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The meetings always started with the Serenity Prayer. It was one of the few things I didn’t like about the AA culture. It wasn’t the wording of the prayer or the thrust of what it was meant to convey that bothered me. It was just that a roomful of people mumbling a prayer aloud sounded cultish and a little freaky. I went along with it nonetheless, chanting in monotone with the rest of my fellow drunks. I figured it was a small price to pay for the miracle of sobriety with which the fellowship had blessed me. I owed my life to Alcoholics Anonymous. And generally, I am happy and content these days. With over five years of sobriety under my belt and my life reasonably stabilized, I enjoy helping others find their path into a new way of living. I’m no temperance crusader, mind you. I’m here to help myself and those who want help; the last thing I’d do is preach to those who aren’t interested in changing their wicked ways. It does no good anyway. In fact, many who say they want to get sober struggle mightily at first, and some never make it, giving up before the miracle happens. It’s a reminder of what a precious gift I have, and I don’t take it for granted.

My home group meets on Monday and Thursday evenings in a church basement with nondescript tiled floors and folding chairs set up in rows. We average about twenty-five people per meeting, ranging in age from mid-twenties to past seventy. We are people who normally would not mix, but the debacle of our life, our common peril, joins us in unity and remarkable friendships have evolved from these unlikely bonds.

Speedy, a man in his late-sixties, was chairing the meeting Thursday. Tall and lanky and incredibly cocky, his receding white hair was thin and straight, almost fitting like a helmet. Thick, rubbery lips, a long beak-like nose, blue eyes, and a slightly weak chin covered his egg-shaped face. Big hands were speckled with age spots, and he ambled with an awkward gait—not exactly the loveliest creature to walk God’s green earth. But he was also probably my closest friend in the group. Plenty of people took exception to his insensitive and brash comments. Heck, I did at first, but as I got to know him, I realized what a truly lovable character he is—and he is indeed a character. Funny, witty, irreverent, and even condescending, Speedy had stayed sober over thirty years, was quite comfortable in his own skin, and had likely saved numerous lives—perhaps mine included.

I didn’t have a driver’s license when I first joined the “club.” I even tried to use it as an excuse to avoid meetings—I didn’t exactly enjoy them in the beginning. Speedy would have none of my lame justifications for missing meetings.

“I can’t always afford Uber or a cab, Speedy,” I had whined.

“Get a bike,” he had said.

“I can’t afford a bike either!”

Speedy had sized me up and nodded. “Okay. I’ll tell you what. I’ll come and pick your sorry ass up on Mondays and Thursdays, and then I’ll carry your sorry ass home after dinner.”

“Dinner?” I asked.

“Yeah, dinner. The fellowship doesn’t stop when the meeting is over, kid. That’s when it just begins. We go to Denny’s. Doesn’t that sound charming?”

It hadn’t sounded too charming—hanging out with a bunch of old jokers who wore Brylcreem and Old Spice at a second-rate diner.

“Well, maybe,” I had said uncertainly. “I’ll try to make it.”

“Ain’t no ‘try’ about it, Ava,” he’d sneered. “Trying leaves room for error. Just fucking do it, girl!”

I had nodded meekly, but that first year of recovery—despite many growing pains and childish rantings—were now some of my fondest memories. I don’t think I’d ever laughed so much in my life—the stories these guys told! It was better than a comedy club. And that’s what I liked about most of the groups I attended. The meetings weren’t all the doom and gloom that you see on those melodramatic TV shows. They were mostly uplifting, humorous, and spiritually fulfilling. As the leader of the group, Speedy saw to it. And he took a personal interest in me, and I loved him for it. When I had confided in him that I was bisexual during my second year, he had nodded and said something that made me laugh so hard I damn near peed my pants.

“Well, Ava, most everybody likes pussy. I don’t see why you should be any different.” Then he changed the subject. “How about being the discussion leader tonight? I think you’re ready.”

Discussion leaders were required to be sober for a year in our group, so I had known my turn was coming. “Okay, Speedy. What should I talk about?”

“Talk about staying sober. What the hell else would you talk about? All of these assholes know how to pour liquor down their fat throats, but they don’t know a damn thing about staying sober. But you do, hon, you’ll be great. And start sponsoring people too. You have a lot to offer.”

I beamed. I’d finally felt successful at something and on firm footing for the first time in my life. I was learning how to be happy, and Speedy had played a big part in my happiness. And now, as I sat in the meeting across the room from him four years later, I smiled as he introduced the discussion leader, a fortyish car salesman who’d been around for several years.

“This here is Paul, everybody. He’s a car salesman and it’s hard to get them honest. But he’s getting better. He’s not nearly as full of shit as he used to be.”

There were a few chuckles and more than a few nervous smiles along with a couple furrowed brows around the room concerning Speedy’s comments. Paul looked uncertainly at Speedy, and when it was clear that the introduction was over, Paul blushed and spoke.

“Uh, thanks, I guess, Speedy,” Paul said.

Speedy just stuck out his thick lower lip and suppressed a grin. I couldn’t suppress mine, and Speedy winked at me.

Paul began talking, but as he did, a tall blonde slipped tentatively into the room. I followed her with my eyes as she moved down the center aisle and took one of the few empty seats toward the back of our meeting room—the same row where I sat but several seats to my left and across the aisle. She was attractive in sort of a trashy way—which I found particularly appealing. I guessed her to be about twenty-five, four years younger than I am. Tight, faded jeans with a few holes encased a shapely fanny and a washed-out green Coca-Cola T-shirt lay under an unbuttoned black leather jacket. Casual two-inch pumps matching the color of her bomber were fashionable below the tapered hem of her jeans, and large, silver hoop earrings dangled from each side of her face. When she sat, she folded her hands between her legs and pushed her shoulders in as if she were nervous, cold, or possibly both.

Paul droned on but I wasn’t really listening; I was oddly mesmerized by the blonde girl. She must have sensed it because she glanced my way. I smiled and lifted my hand in a wave. I think she attempted to return my smile, but it didn’t quite work for her. Nonetheless, I found her quite striking and had a difficult time not staring at her. She looked up again, this time turning her face all the way toward me. Big brown eyes, haunted yet beautiful, seemed to look right through me, and this time it was my face that froze. I seemed to be lost in time, and I got an eerie sense of familiarity despite never having seen this woman before. Perhaps it was her deep need for comfort and compassion I saw, mirroring what I must have looked like five years prior that impacted me so. Suddenly, my heart hurt for this woman. I knew exactly what she was experiencing—the hideous four horsemen: terror, bewilderment, frustration, and despair.

Shaking myself from the daze this young woman had cast upon me, I turned my attention to the discussion leader, Paul, and managed to get somewhat of a feel for his topic. About halfway through the meeting, Paul called on me to share, and I spent several minutes making general and generic comments—going through the motions if you will—about the topic, though I made sure to avoid using some of the annoying clichés that always seemed to be popular in groups. I had a certain measure of contempt for people who spouted those cutesy sayings they’d heard in another meeting, thinking no one had ever heard it before—using it as original material. It was grandstanding and Speedy would often shut it down if it got too carried away. In fact, several months back I’d overheard him talking to some goateed hipster kid wearing a fedora who had wandered into the group. Speedy had pulled him aside after the meeting and given him the what for!

“Look here,” Speedy had begun. “Being a drunk isn’t your only problem.”

“Oh, yeah,” the guy had said mockingly. “What’s my other problem, dude?”

“You’re stupid,” Speedy had said evenly. “You know it. I know it. But if you keep your damn mouth shut, nobody else will ever know it.”

I had chuckled as I walked by, noticing the kid had become speechless, gaping incredulously at Speedy.

“And another thing, punk,” Speedy had sneered. “If you’re not gonna be a drunk and a pothead, stop looking like one. Get rid of that top hat and trench coat, and give those earrings back to your mama!”

I admit that Speedy was more than a little harsh. He’d been harsh to me a few times too over the years. And while I didn’t always agree with his methods or how he took newcomers to task, it was who he was and that wasn’t going to change. And I couldn’t deny that the results had been positive with me. I had stayed sober. I suspected that if this kid listened to Speedy, he might have a chance. And as it turned out, he came back to the group frequently, and while he hadn’t changed much about his wardrobe, he’d heeded Speedy’s suggestion and listened a lot more than he talked. I reluctantly had to admit to being pleased about that. I could care less about his fashion choices, though.

