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        To Sasha Whittington,

        my very best friend and the only girl who loves the burn of whiskey just as much as I do,

        This one’s for you.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        One day, whether you are 14,

        28,

        or 65,

        you will stumble upon somone who will start a fire in you that cannot die.

        However, the saddest, most awful truth you will ever come to find—

        is they are not always with whom we spend our lives.

        —Beau Taplin

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

          Relapse

        

      

    

    
      It’s crazy how fast the buzz comes back after you’ve been sober for so long.

      I opened my door and felt tipsy just at the sight of him, eyes blurring and legs shaking. It used to take me at least a shot to get to this point, but my tolerance level had been weakened by distance and time, and just seeing him warmed my blood. I gripped the knob tighter, as if that’d help, but it was like trying to chug water after passing the point of no return.

      Whiskey stood there, on my doorstep, just like he had one year before. Except this time, there was no rain, no anger, no wedding invitation — it was just us.

      It was just him — the old friend, the easy smile, the twisted solace wrapped in a glittering bottle.

      It was just me — the alcoholic, pretending like I didn’t want to taste him, realizing too quickly that months of being clean didn’t make me crave him any less.

      But we can’t start here.

      No, to tell this story right, we need to go back.

      Back to the beginning.

      Back to the very first drop.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          First Taste

        

      

    

    
      The first time I tasted Whiskey, I fell flat on my face.

      Literally.

      I was drunk from the very first sip, and I guess that should have been my sign to stay away.

      Jenna and I were running the trail around the lake near her house, sweat dripping into our eyes from the intense South Florida heat. It was early September, but in South Florida, it might as well have been July. There was no “boots and scarves” season, unless you counted the approximately six weeks in January and February where the temperature dropped below eighty degrees.

      As it was, we were battling ninety-plus degrees, me trying to be a show off and prove I could keep up with Jenna’s cheerleading training program. She had finally made the varsity squad, and with that privilege came ridiculous standards she had to uphold. I hated running — absolutely loathed it. I would much rather have been on my surfboard that day. But fortunately for Jenna, she had a competitive best friend who never turned down a challenge. So when she asked me to train with her, I’d agreed eagerly, even knowing I’d have screaming ribs and calves by the end of the day.

      I saw him first.

      I was just a few steps ahead of Jenna, and I’d been staring down at my hot pink sneakers as they hit the concrete. When I looked up, he was about fifty feet away, and even from that distance I could tell I was in trouble. He seemed sort of average at first — brown hair, lean build, soaked white running shirt — but the closer he got, the more I realized just how edible he was. I noticed the shift in the muscles of his legs as he ran, the way his hair bounced slightly, how he pressed his lips together in concentration as he neared us.

      I looked over my shoulder, attempting to waggle my eyebrows at Jenna and give her the secret best friend code for “hot guy up ahead,” but she had stopped to tie her shoes. And when I turned back around, it was too late.

      I smacked into him — hard — and fell to the pavement, rolling a bit to soften the fall. He cursed and I groaned, more from embarrassment than pain. I wish I could say I gracefully picked myself up, smiled radiantly, and asked him for his number, but the truth is I lost the ability to do anything the minute I looked up at him.

      It was an unfamiliar, warm ache that spread through my chest as I used my hand to shield the sun streaming in behind his silhouette, just how you’d expect the first sip of whiskey to feel. He was bent over, hand outstretched, saying something that wasn’t registering because I had somehow managed to slip my hand into his and just that one touch had set my skin on fire.

      Handsome wasn’t the right word to describe him, but it was all I kept thinking as I traced his features. His hair was a sort of mocha color, damp at the roots, falling onto his forehead just slightly. His eyes were wide — almost too round — and a mixture of gold, green, and the deepest brown. I didn’t coin the nickname Whiskey until much later, but it was that moment that I saw it for the first time — those were whiskey eyes. The kind of eyes you get lost in. The kind that drink you in. He had the longest lashes and a firm, square jaw. It was so hard, the edges so clean that I would have sworn he was angry with me if it weren’t for the smile on his face. He was still talking as my eyes fell over his broad chest before snapping back up to his sideways grin.

      “Oh my God, are you fucking blind?!” Jenna’s voice snapped me from my haze as she shoved Whiskey out of the way and latched onto my hand, ripping me back to standing position. I’d barely caught my balance before she whipped around to continue her scolding. “How about you brush that long ass hair out of your eyes and watch where you’re going, huh champ?”

      Oh no.

      I didn’t even have time to call dibs, I couldn’t even think the word, let alone say it, before it was too late. I watched it, in slow motion, as Whiskey fell for my best friend before I even had the chance to say a single word to him.

      Jenna was standing tall, arms crossed, one hip popped in her usual fashion as she waited for him to defend himself. This was her standard operating procedure — it was one of the reasons we got along. We were both what you’d call “spitfires”, but Jenna had the distinct advantage of being cripplingly gorgeous on top of having an attitude. She flipped her long, wavy blonde ponytail behind her and cocked a brow.

      And then he did, too.

      His smile grew wider as he met her eyes, and it was the same look I’d watched fall over guy after countless guy. Jenna was a unicorn, and men were enamored by her. As they should have been — she had platinum blonde hair, crystal blue eyes, legs for days, and a personality to boot. Now, before you go thinking that I was the insecure best friend — I had it going on, too. I worked hard, I was talented — just not at the things traditional high school boys valued.

      But we’ll get to that.

      “Hi,” Whiskey finally said, extending his hand to Jenna this time. His eyes were warm, smile inviting — if I had to pick the right word for him, just one, I’d say charming. He just oozed charm. “I’m Jamie.”

      “Well, Jamie, maybe you should make an appointment with the eye doctor before you run over another innocent jogger. And you owe Brecks an apology.” She nodded to me then and I cringed at my name, wondering why she felt the need to spill it at all. She always called me B — everyone did — so why did she choose the moment I was face to face with the first boy to ever make my heart accelerate to use my full name?

      Jamie was still grinning, eying Jenna, trying to figure her out, but he turned to me after a moment with that same crooked smile. “I’m sorry, I should have been watching where I was going.” He said the words with conviction, but lifted his brows on that last line because he and I both knew who wasn’t paying attention to the trail, and he wasn’t the guilty party.

      “It’s fine,” I murmured, because for some reason I was still having a difficult time finding my voice. Jamie tilted his head just a fraction, his eyes hard on me this time, and I felt naked beneath his gaze. I’d never had anyone look at me that way — completely zeroed in. It was unnerving and exhilarating, too.

      But before I could latch onto the feeling, he turned back to Jenna, their eyes meeting as slow smiles spread on both of their faces. I’d seen it a million times, but this was the first time I felt sick watching it happen.

      I saw him first, but it didn’t matter.

      Because he saw her.
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      It was just over a week later that Jenna and Jamie put a title on the flirting relationship they’d been having for a solid eight days. That’s how it was when we were in high school — there were no games, no “let’s just hook up and see where this goes.” You were either with someone or you weren’t, and they were very together.

      I had the privilege of watching them make out between classes, and as much as I wanted to hate them together, I just didn’t. In fact, I’d pretty much forgotten that I’d seen Jamie first because they were disgustingly cute together. Jenna was taller than me, but she was just short enough to fit perfectly under Jamie’s arm. She was a cheerleader, he was a basketball player — different seasons, but popular and respected nonetheless. His dark features complimented her light ones, and they had a similar sense of humor. They even sounded good together — Jenna and Jamie. I mean honestly, how could I be mad at that?

      So I dropped it, dropped the idea of him, moved easily into the third wheel position I was used to with Jenna and her long list of boyfriends. Jamie was the first of them who seemed to enjoy me there. He was always talking to me, making jokes, bridging the gap between awkward and easy friendship. It was nice, and I was sincerely happy for them.

      Still, I had opted out of tricycling that particular afternoon after school. Instead, I swung my Jansport onto my bed and immediately started ruffling through the clothes in my top drawer for my bathing suit, desperate to get some time on the water before the sun set. Daylight Savings hadn’t set in yet, but the days were slowly getting shorter, reminding me that summer was far away.

      “Hey sweetie,” my mom said, knuckles rapping softly on the panel of my door frame. “You hungry? I was thinking we could go out for dinner tonight, maybe to that sushi bar you love so much?”

      “I’m not really hungry yet. Going to go check out the surf,” I replied, my smile tight. I didn’t even look up from my drawer, just pulled out my favorite white, strappy top and avoided her eyes. It wasn’t that I was a dramatic teen who hated her mom, I wasn’t — I loved her, but things were different between us than they had been just two short years before.

      Okay, this is the part where I warn you — I had daddy issues. I guess in a way, mommy issues, too.

      But let me explain.

      Everything in my life was perfect, at least in my eyes, until the summer before my sophomore year of high school. That was the summer I opened my pretty gray eyes and looked around at my life, realizing it wasn’t at all what it seemed.

      I thought I had it all. My parents weren’t married or even together, but then again they never had been. I was used to that. It was our normal. Mom never dated anyone, Dad dated but never remarried, and somehow we still always ended up together — just the three of us — every Christmas. I’d always lived in my mom’s house, but I’d spent equal time at my dad’s. My parents never fought, but they never really laughed, either. I assumed they made it work for me, and I was thankful for that.

      We were unconventional, me bouncing between houses and them tolerating each other for my sake, but we worked. Dad’s skin was white, pale as they come, freckled and tinged pink while Mom’s was the smoothest, most delicate shade of black. Ebony and ivory, with me the perfectly imperfect mixture of the two.

      They may not have made enough at their respective jobs to shower me with birthday gifts or buy me a shiny new car on my sixteenth birthday, but they worked hard, they paid the bills, and they instilled that mindset in me, too. The Kennedy’s may not have been rich in dollars, but we were rich in character.

      Still, not everything is as it seems.

      I never understood that saying — not really — not until that summer before tenth grade when everything I thought I knew about my life got erased in a violent come-to-Jesus talk. My mom had drank too much one night, as she often did, and I’d humored her by holding her hair back as she told me how proud she was of me between emptying her stomach into our off-white toilet.

      “You are so much more than I ever could have wished for,” she kept repeating, over and over. But then the literal vomit turned to word vomit, and she revealed a truth I wasn’t prepared for.

      You see, the story I’d been told my entire life was that mom and dad were best friends growing up. They were inseparable, and after years of everyone around them making jokes about them dating, they finally conceded, and it turned out they were perfect together. They had a happy relationship for several years, a bouncing baby girl who they both loved very much, but it just didn’t work out, so they went back to being friends. The end. Sounds sweet, right?

      Except it was a lie.

      The truth was much uglier, as it so often is, and so they hid it from me. But mom was tequila drunk that night and apparently had forgotten why she cared so much about lying to me. So, she spilled the truth.

      They had been best friends, that much was true, but they had never dated. Instead, my dad had turned jealous, chasing every guy who dared to talk to my mom out of her life. But he didn’t stop there. One night, when she was crying over the most recent guy who’d dumped her, my dad had come on to her. And he didn’t take no for an answer.

      Not the first time she said it.

      Not the eleventh.

      She counted, by the way.

      Mom was seventeen at the time, and I was the product of that night — a baby not meant to be born from a horror not meant to be lived.

      I guess this is the part where I tell you I immediately hated my dad, and in a way I did, but in another way I still loved him. He was still my dad, the guy who’d called me baby girl and fixed me root beer floats when I’d had a bad day. I wondered how the soft-spoken, caring man I’d grown up around could have committed such an act.

      For a while, I lived in a broken sort of limbo between those two feelings — love and hate — but when I finally had the nerve to ask him about it, to tell him that I knew what happened, he had nothing to say. He didn’t apologize, he didn’t try to defend himself, and he didn’t seem to hold any emotion other than anger that my mother had told me at all. After that, I slipped farther toward hate, and I stopped talking to him a short five months after the night my mom told me the truth.

      And though I shouldn’t have resented my mom for not telling me sooner, I did. She didn’t deserve me to blame her for letting me think my father was a good person, but I did. And so, my life was never the same.

      Like I said, it wasn’t that I hated my mom, because I didn’t. But there was a raw wedge between us after that night, an unmovable force, and I felt the jagged splinters of it scrape my chest every time I looked at her.

      So, more often than not, I chose not to.

      “Okay,” she replied, defeated. “Well, I hope you have fun.” I was still rummaging, searching for my bottoms, and she turned to leave but paused long enough to call back over her shoulder. “I love you.”

      I froze, closed my eyes, and let out one long breath. “I love you too, Mom.”

      I would never not say those words. I loved her fiercely, even if our relationship had changed.

      By the time I found my suit, dressed, strapped my board to the top of my beat-up SUV and made it to the beach, the weight of the day was threatening to suffocate me. But as soon as I set my board in the water and slid on, my arms finding their rhythm in the familiar burn that came with paddling out, I began to breathe easier.

      The surf in South Florida was far from glorious, but it worked for my purposes. It was one of my favorite ways to waste a day, connected with the water, with myself. It was my alone time, time to think, time to process. I used surfing like most people used fitness or food — to cope, to heal, to work through my issues or ignore them, depending on my mood. It was my solace.

      Which is why I nearly fell off my board when Jamie paddled out beside me.

      “Fancy meeting you here,” he mused, voice low and throaty. He chuckled at my lost balance and I narrowed my eyes, but smiled nonetheless. Everything I thought I knew about his body was erased in that moment and I swallowed, following the cut lines along his arms that led me straight to his abdomen. There was a scar there, just above his right hip, and I stared at it just a second too long before clearing my throat and turning back toward the water.

      “Thought you had plans with Jenna.”

      He shrugged. “I did. But there was a cheerleading crisis, apparently.”

      We met eyes then, both stifling laughs before letting them tumble out.

      “I’ll never understand organized sports,” I said, shaking my head.

      Jamie squinted against the sun as we rode over a small wave, our legs dangling on either side of our boards. “What? You’ll never understand having a team who works toward the same goal?”

      I scoffed. “Don’t be annoying. You know what I meant.”

      “Oh, so you hate fun?”

      “No, but I hate organized fun.” I glanced sideways at him then, offering a small smirk, and I grinned a little wider when the right side of his mouth quirked up in return. “I didn’t know you surfed.”

      “Yeah,” he answered easily. “Believe it or not, us organized-fun people enjoy solo sports, too.”

      “You’re really not going to let this go, are you?”

      He laughed, and I relaxed a bit. So what Jamie was impossibly gorgeous and had the abs of the young Brad Pitt? I could do this, be friends, ignore the little zing in my stomach when he smiled at me. It was nice to have a friend other than Jenna. Where she made friends easily, I tended to push people away — whether by choice or accident. Maybe the Jamie-B-Jenna tricycle wouldn’t be so bad, after all.

      But when I truly thought about that possibility, of having a guy as a friend, my stomach dropped for a completely different reason. A flash of Mom bent over our toilet hit me quickly, her eyes blood-shot and her truthful words like ice picks in my throat. I swallowed, closing my eyes just a moment before checking the waterproof watch on my wrist.

      “We should try to catch this next wave.”

      I didn’t wait for him to answer before I paddled out.

      We surfed what we could, but the waves were sad that day, barely offering enough to push our boards back to shore. So eventually, we ended up right back where we started, legs swinging in the salt water beneath us as we stared out at the water. The sun was slowly sinking behind us, setting on the West coast and casting the beach in a hazy yellow glow.

      “Where do you go when you do that?”

      “Do what?” I asked.

      “You have this look, this faraway stare sometimes. It’s like you’re here, but not really.”

      He was watching me then, the same way he had the first day we met. I smoothed my thumb over one of the black designs on my board and shrugged.

      “Just thinking, I guess.”

      “Sounds dangerous.”

      He grinned, and I felt my cheeks heat, though no one would know but me. My skin didn’t reveal a blush the way Jenna’s did. “Probably is. You should steer clear.”

      Jamie chewed the inside of his lip, still staring at me, and opened his mouth to say something else, but didn’t. He turned, staring in the same direction as me for a few moments before speaking again.

      “So what are you thinking right now?”

      I let out a long, slow breath. “Thinking I can’t wait to get out of here, move to California, and finally surf a real wave.”

      “You’re moving?”

      “Not yet. But hopefully for college.”

      “Ah,” he mused. “I take it you have no interest in going to Palm South University, then?”

      I shook my head. “Nah, too much drama. I want a laid-back west coast school. Somewhere with waves that don’t suck.”

      Jamie dipped his hand into the water and lifted it again, letting the water drip from his fingertips to the hot skin on his shoulders. “Me too, Brecks. Me too.”

      I cringed at the use of my name. “It’s just B.”

      “Just B, huh?”

      I nodded. “You want to go to school in California, too?”

      “That’s the plan. I have an uncle out there who has some connections at a few schools. You have a specific one in mind yet?”

      “Not yet. Just somewhere far from here.”

      He nodded once, thankfully not pushing me to expand on that little dramatic statement. We sat in silence a while longer before paddling back in and hiking our boards up under our arms as we made the trek back to the cars. The sand was a bit course under our feet, but I loved the way it felt. I loved everything about the beach, especially surfing, and I glanced over at Jamie, more thankful than I thought I would have been running into him.

      He helped me load up after we rinsed off, strapping my old lime green board to the top of Old Not-So Faithful. And just like the reliable Betty that she was, the 1998 Kia Sportage failed to turn over when I tried to start her up.

      “Great,” I murmured, my head hitting the top of the steering wheel. Jamie had just finished loading his own board a few cars away, and he made his way back over.

      “Not starting?”

      “Seems to be my lucky day.”

      He smiled, tugging the handle on my door to pull it open. “Come on, I’ll drive you home.”

      I didn’t know it then, but that one small gesture, those six small words, they would be what changed everything between me and Jamie Shaw.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          Buzzin’

        

      

    

    
      As much as I loved the beach, I hated what it did to my hair.

      I was a product of my parents, taking equal features from each. I had my father’s eyes, my mother’s hair, a smooth mixture of their skin tones. With my dad being white and my mom being black, I fell right in-between them with a creamy mocha latte. I was short like my mom and stubborn like my dad, and somehow I inherited the fiercest combination of their work ethic. My mom was petite, with virtually no curves to speak of and I mirrored her in that respect. I loved my athletic build, even if it didn’t grab the attention of boys the way Jenna’s hips did.

      All that being said, salt water mixed with my hair about as well as water mixed with oil. I tried my best to tame it in the small visor mirror in the passenger seat of Jamie’s Jeep, using my fingers to try to breathe life back into the tight spiral curls. I wiped my fingers across my cheeks next, rubbing the leftover salt away. My gray-blue eyes looked tired that day, and I let them flick to the freckles on the apples of my cheeks for just the shortest second before flipping the visor back up and settling back in the leather seat.

      I’d never seen a Jeep that nice, let alone ridden in one. It was brand new, cherry red, with black leather seats and a tricked-out dashboard. It seemed a little much to me, especially for a highschooler. Did a seventeen-year-old really need such an expensive car?

      The answer was absolutely not.

      But I’d learned a lot about Jamie in those eight days since we’d first met, thanks to a little social media stalking. Our school was ginormous, there were more than six-hundred kids in mine and Jenna’s grade alone. But, I wasn’t too proud to surf the Web to find out more about my best friend’s new guy, and I learned a good amount. Enough to know that his father owned one of the top privately-owned accounting firms in Fort Lauderdale and Jamie would want for nothing the rest of his life. I hoped to go to college in California, but there was no doubt in my mind he would get there if that’s what he decided he wanted.

      I half-wondered what that would be like, growing up knowing finances would never keep you from anything, but mostly I didn’t care. I was brought up with the mindset that you work hard for what you want in life, and that’s what I intended to do. I was already well on my way, focusing on my grades and getting involved in what school activities I could stomach to build my resume for college applications.

      I also discovered that he had a dog named Brutus and two sisters, both younger, both just as gorgeous as him.

      That was as far as I let my stalking go before I could no longer claim it wasn’t creepy.

      “So just take this all the way to Scenic Drive?” Jamie asked, turning onto Cherry Street.

      “Yep. Take a left on Scenic and I’m the fourth house on the right. It’s bright yellow, can’t miss it.”

      A soft silence fell over us and I ran my hands over my hair again, smoothing it down, wondering if Jamie even cared what it looked like at all.

      “This is a really nice car,” I said stupidly, breaking the silence. Jamie’s eyes lit up a bit and he shifted, switching hands on the steering wheel.

      “Thanks. I had to work my ass off for three summers to earn it, so I appreciate it.”

      I cocked a brow. “You paid for this yourself?”

      “Well, kind of. I worked for my dad at his firm for three summers without being paid. I just told my dad I wanted a Jeep, a nice one, one that I could use to tote my board around but also be comfortable in for a long road trip.” He turned to me then. “He finally bought if for me after this past summer.”

      “Nice. And why exactly does your car have to be road trip proof?”

      Jamie noticed me crossing my arms, goosebumps breaking on my skin from the salt water drying. He leaned forward to adjust the air. “I don’t know, just in case, I guess. I love to drive. Helps clear my head.”

      I nodded. “Yeah, I get that.”

      “It’s also about the only time I get to listen to the music I actually want to listen to. You know, when no one else is in the car to say anything about it.”

      “Okay, now I’m curious,” I said, uncrossing my arms and tucking my legs beneath me. “What exactly do you listen to?”

      Jamie pressed his lips together in a tight line. “Promise not to laugh?”

      “No.”

      He chuckled. “Then I can’t show you.”

      “Fine, fine. I won’t laugh.” He eyed me, debating whether to trust me or not. “At least, not loud enough for you to hear.”

      “Fair enough.” He smiled, but it dropped quickly as he plugged his phone into the auxiliary cord and thumbed through his music. Each time he flicked his thumb up, scrolling through the playlists, a long indented line would break on his forearm where the muscles worked. I let my eyes stay there, watching that muscle, until the first note played as we pulled up to a stop light.

      It was soft, soothing, familiar. Really familiar. When it sank in what song it was, I couldn’t hold back my reaction.

      “No fucking way.”

      “Yeah, I know, it’s nerdy.” Jamie reached for the volume knob but I smacked his hand away.

      “No, no it’s amazing. I just, I can’t believe you listen to classical music. This is Brian Crain, right?”

      It was his turn to blanch. “Yes.”

      “I love him,” I said excitedly, sitting up straighter. I might have even bounced a little. “He’s incredible. Please tell me you listen to The Piano Guys, too.”

      His mouth fell open. “I fucking love The Piano Guys.”

      We both laughed, our eyes bright, searching each other as if the other didn’t truly exist. “This is crazy! I’ve never met anyone else who loved this kind of music. Like… ever.”

      “That makes two of us,” he said as the light turned green. He didn’t go right away, just kept his eyes on mine, staring at me that way he did that made me wonder what he was thinking. It was as if I were a painting and he a curator. I felt him debating, circling, wondering if he should collect me or pass me by.

      I prayed for the first option, even though I knew I shouldn’t.

      The Mazda behind us honked and Jamie blinked, the spell broken. For the rest of the ride home, we didn’t say another word, just enjoyed his playlist and the wind in our hair. It was strangely comfortable sitting in silence with Jamie, as if we didn’t need words, especially with a piano version of “Bring Him Home” from Les Miserables serenading us as he drove.

      When he pulled up to my house, I smiled, my head still laid back against the headrest as I turned to face him. “I can play this one.”

      “Play it?”

      I nodded. “Mm-hmm, on violin.”

      “You play the violin?”

      “No.”

      He opened his mouth, shut it again, and then laughed. “Okay, color me confused.”

      My smile grew. “I don’t play violin. But, one day I was sitting next to this kid in band at lunch and he heard me listening to this. He plucked my earbuds out and thought he was so cute, talking in my ear about how he could play this song on violin. He thought his game was smooth.” I shrugged. “But I wasn’t impressed, told him anyone could learn to play it. He gave up on flirting then and started taking offense, told me there was no way I could learn to do it, so we made a bet. And five weeks later, I strode up to the same table where he sat, pulled out his violin that was propped up next to him, and played it.”

      “No you didn’t.”

      I pulled my lips between my teeth in a smile. “I did. I’m a very competitive person, Jamie Shaw. And I never turn down a challenge.”

      His eyes were a sort of golden green in what light was left from the day, dusk settling in around us, and his skin crinkled at the edges as he let his head fall back to mirror mine. “I’ll keep that in mind, Br—” He paused. “B.”

      For just a second, I let myself stare at him, then I unclicked my seatbelt and grabbed my beach bag, pulling the strap up over my shoulder. “Thanks for the ride home.” I sighed, shaking my head. “Jenna is going to kill me when she finds out I can’t go to the game tomorrow.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, I’m going to call my dad to see if he can go get my car and get it into his friend’s shop, but there’s no way it’ll be fixed by tomorrow night. Jenna is cheering in our first home game. I promised her I’d go, but unless my mom gets off work early, I don’t see that happening.”

      “I’ll take you,” Jamie offered quickly.

      “No, no, it’s okay. You don’t have to—”

      “I want to. Seriously. I’m going anyway, and it’d be nice to have someone to sit with.” He smiled, that lazy, crooked smile that made my legs tingle.

      “Okay.”

      He grinned wider. “Okay.”

      Mom was already in her room by the time I’d hung my board in the garage, so I made myself a grilled cheese and ate alone in my bedroom. I didn’t turn on my TV or look through the notifications on my phone. I just ate it slowly, one bite at a time, staring at my closet door and replaying every moment of the evening. Then, after taking as much time as I reasonably could to eat, I called my dad. He must have known when he answered that I needed something — it was the only time I called anymore — and I cut straight to the chase. He told me he’d take care of it, because that’s the kind of guy he was.

      But he was also the kind of guy who could rape my mother, and sometimes I had to force myself to remember that. Especially on nights when he called me “baby girl” and my heart surged with the love I’d always had for him.

      My vision was blurry, likely from the salt water, so I ran myself a bath as soon as I ended our call. I’d always loved baths, only taking a shower when I was in a rush to be somewhere. It was nice to soak in the hot water, to take time to think. If I only had those thirty minutes to myself a day, it was enough.

      But that night, as I wiggled my toes beneath the faucet, the water slowly filling in around me, I felt different. The heat was a little hotter, the lights a little brighter, and my vision still wouldn’t quite clear. I thought a little too hard about the one person I knew I shouldn’t, and a new buzz I’d yet to experience rushed over me as I let him sink into my system.

      I should have cleared my mind. I should have called Jamie and told him not to pick me up for the game. I should have pulled up a picture of him and Jenna to remind myself where I sat on this tricycle.

      But I didn’t do any of those things.

      And I only wished I felt guilty about it.
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      As much as I detested school spirit, there was something to say for the energy of a home high school football game in South Florida. Students were painted brightly in our teal and white colors, cheering loudly and blaring fog horns. The band played upbeat music that was hard not to dance to and everyone high-fived each other when our team did something right, bringing a camaraderie to the stands that I wasn’t expecting.

      South Springs High School hadn’t won a single game the season before, but we had a halfway decent team this year, which was great for me since I’d likely be at every game watching Jenna cheer.

      Jenna Kamp was the kind of friend you latched onto and never let go of. She was fiercely loyal, hilarious, and driven — which was exactly the kind of person I wanted to surround myself with. She never slept on her dreams and never let me sleep on mine. All that aside, she was the only person in my life who took me for who I was — exactly who I was — and loved me completely. She knew about my parents, about my name, about my less-than-stellar car. She didn’t care that my mom smoked cigarettes in the house and so my clothes smelled like smoke or that I didn’t learn how to do anything with my hair until we were eighth graders. She loved me through the awkward stages and I knew she’d love me through much worse. She was my forever friend.

      Which is why I felt supremely shitty that I was focusing on the place where my knee touched her boyfriend’s as we watched her cheer from the stands.

      The bleachers were packed, so Jamie and I had wiggled our way into a small open space on the third row up. It was either touch the random freshman on the other side of me or touch Jamie, and I opted for Jamie.

      Out of pure familiarity, of course.

      “You surviving over there?” he asked, sipping on the red slushy he’d purchased at half-time. “I know all this organized fun can be torturous.”

      “You’re totally judging me for my lack of school spirit, aren’t you?”

      “Only a little bit.”

      I sighed. “And all this after I promised not to judge you for your musical taste. You don’t play fair, Jamie Shaw.”

      He moved his straw around, a smirk crawling up on his lips. “You have no idea.”

      I narrowed my eyes, ready to ask what the hell that meant when the cheerleading squad started up a new cheer. Jamie’s eyes found Jenna’s and he zeroed in on her, sexy smile in place, their eyes staying connected the entire time as she moved. I watched her too, mesmerized by her flawlessness. Seriously, I’d yet to meet another person more beautiful than her — including Jamie. She just dazzled.

      When the cheer ended, Jenna blew Jamie a kiss and he grinned as she turned back toward the field, her short skirt twirling with her.

      And then, he turned back to me.

      “So are you involved in any clubs or anything?”

      My cheeks heated. “Okay, seriously, don’t laugh, because what I’m interested in and what Jenna is interested in are completely different.”

      “I’m not comparing you.”

      I chewed my cheek at that, noting the sincerity in his eyes. “I’m in Debate Club. And Interact.”

      He barked out one, loud laugh. “Of course you’re in Debate Club.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?!”

      Jamie laughed harder, his hand coming down on my knee as he doubled over. I tried not to feel the burn through my jeans. “Nothing, it just makes sense. You and that mouth of yours.” He removed his hand, but now his eyes were on my mouth he’d just mentioned, and I could barely breathe.

      He sniffed, looking back out at the field. “What is Interact?”

      “Basically a community service club. I want to beef up the resume before senior year, you know?”

      Our team scored and everyone jumped up, cheering loudly, Jamie and I a little delayed. We shared high-fives with a few people around us and watched Jenna perform a toe touch jump before settling back in on the bleachers.

      “Yeah, you told me how you want to go to school in California, but what exactly do you want to go to school for?”

      I stole his slushy then, pointing the straw at him before taking a sip. “You’ll have to get in line to get the answer to that question, right behind my mom.”

      Jamie snatched the slushy back and immediately took a pull, which made me realize we’d shared a straw. I couldn’t figure out why that made my stomach flip. “Can you share a little insight with the back of the line, at least?”

      “I just don’t know yet. I’ll probably go in undecided, take my general education requirements and figure it out from there. I love to write, but I also enjoy the objectivity of solving a math problem. I get amped up over public speaking but I also take solace in the quiet hours spent on a solo project.” I sighed. “I just think it’s stupid to narrow down my options. Is it so bad to be passionate about more than one thing?”

      He tilted his head. “Not at all. I think that makes you rare.”

      “Great. Rare. Like a steak. Sounds like when my mom used to tell me I was ‘special.’”

      Jamie laughed. “You are. You’re unique, B. I like that about you.”

      My breath got stuck somewhere beneath my chest bone and I inhaled deeply, tucking my hands under my thighs and pulling my knee from where it touched his. It was suddenly too much, and I focused instead on where the cool metal of the bleachers touched my skin.

      “What about you? You have it all planned out, don’t you?”

      “Kind of. I mean, for me, it’s always been sort of easy. I want what my dad has, you know?” His eyes were bright, animated. “I’m not sure if I told you or not, but he’s an accountant, owns his own firm in Fort Lauderdale.”

      “You don’t say?” I acted surprised.

      Jamie sat a little straighter, talking with his hands. “He started that firm when he was twenty-six, B. Twenty-six. Can you imagine?” He shook his head. “It almost went under twice, but he fought for it, and now he’s one of the best firms in town. I want to continue that, work for him until he hands it over to me, work even harder once it’s mine to keep the reputation he worked so hard to build. I want to meet the love of my life, marry her, fill our house with kids and do what I need to do to give them everything they need.”

      “You want those things? Or does he want them for you?” The other team scored a touchdown and the crowd around us booed, halting the conversation for a moment. When the noise died down, Jamie continued.

      “I want them,” he said with absolution. “I love what my dad has built with my mom, what they’ve both done for me and my two sisters — Sylvia and Santana.” He shrugged, and I watched a single strand of his hair fall out of place and onto his forehead. “I’ve worked at the firm for three summers now and I love it. I’m good at it. I don’t know, it just makes sense for me, I guess.”

      “It must be so comforting, to know what you want the way you do.”

      He swallowed, his eyes focusing on the game and not on me anymore. “Sometimes it’s harder than you think. There’s always this fear that even though I may know what I want, I may never actually make it a reality.” Jamie glanced at me then. “Sometimes it’s more complicated than just wanting something and making it happen.”

      I nodded, at least I think I did. He was looking at me in that way he did, and when that happened, I couldn’t be sure I was actually moving the way I told my body to.

      “I think you’ll find a way.”

      He smiled, an easy smile, one that erased the tension of that moment. “Thanks, B. I think you will, too.”

      We ended up winning the game, twenty-four to fourteen, and Jenna sprinted off the field and into Jamie’s arms at the sound of the final whistle. He picked her up easily, swinging her around before kissing her to a collective “aww” from those in the stands who witnessed the movie-like moment. It was that kiss that stunned me back to reality, the reality where Jamie was my best friend’s boyfriend. Jenna turned to me next and I slapped on a smile as quick as I could before she wrapped her arms around me.

      “I’m so glad you came! I know this isn’t exactly your scene.”

      I shrugged. “It wasn’t all that bad.” My eyes flitted to Jamie’s and he smirked, but I looked away quickly, back to Jenna, my best friend, who I loved, who trusted me. “Still want to stay the night tonight?”

      “Duh! We need a bestie night. Please tell me you have gummy bears and Mountain Dew ready for consumption.”

      I scoffed. “Come on now, is that even a question?”

      She smiled radiantly, her blue eyes shining under the stadium lights. “I just have to finish up here and I’ll be over. See you in an hour or so?”

      “Perfect.”

      She leaned up on her toes to kiss Jamie once more before trotting off, and Jamie took longer than necessary before turning back to me. Our eyes met, saying more than words could, and I turned before he did, making my way to the parking lot with him not far behind.
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      It was silent in Jamie’s Jeep on the way to my house — completely silent — both of us caught up in our own thoughts. That was, until my phone rang.

      “Hey Dad.”

      “Hey, baby girl. How was the game?”

      “Fine,” I clipped. To say that my relationship with my dad was strained after Mom’s confession would be an understatement. I probably drove him insane with my whiplash, because one moment I would forget for a while, let everything be how it used to be, and other times it was all I could do to talk to him without vomiting. I didn’t know how to just snap my fingers and suddenly hate my dad, though I tried more often than not to do so. I guess there was no “right way” to handle it, at least not that I’d found.

      “That’s good, I’m glad you got out of the house.” His tone had changed, probably because he’d picked up on mine. He knew what kind of day it was for me. “Listen, I have some news on your car.”

      “And?”

      “And… we can’t figure out what’s wrong. Not yet, anyway. We checked the battery, the alternator, the timing belt — Nick thinks it might be something electrical.”

      I sighed, pulling my legs up into Jamie’s passenger side seat and setting my chin on my knees. “So what does this mean?”

      “It means we’ll need more time with it to figure out what’s going on. Nick is about to leave town for a couple of weeks but when he gets back, he’s going to make it his number-one priority.”

      “Two weeks?!” I yelled a little louder than I intended and Jamie’s brows furrowed, asking if I was okay. I just shook my head. “Well this sucks.”

      “I know. But in the meantime, you and I can start saving.”

      I swallowed. “How much do you think it’s going to cost?”

      Dad was quiet for a long moment, and I pictured him running a hand over his red beard. He always did when he had bad news. “I can’t be sure, but I’d bet on at least a grand.”

      “Fuck my life.”

      “Language, Brecks.”

      My cheeks heated with anger. “Don’t call me Brecks.”

      He sighed. “It’s your name, baby girl.”

      “No. My name is B. And you know that by now, so stop acting like you don’t.”

      “I’m just trying to help here.”

      He sounded defeated and I gritted my teeth, clenching my fist around the phone before letting out a long exhale. “I know, Dad. I have to go, but thank you. I’ll call you tomorrow.”

      “Okay. I love you.”

      I paused. “You too.”

      The silence was too much when that phone call ended and Jamie seemed to pick up on it, because he hooked up his phone and started playing The Piano Guys without saying a single word. I was thankful as their version of “With or Without You” slowly faded in over the speakers, but didn’t say so. Instead, I racked my brain for ways to come up with the money I’d need to get my car fixed. I’d worked at a grocery store chain over the summer, but was hoping to take the school year off to focus on school work and maybe having a little fun.

      So much for that.

      I shot out a text to my old manager and she responded back almost immediately, telling me I could come back on Monday after school.

      Jamie pulled into my driveway this time, turning his Jeep completely off and staring at me until I conceded and returned his gaze.

      “Why do you hate your name, B?”

      A heavy weight dropped in my throat and I shifted, debating on what to tell him. Did I tell him the truth? Did I tell him it was none of his business?

      I was too exhausted to lie, so I inhaled a shaky breath and let my head fall back against the head rest like I had the evening before. “My dad forced himself on my mom the night she became pregnant with me.”

      “Jesus,” Jamie whispered under his breath, but I kept going.

      “I only found out about it a little over a year ago. Up until that point, I loved my name. It was short, cute, fun. But one night, my mom got sloshed and decided to tell me that everything I thought I knew about my life was a lie.” I laughed, a manic sort of laugh. I had no idea why I was spilling this to Jamie, but for the first time since the night my mom had told me, I was starting to feel something. It started as a pressure in my chest, but with every word I spoke it bloomed, filling the space meant for air with an uncomfortable sting, instead. “You know he wasn’t there when she had me? No one was. Not my grandma, not any of my mom’s friends — it was just her and me. The nurse placed me in her arms and Mom said she cried.”

      Jamie didn’t say anything, just reached his hand out to rest it on my thigh.

      “My dad is Irish, and he has all these freckles all over his face. So when Mom saw the freckles on my cheeks, she thought about him, about that night, about the freckles she counted to get her through the eight minutes of him violating her.” My eyes flooded with tears and I batted at them hastily. I couldn’t believe I was crying, that I was finally feeling something after I’d been almost numb to it for so long. “She named me Brecks because it’s Irish for ‘freckled.’”

      He squeezed my leg tighter and I fought the urge to grab his hand with my own.

      “Once I found out, I couldn’t stand my name anymore. I hated it. I hated the meaning of it. I hated what my father did to my mom and I hated what she did to me by naming me after something so monstrous.” I laughed again, shaking my head and swiping at the tears that wouldn’t stop. Jamie Shaw had spotted a wound not even I knew I had, and it was like telling him about it gave me permission to bleed. “God, I’m sorry. I don’t know why I’m telling you this.”

      “Because I asked.”

      I sniffed, eying him then. “Doesn’t mean I had to answer.”

      Jamie lifted his hand from my thigh, his thumb wiping away a tear I’d missed as it ran along my jawline. I leaned into his touch, closed my eyes, and let out a shaky breath.

      “I’m glad you did.”

      I chewed my bottom lip, his hand still on my face, and I tried not to feel guilty.

      But this time, I did.

      “Thanks for the ride, Jamie,” I said quietly, breaking our contact and pulling on the door handle.

      “Hey,” he stopped me as I stepped out. I shut the door but leaned in through the window, waiting. “My passenger seat is yours until your car gets fixed. If you want it.”

      He was watching me closely — too closely — and I let my eyes fall. “I think we both know that’s a bad idea.”

      Jamie started to speak, but it was too soft for me to hear and he trailed off, not finishing his thought. I used my wrist to wipe at my nose and offered him a weak smile.

      “See you at school.”

      Jenna showed up thirty minutes later, which was just enough time for me to wash my face and change into an oversized t-shirt and spandex shorts. We ate gummy bears and watched MTV while she gushed about how incredible Jamie was. I nodded along, smiling and commenting where appropriate, knowing all too well what she meant.

      She’d just fallen asleep when my phone pinged with a text from him.

      — I meant what I said earlier. Let me drive you until your car is fixed. We can be friends, B. —

      I didn’t answer, but took my phone with me into the kitchen to pour a glass of water. I chugged the entire thing and then my phone screen lit up again.

      — Please. Let me be your friend. —

      I knew it was a bad idea. There wasn’t just a red flag, there was a warning bell and alarms and whistles and neon lights with DON’T DO IT in all capital letters. But sometimes, even when we know something is bad for us, we do it anyway. Maybe for the thrill, maybe to cure our curiosity, or maybe just to lie to ourselves a little longer.

      I’d like to tell you I told him no, that I deleted his number and turned off my phone and crawled into bed with my best friend who was dating him. But instead, I curled up on our old couch, laid there alone for what felt like hours, and finally responded with just one word.

      — Okay. —
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          Just One Shot

        

      

    

    
      Fall faded slowly into winter, the weather not really changing much in the process, blurring the seasons together in my mind. Jamie drove me to and from school every day, even when basketball practices picked up, and he never complained when I shared yet another unfavorable update on the status of my car.

      It worked out, actually, because he stayed for practice while I volunteered with Interact or stayed after to help the Debate Club. We would meet in the parking lot, him dripping in sweat that somehow made him more attractive rather than less and I dripping in sarcastic remarks geared toward the drama on his team.

      Sometimes, when he could, he would drive me to work or pick me up after a late shift at the grocery store. He would drive me to the football games, too, and we’d sit side-by-side, drinking slushies and watching Jenna cheer. We talked more and stared at each other less, which made my conscience feel better. When we both had time, he would even drive us out to the beach to catch the surf, both of our boards fitting easily on top of his Jeep.

      So as the seasons changed, we fell into a routine. And he and Jenna fell in love.

      I had an up close and personal seat to watch it happen, and I was genuinely happy for them. Jamie was hands down the best guy I knew and Jenna was my best friend. I couldn’t have picked a better match.

      At least, that’s what I told myself.

      My car was finally fixed on December fourth, a whopping three months after my dad had taken it into the shop. When I’d told Jamie, he seemed happy — not necessarily relieved, but happy — and that upset me. There was a part of me that hoped he might be disappointed, that he might miss our drives spent talking and listening to music, too.

      And when I realized that was how I felt, I was even more upset. Because I didn’t have the right to wish those things any more than he had the right to feel them.

      When fall semester ended, Jenna left town for her family’s annual ski trip in Colorado. I didn’t expect to hear from Jamie over break, since Jenna was out of town, and I didn’t — until Christmas Eve.

      It was after midnight, but I was wide awake, my stomach in knots knowing my father would be sitting at our kitchen table the next day. Our family was always together on Christmas — no matter what — and while it used to be a tradition I loved, it was one I dreaded now. They used to do it to put on a show for me, to make me feel like our family was somewhat still a unit, but now that I knew everything? I just wondered what the point of it was. I didn’t want to play the game, anymore. So I was tossing and turning, not really even trying to sleep when my phone pinged with a text from Jamie.

      — Are you awake? —

      I squinted through the darkness at the screen, debating whether to answer or not. There was a strange twist in my stomach urging me not to, but another, more powerful part of me somehow knowing he needed to talk to someone that night. In the end, I gave in to curiosity.

      — Indeed I am. —

      — Take a drive with me? —

      There was that little twist again. The warning bells.

      — Sure. —

      Less than fifteen minutes later, I was buckled into Jamie’s passenger seat as he cruised the ghosted streets on my side of town. Everyone was asleep, waiting on the big man in the red suit to sneak in through the doggy doors since no one had chimneys in South Florida. We had the town to ourselves, and Jamie took his time, driving slow, no destination in mind. His music was louder that night, William Joseph’s “Standing the Storm” spilling from the speakers as he shifted his grip on the steering wheel over and over. His usual carefree expression had been replaced by a more pensive one, his brows pinched together and his eyes hard on the road in front of us. Every now and then he would sigh, but he still didn’t say a single word. I let him drive in our comfortable silence for almost an hour before I reached forward to lower the volume.

      “Did I ever tell you about why I hate cats?”

      My words seemed to snap Jamie out of his haze, his head jetting back as a grin split his face. “Oh this ought to be good.”

      “See, I had a cat once,” I said, sitting up straighter and tucking my feet under my thighs. I’d already kicked my shoes off, finding my comfortable position in my seat next to Jamie. It felt almost like home after that semester. “Her name was Aurora, like the princess, but we called her Rory. Only she wasn’t a princess. Like, at all. She was actually the devil.”

      A loud laugh boomed out of Jamie’s throat and I smiled inside, knowing my story was working — at least at the moment.

      “She refused to shit in her litter box. I’m serious — refused. She would shit right outside of it instead. And because I’d begged my mom for the damn cat, guess who got stuck picking up after her?” I poked both of my thumbs hard into my chest. “This girl. But that wasn’t the worst of it.”

      “Should I pull over for this?” Jamie teased.

      “This is serious, Jamie Shaw!” I smacked his bicep and he chuckled, holding the steering wheel with his thumbs but lifting the rest of his fingers as if to say “my bad.”

      “Anyway,” I continued. “So, Rory would always find small ways to torture me. Like she would eat her string toys and then throw up on my favorite clothes. Or wait until I was in the deepest part of sleep and jump onto my bed, meowing like an alleycat right up in my ear.”

      “I think I like this Rory.”

      I narrowed my eyes, but Jamie just grinned. “You think you’re hilarious, don’t you? Do you just sit around and laugh at your own jokes? Do you write them down and re-read them at night?”

      Jamie laughed, the corners of his eyes crinkling.

      “As I was saying,” I voiced louder. “She was a little brat. But for some weird reason, she always loved to be in the bathroom with me when I took my baths.”

      “You take baths?”

      “You’re seriously missing the point of this story!”

      “There’s a point to this story?”

      I huffed, but couldn’t fight the smile on my face. “Yes! The point is, I thought that was our bonding time. Rory would weave around my legs while I undressed and she’d hang out on the side of the tub the entire time I was in the bath, meowing occasionally, pawing at the water. It was kind of cute.”

      “So you bridged your relationship with your cat during bath time?”

      “Ah, well see, one would think that. But, one night, that little demon hopped onto the counter and just stared at me. I couldn’t figure out why, but she just wouldn’t stop staring. She kept inching her paw up, setting it back down, inching it up, setting it down. And finally I realized what she was going to do — and she knew I did — because as soon as realization dawned, Rory smiled at me — swear to God — and flipped the light off in the bathroom.”

      Jamie doubled over that time, and I spoke even louder over his laughter.

      “I’m terrified of the dark, Jamie! It was awful! And so I jumped up, scrambling to find a towel so I could turn the light back on. But because I’m a genius, I yanked on the shower curtain to help me stand up, but that only took it down and me along with it. I fell straight to the floor, but I broke my fall with my hands instead of my face.”

      “Luckily.”

      “Oh,” I chided. “Yeah. So lucky. Except guess where Rory’s litter box was?”

      Jamie’s eyes widened and he tore his eyes from the road to meet mine. “No!”

      “Ohhh yeah. My left hand landed right smack in the middle of a steaming pile of poo. And Rory laughed inside that little manic head of hers as she watched the whole show.”

      “This seriously has to be made up,” Jamie wheezed as we pulled up to a stoplight, his free hand gripping his stomach.

      “I only wish I was that creative.”

      We both laughed together, the silence in the car finally warmed over. When the light turned green, Jamie eased on the gas, but didn’t reach for the volume to crank the music again.

      “So. Baths, huh?”

      I nodded, untucking my legs and resting my bare feet on his dash. “Yep. I do my best thinking submerged in a tub of hot water. Bubbles are an added bonus.” I winked.

      “Baths are to you as driving is to me.”

      “Mm-hmm,” I agreed. “Which brings us to the purple elephant in the car.” I leaned my head back, eying Jamie as the smile slipped from his face. “Care to tell me the reason we’re driving around this dead ass town in the middle of the night?”

      It was the small movements that always gave Jamie away. He never really exaggerated anything — but there were subtle shifts that always tipped me off to when something was on his mind. His thumb would slowly slide along the steering wheel, or his left brow would dip just marginally before evening out again, and sometimes he would crack his neck — quickly and quietly. That night, I’d seen all three, and he knew to not even try to tell me there was nothing wrong. I knew better.

      “I don’t know, B. I just… ever since school let out, I can’t stop thinking about how fast everything is changing. I mean, it’s Christmas, my last Christmas home with my family. In six months, I’ll no longer be in high school. In eight, I’ll no longer be in Florida. It feels like my entire life I’ve been aching to grow up and move on and now that it’s all here, I’m dreading it. It’s too soon. I’m not ready.” He swallowed, taking a left turn and steering us toward the beach. “I’m scared.”

      “It’s okay to be scared,” I whispered.

      “Is it?” he challenged, parking the Jeep in a free spot in front of a beach bar. He rolled down his window to check the parking meter, but I guessed it was probably free parking at this time of night. He didn’t make a move for cash, but left the window down, his elbow resting on the edge. “I’ve always been so sure of everything. Confident. And here I am at one of the most exciting times of my life and I feel like hiding.”

      I rolled my window down too, and Jamie took it as a cue to cut the engine. The distant sound of the waves behind the bar replaced the cool hum of the engine and we both relaxed into the comfort it brought.

      “I think it’s normal, to feel both excited and terrified of the future. And I’d be willing to bet every senior goes through what you are right now. You’re excited to get out of high school, but also sad, because as much as it’s sucked, it’s been fun, too. I mean look at you — you’re this big basketball star and you’re playing your last season, your hot little girlfriend is a junior, so you know she’s not coming with you, and you’re going from a familiar city and state to one you’ve only visited before now.”

      He shifted when I mentioned Jenna, but I tried to move on quickly.

      “What I’m saying is it’s okay to feel what you’re feeling. I’d be more concerned if you weren’t scared.”

      For a minute we were silent, and Jamie ran both hands back through his long hair. I wondered if he’d cut it when we graduated. I hoped he wouldn’t.

      “What if I fail? What if I hate college and all the pressure and I just crack?”

      “You won’t.”

      “But what if I do?”

      “You won’t, Jamie,” I said again, leaning over the consul. I waited until he looked at me to continue. “Over the past few months, I’ve learned a lot about you. I know that when you want something — truly want it — there’s no chance in hell you’ll ever give up on it. Like when you wanted me to go watch one of your stupid basketball games even though you knew how much I hated it and you found new ways to pester me every day until I finally gave in.” I chuckled, but he remained stoic, so I cleared my throat and leaned in a little closer.

      “I know how much your family means to you, how much the firm means to you, and since you never play fair,” I teased, “you don’t have to worry about not succeeding.” The corner of his mouth lifted, but fell too quickly. I reached out then, just barely placing my hand over his. “In all seriousness, you’re not going to fail. Because that’s not who you are. And I think once your feet hit California, you’re going to buzz to life with the energy there and use that to drive you forward. And you’re going to drink too much and stay up too late but you’re also going to study hard and work harder and one day you’ll be back here, running the firm, with the wife and kids you’ve always wanted.” My throat felt thick at the mention of him building a family. “And I’m going to be sitting right here saying, ‘I told you so.’”

      Jamie turned to me then, and I realized how close we were. Too close. I felt his breath on my lips, but my eyes never left his. He smelled like fall — not like pumpkin and freshly fallen leaves, but like fall in Florida — salty like the beach air, earthy like the palm trees, with a sweet spiciness that reminded me of the honey whiskey my dad always drank after Thanksgiving dinner.

      “I hope you’re right,” he finally said, voice just above a whisper.

      My heart was racing, my hand still touching his, and he moved his fingers beneath mine as if he were about to grab me in return. But I took my chance to put distance between us, sitting back in my seat with a grin and a wink. “Always am.”

      Jamie turned on a new playlist after a while and we sat together, letting our minds race as we watched the waves gently roll in. It was too dark to really see them, but we could hear them, smell them, feel them. It was almost dawn by the time Jamie turned the Jeep back on to drive me home, and my eyelids were heavy when he pulled into the driveway.

      “Can I ask you something?” Jamie asked as my hand found the door handle. I nodded. “What happened to Rory?”

      I smiled, feeling the sleepiness tighten my skin. “My grandma came and stayed with us not too long after the bathroom incident and she and Rory fell in love. I suggested she take her, and I’d barely gotten the sentence out before Grandma was loading her up in the car.”

      Jamie looked tired, too — his honey eyes rimmed with red. But he was smiling at me so genuinely, watching me so closely — like he always did.

      “Can I ask you something now?” I whispered.

      “You can always ask me anything.”

      I hated the way those words both stung and exhilarated me, like a stiff shot of liquor.

      “If Jenna wasn’t out of town, would you have texted her tonight instead?”

      Jamie’s brows bent, and I hated the way my breath shallowed as I waited for him to speak. But when he finally did, I wished I’d never asked at all.

      “Don’t make me answer that.”

      His eyes were focused on mine, looking for my reaction, and I did my best not to have one. Nodding, my lips spread into a quick smile, but it slipped just as quickly as it’d appeared. “Goodnight, Jamie.”

      With that, I opened the door and closed it as quietly as I could behind me before sneaking back into my room. The sun was already starting to rise and I knew I didn’t have much time to sleep, yet still, I couldn’t even shut my eyes. I just stared at my wall, knees tucked up and covers wrapped around me tightly.

      Of course he would have called her if she were here. Jenna was his girlfriend, and I was just his friend. Which was fine, I reminded myself. It was more than fine. It was the way things were meant to be. Jenna and Jamie just made sense, and I was happy to be a part of the tricycle.

      Everything was fine.

      My eyes were fluttery, exhaustion seeping in, but just before I could doze off, my phone pinged from my bedside table. I tilted it up, my heart stopping at the text on the screen.

      — Thanks for tonight… You’re my best friend, B. —

      I stared at those last two words before my name, reading them together and then dissecting them until they blurred and I dropped my phone back to the nightstand, finally surrendering to sleep.
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      It was less than a month before the end of the school year when Jenna told me she was breaking up with Jamie.

      “What?!” I exclaimed, a little too loudly, my burrito half-falling out of my mouth. I scrambled for my napkin, wiping at my mouth with wide eyes still locked in on Jenna’s unfazed face. “What are you talking about? Why? What happened?”

      “Isn’t it obvious?” Jenna asked, diving into the guacamole with one of her chips before popping it into her mouth. We were in the middle of the food court at the mall, hundreds of people around us shopping away, not knowing my best friend was dropping astronomical news on me mid-Mexican Fiesta. “He’s leaving, B. Jamie is about to graduate and move to California. It’s been fun, but it’s over. I mean, I knew this was coming. He was a great boyfriend, but it is what it is.”

      She said it so nonchalantly, dressing up another chip while I gripped my foil-wrapped burrito so hard the fillings oozed out onto my hands. I dropped it to my plate, grabbing more napkins, mouth still open wide. “Jenna, you can’t break up with Jamie. You guys are perfect together.”

      Jenna scrunched her nose. “I mean, we’re cute together, yes, but he’s going to college, dude. He’s going to want some sorority girl or something. And I’m going to be a senior. The last thing I want is a long-distance relationship.”

      “But this is Jamie!” I argued. “We’re talking about hilarious, down-to-earth, smart and driven Jamie. The guy who brought us chick flicks, french fries, and chocolate when it was period week. The guy who went to every single football game to watch you cheer. The guy who wore a freaking hot pink tie to match your prom dress.” I was waving my arms around like a mad woman, but Jenna didn’t bat an eye.

      “Like I said, he was a great boyfriend. Amazing, even. But we both knew it wasn’t going to last. And it’s totally okay.”

      “No it’s not!” I couldn’t figure out why I was so horrified by her news, but I just couldn’t let it go. “He listens to classical music, Jenna. Like come on, what other guy do you know who listens to classical music?”

      “Um, no one?”

      “Exactly!” I said, exasperated. “And he has goals. He wants a family. He has the best sense of humor but he can also be serious when he needs to be. He’s like the pegasus to your unicorn.”

      “Okay…”

      “And he’s a good friend. Like, the best kind. He treats his mom like a queen and that says something about a man. And he drives a bright cherry red Jeep, Jenna! He surfs!”

      “Oh my God, I get it!” she finally huffed, tossing her hands up before crossing them over her chest. She rolled her eyes. “Jeeze, maybe you should date him.”

      I had nothing in my mouth to choke on, but I choked anyway. “What? No, no way. He’s, no Jamie is your boyfriend. You guys are perfect together. Jamie and I? No. We couldn’t, we’d never. No way.” I was stumbling over my words, slurping my drink too hard in-between sentences. I was officially the furthest thing from cool about the whole situation.

      And Jenna noticed.

      She narrowed her eyes. “I was joking, spazz. What is up with you? Why does this bother you so much?”

      Jenna was scrutinizing me, waiting for a confession of some kind. I stared back at her for a minute, frozen, and then finally forced a long, deep breath before covering my face with my hands. “Ugh, I don’t know. I’m sorry. I just really thought you guys were good together.” I sighed, scrubbing my hands down my face and letting them slap into my lap. “I just want you to be happy. But clearly you’re fine with this and it’s what you want, so of course I support you. It’s just my job as your best friend to question big decisions like this and make you think about them.”

      She was still watching me, eyes wary, but she smiled. “I love you, B. Even if you are thirty-five shades of weird.”

      “Love you too, bestie.”

      I forced a smile and changed the subject, all the while replaying our conversation in my head and wondering how Jamie would take the news.

      I must have texted Jenna a million times that night asking if she’d done it yet, but she hadn’t. She waited four days to break up with him, and once she told me it was done, I waited again — for him to text, for him to show up at my house, to want to take a drive. But he didn’t. He didn’t say a word to me. Not the night it happened, or the night after, or the week after. Jamie completely ignored me and Jenna both until the night he graduated.

      And that was when I met the other side of Jamie Shaw.
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      It had been more than three months since I’d had a Friday night off.

      Since I needed every single Friday off in the fall semester for the games, I had to make up for it once football season was over by picking up the Friday slack at the grocery store. But now, school was out, the seniors were currently walking across the stage at our high school gym, and I was less than an hour away from stepping into the role they just left vacant.

      Senior.

      It felt strange, calling myself a senior, like when you say a word too many times out loud and it stops making sense. The plan for that night had been to crash the grad parties, say goodbye to our senior friends and toast our new reign. But Brad Newman’s parents had surprised him with a trip to the Bahamas, flying out immediately after graduation, and so the biggest grad party of the night had, in turn, been cancelled.

      Jenna made a joke earlier that week when we found out, saying that we should throw a party at my house. I don’t think she expected me to say, “Let’s do it!” Hell, I didn’t expect me to say it. But I was high that week, feeling the rush from the transition, and my mom was going to be out of town. Why not throw a party?

      So instead of getting ready to go out, Jenna and I were setting up my house, lining the counters with booze most of the seniors had worked together to get for the occasion and cranking the music on my mom’s old five-CD changer stereo. We were both dancing as we mixed punches with too much alcohol, broke out my mom’s favorite shot glasses, and put on lipstick that smeared too easily on the rims of our red plastic cups.

      “To us,” Jenna said, her cup tapping mine. “The new seniors.”

      “Seniors, Jenna!” I squealed, sipping my drink quickly before wrapping her in a crushing hug. “Can you believe we’ve made it? From pigtails and sandboxes to high school seniors.”

      “I know, it’s crazy to think about,” Jenna agreed, her eyes glossy as she shook her head. We were standing in my small kitchen, her leaned back against the counter while I straightened everything for the fifteenth time. “I couldn’t have gotten through all these years without you.”

      I paused, smiling at my best friend. “Me either.” Lifting my drink to my lips again, I kept my eyes on the counter when I asked, “Do you think Jamie will show?”

      It seemed I was more affected by that possibility than Jenna was, because she simply shrugged, shaking her blonde hair over her shoulder and adjusting the spaghetti straps of her thin tank top. “I doubt it. He went ghost on us after I broke up with him. I imagine he’ll probably end up at a different party, if he even goes out at all.” She frowned. “I think I broke his heart, B.”

      I took another, longer drink, letting the fruity sting of the alcohol sink in. “I should turn the air down. It’s probably going to get pretty hot in here.”

      I couldn’t have known how right I’d be about that.

      The party kicked into gear slowly, a few people trickling in around nine followed by a few more and it continued like that until my house was completely packed. The music was too loud, thumping through every room as tables were cleared of picture frames and knick knacks and replaced instead with drinking games of various types. With how often the front door opened to let new people in and the back door opened to let people out to smoke and drink in the back yard, it became a pointless task to try to keep it cool. South Florida was hot in June, plain and simple, and I gave up trying to fight that.

      Still, if I wasn’t able to control the temperature inside, I needed to find another way to stay cool. The alcohol was cold, but still sent a heat wave through me with each new sip. I was in the middle of a flip cup game with Jenna and a slew of people I didn’t know very well when I gave up and decided to go for the next option — taking clothes off.

      I had a thin tank top on underneath my shirt, so the strip show would be PG-13, at best. I pulled the loose v-neck over my head, vision temporarily blocked by the lavender fabric before I dropped it to the floor with a smile, those in close proximity cheering over the music at my little stunt. I felt instantly cooler for all of three seconds before my eyes landed on the newest arrivals at the party and my smile slipped, along with the cup in my hand, its contents crashing to the table.

      Jamie looked different. I knew it had only been a few weeks since we’d hung out, I knew he was the same age, but there was something different about him. It was the way he carried himself, the cocky half-smile he was flashing me as he high-fived a few of the guys in my living room, the challenge in his eyes before he tore them away from me and turned to a tiny brunette on Jenna’s cheerleading squad, instead. I don’t know how long I stood there staring at him with my mouth open, but clearly it was long enough for Jenna to notice, because she followed my eyes and gasped.

      “Holy shit, he showed.”

      I swallowed, finally ripping my eyes away and stacking cups for a new game. “Mm-hmm.”

      “He looks hot.”

      “Everyone does, it’s a hundred degrees in here.”

      Jenna smirked, nudging my elbow before letting her eyes find Jamie again. “Man, maybe I should have waited until after graduation to break things off. Would be nice to have one more night with him…”

      “I’m going to go figure out what to do with my hair,” I said quickly, giving up on setting up a new game and ducking through the crowd to my room. There were several signs on the door with warnings of those who dared to enter, clearly marking it as a NO PARTY ZONE, which I was even more grateful for when I slipped inside and felt the only air-conditioned relief in the house. I sighed, back against my door, and took a few much-needed breaths through my nose before opening my eyes again.

      I fanned my neck, crossing to my small vanity mirror and taking a pulse check of my appearance. My makeup was somehow holding up, eyes dark and dramatic like Jenna had shown me how to do, but my hair was frizzy and unruly, so I twisted it into a tight bun on top of my head and secured it with a few bobby pins before reapplying lipstick. The deep, dark red almost made my freckles pop more under my gray eyes, but I embraced them.

      Turning in the mirror, I eyed the wet spots on my tank top, debating changing, but knowing that would earn me a few raised eyebrows from my classmates. I’d just called attention to what I was wearing and it would be weird to walk out in something new now.

      Once I had regained my composure, I slipped back out to the stifling heat of the party and made my way to the kitchen, a new idea for cooling myself sparking to life. Frozen margaritas. That’s what this party needed. But first, I had to get to my mom’s blender, which was conveniently placed on the very top shelf of our top right cabinet.

      I opened the cabinet wide and eyed the edge of the blender peeking out over the shelf, hands on my hips, debating options. I’d just braced my hands on the counter and was about to lift myself up when strong hands found my waist.

      “Here,” he said, voice low and husky. “Let me help.”

      His hands gripped tighter and he lifted me, my knees finding the counter as I tried to find my breath and a little balance. For a second I just stayed there, staring at the blender within reach now, but not being able to focus on anything other than where his hot skin touched mine. My tank top had risen, his grip on the slick skin of my hips. I forced a breath, grabbed the blender, and made to turn but was stopped by him once more.

      He had stepped closer to the counter and every inch of my body brushed his as he lowered me down. First just my hips in his hands, but then my ass rubbed against the front of him, causing him to groan into my neck as my toes finally found solid ground. I turned, his hands still on me, my breath still caught in my throat as I lifted my eyes to his.

      “Hi, Jamie.”

      He smirked down at me, his eyes too heated, too low. “Hi.”

      I cleared my throat as a sign for him to drop his hands from where they seared themselves to my skin, but he didn’t catch the cue. Or he didn’t care. So I slipped out of his grasp and plugged the blender in, reaching into the freezer for ice and searching mom’s cabinets for margarita mix. I found some, blessedly, and snatched what was left of a Jose Cuervo bottle on my way back to the blender.

      Jamie stood next to it, casually leaned up against the counter, arms crossed. His hair was longer than I remembered, curling at his ears and laying in a perfect wave across his forehead. He hadn’t changed out of his graduation clothes, but he’d loosened the tie around his neck and unbuttoned the top button of his shirt, rolling the sleeves up to cuff just below his elbows. It was clean, crisp, and white, calling attention to the tan he’d clearly been working on since I’d last seen him. I wondered if he had been surfing, work keeping me from doing the same.

      “You’re wearing makeup,” he said as I sidled up beside him, dumping ice cubes into the blender and covering them in tequila.

      “And you’re wearing dress shoes.”

      He looked down, chuckling, before lifting his hazy eyes back to mine. “We should dance.”

      “Wh—”

      I didn’t have the chance to ask my question because Jamie grabbed my wrist and twirled me before pulling me flush against him, attempting some sort of drunken version of a waltz in my tiny kitchen as high schoolers weaved in and out around us, oblivious to the way he was making my heart race. I giggled, breaking free after another spin and finding my place back at the blender, topping off the tequila with margarita mix and snapping the lid in place.

      “You’re drunk, Jamie Shaw.”

      “And are you, B Kennedy?”

      I clicked the blend option and spoke over the noise of ice breaking. “I’m getting there.” I eyed him, my head tilted to the side as I tried unsuccessfully to figure out what had changed. Jamie seemed more dangerous that night. He stood too close, watched me for too long. It was unnerving, but in an oddly pleasing way. “What have you been drinking, anyway?”

      “Whiskey,” he answered easily, and a short laugh escaped my lips.

      “Of course. I should have guessed.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      I shrugged, using a spoon to break up a large ice chunk before replacing the top on the blender and turning it on again. “Just makes sense. You’re practically whiskey on legs, anyway. The color of your hair, your eyes, the way you smell — it’s like your spirit drink.”

      “I remind you of whiskey?”

      “In every sense of the word,” I murmured, maybe too low for him to hear. I thought of how his skin burned mine when he touched me, how just being in his vicinity made my limbs tingle.

      I realized then that it was harder pretending like he didn’t affect me when he was no longer tied to my best friend.

      “We should do a shot.” Jamie pushed off the counter and grabbed the only bottle of Jack Daniels, filling two of my mom’s shot glasses to the rim before turning back to me. He slid the one branded with the downtown casino’s logo into my hand and lifted the other.

      “I’m making a tequila drink,” I pointed out. “Mixing will probably screw me in the long run.”

      “Nah, you’ll be fine.”

      “I don’t know, Jamie…”

      “Oh come on,” he challenged, taking a small step toward me. It was tiny, barely even an inch, but suddenly I felt the heat from him surrounding me and I picked at my tank top with my free hand, desperate for a breeze. “Don’t you want a little whiskey on your lips?”

      My eyes shot to his, because I knew as well as he did that there was more than one question beneath the one he’d voiced out loud. He cocked a brow, waiting, and though I should have pushed him back, made space, poured up a margarita and walked away from him, I lifted my glass to his instead.

      “To bad decisions.”

      His grin widened, his eyes never leaving me as I tilted my head back, letting the amber liquid coat my throat. Jamie took his slower than I did, inhaling through his teeth as the burn settled in.

      And just like that, I’d taken my first shot. I didn’t tell Jamie it was my first one, I didn’t think I needed to. I wanted to hate it, to detest it, to grimace and wipe my mouth with the back of my hand and reach for a chaser. But we set the glasses back on the counter slowly, our fingers brushing, and Jamie’s eyes were on my lips where leftover whiskey remained. My tongue traced the liquid, and he inhaled stiffly, eyes snapping up to mine.

      Cat, meet mouse.
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      My mom was going to murder me.

      Nearly everyone was gone now, the time on my phone reading 3:47AM. Everyone except for Jenna, who was passed out in my bed, Ali, a basketball player in my grade, who was curled around the same toilet Mom had been hugging the night she told me about Dad, and Jamie, who had stayed to help me clean what little we could once the last of the party had cleared out.

      The carpets were ruined, that much I could tell for sure. I could probably salvage the cabinets and tables with a good scrub down and I’d need to search every corner for trash. Sticky cups had been gathered and thrown away, but shot glasses still littered the kitchen and various spots in the living room. It reeked of alcohol, a smell I wasn’t exactly sure how to get rid of at the time, and I was supposed to work in seven hours.

      “I have to call out,” I finally said, blowing out a breath as I surveyed our surroundings.

      Jamie looked around, too, running a hand through his long hair. “When does your mom get home?”

      “Late tomorrow night.” I checked my phone again. “Or should I say, late tonight.”

      “You’ve got time. It’s not too bad.” I leveled my eyes and he bit back a smile. “Okay, so the carpet is shot, but everything else is fixable.”

      “My TV remote is missing.”

      “Replaceable.”

      “There’s a mustache made out of spitting tobacco on my face in one of the only family pictures we have.”

      Jamie tucked his hands into the pockets of his dress pants. “Yeah, you’re kind of screwed.”

      “I told you what would happen if I mixed alcohol,” I teased, trying to find humor in the situation while I still could.

      Jamie crossed the living room to where I was standing, his eyes bloodshot but still beautiful. “Let’s get out of here for a while.”

      “Are you crazy? I need to clean. I need to…” I waved my hands around. “Do something. About all of this.”

      “You’ve already admitted that you’re screwed, B. What you can do is only going to take you a few hours, so why not send out tonight with a bang?”

      I chewed my lip, knowing he was right and hating it all the same. “What do you have in mind?”
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      Jamie thumbed through his phone as we settled in on a blanket in the sand, feet facing the waves, the beach still dark. He landed on Chad Lawson’s The Piano album, adjusting the volume before setting his phone down between us and reaching into the brown paper bag on his lap. He handed me one burrito before retrieving his and setting the brown bag aside, using his shoes to weigh it down against the wind.

      I couldn’t believe he’d convinced the cab driver to take us through the only 24-hour breakfast drive-thru in town, but I was happy he had been smart enough to realize neither of us was in shape to drive. He cracked the seal on a Vitamin Water and took a long pull before passing it to me.

      “Think this will save us from a hangover?” I asked, taking a sip before passing the bottle back to him. He replaced the lid and we both went to work unwrapping the tin foil around our breakfast burritos — mine bacon, his sausage.

      “I think it’s one of my more brilliant ideas. What cures a hangover better than greasy eggs, Vitamin Water, and the beach?”

      “So modest,” I chided, taking my first bite. The sarcasm died on my lips after that. “Homahgawd.” I groaned, taking another bite as Jamie watched me, chuckling.

      “You’re welcome.”

      I grinned through a full mouth, but didn’t say anything else. For a while, we just listened to the smooth melodies flowing from Jamie’s phone as we ate and shared that one drink between us. Dawn was on the horizon, the beach glowing first in a cool pool of blue before taking on a soft purple hue. I was still in the thin tank top I’d stripped down to at the party and I shivered a bit against the cool breeze rolling in off the waves.

      “Here,” Jamie said, unbuttoning his shirt the rest of the way down. He yanked his tie off before shaking one arm out and then the other. I tried to argue with him, at least I thought I did, but my voice must have been just as stuck in my throat as my eyes were on his chest. His bare, beautiful chest. He draped his shirt over my shoulders, the fabric still warm from him, dripping in his scent, and I sighed with the comfort it brought.

      “Thank you.” I peeled at the foil covering my burrito, eyes on the water. “So, you excited to get out of here? Ready to cause trouble at UC San Diego?”

      He smirked, but offered a single shrug. “Yes and no. Remember our talk over Christmas break?”

      I nodded.

      “I’m still feeling a bit of all that. Don’t get me wrong, I’m excited for this next chapter and all that, but it’s still a little scary.”

      “It’d be weird if you weren’t scared,” I reminded him, and he gave me a small smile. I could tell he didn’t want to talk about the future anymore, and in a way I didn’t blame him. Up until that point in our lives, high school had been our biggest and best experience. It was hard to imagine a future where the things that mattered to us then would only be a distant memory.

      When we finished our burritos, we both leaned back on our palms, watching as the sun began its slow ascent. There was always so much hype around sunsets on the west coast of Florida, but I found even more beauty in the sunrises on our coast. There was something about being so close to the ocean at the dawn of a new day, filled with new possibilities.

      “You’ve been avoiding me,” I said after a while, keeping my eyes on the horizon just past my toes.

      “Not just you.”

      “I know,” I clarified. “I just thought maybe you’d call me. Or want to go for a drive. Or…” I didn’t know what else to say, so I let my sentence fade on the breeze.

      “I wanted to,” Jamie said, adjusting the weight on the heels of his hands. “I don’t know. Jenna hit me at a time that was already so hard for me, you know?” A line formed between his brows. “My parents were high school sweethearts.”

      The weight of that statement hit me hard in the chest. What he meant to say was that he wanted what his parents had, and he thought Jenna was the key to that. I suddenly realized her breaking up with him was the best thing that could have happened to me. Even then, when I was still in denial about my addiction, the thought of him marrying my best friend nearly caused me to gasp out loud.

      “It’s okay that Jenna wasn’t the one.”

      “I know,” he said quickly. “I think I always knew. She was fun, we clicked, had some great times together. But there was something missing.” He turned to me then, eyes boring into the side of my face because I refused to meet that stare.

      “You’ll find someone,” I said softly, eyes still on the waves. They were bathed in a pinkish-orange glow as the sun struggled to wake up our part of the world.

      “Well,” he said loudly, sitting up straighter. “I don’t like leaving my life to chance. So, I have a proposition.” I met his eyes then, and they were playful — mischievous. “If you’re game, that is.”

      “Why do I feel like I should run right now?”

      Jamie laughed, and it was the first time I’d seen his real smile break through that night — teeth bright, skin wrinkled at the corners of his eyes. “I say we make a pact.”

      “A pact?”

      He nodded. “If neither of us are married by the time we’re thirty, we marry each other.”

      “Oh my God,” I scoffed, leaning up to mirror his new posture. “That is so stupid, Jamie. It’s also the plot line for every cheesy Rom Com ever.”

      He shrugged, wiping the sand from his hands and gazing back out at the water. “Sounds like someone is scared.”

      “I’m not scared. It’s dumb.”

      “Mm-hmm.”

      “I’m going to be married by thirty, Jamie. And you’re definitely going to be locked down by then.”

      “So then you have nothing to worry about.” He challenged me for the second time that night, eyes sparking to life as they met mine. He extended his hand. “If we’re not married in twelve years, you become Mrs. Shaw.”

      I swallowed hard at his words. Mrs Shaw. “That’s not fair. You turn thirty before me.”

      Jamie shrugged again. “My pact, my terms. Do we have a deal?” He thrust his hand out farther, and I stared at it, brows bent as I chewed my cheek. Finally, I rolled my eyes and gripped his hand with my own, shaking it three times. “Fine. But this is dumb, and pointless.”

      Jamie just grinned.

      “You’re so weird,” I said, getting in the last word on my feelings about the stupid pact.

      “Yeah, but you love me anyway.” He winked, stealing the Vitamin Water from the space between us and draining the last of it before leaning back on his hands again.

      I didn’t think too long about the fact that he’d said I loved him, or the possibility that he might be right. I didn’t think about the pact or what would happen in twelve years, because Jamie was leaving, and I was staying.

      Mom grounded me for the first month of that summer and I had to pay to replace the carpets, but I didn’t even care. It was worth it to have that first shot of Whiskey, to eat breakfast burritos on the beach and make stupid promises we wouldn’t keep.

      That was supposed to be the last night I saw Jamie Shaw.

      I let him go, just like I was supposed to, and I did my best to never think about him again. Not that summer when I saw him around town, not that fall when he left for California and I stayed behind, not even when I applied to Alder University knowing it was in the same city as the University of California San Diego. I avoided looking at his social media, too. Eventually, as senior year kicked into gear and my focus became my own graduation, I really did start to let him go.

      But as fate would have it, that wasn’t my last night with Jamie Shaw.

      Not even close.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          Barrel Aged

        

      

    

    
      The thing about whiskey is that the longer it sits in the barrel, the more it changes — and it never stops. Whiskey aged for two years is different from whiskey aged for ten, and no matter what year you decide to throw the towel in and pour up a glass, you can’t go wrong. Whiskey at a ripe age, young and full of character, is buzz-worthy. But whiskey aged, even just a little bit? Pure bliss.

      And don’t let the fact that some of the alcohol evaporates over time fool you, because when you taste that aged whiskey, it’ll burn just as deliciously as it did when it was young.

      I was strolling the rows of tables lining the student union walkway at Alder University in San Diego, taking fliers from a few of them, passing by others, when the barrel cracked open.

      “Hi!” the blonde seated behind the Campus Housing table said excitedly. “Are you picking up your housing information?”

      I did my best impression of Ryan Atwood from The OC, channeling the lip tuck and eyebrow raise of indifference. I was in California, after all. “Indeed I am.”

      “Great!” she answered too quickly, clapping her hands together. “Last name?”

      “Kennedy.”

      She went to work searching through the various envelopes lined up on her table and I bounced on my heels, enjoying the warmth of the sun mixed with the cool breeze. It was the last week of August, a normally hellish time in South Florida, but the weather was still mild in San Diego. Sun bright, a few white clouds floating by, breeze rolling in off the coast. It couldn’t be more than eighty degrees and I smiled at the feel of the light air, the humidity so much less stifling than that of Florida. I was officially in my new home for the next four years, and I knew immediately that I’d made the right choice choosing Alder.

      Alder University was a small, private campus, but a prestigious one. Tucked between the heart of San Diego and Imperial Beach and stocked with a plethora of options for undecided undergrads, it was the perfect college for me. I smiled again, hiking the same Jansport I’d used all through high school up higher on my back just as the perky blonde snapped her fingers.

      “Ah! Found it!” She plucked the folder out, checking its contents before looking back up to me. “Brecks, right?”

      My smile immediately fell with her question, along with my mood. I somehow forced a tight smile, but before I could even nod, another voice boomed my answer from behind me.

      “It’s B,” he said. His voice was smooth, oak infused and deeper than I remembered. I turned, words stuck in my throat, eyes wide as I drank him in. Every single inch of him, from his worn sneakers and basketball shorts to the soaked Alder t-shirt he wore, sticking to the defined ridges of his abdomen. My eyes trailed up over the faint stubble on his neck and jaw before they found honey whiskey pools. He slid up beside me then, crooked smile in place as he held my stare. “Just B.”

      Time stopped in that moment, and I couldn’t keep my eyes from tracing his features — his new, shorter hair, his biceps that had filled out considerably since the last time I’d seen them propping him up on the beach in Florida, the few inches he’d grown. His aura was different, cockier, more sure. I wish I could tell you I’d been smoother than the first time I’d met him on that running trail, but the truth was I couldn’t have been more obvious in my eye-assault, and he noticed, because when my eyes found his face again, he just cocked one brow and widened his grin.

      “You cut your hair,” I finally breathed, my body rejoining the world in a whoosh. It was like all the sounds of students and the birds in the California trees found me all at once, attacking my senses along with the brightness of the sun through my cheap sunglasses.

      Jamie chuckled, lifting his hand to just barely touch my face. “And you got a nose ring.”

      I smiled, still staring at him, still not listening to the blonde behind the table who was trying to give me important information about my new dorm room. Luckily, Jamie was listening, and he reached over to take the envelope and keys from her. He winked, at her, not at me, and that’s when I finally looked at her again.

      “Good to see you, Jamie. How have you been?” she asked, too eagerly, and I eyed her up and down slowly. Big blonde hair, 80’s-style curls, with bright blue eyes and skin tan enough to make me think it might be fake. She wasn’t as pretty as Jenna, but she had similar features, which made me turn to Jamie to study his reaction with her.

      “Oh you know, same old same. I think I got this,” he said, holding up the envelope in his hands. “Take care, Melanie.”

      Melanie all but swooned as we walked away from the table, and I fought hard not to roll my eyes. “I take it you two know each other?” I asked, nodding back to where she was still staring at him.

      He shrugged. “You could say that.”

      And the urge won over.

      I let my eyes roll, and Jamie laughed, hard and solid, the sound booming. Then, he stopped, eyed me, and opened his arms wide. “Come here.”

      “Ew,” I said quickly, shaking my head and walking forward. “You’re sweatier than two rats fucking in a gym sock.”

      “Oh come on,” he teased from behind me. “It’s just a little perspiration.” And then, I was off my feet and in the air, back pressed against the damp fabric covering his chest as he spun me around. I squealed, laughing and flailing until he put me down.

      “Why are you so sweaty? And why are you here?”

      “I just finished playing basketball out at the courts. And I go to school here. Which, I guess that makes two of us now,” he added, holding up the envelope from Campus Housing. I snatched it from his grip and flipped through the contents, holding out my hand for him to drop my keys into as my mind raced.

      “I didn’t know you went here.”

      “Sure,” he said. “It’s okay that you’re stalking me, B. Maybe I kind of like it.”

      “You wish,” I replied, nose still in the papers. “Seriously though, you were supposed to be at UC. What happened?” My fingers filtered through the folder as I waited for him to respond. There was information about my Resident Assistant and various activities planned for the semester as well as safety protocols. I was one of the few freshmen lucky enough to land a dorm room where I had my own room, but shared a kitchen and bathroom space with three other girls. I’d met one of them at orientation earlier that summer, but the others I’d only looked up on social media, so I was anxious to meet them.

      “Remember my uncle I told you about? The one who had connections at a university in California?” I nodded, and he grinned, opening his arms to gesture to the campus around us. “You’re looking at the same university my dad and uncle graduated from, both with their degrees in Accounting. At first, my application was waitlisted, but my uncle knows a few of the guys on the Admissions Board, and he worked some magic.”

      “And now here you are,” I said, peeking up at him.

      His grin widened. “Here I am.”

      I shook my head, dropping my eyes to the housing packet again while my stomach did backflips. Jamie Shaw went to the same college as me. I didn’t know whether to feel lucky or cursed, and the ache in my chest wasn’t helping me decide. I’d avoided him since that night on the beach, letting him go, letting the idea of him go. He was Jenna’s, and then he was gone — end of story.

      Except now, it wasn’t.

      “So, you made it to California after all.”

      I looked up then, catching Jamie’s amused eyes with my own. “I guess I did.”

      Though so much had changed about Jamie, one thing that hadn’t was the way he stared at me — that expectant way, like he knew something I’d yet to figure out. I shifted under his gaze, suddenly hot, and was just about to ask how he liked it at Alder when I was picked up from behind for the second time.

      Mid-air, I knew exactly who it was who had me pressed against them as they spun me around, and it almost killed me that for the past ten minutes since I’d run into Jamie, I hadn’t thought about that person once.

      Because you see, I didn’t expect to see Jamie at Alder, but I was expecting to run into someone that day.

      My boyfriend.

      “Oh my God, I almost forgot how beautiful you are,” Ethan said when he dropped me back to the ground. He immediately dipped me back, pressing his lips hard to mine as a blush crept up on my cheeks. He stood me back up, hands framing my face, before Jamie cleared his throat.

      Ethan perked up at that, tucking me into his side and smiling wide at Jamie. “And I see you met my roommate!”

      I blanched at that, my eyes wide while Jamie’s were shielded beneath bent brows.

      “Jamie is your roommate?” I squeaked.

      “Yeah,” he answered, pointing his finger between the two of us. “Y’all know each other?”

      Jamie’s eyes hadn’t left mine, but they’d changed, grown cooler in tone somehow. “We went to high school together,” he clipped.

      I swallowed, studying Jamie’s face, wondering why he suddenly looked ready to kill something. “Yeah. He dated my best friend back in the day.”

      “Huh!” Ethan mused, grin still in place. “What a small world!”

      Jamie’s nose flared, his eyes bouncing between Ethan and me before they stuck hard on where our hands had laced together. “I was just heading back to the dorm to shower. I’ll see you later, Ethan.”

      “Later, bro.”

      Jamie glanced at me one last time before jogging off, leaving me stunned to silence beside his roommate.

      My boyfriend.

      Jesus.

      “Let’s get you moved in, babe,” he said, kissing my hair as he steered us away from the union.

      I had driven a tiny U-Haul truck here, convincing my mom that I wanted to do the trip by myself. It took almost a week with how often I stopped, but it was a nice road trip to do alone. It gave me time to think about the next chapter in my life, and I was excited to start writing it.

      I pointed the U-Haul out to Ethan when we reached the parking lot near my dorms. He got to work, talking to me the entire time about everything he couldn’t wait to show me as I tried to stay focused and present. The truth was, I could only think about one thing. One person. The boy I wasn’t supposed to ever see again.

      I would never admit it, but even then, I was already itching for another taste.
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      Jamie did a pretty good job of ignoring me after that.

