger blossoming on his face.

“Excuse me?” Sabrina asks and I can almost hear the eyebrow raise in her voice.

“I’m ummmm.”

“Hi, umm. I’m Sabrina.”

It’s the worst sort of Dad joke imaginable and it tugs at my heartstrings in ways as confusing as they are powerful. I swallow hard and am greeted with an audible gulp. This girl is trouble.

Cat stammers something else out red faced, but the blood is back in my ears and my brain is turning back to the feeling of Sabrina’s fingers dancing between my legs.

What am I so afraid of? I feel giggly and light and maybe even happy.

That thought leaves my whole body vibrating like a struck gong. A deep rumble rolling out, growing lighter and lighter until it is just a pleasant tremor running up and down my spine.

Happy. Sabrina makes me happy.

It doesn’t make any sense. I know almost nothing about this woman and what I do know might be intriguing, but doesn’t exactly scream: fall in love with this woman.

Love? That word sends a shock through me. I don’t love Sabrina. No, it’s far too early for that. But I like her, I decide, and the butterflies in my stomach flap harder.

No. I don’t like Sabrina. I like-like her.

That thought makes my cheeks feel warm. Sabrina must notice, because a moment later she plants a loud exaggerated smooch on the side of my face and I can feel myself blush even harder.

“Come on, babe,” Mark grabs Cat’s hand and yanks her in the other direction. The opposite way, I notice, that they had been traveling before I ran into them and that feels something like a victory.

“Well, that was fun,” Sabrina says into my ear and I realize her arms are still wrapped around me.

I turn and she lets her fingers glide across me until I stop and we are facing each other. Her hands sink down and settle on my hips again. My hands do the same with hers.

This is so unlike me. I am vaguely aware that there are other people around, but for the most part, I am completely lost in my own world. And in that world there is nothing and no one but Sabrina.

She leans in and our lips meet. This kiss is light and fun and chaste, with just a hint of desire to be read in the way Sabrina’s lips linger for a moment, brushing their way down my neck before retreating back up.

Then the world comes crashing back in.

“What are you doing here?” I ask, pulling back.

Sabrina’s grin is a bit sheepish.

“You still have a painting to do,” she says casually as though what she’s saying isn’t you still need to spend ninety minutes drinking in my naked body, though of course that’s exactly what she’s saying.

“I thought—”

Sabrina stops me with a single finger placed gently against my lips. If the gesture wasn’t enough for me to get the hint, the feeling as her finger glides across my bottom lip wipes my mind like an etch a sketch that just tumbled down ten flights of stairs.

I am an empty vessel waiting for Sabrina to fill me up.

Take me.

“Let’s get out of here,” Sabrina says. “Meet me at the studio in fifteen minutes.”

And before I have a chance to agree or disagree, Sabrina is gone and I know I’m going to follow.


Chapter 7

“Ever painted someone nude?” Sabrina asks and at first I misunderstand.

“Uhh, yea I’ve worked with a few models before,” my eyes go up and down her body as I speak and it’s all I can do to keep on my train of thought. “Never with one that looks quite as good naked as you, but…”

I trail off, my face suddenly hot. Whatever newfound certainty I may have gained from my physical contact with Sabrina evaporates the moment I need to add the verbal component. To speak, I need to use my brain. And once I turn that thing on, the doubt starts to creep in. Along with the self-consciousness.

“No,” Sabrina lets out a quiet laugh as she shakes her head. “I mean have you ever painted someone naked.”

The emphasis is differently placed and her meaning finally clicks as she bunches up the fabric of my shirt between her hands. Her eyebrows raise in unison, a silent question. I nod my assent and then the ratty old Taylor Swift t-shirt is slipping off of me. The air raises goosebumps across my skin as does what comes next.

Sabrina wastes no time, her fingers tugging at the elastic band of my sports bra and without a second thought I lift my hands over my head and then I am naked from the waist up. I wait, breath catching, as Sabrina’s eyes drink me in.

The approval I see there is like a salve, dousing my anxiety, quieting my fears.

“Gorgeous,” she murmurs, so quiet I’m not sure if I am meant to hear it, but I do. And something like pride swells in me. Something like confidence too.

I take a step back and then a breath, deep so that it fills my lungs completely. I let it out slowly and only then, lungs empty, mind steady, do I meet Sabrina’s gaze.

“First time for everything,” I whisper, though it’s still morning. Most studio classes are in the afternoon and most students work on their projects in the evenings. There is a decent chance that there is no one else down here. No one else even on this floor.

That thought, and so many others, excites. And it is now or never.

My mind is nearly blank and then it flashes back to that night. Back to the breakup, back to the wasted time, back to that night in the cell, when I met Sabrina for the first time. Back when I felt her body against mine, her skin on my skin. It is confusing and overwhelming. And it is everything.

I slide my shorts down my legs and kick them to the side. One of Sabrina’s eyebrows raises, so slightly it is almost imperceptible. I don’t miss it. There is pride in that gesture, as though she sees me coming out of my shell and loves it. That’s probably not far off from the truth, I realize. And then my underwear is gone too, discarded next to my shorts and I am completely naked.

I have neither the time nor the focus to draw her properly. A portrait, in the realistic style assigned, is out of the question. What I paint has nothing to do with school or grades and everything to do with my own desire.

I paint Sabrina first in one position and then another, quick pencil sketches or impressions done in broad, thick strokes, splashes of color or in black and white, capturing the essence and beauty stretched out before me, if not the literal shape of it.

My mind is swimming now, drunk on lust and the impossibility of this moment. I am standing in an art studio I have spent hours and hours in, painting a nude model, who is also the most gorgeous woman I have ever seen, who, for reasons I can hardly comprehend, is into me. Not a little. But a lot.

Take me.

And then.

Avery, I am going to fuck your brains out.

I consider tossing my instruments to the side and diving face first between those long and shapely legs. I have never eaten out another woman. Fifteen minutes ago, a day ago, I would have been so nervous the thought alone would have made me blush and stutter. Now, the thought still brings warmth to my face, but the quality of it is different. Excitement, not nerves.

“You’ve stopped,” Sabrina announced, pouting as she sits on the stool, arms akimbo, chest pressed forward.

No matter what pose Sabrina picks, no matter how I direct or orchestrate it, her tits always seem to be the central and defining feature. Not that I’m complaining. Glancing down at my sketches, that is obvious. Most features are somewhat abstract, impressionistic, but her breasts in sketch after sketch show quite a bit of evidence of careful consideration, careful work. They are by far the most detailed and accurate part of each sketch.

My cheeks burn at the realization. And then I laugh.

“Getting a bit distracted,” I answer honestly.

Sabrina slides off the stool and approaches me and every muscle in my body feels like it's contracting, tensing, getting ready in anticipation. It has been a half of an hour, maybe, since we started this little game—me painting in the nude—and in that time, Sabrina has stayed up on the stage, by the stool, her the subject and me the artist. An uncrossable gulf between us.

And now it is gone.

My newfound confidence falters as Sabrina towers over me, looking down from such an angle that I am sure she is staring down my shirt. Then I remember that I’m not wearing a shirt. I blush harder.

“You’re cute,” she says, “when you blush like that.”

More blood rushes to my cheeks.

“Now, it just seems like you’re doing it on purpose,” she teases at the same moment her hands move up, grabbing hold of my upper arms.

Her fingers slide over my skin, goosebumps rising in their wake.

“Now,” she says, “time for the big reveal.”

My mind is as blank as my mouth is dry. The big reveal? I glance down at Sabrina’s body and my own just to make sure I haven’t missed anything. Nope. Both still naked.

“I think we are a little bit past that,” I offer with a shrug.

Sabrina’s eyes widen slightly, her mouth curls up at the corners.

“You’re clever,” she murmurs, leaning closer until her lips are against my ear. “I like that.”

Her words of praise are sparing, but I devour them like they are a five course meal, gnawing at them until the bones are clean, the plates and bowls and silverware piled high and used in front of me.

“But I was talking about these.” Her hands slip from my shoulders and a stab of annoyance mixed with longing assails me.

Patience, Avery, I chide myself.

Half of it is that I’m so turned on right now, I can’t take it any more. The heat between my legs, the wetness there. Dripping. The word comes unbidden but lingers, taking root in my mind until it is the only word that seems accurate to describe how aroused I am.

The other half is that for all my artistic talents, I am deeply and paralyzingly self-conscious about what I paint. As Sabrina slowly makes her way around to the front of the easel, I realize I’m not breathing at all.

Suddenly, the air is rushing into and out of my lungs as my brain overcompensates. My vision goes blurry and I close my eyes at the same moment, Sabrina speaks.

“Avery,” she says with a pointed emphasis that could mean almost anything.

My heart pounds in my throat. I open my eyes.

Her face is screwed up in concentration and…something else? Disappointment? Joy? The moment stretches out until it feels almost absurd. How can just a few seconds feel longer than most days?

“These are amazing” she says, not lifting her eyes from the stack of sketches and half-hurried impressionistic paintings. “You,” she says and this time her eyes do lift to meet mine, “are amazing.”

Sabrina places the drawings back, or at least she must, because a moment later she is next to me again, up against me, pressed tight. Skin on skin. Sabrina’s touch melts my own stiffness and as her fingers explore my body, I feel the tension draining out of me. When her lips kiss mine, hungry and rough, I feel like I am being kissed for the very first time.

“This is insane,” I moan as Sabrina kisses down my neck and then back up again.

“All the best things are,” she whispers.