The discussion ended, a basket was passed to collect money for rent, and then we stood in a circle to recite the Lord’s Prayer—yeah, once again the monotone droning that sounded more cultish than it really was. I glanced over at the blonde when the prayer concluded, effectively ending the meeting. She looked down as she scurried up the aisle, avoiding eye contact with the crowd, clearly in a hurry to escape without having to speak with anyone. I set out after the girl and caught up with her just outside the doors we used to enter the church. A cold December wind blasted me in the face, but I barely noticed as I was on a mission now.

“Hi,” I offered as I pulled alongside the tall blonde.

She stopped and turned, a startled look on her face.

“Oh, hi,” she said. It was barely more than a whisper.

“I’m Ava,” I said, extending my hand.

She looked down uncertainly, like shaking hands with someone was an unusual and awkward occurrence. After a brief pause, she reached out and took my hand. Hers was surprisingly warm and dry. When I released her hand, she didn’t speak; she only gazed at me expectantly.

“Is this your first meeting?” I asked.

She nodded. “My first outside of the treatment center.”

“I see. Well, welcome to our group. What’s your name?”

She blinked and shook her head. “I’m sorry. My name is Colette. I’m just…a little dazed by all of this. It’s all so surreal.”

I nodded in return. “Yeah, it can be overwhelming in the beginning. But I know how you feel.”

“Do you?” she asked, a hint of petulance in her voice.

Unperturbed, I nodded again. “We’ve all had to make that long walk into our first meeting, Colette.”

The little smirk that had covered her face softened a bit. She bit her lip and then a single tear leaked from her eye.

“Hey, hon,” I said. “You’re not alone.”

“I feel so alone,” she countered.

I shook my head and shivered.

“It’s cold out here. How about we grab a coffee and you tell me about it?”

Another tear streaked down her pinched face, but she nodded her assent.

“There’s a donut shop just past the mall,” I said. “Dozier’s. Do you know where it is?”

“Yeah. I guess I’ll meet you there.” She paused for a moment and then added, “Thanks.”

“Sure,” I smiled. “Let’s get out of the cold.”

I watched Colette climb into a black Jeep, wondering if she would ditch me and I’d never see her again. But as I drove down the street, I saw the headlights from her vehicle dancing behind my Honda Civic as she followed me down the road, and within a few minutes, she had pulled in next to me in front of the donut shop. We scurried through the glass doors, shaking off the cold as the warmth from inside greeted us. The smell of freshly brewed coffee and the comforting aroma of sugary goodness wafted in the air, the sensory overload making me smile. Colette almost smiled too.

“It smells wonderful in here,” she said. “All the times I passed this place, and I’ve never been inside.”

I nodded understandably. Donuts and coffee weren’t really on my radar either until I’d sobered up. I looked around. The shop was at about half capacity, and I spotted a booth away from the door.

“Let’s grab that one,” I said, pointing toward the table I’d scouted.

I led the way, pulling out of my coat before climbing in across from Colette. A middle-aged woman, a little worn and weather-beaten, greeted us without much enthusiasm. Plucking a pen from her hair bun, she slid a pad from her apron and twisted her lips.

“What can I get, y’all?” she asked.

When Colette didn’t speak, I took charge.

“Two coffees, please, and two glazed blueberry donuts.”

The waitress nodded and set off to fetch our order. Colette wrung her hands nervously and I offered her a gentle smile.

“Do you live around here?” I asked.

“Yeah, I do. I live in The Oaks.”

“Really? I live in the next complex over…River Pointe!”

She tried a smile but it didn’t really come off. Perhaps she wasn’t too keen about living so close to an AA member she barely knew. Maybe her heart wasn’t truly into staying sober yet, and running up on me might be awkward at a minimum and embarrassingly humiliating at worst if she decided to run back to the bottle. I’d seen it dozens of times. A new member was often reluctant to get too chummy with someone who may bring them discomfort later down the road.

The awkward silence was broken when the waitress returned with our coffee and donuts. Wrapping my hands around the warm mug, I lifted the brew to my lips and took a tentative sip.

“Oh, this is good,” I raved, taking another sip.

Colette followed suit and sampled her hot beverage.

“I rarely drink coffee at night,” she said. “But this is really tasty!”

I bounced my head up and down, thinking how I’d avoided caffeine in the evening before sobering up. Heck, I was always slurping down vodka; coffee was the furthest thing from my mind. But most groups served it in little Styrofoam cups at nighttime meetings, and I began casually having a cup. Five years later, I drank it every night, whether I attended a meeting or not.

I watched Colette break her donut into four symmetric pieces as I brought mine to my mouth and carelessly chomped off a bite. Her long pale fingers were delicate and slender with nails freshly polished an appealing burgundy that suited her. A chunky silver band on her right middle finger was the only jewelry she wore aside from the earrings. Colette slowly brought a fourth of her donut to her mouth and bit it in half. When her pink tongue circled her lips to gather the residual glaze from the donut, I nearly swooned. Instead, I shook myself from my thoughts, focusing on helping a girl in need. Tom Petty’s Running Down a Dream streaming through the donut shop’s speakers helped break the spell. I briefly tapped my hand on the table in beat to the song.

“You like Petty?” Colette asked.

“I love Petty. I saw him in concert twice downtown. I can’t believe he’s gone!”

“I know, right?” she said. “I’m such a huge fan of his.”

We must have discussed Petty and his extensive catalog for nearly half an hour. I was a little surprised to find a kindred spirit regarding classic rock. Most young women preferred either rap or some awful trendy pop music, which was suited to those who really knew little about music. Our discussion about rock tunes led to movies and TV shows we liked, and it was nearly eleven when the waitress started giving us the hairy eyeball.

“My, God, Ava, the time sure has flown.”

She squinted her eyes and stared at me. I knew what she was thinking. Colette was curious as to why I hadn’t questioned her on her experiences that had led her to the steps of our little club—why I hadn’t taken to the stump and led her down the path and shown her the light. But I had realized over the years that such actions and haughty spiritual rhetoric were useless. This girl needed a friend—a sober friend. She didn’t need a lecture. And I had discovered during the night that I truly liked her, and I felt my feelings reciprocated.

“Hey,” I said. “There is a cool meeting I know about tomorrow at eight. I can pick you up and take you. A group of us usually goes to dinner at the mall afterward. What do you say?”

Her smile warmed my heart.

“The past hour or so I nearly forgot all about my circumstances, Ava. I owe you a debt of gratitude. Thank you!”

A tear leaked from her eye once more, and I reached over and took her hand. She sputtered a bit before gracing me with a brave countenance.

“Hang with me, kiddo,” I said. “It’s gonna be okay. I’ll help you any way I can. It’s what we do.”

She dug in her purse but I was having none of it.

“I got this,” I said, throwing bills on the check and adding a generous tip.

“Thank you,” she said.

Removing my iPhone from my purse, I pulled up the phone’s keypad.

“What’s your number?”

She rattled off some digits and I plugged them in before pushing the call feature. I smiled when her purse jangled.

“Text me your address and I’ll pick you up at 7:45 tomorrow.”

“I don’t know how to thank you,” Colette said.

I pushed away the wicked thoughts racing through my mind and gave her hand another squeeze.

“Call me if you need me before then, hon. It’s no problem.”

We headed outside to our cars and went our separate ways. As I drove home, my heart thumped heavily in my chest. I knew sleep wouldn’t come easy.
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I was right. It took over an hour to fall asleep, but once I did, I slept hard and logged six hours before my alarm rudely pulled me from my dreams. I climbed from my bed and trudged into the kitchen of my one-bedroom apartment to start the coffee pot. I showered while the coffee brewed, the aroma from the kitchen wafting down the hall making the prospects for the day seem brighter.

Don’t get me wrong. I enjoyed my job. I worked in the accounting office for a local roofing company, showcasing the skills I’d acquired during my sporadic college career—two years of barely getting by before a year sabbatical as I learned to stay sober. I followed the “gap year” with another two years where I excelled beyond my wildest dreams, achieving a degree in accounting and graduating on the Dean’s List. But like anyone, by the time Friday arrived I was ready for the weekend. I was particularly delighted to have made a new friend in Colette, and the prospects of my evening with her had me a little giddy. I sighed, scolding myself again and reminding the devil on my shoulder that the tall, sexy blonde had shown up in the meeting looking for help—not romance. But I couldn’t shake the feeling that I’d met someone special for the first time in a long while.

After drying my long black hair, I dropped the towel that had been secured around my body and inspected myself in the mirror. I was the polar opposite of my new friend. Short and curvy and a bit chesty, I turned plenty of heads. My driver’s license claimed I was five-three, but I was at least a half-inch shy of that assertion. Wide through the hips, my waist tapered, giving me an hour-glass figure that frequently prompted whistles and catcalls from my more obtuse male admirers. I didn’t usually mind too much—the attention was flattering. I did, however, once complain about it to Speedy. He chuckled and said, “Well, hon, how would you feel if nobody ever noticed? Wouldn’t that be worse?” I’d laughed and nodded, conceding his point.