      I’d see him around campus sometimes, usually with his arm around a curvy blonde, which I’d learned quickly was his “type.” But whenever we’d find ourselves in the same place, whether it be his and Ethan’s dorm or a neutral space on campus, he somehow found an excuse to leave as soon as I showed up. We’d spent a total of maybe three minutes together since that first day on campus, and I was convinced he hated me.

      But I didn’t know why.

      The most obvious answer would be that he didn’t like that I was dating his roommate. But again, I found myself asking why? He’d dated my best friend in high school and I’d been nothing but supportive. Did he not like Ethan? Was he upset that I was a link to his past life in Florida, suddenly showing up to cramp his style? Was he upset I didn’t tell him before I got here? We hadn’t talked since that last day on the beach after his graduation, and I’d just met Ethan over the summer. I didn’t know Jamie even went to Alder, let alone that he was Ethan’s roommate, and it wasn’t even like Ethan had much time to tell him, seeing as how he was in Florida for the summer while Jamie had stayed at Alder.

      I worried myself sick with questions for a few days after our first encounter before worry turned to anger. This was Jamie, the boy I used to ride around town with, the boy who called me his best friend. And suddenly he was the world’s biggest prick. He’d gone from smiling and joking with me on that first day to avoiding me completely, save for the glares he would occasionally throw my direction on his way out when I’d be hanging out in his and Ethan’s dorm room. It was maddening.

      Whatever. He wanted to ignore me? Fine. I would ignore him right back.

      I was studying for my first sociology test about a month after school started when Jenna called. I smiled at the screen on my phone, flopping back on my bed to take a break and talk to my best friend who was an entire country away.

      “I miss you!” she squealed as soon as the line connected.

      “I miss you, too! How’s New York?”

      She huffed. “The city is amazing, the school work sucks, and the weather I haven’t decided on yet. How about you? How are classes? How’s Ethan?”

      “Classes aren’t bad, and Ethan is amazing. He’s been really busy with Student Government, but I see him almost every night and he’s been showing me a lot of the campus.”

      “You guys boning a lot?”

      “Oh my God, Jenna.” I rolled over, fingers tracing the lines of my pale-yellow comforter. My dorm room was small, but it had a door that separated me from my roommates, which was all I really needed in life. I had minimal decorations, my laptop the only thing that sat on my desk other than a photo of Jenna and me, and I had two motivational posters on the wall. The biggest embellishments were my throw pillows, yellow and white, and my lime green surfboard that leaned against the inside of my closet, begging to be used.

      “What? You lost your v-card this summer, B. I’m finally allowed to ask you about your sex life and I’m taking every opportunity to do so.”

      I rolled my eyes. “We’re boning a consistent amount, doctor, and I’m taking my birth control. Can we move on to something else now?”

      Jenna laughed. “Fine. If you were wondering about me, I haven’t hooked up with anyone yet, but I have my eyes on a few prospects.”

      “Thanks for the update, scout.”

      “So what else is new?”

      Jenna was attending New York University, on the literal opposite side of the country from me, and the more we talked about professors and campus dining, the more I missed her. It was the first time we’d been apart since we were toddlers, and I was still having a hard time building a friendship with my roommates. I had three of them, one a volleyball player here on scholarship from Virginia, one an animal-rights’ activist from northern California, and the other a soft-spoken Christian from Kansas. None of us had found much common ground to walk on yet, but I was trying to be hopeful.

      “When can I come visit you? I miss the beach already,” Jenna said with a longing sigh.

      “My twin bed is yours to cuddle in anytime you want it.”

      “I’m serious, I’m going to just pop up on your doorstep one day.”

      I smiled. “And it’d be the best day ever.”

      After our phone call, I shot off an email to Mom with details on how classes were going. Our schedules hardly ever lined up enough for phone calls, but we had been emailing pretty steadily. Interestingly enough, our relationship had grown stronger during my last year of high school. Part of that might have been me disconnecting my father from my life completely while the other part was likely from me finally forgiving her for my name. I wasn’t ready to embrace it again just yet, but after many late-night talks, I understood her motives. My mom had been a young, scared teenager when I was placed in her arms. And though I was born out of a tragedy, she found beauty in me, and she’d given up so much for me to chase my dreams.

      I earned a few scholarships that helped get me to California, but I had still fallen short of what I needed. That was, until I found out Mom had been saving for my college fund religiously since I was born. Dad didn’t have anything to offer me, other than a pat on the back at graduation, and I hadn’t spoken to him since.

      It hurt letting go of my dad, because for so long I’d lived in that space in-between, where I wasn’t sure how to feel about him or what he did to my mom. But even in that space, we’d grown apart, and I didn’t want the good memories I had with my dad to be replaced by awkward, tension-filled ones. So, I decided after graduation to just let him go. He’d only called once since then and I ignored it. Maybe we could reconnect later, but right now, I was content focusing on me for a while.

      I’d just picked up my flashcards again when my bedroom door swung open.

      “Ethan’s here,” Marie said without looking up from her phone. She was the animal-rights’ activist and the one I thought I’d get along with the easiest. I mean, I was getting a minor in Women’s Studies, embracing my feminist side, and she was trying to save kittens. We were a match made in heaven, right? Except she hadn’t said more than thirteen words to me. Including the two she’d just used to introduce my boyfriend.

      “Hey, beautiful,” he crooned as he let himself into my room, closing the door behind him.

      I smiled as he leaned down to kiss me, running my hands up his arms to hook around his neck. Ethan was strong, built, not much taller than me but so solid. His skin was the same as my mom’s, dark and smooth, and he had full lips that I loved to kiss. He also had what I liked to call a “News Anchor Smile”, blinding white, almost too wide and genuine for comfort.

      We met the summer after I graduated high school when he was in Florida for an internship, after he spent a night at a Palm South University party sweeping me off my feet with cheesy pick up lines and random fruit facts. I shit you not, the man wooed me with mango and nectarine trivia. He kind of tasted like nectarines, actually — a tangy sort of sweetness.

      “Please tell me you’re almost done studying,” he sang into my neck, still holding me close.

      “I’m almost done studying.”

      “Yes!” he celebrated, pulling back to face me but keeping his arms around my waist. “We’re going to a beach house party tonight.”

      “We are, are we?”

      He nodded. “We are. It’s casual, there’s a pool and stuff, so just dress in a bathing suit and cover-up or whatever. I can pick you up and we can ride together.”

      I chewed my lip. “I don’t know, Ethan. I may be almost done studying, but I still have that paper to write before Monday.”

      “And? Come on, it’s Thursday, and I happen to know you don’t have classes on Friday, and you don’t work this weekend,” he pointed out. I couldn’t argue that. I’d picked up a job at the coffee house and bookstore on campus, but I’d requested the weekend off to write my paper and get in some last minute studying. “So take tonight to have fun with your sexy, eager-to-party boyfriend and then you can work the rest of the weekend and I won’t bother you. Promise.”

      He puckered out his lower lip and batted his eyelashes over dark midnight eyes. I just laughed.

      “Fine.”

      “I win!”

      I swatted at his arm but he caught my hand, placing a kiss on the back of it. Ethan was always sweet that way. He touched me gently, whispered sweet nothings into my ear, always called me names like “beautiful” and “gorgeous.”

      “What time should I be ready?”

      “Let’s say around six. Jamie will be there, too, so you’ll have both of us. And this is the perfect chance for you to get to know more people.”

      I swallowed, my pulse racing at the mention of Jamie. You’ll have both of us. Now that was a fantasy I could get behind.

      “Sounds good.”

      He smiled, pecking me once more before letting me loose. “See you tonight.”

      Ethan let himself out and I plopped down at my desk, staring at my flashcards for fifteen seconds before giving up and packing them away. I grabbed the key to unlock my bike, the only transportation I’d brought to California after my car pooped out senior year, and made my way to the bike racks. I had about four hours before Ethan would be back to pick me up, and I had some shopping to do. The only bathing suit I brought was my old black top and two mismatching bottoms from high school, and neither would do for the party.

      It might have been the wrong person to be thinking about in that moment, but I couldn’t stop obsessing over how Jamie had been ignoring me. If he was going to keep with that plan, I was going to do everything I had in my power to make it damn hard to follow through with.
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      I was ready early, which was surprising for me, and I tried chalking it up to eagerness to see Ethan and not nervousness to see Jamie. The truth was probably somewhere right in-between. I pushed all thoughts to the back of my mind as I checked my outfit in the one mirror in our dorm. It was a shared mirror, laid out in front of two sinks between our two showers and it cut off at my knees, but it was enough.

      I’d spent fifty hard-earned dollars on the coral top I was sporting, but it was worth it. I didn’t even know they made bathing suits with underwire, but my barely B-cups were pushed up to the heavens, making them look fuller than I’d ever seen before, and the bright orangish pink was blazing against my mocha skin. It tied around my neck and clasped in the back, and I’d paired it with simple black bottoms that tied at each hip.

      Makeup was still sort of a challenge to me, since Jenna helped me more times than not in high school, but I’d played up my gray eyes with a smoky eye and nude lip gloss. My hair was natural, spiral curls jetting off in different directions but framing my face in a tame enough way. I took one last look and slid into my gold sandals just as Ethan knocked on the front door.

      Marie let him in before I could slip on my black, mesh lace cover-up and he stalled, his eyes trailing. “Damn.”

      I laughed, because I had no idea how to react to the way he was staring at me. I reached for my coverup resting half in the sink, half out and pulled it over my head, but his hands were on my hips, stopping it from falling the rest of the way down.

      “Maybe we should skip the party,” he murmured.

      I lightly shoved him toward the door and he dropped his hands, my coverup hitting my thighs. “Nuh-uh. I’m giving up a full night of studying, mister. You’re taking me out.”

      Ethan looked pretty enticing himself, dressed in patriotic board shorts that just hit his knees and a plain white t-shirt. He kissed my nose before grabbing my hand and leading me through the door and out to his car.

      The drive was quiet, the wind whipping around us in his convertible Mustang. He said it was a gift from his father for high school graduation, and that was all I needed to know to guess what kind of upbringing he had. Still, we hadn’t really talked much about where we’d come from. For the both of us, it was more about where we were going. He asked me a lot about my major, which I still hadn’t decided on, and he loved to tell me his plans to make a difference in our country. He was going into politics. He knew that with certainty. I was a little jealous of that.

      What I loved most about Ethan was how much he believed in me, even when I didn’t believe in myself. He challenged me to ask myself what I wanted out of my life, and no one had really made me think about it before I met him. He didn’t just see the girl in his car tonight, he saw the woman she would become in ten years. I was a vision to him, and he was a comfort to me.

      We pulled up to a large, rustic gate less than half an hour later and Ethan entered the code before driving us up a long driveway shielded by trees on either side. When the mansion it lead to came into view, my jaw dropped.

      I’d been to beach houses before in Florida, but nothing compared in size to this one. It was two stories, at least a football field in width, off-white with deep-red paneling. Ethan parked his car and held the door open for me while I continued to stare.

      “Come on, time to show you off.” He grinned, offering me his arm, and I hooked mine through it to let him walk me inside.

      I expected marble floors and high chandeliers, I expected fancy artwork on the walls and vases more expensive than my tuition on every table, and I found all of that. But what I also found that I was not expecting was a full-blown house party. The music blaring from the DJ set up in the far corner of the massive living room was deafening, lights streaming from his table across the crowd of students. It looked like a club in the space that had been cleared out in front of his table and the rest of the house was packed with different groups of people talking, playing drinking games, or doing drugs.

      “Wow,” I breathed.

      Ethan ran a hand over his barely-there buzz cut as he followed my eyes. “Yeah, I guess I forgot to mention it gets kind of crazy out here.” He looked back to me, at my stunned expression I’m sure, and grabbed both of my hands. “Are you okay? We can ditch. It’s fine, really.”

      “No!” I said too quickly, but we both just smiled. “I’m excited to be here. It looks… fun.” It was hard to hear my own voice over the music, so I leaned in a little closer to Ethan. He kissed me, short and sweet, and then we joined those in the kitchen filling up red plastic cups.

      It really was something attending that first party. Sure, I’d snuck into a few Palm South University parties over the summer, but this? This was on a whole other level. This wasn’t some frat party, though it had many of the same elements. No, this was an elite college party. I was fascinated, but I’d be lying if I said I didn’t feel a little out of place.

      I did a lot of looking around for the first hour, hanging onto Ethan’s arm as he walked around to different groups. Everyone knew Ethan, mostly because of his position on Student Government, and it was magical watching him talk to so many diverse groups of people. He just clicked with everyone.

      I joined him for a few dances in the middle of the makeshift dance floor before the music and the heat inside got to be a little too much. It wasn’t that I wasn’t enjoying myself, because I was, but I just needed air — a little silence — a little calmness.

      “I’m going to step outside for a sec,” I screamed over the music into Ethan’s ear. He nodded and I kissed him on the cheek before pushing my way through the crowd. I passed a coffee table lined with four lines of coke and tried not to stare as four eager girls made them disappear to a roar of applause around them.

      This was definitely not a PSU party.

      As soon as I shut the sliding glass door behind me, it was like shutting off the entire world. Silence. Beautiful silence.

      I actually sighed, taking one deep inhale of the salty air before turning to find one of the most beautiful pools I’d ever seen. It was just below the balcony where I stood and was set in gray rock, with a swim up bar to the left side. There was a waterfall just above the bar, and a mini bridge that connected the two sides of the pool. To the right, it had the illusion of completely dropping off into the ocean that lay spread out below it. The moon was bright that night, and it lit up the ocean in a straight line that continued through the top of the pool to the exact spot where I stood.

      It was odd. Everyone was dressed for a pool party, but not a single soul was actually in the pool.

      “Pretty amazing, isn’t it?”

      I probably should have jumped at his voice, but I think my body already knew he was there. It was buzzing, just slightly, like when in the presence of a ghost.

      Jamie leaned over the railing to the right of the sliding glass door I’d just exited, his back to me as he lifted his beer bottle to his lips. I slid up beside him, resting my elbows on the lip of the rail to mirror his and breathing in a deep inhale. The air was so fresh in California, so light. It was warm and salty just like Florida, but it didn’t have the same weight.

      “It is,” I finally answered, turning to face him. I always loved that, the first sight of him, the first hit. It was a little jarring, like a slight burn, but the aftertaste was smooth, welcoming, like an old friend calling me home. “So you’re acknowledging my existence now?”

      He tipped the bottle again with a shrug, but his eyes hadn’t left the ocean yet.

      “Stop being a brat, Jamie Shaw,” I said, sipping on my own drink. He smirked then, I saw it out of the corner of my eye.

      “I can’t believe you just called me a brat.”

      “I can’t believe you’re acting like one.”

      “How so?” he asked, finally facing me. He was on the defensive, but the line between his brows vanished once he really looked at me. I fought the urge to shield myself as his eyes trailed a fire down to my chest. I knew the top had paid off because he swallowed, eyes heated, and I suddenly wondered why I’d wanted that attention. I had a boyfriend, and yet this was it — this was the exact reason why I’d shelled out fifty bucks for a bathing suit top. For the look Jamie was giving me now, for the rush I felt along with it.

      “By ignoring me for the past month,” I whispered, my voice failing me in my time of need, but it was enough to snap his attention back up to my face.

      He scoffed. “I haven’t been ignoring you. I’ve been busy. And I figured you probably were, too.” He didn’t finish that sentence, but I knew what he wanted to say was that I was probably busy with Ethan. He took a long swig from his bottle before bracing his elbows on the railing again. “How are you liking San Diego?”

      I hated this conversation. It sounded forced, like two strangers instead of two people who used to share the deepest secrets. “It’s fine. I haven’t really seen much,” I replied flatly, one hand on the rail and the other on my hip as I remained facing him.

      “Ethan’s not showing you around?” I didn’t miss the slightly mocking tone when he spoke Ethan’s name.

      “He is,” I clarified. “He’s been taking me to a lot of places on campus. He’s been telling me a lot about the traditions on campus and giving me some ideas of organizations to join. I got a job at the coffee shop, too, which is great since he has the Student Government meetings there.”

      Jamie’s profile was so strong against the moonlight, his jaw defined by the shadows that fell beneath it. “Sounds like you’re well on your way to becoming the senator’s wife.”

      “Hardly,” I choked out on a laugh, and that finally made him look at me again. “I’m nineteen, Jamie.”

      “And?” he answered quickly. “Ethan is already building that life. He’s working on the ultimate plan — right positions in SGA, right classes, right internships with notable politicians…” he paused. “Right girlfriend.”

      I glanced through the sliding glass doors where Ethan stood in a group, laughing, telling a story that had everyone around him enthralled. Was that true? I knew he was into politics, knew that was where his future existed, but was he really planning it all out already? Was I part of that plan?

      “So he’s serious about his future. Nothing wrong with that.”

      He laughed. “How much do you really know about him?”

      This time it was me on the defensive, and I crossed my arms beneath the coral top biting into my skin. It drew Jamie’s eyes down again, just for a second, but I smiled at the victory. “I know enough. And I like him, so drop it.”

      When Jamie’s eyes met mine again, they were different. They reminded me of the night after he graduated, the hint of mischief, the glint of challenge. “What are you drinking?”

      I opened my mouth to reply, but it stayed open, and I fought the smile threatening to break through. When I pressed my lips together to bite it back, Jamie grinned.

      “B,” he said, and I felt the moment he stepped into my space, that familiar burn washing over me before the haze set in. “What are you drinking?”

      I let out a long exhale. “Whiskey.”

      A wide smile split his face just as the sliding glass door slid open, mixing our silent oasis with the chaos inside. Someone yelled something — what, I couldn’t be sure — and then bodies were splashing into the pool. It seemed it finally was an actual pool party, and just in time to save me from letting myself brush past the tipsy threshold with Whiskey.

      “Let me show you around San Diego.”

      Jamie was still standing close enough that I felt his breath on my lips with the words.

      “I have to study.”

      He laughed, but moved just a millimeter closer. The heat multiplied. “It doesn’t have to be tomorrow. Just let me take you out, show you your new home city. I bet you haven’t even surfed yet, and that’s just a crime.”

      He was right, I hadn’t taken my board out yet, and I was itching to. My grip tightened on the rail, keeping me in place. I wanted to pull away, I wanted to lean in closer. I had no fucking idea what I wanted.

      Finally, I found my voice long enough to answer. “Okay.”

      “B!” My name found us from across the pool and Jamie and I both snapped our necks in unison to find the source. Ethan waved from where he’d slid up on a bar stool in the pool, calling me over. I nodded, smiling, and turned back to Jamie.

      “I guess I’ll see you around.”

      Jamie’s eyes were still hard on Ethan, but he finally ripped them away to look down at me once more. “Yes, you will.” He watched me for a minute, and I couldn’t shake the way his eyes had changed. They were a darker, deeper brown, shaded with bad intentions. “Remember how you used to say I don’t play fair?”

      I cocked a brow. “Yeah…”

      His eyes smoldered as he stepped away from me, and I felt the loss of energy instantly. He wet his lips, and my eyes followed the sweep of his tongue.

      “Just wanted to make sure you didn’t forget.”

      With that, he gripped the Alder t-shirt he was wearing by the back collar and stripped it over his head, letting it fall beside his feet. My breath caught at the sight of his abs on full display, their definition stronger than the last time I’d seen them. I noted the scar just above his hip, the one I wanted so desperately to trace with my fingers, and I found his eyes again just in time for him to wink. Then, he climbed onto the railing and jumped into the pool to the sound of a roaring crowd.

      You know those gut feelings you get that warn you of impending doom? I had swarms of them that night as we danced around each other at the party, never getting close enough to talk again, yet never getting completely out of the other’s sight. I stayed close to Ethan and Jamie kept his distance, but whenever our eyes met across the crowd, my stomach twisted in warning.

      I should have listened, but if you haven’t learned by now, caution signs didn’t work when it came to Jamie.
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      Even though I knew eventually I would cave, I did resist the first few times Jamie asked me to hang out after that night. The first time, not even a full week later, I said I was studying. The time after that, I was with Ethan. And, the third time, I claimed period cramps. I thought for sure he’d let it go after that last excuse . But the thing about whiskey is that it’s a stubborn drink that refuses to be ignored. It doesn’t just sit on a shelf in a pretty bottle and wait patiently. No, it clamors for attention, and that was just shitty news for thirsty fools like me.

      It was only ten in the morning and yet I’d already worked a full six-hour shift at the coffee shop. Opening sucked, especially since the biggest rush of the day came between six and nine. Thankful as I was for the job, I missed sleeping in something fierce.

      I was yawning, ready for a Friday spent curled up in my tiny twin bed when I rounded the corner to my dorm and saw Jamie leaned up against the same cherry red Jeep he’d driven in high school. He wasn’t even in a parking spot, just pulled up against the curb closest to the entrance of the community where my dorm was housed.

      He didn’t see me at first, and I took those few stolen moments to shamelessly check him out. He was still just as lean and tall as he was in high school, but his arms had filled out since then. In fact, it seemed all of him had filled out — even his neck, which was a strange thing to notice about a person, but I did. He was in a weird state of being between the high schooler I’d left on the beach over a year ago and the man I wasn’t sure I’d have the privilege of knowing five years from now.

      When he noticed me approaching, Jamie stood straighter, a shit-eating grin in place. “Hey, sleepyhead,” he offered as I approached him with another yawn.

      “Pretty sure this is illegal,” I spoke through it, my voice morphed, pointing to his Jeep in a sweeping motion.

      “It’s okay. No chance of being caught since we’re about to move.”

      “We?”

      He nodded. “We. Hop in.”

      “Jamie…” I started to argue.

      “Nope. No excuses. I’ve heard enough of those over the past few weeks.” He pushed off his Jeep and circled to the other side, opening his passenger door. “Let’s go.”

      “I’m so tired. And I’m not dressed for anything.” I motioned to the white jean shorts and pale-green polo I’d worn to work.

      “What you’re wearing is fine. And we’ll get coffee.” He lifted a brow, nodding toward the front seat again. “Come on. In.”

      I debated arguing again, but at that point I knew it was useless. “Brat,” I huffed as I slid inside.

      Jamie smirked, but didn’t press his luck, simply shutting the door behind me and jogging around to the driver side. I have to admit, it was surreal being back in that seat, in that Jeep. A rush of memories flooded in, of long nights driving around our lazy beach town in South Florida, talking about our fears, our secrets, our dreams.

      “She’s missed you,” he said, watching me as my fingers traced the dash.

      “She?”

      “ScarJo,” he answered, opening his arms wide to gesture to his car.

      “Oh my God, you can’t be serious. Like Scarlett Johansen?”

      “Hey!” Jamie defended. “Don’t judge! I was a horny sixteen-year-old when I got her.”

      “Nerd,” I teased, but when I ran my hand over the door panel, I sighed contently and leaned back into the seat, kicking off my sandals and propping my feet on the dash. Home. “It does sort of feel like this seat belongs to me.”

      I glanced over at Jamie and he was watching me in that peculiar way, just the slightest hint of a smile resting on his lips. I wanted to ask him what he was thinking, but before I had the chance, his hand found the gear shift and he threw us into drive.

      “Let’s go see San Diego.”
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      For the first hour, Jamie just drove. I don’t even think he really had a place in mind. His Jeep slowly cruised the streets of the different areas of San Diego, moving us through Chula Vista into the heart of downtown. We both stared out at the city, pointing here and there, rarely ever saying anything. Claude Debussy mixed with the California wind, which made for the most incredible soundtrack for our drive. It was sunny, but the clouds were puffy white that day and they gave us reprieve from the sun.

      For a while, I didn’t even think about being tired. San Diego was such an artsy city, and there was something colorful and eye-catching around every corner, it seemed. Still, eventually, the yawns caught up to me again, and Jamie said he knew the perfect place to get coffee.

      When we reached the destination he had in mind, my feet hit the floorboard and a laugh ripped from my throat. “You have got to be kidding me.”

      “Don’t you mean, ‘You have cat to be kitten me?’”

      “You’re not cute, Jamie Shaw,” I retorted, shoving my sunglasses on top of my head to get a better look.

      The Cat Café.

      “Am too. And what? I thought we could honor Rory’s memory. Plus, if you fall asleep on our first date, I’ll never live that down.”

      I rolled my eyes as he circled to find parking. “This is not a date.”

      “It’s a boy and a girl out doing fun things together.”

      “As friends.”

      “Or…” Jamie teased, finding a spot. He whipped the Jeep in with a crooked smile on his face.

      “I have a boyfriend.”

      He was unbuckling his seatbelt, but paused a moment, his eyes on where his hand still held the buckle. He sniffed, cracked his neck, and then let it go. “Come on. Let’s get you caffeinated.”

      I let him avoid the statement, mostly because I was dying for coffee. You would think working in a coffee shop would make me not want it as much, but it was quite the opposite, actually. I started every morning with a cup of Joe and I was far from opposed to an afternoon pick-me-up at the moment.

      Jamie seemed in his thoughts as we walked the street up to the café, his hands tucked in his pockets and eyes on the cobblestone below our feet, but when we opened the door to the café, he perked up again.

      It looked a little strange to me. We sort of walked straight into a decision in the form of two, rather unimpressive hallways. Jamie led me down the one straight ahead where a counter that looked similar to a concession stand at a high school sat. We placed our orders as I took in the paw prints on the wall and the snacks for purchase. In the end, Jamie opted for black coffee while I chose the Americano, and hot drinks in hand, we made our way back to the other hallway. When we emerged into an open room with seating along the walls, I nearly dropped the cup in my hand.

      “Holy shit!” I said, louder than I intended, definitely loud enough for the couple sitting at the first table to hear me. “There are actual fucking cats in here!”

      Jamie barked out a laugh, pausing at the entrance with me so we could both look around. The inside of the café was quaint, sort of rustic, with wood browns warming the walls and floors of the room. But there were pops of color — a red door near the back, bright orange pillows plopped on the floor here and there, and brightly colored cat havens and toys littered the entire area.

      And there were cats everywhere.

      “When it said Cat Café, I didn’t know I was supposed to take it so literally,” I mused, eyes still wandering the space as a black and gray striped tabby wove itself between my ankles. She arched her back as she rubbed against my bare leg, then sauntered off, plopping down on one of the empty pillows and looking back at me as if to ask, “What are you waiting for?”

      “Careful. I think that one is plotting how to get you alone and in a bathtub.” Jamie cracked a smile at his own joke and I glared at him before pushing forward to claim one of the last tables available. Some customers were sitting down on the floor with the cats, playing with different toys or posing for pictures, while others sat at small tables like the one Jamie and I had selected.

      “How do you even remember that story, anyway?” I asked, sipping my Americano to the symphony of soft mews and human chatter around us.

      “How could I not? You fell butt ass naked into a pile of cat shit.”

      “You’re the worst.”

      Jamie laughed. “Oh come on, you can’t hate cats forever.” He set his coffee down carefully and picked up a tiny black cat that had wandered over to our table. “Look. This one is so sweet.”

      He cradled the little guy in one arm like a football, scratching behind his ear before rubbing his belly and repeating the process. And as if Jamie Shaw wasn’t already hot, melted sex on a stick, he was holding a little kitten inside a coffee shop with a five o’clock shadow teasing his jaw.

      Lord help me.

      We drank our coffee slowly, filling each other in on the last year and a half. I loved hearing about Jamie’s family and he entertained my stories of Jenna and me during senior year. He was impressed she’d gone off to NYU, and I tried not to feel that familiar pang of jealousy when he asked a dozen questions about her.

      It was so comfortable between us, even in the silence, and that’s what I loved most about our time together. It never felt forced.

      Yet, there were these small, almost microscopic moments of charged energy between us that broke the comfort from time to time. They came when one of us would stare a little too long, or smile just a little too big, or think just a little too hard. They were almost like little shocks to our system to make sure we were paying attention, that we didn’t slip too far, and I think it was those moments we craved the most.

      When our cups were empty and we’d made the rounds to play with each and every cat in the café, Jamie checked the time on his phone.

      “Do you still write?”

      I was still kneeling, petting that same tabby that had greeted us at the door, and I peered up at him. “Yes?” I couldn’t believe he remembered that. I’d just started writing that year I met Jamie, and since he left, I’d slowly found myself writing more and more. Usually it was just poetry or assignments for school, but I could see myself building a world one day — telling a story that meant something to me. “Why?”

      He held out his hand and I let him help me up, brushing the fur off my palms as a grin played on Jamie’s lips. “How’d you like to visit the most popular author in the city?”
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      It took everything in me, including a hand hard over my mouth, not to laugh.

      Jamie’s fists were clenched, his face red as he listened to the librarian tell us for the eighth time that there was no way in hell we were going to see the Dr. Seuss collection.

      “As I’ve explained, sir, it isn’t open to the public. We offer exhibits during his birthday month of March and sometimes over the summer, but at the moment—”

      “This doesn’t make any fucking sense!” Jamie’s voice had always been smooth, low, but right now it was booming, and while I was close to laughter, the tiny librarian was not. She had wide, owl eyes that, even narrowed at Jamie, took up her entire face. She was also about as tall as I was in fifth grade, but she wasn’t backing down. “So you’re telling me the collection is still here. It’s all here. But for some fucking reason it’s blocked off and no one can see it?”

      “Sir, the collection is very fragile. Only researchers who have obtained permission can gain access to the collection.”

      “We just want to see it,” he pleaded. “We won’t touch a thing.”

      “I’m sorry,” she said again. “Now, if you continue to raise your voice, I’ll have to ask that you kindly leave. This is a library.”

      Jamie scoffed, throwing his hands up in surrender. “Exactly! A library! But you won’t let us see the fucking books!”

      The librarian rolled her eyes with exhaustion just as laughter won me over and I grabbed Jamie’s arm. “Come on, it’s fine. Let’s go.”

      He pointed a finger at her nose as I yanked him away. “Karma is real, Mrs. Seuss Security. Just remember that.”

      I laughed even louder then, tugging on him harder to pull him out the front door and back into the walkway of the UC San Diego library — the Geisel Library, to be exact — named after the one and only Theodore Seuss Geisel.

      Dr. Seuss.

      “As amazing as it would have been to see that collection, it’s not worth getting you arrested,” I said through my laughter, looking back at him. Jamie was still scowling and I learned quickly that looking back while trying to tug him forward and walk at the same time proved to be too much for my hand-eye coordination. I tripped over my own feet, shooting forward before Jamie’s arms were around my waist, catching me, steadying me.

      And then, I was facing him. My eyes on my hands that had found his chest. His hands on my hips. I glanced up at him, and immediately wished I hadn’t.

      “Thanks,” I murmured, putting some distance between us. “Can you take a picture of me?” I pulled out my phone and handed it to him before he could answer. Before he could stare any longer. Catching my breath, I put on my best smile and held my arms up high to frame the sign with the library name above me.

      “She was a Doc Blocker,” Jamie said, and he waited for me to crack up before snapping the picture.

      “That’s actually kind of clever.”

      He took a bow, handing my phone back to me, and I felt his calm settle in. Getting him out of that library had been step one, and he seemed to be shaking it off now.

      “There’s a snake path over here,” Jamie said, pointing off to the side of the library. “It winds through some fruit trees. I didn’t get a chance to check it out when I came for the campus tour, and since I ended up at Alder, I haven’t made it over here. Want to walk for a bit?”

      “Sure.”

      It was a neat place, not just the library but the college campus, too. I loved the idea of an entire library being dedicated to an author. To be able to write stories that inspired the way his did? That moved people? That was something special.

      “So,” Jamie said as we made our way toward the path. I could see the snake head peeking out over the sidewalk ahead of us, different color tiles creating the illusion. “What do you write?”

      “It depends. Mostly poems right now, but I think I’d like to write a novel one day. Maybe.”

      “Possible major?”

      I scrunched my nose. “I don’t know about all that.”

      Jamie grinned. “Ah yes, I almost forgot. Ms. Indecisive.” I stuck my tongue out and he flicked his sunglasses over his eyes. “Well, do you like to read, too?”

      “Of course.”

      He shrugged, steering us between the first two fruit trees. “Could always go into publishing.”

      “Yeah?” I brushed my hand against one of the leaves. “I never really thought about that. That could be cool. I love to read, and I think I could be a pretty good salesman.”

      “Oh yeah,” Jamie said, and I nudged him at the joke that rested beneath his comment. “So what do you like to read?”

      “I read a lot of things. A lot of genres. Right now I’m really into romance.”

      “Romance?!” Jamie exclaimed with a laugh. “Oh man. Does Ethan know?”

      “I don’t know, I’m sure he’s seen me with my books a time or two. Why does that matter?”

      He shrugged. “I’m just saying, I would want to know if I wasn’t pleasing my girl enough and she needed a steamy sex book to get her rocks off.”

      “Oh my God, Jamie!” I halted our walk then, just as two girls with books pressed to their chest rushed past us. “It’s not even like that. At all.”

      “Sure,” he said with an amused smirk. Bastard.

      “It’s not. I read romance because it’s fun to fall in love. And with romance books, I get to do it over and over. I get to be different types of lovers, I get to feel the heartbreak of love and the successes. Love is the most powerful and real emotion we feel, and I think it’s sort of magical that we can experience some of the greatest loves of all time through books.”

      “Except they’re not real.”

      I huffed. “You’re impossible.”

      We started walking again and Jamie apologized. “I’m just kidding. I’m sure they’re great.” He paused, but curiosity got the best of him. “So Ethan is satisfying you between the sheets then, huh?”

      “We are not talking about this.”

      “Oh come on,” he pleaded. “I told you all the dirt when I was dating Jenna. You owe me.”

      That was true. He had told me more than I wanted to know about his and Jenna’s… adventures.

      “Yeah, that wasn’t exactly saint-like, either.”

      “True,” he conceded. “But lines always have been pretty blurry with us, haven’t they.”

      It wasn’t a question. It was a statement. And it was the truth.

      I sighed. It was just Jamie. I mean, this was the guy I’d shared the story about my name with — the most personal story of my life. He’d called me his best friend. And in a way, he’d always kind of felt like mine.

      “Fine. But no teasing.”

      “I swear.”

      I rolled my eyes, because I definitely didn’t believe him, but let out a long breath anyway. “I don’t really know what to say.”

      “Tell me how Ethan is in the sack,” Jamie said simply.

      I balked at his forwardness, shaking my head.

      “I don’t know.” I was flustered, stalling. “He’s fine.”

      “Fine? This is sex we’re talking about, B. Not china.”

      “You said no teasing!”

      “I lied.”

      “Clearly.”

      “Seriously,” he said, pulling us to a stop again. We were right in the center of the snake path, the trees shielding us from the outside world — even if just for a moment. “Come on. Sex isn’t a taboo thing. It should be talked about. It’s about finding what works for you, what brings you pleasure.”

      God, just hearing that word roll off his lips sent a rush of heat from my face all the way to my toes.

      “He’s fine. Good…” I trailed off. “I just, I wish it was more… exciting. He’s so sweet, gentle, and that’s nice but…” I blushed. This was the most I’d ever talked about sex, including the few times I’d opened up to Jenna, and I didn’t want to feel embarrassed, but I did. “There’s no real passion. There’s no urgency. I’m all for sweet nothings whispered in my ear, but sometimes I just want to be thrown onto the bed, you know? Ravaged. Like he can’t fathom the thought of taking his hands off me.”

      I was babbling, looking around the garden, afraid someone might overhear us. But when I chanced a look at Jamie, everything stopped. The heat of the sun closed in around us and suddenly the symbolism of where we were clicked into place. A snake path, in a garden. I felt like Eve, and here Jamie was — the juicy red apple — taunting me. Daring me.

      His eyes were hooded, and I’d never been so fascinated watching someone breathe before, but there was a dip that appeared over and over at the base of his neck as he inhaled. It disappeared when he pushed the next breath out, and I counted that motion nine times before he spoke.

      “I get that.”

      He only said three words, low and breathy, and I knew it was because he didn’t trust himself with more than that.

      “It’s probably too late to go surfing, huh?” I asked, looking at how low the sun was in the sky.

      “Today?” He asked, snapping out of our haze. “Yes. But, we could go tomorrow. Get up super early, catch the morning waves. What do you say?”

      I didn’t even hesitate. “I’m in.”

      Jamie smiled, that bright, all-teeth smile, and then we walked back to the Jeep in comfortable silence.

      He dropped me off at just past five o’clock after I declined his invitation to dinner. I was exhausted, and if we were waking up early in the morning, I wanted to sleep.

      Ethan texted me twice — once while I was still in the Jeep with Jamie and once after I was back in my dorm. He wanted to hang out, but I denied him, too. I told him I was tired, which was true, but what I didn’t tell him was that I just needed a minute. My day with Jamie didn’t change anything I felt for Ethan, but it did remind me of everything I’d always felt for Jamie. All the thoughts I’d let go of on the beach the morning after Jamie’s graduation had been rounded up again, and now here they were, prevalent in my mind and waiting for me to address them.

      I desperately wished I had a bathtub, because all I wanted to do was run a long, hot bath and soak for hours — in the water and in my thoughts.

      I couldn’t believe Jamie remembered so much about me. About us. And it somehow brought me more comfort than anything because I remembered, too. It turned out a Whiskey stain was just as permanent as ink, and I wondered if I would ever truly wash myself clean.

      Or if I even wanted to.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          Aftertaste

        

      

    

    
      “B, wake up.”

      “Mmmm,” I murmured, reaching out to hit snooze on the alarm clock that was saying my name. My hand found a warm, hard body, and I tugged at the t-shirt wrapped around it. “Sleep.”

      There was a chuckle, and my eyes flitted open, my room still dark save for the night light I had plugged in.

      “Come on. We should get going if we want to catch the morning surf.”

      Jamie.

      My hand retracted backward and I threw the covers off, confused.

      “How did you get in here?” I grabbed my phone next. 5:35 AM.

      “You let me in, goofball. I called you.”

      “What?” I scrolled through my call log and sure enough, his name was there, not even five minutes earlier. “I’m so confused.”

      Jamie sat on the edge of my bed and I suddenly wished I had the comforter still. I was dressed in nothing but boy shorts and a crop t-shirt. “You let me in. Then you grabbed my hand and pulled me back here before crawling back into bed.”

      “Oh my God.” My hand found my forehead with a smack and Jamie chuckled again. I loved that sound. The throatiness of it.

      “Relax. You’re just tired. We can do this another time, if you want to rest.”

      “No,” I said quickly, scooting past him. I grabbed my bathing suit from the top drawer of my dresser, not even bothering to hide my ass in the tiny shorts I was wearing since apparently I’d already paraded it around that morning. “Give me a sec to change.”

      “You don’t have to, we can—”

      “I want to. I’ve been here almost two months now and still haven’t surfed. And that’s one of the biggest reasons I wanted to come to California, anyway.”

      Jamie nodded, standing from his perch on the bed and grabbing my surfboard from where it leaned against my closet. “Alright, then. Go get dressed. I’m parked in the G Lot.”

      He tugged my board up between his arm and ribs and I held the door for him to exit before excusing myself into the bathroom I shared with Marie.

      Plopping down on the toilet, I forced three, long breaths. I was excited to go surfing, but being woken up by Jamie in such close proximity and me in so little clothing had my blood pumping. I decided not to think too much on it, changing quickly and brushing my teeth before jogging out the door to Jamie’s Jeep. It was a sight I missed, both of our boards attached to the top of it, and Jamie waiting inside, window down, smile on his face as the sky just barely broke with the first light-blue hues of daylight.

      Today would be a good day.

      “What’s that?” Jamie asked, eying my old simple bathing suit I was wearing under my t-shirt and shorts.

      “My swim suit?”

      He chuckled. “You’re going to freeze. Do you have a wetsuit?” I shook my head and he kicked the Jeep into drive. “Alright then, that will be our first stop.”

      The conversation on the way to the beach was easy, mostly Jamie telling me about his favorite surfing spots he’d found since he’d been there. He was taking me to Windansea, which was insane in itself considering how many times I’d heard about it from watching pro surfing on TV. It wasn’t that I was obsessed with watching surf, because surfing was always more of a personal release for me, but I did catch it from time to time. And Windansea was often mentioned as home turf for big-time surfers.

      My phone pinged with a text from Ethan just as we arrived at the beach, my brand new wetsuit folded across my lap and waiting for me to slip into it. Jamie hopped out of the Jeep quickly to get to work on taking our boards down while I stared, wondering what to say back.

      — Hey, just tried to surprise you with breakfast in bed. Where are you? —

      I thumbed out a response, but debated the last part. Deciding against adding who I was with, I stuck to just answering his question.

      — Decided to finally check out the surf. Call you when I’m back on campus? —

      — Sounds like a plan. I wanna take my girl to dinner. —

      I smiled.

      — I’d like that. —

      — Then it’s a date. Have fun out there! —

      I tucked my phone into the pocket on my beach bag and sighed, feeling a strange pang of guilt twist in my stomach. I wasn’t doing anything wrong by surfing with Jamie, so then why did I feel inclined to keep his name out of my answer to Ethan?

      “Ready?” Jamie popped up beside me, opening the passenger side door wide as I hopped out. And that’s when it hit me.

      I was about to surf the waves in California.

      My smile felt too big for my face as I picked up my board from where it leaned against Jamie’s Jeep. “Let’s do this.”

      We made our way down to the beach, which was mostly rock and looked nearly vacant as the sun rose behind us. There were a few surfers already out in the water, but it was nowhere near as crowded as the beaches back home would have been. Then again, it was October, and we were early. I imagined it’d fill up soon enough.

      Jamie and I wasted no time, dropping our bags near a small surf shack and pulling on our wetsuits. It felt weird to me at first, but the minute my toes touched the icy water, I was instantly thankful for the coverage. I hissed, stepping back at first, and Jamie laughed.

      “Told you you’d freeze.”

      Thankfully, the sun was already starting to warm the air around us, and the cold water wasn’t enough to keep me from one of my dreams — surfing in California.

      The minute I laid my board down and climbed on, strap around my ankle and arms on each side ready to paddle, I instantly felt at home.

      “God, I’ve missed this,” I whispered.

      “Me too,” Jamie answered, but he wasn’t on his board yet. He was staring at me, instead. I sat up, straddling my board, and smiled back at him. His hair had grown out a bit since I’d arrived on campus, and in that moment — in the water, climbing onto his board — he felt like my Jamie.

      I learned a lot about myself that day. Like that no matter how big my mouth was, it was tougher surfing in California than I thought. Not that I couldn’t do it, because I did, but paddling out wasn’t as easy as it was in Florida, and the waves were bigger here, which meant adjusting my knowledge on when to catch them and how to ride. I got the hang of it soon enough, and Jamie and I caught wave after wave all morning and well into the early afternoon.

      Still, we had to take a lot of breaks. My stamina was sad compared to what it had been in the Florida surf. But Jamie had packed us a lunch, so we spent a lot of time on the beach, laughing and soaking up the sun — which I was the most grateful for. I hadn’t expected the water to be as cold as it was, and that combined with the intensity of the surf was exhausting in the best way.

      We slowed down after lunch, taking our time, sitting side by side on our boards and talking between catching waves. When the sun was high in the sky and the waves more crowded, I knew we needed to head back to campus so I could get ready for my date with Ethan. I didn’t want to leave the waves, but then again I knew they’d be here, and I hoped Jamie would want to bring me out again soon.

      “Next time, we should check out the Imperial Beach Pier. It’s a little more crowded, but fun. We can grab lunch after, too. Lots of great fish joints.”

      “I’d love that,” I answered honestly before sighing. “I don’t want to leave, but we should head back.”

      “Aw, you tired? California waves too much for you?”

      I rolled my eyes. “I have a date with Ethan tonight,” I said, turning to Jamie then. I don’t know why I expected some sort of reaction from him, because I found nothing.

      “Oh. Okay. Well let’s catch one last wave then.” He smiled, falling forward on his board before paddling out.

      And that was it.

      It felt a little surreal as we made the hike back up the boardwalk to where we’d parked. I had finally surfed in California, and the day had rushed by so quickly I almost forgot to take it in. So, after we loaded up the boards and Jamie tossed on a t-shirt, I walked back over to the top of the boardwalk and gazed out over the waves, watching the surfers ride them in.

      I was shivering still, even with my wetsuit abandoned in the Jeep and a light sweater thrown over my bathing suit. My curls were big and frizzy from the salt water as they blew in the sea breeze around me, blocking my vision from time to time and reminding me of home.

      I felt Jamie slide up beside me and we both rested our elbows on the rail, eyes on the water.

      “I can’t believe we’re in California.”

      Jamie smiled. “Together.”

      I squinted against the sun as I turned toward him, my sunglasses still in the car. “Thank you for today, Jamie. Yesterday, too.”

      “We’re just getting started,” he answered, and I felt those words in my core. We’re just getting started.

      We stood there a moment, both of us silent, and then he leaned against the railing with an easy smile again.

      “By the way, I have to ask. How come you left the push up bra at home? I was kind of looking forward to seeing you try to surf in it.”

      I nudged him, eyes narrowed. “It was a pool party, okay? I needed something a little more showy than my surf tops that make me look like a boy.” I glanced down at the top I was wearing beneath the mesh sweater, a black and lime green halter that matched my board and made me look as flat as one.

      “Oh, so you were putting on a show that night, huh?”

      “Well, you see, someone had been ignoring me,” I teased back. “So I needed to find a way to get some attention.” I scrunched my nose, tongue between my teeth. I loved bantering with Jamie, but hated the way my stomach dropped right along with his smile as a more serious tone set in around us.

      There it was — that signature stare from Jamie. The way it combined with the sunlight burned my skin, and suddenly I wasn’t shivering anymore.

      “You don’t look like a boy, for the record,” Jamie said, his voice low again.

      I laughed, not believing him, but then he stepped closer and his hand weaved into my salty hair. I stopped laughing. I stopped breathing.

      “And I wasn’t ignoring you. I was avoiding you. I was trying to stay away.” He swallowed, his eyes holding mine before flicking to my mouth and back as his other hand slid up to mirror the first, framing my face. “I was trying to stop myself from doing this.”

      He pulled me into him and before I could register it all, his lips were on mine.

      And my world tilted, taking me with it.

      Jamie had held his breath on that kiss, and for a moment I held mine, too. But when I lifted up on my tip toes, pressing my lips harder against his and fisting my hands in his shirt to pull him even closer, we both exhaled together. Our breaths rushed out around us and Jamie sucked my bottom lip between his teeth, letting it go with a groan as he kissed me again, this time sliding his tongue in to find mine.

      I was spinning, tipsy, teetering on the edge of being wasted on Whiskey. I’d dreamed of kissing Jamie so many times, but nothing could compare to how it really felt — his hands on me, so strong, his mouth skilled and passionate. My legs were weak and he felt it, taking the weight of me in his arms, kissing me like he’d waited his entire life to have the chance.

      “Fuck,” he groaned, pulling back and pressing his forehead against mine. We were both panting, trying to stabilize.

      “Jamie, I—”

      “Have a boyfriend. I know.” He let me go then, pulling back and spinning to face away from me. He ran his hands through his hair roughly and paused, hands still on his head. “Goddamnit. I’m sorry.”

      My heart fell through the boards where we stood and crashed somewhere on the rocks below us. He was sorry. I’d just had the best kiss of my entire life, and he was sorry.

      I watched his back, not knowing what his face looked like, not knowing why it wasn’t until that exact moment that I realized it was me who should be apologizing.

      It was me who had just cheated.

      “We should go,” I whispered, and I didn’t wait for him to respond, just made my way back to his Jeep. I slid inside right away, but Jamie took his time, and when he finally fell into the seat next to mine, he didn’t look my way. He started the Jeep silently, pushed it into gear, and then we drove in silence. No music, no words, just wind.

      My phone rang, startling us both, and Ethan’s name filled the screen when I pulled it from my bag.

      “Hey babe,” I answered. Jamie fisted the steering wheel tighter.

      “Hey, you almost home?”

      “On my way now. Listen, I’m really exhausted, could we maybe go to dinner another night?”

      I felt Ethan’s disappointment through the phone and Jamie looked at me then, brows pinched together.

      “I miss you, B. I haven’t seen you all week. Can I at least come over? I’ll bring a movie and you can fall asleep on my chest, if that’s what you want. I don’t care what we do. I just want to be with you tonight.”

      Tears pooled in my eyes and I blinked rapidly, keeping them at bay. Ethan was the best guy I had ever dated, the guy whom I’d trusted enough to give myself to. He’d cherished my virginity, and he continued to practically worship me every day. He was sweet, he was kind, he had a plan. And for some reason he wanted me to be a part of it. He was everything I could have ever hoped for.

      I was so, so stupid.

      “I miss you, too. Give me an hour and then you can head over.”

      He sighed, and I could see his smile as if I was there with him. “Can’t wait. See you soon.”

      I ended the call just as Jamie pulled onto campus. Jamie parked in G Lot again and when I went to reach for my handle, he locked all the doors.

      “I’m sorry, B.”

      He said the words again, and they burned even more the second time I swallowed them.

      “Ethan is a great guy and he cares about you, and I know you care about him, too. And what I did today was selfish. It was foolish. I’m not sorry I kissed you,” he clarified, and my eyes found his then. “But I’m sorry I did it when you weren’t mine to kiss.”

      I chewed my lip, fighting back the emotions I was feeling. “I’m sorry, too. I think maybe this was a bad idea.”

      “No,” Jamie argued, shaking his head as he turned to face me completely. “Listen, I promise, I won’t pull that shit again. But please, don’t push me away. We can still be friends, B. I don’t want to lose you.” I had a flashback to the night he texted me after our first football game together, the night we went to watch Jenna but watched each other, instead. “Please, let me be your friend.”

      Could we be friends? Could we hang out together like we did in high school now that we had kissed, now that we had crossed that faint line that had always been drawn between us? I wasn’t sure, though the bigger part of me thought I probably didn’t want to know the answer.

      Still, I nodded. The thought of losing him crushed me, too.

      “Okay.”

      Jamie breathed a sigh of relief, but I sat up straighter.

      “But we can’t…. I can’t…” I gestured behind me, back to the beach, back to the kiss.

      “I know.”

      I nodded again, feeling solid in our understanding. “Help me with my board?”

      An hour later, I was freshly showered, lying in my twin bed with my head on Ethan’s chest as we watched a horror film. He held me close, his fingers lightly tracing the hem of my sleep shorts for the first thirty minutes of the movie, and I didn’t tell him about the kiss. I should have, but I didn’t want to hurt him, and at the time, I was still lying to myself, repeating the words Jamie had said in the car. We could be friends.

      Before long, Ethan was hovering over me, kissing me softly as he moved between my legs. He promised me the world between kisses and I drank him in eagerly, desperate to believe him, to want what I knew I should.

      But the truth was still there, stuffed under my pillow, tucked away in my mind.

      I drank Ethan in that night, every last drop, but when we finished and I rolled to one side, him pulling my back against his chest, I traced my mouth with shaky fingers.

      It was the aftertaste of Whiskey I still felt on my lips.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          Water of Life

        

      

    

    
      It turned out my fear of not being able to be normal around Jamie was unfounded, or so it seemed at first.

      I avoided Jamie for a few days after the kiss, but when we did eventually hang out again, it was as if it had never happened. Conversation was easy, we saw each other when we could and, even around Ethan, Jamie seemed normal. We went surfing a lot, and since Ethan didn’t like to surf or even be at the beach at all, that was usually mine and Jamie’s time just the two of us. It was fun — we explored new places, tackled new waves, and Jamie even broke in a new board. I, on the other hand, felt like I could never part from mine.

      Jamie was true to his word. He didn’t try to kiss me again. In fact, he’d pulled back completely. It felt like I was more inclined to be the one caught staring or standing too close. Jamie, on the other hand, would keep his distance. He kept conversation at safe levels and every touch between us was nothing but friendly.

      As if to prove he was serious, Jamie even dated — well, I say dated lightly. He never put a title on his escapades with the parade of blondes he had coming in and out of his and Ethan’s apartment, but I received the message loud and clear. I think, looking back, he thought it would solidify his promise he’d made to just be my friend. And it did. But, it also made me question why he’d ever kissed me at all. I looked nothing like those girls. They were all light skinned, curvy, blonde. Clearly it had been a mistake for him, which is why he had apologized so quickly.

      It was just a kiss, a harmless mistake.

      We were fine as friends.

      It was easy, being with him — just like it always had been. And so, almost exactly like we had in high school, Jamie and I fell into an easy routine. Surfing, exploring new places in San Diego, studying — we even flew home for holiday break together. I was the most thankful for that, especially after my mom and I spent our first Christmas alone together. Even after I found out about what my dad did, we’d still all been together at Christmas. But this time I’d told him not to come, and even though I was solid in that decision, it still killed me. Jamie picked me up that night and we drove around our old hometown, just like we had that Christmas Eve his senior year.

      We really had fallen into a friendship, or at least, we’d convinced ourselves we had.

      But see, what you likely already know about liquor that I had yet to realize at that time in my life is this: each type of alcohol affects you in a different way.

      Jamie was whiskey, that much I was sure of. I couldn’t deny the way he burned, the way his taste lingered. Still, no one warned me that once a whiskey girl, always a whiskey girl. But I was figuring it out.

      Ethan was like rum. He was sweet and fun, like a fruity cocktail on the beach. He said all the right things, took me to the right places, gave me the right gifts on holidays we celebrated together. For all intents and purposes, he was a perfectly fine libation.

      But I didn’t get drunk off rum the same way I did off Whiskey.

      One particularly late night in February, Ethan showed up unannounced at my dorm. Marie and I had actually formed a friendship by that point, and we were making spiked apple ciders in the kitchen when he knocked.

      I opened the door, a little buzzed, and smiled wide when I saw him standing there.

      “Hi, baby!” I threw my arms around his neck and giggled, but he just barely hugged me in return. When I pulled back, there was a thin line forming between his brows and his eyes wouldn’t fully meet mine.

      “Can you take a walk with me?”

      “Right now?” I asked, turning back to Marie in the kitchen. She was stirring her cider with a cinnamon stick and singing Katy Perry. “Why don’t you come inside? I’ll make you a drink.”

      “B,” he said, and the way my nickname left his lips sent a shiver up my spine. I crossed my arms, trying to find warmth in the oversized sweater I was wearing. “Please. I just… I need to talk to you.”

      I stared up at his frown, missing the smile that usually held its place. “Okay. Let me put on my boots.”

      Marie just grabbed my cider, now holding one in each hand, and raised both eyebrows at me as she passed into her room. I laughed, tugging on my boots quickly and meeting Ethan outside. My stomach was in knots as we started walking, the campus dark save for the streetlights and dorm windows. When Ethan reached for my hand and gripped it tightly in his, I breathed easier, but only marginally.

      “I need to ask you something, and I need you to be one-hundred percent honest with me.”

      I squeezed his hand in return, trying to swallow down the thick ball of cotton stuck in my throat. It was cold, especially for San Diego. I learned that, just like Florida, Southern California earned about a month and a half of moderately low temperatures. At the present moment, it was just over fifty degrees, but it wasn’t just the cool night air giving me a chill.

      “You and Jamie spend a lot of time together. And I get it, I understand that you guys were close in high school. I get it that you both like to surf, and I don’t want you to stop hanging out with him or anything. But…” Ethan stopped, pulling us over to a bench and sitting down first. I stayed standing, and Ethan continued to look anywhere but at me. “B, I can’t compete with Jamie.” His eyes finally found mine, and what I saw behind them nearly broke me. “I just can’t. So if I’m not enough for you, just tell me now.”

      “Ethan,” I sat then, both of my hands reaching out for his. He held them tight, his teeth hard on his bottom lip as he stared at where our fingers met. “You are more than enough for me. Hell, I’m the lucky one trying to figure out what the hell it is you see in me.” I laughed and Ethan forced a smile, but it fell quickly. “I’m serious. Ethan, Jamie and I, we’re just friends.”

      He nodded, sniffing, and I watched the cloud of air escape his lips with his next question. “Promise?”

      A knife twisted in my heart, and I fought against it to smile. “I promise. You have absolutely nothing to worry about.”

      Ethan traced the skin of my palm with his thumb before pulling me closer. He wrapped his arms around me, resting his chin on my head as he exhaled slowly. “Can you… I know you guys have a lot in common. But, I need you to just put me first a little more, okay? I need to feel more important than him. I know it sounds juvenile and needy but I don’t care. I can’t keep comparing myself to him in my head. I just want to look at you and see more in your eyes than I see when you look at him.”

      I physically cringed then, shaking my head against his chest and tangling my hands in the pocket of his hoodie. “God, Ethan, I’m so sorry.”

      “It’s okay, you’re not doing anything wrong.” He pulled back then, his dark eyes finding mine. It was complete silence around us, a late Tuesday night on campus, a cold night that called for snuggling on couches, not on benches. “I just need a little reassurance sometimes. I—” he paused, as if he caught himself about to say something he’d regret. “You just mean a lot to me, okay? And I want to know if you feel the same.”

      I smiled, framing his face with my hands and pulling his lips to mine. “I do.”

      It occurred to me then that it didn’t matter that Jamie and I had made a promise to stay friends or that we’d kept it, not if our friendship was still strong enough to make my boyfriend feel like our relationship wasn’t.

      When Ethan pulled me against his chest again, his fingers lazily running through my hair, I stared across campus toward the apartment where I knew Jamie was lying in bed. I didn’t know if he was alone. I didn’t know what he was thinking. I didn’t know if he was waxing his board or breathing seductive words against the neck of a girl he’d just met. I had no idea if he still thought about our kiss or if he’d hate the new lines I was about to draw in our friendship.

      All I knew was that I couldn’t enjoy the spicy sweetness of rum if I was drinking it while still staring at a neat glass of Whiskey.

      And so, I did what I needed to do.

      I poured that last glass down the drain, twisted the cap on the bottle, and put it back on the shelf, locking the doors to the liquor cabinet up tight.

      When I peeked back up at Ethan, he moved my hair aside before kissing me, soft and sweet, like coconut and strawberry. He was my Miami Vice, and he had my full attention.

      For now.
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      Jamie didn’t really seem to notice me pulling away — at least, not at first. We just hung out a lot less and my texts were few and far between. But it worked out because I was busy with Ethan, and Jamie was busy with his flavors of the week.

      What I started to discover as I spent more time with Ethan was that he really was serious about his political life plan. He was in full-on campaign mode, running for SGA Vice President since he was about to go into his junior year. And even though most of our newfound time together was spent designing and printing posters, running over speeches, and building a website complete with a booming social media campaign, I was enjoying it. I even helped run a few of his pizza stops on campus. He would hand out free pizza to hungry college students passing us between classes and I would talk to them about their vote, promising he was the best candidate and knowing in my heart it was true.

      That’s what I loved most about Ethan — he was solid in his decisions. He had already made so many changes on campus in the year he’d been a class senator, and I knew if he did get the vice presidency, he would bring even more to the table. The girl he was running under as the presidential candidate was amazing, too. Her name was Shayla Hart and together they were the first black president and vice president nominee team. I wanted this win for them, and I could feel it — our campus did, too.

      I was handing out the last of our HART|HAMILTON stickers on a Thursday afternoon when I got a text from Jamie that made my stomach drop.

      — Where are you? I’m coming to pick you up. —

      It was the first time since I’d pulled back that he didn’t ask me to hang out — he told me. And I knew before my fingers even moved over the keys on my phone that something was wrong.

      — I’m with Ethan doing campaign stuff. Rain check? —

      I shook my head, shoving my phone in my back pocket and slapping on my smile to hand out more stickers. The last one left my fingers just as my phone buzzed again. I tried to ignore it, asking Ethan if there was anything else he needed me to do, but he was deep in discussion with Amelia and simply kissed my forehead, saying I’d worked hard enough for the day and I should go home and get some rest. We were going to a bonfire that weekend, and I was definitely looking forward to a long night of sleep to recover from the campaign craziness.

      Giving in, I grabbed my backpack from behind our booth and started the trek across campus to my dorm. I made it all of ten steps before my phone practically burned a hole in my pocket.

      — Aren’t you almost done for the day? I can wait. Just take a drive with me. —

      I thumbed out three different responses — all of them excuses, none of them strong enough to send — before I tucked my phone away again without responding at all. Maybe I could just ignore him. Maybe if I didn’t answer, he’d just let it go and find someone else to ride around with.

      Even as I thought the words, I didn’t believe them.

      I dropped my bag on my bed as soon as I got home and stripped my clothes off, aching for a shower. It was late February and I’d been told we were almost out of the “cold season”, but after standing outside in the mid-fifties with a pretty stiff windchill, I was ready for a hot shower.

      I took my time, letting the water rush over my skin while trying not to think of how much I’d rather be soaking in a bath. When I made my way back to my room, towel wrapped around my body and my hair still tied in a shower wrap, my phone buzzed from inside my bag.

      I had six missed calls, all from Jamie, and one lone text that changed my plans for the evening.

      — I need you, B. Please. —

      My gut wrenched so violently I bent at the waist, bracing myself with my hand before taking a seat on my bed, not really caring that my damp towel was surely leaving a mark.

      I told myself not to respond, fake that I fell asleep, but I knew Jamie, and he’d never say he needed me when he truly didn’t. Something was wrong, and it was that feeling alone that let me not even think twice before sending a text back.

      — See you in twenty. Lot G. —
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      Did you know whiskey in Gaelic means Water of Life?

      I didn’t learn that little fact until later in life, but I remember thinking how magical whiskey must have been the first time those monks tasted it that they coined it with that terminology. It must have been life-altering. It must have made them pause, gasp, and declare that they could no longer live without it. After all, we can’t live without water, right?

      I wish I would have known that before that night. Before I dressed in simple sweat pants and an oversized sweater, foregoing makeup and sneaking across campus to where I knew Jamie would be waiting. If I would have known, if someone had warned me, I might have been able to save myself from the precise moment my true addiction started.

      Maybe.

      I watched my breath in little puffs of white as I made my way toward Lot G. The lot was full, yet still I spotted Jamie immediately. He was leaned up against his Jeep, hood up and hands stuffed in the pocket of his navy blue Alder hoodie. He had gray sweat pants on, too, and I couldn’t deny the surge of comfort I felt when I saw him.

      He waited until I’d nearly reached him to lift his head, and the pain behind his eyes made me stop in place. Something was wrong, really wrong. I opened my mouth to say the first word, but was at a loss, so I closed it again. I stood there, waiting for his cue.

      Jamie’s brows bent together as his eyes scanned me slowly. Then, he pushed off his Jeep in one swift move and his arms were around me. He dropped his head to mine, grip crushing, like he was gripping onto me as his last lifeline. My arms snaked around him hesitantly and I squeezed him in return, letting him feel that I was here. Jamie held me like that for what felt like hours. He didn’t speak, didn’t cry, just kept readjusting his grip around me, pulling me as close as he possibly could. I breathed in the scent of his cologne against his chest, smelling fall in Florida with a spicy mix of cedar.

      “Jamie,” I breathed after a while, trying to pull back.

      He sighed, the force of his breath moving my hair around it. “Not yet, okay?”

      I nodded, face still against his chest, and he quickly pressed a kiss to my forehead before letting me go and motioning to the Jeep. He climbed in first, but my skin was burning from where his lips had touched it. My fingers rubbed the spot as I circled the Jeep before sliding into the passenger seat and buckling my seatbelt.

      Jamie turned on his playlist and shot the volume up to seventeen before even putting us in drive. Andre Gagnon started off the soundtrack for the night, Like the First Day serving as a beautiful backdrop to a not-so-beautiful feeling building in my stomach.

      It was different being in Jamie’s Jeep without the top down. All the windows were up and the heat was on low, making the music sound even louder than usual. But there were some things that never changed, like the way Jamie’s thumb just barely slid up and down the steering wheel, giving him away. Or how he cracked his neck quickly and quietly, just like he had in high school.

      At first I sat rigid, waiting for Jamie to tell me what had happened, but after twenty minutes had passed without a word, I knew he needed time. So, I kicked off my boots and propped my sock-covered feet up on his dash. Jamie didn’t smile or turn down the music to talk, but he let out a long, slow exhale, and I knew in that moment that just me being beside him was setting him at ease.

      That knowledge made my chest tingle.

      It wouldn’t be much longer until the weather would even out again. Southern California was mild practically year-round, but I actually kind of enjoyed the cold front we were having. It was nice to cozy up, even if just for a few weeks.

      We drove in that same pleasant silence we always found when we were together, enjoying his playlist and avoiding real life for a while. After an hour, I thought about reaching for the volume knob, but I didn’t have a cat joke this time. I didn’t have the right words to tackle what Jamie had on his mind. This time, I’d have to wait for him, and I was okay with waiting all night if he needed me to. I guess I should have been thinking about Ethan, wondering if he would find out, if he would be mad — and in a way I did worry about those things. But it wasn’t enough to keep me from Jamie when I knew he needed me.

      Two hours passed faster than I thought they could. It was easy with great music and new sights. Jamie didn’t seem to have any destination in mind as he cruised the streets of San Diego. We drove slowly through Mission Valley and Pacific Beach before winding up through Bird Rock toward La Jolla. Eventually we both rolled our windows down, me hanging my hand out the window and surfing the air waves as the heat still blasted high enough to keep me from freezing.

      I was in a daze, lulled by the music and the steady hum of the engine when I realized we were slowing down. Jamie pulled into a parking space on the side of a street and I could smell the salt of the ocean. He didn’t speak, just cut the engine before hopping out and grabbing a large bag from the back. I rolled out after him, following his steps without a word.

      He wound us through a few small houses and a grove before walking onto a secluded little beach. It couldn’t have been more than two-hundred feet in length, half that in width between the grove and the water. There were a few lights on in the houses off in the distance, but nothing on the beach itself. It was just us, the sand, the water, and the moon.

      Jamie dropped the bag he had in the sand and pulled out a thick woven blanket, spreading it out on the beach. He sat down without hesitating and looked up at me, pulling a second blanket out and patting the spot next to him. I tugged my boots off again, falling down next to him, and he covered us both with the spare blanket. It had to be in the low fifties now, maybe high forties, but with the layers of clothes we were wearing and the blankets, it wasn’t so bad.

      I leaned back on my palms, watching as the gentle waves rolled in and waiting for Jamie to speak. He seemed to be waiting for something, too — a sign, maybe — but eventually, he sighed, long and slow, and broke the silence.

      “What would you do if everything you had planned for your future went up in flames and there was nothing you could do about it?”

      I shifted on my hands, uneasy at the loaded question. “Find a new future, I suppose.”

      “What if there wasn’t one?”

      Leaning up, I hugged my thighs to my chest and leaned my cheek on my knees. “What’s going on, Jamie?”

      He swallowed, the motion visible in the shadow the moon was casting off his jaw. I couldn’t shake how tired his eyes looked, how sad, how defeated. Jamie was sitting there, right beside me, yet he seemed so far away.

      “Things have been hard, you know? I mean, we’re in college, but we’re not too dumb to see how the economy is suffering right now. But I never thought it would directly affect me. I think we’re at that age where we just feel invincible, like nothing can touch us, but it can.” He shook his head, picking at the strings on the edge of our blanket. “My dad’s firm is going under. It’s going fast. And I’m here, in California, in fucking college, powerless to do anything to save it and yet depending on it all the same.”

      My hand moved of its own accord, reaching out for his. He turned his palm up to meet me and the moment my hand slid into his, he gripped it tight, just like he’d held me in the parking lot. Jamie held onto everything fiercely and unapologetically that night.

      “How bad is it?”

      “Bad,” he croaked. His hand squeezed and I moved closer, leaning my head on his shoulder.

      “But is there a chance it’ll be okay?”

      He shrugged. “I guess there’s always a chance.”

      “So focus on that,” I said, my eyes on the waves as I breathed in his scent. “Jamie, your father built that firm. It’s been a part of him since he was twenty-six years old. He’s put blood, sweat, and tears into it. Do you think a little recession is going to kill his dream? His baby?” I didn’t wait for him to answer. “No way. Because the Shaw’s are fighters. When you see something you want — truly want — you go after it. All of you. And your dad is going to find a way to keep the firm alive. There is no other option for him.”

      “It’s not that simple,” Jamie argued, free hand still picking at the blanket. “There’s less of a need for high-end accountants when businesses are tanking. The few clients they have left are seeking out cheaper options, if not battling their own demise.”

      “Okay, but this recession isn’t going to last forever. If your dad can just hold on—”

      “And what if he doesn’t, B?” Jamie turned to me then, frustration in his voice. “What then?”

      “Then he starts over, Jamie.” I sat up straighter, facing him, too. “And so do you. And you figure it out. Because that’s what life’s about. It’s about paddling out and fighting the waves until you find the perfect one to ride home on.”

      “I don’t know if I could start over,” he said dejectedly. The brokenness in his voice was enough to make me move until I was positioned right in front of him, forcing him to look at me. I was so used to seeing Jamie carefree, surfing or driving his Jeep or charming the panties off of every blonde on campus. It was rare to catch him in a moment like this, and I wanted to bring the real Jamie back to the surface.

      “Don’t you remember what I told you Christmas Eve when we were in high school?” The line between his brows eased at that, and he nodded. “I meant it then, I mean it even more now. You’re only a sophomore in college and already you’ve done two internships and started preparing for your Certified Public Accountant examination, which you don’t even need to think about until grad school. You’re acing your classes and building a network by attending all those fancy events downtown. You’re doing it, Jamie. You’re making your own dreams come true, just like your dad did. This recession will pass, and you’ll come out on top no matter what because that’s just who you are.”

      He was nodding along with me, bottom lip sucked tight between his teeth and eyes on where my hands had wrapped around his. “You’re right. I can do this.”

      “You can,” I said, squeezing his hands.

      He looked at me then and his nose flared. “I’m not going to lie and say that I’m not scared, but I believe you when you say I can do it. I believe you when you say it will be okay.”

      “Good. Because I’m right, like, ninety-seven percent of the time.”

      He cracked the smallest smile at my lame attempt at a joke. There he is, I thought. There’s my Jamie.

      “I think I’m going to go home this summer, try to help my dad turn it around.”

      “You should. It’d be a great experience for you and I know your dad would love having you around.”

      “Would you come with me?”

      His question knocked the breath from my chest, as if I’d forgotten I was alone on a dark beach with him until that exact moment. I pulled my hands from his and tucked them in my lap. “I don’t know what my plans are for the summer yet. But you’ll be fine without me.”

      “You’ve been pulling back lately,” Jamie whispered. I shook my head, not ready to have this conversation. “You have. Don’t lie to me.”

      “I never could.”

      “So then tell me what’s going on.”

      I sighed, debating how likely it would be that Jamie would let me change the subject, but I knew Jamie well enough to know he wouldn’t let this go. A part of me was ready to talk about it, though — to tell him why I’d been staying away. Maybe if I got it all out in the open, he would respect my decision. Maybe he’d understand.

      “Ethan feels threatened by you, I think.” Jamie’s eyes widened at that and I shook my head. “That’s the wrong word. He just… I don’t know. He feels like he has to compete with you. And I hate that I made him feel that way. I just need to focus on my relationship with him and I can’t do that if he sees me spending all my time with another man.”

      “But we’re us,” Jamie argued. “It’s always been us.”

      “Has it?” I argued, peeking up at him through my lashes. “Seems to me like it’s always been us and other people.” I cringed a little as the words left my mouth, but I didn’t take them back.

      The greenish-gold of Jamie’s eyes was glowing fiercely in the bright light from the moon, but they shifted in that moment. I watched in what felt like slow motion as the vulnerability that existed in them just moments before was replaced by an insatiable hunger.

      “It’s just us right now,” he said, voice low.

      “Jamie…”

      “You said you could never lie to me.”

      The air around us was tightening, catching fire. “I couldn’t.”

      “So then tell me, B,” he urged, reaching out for my hands that were tucked in my lap. He grabbed me by the wrists and pulled me closer. “Is it Ethan scared of you being alone with me, or is it you who’s afraid?”

      My breaths were hollow, especially when his jaw ticked beneath the skin as he waited for my answer.

      “Both.”

      He licked his lips. “Why?”

      Each breath I sucked in through my nose burned, like it was poisonous, like the next breath might be my last. “Because I don’t trust myself when I’m with you.”

      Jamie squeezed his eyes tight and blew out a hard breath through his nose, his right hand dropping mine and running up my arm before sliding to my neck. When his eyes shot open again, they were dangerous, thirsty, ravenous. He leaned in closer and I pulled away, farther and farther until I was leaning back and he was on his knees in front of me.

      “Would you be mad if I kissed you right now?”

      “Yes,” I lied, proving my previous statement wrong. I wanted him to kiss me — God, I wanted him to kiss me. It was all I could do to pull back from the way he pushed himself into my space. But a normal girl with a boyfriend would have been mad. That’s why he asked me. And that’s why I lied. I tried to hold onto the last thread of morality I had, but he snapped it in half with his next sentence.

      “Then I hope you’ll forgive me later.”

      Jamie closed the distance between us and I opened my mouth to stop him, but he was already there, catching my words with the sweep of his tongue against mine. I gasped into his kiss, pushing up onto my knees to meet him and he groaned at the sound, his hands sliding under my sweater to grip my waist.

      He didn’t ask if it was okay to keep kissing me. He didn’t need to. I was tugging at his hoodie, wanting him closer, wanting more of his tongue, his touch, his scent. He broke our kiss long enough to trail his teeth down my neck, sliding his hands up my waist until his thumbs brushed the lace of my bra.

      My heart was a snare drum, pounding erratically against the confines of my rib cage. Jamie traced his fingers along the lacy edge before he gripped me again, this time spinning me to face the ocean. I lost my balance, falling back against him, and his mouth found the base of my neck once more. He bit the tender flesh before sucking it between his teeth and I moaned, letting my head drop back.

      “Is this the passion you’ve been missing? The urgency?” he asked, his lips on the skin beneath my ear. Chills broke on my skin and he sucked my earlobe into his mouth as his thumbs hooked under my bra. He didn’t take it off, just pushed it up enough to expose my breasts, and his large hands palmed each one easily. He rolled my nipples with a pinch and I arched my back into him, feeling his hard on pressed against my ass as he inhaled a stiff breath. His hands were cold. His kisses were hot. “Because I can’t fathom taking my hands off you right now.”

      I bit my bottom lip, dragging my teeth across it slowly as Jamie’s words ripped me at the seams. I was completely open, completely exposed, raw and uninhibited with the power from his hands surging through my core. My first taste of Whiskey had been nothing. My first shot? Child’s play. I’d been holding back, delicately balancing on the line, afraid of drinking too much — but this was it. I knew it. I felt every inch of the fall from tipsy to drunk. I was completely wasted, and all I wanted was to feel this way forever.

      Jamie dropped his hold on my breasts and snaked one hand into my hair, tugging it back until his mouth could catch mine. I moaned louder and his other hand slipped slowly down, catching on the skin of my stomach before finding the hem of my boy shorts that were peeking out above my sweat pants. His fingers dipped beneath the fabric as he ran a line from hip to hip and I bucked against the touch, his hand fisting in my hair, holding my head back, leaving me completely at the mercy of his touch.

      I was writhing, waiting, my hands on his thighs as I braced myself for his touch. He dipped his hand under deeper, then withdrew it, running it back up my ribs to palm my breast again. I groaned, impatient, and grabbed his hand with my own before forcing it down again. He smirked against my mouth, tugging my bottom lip between his teeth and letting it go with a pop as I moved us beneath my boy shorts. The moment his fingers slid between my thighs, we both moaned.

      “Oh fuck,” Jamie breathed, kissing me as I pulled my hand back to brace myself again. He slid his fingers down my slit and one finger entered me slowly. I gripped his thighs hard, my nails digging into the fabric of his sweat pants. He worked slowly, his one finger moving deeper and deeper each time until he thrust another inside and I broke our kiss, crying out loud at the sensation.

      “Shhh,” he ordered, hand dropping its hold on my hair to cover my mouth. I bit down on his fingers, sliding my hand between his thighs behind me to grip him through his sweats. Jamie groaned, thrusting into my touch as his head fell back, and then, all at once, his hands were gone.

      My body convulsed at the loss of him, but when I turned on my knees, his shirt was already over his head and I followed suit, stripping my clothes off as he did the same. His eyes never left mine, gaze only broken by curtains of clothes flying between us. When he dropped his boxer briefs, my mouth hung open at the sight of him and I swallowed. He was staring at me, too, chest heaving, and then our eyes met and we crashed together again.

      My hands weaved into his hair and I pulled him down on top of me. He moved easily between my legs, blindly reaching for the top blanket and tugging it up over where our hips met and running the length of his erection along my wet slit. He slowed then, breathing hard between softer, longer kisses.

      “We need to slow down,” he breathed.

      “Like hell we do.”

      He smirked against my lips, slowing my kisses. “I don’t have a…” He pulled back, our chests heaving together as he stared down at me. The moon lit him from behind, his strong jaw pronounced against the dark blue of the sky. “We don’t have protection.”

      My eyes bounced between his. “It’s okay,” I dug my heels into the hard muscles of his ass, bucking my hips up to meet him again. “I’m on birth control. And I’m clean. Are you?”

      “Yes.”

      He said the word like a curse, squeezing his eyes shut and letting his forehead drop to mine as I dug my nails into his shoulders.

      “Jamie,” I breathed, wrapping my hands around his neck and pulling his lips to mine again. “I can forgive you for kissing me, but I can’t forgive you if you stop right now.”

      He groaned, low and throaty before he kissed me back. And then, with the slow steadiness of an expert, Jamie filled me, and we tumbled into hell together.

      We both gasped, open mouths against each other, my hands on his neck and his forearms braced on either side of me. He withdrew even slower before pushing in again, this time hitting deeper than before.

      “God, B,” Jamie hissed. “I’ve dreamed of what this would feel like, taking you, feeling you wrapped around me. But it doesn’t even compare. I can’t…” He shook his head, moving just a little faster. I felt each thrust through the movements of his thighs, his back, his shoulders, and I wrapped my legs around him tighter. “I’ll never—”

      “I know,” I stopped him, because I did know.

      He would never be the same, and neither would I.

      If you asked three different whiskey distilleries what the best kind of whiskey is, you’d find three different answers. Some like their whiskey sweet, infused with honey or fruit and smooth on ice. Some prefer their whiskey bold, with sharp spices and mint. Me? Personally, I preferred whiskey that burned — slowly — in an all-consuming fashion.

      And that night, I felt every inch of my body catch fire as I drained the bottle.

      Jamie took his time, finding what worked for me and what didn’t. He explored my body, tasted my skin, and exposed me to a passion unfounded in my life before that night. I came first, tightening around him and fisting the sand at the edge of the blanket. Jamie followed closely, and I nearly lost myself again at the sound of my name on his lips as he fell apart.

      He held me close as we climbed the stairs back to Earth. He was still inside me, and he kissed me softly, his eyes lingering on mine. I think Jamie was drinking me in that night, too. I wondered if I burned. I wondered if he liked it.

      So you see, the addiction was born on a chilly February night in the soft sand of a private California beach. In that moment, wrapped in his arms under a woven blanket, I felt euphoric. But as we all learn at a young age, what goes up, must come down.

      And oh how we crashed.
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          Straight Up

        

      

    

    
      For the first three minutes of consciousness that next morning, I lived in complete and total bliss.

      I lie in bed, stretching my arms high above me and flexing my toes as a sleepy smile moved in on my face. I was deliciously sore, aching both physically and yearningly. I wanted more, I wanted to relive last night, I wanted to stay in that memory forever.

      After three minutes, my eyes shot open, and dread rushed in like a hangover.

      I sat up straight, clutching my sheets in one hand while the other found my forehead. Gazing around my room, I tried to guess what time it was. Jamie and I had stayed out late — too late — the sun already rising when he dropped me off. We’d both been quiet on the ride home, and even though he held my hand the entire way, I worried what he was thinking. Was he feeling guilty about Ethan? Did he regret making the move? Or was he high off life like I was, even if what we had done was wrong?

      I couldn’t tell, and since it was daylight when he dropped me off, we didn’t risk another kiss or even a hug. He simply squeezed my hand before letting it drop and I snuck back into my dorm.

      Reaching for my phone, I groaned at the time — 1:42 PM.

      I’d missed my Sociology class and I was about to miss English Comp I if I didn’t get my ass across campus in less than twenty minutes.

      I jumped up, throwing my hair in a sorry excuse for a bun and rushing to brush my teeth before dressing in the first pair of jeans and long sleeve shirt I found. Even though I was in a hurry, it wasn’t enough of a distraction from the thoughts racing through my mind.

      Adjusting my book bag on my shoulders, I pulled out my phone again, checking for a text from Jamie that still hadn’t come in. The dread I’d been feeling low in my stomach all morning made enough room for doubt and anxiety to slink in with it.

      Last night had been amazing, and Jamie had seemed so sincere, but what if it was all an act? What if he planned that — the whole opening up to me thing before making his move?

      Even as I thought it, I knew it couldn’t be true. But what could be was that Jamie felt like last night was a mistake. Or worse, that last night didn’t mean anything at all to him — that he wasn’t even thinking about me at all. That was probably why he hadn’t texted.

      Or he could be sleeping still.

      But he’s likely stripping off Melanie From Orientation’s bra.

      Maybe he’s just in class. Did he have classes on Friday?

      Nope. He was definitely putting another notch in his headboard. Right next to the one he carved out for me last night.

      I stopped dead in my tracks.

      Wait, it’s Friday?

      I smacked my forehead hard with my hand and dragged it down over my face slowly, biting my forefinger as it ran across my lips.

      I don’t have classes on Friday.

      Grumbling, I turned back toward the dorm but took the path that crossed past the coffee shop. Clearly I needed caffeine. I was losing my damn mind.

      My pace slowed a little then, but the thoughts buzzing around in my head like wasps only zoomed faster. How was it that everything had felt so right last night, yet felt so wrong now? How was it that the safety of Jamie’s arms was somehow lost after a few hours of sleeping on my own?

      I blew out an exaggerated breath, deciding to put myself out of my misery and text him first. But when my fingers hovered over the keys, I realized I had no idea what to even say.

      — Wow. Didn’t even get me breakfast the morning after. What a let down. —

      Lame. I deleted it.

      — So… last night was fun. —

      Ugh, too desperate. I shook my head, settling for one word.

      — Hey. —

      My throat tightened as I hit the send button, knowing I couldn’t take it back now. Part of me was convinced I was acting crazy and he’d text back in a matter of minutes, but the other, louder part of me said nothing is ever certain when it comes to Jamie Shaw.

      I tucked my phone in my back pocket just as I rounded the breezeway that led to the coffee shop, desperate to get some caffeine in my system. But when I spotted Jamie walking out the door, I paused.

      It wasn’t as cold at that time in the afternoon, and Jamie had already shrugged out of his jacket. It was draped lazily over one arm while his other arm rested easily around the shoulders of one of the girls he’d hooked up with earlier in the semester. I thought her name was Tina, but I couldn’t be sure. I didn’t care, honestly. All that mattered was that she was laughing, head tilted back as Jamie grinned down at her, his mouth too close to her neck.

      I swallowed, trying to shake the icky feeling climbing from the tips of my cold fingers to the warmth of my neck. But when Tina placed her hand gently over Jamie’s chest, both of them still laughing, I lost any fight I had left to convince myself whatever I was seeing was innocent.

      I was going to be sick.

      Ducking inside the doors of the breezeway bookstore before he could see me, I sprinted to the first trashcan in sight and heaved, my stomach too empty already to cooperate. A few girls scurried away from me as one of the cashiers rushed over to see if I was okay, but I brushed him off, bracing both hands on the trashcan for a moment to steady myself before racing out the door again.

      Each step vibrated from the sole of my foot up between my aching thighs, still sore from him, and I dug my thumbs into the loops of my backpack straps, pulling them tighter and tighter as I walked. I’d never experienced anxiety like that — the crippling kind, the kind that makes every rational thought literally impossible to grasp.

      Jamie never did text me back, not in the time I walked back to the dorm or later that night when I stayed wrapped in my comforter, staring at the phone, hoping for something — anything — to prove my gut instinct wrong.

      Reassurance never came, no one to break up the party dread, anxiety, and doubt were throwing in my stomach now. Guilt moved in next, and there was only room for one more. I curled in on myself, squeezing my eyes shut and rocking gently, holding out for hope. Finally, at just past midnight, I gave up on waiting. With a shaky sigh, regret slipped in, stealing the last spot.

      I didn’t sleep that night.
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      I peeled myself out of bed early the next day, showering off the sand and smell of Jamie I’d let myself sleep in all night. The day before, I had practically been a spazz, but a new calmness had settled in, and my stomach had evened out. I was almost sluggish, my body reluctant to wake to the harsh reality of it all.

      It was a mistake.

      It was a stupid, heat-of-the-moment lack of judgment.

      And that was fine.

      It was clear Jamie wasn’t bothered by what had happened, so why should I be? Maybe I was young, naive, making it into a bigger deal than it needed to be. So what, we’d hooked up? It happened all the time.