Between the sound of her voice, throaty and deep, and the sensation of her lips against my earlobe, I can hardly think. All the best things are. I’m not sure if that’s even true, but I am sure that I don’t care. It has been too long. The wait, now, is over.

It has to be.

Sabrina’s lips drag themselves down my neck again, but they do not stop there. She plants a kiss on my shoulder and then my collarbone. She kisses lower still, her lips meeting the skin at the top of my chest where spots of  red are bursting like summer fireworks.

Her hands work their way up from the other direction. They slip up my thighs, fingertips dancing over hot skin, feeling like electricity anywhere they touch. My own hands are wrapped around her waist, one hand on her hip, the other grabbing a handful of her firm ass, pulling her closer, pulling her past me and into me, pulling and pulling and never letting go.

Her mouth is moving faster now and her fingers too. They meet in the middle and my knees go weak.

My eyes roll back in my head, my vision going from white to black to a spotty confusion of silver stars. Her mouth closes over one nipple as her fingers closer over the other. Her mouth is rough and hungry, her fingers delicate. The contrasting sensations send me to even higher heights until I’m through the clouds, reaching into the stratosphere. From up here, it all feels dizzying.

“Fuck,” Sabrina moans as my hands thread there way into her hair, pull her up for a kiss. “Enjoying yourself?”

She has no idea and I tell her as much. For a woman with as much experience as Sabrina claims, I am surprised to see how delighted she is to hear it. To hear that I am enjoying it, to hear that I am delirious with pleasure and that it is all because of her.

There is something touching, tender even, about that, but my mind is on other things, other needs.

Sabrina pulls away, her hands dancing across my stomach until they come to rest on my hips. She pulls me into her, our stomach pressing first, warm and dewy, and then our tits. My breath catches at the feeling of her breasts pressed against mine and at the memory of Sabrina’s mouth there and her fingers.

Sabrina smiles down at me, her expression unreadable. “My turn.”

“Your turn?”

It’s not that I think it’s my turn. It’s more that I have no idea we were taking turns. Unless I completely blacked out at some point, I am pretty sure that neither of us has finished yet. Sabrina notices my confusion. Her head jerks toward the easel.

“My turn,” she repeats and clarifies, “to paint you.”

My nipple has been in Sabrina’s mouth. Her fingers have been inside me. And yet this is the hottest thing I have ever experienced. She wants to paint me.

A rush of emotions floods me, though they are hard to decipher past the lust that envelopes everything.

I feel giddy, like a kid at Christmas as I saunter over to the stool and sit. Sabrina’s icy blue eyes and her platinum blonde hair are the only things visible over the top of the easel.

“So have you been painting long?” I tease, hoping it comes off as flirty.

The truth is, the moment I am sitting on the stool on the raised platform, I start to panic again.

I have never been good at being the center of attention. Mark always sought it out. He was the one holding court at the parties while I flitted around, somewhere in the background. Later, after, he would find me, but it always felt like consolation.

But just because you aren’t good at something, doesn’t mean you never wanted it. And as I stand up there, Sabrina’s eyes ranging over my exposed body, I realize that I have wanted it, do want it still.

I want to be the center, maybe not of everything, but the center of something, for someone. Someone that really matters to me. I don’t want to be the consolation. I don’t want to be the one for after, for later. I want to light someone’s world on fire.

The way that Sabrina has with mine.

And at that the panic fades, fizzing up and then out like the head of an overpoured beer settling into stillness.

I feel comfortable in my body for maybe the first time in my life. It is a strange and intoxicating sensation. I only realize how wide I am smiling when I feel the ache in my cheeks, stretched taut as the corner of my lips curve up toward my ears. I can feel the smile in my whole body.

“Someone looks happy,” Sabrina calls out, her voice partially muffled by the easel in front of her mouth.

I shake my head and laugh.

“I think I like this,” I say and I laugh again.

I feel lightheaded, giddy and airy and carefree. Who is this woman? It’s a question I’ve asked myself about Sabrina a few thousand times since I met her. I ask it again now, but this time it is about me.

I feel different, changed, and alive and excited in a way that is so new it feels foreign.

I glance over at Sabrina, her eyes are cast down at her work as her arms and hands move rapidly, their efforts obscured. Her face, or at least her face from her nose up, is a picture of serious and stern concentration.

It makes her exaggerated arm motions and the furious flinging of paint happening each time she swipes her brush across the canvas even more comical. I double over with laughter while Sabrina feigns ignorance.

“What?” she asks, mock offense in her voice. “This is exactly what you look like when you're up here. All sexy and serious like some artist who is sexy and serious.”

“What a way with words,” I squeeze out between laughs I am still having trouble containing.

“I like to think of colors as my words,” she intones with all the self-important seriousness of the most annoying guy in your freshman lit seminar.

My eyes roll back so hard, I’m half worried they are going to stay that way.

“Gag,” I pronounce the word, shake my head, decide to play along. “Common misconception. See for painters words are actually still words. And colors? Well, we like to think of those as colors.”

“Fascinating,” Sabrina says as though it were true. She crosses her arms. “You’re stalling.”

My cheeks feel hot, the flush proof enough that she’s right.

“I am not stalling,” I say, stalling.

She raises one eyebrow. I can imagine but could not see the shape of her mouth: a thin line, turned up at one end in amusement, lips pressed tightly together. A part of Sabrina I have memorized without even realizing it.

Something warm drops into my stomach and dissolves there. Spreading out slowly. It feels something like confidence.

“Okay,” I say, sitting up straighter, letting my arms fall to my sides, letting myself be open and exposed and vulnerable.

After five seconds, I want to scream. I want to cross my arms over my chest. I want to dive for the pile of my clothes still on the floor by Sabrina. I am about four seconds from doing just that when Sabrina speaks.

“Beautiful,” she murmurs, more to herself, maybe, than to me, but in that moment I let out a deep breath that I didn’t know I was holding; the tension melts away.

And suddenly things are a blur. I’m laughing and posing as Sabrina calls out pose after pose, furiously slaps the brush against the canvas for half a minute, and then declares “A masterpiece!” before the whole cycle repeats.

My cheeks hurt from laughing.

Some of the poses are provocative, others border on ridiculous, but I feel sexy in every one of them. Something in the way that Sabrina’s eyes narrow for a moment each time I switch positions, like she is studying me, before they relax and I can see the smile, not in her lips, but in the corners of her eyes. Everything feels warm.

I’m not sure how long it goes on like this. It feels like a while, or at least I want it to be. There are so many moments, so many good moments, all bunched together, knotted like a string. And I want to stretch them out, untangle them and give them space. I want to ration them, parcel them out in moderation, always leaving something in reserve, leaving something for later.

But, of course, there is no later, not yet. There is only now.

And now, Sabrina is finished with her work.

“Viola!” She declares as she sets the brush into the holder attached to the easel.

She steps back, angled slightly so that now I can see her past the edge of the canvas. She clutches her hands to her chest and her face is a mask of concentration. So overly serious it’s comical.

She shakes her head and for a moment I feel a stab like panic. Short lived. Sabrina smiles.

“Can’t believe I’m so fucking good at this,” she says still shaking her head. She reaches forward to grab the canvas.

“It’s wet!” I shout and her hands recoil at the last second.

“Good call,” she says and then adds, one eyebrow raised. “Not the only thing.”

I feel a zing that starts between my legs and climbs its way up my spine, little tingling zaps racings up until I feel pin pricks on my scalp.

“Do you want to see?”

Another zing. My face must be as red as Sabrina’s lipstick. She notices my reaction.

“Oh my goodness, Avery,” she says, pretending to be scandalized. “I meant the painting.”

I love it, I realize, when she teases me like this. Making me feel like I’m in on the joke instead of just being the joke. I’ve never had that before and the comfort that brings me has me feeling brave.

I saunter, or at least I hope I do, toward Sabrina. Her eyes flit up from the painting and don’t drop again unless it is to look my body up and down.

“How about both?” I ask, slipping an arm around her waist.

The other finders her chin, angles her face down toward mine. I stand on my tippy toes and our lips meet.

The first kiss is sweet and innocent, but it awakens more. I’m so turned on I nearly forget about the painting. When Sabrina’s lips touch my neck, my head lolls back and out of the corner of my eye I see a riot of colors: pinks and greens and gold and silver, orange and yellow and blue.

My body tenses and then goes slack. My hands fall to my sides.

“Sabrina,” I say as I turn to look at the painting. “It’s beautiful.”


Chapter 8

And it is beautiful. Not exactly good, but beautiful. A beautiful mess, perhaps. Confused brushstrokes, more than a few smudges. The composition is busy and a bit muddled, but the eye for color is incredible. Some places too, where the paint overlaps and mixes on the canvas, seem so well done as to be intentional.

“You’re a natural,” I say as Sabrina’s arms wrap around my waist from the side.

She pulls me toward her until my hip is pressed against her stomach, her breasts brush against the curve of my shoulder. Her eyes flick down.

“All natural in fact.”

I roll my eyes. “That’s not what I meant.”

“I know,” she says and suddenly there is hunger in her eyes. “But I’ve been waiting too long.”

I nod. I feel it too.

“Too long,” I say and as my body turns we are already kissing again.

This time there is nothing innocent. Nothing gentle or delicate or sweet. This is combat, bloodsport, competition. We are racing to devour each other, to feel, to taste, to touch every part of one another.

When Sabrina breaks the kiss and drops to her knees in front of me, my whole body trembles. Even kneeling the angle seems like it will be awkward given how much taller she is than me.