Turning to the side, I checked my hips in the mirror’s reflection and shook a bit to produce a little jiggle. Laughing out loud at my own silliness, I turned back to face the mirror. I’d been a gymnast and soccer player during high school, and my thighs were still thick and muscular. A few three-mile runs per week along with squats and lunges with light weights kept me bulky yet toned. I didn’t mind. I was never one of those girls who felt that being model-thin was the only way to look sexy—although I had been attracted to a number of petite girls over the years. I examined my pussy in the mirror. I preferred the look and feel of my black curls to a shaved pubic area. While I’d known a number of women who were more attractive hairless, I’d always liked the exotic look of my dark and luxuriant bush—it suited me. I kept it groomed and trimmed, and I’d never had any complaints, only compliments from male and female lovers alike.

A slightly dark complexion had come from both sides of the family. My maternal grandmother is one-quarter Cherokee and my father is half Greek. When I wore my hair in braided pigtails, as I was fashioning them now, I looked very “native.” My coworkers even called me squaw or Pocahontas—quite good-naturedly—sometimes. While I wasn’t exactly stunningly beautiful, my face was pleasant-looking and moderately pretty. A small nose, symmetrical features, straight teeth, and good skin gave me plenty of confidence. I wore little makeup aside from a small dose of eyeshadow and a dash of lip gloss.

Dressing in gray slacks and a white blouse, I added a navy button-down sweater to stave off the cold before heading to the kitchen. I sipped coffee and munched a granola bar while I scanned the news and social media on my phone. But my thoughts kept drifting back to Colette and the conflict brewing within me concerning my attraction to her. It was probably a good thing I had to work; the distraction would be most welcomed. I skipped back down the hall, brushed my teeth, and used mouthwash before departing.

Work was uneventful but busy enough to keep my mind occupied. I left for home just after five and called Colette from the car, using my Bluetooth as I navigated through afternoon traffic.

“Hi, girl,” I said pleasantly. “How are you today?”

A brief silence filled the air before she answered. “I’m okay.”

“Well, I just wanted to confirm tonight. 7:45? You’ll be ready?”

Another brief pause. “Yes…of course. I’ll see you then.”

“Are you sure you’re okay, hon?” I asked. “I’m in the car on my way home from work. I can swing by if you need me.”

“No. No, it’s okay. Thank you, Ava. You are very thoughtful.”

“No problem, Colette. I’ll see you in a bit.”

I disconnected and drove home, wondering if she was really okay. Usually, the people I’d tried to help out over the years were fine when I arrived at their homes, but occasionally you’d find a newcomer who’d fallen off the wagon, drunk and disoriented, wondering what had happened. Or worse, they would be hostile and belligerent, calling me a busybody and suggesting I mind my own business. Speedy had told me early on not to argue with someone in that state. One never knew what might happen. It was rare, but there had been incidences of violence in these circumstances. Besides, I knew from my days of drinking that if I truly wanted alcohol, there was nothing anyone could do or say to stop me. I knew the people I’d tried to help were no different. It was best to leave them be. But I was a bit rattled by the tone of our conversation nonetheless. But hey, she’d at least answered my call, so I decided to take it as a good sign.

Arriving home around 5:30, I threw on some gym shorts and running shoes. I slid into a sports bra and a zippered jacket before heading back outside. The weather was mild—in the mid-fifties—so I decided to take a run before picking up Colette. Following some stretching to warm up, I ran three miles, returning to my apartment a little before 6:30. I showered and groomed myself carefully before stepping into some snug jeans that showed off my curves. Selecting a red sweater, I pulled it over a white T-shirt, stepped into some black boots, and headed out to retrieve my new pal.

Parking in front of her apartment, I exited the car and was immediately assaulted by heavy metal music blasting through the night. It appeared the Friday night partying had started early! Then an unsettling feeling washed over me as I walked toward Colette’s unit. As I realized the blaring music was coming from her apartment, I steeled myself and banged loudly on the door. The music remained at the same volume, so I banged harder. No change in the decibel level, but within a few seconds, I thought maybe I heard footsteps from inside. About twenty more seconds passed before the door flew open abruptly and Colette rushed through, quickly pulling the door shut and taking several steps through the breezeway without even acknowledging my presence. When she was about ten feet beyond me, she turned and looked at me for the first time. Her face was pinched, like she’d been chewing on a lemon, clearly showing her distress. I closed the distance between us and took both her hands in mine.

“Colette? What’s the matter, hon?”

She shook her head. “Can we just go? Please?”

I nodded and hastily led her to my car. She seemed to relax a bit once she was settled into the passenger’s seat. I backed from the space and drove out of the complex. We didn’t speak for several minutes, but as we approached the church where the meeting was held, I shot a quick glance her way. She sat motionlessly but her expression remained strained.

“Colette?”

She jumped a little in her seat and then turned my way. “Yeah?”

“What’s the matter?”

“I’m fine, Ava,” she said, but her failed attempt at a smile suggested otherwise.

I didn’t push. “Okay. Look, this is a fun, upbeat meeting and dinner is always fun too. Let’s just have a relaxing Friday evening.”

Her smile worked this time. “Sure, that sounds good.”

The meeting turned out to be a really good one. The topic was perfect for a newcomer and laughter filled the meeting room on several occasions. Colette even giggled a few times when an elderly woman who’d been sober since The Revolutionary War relayed a story about a gal she’d tried to help once who had used the excuse of falling off the wagon because she was upset that one of her tits was bigger than the other.

The meeting concluded and a good-sized group met at a restaurant in front of the local mall—a place called The Silver Spoon Café. We frequently had twenty-five to thirty folks attend, and we’d split up into several tables in an isolated area of the restaurant that the manager reserved for us on Fridays. I hauled Colette along with me, and we shared a table with Speedy, a middle-aged hippy chick Speedy wanted to screw named Sally, and a fun couple around my age named Steve and Rachel.

I made introductions and Colette shook hands with everyone. When I introduced Speedy, she furrowed her brow and questioned whether she’d heard me right.

Awkwardly glancing at my old pal, and then back at me, she asked tentatively, “Speedy?”

“That’s right, hon,” he interjected. “Speedy!” He made a sweeping motion with his hands and then let out a loud VROOM. “Speedy! Like fast!”

Colette couldn’t help the smile spreading across her face upon her first real encounter—excluding the meeting he’d chaired the day before—of my pompous friend. I just shook my head and picked up my menu.

The food was good and the banter even better. Sally mentioned a story she’d read in some trendy magazine about kudzu therapy for alcoholism. Some quack of a researcher had created a supplement using dried leaves from the plant that grew in abundance on every hill in the South to curb the compulsion to drink spirits. In the five years I’d been around, I’d heard a dozen or so accounts about some new miracle therapy that, of course, never worked.

“Snake oil!” ranted Speedy. He rubbed his chest arrogantly and pursed his lips while shaking his head. “I can attest that it will never work.”

“How’s that, Speedy?” asked Rachel, clearly egging him on.

“I was drunk at The Prado once back in the day,” he began. “I vaguely remember stumbling to my car and climbing in the back seat to sleep it off. When I awoke the next morning, my car was filled with kudzu. I was covered in it—I’m certain I even swallowed some. You see, my drinking buddies thought it would be humorous to pile that vile green vine into my vehicle and make a nice bed for me. But hell, I went back into The Prado and drank the morning away. Then I proceeded to stay drunk for twelve more years. See? Kudzu doesn’t work. There ain’t no shortcuts, boys and girls—no magic elixir!”

Steve darn near choked on his tea, and the rest of us roared with laughter—even Colette was tickled by his story. I was glad to see her enjoying herself. That was the idea. Folks who only went to meetings and never ventured out with their fellow drunks missed out on true fellowship. I didn’t want that for her. I’d only known her for a little more than twenty-four hours, but I already felt a deep connection to her; I wanted to divide her sorrows and multiply her joys. And I couldn’t deny that there was a certain vibe about her that had me more than a bit smitten with her.

I wheeled into her apartment complex just before midnight and parked in the same spot I had earlier. I cut the engine and looked at her, once again concerned about her mysterious living conditions. But I didn’t say anything, figuring she’d bring it up if she wanted. I was both pleased and caught a little off-guard when she leaned across my console and squeezed me tightly.

“Ava, I had so much fun tonight! I haven’t laughed like that in a long time. Thank you! Thank you so much!”