      I repeated those words, over and over, washing them into my skin as I scrubbed Jamie off. And as each layer of him swirled with the water into the drain at my feet, I discovered the other layers that rested beneath — the guilt, the shame, the fear, the hurt.

      By the time I’d dressed and finished my hair, my biggest concern had drifted to Ethan. He’d asked me to come over to their place for some last minute campaign preparations before the fire pit party that night and I was terrified of seeing him. I’d been set on telling him the truth about Jamie and me, but that was when I thought there was a Jamie and me. Now that there wasn’t, that I realized the mistake I’d made, I felt sick at the thought of losing Ethan, too.

      I knew it made me a shitty person, I knew he deserved the truth and I deserved whatever resulted from that, but it didn’t make me feel any better about the idea of it. Still, I had made enough mistakes in the last day and a half, and after a night of agonizing, restless “sleep”, all I wanted was to do something right.

      I had to tell him, and I had to be okay with whatever happened after I did.

      I picked up lunch from the favorite taco place on campus and made my way to Ethan’s, planting the seed and watering it with every step I took.

      It was just a mistake. It’s fine. Shit happens. Don’t make a big deal out of it.

      I wasn’t sure if I truly believed it or if I was just slowly putting up a wall, brick by brick, hoping it was strong enough to keep me from my true feelings. But I kept repeating those words, those sentiments, laying the bricks and topping it all off with barbed wire.

      I was fine.

      By the time I used my spare key and pushed through the door of their apartment, I almost believed that.

      “I brought tacos!” I announced, kicking the door closed behind me and holding up the two bags. I felt him in the room as soon as I entered, but I didn’t dare chance a look in his direction. I found Ethan instead, and my heart warmed at the sight of his smile.

      “You didn’t.”

      I nodded, setting everything in my arms down on the counter and waving hello to Shayla who was sitting crosslegged on the floor next to a stack of posters. “I did.”

      He was there, in the corner, right next to where Shayla was tapping on her laptop as she sorted through materials, but I still didn’t look at him.

      Ethan picked himself up from the floor and rushed over, wrapping me in his arms and greeting me with a long, slow, heated kiss. “Marry me,” he murmured against my lips and I giggled, guilt surging as he kissed lips that were still swollen from Whiskey. I pushed him back playfully before digging through the bags.

      “I’ll get this all set up. Whatcha working on?”

      “Just going through inventory, figuring out next week’s plan so we can have some fun and not think about this election tonight at the party.”

      “Amen!” Shayla yelled and I chuckled.

      I smiled, but it was weak, my stomach like a hive of bees as I stepped in closer to Ethan. “Do you have a second to talk? I… I need to tell you something.”

      His brows turned in, hands finding my arms in a comforting embrace. “Is everything okay, babe?”

      “Yeah, I’m fine,” I said with a swallow. “I just, there’s just something we need to talk about.”

      “Okay,” he said, eyes flickering between mine before he turned to glance over his shoulder at Shayla. “Would it be okay if we talked later tonight? We’re really trying to get all this done before the party. I mean, that is if you’re sure you’re okay and it can wait?”

      He was still staring at me from the corner of the room. I felt his eyes burning craters into my skin as Ethan waited for my response.

      “Yeah, sure. Yeah it can wait.” I forced another smile. “Go get back to it. I’ll make everyone a plate and then come help.”

      “Thank you,” he whispered, kissing my cheek once more before jogging back over to take a seat on the floor next to Shayla. They bent their heads together, pointing at something on her screen and talking numbers. It was then that I finally let my eyes drift to Jamie.

      His face was stone, eyes intense as they bored into me from beneath his furrowed brows. I let my eyes fall to his mouth, lips set in a firm line, and then I swallowed and turned, reaching into the cabinet for plates.

      What, he thought I was going to walk in here devastated? Crying and begging him to tell me why he never texted? Why he never called? He thought he had the upper hand, and maybe he did, but I was determined not to let that show.

      It was just a mistake. It’s fine. Shit happens. Don’t make a big deal out of it.

      I repeated the same thoughts, again and again, willing them to be true.

      “What are you doing?”

      I jumped a little at the boom of his voice, the plates rattling in my hands as I pulled them from the shelf.

      “Making tacos. Want some?” I avoided his eyes, setting the plates on the counter before opening each styrofoam takeout box with the ingredients.

      “Don’t play dumb, you’ve never been good at it.”

      “Because you know me so well.”

      “I do,” he said loudly, grabbing my wrist that had just been reaching for the taco shells. We both glanced up at Ethan and Shayla, but it was like we weren’t there at all. “I do fucking know you,” he said again, his voice lower. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing.”

      “B,” he warned, and I tugged my wrist from his grip.

      “Nothing. I’m fine.”

      “You’re fine,” he deadpanned.

      I sighed, piling the first shell with grilled chicken before dropping it to a plate and facing Jamie. I set my face first, hoping like hell he wouldn’t see the way he’d hurt me. “Yep. Are you going to help me with these or not? Because otherwise you’re kind of in the way right now.”

      Jamie let out a sharp laugh. “That’s fine, I don’t mind being in the way. Seems to be my favorite place to be actually.”

      I narrowed my eyes at his insinuation.

      “What’s gotten into you? Did I do something?”

      “Why would you think that?” I brushed it off, still aiming for calm, unaffected.

      He scoffed, crossing his arms before stepping closer. “Oh, I don’t know, less than thirty hours ago you were forcing my hand between your thighs and now you won’t even look at me? Yeah, maybe that.”

      “Shhh!” I scolded, my eyes flicking to Ethan, who was oblivious, before snapping back to Jamie. He was standing so close, his words like flames that licked at my stomach. “Stop. It was a mistake.”

      His head snapped back like my words had struck him. “A mistake.”

      “We were both vulnerable, it was a heavy moment. Shit happens.”

      “Shit hap—” he didn’t even finish the sentence, just threw his hands up, raking them through his light brown strands before clasping them to rest on his head. He let them fall again, hands hitting his thighs. “What are you even saying right now? Do you hear yourself? Do you see yourself? You’re shaking, B.”

      He went to reach for me and I backed away, my lower back hitting the counter. “I see just fine, thank you. Well enough to see that whatever happened the other night clearly didn’t stop you from shacking up with Tina yesterday.” I met his eyes then and watched the argument drain from them.

      “What? Tina?”

      “It’s fine, Jamie. I saw you two together, but it’s okay. What happened with us… it didn’t mean anything to me either,” I lied. “So we’re cool. Like I said, shit happens.” I kept plating the tacos, done with the conversation, done with him.

      “Wow.” Jamie shook his head before sliding closer, invading my space. “I don’t know what you think you saw, but if this is really how you feel, I’m glad your twisted little mind made this shit up to make you feel better about it.”

      With that, he pushed off the counter and walked away. I watched every move, every flex of every muscle in his back until he disappeared inside his room, slamming the door behind him.

      “Jesus, what’s wrong with him?” Shayla asked.

      Ethan looked at me, brows bent, asking me the same question. I just shrugged.

      “Guess he doesn’t like tacos.”

      Shayla laughed and Ethan offered her a forced smile, but his eyes found mine again and I felt the accusation in that gaze. I ignored it, finishing their tacos and hand delivering them along with two bottles of water. Then, I made my own plate, sat down next to them, and talked campaign plans.

      It was almost five when I made my way back to my own dorm, mind heavy with Jamie’s words as I walked. I’d been so set on seeming indifferent to what had happened between us, but now I wasn’t sure that what I’d seen had really been what I thought. But if it wasn’t, then why didn’t he ever text me back? Why didn’t he call? Why didn’t he do something, anything to reassure me that what happened between us had been real?

      I’d never been so fucked up mentally in my life. Nothing made sense, and for reasons I couldn’t explain, the first person I wanted to talk to about it was my dad. I wanted a man’s opinion. But as I pulled out my phone and brought up his contact, I paused, heart breaking as I realized he wasn’t a man — not a real one. A real man wouldn’t do what he’d done to my mother. A real man would have owned up to his mistakes, would have asked for forgiveness, would have given the explanation he owed to his daughter.

      I felt sick again as I tapped out of my dad’s contact, pulling up Ethan’s, instead. My fingers were typing out the text message excuse about how I didn’t feel well enough to go to the fire pit party when a familiar voice squealed my name. I glanced up, and then I almost dropped my phone. There were two large suitcases propped up next to my dorm room door and a long pair of tan legs I’d know anywhere stood right beside them.

      “Surprise, bitch!”

      Jenna.
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          Jack Daniels

        

      

    

    
      I’d never sipped whiskey from a flask so angrily.

      Jenna was filling up her cup from the keg, going on about one of her professors whom she swore was hell bent on failing her, and I was trying to get my shit together. My best friend had flown across the country to surprise me and my brain decided to fill itself with Jamie, instead. It was annoying. I didn’t want to think about him, and every time I tried not to, it became more and more impossible to accomplish.

      He’d yet to show to the party, and I had a feeling it was because he knew I was here. I’d had no choice but to come, especially after Jenna showed up, but I was still uneasy from what had happened earlier.

      I didn’t know what possibility bothered me more — that he would go out somewhere else tonight or stay inside because of me, or that he would show up and I’d have to be around him and Jenna and Ethan all at once.

      I took another shot.

      “So yeah, I’m pretty sure he wants to bang, but he’s pissed that he wants to bang me so he’s making my life a living hell,” she finished, sucking the froth from her new beer.

      “So basically you’re going to have sex with your teacher.”

      She shrugged, steering us toward one of the fire pits. “Probably.”

      We both laughed, and I tried for the fiftieth time to relax and have fun. Jenna was blown away by the fact that Alder was a wet campus and we could just have a kegger out by the fire pits on the edge of campus. We still had to register it as an event, and there were limitations, but it was pretty awesome. Still, I wasn’t in the mood for beer that night. I needed something stronger.

      Hence, the flask.

      I tipped it to my lips once more and sucked a breath through my teeth as the whiskey burned its way down. I hadn’t even sprung for a nice bottle, just opted for good ol’ Jack Daniels. One day I swore I’d have an entire cabinet dedicated to high-end whiskey, just so I’d always have some ready for an occasion such as this.

      “You’ve been quiet,” Jenna observed. “Everything okay?”

      I forced a smile. “Of course. My best friend is here!”

      “But?”

      Dropping the act, I dropped onto one of the benches by the far fire pit and Jenna took the seat next to me. It was one of the last chilly nights we’d have in San Diego and the fire was a welcome warmth. “I’m so sorry, Jenna. I really am excited you’re here. I’m just…” I debated telling her, spilling everything right then and there. The truth is I wanted to tell someone, but it wasn’t the right time. “Tired. I’ve been helping Ethan with all this campaign stuff and it’s just kind of exhausting.”

      “Ah,” Jenna mused, her eyes scanning the gathering crowd until she spotted Ethan. He and Shayla were now camped out at the keg we’d just been at, filling cups and handing them out, clearly not taking the night off like they’d said they would. “Pretty impressive that he’s running for Vice President. He seems like a good guy.”

      “He is,” I agreed, my voice like sandpaper rubbing together. Ethan was an incredible guy, and when he found out what I’d done, I’d lose him. My stomach rolled, and I clutched the flask tighter.

      “Are you happy?” Jenna asked casually, tossing her long blonde hair over her shoulder as she sipped from her beer. The sun was just setting, the sky fading into a deep navy blue behind the fire. Her question should have been easy to answer, but I made a strange noise before smiling and shrugging. She cocked a brow. “What the hell does that mean?”

      “I’m happy,” I said quickly. “I am. Like I said, he’s amazing.”

      “You are the worst liar.”

      I laughed. “I think it’s just the campaign stuff. I’ll be happy when it’s over.”

      Jenna narrowed her eyes, but let me drop it. “Okay, fair enough. So,” she said with a pop, sitting up straighter. “I’m here for a week. What are we doing first?”

      I perked up at that, excited for a week with her and plenty of distractions. “Well, we obviously have to hit the beach so you can see what the west coast has to offer. There are a few fun clubs downtown we can get into, and I have at least four places you have to eat at before you can leave the city — starting with The Taco Stand in La Jolla.”

      Jenna squealed excitedly. “Can we go dancing somewhere?!”

      “Duh!”

      We laughed, and as the noise faded, I took in the moment to truly appreciate the fact that she was there. “I’m so glad you came, Jenna. Your timing actually couldn’t have been better.”

      She nudged me. “Must be that best friend ESP stuff hard at work.”

      “Must be.” I unscrewed the metal cap off my flask and tapped her red plastic cup with it. “Cheers, bitch.”

      “Cheers.”

      We tilted our drinks back, and Jenna opened her mouth to say something but was cut off.

      “Well I’ll be damned.”

      Jenna turned and I closed my eyes, pushing an exhale out through my nose as my stomach somersaulted.

      “Jamie?!” She jumped up, throwing her arms around his neck as I held tight to my flask and lifted it to my mouth again. “What the hell? What are you doing here?”

      He laughed, and I finally chanced a look at him. He had on the same hoodie from two nights ago and memories hit me like flashes of lightning, quick and beautiful, one right after another. His hair was disheveled, his eyes low, lazy smile in place. One glance, that’s all I needed for two things to sink in — one, he was drunk, and two, I was in trouble.

      “What do you mean? I go to school here.”

      Jenna’s mouth gaped open and she turned to me, brows pinched together in confusion. “What? Oh my God, B, how did you never tell me Jamie went to the same school as you?”

      Jamie turned to me then, an easy, cocky smile playing at his lips. “She never told you, huh?”

      My fingers nervously played with my curls and I shrugged, smile tight. “I figured you saw on social media or something.”

      “Yeah right,” she giggled the words. “This asshole deleted me after he broke my heart.”

      Oh God, she was flirting.

      Jamie lifted one eyebrow, his smile growing as his eyes swept Jenna’s body. “I seem to remember being on the other side of that heartbreak.”

      Now I was having a different kind of flashback, to that first day on the trail, the way they were looking at each other, studying each other, wondering where the other had been hiding. I tried to swallow, but came up empty. Shooting to my feet, I forced a smile and looped my arm through Jenna’s. “We should make the rounds, I want to introduce you to everyone.”

      She was still looking up at Jamie, but she spoke to me. “Yeah, in a minute. I think Jamie needs a drink.”

      I knew by the glazed look in his eyes that he had already had plenty, but his hands were currently empty. Our eyes connected, just for a second, and the anger I’d seen earlier had completely vanished. I tried to ask him something in that short moment I had his eyes on mine, but I wasn’t sure what. He dropped his gaze back to Jenna too quickly for me to figure it out.

      “That I do. Escort me?” he asked, holding out his arm. Jenna dropped mine like a hot rock and took his offer.

      “Of course.” They started walking, and Jenna turned over her shoulder to mouth oh my God to me before waggling her eyebrows and smiling back up at Jamie. I just watched them leave, flopping down on the bench with a sigh.

      Fuck.

      I realized quickly what kind of night it would be, so I drained three long shots from my flask and gritted against the sting. I needed an escape, I needed a break from my thoughts.

      I needed to get drunk.

      For the first half hour after that, I watched them together, sipping from my flask every other minute. I watched as they filled their cups, as they talked and laughed, as Jenna took every chance she could to reach out and touch him. When they made their way over to a bench at the fire pit opposite me, I stood abruptly, pausing a moment as the whiskey hit me all at once. Shaking it off, I scanned the fires until I found Ethan, weaving my way through the crowd toward him.

      I was not going to torture myself. Jamie was my friend, Jenna was my best friend. They’d been together once before, so what if they rekindled that flame for the next week that she was here? It would be just like high school.

      Except back then, I hadn’t slept with Jamie. I hadn’t felt him burn himself into my skin, brand me, ruin me.

      I huffed, shaking my head. It was one night, and it wasn’t a big deal. It clearly didn’t matter to Jamie and it shouldn’t matter to me. I had Ethan, and Jamie had every other blonde bunny on campus. Things were back to normal.

      I repeated that as I drained the last of my flask.

      “Hey, there you are,” Ethan said with a smile as I wrapped my arm around his shoulders and slid into his lap.

      “Here I am.” I kissed him hard, fists gripping his shirt to pull him closer. I needed him, I needed to fill myself with his scent and erase Jamie’s.

      “Whoa,” he said against my lips, but I just pressed my lips into him harder. “Hey, you okay?” He’d pulled back, scanning me, judging my intoxication level, no doubt.

      “Peachy. Just kissing my boyfriend.” I smiled and he returned it, but hesitantly. “What are you guys talking about?”

      Shayla had turned away at some point, probably feeling a little awkward at my public display of affection, but she lit up then. “Oh! We were just talking about switching things up at our tents next week, really ramping up before the election, you know?” I nodded, reaching for my flask before realizing it was empty. “What do you think of ice cream instead of pizza?”

      She was smiling so big, her and Ethan both waiting for my answer. I sucked my lips between my teeth before letting them go and clapping my hands on my thighs. “I think that sounds amazing! I need a drink. Be right back.”

      I hopped up before either of them could say anything else and made a beeline for the keg. It wasn’t whiskey, but it’d do.

      After I filled my drink, I wandered around for a while, deciding not to worry about Jenna. She was a big girl, and clearly she knew what she wanted to do tonight. Thinking about it just made me sick so I avoided it, prancing from group to group before finally making my way back over to Ethan.

      Except Jamie and Jenna were at the same fire pit now.

      Perfect.

      I took my place in Ethan’s lap again and his hand found my hip, pulling me closer. “Hey,” he whispered.

      “Hey.”

      “I’m sorry about earlier. I don’t want you to think I didn’t enjoy that kiss, because I definitely did,” he said, pressing his lips to my shoulder. “It’s just that Shayla was in the middle of that whole campaign conversation and I was worried she’d feel weird.”

      “It’s fine, I probably should have taken a breath before mauling your face.”

      He smiled, teeth bright even in the low light from the fire. “I kind of like when you maul my face.” He leaned in then, taking my chin between his thumb and knuckles and kissing me sweetly. My eyes flitted to where Jamie sat on the bench catty-corner to us, but his were on Jenna — focused, like he always was.

      Ethan still held my chin as he pulled back, eyes searching mine. “Did you want to talk now?”

      “What?” I asked, returning his gaze but still somehow acutely aware of Jamie’s movements.

      “You wanted to talk earlier. Everything okay?”

      Shit. Suddenly, the idea of telling Ethan terrified me — especially after the amount of Jack Daniels I’d consumed. Seeing his gentle face in the light of the fire twisted the knot in my chest. He deserved to know, and I still planned on telling him.

      But not tonight.

      “You know, it’s nothing really. Let’s just enjoy ourselves tonight.”

      Ethan’s eyebrows pinched together. “You sure?”

      Nodding, I leaned in for another kiss, silencing his worry with my lips. “I’m sure.”

      Even with my heart breaking over what I was keeping from Ethan, I still wondered if Jamie was watching us kiss, and I almost couldn’t hide my disappointment when I pulled back from Ethan’s lips and discovered that he wasn’t.

      I might as well have been dead to him.

      Maybe I was.

      “We should play a game,” I announced to the group, sipping from my cup.

      Jenna clapped her hands together. “Oh! Yes! How about Never Have I Ever?”

      “Classic choice, bestie,” I air-cheers-ed her and she winked, lifting her cup, too.

      “We’re a little old for games, don’t you think?” Jamie’s voice boomed. He was finally looking at me for the first time since he and Jenna had walked away, but I shrugged, keeping my eyes on the fire.

      “You don’t have to play. Tina just showed up, why don’t you go get her a drink and leave us kids alone?” I said it with a smile, but my condescending tone was evident.

      Jenna eyed me before turning her gaze to Jamie. “Girlfriend?”

      Jamie was frowning, but I kept smiling sweetly. “No. B has some weird obsession with my Economics project partner and can’t let it go.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Whatever. Stay or go, I don’t care. Ethan, you go first.”

      Ethan looked uncomfortable, his eyes wary as he glanced around the fire, but he conceded. “Okay. Never have I ever had a one-night stand.”

      Jamie and Jenna drank, smiling at each other over the rims of their cups. Jamie’s eyes fell on me next, and I saw the challenge in them before he even spoke. “Not drinking, B?”

      “Nope.” The word popped off my lips. “Your turn.”

      “You’ve never had a one-night stand?” he questioned, leaning his elbows on his knees. One eyebrow lifted as he waited for the response stuck in my throat.

      “I was her first,” Ethan said confidently, pulling me in close and kissing my neck. “Her only.”

      Guilt rolled through my stomach like a rock slide and I hastily kissed him back, keeping my eyes off Jamie’s.

      “How sweet,” Jenna cooed.

      “Yeah. So sweet,” Jamie agreed. “So, my turn, huh? Hmmm… Never have I ever had a threesome.”

      Jenna and I smiled across the fire at each other, thinking about the promise we’d made to each other years ago that if we ever had a threesome, it had to involve the other. But the smile slid from my face when Ethan took a drink.

      “Wait, seriously?”

      Ethan cringed, like a dog with his tail between his legs. “I was a freshman, I thought it was cool at the time. It didn’t mean anything.”

      “Oh,” I replied softly, wondering why he’d never mentioned it before.

      “Are you mad?”

      It clicked then why Jamie had asked that question and I glared at him over the flames. He just smirked.

      “Of course not,” I assured Ethan. “It was before me. No big deal.” I smiled to seal that lie and he pulled me in closer, kissing my neck as I took a drink and nodded to Jenna. “Your turn.”

      “Oh! Never have I ever gotten a tattoo,” she said excitedly, scanning the fire. When none of us drank, she pouted. “Damn, we need a little excitement in our lives.”

      I laughed, but then snapped my fingers together. “You know what? We should get tats before you leave.”

      “Seriously?” she squeaked.

      “Hell yeah! Why not? We’ll go tomorrow.”

      “Oh my God! I’m in!” Jenna bounced as Shayla slid into the open spot next to Ethan, handing him a new beer and taking a drink of her own.

      “What’s up?”

      “We’re playing Never Have I Ever. Wanna play?” I asked.

      “Sure!”

      I waved my hand, tilting my cup to my lips. “Floor’s all yours.”

      “Hmm…. Never have I ever had sex on the beach.”

      I choked, beer filling my nose as Ethan rubbed my back. “You alright?”

      Nodding, I stood quickly, keeping my eyes off Jamie. I didn’t need to see his cocky smile to know it was sitting on his perfect face. “Fine. I’m going to get a refill.”

      Ethan tried to tighten his grip on me but I slunk away from him, storming toward the keg. Jenna followed.

      “Hey, are you okay?”

      “I’m fine!” I yelled. Jenna’s brows shot up and I huffed. “Sorry. Everyone’s been asking me that tonight and I’m just annoyed.”

      She laughed. “Okay, note to self — you’re fine. Come on, let’s get drinks.”

      Jenna led the way to the keg and filled up first, taking her first drink and looking back toward the fire pit as I filled mine.

      “So, Jamie.”

      “What about him?” I tried for indifferent. I wasn’t sure if I landed there.

      “I just… I forgot how hot he was. He’s gotten even better with age. Like fine wine.”

      Or whiskey.

      “Yeah. He’s a stud,” I said flatly.

      “I think he might be up for a little blast from the past action tonight. Would you be mad? If I maybe left with him?”

      I dropped the nozzle on the keg, an ache burning my chest at the thought. Chugging half of what I poured, I started filling again, but didn’t look at her. “Of course not. Have fun.”

      “Are you sure?”

      I didn’t get to answer because Jamie had shown up, holding his hand out for the nozzle as I finished filling my cup. I thrust it into his hands.

      “You girls up for a swim?” he asked, nodding toward the pool not even a hundred feet from the pits.

      “It’s freezing,” I deadpanned.

      He just shrugged. “So? Live a little.”

      “Because that always works out so well,” I murmured, lifting my cup to my lips.

      Jenna narrowed her eyes. “Why are you being weird tonight?”

      “I’m not being weird,” I gritted through my teeth, my head swimming from the alcohol. I realized the longer I stood that I’d successfully fulfilled my plan to get drunk.

      “I don’t know,” Jamie offered, standing up straight with his beer now full. “You are kind of being weird.”

      I glared up at him then and he just smirked, taking a sip. I opened my mouth to pop off some sort of smart remark, but decided better, shaking my head instead. “I’m going to find Ethan. You two have fun catching hypothermia.”

      Jenna called out to me but I ignored her, deciding at that moment that what Jamie and Jenna did that night didn’t matter.

      But no matter how much I repeated that to myself as I finished beer after beer and the night turned to early morning, I couldn’t stop watching them. They were like a car wreck or a drunk guy preaching on the sidewalk. No matter how I tried, I couldn’t tear my eyes away for more than thirty seconds, and the more the night went on, the more they touched, the more they laughed, the more I wanted to vomit.

      Even worse, Jamie’s eyes never found mine again. Not when I danced with Ethan, grinding my ass into his groin, or when I straddled him on the bench, kissing him with fervor. He didn’t glance over when I laughed loud or glare when Ethan’s lips found my neck and collarbone. It was like I didn’t exist, and the more I drank, the more that bothered me.

      Everyone has that one night they can trace back to in their mind, that first night they drank too much and made a complete ass of themselves. Well, this was that night for me, and I was about to find out the hard way that, contrary to popular belief, “liquor before beer” did not always mean “in the clear” — especially when it all started with Jack Daniels.

      “I want to go swimming,” I sang into Ethan’s lips as we kissed, the party in high gear around us. Jamie wanted to go in the pool, and I wanted Jamie’s attention. Science.

      Ethan laughed. “A little too cold for that, babe. Maybe in a week or two.”

      “No, I want to go now,” I argued, pouting.

      A freshman sprinted past us, ripping his clothes off and flinging them behind him, screaming something about skinny dipping. I perked up, eyes on him as everyone laughed around us and I turned back to Ethan.

      “Come on! Let’s go!” I jumped up, tugging my boots off and following after the naked freshman. Ethan hooked his arm around my elbow.

      “B, no, you’re not going skinny dipping.”

      I didn’t know why, but his demand didn’t sit right with me, and I scowled. “I can do whatever the hell I want.”

      Ethan’s eyes were hard, unbudging. “I’m serious. There’s too many people here, and it’s a campus party. There’s campus police like two streets away and you’re already drinking underage. Don’t be stupid.”

      I ripped my arm away from his and saw Jamie and Jenna both stand in my periphery. “What, afraid I’ll damage your perfect reputation before election?” I was sneering, and I knew I was being ugly, but I couldn’t stop it. I was out of control. “It was embarrassing to kiss me earlier, guess it’d really be embarrassing if I took my clothes off.” I didn’t know why I wanted to push his buttons, but I stripped my sweater off to prove the point, leaving me in just the tank top I was wearing underneath. A few guys whistled and I tossed a wink in their direction.

      “Okay, come on. We’re leaving.” He went to grab my arm again but I dodged it.

      “You can go if you want. I’m not ready to leave.”

      “That wasn’t a request.”

      “And mine wasn’t a suggestion.”

      “Damnit, Brecks!” He screamed my name like a curse word. It might as well have been. “You’re not getting in that pool. End of story.”

      He was talking to me like a child, scolding me by using my full name. I glared at him, mouth open, wondering how he could do that. He didn’t know about my parents, but I’d told him my real name in confidence, telling him there was a very real reason why I never went by it.

      And he’d betrayed that trust.

      “B…” Jamie flanked me, holding his hands out like I was dangerous. “Come on. I’ll walk you back to your dorm.”

      “I can walk myself,” I spat at all of them, snatching my sweater and boots off the ground. Then, I turned on my heels and tore through the crowd that had been staring at us, pushing down the emotions building inside of me and focusing on not stumbling as I pulled my boots back on.

      I didn’t even make it through the parking lot before I heard his steps behind me.

      “Go away, Jamie,” I threw behind me, still stalking toward the path that led back to my dorm. The university was set up in a circular fashion, with different sidewalk circles connecting the inner and outer parts of campus. We were on the outside, and so was my dorm, just a short ten-minute walk away, and I found solace in that as I brushed past the cars parked in Lot A.

      “What? Nothing to say now?”

      “I said go away.”

      “Oh come on,” he chided, his long legs letting him catch up to me easily. “You’ve been doing your damnedest to get my attention all night. Well, you’ve got it.”

      I scoffed. “Contrary to your belief that the world revolves around you, Jamie, you were the last thing on my mind tonight.”

      “Bullshit.”

      I spun then, stopping us mid-stride, practically seething. “Just leave me alone! Go back to Jenna and give her the Tour De’ Jamie’s Bedroom. I’ve heard it’s quite the tourist spot on campus.”

      Jamie’s lips flattened and he slammed his hand against a random truck. “Damnit, B!” I flinched, waiting for the alarm to sound, but it didn’t. “What the hell do you want from me? You give yourself to me after all this time and then treat me like scum the next fucking day, saying it was a mistake and didn’t matter to you. But then, you act like a goddamn fool when you see me with your best friend.” He stepped into my space and my breath caught in my chest. “You think I slept with Tina? I didn’t. She’s in my class, nothing more. You think that night didn’t matter to me? It did. It’s all I’ve thought about since. You think it doesn’t kill me to see Ethan’s hands on you?” He stepped closer, eyes wild. “It does. It fucking murders me. You think what happened between us wasn’t real? It was.” His chest was heaving as everything faded out around us and his eyes fell to my lips. “And it still is.”

      He broke the space between us, crushing his mouth on mine. His lips sparked the fire and I sucked in a breath through my nose, head spinning, before my hands found the center of his chest and I shoved him back hard. He hit the truck and threw his hands up, eyes an inferno as we both panted.

      I watched him, my conscience telling me to walk away while my body screamed for me to never let go. Nothing made sense. Everything made sense. The whiskey clouded my head and I stopped trying to fight the fog, launching myself at him and yanking his sweater until his mouth was on me again. He lifted me, spinning us and pinning me against the truck. His lips traveled down my neck to my collarbone, my chest, the swell of my breast. He sucked the skin hard, trying to brand me, but I wasn’t his to mark.

      “Stop,” I breathed, and he groaned, taking it as a challenge as his hand slipped under my tank top. I moaned, breathing hard into his mouth as he slid his tongue inside mine. I was dizzy. I wanted to give in. I wanted him. Badly.

      But this was wrong.

      “Stop!” I said again, this time pushing him off and dropping my feet back to the ground. “We can’t do this.”

      “Why not?” he panted.

      “B?”

      Jenna’s voice startled us both and I closed my eyes, leaning my head against the truck before turning to face her.

      She crossed her arms, eyes bouncing between the two of us. “What the fuck is going on?”

      Jamie forced a long exhale through his nose, and I couldn’t even look at him again. I didn’t want to see the pain, the resignation.

      “Come on, Jenna. Let’s go.” I reached for her hand and she took it, eyes still wild under bent brows as I tugged her away from Jamie. To his credit, he didn’t follow this time.

      When we were out of ear shot, Jenna pulled her hand free and picked up our pace. “You better have some fucking booze in your dorm room because you’ve got a lot of explaining to do.”

      I glanced back at Jamie, who hadn’t moved. He just stood there watching us leave, and I knew nothing would be the same after I told Jenna. She would make me choose. She would be the voice of reason I was running from.

      “All I have is Whiskey,” I whispered, tearing my eyes from Jamie to the path we were walking. I meant that sentence in more ways than one, and I knew before telling Jenna anything that I couldn’t ever lose him.

      But that meant I’d have to lose someone else.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          Hangover

        

      

    

    
      They say timing is everything, and I was beginning to learn that timing was everything but kind to Jamie and me.

      I woke up that next afternoon hungover as hell, but finally feeling relieved from the pressure that had been crushing my chest. The sun was shining hot through my dorm window and I kicked the covers off. Jenna grumbled, rolling away from the light as I stared up at my ceiling, going over my plan for the day.

      After talking to Jenna until nearly five in the morning, spilling everything, I felt better. I expected her to judge, or hell — to maybe be mad, seeing as how she had dated Jamie in high school — but she didn’t, and she wasn’t. She listened to me sob and break down and she held me through all of it, and then she did what I knew she would.

      She made me choose.

      I thought it would be harder, I thought it would kill me to say out loud who I wanted, but after confessing everything and feeling the whiskey and beer leave my system gradually, it was like walking out of a foggy haze into the purest clarity. I knew what I had to do, and even though I knew it would hurt, I was ready to do it.

      Crawling out of bed, I padded to the bathroom and popped two ibuprofen before attempting to wrangle my hair. As I did, I cringed at my reflection. I looked like absolute shit, and I knew I deserved it. Ethan shouldn’t have had to put up with my dramatics last night, and he shouldn’t have to be lied to, either. I hoped he would understand. I hoped he would forgive me. I hoped he would move on, finding a girl who could treat him better than I did.

      More than anything, I hoped he’d be happy.

      And then there was Jamie. My stomach lurched at the thought of him. After last night, I didn’t know if he would hear me out — if he would give me a chance to explain myself or if he’d give a shit after I did. But I had to try. One thing was certain after talking to Jenna all night — I wanted to be with him — needed it, really. I just hoped I wasn’t too late.

      I remember the next sixty seconds like a slow motion car wreck.

      Me, staring at my reflection in the mirror, planning out all the words I would say. Jenna, sprinting up behind me with my phone in her hand. Her voice, panicked. Her hair, wild. My mom’s cries on the other end, loud and jarring, pounding against my head that the ibuprofen had yet to help ease. It happened all at once — all of those things — but I remember them singularly, morphed, almost as if I’d dreamed them.

      I had everything planned out — what I would say to Ethan, what I would say to Jamie — but I never got the chance.

      In that moment, everything in my life shifted focus. What I thought was important was trivial, what was last on my mind became first.

      My dad died on the day I realized I loved Jamie Shaw.

      Love pulled my soul one way and grief yanked it another, and so it ripped in two, split into jagged, irreparable halves. One floated high, calling me up with it, while the other sank into a bottomless black hole.

      But I was too weak to fly.

      The heavier half dragged me with it and I didn’t cry, I didn’t scream, I didn’t fight. I drowned easily, staring at the floating half on the way down, wondering if we’d ever meet again.
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      I felt everything alive inside of me slowly slipping away as I stared out at the choppy water. A storm was rolling in, the gray clouds lurking off in the distance as the sun began to fade. It wasn’t as cold as the night before, and I stood where the water met the sand, my board under my arm, wetsuit zipped up high to my neck.

      It was as if each time the water rose high enough to lick at my toes, it stole a little more of what was left alive inside of me, leaving dead driftwood in its place. My eyes grew hollow, my breaths grew steady, and my heart grew weak.

      I could still hear my mother’s words, and they still didn’t make sense. A freak accident, she’d said. It sounded like a horror movie, or a newspaper article about a distant human being whom I didn’t know personally. It didn’t sound like my life. But it was.

      My dad’s parents had a house on a lake in Central Florida. We used to drive up on the weekends to ride the wave runners and go swimming. Every memory I had there as a child was filled with joy. Mom said Dad was there for Nana’s birthday, swimming just off the dock like we always used to. He was just swimming, just enjoying a weekend at the lake, and then his life ended. Cords plugged into the dock and house boat had slipped into the water, electrifying it, and he’d suffered from electric shock drowning. I didn’t even know that was possible, and maybe that’s why I couldn’t process it.

      Maybe it was a combination of everything in that moment — the guilt from what I’d done to Ethan, the ache of what I felt for Jamie, the shock of my father’s death. Everything had been thrown into a blender, dial set to shred, and now it was all I could do to stand near the edge of the ocean and not wish to drown in it.

      I left Jenna in my room, packing my bags because I couldn’t, and caught a cab to the beach to try to feel. I just wanted to feel something — anything. I wanted it to sink in. I wanted to cry. I wanted the numbness to go away, but it was only plunging deeper, seeping into the cracks between my joints, settling into its new home.

      “You can’t go out there.”

      His voice was steady, low and oaky like always. My lip quivered at the sound of it and I nearly dropped my board. Fastening my grip, I hiked it higher, not turning to see him for fear of a completely different emotion sinking in. “I’ll be fine.”

      “It’s about to storm, and it’s getting dark,” Jamie warned, and I felt his arms hook around my board from the other side. I gripped it tighter at first, but then my shoulders fell and I released my hold, letting Jamie take it away. I instantly felt empty as he set it easily in the sand, and I kept my eyes on the swell to avoid looking at him.

      He stood beside me, gazing out at the water with me, and for a moment he let the wind and the waves be the only sound. His hand reached out, just barely, his pinky brushing mine before I slid my palm into his and held on tight.

      “Jenna called me. She… she told me what happened.” I didn’t respond, but my thumb rubbed his.

      Thunder rolled low and menacing in the distance, and I felt its cry deep in my stomach.

      “Talk to me,” he pleaded.

      A sickening ache spread through my chest and I fought against the sob. “I don’t know what to say.”

      “Don’t worry about it making sense, just talk. Just… get it out.”

      I nodded, over and over, my lips between my teeth as I held his hand and watched the sun set behind a wall of storm clouds. I didn’t know where to start, but as the last sliver of gold fell behind the gray, I took a breath, sharp and unsteady, and then I spoke.

      “I’m supposed to hate him,” I started, sniffing. “I was named after the freckles on his cheeks, the same ones on mine, and I’m supposed to hate him. He raped my mom,” I choked out, and the emotion started to surface, tears welling and blurring my vision. “And I never knew. I never knew that the hands that taught me how to ride a bike were the same ones that held my mom down the night I was conceived. I never knew the eyes that cried with tender joy the day I lost my first tooth were the same ones that watched my mom beg for him to stop hurting her.” I shook my head, and Jamie’s hand gripped mine tighter. “He was always there. He was the one to buy me my first notebook and pen and tell me to write. He was the one who took me on a shopping spree the day my childhood best friend moved away. He was always there,” I covered my mouth with my free hand, squeezing my eyes shut. “And then he wasn’t, because I pushed him away, because I was supposed to. I haven’t talked to him since the day I graduated high school. I ignored his phone calls. I told him not to come to Christmas dinner for the first time in my life.” My throat constricted, and I squeezed my eyes harder, trying to block out the truth. “I didn’t talk to him, Jamie. And now I’ll never talk to him again.”

      The tears built up enough to spill, and I felt them hot on my cheeks as Jamie pulled me into his chest. My arms wrapped around his waist, cries staining his t-shirt as he held me tight. I felt the first drop of rain fall on my forehead, but I didn’t brush it away.

      “It’s okay to love him,” Jamie whispered, and another deep roll of thunder sounded with his words.

      “No it’s not,” I breathed, lifting my head from his chest. I met his eyes, their greenish-gold glow bringing me the strength I needed to say the next words. “Just like it’s not okay to love you.”

      His nose flared, and his hand found my chin, tilting it up before sliding to cradle my neck. “You love me?”

      I nodded, biting my lips together as a sob threatened to break through. A new stream of tears slid down the same path as the ones before them and he used his thumb to wipe them away.

      “Why is that not okay?”

      “Because,” I tried, my fingers playing at the hem of his t-shirt, but I didn’t have the words to explain. I couldn’t use letters and syllables and sentences to string together the thoughts in my head, the feelings in my heart. “I can’t be with you right now, Jamie. I’m going home tomorrow for the funeral and I just… I can’t promise you anything. I can’t…” My words faded off, because speaking them out loud hurt. I couldn’t promise Jamie anything because I had nothing left to give, not now that everything had changed.

      Not even five hours before, everything important to me was centered around a nineteen-year-old girl’s universe. I wanted to declare a major, I wanted to party all week with my best friend, and more than anything, I wanted to set things right with Ethan and Jamie.

      But that universe seemed so far away now.

      Now, all that mattered was that my father was gone. He was dead. I’d been ignoring him, thinking I had all the time in the world to figure out what role he would play in my life. But I was wrong.

      Like I said, my father died on the day I realized I loved Jamie Shaw.

      It was as simple and as complicated as that.

      Jamie lifted his other hand to mirror the first, framing my face. His eyes bounced between mine, his brows bent together as he studied me, focused like always, trying to break through the wall I was slowly building between us. “Is it okay that I love you back?”

      A short cry left my lips but he didn’t let me answer before his mouth met mine. He kissed me like he was losing me, like that kiss was his last chance to keep me, and I didn’t have the heart to tell him that it wasn’t. I broke on that day, on that beach, and though I tried to fight it, the numbness of it all had blanketed me completely.

      “Stay with me tonight,” he whispered against my lips, pulling me closer, trying to meld our bodies together. I nodded, still crying softly, and he tried with every ounce of power he had to kiss away my tears before they could fall. He kissed me all night long. He kissed me until my lips were chapped and my heart was bruised. He was desperate to leave his mark, and this time I let him.

      The next day, I left for the funeral and I never came back.

      Jenna flew with me, handling everything I couldn’t — the paperwork at school, the questions from my mom, the outfit for the funeral. She held my hand through the service, through the stream of people offering their condolences, and that night when we made it back to Mom’s house, I sat down at my computer, and I wrote.

      I wrote page after page of absolutely nothing, but everything to me in that moment. Every word made me feel better and worse all at once, and so I chased one feeling and ran from the other, round and round until my fingers ached. I think I needed that first, true heartbreak to feel enough to write the way I did that night. Words don’t get written from a heart that’s never felt. They come from pain, from love, from unspeakable depths — and they were my only release.

      That was also the night I pledged myself dry.

      With that last taste of Jamie still fresh on my lips, I shelved him, knowing I’d suck him dry if I didn’t let him go. It took writing my feelings for me to be able to name why I’d left Jamie behind. The truth was I believed him when he said he loved me, and I knew he loved me enough to let me bring him down along with me. I could barely get out of bed every day. What kind of person would I be if I let Jamie love me in my condition?

      It turned out I was water, he was whiskey, and I couldn’t dilute him — not now that I knew he loved me enough to let me. I needed to be stronger, to be ice the next time I melted with him.

      I did make one phone call back to campus, to Ethan, telling him over the phone what he deserved to hear in person. Then, I finished school at Palm South University, and always made sure to be out of town for the summers when I thought Jamie could maybe come back.

      He called me twice a year, every year — once on my birthday and once on the anniversary of my dad’s death. I never answered. And I never called him back. It seemed I was trying to let go of Whiskey and he was trying to hold on to me.

      It was just a matter of time before we figured out who would win.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          Sober

        

      

    

    
      Even as far away from shore as I was, I could still hear the ring of my cell phone. I could still feel it vibrating like it had that morning, just like it had every year on this day since I’d left California. And just like always, I’d let it vibrate and ring, not silencing it but not answering it either. I’d stared at his name on the screen and thought to myself that I was almost there — I was almost to the point where I’d be able to answer. I was closer, but I still wasn’t there just yet, and so that phone call sat at the front of my mind while I swung my feet lazily in the water on either side of my board.

      There were only two times when I had felt okay over the past three years: when I was writing, and when I was surfing. Each of them provided their own, unique kind of solace.

      When I was writing, I was facing my fears — my anxieties, my feelings. I was putting them into words, giving them life, letting them know I recognized they existed. It was therapeutic and even if no one other than my professors had seen anything I’d written, it felt good just to get it out of my system.

      Surfing, on the other hand, was the step before writing. It was what I did when I needed to avoid a feeling, or when I needed to allow myself time to think on it before I could point my finger into its chest and call it what it was. Right now, I was taking a pulse check, celebrating how far I’d come while also recognizing I still had a ways to go to be completely whole again.

      The swell was smaller than California, but it was enough. As a perfect wave started forming, I bent forward and paddled out quickly, popping up on my board just in time to catch it and ride it back to shore. For the few moments I glided across the top of that wave, the wind in my long, wet hair, I felt free.

      Then, I paddled out a bit, sat up, and straddled my board once more, my eyes on the sun that was still struggling to wake up with me.

      It’d been exactly three years since my father’s death.

      How drastically my life had changed since that day.

      I still remembered every aching moment that lined the path of healing I’d been walking since then. I remembered the break on that beach with Jamie, the numbness after the funeral, the denial and desperation that followed me around for nearly a year before I finally started accepting and adjusting. Writing and surfing — they were my only release.

      At first, I’d driven myself mad searching online for answers about my father’s death. I’d researched everything there was to know about electric shock drowning, as if that would help, as if that would bring him back or make it any less difficult to hear those who knew him best say how tragic it was to lose him in a freak accident. I hated when they said that. I hated that stupid phrase and the fact that there was no comfort or clarity to be found within it. It was just a callous way to make sense of something that never truly would.

      Next, my mother convinced me to try therapy. She’d finally gone, after all those years of shouldering what my father did to her. It seemed like his death had killed her and freed her in equal measure, and her therapist helped her address those feelings. Still, after just two sessions, I knew it wasn’t for me. I didn’t want to talk.

      And so, I wrote.

      Eventually, slowly, writing started to really help — especially once I declared English: Creative Writing my major at Palm South University. Once writing assignments started to come and I was tasked with reading other works of fiction that made my emotions feel more in reach, everything started clicking together, and I started to feel okay.

      Mom helped, too — along with her boyfriend, Wayne. They’d met at the beach one morning when she came to watch me surf, and he’d been nothing but a positive light in both our lives. It was the first time in my entire life that I’d seen my mom in love, and I wondered if it took my father’s death for her to be able to love at all. Up until that point, I hadn’t really thought about the fact that Mom had spent nineteen years of her life in close proximity to a man who had violated her in the most personal way — all for me. She tried to keep us a family unit, to ensure I grew up with both parents in my life. Now, she was finally focusing on herself, and seeing that made me feel like it was okay to focus on myself, too.

      I’d dated, just like she had — and by dated, I mean I let two different boys take me out to dinner and then take me back to their beds. Neither had filled the gap left by the last man who’d touched me, but they’d been a nice distraction, at least.

      Ethan called me sometimes, too. I only answered his call once, the first time he called after I’d explained why I left — after I told him the truth about Jamie and me. He called less than a week later, drunk as a twenty-one year old in Vegas, his words slurring together as he cursed me for breaking his heart. I cried with him, ashamed of what I did to him and still in pain over my father. After that, I stopped answering his calls, too.

      Three years.

      I still remembered that day, the feel of it, the pain. It was as if I was a ball of yarn, and that was the day I’d become completely unraveled, my string frayed and worn. Over the past three years, I’d slowly pulled myself together, forming the same ball of yarn I’d been before yet one that was wound differently. I was almost okay again.

      Almost.

      In just two months, I’d be graduating college and heading to Pittsburgh, ready to start the next chapter in my life. I rode in one final wave with that thought reverberating through me. When my feet hit the sand again, my board tucked tight under my arm, I had an overwhelming urge to face one last challenge before graduation.

      I dropped my board into the sand next to my beach towel and rifled through my bag, searching out my cell phone. It was hot in my hands, the sun warming it even through the cool February chill. I thumbed through my missed calls log and hovered over his name, finger shaking at the thought of dropping just a centimeter more to dial his number. Was I really ready to talk to him? What would I say? What could I offer?

      I didn’t have the answers to any of those questions, so I sighed, flipping over to my voicemail log instead as I fell back onto my beach towel. I clicked on the message saved from my first birthday after I’d left California, my favorite message from him, and put the phone on speaker as I laid back and gazed up at the pinkish-blue sky.

      Hey, B. It’s me… Jamie… but I guess you already know that, huh? He sighed, and I’d listened to that call enough to know exactly how long the sigh lasted before he spoke again. I know you’re hurting. I know you’re pushing me away because you think you should handle this all on your own. And honestly, I don’t know, maybe you’re right — maybe I’m not the person who can help you right now. There was a shuffling noise then, and I had theories about what it was — him running his hand over his face, maybe? Or was it the wind? Was he at the beach where we’d said goodbye? But I want to be. So please, just… call me back. I miss you. My chest always ached at that part. Happy birthday.

      The voicemail ended, and I closed my eyes, letting the sound of Whiskey soak into my skin like sunshine, hoping it would be enough to keep me dry a little while longer.
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      “To college,” Jenna said, lifting her shot glass filled with chilled Patron high in the air. “May it remember us fondly as it kisses our sweet asses goodbye!”

      “Cheers!” I yelled in unison with the table as we all clinked our glasses together before tapping them on the table and throwing them back. I hissed as the tequila stung my nose and throat, quickly reaching for a lime and sucking it dry.

      “Shit, that burns,” Jenna laughed, her blue eyes watering.

      “I hate tequila,” I agreed, dropping the dry lime in the bowl and reaching for my beer.

      “Same, but it gets the job done,” Kristen said. Jenna and I both tilted our beers in a touché before taking a sip. Kristen slid off her bar stool and pointed at both of us. “Be right back, I have to pee.”

      Kristen was my project partner in one of my capstone classes. We’d gotten to know each other a lot over the last few years, especially being that we were two of the maybe five minorities in the English: Creative Writing program. She was from Brazil, and I loved her unique outlook on literature — especially modern American literature. I was going to miss her, but damn was I ready to get away from Palm South University.

      I adjusted my graduation cap on my head, still annoyed that Jenna was making me wear it out all night. I always thought it was silly when grads did that, as if they were begging for attention or a pat on the back from every patron in the bars they attended on their graduation day. Still, I was in a good mood — I guess walking across the stage will do that to you. So, I indulged her, wearing my cap with a smile as we celebrated surviving the past four years. At least she’d let me change out of my gown and into a cute pair of jeans.

      “So you’re booked the rest of the weekend until you leave Sunday night?” Jenna clarified again, her pouty lip protruding.

      “Yes ma’am. Mom has a small family party planned tomorrow and then we’re driving out to the beach for the night and all of Sunday until I leave.”

      “Well, I guess I can’t be mad at mother/daughter time,” Jenna compromised with a sigh. She lifted her beer to her lips but spoke again before taking a drink. “She’s going to miss you, you know.”

      I joined her sigh. “I know.” Picking at the label on my beer, I thought about how close Mom and I had become over the last three years since I’d flown home from California. We’d grieved together, healed together, and grown together. I ended up living at home while I finished out my schooling at PSU, and as much as I loved reconnecting with Mom and growing even closer than before, I was ready to take on a new chapter. I was ready for a new city, for new people, for a new chance at finding myself. “She’ll be okay, though. She has Wayne.”

      “Ugh, don’t remind me. Lucky bitch.”

      I laughed and Jenna smirked, clearly not ashamed in the slightest that she had the hots for my mom’s boyfriend. They’d been dating for almost a year now, and he was good for her — he was good for both of us. He helped me apply to grad schools out of state when I was terrified to leave, and I was forever thankful for that.

      “I’m still mad at you, you know,” Jenna added. “Here I am finally coming back home and you’re leaving.”

      “Maybe I’ll come back after grad school. Who knows.”

      Jenna grumbled. “Just save me a spot in your bed, okay? And for the love of God, don’t become a Steelers’ fan.”

      “That’s baseball, right?”

      Jenna groaned just as Kristen rejoined us and I laughed, uncrossing my legs just to cross them the other way.

      It felt good to laugh, to have fun. It’d taken me so long to get back into a headspace where I could laugh. Losing my dad had fucked with my head more than I thought it would, and it was only in the last year that I truly felt myself learning to let him go — to let the guilt go. I loved him, and that was okay. I was angry with him, and that was okay, too. But now, it was time to leave him here in Florida and find out who I was — who I could be — in a new city and state.

      “Oh my God,” Jenna whispered, dropping her beer to the table and tugging on the belt loop of my jeans. She leaned in close, her eyes somewhere behind me. “Don’t look, but Jamie is here.”

      “What?!” I whisper-screamed.

      “Who?” Kristen asked simultaneously, cranking her neck in the same direction as Jenna. She told me not to look, but of course I didn’t listen — how could I? A ghost had just walked into the bar, and I had to see for myself. As soon as I spotted him, my heart jumped, and the hole I’d felt growing since the last time I’d seen him filled, warming my blood.

      It had been three years. Or had it been just yesterday? I wasn’t sure. I felt both measurements of time, noting his differences but feeling his familiarity even from across the bar. In Scotland, you can only classify whiskey as Scotch once it’s been aged in casks for a minimum of three years. I realized it in that moment that Jamie was a young Scotch now, a blended whiskey promising experience and flavor. My mouth watered and, like a magnet, his eyes found mine just as the door swung closed behind him.

      He was with a group of men, all dressed in suits, and one clapped him on the shoulder before nodding to the other end of the bar. He nodded, but didn’t follow as they made their way in that direction. Instead, he kept his focus on me, tilted his head as if he wasn’t sure I was actually there, and then he took the first step.

      I inhaled, holding that breath as Jenna freaked out beside me and Kristen looked between all of us wondering what the hell was going on. I couldn’t tear my eyes away from him, and I drank him in like I was privileged to do so as he crossed the room. His tie was loosened around his neck, the sleeves of his light gray dress shirt rolled up to his elbows, but it wasn’t what he was wearing that kept my attention. It was his auburn hair, slightly darker than I remembered and styled carefully. His broad shoulders, fuller than the night I cried on them three years before. It was his jaw, still so square and set, now shadowed with just a hint of stubble. And his eyes, a deep amber, shaded with fire and tinged with both pain and curiosity as he stepped into the space right in front of me. He didn’t look like my Jamie, and yet I still saw him there, under the surface. I felt him, that vibration from his presence. His scent invaded next, spicier, but with the same notes of honey.

      Finally, I let my breath go, slow and steady as it left my lungs.

      I’d turned on my bar stool, legs still crossed and hands folded tightly in my lap, and he casually tucked his hands in the pockets of his dress pants as his eyes raked over me.

      “You changed your hair,” he rasped, his nose flaring as his gaze made the leisurely ascent back to my face. I felt want radiating off him like a heat wave, and my skin slowly defrosted the longer he stood there. My hair was bigger now, longer — flowing down to the middle of my back in the same soft, small spirals I’d always had.

      “And you got a tattoo,” I mused. I could see the edges of it peeking out from where his sleeve met his forearm, and he glanced down at it with a barely-there smirk before he looked at me again.

      For a moment, we just stared, both smiling, both adjusting to the new buzz blending with the all-too-familiar one. Then, Jamie shook his head, and a grin split his face. “You have two seconds to get off that bar stool and into my arms before I drag you off it.”

      I blushed with a smile that mirrored his, looking down at my heels before easily stepping down and closing the space between us. The moment our bodies met, his arms wrapping around my small frame and mine resting around his neck, we both sighed, and peace settled in just as the rest of the bar came back into focus again.

      I suddenly heard the loud rawr of laughter from the group of guys he’d walked in with, and the commotion of glasses and ice behind the bar. I heard Jenna clear her throat behind us and listened as the pop song playing grew louder and louder. Still, Jamie just held me, and I squeezed him back.

      “Oh hey Jamie, nice to see you, too,” Jenna finally chided. Jamie loosened his grip and I slid out of his arms, reaching for my beer but not taking my seat just yet.

      “Hi Jenna,” Jamie replied, smiling at her briefly before turning his gaze back to me. “So, celebrating tonight?”

      He flicked my grad cap and I groaned, embarrassed. “Yes. I got a piece of paper that says I’m great at pulling all nighters and regurgitating textbook notes.”

      Jamie chuckled. “Congrats.”

      “And she got into grad school,” Jenna added. “In Pittsburgh.”

      “Pittsburgh?” Jamie repeated, eyebrows shooting up before he tilted his head. “What’s my surfer girl going to do in a city like that?”

      My cheeks warmed and I picked at the label on my beer again, tilting it to my lips instead of answering.

      “And you?” Jenna asked. Kristen was still just staring at us, asking me questions with her eyes that I only answered with a shrug. “What are you doing back in Florida?”

      “I’m celebrating, too, actually. Passed my CPA exam and accepted a job offer from my dad.”

      “Really?” I asked with a wide smile, pride I wasn’t sure I was allowed to feel surging through me. “Wow, that’s amazing. I’m so happy for you.”

      “Thanks.”

      Jamie wouldn’t stop staring at me. God, how I loved the way he looked at me — focused, and unapologetically so. Jenna went to ask another question but he cut her off.

      “Want to get out of here?”

      My heart thumped hard against my ribs and I fought back a smile. “You know I hate clichés.”

      He shrugged. “I also know you’ll make an exception for me.”

      “Oh? Do you now?”

      Jamie tucked his hands back in his pockets, his stance confident. “I do.”

      Chewing my lip, I kept his eyes a moment longer before turning to Jenna. She threw her hands up before grabbing her beer. “Oh for God’s sake, go. Go before he gets me pregnant with that fucking look of his.”

      I covered my laugh with my hand, mouthing a sorry to Kristen before grabbing my purse off the bar. Her eyes were wide, but she smiled and tipped her beer to Jenna’s. “We’ll be fine. Go.”

      And so, I turned back to Whiskey, feeling him close enough to taste after three years of being dry, and I smiled.

      “Lead the way.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          One Night with Scotch

        

      

    

    
      I loved everything about that moment.

      I loved the way Jamie’s one hand rested easily on the steering wheel while the other held the gear shift. I loved the way the warm breeze whipped in through the windows of his new Jeep. I loved the view of my feet on his dashboard as the same roads we’d driven at seventeen stretched out before us. And most of all, I loved the easy conversation, and the easy silence — because we fit so well into each.

      Years had passed, there were still words left unsaid, but all that mattered right then and there was that we were together. I felt it, I knew he did, too. It was a night meant for us, and I had no intentions of wasting it.

      Jamie let me choose the playlist as we caught up, him filling me in on his dad’s firm surviving the recession while I painted the picture of how I’d ended up an English major. Peter Jennison’s Longing for Home album played softly in the background of our conversation, and I couldn’t help but note the difference in tone from the last time Jamie and I had been in the same place. We were both grown now, both free from what had been wearing on us the last night we’d spent together. It was like the universe shoved us together at exactly the perfect moment, and I was thoroughly enjoying the alignment of the stars.

      “I can’t believe you traded in ScarJo,” I commented, running my hands along the edge of my seat. His new Jeep was literally brand new, decked out even more than his first, and it was dark and edgy. The interior was leather and sleek, the dashboard advanced, and the paint job was matte black. Even his rims were a dark charcoal gray, and I loved the way he looked in the driver seat — relaxed, confident, sexy as hell.

      He chuckled, adjusting his grip on the wheel as we took a turn. “Yeah, well ScarJo started getting cranky in her old age. I held onto her until about two months ago before giving in and upgrading.”

      “Oh, I’m sure it was so hard to do,” I teased, waving my hand over the dashboard of his new baby.

      He sniffed. “Yeah well, there were a lot of memories in that Jeep. I didn’t want to let her go, not until I had to.”

      A heaviness settled in around us at that comment, and I felt it — I knew where the conversation was leading. We were past catching up on family and school and surfing. Jamie was about to ask me the questions I wasn’t sure I could answer, and my stomach turned with the thought of trying.

      “You never came back,” he whispered. I just barely heard him over the music and I lowered the volume, pulling my feet off the dashboard and tucking them under my legs, instead.

      “I know.”

      “And you never answered my calls. You never called me back. You never…” his voice faded and his knuckles whitened around the gear shift.

      “I know.”

      I closed my eyes, resting my head against the leather and inhaling a long breath. He didn’t ask me why, he didn’t beg for an explanation even though I knew he needed one. We pulled up to a red light and I turned my head to the side, opening my eyes to look up at him.

      “Nothing I say is going to make you feel better, Jamie. I have excuses, I have reasons why I pushed you away, but none of them will make up for the fact that it was shitty of me to do. I was young, I was hurting, and I didn’t know how to handle my new reality. I ran away from you, from California, because I thought it was the right thing to do. And in a way, I’m glad I did, because I needed to heal. But in a way I hate myself for how I left you.”

      A muscle popped under his jaw and I tentatively rested my hand on top of his.

      “My dad’s death changed me, Jamie,” I croaked, my voice unsteady. “And what I did to Ethan, it was against every moral code I had and I hated myself for losing control, for loving you when I was supposed to be loving him. It was just…” I closed my eyes again and Jamie turned his hand in mine, squeezing it, asking me to continue. “I was fucked up. And I needed time.”

      The light turned green and Jamie turned his hand again, shifting the gears while my fingers rested over his.

      “And now?” he asked, glancing at me briefly before his eyes found the road again. I thought about his question, wondering what exactly he was asking.

      “Now, I’m sitting in your Jeep, and nothing has changed, yet everything has.”

      He nodded, brows bent together as he digested my words.

      “And I’m wondering how much longer you’ll fight the urge to kiss me before you finally give in,” I breathed, and he snapped his eyes to mine. “Because I leave in less than forty-eight hours, Jamie. And I need you to kiss me before I board that plane.”

      Jamie tore his eyes from mine just in time to take a sharp turn. He cracked his neck, accelerating with a rev of the engine, and I watched as the want that had been hovering above us fell, drenching us completely, neither of us seeking cover.

      “I’m taking you to my place. Now,” he rasped. It wasn’t a question, it wasn’t a request, and it wasn’t optional. “If you didn’t mean even a word of what you just said, you have roughly seven minutes to take it back. After that, you’re not allowed to say another word, not even my name, because I’m going to fuck you speechless.”

      His words unleashed the need and it coursed through me, pooling between my legs as I forced a breath. His jaw was set, and he didn’t smile as he turned to face me, waiting. His eyes held the challenge, and he dared me to accept it, to give into him. I think he wanted me to fight him, to argue why it was a bad idea, how our timing still wasn’t right and we were only setting ourselves up on a higher shelf to fall and shatter once more. But I didn’t care. I would suffer the break if it meant I could feel whole with him for just one night.

      And so, I chose my last two words carefully.

      “Drive faster.”
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      As soon as Jamie’s front door closed behind us, he had me up against it, his mouth crushed hard on mine as he tossed his keys on the small table next to us. They slid across the wood surface and crashed to the floor but neither of us cared. Jamie lifted me and I hooked my ankles behind his back, my high heels digging into the hard muscles of his ass and pulling him closer.

      He groaned, pinning me with his hips as he tore his shirt over his head and let it drop to the floor. His mouth trailed from my lips to my neck and he sucked hard, biting my collarbone before breaking back again long enough to pull sharply on my strapless top until I lifted my arms and let him peel it off. I wasn’t wearing a bra, and he hummed with approval as his hands palmed me, thumbs brushing my nipples as I arched into him.

      “Jamie,” I barely moaned his name before his mouth covered mine.

      “Shh,” he said, lifting me and carrying us to his kitchen. It was pristine, wood floors and sleek granite counters, and he dropped my feet to the ground in front of the island. “Take these off,” he tugged at my jeans and then started working on his dress pants, eyes falling to my heels. “Leave those on.”

      Scotch was so much stronger than the Whiskey I’d let intoxicate me three years ago. He was more confident, more experienced, and I knew tonight wasn’t going to be anything like our first time. Jamie was eager to burn me and I was desperate to let him.

      I slipped the top button of my jeans through the slit and unzipped them slowly, tugging them down my hips one side at a time, inch by inch, my eyes on Jamie as he watched me. When I let them fall past my thighs to my ankles, I stepped out of my heels, kicked my jeans off leg by leg, and stepped right back into the six-inch black pumps.

      “Good girl,” Jamie mused as his eyes trailed up my body. He dropped his boxers to join his pants on the floor and stepped out of them, kicking them away, and then he was in front of me, palming himself as his teeth dug into his bottom lip. I reached for my panties next, but he shook his head. “Leave them. Turn around.”

      I spun, looking back over my shoulder as my hips met the cool granite. Jamie stepped up behind me, sweeping my hair to the side before kissing my neck as he continued stroking himself. I gasped, and he dropped himself long enough to grab both of my wrists and guide them up to grip the other side of the island. I was bent over, breasts flat against the counter, ass pressed against his hard on. He kissed down my back and bit the flesh just beneath the lace of my thong and I winced, the pain shocking but welcome.

      He stood again, trailing his hand over my ass before popping it swiftly. I jumped, but loved the way it stung, and I moaned loudly, my cheek hot against the granite. Jamie gripped the crease of my hip with one hand, hooking one finger from the other under the g-string and tracing it down until he met my opening. He sucked in a breath as he felt how slick I was already, and he pressed two fingers inside me with a roll of his hips behind his hand.

      “Fuck,” he dragged the word out, withdrawing his fingers before sliding them in again as I gripped the counter tighter. He tapped the insides of my thighs, letting the lace fabric pop against me. “Open.”

      I did as he said, widening my stance as he tugged my hips back just enough to give him the space he needed. He dropped to his knees, and then the lace was gone again and his tongue swept along my slit and I rolled against him, meeting his mouth with my flex just as it closed around my clit. He sucked, and my thighs shook around him. I felt him smirk, his breath still hot against my center as he repeated the process, licking and sucking and biting me closer to the edge of release.

      My teeth dug so deep into my lip I nearly drew blood and I released it mercilessly, crying out and bucking my hips against his mouth. I was close, so close, and Jamie knew, because he stood again and I glanced back over my shoulder just as he licked his lips and wiped at his chin with the pad of his thumb.

      “Don’t move.”

      He retrieved his pants, pulling a foil packet from his wallet before letting it drop again. I went to push myself up off the counter but his hand found my back and he pressed me back down gently, his cock settling between my cheeks.

      I heard the condom wrapper tear open and felt his brief absence before he ran his wrapped member against my opening, teasing me with just the crown. He bent forward, fisting my hair and wrapping it once around his wrist.

      “All this fucking hair,” he rasped, sucking the lobe of my ear between his teeth. Chills raced from the point of contact to my toes, and he pulled, my head coming up off the counter with the force. I gazed up at the light fixture above us as Jamie filled me from behind, all the way to the hilt. Jamie groaned, dropping his forehead to the back of my neck as he pulled back and flexed into me again. “God, I’ve been fantasizing about my hands in your hair like this all night. And these fucking heels,” he moaned, standing straight and pulling my hair with him so that my back arched. He slammed into me harder and I cried out, already on the brink of coming undone.

      He worked with such skilled control that I wondered how busy he’d been the last three years, but I chose to ignore that, focusing instead on the fact that he’d clearly been studying and I was the exam, his chance to prove what he’d learned.

      When he dropped his grip on my hair, his hands found my hips and he pulled me onto him with each thrust, pinning me against the counter and driving into me harder each time. My clit rubbed against the smooth surface and I trembled around him as my orgasm built. I chased it, desperate to find it, but Jamie pulled out, leaving me gasping as my eyes flew open.

      “Not yet.” He spun me around and bent, swooping me up into his arms and carrying me through the back hall. He kissed me the entire way and I hooked my arms around his neck, yanking him closer, panting against his mouth as he kicked us through the last door and dropped me down into the plush comforter.

      I landed easily, gazing up at him and backing myself up to the headboard as he dropped down between my legs and followed. My shoulders hit wood and he used his thighs to spread mine before entering me again, his lips finding mine just as he bottomed out. I shook at the intensity, digging my nails into his back as he flexed again.

      “Goddamn, B,” he growled, his arms shaking as he held himself steady over me. My legs were already useless from the kitchen, but I wrapped them around his waist and dug my heels into his hips. He hissed, biting my neck in return, and that combined with pelvis against my clit was all it took to send me spiraling. Black invaded my vision and I held my breath, catching my climax with his name on my lips.

      I dropped my hands from his back and fisted the comforter, twisting it and pulling the corners free as I held on tight, riding out my orgasm. He kept the same pace, the same pressure, until my legs fell lax. Then, he kissed me, long and slow, steadying his pace, letting me parachute down.

      He was still working between my legs, and he hooked his forearm under my left knee before guiding my ankle to rest on his shoulder. He kissed my ankle, sucking the soft skin there, and then he picked up his pace, reaching new depths in that position. It took only four pumps for him to find his own release, and one hand tightened around my ankle as the other held him steady over me. He groaned, flexing into me even deeper one last time before letting my leg fall and collapsing down on top of me.

      My legs ached, but I wrapped my arms around him, fingers softly brushing the ridges of his shoulders. He trembled under the touch and kissed my neck. Jamie was panting, his breath hot against my skin, and I struggled to find balance in my own breathing. He propped himself up on his elbows and kissed my lips, shaking his head. “Well damn.”

      I giggled, and he kissed my nose. “My thoughts exactly.”

      “You have to be mine after that,” he breathed. He was still inside me and the intensity was too much to think, but I forced my way through the haze.

      “I can’t.”

      “Fuck that,” he argued. “You can. You are.”

      “I’m leaving Sunday night, Jamie,” I said seriously, breaking our kiss so that he’d look at me.

      He exhaled, furrowing his brows. “So be mine for the weekend.”

      I hated the way he looked at me, even more knowing I couldn’t give him that, either. “I can’t. I have plans with my family. This is it… this is all I have.”

      “Why can’t we be long distance?”

      I laughed, wrapping my left hand around my right wrist behind his neck. “Because that’s a guaranteed way to get our hearts broken.” I saw the disappointment in his eyes and quickly followed that statement. “But I’m not running from you anymore, Jamie.”

      “Does that mean you’ll answer my calls?”

      I smiled softly and nodded. “Just… let’s not try to put a name on this. On us.”

      That seemed to ease him a little, and he blew out a long breath through his nose, eyes bouncing between mine. “Alright, then. I need you to give me two things.” I waited, and his tongue rolled over his lips before he spoke again. “Tonight, and one day.”

      “Tonight,” I repeated, breathily. “And one day.”

      He nodded. “I have to have both.”

      I considered him, thought too hard about what he was asking before deciding I didn’t need to dwell on it right now. I answered with one nod before pulling him down until his mouth met mine again. He kissed me with intent, and I felt him harden where he still rested inside me. My body achingly stirred back to life, and I knew I was in for a sore weekend after that.

      So that’s what I allowed myself — one night with Scotch. He made the most of it, not letting me sleep until the sun was already peeking through the dark curtains in his bedroom. I tried not to hold onto his words with too much hope, because the fact was that I was leaving for Pittsburgh, and he was staying here. It was just like that night on the beach five years before, except this time the roles were reversed, and I knew he wouldn’t follow me to Pennsylvania the way I followed him to Alder.

      I kept that in mind as we made love that night, over and over, yet still it was impossible not to hold onto him too tightly. I’d let him go three years before and I was terrified to do it again, even though I knew I had to. Looking back, that was the night my hate for timing truly manifested. That was the night I realized that no matter how easy it seemed to be to form a long-standing relationship with Whiskey, the truth was that it wasn’t simple at all, not even a little bit.

      He asked me for two things: tonight, and one day.

      But one day never came.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          The E in Whiskey

        

      

    

    
      “Welcome to Rye Publishing,” Mona said quickly, ushering us off the elevator as she adjusted the tight, dark bun on her head. “This is going to go quickly because I have shit to do, okay? So pay attention.”

      I nodded feverishly, popping the end of my pen on the notepad hooked in my arm just in case I needed to write anything down. It was my first time in the office, my first day of my internship, and regardless of Mona’s bored eyes and bubblegum popping, I was excited to be here. Hell, I was honored to be here.

      Rye Publishing was very well known and sought after. It was hard to land an internship role and even more impossible to get hired on full-time. Though they were stacked with clients, the payroll list was small, exclusive, and top-notch. I wanted a spot so badly I could taste it like the iron from blood on my tongue. I was going to make a name for myself at Rye Publishing if it was the last thing I did.

      “This is my desk, reception. I handle all the clients and guests who come through as well as administrative tasks. Clearly, I love my job,” she said with a roll of her eyes. “Our office is a big square, cubes all in the middle and offices on the outside with the exception of two meeting areas. This is one of them,” she gestured to a conference room with a long, rectangular table and dozens of leather chairs on either side. One giant screen sat on the far wall and a whiteboard wall with writing scribbled all along it took up the back space not occupied by a window. “It’s almost always booked, so don’t plan on using it unless you’re invited. But the one on the opposite end of this hall is a more relaxed meeting space with hammocks and such, you can almost always get in there.”

      Mona was clicking down the hall in front of me, her years of perfecting striding in heels leaving me looking even less coordinated than usual. I scurried to keep up with her as my eyes took in the offices we passed. There were books everywhere — shelves of them, frames holding manuscripts, classic covers blown up to poster-size. Every window had a different, beautiful view of downtown Pittsburgh and the entire office had a modern, sleek feel to it. There were chalkboards and whiteboard walls here and there, and Mona walked me past the “break room” that looked more like a rustic bar than anything else.

      She showed me where each department housed themselves within the office, from the agents to the media team, and then she pointed to a tiny half-desk in the corner of the central cube area. It had a computer and an empty pencil holder along with an all-black filing cabinet that matched the black leather chair.

      “This is you,” she said, glancing down at her nails as she used her other hand to wave at the desk. “Don’t get too comfortable. I’m sure I don’t have to tell you that the likelihood of you getting hired is slim to not happening.”

      I swallowed, but felt that resolve sink in deeper. She said I couldn’t do something and my mind immediately went to all the ways I’d prove her wrong.

      “To be honest, I have no idea who is supposed to tell you what you’re doing but I imagine they’ll be by eventually. Bathrooms are that way,” she added, pointing back toward the elevator. “If you need me, I’ll be at the front.” She gave me a pointed look then, arching one of her dark, perfectly manicured eyebrows. “But do your best not to need me. Kay?”

      I fought back a smile, nodding once in answer. “Thanks for the tour, Mona.”

      She waved me off, clicking away with a slight sway in her pencil skirt. She was beautiful, exotic, and I suddenly felt a little under dressed in my dress slacks and flowy top.

      I dropped my purse onto the desk and looked around. It was early, I was one of the few people in the office, and those who were there weren’t paying attention to me — not yet, at least. I made a promise to myself then that by the time my internship ended in August, they’d know my name. They’d know exactly who I was.

      My phone pinged and Jamie’s name lit up the screen, making me smile. I slid the bar on the screen and his message filled it.

      — Sign any NYT bestsellers yet? —

      No matter how often or little he texted me since our night together back home last weekend, it always warmed the skin of my cheeks to see words from his fingers. It was even better when he called me, which had been nearly every night since I’d flown out to Pittsburgh.

      — Working on it. Pondering if I should aim for top agent or CEO. Have to align the strategy accordingly, you know? —

      — Go get ‘em, tiger. Call me tonight. —

      My heart flipped at his request and I bit my lip, staring at the message. I loved our late night phone calls. I was learning more and more about him, just when I thought I knew all I needed to. It wasn’t that I changed my mind about the long distance thing, but where was the harm in talking and texting? In seeing each other when it made sense? I wasn’t expecting any more of Jamie and he wasn’t asking any more of me, which was exactly what I needed at that point in my life.

      “I see you’ve just been blown away by the welcome committee,” someone said behind me. I jumped, tucking my phone back in my purse and whipping around. It was a boy, or should I say a man — he couldn’t have been much more than two or three years older than me. His dark blonde hair was parted at the side and flowing in a swoop like he worked all morning to get it that way. His eyes were bright blue, kind and inviting, and he had a wide grin that reminded me a little of Ethan’s. “Hi.”

      “Hi,” I said, reaching out my hand and returning his smile.

      He took it, giving it a light but firm shake before eying the few people at their cubes over my shoulder. “Sorry about them. It’s busy for us lately, and I guess that gives them all an excuse to forget their manners.” His eyes found mine again and he dropped my hand, resting his elbow on the wall of my cube. “I’m sure after a riveting tour with Mona, they feel like a field of puppies.”

      I laughed at that, but I was nervous. “Oh no, she was great. I really love the hammock room.” I cringed. I really love the hammock room? Cool, B.

      He cocked a brow. “She was great?” He shook his head. “Anyone ever tell you it’s terrible to lie to your boss on the first day?”

      My stomach rolled and I blanched, stammering. “Oh, I mean, it really wasn’t that bad. I think she’s just busy. It’s actually—”

      “Relax,” he said with a chuckle, pushing off his casual stance on the wall of my cube. “Coffee?”

      “Please,” I breathed.

      He led the way, introducing me to a few of the associates he’d been referring to as we passed them. When we made it back to the chic break room, he popped a new cup into the Keurig and leaned against the counter to face me, folding his arms. “So, Brecks Kennedy, you ready for your first day?”

      My name didn’t sting as much as it had when I was younger, but it still unnerved me, and I brushed a long chunk of hair over my shoulder before correcting him. “It’s just B, actually. I don’t really go by my full name. But yes, very honored to be here…” My voice faded when I realized I didn’t know his name. Mona had been the one to handle my hiring paperwork over email, and I had no idea who I was reporting to.

      “River,” he said, pulling the fresh cup of coffee from the coffee machine and handing it to me before starting another for himself. “River Godsby.”

      “Godsby?” The Chairman and CEO of Rye Publishing was Randall Godsby, and my wheels started turning before River could even respond. Not just about the fact that they were surely related, but the fact that his parents had named him River. His name sounded as expensive as the Zegna suit he was wearing.

      He nodded, a smile playing at his lips as he turned to face me again. “Indeed. Randy is my father.”

      “Oh.” That’s all I said. I wasn’t really sure how to respond to that.

      River chuckled. “Yeah, I guess it’s kind of a family business. I’ve been in the literary world since I was in the womb, practically.” He smiled that wide, genuine smile again and I relaxed a bit.

      “That’s neat, actually. Are you… what’s your position here, if you don’t mind me asking.”

      He smiled. “Not at all. I’m an agent right now, but on my way to vice president if I have anything to do with it.”

      “Impressive,” I said, taking the first sip of my coffee. I wasn’t sure where any of the creamer or anything else was and it was scalding hot, so I flinched, but tried to hide it.

      River laughed, grabbing his own coffee and guiding me to a cabinet that held what I was looking for. “Here,” he said, handing me a few creamers and packets of sugar. “Fix your coffee up and take a few minutes to get settled at your desk. Your login info should be on a sticky note on the keyboard and you can change your password then. Get your email set up and I’ll be over to touch base in fifteen or so, okay?”

      “Sounds great.”

      He turned, but paused. “And B?”

      “Yeah?” I asked, mid-tear on the first sugar packet.

      River eyed me curiously, in a way that reminded me way too much of the first time Jamie had looked at me. “Welcome to Rye Publishing.”
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      I moaned out loud as I slipped off my first high heel and let it fall to the floor just inside my apartment. Stretching my toes, I pulled the bobby pins holding my hair up before tugging the other heel off and letting myself fully sigh with relief.

      It had been a long, hard first day — but an amazing one, too. I smiled as I picked up my shoes and padded into my bedroom, tossing them to the bottom of my closet before turning and heading straight for my freshly stocked fridge. There was a cold slice of pizza and chilled beer in there with my name on it.

      My head was still spinning with all the information I’d had shoved at me that day as I took the first bite and popped my beer open. I looked out the large window on the far side of my small studio apartment, loving the floor-to-ceiling view of Market Square. It was the main reason I decided to live here, even though it was more expensive than every other place I looked at. It was worth it to me, to spend a little more but get a view like that. Plus, it had a bathtub, and that was a necessity.

      I think there are some times in life, seemingly insignificant snapshots of time, where a sizable shift takes place. Standing barefoot in my kitchen overlooking downtown Pittsburgh while I ate cold pizza and chased it with cheap beer was one of those times for me. This was it — I was on my own, for the first time in my life, and I was doing it. No mom, no roommate, no boyfriend — just me — and I was going to show the publishing world who I was in that summer I had their attention if it was the last thing I did.

      When I finished my pizza, I texted my mom quickly before calling Jamie. My fingers still shook slightly when I called him, or in the few seconds it took me to answer his call, instead. After three years of ignoring him, I was finally at the point where I felt like we could be good for each other — even if just in the friendly way. I’d missed him, missed our conversations, and if I got to have his hands on me occasionally, too? It was an all-around win.

      “I just rode the best wave,” he answered, breath heavy in the receiver. “You should have been here. For South Florida, it was like surfing gold.”

      “Rub it in,” I teased.

      “Okay. Did I mention I’m not wearing a shirt?”

      I chuckled, tapping the speakerphone button before dropping my phone to the bed so I could undress. “You never did play fair, Jamie Shaw.”

      “So you’ve told me.” I swear, I could feel his grin through the phone. “How was the first day?”

      “Long, but amazing. My boss is young and really cool. He seems eager to have me start on projects, which eases my initial worry of being a paper-pusher all summer.”

      “Yeah right. Like they’d stuff you behind some desk. You’ll probably be opening another office in NYC by next week.”

      I smiled, both at the image he’d painted and the faith he always had in me. “How was your day?”

      “Meh,” he answered as a soft dinging noise rang out behind him. I heard the Jeep door close and the ringing stopped as he thrummed the engine to life. “Work was work, but I got out of the office early enough to get in some surf time. So life is great.”

      “I miss the beach already,” I said with a sigh, pulling my loose silky blouse over my head.

      “It misses you, too. Not as much as me, though.”

      My cheeks heated and I unzipped my pants, wiggling them off my hips before letting them fall and kicking them near my clothes hamper.

      “Are you getting undressed?” Jamie husked.

      “Maybe.”

      He groaned. “That’s just cruel.”

      “Relax. I’m just taking a bath.”

      “Of course you managed to find a place with a bathtub.”

      “You know I wouldn’t live without one again. The seven months at Alder were torture enough for life.”

      Jamie was quiet then, and I wondered if hearing me speak so casually about that time in our lives stung. I felt it a little, like an electric shock when you touch a freshly-laundered pair of jeans.

      “I want to see your new place,” he finally said.

      “So get your ass up here.”

      Jamie laughed. “Oh sure, I’ll be on the next flight. Who needs a job, right?”

      “Exactly.”

      I peeled off my panties and unhooked my bra, and then an idea sparked to life. I bit my lip, wondering if it was stupid, but grabbing my phone and clicking on the video chat option before I could talk myself out of it.

      “Turn on your video and I’ll give you the virtual tour.”

      “Hang on, I’m just pulling into my house. Give me a few minutes.”

      I set up the camera on my end, making sure it was facing away from me as I walked naked back to the kitchen to open a new beer. When Jamie’s video clicked in, I saw his face, and he saw my view of Market Square.

      “Damn,” he said, dragging the word out as he slung his own keys down on the same table he’d missed the night he’d taken me home. “Look at you, big city girl.”

      “Pretty, right?” The sun was hanging low over the high buildings, casting shadows between the streams of golden rays of light. It seemed the entire city bled black and gold always.

      I walked him through my tiny space as he kicked back on his bed, excited that he loved my first apartment as much as I did. Even though it was only about the size of my dorm room at Alder, it had hardwood floors and modern appliances. I’d decorated it simply in the week that I’d been there, but it was just enough for me. My bed had the same view through the large window and the more the sun set, the more rustic my place felt.

      “Alright, I know you’re dying to show me the bathtub.”

      “Of course. Had to save the best for last.” I still had the camera angled away from me and I walked him into the bathroom head on, giving him only the view of the toilet at first, then turning left and revealing my beautiful, freestanding claw bathtub. “Ta-da!”

      Jamie exaggerated a long gasp followed by an “oh” and “ah.”

      “Isn’t it gorgeous?” I scanned the tub from faucet to back like it was a tropical scenery. Leaning forward a bit, I turned the water on and adjusted it to the hottest setting before standing again. “Totally worth the extra five-hundred bucks a month.”

      He chuckled. “You’re right. I’d pay at least a thousand.”

      “Glad we’re on the same page.”

      I chewed my lip for a moment, second-guessing my next move. Hesitantly, I pulled my long hair forward over my breasts and turned the phone slowly until we were both facing the mirror. Jamie’s eyes widened as they scanned me — makeup still in place from work, hair kinked from the bun I’d had it in all day, the mirror cutting off right at the bottom of my belly button and my hair staying in place over my modest cleavage.

      “Jesus,” he breathed. “You really did save the best for last.”

      I watched as he swallowed, the movement highlighted by the way the shadows of his bedroom framed his jaw and throat. The fingers of my free hand played at the ends of my hair and I kept my eyes on the phone screen. I’d made the first move, and now I was waiting. I needed him to take control, and he must have sensed it.

      “Pull your hair back.”

      The mirror was starting to steam lightly, and I let the heat soak into my skin as I used one hand to gather my hair and pull it back, letting it fall to rest against my lower shoulders. The ends of it hit the middle of my back and chills followed as Jamie groaned.

      “Now I really wish I was there.”

      For a moment he just scanned me, slowly, as if he didn’t get a good enough look the weekend before. Then he scrubbed a hand hard down his face before it disappeared out of camera view and he moved a bit. It only took a second for me to realize he was taking off his swim trunks.

      “What are you doing?” I asked, my voice low.

      “I’m going to make you feel good,” he answered confidently. “Get in the tub.”

      I couldn’t take my eyes off him, but I did as he said, switching the view on the camera to be on my face as I slowly sank into the half-full tub. The water filled the space around my body all the way up to the top of my chest and I used my toes to shut the water off as I heard Jamie fling his shorts to the side.

      “Do you want to see what you do to me?”

      It felt so dirty, answering his question with his face locked on mine. I nodded, and Jamie dragged his teeth along his bottom lip with force before flipping his camera. The screen filled with a close up of his abs that led down to his hard shaft, the scar on his hip that I loved so much serving almost as an arrow pointing my attention where Jamie wanted it. He ran his hand across the ridges of his abdomen and down the deep V of muscles that led to his hips before wrapping it around himself. Just seeing him hard and ready, gripped in his large hand and throbbing for a release was enough to make me moan.