“Get the stool,” she says, her voice all business, thick and deep and sultry.

It’s the same voice from the first night. I look into her eyes, staring up at me, and I see the villainess. My clit throbs at the thought. I love this contrast in Sabrina. One moment sweet and innocent, the next moment dirty beyond belief.

I grab the stool and start to walk back, before I get another idea.

I stop and smirk across the room at Sabrina.

“What about here?” I ask, gesturing toward the raised platform.

“On stage?” Sabrina asks, but her tone is light and playful.

I roll my eyes. “It’s hardly a stage,” I say, which is true. It’s raised about two steps high from the ground, with four lights, one at each corner, to illuminate the subjects.

“Sure, sure,” Sabrina teases but she is already back on her feet, crossing the distance toward me.

Each step she takes, I feel the weight in my stomach growing heavier.

And then, she is in front of me. One hand on my bare skin between my breasts, pushing me back into the stool. I sit down and Sabrina’s hands slide down my legs to my knees. She opens me up.

Everywhere she touches, my skin feels hot and feverish, and the smile on her face has me seeing stars in my vision.

She kisses up the inside of my left thigh, while her fingers crawl their way up my right, like a race where there are no possible winners or losers. Still, her mouth crosses the finish line first…and I almost do too.

Sabrina tongue slips across my folds, parting them delicately, pushing in deeper. Her tongue works its way into me, exploring, testing, tasting. Each new motion and new sensation sends a wave of pleasure surging through me. How have I been missing this all my life?

“I’m asking myself the same question,” Sabrina murmurs, without looking up.

Apparently, that last part was out loud. I don’t even have a moment to be embarrassed before Sabrina angles her chin a different way and the swipe of her tongue sends a whole new wave of sensations rippling through me.

“Fuck,” I moan out, my brain completely unable to generate anything more articulate.

Sabrina pushes her face in deep between my thighs. Her hands reach around me, fingertips slipping over my hips, hands cupping my ass, adjusting me, pulling me into her. I move with her motions, pushing my hips forward, arching my back, as her tongue works me over in a thousand different ways until I am delirious and breathless and the whole world, to say nothing of the room, is spinning.

The orgasm hits me like a ton of bricks. First it starts, warm and familiar, between my legs. Surging up, into my stomach, a flush creeps up the skin of my stomach, climbing up my chest, until I feel the heat on my neck. My face is flushed, my eyes wide and open and unseeing, rolling back into my head.

My hands search for something to hold onto, find nothing but Sabrina’s hair and my fingers braid themselves into it. Feeling bolder than I ever have in my life, I push her face down further and the way she moans into me tells me she finds it just as hot as I do.

I realize that I don’t want this moment to end, but looking down at the mop of blonde hair between my legs, feeling that skilled tongue, circle my clit again and again, driving relentless and unyielding pleasure through my whole body, I know that it can’t. I am so close. And then I am past the point of no return. Far past.

Thank god Sabrina’s hands are supporting me, because as the pleasure overwhelms me, the world goes quiet for a moment and my balance is gone.

“Easy does,” Sabrina murmurs in my ear. I am drunk on post-orgasmic bliss as Sabrina’s arms wrap themselves around me and she helps me back into a proper seated position on the stool.

It takes me a minute to catch my breath, but when I do I realize that my current position puts me at exactly eye level with Sabrina’s most impressive assets.

She smiles down at me and I feel the warmth building again between my legs.

“Ready for round two?” she asks with a wink.

Take me, I think for a moment. Only no, now it’s my turn.

My turn to have my way with Sabrina.

I look at the lights and at the stage that is not a stage. I take a deep breath as my heart hammers against my chest so hard, it feels like I’m hiccuping.

Sabrina raises an eyebrow in expectation.

This is it, I think.

Showtime.

I slide off the stool

“Up,” I say, patting the stool.

The command, a single word, is supposed to sound cool and confident, but as soon as it is out of my mouth, it sounds like I am calling a dog. And for just an instant I am certain, like I always am, that I have ruined it all. And Sabrina, like she always does, just smiles and laughs at my innocence and my naivete.

She cups my face with both hands and pulls me into a gentle but sensual kiss. When we break, her eyes are locked on mine and there is something more than lust there.

“You’ve got this, Avery,” she says, her thumb brushing a fly away off my forehead.

Nerves in my stomach I hadn’t realized were there vanished, wiped away the same as that errant strand of hair. I look at Sabrina as she hops gracefully up onto the stool, leaning forward so that her tits hang heavy and inviting in front of her. I run my tongue first along my top lip and then the bottom.

As I kneel in front of her, Sabrina parts her legs.

Our mouths and hands have been all over each other's bodies. Tasting and touching, skin and sweat, muscles and mouths, until we had explored almost all of each other. My eyes slide down Sabrina's chest and then, reluctantly, lower, across the smooth stomach and then the perfectly manicured landing strip, leading down between her legs. Okay, almost all of each other.

There is still one final frontier.

As I kneel between her legs, I am shocked to realize I don’t feel nervous. My heart flutters, muscles clench and clench , my mouth is dry and I can feel a lump in my throat. But none of it is anxiety and all of it is excitement.

“Here goes nothing,” I say as my hands grab hold of her knees and push them wider.

My head sinks lower as I bend first at the waist, hinging and bowing down toward the object of my worship. Next at the neck a few more inches, angling down. Closer now, so close I can smell Sabrina’s arousal, I can see how wet she is—and I know it is all because of me. The last gap is crossed and closed as my lips part and my tongue slips out.

“Oh Avery,” she moans as my first tentative swipe makes contact. She wiggles her hips enthusiastically. “You sure you’ve never done this before?”

Her voice makes it sound like she is drunk. And maybe she is—drunk on me. And that thought is completely intoxicating.

My tongue moves again, lapping up her juices, tasting her sweetness. Not long ago, I would never have thought I would find myself doing this with another woman. And now, I am so lost in what I am doing that it feels like the whole world.

I realize just how right this feels as Sabrina’s body gives itself up to me, unfolding and unraveling itself as my tongue circles her throbbing clit.

As Sabrina’s moans reach a fever pitch, I realize that my own arousal has been rising to a crescendo along with hers. I’m new at this, so I don’t know exactly what the etiquette is, for lesbians, or for anyone really. Even before I realized I wasn’t on the right team, I hadn’t had very much in the way of experience.

Before I make a conscious decision, I realize that one of my hands has slipped off Sabrina’s knee. To compensate, the other slides around and grabs her ass, pulling her into me as I bury my face deeper between her legs.

But my other hand drops between my legs as I touch myself gently and then pull back like I just touched a hot stove. Which, okay, not exactly, but also not totally off the mark. I am shocked by the heat between my legs and the wetness there. But mostly I pulled back because of the pleasure. A light touch, fingertip grazing against my swollen clit, and everything went blank and dark and yet was bright and blindingly white at the same time. Overload, is the word that comes to mind and not much else. My conscious faculties are deserting me more and more every second, until I am nothing but a vessel for desire and I am channeling it all into Sabrina.

“Avery,” she moans as I push my tongue flat against her, making sure every centimeter of me makes contact with every part of her.

I feel her hands playing with my hair. Whether grabbing something to hold onto or brushing an errant strand out of my face, I’m not sure. But I doubt she is either. When I take a breath and risk a glance up at Sabrina, her head is tilted back, lips parted, eyes shut tight.

I know that look. Or at least know what it takes to make it. She’s close.

Now a bit of the anxiety creeps in. Just a bit. Enough to have butterflies flapping in my stomach, enough so that I can feel my fingers trembling as they trace circles on the smooth bare skin of Sabrina’s inner thigh.

And as she cums for me, as I finally make another woman come, I drink her in. Both hands are cupping her ass now as she scoots forward on the stool. I cannot possibly bury my face anymore between her legs, my tongue cannot work its way any deeper or any better through her folds and against her clit.

She calls out my name again and grabs a handful of my hair as her body shakes and shudders, tiny moans and whimpers escaping her lips, building up and then piquing. I watch with intense satisfaction as a haze of post-orgasmic bliss descends on Sabrina.

I wish I could take this moment and save it. Not a photo. Not even a video would do it justice.

And of course there are more than a few reasons it would be inappropriate.

“Not bad for your first time,” Sabrina says as she rises to her feet.

With Sabrina looking down at me, I feel the nerves rise again in my stomach. I am tongue tied, mute, unable to say a word.

“This was,” Sabrina shakes her head. She places a hand on her chin, as though thinking of what to say. She decides simply, “Wow!”

Wow. It means more than I could have imagined for her to have that reaction. There is pride that swells up in my chest, but it feels like more than that. It isn’t just lust stirring in my stomach and between my legs as Sabrina’s eyes bore into me, as they roam over my slick and glistening lips, between my breasts, as they trace a path down lower and lower…

I feel happy. Okay, out of control horny too, but in the right circumstances that feels like a kind of happiness. When the stuff around it, when the person you are horny for, is right. Right for what you need, right for this moment. Right for you.

Looking up at Sabrina, that is the question I am asking myself. Is Sabrina right for me? And the answer that comes echoing back terrifies me.

“Are you okay?”

I still haven’t said anything. There is concern on her face, but that’s just for me. She cares about me. I tell myself that again and again, but my tongue becomes no looser.

There is a part of me that is frozen, part of me that is panicking. If there is a part of me doing something else, I am unaware of it.