I gasped when she buried her head in the crook of my neck, her musky scent and light perfume wafting in the air around us. I tried to put the heated stirrings in my sex out of my mind, but it was an exercise in futility. I was instantly wet. God, I wanted her!

I held her for a few moments before gently pushing her away. She looked deeply into my eyes and then leaned back in and kissed me gently on the cheek. Her lips were warm and soft and wonderful. It took all my strength not to grab her face and plant my lips on hers. Then a light flicked on the porch in front of us—her porch—illuminating the car and killing the moment. Colette’s eyes widened and she hastily gathered her belongings before opening the car door.

“It’s late,” she said. “I better go.”

I sighed audibly as she climbed from the car, but my heart raced when she leaned back in and spoke.

“Can I call you tomorrow?”

“Of course…or tonight, if you need to,” I added gravely.

She paused before shutting the door, gazing at me intently.

“I’ll call you,” she said finally, and then she closed the door and scurried through the breezeway.
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Over the next week, Colette and I met at a meeting every evening. I usually attended three or four per week, but with a newcomer under my wing, I committed to finding a meeting to go to each night. Colette didn’t call on me to pick her up again. Instead, she met me a few minutes before the start of each meeting. We dined together or had coffee after each meeting except for Thursday. She begged off, saying she was tired and wanted to get to sleep early. I hung out with Speedy that night, grabbing a table with him at Denny’s.

“How’s the new pigeon?” he asked, taking a bite of an obscene hamburger he’d ordered with all the fixings.

“Pigeon” was a term referring to a newcomer one worked with or sponsored in AA.

“She’s sober, Speedy, and seems to be stabilizing a little each day,” I answered, nibbling at a salad I’d ordered.

“She’s attractive. You’re not working the 13th step on her are you?” he chuckled, slugging half his Coke and suppressing a belch.

I blushed and he smiled. He knew me so well. 13th stepping was frowned upon in general, but show me a drunk who hadn’t done it—or attempted to do it—and I’d show you a teetotaler. 13th stepping was a term used to describe helping an attractive newcomer in hopes of currying sexual favors. When I didn’t respond, he nodded and spoke.

“Well, hon, I suppose it’s better you than some scurvy dog sharing his experience, strength, and length.”

I howled at his crassness.

“Besides, if you don’t, someone else will. It’s always that way,” he added.

We both concentrated on our food for a moment, and then Speedy asked a question I hadn’t really considered.

“Does she swing that way?”

I put my fork down and wiped my mouth. “I really don’t know, Speedy. We haven’t discussed things of a romantic nature, but I have my ways,” I winked.

“I’m sure you do.”

“To be honest, though, I don’t know much about her. We’ve talked music, pop culture, fashion, and a little about the twelve steps. But we haven’t gotten too deep. I get the sense she doesn’t want to say too much about her love life or family or anything personal. When I’ve tried to move that direction, she becomes a little reticent. So I’ve backed off.”

He nodded. “Good call, Ava. She’ll let you know about those things when she’s ready.”

I gave him a summary of the night I picked her up, and he listened without interrupting.

“So there might be some tension with a roommate, huh?” he asked.

I shrugged. “Something is off there, Speedy. I’m guessing she lives in an uncomfortable environment.”

He shrugged. “That’s not uncommon, but she will want to get out of that situation before too long, especially if she’s around a bunch of partying.”

We finished our meal and lingered a bit, chatting and sipping beverages. Around ten, I said goodbye to my pal and drove home. I texted Colette to see if she was okay but didn’t get an immediate response. Figuring she’d retired early, I did the same and crawled into bed. When I awoke Friday morning, I saw I had a message from her asking if we were on again for Friday night. It warmed my heart. I was also a little surprised that she accepted my invitation to pick her up again.

When I arrived at her apartment about twenty minutes before eight, Colette was standing outside, hugging herself against the cold night air. She was opening the car door seconds after I pulled into the same space where I’d parked the week before. She didn’t greet me right away, but instead, she glanced nervously at the sliding-glass-door leading to her apartment. The curtain was pulled halfway open and she seemed focused on that space.

“Everything okay, hon?” I asked.

She was tense and nervous and jumped at my voice, like she’d forgotten I was there.

“Go! Go!” she squawked. “We have to go!”

As I backed from the space, I caught a glimpse of the curtain rustling at the sliding-glass-door. A shadowy figure appeared behind the glass, and then it slowly slid open.

“Hurry, Ava,” Collette implored. “Let’s get out of here.”

“Okay, okay. Chill, sweetie. It’s gonna be okay.”

“No! You need to get going. Trust me.”

As I put the car in drive, I saw a young woman emerge from the door. I only got a brief glimpse of her as I drove away, but I saw enough to describe her roughly. An instant impression was embedded in my mind. The girl reminded me of the image I had for Lisbeth, the gritty female character in the novel The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo. Blonde, with spiky hair up top and shaved on the side, she was thin, wearing a tank top despite the cold. The girl raised an arm covered in ink and heaved a beer bottle at my car as I drove off. Narrowly missing my vehicle, the bottle hit the pavement with a crash, spreading glass in my wake. Colette turned in the seat, a horror-stricken look on her face, looking back at the young woman with whom she shared an apartment. I sped through the lot, away from the unwarranted and unexpected assault, angry and unsettled by the events. When I got to the exit leading to the road, I turned to see a visibly shaken Colette shivering in the passenger’s seat.

Colette wouldn’t meet my eye, and I decided that now wasn’t the time to press her, but I felt I would eventually require an explanation regarding the attack by her volatile roommate. We attended the meeting and joined our group at The Silver Spoon Café again. By the time we reached the restaurant, Colette seemed her normal self. We dined and laughed and carried on just as we’d done the week before, with no mention of the actions of her roommate. But when we departed the café just past eleven, I decided it was time for a little chat with my new friend. I started the car and cranked on the heat, but didn’t back from the space in the mall parking lot.

“We need to talk about what happened earlier tonight, hon,” I said.

She nodded. “I’m sorry, Ava. I should have warned you about Gaylene.”

“Tell me,” I said, rather stoically.

“She’s angry about me getting sober. We partied together before I went to treatment and now she’s resentful that I don’t drink.”

“That’s rather selfish and immature,” I stated. “But throwing beer bottles at my car is unacceptable.”

I was angry again, but I was trying hard to control my emotions. Whatever angst I had about the situation, the predicament involving Gaylene seemed dire, and I was concerned for Colette’s safety.

“I’m sorry,” she repeated.

I exhaled audibly. “Are you afraid of her?”

She nodded and began to cry, sobbing and shaking uncontrollably.

“Has she gotten violent with you?” I asked.

“She…she-uh…she slapped me the other day.”

I shook my head. “You can’t go back there, Colette. It’s not safe.”

She shook and sobbed some more. “Where will I go?”

“You can stay with me, hon. That girl is toxic!”

The look of relief on her face was palpable, and I knew then that she had hoped I’d make the offer.

“Are you sure?” she asked.

“Yes, Colette! You can’t go back there.”

She nodded. “Okay,” she barely whispered.

As we drove to my nearby apartment, we didn’t speak. But something was nagging at me, and I couldn’t put my finger on it in that moment.

“You have to be willing to go to any lengths to stay sober, Colette, and that means staying away from that woman,” I said once we were secured inside of my apartment—I’d even paid special attention to chaining the door and double-checking the deadbolt. I was pretty certain that Gaylene hadn’t been able to follow me since I’d escaped with haste, but I wasn’t taking any chances. Colette’s freaky roommate had spooked me.

“I know,” she said, tears leaking from her eyes. “I’ve known since before I stopped drinking that I needed to get away from her. But I’d been living in such a fog, making the simplest decisions were difficult.”

I nodded. It was true. In my last days of drinking, I was paralyzed mentally. I never seemed to know which way to turn, so I wasn’t a bit surprised that she’d been similarly affected.

“It’s late. Let’s have some chamomile tea. Maybe that will relax us both.”

I spent a few minutes microwaving cups of hot water before steeping the herbal tea into them. She sat on my sofa and waited, stifling the last of her sniffles like a little girl who’d lost her favorite doll. My heart hurt for Colette. The hot beverage seemed to soothe her, and when she finished drinking it, I brought out some blankets and pillows for her.

“I set a new toothbrush out next to the sink, hon,” I said. “Use whatever you need of mine. We will figure out how to get your belongings tomorrow…or maybe we will just go to Target and get new stuff for you.”

“Thanks, Ava. I don’t know how I can ever repay you for your kindness!”