      “Fuck, Jamie,” I whispered, sinking farther into the water. I angled the phone to hold a better view while my free hand found my breast. I massaged it, rubbing my thumb over the nipple and arching my back into my own touch as if it was his. He stroked himself and I gasped at how big he was, how much he wanted me.

      “Pretend that hand is mine,” he said, low and smooth. “Touch yourself the way I would if I were there.”

      My hand immediately slipped into the water, and I rolled into the touch, mind racing with memories of how Jamie’s hands felt. I remembered the roughness of his palms, the confidence in his grip, his unquestionable knowledge of what I wanted. I let the camera follow it down between my legs, not even sure if he could see it clearly through the water as my fingers found my clit and I circled softly. We both moaned together and I knew that whatever he could see was enough.

      It was one of the most intimate moments of my life.

      I was sweating, working myself under the water while Jamie stroked himself closer to release. He said exactly the right things to turn me on, to work me up, and when the moment was right, he spoke the words that gave me permission to fall apart under water. We were both panting by the end, caught up in each other, in our independence and the lust that always sparked to life between us.

      What ifs are cruel motherfuckers.

      That night is one I always look back on, wondering if I’d played the next moments differently, if everything would have fallen perfectly into place. I guess we’re all guilty of that, of stringing a list of what ifs together, hoping that if we find the right combination it will somehow have the power to actually take us back. But the reality is I can’t go back to that night to tell myself not to be stupid, to tell myself how perfect that moment was, to smack myself into some kind of common sense.

      “Be with me,” Jamie said sweetly as we both crawled between our sheets on opposite sides of the country later that night. My hair was still damp from the bath and I’d have bet money on the fact that his skin still tasted like salt from the ocean.

      “I am with you.”

      “No, I mean really be with me. Be my girlfriend.”

      My stomach dipped and I tried not to show it, taking my time situating myself under the covers before responding. “Why do we have to put a title on it? Can’t we just… I don’t know. We’re friends, Jamie. Best friends. I love talking to you, I miss you, I like making you feel good.” I blushed a little at that last part.

      “Exactly, so why does it freak you out so much to be official?”

      “It’s not that it freaks me out,” I argued. “It’s just that this is the first time in my life that I’ve ever been completely on my own, Jamie. I need to just be myself for a while. You know how the last few years have been for me,” I added, and Jamie’s mouth thinned into a line, probably because he didn’t know — not really — and that was because I hadn’t let him in. “Let’s just exist, and let it go where it will go. No sense in putting pressure on either of us right now.”

      “Are you hooking up with other guys?”

      “What?” I shook my head. “No, of course not. I don’t even know any other guys out here.”

      “That’s not the point.”

      “I know, but I’m just saying.”

      He huffed. “Would you be okay if I hooked up with other girls?”

      My stomach dipped again, this time forcing me to sit up with it. I blew out a breath, physically ill at the thought of him with someone else but knowing that if I couldn’t be his exclusively, I couldn’t ask him to be mine, either. “Yeah. I mean, I guess. I get it. You have needs.”

      “Again, that’s not the point.” He ran a hand roughly through his short, neatly styled hair. I missed it long. “I know it sounds stupid, but when I lost you three years ago, I told myself I’d never let that happen again. It’s important to me to be with you, B. But I can’t be if you don’t let me.”

      I exhaled slowly, softly, thinking back to the first time he’d told me what he wanted in life. I’d always been unsure, up until this point in my life, but he’d always known. He wanted to work at his dad’s firm, make partner, take over, and have the same family life that his dad did. He thought he’d marry his high school sweetheart, and here he was a college graduate and single. I knew what he wanted, what he needed in life — but I also knew I couldn’t be that for him. Not yet, at least.

      “I’m not going anywhere,” I assured him, and I sealed that promise with a sincere smile. “But I can’t give you my all right now. I’m here to work, to get my graduate degree, and to find the rest of myself that’s still floating just out of reach. I want you, I do,” I said again. “Just give me some time to figure out my new surroundings, okay?”

      Jamie still looked disappointed, but he nodded. “Whatever you need, I’ll give it to you.”

      I believed him when he said that, but sometimes we say things we don’t mean. We may mean them in the moment the words leave our lips, but as time goes on, good intentions get rubbed raw by failed expectations. Those on the promising end forget why they promised at all, hearts jaded — for good reason.

      The Scottish are the only ones who can technically spell whiskey as “whisky.” They claim more vowels wastes good drinking time, and I wish I could have realized that then, because that’s exactly what I was doing — wasting time. Letting days and weeks and months of incredible, soul-shattering love pass me by because I thought I knew the right way to spell out the path of my life.

      Turned out I was wrong.

      Turned out I had a rare, deliciously aged bottle of whiskey in my grip, but I let it slip through my slick fingers and crash to the floor.

      And I wasn’t the one allowed to pick up the pieces.
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          On the Rocks

        

      

    

    
      Jamie pulled away after that.

      Not all at once, but slowly and surely.

      Sometimes he seemed normal, sometimes we’d talk for hours and fall into that same easy friendship that’d always existed between us. He never did make it out to see me in Pittsburgh, but I did fly home one weekend, and we spent the entire time tangled in his sheets, save for the one lunch with Mom and Wayne and the dinner with Jenna. And when I got back home, we made tentative plans for him to come see me next, when things slowed down at work. One night, we sat up a movie on each of our screens and hit play at the same time, being as together as we could be through video chat while it played.

      And those were the good times.

      But mostly, Jamie was absent — thinking to himself even if he was on the phone with me. I knew it was killing him to not have me the way he wanted. It felt like rejection to him, I can see that clearly now, but I was selfish back then and I didn’t see a damn thing — maybe I didn’t want to see it.

      Eventually, the calls and texts became fewer and fewer, and I guess I kind of knew that would happen. It was my fault, really — I was the one who asked for the distance, the one who kept it in place, and even though I missed him the more he pulled away, I filled the space he left with more work instead of working to keep him as the occupant.

      The summer flew by in a heated streak, blinding me like the lights from a camera flash. Between the internship and my online courses for my grad degree, free time was practically nonexistent. Before I knew it, it was August, and I was in the last two weeks of my internship with a huge open agent event to host before I rounded out my time with Rye Publishing.

      I was right in the middle of a particularly stressful Thursday afternoon when Jamie texted me that he needed to talk. I was already busy, stretched thin and on the verge of proving that I could be a permanent employee at Rye, and the last thing I needed was the stomach somersault that came with that text from him. The attention I’d garnered as an intern was unprecedented, and I could feel success nipping at the tips of my fingers, waiting for me to latch on. Still, that could all be gone if I let my emotions get the best of me.

      I debated type-screaming at Jamie, telling him I didn’t have time for his shit, but the truth was I was scared of what he had to say. In a way, I knew what was coming, at least I could guess — and I guess that’s why I wanted to be angry. Being mad would be easier than being breakable.

      In the end, I just responded with an “okay” and a promise to call him as soon as I got home that evening. I had just thrown my phone on my desk screen-side down with a long sigh when River propped his forearm on my cube.

      “You need a break.”

      “No,” I corrected him as I logged back into my computer. “I need more hours in the day, actually.”

      He chuckled. “Come on. Food. Now.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “Did you forget who your boss is?” I finally looked up at him and he cocked one beautiful blonde eyebrow with a stupid smirk on his face.

      “Way to pull the I pay you card.”

      “Well, I’ll pay for your lunch. How’s that?” He snagged my umbrella from where I’d propped it at the corner of my desk and handed it to me. “You’ve been here for over two months and you still haven’t eaten a Primanti Brothers’ sandwich. We’re fixing that today.”

      I let myself smile, realizing at the mention of food just how hungry I actually was. Maybe I did need a break, even if it was only for an hour. I took the umbrella from his hand and grabbed my purse off the cube hook. “Well how can I say no to sandwiches piled high with french fries and coleslaw?”

      “You can’t. Another trump card.”

      He smiled, motioning with his hand for me to take the lead. I looked back at my phone on the desk but decided to leave it behind. If I was taking a break, I was taking it from everything — and everyone.

      The walk through Market Square to Primati Brothers was wet, and surprisingly chilly for the time of year. I was used to sweltering Augusts, but it was in the sixties and drizzling all day that day. River and I walked side by side with our umbrellas popped open, talking about the event coming up and other small conversation bits. I loved walking through downtown. In fact, I loved everything about Pittsburgh. I was surprised by how much it had evolved to feel like home.

      “Okay, now once you walk through this door, you’re on a break. I’m serious. No work talk,” River said when we reached the entrance. He held his hand on the door until I agreed, and then he opened it and the smell of heaven invaded.

      It was a small place, limited seating mostly at the bar that surrounded where all the cooking was happening. River and I slid up onto two barstools at the far end and a smiling waiter dropped off our menus before turning back to the flat-top to flip an egg.

      “What are you guys having to drink?” he yelled over his shoulder. He had long, dark hair, pulled back into a low bun and tattoos lining his arms. The entire crew behind the bar was shouting orders to each other and cracking jokes in-between. I already felt at ease.

      I opened my mouth to reply, ready to ask for a water, when River answered for us, ordering two local beers.

      “I know I’m at the end of my internship, but don’t tell my boss I’m drinking on the job, okay?” I teased.

      “Something tells me he won’t mind. So, what are you going to order?”

      I looked over the menu, scanning the options. “The Pitts-burger. Number two bestseller.” My eyes read over the other options, and I frowned when I couldn’t find any other menu items with callouts like that. “What’s the number one bestseller?”

      River and the waiter exchanged grins as our beers were placed in front of us, the froth spilling over the side a bit. “You’re looking at it, sweetheart.”

      I was confused, but when River’s eyes crinkled at the edges and fell to the beer I’d just wrapped a hand around, it clicked into place. “Ohhh,” I mused, holding mine up. “Beer. Number one bestseller. I get it.”

      “Faster than most, actually,” the waiter agreed. “So, what will it be?”

      I ordered the Pitts-burger and River opted for the Cajun Chicken and Cheese, and then we relaxed, drinking our beers and talking about everything but work. I hadn’t really stopped to make friends in Pittsburgh, throwing all of my energy into work, but I had taken all the time that I could to get to know Pittsburgh more. I loved the fanfare, the local eats, the hidden gems. It was such a fascinating city, and knocking another place off my bucket list with River seemed like the perfect way to spend my lunch break.

      “So, I couldn’t help but notice you left your right hand behind,” River said as he drank the last of his first beer. He waved his hand at our waiter for another while he waited for my response.

      “Right hand?”

      “Your phone.”

      “Oh.” I ran the pad of my finger over the sweating glass of my beer and shrugged. “Yeah, just needed a break.”

      “Boyfriend?”

      I laughed, cocking a brow at my boss. “No, but slick way of asking if I had one.”

      I wasn’t blind to River’s attraction for me. I didn’t ever see him acting on it, but he would flirt from time to time, or let his eyes wander over me a little longer than they should. Still, he took me seriously as a professional, and that’s what mattered most to me.

      “Wow, I didn’t think you could impress me more.”

      “It impresses you that I’m single?”

      He chuckled, thanking the waiter for his new beer before turning to me again. “No, it impresses me that you’re out here on your own. I’ve never had an intern with as much tenacity as you, and to find out you haven’t been living with a roommate or going out every night or spending your weekends with a boyfriend to keep yourself sane has me wondering how you do it.”

      I smiled at his compliment, but lifted my shoulders again. “I don’t know, I’m not completely alone. I talk to my best friend a lot.”

      “Jamie, right?”

      My stomach dropped. “Yes…”

      River put his hands up. “Chill, I just see her name on your phone screen a lot in meetings.”

      “Oh, it’s a… I mean Jamie’s not a…”

      He waited as I stumbled for words, but then recognition set in. “Wait, is Jamie a guy?” He groaned. “Oh no, please don’t tell me you have a guy best friend.”

      “Why?”

      River shook his head, eyes on the hand wrapped around his beer. “My mom always told me to never give my heart to a girl with a guy best friend, because her heart isn’t really hers to give in return.”

      He couldn’t have known how those words would sit with me. He couldn’t have known that they’d snake their way in-between the bones of my ribcage, winding tight, cutting off my ability to breathe with their truth. I swallowed, the familiar burn of Whiskey invading my tastebuds. I chased it down with beer, wondering if River was right, wondering even more if it was okay that he was. Jamie wanted my heart, right? Would it be so bad if it was already his? Did I have a choice in the matter?

      “Good thing you’re not trying to give your heart to your intern then, huh?” I winked, and River sat back on his bar stool, a small smile playing at his lips as he watched me.

      “Yeah. Good thing.”

      My sandwich was amazing, everything I thought it would be. Piled high with french fries and cole slaw, I was barely able to scarf down half and finish my beer, too. On the way back to the office, I was rubbing my stomach, surprised to find it still flat after that meal.

      “So, there’s another reason why I wanted to take you to lunch,” River said as we rode the elevator back up to the office.

      “Besides ruining me for all other sandwiches?”

      He grinned. “Yes. Besides that.”

      Silence fell between us, and I looked over my shoulder as if I’d find the rest of his sentence there. “Okay… so…”

      We hit our floor and the doors opened to the office just as applause broke out. I jumped back, but then my hands flew to cover my mouth as I read the banner strung high above Mona’s desk.

      YOU’RE HIRED.

      “What is this?” I whispered, stepping off the elevator as everyone continued cheering. Mr. Randall Godsby made his way through the masses, wide grin that matched River’s firmly in place. The agents I’d worked with all summer were there, along with the media team and vice presidents. It wasn’t a huge office, but it felt big in that moment — like a family.

      “Congratulations, Brecks,” Mr. Godsby said as he extended his hand for my own and I fought against the natural urge to cringe at my full name. I took his hand, looking back over my shoulder at River, but he was just smiling as he glanced between his father and me. “River has told me more than once how crucial you’ve been to the team this summer, but even if he hadn’t, I would have noticed for myself — and that’s saying something. If you’re looking to hole yourself up in Pittsburgh a while longer, we’d like to offer you a full-time job — as an Associate Literary Agent.”

      I squealed, unable to contain my excitement as I shook his hand ferociously. Everything I’d worked for that summer came to fruition in a room full of people who’d doubted me from the moment I walked through the door. I couldn’t believe it, even as Randall dropped my hand and gripped my shoulder firmly with a proud smile.

      My mind scanned reasons to decline, but came up empty. I was still completing my online M.S. Degree in Publishing: Digital and Print Media from PSU and I loved Pittsburgh. Rye Publishing was one of the top publishing houses, and I had no other offers lined up. Nothing was keeping me from staying, except for the clawing notion that it meant more time away from someone really important to me. But if he felt for me the way he said he did, he would understand. He’d be happy for me.

      And so I smiled, and accepted my first job offer — one I’d earned on my own.

      “I don’t even know what to say, Mr. Godsby. Thank you. And I’d be honored to join the Rye team full-time.”

      “Huzzah!” River joked, grabbing one of the flutes of champagne from Mona and handing it to me. Even she was smiling — and that was saying something. “A toast, to the new Rye Rookie.”

      “Cheers!” Everyone’s voices rang out at once and we tipped our plastic flutes together. Then, it was business as usual, everyone slowly making their way back to their desks or meeting rooms.

      “Does that happen every time someone is hired?”

      River shrugged. “Every time they’re promoted, yes.”

      A slow grin found its way to my face as I let that sink in. A promotion. I’d been promoted after just two months as an intern. River’s hand reached up to squeeze my shoulder before he passed by me, and I stood there with my champagne, smiling like an idiot.

      “You can get back to work now, rookie,” Mona said, plopping down into her chair and tapping at her keyboard immediately. She cocked a brow and gave me a small smile of her own. “And congrats.”

      “Thanks, Mona.”

      I sort of danced my way back to my desk, full from the sandwich and the love from my new team. I had a job — a real job — and I’d earned it. Nothing could bring me down.

      But when I sat back in my chair and grabbed my phone to text Mom, I remembered the phone call I’d be having in just a few short hours. With Jamie.

      And I’d have to tell him I’m staying in the city.

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      

      I decided to pick up a nice bottle of whiskey on my way home.

      I was celebrating, after all — even if a part of me didn’t feel like it, knowing the phone conversation I’d be having soon. After the high recommendation from the liquor store owner, I ended up with a bottle of Whipper Snapper Project Q. It was an Australian whiskey, one I’d never tried or even heard of before, and I liked the name of it. It reminded me of what my dad’s dad used to call me when I was younger, especially when I was being smart with him. I’d paid way too much for it, and like the bad ass I convinced myself I was, I poured it neat. Then, I sat down on my small couch with the nighttime view of Market Square and dialed Jamie’s number.

      I took my first sip as the phone rang, and though the whiskey burned, it was surprisingly smooth. I hissed a breath through my teeth, but knew that after that first glass, it’d be easy as water to drink.

      “B?”

      There was a hint of desperation in his voice, and it warmed my heart.

      “Yeah, I’m here.”

      He blew out a breath, long and steady, and then he started speaking. “Okay, I just need you to sit there and listen to me for a minute, okay? I know you’re scared of us, of what we’ve been in the past and what we might not be in the future. I know you’re standing on your own for the first time and you’re proud of that, hell I’m proud of that too, but I can stand with you.”

      “Jamie—”

      “And I know long distance freaks you out, but we’ve made it through the summer practically as a long distance couple, even if we didn’t title it that.” I couldn’t argue that point, but still — was it the fact that the pressure of a title wasn’t there that allowed us to survive? “I’ve been thinking. Your internship is almost over, and I’ve been looking at some publishing places in Miami. A lot of them are hiring, and you have experience now. Your classes are online, B. You could come home, we could be together.”

      “Jamie, I—”

      “No, just let me finish. I know this is a lot to ask. You don’t owe me anything, and the fact that I’m asking you to uproot yourself and move back for me is selfish as fuck. But I realized last time you walked away from me, I didn’t ask you anything at all. So this time, I’m putting it out there — I’m letting you know what I want. I want you. I want you to move back, hell to move in.” He laughed, and I could feel his bright smile through the phone. It only tore my heart into yet another piece. “It doesn’t have to be complicated. We can do this, B.”

      “I’m staying.”

      “Jenna’s here, too. And your mom. And—”

      “Jamie, I’m staying in Pittsburgh,” I said louder. “They offered me a full-time job. Today.”

      Silence fell between us, and I picked up my glass slowly, taking another longer pull of the whiskey.

      “Okay,” he breathed the word out slowly. “That’s okay. We can see each other once a month, take turns flying, and eventually we’ll figure it out.”

      “It doesn’t work like that,” my voice broke with the words. “You have your dad’s firm there. And I have my life here.” Life was a little strong of a word, considering work was my life in Pittsburgh, but I’d moved to the city with a fire in my eyes and I was already making a name for myself. Thinking about complicating that with a long-distance relationship gave me hives, and hearing him say “eventually we’ll figure it out” didn’t help. What did that mean? We both knew he was never leaving his dad’s firm, which meant that he expected me to “eventually figure it out” and move back home.

      “That doesn’t mean we can’t have a life together, too.”

      I paused a beat, heart breaking a little at how wrong he was. “But it kind of does, Jamie. It all sounds so easy when you say it over the phone, but a long-distance relationship is hard. It’s complicated and messy and neither of us needs that right now, not when we’re both just getting started in our careers. It’s just not the right time for us…” I shook my head. “It’s never the right time.”

      There was a sigh on the other end, and I felt the time stretch between us before Jamie spoke again. When he did, his voice was lower, defeated, and the sound of it nearly made me drop my glass.

      “That’s not fair. You don’t understand this, B — any of it. When you left Alder, you got to leave it all behind — the places we went, the memories we made. But I lived there. Without you. For three years.” He paused. “And then, when I found you again, everything seemed right. The timing, the way we both felt. I finally got an answer from you, why you stayed away all those years, and I got it, B — I really did. I understood. You were broken from your father’s death and you needed time and space. I gave that to you. Happily. I didn’t know if I’d ever have you again but I didn’t care because I knew what you needed from me.”

      My eyes welled as I thought of that time in my life. I remembered feeling so torn, wanting to stay at Alder and knowing that I couldn’t. Jamie loved me enough back then to let me bring him down with me, and I’d never understand how he could still love me after.

      “But now, you’re telling me it’s still not there — it’s still not the right time. You couldn’t be with me when you were broken, and now that you’re standing on your own, you still can’t be with me. So if I can’t have you at your worst, and I can’t have you at your best, then when do I get you, B? When does the timing line up for you to stop fighting what we have between us and just let me in?”

      A sob cracked in my throat and I cleared it, sniffling as I took another drink. I didn’t know what to say. In a way, he was right — it wasn’t fair. But it also wasn’t as easy as just pointing a finger to a time and place in my life and saying, “There! That’s the time I’ll be ready.” His nonchalance over it all rubbed me wrong, and I took another long pull of whiskey, realizing Jamie hadn’t really ever seemed like he believed I’d make it and end up staying in Pittsburgh. He thought it was temporary, like me being in the city was inconveniencing him and his plans.

      I loved Jamie, I always had, but we couldn’t do long distance. I couldn’t be the woman he needed me to be from thousands of miles away, when I had a job of my own and goals to fight for. I knew what he wanted, what he’d always wanted — a wife, a house full of kids. Maybe one day I’d want those things, too. But that day wasn’t today.

      And that’s when I remembered what he asked me for that night we found each other again.

      “What happened to one day?” I asked in a whisper.

      It took a moment for him to answer. “Well, I need one day right now.”

      “And I can’t give it to you, so where does that leave us?”

      “I don’t know.”

      I finished what was left in my glass and poured up another, the Whipper Snapper smoother than before just like I knew it’d be. It was sinking into my system while another, older Whiskey bled itself out.

      I know you’re probably furious with me in this moment. Hell, I’m furious with myself looking back on that night. But at that particular moment in my life, I thought I knew what was best. I thought I knew what would work and what wouldn’t, what mattered and what didn’t. I thought protecting myself from a potentially broken heart would be easier than trying to fight for love with distance in the mix. I’d walked away from Jamie before and it’d nearly killed me, but this time, I was stubborn — and I felt like it was him giving me the ultimatum. It was him ready to walk away from me, and I was just proud enough to let him if it meant standing my ground.

      “Listen, I have a really big event coming up and tomorrow is going to be a long day…”

      It was a sorry excuse, and Jamie knew it. The bigger part of me expected him to fight me on it, to demand I talk to him and figure this out, and I guess it should have been my sign that he was giving up on me. He was done waiting, done fighting someone who wasn’t even blocking the punches anymore.

      “Yeah, okay.” He exhaled, and I felt that breath through the phone. I could almost smell him there with me, the oaky honey, similar to the whiskey I was drinking that night. “I just…” I waited for him to finish that sentence, but he never did, and it haunted me for nights to come after. “Goodnight, B.”

      “Night.”

      After we hung up, I sat there with my phone in my hands for a solid ten minutes, my eyes on the glass in my hand as I replayed our conversation. And that’s when I realized it.

      Jamie never congratulated me on my promotion.

      I drank half the bottle before I finally turned in that night, and not even the expensive whiskey could silence my racing thoughts. I was stuck in the strangest place I’d ever been. I felt both solid in my decision and terrified I’d just made the biggest mistake of my life, proud of my accomplishments yet ashamed of my stubbornness. But the truth was that summer, that year in my life — it was about me. I felt like I had all the time in the world, room for mistakes, room to grow. How could I have known how wrong I was?

      I didn’t call Jamie the next day, and he didn’t call me. And so it went, for days, weeks, and months. It took too long for me to realize I’d dropped that beautiful bottle of whiskey. Too long to realize I’d broken it. By the time I figured it out, too long turned to too late, and I remembered all-too-well the other way Whiskey can burn.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          The Angel’s Share

        

      

    

    
      I was on fire.

      I nailed the event at the end of my internship, which just seemed to propel me straight into my new full-time position. As much as I enjoyed my internship working under River, I was finally exactly where I wanted to be — finding new talent, building a client list, making connections in the publishing world. I was on my way to Literary Agent, and after that — I knew I’d be unstoppable.

      There was something both freeing and absolutely suffocating about working hard and being rewarded. On the one hand, I was proud of myself. I’d figured out what I wanted in life, what I was good at, and I was making the right moves to set up a solid foundation for my career. Nothing made me happier than staying late at the office or coming in on a weekend if I saw the payout on the other end. Everyone at Rye Publishing knew who I was. To some, I was an inspiration. To others, a threat. And I loved being both.

      But, on the other hand, work was literally everything in my life — which meant even if I tried to deny it, I was lonely. It wasn’t that I was sad in that loneliness, but I felt it — like a ghost or a shadow in the corner of my apartment. It was always there, lurking, and when it got to be too much I found myself back in the office to avoid it. And so the cycle went.

      Because work was my life, I ended up spending most of my time with River — which was dangerous in more ways than one. It was clear to me that he was curious, and not about my work ethic. But even though I’d let Jamie go, my heart still held onto him tight, and I did my best to make that clear to River. He hadn’t made a move per se, but I saw the twitch of his fingers — he was ready, waiting, and I wondered when he’d strike.

      I wondered what I’d do.

      It was after eight o’clock one Friday night in November when the loneliness finally got to me. I was pouring over a new manuscript I’d curated from an up-and-coming fantasy author who was Indie up until that point but was now seeking representation. The book was amazing, I was completely immersed, at least until River tapped hard on the top of my cube.

      “You know, that book will still be readable on Monday. Or even tomorrow — when you can read it on your couch and not hunched over in that shitty chair.” I smiled, tossing the manuscript down on my desk and kicking back in my chair. I scrubbed two hands over my face before running them back over my curls. “You should call it a night.”

      “You’re not my boss anymore, Riv. Haven’t been for months.” I winked, knowing he hated when I pointed that out. He always wanted me to work less, and that always made me work more. “You’re just scared I’m going to make it to VP before you.”

      He laughed. “Honestly? At this point, I wouldn’t be surprised if you did.” Without warning, he stepped into my cube and jabbed his finger into the power button of my Mac, powering it down.

      “Hey!”

      “Seriously, come on. It’s Friday night. Let’s go get a drink.” He held out his hand and I looked up at him, feeling the sparkle in his eye a little too close to a sensitive space still partly occupied.

      I sighed. “You know, I am really tired actually. Maybe I should just go get some sleep.”

      He swallowed, and though I knew it wasn’t the answer he wanted, he grabbed my hand and hoisted me up. “That works too. Just get the hell out of here.”

      “So bossy,” I teased. His eyes lit up again, and this time I definitely felt the space spark around us. I cleared my throat, tossing the manuscript in my oversized purse and throwing it over my shoulder. “Walk me out?”

      River didn’t just walk me downstairs, but all the way to the entrance of my apartment building before he gave me a stiff hug goodbye and went to meet up with some of our coworkers at a little bar in Market Square. I rode the elevator up to my floor and moved through the motions that had become my new routine — drop shit at the door, kick shoes off, pour a glass of wine, hold the bottle in the other hand until I made it to my bedroom, where I changed into leggings and an oversized sweatshirt, then it was ass on the couch — my favorite place to be.

      I sighed with relief as I tucked my legs beneath me and took a long sip of the red wine. It was dry, slightly sweet, and perfect. As I tossed my hair into a loose bun on top of my head, I laughed out loud. How pathetic. I’d been invited out to drinks with friends and I’d turned it down to sit by myself. I didn’t even have a pet to cuddle with.

      Flipping through the contacts on my phone, I dropped my finger on Mom’s name and a picture of us at my graduation filled the screen. It’d been a while since we’d talked other than text, so I sat back, ready for a long conversation of catching up.

      “Hi sweetie!” She yelled over the background noise.

      “Mom?”

      “Huh?”

      “You there?”

      A loud burst of laughter rang out and I heard Mom yell something before the noise disappeared. “Sorry, honey. Wayne and I are out at a new bar that opened downtown. What’s up?”

      Even my mom is cooler than I am.

      “Oh, sorry. I was just calling to catch up.”

      “Aw, I miss you, honey! How’s work?”

      It was always the first question she asked me, and really it was the only thing she knew to ask about — work.

      I sighed. “It’s great. Kicking ass and taking names like always.”

      “That’s my girl.”

      “I’ll let you get back to Wayne. I love you.”

      “I love you, too. Is everything okay?”

      Mom knew. She always knew. But tonight wasn’t the night to unload on her. “Everything’s okay, Mom. Give me a call tomorrow okay?”

      “Okay honey. Talk then!” She ended the call quickly, and I chuckled, thinking how different she was from the mom who’d brought me up in high school. That woman never left the house except for work, and she rarely smiled. Wayne had sparked life back into my mom, and I loved him for it.

      I poured up another glass of wine, realizing I’d finished my first one probably a little too quickly. Then, I dialed Jenna.

      “Sup, betch.”

      “Please tell me I’m not interrupting your super fun Friday night out.”

      She scoffed. “Hardly.”

      “Good. My mom is already drunk and living it up and I’m wallowing in self-pity on the couch and looking for someone to whine to.”

      “Well,” Jenna said on a breath, like she was adjusting her position. “Lucky for you, I just finished eating my weight in egg rolls and Ben & Jerry’s and I’m only forty minutes into Cruel Intentions. The night is young.”

      “You’re so beautiful.”

      “I know,” she said around a mouthful of something — my bet was on the ice cream. “So, my pity party hat is strapped on. What are we celebrating?”

      I clicked on my television for background noise, landing on MTV. “Oh you know, the usual. I miss the guy I basically told to fuck off and I have nothing to show for my current life outside of an extensive client list at work.”

      “Why is that a bad thing? You work your ass off and everyone sees it. I wish I had your work ethic. You’re going to be making six figures by the time you’re thirty.”

      “Yeah…” I traced the rim of my glass with my fingertip. “I mean, don’t get me wrong, I love my job. I’m proud of what I’ve done.”

      “But everything sucks without Jamie.”

      I sighed. “Nailed it.”

      “Okay, before we go any further,” Jenna said, and I heard her suck another spoonful of ice cream. “What do you need from me tonight? Do you want me to pet your hair and talk you off the ledge or do you want some tough bestie love that feels like an ass slap and a punch straight to the nose all at once?”

      I took another, longer sip of wine, repeating her question in my mind. She’d been petting my hair and telling me what was easiest to hear for months, but for whatever reason, on that cold Friday night in November with the holidays just around the corner, I felt particularly homesick and lonely. I was ready to cry into my bottle of wine, to shed the emotions I felt bubbling up too high in my throat. And maybe, just maybe, I was ready to face the truth I’d been avoiding.

      “Kick me in the teeth.”

      Jenna clapped her hands together on the other end of the line. “Okay, just remember you asked for this.” She paused, shuffling around, and I imagined her sitting up straight like she usually did before we had our come-to-Jesus best friend talks.

      I untucked my legs, stretching out on the couch and pulling the throw blanket off the back to cover myself. “Mouthguard in place. Let’s hear it.”

      “First off, you are your own worst enemy. You always have been. But this whole thing with Jamie showed me a whole new side of your warped sense of yourself and how you affect others.”

      “Okay, you have my attention. Explain.”

      “Well, you left Alder and never went back because you were so convinced that you were like poison or something. You thought he would drop out of school and lose everything he’d ever worked for because he wanted to love you while you were fucked up. But the reality is, if you would have gone back, Jamie probably would have brought you back to life sooner than you did on your own.”

      I frowned. “I don’t think so. I was a mess back then. He had his own worries going on with his dad’s firm and I didn’t want to bring another source of stress into his life.”

      “Right. You didn’t want to, but Jamie was happy to be the person you leaned on. He wanted to be. You just wouldn’t let him. And then, you run into him out of some miracle at the literal exact moment in your life where you finally felt okay again. And yes, you moved. Yes, long distance sucks, but you know what? It’s possible. I mean, do you honestly see yourself staying in Pittsburgh forever?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe,” I said defensively. “The point is there’s no way for us to know if the long distance thing will be permanent or temporary.”

      “Yes there is.”

      “How?”

      “You make the decision to have it be temporary, B. It’s as easy as that. You look at what’s important in your life, and if Jamie is a top priority, then you adjust everything else accordingly.”

      “He is important, but so is my career,” I said, huffing. “I don’t want to give up what I’ve finally figured out on my own for a boy.”

      “Oh please,” she scoffed. “It’s not like that and you know it. It’s not like Jamie is asking you to stay at home with the kids and drop all your dreams. He’s asking you to work with him, to be a team, to finally put him first now that the timing is right. I mean look, first he was dating me, then you were dating Ethan, then your dad passed, and then you moved away. Even still, after all that, you two somehow found your way back to each other. And now, the only thing keeping you from being together is you.”

      “You make it sound so simple.”

      “Because it is!” She laughed. “Babe, wake up. Jamie loves you. He put his heart on the line like no other guy I’ve ever seen in my life. Don’t walk away from that because you think you’re doing him some sort of favor. He knows you’re not going to marry him and move back home right away. He knows you’re not ready to have kids. It doesn’t matter. He wants you, B. And even though you’re trying to prove you don’t feel the same for some stupid reason, we both know you do. Stop acting like not wanting him makes you strong. There’s more courage in admitting you love someone and fighting for them than letting them go because it hurts less.”

      Suddenly, my wine tasted sour, and I sat the glass on my coffee table before laying back on the couch and covering my eyes with my forearm. Jenna’s words didn’t sink in slowly or jolt me like a shocking realization. No, the truth was everything she said I’d already known. Maybe I’d always known. So hearing her say them out loud only ripped the curtain down, the one I’d hung high to separate me from the ugly truth. Now, I was staring at it, right in the eyes, and it was just as terrifying as it had been when I’d covered it.

      “I’m so fucking screwed,” I cried, my voice breaking.

      “You’re not. You can still do something about it. But first, you need to figure out what it is that’s always had you running from him.”

      I sniffed, letting my arm fall to the side and staring up at my ceiling. “I don’t know how to love someone, Jenna. I just don’t. I never saw it in my house, not with my parents. I never felt it with Ethan. I did with Jamie, and instantly — as soon as I realized I loved him — I was overwhelmed with panic and fear.”

      “Shit…” Jenna breathed. “It’s your dad. You’ve got daddy issues.”

      “Wow, Jenna.”

      “No,” she said quickly. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean it like that. I liked your dad, I was just as confused as you were when everything… when it all came out, you know? But it all makes sense now. You thought your mom loved your dad and then you found out what he did to her. And your dad was the first man you ever loved, and he hurt you — he practically killed you. You affiliate love with fear.”

      For a few moments I just breathed, thinking on what she’d said. It seemed too simple, too cliché, and yet at the same time it felt real.

      “What do I do?”

      Jenna paused, and I continued staring up at my ceiling, like the answer would fall down from the floor above.

      “You call your boss and tell him you won’t be in on Monday. Then, you book the earliest flight for tomorrow, you go shopping and get your hair done with your best friend, and you go get your man.”

      I laughed. “That’s so dramatic.”

      “Love often is.”

      I pulled the blanket up over my shoulders and turned on my side, curling my legs to my chest. “What if he doesn’t want to see me? We haven’t talked since that night.”

      “Stop making excuses and book the damn flight. I’m hanging up now. See you tomorrow.”

      A sad laugh crept out of me. “I love you.”

      “You too. Text me your flight info.”

      “Okay.”

      “I’m serious.”

      “I know,” I said, and she ended the phone call before I could thank her.

      I was still terrified. I wasn’t sure if I could do this, if I could do long distance, if I could be with Jamie and handle the pressure of a relationship along with the pressure at work. But if anything, Jenna had opened my eyes to the fact that I had been running from Jamie, and only for selfish reasons. I’d never shown him that he was important in my life, and he was. It was time I showed it.

      And maybe love was scary, but with Jamie, it was amazing, too. It hurt worse to live without him, and I’d realized that now.

      I emailed my boss, booked a flight, and then I finished my bottle of wine, all the while wishing it were Whiskey, instead. That was the night I convinced myself that I could take control of my life, of my relationship with Jamie, if only I made the decision to. Face your fear, and you can conquer anything — right? But what I neglected to realize was that even when it seems like everything has finally clicked into place, the biggest player in the game of life is timing — and you either have that player on your team, or you don’t.

      That weekend, I would learn quickly and painfully that timing was never on our side.
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      “Are you sure you don’t want me to meet you there?”

      I shook my head before realizing Jenna couldn’t see me. “Nope, just touching up and then going inside. I want to do it on my own.”

      “Okay. I mean, not that I’m anxious to go and then be left behind when you guys go back to his place to bang all night but you can totally pull the best friend card if you need to.”

      I laughed, applying a fresh coat of dark burgundy lipstick. My gray eyes popped against the smoky shadow Jenna had showed me how to do and my lashes were long and dark. “I’ll be okay.”

      “I know you will. Just be honest with him and then make up all night long.”

      “I like the picture you paint.”

      “Well shit, maybe I should just quit law school and be an artist.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Bye, Jenna.”

      Once I was alone in my mom’s car, I let out a long, slow, shaky breath, staring at my reflection in the small visor mirror. My cheeks were hinted with a blush and my hair was styled with tight curls. I’d shopped all day with Jenna, and she was right — I felt more confident in a new pair of skin-tight leather leggings and deep v-neck blouse. I slid out of my sandals and pulled my heels from the passenger seat, putting them on one by one before bracing my hands on the steering wheel again. I let myself stall for thirty more seconds, then I grabbed my clutch and made my way inside.

      I’d planned to show up at his house, but ended up running into his youngest sister at the mall when I was with Jenna. She’d told me he was going out tonight, to his favorite bar, celebrating after the hellish week they’d had at work. Busy season happened two times a year for them — February to May, and September through November. They’d survived, and I hoped me showing up would add to the celebration.

      It was dark in the bar, and even though my stomach was tight with anticipation, I didn’t seek Jamie out at first. Instead, I headed straight for the bar, sliding up on a barstool and flagging down the bartender. This was my first strategic move for two reasons: one, I needed libations to get through my nerves, and two, I was half-hoping Jamie would see me first. I was ready, I knew everything I wanted to say, but it would be easier if he had to make the walk across the bar to me. If he simply strutted up with that beautiful smile of his and asked, “What are you doing here?” with wonder in his eyes. Then, I could spill my heart like they do in the movies, and we’d spend the night the way Jenna imagined.

      That’s what I hoped for, but it wasn’t what I got.

      I did get a glass of Makers Mark on the rocks, a sweet bourbon that was easy to drink and made me feel a little less tightly wound. And then, I got hit on.

      “Whiskey girl, huh?” a sweet voice asked. I turned, glass still at my lips, and found a strikingly beautiful woman on the bar stool next to me.

      I nodded, smiling as I finished swallowing. “Yeah. You?”

      She held up her bottle of Bud Light. “Nah, more of a cheap beer gal myself.” She grinned wide, her sea-green eyes raking over me slowly. She reminded me a little of Mona with her long dark hair and exotic features, but Mona wore a constant look of distaste while this woman’s smile was warm and inviting. “I’m Claire.”

      “B,” I said, tipping my glass to her before taking another sip.

      “Bee, huh? Like the bumble?”

      I laughed. “Like the letter. It’s just my first initial.”

      “Ah, makes sense now. Well, B, what brings you to this shit hole of a bar?”

      The fist in my stomach gripped tighter. For a moment, I’d almost forgotten. “I’m here to see about a boy.”

      Disappointment settled in over her features, but she masked it with an easy smile. “Of course, should have known you’d be taken. Not going to lie, I was kind of counting my lucky stars that you slid up next to me looking all sweet, innocent, and lonely.”

      I laughed again, harder this time. “You’re pretty bold.”

      “Beating around the bush is for pussies,” she said with a wink, sipping from her beer. “Speaking of which, I have to say, totally thought you played on my team.”

      “Should I take that as a compliment?”

      She shrugged, gathering her hair to one side of her neck. “Take it however you want.”

      I opened my mouth to respond, but my eyes caught on a large table across the bar behind Claire. It took a moment for them to adjust, but once they did, I couldn’t find another breath, let alone another word.

      Claire turned, following my gaze and turning back to me with raised eyebrows. “Disgustingly cute, aren’t they?” She took another drink. “Try being around it twenty-four-seven. That’s my best friend, Angel. She’s been with this guy for — what? Maybe four months now? Pining over him for almost a year before that. He was all heartbroken over some chick he tried doing long distance with, but she was determined to break through that shit. Got to be honest, I told her to give it up, but eventually he took her up on a coffee date and the rest is history.” She chuckled. “Gross, PDA history.”

      Claire was a talker, that much I figured out, and she kept going — on and on and on — but her words faded out as my heartbeat grew louder and louder between my ears. There he was, my Whiskey, but he’d never really been mine. That notion had never struck me quite as hard as it did in that moment I saw him with another woman in his lap, her arm around his shoulders and his around her waist as he looked up at her just like he used to look at me. Every now and then, she’d drop her lips to his, and his hand around her waist would tighten, along with the knot in my stomach. They were both smiling, laughing, happy.

      And then I did the math. Four months would put them together in August, which either meant he’d moved on quickly or they’d been fucking around when we were still together. But we weren’t together, not really, and that was the harshest zinger of all.

      Acid rose in my throat and I pushed it back down with a long swig of Makers, turning in my seat to face the bar again.

      “Whoa, you okay, sweets? Looking a little pale there,” Claire said, cocking a brow.

      I nodded, at least I think I did. I couldn’t be sure. The music had morphed, slow, bass pounding along with my heart. I drained the rest of my drink, which only added to my nausea, then I stood abruptly, the bar stool screeching against the floor with the force. “Nice meeting you.”

      “You too?” She said it almost as a question, eying me as I grabbed my clutch and made to bolt for the door. But new high heels and rushing didn’t mix with nerves, or anger, which I felt slowly bubbling, so I slipped, falling against the two guys who were seated right next to us. I mumbled an apology, pushing my way through the gathering crowd toward the door when I heard my name called over my shoulder. I ignored it, quickening my pace until I finally pushed through the exit. I inhaled a deep breath once the cool air hit my skin, nearly doubling over. For a second I stood, fumbling for my keys, and just as I steadied them and hit the unlock button on my car, I heard my name again.

      “B?”

      I couldn’t catch a full breath, my chest squeezing with every attempt. I was going to pass out if I didn’t calm down. I found my balance again before walking toward the parking lot, but glanced a look over my shoulder. “Oh, hey Jamie. Uh, yeah, I was just leaving though so—”

      “Wait.” He hooked a strong hand around my elbow and as soon as his skin touched mine, my entire body buzzed to life, just like it always did in the presence of Whiskey. I let him stop me, but I couldn’t lift my eyes to his, so I stared at the hem of his shirt instead. “What are you doing here?”

      There it was. There was the question I imagined him asking, only when I brought myself to look at him, his eyes weren’t full of wonder — they were full of accusation. And that was all it took to tip my bubbling anger over the edge, the scalding liquid of it searing any rationality I had tried to hold onto.

      “I’m here visiting my mom. I would ask you what you’re doing, but I have eyes, so,” I said, pulling my elbow from his grasp and motioning toward the bar with my tongue pressed hard against the inside of my cheek.

      “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

      “Oh, I think you know exactly what it’s supposed to mean,” I seethed. What was wrong with me? The last thing I wanted when I showed up tonight was a fight, but apparently the whiskey mixed with what I’d seen had lit a fire in my stomach that couldn’t be put out easily. I folded my arms and stepped closer, causing Jamie to inhale a stiff breath at our proximity. “Tell me, did you fuck her the night before you asked me to talk? Did you feel guilty and desperate to lock me down before the pressure of long distance took you under?”

      “What?” Jamie’s nose flared and I felt every muscle in him coil with tension without even having to lay a finger on him. “What the fuck are you talking about?”

      “I’m talking about the little pixie blonde who was just mauling your face,” I answered. “Angel is her name, right?” Jamie blanched at that, and I smirked, feeling like I’d won when I knew I was the clear loser before I even walked into the bar. “Oh yeah, Claire? Her BFF? She filled me in on the whole situation when I spotted you two sucking face.”

      Jamie’s shoulders were squared, like he was waiting for me to start swinging. I was almost to the point where I could, madness radiating off me like steam from a hot summer rain. I hated him. I hated myself. I wanted to run away as much as I wanted to pound my fists on his chest.

      “And?” he finally challenged, stepping into my space this time. I sniffed, my eyes dipping away from his for a moment, but I didn’t back away. “What, are you mad? Is that what you’re trying to say? Because I’d be really fucking interested to hear why you think you have any right to be.”

      “Just tell me, okay? You cheated on me, didn’t you? I was in Pittsburgh, and she was here, and it was easier with her, right?” I shook my head. “Why did you even make the big gesture? Why not just tell me?”

      “You think I ch—?” He couldn’t even get the entire sentence out. It died on his lips, killed by a sinister laugh and his hands rushing back through his hair. It was longer than the last time I’d seen it, just how I liked it. I wanted my hands in it, instead. I wanted his mouth on mine. Even now, even raging mad, I needed him. “Angel and I didn’t start talking until October, not that that is any of your goddamn business. She asked me out countless times over the summer and I turned her down every single fucking time because of you. Not because it would have been cheating, since you made it perfectly clear that we were not a couple, but because I loved you, B.”

      This time I did flinch, and I stepped back quickly, suddenly uncomfortable from the heat I felt from his skin. But Jamie wasn’t backing down, and he pushed into my space more, until my back was against the brick wall of the building and I had to look away.

      “I fucking loved you, and you loved me, too. But you wouldn’t be with me. Not when I asked, not when I begged, not when I proved to you that we could do it. You were the one who didn’t—” Again, his words were cut short, and he dropped his gaze to our feet. I took the opportunity to look at him again, and his jaw ticked under the skin as his eyes slowly climbed back to mine. “You’re wearing heels.”

      The heat in his gaze took a hard turn away from anger as those words left his mouth in a low, gravelly voice. It was primal now, and each breath he took felt connected to mine as I watched it leave his chest. The last time he commented on my heels, they ended up wrapped around his waist. Everything inside me craved that same connection, but the wine-stained lipstick smears from another woman on Jamie’s lips annihilated that yearning like the snuffing of a flame.

      “And you’re wearing lipstick,” I breathed, closing my eyes tight as the images of Angel on his lap assaulted my vision. I didn’t want to fight anymore, I just wanted to leave.

      It took a moment, but Jamie pushed himself off the wall, and I creaked my eyes open just in time to see him wipe at his bottom lip with his thumb. He shook his head, like he was disappointed — in himself or me, I couldn’t be sure.

      “Why are you really here?”

      “I missed you,” I answered honestly. I was always honest with Jamie, even when it hurt.

      He cringed, two parallel lines forming between his brows as he pinched the bridge of his nose. “No, no you don’t get to say that to me.” He shook his head, dropping his hand as his eyes opened again. “I’m finally happy,” he whispered, with a delirious chuckle. “Okay? Is that alright with you, B? Do I have your permission to be fucking happy?”

      My jaw dropped, and I opened my mouth to argue but couldn’t find the words before Jamie held up his hands to stop me.

      “God, you are the most selfish woman I have ever met. Let me guess, you missed me, so you thought you could just get on a flight and I’d be here waiting for you, right? Because that’s exactly what I did for three years in California, so why wouldn’t you think that? But guess what? You wanted me to let you go so badly, and this time, I listened.” His eyes were wide, wild, and he was shaking hard. “So no, you don’t get to show up here and tell me you missed me. You don’t get to—”

      “Stop,” I choked, pushing myself off the wall and walking as quickly as my heels would allow me toward my car. “Stop, Jamie.”

      He followed me. “What, too much for you to handle?”

      “I hate you!” I spat, spinning in place and charging back toward him a few steps. “Go back inside, I’m sure Angel is waiting.”

      “Oh, she is.” He grinned, walking with me a few steps more when I started back toward the car. “And I intend to make her wait. All night long. Remember how fun that always was? Making you wait until you couldn’t stand it anymore?” His breath was hot on my neck even as we walked, and though my fists clenched in anger, my thighs clenched in memory. “Making you squirm under my hands, my mouth…”

      “Fuck you, Jamie.”

      He laughed. “Goddamnit, you drive me crazy. You literally make me insane.”

      “Well good thing I’m leaving,” I threw behind me, climbing into my car and hitting the lock button. Jamie was right outside my window as I sparked it to life.

      “Yeah. Good thing. That does seem to be your specialty, doesn’t it?”

      I whipped toward him, found his eyes through the glass as he stared me down. His jaw was set, eyes covered by the shadows from the overhead lights in the parking lot. He was daring me to make the next move, but I was tired of playing the game. I flipped him off with a sweet smile, and then I peeled off, not chancing another look in my rearview.

      Tears found me before I even realized they were threatening to fall. I swiped at them harshly, my hands shaking before a scream ripped through my throat. I hated him, I loved him, I hated myself for loving him. I hated myself for letting him go, for letting him find someone else. I was furious, but the truth was nearly everything he’d said about me was true. I was the one who didn’t want us to be official, I was the one always leaving, and I was selfish.

      I was so fucking selfish.

      In that moment, for no longer than a split second, I realized I was more like my father than I thought.

      I couldn’t stay in that town another night, not knowing he was lying with Angel in his bed not even ten minutes away from me. Not knowing he was happy with another woman, and I was still selfish enough to wish he wasn’t.

      I packed my duffle bag as soon as I got back to Mom’s house and caught a cab to the airport. With nothing more than a few texts to Mom and Jenna, I left South Florida with a new hole burned into my heart.

      If I’d known back then about the Angel’s tax, I would have laughed. They say every year a batch of whiskey goes without being bottled, each year it’s aged, four percent of alcohol evaporates — and that’s the Angel’s share. It really was funny, then, that I’d neglected to bottle Jamie up for myself and so he’d been stolen by a woman named Angel. I maybe could have laughed if I’d known that story back then, but then again, maybe not. Because the truth was it wasn’t funny.

      It wasn’t funny at all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          Rehab

        

      

    

    
      After that, things happened in threes.

      Three days, I let myself mourn. In my head, I checked into an in-and-out version of rehab, housed at Casa a la B. As soon as my plane landed, I turned off my phone, stocked the house with wine, beer, vodka, everything but whiskey, along with copious amounts of junk food, and got down to business. I changed into my favorite pair of sweats and a loose sweater that hung off my shoulder and I didn’t change into any other clothing until the seventy-two hours was up.

      In those hours, I thought long and hard about a lot of things. I thought about work, about my current situation, about my family, about what point I was at in my life. At the forefront of my mind was Jamie and I — what we were, what we weren’t. I listened to classical music mostly, took a lot of baths, gave myself room to think and cry and do whatever was necessary in the withdrawal process. I drank too much, ate very little even though I had plenty there, and at the end of it all, I came out with three very solid conclusions.

      One, I was where I needed to be. I wasn’t going to regret staying in Pittsburgh or taking the full-time job with Rye Publishing. I loved what I did, who I worked with, and how my future looked. I worked damn hard to make it to where I was. I knew going into my internship that the likelihood of me getting a full-time position was slim to none, and yet I’d impressed the shit out of them and landed a permanent spot. There were no regrets there. And, though I missed the surf, I really did love the city. I loved who I was becoming. Sure, I was lonely, but I had offers to go out — to make friends — I just had to start taking them. I could do that. It took me so long to figure out what I wanted to do with my life. Once I found it, I’d held tight to it, and now it was the only thing one hundred percent certain in my life.

      Two, I was like my father. And that was okay. I had always said I was a combination of him and my mother, and it was true. I had his selfish tendencies, but they were balanced out by my mom’s giving heart. I was angry with myself for leading with my father’s half for the last several months, but I knew I couldn’t change that. And in a way, I didn’t want to. Everyone needs to be selfish at one point or another in their lives. Sometimes it’s okay to put yourself first, and I didn’t regret chasing my dream or standing on my own two feet. I only regretted losing someone I loved in the process. But now, it was about looking forward, and in my future I saw nights out with friends, a balance of work and fun, spending more time on the phone with my mom and less at my desk. Well, at least a little less.

      Three, and perhaps the most difficult conclusion I came to was this: I had been blind. I thought I knew what Jamie and I were, what had developed between us — and in a way, I did — but in a larger way, I didn’t. What I did know, I shied away from, afraid of consequences. Afraid of burning. You see, I realized that I loved him, I realized that he loved me, but that wasn’t enough. Because what I didn’t realize was that Jamie bruised my heart that first day we met, when he literally ran into me, and every time I’d seen him since then, it had been like jabbing that bruise with granite fingers. A self-inflicted wound. I liked the way it hurt with him, the way it stung, the way it wasn’t perfect — and so did he. But I was done hurting myself. I was done hurting him, too.

      I wasn’t sober for even a single minute of my three-day bender, yet I emerged with a clear head and clean spirit.

      That was, until the next round of threes hit.

      It took three months for Jamie to try to call me. When he did, I ignored him twice, but my curiosity got the best of me on the third call and I picked up.

      “B?”

      That’s all it took, him asking my name on a breath of desperation.

      “I’m here, Jamie.”

      He breathed, either with a sigh of relief or uncertainty. “I am so, so sorry. God, I was such a fucking dick to you. I was monstrous. And you didn’t deserve any of that.”

      “You’re damn straight I didn’t.”

      “I didn’t know what to do when you showed up, okay? I was already drunk, I was confused, I was blindsided.” He paused, and I lifted the wine to my lips. I was going to wait. I was going to let him talk. “B, I can’t… I don’t know how to live in a life where you’re not a part of it.”

      I gulped my wine a little too hard, fighting the urge to choke as I sat up straighter on my sofa. My eyes blurred with tears from the liquid going down the wrong pipe and I took a moment to gather myself, which left more time for Jamie to talk.

      “I know things are different between us… I guess I was holding onto what we could have been at Alder or something, I don’t know. I never meant to pressure you and I never meant to lose my shit on you, either. Sometimes you really do drive me crazy,” he said with a chuckle and I smiled at that, because I knew the feeling. All too well. “But I need you, as a friend, B. I have to have you as a friend.”

      Friends.

      My mind flashed back to the times we’d agreed on that very sentiment — and failed. Jamie Shaw and I couldn’t be just friends — we didn’t know how. Still, my stomach was tightening and curling in on itself as I sat on the phone with him. I missed him — so much — and here he was apologizing and asking me to stay in his life. I wanted him in mine. I knew it wasn’t smart, I think I would have bet money right then and there that it would blow up in our faces, but I didn’t care. Once again, even after my stint in rehab, I chose being selfish over being careful.

      I sighed. “You never lost me, Jamie. You never could.”

      And it was true. I couldn’t think of one scenario where he would lose me forever, because a piece of my soul was tied to that boy — and I had already lost so much of myself at that age, I refused to let go of what little I still held onto.

      We talked on the phone for another three hours, and it took me all three to tell him I was sorry, too.

      Three weeks after that, Mom and Wayne eloped. Then, they bought a boat, sold everything else, and decided to live on it. She told me all this over a nine-minute video chat, her and Wayne laughing like kids the entire time as they told me how crazy but right it felt. I couldn’t have been happier for them, but it reminded me in a place far in the back of my mind just how lonely I was.

      And so, I threw myself back into work and managed to finish out my online master’s degree, but I made sure I scheduled in fun. I went out with the crew after work, happy hours and Pirate games whenever I could. I explored more of my city, even taking the time to go up on the Duquesne Incline to see it from the best view. Jenna flew in for one week in March and it snowed, so we went sledding for the first time in our lives at a park just outside of the city. I still talked to Mom whenever I could — whenever she wasn’t busy traveling with Wayne — which was rare, but I took any chance I could.

      Three people were promoted before me, and in August, almost a year to the day since my first promotion, I made Literary Agent.

      I already had an impressive list of clients, and they started growing rapidly once I had the official title and the means to get things done my own way without jumping through as many hoops. Commission was steadily building, changing my income in ways I wasn’t expecting, and Randall knew me by name, which I couldn’t say for everyone in our office. It seemed I had made just as many friends as I had enemies — which meant I was doing something right.

      Everything was looking up. Jamie and I were actually succeeding at being friends. We didn’t talk all the time, but we texted when we could, and called each other from time to time. That familiar ache and burn was still there when we talked, especially when he brought up Angel, but it wasn’t as loud, and I was busy enough not to let myself dwell on it. Everything was fine.

      Everything was just fine.

      The phone rang three times on September 3rd, on a gray, cool day in the city. I watched the drizzle settle like fog over Market Square out my window as I answered.

      He said only three words, but it was everything he didn’t say that I heard loudest. Because you see, I was waiting for him to tell me why. How. I was waiting for him to tell me he was kidding, or that I’d misheard him. I was waiting for him to take it back, to rewind time, to let me figure out how I hadn’t seen it coming. But he didn’t say any of that. He said only three words.

      “I’m getting married.”

      I ended up in a bar that night — the bar right under my apartment building. I flipped a manicured middle finger up to the voice in my head telling me I was stronger, that Jamie Shaw rehab had worked, that I had a program I could follow to find solace. It was all bullshit. Those three words hit me over and over and over again, each time with more force, each hit reminding me just friends was just impossible. So, I self-medicated.

      Three shots of Fireball.

      And then River walked in.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          My Cup of Tea

        

      

    

    
      “You’re funny,” I said, smiling as I poked River in the chest.

      He quirked one brow, amused, and lifted his gin and tonic slowly to his lips. “Am I now?”

      I nodded. “Mm-hmm.” Then, I sipped my own drink — my water — because clearly I had had enough. In fact, I couldn’t even remember why I said River was funny. Did he make a joke? I wasn’t sure.

      I wasn’t sloppy drunk, but I was definitely solidly buzzed. My feet were warm, smile loose, eyes hazy. I was still dressed in the yoga pants and loose t-shirt I’d been wearing in my apartment, and I didn’t even feel a little ashamed about it.

      I thought it would make me feel better to drink, to get out of the house, but it didn’t. That fact didn’t stop me from word vomiting to River in the hopes that it could change.

      “Did I tell you he asked me to be his Best Lady?” I laughed, stirring the black straws in my glass of water, wondering if it would turn to vodka if I stirred long enough.

      “You did.”

      “You know. Like the best man, like his number one. Except I’m a girl.”

      “Right.”

      “I said yes, of course,” I added quickly. “Because we’re so close, and I love him, but like… really?” I shook my head. “It feels weird.”

      “Feels to me like this guy really did a number on you,” River mused, turning to face me more head on. His legs were so long, stretching out to rest on the heels of my own bar stool. I looked at him more closely that night, noting the light tone of his hair, the brightness of his eyes, the way his hair was always so put together.

      “Yeah,” I finally whispered.

      “So, I’m going to go out on a ledge here but… is the guy you’ve been talking about Jamie?”

      The fog in my head cleared a little at the mention of his name. Suddenly, my brain kicked into overtime, thinking over everything we’d talked about that night. What had I told him? How much did I spill? I traced back, remembering that I told him an ex was getting married, which was actually kind of a lie, but easier to explain. I told him we hadn’t been split up but a year, which was true. I’d told him about us ending on bad terms at first, but reconciling, remaining friends, and then the phone call.

      So, not much. But still, enough.

      Enough for me to feel oddly protective of Jamie’s name. I didn’t want him to be known as an asshole, because he wasn’t. In all actuality, I was the asshole. I also didn’t like the fact that River remembered Jamie’s name. Had he really seen it that many times on my phone? And what if Jamie ever flew up here to visit me — would River treat him badly knowing all I’d just divulged?

      Nothing was making sense, but I somehow found the response I felt was right.

      “Nah, you don’t know him. Just an ex.”

      “That you were dating last summer as an intern?”

      River’s gaze was questioning. Not accusatory, not prodding, just curious.

      “We never actually dated, technically. Like, if you want to talk titles and all. I don’t know. New topic,” I said, waving the bartender down to refill my water.

      River’s hand darted out and grabbed the bottom of my bar stool. He tugged me closer, our knees touching, and he leaned in close. “You’ve been talking about this guy all night, and now when we’re getting down to the root of it, you want a change of subject. Talk to me.”

      His hand was on mine now, not invasive, just resting there. I swallowed. “I don’t know how I feel about any of it yet. I really don’t. I came straight here, drank way too much, and now I can’t think straight.” The bartender topped off my water and I took a drink quickly. “I’m sure the hangover tomorrow will be a bitch — in more ways than one.”

      River’s thumb grazed mine then. “I know it hurts right now, and I’m not going to sit here and bullshit you like it’s going to stop hurting tomorrow. Clearly you love this guy, enough to swallow your pride and be beside him on the most important day of his life.”

      I gulped. The most important day of his life, and I would be a supporting actress.

      “But I want to be the first to tell you, since clearly you haven’t heard it yet,” he added, leaning in just a bit more. I smelled the gin on his breath, mixed with evergreen. He leveled his blue eyes with mine. “You are, by far, the most spectacular woman I have ever met. You’re bright, driven, intelligent, funny, kind — I could go on all night, B. I really could. And there is not one doubt in my mind that there are good men out there who would give anything just to have a chance to prove to you what you’re worth.” He swallowed then, and my mouth fell open slightly at his words. They were so sincere, his voice so steady. “And the line forms behind me.”

      His hand slipped from mine up my arm then, treading boldly to frame my jaw before curving around the nape of my neck. His eyes were steady as they fell to my lips, but unsure. He was waiting for me to tell him it was okay, and that night, whether it was a good decision or not, I told him.

      I leaned closer, twisted my hands in the starch fabric of his dress shirt, and pulled his lips to mine.

      It was wrong — it was all wrong. His lips weren’t as full as Jamie’s, his tongue worked too quickly against mine, his hands were cautious and slow. He didn’t smell like honey and spice, he smelled like paper and ink — which was beautiful, but he just wasn’t Whiskey.

      And that’s when I realized, he didn’t have to be.

      I wrapped my arms around his neck, deepening our kiss, shedding any remaining thoughts of Jamie and Angel. Of the wedding. Of that night in general. We barely broke our kisses long enough to make it up the elevator to my apartment, and once we were inside, neither of us said another word.

      River was frantic with me, like he couldn’t believe we were in my bed, like he’d been waiting years to get this chance. I realized maybe he had. I’d caught on to his flirting, but I never realized he felt how he said he did in the bar. He didn’t just want me, he noticed me — the best parts of me, and just that alone made him sexy in my eyes.

      I tried hard not to, but I compared every move he made to Whiskey. The way he kissed my neck, the way his fingers felt inside me, the way he looked when he came. It was nice with River — fun, sweet, almost a little too intimate. That night, he wasn’t my shot of whiskey, but he was my cup of tea — and maybe that’s what I needed. A change in pace, a new addiction, a fresh taste on my tongue.

      At least, that’s what I told myself that night. I repeated it in my head until River stepped out early the next morning and I called into work. Just like I’d predicted, the hangover hit me like a wall of a wave.

      I’d gotten wasted the night before, numbed myself with booze and the hands of another man. But now, in the orange dawn of the morning after, I felt everything I’d worked so hard not to.

      Jamie was getting married.

      He would never be my Jamie again.

      I wasn’t supposed to still love him.

      But I did.
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      “Later, B,” Mona said, shrugging on her chic leather jacket and pulling her long ponytail free from the neck of it. “Don’t stay at work too late on your last night before vacation.”

      I stood up to stretch, rolling my eyes. “I hardly call this a vacation.”

      “Hey. It’s like eighty degrees where you’re going. It’s thirty here. It’s a vacation, even if all you do is sit outside the airport.”

      “I’ll send you a postcard from Terminal A.”

      She narrowed her eyes but smiled. “Brat. Travel safe. See you next week.”

      I waved, reaching my hands up high and cracking my neck before sitting back down at my desk. It was only five-thirty, still early as far as I was concerned, and even though I didn’t really have much left to tie up before I left, I wasn’t ready to leave just yet.

      The truth was, I had become the master of avoiding in the seven months that had passed since the night Jamie called me with his big news. I’d gone back to business as usual, keeping myself busy and my mind off the wedding. Of course there was the dress I had to buy for the occasion, and the planning I had to do as his “Best Lady”, but other than the few things Angel left in my hands, I’d mostly avoided.

      It wasn’t that I didn’t talk to Jamie, because I did, but I just didn’t allow myself to dwell on anything once we were off the phone. That was made easier by the nights I spent with River in my bed.

      He was so different from Jamie.

      It wasn’t that he was a good different, nor that he was a bad different — he just was. What we had was casual, and he never asked me to talk about it — to name it — to figure it out. We just worked like we always had, hung out in the same group like we always had, and occasionally, we fell into each other’s sheets. That was it. It was simple, and it was exactly what I needed. I was avoiding, and he was letting me.

      Still, I felt it in his demeanor. The longer we went on like that, the more he wanted to ask the questions I was glad he wasn’t asking. I didn’t know how much longer I had until he asked them. I didn’t know what I would say when he did.

      I managed to kill another hour before I turned on my out of office email and powered down my computer. I stood, stretching again, and jumped when River’s hands snuck up behind me and grabbed my waist.

      “About time you got out of here.”

      I looked around us as I spun to face him, making sure we were alone in the office. It wasn’t that it’d be an issue if we were together, more that neither of us wanted the unnecessary attention. “You know this is early for me.”

      “Yeah, but tonight is an exception,” he reminded me, locking his fingers at the small of my back. We didn’t touch like this very often, opting more for the kind of touches that went with fucking for hours. But it was nice to be held that evening. River’s brows dropped, and he pulled me a little closer. “You ready for your big trip?”

      “I think so.”

      “You want to talk about it?”

      Avoid avoid avoid.

      “Nah, I think I’m good.” River pursed his lips and I swatted at his chest playfully, putting some space between us. “I’m serious.”

      “Fine. Want to pass the hours between now and boarding time, then?” He licked his lower lip before settling with an easy grin. Any other night and I would have taken him up on the offer, but for some reason his insinuation made my skin crawl.

      “I really need to pack, actually,” I said, grabbing my purse off my desk. We started walking together toward the elevator as I continued. “And sleep. Because Lord knows I won’t be getting much of that once my plane touches down.”

      River laughed as the elevator door slid open. He held his arm out as I stepped in and followed behind me. “That’s true. Still kind of weird to me that you’re throwing him his bachelor party.”

      “It’s casual, just a night out at his favorite local bar. He didn’t want anything big.” I shrugged. “It’s actually my first time being in a wedding, so this is all kind of new to me. I’m glad he made it easy.”

      “Yeah. Isn’t the bride doing some big trip?”

      I nodded as the elevator hit the bottom floor, and we stepped out into the lobby of our office building, both of us tugging our coats on as we walked into the crisp spring air. “She and her girls are flying to New Orleans for a bachelorette bash. We’ll see if she shows up to the wedding with beads still around her neck.”

      River smirked, tucking his hands into his pockets. For a few moments we just walked in silence, enjoying the sounds of the city as the sun set behind the buildings. It was mid-March and chilly, but I loved it. Thinking back to the sweltering months in Florida and how we hardly had a winter, I didn’t really mind that the cold liked to hang around Pittsburgh for a good portion of the year. I liked the dry, fresh feel of the air. It was promising.

      “Just try not to think too much about work this weekend, okay?” River said as we reached my apartment building. “Relax, have some fun, and if it gets to be too much, you can call me.”

      “Okay.” I hugged him quickly, planting a kiss on his cheek before ducking into my building. “Have a good weekend, Riv.”

      “I mean it, you can call me,” he said again as I let the door swing closed behind me. I turned with a smile and waved one last time. River’s blonde hair was mussed in the cool wind, and in his light gray pea coat, he looked straight out of a men’s fashion magazine. I chewed my lip as I stepped into my elevator, wondering if spending the night with him would be such a bad thing after all. But I really did need to pack, and more than that, I needed to face my thoughts.

      I’d been spending so much time avoiding, thinking that would make it all go away, but the truth was I would be on a plane the next day and then I’d be there — in South Florida — with Jamie. With his fiancé.

      It was time to really think about how I felt about that.

      I packed slowly, blasting the latest album from a local indie band River had introduced me to. I contemplated pouring up a glass of wine, but decided I’d rather have a clear head that night. So, I made a root beer float, instead. It reminded me of my dad a little, because it used to be his favorite dessert, but it was one of the comforting memories I had of my dad. Sometimes when I thought of him I felt pain, sometimes I felt a warm sort of sadness — and a root beer float brought me that second kind of feeling.

      Once my bag was packed for the weekend and my outfit for the next day laid out, I stripped off my clothes, tied my hair up on my head, and sank down into the scalding water of a bubble bath.

      I was on my second float now, and I scooped out a bite of vanilla ice cream as the bubbles piled higher around me, counting the freckles on my thighs as they disappeared under the foam. I hummed along to the lyrics of the music still pouring in from my bedroom speaker, and once the tub was full and my float was gone, I sat my glass on the ground beside the tub and slid down farther.

      My toes played with the faucet, letting in little drops of water as my thoughts finally started to soak in along with the hot water.

      Jamie was getting married.

      I took a deep, cleansing breath, closing my eyes for a moment before blinking them open again.

      It hurt. That was the first thing I realized — the first thing I admitted. Knowing Jamie was marrying another woman hurt. It was a regretful sort of pain, a twisting knot of what if mixed with the notion that it didn’t matter. It wasn’t just that he was marrying another woman, it was that he loved her. I’d never loved another man in my life, not even Ethan. It was only Jamie.

      So it hurt.

      I was going to miss him. That was the second thought that had sunk in. I knew his fiancé had put up with me this past year and a half, but I also could tell by the tone of her voice that she wasn’t my biggest fan. Once they were married, I knew she’d pressure him more and more to distance himself from me. Hell, she was more understanding than I think I would be in her position. I wanted to hate her for being suspicious of me, but the truth was she should have been — and I wouldn’t blame her if she didn’t want Jamie being as close with me as he was.

      The last thing that sank in was the most surprising, and I sat up a little straighter in the tub as it hit me.

      I was happy for him.

      It hurt, I was going to miss him, but he was happy — really, really happy — and that made me happy, too. I had always been selfish when it came to Jamie. I wanted him even when I couldn’t have him, when I could have him but wasn’t ready to. But now, because I still loved him, I was going to put his happiness before mine. I was going to deal with the pain, if only for just that weekend, because he needed me to.

      He was my best friend.

      I wasn’t sure if that would ever change. I was scared it would, I felt that gnawing possibility deep in my core.

      Without even thinking, I reached for my phone, toweling off my hands before finding Jamie’s name and tapping out a message.

      — I’m scared, Jamie… —

      I stared at the screen with the blinking curser, waiting for me to finish the text. My chest felt thick, my breath hard to find, and before I did something stupid, I hit the backspace until the screen was blank again and dropped my phone back to the floor.

      “It’ll be okay,” I whispered to myself, closing my eyes and resting my head against the back of the tub.

      That night, I didn’t sleep. I tossed and turned, mind racing with strange, fleeting dreams of Jamie and me. Finally, around four in the morning, I gave up trying to rest and turned on The Piano Guys, letting myself drown in everything Jamie. I let the memories wash in, forgot to breathe for a while, and reveled in the crushing weight of it all.

      Thinking back on it now, I loved the way it felt that night. My heart was broken — completely, utterly shattered — and I liked the way that pain felt. It reminded me I was alive, filled me with hope that what we had was real — even if it had technically never truly existed. Jamie was never officially mine, but I had always been his — ever since the first taste.

      Losing him hurt like hell, but in the end I still smiled, because at least I’d got to have him.

      One more weekend with Whiskey, and then I’d have to let him go.

      For good.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          The Shakes

        

      

    

    
      As soon as my plane touched down, before I even made it to baggage claim, I grabbed a Venti Iced Americano from Starbucks. Not sleeping the night before an early flight and seeing Jamie for the first time in over a year had been a mistake, and I was feeling a strange mix of exhaustion and nerves. I figured why not add caffeine to the mix?

      Sipping from the bright green straw as I took the escalator down to baggage claim, I focused on my breathing. I thought of the hot yoga class I’d taken with Mona a few months before and tried to channel that frame of mind, and it worked — at least until I opened my eyes again and saw him.

      God, Whiskey had aged beautifully.

      He was no longer the boy I knew. His features had shifted, even in that short year and a half we’d been apart. His jaw was always the first feature I noticed, and it was even more pronounced now, framing the smirk that rested on his lips as he held up a piece of notebook paper that said JUST B in big, sloppy handwriting. I smiled, and it made him grin wider, flashing white teeth and bright honey eyes. I stepped off the bottom step of the escalator and we each took three steps until we were standing face to face. He dropped the paper to his side, and we both took our time drinking the other in. His hair was short again, styled, almost like River’s. He was dressed in dark jeans and a white v-neck t-shirt, but he wore a light-blue button-up over it. None of the buttons were fastened and it was cuffed at his elbows, showcasing toned forearms that told me without words that he was still surfing.

      The barrel had aged him well, and even with the Angel’s tax, he’d only gotten better over time. He was still just as potent, stinging my nostrils and making my mouth water. But now, his flavors had matured, his color had smoothed, and I knew without hesitation that if I was brave enough to try to taste him and he was stupid enough to let me, I’d never recover.

      My eyes found his again and he let out a short laugh, opening his arms wide. “Come here.”

      I adjusted my carry-on bag on my shoulder and stepped into him, smelling the spicy oak of his shirt as he wrapped his arms all the way around me. Inhaling deep, I sighed into him, and I think we both felt it — like a piece of our soul had been found again. Like it was slowly melding itself back into place. “I told you not to come, I could have taken a cab.”

      “I guess I still haven’t learned how to listen very well.”

      “You have learned how to dress, though,” I said, my voice muffled in his shirt.

      He chuckled, pulling back and grabbing my small bag from me. “And you learned how to walk in heels.” His eyes dropped to my feet and one brow quirked. When he looked at me again, I swore I felt a heat behind his gaze.

      I swallowed, tucking away a rogue strand of hair. “That’s what happens when you dress business casual everyday.”

      “I know the feeling,” he said, nodding toward the carousel with the bags from Pittsburgh. “I miss wearing basketball shorts or swim trunks ninety percent of the time.”

      “And I miss tank tops and sandals.”

      It was small talk. It was stupid. But we were treading lightly, testing the waters, feeling each other out.

      Jamie grabbed my bag off the carousel, not letting me take it no matter how I argued, and then we were making our way to the parking lot. We didn’t say much, a few sentences of small talk, Jamie telling me which way to turn to find where he’d parked. Once we reached his Jeep, he loaded my bags into the back and opened the passenger seat door for me.

      “Welcome home, B,” he said as I slid in. I wasn’t sure if he meant South Florida or his Jeep.

      The problem was, something had changed since the last time I’d been home. Mom was no longer here, Jenna was, but she was out of town, and Jamie’s Jeep suddenly felt uncomfortable. I sat with my hands in my lap, trying not to be obvious about the way my eyes stuck on the evidence of another woman being in my spot. There was a hair-tie wrapped around the gear shift, a pair of women’s running shorts in the back seat, a small picture of the two of them tucked into the corner of Jamie’s dashboard. I didn’t sink back and kick my shoes off, planting my heels on the dash in front of me. No, I sat rigid, hands folded in my lap, and looked out the window as Jamie drove me to my hotel.

      “You okay over there?” he asked as we made a left turn.

      I nodded. “Just tired. Long night.”

      Jamie didn’t say anything else until he dropped me off at check in.

      “You sure you don’t want me to wait?”

      He grabbed my bags from the back and sat them down in front of me. I watched as every muscle in his back moved with the gesture, and it took me a second to find an answer to his question. “No, it’s fine. I think I need a quick nap,” I lied. There was no way I was sleeping, but I didn’t want to have to spend more time with Angel than was required.

      “Okay,” he conceded, though he looked a little disappointed. “Just remember we’re doing the rehearsal ‘dinner’ kind of early since Angel and the girls have to catch a flight out for their bachelorette. Can you be at the country club at three?” He shifted, running a hand over the back of his head. “I would pick you up then, but I kind of have to be there earlier, and I know you want to sleep so…”

      “I’ll catch a cab over. Don’t worry about me, Jamie Shaw,” I teased, nudging him as I swung my carry on over my shoulder again. He seemed to relax a little then, and tucked his hands into his pockets.

      “Never do.”

      He didn’t make a move to leave at first. We stood, staring, our eyes saying more than our words as always.

      Finally, he cleared his throat. “See you in a bit.”

      With that, he rounded the Jeep and I turned, rolling my bag behind me. After I checked in, I collapsed on the cool comforter of the bed and let out a long, slow breath.

      Here we go.
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      “B!” Sylvia ran toward me as soon as I walked into the dining room where the rehearsal dinner was being held. The country club was small but grand, and even in the brand new rose-colored lace dress and nude pumps I was wearing, I felt underdressed. Sylvia hit me like a wall and I stumbled back with a smile as she hugged me. “You’re here!”

      “I am.”

      She pulled back, still holding my arms in her hands as she called out behind her. “Mom! Dad! B’s here!”

      Sylvia was Jamie’s youngest sister, and the only one I’d really ever gotten close with. I’d met Santana a few times, mostly during holidays, but we’d never really connected the way Sylvia and I had. She still called me sometimes, and when I moved back from Alder, she helped Jenna keep me sane.

      “So good to see you, sweetheart,” Rhonda, Jamie’s mom said as she moved in next, kissing my cheeks. “Isn’t it so great to see her, Wes?”

      “It really is. How was your flight?” His dad asked next, throwing his arm over my shoulder to walk me over to the group gathered near a large table setting.

      “A little bumpy getting out of the fog in Pittsburgh, but fine after that.” I smiled at both of them, my heart warming. For some reason it meant a lot to me that they remembered me, that they were excited to see me, that they seemed to care about me being in their son’s life.

      Sylvia took my purse and dropped it at the table setting next to where she was sitting, grabbing my hand in a squeeze before scampering off again. And then, I realized it was quiet.

      Everyone was staring at me. I wish I was exaggerating, but literally every eye was on me. I noticed Claire first, recognizing her from our short conversation in the bar the night I’d first seen Jamie and Angel together. Her eyes were narrowed, like it was clicking into place for her, and when I looked to the next person for relief, I didn’t find it. Because the next person over was Angel.

      It was the first time I was really seeing her, since I’d avoided photos on social media. She was beautiful, which annoyed me, with bright blonde, pixie-cut hair and fluorescent green eyes that popped against her tan skin. She was taller than me, even in the heels I was wearing, and I tried standing a little straighter to compensate. Her short white dress wrapped high around her neck where a chunky gold necklace sat, and everything about her screamed regal. She was put together, sophisticated — like she belonged in that country club.

      And I certainly did not.

      She kept her eyes on me, mouth pursed, and I scanned the rest of the crowd staring me down unapologetically. They must have been her family. I was starting to panic, my chest tight and sweat beading on my neck when Jamie stepped through the door with three other guys — the groomsmen.

      They all came in laughing, and when the silence hit them, Jamie must have felt me. He turned from his buddy he’d been talking to and his eyes locked on mine immediately. “Well look who made it.”

      He was apparently oblivious to the death threats I was getting via eye laser beams because he crossed the room without a single hesitation, wrapped his arms around me, picked me up, and spun me twice before setting me back down. Then, he kissed my cheek, and threw his arm around my shoulder like his dad had.

      “Looks like everyone is here now,” he said to the group, who was still staring at me — more specifically, at Jamie’s arm around me. “What’s first on the agenda, my beautiful bride?”

      That question seemed to jolt life back into the room, and a few of Angel’s bridesmaids scurried off to grab provisions while Angel stepped forward. Her parents joined forces with Jamie’s behind her, but she was too busy forcing a smile to hear what anyone was saying.

      “You must be B,” she said, lips as tight as the creases at her eyes. “I’m Angel. It’s so nice to finally meet you.” She thrust out her hand and I took it with an awkward smile. Jamie’s arm was still around me.

      “Man, this must be heaven,” Jamie said, pulling her under the other arm. “My two favorite girls in one place. I’m the luckiest man alive.”

      Angel sneered a little before popping on her fake smile again, and I tried to ignore the sinking feeling in my chest at his words. Shrugging out from his grasp, I cleared my throat and pointed to the table. “Are we eating first, Angel? Or do you need any help getting everyone rallied for the walk-through?”

      “Well aren’t you a peach,” she said, and it was the first time I noted a hint of twang in her voice. “We’ll practice first, that way they have a little more time to finish the food. But don’t worry, I got this.” She winked up at Jamie and then put two delicate fingers between her lips and produced the loudest wolf whistle I’d ever heard. “People!”

      The room stopped bustling as soon as she yelled, and my eyes widened along with Sylvia’s.

      “Let’s do one quick walk-through outside before we sit down to eat. And I do mean quick. I also mean once, so pay attention to Bailey and then we’ll have dinner and gifts.” She turned to a short, plump woman in dress slacks and a light pink polo then, who I assumed was Bailey. She clapped her hands together and started ushering us all to our positions, and I stopped by my purse to pop two ibuprofen before making my way outside.

      So far, it was just as bad as I thought it’d be.

      My headache turned out not to be my biggest issue. In fact, it was nausea, and it hit me as soon as I saw the look on Jamie’s face when Angel fake-walked down the aisle to him. Her bridesmaids were practically swooning out of their dresses because Jamie completely stole the show. He looked at her exactly like he should — like he couldn’t believe he was lucky enough to have her, like there was no one else in the world for him.

      I felt so sick by the time we sat down to eat that it was physically impossible to even try. So, I pushed the food around on my plate as much as I could and took microscopic bites between conversation with Sylvia and Jamie’s parents. His older sister wouldn’t be in until the day of the wedding, but I was actually okay with it because the four of us were cracking each other up at our end of the table. It felt sort of split, the families, instead of united by a marriage. Jamie sat on the other end with Angel, her family, and the bridesmaids, while I sat with his family on my left and the groomsmen across from us.

      Jamie was clearly the life of the party at the other end, and I could tell just in those two short hours that Angel’s family was smitten with him. Everyone was. Jamie was charming, he always had been, and I was pretty sure he could woo the panties off a nun if he really put his mind to it.

      That didn’t make me feel any better, though.

      Still, from time to time, when my eyes would skirt their way to that end of the table, I’d find his staring right back at me. He watched me as he tipped back his small tumbler of whiskey, poured neat. He found me when everyone laughed around him, as if I was what was grounding him to the room, to the present moment. Every time he looked at me, my stomach reacted, and I hated myself for it.

      I didn’t know how to be Jamie’s friend. That was clear now more than ever.

      “Alright, you rowdy bunch, simmer down,” Jamie said, standing with his whiskey firmly in hand. “The girls need to get to the airport, but before they go, we have a few gifts we’d like to give out.”

      Angel stood with him then, and they held each other close as the bridesmaids distributed gifts to the parents and siblings. They were classic — delicate necklaces for the moms, custom money holders for the dads, and small personalized gifts for each sibling. It was nice watching Jamie’s parents open their gifts, especially seeing the tears well in Wesley’s eyes as he clapped Jamie hard on the back in a man hug.

      “Of course, we couldn’t forget about our bridal party!” Angel added, her short blonde hair bouncing a little as she ducked under the table and retrieved additional gifts. She passed them down the table, and Sylvia handed me mine just as everyone else started tearing into their gifts.

      For a moment I just watched them. I was nervous to open mine for some reason. Maybe because this was the first time I’d ever received a gift from Jamie, even if it was an obligatory one, or maybe because I was the only girl in his bridal party. When I saw the guys all pull out leather flasks with their names etched into the side, I breathed a sigh of relief. That was a neutral gift, one he could easily get for me.

      I reached into the lavender bag that matched the wedding colors Angel had picked out and sifted through the tissue paper, but my hands found something hard and shaped like a hockey disc. I frowned, pulling it into my lap as everyone else continued to buzz about their own gifts. I looked up, but no one was looking at me.

      Except Jamie.

      He was smirking, waiting for me to see what he’d gotten me, and the nerves were instantly back because it damn sure wasn’t a flask. There was a card stuck to the disc object that was still wrapped in tissue paper.

      

      
        
        Thanks for always knowing exactly what I need. I couldn’t do this without you. — Jamie

      

      

      

      My cheeks flushed, and I didn’t chance another look to see if Jamie was still watching me. Carefully, I unfolded the tissue paper, and then, I snort-laughed.

      Everyone’s necks snapped in synchronicity, and once again, all attention was on me — exactly where I didn’t want it at the moment, because I couldn’t stop laughing. Tears glossed my eyes and I knew my face must have been the reddest shade as I tried to find my breath. Everyone was staring at me, but I was only looking at Jamie.

      “What? What is it?” Impatient, Sylvia snatched the gift from my hands, breaking my eye contact with Jamie. She frowned. “Devil Cat Board Wax,” she read, and I lost myself in another fit of giggles. This time, Jamie cracked up, too.

      And the entire room turned to look at him.

      He bent at the waist, holding up his hand not holding whiskey. “Sorry, inside joke.”