This won’t work. I’m not a lesbian. These thoughts pop up in my head as fast as I can counter them. One after the other until I feel the room spinning and the tears building behind my eyes. Flashes of the last few days, the last few weeks: the break up, the booze, jail, the Wallerford, the first time I saw Sabrina in the studio.

Mercifully, my brain decides a full play by play of what we just did is a bridge too far. It might be the only thing that is keeping me attached to my mental faculties.

“You okay?” she says, one eyebrow raising. This time the look is pure curiosity and not all seductive. Still, I feel my stomach do a little flip.

“Yee-ahs,” I finally managed to say which sounds close enough to what I was going for. And then before I have a chance to stop it, my mouth is rushing to make up for lost time. “Listen, I think maybe we should talk. This is all very…”

“Confusing?” Sabrina jumps in. “Of course. How about we clean up here and then we can get lunch somewhere downtown? You’ve wracked up quite the bill, so you’re buying.”

She winks at me and for a moment I feel like a schoolgirl; she is my crush. But then one phrase crashes through the noise and I feel everything go cold. You’ve wracked up quite the bill.

It’s not that I have a problem with what Sabrina does for a profession. I knew what I was getting myself into, after all. It’s more that as my feelings start to feel like more than lust, I realize that it could never be. That isn’t what this is for her. She does this kind of thing all the time.

“Well,” I say, trying to keep my tongue out of the way as I talk, “I have to work on making some adjustments to the portraits and I have an exam coming up next week and I—”

“Understood,” Sabrina says and the flatness in her voice makes it feel like someone punched me in the stomach.

I want to bend over, gasp for air, vomit. I want anything other than this.

Her face droops and I want to shout. I want to stomp my feet and cry and complain until someone—anyone—does something about this. And suddenly I find myself stunned and watching, in slow motion, as the most cliched misunderstanding scene plays out in front of me.

It’s the kind of scene that makes you shout at the RomCom on the movie screen or makes you throw your romance novel across the room. It is the kind of scene that can only happen when one person clams up, chickens out.

And that is exactly what I do. By the time I get my mouth working again, Sabrina is gone and I am utterly alone.

But this isn’t a romance novel and this isn’t a movie. How could it work between the two of us? It’s a mad thought and one I know can never be.

Later, back in my apartment, I remember the painting, Sabrina’s painting, the red and oranges and blues and pinks—a riot of color—and I feel my heart break.


Chapter 9

This time when I wake up, there is no pounding in my head.

Last night there was no booze, no shots, no chasing one drink with another until I can’t see or walk even the slightest bit straight. Which is something I guess, but it doesn't make last night a good one by any stretch.

I cried myself to sleep and now my cheeks are still puffy. In the mirror, I can see the dark circles under and the glassiness in my eyes. I look half dead and half crazy, which in fairness might not be far off.

This is part of the story where I think I am supposed to wallow. Close the door, shutter the windows, and just shut down.

Last night was the same. When I got back all I could think about was something to take the edge off, but for some reason I resisted. The thought of waking up another day feeling like I did the night I wound up in jail or the night I went to the hotel was enough to keep me honest. I am very glad with my decision.

I don’t think of it as a victory. Just survival. I glance at one of the paintings that are unceremoniously leaned against the walls in the hallway. These are mine; Sabrina’s I put facing toward the wall. Seeing it is simply too painful right now.

Not that my own are all that much better given, of course, that Sabrina is still the subject. Most of the paintings are closer to sketches than full fledged portraits but they are beautiful and not just because of the subject. They are some of the best I have ever done.

I have no classes today so after I brush my teeth I waddle my way back to bed, but not before grabbing the pint of Cherry Garcia from the freezer. I have been nursing it for the past two weeks, but I have a feeling it won't make it another ten minutes. It’s time for some good old fashioned wallowing.

I ladle a spoonful of ice cream into my mouth as I check my email.

Shit.

The spoon falls unceremoniously out of my mouth, glob of melting cherry ice cream squishing onto the comforter as I try and fail to grab it. The only effect is to send tumbling onto the floor, more flecks of melted ice cream splattering half my room at this point.

But I am too focused on the email sitting at the top of my inbox to worry about that now. The sender says Professor Millian. The subject, more ominously, says Last Chance.

I click into the email and end up reading so fast that I absorb nothing. It takes me a few tries before the words actually start to sink in. The gist is simple: I’d better have my portrait submitted by noon today or I could happily repeat the course next semester and, you know, not graduate like I am supposed to.

Panic rushes through me. I am bounding out of bed, still intertwined in the sheets, which is a huge mistake. I get one foot on solid ground before the other lands on something cold and squishy. I make a yelping noise that is closer to a squeak and spin away, sheets wrapping me up before the slack is paid out and they go taut. I’m not ready and lose my balance.

I crash to the ground with a dull thud.

The wound to my pride is worse than any bodily injury I have sustained. I have fallen in such a way that I am staring directly at the spoon.

“Traitor,” I mutter and then I pick myself up and glance at the clock.

10 AM. Plenty of time, I think, which turns out not to be quite as true as I had hoped.

In my haze, everything takes about twice as long as it should and that’s not including the things I have to start over again and again when I realize I’ve lost my train of thought. For example, when I decide to put on lipstick, I check out halfway through remembering how I froze the night before with Sabrina. By the time I’m paying attention again, the Joker is staring back at me from the mirror.

I grab a makeup wipe and start again.

This time I manage to make myself half presentable. Though I have little time to admire my handy work before I snatch up the paintings, shove them into my portfolio bag and speed across campus.

The journey is uneventful. No, ex-boyfriends, no high stakes hijinks on the quad.

I make it to Professor Millian’s office with fifteen minutes to spare. When I come to a stop in front of her office, I am still moving so quickly my momentum keeps me in motion. My sneakers squeak as I skid across the floor and thump, rather ungracefully, against a bulletin board advertising the Drama department’s production of Cats from 2007.

Someone should really update that.

“Avery,” a familiar and unimpressed voice sounds in the hallway.

I peak out from underneath the tangle of hair that has deposited itself on my face.

“Professor Millian,” I squeak, only managing to hit a slightly lower noise than the one my sneakers made moments earlier. “How are you?”

I quickly scramble to my feet, noticing that no hand is offered for assistance. She turns back to her office and as soon as her back is turned I am certain she is rolling her eyes.

“This isn’t like you,” she says once we are sitting across from each other at the desk.  “What has gotten into you?”

Sabrina, I think, literally.

“Bad breakup” is what I sat out loud.

Professor Millian nods absentmindedly as she takes my portfolio bag and unzips it.

“Don’t make a habit of it,” she says and I can almost hear a hint of sympathy beneath her well cultivated grumpiness.

“Of dating assholes who decide to fuck my best friend? Or having best friends that fuck my asshole boyfriends?” I shrug. “In either case, not planning on it.”

My eyes are looking anywhere but at my professor as I feel tears building.

“Oh, Avery,” she exclaims and for a moment I think maybe I’ve won some sympathy points, but when my eyes finally look at her, she is looking at the paintings.

These are baby canvases, small and light enough to thumb through like a deck of cards if you are careful enough. Professor Millian’s practiced hands moves through them quickly and carefully, giving each a half minute or so before she moves to the next one. Halfway through the stack, she looks up.

There is a strange smile on her face.

“This wasn’t quite the assignment,” she says, but sounds somehow pleased by it.

“I know it’s just, I got there and I—” My tongue gets tied as memories come rushing back.

Have you ever painted someone nude?

I feel the heat leap to my face. I wait for the other shoe to drop.

“Followed your instinct,” she says and she nods. “Well done. These are by far your best work.”

Best work. For a moment I’m sure I’ve misheard her, but I haven’t.

The rush of emotions that follows feels like the best birthday ever followed by a punch directly in the gut. My best work. And the reason why is obvious.

And of course, I’ve thrown it all away. Like I always do. Like I always have. Even with Mark, in that moment, I’m somehow sure that the whole thing is my fault.

Too frigid. Too reserved. Too serious.

I’m always the one to overthink and second guess. The one to get lost in my own head. But Cat is fun and carefree. She is an art major too, but she is going to be an elementary school art teacher and do fingerpainting and come home with stories about Aiden making Rebecca a paper mache heart for Valentine’s Day or whatever it was that kindergarteners did.

While I was putting long hours in at the studio, trying to make something of the modest amount of natural talent I had been born with, Cat had been there. The fun one. The goofy one. The one, of course, that boys would gravitate too.

And girls too. What is shocking is how unshocking that thought finally is. Given what I’ve already done with Sabrina (and with what she’s done to me), you’d think the realization would have already hit.

Funny enough, it’s not the thoughts of Sabrina that have finally made it clear. It’s my thoughts about Cat.

Not like that. I’m not suddenly realizing that I’m into my bestfriend. I may be a bit of a stereotype but at least I’m not that cliche!

But when I’m thinking about how fun Cat is, it’s not Mark I imagine that appealing to. It’s Sabrina. I’m jealous of Cat, not because she’s with Mark, but because if I were more like Cat maybe I wouldn’t have fucked thing up so completely with Sabrina.

But I’ll never be Cat and I know I will forever overthink things, space out, and just generally get in my own head about everythi—

“Avery!”

From the tone of her voice, I know it’s not the first time she’s said it. Probably more like the sixth.

“Sorry,” I say, shaking my head, as though that will do anything to clear the million thoughts swirling around up there. “What did you say?”

“Looks like you found the one for you,” she says in a cadence that makes it clear she is repeating herself.

My heart stops for a moment and then crushes itself against my chest, again and again and again.