She stood and gave me a warm embrace before slipping into the bathroom. I waited about fifteen minutes, the water in the bathroom turning on and off several times and the toilet flushing before she emerged, face scrubbed and hair pulled back. She looked every bit as lovely without makeup, and I gulped as I passed her in the hall, taking my turn in the bathroom. When I’d completed my hygiene, I stood in the mouth of the hall and said goodnight. Colette was curled on the sofa, eyelids heavy with a sleepy expression on her face.

I traipsed down the hallway in a daze, feeling like a zombie. The adrenaline rush and subsequent crash from the earlier scene, the dreamy blonde in my living room, and the chamomile tea all combining for a surreal feeling only slumber would remedy. I closed my bedroom door and peeled off my clothes. I started to get into my bed—naked, how I usually slept—but on second thought pulled a robe from my closet to have close by. I thought I might have trouble falling asleep, but I crashed heavily, sleeping deeply before waking around 6 a.m. The bedtime tea was pressing heavily on my bladder, so I snagged my robe and headed into the bathroom to pee. It was a marathon pee too, so much so that I think I dozed as I relieved myself. Once finished, I rubbed my eyes sleepily, making my way back to my bed, awkwardly feeling my way along in my dark bedroom.

Tossing my robe onto the floor, I crawled back into bed and instantly sensed something amiss. Not only did the landscape of my mattress feel different, but the musky scent of human flesh that wasn’t mine wafted in the air. My mind raced. Was I dreaming? I couldn’t move. I tried to speak but I emitted no sounds. Then two warm fingers found my lips. I gasped and then felt unmistakable body heat closing in on me seconds before Colette’s smooth, warm skin pressed mine. Hard nipples poked against my breasts just as her soft lips replaced her fingers on my mouth. My brain was swimming, and then the kiss consumed me. Initially, I froze, but within seconds I was matching Colette’s passion, pressing her lips with mine and reaching out for her long slender body as her hands found the curvy sway of my hips.

She pushed into me harder, squeezing my ample buttocks and moaning into my mouth. I knew it was wrong but it felt so right. A fleeting thought concerning my questionable ethics regarding my actions with a newcomer was quickly replaced by the surging arousal soaring through my quaking body. I tingled from my head to my toes, and I released a moan of my own when Colette breached my lips with her tongue. The sensation was electric. My tongue found hers in a battle of dominance that she was clearly winning. When she rolled me over and mounted me, I simply submitted to her desires. Wet heat pressed against my sex. Our pussies melded to form an inferno of fiery lust. I gasped when her smooth, hot pussy lips clipped my clit, sending me to the moon with pleasure. Then she was everywhere—hands, legs, arms, and mouth sampling every part of my body. I felt her slide down my frame, stopping between my breasts before taking one of my buds between her lips. In no time, she was whipping her wicked tongue around my nipple while sucking my areola deeply into her mouth. Suddenly, her hand was on my pussy, and then in a heartbeat, two fingers slipped inside me. I yelped with pleasure, bucking against her hand, pressing my engorged clit into her palm. My orgasm was intense and I cried out into the dark chamber of my bedroom, my wails of bliss bouncing off the walls and likely disturbing the neighbors. Colette continued the fingering of my pussy, sliding in and out of my slick chasm, the unmistakable wet sloshing sounds of sex competing with my outbursts.

She finally took mercy on me but it was short lived. The void left when she removed her fingers was soon replaced by the feel of her warm breath tickling the dark curls above my girly bits. I writhed in anticipation, any thought of moral obligation obliterated by the need between my legs. I felt Colette’s warm hands reach under my thick thighs, pushing them upward, awarding her access to the treasure she sought.

The magic of Colette’s tongue moving through the puffy folds of my labia rocketed me into another dimension. My hands found her hair and my eyes went wide, now able to make out her silhouette as the sun’s first rays of the morning wiggled their way through the blinds of my bedroom window. The visual was beyond erotic. Her blonde locks were splayed over my tummy and pubic area, and while it was a breathtaking view, I attempted to push her hair back to watch the wicked manipulation of my sex. Colette must have understood. She whipped her head from side-to-side a few times, displacing my hand, until her golden mane ceased to obstruct the view of her mouth on my pussy. The room lightened a little more, and I watched as she slowly dragged her tongue northward. Her eyes found mine and I could see her grinning, her gaze both lustful and loving. When her tongue flicked my clit, I bucked and writhed like a wild bronco. The sensation was nearly overwhelming, transporting me to the place where ecstasy and insanity converged. And then wild paroxysms seized my body when the tip of her tongue swirled wildly over my engorged bud.

“OH! MY! GOD!” I bellowed. “I’m going to cum, baby!”

Colette redoubled her efforts, devouring my hot, wet flesh with hungry greed. My brain shut down as an incredible and vicious orgasm shook me violently. The intensity was such that I nearly lost consciousness, my climax seemingly endless.

When I came to my senses, Colette was nibbling my inner thighs. The sound of my raspy breathing was clearly audible in the otherwise silent space. Peering down at my lover, I could see her face soaked with my lady lust. She looked up and caught my eye, smiling a hybrid grin of wickedness and longing.

Reaching through my legs, I pulled Colette up my body. We kissed, my juices sweet and salty on her lips, the undeniable musky scent of lust wafting from her face and hair. Wrapping my legs around her, I ground my cunt against hers, feeling the hot slickness of her need. And then, just like she’d done me, I rolled her over, pinning her arms and smiling my own wicked smile.

“Your turn,” I said.

Colette was a long drink of water yet curvy in all the right places. Her complexion was paler than mine, and the contrast of my skin on hers as I slithered down her body was noteworthy. Her breasts were not large, nor were they small, but her pinkish areolas were little circles anchoring stiff, rosy nipples, one of which I slipped between my hungry lips. She moaned when my tongue ran circles over her turgid flesh.

“Oh, Ava,” she cried. “Oh, yes. It feels so good.”

As I sucked her titties, my hands roamed her body, down the outsides of her thighs and then back up, relishing the feel of her smooth, soft skin. I took her other nipple into my mouth and gave it equal treatment. Colette uttered little sighs of approval as I coaxed her bud into a rigid pebble. I teased her breasts for some time, but I was nearly as anxious as she was for me to taste the fruit of her forbidden garden. Slowly, I slid down her slim body, stopping at her navel to investigate the little ring in her belly button. I swirled my tongue over the metallic piece, and she shivered at the sensation it caused. And then my journey took me south. My chin touched the top of her pubic hair, a small golden patch manicured into a little triangle. Her scent was thick and heady, unique and wonderful feminine heat drifting from her sex. I breathed in, absorbing her intoxicating aroma. Continuing my descent, my nose traveled through her garden until I met with the intricate pink folds of her labia, dewy with lust and need. I blew warm breath over her pussy, and she moaned her approval.

“Oh, Ava,” she begged. “Fuck! Yes! Please!”

I tasted her. She was salty and tangy and very wet, a hint of honey lingering within the complex flavor of her girly sauce.

Colette swiveled her hips to keep pace with my licks, meeting each stroke of my tongue with a thrust of her own. I watched her face as I licked her delicious cunt, marveling at her little sighs and groans as I devoured her. She brought a hand up to her mouth, gnawing at the side of her index finger as I licked her honey pot. Running my tongue deep into her canal, I scooped my lover’s cum, savoring her spunk on my palate. Slowly, ever so slowly, I traveled through her pussy. I gave her throbbing clit a gentle flick with my tongue, causing her to squeal and buck from the sensation.

“God, yes! Lick me! Lick me, baby!” she pleaded.

I took mercy on her. Using the flat of my tongue, I lapped forcefully, assaulting her clit. Colette shivered violently in my grasp, a mad paroxysm of lust quaking through her body. Tremors, spasmodic and irregular, shot down her long legs and she released a breathy groan. She settled and I redoubled my efforts, lapping vigorously at her swollen pearl. When she started to vibrate once more, I slid two fingers inside her pussy, drumming her G-spot like an insane rocker. Colette began bouncing on the bed, and I had to use my free hand to control her gyrations. Wild cries spewed from her mouth, nonsensical and shrill, as I brought her down the homestretch.

“Oh, fuck!” she cried, finally stringing two actual words together. She followed that with a complete sentence. “I’m going to cum, Ava!”

And cum she did. The willowy blonde in my grasp soaked me with her love nectar. Her pussy was a lake of lady love, leaking from her sex in little rivers. Colette bucked and ground her pussy into my face, drenching my cheeks with her jizz. I licked her clean, savoring her flavor. Reaching down with both hands, she grabbed fistfuls of my hair while her hips bounced up and down. Her orgasm seemed to last an eternity, until she finally calmed, whimpering and muttering gibberish. I reached up and took hold of her hands buried in my dark mane.