      Angel’s eyes jetted to me then, and I almost felt my skin melt off my face from her glare. I probably should have reacted in a mature way by putting the gift away and turning the attention on her somehow, but in that moment, I didn’t care what she thought. I smiled, caught Jamie’s eyes once more, then Sylvia handed the wax back to me and I tucked it away.

      In that moment, I realized he was still my Jamie — even if just a little bit.

      When dinner was wrapped, the girls hugged and kissed everyone goodbye before making their way to the airport. The excitement radiated off them, and Jamie didn’t seem nervous in the slightest that his bride-to-be was jetting off to one of the top party cities in the nation for a two-night bender before their big day.

      Angel, on the other hand, had no problem showcasing her insecurity. Jamie was gathered where his parents and I had set up camp when she came rushing over, throwing her arms around him and kissing him in a way I was sure Wesley and Rhonda could have lived forever without seeing. She made sure I saw her tongue against his, her hands in his hair, his on the small of her back. When her eyes popped open, they were still kissing, and she narrowed them at me before pulling back.

      “I’ll miss you,” she cooed, fixing his shirt. “Behave, okay?”

      “Always.” Jamie kissed her again, his a little more parent-friendly, and Angel gave me one last pointed look before joining her bridesmaids. They hooted and hollered as they left the room and then the two families set to work gathering up anything left behind.

      As soon as she left, I could breathe a little easier. My hands found my ribs and I forced a breath against the tight fabric of my dress.

      “You good?” Jamie asked.

      “Yeah, just ready to get out of this dress,” I said without thinking. I meant it exactly as I said it — I was ready for zipperless pants and a wireless bra — but when I turned to face him with a smile, there was that whiskey burn behind his irises.

      “We should go out. The guys all have work tomorrow, but I took off. And it’s early,” he said, checking his watch. It wasn’t even six yet, but I knew for sure that the last thing I should do is go out with Jamie alone.

      “I’m actually still pretty beat,” I whispered, clearing my throat to find a stronger voice for my next statement. “Probably going to stop by and see a few friends and then turn in early.”

      Jamie’s face fell. “Oh, yeah. Okay.” He shrugged his hands into his pockets and nodded to the gift bag hanging from my wrist. “So, you like the gift?”

      I grinned then. “You’re such an ass. Rory would have liked you.”

      He laughed, tucked me under his arm, and we walked out together. I turned down his offer for a ride back to the hotel, insisting he stay behind with his family and I’d catch a cab. I had lied, I didn’t have any stops to make, anyone to see, and I went straight back to the hotel. I took a long, hot shower, dressed more comfortably, and kicked back on the bed with an audible sigh.

      Flicking the television on, I debated calling River, but thought better of it. After an hour of watching Family Guy, I turned the TV off again and pushed a breath through flat lips.

      It was nine o’clock.

      On a Friday.

      “This is pathetic,” I murmured, hopping off the bed and sliding into my sandals. I didn’t bother putting on makeup or changing, just grabbed my hotel key and purse and made my way downstairs.

      I was suddenly craving whiskey.
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      Thank God for DoubleTree.

      Those were the words I whispered under my breath as I munched on a free, hot cookie and drank Crown Royal black on the rocks at the hotel bar. I’d struck up a casual conversation with the bartender, Beuford, but for the most part I just sipped and snacked, watching the sports highlights on the television above the liquor bottles. I had no idea what any of it meant, the extent of my sports experience being the games I watched in high school and the four Pirate games I’d managed to make it to with the crew from work. Even then, I had no idea what was going on — I just cheered and booed along with everyone else.

      It might have only been a touch less pathetic than lying in my hotel bed, but I felt good about my decision to mosey down to the bar. There were a few others around me, one man about my age at the end of the bar who was still dressed in business attire with a conference name tag hanging around his neck, two older couples conversing at a table behind me in the cushioned seating area, and from time to time, families would breeze past on their way out or to the pool. Just having the noise and other people around me made me feel better, and truthfully, it was about all the social interaction I could handle at that point.

      The day had been hard.

      I knew going into the weekend that it would be, but seeing Jamie with Angel had kicked me in the groin harder than I thought it would. It was easy to repeat the words to myself in a bathtub miles away — Jamie is getting married — but actually seeing him with his fiancé was a completely different story. It burned, it seared, it scarred.

      Sighing, I took a long pull from my glass and ate the last of my cookie, brushing my fingers off just as the seat beside me was pulled out.

      “That’s more like it,” Jamie said, and I paused mid-chew with the cookie still in my mouth. He eyed my glass, lowering down on the stool and waving a finger at the bartender. “I saw you nursing a glass of water at the rehearsal dinner.”

      I dry-swallowed the rest of the cookie and lifted my glass. “Yeah well, I wasn’t in the mood to drink then.”

      “What changed your mind?”

      “I’m sure you could guess.”

      The bartender placed a napkin in front of Jamie and he ordered his own Crown Black, poured neat, after confirming that’s what I had in my glass. He took the first sip and sighed.

      “You know, I’d like to say I’m surprised to see you here, but I guess I shouldn’t be, huh?”

      He shrugged. “You act like I don’t know you.” His hand was still wrapped loosely around his glass as he angled himself toward me. “I figured you’d get back here, realize it was early and you can’t sleep after all, and end up here. I didn’t know for sure,” he added. “But I guess tonight, luck was on my side.”

      I picked up my glass and twirled it in my wrist, shifting the ice. “Guess so.”

      Jamie was staring at me in that way he always did, and for the first time in my life I wished he’d stop. “You’re not okay, are you.” It was a question, but he said it as a statement. “With all of this, I mean.”

      “I’m fine.”

      He sighed, running a hand through his hair and looking up at the basketball highlights on the screen before facing me again. “You don’t have to do this, okay? You can leave, I can—”

      “Don’t be ridiculous, Jamie,” I cut him off, forcing the most genuine smile I could muster. “What are you going to do? Refund me for the dress hanging in my room? For the flight here and back? Don’t be dumb. Plus, I wouldn’t miss this for anything. I love you,” my voice cut off a little at the end of that profession, but I smoothed it over. “I want to be here. It’s hard, and I’m always honest with you so I won’t deny that, but I don’t want to leave.”

      It wasn’t a lie. Even if he told me I could leave and he’d pay me back for everything, I wouldn’t. It hurt to be here, but it would hurt worse not to be — to be miles away wondering what he looked like, how they were together, what song they danced to, what color the stupid cake was. It was a sick sort of torture in a way, but I wanted to be with him — even if I couldn’t be with him.

      “Are you sure?” His brows bent and I reached out, squeezing his forearm.

      “I’m sure.” His eyes fell to my hand, and I retracted it, grabbing my drink again. Being around Jamie without being able to touch him was like drinking decaf coffee. It didn’t satisfy. The buzz was within reach, yet completely unattainable at the same time. “Besides, you’ll pay me back. One day I’ll be the one getting married, and I’ll expect you to be there.”

      He was still staring at his arm where my hand had been, and his jaw ticked a little then. He reached for his own drink, but his eyes stayed down. “I’m happy. I love her, B. I really do.”

      The knife twisted low, but I swallowed back the gasp. “I know.”

      “But I still love you, too.” He lifted his eyes to mine then. “I don’t know if that will ever change.”

      I didn’t have to ask what he meant, because I knew. I felt it in everything that I was. Jamie Shaw was a part of me, and he would be forever. “I hope it doesn’t.”

      He smiled, tentatively reaching his hand out to touch my cheek. I leaned into his palm and we both exhaled together, laughing softly.

      “Ugh,” Jamie said, thumbing my cheek bone before dropping his hand and shaking out his shoulders. “Okay, enough with the heavy. Catch me up on everything. How’s work? Still kicking ass? Randall planning your next promotion?”

      The conversation was easy from there. I filled him in on my life and he did the same for his. I wasn’t shocked to hear his dad was already talking about Jamie’s plan to partner at the firm, and my heart swelled with pride before a hard pinch hit it at the thought that Jamie was exactly where he always wanted to be. He was working at the firm, getting married, on his way to kids. It was all happening. I wasn’t a part of it, and yet I was. We had always existed in the in-between, and I guessed we always would.

      We laughed a lot that night, bullshitting and reminiscing on times past. He asked me if I had a boyfriend, in about seven creative ways, and I skirted the question each time, leaving whatever was happening between River and me completely off the table. We took what we needed from each other and that was all. The truth was, I didn’t have time for a boyfriend — and I was okay with walking alone for a while.

      “I guess I should probably let you sleep,” Jamie said as I yawned, my third glass of whiskey now empty. He checked his watch and then studied me again, biting his lower lip. “You know, we should go surfing tomorrow.”

      “What?”

      He nodded. “I mean, why not? We don’t have any plans until the bachelor party tomorrow. The guys have to go pick up their tuxes after work and I’ll be bored out of my mind and probably make myself sick with nerves if I’m alone all day.”

      “I think you’re forgetting one key issue,” I said, pausing to see if he’d fill in the blanks. When he didn’t, I sighed. “I don’t have a board anymore, remember?” Tucking my hands under my thighs against the leather barstool, I shrugged. “Mom sold everything when she and Wayne bought that boat — including my old lime green board.”

      “I know.”

      Jamie was just staring at me, goofy smile and glossy whiskey eyes. I quirked a brow. “Okay… so then you know I don’t have a board for us to go surfing tomorrow. Unless I rent one, which sounds awful.”

      “You don’t have to rent. You have a board.”

      He stood then, pulling out enough cash to pay for both of our tabs. I went to stop him, but my mind was too busy trying to wrap itself around what he was saying. “I don’t understand.”

      He grabbed my wrists, tugging me forward off the barstool and wrapping me in a hug. He rested his chin on my head for a second, then pulled back with his hands still on my arms. “You didn’t honestly think I’d let your mom sell your board to some random, did you?”

      My mouth fell open, but Jamie didn’t seem fazed at all, just tucked his wallet back in his pocket with an easy smile. “You bought my board?”

      “Of course I did.” He winked, and it took every last ounce of self-control I had to stop myself from springing forward. I wanted to kiss him, hard. I wanted him in my bed, his hands on me, my lips on him. No one loved me like Jamie did, and I hadn’t yearned for one last night with him until that exact moment.

      But he backed away, still facing me, taking three long strides with a cocky grin in place before he turned and called over his shoulder. “Pick you up at seven.”
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      I was finally home.

      Jamie sat on his board beside me, both of us straddling and waiting for the next wave. It was early, the sun struggling to rise in front of us, and the water was still chilly from the winter, but it was home. I traced the black designs on my board, stomach warm at the fact that Jamie had bought it from my mom. He’d stored it, kept it just in case I came back home. It seemed so little, but said so much.

      “There’s nothing like this,” I whispered as a tame wave rolled under us. Jamie turned to face me, but I kept my eyes on the horizon. “There are so many amazing things to see, so many different cities and places, but nothing compares to the way you feel sitting on a board, waiting for a wave.”

      Jamie followed my gaze. “I know. It teaches you patience, reminds you how insignificant you really are while also somehow making you feel invincible, too.”

      “Like a soul cleanse or something.”

      He nodded. “It’s not the same without you either, you know.” His right foot brushed mine under the water. “It’s weird. I surfed before I met you, I surfed all the time after you left Alder, and I still surf now that you’re gone, but it just feels different when you’re not here. Same board, same waves…” His voice trailed off. “Different vibes.”

      I smiled, squinting against the strengthening sun as I peered over at him. “Always such a charmer, Jamie Shaw.” He blushed, and I swore it was the first time I’d ever seen it happen. “You’re going to have to tone that down once you have a wedding band on your finger.”

      He laughed. “I think Angel will scare all the girls away without any help from me.”

      “No shit,” I agreed quickly. “Like a pit bull in a sundress, that one.”

      “She loves me, and she’s not afraid to go to bat for me if she has to,” he said, and even though I didn’t think he meant it to be a jab at me, it felt like one anyway. Jamie blew out a breath on a laugh then. “Holy shit, B. I’m getting married. Tomorrow.”

      He lifted a brow at me, shaking his head as one of the brightest smiles I’d ever seen spread on his face. He really was so happy, and in that moment, I was, too.

      “You ready?” I asked.

      He stared at my hands on my board, thinking. “Yeah. I am. I really am.”

      When his eyes found mine again, they were tinged with just the smallest hint of sadness. I think he saw it mirrored in my own, and he kept my gaze there, not letting me look away. We both felt it in that moment, the reality of it all. He was gaining the woman he’d love for the rest of his life, but he was losing me in the process. Maybe not all the way, but we both knew it would never be the same after that weekend.

      We didn’t let ourselves mourn, though.

      We surfed all morning, skin tight with sun and salt by the time we loaded up our boards and grabbed a quick bite to eat at one of the beach bars. We talked, we laughed, and for a few hours, it was just us. For all we knew, it’d be the last hours we’d ever have alone together, and we spent them wisely.

      When we climbed back into his Jeep, I kicked off my sandals and propped my sandy feet on his dashboard, leaning back against the leather seat with a sigh. I closed my eyes, head dropping back against the headrest, and then I felt Jamie’s hand on mine.

      I turned my wrist, palm facing up to find his as his fingers wrapped around mine. Head still back, I turned to face him, cracking my eyes open slowly. For just a flash of a second, we were seventeen again, and I remembered that first night in his Jeep like it was happening in that moment. Jamie asked me something then, not with words but with a longing look. He wanted to say something, but it was stuck in his throat, and I knew it was better if he didn’t say it out loud at all. So I squeezed his hand, and he gave me a tight smile before pulling his hand from mine and sparking the engine to life.

      Looking back, we were stupid to think everything would work out. What did we expect, really? I’m not sure. The truth was we were acknowledging the fact that he was getting married while simultaneously ignoring it, too. It was a dangerous dance, neither one of us leading, both of us waiting for a cue from the other that would never come.

      Jamie decided on a whim that he wanted to go camping for his bachelor party instead of just going to the bar. It seemed like such a small thing, an impulse decision, a fun reroute in the weekend, but it ended up being the first domino that brought the rest down in a loud, beautifully chaotic crash.

      And all we could do was watch it happen. In slow motion and lightning speed all at once.
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      Jamie had the strangest group of groomsmen.

      As if having me as his “best man” wasn’t already weird enough, he didn’t have a single guy in his party who he’d known for longer than three years. Two of them were buddies from work, and the other was Angel’s older brother. Don’t get me wrong, he seemed close with all of them, but it was strange to me that he didn’t have a more personal connection to the guys standing beside him on his big day. I realized then that Jamie was particular about whom he opened up to, who he let in, and I couldn’t believe I’d never noticed that about him before.

      The two guys from work were Ryan and Charlie, and they couldn’t have been bigger opposites. Ryan was tall and lean, with strawberry blonde hair and more freckles on his cheeks than me. He was hilarious, always cracking jokes, and he and Jamie were like two peas in a circus pod when they were together. Charlie, on the other hand, was a dick. At least, that’s how I perceived him. He was tall, too, but every inch of him was muscle. He had dark skin, dark hair, dark eyes, and he wore a constant frown. He never joined in on jokes with the other guys, and he seemed to always be scrutinizing me, like he was suspicious of me. Maybe he was, I couldn’t be sure because he did everything he could to avoid talking to me. Jamie showed him a high level of respect, and I wondered if that grew out of work or personal experience, but didn’t care enough to ask.

      Angel’s brother, Andrew, looked just like her. Blonde hair, tan skin, bright green eyes. He seemed a little suspicious of me just like Charlie, but he was nice to me, and actually talked to me more than the other two combined. He was nice, but I couldn’t see a strong vibe between him and Jamie. I wondered if he was just in the party because Angel wanted him to be, but again, I didn’t care enough to ask.

      Still, oddball bunch that we were, we were having a blast. We’d packed Jamie’s Jeep and Charlie’s truck with camping gear, way too much food and an obnoxious amount of booze and headed out to the springs. I’d never set up a tent before, and to be honest we all kind of sucked at it, but we figured it out eventually, with the help of Bud Light, of course. It was so low key and casual after that, just the five of us hanging around a fire drinking and eating and laughing. We set up a table and played drinking games, which I hadn’t played since college, and I found out that though my surfing skills hadn’t waned over the years, my ability to get a stupid white ping pong ball into a red plastic cup had.

      It was an easy night, relaxed, and that’s just what Jamie wanted. I loved him even more for that, for not wanting strippers and gambling and cigars. No one in the group seemed to care that we weren’t out on the town, either. We were all content, and for a while, I relaxed. The weekend hadn’t been so bad after all.

      But it wasn’t over yet.

      “You know, most girls would have been annoying in this situation,” Charlie said to me later that night when we were all sitting around the fire. Jamie was in the middle of telling Andrew a story and Ryan had already passed out in his tent.

      “What do you mean?”

      He shrugged, still not smiling. He never smiled. “I don’t know. Some girls say they’re ‘one of the guys’, but really that just means they fake interest in sports or cars or something else to seem cool and secretly hope they’ll get pined after. I kind of expected you to be like that.”

      “And did I surprise you?”

      “Kind of.” He sniffed. “I mean, you clearly know nothing about sports, but you don’t pretend to. You’re just yourself. And it should be weird for you to be camping with a group of guys, but it’s not. You’re not flirting with any of us, you’re not saying stupid shit.” I thought he was going to continue, it sounded that way, but he just stopped talking, and I cracked a smile.

      “So then why only kind of?”

      Charlie drained the last of his beer, crushing the cup and tossing it into the bag we’d set aside for recycling. “You may not be a fake chick trying to be one of the guys, but you are in love with Jamie.” His hard eyes landed on me then and the smile fell from my lips. “You’re keeping your cool on the surface, but I see it. You and Jamie are both playing with fire, and I don’t want to be here when everything goes up in flames.”

      My heart was racing, and as much as I wanted to be pissed at his accusatory tone, I didn’t blame him for it. “I wouldn’t… I would never…”

      He stood. “I don’t doubt you. But you’re also not the one I’m worried about.” His eyes were on Jamie then, and Jamie’s were on me. I looked back up at Charlie, and he cocked a brow. “You wouldn’t make the first move, but what would you do if he did?”

      I opened my mouth, but clamped it shut again because the question was rhetorical. Charlie didn’t even wait for an answer.

      “See you guys in the morning,” he called over the fire, retreating into his tent before anyone responded.

      “Yeah, I should probably turn in, too,” Andrew said.

      Jamie threw his arms up, spilling a little beer out of his cup with the motion. “Oh come on! It’s not even one yet!”

      “You get married tomorrow, remember champ?” Andrew said, smiling and clapping Jamie on the back as he stood. “We all have to be up and out of here pretty early.”

      Jamie laughed. “Yeah yeah, fine. Pansies.”

      Andrew flicked him off and I chuckled as he disappeared into his tent.

      “What about you over there?” Jamie asked, eying me over the edge of his cup as he took a drink.

      Charlie’s words were in my head, and I almost told Jamie I was going to turn in, too. But he was clearly nervous about the next day, that’s what I saw that the other guys had missed, and he wasn’t ready to sleep. Everyone else had bailed, but I wasn’t going to do that to him. Shaking off Charlie’s warning, I moved to sit in the chair next to Jamie.

      “Sleep is overrated.”

      He smiled, his glazed eyes holding mine. “You’re the best, B.”

      “And don’t you forget it.” I cheers-ed his plastic cup with mine and we both drank, not needing to say anything else.

      For a while we just talked, a little about the wedding and a lot about everything but. Somehow we ended up on our phones, taking turns showing each other stupid videos on YouTube and laughing until we cried. I’d just pulled up a video of a prank gone wrong that I knew Jamie would get a kick out of when nature called.

      “Here, watch this,” I said, shoving my phone into his hands and standing. “I have to find a bush to pee in.”

      He laughed. “Gross.”

      I curtsied, then skipped off behind the tents.

      I had almost made it. I had almost escaped the weekend without much more than a bruised heart. But when I made my way back to the fire, Jamie held my phone in his hand, but he wasn’t looking at it anymore. His elbows were on his knees, eyes on the flames, and I could see the wheels spinning. I slowed as I reached him, not even bothering to take my seat. I just stared at him, the dirt stains on his t-shirt, the way the firelight battled the shadows of the night on his face. It felt like an eternity stretched between us before he stood, holding my phone screen-side out toward me. “You kept my voicemails?”

      I glanced at the screen, seeing my voicemail log, all filled with his name. I swallowed, taking the phone from him and clicking the screen light off before tucking it in my back pocket, my hand staying there. “Yes.”

      “You used to listen to them, those years when I was at Alder.” It wasn’t a question.

      “Yes.”

      He nodded, swallowing. “Do you still listen to them?”

      An ache zinged through my chest and I crossed my arms over it. “Sometimes.”

      Jamie lifted his eyes to me then, brows pinched together. “Why? You can call me, B. Anytime.”

      I laughed. “Yeah, I don’t think your fiancé would have appreciated another woman calling you at two in the morning.”

      His eyes fell to my legs, and for a moment I thought he was going to argue with me, but he thought better of it. Up until that point, Jamie had been fooling himself. He thought he could marry Angel and keep me, too — but he couldn’t. Not the way he wanted to. I didn’t envy him, because I knew he loved her — I knew he cared for her. But he was a slave to the way he felt about me. I knew, because I was in the same shackles.

      “We should get some sleep,” he finally said.

      “Yeah” I sighed, tucking my hair behind my ear before sliding past him toward my tent. “Night.”

      My shoulder brushed his bicep as I passed, and his hand shot out, wrapping around my wrist. I stilled, and he pulled me into him, wrapping his arms around my waist. At first I stood there, arms still by my side, but slowly, I trailed them up over his arms to latch my hands behind him. He buried his face into my neck, barely breathing, and the fire crackled next to us, giving the air the energy to keep us spellbound.

      “Goodnight,” he said, but he was still holding me. His hands gripped my waist, and a low groan rumbled in his throat. That one sound was directly linked to the heat that had settled in a pool low in my stomach and it sprung to life, filling me, clouding my head. Jamie angled just an inch, his lips grazing the skin of my neck, and I shivered. His breath was hot, laced with alcohol and the same honey sweetness I remembered so well. Just that one touch from his lips sent flashes of our nights together behind my eyes — his fingers inside me on the beach, his mouth on me in his kitchen, his eyes on me while I touched myself for him miles away in Pittsburgh. It all rushed in, and it was too much. My self-control was already a futile thing, and now it was virtually deceased.

      “Jamie…”

      As soon as his name left my lips, I regretted it — because I meant it as a warning, but it came out as a plea — and Jamie answered, effectively snapping the energy band that had been white hot and electric between us since I landed. His tongue dragged the length of my neck, teeth biting my jaw softly before his lips claimed mine. We both inhaled together, hearts racing as my arms tightened around his neck and his fingers bruised my hips.

      I whimpered against his mouth, everything inside me screaming to stop while my hands pulled him closer. I was clawing at his back, dragging my nails through his hair, begging him not to stop when I should have been throwing him off. He kissed me just like he always had, full lips and expert tongue, hands strong and possessive.

      My eyes shot open, scanning the tents, heart racing at the thought of one of the guys hearing us or worse — seeing us. As if he read my mind, Jamie backed me into his tent, breaking contact long enough to yank his shirt over his head and drop it next to his sleeping bag as he lowered me down. His hands were frantic as he spread my legs with his own, the friction of his shorts on mine stoking the fire we’d been trying so hard to extinguish before now. I couldn’t catch a breath, my eyes hooded, brain clouded, heart heavy and aching with every drag of his teeth across my flesh.

      He ran his hand down my thigh, hooking behind my knee and hiking my leg up high as he flexed into me harder. I moaned, eyes rolling back, self-control obliterated. His fingers slid around the back of my thigh and brushed under my shorts, running the length of my panties, and then my eyes shot open and I pressed two hands hard into his chest.

      “I don’t have the will to stop this, Jamie,” I breathed. He fell down against my palms, mouth catching mine in a hungry kiss. I pushed back again, and he grinned, hips rolling into mine as I fought against the blood pounding hot and low. “You have to be the one to stop. I can’t…”

      My breaths were so loud, and they fueled Jamie’s desire. He licked his lips, on his way down to kiss me again when I spoke louder.

      “You’re getting married.”

      He paused, hand stilling behind my thigh, eyes burning down into mine. I wanted to be a good person, I wanted to tell him to stop, to tell him it was wrong, but the truth was I wanted him. And I was going to let him make the choice.

      “If you kiss me again, you could ruin everything.” My chest heaved with every word. “If you kiss me again,” I repeated, eyes locked on his. “I won’t let you stop.”

      Jamie dipped a little lower, lips close to mine again, but he paused. His brows bent together, breath still hard on my skin, and I waited. I didn’t tempt him further. I didn’t buck my hips against him or run my nails down his back. I just waited, letting him think for a minute before he made his next move. When he sighed and dropped his grip on my leg, I let out the breath I’d been holding, closing my eyes so I didn’t have to see realization dawn on his face.

      He rolled off me, falling to the side, both of us on our backs and breathing like the oxygen burned.

      “I’m sorry,” he whispered, and I shook my head.

      “Don’t be. It’s just lust, Jamie,” I lied. He knew it was a lie, I knew it too, but Angel didn’t deserve to be hurt just because we figured that out too late. He loved her, but he felt that same primal need for me that had always existed between us. It wouldn’t be fair for me to let him throw away everything he’d built with her just because he wanted me one more time.

      If he had kissed me even once more, I would have given up fighting. I would have given into him, and then we would have woken up the next day with hearts full of guilt. He would have been a cheater, and me a homewrecker. I sat up straight, needing distance, but Jamie reached out for me.

      “Wait,” he pleaded. “Can you… will you just stay? Just lie here with me.”

      I looked down at him, wondering if the battles inside his head were the same as mine. Nodding, I laid back down, and he pulled my back to his chest, breath slowly evening out until I knew he was asleep.

      I shouldn’t have said his name. I should have pulled away when he said goodnight, forced him to let go of me. I thought I was clean, thought I could handle the temptation, but I’d caved. I’d tasted him again, fed that carnal monster inside me, and it’d been the biggest mistake. Because now, I remembered so clearly how it felt to be with him, and I realized that even though I asked him to stop, I didn’t really want him to.

      But he had.

      And tomorrow, he would marry another woman with me in the background.

      I wasn’t clean at all.

      I wasn’t sure I’d ever be.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          Medicine

        

      

    

    
      Jamie’s tent rustling woke me early the next morning, daylight just barely breaking against the forest green fabric. I cracked my eyes open, meeting Charlie’s hard eyes as he looked in at us. He tapped the back of his wrist, signaling to me that it was time to go. I nodded, and he frowned a little harder before dropping the curtain and leaving us alone.

      My neck was stiff from sleeping on Jamie’s arm, and I rolled slowly, cringing against the ache as I did. Jamie’s eyes fluttered open when I moved, and I leaned up on my elbow, looking down on him as he gazed back up at me.

      “Hey,” I whispered.

      He stretched a little, the sleeping bag pulling down to reveal his bare chest. “Hi.”

      The way Whiskey looked that morning nearly killed me. He watched me intently, eyes sleepy, hair mussed from my hands. It was the last morning he would wake up as my Jamie, and he wasn’t really even that. He never had been, and yet he always was. We would never be together, and yet we’d never be apart. It was sick, it hurt like hell, and for some reason we both held onto the racking agony.

      “Time to get you to the altar,” I said softly, smile weak and shaded with words unsaid.

      Jamie swallowed, nodding as he leaned up on the palm of his hand and ran the other through his hair. His eyes focused on the opening of his tent, still half-zipped from Charlie, and I let him take the time he needed. After a moment, he stood, swept his shirt off the floor of the tent, and stepped out without looking back at me.

      He didn’t look at me as we packed up the campsite, or as we drove back into town, or even as he dropped me off at my hotel. I told him I’d see him soon, and he simply nodded, shifting the Jeep back into gear and pulling away as I stood there with my bag on my shoulder.

      I had two hours before I had to be at the club, so I took a long shower, letting the water scald my skin before it turned to ice. I was shivering when I finally shut it off, stepping out and staring at myself in the mirror as I wrapped a towel around my chest. Mascara ran under my eyes, my tight curls dripping water onto the swell of my breasts as I let my focus fall to the freckles on my cheeks.

      It was time.
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      “Oh, thank God.”

      I had just stepped out of my cab, hand shielding the sun that was now high in the sky as an older gentleman rushed toward me. Another younger, rounder version of the man followed quickly behind him, both of them weighed down by large cameras and multiple bags.

      “Are you with the Shaw wedding?”

      “Yes?” I tucked my lipstick I’d been reapplying in the cab back into my clutch.

      “Wonderful. We’re supposed to be shooting the bride and bridesmaids getting ready, but no one is answering their phones, and the groomsmen are acting like security guards. They won’t let us back to the dressing room area.”

      The man was wiry, and frankly too much for me in that moment, but he was sort of adorable, too. I held up my hands, calming him. “Okay, don’t worry. I just got here, so give me a second to figure out where everyone is and then I’ll get you where you need to go, okay?”

      He nodded, sighing with relief. “Okay. Thank you.”

      I smiled, pushing past them into the country club. I didn’t see anyone at first, not even Angel’s family setting up decorations outside. I glanced briefly at the aisle out back as I passed through the main entrance and took a left toward where rehearsal had been. No one in sight.

      But the closer I got to where dinner had been, the more my hairs stood on end. Something wasn’t right. I heard faint yelling from down the hall, and I walked faster, nearly slamming into Charlie when he popped out of the rehearsal dinner room and landed a hand hard on my shoulder.

      “You don’t want to go back there.”

      There was definitely yelling happening, and Jamie was most certainly one of the voices. I tried to push past Charlie, but he strengthened his grip on my shoulder.

      “I’m serious. Not your fight.”

      “What’s going on? Where’s Jamie? Why is no one setting up? The photographer is freaking out,” I said, gesturing behind me. I saw Ryan and Andrew then, standing at the bar behind Charlie, both drinking what I was sure was hard liquor.

      “B?”

      I turned, and Sylvia gave me a sympathetic look before wrapping me in a hug.

      “What’s going on?” I asked, pulling back. Everyone knew something I didn’t, and the uneasy feeling in my stomach bloomed even more.

      Jamie’s voice rose above the commotion in the room Charlie was blocking me from and we all turned just in time to see him rip the door open. It slammed back against the wall, propping itself open as he tore out of the room.

      He didn’t look at any of us as he pushed past Charlie, yanking on the tie around his neck until it was hanging loose. He kept walking, down the hall and out the front door without so much as a single word to any of us. I made to go after him and Sylvia pulled me back.

      “Just let him go.”

      “What the hell is going on?” I asked, whipping around to face her again. She opened her mouth, but another voice spoke before her.

      “You,” Angel seethed, and my eyes adjusted to where she stood in the room behind Charlie. Her face was makeup-free, red and blotchy and shining with freshly shed tears as she stood. She was in a silky white robe that said “bride” in gemstones on the right breast, and she pointed one hard, shaky finger right at me. “This is all your fault!”

      She kept screaming, but her mother popped up then, shutting the door before Angel could storm out after me. I looked to Charlie then, mouth open.

      No. He wouldn’t have…

      “It’s over,” Sylvia said behind me, but I was still staring at Charlie. He seemed to be amused by my discomfort, and I realized I didn’t know him at all. Of course he could have told her what he’d seen this morning, even if nothing had happened between Jamie and me. He didn’t owe me anything, least of all loyalty. Sylvia said something else and it snapped me out of my thoughts.

      “What?”

      Her face crumpled. “She cheated on him. Last night.”

      The air was gone then, and I stared at her in disbelief. She cheated on him?

      “I don’t understand.”

      Sylvia blew out a breath. “I guess she saw Jamie post on Facebook that you guys had decided to go camping. It was a group shot of all of you, and his arm was around you, and it just set her off. She was drunk, all the girls fueled the fire and told her how wrong it was that he was going to be with another woman overnight. So they took her out, got her even more wasted, and she slept with one of the guys they met.”

      My mind was spinning. “I’m so lost. She saw a picture, so she cheated?”

      Charlie butted in then. “She assumed if you guys were in the same place all night, you’d end up sleeping together.” He frowned, crossing his arms, and I scowled right back at him.

      “Yeah, well we didn’t. And her trying to use our friendship and her own insecurities as an excuse to cheat is pathetic.”

      I expected him to argue with me, but the crease between his brows softened and he nodded. We may have technically slept together, but we didn’t have sex, and I didn’t want to explain myself to Charlie but it seemed I didn’t have to.

      Sylvia sniffed, and I turned to find her eyes glossy.

      “He’s got to be crushed,” she said softly.

      I sighed, rubbing her arm soothingly. “I’ll go talk to him.”

      I was fuming now. I wanted to march through the door behind Charlie and rip Angel up by her pixie cut. She cheated on him, she betrayed his trust, she hurt him. But then my lips tingled where Jamie had kissed them not even twelve hours before, and I remembered that though she’d put the final nail in their coffin, Jamie wasn’t completely innocent, either.

      Neither was I.

      “I just don’t know how you come back from something like this,” Sylvia added, wiping at her nose. My ribs crushed in a little tighter then, and I glanced behind her at the door Jamie had fled through.

      “Me either.”
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      Perception is reality.

      To some, whiskey is a crutch. It’s a drug, it leads to addiction, it dulls the senses and damages the mind.

      To others, whiskey is medicine. A shot of bourbon can chase away what ails you, whether it be a sore throat or a broken heart.

      That night, I realized that maybe I was Jamie’s whiskey, too — and maybe we existed in both realities. Maybe we were bad for each other, but maybe we were good, too. As much as I hurt Jamie, as much as he hurt me, we were there for each other always — without hesitation, without expectation.

      We were each other’s drug as much as we were each others medicine. And in reality, they weren’t really that different at all.

      It wasn’t as easy as I thought it would be to find him. I checked our spot at the beach, rang the doorbell at his house, and ran by all his favorite bars. I’d racked up over one-hundred dollars in cab fare by the time I found him, where I didn’t expect him yet wasn’t surprised to see him either. He was slumped over, still wearing dress slacks and shoes with that loose tie hanging around his neck at the DoubleTree bar where we’d spent my first night in town.

      His hand was gripping a neat glass of whiskey as I took the seat beside him. The bartender nodded to me, pouring up the same Crown Royal Black I’d ordered the first night. He served it on ice, and even though I hadn’t planned on ordering a drink, I sucked half of it down anyway.

      Jamie looked miserable. He stared down at his glass, eyes bloodshot and glazed over. I debated reaching out, rubbing his back or squeezing his hand, but nothing felt right. So I waited for a while, just sitting beside him, drinking my medicine while he drank his.

      I’d sat in so many comfortable silences with Jamie in my life, but that wasn’t one of them. Every second of quiet felt like a needle prick to my lungs, making it harder and harder to breathe. I just wanted to comfort him, to help him feel okay, and I didn’t know if I could. I wasn’t sure how much time had passed when I finally spoke.

      “You want to talk about it?”

      It was such a lame question — cliché and overused. In reality, I think I already knew what my next move would be, but I buffered it first.

      Jamie spun his empty glass. “No.”

      His voice was thick, and I simply nodded, already knowing that would be his answer. I wanted him to talk, to tell me everything running through his mind, but I knew that wasn’t what he needed right then. What he needed was to escape, and I knew exactly how.

      Fingering through my clutch, I fished out enough cash to cover both of our tabs, dropping it on the bar as I stood and drained the rest of my drink. My stomach flipped as I flicked down my spare hotel room key next. It landed right next to Jamie’s hand, and I didn’t wait for his reaction, just turned and walked casually to the elevators.

      My heart raced as the elevator shot me up to my room, and my hands were already shaking when I slid my own key into the slot and let myself in. I tried to tell myself I didn’t know for sure that he’d come, but it was a lie. I knew he would, and every inch of me sizzled in anticipation.

      Jamie couldn’t use his words that night, so I would have him use his hands.

      Once I made it inside my room, I didn’t know what to do. I paced, kicking off my heels before checking my reflection in the bathroom mirror and splashing some water on my face. I shouldn’t do this, I thought first. WE shouldn’t do this. I thought the words, but I didn’t believe them, because Jamie was all I wanted. I wanted him to want me. I wanted to heal him, to take his pain as my own, even if just for the night. I wanted him to know I was here, that I always would be.

      I was patting my face dry with a towel when I heard the click of the door, and I froze, towel in hand. I looked up into the mirror, catching Jamie’s reflection behind me as he dropped the plastic key card on the desk and stepped into the bathroom with me. The air around us buzzed to life, like gas just before the match is lit, and we both breathed it in, feeling the hum of it all.

      I was still holding the towel, only my eyes peering over it at the broken man behind me. He moved slowly, eyes on my back as he closed the distance between us. Jamie had always been so strong, so tall and sure, but he looked small in that moment. He wasn’t just broken, he was shattered, and he looked to me as if I held the broom and the glue.

      His hands reached out for me first, and he dragged his fingertips from my elbows to my shoulders, sparking chills in his wake. He trailed them down next, along my ribs to my hips, where he grabbed on for life as his forehead fell to my shoulder. The light in the bathroom was dim, warm, and I watched in the mirror as Jamie winced in pain. I dropped the towel then, putting my hands over where his held me. He wrapped them tighter, squeezing me close, and for one brief moment, a tender sorrow filled both of us. A sorrow for what he’d lost — for what we’d lost — and for what the day had held.

      When he’d dropped his head to my shoulder, he’d passed his weight to me, needing me to shoulder it with him. I took it as my own, and just as quickly as the moment had come, it passed. Jamie inhaled, dragging his lips along the slope of my shoulder as his eyes found mine in the mirror, a darker, pulsing heat filling them. He bit down at the apex and I arched into him, my hands reaching up and back for him. His rose with me, sliding under the low back of the dress I’d been wearing for the wedding that never happened. His hands, the ones I’d had on me the night before, the ones I’d stopped, cupped me under the thin fabric and I moaned, dropping my head back.

      I didn’t stop him this time.

      Jamie caught the lobe of my ear in his mouth and sucked hard, another wave of goosebumps flooding my body. He slid the straps of my dress from each shoulder, one by one, and it dropped like a curtain to the floor, pooling around my bare feet. I hadn’t been wearing a bra, and my panties were a sheer lavender scrap of lace. I lifted my head again, eyelids heavy as I found Jamie in the mirror.

      I loved how Jamie always commanded my attention — whether in a crowded room or when we were alone. He waited, however long it took, for the right connection to hit between us before making any other moves. Then, Jamie bit hard on his lower lip, dipping one hand beneath the hem of my panties to brush my clit. My legs shook at the contact and Jamie retracted his hand just as quickly, spinning me before cupping me by the ass and hoisting me into his arms.

      I locked my legs, lips fervent as they brushed the skin of his neck, his jaw, his mouth. Jamie carried me to the bed, dropping me down easily before pulling his tie over his head. Our breaths mingled together in a symphony as he worked at the buttons on his shirt while I watched, squirming below him, his eyes devouring me. I leaned up, balancing on my knees and working on his belt while he finished his shirt. Yanking the metal out of the loop easily, I unhooked and unzipped just as he ripped open the last button. His pants fell and he shrugged out of the white dress shirt, but I wasted no time. I palmed him through his briefs, evoking a raw groan that struck the match.

      His first growl from my touch rocked the room, and I dipped my fingers into the band of his briefs, catching his mouth with mine as my hand wrapped around him, skin on skin. He thrust into my grip and I gasped into his mouth. It was too much, the sensation of it all. Years of waiting, of wanting, of wrong decisions and longing regrets. They all floated to the surface and yet drowned in the depths all at once.

      Breaking our kiss, I pulled Jamie down hard, rolling until I sat on top of him. He leaned up, wrapping his arms all the way around me and grinding his hips into mine as he sucked his way down my neck. I rubbed my clit against the length of him before pushing a hand into his chest, forcing him into the sheets. Tonight, it was about Jamie — about him finding a release, or a numb, or whatever he needed. So I moved down his body, my mouth falling in line with my hands as they trailed their way to his briefs. My mouth paused there, hands working to roll them off as he lifted and maneuvered to help.

      I looked up, eyes locked on his as I dragged the flat of my tongue from base to tip, and Jamie twisted his fists in the sheets, every muscle in his abdomen tightening at the sensation of my mouth wrapping around him. Every moment I got to have Jamie in my bed was incredible, but that night, tasting him like that, taking the weight of the day and replacing it with euphoria? That feeling was like a drug — a powerful, addicting drug. I bobbed slow at first, swirling my tongue and taking more of him each time until my lips touched his base, and every groan from him charged my desire. I held my breath against the gag when he flexed into me, balancing on my knees to use both hands next. They twisted in time with my mouth, and Jamie hissed in a breath through his teeth before reaching down to tug on my elbows.

      He was done with foreplay.

      I crawled back up, licking my lips as Jamie stared down at me panting. A part of me ached in that moment, not knowing what the next morning would bring, but I shook it off before it could fully land and make roots. Instead of thinking, I tightened my hand around him, stroking him once more before rolling off the bed and fishing a condom out of my purse. He was leaning up on his elbows, sculpted chest and biceps taut as he waited. I could have stared at him all night, my Jamie, my Whiskey. He was just so beautifully flawed, as if his scars and imperfections had been designed by the gods.

      I braced my knees on either side of his thighs, eyes on his as I tore the package open with my teeth before rolling the condom on slowly.

      For a moment it was just our breaths, loud and unsteady, impatient and wanting. I lifted, positioning him at my opening, and with as much restraint as I could manage, I lowered myself onto him, feeling him inside me again after years of being clean. I sank all the way down, and Jamie’s hands were where my thighs met my hips, pulling me lower. We groaned together, the addiction flaring up like never before, and I rolled my body slow and controlled.

      Jamie pulled me down, his arms holding me flush against him as he flexed into me. He pulled me into him like he was afraid I wasn’t real, like he worried I’d disappear. He needed me close that night, and so we stayed like that, kisses hard and hot and demanding, bodies connected at every point. He’d roll up with me still sitting on his lap, one hand pulling my shoulder down as the other splayed at the small of my back. Then he was on top, hooking my leg until my ankle rested against his shoulder and he pushed even deeper inside. I loved the way he felt, the way he struggled to breathe as he slid inside me, over and over, reaching new depths, all the while lining our bodies at every possible point of contact. He couldn’t get enough of me, and I never wanted to get enough of him. I never wanted to lose that primal need, that possessive desire that always existed between us.

      When he flipped me onto my stomach, straddling my thighs and entering me from behind, our moans grew louder together. He rocked in hard once, twice, three times, and then he pressed his chest to my back, slowing his thrusts, each one causing my clit to rub against the sheets. He wrapped one hand around my throat, and the next pump delivered my climax. It took me under like a rip tide, rough and unapologetic, and I never wanted to breathe again. Not when Jamie came with me, not when he rolled to the side still inside me, molding himself to fit perfectly behind me. I held my breath and drowned happily in my vice.

      At least until the morning came.
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      I was hot.

      That was the first thought in my mind when I woke the next morning, kicking the covers off me as I stretched. My toes pointed, arms high above my head, and I squinted a little through the sunlight already streaming into the room. I’d forgotten to close the curtain last night, and I caught a glimpse of downtown out my window as my eyes adjusted.

      And then I saw Jamie.

      He was a silhouette against the city, sitting on the edge of the bed with his elbows resting on his knees. His back was hunched over, red marks from my nails visible in the morning light, and his head was down, dropped just below the curve of his shoulders. He was broken, and the sight of him was so achingly beautiful.

      Pulling the sheets around me, I crawled to him, settling in behind him. The shin of my bent leg lined the bottom of his back and my other leg stretched beside his to the floor. I wrapped my arms around his abdomen, taking the sheet with me, and his stomach trembled a little at the light touch from my fingertips as I rested my cheek against his spine.

      “How are you feeling?”

      Jamie pushed a long, slow, weighted breath through his nose, lifting his head to stare out the window. “That’s a loaded question.”

      I pressed my lips to his back, tasting the warm skin there, and waited.

      “I feel a lot of things,” he finally whispered after a while. “I feel everything.”

      “Talk it out with me,” I pleaded, locking my fingers over his abdomen. Last night I’d let him escape, but today he needed to talk — he needed to digest. “Just start at the top of the list and work your way down.”

      Jamie cracked his neck, one of his lifelong tells, and one hand ran along my leg hanging beside his. He hooked a grip around the top of my calf and kept it, like holding onto me grounded him to this earth, to this moment.

      “I’m fucking pissed,” he said first, squeezing my leg. “And I’m hurt.” His voice broke on that one, and I hugged him tighter. “The woman I was supposed to marry last night slept with another man without thinking twice about it.”

      I moved my lips from his back and flattened my cheek against it once more, listening to his heart through the back of his ribs as he continued.

      “I’m sad, because all of it was for nothing — the planning, the stress of it all. My family is probably heartbroken and hers, too.” He paused. “And I feel guilty, because she wasn’t all wrong — not completely. About me. About us,” he said on a shaky breath. “I feel guilty because she was right. And I feel guilty because in a way, I also feel relieved.”

      Jamie moved then, lifting his arm and signaling me to climb under it. I dropped my bent leg to the floor and slid up, tucking myself into his chest as he wrapped his arm around me and pulled me closer. We both stared out at the city at first, and Jamie’s hand lazily drew circles on my arm.

      “I feel relieved because I loved her, but not as much as I love you.”

      I swallowed, and Jamie tilted my chin with his knuckles, kissing me with his eyes closed tight. When he pulled back, the saddest, softest smile met his lips. “I knew before you showed up, but when you did, I was helpless. I felt guilty as hell the other night when you stopped me, when you pointed out that I was being a shitty person for kissing you when I was about to get married, but I don’t feel guilty today. Not for that, at least.” He smirked, rubbing my jaw with the pad of his thumb. “I wasn’t sorry the first time I kissed you, even when you weren’t mine, and I’m not sorry I kissed you the other night, even when I wasn’t yours. Because the truth is you’ve always been mine, and I’ll always be yours, and that’s just the way it is.”

      I leaned into his touch, smiling up at him, chest aching with everything he’d said. We hadn’t been innocent, and neither had Angel. Where did that leave us? I couldn’t be sure. “So what now?”

      Jamie looked at me then, in that moment, in a way he’d never looked at me before. He shook his head, a small smile playing at the very corner of his lips as his hazel eyes watched me carefully. The green in them showed a little more in the light that morning, but the honey I’d always loved still dominated, and I couldn’t look away.

      “Be with me,” he whispered.

      With a sigh, I closed my eyes and nodded against his hand. When I opened my eyes again, he was grinning wide, and my heart nearly exploded. I felt it growing beneath my ribs, expanding, demanding more room to be felt.

      “I hate to bring the moment down, but I think you have some things to take care of here before we make any other moves,” I pointed out.

      Jamie’s smile fell and he nodded. “I know.”

      I didn’t envy him, having to talk to the families, clear personal items out of each other’s houses, deal with the venue and the professionals they’d hired. Would they get any of the money back? I doubted it. But then again, I wondered if Jamie cared. He’d said that though he felt guilty, he also felt relieved, and maybe his family would see that, too.

      “Wait for me?” Jamie asked, turning to face me completely. Both of his hands slid to frame my face and his eyes searched mine.

      I leaned in, answering with a kiss that said more than I could. The truth was in that moment, right there, I’d have waited forever.

      But I never could have seen what would happen next.

      Jamie made slow, sweet love to me once more before driving me to the airport. When we’d checked my bag, he pulled me into him, kissing me long and hard and needy without caring who was around us. I held on tight to him, too — and for some reason I couldn’t explain, I felt an ending in that kiss. It was a period, a punctuation mark, and at the time I thought it was the end of that chapter. But later, I would mark it as the end of it all — the end of my addiction, my last taste of Whiskey, my final dance with fire.

      Because when I pulled away, eyes bright and heart soaring, I asked Jamie to call me when he was ready.

      And he never did.
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      I pounced back into Pittsburgh like a fuzzy, smiley kitten. Everything felt right when my feet hit the ground in my city, and I knew everything was finally going to work out. I just knew it. I felt it in every inch of my body, from my ears to my toes, and life had never been brighter than it was that Sunday. My lips were still swollen from Jamie, my heart full of his words — his promises — and the pit of anxiety I felt before I flew out Thursday had been replaced with a warm ball of relief.

      While Jamie was back home handling what he needed to, I did the same.

      I called things off with River, even though we weren’t anything official, because it wasn’t fair to him to let him think anything would come of it. As far as I was concerned, I was Jamie’s now — hell, I always had been. I was all giggly over it, gushing to Jenna on the phone and even telling my mom, whom I barely ever talked to about my love life. She knew what I’d gone through being away from Jamie in college, but even that had been mostly endured on my own. There was a pep in my step, a light in my eyes, and everyone noticed.

      River wasn’t the only thing I had to handle, though. I threw myself into work, tying up loose ends and getting through my current projects so I could have a talk with Randall about slowing down a little. I told him I wanted to have more time for things that mattered a little more than work to me, and he smiled like a proud dad, telling me it was about time I stopped working so damn hard. He told me I was fantastic at what I did and slowing down a little wouldn’t change that.

      But as much as I knew I was prepared to do long distance with Jamie, I also wanted to have options, so I researched a few publishing houses in South Florida, not putting in any applications before talking to Jamie but doing the work to have the conversation, at least. I loved Pittsburgh, and I loved Rye Publishing — but I loved Jamie more. And I was finally at the point where I was willing to make whatever compromises I needed to for us to work. So that’s how it was for the first few weeks — I handled my shit while Jamie handled his, and I waited for his call.

      I waited.

      And waited, and waited, and waited.

      At first it was patient waiting. I still had things to take care of on my own, so I focused on those things, and on my thoughts and feelings for Jamie, soaking in them, giving them life. I loved him, he loved me, we wanted to be together, and so we would. It was the easiest, most simple time in our relationship, and I was happy to revel in it.

      But then anxiety flared, massive and ugly, right in the middle of my chest. It was harder to breathe then, after a month of waiting, and I broke the silence first. I called him, hoping to just talk if not make plans, but he didn’t answer. And he didn’t call back.

      “It’s fine,” Jenna assured me one night when I was pacing, feet burning a hole in my apartment floor. “He’s got a lot going on, B. I mean seriously, his fiancé cheated on him. And all his feelings for you came rushing back before that even happened. He got ambushed with a shit storm and he’s just trying to sort it all out. He told you to wait, so just… wait.”

      I’d listened to her, throwing myself into work because it was my go-to. Randall called me out on not slowing down at all, but I assured him I would soon — very soon — and I hoped in my heart that was the truth.

      One day I was walking home from the office, balancing three manuscripts I planned to devour over the weekend, when my phone buzzed hard in my purse. I’d juggled the pages and my half-empty bottle of water, fumbling for my phone, praying I’d see Jamie’s name. But when I finally fished it out, an unknown number was all that lit the screen — just another call from a telemarketer, or a bill collector with the wrong number, or someone trying to tell me who to vote for in next year’s election. I sighed, hitting the ignore button and dropping it back into my purse before finishing the walk home.

      Somewhere around the three-month mark, my anxiety blossomed into desperation and fear. I was barely sleeping, barely eating, and my work was suffering because of it. I was strung out, withdrawal sneaking in, and I tried calling him again. Three times. He didn’t answer any of the calls, and on the third one, I caved and left a voicemail.

      “Hey,” I whispered before clearing my throat. “It’s me. Listen,” I paused then, staring out my giant window at Market Square. We were right in the middle of summer, and the city was buzzing with life everywhere but inside my apartment. “I know you had a lot to sort through. I know it’s not as simple as sign a few papers, move her stuff out of your place and call me. I know that. I can’t even imagine what you’re going through, which is why I want you to call me anyway — regardless of if you’re ready to see me yet. Let me help you through this, even if it’s just as a friend.” My voice shook a little with my next plea. “You need a friend, Jamie. Please, let me be your friend.”

      I hated asking that, because it wasn’t what I wanted — I wanted more. I needed more. We’d tried being friends before, he’d asked me that very sentence time and time again. But having him as a friend was better than not having him at all, and I was starting to worry.

      “Just call me, okay?”

      I hung up then, dropping my phone to the armrest of my couch before numbly stripping off my clothes on the way to the bathroom. I took a long bath in the dark, only the faint light from my bedroom window sneaking through. I wondered what he was doing, what he was thinking. Was he hurting? Was he afraid? Oh God, was he with her again?

      I shook my head against that final thought, convinced it couldn’t be true, but there was really no way for me to know for sure.

      Things declined quickly after that.

      My fear transformed into anger and hurt, and those two emotions burrowed in between my ribs. Mom tried to talk me down at first, but once it’d been six months without a single word from Jamie, Jenna was firmly on my side. She was pissed, too — and that fueled my fire.

      “Can you just… check on him?” I asked her one night.

      “That sounds like a terrible idea, B.”

      I chewed the pad of my thumb, curling up on my sofa. “I know. I know it does, but I can’t… I just need to know what’s going on. Maybe he’s traveling, you know? Maybe that’s why he hasn’t returned my calls.”

      “They have phones in other places in the world. And email.”

      Sighing, I planted my feet on the floor and ran a hand through my curls. “Please, Jenna.”

      She must have heard it, the desperation in my voice. It came back sometimes, drowning out the anger for a bit, and that night it was winning.

      So Jenna checked on him, and it turned out to be the worst thing I could have asked her to do.

      “I saw him,” she told me the next night.

      “And?”

      She was quiet, and my stomach rolled.

      “And… he looks fine. He was out at lunch with some work buddies. I saw him on his phone a few times… no girls or anything but, he looks okay. He looks… good.”

      The pain that tore through my chest with her words was a strange one. It felt like hot water, growing more intense in temperature as it leaked down deeper and deeper. I couldn’t move away from it, couldn’t cool it down, and it hurt as much as it fueled the anger that had been just below the surface.

      I tried calling him one last time, on a night after I’d drowned myself in half a bottle of Jack Daniels. I’d been stalking his social media, not finding anything new at all. He’d been tagged in a few random posts, funny memes and videos, but he hadn’t posted a single photo, a single status, not even a single word. I wasn’t sure if that made it worse or better.

      He didn’t answer when I called, just like I knew he wouldn’t, and I thought really hard about leaving him the nastiest voicemail I could muster. I even let it click me over to voicemail, and I breathed into the receiver like a dragon, trying to tame myself yet falling short.

      But I ended the call, staring down at my phone for all of four seconds before heaving it across my apartment. It hit the edge of my kitchen counter and splintered across the floor, and I cried.

      He’d changed his mind.

      Whiskey had made me promise I’d wait, and then he’d never come, stringing me along knowing my addiction was too strong for me to let him go. I’d fallen from the highest high to the lowest low, and now here I was, crumpled in a ball on the floor. I curled in on myself, rocking slightly, and let the tears come freely down my face.

      I’d hit all the stages of grief before that night, touching on everything from denial to anger to depression. Now, I was rounding that base, heading home to acceptance. And I knew what had to happen once my feet hit the plate.

      I let myself be broken for nearly another month before I started on my own twelve-step program. Step one was admitting that I was powerless over Whiskey — that my life had become unmanageable. He’d completely taken over, and maybe he’d had that hold on me for longer than I’d realized. Every time I thought I was okay without him, he’d show me I wasn’t, and every time I thought I’d be better with him, he proved me wrong. It was a dangerous roller coaster ride and I was done. I wanted off. I wanted solid ground.

      So I redefined everything about myself.

      I’d checked into rehab once before, but it was a half-assed attempt. My heart hadn’t been in it, I hadn’t wanted to let him go. This time, I did. This time, I had a plan. This time, I’d given myself an intervention.

      I was ready to grow up, tired of the games Jamie and I played. I wanted a real love, a real life, and I had to paint the way to get there. It killed me to let him go, and if I’m being honest — I knew I would never let him go completely. A part of him would always live in me, but I wanted that part of me subdued, buried beneath a brighter version of myself who could move on and live her life.

      I looked back on all the damage we’d done — to ourselves, to those around us — and I mourned the time I’d lost fighting for someone who would never be mine. I’d been a fool, and now I was standing in the rubble of the life I’d wasted, drowning in both sorrow and a drive to build a new one.

      I’d waited too long for Whiskey, and I refused to let him hold that power over me any longer.

      And you know what? It actually worked. For the first time in my life, and with more pain and time than I’d hoped or even thought I could survive, I finally let him go. I deleted him off every social media network, wiped his number from my phone, packed all our pictures and memories away and started over fresh. I was clean. I’d moved on. I was happy. I was free.

      Then, after almost two years without calling, Jamie just showed up.
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          Wilson’s Weakness

        

      

    

    
      Taylor Swift blasted through my apartment as I pranced around, hair tied up in a messy bun and half a bottle of wine already consumed. I sang the lyrics at the top of my lungs, sliding into the kitchen in my tube socks with packing tape in hand. The box I’d just packed full with dishes was padded and ready, so I closed the flaps and taped them shut, biting the cap of my Sharpie between my teeth as I scrawled kitchen across the cardboard. I smiled then, belting out a high note with the Sharpie as my microphone before dropping it back to the counter and tackling the next empty box.

      There are rare, shining bright periods of our lives where everything seems almost too good to be true. All the pieces fall into place, effortlessly and beautifully, and we get to enjoy the final masterpiece with not one single worry. They’re the kind of moments where we realize we’re lucky to be alive, to be who we are, to be breathing the air around us. They’re the kind of days that remind us why we had to suffer through the dark ones, why it’s all worth it in the end.

      That was the kind of day I was having.

      It was pouring buckets outside, fall greeting the city with a cold, gray day, and yet I was emitting sunshine. I was drunk, a little sweaty, and a lot excited. Right on the heels of one of the worst years of my life, I’d happened to have had the best. Jenna had moved to Pittsburgh, I’d been promoted at work, and perhaps the most shocking of all? I’d found Mr. Right.

      No, I’d found the Mr. Right.

      Bradley Neil checked all my boxes. He was intelligent, witty, and sexy as hell. He’d built all his success on his own, chasing his dream of being his own boss and making it come true with his entrepreneurship. Brad was the founder and owner of an up-and-coming graphic design company, one he’d imagined into reality with hard work and creativity unlike anything I’d ever witnessed before. We met when Rye Publishing hired his company to completely remaster our logo and website. He’d caught my attention in the first meeting, reeled me in throughout the few weeks we worked together, and pulled me in hook, line, and sinker after the first date I agreed to.

      From that moment on, it’d been like the sweetest fairytale.

      Brad was a philanthropist, and I loved to give back with him. We’d volunteer in the community together, and in those times we learned more and more about each other. He told me he loved me after three months together. I said it back after four. After seven months, I met his family and he met Mom and Wayne. And then after just eight months, he asked me to marry him, and I said yes without a single hesitation. I didn’t think about how our relationship had been shorter than the one I had with my hair brush, or how it was probably absurd that we decided to only have a five-month engagement, or that I was practically insane for agreeing to move in with him even before we said “I do.” And as much as you may hate me for it, I didn’t think about Jamie — not one single time since the words “I love you” left my lips and met Brad’s ears.

      Oh, don’t get me wrong. Jamie was there — he was always there. He still owned that monumental piece of my heart, of my soul, of my body. I felt him like a hummingbird right in the center of my chest, wings fluttering, blood buzzing. He was always there, but now, instead of focusing on that buzz, I’d dulled it with other, louder, more demanding sounds.

      Because you see, it’d taken months of agony, of withdrawal, of anger and pain and depression and losing more of myself than I care to admit to finally emerge on the other side of my life with Jamie Shaw. Every minute hurt, until one day it was sort of a dull ache, and then with more passing time it weakened to only a pressure — that pressure in my chest. I’d completed my twelve-step program. I was clean. I wanted to stay clean.

      So, no. As much as you may hate me for it, I wasn’t thinking about Jamie. Not even a little bit.

      In fact, I was so confident in my ability to not think about Jamie that I’d decided to drink for the first time in over a year. Part of my twelve-step program was giving up literal drinking, too. Every time I drank, I thought of Jamie. I wanted to call him or dwell on his memory. So, I gave up alcohol altogether — the literal and figurative versions, both.

      But tonight I was celebrating, and so I’d popped a bottle of wine and though the old me could have pounded a bottle before feeling tipsy, the new me was drunk after half. But I was happy drunk — dancing, singing, packing. I felt it, a new chapter starting, a new day dawning.

      I wasn’t thinking about Jamie.

      Not until the exact moment he showed up.

      It was a soft knock at first, barely heard over the rain and music, and I was right in the middle of wrapping a wine glass in newspaper.

      “Just a sec!” I called. I’d just tucked the glass into a box when a second, louder knock came. I huffed, wondering why they didn’t just walk in anyway. I only ever had two visitors — Brad and Jenna — and both had keys. Clicking the pause button on my Taylor Swift jam sesh, I yelled louder. “I’m coming, I’m coming!”

      I was still humming to the tune of I Wish You Would, hips swinging in my pale blue sleep shorts as I readjusted the bun on my head and pulled the door open without even checking the peephole. The air of it hit me with a whoosh, my smile bright and unsuspecting, and then I saw him.

      Whiskey and water. A ghostly memory, a wound ripped fresh.

      Did you know adding water to whiskey can actually enhance the flavor? It’s true. Turns out, a little dilution can be good, but in this case, it was my worst enemy. Because there was Whiskey, and there was water, but there was no dilution — no, his flavors had only grown stronger, they’d only aged better, and I knew with a head full of wine that I was in deep trouble.

      Jamie was completely soaked, long hair dripping into his eyes and rolling down the bridge of his nose, the angle of his jaw, landing on the flat of his heaving chest. His eyes hit mine like a blast of fire, hidden beneath furrowed brows, and the muscle over his jaw ticked twice as he clenched his jaw. I felt the anger rolling mercilessly off his hot skin and into my apartment. His right hand lifted, fingers closed tight over an off-white sheet of card stock with mine and Brad’s names written in neat, gold cursive.

      My eyes flicked to the wedding invitation and I swallowed, slowly finding him again. “Jamie,” I breathed.

      “No.”

      One word had never solicited such a guttural emotion from me before. I shuddered, tensing and waiting as Jamie clenched his fist around the invitation.

      “Fuck no.”

      He pushed through the door then, moving past me quickly, leaving my arm slick with the water still falling off him. I stood in the doorway for a moment longer, closing my eyes and forcing three full breaths. You can do this. You’re clean. You are in control. I set my shoulders and turned, closing the door behind me.

      “By all means, let yourself in.”

      His back was to me, the ridges of it defined in the sticky, wet t-shirt he wore. He was shivering, and I wasn’t sure if it was from the cold rain or his anger.

      The longer I stared at him, the more I felt. Pain. Anger. Fear.

      That last one was a new emotion, but it was the strongest. The truth was that even then, I knew what was coming. I could sense it. I was clean, but I hadn’t been tested yet — and Jamie had picked the worst possible night to give me my final exam. I was drunk, I was high off emotions, I was not ready. And I was deathly afraid of the mistake I knew I’d make if he only pushed me hard enough.

      Jamie faced my large window, looking out at the slanted rain as it drenched the city. He held up his hand once more, invitation thoroughly crinkled now in his clutches. “What the hell is this.”

      It was a question, but it wasn’t asked like one — it was posed as an accusation, one I felt all the way to my core.

      “I tried calling you…” My voice was quiet, weak, and I hated that because it wasn’t a lie. I had called him — even after swearing I never would again. When Brad proposed, I knew I had to be the one to tell Jamie, even if he’d changed his mind about us. Even if he’d never called like he said he would. So, I tried getting in touch with him once more, but again, I failed.

      Mom sent out the invitations last week.

      Apparently his mailbox worked fine.

      “Oh you did?” he asked then, spinning to face me. “And what exactly were you going to tell me? That you’re getting married? Please tell me you’re kidding, because I know that’s not what you were going to call me to tell me. I know this invitation can’t be real. This is all some big joke, right?”

      Fear and sadness drained away and my defenses went up. Who the hell did he think he was? After two years of silence, he’d showed up demanding answers I wasn’t sure he had a right to know. I crossed my arms, resting heavy on one hip. “Excuse me?” I scoffed. “No, Jamie, my fucking wedding is not a joke.”

      “So you’re getting married?”

      “Yes!”

      Jamie’s other hand flew to the invitation, ready to rip it to shreds, but he stopped himself, gritting his teeth before throwing the paper to the floor and running his hands through his soaked hair. He shook his head, and then one hand jutted out toward me. “How? How, B? After everything that… after we…”

      “You never called!” I yelled, throwing my hands up in exhaustion. My apartment suddenly felt too quiet, only the pelting rain and our harsh words breaking the silence. “What was I supposed to do, Jamie?”

      “Wait!” He cried the word out on a breath of desperation, face twisting with the emotion that had forced it out. “You were supposed to wait.”

      “For two years?”

      “Yes!” Jamie stepped closer then and I flinched back. That reaction seemed to stun him, and he paused. “For as long as I needed.”

      “That’s not fair,” I cried. “I tried calling you, I tried calling everyone around you. You never called, you never wrote — you completely ghosted me.”

      “Oh, feels kind of shitty when you’re on the other side of that, doesn’t it?”

      His words pummeled me, head snapping back with the figurative slap of them. It was the first time I thought of it that way. Jamie had waited for me — for three years, after I left Alder — and I’d never called him. I’d never given him any reason to wait. And yet still he had.

      But I hadn’t.

      “That was different, that… I didn’t promise you anything.”

      “Not then you didn’t,” he corrected me, just as a flash of lightning lit up the darkening sky behind him. “But just less than two years ago, you did. You promised me you’d wait.”

      “I love him!”

      My voice broke with the admission, Brad’s image assaulting me out of nowhere and reminding me why I couldn’t have this conversation with Jamie. I’d promised myself to another man, one I loved madly, one who treated me right. One who was available — who always had been when it came to me.

      “You do, huh?” he mused, nodding. He nodded over and over, small movements, teeth working the inside of his lower lip and nostrils flaring. Jamie looked around then, and it was as if he’d just realized he was in my apartment — for the first time. There were half-packed boxes littered everywhere. It was all there, proof I’d moved on without him, and I watched every second as it settled in. He turned back to me slowly after a moment, and his hazel eyes questioned me before his mouth did. “And do you love me?”

      “No,” I answered automatically. I’d trained myself for that one, all part of the twelve-step program. I’d repeated it, over and over. I didn’t love him, I was only infatuated. I only wanted what I’d never had. I loved the high, the burn — that was all. That’s what I told myself.

      “No?” he asked. Jamie crossed the room then, and I circled the sofa, trading places with him. I felt like a cornered animal, except I wasn’t scared — not even a little bit. The truth was I was excited. I was a fiend, right on the edge of a high I’d missed, a high I craved — and every nerve in my body was buzzing to life at the possibility. “You don’t love me.”

      That time he said it as an incredulous statement, not a question.

      “No.”

      My back hit the window he’d just been standing in front of and I had nowhere left to go. My hands pressed into the cold glass behind my thighs and Jamie moved slowly, closing in.

      “You don’t love me,” he asked again when his breath was close enough for me to feel it on my lips. Rain tinged on the glass behind me, my heart pounded in my chest, and Jamie moved slow and easy, confident and possessive. He was there to take what was always his. “You don’t want me, right now, right here?”

      He whispered the last words, still damp hand running up my arm to cradle my neck, thumb lining my jaw.

      I took a shaky breath, eyes fluttering closed, and said no again. At least, I thought I did, but I couldn’t be sure. Every sound was morphed, every sense focused on the point of contact where Jamie’s skin touched mine. My only goal in that moment was breathing, and it was damn hard to accomplish.

      “Say it,” he croaked, stepping even closer. The wet fabric of his shirt brushed my tank top, coating the lower part of my midriff just above my shorts hem. “Say you don’t love me. Say you don’t want me, and I’ll go.”

      I cracked my eyes open then, and the vulnerability in Jamie’s sliced me open. He was being honest. If I told him, right then and there, that I didn’t want him — he would leave. I knew he would. It would have killed him, but he would have walked away. All I had to do was speak those four words and this could all be over.

      I don’t want you.

      I said it in my mind first, testing the truthfulness of it, but when Jamie pushed farther into my space I knew I didn’t have the time to think it over.

      So the words flew from my lips.

      “I don’t want you.”

      Jamie stopped, his wet shirt still brushing against me as he breathed through the reality of what I’d said. His eyes flicked back and forth between mine, brows bent, heart unbelieving. He wasn’t expecting that. Hell, I wasn’t expecting that. It took him a moment to register. Then, slowly, he stepped back.

      Chills broke along my skin where his body had been, the cool air of my apartment stinging like an ice cube. Jamie opened his mouth to speak but paused, clamping it shut again with a flex in his jaw. And then, just as he promised, he turned and walked away.

      What happened in the next few moments was something unexplainable, something tangible and wrapped up in chemistry, because as soon as he took the first step away from me, my heart kicked into overdrive. It literally hit with a force that propelled me forward off the glass, and I opened my mouth with a ragged breath. He took another step and a white light invaded my vision. Another step, and my chest squeezed, ribs threatening to strangle my lungs.

      My mind raced as I watched Jamie fulfill his promise. Panic ripped through me like a merciless rip tide, a thousand what ifs assaulting me like brutal waves. I tried to make sense of it all, but the wine clouded what grip on reality I still had, and when his hand landed on the doorknob, I kicked hard, emerging from the wave.

      “Wait!”

      Jamie’s hand gripped the knob and his neck tilted, head down, like he was unsure if the word he’d heard was in his head or real. He turned slowly, and it was the last thing he took his time with, because as soon as he saw the tortured look on my face, he knew. He knew I wanted him. I always had.

      I always would.

      He crossed the room in five long strides. One, I took a breath. Two, I nearly cried. Three, I almost told him to stop. Four, I realized I never could. And five, lightning crashed behind me as Jamie’s lips claimed mine.

      My back hit the glass and my conscience hit the road, leaving me behind with a shake of its head. But Jamie’s thumb grazed my bottom lip, and my tongue caught the saltiness of his skin.

      That’s all it took.

      One taste, and every voice of reason was killed mid-sentence.

      We both exhaled the moment our mouths met, hard and pleading, two years of pain and hurt and still-unresolved distance stoking the fire that had laid dormant for so long. Flames caught, and I gasped with the new oxygen, Jamie’s wet body pushing into mine and pinning me against the window.

      His hands ran down my arms, clasping hard around my wrists and pushing them over my head as his hips tilted forward. He kissed me like he’d never kissed me before, like he’d kissed me every day of his life, and like he’d never get the chance to kiss me again. Barrel-aged Whiskey and water mixed together, flavors exploding on my tongue with every sip. It was heaven. It was hell. It was wrong and right and I wished I’d never started yet I never wanted to stop. Loving Jamie was the sickest and sweetest oxymoron.

      “You’re not marrying him,” Jamie growled against my lips, and though that sentence should have pained me with guilt, it only fueled my desire. I kept my wrists high as Jamie dropped his grasp, reaching for the hem of my tank top and ripping it up and over. My simple sports bra came off next, and then his hands found my wrists once more, tightening their grip. The cold, wet fabric of his shirt brushed my nipples and I moaned, arching off the glass and into him.

      He dropped his mouth to my peak then, sucking the already tight skin, my hips bucking with the suction, wrists still pinned. Jamie’s lips caught mine again, teeth nipping at the wine stains as he flipped my hands, forcing my palms against the glass over my head.

      “Hold,” he murmured against my mouth, and then he dropped to his knees.

      Breaths expelled from my throat in bursts, chest heaving as I watched him hook his fingers beneath the band of my shorts. He slid them down to my ankles, fingertips searing my skin every inch of the way, and then he dipped one finger under the lace of my panties. We moaned together as he easily slid inside, and when Jamie’s eyes caught mine, the stare was too intense. I dropped my head back against the window, fingers desperate for a grip the glass couldn’t provide.

      Jamie slid my panties down next, hands wrapping around the backs of my thighs as he planted one soft kiss against my center. I was completely exposed for him, save for the tube socks still on my feet.

      “Fuck,” I whispered, chest aching with want. He hooked his hand behind one knee and brought it to his shoulder, allowing him better access, and his tongue slid along my opening before circling my clit. He sucked hard, sliding two fingers inside me at the same time, and the leg holding me up shook. “Oh, God.”

      “Mmm,” Jamie hummed against me, fingers deep and working with the rhythm of his mouth. The front of me was still wet from his shirt, my back slick with sweat against the glass, and my leg trembled as I balanced. He was so skilled, such an expert with his tongue, with my body. He knew me well — too well — and maybe that had always been my downfall. No one knew me like Jamie. No one ever would.

      I was on the brink of coming when Jamie dropped my leg, crawling back up my body slowly, lips dragging against every inch of my skin as he did. My hands were still high on the glass and when Jamie saw, he smirked, eyes finding mine with a new heat. “Such a good girl.”

      He backed up, no longer touching me, and slowly, he peeled his wet t-shirt off and let it fall to the floor in a wet heap. His eyes were hooded, jaw jutted up and lip between his teeth as he unbuckled his belt. Jamie was practically fucking me with his eyes as his hands undressed himself, and I squirmed, aching and ready. He pulled a condom from his wallet before kicking off his jeans, and I swallowed, body remembering before my brain what it would feel like to have him inside me again. When he finally dropped his briefs, his erection sprang forward, and my mouth watered. He was so hard, all for me, and that fact obliterated any self-control I thought I had left.

      I pushed forward, hands leaving their hold on the glass and reaching for him, instead. But Jamie caught my wrists, backing me into the glass and spinning me until my breasts and cheek were pressed into the glass. One hand held my wrists in place and the other dragged the wrapped condom down my arm, my ribs, the small of my back before he hooked my hips and pulled me back against him. His cock lined my ass and I whimpered, knowing just a few inches of movement could land him where I wanted him.

      “Do you moan like that for him?” Jamie asked, the tip of his nose running the back of my neck. “Does he touch you like I do?” He sucked my skin between his teeth and his hand snaked around to find my clit. I should have been angry, I should have thrown him off and realized then what I was doing. But I was blinded by lust, high for the first time in years, and his words only pushed me further into the addict state of mind.

      Jamie pushed back, all contact lost, and I heard the rip of the condom wrapper. I breathed hard exactly five times before his hands pulled my hips into him, back arching, and he positioned himself at my opening. I turned my head, lips on the glass, breath fogging up against the rainy night — and then, he filled me, slowly, centimeter by centimeter, burning and stretching and murdering my attempt at rehab once again.

      “Goddamn,” he breathed, pulling out before gliding in again, this time a little harder, a little deeper. He repeated the motion, each time thrusting me into the glass, and I stared out at the rain-soaked city, wondering if it shielded us from the other high-rises or put us on a more prominent display. I didn’t care. Let everyone watch, let everyone see my weakest and most euphoric moment.

      Jamie’s hands snaked into my hair and he tugged, pulling my hair tie loose, my throat exposed to the city as he rammed into me from behind. He sucked the lobe of my ear between his teeth and chills raced across my skin. Every touch was too much, every kiss too hot. He was consuming me, taking me under, my fight completely lost.

      He was close, I could feel the tension in his muscles, the shortness in his breath, but he lifted me suddenly, breaking our contact and carrying me to the couch. I always loved how effortlessly he carried me, like I weighed nothing, like his strength was unstoppable. He touched me with such a gentle, yet firm demand. I felt safe with Jamie. Always.

      He threw boxes off the couch, sitting on the middle cushion and pulling my thighs forward until I straddled him. My knees hit the cushion and I leaned forward, bracing on either side, and lowered myself down slowly. We moaned in unison, and Jamie’s head fell back.

      Which left him staring up at me.

      For a moment, we moved slow, his eyes locked on mine, his hands wrapped around my waist. We breathed together, bodies slick with water and sweat, and I felt it. I felt every ounce of pain, of abandonment — all the emotions I’d fought into a closet over the last two years broke down the door and flooded out. Jamie’s brows bent as one tear fell down my cheek and he caught it with his thumb, wiping it against my bottom lip before pulling my mouth to his. He kissed me with a promise I wasn’t sure I was ready to hear, because in that moment, I wasn’t thinking. I only wanted to feel. I wanted to burn.

      You know, they say that Bill Wilson asked for whiskey as his dying wish. The man was dying, at the end of the line, and he wanted the one vice he’d been fighting all his life. Even the co-founder of Alcoholics Anonymous wanted whiskey on his deathbed.

      And so I laid in mine, hand around the bottle, lips pressed to the rim, and I didn’t regret a single minute of the night I sealed my fate.

      Not one.
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      I regretted everything.

      “Oh God.”

      Those were the first two words out of my mouth when I woke the next morning, lying in bed with Jamie, his arm across my stomach. My eyes adjusted to the light streaming in through the window, the sky a bright gray, and I counted the half-packed boxes. Boxes I would be moving. Moving into my fiancé’s house.

      My fiancé.

      “Oh God.”

      I threw Jamie’s arm off, scrambling to my feet with the sheet still wrapped around me. It twisted at my ankles and I fell, squeaking. Jamie popped up then, hair mussed, eyes still half-closed.

      “Wha— you okay?”

      Popping back up, I wrapped the sheet tighter, lifting the fabric from around my ankle and storming over to my closet. “No,” I said firmly, closing the door to the closet behind me and dropping the sheet. I pulled on the first pair of jeans and shirt I found, still hopping into them as I spoke through the slits in the door. “No, Jamie, I am not fucking okay.”

      “What’s going on?”

      His voice was gravelly, thick with sleep, and it made me want to curl up with him. I kicked myself internally, huffing as I threw the door open, now fully dressed.

      “Oh, I don’t know. There’s a naked man in my bed and it’s not the one I’m engaged to.”

      Jamie scrubbed a hand down his face, watching me as I paced. “You’re not getting married.”

      “What? Of course I am,” I scoffed.

      Jamie’s eyes widened then, like my words were a shot of scalding espresso. “You can’t be serious.”

      “Listen, last night was a—” I paused, waving my hands, still pacing.

      “A what?” Jamie asked, standing. He was still naked, abs hard and rippling down to a V that pointed straight to the promise land. I tried not to stare, failed, and made a face when he didn’t even attempt to cover himself. “A mistake?”

      My brows bent together and I crossed my arms, meeting Jamie’s eyes and regretting it immediately. Too many thoughts were flowing through me, each one combatting the one that preceded.

      “Don’t you fucking say it, B. Don’t you say it was a mistake.”

      I cleared my throat, eyes on the window behind him. “I’m engaged,” I croaked, and Jamie let out a loud growl, cursing and running both hands through his hair before storming into the living room. I followed, guilt swallowing me. All I could see was Brad’s face, his smile, his trusting eyes. He would be so hurt if he found out what happened. The man who saved me from myself, and I repaid him by falling back into bed with the man who broke me in the first place.

      So fucking stupid.

      “I can’t believe you did this to me!” I screamed as Jamie tugged on his briefs. He swiped his jeans off the floor next, angrily shoving one leg in before the other. “I was happy, I was okay, I let you go. And then you just show up here, after two years without a single word, and you—”

      “You’re not happy. You’re numb. There’s a difference.”

      My mouth popped open. “Don’t tell me what I am, Jamie Shaw! If you’re so desperate to tell me something, how about telling me why you never called? Huh?”

      “Does it really matter?” He threw back, pulling his shirt over his head. It was wrinkled from the rain, but he still looked mouthwatering in it. “You said you’d wait, and I said I’d come. Why did you give up? Why are you trying to push me away right now?”

      “Because this isn’t right! This,” I said, motioning to my empty living room between us. “Isn’t okay. We’re toxic, Jamie. All we do is hurt each other, hurt the ones who love us, hurt ourselves.” I was trembling, and Jamie noticed. He exhaled, moving toward me like he wanted to comfort me, but I held up a hand to stop him. “Don’t.”

      Jamie paused, and for a moment we were both silent, the seriousness of the moment settling in around us like dust after a demolition.

      “You want to know why I never called?” he asked, his voice low. “You think that will make you feel better? Because it won’t.”

      I didn’t answer, and Jamie sighed.

      “B, I signed the wedding certificate the morning of the wedding. That was always the plan, sign the certificate before the day began so we wouldn’t have to worry about it, and then we could put it away somewhere safe, and take it to the courthouse on Monday.”

      My stomach fell hearing about Angel. “Okay…”

      “I signed it. Before I found out what she did.” He sniffed, eyes connecting with mine. “After I left, she signed it, too. And that Monday, when I was trying to figure out my plan of attack to handle shit with her and get to you as fast as I could, she showed up at my house, claiming we were officially married. She went to the courthouse without me, B. We were legally married.”

      My heart stopped, for three long seconds, and started again with a kick. “Oh my God.”

      “Yeah,” Jamie said, stepping closer. “At first, she begged for me to take her back, to make it work, but obviously, I refused. Then, she got her lawyer involved, and they said they’d go after me for everything because I’d been cheating on her with you.” He laughed, shaking his head. “They had camera footage of us together in the hotel on what was supposed to be my wedding night with Angel.”

      My head was spinning, and I reached for the back of the couch, holding it to steady my shaking legs.

      “If it was just my Jeep, or just my shitty house she wanted, I wouldn’t have cared, B. But my father made me partner — officially. It was my wedding gift. And she wanted to take that, too. She wanted half of everything, if not more. She…” his voice trailed off, and I saw in his eyes that it was painful to even talk about any of this with me. “I got a lawyer. I had to block your number, my family, too. Until it was all resolved, any phone call or email or message on Facebook could have incriminated me. It didn’t matter that she’d admitted to cheating the night before our wedding, because in the court’s eyes, we’d still gotten married anyway. It was the biggest fucking mess, all of it, and I hated working with slimy lawyers and an even slimier ex. I hated waiting. But the only thing that kept me going was knowing that you were waiting, too. For me.”

      I tried to swallow, but came up dry. I had to sit. I fell to the arm of the couch, hand over my mouth.

      “The day Angel finally gave up,” he continued, his voice lower now, gruff and sad. “The day I received the finalization of our divorce? That was the same day I received your wedding invitation.” He choked on a laugh. “Talk about sick irony.”

      I shook my head, too many times, temples pounding as my thoughts raced to catch up. “You should have called me. Somehow.”

      “I did! I called you from what I’m pretty positive is the only payphone still in existence, several times, and you never answered,” Jamie shot back, chest heaving.

      All the unknown numbers…

      My temples throbbed again and I kneaded them with my forefingers, still shaking. “You thought I would wait, and I thought you changed your mind.”

      Jamie moved to me then, slowly, as if he was waiting for me to stop him. Then, he bent at the knee to meet me at eye-level. “I could never change my mind about you.”

      I pulled away from his nearness. It was too much. It burned, and not in the way I loved. “No. No, you should have found a way. You gave up too easily. You should have answered my call, or had your lawyer call me, or told Jenna, or fucking smoke signaled. This is too much. You abandoned me.”

      Words flew from my mouth, but none of it made sense. I felt everything crashing in at once, the universe laughing in the background. It had won again. Timing laughed with it.

      “Stop doing this! Stop self-destructing, stop making this harder than it has to be,” Jamie said, exhausted. “Maybe you’re right, okay? Maybe I should have figured out a way to reach you, but I didn’t, because you were supposed to wait. And none of that matters now, want to know why?” He touched my chin, lifting my eyes to his. “Because you still love me. And I love you.”

      I flew off the couch, running my hands through my hair before spinning to face him again. “No, it does matter. Because I’m getting married.”

      “No, you’re not.”

      “Yes, I am!”

      Jamie stood, jaw tight. “You’re not marrying anyone but me.”

      I scoffed, and even as the laugh left my lips, his words sent a harsh yet warming zinger straight to my core. I loved hearing him say that, and hated myself for loving it.

      “You can’t do this. You can’t walk in here, at the one time I finally have my life together, and make me rip it to shreds.” The tears didn’t slowly build and bubble over, they struck fast, glossing my eyes after one blink and sliding down my cheeks with the second one. “All we do is hurt. All we do is destroy, and one of us is always picking up the pieces, trying to move on or forget or not get our hopes up. It’s sick. We’re toxic.” I was crying harder now, and once again Jamie reached for me, but I backed away. “And now, I risked everything I have to be with you last night, because I literally can’t say no to you.” I shook violently then. “I cheated on a man who didn’t deserve it, on a man who wants to spend his life with me, on a man I love, all because of my inability to let you go.” I cried, tears streaming freely, hot and scarring down my cheeks. “Your love is poisoning me, Jamie!”

      He cracked, something between a sob and a groan rumbling in his throat as his face twisted. Jamie crossed the room in three steps, shaking his head and mumbling no before pulling me into him. He held me tight, and I fought against another sob until he bent, his lips pressing into mine. I shoved him back hard.

      “Stop it! Stop! You have to go, you have to leave, Jamie.” My breaths were wild, voice too high-pitched.