“What?” I ask, stalling for time as panic floods through me.

It’s obvious she means something else. Logically, I know that, but right now logic is fighting a losing battle.

“Sabrina,” she says as though that is an answer.

It’s not. It’s also about the worst thing she could have said in terms of tamping down the panic bubbling in my chest.

“What?” I ask, barely able to hear her over the blood whooshing in my ears.

“Are you paying attention Avery?” she asks, peering down over her round glasses.

“Sorry,” I say because I am and then, “what do you mean? About Sabrina?”

“It’s not just about the artist,” she says. “Sometimes the subject plays a role too. Sometimes you find, if not your muse, then at least some inspiration. Looking at these, I can see you found that in Sabrina.”

I am thankful that Professor Millian has always been a thousand times more interested in paintings than in people. She only has eyes for the art as my face turns a deeper and deeper shade of red with every word she says. It’s the only reprieve I get from the complex mix of emotions flooding through me.

The implications of her words—not just the dirty ones!—are not lost on me. I glance down at some of the sketches as she peruses them. I feel the heat in my stomach as I remember the Sabrina that helped produce them, and helped with…other things as well.

She reaches the last painting, this one with the back turned toward us.

Shit. I realize with a flash of dread that I have included Sabrina’s painting in with the others.

I watch in slow motion as Professor Millian frowns at the back of the canvas and turns it over. She looks it over quickly, raises one eyebrow, and then turns her eyes to me.

“Not mine,” I force out with some difficulty. She seems to notice my reddened face for the first time; I see the concern in her eyes. “Sabrina’s actually. She wanted to try it out.”

Professor Millian is still studying me and I feel transparent. Like there is no way she doesn’t know what happened. She flips back through the paintings and each one feels like a confession. They somehow seem even louder the second time around. What at first seemed like tasteful nudity now feels like the most vulgar kind of pornography.

Or maybe I’m just horny.

They are nude portraits, I tell myself. What else would they look like?

Nude art is a path so well trodden as to be cliche. No one is reading into anything. This is what I hope, but as Sabrina’s painting comes back into view my heart stops.

It’s the upside down angle, I realize, that has made it clear. When Sabrina first showed me the painting, I was too close to it, too distracted with lust and excitement and my own preconceived notions to see it.

Now, it is as plain as day.

The painting, which I had first taken as just a wild splash of contrasting colors, is far, far less abstract than I had thought. And the ‘clumsy’ embellishments and misplaced brushstrokes are likewise quite intentional. From the correct angle, the stresses and clashing colors resolve themselves the longer you look at them, blending and fading into a new image.

My heart is in my throat. It’s another nude portrait. And it is unmistakably of me.

She looks up over the rim of her glasses again. There is something in her eyes that might be anger or amusement or I might be imagining the whole thing. Maybe I am seeing things (I am not). Maybe she has no idea (yea fucking right).

Of course, she knows it's me or at least can guess. Yes? Hello, here is a stack of nude portraits I did of Sabrina and then a mystery nude painted by Sabrina of a woman that looks just like me. Nope, no idea who posed for her. I stepped out of the room for a minute and my nude doppelganger must have walked in.

What if she thinks Sabrina pressured me? That thought sends me into a spiral.

It makes sense. She’s older than me. We were alone. In different circumstances or with a different gender configuration, questions would certainly be asked. Why would it being two women make any difference? There was a certain kind of equality in that.

I just needed to explain the situation. In a way that was subtle, reserved, and didn’t make me look like a crazy person.

“Is this—,” she starts to say.

“It was consensual!”

Jesus. Fucking. Christ.

“Well,” says my professor, “I’ll file that away under information I don’t need to know.” I open my mouth, but she holds up a hand. “Please for the love of god, Avery. I don’t want to know anything else. You’ve told me that it was consensual. You’re both adults. That’s all and everything I need to know.”

She pauses and her face softens for a moment.

“Bad breakup,” she mutters under her breath, but I can see the curl at the corner of her lips: the faintest hint of a smile. “She’s a nice girl. Clearly still has it,” she says nodding toward the painting.

At first, I think this is a wildly inappropriate comment about Sabrina’s figure, but then I remember the painting she is talking about. The one not of but by Sabrina.

“She was a student of yours?”

I can feel the wheels turn through the muck of confusion, but I can’t quite get the gears to catch. There is a way to make sense of everything I’m learning, if only it wasn’t coming at me all at once.

Professor Millian looks equally confused.

“Of course,” she says. “She didn’t tell you that? That’s why she sometimes volunteers as a model.”

She glances back down at the painting. She shakes her head.

“I told her she had a future in painting, but for her it was always singing.”

“Singing?” I ask, and I feel a hunger in me. A hunger not for Sabrina’s body, but for any information about Sabrina the person. She sings, I think, and that thought fills me with warmth, “She sings?”

Now, my professor has gone from confused to positively befuddled.

“What did you think she did? And you guys…” She trails off and shakes her head again. “It’s none of my business but you kids nowadays should try talking to one another before jumping straight to bumping uglies. Like maybe learn what the other person does for a living.”

“For a living?” I ask, my throat tight.

What is she talking about? Sabrina is a…Her profession…She’s a…

I almost say it, but something stops me. Something in the way she connected singing to Sabrina’s profession.

Even though I have thought I knew the answer since I first met Sabrina, I ask the question now.

“What does she do for a profession?”

“Well, she’s a singer of course. She performs here and there, sometimes even on the road, but she has a regular gig at the Wallerford. On Tuesdays, she sings during the late night cocktail hour.”

I can still hear Sabrina’s voice: The Walleford, Tuesdays at 8 PM.


Chapter 10

This time when I arrive Sabrina is already there, sitting at the hotel bar, a drink in her hand, chatting and laughing with a gorgeous woman in a backless red dress and a necklace that costs more than my tuition.

My stomach sinks and I realize that this is a mistake. Maybe she is a singer, but that doesn’t mean she isn’t…

I can’t bring myself to think about it. It’s not a judgment thing so much as a jealousy thing. The thought of not having this woman all to myself is almost too painful to contemplate.

And the evidence for it is right out in the open. It feels like a punch in the gut as I watch Sabrina lean over, bent at the waist from laughing, and place her hand on the other woman’s arm.

I can almost feel the phantom sensation. I can imagine that it is me she is touching. But, of course, it isn’t.

This is a mistake.

It felt like I was frozen in place, but now I realize that my feet have continued to move. I am halfway across the lobby toward the bar. Then that distance halves again. Soon enough I am close enough that if Sabrina turns her head, she will see me. There are no pillars to dive behind. No potted plants either.

But Sabrina doesn’t turn. She doesn’t look my way. She keeps talking. She keeps laughing. The other woman touches her gently on the shoulder.

This is a mistake. And I turn to go.

“You seem in better shape than last time,” a familiar voice grouses, somewhat unhappily. “What can I get for you?”

It’s Frank, the grumpy bartender whose disapproval I earned the last time I was here. I bristle at the judgment written on his face, but in all fairness, I did puke in the lobby last time. So, maybe, just maybe, he has a point.

“Avery?”

My whole body goes taut, every muscle curling and tightening, hands becoming into fists, toes scrunching against the worn pleather of my pumps.

I turn, stiff and rigid and only at the waist. I’m sure I look like a poorly made robot, or perhaps a children’s marionette come to life. In short, I am sure it is rather off putting.

Sabrina says something to me that I don’t hear and then to the woman as well. The woman looks from me back to Sabrina. Her eyebrows raise and lower rapidly.

And then the woman is gone and I am sitting at the bar, Sabrina next to me. The whole sequence feels dreamy. Frank asks if I want a drink and seems relieved when I order a club soda.

Sabrina’s smile is wary.

“So,” she says and then sips from her martini.

“So,” I say.

The silence is anything but comfortable. And both of us can feel it.

“I’m sorry,” Sarbina blurts out at the same time I say, “It’s my fault.”

And then both of us simultaneously, “What?”

Another pause and then the awkward dance of cross-talk and interruption until we manage to figure out who should talk first. I’m the lucky winner.

“I’m sorry,” I say, trying to figure out exactly what I’m sorry for. “This is all so new to me and what happened was—”

Sabrina cuts me off, her expression crestfallen. “I get it,” she says. “It’s a lot for anyone and I came on very strong. You don’t have anything to apologize for. You tried it and it wasn’t for you. It happens.”

Not for me. My heart breaks while she is speaking as I realize her take on the situation. She thinks I didn’t like it. Not for me? My mind flashes back to that day in the studio. Hands and mouth and skin and sweat. My whole body feels warm.

Not for me? Nothing could be more for me than the woman sitting next to me.

I open my mouth, close it again, trying to find the words to tell her just how wrong she is. Somewhere in the lobby a clock chimes. Sabrina stands up.

Her face is a mixture of impatience and apology.

“One second, Avery,” she says, her tone flat. “Don’t go anywhere.”

“Of course,” I say, but the words aren’t out fast enough. Sabrina is already gone, gliding across the lobby toward the grand piano in the corner. The woman from before, the beautiful one, is there sitting at the piano.

The lobby is large and they are too far away to make anything out. I see the woman’s mouth turn from a line of crimson red into a splash of white. She’s smiling, I realize, smiling at Sabrina. Something twists in my stomach.

I force myself to breathe. Force myself to be patient. Nothing, I remind myself, has even happened. The woman is not a client of Sabrina’s; she is a colleague. And Sabrina is a singer…

But is that all?