“Hon,” I laughed. “Let go, sweetie. You’re gonna pull my hair out.”

She gasped and released a series of breathy exhales as she slowly decreased the intensity of her grip.

“Oh, God, Ava,” she moaned. “I’m so sorry. I lost control. It won’t happen again.”

I was really laughing now. “Oh, I’m betting it will happen again, and I’m okay with it.”

Colette started giggling and soon we were both laughing, belly laughs that were hard to stop, the kind of deep guffaws that hurt your tummy if they lasted too long. It did my heart good to see her flushed face smiling, but what really pleased me was that her eyes were smiling too. We spent the remainder of the morning in bed, making love, exploring, kissing, and murmuring silly, sweet nothings to each other. Around noon, we finally got up and showered together. And then it started again.
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It was mid-afternoon by the time we unhanded each other. The morning and early afternoon was a haze of sexual bliss, unlike anything I’d ever experienced. I was tingling all over but also a little raw from the vigorous lovemaking Colette and I had shared. She was aglow as well. But as the day faded into early evening, the reality of the previous night’s events became sobering. We were sipping some black tea I’d brewed and discussing a meeting we were planning to attend when that gnawing discomfort I’d had earlier returned.

“Gaylene is more than your roommate,” I stated in an even voice.

Colette looked up at me, her eyes instantly displaying the fear and uncertainty she’d temporarily postponed during the past twelve hours. I felt bad for bringing it up, but I knew it needed to be addressed.

She didn’t meet my eye. “It’s complicated, Ava.”

“Tell me,” I replied.

“I’ve been in a fog for the past year, like a child, unable to make a grown-up decision or put my better judgment into action. I’ve been paralyzed with fear.”

“She scares you?” I nudged.

She nodded. “But I needed her too.”

“How so?”

“Several years ago, my mother disowned me when she discovered I was gay. I stayed with my dad for a while, but he’s just as bad as I am when it comes to drinking. My parents have been divorced since I was little.”

“Where’s your dad now?” I asked.

Colette sniffled. “He’s in jail.” It was little more than a whisper.

Figuring it to be too painful of a subject to broach for the moment, I returned to the original topic.

“So you moved in with Gaylene?”

She nodded. “I started drinking every day and ended up in some seedy clubs and questionable bars. In a stupor, I got hooked up with Gaylene. She drinks as much as I used to. It was okay at first. She could be fun and entertaining, but she turns mean as a snake when she’s drunk.” She hesitated for a moment, looking up at me. “She’s drunk a lot,” she added.

It was my turn to nod. I had witnessed Gaylene’s ire firsthand. “Has she been physically violent beyond the slap?” I prodded, pressing her on the question I’d asked her previously.

Colette shrugged. “A few times. I try not to give her reason to be, but lately I sense she’s searching for one.”

I digested the information. Colette had been walking on eggshells, afraid in numerous ways. Gaylene had dominated her physically, mentally, and psychologically. I’m no Ann Landers, but it didn’t take a genius to see that Colette had been preyed upon and abused by her roommate.

“Do you want out of that relationship, Colette?”

She began crying, chest heaving and tears streaming down her face.

“I don’t know what to do,” she said.

My voice became stern. “I asked if you want out, Colette. I need to know.”

“I’m not sure she’ll let me out,” she sputtered.

“It’s not up to her anymore,” I stated in a firm voice. “It’s your decision. You’re not alone now, hon.”

She continued to heave and cry. I wanted to get tissues and go to her, but I wasn’t going to compete with Gaylene for her affections. Colette knew who I was and what I stood for at this point. She’d need to decide without my persuasion.

She settled shortly, sniffling with an occasional sputter. “I shouldn’t have dragged you into this,” she said.

I shook my head. “I chased you down in the parking lot that first night, Colette. You didn’t drag me anywhere.”

She looked up at me and gave me a crooked smile that made my heart dance in my chest. “I’m glad you did. I’ve smiled and laughed and even experienced happiness these past days. I owe it to you.”

I shrugged it off. There was so much I wanted to say to her. I knew she would never stay sober if she remained in her current situation. Gaylene obviously was the stronger personality between the two of them, but I was conflicted. While it was my job to help others who wanted help getting sober, my personal feelings and emotions were tangled and woven in the fabric of my burgeoning relationship with the beautiful blonde sitting across from me. I was getting a firsthand dose of the perils of thirteenth stepping. Was I trying to help Colette or was my own self-interest blinding me? Suddenly, a feeling of guilt and shame washed over me. Did I deserve it or was I being overly harsh with myself? I wasn’t sure. I tried to put my focus back solely on Colette.

“Are you willing to go to any lengths to stay sober?” I asked. “Do you want this more than anything?”

She looked me square in the eye and nodded. “Yes,” she said in a clear voice. “I don’t want to live this way any longer.”

“Then you have to get away from that crazy bitch,” I said, making my decision how to proceed. “You’ll spiral to the depths of hell if you stay with her.”

Relief washed over her face, telling me she wanted out but was relying on my help, trusting me to be an advocate for her sober journey. And while joy filled my heart with her proclamation, for the first time I felt the heavy burden of seeing to the needs of another human being. I felt as if I’d transcended completely into adulthood in that moment—my actions mattered and affected another person emphatically. I just needed a plan. And before proceeding, I knew it would be smart to consult with someone wiser.

“Let’s have dinner with Speedy,” I said.

--------------------

Speedy met us at Denny’s. He was waiting in a booth near the back of the restaurant, isolated from other tables. I guess he’d picked up on the serious tone in my voice when I’d dialed his number thirty minutes earlier. Colette and I settled into the booth across from Speedy. Placing her hand on my thigh, she squeezed tightly, and I covered her paw with my own.

“Colette’s in trouble,” I started. “She needs our help, but I’m not sure how to do this.”

Speedy sipped his coffee and nodded. “Okay,” was all he said.

Glancing at Colette and then back at Speedy, I spent the next five minutes providing the details of my lover’s dilemma. Quite uncharacteristically, Speedy listened without interrupting, only pursing his thick lips together and gravely nodding a few times. When I finished and took a long pull from the iced tea I’d ordered, Speedy looked at Colette.

“Does this Gaylene own a firearm?” he asked. I’d never considered it.

Colette shook her head. “No. I’m not aware of her owning one. I’d say it’s most unlikely.”

Speedy squinted and nodded again. “Do you have a picture of this girl?”

Colette looked over at me nervously, as if having an image of her roommate was a serious faux pas. When I didn’t react, she slowly pulled her phone from her purse and scrolled through her photos. Colette slid the phone across the table toward Speedy. He looked up at the tall blonde, a mischievous grin covering his countenance. Then he turned his head to the side as if he were trying to figure out exactly what he was looking at.

“Does she have the mange?” he inquired.

“Speedy!” I admonished.

He laughed and I glanced at Colette, expecting a horrified reaction, but she was suppressing a giggle. Speedy didn’t let up.

“Oh, hon, what were you thinking? You clearly failed to shop around!”

“Speedy!” I nearly hollered, but Colette was laughing audibly by this time.

“She pays $70 for that haircut every three weeks,” Colette giggled.

“Well, she only overpaid by about sixty-eight bucks, I’d say,” Speedy laughed.

“Okay, okay, let’s be nice, y’all. Our goal is to get Colette out of that situation,” I said, trying to steer the conversation back to an adult discussion—a frequently difficult task when it came to Speedy. But I had to admit, he’d sure loosened up Colette with his sarcastic comments.

“Whose apartment is it?” Speedy asked.

We both turned to Colette.

“It’s in her name. I give her what I can when I can.”

“Do you have a place to stay?”

We turned our heads simultaneously to face each other. I smiled and nodded.

“You can stay with me, hon.”

She looked as if she might cry. Her hand returned to my leg and I squeezed it again, reassuring her.

“Well, let’s go get your things, darling,” Speedy said.

Speedy followed us to the nearby apartment complex and we pulled up in front of Gaylene’s unit. A few shards of green glass, shining like little emeralds, were still strewn across the parking lot where Colette’s roommate had launched a beer bottle at my car. We parked and waited for Speedy to occupy a spot a few spaces over, and then climbed from my car as Speedy slid from his. He followed us to the door, where Colette nervously slipped her key into the deadbolt and turned it.

I followed her into the apartment with Speedy closely behind me. It was dark and quiet inside, eerily so.

“I don’t have that much,” Colette whispered. “A suitcase and a few bags will hold my clothing. There are some empty boxes in the spare bedroom I can use for the rest of my stuff. It should all fit into three cars.”