      Jamie stood there, staring at me, willing me with that damn stare of his to change my mind. When I didn’t, he growled, punching a box of pans as he passed it and I jumped with the noise. I didn’t watch him leave, didn’t watch his back move through the door, didn’t see his face when he whispered that he’d always love me, didn’t hear the slam of the door behind him. All I heard was my heart, beating in my ears. All I saw was my hands, hitting the ground, tears falling to land next to them. All I felt was everything — every aching, shitty thing that had ever existed. Guilt, regret, love, lust, desperation, want, need, pain, fear, loss — all of it, all at once, like being caught inside a huge wave that broke just in front of me, swallowing me down into the depths of a dark, cold ocean of feelings I’d avoided for so long.

      I don’t know how long I stayed crumpled there on the floor, or how long I cried before my tears dried up along with my voice and I just laid there. My phone rang in the other room, but I didn’t move. I soaked in my regret, in the horrific pain that only comes with a relapse, and I paid my penance.

      I’d never hated myself more than in that moment.
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      I was still sore from Whiskey the night Brad and I finalized our wedding song.

      And three months later, on the date that had been crumpled on an invitation between Jamie’s hands in my apartment, I married Bradley Neil. I wore the white dress, he wore the black tux, we danced and ate cake and I smiled through it all. But it was a dead smile, a smile that never reached the corners of my lips, and I wondered if I’d ever smile again.

      I wondered a lot of things.

      I wondered if it was Jamie I saw escaping the back of the church when the priest asked him to speak now or forever hold his peace. Was that him, or had I just imagined it?

      I wondered if the gaping hole where Jamie’s warm buzz used to exist would ever close, if I’d ever get that part of myself back, or if it’d always belong to him.

      I wondered if there would ever be a day, a single day in my entire life, where I would truly shake my addiction.

      When I closed my eyes on my wedding night as Brad slipped between my thighs and thought of Jamie instead, I knew I never would. No matter what I said, no matter what I did, my addiction to Whiskey would always live on.

      Whether I fed it or not.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          A Love Letter to Whiskey

        

      

    

    
      So now, we’re all caught up.

      It’s crazy how fast the buzz comes back after you’ve been sober for so long.

      I opened my door and felt tipsy just at the sight of him, eyes blurring and legs shaking. It used to take me at least a shot to get to this point, but my tolerance level had been weakened by distance and time, and just seeing him warmed my blood. I gripped the knob tighter, as if that’d help, but it was like trying to chug water after passing the point of no return.

      Whiskey stood there, on my doorstep, just like he had one year before. Except this time, there was no rain, no anger, no wedding invitation – it was just us.

      It was just him – the old friend, the easy smile, the twisted solace wrapped in a glittering bottle.

      It was just me – the alcoholic, pretending like I didn’t want to taste him, realizing too quickly that months of being clean didn’t make me crave him any less.

      I told you we couldn’t start here.

      And we can’t end here, either.

      It didn’t really hurt to see him, didn’t really heal, either. I had become so numb since my wedding day, so completely void of emotion. Jenna was worried about me, she wanted me to go talk to someone, and my mom was slowly shifting over to her side, too. I guessed I couldn’t really blame them, not when I had self-destructed yet again, ending my marriage after less than five months. The truth was after Jamie left, I’d never been the same. I’d never recovered. I couldn’t love Brad because I only had room to love Jamie, and I couldn’t love Jamie because it hurt to do so. It was a mess, and I didn’t know how to clean it, so I just walked away from it.

      I’d moved out of Brad’s place over a month ago, and yet boxes still sat stacked in my apartment, and wedding rings still glittered on my finger. I couldn’t unpack, I couldn’t move on, I couldn’t admit to the fact that I’d ruined everything in my life. Work was the only place I wasn’t struggling, and it was only because reading and writing and working were my escapes. I turned off my emotions there, and that’s when I thrived.

      “Can I come in?” Jamie asked. He looked nice, dressed in slacks and a salmon button up that was cuffed at his elbows. His hair was short again, face cleanly shaven, and I swore he’d aged ten years in the twelve months since I’d seen him.

      I nodded, backing up and letting him inside. I wondered how he’d found me, if it had been Jenna or if he’d just tried my old apartment hoping I’d be there. I was lucky it was open when I moved out of Brad’s. It felt like home, and at the same time, it was tainted with memories — especially of the last night I spent with Jamie.

      I wish I could accurately describe what it felt like that day with him, but I was so numb. I had reached my all-time low, and I had no one to blame but myself. It was the moment before I could do anything to change it, the moment when the only thing I was capable of was breathing, and even that was just barely doable.

      Jamie had his hands in his pockets, and he looked around my apartment, almost exactly how it had been the last time he’d seen it. When his soft eyes found mine, he offered a sad attempt at a smile. “Hi.”

      “Hi,” I whispered back.

      “You’ve lost weight,” he said, and it wasn’t a compliment. I’d always been thin, and I knew I didn’t look healthy at the moment. But this was the game we played, wasn’t it? We always commented on what had changed since the last time we’d seen each other, always ignoring what hadn’t changed — which was the way we felt.

      “And you’ve shaved.”

      Jamie rubbed at his jaw before tucking his hand back in his pocket. “I’m sorry I showed up unannounced. I had a work conference down at the Omni and I just… I just wanted to see you.”

      I swallowed, crossing my arms in the large sweater I was donning. “You want something to drink?” I asked, making my way into the kitchen. I almost reached for a bottle of whiskey, but shifted and grabbed a water from the fridge instead.

      “I’m okay.”

      It was awkward, and it reminded me of when I’d ridden beside him in his Jeep the weekend he was supposed to marry Angel. We hadn’t talked since he’d left, since I’d chosen Brad over him. I was mindlessly playing with the wedding rings still on my finger, rings I’d yet to take off even though I knew I should, and Jamie caught the motion with his eyes. His jaw clenched as he leaned against my kitchen island.

      “So how are you?”

      I almost laughed. How was I? Was it appropriate to tell him I was crazy, that I was depressed and broken and crippled by anxiety and what ifs? I knew it wasn’t, I knew he didn’t need my bullshit nor did he deserve it, so I forced a smile.

      “I’m okay.”

      He nodded, and I took a moment to really study him — the edge of his jaw, the bulge of his biceps against the fabric of his shirt, the hint of sadness in his eyes as they fell to my wedding rings again. “Are you happy?”

      I looked away, toward the window, where the city was cast in an orange glow with the setting sun. I couldn’t answer that question without lying to him, so I changed the subject.

      “Why are you here?”

      Jamie followed my gaze, and we both looked out the window together. It felt like an eternity passed, like we watched the sun set and rise again before he spoke.

      “It’s been a long year.”

      His voice echoed in my empty apartment, gravelly and low.

      I simply nodded.

      “I had a lot of time to think about everything you said, and it killed me that I left the way I did without saying everything I wanted to say to you.”

      I closed my eyes, sucking my lips between my teeth and bracing myself. I wasn’t ready to hear more from him, I wasn’t prepared emotionally to do whatever it was he was about to ask me. But he wasn’t there to ask for anything, he was there to end it. And in a way, that was worse.

      “I want to stop hurting you,” he started, and I opened my eyes then, catching his. “I never meant to, and I guess I can’t really prove that, but I never meant to play all the games. I never wanted to hurt…” He swallowed, clearing the thickness from his throat with a small shake of his head. His eyes were on his feet then. “I want you to know that I love you, in every sense of the word.” My heart fell to my feet and my hand clutched at the fabric of my sweater, twisting, holding on, bracing for the storm. “Things are and always have been very real between us.”

      My breaths came harder then, because I knew he was right. No matter how fucked up it all had been, it was also real. It was all so, so real.

      “You’re my best friend,” he choked. I was so numb, like my head was submerged in an ice bath, and I couldn’t even look at him any longer, so I fixed my gaze on the window again. Jamie stood straighter then. “And I’ll always be somewhere for you, no matter the time, place, or circumstance.”

      A tear rolled swiftly and silently down the side of my face that Jamie couldn’t see. I didn’t wipe at it for fear I’d give it away.

      He crossed the room, stepping into me, and I smelled the honey and oak I’d always loved. I closed my eyes and inhaled a breath I didn’t let go of. Not when he kissed my forehead, not when he pressed a small box into my hand, not when he whispered, “Happy birthday,” and not when he pushed back again, scent leaving me in a whoosh.

      He walked slowly to the door, pausing with his hand on the knob. “I feel like goodbye isn’t the right term, so I’ll just say until the timing is right…”

      I kept my eyes on the window, and only when he closed the door behind him did I breathe again.

      I looked down at the small package in my hand, wrapped in brown paper and twine, and I cried.
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      I was officially twenty-eight.

      It was such a strange birthday. I felt like I should have my shit together, and I clearly didn’t. My career was about the only thing I had a handle on, and even that was questionable. I’d lost the man I loved my whole life, fucked up with Mr. Right and the guy who wanted to spend his life with me, and I lived in a small one-bedroom apartment alone.

      Luckily, Jenna had showed up less than an hour after Jamie left.

      “I don’t care what you say, we’re going to this stupid, cheesy eighties bar crawl. And you’re going to wear this absurd dress with me and we’re going to get totally wasted and bring in your twenty-eighth year in style.”

      Jenna was holding out a fluffy, lavender dress on a hanger to me, puffy shoulders and all. She sat heavy on one hip, typing away on her phone in her other hand, probably to her boyfriend, Dylan. They’d been dating almost since the exact day I started dating Brad. Their relationship proved to be stronger than ours, though, and I had a feeling he would be asking her a big question soon enough. It was sweet that she was here to celebrate my birthday, but celebrating was the last thing I felt like doing.

      “I’d much rather opt for ice cream and wine in my pajamas.”

      Jenna scoffed. “Nope. Not happening. This is going to be your year, B. We have to kick it off the right way so the rest of the year follows suit.”

      “And an eighties bar crawl is the ‘right way?’”

      “Duh.”

      I chuckled, snatching the hideous dress from her hand as she smirked and waved me into my bedroom to change.

      In her defense, we did end up having a pretty decent time. We danced and laughed and drank. We drank a lot. But by the end of the night, we ended up right back in my apartment. In fact, we ended up in my favorite place in the apartment — my bathtub. Still in our Sixteen Candles-ish dresses, tulle fluffed up all around us, and a bottle of Makers Mark that we passed back and forth. Jenna’s playlist on her phone echoed off the walls of the bathroom and Jamie’s gift sat unwrapped, cradled in the mess of our dresses between us.

      “Okay, so are you drunk enough to open it yet?” Jenna finally asked around three in the morning.

      I took another swig from the bottle, eyes a little hazy, and laughed. “I don’t think that’s a reachable point.”

      “What are you so afraid of?”

      I shrugged, kicking the heels off my feet that hung out of the tub. Jenna followed suit, and we swung our bare feet as I passed the bottle back to her. “It’s not that I’m scared. I just don’t know what good it will do opening it.”

      “You’re not curious?”

      “Of course I am.”

      Jenna huffed. “So open the damn thing. I’m dying over here.”

      She tossed the box into my lap and I picked it up with shaking fingers, thumbing at the twine and wondering what it could be. It was light, and it rattled with each move of my hands. “I don’t know how I’ll feel after I open this,” I admitted, turning to Jenna then. Jamie had only ever given me one gift before then, and it was a funny one, an inside joke, but this felt heavier.

      “Well that’s why I’m here,” Jenna said with a smile. “To help you figure it out.”

      She squeezed my leg through the puffy fabric of my dress and my hands gripped the box tighter. I chewed my lip, unsure, but my fingers were already peeling away at the twine and paper. It was strange, the way my heart raced the same way it always had in the presence of Whiskey. Maybe it was the Makers, maybe it was the unknown gift, or maybe it was my body waking up, realizing before even I did that twenty-eight really would be a year of change.

      When the paper was shed, I let it fall beside us, popping open the lid of a small, navy blue box. There was tissue paper inside, wrapped around something, and I was still shaking slightly as I peeled it back.

      “Oh my God,” I whispered when the tissue was gone. Jenna leaned in closer as I rubbed the cool metal of a simple charm keychain.

      There were six charms, and one small note.

      

      
        
        Even if you must move on, please don’t ever let us go.

      

      

      

      I read the note over and over, eyes misting before I thumbed through the charms. There was no explanation needed for them.

      It was a keychain, which reminded me of our drives, so many of them over the years. The nights we laughed, nights we hurt, nights we just existed as a boy and a girl. His passenger seat would always be mine, and this keychain proved it.

      The first charm I noticed was a music note. Classical music, our rare and kind of weird relatable preference. I thought of the playlists we’d had over the years, of The Piano Guys, of music that didn’t need words the same way Jamie and I never did.

      Next was a surfboard, followed by a cat. I laughed at that one, wondering if that story had really meant more to him than I ever knew. Then, there was a bottle of whiskey. It looked similar to Jack Daniels, and memories of the bon fire at Alder flooded my mind at first before I realized it was also our first shot together. In my kitchen, all those years ago, when the addiction hadn’t yet been discovered and yet we had both felt it playing just below the surface.

      So many times we’d been burned, and yet every time we wanted more.

      The last two I focused on made my chest ache. One was a simple silver airplane, and I thought about the distance between us over the last several years. Between Florida and California, and then Florida and Pennsylvania, and always in our minds. Distance and time had always dictated so much for us, and for the first time in my life, I was starting to wonder why I let it. The very last charm was a flat, rose gold heart. I didn’t have to think hard on that one. His heart belonged to me, just like mine would always belong to him.

      “You okay?” Jenna asked after a moment. I was so silent and still, save for the slight movement of my thumbs over the charms.

      “He loves me,” I whispered. I’d known it all along, I’d heard it a million times, yet it was the first time it actually hit me. “Even after all this, Jenna. He loves me.”

      She nodded, leaning her head on my shoulder and passing me the bottle of whiskey. “I think he always has, babe.”

      I sniffed, not wanting to cry because I wasn’t sad. I really wasn’t. I was relieved, and hopeful — even if unrightfully so.

      “What am I supposed to do? All we do is hurt each other. How do I know we’ll ever be able to make it? How do I trust him with a heart he’s broken so many times?”

      Jenna thought while I thumbed through the charms again, thoughts racing.

      “What’s your biggest fear with it all? You know as well as I do that if you give your heart to him, really give it to him, he’d never do anything to hurt you. If anything, it should be him who’s afraid — and clearly he’s not. So what’s the real issue?”

      I chewed my bottom lip, answers to her question swirling in my head. “It’s just, look at the path of destruction we’ve laid. He cheated, I cheated… twice.” I cringed with the admission. “We’ve hurt others around us, and we’ve never really been together. It’s always been about not being able to have each other. What if it’s just about wanting what we can’t have? What if that’s all part of the allure? It just feels wrong, and in the eyes of most sane people, it is. We’re built on lust and bad decisions.”

      “But are you?” Jenna challenged, sitting up again. She turned to face me, tucking her feet inside the tub. “No, you and Jamie never had it easy. And yes, you hurt a lot of people along the way. But at the end of the day, it’s your life, B. You have to live with it, no one else. So you can’t think about the people around you, how you’ve hurt them or what they think of you. It’s up to you to be happy because no one else is going to do it for you.” She smiled then, blue eyes bright in my dim bathroom. “Whatever you choose, make sure it makes you happy.”

      “That sounds a little selfish.”

      Jenna shrugged. “Yeah well, sometimes selfish and smart are synonymous.”

      It was like surviving an explosion. For over a year, my ears had been ringing, eyes adjusting to the smoke, and now, all of a sudden, everything had cleared. I’d let myself be ruled by fear and anger, pain and sadness, but I’d never once thought of the possibility that with Jamie, I would find happiness. It might not have been an easy road, and there were likely many more bumps ahead, but in the end, I couldn’t imagine my life with anyone else but him. He was it for me. He always had been.

      “Why have I always seen him as an addiction? As a bad thing?”

      Jenna leaned into me, stealing the bottle I had yet to drink from since the last time she passed it. “Sometimes we’re more terrified of the good things in life than we are of the bad. We feel we don’t deserve them, or that they aren’t real, that they’ll disappear quickly and easily and we’ll be left in the ruins.”

      She was right, and I smiled at the clarity of it all. Jamie had always been a natural urge for me, but I’d labeled him as the bad kind — as something I should be ashamed of or something that had the power to ruin me. But the truth couldn’t be further from that.

      “He’s not an addiction,” I whispered. “He’s an inclination.”

      Jenna smiled, tilting the bottle of whiskey back toward me. “So, what now?”

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      

      The next morning, while Jenna was still fast asleep in my bed, I sat down at my laptop, and I started writing.

      I started writing my love letter to Whiskey.

      I started writing the book you’re reading now.

      The honest, hard to read and even harder to write account of my eleven-year addiction to Whiskey.

      I know I’ve put you, as a reader, through a lot. Maybe through too much. I wouldn’t blame you if you hated me right now, because the truth is there are more than a few times in my life where I made the wrong decision. I am flawed, and though I know it was hard to read, I’m not sorry for telling the truth. I’m not ashamed of my path. In a way, I think it’s about figuring out who we are through the mistakes we make.

      I know who I am. And I know who I need.

      So, Whiskey, if you’re reading this, I hope now you understand. We’ve always blamed timing, but the timing has always been right — we just never listened.

      Up until this point, I’ve never fought hard enough. But if you give me the chance, I’ll fight every single day of our lives together. I’ll go to battle for you, and I’ll win the war in the end.

      You asked me for one day, but one day never came. You asked me to choose you, and I never did. You asked me to be with you, and I never was.

      But now, it’s our time.

      One day is here, and I choose you. I’ve never been anyone else’s but yours, and I never want that to change.

      Now, you just have to choose me, too.

      I’m sorry that up until now, I saw you as something I should quit instead of something I should fight for.

      My heart is, always has been, and always will be yours.

      By the time I finish this, by the time you maybe, hopefully read it, you’ll be on the cusp of your thirtieth birthday. I don’t know where you are, I don’t know who you’re with, but I hope you remember. I hope you remember our drives. I hope you remember our days on the water, our nights in the sand, our wasted time and the minutes we cherished. More than anything, I hope you remember the pact you made to a wide-eyed girl eleven years ago.

      I’ve hurt you. You’ve hurt me. I don’t deserve you, and you’ve always deserved me. You don’t have to forgive me, you don’t have to leave the past behind, but I’m asking you to, anyway.

      This is my love letter to you… everything I have is in these pages. Now the pen is in your hand.

      Come find me, Whiskey.

      I’ll be waiting.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

          Last Drop

        

      

    

    
      The surf is going to be perfect today.

      It’s just barely past eight in the morning, and I’m sitting in my favorite spot in the entire world — Jamie’s passenger seat. Our boards are strapped in on top of the Jeep, two half-empty iced-coffees sitting between us, and the wind whips our hair around as we cruise down to the beach.

      It always burns a little, sitting in this seat, thinking of what could have been. I’ve tried to let those thoughts go over the years, but it’s not as easy as it seems.

      It’s not easy not to think about the years that passed that I could have been his, or about the nights we both spent alone that we could have spent together. It hurts to think about, and yet I can’t not think about it all. I think sometimes life is about embracing what hurts, because pain is one of the most vivid emotions we can feel. Pain reminds us that we are alive, and I’ll always appreciate that stinging reminder.

      Jamie’s hair is longer, just the way I like it, and he wears an easy grin as we drive. Barrel-aged Whiskey looks even better in the bright morning light, the amber notes in his eyes shining. He’s talking about the surf report and where to eat lunch, but a ray of sun hits the wedding band on his left hand as he shifts positions on the steering wheel, and suddenly my mind is far away.

      He did finally get married, just a few months after his thirtieth birthday.

      I swallow, chest aching a bit as I think about the lucky woman who will get to live out the rest of her life as his wife. She and I don’t really get along, but I’m sure that’s no surprise to you.

      She doesn’t deserve Jamie, though I guess no one ever will in my eyes. Honestly, I think his wife is selfish. I think she’s a little lost, a little broken, and a little too fond of making mistakes. Sometimes it hurts when I see them together, but I don’t let myself focus on the bad, because the truth is she makes him happy. It may not make sense to me, but it doesn’t have to — because he loves her.

      And that’s enough for me.

      I kick my sandals off, propping my feet on the warm dashboard in Jamie’s Jeep just as a familiar melody comes over the speakers. The Piano Guys always take me back to the first time I sat beside Jamie, and it must do the same for him because he stops talking, hand reaching for my thigh. He gives it a gentle squeeze and every cell in my body buzzes to life at the touch.

      I lay my head back against the seat and tilt my head to look up at him — my Jamie, my Whiskey. He’s looking at me in the way he always has, the way I hope he always will, and I wonder if he’ll ever be able to touch me without me feeling that same familiar, aching burn.

      But that’s the thing about whiskey, isn’t it?

      It’s strong, to the very last drop.

      I face the windshield again just as we park, the waves rolling in ahead of us, sunshine blazing hot on our shoulders. I inhale the salty breeze, letting go of the breath slowly, breathing in the moment. Sometimes I feel like we have to rush, but then I remember that time isn’t our enemy the way I always thought. Turns out, time is our friend — the friend we never listened to, but we’re learning how to more and more every day. The friend who might have always known a little more about us than we did.

      You see, I may not always like his wife, and she may be far from perfect…..

    

  


  
    
      But I’m so happy she’s me.
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            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Kandi Steiner is a bestselling author and whiskey connoisseur living in Tampa, FL. Best known for writing “emotional rollercoaster” stories, she loves bringing flawed characters to life and writing about real, raw romance — in all its forms. No two Kandi Steiner books are the same, and if you’re a lover of angsty, emotional, and inspirational reads, she’s your gal.

      An alumna of the University of Central Florida, Kandi graduated with a double major in Creative Writing and Advertising/PR with a minor in Women’s Studies. She started writing back in the 4th grade after reading the first Harry Potter installment. In 6th grade, she wrote and edited her own newspaper and distributed to her classmates. Eventually, the principal caught on and the newspaper was quickly halted, though Kandi tried fighting for her “freedom of press.” She took particular interest in writing romance after college, as she has always been a die hard hopeless romantic, and likes to highlight all the challenges of love as well as the triumphs.

      When Kandi isn’t writing, you can find her reading books of all kinds, talking with her extremely vocal cat, and spending time with her friends and family. She enjoys live music, traveling, anything heavy in carbs, beach days, movie marathons, craft beer and sweet wine — not necessarily in that order.

      

      
        
        CONNECT WITH KANDI:

      

      

      
        
        FACEBOOK

        FACEBOOK READER GROUP (Kandiland)

        INSTAGRAM

        TWITTER

        WEBSITE

      

      

      

      Kandi Steiner may be coming to a city near you! Check out her “events” tab on her website to see all the signings she’s attending in the near future.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Sloth

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        By Ella James

      

      

    

  


  
    
      Dear A. –

      I am writing to express my gratitude for your gift. There are no sufficient words, but please accept my sincerest thank you. 

      Yours,

      R.

      

      She writes me back. 

      I didn’t expect that. 

      She tells me she’s a lover of chicken pizza and video games, a hot sorority girl with the nickname Sloth. She wants to know something about me in return. She says I owe her.

      This is how she saves my life. She doesn’t even know it. We’ve never even seen each other. But I need a reason. Just one reason to continue. She becomes mine.

      The anonymity is good. She doesn’t need to know me, but I need her kindness. We both live our lives: a letter here, a post card there. For three years, I escape my demons. And then one day I’m pulled back in. 

      I’ve resigned myself to what I know is coming. Until the girl I’m spanking gives her safe word: Sloth. 

      And then the lie I’m living starts to unravel.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        To Jamie Davis–

        For Much Slothing
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            October 2, 2011

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear A. –

      I am writing to express my gratitude for your gift. There are no sufficient words, but please accept my sincerest thank you.

      

      Yours,

      R.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            October 17, 2011

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear. R. ~

      I hope you don’t mind me writing back. I don’t mean to be an asshole, but I guess I was a little…disappointed by your letter. I have accepted your sincere thank you and have folded it into an origami sparrow that I wear around my neck. Just kidding. I don’t wear anything around my neck except my trusty sloth necklace. Why a sloth? It’s my nickname. It suits me because I’m slow-moving, and I like to sleep. Also, sloths are fucking adorable and weird. What better combination? I promise I am not a stalker, at least not in my real life, but the truth is, I would love to hear a little bit about you.

      ~Sloth

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            October 31, 2011

          

        

      

    

    
      Sloth -

      Please don’t waste your time writing to me. I am not interested in befriending you. We are close enough already, don’t you think? In any event, have a wonderful life.

      R.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            November 11, 2011

          

        

      

    

    
      R.,

      Yeah, I guess so.

      For what it’s worth, I’m a Georgia peach with a Final Fantasy obsession and a never-ending appetite for chicken pizza. (That’s pizza with chicken on it. FABULOUS.) I hope my Sloth-ly traits haven’t rubbed off on you too much. Have a wonderful life yourself.

      -S.

      P.S. Are you male or female?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            November 23, 2011

          

        

      

    

    
      Sloth,

      I am male. And surprised you had to ask.

      

      -R.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            December 1, 2011

          

        

      

    

    
      R.-

      I can’t believe you paid the postage on that. You must be a very interesting person. Interesting = weird. Remember, though, I like weird. Are you near my age? I’m 18. I turned 18 this past April, but I’m only a senior in high school. Weird, right? See…I have secrets too. I think I’ll hoard them until you cough up some of yours. You might say you owe me?

      Too much?

      Too soon?

      Please don’t report me.

      I swear, I’m not as weird as I seem on paper. I’m just bored and curious. And sealing this into an envelope now, so I don’t get tempted to throw it into the fire.

      -Slothfully Yours

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            December 19, 2011

          

        

      

    

    
      Sloth-

      You have a fire in Georgia? Hmm. Are you anemic?

      -R.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            December 26, 2011

          

        

      

    

    
      R. –

      Are you inquiring about the quality of my blood? Believe me, if blood was money, I’d be king.

      The fire was a bon fire. The night I wrote that letter, my friend Bentley and I went to a field party. It was cold, for here. I think like 43 degrees. Have you ever been to a field party? A kegger? A rave? I’d like to think so. Somehow I imagine you behind a desk, in a suit or something. Might I ask your age, sir?

      -Sloth

      P.S. Merry Christmas or Happy Hanukkah – or both!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            January 8, 2012

          

        

      

    

    
      Sloth-

      Why not a queen? You think a king is superior? How very un-feminist of you.

      You might ask my age. If you did, I might or might not tell you.

      Forty-five degrees is not cold. Where I am, it’s 9 today. I went outside and got icicles in my nose.

      I don’t do suits. Try jeans, a ratty old jacket, and boots.

      Age is just a number. My number isn’t far from yours.

      I’ve been to a few house parties. Vaped a little. I don’t drink much but like vodka—top shelf.

      Is that enough to pay my debt?

      -R.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            January 20, 2012

          

        

      

    

    
      R. ~

      Vape, you say? What is it to vape? Is it vaping? Vape-ing?

      You owe me no debt. That was a rude thing for me to say. I’m sorry.

      How not far from my number is yours? Are they side by side? Or a few seats away from each other? What do you do every day? Are you a wood-chopper? I am now picturing you in flannel and work boots. I think I kind of like that look.

      Are you in New York? Somewhere else? Are you living with family?

      I’ve got stalker tendencies, okay? So sue me.

      I’m getting really tired of school. I can’t wait for college!

      -Sloth

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            February 2, 2012

          

        

      

    

    
      Sloth-

      I am in New York state. How did you know?

      This seems like the right time to reiterate my thanks. I’m sorry it was so…stiff originally. Yeah, I said stiff.

      Vaping is something one does with marijuana. It’s like…smoking from a bong, but the impurities are removed via…some process. It involves a lot of heat. That’s all I know. It’s been a while.

      I hope you had a good Christmas or Hanukkah and a nice New Year. Mine was…strange.

      I don’t have a job right now. I’m doing what you might call regrouping. If I had a job, it wouldn’t be wood-chopping. Too tedious. I like a challenge.

      R.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            February 15, 2012

          

        

      

    

    
      R.-

      What does it stand for? It’s only been a few months, but I feel like I’ve known you a lot longer. I’m tired of writing to an initial. Does that make me weird?

      This is not a good week for me. I probably shouldn’t be writing you at all. Bad things tend to happen to me Valentine’s week. Based on past luck, I will probably get run down by a runaway mailman after slipping this into the box.

      Sigh.

      Can you hear that?

      It’s a loud one.

      I’m going to the cemetery today. I should have gone yesterday, but I couldn’t. I don’t know why.

      I hope you’re doing nothing tedious and everything challenging, and that life is shaping up the way you want.

      Do you want to chat online sometime?

      It’s okay if you don’t. I’m just being needy. At least that’s what my family says…

      -S.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            March 1, 2012

          

        

      

    

    
      Madame Sloth-

      I’m sending my letter back in time. I hope you receive it February 13, so you can utilize my expert instructions. If not, there’s always next year.

      R. stands for Robert, if you insist on knowing. It’s not my favorite name, so I try not to use it often.

      I heard your sigh. I thought, that sounded needy.

      Kidding.

      It sounded sad.

      Why are you sad? I’m afraid I know the answer, and that brings me to my instructions. (I wish I didn’t know them…)

      I recommend at least one shot of a top shelf vodka before getting in the car. It’s better if you have someone else to drive you. A friend, perhaps? If you’re not much of a vodka drinker, you could start with Snow Queen.

      Yes, I realize you’re not “legal,” but I feel the situation should exempt you from the law. (I must insist you don’t drive yourself, though, unless you skip this step).

      On the way there, be careful with your music. You have to have music of some kind. Silence isn’t recommended. Try something like The Strokes. The Stones would work, too. You want rock, and not the emo kind. Play it loud enough to drown out any thoughts. (If you drank enough Snow Queen, this will be less of an issue).

      Don’t look out the windows. When I do, I feel like I’m in a music video. The kind of shit video that’s meant to be ironic when paired with a certain type of rock song. Your drive ride to the cemetery should not be imaginary music video fodder. Keep your eyes on the dash, or on the face of the person you’re with.

      Wear regular clothes. Nothing dressy. This is not a funeral. (You already did that.)

      If you can pick the date, go with a day that’s neither cloudy nor overly sunny. A cloudy day is just depressing, and a really sunny day seems like a slap in the face of the dead. Choose a day that’s a little sunny, with some clouds. If you can’t choose, and the day is extra sunny or rainy, consider adding another shot of vodka.

      Do you have flowers or some other trinket? I should have mentioned earlier: put it in the back seat, in the floor. It’s not that important. They’ll never know you brought it. Whatever you do, don’t hold it in your arms like it’s a fucking baby.

      Have your driver park you close to the grave. No walking. (The goal here is to minimize thinking time. Now that you don’t have The Strokes, you’ve got to hurry).

      Get out whatever you brought, if anything, and don’t take your time walking over. Now is not the time to contemplate fate—neither yours nor that of the dead. (Note I didn’t say dead person. You are not visiting a person. You are visiting a piece of stone. Or a drawer).

      Walk quickly, and put your trinket down as soon as you reach the place.

      I know I just said you’re not visiting a person, but since I think you’ll want to say some words, and most people don’t talk to cement, pretend you are talking to that person on a SHIT day. You’re mad at each other. Pissed off over something stupid, like they kneed you in the— okay, not that. (They stole your favorite thong? Lost your hair brush? Blasted you in the face with hair spray? Or maybe they broke your fucking heart.)

      Call them a bastard or a bitch, tell them whatever you need to say, and get going. There is no reason to stay. Trust me on this. Get out, and don’t look back.

      When you make it back to the car, try to talk about whatever you were talking about on the ride over. (Hint: It needs to be everyday type of shit).

      You may be tempted to go get some post-cemetery refreshments. I’d recommend against this. You don’t need to talk about what you just did.

      Get back to your life. Be glad you’ve got your thong, or your heart, or whatever. Spend the afternoon or evening doing homework, or (better yet) going out somewhere. Concerts are a good choice. They’re loud, and most people are drunk. Clubs work, too. Don’t try a regular bar, but if you do, get a booth with friends. Don’t sit at the goddamned bar.

      One more thing. When you go to sleep that night, be sure you’ve had some alcohol or even Xanax. If that’s not your scene, fall asleep…I don’t know. Reading. Or doing something else.

      I think that’s about it.

      -R.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            March 11, 2012

          

        

      

    

    
      R. –

      Hot damn, that was a good list. I usually go once a month, and my once a month in March will be this week. I’m so doing all of that. Except maybe the Snow Queen. Holy expensive alcohol, batman. I want to go to your house party!

      When I was ten and my sister was five, she got hit by a car while getting off the bus from school. February 14, sooo… I’m not a hearts and chocolate kind of girl.

      I would gladly give her all my thongs, even if they would be way inappropriate for a thirteen-year-old. I would even take a daily hair spray blast to the face. I would give her my boyfriend (if I had one) and even give her Snow Queen vodka.

      What a fabulous big sister I would be.

      Seriously, though, I appreciate your list. So much.

      I like the name Robert. It’s earnest.

      Are you a college guy, Robert?

      Are you still living in New York state? Are you from there?

      I know – my stalkerish tendancies are coming out again! Also, I can’t figure out how to spell tendencies. <- That looks right!

      In all seriousness, I think of you a lot and wish the best for you. Please let me know if you ever need anything. Or want to chat. Or meet up. Or whatever. And if you don’t, ignore my pushiness. I’m a take what I want kind of girl. I’m needy and wild and sometimes reckless. It’s just the way I was made.

      I hope that rubs off on you in all the right ways.

      Xo,

      Sloth

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            April 26, 2012

          

        

      

    

    
      Sloth,

      That fucking sucks, about your sister. I’ll drink a shot of Snow Queen for her. It’s a high-quality vodka, produced from organic wheat and spring water in Kazakhstan. She, like any discerning tween, would surely enjoy.

      And you, too?

      Buy yourself a thong. Sign up for a pen pal service. Several dozen cans of hair spray? Go wild. Be reckless.

      -R.

      (If there’s not a VISA gift card in here, some asshole stole it.)

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            May 24, 2012

          

        

      

    

    
      R.

      Generous man, with good taste. I enjoyed the Snow Queen immensely. On the 14th, I had my friend drive me to the cemetery, where I left a shot on my sister’s headstone. It was a semi-cloudy day. I didn’t listen to The Strokes, but to The Unicorns, “Sea Ghost.” It did the job. Afterward, I went to another friend’s house to play pool. I fell asleep that night watching X Men: First Class. I should have written you back sooner, but have been so busy getting ready for college! Squeeeee! I’m not going too far from home, but I’m excited anyway. It’ll be nice to get out of my dumb small town and be onto other things!

      I hope you’re doing great and are enjoying college/hiking/clubbing whatever is your thing. I still think about you a lot. In a totally non-stalkerish way. Please keep in touch. I will continue sending the same way as always. I have the feeling you’d prefer that to email or IM chatting.

      -Sloth

      P.S. I’m glad it was you. <3

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            June 16, 2012

          

        

      

    

    
      Sloth,

      I hope you enjoy college. I hear Georgia has some great educational opportunities for its residents. I am…living life. It’s a shock I’m not sure I’ll ever get over.

      Feel free to continue corresponding at your convenience. BTM has my address, and will for a while I believe.

      P.S. – Your feeling of gladness is reciprocated. Also, multiplied.

      

      Yours,

      R.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            October 7, 2012

          

        

      

    

    
      Wow, it’s been a long time! I can’t believe how long it’s been. I came across your last letter the other day and was surprised to see the date. How the hell are you?

      I’m in my second semester of college, and I’m loving it! I found a job in my college town and worked my way through summer semester. I already knew my way around by the start of fall semester, so that was nice. I live in the dorms, but it’s not as bad as I thought it would be. I kind of like my roommates.

      It’s so bizarre how much partying there is all the time here. Don’t get me wrong – it’s fun – but if I did it all the time I’d be flunking out of school. I have to keep my grades up for my sorority. Yeah…I joined a sorority. I know, I know. The clichés are sometimes true. But it was a good way for me to meet new friends. I’m trying to be a different person than I was in high school. Not in any major way or anything… In the normal way, I guess.

      I’d love to know what you’re doing. I hope B.T.M. has your address as long as I want it. I would be so sad if a letter came back to me.

      Sloth

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            November 3, 2012

          

        

      

    

    
      Sloth-

      A college girl. I can’t picture it. What does a college girl named Sloth look like?

      (Your stalkerish tendencies may have rubbed off on me. I’m only just noticing.)

      I’m glad you’re enjoying yourself.

      I’m in college too, actually. I, too, am enjoying it. Lots of opportunities to drink Snow Queen and read obscure poetry. (Don’t knock it. The two go well together).

      I hope you have a good holiday and keep in touch.

      

      -R.

      P.S. I did a shot for you 8/7.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            January 10, 2013

          

        

      

    

    
      R. –

      Every time I see someone drinking Snow Queen, I think of you. It doesn’t happen often. Gray Goose is the preferred vodka on my campus. I guess because it’s more affordable. (I can verify it definitely isn’t as good!)

      What are you studying? I’m undecided, which I guess is typical for someone my age. I like a lot of things, but I don’t know what I would want to do forever. It’s a long time. I’m caving under the pressure, know what I mean?

      Spring semester just started (I’m a sophomore now!), and I’m already dreading going home for the summer. My family has limited finances, so I don’t think I can stay here even if I work. There are worse things, I guess! I have a younger sister (the middle one) who will be glad to steal my thongs.

      How funny - I drank a shot of Snow Queen for you 8/7 also. Maybe in an alternate reality, we were drinking them together.

      <3 Sloth

      P.S. A college girl named Sloth looks lovely. Probably dressed in a gown for formal. Possibly giddy from too much vyvance or “Mary Jane”. Don’t knock it. It’s a good look on me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            April 1, 2013

          

        

      

    

    
      Sloth,

      Do I ever get to know your real name? (All I was given was A.W.)

      Maybe next 8/7 we could make it happen. This year, I’m going to the Baltic Sea with my dad.

      Sigh.

      Did you hear that one?

      He is…not the most exemplary father.

      In my opinion.

      There are others. Some differ. Some do not.

      Be careful with the mixing of various goodies. I’d hate to lose access to you.

      My major is English.

      -R.

      

      P.S. Really. Be careful. Especially if you’re hanging out with frat guys.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            May 30, 2013

          

        

      

    

    
      R.-

      Whew! School’s out, and I’m “home.” It’s really just my mom and grandma, and my sister. I’ve only been here a few days, and it already feels like forever. Maybe your dad sucks, but the Baltic Sea? That’s so cool. I want a postcard. Can you do that? Send to me internationally without problems? I’d love it. Maybe a picture too. Just kidding. You don’t have to. I know that may be too much for you, and I’m okay with that. My stalkerish tendencies are being bred out of me over time. Is that a good thing? I don’t know…

      Weird is good. I still think that.

      I wonder what you’re doing now. Summer mini-mester? More traveling? Consider me your girl if you’re ever in need of a pen pal!

      Thanks for trying to look out for me. I am careful. Pretty clean, too. Drugs are kind of boring after all. Although I still want to try acid at least once…

      I hope you’re having a great summer so far.

      -Sloth

      P.S. I would tell you my name, but it’s so lame, I’m afraid it would put you to sleep. I have an interesting middle name. Maybe next note, I’ll tell you that.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            August 7, 2013

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Sloth-

      I wish I knew your boring name.

      This is a postcard from Świnoujście, close to the German border, where I’m drinking at a little bar called Still Waters.

      Here’s to you…

      R.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            September 4, 2013

          

        

      

    

    
      R.-

      I LOVE the post card. I bet it’s beautiful there! I hope you had a fabulous summer, and that your dad really outdid himself with uncharacteristic awesomeness.

      My summer was…interesting. It went by faster than I thought.

      I’m back at school now, living in the sorority quarters for the end of my sophomore and beginning of my junior year. It’s kind of insane, but I think I might like it. I’m a girl of the people. I’m not good by myself. I need friends and boys, and yes, even a little drama.

      I have a feeling I’m the yang to your yin. Or something like that.

      I still picture you chopping wood in a quiet forest with icicles in your nose. ;)

      Tonight I’m going on a date with my big crush from last year. I promise I’ll be careful, even though he seems like a nice guy. I’m not really looking for anything serious. I have to focus on my major: art!

      Keep in touch, and take care.

      -Sloth

      (Legally known as Autumn)

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            November 21, 2013
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      This guy reminded me of you. Hope you’re having a nice semester autumn.

      -R.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            December 16, 2013
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      This one made me think of you! I had a very nice semester. You? Have a fabulous Xmas or Hanukah. How do I still not know which one?

      Xo,

      Sloth (Please Lord, never use the “A” word).

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            January 25, 2014

          

        

      

    

    
      Sloth,

      Please lord? I’ll answer to that. Happy New Year.

      R.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            March 9, 2014

          

        

      

    

    
      R. –

      I’m going to let you off the hook for that one. I’m a Southern girl, remember? ‘Please Lord’ is something we say. It’s like…an old “sayin’”. How’s your year going? Is there some hot, R-loving babe calling you Lord? ;) I hope so.

      -S.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            April 1, 2014

          

        

      

    

    
      Seventeen of them. Some call me Lord, others Master, and still more Lucifer.

      When are you going to choose a name for me?

      Happy April Fools’.

      

      -R.

      P.S. Does your school have a good art program? Mine does.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            April 28, 2014

          

        

      

    

    
      My Dear R.~

      What a bad, bad boy. Guy? Man? How the hell old are you anyway? I’m thinking you must be in grad school. My school does have a good art program. Very good, in fact. Sadly, I am no longer in it. I have changed my major to art counseling. Don’t laugh. It’s a very serious field. Lots of balloon animals and papier mache. I look good in a dirty apron.

      How’s the English going? Going to be a professor or something? Me thinks it would suit your God complex.

      -S.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            July 10, 2014

          

        

      

    

    
      R.-

      I’m going to assume my note got lost in transit. Had to happen sometime I guess. Hope your summer is going well. Want to meet up 8/7? I’m game…

      S.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            August 9, 2014

          

        

      

    

    
      I’m embarrassed to admit, I’m feeling a little dissed. Hope you’re doing well. Drop me a post card? Even a blank one would do.

      Xox

      S.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Part I

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “I was never insane except upon occasions when my heart was touched.”

        -Edgar Allen Poe

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            One

          

          Cleo

        

      

    

    
      September 2014

      I might as well be a vampire. That’s how much time I’ve been spending in my closet lately. Being a college girl, constantly surrounded by dumb college guys, I can already hear all of the dumb-college-guy-caliber comments, so let me say, for the record: I’m not gay (I still fly the flag), and I’m also not rubbing one out.

      I’m in here writing letters I then shred, and packaging one of the Seven Wonders of the World into Mason jars. Also, obsessively Googleing the name “Robert,” paired with a few key phrases.

      Weird, I know. But weird is not a bad thing.

      The letters are personal. Private. I don’t write them very eloquently, but that’s okay, because no one is ever going to read them. I can’t seem to make myself mail any of them. It’s a good thing, I guess. A practical thing. But every time I listen to the grinding sound my shredder makes, I find myself rubbing my chest, because it hurts a little.

      The name “Robert”—well, that’s personal, too.

      As for the wonder, and the Mason jars...it’s business, baby. My business.

      Yeah. I have my own business. I’m proud of that. I never have to ask Mom or Grans for money. I never have to want for anything material. Sometimes I buy things I know my sister Mary Claire wants, pull off the tags, and mail them home, posing them as “second-hand.” One day soon, I hope to set up a Chattahoochee College grant for a hearing impaired student from my hometown. Yeah, you guessed it: Mary Claire.

      I do business on the black market, but I keep it as classy as possible. When I deliver orders, I have everything all cute and tidy: product inside a baggie, tied at the top with a little strip of ribbon (sometimes I even do different sorority colors), then the baggie tucked into a Mason jar with an adorable colored lid.

      Like most things I do these days, I make dealing drugs look effortless. And it is—mostly.

      For the record, it’s not really “drugs.” It’s marijuana, which is legal in some states and will probably be legal everywhere in another decade. That makes me a trailblazer.

      Getting my cute Mason jars organized and ready to blaze is no easy task. For starters, my bedroom is the size of a square of Chiclet chewing gum, and located in a sorority house, which is officially drug free. Even worse, it’s wedged between the bedrooms of Milasy and Stephanie—my sorority’s president and vice president, neither of whom, you might have guessed, is showing up for any pro-marijuana rallies.

      So yeah. I have to be covert. And that means packaging in my closet. It’s where my desk is, and also where I hide my LELO. The walls are bright pink, courtesy of the last Tri Gam treasurer.

      Right now, I’ve got less than thirty minutes until our Wednesday night chapter meeting, and here I am: slaving away over my precious buds. Picking out stems and seeds that Kennard told me wouldn’t be there this time. Freaking Kennard. Medical grade my tight, tanned ass. This shit is barely even mid-grade. Bitches like Holly and Neda will probably try to get a discount. I can’t do discounts. Not this week or any week.

      I look down at myself: at my Seven jeans, my Gucci boots, my pink Kors sweater. These things don’t buy themselves. I need money to survive here, in this lifestyle. Without my dealing, I’ve got nothing but a scholarship and a room down at the mold-infested swamp dorms. I might have good grades, and I might go to a lot of trouble to keep myself in good physical condition, but you think the campus’ most exclusive sorority would let me in if I wasn’t forking over giant quantities of the green stuff? (Not that green stuff. I’m talking about Benjamins). Not a chance in hell.

      People here think I’m a rich girl. A rich, delinquent girl who likes pushing boundaries and breaking rules. It’s so not true. I was the girl found crying in the first grade bathroom because I wasn’t coordinated enough to put one foot right in front of the other as the students in my class filed, in a line, from our class room to the lunch room.

      My mother is a seamstress, and my dad died when his eighteen-wheeler rolled over, hauling logs from Dawson up to Memphis. Mary Claire gets free lunch at school. I did, too. And it was fine—for high school. I made up for being poor as dirt by being reasonably well-put-together and doing really well in gymnastics and concert band. Oh, and dating Brandt Kessler, a doctor’s son.

      But college is different. Poor girls don’t rush, and on my campus, girls who don’t rush have a hard time getting noticed. After eighteen years on the outside, window-shopping, I want to be an insider here at Chattahoochee College. So when I graduate, I can start a life that doesn’t include a sewing table.

      I place the last of my Mason jars in a little row on the edge of my desk and mentally tick off my regulars. My sorority regulars, that is.

      Holly buys half an eighth a week, and so do Megan, Kelsey, Lora, Chole, Amber, Ricci, Katy Peterson, Hannah, Solena, and Lindsey. They all get charged $65 instead of my regular $70. Greek discount. Neda only buys a three-fourths of a gram, because she says when she smokes at the same time she’s Vyvancing, she gets a rash. I charge her $50, because geez, I’ve gotta make some money off her. And then I’ve got a bunch of quarter-ounce customers. I walk my fingers over these jars: Julie, Sarah, Molly, other Molly, Forrest, Anna Maria, Christy, Elizabeth, Joanna, and Jordan. These chicks are where I make some real money. I make them cough up $145 a jar for a quarter of an ounce. More, when the weed is really good.

      This week, it’s pretty much my norm: some barely mid-grade diesels, purchased from Kennard, my old across-the-street neighbor down in Albany. Chattahoochee College sits right on the Alabama-Georgia line—about one hundred miles southwest of Atlanta, and one hundred miles northwest of my hometown of Albany, Georgia. Every Sunday afternoon, I drive an hour and a half home in my ancient, white Mazda Miata, and drive back up with several grocery bags full of my Grans’ cookies and brownies, plus a pound of bud concealed in patterned Tupperware.

      I peek into the portable cake carrier on my closet floor and cringe.

      Just like last week, I’m running through my stash too fast. I take the Ziploc freezer bag out of the cake carrier and sit it on the scales that stand on the carpet, in the nook under my desk. These are adjusted for the weight of the bag, and...

      Shit. After I get rid of all my Mason jars tonight, and if I sell about a fourth a pound tomorrow at the bars, I’ll be running really low. And I still have to make it through the Friday frat parties, and there’s a home game this weekend, which means I could make a mint at Saturday tailgates. But I’ll almost definitely be out by the Saturday night post-game frat bashes.

      It happened last week, and I used up all my emergency, just-incase-Kennard-dies-suddenly stash.

      I guess I should be glad. I’m growing my client base. Instead, I feel anxious.

      I pick up my phone and scroll to “K.C.,” but I don’t dial. K.C. is this sketchy guy I met at a bar last year. When I get really low, I can buy a few ounces from him, but I don’t like to. He’s not like...cop sketchy. He’s more the looks-only-at-my-boobs kind of sketchy. Let’s just say I don’t want to be alone with him in a broken elevator.

      I rub my lipsticked lips together and decide I won’t call K.C. unless I get a surprise order tonight. At this point, almost all the girls in my sorority and our sister sororities know I deal, and so do some of their boyfriends, so I’ve got about a dozen frat clients. I also deal to some people from my classes. Add that to a handful of townie adults, plus my yoga instructor and a few guys at the ten-minute oil change place downtown, and I’ve got a pretty big client list. For a one-girl operation.

      I look once more at the digital clock on my desk, then grab my Kate Spade overnight bag—the one that looks like a big, straw purse—and dump its contents—a tube of toothpaste and some PJ pants—onto the floor. I grab the PJ pants and put them back in, because I just remembered these dumb jars always clank together. I add a sleeveless shirt and some running shorts to the bag, to keep the Mason jars from bumping each other as I move.

      Then I hustle out of my room, into the shared living area of the “officers’ suite.” It’s empty except for our leather couch and chair, the fluffy rug, the round coffee table. Because everyone else is already downstairs at chapter.

      Oops.

      I amble down the rubber-lined, hardwood stairs, moving from the top story of our four-columned antebellum house to the large parlor on the first story. I’ve found that when I’m late, moving fast makes me feel more stressed out. So I pretend I’m right on time and focus on the motion of my feet.

      When I reach the bottom of the stairs, I hear Milasy’s drawl from around the corner and confirm that the meeting has already started. I move through the foyer, through the small, square doorway, built at a time when no one gave a damn about an open floor plan, and get a straight-line view of Milasy and Steph, sitting on one of the antique sofas in the parlor. Their backs are pencil-straight, their ankles crossed. I stand behind the crowd of perfume-sprayed, lotion-slathered Tri Gams and try to paste an interested—or at least neutral—expression on my face. Milasy talks about our grades. Steph remind us (as she does every week) that ladies drink alcohol from plastic Solo cups instead of beer bottles or cans. Cassie tells us to prepare to vote on our Thanksgiving and Christmas charity events next week, and then she stands on her tiptoes and looks around the room for me.

      Her brown eyes meet mine, and we share a conspiratory smile. Cassie is Type-B, and more like me than Steph and Milasy. She’s the officer most likely to be late at any given time.

      I square my shoulders and project my voice, and tell the room full of Tri Gams they only have another week to pay first semester dues. After that, I sink back into myself and allow my mind to wander. Which it does, right back to my current read: a romance novel. Mmm.

      I remain in la-la land until my good friend Lora elbows me. I jump and apparently gasp, too, because a few girls in front of us turn around to see what’s up. When everyone has settled down again and I’ve had a few seconds to get over my embarrassing outburst, Lora leans over and whispers, “What’s in your bag, lady? Cake?” She wiggles her brows and grins.

      She knows what’s in the bag, but her comment reminds me: We’ve got a cakewalk right after this in the student center. Shit!

      How am I supposed to hand out my bud at an organized event—one where I’ll need to oversee the three girls who’ll be handling the cash boxes?

      That’s really annoying. I can’t believe I forgot. I rub my head. I didn’t even bring a freakin’ cake.

      After the meeting winds down—all the low-fat snacks have been eaten, all the lemonade lite sipped—I chat with Milasy, Steph, and Cassie. Nothing interesting. Just the usual business stuff that sometimes makes me wonder why I even joined a sorority. I’m reminded almost instantly, when I walk with some of my pot posse across campus, toward the William Harrison Memorial Student Center.

      On the long trek there, as we migrate across brick walkways and under giant, moss-strewn oaks, I manage to drop three Mason jars into three oversized purses, and receive three cash payments. In the chaos of everybody trying to fit through the glass doors on the front of the student center, a two-story brick eyesore from the seventies, I dole out two more jars and get two more wads of cash.

      I’m trying to strategize how to deliver the rest of my illicit goods when I step into the carpeted common room and stop in my tracks.

      There are guys here. Like...a lot of guys.

      I glance at Lora, and she arches her brows. “You don’t remember we’re doing this with Sig Alpha?”

      I chew my lower lip. “No, I did.”

      She elbows me. “Pants on fire. I can tell you’re surprised. Don’t worry, though. Harrison said Brennan was skipping.”

      I let a slow breath out and nod.

      Harrison is Lora’s boyfriend, and until the end of June, Brennan was mine. Both guys are Sig Alphas, but Harrison is the president. Meaning he’ll definitely be here.

      I’m glad Brennan won’t. Our breakup...sucked. So yeah.

      I give Lora a paste-on smile. “That’s good.”

      “The best,” she says, bumping my shoulder.

      Despite this first-floor common area being the most logical place to hold a cakewalk, we’re not cakewalking here because Milasy couldn’t book it. I can’t remember why, but the cakewalk is in a large study hall on the second floor. I’m pretty sure it’s near some bathrooms, plus a lot of little conference rooms, which works out perfectly for me.

      We ascend the stairs slowly, as Lora and a few of the other junior girls chat about the effectiveness of the Diva Cup. The yucky conversation ends when we reach the top of the stairs, walk between two giant ferns on either side of the staircase, and behold the sprawling study area.

      It’s got industrial mauve carpet and is normally cluttered with couches, recliners, and tables. Tonight, the furniture is pushed up against the gray cinderblock walls. A chunk of the floor is partitioned into masking-tape squares for the cakewalk. All around the squares are fold-out tables bearing cakes and refreshments.

      I make a beeline for the younger girls who’ll be working the cash boxes, and give them specific instructions for how I want them to keep track of everything.

      Then I walk around the bustling room, smiling and chatting like the biggest thing on my mind is how much money this dumb cakewalk makes. I’m also looking for Brennan, who indeed seems to have skipped tonight’s event. Thank the Lord.

      After a few minutes, I slip into the bathroom with two clients. I emerge with fresh lipstick, then chat with Steph about her disastrous calculus exam while the guys set up the sound system. I don’t really remember what a cakewalk entails: some sort of hop-scotch kind of thing and numbered slips of paper, plus a boom box. A quick look at the tables around the cakewalk floor reveals two dozen or more cakes, and I guess people think this is a cool pastime, because girls and guys from other sororities and frats start spilling into the room.

      I catch the gazes of my clients and begin subtly steering them into the bathroom or the conference rooms. Milasy is playing announcer, so she definitely doesn’t notice. I don’t think anyone else does, either. Sometimes I feel stares from the guys, but that’s normal, I tell myself. I’m wearing jeans that make my ass look awesome, and I’m newly single too.

      I take care of Jordan, Elizabeth, Julie, Forrest, Kelsey, Chloe, Ricci, Sarah, Molly, other Molly, Joanna, Anna Maria, Solena, Christy, and Neda, all in various conference rooms, before Lora and I go into the ladies’ room—not because the conference rooms are a bad place to do this, but because both she and I need to pee.

      “You making bank, girl?” she asks from the other side of a stall wall.

      “You know it,” I say.

      “You little twat.”

      “You are. Jealous,” I tack on.

      She snorts. “I don’t need that money.”

      True. Lora’s dad is a lumber tycoon, and on the school’s board of trustees.

      “You wish you were buying yourself Louboutins for Christmas like I am.”

      “I’ll steal my mom’s.” She giggles.

      “Or steal mine.”

      When Lora and I have washed our hands with the school’s citrus-scented soap and I’ve got her money added to the growing wad in the inside pocket of my bag, we latch arms and walk back out to cakewalk central.

      “Win a cake for me,” I tell her.

      “Good luck with your shit, girlie.”

      I watch blonde, pixie-sized Lora walk across the crowded room toward Harrison—a tall, dark-haired hottie who plays soccer for our school and has a complete, pervert obsession with taking pics of Lora’s ass and putting them on Tumblr.

      Harrison and I are still cool, I think, but I’ve noticed he doesn’t talk to me much since Brennan and I split, and when Lora hangs out with him, I’m never invited. I guess it makes sense, since I’d be a third wheel without Brennan, but it’s still kind of sad.

      I spot my next target, Megan, by a window that overlooks the quad, chatting in a group of junior and senior Sig Alphas. I walk up behind her, smack her butt, and hiss into her ear: “Room one-A in five.”

      She giggles as she walks through the door seven minutes later. “I feel like I’m on a covert mission!”

      I smile. “You are.”

      She gets her weed, I get my money, and then I have to talk down her nerves for a full two minutes.

      “There’re so many people here! Next time I want you to drop it off at my room again like last time....”

      I slip out a minute after her and repeat my covert message to Katy, who wraps her arm around my waist and tells me I look hot in my jeans.

      “I’m not waiting five,” she tells me. “I’ll go with you now, sistah.”

      So she does, and takes her Mason jar without a lot of fuss, probably owing to her status as the provost’s daughter. Also, Katy’s older sister, Belle, was expelled from school last spring semester for trying to bribe a professor with a blow job, so I think Katy figures nothing she does could top that.

      The last person I have to slip away with is Foster. I forgot her earlier, but I always bring an extra Mason jar for that very reason. I text Foster to meet me in conference room 1B. I slip into the small room, filled with faux wood tables, and sink down into one of the plastic chairs surrounding them. I pull open the ‘notes’ feature on my iPhone and confirm that I’ve gotten everyone but Amber, Hannah, and Lindsey, all of whom I can catch on the walk back to the house.

      The bit with Foster is...not fast. She hangs around forever telling me about how much weight she’s gained since she started smoking pot again. She pulls a can of Sprite out of her purse and holds it out to me like it’s a poisonous snake.

      “It’s my weakness. Take it! It’ll go straight to my thighs.”

      I laugh, but take it. “Foster, it’s a beverage.”

      “One with corn syrup!”

      I shrug and pop the top as she elbows her way out the door. In the quiet of the little room, I take a minute for myself: to sip the Sprite and thumb through my overnight bag.

      One minute, I’m peering into one of my remaining Mason jars, wondering if I over-measured. The next, I’m blinking into the dark.

      “Ummm...huh?”

      When the room remains pitch-black, I slide my arm into the straps of my bag and stand up slowly. Must be a power-outage. “Shit.”

      I walk slowly toward the door, and when I’m almost there, my face bounces off of something hard.

      The lights flick on, shocking my eyes so I can’t see at first. I blink a few times—and find myself staring at a wide, male chest.
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      One step back, and the chest becomes a full-fledged male. Not just any male, but Kellan fucking Walsh.

      Motherfucker.

      Fuck shit.

      Shit fuck.

      This is bad, like really, really bad.

      Kellan Walsh is the Lex Luthor of Cleoland—as well as the golden boy of Chattahoochee College.

      He drives a jet black Escalade. He has a Crest-white smile. He dyes his hair with gold dust. Okay, maybe not really, but it looks that way, especially in the sun. When he walks, he swaggers. When he touches a girl’s arm at a party or a bar, he puts a spell on her. I’ve seen it happen with my own two eyes.

      Take Katy, for example. First weekend back-to-school, at a party, she was being her normal self—in Katy’s case, this meant guzzling her second “goldfish bowl” martini, swinging her hips around like Elvis, moving her wide, swimmer’s shoulders to a Lady Gaga dance remix, and singing off-key. Then Kellan Walsh showed up.

      He was dressed to the nines, because that’s the only way Kellan Walsh dresses. I think that night he was wearing slacks and an expensive-looking button-up, with the sleeves rolled up to show off his muscular forearms. He looked like some kind of...lion, or tiger. Maybe a rare yellow leopard. He tipped his head at Katy, and in five minutes—FIVE MINUTES FLAT, I’m telling you—she’d climbed into the Sexcalade with him.

      He took her to a hotel. Not to his room at the frat house, but a hotel, as if she was a hooker.

      That alone wouldn’t be cause for concern, just revulsion. But, in addition to being campus playboy and soccer player extraordinaire, Kellan Walsh is also our school’s SGA president. Which means he has a lot of influence over my fate as a student here.

      He’s also a champion of our campus’ zero tolerance drug policy.

      Yeahhhh.

      As my eyes adjust to the light he’s just flipped on, I take another small step back and run my gaze up and down him. Perfectly put together. Of course. Navy slacks and a pale pink Polo hug his body like...well, clothes draped over the world’s most flawless body. I’m a back and shoulders girl, and shit, he’s wide. I usually don’t get this close to him but...gawd. His soft cotton shirt is stretching to fit across the width of him.

      My eyes trail down his ripped chest and gawk at the width difference between his shoulders and his hips. His hips are square and sharp, delectable. I know from seeing him in soccer shorts that behind them, there’s a nice, taut ass. Underneath his slacks are muscled thighs. And in between his legs...at games, when he runs...

      I swallow and tug my gaze up to his face. His blue eyes demand my attention first. They’re gorgeous—the color of deep ocean water. Looking at me, they seem to see everything; they’re the eyes of a demigod, peering into my soul. I take in the rest of his face: the faintly feline shape of his high cheekbones; his heavenly lips, which beg to be bitten; the smooth line of his jaw; his healthy tan. He definitely looks angelic. Like an angel who would rip your panties with the strength of his immortal hands.

      Oh, God.

      My eyes flit up again, needing to get away from that face of his, and run into his wavy-messy blond hair.

      I grit my teeth and step away.

      His eyes, on mine, are shrewd. They track me as I move. My pulse quickens—and quickens more, and What the hell is wrong with you Cleo!?

      I lift my bag up my shoulder and try to make my face like Mandy, a sophomore Tri Gam who is the most cliché sorority girl I’ve ever known: wide-eyed and wondering, just an innocent girl startled by Kellan’s male antics. He sneaked into the room when I wasn’t paying attention! He flipped the light switch and I was like OMGz!

      But did he sneak in? I didn’t hear the door open or close. Was he in here the whole time?

      My pulse kicks up a notch.

      He seems too close. I take another step back. Then I glare at him for good measure.

      You’re doing nothing wrong, Cleo! You’re a liberator. Fight big pharma... Weed is medicine! A more relaxed student population is good for everyone! Rah rah rah!

      I wrap my fingers around the thin straps of my bag and give him a skeptical frown. What the hell is he doing in here?

      “Were you spying on me?” I look him over once more, this time focusing more on his clothes than his delectable body. The slacks look tailor-made. The pink dress shirt is definitely straining across his shoulders.

      As if he can read my lustful thoughts and wants to taunt me, he steps closer. His gaze hardens. Another step, and I can see the sexy stubble on his face. A third step, and he’s close enough for me to smell his cinnamony breath. He folds his arms over his chest and breaks the silence with a voice like low thunder. “I think a better question is, what are you doing in here, Miss Whatley?”

      I blink a few times, mostly because that voice is seriously panty-melting. No need for him to know I think so, though, so I toss my long, brown hair over my shoulder and fix him with a perfectly peeved stare. “What does it look like? I was taking a break in here, minding my own business, and you popped up! Were you spying on me? Cause that’s creepy.”

      “Minding your business, huh?” He tucks his lips down into a scowly, frowny, judgy look. He arches his brows. “Mind if I take a look in that bag?”

      My heart forgets its rhythm. “What?” I swallow. “Is that a joke?”

      I take a step back and try to think fast. To look outraged. To treat him like the creep he clearly is. “Of course I’m not letting you look in my purse.” I shift my shoulder so the purse is more behind me. “I can’t believe you would ask.”

      I look him up and down, hoping to find him lacking in some way—but he’s flawless. Long legs with strong thighs evident through the fabric of his pants, abs so flat I could bounce a penny off them, shoulders that seem three times as wide as mine. And his face. I could look at it all day. Scratch that, I could glare at it all day.

      “This whole thing is totally creeping me out, Walsh.”

      His face is tight and serious. His voice is a menacing purr. “There’s a reason that I’m asking, Whatley.”

      “What’s that?” I hold my head up high and pull out a look I used a lot in high school: the you-can-talk-shit-about-me-but-I-don’t-care-because-I’m-better-than-you special. Behind the look, my head is spinning. I watch his lips move, focusing more on them than on his words.

      “I’m asking, Cleo, because I was told you were dealing drugs on campus.”

      I could let those words sink in. Let them freak me out. I choose not to. Instead, I shove his words away and let my mouth move.

      “Psshhh! Is that a joke?” An awkward laugh tumbles out of my mouth, and my head shakes frantically, like I’m starring in a reproduction of The Exorcist. “Me? Dealing drugs? I’d get kicked out of Triple Gam so fast my head would spin! Drugs are for losers.”

      I shut my mouth and reel a little. For losers? God, I’m such an idiot! I loosen my shoulders and try to pull myself out of this. “Look, Kellan—Kellar? Walsh. I know your last name is Walsh, so that’s what I’m calling you. Walsh, I understand your stance on drugs. I’ve read your columns in The Bobcat.”

      He writes a monthly column for the student newspaper. I hate his politics, which is one of the reasons I sometimes read his weekly column in the student paper—just to wave my fist at him. The other: his mug shot. It’s 2D amazingness.

      He smirks, like he knows what I’m thinking.

      “Yeah. I know how straight-laced you are. Except when you’re abducting my friends from bars.”

      His brows shoot up. Every one of his features, from his flaring nostrils to his electric blue eyes, screams warning.

      “Not abducting,” I quickly correct. “I mean...I guess they go with you.” My gaze, trained on his face, loses its footing and flits down over his chest. I jerk it back up.

      “Here’s the thing, Kellan: It’s pretty shitty to accuse a random student of doing something that could get her expelled. Do you have some evidence you’d like to show me? Or are you just going on hearsay? And who made you the—”

      He takes a smooth step toward me, and his nearness makes my legs forget their mission. Move, Cleo, move! But I’m too late. His hand has closed around the straps of my bag.

      I try to side-step him, but his grip is strong. He snatches it off my shoulder.

      “No!”

      I lunge for him, but he thrusts the bag over his head. As I jump up and down, cursing him and hitting his muscular arms and chest, the motherfucker has the nerve to laugh at me.

      It’s a low laugh, the kind of laugh that settles in between your legs in other circumstances.

      Not right now because he’s digging through my bag! He’s holding up a Mason jar! MotherFUCK!

      He frowns at it. This one has a light blue top. It’s for a Tri Gam.

      His long arm holds it way above my reach and shakes it slightly.

      “What’s in here?”

      “GIVE IT BACK, right now! It’s mine!” I’m straight-up yelling, but he doesn’t even spare me a glance.

      He shakes the jar again, and the round, half-dollar-sized buds inside the baggie bump against the glass. I clench my teeth.

      He brings the jar down, and I make a grab for it. Instead of getting it, I get a fistful of his muscular shoulder. He laughs again.

      “Cleo...calm down.” He opens the lid and I freeze. My heart stops. My blood runs cold. “I assume you have an explanation for this...what do the kids call it? Weed?”

      I drag a deep breath into my lungs. I blink frantically, frowning. Then I widen my eyes. Innocence. “Yes. Of course I do. It isn’t weed.” The words just roll out. Like a boulder someone pushed off a hill, once I’ve got my story moving, there’s no stopping me.

      He arches a brow, and I grab the Mason jar from him. I hold it out in front of me and shake my head. “This isn’t weed.”

      Arched brows. Pursed lips. “No?”

      I shake the jar, causing the heady-sour scent of marijuana to waft up into my face. “You see...there’s actually a story here. An impressive story, about this...stuff. Not a story for the newspaper kind of story,” I babble, “more a fun times around the campfire sort of story. But trust me, this is definitely not weed.”

      “No?”

      “Nope.” I grin maniacally and open the baggie. I pinch off a piece of one of the buds with sweaty, trembling fingertips and hold it over my head, as if it’s a prize. “I made it in organic chemistry lab. It’s a project. That’s my major.” It’s not, but how would he know? “To catch criminals. It looks like marijuana, and it smells like marijuana...” I seal the baggie. Toss it up and catch it. “But it’s not. You want to experience my product in a hands-on way?”

      I hold it out to him and find his face expressionless. He takes the bag. Unzips it. Inhales.

      I’m counting on him to not recognize marijuana. I’m counting on him to be the bastion of morality he seems to be.

      I’m counting on him to be gullible.

      I’m not counting on that knowing smile. A wolfish smile. I’m not counting on the shrewdness of his eyes, or the subtle way he leans in.

      His smile broadens, revealing sharp, white teeth. Another deep breath into the baggie; his wide shoulders rise, then relax. “You’re right. It smells like marijuana.”

      I nod. “Got an ‘A’ on my project with it. Can I have it back now?”

      He blinks. “I’m sure you did.”

      I reach for the bud, but he draws it back.

      “So what is it, exactly?”

      “It’s an oregano-based herb. Kind of like, you know, oregano on steroids.”

      He holds it up in the fluorescent light. The crystals on the buds glitter a little—promises of fun times for someone else, and cash for me.

      “Wonder if it tastes like weed,” he muses.

      “It doesn’t,” I say quickly. “So I’ve been told.”

      He bites off a small piece. Frowns. Chews a few times on his front teeth. I swear to God, I almost faint. His eyes find mine. “It tastes like marijuana.”

      “Like you would know.” I shoot him a ridiculing look—a sure sign I’m out of moves.

      He holds up what remains of the piece he bit, then reaches into his pocket and retrieves a shiny Zippo. His mouth flattens and his brows scrunch. “I wonder if it burns like weed.”

      I pluck it from his fingers. “NO! What’s wrong with you? You’ll set off the smoke alarms!”

      He looks again into the bag, and then smirks at me. But it’s not a smirk; it’s like...a smug, aggressive look. One that says, “Got ya.”

      “Cleo. You have four jars of this. Why?”

      I lock my jaw and debate not answering. His hard eyes force me. “For class,” I breathe.

      “I don’t believe you.”

      “That’s not my fault.” I loosen my shoulders and recover some of my cool. I wonder if this would be easier if he weren’t so damn hot. A guy with a patchy goatee, or a guy with really bad acne, him I’d be schooling in privacy and all sorts of noble-sounding principles. “I’m sure someone like you could never see the point in creating a good synthetic. Pretty soon, this stuff will transform the drug market. Cops will use it all the time. My professor thinks it’s incredible.”

      He laughs again, and I’m ready. I jump and snatch my overnight bag from his careless hand. The jars clink together as I whirl on my heel and dash toward the door, desperate to get away from him. Desperate to hide in my room for the rest of fall semester, curled in the fetal position, waiting for the hammer to fall.

      I’m almost to the door when strong fingers close around my arm. He tugs me, so I’m forced to turn around. Holds me in place, so I have no choice but to look up, into his eyes.

      “We both know this shit is real. Tell me who you got it from, and maybe I’ll forget this happened.”

      Blood roars in my head. “Is that a joke? I got it from class, because it’s a class project, like I said.” I throw his hand off my arm.

      He grabs my upper arm again. His eyes are wide and blue. “Like I said, I don’t believe you.” His face hardens. “If I catch you dealing on campus again, I’ll make sure you get expelled.” He stares into my eyes. “Do I make myself clear?”

      I nod mutely.

      He looks me up and down, from my pink sweater to my ass-hugging jeans. “I’d never have guessed. Someone like you...” He rubs his forehead, appearing thoughtful. “You know you need to empty that bag before you leave.”

      “Yeah, right!”

      “Maybe I ought to talk to Milasy. Let her know what kind of person is managing her chapter’s books.”

      I’m outraged, but there’s nothing I can do. Stupid Mr. Perfect could never understand this. Why I would do it. Why I can’t just have Daddy buy me a fifty-thousand dollar SUV. All he knows is his stupid rules.

      I open the bag, and he points to the nearest table.

      I can feel my heart flutter in my throat as I place the first jar atop the faux wood. I line them up in a neat row, and then I stare at them in disbelief. I can’t leave them here. I think of the money, and I kind of want to screech.

      My gaze finds Kellan, standing with his arms folded. His model-perfect face is cold, as if I’ve wronged him.

      “So...” I want to leave, just want to leave, but I can’t. I look into his eyes, then at my jars. Then back at him, with hesitation—because I don’t want to see his traitorous face. I don’t want to know what he’s thinking, though I have to ask. “Um, you’re not really going to tell anybody, are you?”

      His wicked lips curve up on one side. It’s not a smile, but something derisive and mean. “Get out of here,” he says.

      I tuck tail and go.
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      I’m sorry to report, it’s been This Week Vs. My Self-Esteem.

      What happened Wednesday night with Kellan Walsh...sucked. I’d be lying if I didn’t admit it shook me up. The loss of product, the hawk-like way he just made off with it. I keep blaming myself for not pressing the issue more—for not insisting it was fake marijuana and fleeing the scene or something—but deep down, I know I didn’t really have that option.

      Obviously, he’s an uptight, rule-following prick who would have told Milasy everything he knew. And Milasy would have looked into the situation to keep Tri Gam’s good name intact. Honestly, I’m pretty sure Milasy already knows I deal, but she looks the other way because I keep it discreet. Or I did.

      It bugs the hell out of me that, since that moment, I’ve done nothing but worry he’ll tell Milasy. What would Milasy do? Would she kick me out? She would have to, wouldn’t she? And what about Kellan Asshole Walsh? Is he like, BFF with our college’s president, Dr. Walker? Could Kellan go to some administrator and just get me expelled like BAM?

      All day Thursday, I’m haunted by these questions. And by my rapidly dwindling stash. Kellan jacked so much of my shit, I’m almost out, and when I call Kennard Thursday afternoon (almost in tears, though he doesn’t know that) he tells me he can’t get me more on such short notice.

      Perfect.

      I spend some time pacing my room, fanaticizing about kicking Kellan Walsh between the legs. I bet it would be easy to make my mark because the size of the target would be...

      My face burns.

      Why does he do this to me? Why am I so aware of his body when I know he’s a first-rate bastard? Perfect Kellan has no idea what it’s like to need money so badly you’d go to the blood bank and sell your platelets. I bet he never saw the back of his mom’s legs bruised from sitting on the same un-cushioned wooden bench for thirteen hours at a time, with just two bathroom breaks per day. He’s never felt hunger cramps, or forced himself to eat something he hated because the need for calories meant more than the food’s taste.

      Aside from his obvious case of silver-spoon syndrome, he’s also an idiot, with no understanding of societal shifts. If he was smarter, he would know marijuana is no big deal. It’s going to be legal everywhere soon. It isn’t a real drug. It’s just some stupid herb. I don’t even smoke it. Too boring. It just makes me fall asleep.

      These are the thoughts clanging around my head Thursday night as I study for a calculus test and worry about how many customers I’ll lose because of my dry spell. I’m chewing on the tip of my ‘I Sloth You’ pen when I get a text from Steph.

      ‘Break into my room n get my birth control! Nitestand drawer!!! Double d8 going gr8! Bring to La Femme. Gonna need it 2nite. Please x10!!!’

      Who can resist an SOS like that? Not this bro. So I throw on my unwashed blue jeans and a red Fall Ball t-shirt and drive down to the little French place on the river. I pull my hair into a clip and start the sandy trek from the parking area to the restaurant’s wraparound deck. Dave Matthews Band strums through the humid river air. Moss dangles from the oaks over my head. Between tree branches, I can see the placid river: wide and shallow here, reflecting moon glow. The night feels saccharine and strange, a perfect picture from the book of someone else’s life.

      As I step over the tree roots that are famous for tripping drunk La Femme patrons, I promise myself I’ll get in and out of here. No lingering, even if I see someone I know. I’m in a weird mood, and besides, I have studying to do.

      I’m scolding myself for being too withdrawn post-Brennan, for not being as close to Lora as I once was, or as tight with Milasy and Steph as I was last year, while I cross the crowd-packed deck. A cute guy with an eyebrow piercing pushes the restaurant’s back door open for me, and I step into the atrium dining area—the one with glass walls and ceilings.

      As soon as I’m fully inside the candle-lit, plant-filled atrium, I spot Neda at a two-seater table. Across from her is...Brennan?

      Holy hell, that’s totally him. Brennan is tall and lean, with burnt copper hair he wears all shaggy, down around his ears. I’d know the back of his head and his bony shoulders anywhere, including at a candle-lit table across from Neda.

      That bitch!

      What do I care, I ask myself as I stride through the glass room. I don’t want Brennan. He’s a douchebag. I want more than Brennan. And if there’s nothing more than Brennan, I want no one.

      I take three stairs up to the glossy, mahogany bar/band stand area of La Femme and text Steph to meet me in the bathroom. I’m leaning against the sinks when she bustles through the door, lipsticked, earringed, and wearing a black skirt-shirt set with stylish boots. I give her a low whistle. She throws her arms around me.

      “Thank you, honey.”

      I sniff her blonde curls. “Are you drunk, Steph?”

      She pulls back and grins. “Am I?” Her eyes trail down my face. She licks her lips, still beaming like a fool.

      I laugh. “Hell yes, you are—Miss Twelve Hours.” Steph is only taking twelve class hours this semester (so, four classes, all of which are easy) and I love teasing her about it.

      She slaps my cheek lightly. “You’re bust—” She giggles. “You’re just bitter, Cleo. Bitter...” She waves the birth control packet. “But you got my lady stuff. I’m happy.”

      I help Steph take one of the little pills with sink water, and then I point her in the direction where I think her date is waiting.

      “Laters, baby,” I call out behind her.

      She rolls her head around at me. She grins, wide and glassy-eyed, as she saunters off. Steph is a major Fifty Shades of Grey fan. She even got me a signed paperback to share the love.

      I came in through the back entrance of the restaurant, but because of Neda and Brennan making googly eyes in the atrium, I decide I’ll leave via the front doors. I stifle a yawn with my palm and make my way through the crowd swarming the bar. La Femme is a high-end restaurant, but we’re still in a college town—so the bar will never be anything but a college hangout. Especially on a Thursday night.

      I make it past a thick swarm of Kappa Alphas, sipping whiskey and chugging Bud Lite, and talking about the rodeo next weekend. Someone’s stray hand brushes my ass, but I’m too tired to care. Too wrapped up in analyzing how I feel about seeing Neda and Brennan on a date. I’m lost in thought, wondering if I never settle on another boyfriend, can I be a goldfish lady instead of a cat lady—when I pass the reservations podium.

      And there he is: fucking Kellan. Perfect Kellan, with his stubble-shadowed jaw, his stunning eyes, his luscious lips. And that hair. I mean, Jesus, is it blond enough? Soft enough? What is he, a Ken doll? He’s wearing a navy blazer over a white dress shirt, with straight-front khakis, a leather belt, and expensive-looking, low-top leather boots.

      The blazer must have been tailored for his big shoulders, because it makes him look Red Carpet-ready. The khakis look designer, too—wrinkle-proof and perfectly fitted. My gaze lingers on his powerful-looking thighs before I jerk it back up to his face. He’s leaning over the podium now, looking at the schedule book, clearly overstepping his bounds. No waiter is manning the podium. Who crowned Kellan Walsh king?

      The sight of him here, dressed like the deity of some minor kingdom, sniffing around the podium like he owns La Femme, sends my heartbeat kicking up into my sinuses.

      Maybe he can hear it, because at that moment, he lifts his eyes to mine. They burn through me, damning, even as his lips pull into a tight smile. But it’s not a smile—at all. It’s an un-smile, every bit as condemning as his gemstone eyes.

      And for a second, I feel shame.

      As soon as it rises, it collapses. I’ve got nothing to be ashamed of, at least not anything he can peg me with. Irritation turns to anger, which, like always, makes me brave.

      I smile back: a big, shit-eating grin. “Hi, Walsh,” I chirp as I brush past him.

      “Whatley.”

      Even his smooth, crisp, California voice is flawless, I think as I cut through the wait line and push out the doors. I stand on the porch for a moment, searching the parking lot for his Sexcalade. Almost immediately, I tell myself I don’t care how he got here.

      I skirt the building, choosing a trek that takes me right past the dumpster, where I narrowly avoid stepping on a stray eggshell. I cut between two palm trees, find the worn grass path to the outer parking lot, and race through the grove of big oak trees along the river’s shore.

      The image of the candlelight on Brennan’s face and the curve of Kellan Walsh’s lips must sear themselves into my synapses, because I see them both in my dreams after I go home, eat nearly an entire re-heated chicken pizza, and fall into a cheese coma.

      I run through my stash Friday morning, due in no small part to Kellan Asshole Walsh. I call Kennard again, and in addition to telling me no, he now seems annoyed.

      Out of desperation, I call someone Lora recommends. His name is Matt, and he’s a junior in finance. His magic power: He’s a dealer who occasionally sells large amounts to other dealers.

      On the phone, Matt sounds nice. He has a New Orleans accent and the kind of relaxed bass voice that makes me think he’s going to be a big guy. We agree to meet midafternoon Friday in the parking lot of the local industrial park.

      I’m so nervous, I consider asking Milasy for one of her anxiety pills before leaving. Since I never take anything anymore, I probably couldn’t drive, though, so in the end, I hop into my car and drive the four miles to the industrial park blaring the free U2 album that popped up on my iPhone some months back.

      I find Matt’s hunter green Four Runner where he said I would, in front of a biotech headquarters. I park beside him and unlock my doors. Then I watch with my breath held as a lanky, brown-haired guy in Wranglers, a ripped t-shirt, and work boots climbs into my passenger seat.

      Matt is soft-spoken and relaxed, and he seems perfectly non-threatening. He’s happy to take the wad of cash I have on hand and give me two ounces, triple Ziplocked. The only problem is, he won’t sell me more until we meet up at one of his safe houses.

      I snort. “Safe for who, you?”

      He shrugs. “C’mon, Cleo. You know a guy’s gotta watch himself,” he drawls.

      I sigh. “If you say so.”

      After we shoot the shit for a few minutes—I find out that Matt is from Metairie, a little town outside New Orleans—he invites me to call him anytime. I just smile and tell him, “Thanks.”

      Friday evening passes in a blur of frat parties, where I hand out pot to the few people I owe and try to avoid worrying about Kellan Walsh. If he was going to do something, he’d have already done it.

      Once I’m back at the house, and safely in my room, I strip down and let my naked body enjoy the cool air. I take a seat at the desk inside my closet and dial Kennard.

      “Hey, Kennard. I’m so sorry to bother you again, but I really need some more. Like...really bad. It’s an emergency for me. So Sunday...can I get a little more than my usual?”

      “Psshhh.” I can see Kennard’s brown eyes roll. “I got nothing. I’m all out. My guy’s gone. I don’t know where he went.”

      And just like that, my supply is gone. I’m up all night, feeling ill about my drought.

      I toss around in bed, considering other high-dollar occupations. I could be a stripper—but I’m not phony enough. As Milasy has pointed out to me in more than one ‘sorority ambassador’ situation, I’m not very good at feigning interest—or anything, for that matter.

      I never could convince Brennan that his ineffectual tongue-flicking felt good to me on the one or two occasions I urged him between my legs. There’s no way I could grin for a guy with body odor and wag my barely clad ass in his face.

      Maybe I could sell a...what? Selling organs and other bodily fluids on the black market is illegal, so not that. I could sell my eggs, but that takes time. I don’t have time. A few weeks without my regular income could pull me under. Okay—not a few weeks; I do have some savings, but it would be gone in a month or two.

      Shit.

      I’m out of bed at 5:15 AM. I shower, brush and floss my teeth, work on cross-stitching a quote that, when I started cross-stitching it, I believed was attributed to Vonnegut. Since I started my project, I found it’s actually not Vonnegut, but some anon poetry-book person going by the name “pleasefindthis.”

      “Be soft. Do not let the world make you hard. Do not let the pain make you hate. Do not let the bitterness steal your sweetness.”

      I arch my brows at the sentiment—which doesn’t exactly jibe with my mood right now—and put the piece aside after forming the “n” in pain. I debate going for a run, going for a swim, and working on a canvas before I finally give in and, a little after 8 AM, shoot my new friend Matt a text.

      He calls me immediately and tells me we can meet up in the afternoon. He gives me an address in the middle of nowhere. I know it’s the middle of nowhere, because Google maps, which I’ve pulled up on my MacBook, has never heard of the address. I’ll have to go on Matt’s directions.

      “Four-thirty okay with you?” he asks.

      I bite my lip, staring at the spot on the Google map where I think his place is located. “So it’s down near the river, kinda south of town?”

      “My friend’s place. Yeah, by the river.”

      I tap my fingers on my chin. “Hmmm.”

      “You good for it?”

      “I don’t know,” I say slowly. “I don’t usually go to strangers’ houses without taking someone with me. Especially strangers like you.”

      He laughs. “You gonna bring someone with you?”

      “I’ve got another idea.”