The piano starts the song, soft and melodious, then speeding up, complicating, until what started as a little more than muzak, transforms into a punkish rendition of a familiar melody I just can’t place. I’m still puzzling it out when Sabrina starts to sing.

Her voice is deep and strong and sad. It soars over the music, filling the lobby, echoing off marble and floating up to the muraled ceiling high above. One moment the bar and the front desk are a cacophony of individual conversations, laughter, glasses clinking.

Now, there is no sound but the music and Sabrina’s voice draped over it.

I sink it to the chair and my eyes close for a moment. All I can hear is Sabrina. Her voice is loud and clear, but something about the acoustics of this place make it easy to imagine—with my eyes closed—that she is right next to me, singing softly to me and me alone. It is a nice illusion, one that vanishes when my eyes open again.

There is another song after that. And then a third. I listen enraptured to both, playing conversations in my head, rehearsing scenarios of what I will say to Sabrina when she is finished, though I have no idea how long that will be. One song? Five? Twenty?

I’m guessing this kind of thing is unlikely to be a full length concert but looking around the lobby makes it clear this is not the kind of place that I belong. So it is a great relief when, after the fourth song, Sabrina asks for a round of applause for the piano player, and nothing for herself. The crowd is not cooperative and it takes her another two minutes to get off the stage, trapped there by the applause they lay at her feet.

Her eyes catch mine from across the lobby. She looks happier than she did before, but her mouth purses slightly. She says something to the other woman who glances in my direction, her expression serious. Then Sabrina walks toward me.

I have had the better part of a half hour to decide what I am going to say, working my way through a half dozen different opening lines and strategies. When Sabrina sits down next to me at the bar, my mind goes entirely blank.

“Hello?” she says after a moment, running her hand past my eyes. I snap back to reality, the memory of what that hand can do jostling me from my stupor.

“Sorry,” I say, “that was incredible, Sabrina. I had no idea you could sing like that.”

She furrows her brow and tilts her head, she opens her mouth to say something, but I cut her off.

“You’re wrong by the way.” The words come from some new found source of courage. If I had been putting back something stronger than club soda, I would have blamed the alcohol, but this is all me. Maybe this is what being brave feels like.

“About?” she asks, guarded.

“You not being for me,” I say, “has nothing to do with any of this. Nothing to do with what happened the other day or why I came here tonight. I’ve been thinking of a million ways to say what I want to say, but, now, I can’t remember any of it. So I’ll keep it simple. I’m incredibly confused, Sabrina, and there is a lot to figure out, but what I’m sure of is that I’m so fucking into you it hurts just to see you flirting with another woman.”

Do I see a hint of red in her cheeks as she looks away and sips quickly at another martini that has materialized in front of her while I wasn’t paying attention.

“You mean Babs?” she asks with a laugh that is nearly a giggle. When I say nothing, she elaborates, “The piano player? No, Babs is like a sister to me. Family friends.” Her face falls a little bit, but the smile never leaves the corners of her mouth. There is sadness in her eyes, but joy is there too. “I didn’t have the best home life. Babs and her husband helped me out a lot. Especially when I moved out this way for college. After, she helped me get this job.”

The relief that floods me is so intense that I almost feel guilty.

“Did you always want to do this?” I ask, but as she looks me up and down I wonder if we have the same idea of what I mean by this. When her eyes sweep back up to mind, I find myself even wondering what I mean by it.

“Oh yes,” she says, her voice a smooth purr. She leans in. “Always.”

It takes everything in me not to fold myself against her, fall into her, and surrender.

Somehow, I manage.

“No,” I say, shaking my head as much to emphasize the word as to clear my own head. “I mean have you always wanted to be a…lady of the night.”

This last part is barely more than a whisper and I feel my cheeks flush hot as soon as I say it.

Really? Lady of the night?

I bury my face in my hands.

There is surprise in Sabrina’s laugh. I look up and when she sees my expression her brow knits together.

“Are you serious?” Her mouth opens and forms a delicate little O. “You are serious.” She shakes her head, but there is a smile forming and I am about as confused as I ever have been. She reaches out a hand and cups my cheek, angling my face so that my eyes are looking directly into hers. “You really don’t remember, do you?”

And when she asks me that something comes loose in my brain.

“Ohhhhhh.”

The sound slips from my mouth unbidden and then I remember everything.


Chapter 11 - That Very First Night

The bar is too dark. The music is too loud and the watered down drinks are definitely too expensive.

It’s a Friday night and I’d rather be back in my apartment, curled up under a blanket with a cup of Chamomile tea and an early bedtime ahead of me. Mark would rather be here.

And so, we are here.

I’m just getting over a cold that had me laid out last week. Last week, for obvious reasons, I didn’t go out at all, and this week I’d prefer to do the same. Assignments were piling up even before I got sick and now I can only imagine them as stacks of books and papers teetering wildly as they twist and careen toward the ceiling. Just the thought of all the work I have to do makes me nauseous.

Two weeks, though, as Mark explains, is too long to be cooped up inside.

The last thing he says to me before we leave is, “You want to see Cat, don’t you? She misses you.”

If I wasn’t sick, maybe I would notice how odd that is. Since when do Mark and Cat talk? Cat has been my best friend since the very first day of college. Mark has been around for only this year, since I met him at a party at the start of fall semester.

They are friendly, but hardly friends.

When we make it to the bar, Cat is waiting at a table for us. She beams, but for a moment it’s like she doesn’t see me. Maybe it’s a trick of the light, but she seems to realize it and switches her gaze to me. I feel a stab of jealousy at the thought that I’m so sick and unfun right now that my best friend is more interested in hanging out with my boyfriend than with me.

At the table, things aren’t much better.

“Drinks?” Mark asks and Cat nods enthusiastically.

“I don’t think so,” I start to say, but Mark is already agreeing with Cat.

“Well, let’s get this night started,” Mark says and then turns to me.

Cat saved the table for us, so Mark decides that I should go up to the bar and get the drinks while they hold down the table. I ask him about extra hands, but he has already turned back to Cat and the two are laughing about something I don’t catch over the pounding bass. Whatever, I think, though I do wonder when they got some chummy.

After five minutes of jostling, I manage to reach the bar. The bartender sees me, smiles apologetically and holds up one finger.

“I’ll get to you when I can,” he says.

“No rush!” I respond, but he is already moving toward the other end of the bar, three margaritas situated precariously in his hands. Who orders a frozen margarita at a college bar on a Friday night?

“Who orders a drink like that in a place like this?” a voice to my right asks, paraphrasing my thoughts. Not quite verbatim, but close enough to give me a start.

I turn wide eyed and whatever I was thinking leaves my mind immediately. Leaning against the bar not a foot to my right is without a doubt the most beautiful woman I have ever seen.

I’ve never given a thought to being with a woman, but the moment I see her I know that I want her. How, exactly, is less clear. I feel a sensation between my legs at once familiar and not. Familiar because, obviously, I’ve felt desire before. Not, because, well, I’ve never felt it for a woman. Maybe, I realize, as my stomach grows warm and heavy in ways both exciting and uncomfortable, I’ve never felt this way at all.

I shake my head and the feeling recedes but does not vanish.

“Must be a bachelorette party,” I offer and this draws a smile from the woman.

“Are you here with someone?” she asks, and her voice is velvet. Deep and sonorous, low tones that cut through the bass until I can almost feel the vibration on my skin. I shudder.

Instinctually, I glance back at the table. Back at Cat and Mark who are busy laughing. I feel a stab in my chest. There is something wrong, but that is too impossible to consider so my brain decides not to.

My phone dings. Odd, I think: I always keep it on silent. I’ve always found the noise so distracting, startling, even, when it came at the wrong time. Mark, much to my displeasure, always keeps the sound on his phone at full blast. I’ve been woken more than once by that ding.

The same ding, I realize with a sickening sensation in my stomach, that I hear now.

My eyes turn back to the table. Cat jerks her head away, looking like she’s seen a ghost. Then I see Mark, pushing his way through the crowd, a frantic look on his face.

My stomach drops. The world goes still for a moment and the thumping music in the bar fades to nothing. I take the phone, which is Mark’s, out of my purse. It feels impossibly heavy in my hand.

He put his phone in my bag, I remember now, before we left. Something about it ruining the lines of his jeans. I didn’t ask.

And now…I look down and see the name I am expecting: Cat. Somewhere through the noise, I hear Mark call my name, or perhaps I imagine it. I don’t look up.

My fingers glide across the screen and am satisfied when the phone unlocks. I don’t have time to consider whether this is the right thing to do, either ethically or just from a self-preservation standpoint; there is part of me that already knows that I don’t really want to see what is in the text message.

Which turns out to be a cruel irony, because there is no message. Just a picture.

The phone nearly slips out of my fingers. I fumble it, lunge for it as it skitters across the bar. The phone comes to a stop face up directly in front of the beautiful woman to my right.

She looks down at it and raises an eyebrow. Considering what I know to be on the screen, it’s a remarkably understated reaction.

Her eyes find their way to mine.

“Is this your way of flirting?” she asks. Her voice is playful, but there is something sultry lurking there too.

I look at Sabrina and without another thought I launch myself at her, arms wrapping her shoulders, head burying itself against her shoulder. She is as surprised as I am and first she doesn’t hug me back.

Not until I start to cry.

Not a few sniffles. Not silent tears that I struggle heroically to contain. These are deep sobs, loud sobs, ugly sobs. I am screaming and crying and hyperventilating all at the same time.