Colette shuffled off to the spare, and Speedy and I glanced over at a closed door, which I assumed to be the master bedroom. Twirling in space, I took in the living room. It was dim and messy, furnished sparingly with empty beer bottles strewn on the smudged coffee table and a few littering the floor. Empty food cartons and plastic cups sat on a dinette piece off the kitchenette. We waited for several minutes before Colette emerged, dropping a large suitcase at the door leading outside. She made several trips, and soon she had a few boxes packed with odds and ends along with several large bags sitting by the exit. Then she stood in the living room with us and looked around before resting her eyes on the closed bedroom door. The three of us stood quietly for a long moment, and then Speedy and I glanced over at Colette.

“Is there anything else that belongs to you?” Speedy asked. “Now is the time to get it.”

That’s when the bedroom door flew open, and a dazed but angry-looking Gaylene stood glaring at the three of us from the entry.

“What the fuck are y’all doing?” she sneered.

No one spoke at first, so she asked again, louder than the first time.

“I said what the fuck are you people doing in my apartment? Get the hell out.”

“We are working on it, young lady,” Speedy said. “We are on our way out.”

Gaylene looked at Colette who seemed to shrivel under her scrutiny.

“You’re not going anywhere, girl. We have some things to settle!” She turned to me and took a step forward, fists clenched and snarling. “You get out right now, bitch!” Spittle flew from her mouth as she advanced my direction.

Speedy sprung like a cat, stepping between Gaylene and me and holding up his hands.

“Whoa!” Speedy said. “Colette is leaving with us. She just needs to gather her things.”

“Look, gramps, I’m in no mood for this bullshit.” She looked my way. “You and that meddling cunt can get the hell out right now. My girl stays.”

“Not gonna happen, young lady. Colette is leaving with us.”

Gaylene glared at Speedy and then went for Colette. She grabbed the blonde by her hair and attempted to yank her into the master. I stood wide-eyed and dazed, but Speedy was on the move. He managed to pull them apart, but Colette yelped like a wounded animal and lost a chunk of hair as Gaylene pulled with all her might. Gaylene darted around Speedy, flew into the kitchen, and then emerged with a large kitchen knife. Her eyes were burning hot, madly insane with rage and jealousy.

Speedy stepped in, separating Gaylene from Colette and me. Gaylene charged, wielding the long blade in her right hand. I stared incredulously as she lunged at my old friend. Speedy’s quickness surprised me. He reached up with his left hand and caught Gaylene’s wrist, the one connected to the hand holding the knife. He twisted, pushing her to his left and off balance. While he squeezed her wrist with his left hand, causing her to drop the knife, he used his other hand to place pressure on her right elbow, driving her face down on the dingy carpet. She was screaming now, expletives and profanity that would embarrass a porn star streaming from her mouth. Then he bent her arm around her back and sat on her. Sweat was dripping from his brow, and he was huffing and puffing a bit, but he had the crazed girl pinned, leaving Colette and me temporarily out of danger.

“Get the knife, Ava,” Speedy instructed.

I shook myself from my daze and was on the move, collecting the knife and tossing it into a corner, far from Gaylene’s reach.

“My car is unlocked,” Speedy breathed. “Get everything loaded and get the hell out of here.”

Colette ran into the master with an empty box and returned within a minute with more of her belongings.

“Is that everything?” I asked.

She nodded. “Everything that’s important. If I left something, she can just keep it.”

Gaylene started yelling again, leveling threats at all three of us, but Speedy used his free hand to force her face into the dirty carpet, muffling the outbursts.

We carried everything to the cars in three trips while Speedy held Gaylene down on the floor.

“That’s it,” I said to Speedy upon return to the unit. “We can go now.”

“You go,” he said. “Gaylene and I are going to have a heart-to-heart. Then I’ll be along.”

I stared at him for a long moment.

“Get out of here, Ava,” Speedy hissed. “Don’t worry about me!”

I was plenty worried. Speedy looked a little ashen and very tired, but I did as he said. Grabbing my tall lover by the arm, we bolted the apartment and sprinted to our vehicles, Colette in her Jeep and me in my car. It was several hours before I heard from Speedy. He showed up at my place weary and haggard, a nasty scratch on his cheek. When I initially inquired about his injury, he just shrugged it off. But after removing the remainder of Colette’s belongings from his car, he allowed me to clean it with antiseptic and apply a butterfly bandage.

Afterwards, when I asked him again about the time he spent alone with Gaylene, Speedy gave me a smug smile and commenced with the patented rubbing of his chest.

“She’s a lightweight compared to my second ex-wife, the one who hit me over the head with a hammer and ran over me with her car. And she’s nothing compared to my third ex-wife; she shot me in the leg with a .38 police special. Now that woman scared me…still does.”

I looked at him gravely, but soon all three of us were laughing hysterically. When my laughing tapered to giggles, I considered how much this cantankerous older man meant to me, and I had to fight back tears when I considered the danger he’d faced for the benefit of Colette and me.

Speedy pursed his lips haughtily, rubbing his chest again with both hands as mischief danced in his eyes.

“Let me know if she bothers either one of you,” he said. “But I would be surprised if that happens.”
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A month passed with no contact from Gaylene. Speedy never disclosed what exactly went down in her apartment following our departure, but his discussion with her seemed to have worked.

Colette was stabilizing. She attended meetings regularly, had periods of serenity and peace, and had gotten a decent job as a barista at a local coffee shop. And the evenings spent in my cozy bedroom with her were beyond sensual.

But it was on a cold Friday night, following our customary dinner after the meeting with Speedy and the gang, that Colette and I had an especially memorable evening together. The sex was simply off the charts!

“Come to bed,” she purred, luring me from the living room where I was watching Netflix.

I looked up and gulped. Colette stood in the hallway, naked with one leg bent and the other straight, a long sinewy arm snaking up the wall in a seductive pose. Her hair was in beautiful disarray, her perky breasts pointing at me almost menacingly. Colette’s trimmed, blonde bush shimmered like wheat in a summer field from the dim apartment lighting. She licked her lips, and I completely forgot about the show I was watching. Fumbling for the remote, I flicked the television off and stood shakily, the effect of my lover posing in the hallway spellbinding. She held up her free hand, stopping me in mid-stride.

“Strip for me, Ava. I want you as naked as me.”

Pulling off my sweater and top, I stood briefly before her in my bra and a pair of faded blue jeans. She smiled and rolled her hand, indicating I should make haste in the removal of my clothes. I unsnapped my jeans and climbed out of them, standing in front of her in a frilly thong, socks, and bra. She licked her lips again.

“The bra first, babe. Show me those spectacular tits!”

I reached behind me and unhooked my bra. Pulling my arms in front of me, I allowed it to slide from my shoulders and fall to the floor. Despite the cold weather outside, I felt a fire brewing between my legs, and my pussy was instantly damp.

“Turn for me, Ava, and pull off your thong. I want to see your perfect round ass first.”

I followed her instructions, slowly sliding my panties down my legs before stepping out of them.

“Shake your big butt for me, baby,” she purred.

I felt a mixture of embarrassment and lust as I stood in just my furry socks, wiggling my ample fanny for her.

“God, I love your ass! I want to bite it, Ava.”

My juices flowed at her dirty talk, my spunk oozing onto my lips as I bounced back and forth, shaking my backside at her.

“Pick up your thong and bring it to me, sweetie,” she instructed.

I bent and lifted the lacy little garment and walked to her. Colette’s eyes panned down to my thick, dark bush and I noticed her mouth twitch with delight. She took my panties from my hand and held them to her nose, breathing in my aroma, her eyes half-lidded. Then Colette reached out and squeezed my wrist firmly, pulling me down the hall to the bedroom. She yanked my arm, whipping my body past hers and giving me a not-so-gentle smack on my ass as I fell face first on the bed.

“Up on all fours, girly,” she demanded.

My head swam. Colette had a tendency to lead during our sexual adventures, but she had never been quite this forceful or dominating. I couldn’t deny the thrill rushing through my body as she commanded me. My center burned with desire and my senses were firing on all cylinders. I was once again amazed at the sexual energy this woman coaxed from my body—how she made me feel completely sensual and desirable in her presence.

I kneeled on the bed as she ran her warm hands all over my rump, squeezing, massaging, and even pinching me a few times, taking my breath away. I was literally dripping with lust at this point. Then I felt her mouth on me, all over the landscape of my butt until she circled into a smaller pattern at my crack. She gave me a little slap on my butt before using her hands to spread my cheeks. Then her tongue worked its way into the wedge, delighting me when the wetness located my asshole. Just when I thought I’d died and gone to heaven, her slender fingers touched my pussy, toying with my gooey lips.