      A few minutes later, I receive a texted photo of Matt’s license. I shoot it to Lora, along with a text: ‘Hope I can trust your homeboy. Meeting up at 4:30 at a house on a dirt road off that county road with the big, red barn. Send a search party if u don’t hear from me by 7. Srsly.’

      I wriggle into my favorite black stretch jeans, pull a loose red blouse over my head, and slip into my silver Manolos. I drive through at my bank, at College Corner, and withdraw three thousand dollars. Then I point myself south, toward where the river weaves its way along the Alabama-Georgia line.

      The drive is shady and nice, with lots of pastures, big trees, and a few glimpses of the winding river. I have the top down on my Miata, and I’m feeling kind of excited. If I can start buying from Matt, it will be even better than Kennard. For one, no weekend trips to Albany. Assuming Matt’s not lying to me, or a freaking cop, he’s got a big supply. To top it off, on our first and only deal, he was cheaper than Kennard—and the shit was higher quality. Like...a lot higher.

      I turn down the dirt road Matt mentioned, and my car starts bouncing. Some of the dust I’m kicking up ends up in my mouth, and I wish I’d left my car’s top up. I take it a little slower, shut my mouth, and squint, then look down at the directions I punched into my phone’s notepad.

      The dirt road forks, and the dirt gets a little wetter—like it’s rained out this way recently. I’m going so slow, I can hear the river rushing through the trees somewhere nearby.

      Matt seems nice, like a normal guy. A good ole boy. I hope he really is.

      Finally, I see my signal: a large, brown mailbox tacked onto the side of a towering oak. The road forks yet again. I veer right, and the sound of the rushing river amplifies. A black bird flies overhead, sailing into the fluffy, white clouds then dipping down, where he soars ahead of my car.

      I drive between a few pecan trees, and there it is: an elegant brick mansion situated in the middle of a lush, green pasture. There’s a spacious porch, overflowing with plants and rocking chairs, plus four stately, round, white columns. Classic Southern farm digs.

      This is nice.

      Like...really nice.

      I strain to see how many cars are parked in front, but there are too many trees to get a count. I drive slowly, telling myself that if it seems sketchy, I can turn around and leave.

      When I get to the end of the drive, I see two cars, plus a motorcycle. The porch is scattered with white rocking chairs, topped by ceiling fans, and framed by big azalea bushes. Maybe the safe house is owned by a little old lady.

      I spot a humming bird feeder hanging from the limb of a mid-sized Maple tree, and that seals the deal for me. This place is fine. I’m going in. I park my car beside an SUV with our school’s sticker on the back and spend a moment finger-brushing my hair.

      Then I grab my bag, step out onto the red dirt ground, and walk up to the porch. I’ve got a little .357 Taurus tucked into my jeans pocket. I’d hate to use it, but I’m a good shot, and I need to be able to protect myself if Matt’s friends turn out to be creepers.

      I hold my breath and ring the doorbell.

      Panic swells in my throat. What kind of people live so far out by the river? My eyes are searching through the glass panes framing the sleek wood door, looking into a wide, hardwood hallway for Matt’s round face and redneck clothes.

      As I’m watching for him, something comes over my eyes. Hands. I whirl. I try to whirl, but my captor does that for me, spinning me on my heels as my hand flails for my gun. “What the—”

      “Cleo Whatley.” The hand moves. I blink at—KELLAN WALSH!

      “Oh fuck.”

      I try to change my course of action—what I want to do is run—but my hand is already in motion. I’ve grabbed my gun and I can’t seem to stop my arm’s trajectory. The nose of my Taurus comes in line with Kellan’s collarbone.

      His eyes don’t even widen. He rips the gun from my hand like a professional fighter.

      His face is hard as he snatches my wrists, thrusts them over my head, and uses his legs and his free arm to nudge me toward the door. I don’t even see him open it before I’m jerked through the doorway.

      “What are—”

      “Quiet,” he snarls.

      The next few minutes are surreal. My dazed mind marvels at how strong and deft he is as I am dragged down a high-gloss, hardwood hallway that runs alongside an elaborate staircase. Better Homes & Gardens comes to life around me as I’m spirited through a flawless kitchen and hauled into an enormous living area with top-notch furnishings, Oriental rugs, and yawning ceilings striped with exposed wood beams and long, glass skylights.

      He sets me on my feet behind a white suede couch, still holding my wrists tight enough to bruise. It’s weird to see Perfect Kellan look so...furious.

      Fuck, he’s glaring daggers at me.

      “Where is Matt?” I screech, jerking against his hold.

      Who would have thought that pretty face could be so cold? I hold his gaze, praying it will soften. When it doesn’t, my heart throbs sickly. “Let me go!”

      He shakes his head and locks his jaw. “I want an explanation, Cleo.”

      “What are you doing here?” I bleat.

      “This is my house.”
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      I’m breathing hard and fast, like I just snorted something. With my arms above my head and his angry face so close to mine, I feel tears sting the corners of my eyes.

      “W-what do you mean...your house?”

      I hear a thud from somewhere in the rooms behind us, and my heart stops. All the blood must leave my head, because the living room careens around me. Am I busted? I can’t breathe. I jerk against the hands around my wrists, because I want to grab my throat. He lets me go abruptly, but before I can regain my balance, he scoops me up and throws me over his back.

      He stalks toward some built-in bookshelves, then cuts between a wing-backed chair and a pretty, stone fireplace. Stairs. There’s another staircase here at the back of the house. Kellan starts taking the stairs two at a time.

      A frenzied sob bursts from my throat. “This is a set up!”

      “Calm down,” he snaps.

      My mind races as my cheek slaps the fabric of his shirt. I get a bird’s eye view of the living area below and marvel at how extravagant it is, even as I wonder: where is Matt, did Matt sell me out, what will Kellan do to me? And why the hell did I say ‘this is a set up?’ That was fucking stupid.

      The bounce of Kellan’s footsteps levels off, and the dark wood staircase with its plush, green runner morphs into the flat plane of a hall.

      I take in the décor—wine-colored walls that stretch to tall ceilings, framed by elaborate crown molding; contemporary landscape paintings mounted between doors; a table with a lamp and palm tree beside a large bay window—while my arms flail in the air. I don’t want to grasp his back despite my need for balance.

      Fucking Matt. My stomach clenches as I question Lora, too. I’m feeling about three strides from barfing when he curves slightly to the right, pushes one of those schmancy wood doors open, and steps inside what looks to be a bedroom. My heartbeat throbs in my eyes as I blink at a plush rug, and the bottom half of a dresser. I struggle to lift my head, catching a glimpse of tall, plum-colored walls, a giant Monet reprod, and the top half of a burly oak dresser.

      I’m filled with what-the-fuck as Kellan lowers me onto the rug. It’s a big bedroom, dominated by an enormous canopy bed, but that’s all I note before my eyes are glued to him. He’s standing right in front of me with his arms folded, his face set in a stern, avenging look. With his well-built body clad in a pale blue button-up, dark jeans, and brown leather boots, he looks as righteous as ever: Chattahoochee College’s very own morality enforcer.

      He also looks pissed off to behold me. Like I’ve wronged him. This makes me feel both angry and breathlessly afraid. “Why’d you bring me up here?” I manage in a froggy voice.

      I glance again around the bedroom.

      The wall in front of me is nothing but a sheet of glass, offering a stunning view of the tops of pines, and the river rushing over rocks below them. Above the treetops, the pale sky stretches on and on, broken only by a soaring hawk.

      I roll my gaze around the room, taking in its deep plum walls, its high ceilings. There’s a fancy indention at the center of the ceiling, something that looks right out of a magazine. To my left is the bed: a deliciously masculine oak monstrosity, with tree-trunk posts, a deep green duvet, and curtains that drop down around it.

      A bed for sex.

      I’m still shaking slightly, so I fold my own arms, mirroring his stance. “I want my gun back.” I wait a beat for him to speak, and when he doesn’t, I scoff, as if all I feel right now is irritation. “Where is Matt?”

      My eyes flick to the window-wall. I notice there’s a balcony outside it. Something about the balcony makes my knees wobble. Or maybe it’s that bad look on his face.

      Shit—I’m starting to feel faint.

      His jaw flexes, and I may be going insane, because I think I see his features soften.

      “Matt’s not here right now.”

      “He set me up.” There’s no way around that fact, although I wish there was. I pulled a gun on Kellan Walsh. I’m at his fucking house, loaded down with wads of cash. A horrible thought steamrolls me. “Are you a secret agent? Like an...FBI?”

      He laughs at that. The asshole actually laughs. He takes a small step closer to me, his eyes never leaving mine. “You think I am?”

      “God, just fucking tell me. Don’t keep playing games.”

      He’s close enough to touch me now. His arms uncross. His face goes calmly neutral as he shifts his gaze around the room. It pauses on a wing-backed chair in a corner on the opposite side of the bed. I freeze as Kellan steps toward me. He steps around me. He strides over to the wing-backed chair, hefts it over his shoulder, and brings it to me.

      He sets it near the foot of the bed and waves at it. “Sit down.”

      I shake my head. Out of nowhere, tears spring into my eyes. “Don’t drag this out. It’s cruel.”

      I grit my teeth as hot saliva pools in my mouth—as if my tears are being redirected.

      “Sit down,” he says, more sharply.

      I do. I don’t know why. I tuck my arms around myself and fix my gaze on the glass wall. The balcony is stone—expensive-looking, as if gargoyles ought to perch on its railing. I can see the river gleam between the pines. I’m so damn fucked. I’m so stupid. I drop my head into my hands, because the tears are falling and I hate to be caught crying.

      “Cleo?” He sighs, as if he’s irritated. I feel his hand close on my shoulder. “Look at me.”

      I can’t. “Just let me leave,” I whisper to my knees.

      Why did this happen? Matt seemed nice. I wipe my eyes and look up at Kellan. “Did you guys set me up for...some reason?”

      His eyes, on mine, are calm and blue. I find no malice there. Also, no outrage at the question, at my insinuation that Kellan Perfect Walsh is in cahoots with Matt, a known unsavory.

      Kellan shifts his weight. His gaze drops to his feet, then drags back up to mine. “Not in the way you think.”

      “What does that mean?”

      He lifts his chin. He tilts his head at something past me. “See that vase?”

      I turn around. I half expect something hard to come down on my head, but Kellan just waits while my gaze drifts over the built-in bookshelves lining most of the left wall of the room. Just beyond the mini library, set close to the corner by the top, right bedpost, is an antique wash table—also oak—that holds, among other items, a black glass vase.

      “Yes,” I rasp. I see the vase.

      “Go get it.”

      I turn back to him, so I can see his face. Perfection. Warmth spreads through me, chased by nervous cold. He nods toward the vase.

      “Why?” I whisper.

      “Just do it.”

      “Where’s my gun?”

      He reaches down and pulls it from his left boot like a cowboy. He holds it out to me. I swallow as I take it.

      It’s too light. Fear rips through me. “You disarmed my gun?”

      He huffs a laugh. “Of course. You shoot, I bleed—and we’re a long way from a decent hospital.”

      “I want my bullets back!”

      He nods past me. “Go get the vase, Cleo.”

      “Are you going to give my bullets back?” I tuck the gun into the waist of my pants.

      “Drop back by here one day, without the gun.”

      I glare at him and walk around the foot of the bed, past the curtained side of it, and to the table. The vase is vaguely fishbowl shaped, about that size as well, and it looks empty. As soon as I pick it up, I can feel it’s not. There’s something fuzzy in the bottom. After only a second, I realize... “It’s my stuff.”

      A glance behind me reveals that Kellan’s got his poker face on. I reach in and curl my hand around my long lost nuggets—but…they’re not nuggets. This is one long bud? I draw it out and frown down at it. Not mine. “I don’t understand.”

      I bring it to my nose. Inhale its sweety-sour scent.

      “Can you smell a hint of grape?”

      I set the vase down on the bed. “I’m confused...”

      He flicks his fingers. “Come here, Cleo.”

      I don’t know what I’m expecting, but my hands are shaking. Kellan doesn’t take the bud from me. He nods down at the brown chair I was in before, and I find I have the urge to do as he asks. “Have a seat,” he orders.

      “Not until you tell me what’s going on.” Even as I say that, I’m sitting.

      “That strain’s called The Grape Escape. It’ll knock you on your ass. Unlike the swag you sell.”

      I frown down at the long bud. Back at Kellan. Unlike the swag you sell...

      “Are you saying you...?” I shake my head. “I must be missing something.”

      His lips smooth into a thin line, revealing dimples on each side of his glorious mouth. His brows lift as his face takes on a pensive slant. “I’ll throw you a bone, Whatley. Matt’s with me.”

      I blink a bunch of times. I can’t stop myself. Somehow, what he said makes even less sense than me being set up. “He’s...? Matt’s— Are you saying you’re—?” I laugh. “Are you saying you’re a drug dealer?”

      “I’m not a dealer. Matt is.” His lips remain pressed together, and his blue eyes seem to twinkle, as if he’s in on a big joke.

      “Are you a supplier? A grower? The money man? Are you a fucking cop, Kellan?” My voice trembles. “Where’s Matt?” I jump up out of the chair. “I want to know what’s going on!”

      “What do you think?”

      “I don’t know, but you need to tell me.” My breath hisses out my nostrils. “I don’t like surprises.”

      “I don’t either,” he says, stepping close enough that I can smell his cinnamony breath. “So imagine my surprise when one of my guys told me he was losing clients to a sorority girl. A pretty girl with a nose ring and long, dark hair.”

      His words are like drop-kicks to my chest. I hold my hands up while I try to comprehend. And then I do, and I see motherfucking red. “You’re a dealer. You’re a fucking dealer! What the fuck?”

      He shakes his head, rubbing his mouth. “Matt’s a dealer. Not me.”

      “You’re a grower!”

      He shakes his perfect blond head. “Soil’s too rocky out here.”

      “You must think I don’t know anything. No one grows it outside.”

      “Most don’t,” he agrees. “You and I know that plants grown outside tend to yield higher bud counts.”

      “So you are a grower!”

      He shakes his head.

      “You’re a money man. You loan money to a dealer—”

      He shakes his head. “I don’t loan my money out to anyone.”

      I watch him bring his hands together, lining up his fingertips as his face takes on a thoughtful slant. “I’ll make this straightforward, Cleo. On the condition that, if you ever tell anyone about our encounter here today, you’ll come to regret it.”

      “That’s a little fucking creepy,” I snap, though I want to wail and flee. This is a fucking mess. I’m scared. I keep fear off my face, instead acting annoyed. “What’s your problem?”

      He shakes his head. “Those sort of threats come with the business, right? I’m protecting my interests.”

      “So you are in the weed business! Holy fucking shit.”

      A soft smile flits over his lips. He lifts his brows. “I have a proposition for you,” he says softly.

      “I cannot believe you did that!” I laugh, even as my heart is beating hard from pure, old-fashioned rage. “You scared me shitless, you asshole. You’re a fucking double-timing liar—and you stole my shit!”

      He takes a smooth step back. Holds up his hands. “Whoa there.”

      “Whoa my ass! You took my shit! You ruined my business. Now I’m—” I suck air in.

      “Now you’re what?”

      “I won’t be your competition anymore,” I rasp. My vision blurs from furious tears. “What you did led me to call my regular person. I must have sketched him out or just plain pissed him off, because now he isn’t dealing to me anymore.” I whirl around and lean against the bed’s footboard. I’m breathing so hard, I’m kind of scared I might pass out.

      I feel his hand on my back. On the lower part, the curve of my spine just above my ass. It’s an intimate gesture, one that lets me know immediately he’s as controlling and enticing as I ever heard.

      “Stop.” I whirl.

      He smirks—gentle, as if he understands why I’m upset and only wants to alleviate my anxiety. “I’m your SGA president, Cleo,” he says patiently. “I wouldn’t lead you astray.”

      “That’s bullshit. You threatened me! You lied. You’re such a big fat liar! You’re insane!” I take a step away from him, away from the bed. “I should leave right now. I mean, damn.”

      “Are you sure?” He takes a small step toward me. “There’s lot of money on the table. You can earn more working with me than you can on your own.”

      I snort. “I could never work for you.”

      “Fine—that’s not my offer.”

      “What is?”

      “Working with me.”
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      My eyes roll up and down his body. Kellan Perfect Walsh isn’t. He’s a drug dealer. Who wants me to work with him. My mind spins at the crazy shift in our dynamic, and as it does, I realize I feel...tempted.

      Shit.

      I don’t stop to analyze my feelings. I snap, “No way. You must be insane,” and make a beeline for the door.

      He’s on my heels. My ears pique, but he doesn’t speak. Good. I close my hand around the doorknob, but my fingers are shaking too badly to turn it. As I fumble with the knob, my traitorous eyes slide back to his handsome face.

      “Just hear me,” he says softly.

      I turn around and press my back against the door. “It doesn’t matter what you say, Kellan. My answer’s no.”

      “Then no harm in hearing me, is there?”

      I shrug. The answer is ‘yes’ but I’m not telling him that. My temptation is a secret. Secret shame.

      “So if you decided to try dealing for me, the first thing we would do is, you’d live here for a few weeks,” he says calmly. “We would get to know each other. Come to trust each other.”

      I scoff, even as my mouth goes dry. Living with Perfect Kellan... I shake my head. “I wouldn’t live with you if I was homeless.”

      He closes the gap between us and looks down at me. “There’s a lot of money in this, Cleo. You could still be part of your sorority. Still be treasurer, even.” He smirks, as if the idea of me as treasurer is amusing. “But for a couple of weeks, you would live here. And during that time, I would train you.”

      He rolls his shoulders. He looks tense, as if discussing this is taxing and he needs to loosen up. “I’m not a grower and I’m not a dealer. I’m an operation. I supply to everyone working campus, like Matt, and even to a lot of the town too. And I’ve got a steady supply of medical-grade shit.”

      I snort, so he can’t tell I’m stunned. “I’ve heard that before.”

      He nods. “But have you seen it?”

      He’s looking at my hands, and I realize I’m still holding the bud. I run it under my nose once more, breathing deeply as I try to think.

      I don’t trust this guy as far as I can throw him. Which isn’t far. He’s bulky as hell and the sad fact is, I haven’t lifted my puny five-pound arm weights in months.

      When he touches my hand that’s holding the bud, I start to sweat. Not just because I don’t trust him. Because he’s very attractive, and for some inconvenient reason, my body reacts to his.

      “What makes you think I’d ever live here with you?” I ask.

      I don’t give two shits why he thinks I would live here. In fact, I’m sure he probably doesn’t think I’d do it at all. He just wants to prolong my time here while he tries to decide how to keep me from running off and squealing—because he can surely see now that sharing his dirty little secret with me was a mistake.

      But I ask the question because I want him to think I’m considering it. I turn the bud over in my hand, prompting him to move his fingers off me.

      His mouth twitches. “Would you believe me if I said I make a mean crème brûlée?”

      I snort. I don’t know what I believe, but Kellan in an apron isn’t it. It dawns on me: I have no proof that he’s a dealer. He could be playing me.

      “I don’t,” he says, shrugging. “I’m an ice cream and instant mac guy.”

      I can’t picture perfect Kellan eating instant macaroni, but I don’t say so. “And if I told you I would do it? What’s the next step?” I force a tiny smile. It’s all for show, to buy me a minute to think, but that doesn’t stop my cheeks and neck from flushing like they always do when I’m aroused.

      My stomach flips, but I hold my smile for a few seconds. With my free hand, I rearrange my hair. “Do you treat all your prospective dealers this way? Matt...whoever else? Do they all get an invite to stay in one of your rooms here?”

      “What do you think?” He smirks.

      “I don’t think so.”

      There are so many things I would say right here if I wasn’t pretending to go along with this ridiculous idea of his. For starters, why the hell would I want to live with him? I can’t deny he’s hot as hell, and now that I know he’s a chameleon, he’s interesting too—but he’s also scary. Normal people don’t have so much...duality.

      (I know what you’re thinking. You’re pointing your finger. But I’m not in the student government, and sometimes, on Saturdays when I’m at the house painting my toe nails, I wear a tie-dyed Grateful Dead shirt. Yeah. The kind with the little dancing bears. I’m a total pot dealer at heart).

      “They didn’t have to live here,” he says finally. “Neither do you. It’s an option. Can you see yourself staying here?”

      “I don’t know.” I try to sound uncertain—like an idiot. “I think I’d miss my friends at the Tri Gam house.”

      “I could make you forget about them.”

      IS KELLAN WALSH PROPOSITIONING ME?

      I breathe in through my mouth. “How?”

      He doesn’t move, but I just know. I can feel the hum of tension in the air between us, and in that second, I get a wonderful idea. A devious idea.

      He steps a little closer to me, sending my pulse racing. That reaction to him isn’t fake. His wide chest is inches from my breasts. I step forward.

      My breasts mash against his chest as our hips brush. Half a heartbeat later, I feel his dick pressing against my lower belly. Wow...it’s totally hard.

      Oh my God.

      His hands come up and frame my face. His eyes, on mine, are hypnotic.

      “I’m not going to lie to you. I want to fuck you, Cleopatra. That would be part of you staying with me. I’ll teach you how I do things and help you make more money. We fuck in between.”

      I press my lips together. Holy fucking shit. I struggle to steer my mind back to my plan.

      Kellan strokes his thumb over my lip, and I shudder—a real, live, turned-on shudder.

      “Kellan...” I twine my arms around his neck and move in closer for a kiss. And when his soft, warm tongue separates my lips and strokes into my mouth, I imagine it between my legs.

      I’m already wet for him.

      That’s why it’s easy for me to tug him over to the bed. Easy for me to grab his collar and tug at his shirt, prompting him to pull it over his head. Easy for me to wriggle my way out of my red blouse, giving him access to my pale pink bra, the lacy one that makes my boobs look huge.

      I have no trouble lying back on the mattress as he frees my breasts and sucks one of them into his mouth.

      “Cleo...fuck, you’re gorgeous.”

      I run my hands up his chest—a god’s chest: ripped and warm. I gasp at the pleasure of his tongue swirling around my nipple.

      I gasp again when his hand unbuttons my gray jeans. He tugs them down my hips, then his fingers push past my panties and find my hot, slick skin. He spreads me open just enough to push a finger inside.

      I grab at his crotch, feeling how ridiculously huge he is. I imagine him shoving it inside of me, and then his hands are pulling my pants off. His mouth is kissing down my belly as he adds another finger, stretching me so tight I can’t help moaning.

      “You’re wet, Cleo. So wet for me. Let me make you feel good.”

      And I decide right then, I will.

      I will definitely let him make me feel good.

      I grip his golden hair as he bends over. I claw his shoulders as he flicks his tongue, rolling it down my swollen slit while his fingers surge inside me, teasing till I’m breathless, panting, grinding senselessly against his mouth.

      He eats my pussy like no one ever has, licking my clit firmly but gently, a glorious feline lapping milk, while his fingers pump inside me, skilled and rhythmic.

      I come panting his name. Lie there feeling like my world has just been torn apart. When I open my eyes, his shirt is on again. He’s standing by the bed, looking down on me as if he owns me. And for a second, I think I understand why so many girls succumb to him.

      I giggle. The sound echoes through my hollow head. “Damn, you’re...damn.”

      “What do you say?” He raises one eyebrow.

      I fake-grin, and pull my pants back on. “I think I might be game, but I want to get more information first.”

      “What do you need?” He’s deadly serious. If I wasn’t already on edge, I would be now. My skin tingles. My heart pounds. My clit throbs.

      I leave my shirt on the bed—a necessary sacrifice, I’ve decided—and slide off the mattress. I close the distance between the two of us with one stride and press my palms against his chest. “I want to suck your dick first, Kellan. Feel you in my mouth. That’s how I’ll really know if this is worth it for me.”

      I can see the surprise on his face. The arousal in his eyes. He nods once. “Come with me.”

      He pulls me over to the wing-backed chair and sinks down into it. He unfastens his pants and tugs them down, revealing an enormous, straining cock. I give myself a minute to behold its perfect shape and thick, outlandish size. To appreciate the nice, big balls that hang beneath it.

      I think, if I liked him, I would definitely enjoy getting him off.

      “Kneel,” he orders.

      With a hungry smile, I do.

      “Put your mouth around me, and I’ll tell you how I like it done.” So bossy. I kind of like that, given what I’m setting up here. Boss me around, baby. You just tell me how you like it.

      I decide to tease him a little first. I try to wrap my fingers around him, and of course, he’s too thick. I encircle his shaft, just under the plump head, and feel him jerk a little. Damn, that’s hot. I run my hands up and down him, heady at the softness of his warm skin over the stiff erection.

      I can feel him take a deep breath as I explore him with my hands. The trick here is to be gentle: a light touch as I roam under his balls—he makes a delicious, throaty sound—and travel up his shaft, where I rub my thumb under the rim of his head, right there where it meets the underside of his shaft. I don’t know what this little hot spot is called, but when I stroke it softly, guys go crazy.

      Like right now. I feel his thighs tense as he blows his breath out. His hands tighten on my shoulders as I trace my fingertip around the rim of his head. I grip him with my other hand and start to pump. He grunts, hands clenching.

      “Fuck...”

      I pump his shaft and lick him there—one soft, slow lap at that sweet little indention on the underside of his head. He moans, and it’s too soon to give him more. Instead I trail around the rim again, exquisitely soft and light—a tease, designed to make him brainless.

      And it works. He lifts his hips. “Oh fuckkk.” He squeezes my shoulders. I twirl my tongue under his head, and open wide, and close my lips around him. Fuck, he’s big. I-can-barely-fit-my-lips-around-him big.

      I don’t have room to twirl my tongue around him, so instead I use my lips—rubbing them just underneath the rim of his head, which is pushed against my tongue.

      I feel him inhale. Exhale. His legs are shaking. “More.” He shifts a little, and I’m surprised to find he’s holding back. He wants to slam that big dick down my throat—I know he does—but he’s trying to be polite. The effort costs him, clearly. One big hand tunnels into my hair and tightens, pulling harshly as I stroke his shaft and suction my mouth around his head.

      He groans. My eyes flick to his face, finding it rapt and tense.

      “Your throat,” he moans. “Suck me...down into your throat.”

      I cup one hand under his balls and keep pumping his cock. I’m gripping harder now, stroking faster. As I roll his full sac in my hand, his hips tremble. I hum a little, just to be a tease.

      His eyes flip open. He looks wasted. Drugged. “Deeper,” he growls.

      I suck my cheeks in around him, easing him carefully deeper as he wraps his hand around the back of my head. My eyes begin to water. He’s so big and thick. I’ve got his head completely in my mouth now, and I can feel the pressure at the back of my tongue. To truly take him in, I’ll have to open wide and gobble down his cock.

      I take him deeper, looking up at him as saliva floods my mouth. His eyes are heavy-lidded...almost shut, long lashes tipped down. I can see some color in his cheeks that wasn’t there before. His perfect lips are slightly parted.

      I take still of him and feel his legs spread wider. Fuck, they’re muscular. I stroke my fingers over his sac, and his cock rewards me with a soft throb I can feel against my cheeks.

      Oh yeah. He really wants this.

      Deeper and I’m almost gagging. I taste something salty. His fingers stroke my scalp.

      He moans and shudders. I’m deep-throating him. Go me!

      I shut my eyes and focus on relaxing my throat, while one of my hands grips his hard hip. The other strokes his balls, which pull taut as he settles deep in my throat. Tears slide down my cheeks as I swallow against his length and suck my mouth tightly around his base, until he’s thrusting those granite-carved hips, making me gag around his huge girth, rocking into my throat as he pants and flexes his legs and I suck air in through my nose.

      I look up at him once more. He’s beautiful. Perfection, really, even more so as he comes undone. His cock is so responsive. Swelling when I suction my cheeks around the base of him, leaking salty pre-cum when I suck and swallow deeper.

      His fingers quiver in my hair and he starts snarling, talking dirty. Calling me his fucking whore, his cock-tease, slut, even as he slumps back in the chair, more swollen-cock-that-needs-to-come than guy.

      His body trembles as I give the best blow job I’ve ever given. “’M... gonna make that pussy... pay for this,” he pants. He grasps my breast and pushes further down my throat.

      So aroused... I’m surprised to find that even I feel hot and bothered.

      So it’s a shame what I’m going to do. What I must do, to ensure my safe departure, and also to get some insurance: a way to invalidate his story if he tries to set me up.

      I swallow one more time against his thick head—something all men seem to love—and focus my mouth around the base of him. I taste another drip of pre-cum. His hands, now threaded through my hair, curl into fists as he thrusts into my throat. He groans. Grunts. I feel a flash of sheer lust, imagining his huge dick in my pussy. Damn, he’s close. I’m close. I realize with a bolt of shock that I am wet and throbbing too.

      And then, as I suck my cheeks in hard and grasp his sac, his hips buck; he spurts like a fountain down my throat. His body shudders mightily, and I marvel at the moisture that’s pooled in between my thighs. I’ve never enjoyed giving blow jobs, but this was something else.

      I stare down at him as I stand up. His eyes are closed, his head leaned back against the chair.

      But his legs are wide open—cock still mostly hard, his balls hanging without a care.

      His eyes peek open too, right then, confirming my hunch that Kellan Walsh is not someone who relaxes for long. His gaze connects with mine. I grin.

      And then, before he or I can speak, before another proposition can be made or another kinky phrase exchanged, I ram my knee between his legs.

      I hear him grunt, but I am on the move, grabbing my shirt and shoes and darting out the door, dashing down the hall and down the stairs. Down the stairs and to my car. I hit the driver’s side so hard it hurts my ribs. I hoist myself over the door and fumble with my keys. I’m cranking the car before I catch my breath, gassing it as my head spins.

      I glance behind me, half expecting to see his Sexcalade bouncing down the dirt drive after me. Half expecting to see him in my back seat.

      But...nothing.

      Nothing as I leave his dirt road.

      Nothing as I pull over to put my shirt and shoes on.

      Nothing on the drive home.

      Nothing as I contemplate if he was really what he said. If he really wanted what he said, or if he was playing me.

      Nothing as I shower, study, slip into my bed.

      And then my phone lights up.
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      I’m such a fucking liar.

      The thing about it that bothers me most is how weak it makes me feel.

      I tick them off:

      Would she believe me if I told her I make a damn good crème brûlée? I’m not sure why I asked. It doesn’t matter if she’d believe me, because I can. I’m a great motherfucking cook. I cooked for my brothers for years. But after I told her that, I backed away from it. I don’t even know why. Scratch that: yes I do.

      My second dumb lie: ice cream. I hate the shit, so why did I say that? Having her in my house made me uneasy. As much as I want her here so we can fuck ourselves into oblivion, I can’t stand having anyone close. Everything about me is...forbidden. So many reasons.

      So I told her things about him.

      I rub my temples, but the pressure only worsens. The deep green canopy I’m staring at seems to sag a little lower over me.

      Lie three: Leading her to believe, even for a moment, that any dealer has ever lived with me to be ‘trained.’ There was Nessa, for that one night—but I let her go. I didn’t even fuck her. At times, I’ve almost wished I had. But it wasn’t like that with us. Oh, I wish it was. I wish it could be. Not because I would want to compromise our friendship, but because it would mean she was still alive.

      I close my eyes, and I remember the cool glass wall against my forearm. I remember how hot the cell phone was, pressed against my ear. I can hear the awful sound that came out of my throat April 29 when they called to tell me: the first domino that fell in this last chain of events.

      I stopped sleeping in this room because I couldn’t stand to see that window anymore. Because, after that moment four months ago, I dismissed my then-sub, Gina, without a single word, and told myself she’d be the last.

      There were other lies today as well. The way I set Cleo up to come to my place. Having Matt tell Lora, Cleo’s friend, that he deals to other dealers sometimes. Intentionally omitting that if Cleo moves in with me, she’ll spend most of her time cuffed, suspended, or spread-eagle on the middle of this bed. On weekends, she’ll watch the sun rise and go down as she hangs here, getting fucked as often as I want to fuck her.

      I’m not finished with this. I just...can’t be.

      I swing my legs off the side of the bed and allow my toes to luxuriate in the thick rug before I grab my black silk robe from a hook on the door. I try the balcony, but despite its generous size, there’s not enough space. I feel pinned in. Edgy. It’s a problem I have often.

      I go downstairs and grab a shake out of the refrigerator. Drink it down and fuck with my phone.

      I’m still wired, so it’s the workout room, down in the basement. I run for twenty-seven minutes before my heart starts beating too hard, then hop off, pace around, lift some weights, and hit the elliptical for another numbing forty minutes.

      I’m climbing up the stairs when I give in.

      I read once that everyone has a finite supply of willpower, and tonight I’ve used up all of mine. Not going after Cleo and giving her the whipping she earned. Not calling one of the girls on my list of dirty fucks.

      I pull up the text feature first, but I know as soon as I see it that I’m not going to text Cleo.

      I need to hear her voice.

      I punch her number in and sit at the top of the front staircase, looking down on the foyer: a dark cavern, sparkled and polished—all for naught. No one who comes here cares about those sorts of things.

      No one but me.

      I like order.

      Cleo lets it ring so many times, I’m surprised when the ringing gives way to silence. A little rush jolts through my body when I realize she’s breathing into the phone.

      “Cleo.”

      It takes her a moment to answer, and when she does, she sounds...young. “It’s me.”

      I curl my hand around the phone, remembering how good she tasted on my fingers. My dick hardens, and as it does, my balls draw up and ache. I ignore the pain and focus on the pleasure. My hand drifts down and wraps around the thick head of my dick. I tug and grin, imagining how I’m going to discipline Miss Whatley as soon as I get the chance.

      “What do you have to say for yourself?” I ask.

      I know she’s got something to say to me. Otherwise she wouldn’t have answered my call. I wait a minute, stroking myself through the opening of my robe.

      Finally she says, “What do you have to say for yourself? You made me feel cornered and set up. I don’t trust you. If you try to rat me out, I’ll say you lured me to your house and tried to force me. The bruise between your legs can back me up.”

      I laugh—a low hoot, surprising myself. “Can it?”

      “Yeah, it can. I don’t like you, Kellan. I don’t want to talk to you again.”

      “Tell me—how does your pussy feel? My cock is wounded. Even now, as it salutes you, it feels...misunderstood. Discarded.”

      “Are you really trying to sexy talk me after what happened today?”

      “No trying to. I am. Don’t tell me you don’t like it.”

      “Is that a threat?” Her voice is high, like she really thinks it might be.

      “Cleo. Cleo, Cleo... We’ve gotten off on the wrong foot, I’m afraid. If you think I would hurt you, I’m forced to wonder if you’re fanaticizing. I’d never hurt a woman who didn’t beg for it.”

      “What does that mean?” she whispers.

      “Have you ever been whipped?”

      “No.” Her voice is still a whisper.

      “Have you ever had your cunt spanked?”

      “No.”

      “Ever been bound?”

      She hesitates.

      “You have.” My pulse quickens.

      “Not really. My ex tried to tie me to the bed posts with one of his ties.”

      “What did you think of it?” My throat is so dry, the words stick a little.

      “It was fun I guess, but he wasn’t very good at knots. I got out in like ten seconds.”

      “Maybe you’re just good at escaping.”

      “Maybe.” Another pause. “Kellan, can I go now? I’m sorry I offended your dick or whatever. I did that because I was freaked out. Thank you for not following me, and for not threatening me or being any weirder. I enjoyed...” She fumbles for the words.

      I stroke my cock. “You enjoyed my mouth on your pussy?”

      “Yeah,” she murmurs. “If you have to put it that way.”

      “My tongue in your slit? My lips on your clit? I know you enjoyed it. I’d like to do it again.”

      “Not happening.”

      “What will it take? How many bricks?”

      “You want to pay me like a prostitute, with marijuana?”

      “I’d make an exchange involving that, yes.” I add, “Don’t say it on the phone, Cleo.”

      “And you would get what?” She scoffs. “My body?”

      I picture her lying in her bed, shirtless with her nipples hard, cradling a phone to her cheek. “And I would get....a bunch of free weed?”

      “Exactly. And you give me a cut of what you sell.”

      “How big a cut?” she asks.

      “Sixty.”

      She scoffs. “That doesn’t sound so great for me.”

      “You have no overhead. You pay me nothing. It’s all profit to you.”

      She sighs. “Thereby making me a whore.”

      “My whore. I treat my whores better than most men treat their wives. I should add...you would get my body, too.”

      I went with an arrogant voice, and it did the trick. She giggles.

      I arch a brow as I stroke my aching dick. “What’s so funny, Cleo?”

      “I can’t believe I’m talking about this. With Kellan Walsh of all people.”

      I lean back against the wall and lift my legs up onto the second-story floor. I raise my knees and spread my legs slightly. “The insults keep coming.”

      She snorts. “You’re an uptight, rule-following douche—or so I thought.”

      “I do make a strong—and wrong—first impression.”

      I hear her yawn. “I never thought I’d be discussing stuff like this with you. I can’t believe you called me after I got you in the balls.”

      “I didn’t call to chat.” I’m going for stern, but I feel like I can hear a smile when she says, “What did you call to do?”

      I imagine her pussy, spread open—pink and dripping. “I wanted to give you one more chance to work with me. To live with me. To be fucked by me.”

      “Your arrogance astonishes me, Mr. Walsh.”

      I try to analyze her voice and find it curious. Soft and feminine and definitely curious, despite claiming she was scared.

      She wants me.

      Just like I want her.

      “Let me make you come—right now. With just my words. When I do, you’ll move in with me.”

      

      Damnit, but his voice is really sexy. It’s the kind of voice that pervert hypnotists use—right before they tell you to strip off all your clothes.

      Just a voice on the other end of the line. Not a person. That’s what I tell myself.

      “Where are you, Cleo?” it purrs. “Tell me, are you in your bed?”

      “Yes.” I’ve got a soft fleece blanket tucked around me, and I’m looking up at the glow stars on my ceiling.

      “Tell me what you’re wearing,” he instructs.

      I hesitate while my heart pounds, pumping blood to the growing heat between my legs.

      Should I lie?

      I open my mouth, and the truth tumbles out. “Just a t-shirt.”

      “Take it off for me, Cleo.”

      My hand, between my legs, pauses as I argue with myself. I would probably be masturbating even if I wasn’t on the phone with him, so I’m not doing this for him. I’m just...horny right now. Yeah. He might be crazy and a total ass, but I do think he’s hot. So what if I use his deep voice to get myself off?

      “Are you naked, Cleo?”

      “Yes,” I lie. “I’m naked.”

      “You’re not naked. Take your shirt off, Cleo. Take it off now, or I’ll come and do it for you.”

      My eyes widen, and I’m not sure if I should laugh or cream my panties. “You’re good, Walsh.”

      “That’s Master Walsh to you. Pull your shirt over your head and cup your breasts, Cleo.”

      I put the phone down, and yeah, I’m doing it. I pull my shirt over my head, and my hair falls around my shoulders. The cool stream of air from my box fan makes my nipples harden.

      I sink into the covers, holding the phone to my ear like a sixth grade girl talking past curfew on a school night.

      “What do the sheets feel like against your skin?” his voice rumbles.

      I stroke my hand down the inside of my thigh. “It’s not a sheet. It’s fleece.”

      He purrs, just like a tiger. “So it’s soft.”

      “It is.”

      “Is it cold in your room?”

      “Now that I’m naked it is.” Reality slices through my fantasy, sending a pulse of fear through me. Making me feel vulnerable, like tomorrow I’m going to find a recording of our conversation posted on the campus forums.

      “Are your nipples hard?”

      I bite my lip. “I’m not telling until I know something about you.”

      “What do you want to know?”

      My stomach twists a little. I still can’t believe I’m doing this with him. I could stop right now, but... I can’t seem to say the words. In fact, I hear myself ask, “What are you wearing?”

      “A robe.”

      “What color is it?” I whisper.

      “Black. And silk.”

      My cheeks burn as I imagine his glorious body draped in a black robe. How it would hang off his huge, ripped shoulders. If I was there, I could part it and see his six-pack...and his happy trail.

      “I’m sitting at the top of the stairs in a dark house, but I think I’ll get up and go back to your room now. Getting up...” I hear the sound of fabric swishing, followed by his deliciously low voice. “My cock is so hard, it’s bouncing as I walk. I’ve got my hand around the head of it. Put your hand between your legs, Cleo.”

      I imagine his perfect cock as I slide my hand back down between my thighs.

      “Touch yourself,” he orders. “Rub your fingertips over your clit—lightly—and then stroke down. Nudge your finger in between your lips so you can feel how soft you are. So warm and wet, aren’t you? Glide your fingers through your wetness.”

      My fingertip circles my clit, almost on its own.

      “Good girl. Don’t be shy. You’re fucking sexy, naked with your fingers in your pussy. My cock is aching for that tight, wet pussy. Slide one finger down and push a finger into yourself. It feels like velvet inside, doesn’t it Cleo? Push in—all the way. Do you like that?”

      God—for shame. I push my finger up inside myself, and it’s all I can do to swallow back a moan.

      “Tell me, Cleo—do you like to be finger-fucked?”

      Heat sweeps through me, and every inch of my skin tingles with sweat.

      “Yes,” I whisper.

      “Clench around your finger. Clamp that pussy down on it. Are you doing that?”

      I nod.

      “Now drag your finger out. Not fast. Slowly.”

      Damn me, I’m doing what he says. My clit feels warm and swollen.

      “You’re empty now. All wet with no dick to fill you up,” his low voice whispers. “Push your finger back into your cunt. Then slide it out. I want you to fuck yourself. Like I would do if I was there.”

      I close my eyes. I imagine my finger is his finger. I’m so wet.

      “My robe is coming off, Cleo. I hung it on the door, and I’m walking to my—to your bed. I’m on it now, Cleo. I’m naked. Can you see my chest and shoulders? Can you see my dick? I’m stroking it. Squeezing it. It’s hard. Getting harder.”

      I rub circles around my clit, tensing my legs. “Does it... hurt?”

      “I’m sore, but you didn’t break it, Cleo. It’s ready for that pussy.”

      I picture his hard length standing at attention, long and thick and striped with veins. His hand around it, stroking as his balls bounce underneath.

      “Can you stroke your clit with your thumb while you slide another finger inside? I want you to feel full, so when you close your eyes and imagine my cock, you can almost feel it. Almost.” He laughs, a low, throaty sound that turns me on even more. “Are your fingers in your pussy, Cleo?”

      I’ve been holding back, but now I spread my legs and push two fingers in. My clit throbs, and I can’t swallow my moan.

      “Your pretty lips are around my cock. Now you’re taking it down your soft throat. I’m thrusting in and out of your mouth, pushing myself down your throat, because I’m getting close. Do you have a vibrator?”

      I can’t speak, so I just swallow. I lie still for a minute, with my fingers in my pussy and my thumb stroking my swollen clit. Then I reach over to my nightstand drawer and pull my little bullet out.

      “I trust you’ve got your vibrator in hand. Blow on it a couple times. Get it nice and warm, and then position it right over your clit. You’re throbbing, aren’t you Cleo? I can smell how wet you are.”

      He’s right. I’m practically gushing.

      “I’m wet, too. I’m so fucking hard for you, I’m leaking. I’m so hard it almost hurts. My balls are drawing up and that does hurts, Cleo. That’s your fault. But it’s a good hurt.”

      I drag my finger through my pussy lips and swirl it over my clit. I’m starting to pant, so I angle the phone away from my mouth.

      “Turn on your vibrator. If you pulled your fingers out of your pussy, I want you to stuff them back in, nice and deep. Unless you have a dildo. Do you have a dildo?”

      “No,” I rasp.

      “Stuff yourself. Two fingers. Shove in as far as you can go and imagine my dick buried deep inside you. I’m thrusting in and out of you. Then I’m dragging my tongue over your clit. Rub the vibrator over yourself and feel my tongue. It’s soft and hot. I’m teasing you. I’m lapping down around your cunt. Licking back up to your clit, so everything is soft and slick.”

      I squeeze my eyes shut. Work my fingers in and out of myself. Hold the bullet to my clit.

      “I’m thrusting into you. Slamming my hips into yours straining to get deeper. You spread your legs as far as they can spread and I bury myself in you.”

      “Yes,” I pant. I don’t mean to. I just... can’t help myself.

      “I’m coming now, Cleo.”

      I hear a low, rough groan—and that’s all it takes for me. I roll over the edge with a little gasp, and I hear Kellan’s chuckle. “Did you come, Cleo?”

      I shut my eyes and breathe as he says, “I blew my load imagining that pussy. This is the last time I’m going to imagine it.”

      I shake my head and curl over on my side, hugging myself as all the tingles work themselves out of me. “You’re wrong,” I say. “I didn’t come.”

      Another laugh. “I heard you panting. You’re lying.”

      “That’s not true.” I can’t believe I did that. Holy shit.

      “Tomorrow, Cleo. Pack your bags.”
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      R.-

      This is my school’s campus. See? We ARE known for our art program.

      I miss you…

      I’m surprised how much.

      -S.

      

      It’s 7:48 a.m. when I drop the post card in one of the campus mail bins and trudge toward my first class: calculus for business. I plan to start my own learn-to-paint shop, so I know I’ll need some business skills. I just don’t understand why calculus is necessary. And I definitely don’t understand why they put the sorority houses on the east side of campus when so many science and math buildings are on the far west side.

      That’s a lie. I do. Sexist bastards.

      I look down at my feet as I walk—at my ankle-high leather boots and black leggings. I’m wearing a black shawl, too, with a black shirt underneath. All black today. Because it suits my mood.

      I feel...weighted. As if there’s an itty-bitty black hole behind my sternum, collapsing me from the inside out. I just want to sink down to the ground. And spread my legs. And think of...

      Damn.

      Maybe I’m ovulating today? Because I want him. Like...I totally, illogically, inappropriately want that asshole, Kellan Walsh, inside me. Right now.

      I cross an arm over my chest to try to hold this feeling inside, where it’s safe. I feel so much the opposite today. As if something small and soft could break me. Maybe it’s the clouds. The puffy, dark gray clouds riding low over the campus’s stately brick buildings remind me of the instructions Robert sent me what feels like forever ago: not a sunny day, and not a cloudy one. I inhale deeply and feel the pressure in my chest again.

      I’m worried—okay?

      Anyone in my shoes would be.

      Nothing will be right again until I get another note from “R.” Or until BTM returns my call or my letters. Until then, I’m waiting. I hate waiting.

      I follow the curve of the wide, brick concourse, cutting a flat path beneath mossy oaks, between bike racks and pebble paths. I shift my thoughts to Kellan Walsh, where they’re safer.

      It’s official: I’m bespelled, just like the others. On paper he screams “horrible idea,” but in experience... well, he screams horrible idea, but also “hot fuck.” I didn’t think of myself as someone extra susceptible to the whims of my pussy, but I guess with the right guy, anyone can be swayed.

      Why is he the right guy? I don’t have a clue.

      Right dick, I correct myself. I only want him for that gorgeous cock of his. And his sexy voice. And that body...

      Fuck.

      I arrive at the Braun Mathematics Building in a crap mood and stop in the doorway to pull my shoulder-length, brown-black hair into a pencil twist. Like everything today, it feels heavy.

      I literally drag my feet the rest of the way to Room 120. I pull my iPhone out of my bag and check it before I step into the classroom.

      Nothing. Yet. I have a feeling I’ll hear from Kellan sometime today. Or see him. And when I do... I shake my head. I have no idea how I will handle seeing him in person after last night.

      I sigh, and actually relax a little as I open the door, because at least in here I can turn my thoughts to something concrete.

      I push through the door with my right elbow, curling my fist toward my wrist to avoid picking up germs: my new worst fear. Then I step onto the bottom level of a stadium-style lecture hall and freeze like a burglar in a spotlight.

      The room is quiet. Everyone is bent over, scribbling with pencils. As my eyes across desk after desk, all I see light blue paper on each. Scantrons. Because today is test day. SHIT.

      I spot my hump-backed, seventy-year-old professor, Dr. Marx, behind the podium, and I walk slowly over to him. My hand feels numb as I take a test booklet and a Scantron of my own.

      How the hell did I forget this? I’ve actually been studying lately, and using my day planner.

      I am screwed. So screwed. I’m a disaster at math on my best day, and this is not my best day. Not at all.

      I take a seat on the fourth row up and try to remember how the grade for this class is calculated. I’m pretty sure it’s calculated by averaging four tests and an overall pop quiz average. This test is going to be one-fifth of my grade.

      I slide into my seat with a hard knot in the back of my throat. I’m surprised to find I’m blinking against tears by the time I get my name bubbled in.

      The moment I open the booklet, the classroom door creaks open. I look over then blink a few times, just to be sure I’m not hallucinating. But...nope. Standing there in the doorway, holding a manila folder, looking tall and broad and flawless in charcoal slacks and a dapper charcoal vest over a crisp-looking button-up, is Kellan Walsh.

      What the fucking fuck?

      My head pounds, and all of a sudden, I can’t seem to remember how to breathe or even be here in this room.

      Awareness returns to me slowly, centered between my legs. My vag is pounding. Throbbing, really. It’s hot and eager, ignited by the sight of Kellan Walsh. Like one of Pavlov’s dogs. How totally humiliating.

      Kellan steps fully into the classroom, like he wants to go ahead and get rid of any hope I have the he’s just a very Kellan-looking person. My eyes run from his golden blond hair down his heavy chest—which I have to admit, looks amazing in that vest—to the podium, where Dr. Marx is peering at Kellan curiously.

      I look down at my Scantron and bubble in a random “C” for question number one while Kellan and Dr. Marx talk with their heads leaned close together. I see some of my female classmates watching Kellan longingly, and I’m shocked to find I want to throat-punch them. Then Dr. Marx nods twice and looks in my direction. “Come,” he beckons.

      I pick up all my things, including the test papers, and walk toward the podium in slow-motion. All I can think of is last night, in my bed. How wet and shaky I was when we finished. How I couldn’t fall asleep without using my LELO wand and replaying his dirty words in my head.

      Kellan folds his arms over his broad chest and keeps his eyes on the rows of desks directly in front of him as I close the distance between us. Then he shifts his gaze to me the way a man might look from his bowl of cereal to the text of a newspaper article. His face is completely apathetic.

      “Miss Whatley,” he murmurs, when I’m close enough that only I, and maybe Dr. Marx, can hear. His gaze rolls up and down me, casually assessing.

      “What are you doing here?” I choke.

      The corners of his mouth quirk. His lips press together and twist slightly up, a sly expression that shows he’s enjoying my ruffled feathers. His blue eyes tug at mine. “Can you step into the hall, please, Miss Whatley?”

      My heart hammers like a drum as we move toward the door. I feel his fingers on my lower back—pressuring or guiding me?

      He reaches around me to push the door open, and I can feel the gentle sensation of him shadowing me as we move into the hall. It’s empty now that class has started—fliers on a nearby bulletin board no longer flapping in the breeze that busy bodies make; the shiny, gray and maroon checkered floor tiles glinting beneath shoe scuffs.

      I tell myself that despite his ridiculous plan, and no matter what he says, I will hold strong and keep my panties on. I turn slowly to face him, wearing my best poker face. “What are you doing here?” I ask curtly.

      It’s such a lie, the ‘hold strong’ bit. His eyes are so, so blue. They’re like the ocean. His lips curve up a little, and I want to bite them. Lick them. I can feel my nipples harden. I thought that was just a line from romance novels, but for real, they actually harden at the sight of this bastard.

      “What do you think?” he practically purrs. Something deep in my belly tucks into a little bow for him.

      “I’m not sure I want to know,” I say flatly.

      He offers a gentle smile I’m not expecting, then reaches out to touch a loose strand of my hair. “Cleo... Don’t worry. I’m not the asshole today. I’m the prince.” A satisfied grin breaks over his lips, and his face goes from beautiful to breathtaking.

      Deep breaths, bitch.

      I arch one eyebrow and hug my books closer to my pounding chest. “Why are you really here?”

      “I’ve got an independent study this period. I’m helping the provost film a commercial. I need students.” His greedy eyes rake up and down me. He takes some of my shawl between his fingers as his flirty mouth curves up again. “You look good in black, Cleo.”

      “I’m sure that’s what the provost wants.” I roll my eyes. “A girl in a shitty mood, dressed in all black.”

      “It’s what I want,” he says in a low voice.

      My heart trips, then starts beating off-beat.

      I laugh, ridiculously awkward. “No charming me,” I warn. Except that isn’t true, is it? He made me come last night—on the frickin’ phone!

      He catches my hand, his long, strong fingers weaving through mine before I have the chance to pull away. “Walk with me, Cleo. No strings.”

      I want to pry my fingers from his, but our hands are locked together, palm to palm. His hand is warm and strong. The close contact reminds me of how lonely I’ve been since Brennan. Just for the basic things, like hugs and hands. That’s the only reason I let him tug me gently down the hall, toward the front entrance of the building. That, and I want to confirm for myself in the light of day that he’s really not an FBI agent. If he doesn’t bust me now, I can believe he’s actually a drug overlord.

      Our forearms brush as we move. The curve of my hip touches his thigh. I try not to sweat. He seems calm—completely unaffected. FBI-like... ?

      “You can re-take your test,” he tells me. “I’ll get your excuse.”

      He looks down at me out of the corner of his eye, a smug smile curving his lips. At least, I imagine he’s smug.

      I feel the word “thanks” form on my tongue, but I clamp my mouth shut before it can roll out.

      I glance down at our joined hands. His wrist is bent a little. His fingers grip mine, light but firm—an easy cradle. They’re long and elegant. The angles of his wrist and forearm are the same. He’s just... well-hewn. Andddd, I’m lusting after a forearm. I’m in such big fucking trouble.

      “You got Marx for cal?” Kellan asks as we pass closed classroom doors. My boots and his black leather shoes echo around us.

      I’m hyper-aware of my damp fingers in his, so it takes me a moment to remember he asked me a question. I nod. “Business calculus.”

      “You’re going into business?”

      “Yeah.” My voice sounds high and forced.

      It’s his damn hand.

      His fingers shift in mine, tickling my palm, and heat shoots up my arm. We reach the building’s front corridor, where a stairwell leads up to two more levels of classrooms and a row of glass doors leads outside. His thumb strokes the back of my hand.

      “What sort of business?” He leans forward to push one of the doors open with his free hand. He flattens his broad back against it, and I squeeze through beside him while my pulse pounds in my head.

      Outside, sunlight is streaming through the clouds: a soft, cool, filmy light that seems to set the scene for something serious. The pearly glow flickers through the trees, making a shadowy kaleidoscope of leaf-shapes that flickers across Kellan’s face and shoulders.

      “Psychology,” I fudge. I don’t want to get into my real ambitions with him. I have a feeling he wouldn’t get it.

      I look around at the wide, brick concourse out ahead, empty because everyone is in class; at the impeccably manicured lawns that spread out underneath giant, mossy oaks. The lawns and flower beds are striped by pebble walking paths.

      He leads me toward the nearest trail, curling between rows of massive azalea bushes. Despite all my reservations, I follow.

      My forearm brushes his, and suddenly I just can’t keep touching him. Not without bursting into flames. I wriggle my fingers impatiently, and his hand relaxes to free mine. He stops moving, and we stand there on the shaded trail, watching each other. He looks like a real prince in his vest-suit thing.

      I feel like a pumpkin.

      He trails a finger lightly down my forearm. “Relax, Cleo.” His voice is stern and soft. “I won’t bite—this time.” He winks, and I roll my eyes, despite the increase in my heart rate.

      He walks, and my traitorous feet follow.

      “You’re a senior?” he asks, glancing back at me.

      My stomach writhes under his blue gaze. “Yeah.”

      “So, grad school after this?”

      The azaleas on each side of the path rise up around us, fluffy green bushes taller even than Kellan. The feeling of privacy makes my head buzz. Makes me sound breathless when I say, “It’s one of the reasons I need money.”

      I search his face for hidden motives, but he’s looking at me the same way he was before: with sincere interest, as if he’s interviewing me for an important job. “What will you do with your degree?” he asks, in his resonant voice.

      “Help kids.” Kids like my sister and me. After our youngest sister, Olive, died, Mary Claire and I both struggled. We had a hard time in school, and an even harder time at home. Our house was so gloomy. Both my grandmother and my mom cried all the time. My mom closed her sewing shop and took a factory job. Grans started cleaning houses when she could. Mary Claire and I were on our own. To understand why Olive was taken and we weren’t. To make sense of the knowledge that we’d never, ever see her freckled face again. For years, I would go to the cemetery on the fourteenth of every month, because she died on the fourteenth. Mary Claire has never been. She just can’t go.

      Neither of us ever got “therapy,” because we couldn’t afford it. At our elementary school, there was one counselor, and she was busy helping with the kids who acted out.

      My business will target kids like us. I’ll do private art classes, and I’ll charge my patrons... aggressively. I’ll make the classes really fun. I’ll make my clients feel like artists, and ensure they’re able to take home a nice canvas. Then I’ll use some of the money to offer free art classes to kids who’ve experienced tragedy. I talked to the local school superintendent here in Chattahoochee, and she said a plan like mine would definitely work in most school districts.

      I look up at perfect Kellan, and I know I can’t tell him all that. He’d never understand.

      I give him an easy little shrug. “Kids with troubles,” I say. “I’m going to help them.”

      “That’s a noble calling.”

      “I should warn you, I have a sensitive bullshit-o-meter.” I lift my eyes from the ground and find him staring at me earnestly. He’s all blue eyes, cheekbones, and lips. Anger wars with desire inside me, tightening my chest. “It’s got to be better than your criminal plans.”

      He slants his gaze down at me. “You’re probably right.”

      Curiosity seeps through me. I only fight it for a minute before loosening my tight shoulders and asking, “What are your plans, seriously? More of what you do right now? And you really do...what you said yesterday?”

      He places a finger over my lips and looks into my eyes. His are so...intense. Almost hungry. I do this weird, mini-shiver thing, but he doesn’t seem to notice as he draws his hand away from my mouth and turns back to the path ahead. “Yes, Cleo. I really do. And...I don’t have plans,” he says, walking. His eyes are on the pebbles. His hands have disappeared into his pockets.

      “Nothing?”

      “Just keep thumbing through my wads,” he says. One corner of his mouth lifts, but it’s not a smile.

      “Investing,” he adds, like it’s an afterthought. Our little path turns east, toward Taylor Hall, the tall, brick pre-Civil War administrative building.

      I’m aware of his body, just a foot or so from mine. How quiet he suddenly is. How big—and also graceful. Like an athlete. Which makes sense, because he is. I keep forgetting Mr. Perfect plays soccer. I glance at his legs. I can see thick muscle through his slacks.

      My eyes move back up him, over his lean waist and his muscular chest and shoulders. My throat is dry. I swallow. What were we talking about?

      Our future plans.

      I wonder what his really are. I wonder why he’s so intent on doing business with me. Could it really be as simple as it seems on the surface? Eliminate the competition—which just happens to be me? I should probably ask more questions.

      “Do you do just the...um...M.J.?” I glance at the tall bushes that line our path, as if anyone is actually around. “Or more stuff, too?”

      “You’re curious?” He gives me his beautiful, blue eagle eye.

      “Isn’t that part of why we’re talking? Because you want to work together?”

      His eyes darken. He stops walking, his arm brushing mine as he reaches up to touch my shoulder. “I made you come, Cleo. We both know that. We are going to work together.”

      His low words drive the air out of my lungs. I can’t tear my eyes away from his. I gobble at the air like a goldfish on the sidewalk.

      “Is that why you got me out of class?” I feel a swell of warmth between my legs and suck another breath in. “Kellan—no.” I shake my head, finally finding my equilibrium. I step away, forcing his hand off my shoulder. “There’s no way I’m living at your house. I don’t want to deal for you either. No offense, but... no. My answer is the same. No way.”

      He brings a hand to his heart. The intensity of a few moments ago falls away, leaving a thick blanket of charm that makes my chest feel fuzzy. “You wound me.”

      I give a hoarse laugh. “You’re hot and everything. You’ve got a really sexy voice, you’re the kind of guy that people post in my slutty Facebook group but—”

      His brows arch. “Slutty Facebook group?” An instant grin spreads over his face. “Cleo—tell.”

      My face heats so fast, my eyes actually sting. I slam my palm against my forehead. “Never mind. Forget I said that. Please.”

      “Are you an admin there?”

      I take another step back and put my hands up again. “Slow down, Pervo. It’s not like you’re going to get to see. It’s a group for women. Smuffins,” I tell him, smiling just a little. I pull my shawl up and show him my long-sleeved black t-shirt, with its little, white Smuffin logo—an artful marriage of an “S” and a heart.

      “That’s the logo?” He’s still grinning. Maybe smirking.

      I laugh a little, real this time. “That’s the logo. It’s a women’s perv group. Totally amazing. Very fun. It’s more than that, too. It’s sort of like...a group of friends, who read and talk about girl shit. And smut.” I drop the shawl, feeling a little too exposed. “Anyway, they’d totally drool over a Kellan Walsh .gif, but that doesn’t mean I want to live with you. Or even screw you. No offense.”

      “I am offended,” he says gravely. “You tell me you only like me for my looks, and they don’t even make up for my perceived...shortcomings? Is that it?” He looks mortally offended, and I scoff.

      “You’re a—I won’t say what,” I hiss, “but we both know it.” I cut my eyes at him. “Let’s just put it this way: You’re the wolf, and I’m a lamb.”

      “Twilight fan girl?” He makes air quotes around ‘fan girl.’ His brows are arched.

      “Familiar with the movie?”

      We’re walking again, having fallen into an easy pace, still winding through the azaleas toward the Taylor building.

      “Book,” he tells me. “Actually, books.” He smiles a little, looking secretive—and way too handsome.

      “Did you read it for a girl?”

      “A woman.”

      I rake my eyes down his body and try to imagine her: the woman-not-girl who got a guy like Kellan Walsh to read the Twilight books.

      “Her name is Dr. Merchant,” he says, with a quirk of his lower lip.

      “You took her ‘Guide to Modern Publishing?’ Color me shocked.”

      “The blows keep coming.”

      I snort, trying desperately to pretend my heart’s not pounding every time his eyes meet mine. Trying to pretend I think about him what I should: that he’s a liar, a phony, and a threat. “Why would you want to write and sell a book?”

      Again, the eagle eye. I can’t tell what he’s feeling. “Maybe I was thinking of writing my memoir.”

      I throw my head back. “A comedian, too!”

      His lips twist into a smile; he’s smirking at me even as he shakes his head. “You think so low of me.”

      I nod. “That’s why I’m not going to live with you. Or do you.”

      He gives me a sidelong, thoughtful look. “You said you struggle with math?”

      “I hate it. Why?”

      We’re in sight of Taylor now. It looms above us, a dark brick building with two huge towers. Pines sway gently around it.

      “I’ve got another deal for you.”

      My heart thumps. “Oh boy.”

      He holds a hand up. “What are you studying now? What specifically?”

      “Intro to basic antiderivatives and—damnit, what are they called? Indefinite integrals! And I already know where you’re going with this. Even if you can perform lobotomies, I’m not changing my mind.”

      “What if I enlighten you completely? Make you a math whiz.”

      I snort. “No one’s that good.”

      “I’m a finance major, Cleo. That means I’m a god at math. You need help, so let’s see if I can help you.” He catches my elbow with his fingers, and I look into his eyes.

      “Give me two hours. Just two. If I don’t change things for you, then the deal is off. I’ll let you back out of our agreement from last night.”

      My gaze dips to the ground. To our feet, standing so close together. I don’t know what would be the best move. All I do know is that he throws me off. He makes me nervous. “I have an officers’ meeting tonight,” I tell him lamely.

      He waves at his clothes. “I have a trustee selection committee meeting. After that?”

      I step away, drawing my elbow out of his hand. I’m not sure if I should sign on for the study session just to call his bluff, or if I should simply run. I smooth a hand over my hair, a nervous gesture I thought I left behind with freshman year. “My meeting isn’t over until seven-thirty.”

      “I’ll be by to get you then.”

      I rub my lips together, and finally work up the nerve to look him in the eye again. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

      His face turns serious—gravely so. “It’s because of yesterday,” he says. “I scared you.”

      “No shit, Sherlock. I thought I was getting busted. Then I find out you’re some drug lord. Yeah.” I shrug, feeling annoyed all over again. “That’s not fun.”

      He lifts my hand and surprises me by kissing the back of it. “I know you’re surprised. I know I must seem—”

      “Shady? Very.”

      He shakes his head. “I can make this work for you. I can make it easy.”

      Looking up into his earnest face, it seems improbable enough to almost make me laugh. “I don’t believe you, Kellan. I shouldn’t hang out with you, even to study. You stress me out.”

      His face is unreadable again, his full lips pressed together. “If you’re as bad as you say, tonight will be the end of it. I don’t help you, you go back to dealing swag.”

      “Or not dealing,” I correct. “That’s what will happen.”

      “It won’t happen.” He rolls his shoulders and grins his arrogant grin. “I’ll be at your place at seven forty. Then, the library.” He narrows his eyes into a funny little winky face, then points his finger and thumb into a gun shape.

      “I’m coming armed,” I call over my shoulder.

      My heart is still pounding when I walk out of the garden, into the parking lot behind Taylor.
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      The USC/Arizona game goes to commercial, and I lean back against the couch in my living room. The ceiling in this room is striped with skylights, so I’m staring up at my reflection in the glass: my arms crossed behind my head, my sleeves rolled up to my elbows, so my forearms are on display. I shut my eyes and I can see my right one stretched in front of me. I can smell the grass. The dirt. The sweat. I can feel the gallop of my heart.

      The game I’m watching now is recorded on DVD. It’s from the Trojans’ 2012 football season. In May, I ordered everything from 2010 forward, but I only started watching them last week.

      I’m calling this game a loss for the Trojans. That’s the worst part of watching recorded games: the sense of inevitability when you can feel a loss coming. There’s no changing fate when it’s already been sealed.

      And with that thought hanging around my neck, I turn the game off and reach onto the mahogany end table beside the couch. I keep a stack of post cards by the coasters where I sit my iced tea. Also a fountain pen.

      Most of the time, after I pick a card and prop it on my thigh, I can’t write a word. My hand freezes. My throat feels thick, as I stare down at the paper. This time, like almost every time before it, my fingers, wrapped around the pen, are cold and still.

      What can I say? I’ve got nothing for her.

      Fury rises in me: sharp, then suffocating.

      I crush the card—a picture of CC’s campus in autumn—in my fist and stab the pen into the couch cushion. I watch the ink spill out of it, creating a small, black cloud on the cappuccino suede.

      I duck down over my lap and curl my arm around my head and take deep breaths. Now, before I lose my nerve, I grab a fresh, clean post card and try the pen’s bent tip against it.

      I’m surprised it works. It’s my surprise that jars me into action, so I’m able to write a few words. Five... six... seven.

      That’s all I can.

      I fold the card into my back pocket, stand up, and stretch. I look at the stairs that lead from the living area up to my room. I could change clothes, but I don’t feel like trudging upstairs.

      I walk into the kitchen, where I serve myself some ravioli and slam back a shake. I grab a few sticks of beef jerky for the road and a glass of sweet tea. I might be a Southern transplant, but I love this shit.

      I grab my bag off the front staircase, then open the top drawer of the massive, Victorian-era table beside the stairs. I pull out a couple of notebooks, an extra calculator, and my old Calculus 1 text book. I sling the items into my bag and pull the front door shut without locking it or setting the alarm.

      It’s a cool night—cool for September in Georgia. The air feels lighter than it has in months. It’s breezy on my cheeks, taunting me with all that I can’t have.

      I press “unlock” on my Escalade’s key fob, climb into the front seat, and turn around so I can lean into the back. There’s a white laundry basket on the seat behind mine, filled with thick, pink fleece blankets. Manning must have dropped it off while I was watching the game.

      I had to call and let him know I wouldn’t be at the trustee meeting—I dipped out early—and to bring it here instead. I guess I shouldn’t be surprised he did what I asked, when I asked for it. He’s my manager of operations, and efficiency is his middle name. Actually, Manning is. He’s Adam Manning Smith—and using an alias just like I am.

      I can smell what’s in the blankets as I drive. I roll the windows down, jack the heat up, and listen to The Doors. And then the Dead. And then the Stones. And then The Strokes. And then nothing.

      I’m too damn edgy.

      Because I need her: Cleopatra Whatley.

      I can’t decide if it’s her impertinence, her blasé, or my own urge to circumvent both and make her submit to me in every way—but I ache when I imagine her in the glass-walled room upstairs.

      I park in the U-shaped lot behind the Tri Gam house and carry the basket under my left arm. I’m not afraid of getting caught. Not now. I’ve lost fear.

      I open the front door and climb the old ass, creaky stairs like I own the place. The “executive suite” is on the front of the second story, arranged around a rocking-chair littered balcony that juts over the first-floor porch. If my sources are correct, there’s one door that leads to the “suite,” which houses all the officers’ bedrooms. I knock twice and listen to light footfall, hoping it’s Cleo’s.

      The door opens, and Milasy appears. She’s got a pretty, oval face, with deep brown eyes and glossy, straight black hair. She sees me and smiles. “Kellan. How’s it going?”

      “I’m here for Cleo,” I say. My lips are caught between a smile and a smirk.

      Milasy looks me over. I can see the approval on her face, followed by her curiosity. “She’s got you doing her laundry?” She seems to think this is unlikely. Then her face lights up. “Is there a puppy hidden in there?”

      I decide on smirk. “Not a puppy,” I tell her.

      “Okay. Well come on in.” I step inside a small but nicely adorned living area, and Milasy points to a hallway just beyond the kitchen on my right. “She’s down the hall there, on the right.”

      “Thank you, Milasy.”

      My long legs carry me through the living-kitchen area quickly enough. The hall is short: only a few strides. I stand on the lilac carpet outside Cleo’s door and knock twice. When the door swishes open, I smell her before I see her: some kind of soft perfume that reminds me a little of tea leaves. At first, she’s just a curtain of dark hair. Then she swings it back behind her shoulders and I see her face.

      Her green eyes are wide, long-lashed, and topped by thin, elegant brows. Her cheeks are high and always just a little pink. Her lips are slightly parted with surprise.

      My cock stiffens.

      “Kellan?” She’s holding a letter, which she lowers as her gaze sweeps me. She frowns at the basket, like she thinks I’ve got a snake inside.

      I surprise her and myself, leaning over and rubbing my thumb along her lower lip. “Cleo...”

      She jerks back. “Stop! And come inside, I guess.”

      She steps back, and I step inside her room. The first thing I notice is it’s blue: green-blue. It reminds me immediately of the ocean, viewed from high atop a cliff. And that reminds me of home. My chest aches.

      I roll my gaze around, noting a white iron bed with way too many plush blankets and quilts. It’s more blanket pile than bed. There’s a yellow dresser, topped with various frames, and a full-length mirror on one wall. A night stand with a delicate, yellow-shaded lamp, casting cheery, amber light across the room. A window, decked in gauzy red curtains. And on the ceiling, glow stars. Belatedly, I notice that the walls are dotted with canvases. I step closer to the nearest.

      It’s an abstract painting: red, maroon, and purple. But something juts out of it. I lean in closer and realize there are strips of paper melded into the bold oil strokes. A quick glance around confirms that the other canvases are similar: lovely abstract art, with strips of paper—and maybe even small objects—melded in.

      I reach out, compelled to touch, but at the last second, I sideline my hand to the wall outside the frame. I look at Cleo with my eyebrows raised. “Is this your art?”

      She glares at me. “Are you a critic, too?”

      I remember her calling me a comedian earlier and feel a twist of excitement. This girl is fiery. Complicated. Sexy. Taking her home will be rewarding in so many ways.

      I look again at the red, maroon, and purple piece before me. I look more closely at the strips of paper. I catch the words “Though absent long... But oft, in lonely rooms...” and my chest tightens so it hurts to talk.

      “‘Tintern Abbey’?”

      She steps closer. “I’m surprised you know it, math nerd.”

      Wordsworth was my mother’s great-great-great grandfather, but I see no reason to share that factoid with her. My mother was an artist, and while I have none of that talent, I’m not bad with words—finance is a double-major, along with English—but again, what’s the point?

      If she wants to see me as a math nerd, I can roll with that. There’s not much point in me sharing anything. Conversely, there’s not much point in me holding anything back...

      “I’m a Wordsworth fan,” I tell her simply.

      These words in her painting, I can’t stop staring at them. It’s like they’ve grown, until they fill my vision, and I feel the need to write.

      I’d like to write about her body. Which means I need to see it again. I turn around and find her still holding the letter.

      “What’s that?” I ask.

      She cradles it against her chest. “Private Cleo business.”

      I find myself chuckling at her puckered lips. “That sounds dirty.”

      “Maybe if you have a dirty mind.” She sets it on the edge of her dresser with some reluctance, and I close my hands around her waist, turning her toward the spot on her rug where I sat the laundry basket.

      “A gift for you,” I murmur by her ear.

      She crouches down, forcing my greedy hands to release her. “Blankets?”

      She reaches into the basket, and I walk around to stand at the foot of her bed, so I can see her face as she digs... ah, she found it. Her eyes pop open wider. Her jaw drops.

      “Holy shit! Are you kidding me? Is this a brick?”

      I nod, and she pulls out a pound of weed, wrapped dozens of times over in Saran Wrap. It’s about the shape of a masonry brick.

      She “Ooooos” and “Aaaaaahs” over it, and I hold my poker face, even though I want to smile. “I told you I’d take care of you.”

      She drops it on her bed and runs her hands over it reverently.

      “Smitten?”

      Her eyes crinkle as she beams. “It’s my baby,” she croons. “My weed baby. What do I owe you?” She looks a little worried, so I’m happy to tell her, “Nothing. It’s a show of good faith.”

      Her eyebrows jut up, and the smile falls off her face. “And if monkey can’t learn math?”

      “Then you got lucky. Or your clients will come find my guys when you run through this, so I get all your ex-clients.”

      She comes at me, and I’m stunned to feel her arms around me. “Thank you for this!” She presses her cheek against my chest and squeezes me around the waist. “I’ll give you fifty percent at least, I swear!” She releases me, still grinning like a little fool, and I feel a tug in my gut as she turns back toward her gift. “It smells like heaven.”

      “So do you,” I say to her slim shoulders. “You smell like tea.”

      She turns back around and smiles at me, a mega-watt grin that streams charm through the little room like sunlight. “I wear Green Tea perfume. You’ve got a good nose.”

      “Part of the job,” I kid.

      “I want to know more about it,” she says eagerly.

      “My nose?” I’m surprised to find myself smiling again. I press my lips together, because my cheeks are aching.

      “The job, silly.”

      I arch my brows. “Does this mean we’re... associates?”

      I’m actually thinking of making her my partner, but it’s too soon to tell her.

      I fold my arms over my chest and watch her leggings stretch over her nice, round ass as she stashes the brick under her bed. She ignores my ‘associates’ comment as she turns and sifts through the basket. “Snuggly blankets.” She presses her face into one of them. “They smell like fresh detergent.”

      “They are freshly detergenterized.”

      “By you?”

      “Who else?” I ask. For some reason, I want her to think I laundered them myself. “I’m courting you, Cleo. You said you like fleece.”

      “When did I say that?” she asks, almost accusingly.

      “Last night.” I run my eyes over her bed, and Cleo’s cheeks stain red.

      “I don’t like to be embarrassed,” she says. She leans her butt against the mattress and her green eyes peer into mine.

      “So don’t be.”

      “I was going to do that anyway,” she says softly.

      By “that” I assume she means “masturbate,” not “have phone sex.” I can tell she’s trying to be casual and failing. Even her neck is red now. I’m surprised I’m having this effect on her.

      She recently got out of a relationship with Brennan. That guy is boring, and a douche. Maybe he just never really did it for her.

      I assume she was referencing him; the guy who bound her wrists with his tie. I wonder if it was on this very bed... I grit my teeth. I can’t stand to imagine her body stretched out under his.

      Instead I ask, “What else don’t you like? Teach me your mysterious ways.”

      Her green eyes blink, wide and more solemn than this moment calls for. “I don’t like surprises.”

      The intensity of her expression makes me smile a little, teasingly. Cleo seems, to me, like exactly the sort of girl who would enjoy a nice surprise. “So I need to promise never to surprise you?”

      She nods, chewing her lip. “Unless it’s good. Like that.” She nods to where she tucked the brick under the bed.

      I’ve got nothing good at all, so I promise, “No more surprises.”

      She seems appeased by that, as if she’s moved past whatever serious moment had its claws in her.

      “Sixty-five percent,” she says lightly, grabbing a leather book bag from one of the bed’s posts. “Because that deal of yours is so not happening. I can barely add two plus two. You’ll see.”

      I reach down to work the bag’s strap from her fingers.

      “Don’t think that wins you any points,” she warns. She grabs a water bottle off the dresser, stuffs the letter she had earlier into her bag, and sprays the room with linen-scented air freshener, while I check out her art again. I like the bold brush strokes and the way that she blends color. The texture of the paper adds a 3D effect.

      The one I’m looking at now is Sylvia Plath. The colors are a translucent sort of jade, pale gold, and, in a few places, milky white. Running jagged and clear, horizontally, through the middle of the canvas, is a line I recognize immediately and, after a long second, place as a line from the poem, “Daddy.”

      “So I never could tell where you put your foot, your root, I never could talk to you...”

      Where in the Wordsworth-inspired painting, the colors are a blunt amalgam, making any intention beyond the feeling of discord difficult to discern, the colors here are elegant; almost ghostly. They fade in and out of each other, like billowing clouds backlight by glowing light.

      The pale spots—clouds—are beautiful. Blooming. Swelling into whatever they will be. The painting stirs a feeling of inevitability, and catches something at the bottom of my throat, so it’s hard to draw my next breath.

      I look up and find her staring at me with a poker face. “Criticism?” she snips.

      I shake my head. “It’s lovely.” I want to say more, to rave about the particular feeling she just thrust into my chest, but I can’t find the words. I’m only good with words on paper, so I just stand there, hoping that I look sincere.

      “Thank you,” she says eventually. She sniffs, standing a little straighter. “I don’t like fake compliments, you know.”

      “Then you’ll be glad to learn, I don’t like blowing smoke up asses.” I hold her gaze for a moment, just to show her I mean it. Then I hold out my arm, and she slides her tiny hand between the crease of my forearm and my bicep.

      I walk her down the creaking stairs and out onto the porch, down the stairs into the lawn, then through the lamp-lit, car-filled parking lot. A balmy, grass-scented breeze tosses her dark hair, filling my nose with her light, sweet scent.

      “That’s your car, right?” she asks, as we approach the Escalade. A street lamp shines off the hood, making the black paint look like wet ink.

      I nod. It belonged to my father first, but that’s just another thing not to mention. He’s not someone I care to talk about.

      “You know it’s called the Sexcalade,” she says as I steer her around the hood and toward the passenger’s door.

      “What?” I stop with my hand stretched toward the handle.

      Cleo gives me a smirk that has a distinctly chastising tilt to it. “People call this thing the Sexcalade. Because the last four months.”

      “The last four months.” I repeat the words once more in my head, trying to make sense of them. The last four months are significant to me personally, but I don’t associate them with sex. In fact, I’ve never had so little. I pull her door open, and in her soft, prim, Southern drawl she says, “Before that, you didn’t ever seem to go out hooking up with people.”

      She hoists her small self neatly into my passenger’s seat, and I press my lips together. So that’s what people think. I guess I shouldn’t be surprised that I got noticed.

      After I dismissed Gina, my last submissive, I thought I could terminate all sex. I made it all of thirty-seven hours before I admitted that would never work. So I started bar-hopping.

      I always took the women I picked up to hotels. I couldn’t fuck them how I like, because word would get around—as evidenced by Cleo, looking smugly down her nose at me right now. I fucked them hard and fast and sent them on their way. They may have told their friends I like it rough, but they couldn’t say they didn’t enjoy it.

      All those liquored, perfumed, ropeless fucks weren’t satisfying. By coincidence, about the time I started to feel restless, I was sniffing out my “rival.” She’s been my distraction ever since. Everything about her, from her slow, casual gait to the way she throws her head back when she laughs—like a bad actress on a sitcom—strums some cord inside me.

      I think I knew earlier than I’ve been willing to admit that I need Cleo in my windowed room.

      I walk around the car without corroborating her story about the “Sexcalade” and slide behind the wheel. I can feel her watching me. I ignore the urge to meet her eyes as I back out of the spot.

      It doesn’t matter why I was never seen out socially with women, then suddenly was. She doesn’t need to know. Keeping Cleo in the dark about me is the only way I can know her.

      I pull out of the parking lot onto a crosswalk-striped campus street. She crosses her legs and props her hands on her knee. She looks at me, and I can feel her expectation hanging in the shadows.

      “So that’s kind of weird, right?” she asks me, in a chipper, prodding tone. “Aren’t you going to tell me why you didn’t you date before four months ago?”

      My throat stings with the question. Four months. It’s hard to believe it’s been that long. I wish I had met Cleo before. I want to have her thoroughly, and now I’m worried that there won’t be time.

      I keep my feelings off my face, because, again—she doesn’t need to know this shit. I twist my lips into a smug smile and try to project the Kellan Walsh she thinks she knows. “Maybe I was in a committed relationship.”

      Her pretty face twists skeptically. “Were you?”

      I laugh. “That’s Kellan business, don’t you think?”

      I turn into the narrow drive that leads around the side of the huge, brick library building.

      “I thought we’re doing business together,” Cleo replies.

      “Are you committing to that?”

      She hmphs.

      “That’s what I thought.”

      I find a spot on the second level of the parking deck and notice the thought of Cleo doing business with me has taken some of the tension out of my shoulders. More and more, I think she’s exactly right for what I have in mind. It gives me peace.

      I walk around the front of the car and open her door. She sashays out, her black shawl fluttering behind her as her boots click against the cement. Like every time I’m near her, it’s a struggle not to touch her in some way.

      She turns around to face me as I shut the passenger’s side door. “Were you?” she asks, hand on her hip. She looks like a superhero with that ridiculous long shawl and those boots. “Were you with someone before? Honesty, Kellan. If you want to work with me...” She licks her soft, pink lips. My cock twitches.

      I trail my hand down her lower arm, catching her by the wrist and tugging her lightly toward a covered breezeway that adjoins the parking deck to the side of the library.

      “I was,” I say as I slide my fingers through hers. It’s not a lie—exactly. “I was always with someone else before.”

      Sometimes several someones. The relationships were always regular; mutually beneficial and bordering on official at times. So much neater and tidier than what I’m doing now with Cleo. So much more... sound—in every way.

      She frowns at my answer, as if she’s turning it over in her head and isn’t sure what to make of it. Then she looks down at our joined hands. “For a domineering prick, you’re pretty big into hand-holding, aren’t you?”

      I grin, and quickly roll my lips together. “You’re mine for now,” I murmur to the top of her dark head. She tries to pull ahead of me, but I ignore that fact and focus on the warmth of her hand in mine, on her small-but-curvy body. I tighten my grip and force her to break her fast stride. She looks back at me, and I bring her hand to my lips. “I want to keep you close.”

      She snorts and increases her pace until she’s dragging me behind her. I’m surprised to find I’m feeling...lighter. The weight that seemed ever-present on my shoulders seems to have drifted off—at least until I see the mail bin at the top of the library’s brick steps.

      Emptiness yawns inside me: a crushing need for what I can’t have.

      As Cleo flounces to the glass doors, I drop another half-step behind. I slide the post card out of my back pocket and reach around behind her to toss it inside.

      She spins, a blur of black fabric to match her raven hair. “Did you just mail a letter?” she demands. It’s the same tone she uses for everything: some funky blend of incredulity and amusement—as if she’s ready and waiting to comment on any toe I put out of place.

      I murmur, “Kellan business.”

      Pain cries through me, and I tell myself to try to forget about the postcard. After all, there is no address on it: no mailing, no return. It, like the few others I’ve written since May, will be discarded.

      And still, the words echo in my mind.

      

      I’m sorry, Sloth.

      I’m so sorry.
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      “Holy shit, I think I get it!”

      I give Kellan my surprised bug eyes, which probably scare the crap out of him, because we’re sitting thigh-to-thigh on a narrow, padded bench in one of those little closet-rooms-for-rent inside the library.

      He’s got his right ankle resting atop his left knee, and my calculus textbook spread over his muscular calf and thigh. He’s only been at it for about thirty minutes, and most of the time I’ve been distracted by his huge shoulders edging into my space as he gestures to the pages. But just now, something clicked inside my head.

      “So...to find an antiderivatives for a function f, just reverse the process for differentiation?”

      The corners of his mouth twitch. He nods slowly as his eyes twinkle.

      “So you can usually find an antiderivatives by reversing the power rule. And the indefinite integral is like...a reference to all the different antiderivatives of a single continuous function. Because there isn’t just one. There’s a bunch of different ones. Even an infinite number?”

      His grins smugly. “I told you.”