I feel her hand brush down my back, bringing some small measure of comfort. I know the embarrassment will come, but for now, I am so hurt, so betrayed by the two people I thought I was closest to that none of that matters.

I only met this woman three minutes ago. We have said maybe a dozen words to each other. And right now, sadly, pathetically, she is all I have.

“Avery.”

I hear Mark’s voice and then a moment later feel a hand on my shoulder, prodding me. Something snaps inside me and I wheel on him, eyes wide with rage, veins and muscles in my neck do doubt bulging. I feel my hands clench into fists at my sides as one raises up and then back.

“You the boyfriend?” the woman asks and from the way Mark’s mouth opens and doesn’t close I can tell he is seeing her for the first time.

I know the look. I am familiar with it, if only as a distant memory. It is the way he used to look at me sometimes. It is a look that is now reserved for the coeds he ogles when he thinks I’m not looking.

“Who is this?” Mark asks, eyes darting back and forth between them.

“Sabrina,” she says, flatly. “Who are you?” she asks, sliding out from behind me. For the first time I realize how tall she is and in her shadow I feel somehow safe.

The way she puts herself between me and Mark makes something bloom in my chest. Her hand finds mine and gives it a reassuring squeeze. I don’t let go.

“I’m the boyfriend,” Mark says, but there is no heat behind his words. No certainty. Like he is trying to convince himself as much as Sabrina.

“I think that ship might have sailed,” Sabrina says, holding up the phone toward him.

Mark’s face goes white.

“Avery,” he says, trying to catch my eye. “I don’t know what you think you saw. I’m not sure who this woman is or what nonsense she is telling you, but there is a good explanation.”

I feel the rage white hot and this time I speak up rather than letting Sabrina do it for me.

“Explanation? Mark what explanation is there for my best friend texting you a picture of the two of you fucking? Jesus Christ. Did you even think this through?” I shake my head, tears flying off in all directions. “What if I gave you a chance to explain? What the fuck were you even going to say? You tripped into her a few dozen times while accidentally snapping pictures of the whole thing?”

Mark, for once in his fucking life, is at a loss for words.

“I just—I need my phone,” he says finally, and in that moment he is so shrunken, so small, and petty and repulsive that I can’t understand how this vile person ever seemed like someone I could love.

Sabrina turns her head back toward me. I smile at her.

“I guess give the man what he asked for,” I say and from the glint in Sabrina’s eye, I know she gets the idea.

“With pleasure,” she says and then with a motion not unlike a bowler she slides the phone across the floor, sending it careening into a sea of feet and legs, slipping across puddles of spilled beer and sweat and mystery liquids of a less savory nature.

Sabrina turns back to me, her hands find my shoulders. Neither of us give Mark a second glance.

“You,” she says, “need shots.”

Five minutes ago my plan was not to drink at all. Five minutes later, I am already past tipsy and well on my way to drunk.

Three shots in quick succession. Tequila first. Sabrina’s favorite, she explains. Then whiskey. The last one, I’m not positive about, but it must be moonshine or everclear or absinthe, something strong and caustic and unforgiving. I barely manage to choke it down, but once I do the warmth that floods my body feels like relief.

Burning tendrils snake their way from my throat and stomach into my body, through my veins, until my chest and face are flushed.

Another shot and then another. And I lose count somewhere around six and decide that’s a good place to stop. Sabrina is keeping pace with me, but seems less affected.

“How are you feeling?” Sabrina asks.

“Like I want to do something stupid,” I say, surprised as the words slip out of my mouth. I didn’t mean it like that, I try to tell myself, but my eyes are glued to Sabrina’s chest, so what the fuck else could I have meant by it?

I snap my eyes up.

She smirks at me.

“Oh, really?” she asks, batting her eyelashes.

“You’re so pretty,” I say, and I can tell the alcohol is really hitting now. “Your hair is so soft,” I say, then realize that I only know this because I have reached out and am now playing with a strand of Sabrina’s hair. I snatch it back. “Sorry,” I mutter and feel my face turn red.

Sabrina laughs. “It’s okay,” she says kindly. “You’re cute.”

Cute. The warmth is spreading further now: my fingertips, my skin, down between my legs. My eyes drink her in and there is no use lying to myself anymore. I am so into this girl at this moment that it scares me. I want her badly. In a way that I’m not sure I have ever wanted anyone or anything.

I lean forward, but when I try to kiss her, Sabrina shifts her head up, plants a chaste kiss on my forehead.

A rush of white hot embarrassment floods me. Of course, she isn't interested. Of course, someone that looks like her would never want to be with someone like—

“Oh, Avery,” she sighs, “you are not making this easy.”

My brow furrows as my shame spirals short-circuits.

“What?” I say, and how much I manage to slur a single syllable is quite impressive.

“You’re drunk,” she says kindly, brushing an errant hair out of my eyes. Her finger brushes my skin and I feel electricity arc between us. “And from what I can gather, you just broke up with your boyfriend.” She pauses and looks at me, like she is trying to convince herself. “And, like I said, you’re drunk.”

“And if I wasn’t?” I ask, and my own boldness feels delicious, wicked even. This is so not like me.

Maybe it’s Sabrina, maybe it’s the alcohol. But I feel more confident, more sure of what I want than I can ever remember.

Her breath catches for a second and I see the flash of lust in her eyes, gone as soon as it appears. She takes a deep breath and lets it out slowly. The way her tits rise and fall, pressing against the plunging neckline of her dress seems almost pornographic. I lick my lips subconsciously.

“Then I’d fuck your brains out, Avery,” she says and the words do more to me than any physical touch I’ve ever experienced.

Sparks dance across my skin. Little pinpricks race across my scalp. The room suddenly feels warmer. A heavy weight settles in my stomach, falling down between my legs.

For a moment, Sabrina seems to lean closer to me and I think that maybe I have broken through her resolve. Then she leans back, shaking her head.

“You aren’t making this easy,” she says.

Before I can respond, reality intrudes.

“Avery,” I turn to see Mark, standing behind him—cowering is perhaps the more accurate word—is Cat.

“What the fuck do you two want?” I say, words slurred so thick I’m not sure Mark understands it.

“Avery, look we can all talk about this,” he says, eyes darting to Sabrina. “I’m worried about you. You shouldn’t be hanging out with people like this. Getting drunk? It’s not like you.”

“What is that supposed to mean?” I say as I feel Sabrina step up beside me.

Mark’s eyes shift between the two of us uncomfortably. I can see the strain on his face.

“You don’t know her,” he says, perhaps deciding that’s safe. “You don’t know who she is.”

“Answer the question.” Sabrina is the one to respond this time, stepping up next to me. “What the fuck was that supposed to mean?”

Sabrina, in her heels, and maybe even without them is taller than Mark, and I can see that he is more than a little intimidated as she jabs a finger against his chest. He lets a deep breath out, defeated.

“Fine,” he says, looking Sabrina up and down with disdain, and turns to leave with Cat. “Enjoy being friends with that fucking whore.”

Mark and Cat slip between two crowds of people, a gap that is there one moment and gone the next.

I glance at Sabrina to see how the words have hit.

“You know,” I say, still drunk and not really sure what is appropriate or not anymore, “you would be the prettiest whore ever. Like if you were a prostitute, I would pay you soooo much money to…” I feel heat in my cheeks as I realize what I am saying. “...you know.”

Sabrina's smile stretches from ear to ear.

“You really know how to make a girl feel special.”

“Another round?” I ask.

“I’ll watch,” Sabrina says. “One of us should at least be a little sober.”

“Suit yourself,” I say.

After the next shot, the memory fades and everything goes black.


Chapter 12

“Oh my god,” I say as the world comes back. “Holy shit.”

“So you thought…,” Sabrina laughs. “That’s amazing. I thought it was just a bit we were doing. I’m not sure if I should be insulted or flattered.”

“Flattered,” I say, feeling some of the embarrassment fade with how casual Sabrina is about the whole thing. “After all, I told you that I would pay you a lot of money.”

“How romantic,” she deadpans and then her hand is placed on mine. She raises an eyebrow. “So…”

The embarrassment is gone but my cheeks are flushed for entirely different reasons.

“Wait, wait,” I say, trying to keep my wits about me as the lust threatens to overwhelm the logical parts of my brain. “But how did you end up in jail then?”

“Well,” she says before launching into an elaborate explanation of how, after a few more shots, I had decided to go after Mark and Cat, despite Sabrina’s protests. I had gotten into something of a shouting match with Mark in the street outside the bar that culminated in him calling me a bitch, which earned him a well deserved slap from Sabrina.

“Then,” she says, “you yakked on the cop car and they decided to take us both in.”

“You slapped him for me?” I feel my eyes stinging and realize I’m tearing up.

“Should I be concerned that you seem so touched by violence done in your name?” Sabrina teases.

I can’t help but laugh.

“Maybe,” I say, unable to keep myself from grinning, “but let’s give it a bit and see. If it becomes a recurring theme, we can address it then.”

“Astute,” she says, scrunching up her brow in mock seriousness.

“Okay, but wait,” I say remembering something from the first time I came to the hotel. “If you're not a lady of the night—” this draws a groan and an eye roll from Sabrina. “If you’re not,” I say, continuing over her protests, “then why did Frank over here warn me about you that first night?”

Sabrina’s cheeks redden and her eyes open wider. She steals a glance at the bartender.

“Betrayed,” she mutters under her breath, before she looks back to me. She scratches at the back of her neck. “So, when I was younger I may have earned a bit of a reputation.”