“Oh, my, Ava!” she exclaimed. “You’re slicker than melted butter!”

I nearly screamed when she entered me, probing my sex vigorously with two fingers. When she pulled them out, she spread my girly jizz onto my asshole before returning her hot mouth to my third input. It felt glorious, and when her fingers danced over my clit, I cried out.

“Yes! Yes! OH FUCK!” I bellowed. “It feels so good!”

“You love it when I touch your pussy, don’t you, Ava?” she teased, pushing back and forth on my engorged bud.

I cried out again. “Aaahhh! Ooohhh! Fuuuuuccccckkkkk!”

I vaguely heard her giggling behind me, but I was caught up in the mounting pleasure soaring through my cunt—the inevitable climax beckoning, yet just out of reach. Then her mouth seemed to be everywhere. She devoured my ass and pussy back and forth, licking her way through my taint as she rotated. She did this for a spell, until I began to quake in her grasp. And then she hunkered lower, running her hot tongue as far as she could into my steaming box as her thumb worked my pearl. I tried to scream but no sound escaped. I was rocketed to another dimension as my first of many orgasms ripped through my core. I almost fell forward, but Colette managed to keep me on my knees, the pleasure shooting through me like fireworks through the sky on the 4th of July. Then an outburst of pent-up expletives escaped my mouth, more than making up for my previous verbal incapacity, until I slumped forward on the bed, breathless and sated. But little did I know that my bliss was just beginning.

I felt a void from behind and a bounce of the bed as Colette moved off of me. I lay there, swimming in ecstasy, wondering what my mischievous lover had in store for me next. I didn’t have to wait long. I heard a click, quickly followed by another. Glancing behind me, I saw my leggy lover hovering over a small, boxy case—a piece of luggage I hadn’t seen since I moved her into my apartment and had summarily dismissed since that time. I’m not sure if it had been laid out in the room when I entered earlier, or if she’d pulled it from under the bed or another hiding place. I’d had no idea what was inside of it until she stood and turned. A massive sex toy covered her hand and a big smile covered her face. The toy had a huge faux-cock on one end and was curved on the other. It didn’t take a genius to figure out how it operated as she worked the curved end into her pussy.

“For your pleasure and mine,” she cooed. “The strapless penetrator—my favorite toy! Now spread those thick thighs, honey. I’m going to fuck your brains out!”

I lay prone, dazed and unmoving, so she advanced with haste and pushed my legs apart. And then she was on me—and in me, using my deluge of natural lubrication to penetrate me easily. I groaned with pleasure, and by her third thrust, I was on the precipice of cumming. Apparently, she wasn’t far behind me. As I approached my second mind-blowing orgasm, she began to make her patented little noises and her pace quickened. I couldn’t hold back, my climax took me, consumed me, sending me floating into the indescribably delicious world where mind and body had only a single purpose—the intense and electrifying eruption spewing hot lava from the mouth of the volcano.

As one orgasm faded another crested, but during the interim, I felt my lover’s body begin the tremble I had learned so well the past few weeks. Trembles that were followed by cries, feral screams echoing off the walls of my bedroom as she came. I vaguely recognized the sound of the howling dog from the apartment next door, and I giggled before another wave of pleasure nearly sent me to insanity.

The next thing I knew, I was lying on my back, once again breathless and panting. My recovery was cut short when I felt Colette’s long blonde hair tickling my thighs, and then she was between them, her mouth glued to my sex. I knew I was a hot sticky mess below, but I had also learned that Colette reveled in going down on me in this condition. “The wetter and slicker, the better,” she often quipped.

She wasn’t disappointed. She lapped at my drenched pussy like a thirsty dog drinking from a bowl of cold water on a hot summer day. And she was just as noisy, making me giggle while I simultaneously writhed in her grasp.

Out of everything we did together, having her eat my pussy was my favorite. Nothing compared to the feel and sensuality of having another woman lick my vagina. It was heavenly! And after everything Colette had done to me throughout the evening—the new toy included—this is where I completely lost myself to her. Pulling my legs back so that my feet were nearly behind my head, I gave her unabated access to my quivering heat. Perhaps the enthusiasm with which she licked me was half of the erotic equation. Watching her devour my wet quim, seeing her adoration of my sex, was a turn on like nothing I’d ever experienced. Seeing the ardor of her quest sent me into orbit. Suddenly, I could no longer feel my limbs. Every feeling in my body was focused on my clit as she ran the flat of her tongue over and around my bud with an eagerness that defied explanation—like it was what she was born to do. I was on cloud nine, suspended in air, reeling in ecstasy. I wanted to stay there forever, on the precipice of orgasm, anticipating the joy of what was only moments away.

Colette was devouring me now, all over me, licking, nibbling, sucking my labia, probing my canal, swirling her tongue over my pulsating clit. Gripping the bed sheets, I arched my back, meeting her strokes with my thrusts, until I finally exploded, soaking my blonde bombshell with my love nectar. She drank me as if her thirst for my juice couldn’t be sated, loving me, pleasing me, sending me to the magic kingdom and beyond. I screamed my approval, begging for more and pleading for her to stop simultaneously until the confusing fog of her manipulation of my most sensitive parts subsided and I returned to earth.

A sheen of sweat had beaded on my forehead, my raspy breathing audible in the otherwise silent bedroom. Colette kissed her way up my body, lingering briefly at my breasts, until her mouth met mine in a splendid kiss, my juices sweet on her lips.

When I recovered, I pulled her forward until she was kneeling over me, her dripping pussy inches from my face, aromatic with the lusty scent of a young woman in need. As Colette mounted me and I sampled her hot quim, relishing the flavor of her tasty cunt, she rested her hands on my pigtailed hair. I knew what would come later, as she lost herself in her own bliss, but I didn’t mind. I had become accustomed to her roughness. I had learned it was simply the expression of her lust, her appreciation of my oral prowess, and I knew it was her favorite way to be serviced. I was only too eager to comply.

Coiling my tongue, I entered her, reaching the tangy depths of her pussy. She moaned and swiveled her hips, acknowledging her approval of my skills. My nose connected with her clit, just as my hands found her stiff nipples. I tweaked and pulled them, not roughly, but not gently either. She opened her mouth and let out a little cry, a soft whimper that emboldened me. I ground my face into her flesh and she reciprocated, causing the first tremor to shoot through her body. Colette let out a long moan and subsequently gripped my pigtails a little tighter. Tilting my head back, I used the flat of my tongue to traverse through her pink, dewy folds. Another tremor shot through her core, stronger this time as her grip on my pigtails tightened. I got down to business then. Directing the tip of my tongue onto her clit, I flicked her sensitive pearl vigorously, triggering a loud cry from my lover. Her grip on my hair was at the threshold of painful, but I had learned to embrace it, understanding that this was her reaction to the pleasure I was giving her—her primal way of conveying her love and appreciation for what I did to her. The paradox was compelling, how pain had become pleasure for me.

Colette’s body began to rock and sway. She shook like a drunk in detox, and then her release came, spraying me with her feminine sauce. Her primal screams were soon joined by the howling dog next door, causing me to giggle while I took her down the homestretch. I ignored the banging on the wall, and I’m pretty sure that Colette, in her current state of orgasmic bliss, didn’t even notice the protestations of the angry neighbors. She pulled my hair, bounced on my face like a lunatic, and bellowed like a crazed preacher speaking in tongues. The display my lover put on was both comical and erotic, and I laughed while I licked her pussy through her climax. My scalp burned where she pulled my hair, and I knew I couldn’t take much more. I released my hands from her tits and placed them on her wrists, gently squeezing, letting her know that I couldn’t take any more. Her jizz ran down my cheeks, rivers of lust making a trail on my abraded face. And then it was over. Colette slumped, and then fell forward, her knees flanking my head.

We lay in that position for several moments. The neighbor’s dog had ceased howling and the pounding on the wall had stopped, only the sounds of two young women, panting and moaning in the aftermath of Sapphic sex filling the void.

I was the first to move, climbing from between her legs and sliding up alongside my leggy blonde lover. I rubbed her shapely bottom, and she purred as I kissed her neck and shoulders. I nibbled her ears until I heard her soft snores. Working the tangled sheets and blankets into a serviceable order, I covered my young beauty and gazed at her while she slept. I felt she was mine now, and I hers. I would protect her, keep her, help her through her recovery, and see to her happiness. It was an obligation now—one I was happy to have as I lay there contented, metaphorically standing atop The 13th Step.
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