“Oh?” I wiggle my eyebrows. “A reputation you say?”

“Shut up,” Sabrina grouses, giving me a light punch in the shoulder.

“Should I be concerned,” I ask, mimicking her question from earlier, “that you seem so ready to resort to violence?”

She laughs and leans in. I expect her to come back with some version of my response from earlier.

Instead, she says, “I thought you seemed like the kind of girl that likes it rough.”

I breathe out so fast, I whistle.

“Sabrina!” I say, my hand reaching for my chest in both mock and real surprise. It takes me a moment to still the fluttering in my chest, before I can think straight. “Don’t try to change the subject. I’d like to hear about this reputation of yours.”

Her ears are bright red now. There is something about watching the cracks form in Sabrina’s calm and collected exterior that delights me.

“When I first started working here, I may have had a habit of seducing some of the guests,” she says, blushing. “Some of the older female guests.”

“Sabrina the MILF hunter,” I say, running a thumb over her knuckles. “Scandalous.”

“I’m not proud of it,” she says, her lips curling up at the corners.

I feel warmth across my chest.

“You seem a little proud,” I tease and watch her cheeks flush red.

“Maybe a little,” she says smiling without showing her teeth. She looks down at the glass and then back up at me, her eyes alive with desire.

I swallow hard.

“I’m proud of you too,” I say, hoping my voice isn’t shaking as much as I feel like it is. “In fact, I think I’d like to follow in your footsteps.”

She arches one eyebrow. “Seducing older women?”

My heart pounds against my breast bone so hard, I swear I hear  a click as my ribs snap out of and then back into place. My mouth is dry, but my hands are trembling so I’m worried I won’t be able to get the glass to my mouth.

“Not women,” I say, “Just a woman. Just one.”

“Someone  in particular?” she sits up straighter as I am slouched toward her, making the height difference more pronounced.

Heat builds between my legs as I crane my neck to look up at her. My heart flutters as I realize where her eyes are focused: Sabrina is looking down my dress!

I nod silently, too overcome with lust right now for any more words.

“Well,” Sabrina says, putting a hand on my bare knee and then sliding her hand discreetly until her finger tips are moving up my inner thigh, “would you like to see my room?”

“Take me,” I say and the smile Sabrina gives me nearly makes my knees buckle.

She reaches out a hand. I swallow hard and take it. The elevator ride feels like it takes forever.

We paused at the door to her room. She smiles at me, soft and demur, batting her eyelashes, drawing me into those beautiful icy blue eyes. Here, in this moment, she is the princess.

When the door opens and then closes behind us, she is not. She gives me a smirk that makes the fine hairs on my arm and the back of my neck stand on end.

Her mouth is on mine before I have a moment to say anything. Her hands are on my hips, pushing me back, hard, against the wall.

She sinks to her knees, looking up at me. A hair tie materializes in her hand and soon her silky blonde hair is in a ponytail, the implications of which are not lost on me.

Her hand finds the hem on my dress and pushes it up my thighs. Taking the hint, I grab two fistfuls of fabric and help. Sabrina licks her lips, never breaking eye contact as she lowers my thong down my legs and tosses it aside.

The way she is looking at me now is making the room spin. Stars and spots of silver flash into and out of my mind. I have never felt so desired.

There is a part of me that wants to savor this. That wants to take my time, our time. Slow buildup, foreplay, and then release. But my body has other ideas. Sabrina does too.

When her tongue hits my clit, the sensation that follows cuts through me like a knife. I whimper, I plead, I beg, and, thankfully, Sabrina gives me exactly what I need.

The first orgasm tears through me and leaves me breathless and panting. Sabrina smiles up at me, licking her lips which are slick and shiny with my juices. She stands and now she is looking down at me, towering over me. The way she looks at me wakes the lust inside me immediately and whatever relief I felt evaporates in an instant.

I need more. And I need it now.

Our lips lock together, separating only when our tongues dart into and out of each other's mouths, testing and teasing. Her arms wrap around me, pulling me into her so strongly, my feet almost lift off the ground. How strong she is flips another switch of desire inside me until it feels like the room is spinning.

And maybe it is. Everything is a blur as we make out, hands roaming over bodies, squeezing, teasing, groping. When Sabrina’s mouth closes on the delicate skin of my neck, I hiss out her name. I feel my eyes roll back in my head as my vision goes spotty.

“My god,” I growl as Sabrina’s hands cups my ass, lifting me into the air. She pins me against the wall.

It is the hottest thing ever. Her tits crush against mine and now, with Sabrina’s assistance, we are the same height. Our eyes are inches apart. Our mouths are even closer.

“This is so fucking hot,” I pant out as Sabrina’s mouth glides over the skin of my neck.

She hums a note and I feel the vibrations against my skin. Her lips come to rest against my ear.

“You haven’t seen anything yet.”

I gasp as her hips press into mine, pinning me in place, one hand still supporting my ass, while the other finds its way between us, pressed between our flesh. I lean back into the wall, opening enough room for Sabrina’s hand to find its way between my legs and then with our eyes still locked, faces only inches apart, she slips two fingers inside of me.

She pauses for a moment, wiggling her fingers, the sensation making me whimper in pleasure. Then she smiles seductively at me, withdraws her fingers so just the tips are inside of me, then she thrusts in with enough force to push the air from my lungs.

“Oh god,” I moan as her fingers piston into and out of me again. No delicacy. No gentleness.

I think back to the words that have been echoing in my head since that very first night.

Take me.

I surrender completely and let Sabrina take me.

“See,” she says, breathing heavily, “I knew you liked it rough.”

I throw my head back as another wave of violent pleasure rushes through me. I feel a flutter in my chest as warmth races across my skin and down into my fingertips, into my toes, which begin to curl inward as my second orgasm overtakes me.

This one is powerful enough that the world goes blank for a moment, black and then white and then I am falling into Sabrina’s strong arms and I feel her lifting me, carrying me, and then I feel myself sinking into something soft.

The world is spinning. A bed, I realize. But before I can get my bearings I feel Sabrina’s hands sliding up my upper thigh, pushing my dress up. She dives between my legs, her tongue lashing against my clit again and again. The sensation is almost too much and before long I feel another orgasm building.

Three in quick succession leaves me delirious, panting, and nearly drunk of pleasure. I’m gasping for air like a fish out of water, but Sabrina is hardly finished.

In fact, she’s hardly started. She used her mouth to make me cum again and then her fingers and her mouth again.

The night slips away into a hazy sequence of hungry kisses, violent thrusts, and passionate animalistic passion. I lose track of how many times she makes me cum, the way I lose track of how many times I make her shudder, though I am sure she is far ahead.

I do my best to keep up with her, to keep things fair, but Sabrina spoils me rotten. She is more skilled at this than I imagine I could ever be, but I soak in everything she does, pay attention, try it out on her. Sometimes it leads to fumbling and laughs as I realize I have no idea what I am doing.

Other times, Sabrina’s breath catches and her eyes roll back and I can see even she is surprised by just how good I make her feel.

It is past midnight now and I can feel my stamina flagging. Sabrina is out of breath too, panting and screaming my name with my head buried between her legs.

Finally, she calls out in a wordless cry of ecstasy. She sinks into the bed, her tits rising and falling with each breath she takes. Both of us are naked now, I realize, but I can’t remember when she took off her dress. Nor when I took off mine.

Our breaths slow as we intertwine our bodies, skin pressing against skin. There is less immediacy to the hunger coursing through my body at that moment, but it is still there, mixed with something lighter and fun and yet somehow even more intense.

With a start, I realize what I’m feeling, or at least what I imagine.

“I feel really happy,” I say, instead of saying what I feel.

Sabrina’s fingers trace a line across my collarbone.

“Me too,” she says, her face angling down so that our eyes meet. Her hand is around my shoulder, pulling me into her.

“Do you think this is love?” I ask and a moment later feel cool sweat on my forehead and pinpricks on my spine.

I can’t believe I just said that out loud. It’s too soon.

Sabrina laughs, but there is something in it that reassures me. She pulls me in tighter.

“I don’t know,” she says at last. Her ice blue eyes find mine. “But it’s certainly something.”

I nod in agreement. “Certainly is.”

“Do you want to find out with me?”

Her hand reaches out toward mine. Sabrina raises one eyebrow in question. Everything feels warm.

“Take me,” I say with a smile that makes my cheeks hurt.

“With pleasure,” she says as she climbs on top of me.

Her lips meet mine and everything else melts away.


Epilogue

A week later, I am back in the same hotel, back in the same room, back with Sabrina.

But that’s just on Tuesdays when she sings at the hotel and they comp her a room for the night. There are six other nights in the week and we spend every single one together.

Both of us know that things can’t feel like this forever, not with this intensity, this passion, this absolute and all consuming immediacy. For the first week, I practically walk with a limp.

But if the passion fades as the days become weeks and the weeks stretch on, something else takes its place, something deeper, and safer and better.

Two months in, I am sure that it is love. My teeth are practically chattering when I say as much to Sabrina. She rolls her eyes and kisses me hard on the mouth.

“Of course it is,” she says, “Of course it’s love.”

I listen to her sing on Tuesday nights in a grand old hotel and on lazy Sunday afternoons on my couch. Really, I could listen to her anywhere.

The first painting I sell is of Sabrina. One of the sketches I started the first time she ever modeled for me.

Sometimes, still, she watches me paint. And sometimes even takes up her role as my model again.

Though when she does, I get very very little work done.

THE END.
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