      “I can’t believe it. I mean... Cannot. Believe. It.” I bump his shoulder with mine. “Kellan, you should be a math teacher. A professor!”

      He snorts.

      “Seriously! How did you know how to explain it to me? I’m an idiot with this stuff. I wasn’t even good at algebra.”

      He looks down at me through his long lashes, and I feel my body temperature spike. With his deep blue eyes, his high cheekbones, and those sculpted lips, he’s just so... striking. His skin is smooth and tanned, with just a little stubble on his jaw and cheeks—more than most college guys have, I can’t help noting. His hair is short and soft-looking, and just a little wavy: the just-rolled-out-of-bed look, which contrasts nicely with his dressy clothes.

      He lifts a shoulder, and I swear that simple motion makes sweat pop out on my forehead. “You caught on fast,” he says.

      “Yeah, cause you have serious skills.”

      He shakes his head.

      “Too cool for school?” I tease. I’m getting better at hiding my awkwardness from him, I think.

      And immediately I think maybe not, because he’s just... staring at me. My cheeks and neck are red now. I can feel them burning.

      “I won,” he says softly. His eyes are steady on my face.

      A shiver runs across my shoulders, the kind of chill I felt once when someone was looking at me through my bedroom window back at home. I feel breathless. Helpless. Like a rabbit in the eyes of a coyote, I can only pant here, frozen.

      I lick my lips, trying to think of what to say. When nothing comes to mind—because I can’t decide what I want and my heart is beating too loud for me to think anyway—I shrug and, in a strange, high voice, say, “I don’t understand it all...”

      “I won, Cleo.”

      I watch his jaw tighten as he casts his eyes away from my face and down to the space between us. I study his hair as he reaches out and grabs a strand of fringe hanging from my shawl. He rubs it gently in his fingertips. When he looks back into my eyes, his luscious mouth is frowning.

      “I really make you nervous.”

      “You really do.”

      I can’t help noticing he briefly looks away. His eyes are on the brown carpet below our feet as his fingers travel smoothly up my forearm, caressing the inside of my elbow before running up my shoulder. His thumb strokes the hot skin of my neck, and then his gaze is back on mine.

      “Don’t be nervous,” he says, rough but soft. My heart pounds as he finds my throat with his mouth. “I’ll be careful with you.”

      This is a bad idea. It’s all I can think, but the words stick in my throat as his mouth moves softly, gently, warmly over my jaw.

      “Give me a few weeks.” Hot breath tingles over my throat. “Three.”

      I’m panting now. I feel his thumb over my nipple, making it harden through my bra.

      “Why?” I rasp.

      “Because I need you.” His tongue traces my ear. “I’ve got you in me, Cleo. Now I need to get you out.”

      He squeezes my breast, and I feel a burst of warmth between my legs. “That’s what I’m scared of.”

      “What?” He nibbles my earlobe.

      “Being subject to your...whims, or whatever.” The word fades into a gasp as he kisses my throat, hard then tickling.

      “This is a business plan, Cleo.” He kisses my chin and finds my lips, his low words blowing warm into my mouth. “I won’t be living here in Chattahoochee for much longer,” he breathes. “I want to get you settled before I leave.”

      He drags his lips over my cheeks, my nose, my brow, until my stomach is somewhere below my knees.

      “How do you know... I plan to stay?” I ask him as he strokes the skin above my shirt collar. My voice quakes so much, it sounds almost like a sob.

      “Do you?” While his eyes burn into mine, his hands smooth my hair back firmly off my forehead, a soothing motion one might use to calm a child.

      “I haven’t decided yet.”

      “Would you deal long-term, Cleo? Would you run dealers? Or do you just want something temporary? Something easy?”

      The word ‘easy’ makes my neck flush. He snakes an arm around me, pulling me against his warm, hard chest as his hand delves between my legs. He flattens his palm against the inside of my thigh and presses, light but firm, until my legs swing open.

      “I don’t know,” I whisper.

      “The pay is good,” he murmurs to my hair. “The three weeks you’re at my place, I’ll make it twelve K.” His mouth covers mine, and he kisses me so hard and well, it makes me dizzy.

      “What?” I break away. My heart is racing. “Why?”

      His hands frame my face. “That’s thirty-six thousand dollars, Cleo. Deal to your regulars, and sleep in my windowed room.”

      One hand slides down to stroke my neck, his fingers dragging lightly over flaming skin. I can feel his forehead brush my cheek as he runs his lips along my jaw.

      He breathes, “You are beautiful. You make me want...”

      His lips trail down my throat, tickling. When he nears the indention of my collar bone, I feel the soft heat of his tongue and mouth. He moves slowly... softly... taking great care as he sucks my throat—increasing the force until my skin feels like it’s bruising and my body like a rope about to snap.

      His arm snakes underneath my shawl, and I feel the weight of his wide palm spread over my thigh. His fingers burn through the cotton of my leggings, then drift to the crease between my legs.

      I grip his shoulder. “Kellan...”

      I clench my teeth as he settles his fingertips on me, tracing my most tender place as if he’s learning braille.

      His mouth sucks toward the collar of my shirt.

      I grip the solid muscle of his shoulder. “I—I can’t.”

      His thumb strokes the line of my lips. His fingers part them; he’s working his way inside, teasing against the fabric of my leggings.

      With the hand still between my legs, he wraps his other arm around me and he pulls me onto his lap. The arm that’s not across my belly, reaching between my legs, is around my chest, kneading my breast. His hard length presses against my backside.

      The cotton of my leggings is wet and pliant. The pressure of his fingers is just right, making me lift my hips. I swallow back a moan.

      “Kellan...I can’t—” If I do this with him, I’ll be snared. I can tell already, from the way I feel about him. He’s a dangerous temptation, in so many ways. I don’t need that. Don’t want that, I try to tell myself.

      “Tell me ‘no,’ Cleo.”

      He rocks himself against me, then peels down the waist of my leggings so he can reach inside. His palm brushes my mound as his fingers find their mark. He strokes down toward my center. His finger smears my slickness, making me quiver and pant.

      “It’s okay...” he rumbles. “Focus on my fingers.”

      He spreads my lips and glides down through my moisture... skating. Then he’s dipping down and curving. His fingertip is pushing into me. He adds another, shoves them deep.

      I groan and buck against him.

      “That’s right.”

      He shifts his hips, so his huge cock pushes harder against my ass.

      “Cleo... You’re so warm inside...so tight.” His fingers wriggle deeper. I let my legs fall open. I can’t help it. He pushes even deeper as he whispers filth into my ear and glides his thumb over my clit. My body catches fire.

      I feel the outline of him pressed against my ass: the long, thick shaft; the plump, round head.

      I feel his fingers curl inside me.

      “Ahhhhh.” I don’t mean to make a sound, but a moan spills out, turning the air around us into honey.

      “You like getting finger-fucked,” he growls. “You love it.”

      His thumb glides up and down my slit, then rolls around my swollen clit. I rock my hips, pushing my ass against his hardness.

      “What if I rub a little faster... here?” His thumb drags, heavy and slick, over my swollen nub. “What if I quit teasing you,” his low voice whispers, “and try something like this?”

      He bends his wrist a little, and I can feel another finger push inside. “I can feel how much I’m stretching you,” he whispers in my ear.

      “Oh.” He’s right. I’m full. So full. I feel both paralyzed and electrified. Like I’m gripping a live wire.

      He pumps his fingers, shoving them in, then dragging them slowly out. I arch my back. “Oh God, please...”

      His thumb, encircling my clit, is deft and slick. I rock mindlessly against him.

      “So full...”

      He pulls his fingers almost out, the tips of them only just inside... teasing. I clench, wanting him deeper.

      “Say my name,” he orders.

      “Kellan,” I pant.

      All three fingers thrust at once. My pleasure squirts against his expert hand.

      “Deeper.” My voice cracks.

      He slides out a little. Strokes back in.

      His thumb is playing in my moisture, painting my clit. My throbbing clit.

      His fingers stroke against my walls, making me dizzy.

      “You want my cock inside you. You can’t take much more. You’re so tight, Cleo. So greedy. Look how fat this clit is. Your cunt is so tight around my fingers, I can barely move them.”

      He demonstrates, and I groan and arch my back. I’m clutching his arm. Wrapping my feet around his calves. I throw my head back, panting.

      “I love you like this. So helpless. I bet you would do anything to keep my fingers inside you. Would you call me Master?”

      My mind struggles to think beyond the pleasure in between my legs.

      “Call me Master, Cleo.”

      I clutch his hand. I’m rocking against him, desperate to feel his fingers deeper. He’s right: I’m so needy I’m about to scream.

      He pulls one finger out. His thumb, stroking my clit, freezes in place. He pulls out a second finger, and I bark out, “Master!”

      “That’s right.”

      I’m aware of the pressure of his length against my backside. He draws his third finger out and I whimper. He huffs, a smoky sound, and eases me down to the floor.

      I’m on my knees, my shawl hanging around me, my leggings pushed down past my hips. I feel him join me on the carpet. His chest brushes my shoulders. His arms wrap around me and his fingers trace the band of my leggings. Goosebumps cover my back.

      His fingers sweep back into my leggings; he peels them down further. He pauses when he gets them to my knees, and his fingertips dance over my ass. His dick is a velvet sword, brandished against my backside as he pulls my boots off, then slides the leggings off my feet. I hear a whoosh as he tosses them behind us.

      His hands grasp my shoulders. “Get down on your hands and knees and show me that ass.”

      He reaches between my thighs, stroking through my wetness as I hear a rip, and then a snap of latex.

      I press my palms against the carpet and thrust my ass into the air. I no longer remember why I thought this was a bad idea. I’m so wet, I’m gushing on his fingers. He pushes two of them inside me and then starts to pump, delicious pressure given and removed at his will.

      My clit throbs with my heartbeat, and he strokes it sometimes, gliding mercilessly over me while he rubs his huge, condom-sheathed cock against my ass. I center on how stiff and long he is, the head of him rubbing up and down my crack.

      He draws his fingers from my folds, then plays at my clit with practiced grace. I sag down on my elbows as my knees tremble.

      “That’s right,” he murmurs, rubbing his length along my ass. “Open those legs for me.”

      His voice is so smooth. Hypnotizing. I obey him frantically, spreading my legs a little more. He hooks two thick fingers into my pussy, finding my G-spot and rubbing slowly.

      “Kellan...”

      His fingers writhe inside me, moving all at once in slightly different directions. With the small part of my brain that isn’t drugged numb by the writhing of his hand, I can feel pressure against my asshole.

      “God!”

      He rubs his thumb in a warm, wet circle, making my muddled mind race with want. With fear.

      “Relax,” he purrs. “You’re going to like this.”

      And then, at the same time the pressure gives and his thumb invades my virgin hole, he stuffs his big, thick dick into my cunt.

      Stars explode behind my eyes.

      I slide down to the floor.

      He twines an arm around my hips, pinning me against him as he thrusts so hard and deep my eyes roll back into my head—then drags out slowly, inch by hard, thick inch, then punches in. I screech, because I’m not sure I can take him...but I am. Thrust in—my toes curl—slow draw out. I clench around the head of him.

      “More,” I whimper.

      “Told you.” The words are warm and husky on my nape.

      He thrusts again—and my legs quiver. I’ve never felt so full: as if I’m stretched around him. He’s so deep... When he moves in and out, my body melts around him.

      “Oh my God...”

      “You’re tight,” he rasps. “You’re like a fucking...virgin.” And it kills me, how his voice shakes on the word.

      I clench around him and he moans. He pushes deeper, freezing there for a long moment. I feel him trembling behind me—feel him take a deep, slow breath—and then he drags his cock back out and slams in hard.

      I gasp, he groans—a symphony of sin.

      The arm that’s holding me against him tightens and he starts to fuck like a machine. His cock is a piston, pumping in and out with so much grace and force my body can’t withstand it. I’d be in a puddle on the carpet were he not holding me against him.

      I can feel myself shaking... sweating; hear my own moans rise up in the room. They mingle with his loud breathing, the moans he makes when I clamp down around him.

      His finger, buried in my backside, jerks with every thrust. Finally accustomed to his length and girth, I’m hungry for him: clamping as he draws out, pushing back against him as he plunges in. It’s never been like this...

      “You’re...a fucking...slut,” he groans. “Tight cunt... Cleo. Goddamn...ah, Cleo...”

      “Fuck me,” I whisper.

      “Yes...oh fuck.”

      My palms graze the carpet as I sag forward. The arm around my hips tightens, his hand gripping my hipbone. His cock batters me... and it’s incredible; it’s merciless; it’s terrible. I’m getting sensitive—so sensitive. I can feel my clit throbbing... my pussy roaring as he uses it so hard tears pop into my eyes.

      Somewhere far away, I hear his low breaths turn to mostly groans... I feel him strain against his pleasure: sweating, shaking. He shoves his thumb deeper and pounds so hard and fast I feel a drop of sweat land on my back. I try to clamp my thighs around him...anything. Fuck—anything to get him... just a little deeper.

      “Fuck!”

      He’s so hard now... I gasp each time he fills me up, momentum building like an ocean wave... I want him deeper... need him deeper. I push back against him, and the world goes white and hot. I’m almost there. My clit is pounding like its own heartbeat.

      His cock is like a punch. “I want it...”

      “Yes...fuck. Ohh God.” He pounds so hard I fumble forward and his hand on my hip slides down to my thigh.

      He snarls and grabs me back against him, in and out...another in...he shoves so hard I feel my eyes roll back.

      And then I feel him twitch inside me. It’s the most erotic thing I’ve ever felt: the way his cock pulses, then swells as he comes, panting and clutching my hip.

      “Oh God.” His voice is hoarse: delicious.

      I come in the rush of a tsunami overtaking islands.

      As I pulse around him, I feel his thighs tremble. “Oh fuck...”

      His chest pumps against my backside, and then his forehead drops down to my back. He’s shaking hard—his legs, his hips. He’s like an animal, spent and ravaged by adrenaline. His forehead nuzzles me, digging into my back in time with his ragged breaths. And I’m surprised to find: I love it. That I did this to him. That I made him as crazy as he made me.

      The feeling spreads through me like melting butter. I feel warm and sleepy. Kind of—no, not kind of—GOOD.

      My head begins to whirl...the room is tilting. I can’t breathe. I feel the weight of him move off me and I feel him sliding out.

      He says, “fuck.” He sounds surprised, I think as I blink wet eyelashes in the dark.

      He clears his throat, and when he speaks, his voice sounds stronger than I thought it would. “Press down against me, Cleo.” I’m so dazed, at first I’m not sure what he means. “My finger. Bear down against it.” I do what he asks, and seconds later, I am startlingly empty.

      I can hear him rustling behind me. I push up on my elbows, turn myself around, toward the little bench...but I can’t seem to move. I lie there on the carpet like a turtle in its shell. My heart is beating way too hard. My eyes cast up, I clutch my shawl around myself. I can see the outline of his body, darker than the dark. He’s bending down, combing the floor—for his clothes? Mine?

      I imagine Kellan pulling my leggings back over my feet... tugging them up my calves. The way his long-lashed eyes would crinkle slightly as he stretched the fabric over my thighs, the way his lips would curve into that perfect, cocky smile. The smile morphs: gentler. His hands are warm and kind. As if he wants me, more than just my body.

      I’m insane. Obviously, he’s driven me insane with sex. I mean... my God above, his dick is something else. I feel deflowered. My lips curl into a mad little smile. I shake my head. I just got my brains fucked out. By Kellan Walsh. I blink at his moving form and wonder who the fuck is he? Why did I react this way?

      The sex was just intense. That’s what I tell myself as I get to my feet. My cheeks and neck are hot, my body is unsteady, but the sex we had was so intense, of course I would react differently. I’ve been with other guys. Kellan’s more intense. It’s messing with my head.

      I step over to the wall beside the door and drag my palm along it, feeling for a light switch. When the room lights up, I draw my first deep breath since being pulled atop his lap.

      See? I’m totally good now. When I turn around, things will be just the way they were while we were studying. Just business. Okay—maybe some occasional heart-thumping... but definitely nothing serious. These squishy-wishy feelings I’ve been having in the last few minutes: they’ll be gone. Because I don’t even know him. And what I do know, I don’t like. There’s no reason I should feel drawn to him in any way.

      I stand there facing the wall, breathing slowly, and allow myself to admit that I’ve been lonely. Really lonely. The kind of lonely that always feels like after Olive died, when Mom and Grans were never home and I would find Mary Claire standing in the street “on accident,” and I would curl up in my bed at night and pray for someone to come take me to another house. Any time life gets quiet, the image of that sharpens in my memory. I start needing things I can’t get. Things I think maybe no one ever gets. Things that don’t have names.

      So maybe I’ve been a little like that lately.

      So his hands on me felt good. No big deal.

      Deep breath... blow it out my nose... five, four, three, two, one...

      I turn slowly and it’s almost a shock to see him there. My nerves spark as I look him over: Kellan in his unzipped slacks. He’s freaking beautiful. And perfect. Those wide shoulders, and his heavy chest—that look is one I love. The way his abs are dusted with gold-brown hair, trailing down...

      I jerk my eyes up to his face and find his mouth curved into a gentle, sideways smile. His eyes seem to twinkle. Is that a smug look? Happy? His smile widens and I realize that it’s both. He’s pleased with himself, and he looks also pleased with me. I had you, and I liked you. Yeah, you. That’s what his face says.

      My leggings are draped around one of his forearms; there’s a tissue in his hand. He steps to me. I tell myself to look down at my feet, but my eyes look to his eyes. Low-lidded. He looks satiated. His hand, clutching the tissue, raises.

      “I would have cleaned you up.” He trails the tissue along my chin, the motion soft and teasing. And he smirks. It’s...intimate, that smirk. As if he knows me.

      “I’ll take care of you while you’re with me. You’ll like it,” he says. He drops a light kiss on my forehead, and I take a step back.

      “When I’m with you, my ass.” I hold my hands out, as if his tissue will hurt me. “I’m not going with you! I’m not going to your house. I can’t do this. This.” I wave wildly at the room, then snatch my leggings from his arm. “I’m not a crazy person, Kellan Walsh, you make me feel crazy!”

      When my eyes return to his face, I’m surprised to find he looks thoughtful—almost relaxed; the bastard. “You’re a person who likes pleasure,” he says, reaching for my shoulder. I step back, though it doesn’t get his eyes off mine. “What’s so crazy about that?”

      I blink at him, because it’s too hard to explain. “I know guys like you,” I stammer. Guys like Kellan Walsh are bad for girls like me. It’s a cliché, even. “Doing this in here—” having wild sex in the library—“it’s not my thing. I’m not that kind of girl. I know you’ve been with tons of them. You’ve got the wrong girl, Kellan.”

      He chuckles, tilting his head a little to one side. He folds his arms. “Oh, Cleo. You have no idea what kind of girl I like. You are my kind of girl. And you know what I think?” His sea blue eyes look through me. “I think you’re surprised how much you liked what we just did.”

      It’s true. There is nothing I can say to deny that, and I’m too strung out to lie. I shake my head. “I told you, I don’t like surprises.”

      “I thought surprises were okay as long as they’re good,” he says. His face is hung between emotions, totally unreadable to me. So I’m honest. I turn slightly away and yank my leggings on as I say, “Maybe they aren’t. Maybe they’re never okay.”

      I turn back around to face him just as his face tightens, unreadable to gravely serious. “Someone hurt you,” he says, low. “Tell me who. Did you lose someone, Cleo?”

      “What are you talking about?” My voice rises, then cracks.

      He blinks, and stares right through me. Right down to my bones. “It was a surprise, wasn’t it? Was it your dad?”

      My throat knots as my pulse goes haywire. “How...do you know that?”

      “The poem in the painting.” His eyes blink again. “That Plath poem. A Post It note from ‘Mom’ was in your textbook, so I know she’s still around.” His gaze pulls at mine as his lips fold down, apologetic now, remorseful. “It was just a guess.”

      Uncanny. I push the thought away and focus on his chest. His stupid, gorgeous chest. “I don’t like you guessing.”

      “Why not?”

      “I don’t like you.”

      He steps closer to me, moving cautiously, as if he knows I’m a flight risk. “I don’t think that’s true.” He wraps an arm around my back and spreads his hand over my shoulder blade. He brings me gently against him, so my breasts press against his warm, hard abs, and then—before I can move away—he smooths his thumb along my jaw, tipping my head up. His mouth finds mine. He kisses me so gently I drift toward the ceiling. I grab onto him, his elbow, and pull away panting.

      His thumb brushes my lips. “Three weeks, Cleo.” His eyes burn. “Three weeks you’re mine. We’ll start tomorrow.”

      I whirl away from him and push through the door, spin back around to grab my bag. He stands there, fastening his pants, although his eyes are stuck to mine. My mouth flails as I throw my bag over my shoulder; tell him “no” again. But I can’t breathe. I’ve got no moves, no words—but I can feel his eyes on my back as I flee.

      I jog the whole way to the Tri Gam house, pulling all my leg muscles and making my chest over-tight. When I reach the top of the stairs, I find Milasy holding the brick.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Ten

          

          Kellan

        

      

    

    
      The breeziness of the afternoon is gone. The night is heavy and still. It’s neither cold nor hot, but tension warms me as I stand on the balcony outside the windowed room, watching the treetops as they sway.

      All I can think about is Cleo.

      Tomorrow, I will bring her here.

      It hasn’t been like this before. Not the urgency. Everything is different now. I am different now.

      Cleo is a relapse. Bringing Cleo here is letting go. No more logic. No more restraint. Finished. The word swells to fill my head. I let it have me—giving myself over as I shut my eyes and touch the cement railing.

      Moments later, the phone rings. I pull it from my pocket and blink at the name I knew would flash across my screen: PACE.

      I never answer on the first ring, even though I always know when he’ll be calling. I want Pace to feel that I am difficult to contact—always one ring out of reach. It’s important: the control. Not just because I enjoy control, but because Pace is so closely aligned with Robert.

      I bring the phone to my ear and let the static fill my head while I wait for him to speak.

      “Kellan?”

      “Pace.”

      An ocean breeze whips over his phone’s receiver, muffling his question: “How’s it going, man?”

      I let my gaze fall through the pines, landing on the gushing river below. It’s narrow here—not even the width of a tennis court—so the water is fast-moving.

      Pace gets my point and clears his throat. “Got some teddy bears coming your way. Double nickel and penny. You ready for ’em?”

      “Always.”

      “They’re good bears.” He pauses, as if thinking. As if we haven’t had this conversation thirty times before. He adds, “Made in America.”

      I roll my eyes. Pace and his love of talking in code. I can only assume that ‘Made in America’ means the weed he’s bringing me from California is higher quality than what he usually sends.

      “Sounds good. I’ll be ready.”

      This is where I’d choose to end the conversation, but my cousin never can just let things be. Pace is an awkward motherfucker. Coming up on fifty, he’s a beach bum with nothing to his name except a lot of good intentions. I like Pace well enough—as kids, we called him Uncle Pace—but these phone chats can get tedious.

      “You doing okay?” he asks after a silence.

      I shut my eyes. “Fine.” The word is sharp.

      “Really?” he asks.

      Fucking Pace.

      “Just checking, dude,” he says defensively. “Robert has been sniffing my ass crack, wanting to know if you’ve decided anything.”

      “I don’t want to talk about this, Pace.”

      “I know, but—”

      “Fuck him,” I growl.

      “You just... you can’t say that, man. Robert is—”

      “Who do you work with, him or me?”

      It’s a simple question with a complex answer. I’m not being fair to Pace. Not that I really give a fuck. He’s not being fair to me, either.

      I hear him breathing. Biding time as he tries to figure out how to broach forbidden subjects. I hear the phone brush the scruff of his beard, followed by his low voice saying, “Whitney called him. She said she hasn’t been able to get up with you.”

      Whitney. Of course.

      My fingers rearrange themselves around my phone. “I haven’t noticed any missed calls from her,” I lie. Whitney has been calling weekly for three months.

      “You’ve got everyone all stirred up,” Pace says in his low-but-nasally voice. “Man, I’m worried too. Don’t get all butt hurt, but we all have the same horse in the race. We’re a motherfucking family.” In a low voice, he says: “No one wants to see you wind up like Lyon.”

      The mention of my brother makes my eyeballs ache. Pressure builds inside my head. I suck a deep breath back and clutch the phone. “Don’t go there, Pace. Ever. You have a problem with Robert, deal with it. He’s your burden—not mine.”

      I hear a shuffling sound: Pace’s flip-flops on that little deck that hangs over the beach. He puffs some smoke out; I can hear his breath. “I just want to help you, man.”

      “You can’t, so stop trying.”

      I want to punch him in the teeth. I want to roar at him. I can’t believe he mentioned Ly. Instead, I say, “Till one-one, then.”

      The shipment will arrive at the old toy warehouse on Fifty-First Street on the eleventh of September. That’s what he meant by “teddy bears” and his made-up drug trafficking code, “double nickel and a penny,” as code for the eleventh.

      “Next week,” he says finally. He sounds defeated.

      I still feel enraged.

      I slide the phone into my pocket and stalk down to the basement. I tear into the punching bag that dangles from the ceiling, and imagine that it’s Pace’s pug-dog face. It turns into my father’s face, and then Ly’s. Which is almost indistinguishable from mine.

      I’m tired of fighting. I’m so tired of fighting me.

      I wait until the darkest part of night to go to Nessa’s house.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Cleo

      

      

      

      September 9, 2014

      

      R.~

      Okay. Deep breath. So…I did something I probably shouldn’t have done. Please don’t be too mad at me.

      It was stupid. It was a breach of trust. I know. But I was desperate. After all that time, you just stopped writing me, and I was worried. At this point, I’m pretty sure this letter is irrelevant completely, or you really are an icy cold stunna, in which case you don’t care that I’m worried past the point of logic. (I’m not sure which scenario I’d prefer…probably the ‘stunna’ option).

      But OKAY. I placed this stupid call to BTM and said you’d told me you would be out of the country for a few months. I said I had been writing you through them, but I didn’t think my letters had been reaching you.

      “What address do you have for him?” I asked them. “Is it in America or England? Because I think you’re sending my letters to the wrong place.”

      That was the ruse: That I at least knew what country you were in, and they didn’t.

      The girl on the phone seemed young, almost as young as me, and I tried to sound really casual and friendly so she’d tell me the address she had for you.

      “Who?” she said. She was clearly confused.

      I said, “Robert. The person I’ve been writing to? How can you not know his name?”

      I was sort of a bitch, and she totally fell for it.

      She was all like, “Oh yeah, right. Robert…D. Yep, that’s your guy.”

      She asked for my address and said, “I’m not sure I can do this,” and I was all like, “Trust me, you can. C’mon, Lainey,” (that was her name) “this isn’t the secret service!”

      I laughed like a phony bitch, and today I got a print-out with your information on it.

      Robert D. The last address she had on you was a P.O. Box in Alabama. Are you KIDDING me?

      You live in Alabama, and I haven’t met you yet?!

      Please tell me you just think I’m annoying. That’s okay with me. Tell me now that you’ve grown out of our correspondence. Maybe you’re engaged, or with the Peace Corps. The Marines. That would be so hot. Everybody likes a sexy man in uniform, and I know you’re a sexy man.

      See? I’m flirting shamelessly.

      Just reply to me.

      Did you know my name is Autumn Cleopatra Whatley? What do you think? You know a fucking Cleopatra. C’mon and tell me that that isn’t cool as hell.

      Actually…tell me more than that. I need your advice.

      I’ve gotten into some trouble with the head of my sorority, and I’m unofficially kicked out. I’m going to keep on serving in my role as an officer, because the president wants to keep this hush-hush, but I’m not allowed to stay at the house or do anything fun.

      I’m in trouble because I AM trouble. I regularly do something most people wouldn’t approve of. Something I started doing for money (which I needed and also wanted) and have kept up because it’s exciting, and adds some light to my boring little world.

      And why does my world need light? Because I’m kind of gray at heart. I used to think I was exciting and original – nothing gray about me - but as I’ve gotten older I realize I’m just one of billions of people here on planet Earth, and I feel like a boat without an anchor.

      I guess I’m kind of lonely. I can hear you gagging. First world problems, right? I know.

      I’ve met a new guy, and he’s going to help my first world problems go away. I can feel it. He leads this ridiculous double life. I’m about to live with him for three weeks, because we made this deal.

      Would you like to write me there? Please?

      I’ll mark his address as the return, because I don’t trust my sorority president not to go through all my mail now that she’s mad at me.

      I want to end this letter with something profound. Because I don’t know where you are or what you’re doing, and I feel the need to make some sense of things.

      And you know what, Robert D., the wood chopper?

      I don’t have a thing to say. I don’t know the first thing that’s profound. My younger sister, who is deaf and goes to a deaf high school, is sleeping with her teaching assistant. My youngest sister’s grave doesn’t even have fake flowers by it, because people steal those. (I know, you warned me not to try that anyway, but my mom did, and they get stolen every time). I just broke up with a guy who used to call me “bebe” like for real (think baby but more like beh-beh) and believed me every time I faked it during sex.

      TMI?

      I know. That’s my other middle name.

      When I get upset, I get a little crazy. It can be a good thing and a bad thing, but it’s more bad than good I guess.

      Just so you know, I’m considering going to this little town’s post office and figuring out where you really live. I need information. I’m in knots, and not the good kind.

      

      -Shamelessly Sloth.

      P.S. If I don’t hear from you this time, I won’t write again. I swear. And I’ll probably only hunt you down if a series of terrible events occurs in my life, and I need an anchor. Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.

      Just reply, please!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Eleven

          

          Kellan

        

      

    

    
      I’m up before the sun, pacing the balcony outside the glass-walled room. Gulping chilly air into my lungs.

      My knuckles are bruised from my assault on the punching bag. My body screams for sleep, because I stood outside Nessa’s window for three hours last night: a silent ghost, eviscerated. Now I’m drinking coffee—black and hot.

      After a while outside, listening to the river slosh below, watching the pines tip in the breeze, I pull on some basketball shorts and go down to the basement. Fifty minutes on the treadmill, and it doesn’t tame my hunger. I do my weight routine for longer than my usual, making sure that by the time I’m done, all my muscles are shredded. Then I make myself two waffles and choke down every bite.

      I wander back up to the room: her room. I take a small, black remote out of the night stand drawer and press the button that makes the middle part of the indented ceiling retract. I take the canopy off the bed and lower the harness down to the mattress. I caress the ropes and smooth the sheets and rub my cock as I imagine Cleo lying right here, her wrists and ankles bound to the four ends of my X-bar, her wet, pink pussy ripe and ready for me.

      When I realize I’m going to stay hard until I see her, I sink down on the edge of the mattress and stroke myself off, remembering the way her pussy clenched around my cock on the floor at the library.

      When I’m done, I put the harness and spreader away and leave the room with my pulse hammering in my ears.

      I need to shower and get dressed. Focus. I’ve got things to do this morning.

      I shower quickly, and dress in khakis and a plaid button-up: the preppy shit that helps me blend in on campus. Then I walk into the bedroom I’ve been using, pluck a brass key off the duvet, lift up the Native American blanket that hangs on one wall of my room, and step to the mahogany door hidden behind it. I slide the key into its custom keyhole. My feet feel heavy as I turn the doorknob and step inside my sanctuary.

      The room is small: no bigger than a half-bath. The wall I face as I step in is smooth and beige. Cashmere, the paint was called. Built-in bookshelves indent the tiny wall on my right. I had them built because I wanted to like something about this space, but I could never place a book on them.

      The wall on my left is not a wall but stacked cabinets and a small counter. The four-foot slab of granite is black, with tiny veins of gold. The cabinets above the counter are dark and glossy, stretching to the ceiling. They contain my arsenal of secrets.

      I run my hands over the cold granite. As always, I try not to look into the mirror, but my eyes betray me. As I meet my own gaze, the far-off echo of a hopeful spark strikes in my chest. I look into the eyes and wait to see the face transform. The mouth should smile—a dimpled smile. The eyes should crinkle. The face should relax, the way mine only ever does if I’ve had a good, long hit and held it in my lungs for several seconds.

      If you never met him, you would never understand the way this face could look. My mouth tugs down into a deep and dimpled frown, and I wrench my gaze up to the cabinets.

      I pull a door open.

      “You fucking with me, Drake?”

      “No sir.”

      “Well... fuck. I can’t believe that. I just can’t believe that you... You’re sure? You sure you’re sure? You got more than one person telling you this, and it’s not a mistake? It’s not your—being paranoid because of... ?”

      I shake my head. “I’m sure, coach.”

      “I’m gonna keep this to myself. I want to see you both next fall.”

      I can hear the words, echoing off lockers. I don’t know why my mind chose to regurgitate them now.

      I shake my head.

      My gaze rises to my right hand, and I use it to pull the first canister out. I set it on the countertop and get a second, third, and fourth.

      I sweep my eyes over the array. The things inside this cabinet are as essential as they are horrible.

      I take one of them in my hand and feel the smooth, slick plastic under my fingers. I take the top off and empty its contents onto the granite.

      I sift through them. They whisper as I push them around. There are guidelines for this, but I always tweak them. Fuck the rules. Where I am, they don’t apply.

      I gather the ones I need into a pile, then put the cap back on. I store the container back inside the cabinet and repeat the process eleven more times.

      Then I close the cabinet doors, leaving most of their contents untouched. Those things I will need later, if it gets that far.

      Three more minutes in the small room, one long gulp of soothing water and a splash on my hot face, and I’m back in my bedroom.

      I rub a hand through my hair, run my fingers over my brows, where want of sleep already tugs at me. Then I hurry down the stairs.

      I’ve got an eighth of an ounce in a vacuum-sealed bag under the sink. I toss that into my messenger bag, grab the books and notebooks I need, and let a deep breath out as I shut the door behind me.

      Next time I’m here, I won’t be alone. If I play my cards right, I might never be alone again.
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        * * *

      

      Cleo

      

      Three sharp raps jerk me out of sleep. I shoot up, slamming my forehead against the underside of the study table that dominates my little library room.

      It’s the same room I was in with Kellan Walsh, so the first thing I think about after my eyes focus on the green cinderblock wall and my palms flatten out on the rough, industrial carpet, is the feeling of him driving into me. For a heart-racing second, I’m immobilized. Lust is the brightest color mixing on my mind’s easel.

      Fear becomes brighter. On the other side of the door, I envision furious police, a snarling drug dog, my mother’s devastated face, a gossipy library monitor who somehow saw Kellan and me fucking like animals on a hidden camera...

      I scramble out from under the table and straighten with a wince. I’m dizzier than a kid at a carnival, and my mouth is painfully dry. My hands shake as I try to right my twisted leggings, tug down my rumpled Smuffins shirt, and straighten the big, black shawl that’s doubled as my blanket. I’m not wearing a bra.

      I grit my teeth as The Man knocks again. “Just a second, please!”

      My Vera Bradley overnight bag sits, unzipped and barfing up my favorite outfits, on the padded bench where Kellan had me in his lap last night. Beside it is my book bag, crammed with my laptop, day planner, and text books. I wrangle with the overnight bag until it’s zipped, tug the shawl away from my body with a prayer that my nipples aren’t hard, and drag my tangled hair into the rubber band around my wrist. I take a shallow breath and pull the door open.

      When I see Kellan, my stomach somersaults. He’s wearing a blue and white gingham button-up with a pair of straight-front khakis that look like they were made for his trim hips and long, strong legs. His blond hair looks a little messy and a lot soft. His stubble-shadowed jaw and the gorgeous planes of his face remind me why he has his way with so many girls.

      But it’s his eyes that drop an anchor to my soul. Something about the way they fix on my face. There’s concern there, born not of alarm but interest. It makes his gaze soft.

      For an intoxicating moment, I wonder what it would be like to be cared for by him. But that fades as I remind myself I’m being unrealistic. Fantasizing. I have the desire to be cared for in this silly, over-the-top, romance novel sort of way... But the guy standing in front of me wants a sex deal. If there’s a real person somewhere underneath his sharp clothes and Spartan body, I’ll never know it.

      He makes my panties wet and—yes—he piques my curiosity, but so what?

      I break my gaze away from his and cast it down to the grease-stained paper bag he’s holding. Is that for me?

      He doesn’t notice me eyeing the bag. He’s too busy noticing my situation. His eyes trail up and down my sore body, checking me out. When they meet mine, they are wide with incredulity.

      “You slept here.”

      I clamp my teeth down on my lip and let my eyes wander to his shoes. What do I say to him?

      “What happened?”

      I look from his shoes to my socked feet. There’s a hole above my right foot’s pinkie toe. “Milasy... found the brick.”

      In the thick silence that follows, I focus on the motion of my ribcage, moving much more gently than my frenzied mind.

      When I get the nerve to look back up, I find his fingers curled around the door frame. “Did you tell her where you got it?”

      “No. Of course not.” I wrap my arms around myself. “I’d never do that.”

      His shoulders slacken. His face relaxes as he steps toward me. I take a step back into the room, allowing him to fill it up. His husky voice says, “That’s good, Cleo.”

      He’s so wide, so tall—and I can smell him. Shaving cream and something earthy; spicy; rich; the way I imagine “warm” should smell. The back of his hand comes up to brush my cheek. “You slept on the floor.” I feel myself flush as his fingers trace the little pock marks the carpet made on my cheek.

      “Cleo,” he says, low and taut. His eyes press mine. “You should have called.”

      I draw my face away from his hand. Not just because his fingers are making me dizzy, but because there’s something in the tenor of his voice that strikes a painful chord inside my chest. “You’re not my superhero, Kellan.”

      He frowns. “You don’t think I would have helped?”

      “You already know how I feel about you. You’re a predator, remember? An opportunist. Clearly.” I turn around and lift my book bag off the bench. “I don’t know what to do now,” I say, aiming to fill silence. “I won’t be able to work with you if people know I deal. I’ll have to find a—”

      “Milasy’s going to rat?”

      “Well, no.” I adjust the book bag’s straps and shake my head. “She said she’d tell people something came up with me. Some other obligation that’s keeping me away from the sorority. I can go to chapter meetings and stuff, but nothing fun. And I had to give her some of my stuff. Like, purses and things. One of my favorite pairs of boots.”

      His mouth opens. “She took your things?”

      I nod.

      Kellan’s jaw clenches. As quickly as I see his anger, he extinguishes it. “That’s bullshit.” Well, most of it. “I can help you get your things back. And I think Milasy will keep it to herself.”

      “Why?”

      He shrugs.

      “She said if I get caught by anyone else—she mentioned you specifically,” I say with a roll of my eyes, “then I’d be kicked out of Tri Gam. She even checked the records that I kept as treasurer. It’s so insulting. I did it on my own. I started my business from nothing. I didn’t steal a bunch of rich girls’ money.”

      I raise my hand to cover my mouth, because seriously, I never planned to say all that to him. I cover my whole face with my hand, only lowering it when I hear him laughing softly. “Righteous indignation.” He reaches out and cups my cheek. “You know your face gets red.”

      I pull away from his warm touch and lean my butt against the little table. “This whole thing is such a mess. I feel like I can’t deal at all since she knows... and is mad and stuff. But I don’t know what I’ll do without the income. I make a lot of cracks about ‘I need a Coach bag’ and stuff like that, but the truth is I’m not even sure that I could stay here at CC without that money. I get literally nothing from home. My mom and grandmother both think I live off grants. My plan for years has been to have a little nest egg for Mary Claire—for my little sis—before she goes to college, so she doesn’t have to—”

      Kellan shakes his head dismissively. “Don’t worry, Cleo. I’ll take care of Milasy.”

      “How?”

      He grabs my overnight bag off the bench, pulls my book bag off my back, and shoulders them both. He pushes the door open. “Let’s get out of here, okay?”

      I’m not sure if that means he doesn’t want to talk here or he doesn’t plan to tell me about Milasy, but I have the strange thought, as we walk through a common area, that Milasy finding the brick has altered the course of my life. I’m not sure how much yet, but without a doubt, it has.

      If I’d been sleeping in my room at the house this morning, I wouldn’t have let Kellan in. Not because I don’t want him, but because deep down, I know he’s only using me. For my body, for my business—for both? It doesn’t matter. He doesn’t care about me. I’m just a means to an end.

      And I don’t know if I can handle knowing that when his soft eyes are on me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Twelve

          

          Cleo

        

      

    

    
      I’ve thought about it—Kellan’s offer. Which may not even be on the table anymore. But if it is...it’s probably too much money to pass up.

      Money isn’t everything, of course, but it’s a lot. If money’s never been scarce—if you’ve never helped your mom search every crevice of everything in the house for change to put gas in her ’91 Accord—maybe you wouldn’t understand, but when you have no means, you have no choices. Even something as simple as choosing the high-quality deodorant at the grocery store was revolutionary for me after I first started dealing. Being able to grab a snack I want at a gas station, or buy one notebook for each of my school subjects, rather than a five-subject spiral notebook that would have to work for all my classes.

      You know how they say ‘it’s the little things?’ It so is. Like eating cheese. Not the boring, WIC-approved kind, but the good stuff: asiago, halloumi, Havarti. When you have one pair of shoes and it rains, guess what? They start to stink, because you have to wear them the next day, and the next day, and the next. Life goes on, but I don’t like stinky shoes. I like crackers. Do you know how expensive a box of Cheese-Its is? Plus or minus four dollars. What about jeans? I like jeans that fit my curves in all the right ways; not the cheap ones. I like painting on canvases that don’t come from the discard pile behind Michael’s. Almost all my art from high school is on ripped canvas.

      But it’s the little things that other people notice, too. They didn’t see my mom working sixty hours a week to make rent on our little house, they only saw the second-hand clothes she bought me. They saw the perma-sweat-stained strap of my one and only bra when it peeked out of my shirt. They could see past my pathetic attempts to dress myself up with my one nice jacket I got for Christmas the year before, or the earrings that belonged to my great aunt.

      I don’t want to look second-rate.

      I don’t want to always be reaching.

      I don’t want to be a cashier, or a gas station clerk, or a mill worker. I’m so close to all my goals, I can’t give up now. Even if I have to spend a couple weeks at Kellan’s illicit river mansion, sticking my ass into the air for him.

      It’s not as if I’ll mind that. Sharing my body with him can be done without too much heartache, I think, if I can manage to remember the limitations of our arrangement.

      A strand of hair falls into my eyes, and I swipe it off my face. In doing so, I get a glimpse of Kellan, striding a half foot in front of me. He’s got my backpack slung over one muscled shoulder and my overnight bag hanging from the other. I notice, as I pull ahead to walk beside him, that he’s still holding the sack.

      My stomach rumbles at the sight of those grease stains. “What’s in there?” I ask.

      He looks down, as if he’s only just remembered he’s carrying it. He gives me a small, lopsided smile—a smile that feels distracted, as if he’s only peeking out at me from wherever he is inside his head. “You’ll see.”

      He holds his free hand out, and I stare down at his forearm. The skin on the inside of his arm is smooth and pale, softness stretched over taut muscle.

      I glance at his eyes. They’re steely and blue. I keep waiting for them to start to seem less gorgeous—and I’m still waiting. He raises his brows disapprovingly, urging me with just that look to take his hand, and me being me, I fold after only a moment.

      “Skittish,” he murmurs, closing his fingers around mine.

      “What?”

      “You’re skittish. Like a deer.”

      With a tug of my hand, he steers me to the right, toward a wall of bookshelves stretching from floor to ceiling.

      I open my mouth to tell him I’m not a deer. I’m a sloth. It’s my longstanding nick name, from back in middle school, when I was pudgy and took forever getting ready to go places, but I get the feeling he’d give me grief for it. Instead I tell him, “I’m not skittish. I’m suspicious.”

      “Don’t be,” he says.

      We walk through an opening in the wall of books and toward one of the library’s outer walls. Punched into it is a door I’ve never noticed before. We stop in front of it, and I look to Kellan, who is pressing some numbers into a keypad beside it. It opens with a soft click, and he ushers me into a tiny kitchen, with the same cinderblock walls as the rest of the library’s rooms. These are painted mauve and adorned with half a dozen of those cheesy inspirational posters that always seem like jokes to me.

      I inhale the lingering scent of peanut butter and bananas as Kellan releases my hand, shifts my bags down onto the floor, and steps over to the microwave. I admire his broad back as he sets the paper bag inside. My eyes roll from his shoulders to his ass. I don’t want to stare, but I can’t seem to help myself. I’ve seen him at soccer games a few times, and I always noticed his golden god looks, as well as his model-hot mug shot in the school paper... but up close and personal like this—damn. He’s hot enough to take my breath away.

      He punches a few buttons, then turns back around to me. I barely jerk my gaze away in time to avoid notice. He smirks a little, and I arch a cool eyebrow as my pulse skitters. “What? You have a sticker on your ass.”

      His lips curve into that radiant smile. “A sticker?”

      I nod placidly. “Want me to get it off?”

      His eyes dance. “Oh—I do.”

      “Okay, well turn around.”

      He turns around, and... there’s no sticker, of course. When he asks to see it in a moment, I’ll be empty-handed. Before I can stop myself, I draw my hand away, then slap his ass as hard as I can.

      I hear him suck his breath in, and he whirls around, his face a riot of intensity. He catches both my wrists in one of his big hands and steers me to the brick wall with his hips. “Cleo.” He sinks his teeth into my neck. He kisses me roughly down to my collar bone, and my body convulses in a shiver.

      He bites me again near my throat, and I feel heat swell between my legs.

      “I’m going to have to punish you for that,” he murmurs to my neck. He raises my arms above my head and pushes my wrists into the wall.

      I giggle softly. “Just getting the sticker off.”

      “I’m sure.” He rocks his hips into mine, and his thickness juts against my lower belly. I swallow a moan, unwilling to give him that satisfaction. I clamp down on my lower lip so hard it stings.

      “Tonight,” he murmurs.

      Then he releases my arms and turns back to the microwave. I’m thrilled to see his shoulders are heaving. I’m breathless and light-headed as I watch his back, trolling my gaze along his muscular arms as he pulls the bag out. So intently am I watching his body, I actually jump when the kitchen door opens and Laura Lancaster, the SGA secretary, breezes in.

      “Kellan!” She smiles. Her perfume permeates the room as her eyes widen. “Kellan’s friend.” I’ve seen Laura around—she’s a Phi Mu who always smells like she bathed in Coco Chanel—and I remember her being friendly. At this moment, she looks excited enough to launch herself into the stratosphere.

      I look to Kellan for a clue to how to behave. He’s leaning casually against the counter where the microwave sits, the hand that just bound both my wrists hanging loosely from his pants pocket. “Laura, this is Cleo.” He waves at me. “Cleo, I think you probably know Laura.” He tilts his head toward her.

      I nod. “Hey, Laura.”

      “Hi.” She gives me a warm smile and then she sniffs the air. “Something smells delish.”

      Kellan reaches into the bag and draws out the biggest croissant I’ve ever seen. It’s fluffy and greasy, and it looks like it’s been rolled in sand. Brown sugar, I realize as my mouth waters.

      “Want one?” he asks Laura.

      She shakes her head and smacks her curvy hip. “My next class is intermediate tennis. My ass does so not need a yummy. But thanks anyway.”

      “More for us.” Kellan winks. “See ya later.” He’s flawlessly cool as he grabs my bags, then presses his hand against my lower back and guides me toward the door.

      The scent of the buttery croissant makes my mouth water as we step out of the room, back into the bookshelf forest. “Is that cinnamon?” I sigh. “Oh God, I can smell the butter. Gimme!”

      He rips off a piece, and we both stop walking as his fingers bring it to my mouth. Taking it from him is surprisingly erotic. Sweat pops out all over my body, so I make a big show of falling sideways, almost into a bookshelf, to distract from my reaction.

      “Swoon! Oh holy God, this is the best shit I’ve ever put into my mouth. Where did it come from?”

      His lips curve, into a smile or smirk; I can’t tell which, but he’s handsome as hell, and I’m alarmed to find that I’m pleased the smile or smirk is all for me.

      “You’ve never been to the Fifth Street Bakery?” he asks as we start moving toward the side door of the library.

      “I’ve heard of it,” I say defensively.

      We pass a long row of copy machines and printers, and now I know he’s smirking. His blue eyes seem to twinkle at me. “You don’t leave campus much, do you, Cleo?”

      “I do sometimes.” I wave my booted foot. “For pedicures and stuff like that.”

      His smirk turns into an amused little smile. Almost as soon as it plays across his lips, he presses them together, going serious in the span of half a second. His eyes are unreadable as he holds out his hand.

      I feel lit up all over, like a light bulb. Despite the dynamic we started with—me, kicking him in the balls—now I’m writhing under his gaze. The last thing on earth I want is for him to know this, so I force myself to scoff as if he’s lost his mind. “I’m supposed to hold your hand again?”

      “It is the hand that feeds you, Cleo.” Definitely a smirk this time.

      “Pshhh. I can feed myself.”

      I snatch the bag from him and open it, finding four more butter-coated croissants inside, plus the other half of the one I already sampled. I take that one and shove it in my mouth, then grin at him around the flaky bread.

      Kellan pushes a finger in between my lips, shoving the rest of it into my mouth. I squeeze my eyes shut, trying not to laugh.

      “Good look for you—the foie gras.” I open my eyes in time to see him smiling at me like we’re old friends. The moment I smile back, he rubs his lips together, making his frown-dimples show; shutting it down.

      Looks like I’m not the only one who’s skittish.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thirteen

          

          Cleo

        

      

    

    
      I’m hyper-aware of his long strides as we move past the media center, toward a row of glass exit doors. He pushes one open, and I step into a little entryway corridor, lined with newspaper machines.

      I toss my gaze back at him as I push the next door open, this one leading to the cement breezeway.

      “Aren’t you supposed to let me get that for you?” he asks.

      I hold the door for him and fall in step beside him as we walk down the breezeway, toward the parking deck. All around the cement walkway, flowers, trees, and bushes sway in a gentle breeze.

      “It’s a shame that you’re both bad and from not the South,” I say. “I think if those two factors were removed, you could be a Southern gentleman.”

      Now it’s his turn to laugh. “Cleo, Cleo...” He grabs my hand and folds his fingers around mine. “What makes me so bad?”

      I look him over, hair to low-top boots. “Um, everything? I mean, sure you look like a rule-following golden boy, but that’s clearly a ruse.”

      He runs his free hand through his hair and laughs, maybe self-consciously. “I look like everyone else here.”

      I shake my head as we walk into the gum-pocked stairwell that leads down into the deck. “That’s where you’re wrong. You dress like everyone else here, yeah. But unlike them you look perfect.”

      Ugh. I want to swallow “perfect” back down as soon as the word somersaults from my mouth. My eyes fly to his face, waiting for him to laugh at me or tease me. I’m surprised, because he looks... wounded. His mouth is soft and uncertain, curved downward just slightly. His brows are drawn down low over his eyes, which look darker than usual in the shadow of the stairwell.

      “Perfect?” The corner of his mouth tugs up a little, and I’m positive: My ‘perfect’ comment made him sad. What the hell? I take a deep breath, trying to guess at whys, and trying to keep things casual, so he doesn’t know I’m analyzing him.

      “Yeah, Kell.” I tighten my grip on his hand a little. “You’re pretty. I assume that’s not news to you.”

      “Cleo Whatley thinks I’m pretty?” We walk into the second level of the parking deck, and I can feel him regain his equilibrium as his fingers play with mine. “That’s news.”

      “Yeah, right.” I snort.

      “You think your opinion doesn’t matter to me?”

      I hear a beeping sound, and a few cars ahead of us, his Escalade’s lights flash. “I think you’re a whore, so right, you probably don’t care.”

      He walks me to the passenger’s side, opening it for me while still shouldering my bags. I slide my fingers out of his, or try to. He catches them again and nuzzles my shoulder with his forehead, urging me back against the passenger’s seat. I feel his chest brush mine, and then his lips are on mine, warm and soft.

      “Cleo—even whores have feelings,” he breathes against my cheek.

      He pulls away just enough so I can see his smirk. He leans down to kiss me in between my brows, and then he’s disentangling from me. I give him what I pray looks like a cool-headed, doubtful smirk of my own before climbing up into my seat. He shuts the door behind me, quickly deposits my bags in the back seat, then strides to the driver’s side.

      I watch him walking, and I can’t help but admire the utility of his movements. He’s so graceful.

      Half the campus calls him the golden god, so at least it’s not just me. And still—how embarrassing. I told him I thought he was perfect. I have a few heartbeats to wonder at his strange reaction before he opens the driver’s door and slides in. He fills the space so thoroughly, I find myself shrinking in my seat. I wrap my hand around the top of the croissant bag in my lap.

      He buckles his seat belt, then his eyes flick over me. “Buckle up for safety, Cleo.”

      “Right,” I murmur. I pull the belt across my lap, feeling self-conscious as I snap it into place. What’s wrong with me? I need to screw my head on straight.

      Kellan shifts the car into reverse, and as he looks over his shoulder, his gaze flickers down to a to-go coffee cup between us.

      “For you.” His blue eyes find my own. “A café mocha.”

      My pulse picks up, ridiculously, and again I struggle to exude a calm, cool vibe. “Good call.” I smile. “Chocolate is a win with me.” I pick it up and take a long swallow as the car glides backward out of the space. “Damn.” I exhale slowly. “There was whipped cream in here, wasn’t there? It must have melted, but I can totally taste it.”

      His mouth curves a little, and I thump his muscular forearm. “Aren’t you full of surprises?”

      He doesn’t reply, and I notice we’re driving up the ramp instead of down.

      “Where are we going?” I ask.

      “Your car.”

      I rifle in the croissant bag as we drive out of the shadows and onto the top story of the deck. “You know where I’m parked? Wait a minute... how’d you find me here in the first place?”

      “I went to the Tri Gam house, and one of the girls—Steph, I think—told me you weren’t there. I checked around and saw your car here.”

      “Why were you looking for me?”

      He brakes behind my Miata, and his eyes meet mine head-on. “Why do you think, Cleo?”

      “I don’t know,” I whisper.

      “Yes you do.” His hand encases mine, just briefly, before releasing it. “Give me your keys and I’ll get it out of your car.” It being the brick.

      I fish my keys out of my bag, refusing to meet his eyes as I hand them over.

      “You got anything else in there? I’d like to leave your car here until later.”

      “Why?” I ask suspiciously.

      “You worried I’m being shady?” He smirks.

      “Yes.”

      “I’m not. At least not in a way that’ll bother you.”

      I wonder what the hell that means as I hand him my keys. “Get the books out... and the canvases.” For some reason, I don’t like the idea of him looking at my art again. It feels too personal. Everything about this new arrangement does. Do I like it? Do I hate it? Do I have a choice? I can’t tell. That worries me.

      Kellan disappears inside my car, emerging a minute later with the laundry basket, my favorite three paintings, and a small mountain of paperbacks. He packs the items carefully into the rear seats, and I watch the ripple of his back and shoulders in the rear-view.

      I must be insane, planning to spend any time at his place. I must be looking for trouble. I must want... I don’t know. Bad things. Also, money. I roll my eyes at myself.

      When he slides into the driver’s seat, his lips are pulled into a teasing smile that makes my neck flush, only emphasizing the trouble that I’m in. “Don’t tell me you’ve never heard of e-readers.”

      I square my shoulders and give a haughty little sniff as he starts driving. “E-books are good for reading in class or bed, but in every other scenario a paperback is superior.”

      His smile broadens. “Did I see Fifty Shades of Grey beside The Sound and the Fury?”

      My lips twitch. I press them flat. “And if you did?”

      “I’d say you’re a... ?” He lifts my shawl up and frowns at the symbol on my shirt. “Smurfin?”

      “Smuffin,” I say primly, taking my shawl from his hand and smoothing it back down. He looks like he’s about to tease me—eyes mischievous, lips working themselves into a joke—and suddenly I feel a little too exposed. “Where are we going?” I ask before he gets a chance to say anything more.

      “You’ll see.” He pulls onto one of the roads that cuts through central campus.

      “I have a class in twenty minutes.”

      He strokes his fingertips over my knee, casual, as if he’s been doing it for years. “I’ll get you a note.”

      I work to breathe around the weight of his hand on my knee. “Why do I need a note?”

      He slides his gaze to mine. “You don’t want an unexcused absence.”

      Sighing, I move my knee out of his reach. Last night’s showdown with Milasy was pretty draining, so maybe it would be good to skip. I shake my head at myself. “I probably look like I’ve been through the wringer. Maybe that’s a good call.”

      He steers through downtown, keeping his gaze on the road. “You look perfect, Cleo. It’s your eyes that give you away.”

      I rub my fingers over them. “My eyes look puffy?”

      “Your eyes look tired.”

      I take a bite out of my croissant and try to work out why it bothers me—what he just said. I’m sure I do look tired. That shouldn’t be news to me. Then I remember what he said before that. He said I look perfect. Somehow, in the moment, I missed that. But now it’s slithering around my head, confusing me.

      Or maybe I’m not confused. Maybe I just don’t like it.

      I shouldn’t have said he looked perfect. He doesn’t need to know I think that much of his looks. Looks aren’t all that important anyway. It was just me being me, talking before thinking.

      But why did he say it back to me? Was it intentional, or coincidence?

      He pulls onto Main Street, and we pass the cute boutiques, wannabe coffee shops and so-so bars that make up Chattahoochee’s little downtown. I wonder if he was flirting.

      I think “no,” mostly because there’s no reason to flirt. It’s been established that we aren’t exactly peanut butter and honey personality-wise, but at this point, it’s also pretty clear we want sexy times with each other.

      Maybe I’m not even bothered that he said I look perfect. I think it’s the way he said it. Yes. Like he meant it. It’s the way he said my eyes look tired, too. As if he cares.

      I can live with him, I guess. I can take the free housing he’s offering; not just free housing, but housing I’m actually being paid to occupy. I can swallow my pride and pocket his money.

      But I don’t need lines crossed.

      Because the truth is, I do think Kellan Walsh looks perfect—even as I know I shouldn’t dwell on that. Because I’m in kind of a weird place right now, and he’s got those eyes—that smile—that make me feel as if he really cares. Holding my hand... I shake my head. That has to stop.

      From now on, I need to keep my mouth shut. Try to avoid talking to him. Try to avoid connecting.

      “Cleo?”

      I jump so high, I spill coffee on my shawl. I jerk my gaze to Kellan’s. “Yes?”

      “I asked you if Milasy’s the only one who knows, who’s not your client.”

      I glance around, trying to get my bearings, and find we’re on the south east side of town. We pass a police precinct, and my stomach twists uncomfortably.

      “Yeah, she is. I think she is. Actually—” I huff—“she probably told Steph.” I rub my eyes, which really do feel puffy.

      Kellan nods, and I chew the inside of my cheek. My gaze tugs to the mirror on my side of the car. I watch the police precinct shrink behind us. How weird that Kellan is a law-breaker. I can’t seem to reconcile that with his day-to-day existence: SGA president; frat boy. Why masquerade like that? Doesn’t it get tiring? I look over at him. With his beautiful, blank face pointed toward the road and one long-fingered hand draped around the wheel, he looks more politico than kingpin. I picture myself unbuttoning that dress shirt. I lick my lips and blow my breath out. “Have you ever had any trouble with the cops?”

      He makes a right onto a bumpy county road that takes us out into the country. His mouth tightens fractionally. “They know the alias I use, but they don’t know it’s me. There’ve been a few close calls.”

      “What’s your alias?”

      He shakes his head.

      “Aw, c’mon.”

      He slides his eyes from the road to mine. “Tonight.”

      “Tonight?”

      “I’ll whisper it between your legs.”

      My cheeks and neck burn. It takes effort to avoid squirming in my seat. He makes me so hot. So flustered. A thousand things line up to spill out of my mouth. I swallow hard and pick the most concrete one. “You still want me to help you deal?”

      “I can handle Milasy, Cleo. Nothing will get out.” He turns onto a highway that runs south of town.

      “So... same offer?” I’m kind of surprised. Surprised and relieved as hell. I guess he can tell, because he lifts one eyebrow.

      “You are what I want. And you haven’t changed.”

      I grab a fistful of my shawl and squeeze it in my right hand. Why does he want me? Sex. But it isn’t just for sex. It’s business, too. He doesn’t want me stealing any more of his clients. But I told him my supply has dried up. So... it can’t be that. Right?

      I look out the window, struggling to keep my questions off my face. This is just another reason not to warm up to him, not even a little. I don’t trust him.

      We’re surrounded by verdant, green peanut fields; I imagine myself small, a child, running through them. I look down the red-dirt plow lines streaked between tufts of crop, trying to feel hypnotized by the subtle shifting of the lines as our road curves.

      “Is it because I’m a pain in your ass?” I murmur.

      “What?”

      I move my gaze from the peanut fields to the winding road ahead of us. It’s framed by tall pines. “Is that why you want me?” I ask. “Because... I’m not overly impressed with you—like everyone else is?”

      I wonder at his face, but I refuse to look at it. I just sit there, acting self-contained: the kind of girl that kicks guys in the balls. I’m her, too, after all. She just tends to go away when he says certain things.

      With my eyes on the thick trees, his voice comes as a shock. “I watched you for a while before I found you in the union that day.”

      This... is a surprise. A troubling surprise.

      He must notice my tension, because he hastens to add, “I wasn’t creeping on you. I was keeping track of the competition. To start with. But I liked you pretty quickly. I think it’s... the way you moved. From class to class. I noticed that you stop a lot. You stop to look at things. I think you’re forgetful,” he says, his lips quirking, “because you pause a lot and kneel down and open up your bag to get things—like that glossy shit girls put on their lips. And you’ll put it on right there. When you lean down, your hair falls in your eyes. You push it away, and it’s hilarious because I can see as you bat it away that you’re pissed off that it dared to get in your eyes in the first place.

      “You’d throw your book bag back on, and sometimes you would run if you were late. One time I saw you smoke a cigarette. I don’t know why you did it that day, but I could tell you were enjoying yourself, because you let your head hang back. You were standing under a tree—that willow, by the south quad pond. You sat under it and pulled your knees up, and I could see what you were thinking almost. You’re what you seem to be, Cleo.”

      Unlike him.

      I watch his shoulders rise and fall. He’s going to say more. I realize I’m hungry for it. I wait, frozen, for another morsel—something to help me piece Kellan together. But he looks pensive. Like someone else just said all that, and now he’s noticed, he closes his lips.
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      I said too much. I know it right away, because she clasps her hands together like she’s praying, and she doesn’t move at all.

      Finally, when I’ve sat in silence for a few moments, she looks down at her lap and asks, “Where are we going, Kellan?”

      I shouldn’t have told her that I followed her. What the fuck was that about? Goddamn.

      “I thought I’d show you a grow house. I have to go there anyway. And after that, we’ll go to my place.”

      Her eyes shift over me, and then back to the road. “Okay.”

      But she’s not sure. I can tell she isn’t. Regret stings me, sharp and unexpected. “You think I’m an asshole.”

      Her gaze drags over me, and then flits away. “I think you’re the wolf.”

      “I’m not the wolf.” I squeeze the wheel. “Okay, maybe I am, but you’re not a lamb, Cleo. You’re a...dog.”

      Her eyes fly to mine, wide with her already familiar indignation. “I’m not a dog! No way. Did you really just say that?” She goes full-on girl and bats her lashes in prim fury. “That’s an insult. Dogs are...loyal and comical, and sleepy. They chew on things and pee in public. Trust me, I am nothing like a dog.”

      I laugh, and turn left under a bent pecan tree, onto the dirt road that is Pecan Way. “Dogs are man’s best friend, Cleo.”

      She shakes her head. “So I’m a sleepy, loyal, drooling, chewing, flea-ridden yard dog, and you’re a wolf. And how is this better than me being a lamb?”

      “You’re almost just like me, Cleo. But you’re the good version. You’re the version people want to take home, and to bed.” I give her what I hope is a devastating smile, and Cleo smirks back.

      “I’m going to let this drop, Walsh, but it’s not over. I’m not a dog. I can’t stand drool or silent farts. To be completely honest, I’m really more a cat person. They groom themselves and stay out of the way. Loyalty—whatever that is? Cats give as good as they get.”

      As we bump over the red dirt road that streaks beneath a copse of pecan trees, I wonder why she thinks she should only give as good as she gets. After watching her from afar for so long—after trying so many labels on her, from scared to treacherous to clueless—I’m almost surprised to find that Cleo Whatley is a real person. She’s nothing like I thought.

      I remember her mouth around my cock and grit my teeth. I want to make it up to her. To take back all the observations I shared. I’m fucking weird sometimes—I know this. I shouldn’t have said something so strange. Certainly not if I want her staying at my house.

      I think again about the amount of money I agreed to pay her and have to rub my lips together to keep from laughing.

      “You know that you have dimples when you frown, but not when you smile—right?”

      “I’ve been told.”

      “That’s kind of weird.”

      We pass a crooked green mailbox. There’s an old farmhouse at the end of that driveway, with an even older farmer pulling weeds. I shrug. “I’m weird. Not scary weird.” I look her in the eye. “I followed you to get an idea of how much you were dealing, Cleo. That’s all.”

      She snorts. “Hashtag: were there any signs?”

      My mouth curves up without permission. “You’re different... than I thought.”

      “I hope that’s a compliment.”

      “Mostly.”

      She scoffs.

      We pass a few more mail boxes mounted on a giant piece of plywood, and I veer right at a “Y” in the road, following Pecan as it rolls onward, deeper into thick, oak-pine forest.

      “How am I different than you thought?” she asks.

      I can’t help smirking. “More difficult.”

      “How?”

      I shrug. “Just are.” I realize I’m being more forthcoming with her than I’ve been with any girl in years. It’s... inappropriate. A moment later, I’m relieved to see the pale blue mailbox to the right, followed a few feet later by a thin, dirt drive that curves into some trees.

      “I’m a ninja,” Cleo says as I turn.

      I press my lips together, suppressing a bark of unexpected laughter. “What?”

      “That groin kick is my least fancy move. I’ve got more where that came from.” She sits up straighter and arches her brows at me. “In other words, don’t try anything sketchy, unknown guy with whom I’m driving into the woods.”

      I rub my temples. “Would it help if you drove?”

      She shrugs. “Probably.”

      I pull over on a red dirt shoulder, and she cuts her eyes at me. “You sure? Your car is worth like, more than my family’s house.”

      Shit—could that be true? I’ve got no damn clue what to say about poverty, having never experienced it myself, so I shrug. “Just a bunch of glass and metal.”

      I watch her neck as she drives. I watch her shoulders. She seems tense. I smooth my hand over my pants and glance over at her, then I set my eyes back on the road. “There’s a stray at my place. Black cat. A ‘she,’ I think.”

      I watch her delicate brows lift. “Oh yeah?”

      “Mm-hmm.”

      She smiles at me, bright and unexpected. “Can I adopt her?”

      “She’s kind of mangy. She might be sick.”

      Cleo shrugs. “I don’t care. I’ll take her to the vet and make her better.”

      “If we can get her.”

      “I think we can,” she says.

      I tuck my thumb inside my fingers. “Do you consider yourself an optimist, Cleo?”

      “I don’t know,” she says, braking a little as we reach a fissure in the dirt road. “People say glass half empty, glass half full like it’s so easy to just pick one. I think things are more complicated. My full might be different from yours. Or maybe all the glass is, is a glass.”

      “You think this cat will be your new pet?” I manage a smile.

      “My Eight Ball tells me ‘very likely.’”

      “And if we catch her and we have to put her down instead?”

      I watch her throat as she swallows. Her skin is pale there—pale and smooth as satin. “I don’t know. I wish you wouldn’t say that.”

      “It makes you sad to think about putting down a feral cat you’ve never even met?”

      Her tongue darts over her lips. Then she slides her gaze to me. “I think pain should be reserved for something painful. Not a fucking hypothetical.”

      She seems angry as we roll on through the trees. Like she’s sure I’m fucking with her head.

      I am fucking with her head. I don’t mean to, but I can’t seem to help myself.

      This close to...everything that’s coming, I find myself strung taut. It’s not like you might think. I can feel myself becoming more...exacting. More thorough. As if force of will can help me.

      Cleo’s green gaze wanders over me, and my chest tingles like it’s waking up from sleep. “If you know the cat’s gender,” she says, “then you must have touched her.”

      “That was a gamble,” I admit.

      “Why?”

      “She could have been rabid. Could have clawed me.”

      Cleo shrugs. “I’m all about gambles.”

      “Then you are an optimist.”

      She shrugs again. “You think the cat will be hard to catch?”

      I shake my head. “She’s pretty friendly for a stray.”

      She smiles. “Then it’s settled. She’ll be the third in our crime unit. I’m naming her Helen.”

      I can’t help smiling at the thought of Cleo with a cat. For some reason, I have the feeling they’d get into some trouble. “Helen—of Troy?”

      She shakes her head. “For Helen Keller.” After a minute, she says, “My sisters w—they’re deaf.”

      “They can’t hear anything?” For reasons unexamined, this shocks me.

      She nods, tightening her hands on the wheel as we lurch over the bumpy road. “My parents both had a gene for it, even though neither one of them are. Were,” she corrects. Her mouth tightens.

      I think about how she reacted to my guessing that her father died and feel a tender wave of curiosity rise in me. I want to ask, but I don’t dare. Losing my Mom and Ly has taught me to tread lightly where loss is concerned. Shit, my own damn life has taught me that. I swallow a deep breath and let my eyes drift to her hands. “Does that mean you know sign language?”

      “Yep.”

      I turn that over in my head. Last time I tried to learn sign language... I swallow. “Show me something.” Anything, I want to plead.

      “The sign for ‘fuck you’ is this,” she says, pushing her knees into the bottom of the wheel as she holds two fingers up, almost like a peace sign, touches the tip of one to her nose, and then moves her hand out and up, making a classic “okay” symbol.

      I laugh.

      She grins. “Want to see the sign for whore?” She folds her hand in a little and runs it along the side of her chin.

      She follows the curve of the driveway to the right, and I watch her face as the house comes into view. It’s a whitewashed two-story with a wide brick porch and Manning’s Harley in the dirt out front.

      “Welcome to nine-one-one Pecan.”

      Her lips quirk at the corners. “A pecan emergency?”

      I shake my head, fighting my own smile. “The address. It’s nine-one-one Pecan Way.”

      “Oh. So who lives here?” She pushes her dark hair out of her face as she steers around the bike and pulls up right next to the porch.

      “It’s a private residence, registered to a woman named Rose Cole.”

      “Who is that?” Cleo asks, shifting the Escalade into park.

      “She’s dead. It’s phony paperwork.”

      She twists her lips. “Makes sense. I guess if you’re lying about something of this caliber, you have to go big.”

      I nod. A slow spinning sensation starts at the base of my throat and crawls up the back of my head, until I feel so dizzy, I’m forced to lean over my lap and touch my fingers to my forehead.
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      Kellan lowers his head into his hand and, with his long, strong fingers, rubs his brow. He inhales deeply, making his thick shoulders rise, and then he exhales, and his back seem to slacken.

      “Is something wrong?” I look down on his neck and shoulders, admiring how tanned and thick he is; the way his hair is shorn to different lengths as it tapers to his nape.

      I’m just starting to get nervous when he lifts his head. His eyes are clear and blue and void. “Everything’s fine.”

      But the look on his face is just so weird. I don’t believe him. “Are you like... frustrated or something?”

      He glances at his cell phone, cradled in the palm of his big hand, then looks back up and me. His cheeks are sucked in as he shakes his head. “No.” He loosens his jaw, so he looks a little less uptight. “Come on.” He smiles wanly as he nods at the house. “Let’s go in.”

      “You’re really doing this? You’re going to let me see a grow house?” I’m both excited and nervous. Excited because forbidden things are always exciting. Nervous because I’m hopping off the fence now. Going into Kellan’s grow house will put me firmly in his camp. His illicit, dirty-monied camp.

      I wonder again what a work relationship between the two of us will look like as I watch him stride around the car’s hood. His button-up shifts over his chest and shoulders as he moves. My eyes search his face. The pretty lips. The deep blue eyes. The scruffy jaw. What kind of guy is he? Where did he come from? What’s his family like? As if he’s seeking to reassure me, his features gentle as he peers into my window.

      I smile a little while my stomach flutters.

      Then he pulls the door open and before I have a chance to swing my legs out of the Escalade, he lifts me out and sets me down beside him on the dirt drive.

      His eyes roll up and down me, settling on my Armani boots.

      “You’re in it for the money, aren’t you?” He smirks.

      I put a hand on my hip. “What does that mean, pray tell?”

      “I can spot expensive leather.” His eyes crinkle as his lips curve into a funny smile.

      “It takes a greedy cow to know one.”

      He laughs. “A greedy cow?”

      I shrug as we start moving toward the porch. “I see it as a cow. A hungry cow, gobbling down green grass. That’s me, at least. I’m new money. The newest.”

      “The first in your family with means,” he says as we approach the wide porch.

      “The veeery first.”

      As we climb the stairs, his left hand hovers behind my elbow. Protective? Possessive? Whatever his intentions are, they’re throwing me off my game.

      “Unlike you,” I say belatedly as I step onto the brick porch. I’m fishing for personal information, eager to confirm my guess that Kellan was born with a silver spoon in his mouth. But he’s focused on something else. Something on the roof over the porch. I’m about to ask if he’s having a seizure when the door swings open, revealing a short, skinny, ginger guy who looks like he stepped right out of the halls of my old middle school.

      “Manning,” Kellan says warmly. I glance at the spot I think Kellan was staring at, and after a second I spy a discreet security camera. Of course.

      Kellan clasps the guy’s upper arm in some kind of dude hug, but the ginger guy isn’t paying attention. He’s sizing me up. It’s as if he’s trying to let his facial expression and his body language alone tell me he doesn’t like me.

      “Why is she here?” the ginger asks. He’s got one of the deepest drawls I’ve ever heard, the kind of voice I imagine basset hounds would have if they spoke.

      “Manning, this is Cleo. She’s getting a tour. I wanted to make some space for the teddy bears and check on the Silent Stalker.”

      I frown, looking from Kellan to the guy he calls Manning. Teddy bears? Silent Stalker? I could not be more confused.

      “Whatever you say, bro.” Manning takes a step back into the foyer. I notice he’s wearing big, clomping work boots. And ratty jeans. And a Lynyrd Skynyrd shirt.

      Kellan’s hand finds mine. I look down. Our fingers tangle, and he squeezes lightly.

      His eyes are on his friend, who reaches over to a coat rack in front of a flight of stairs and grabs a Crimson Tide baseball cap. He fits it onto his head. As he adjusts the bill, Kellan’s eyes never leave his face.

      “Don’t worry, dude. Cleo’s on the D-team now.”

      The D-team?

      Manning shrugs. “If you say so, bro.”

      “He does,” I interject.

      Manning quirks a brow at me, and I flash him a winning smile. “If Kellan trusts me, you should too,” I point out.

      He snorts. “Kellan don’t trust you,” he drawls.

      I feign hurt, and look from our joined hands to Kellan’s face. “Is this true, Kello?”

      He frowns and twists his mouth: confused, amused, or both.

      I shrug. “Sounds like Jello, and everyone likes Jello.”

      “I don’t.” Kellan makes a face.

      “He don’t trust anybody,” Manning says cryptically. His thick country drawl makes my accent sound almost Midwestern in comparison.

      “Then it’s a good thing I’m somebody.” I wink.

      “He probably don’t even trust ole Truman,” Manning says. I frown, and at that very second, I hear something clicking against hardwood, followed by a soft jingle. At the end of the hall stretching past the staircase, I see a flash of reddish brown.

      A resonant bark echoes through the foyer, and a dog with a jingling collar sails comically toward us. A blood hound, I realize as it launches itself at Kellan.

      “WOOF! WOOF!”

      Kellan drops my hand and throws his arms around the dog, who’s lost all doggy decorum and jumped up on him, huge paws on Kellan’s chest.

      There’s mud caked on the dog’s paws. Every time the big beast shifts its weight, it smears mud on the front of Kellan’s button-up. And still, he leans in close and rubs the blood hound’s floppy ears.

      “Tru.” He clasps the dog’s head.

      The dog paws at him, leaving deep mud streaks down each of Kellan’s pecs. I notice Manning staring at me and shut my gaping mouth. Our gazes boomerang to Kellan.

      His hands around the dog’s nape loosen, and the dog sinks to his haunches, head held high. His tail thumps against the floor.

      “This is your dog?” I ask Kellan, leaning down to rub his wrinkly forehead. I sink into a crouch. “Truman, hi.” I tip his face up to mine and peer into his doggy eyes. “What a pretty boy you are. Just like your owner. Such a pretty boy...”

      Manning chuckles. “Maybe I do like her.”

      “You do,” I smile. I stroke the dog’s soft head and softer ears. “Pretty boy. You’re so pretty.”

      “Call ’im handsome,” Manning says. He laughs again then says, “I’m gonna run to the feed and seed. Y’all be here a while?”

      “An hour or so,” Kellan says.

      “Catch you girls later. Keep your yap shut, snake bit.”

      Manning disappears out the door, and I look up at Kellan. “Snake bit?”

      He rolls his eyes, despite an amused smile. “I told him that your name was Cleopatra.”

      I smile. Snake bit. Makes sense; Cleopatra was killed by a snake. “I’m a queen, what can I say?”

      I rise, because the hardwood floor is making my knees ache. I watch Truman shift his lithe, muscular body, so he’s lounging at Kellan’s feet.

      “He’s beautiful,” I say sincerely.

      Kellan leans down to rub the dog’s ears again. I watch the easy way his fingers stroke the dog’s head. It’s a practiced movement—no doubt.

      “He’s been staying here with your friend?”

      Kellan lifts the dog’s floppy ear, squeezing it lightly. The dog lets out a comically long breath, and Kellan nods, his face stuck somewhere between sad and stoic. He doesn’t look at me when he says, “I go out of town sometimes.”

      I open my mouth to ask why the dog can’t stay at his house alone, but I don’t want to be annoying.

      Kellan stands, and his dog circles both of us, tail thumping my leg as he nuzzles my knees.

      “Hi, sweetheart,” I croon, stroking his back. “Are you named after President Truman?”

      Kellan snorts. “Capote.”

      I look up at him. “You named your dog after Truman Capote?”

      He folds his arms over his chest and arches a brow at me.

      “Well, well. I guess your dad does read,” I say to Truman.

      “C’mon,” Kellan says. He waves me past the staircase on our right and down the hall. I sweep my gaze over the crown molding lining the high ceilings as I follow him. From where we stand, it looks like the hall dead-ends into a living area.

      Truman trails behind us, making me remember the dog we used to have when I was little. Her name was Honeycomb, because she was always trying to eat bees. She was a black lab, and she ran away the month after my sister Olive died. I use to think our crying was too much for poor Honeycomb. Our grieving sent her running for the hills.

      I watch Kellan’s face as we move down the hall.

      “Can we take him home? I’d feel so much better with a guard dog.” I smile cheekily. “He can keep me from getting offed by a rival drug lord.”

      He runs his eyes over me. Solemnity weights his features. “You worried about that?”

      I nod. “Are you surprised by this?”

      The hallway dead-ends at a living area with cappuccino walls, brown curtains, two teal couches with chevron-patterned pillows, and a huge brick fireplace. To the left is a modern-looking kitchen, with granite countertops and stainless steel appliances. To the right, another hall—the floor of this one lined with a burgundy runner.

      We drift up behind the nearest couch, and Kellan wraps his hand around the spine of it. He surveys the room, looking pensive. “Not many people know where I live, Cleo. My dealers are students.”

      I glance down at Truman, who’s smacking Kellan’s calf with his ever-wagging tail. “So they’re all non-threatening and presumed loyal.”

      “It’s not perfect, but I pay them well and I keep tabs on them.”

      “Hmm.” I lean against the back of the couch and look around the room, which resembles a family room; it’s nothing like the drug den I expected.

      He props his hip against the couch’s back and leans a little closer to me. I watch his hand come up. I shiver as he drags his thumb along my lower lip.

      He smiles a predatory smile. “So sensitive.”

      I arch away from him. “Yeah, when people touch my mouth.”

      “You had a Tru hair on it.”

      My cheeks go hot for absolutely no good reason. “Well thanks I guess.”

      He smiles at me, and it’s a weird smile—one I don’t understand, because it seems so sad. I wait there silently for an explanation. I wait for him to open up to me, to tell me what is on his mind. But Kellan doesn’t.

      I feel useless. Clueless. My eyes wander around the room, noting the Glade Plug-Ins beside the entertainment center, and to the right of a potted palm.

      I wave at the massive brick fireplace, filled with a pretty, iron candle stand, and topped with a dozen half-burned white candles. “Are you sure this place is what you said it was?” I ask him finally.

      He puts his arm part-way around me, clasping my shoulder and turning me toward the hall with the runner.

      “Come with me.”

      His strange, sad air and sparse words have got me nervous, but I’m soothed a little by the Thomas Kinkade prints on the hall walls. They’re quaint and country, framed in cedar. One shows a barn, another a waterfall, the third a proud-looking black lab surrounded by dead ducks. The ceiling overhead is striped with a thin skylight, casting filmy light into the shadows.

      When we reach the first door, cut into the left-hand wall, Kellan delves into his pocket. I see his key ring come out, and am momentarily distracted by it. The angle of the Escalade is such that I can’t see it dangling from the ignition, so I’m surprised that it’s... a rodent? I blink—and blink again as he inserts a key into the deadbolt on the door, then wraps his hand around the handle and tugs the door toward his chest.

      It looks almost like a little, pewter sloth. Is it a sloth? I swear it is.

      Before I get the chance to ask, the door swings open, and I brace myself for what I’ll see. Part of me expects to find a Pottery Barn-style bedroom with bookshelves filled with bud-stuffed Mason jars. I picture an old-fashioned smoking parlor with Victorian-era couches and bong-bearing end tables. I’m imagining high-gloss antiques. Something sensual yet homey.

      So I blink when I behold what looks like the outdoor garden section at our local Wal-Mart. Instead of palms, ferns, azaleas, or lilies, every plant inside this room is marijuana. Some are tall and some are short, but all are endowed with fragrant, palmate leaves.

      I hear the dull hum of a generator somewhere nearby and take a deep breath of humid, pot-scented air. I run my gaze down to the far end of the room, which is roughly the size of a basketball court. So many plants! There’s too much fluffy green for me to see exactly how they’re potted. They’re planted in three thick rows that look at least five feet wide: two rows along the rectangular room’s two outer walls, and another row down the room’s middle. Two cement aisles stretch between the three rows.

      Between the mini forests of the leafy green plants, I can see the cement aisles are water-stained and littered with coils of hoses, bags of fertilizer, and familiar gardening utensils, like shovels and mini rakes.

      I turn to Kellan with my mouth open. “Holy shit, this is a grow house.”
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      I look to my right, where the nearest row of plants dances in a breeze made by huge, wall-mounted fans. Their blades whirl slowly. The plants’ thin leaves wag.

      I turn back to Kellan. “I’m just... wow. This is so... WOW. This is incredible! How much weed is in here?”

      He smirks. “Enough.”

      “Enough for everyone! Enough for the whole school, the whole town.”

      I reach out to fondle the plant nearest to me, but curl my fingers before I touch its leaves. I wonder what a plant is worth. I’m so clumsy—I don’t want to injure it.

      I look around the space once more, this time noticing the ceiling, home to an army of tire-sized heat bulbs. I guess that’s why this room feels a little like the inside of a tanning bed.

      Each time my gaze roams, I notice something new, from rows of mysterious mechanical gauges along the room’s two shorter walls to the arrangement of the marijuana plants. Now that I’ve had a minute to look, I can see they’re potted individually atop elevated wooden platforms.

      I turn back to Kellan. “This is so legit. I don’t know why, but... I’m surprised.”

      I can’t tell if he looks smug or bored with all my gushing. Ever since we came into the grow house, I’ve had a hard time reading him. Hell, I guess I’ve always had a hard time reading him.

      “Where are you from?” I ask him. “I think your guest column I read in the student paper said California? One of the ritzy glitzy cities?”

      One brow arches. “Ritzy glitzy?”

      I shrug. “If the shoe fits. So am I right? Are you from California? L.A. maybe?”

      His brows draw together. “Why do you ask?”

      “Just wondering how long you’ve lived in this area. I’d think it would take time to create something like this.”

      He lifts a shoulder. “You’d be surprised.”

      Mounted on the ceiling to my right is a big, flat-screen TV. It’s protected by some kind of plastic wrap, but through the hazy cover, I can see alternating views of the inside and the outside of the house. Mounted on another spot on the ceiling is some kind of clock counting down in red, digitalized numbers.

      “What’s that?” I point to the clock.

      “It has to do with adjusting carbon dioxide in the room.”

      I blink, because beyond the basic association between plants and carbon dioxide, I can’t summon an intelligent comment.

      “Does Manning run this?”

      “We do,” Kellan says, shifting his feet.

      I hold my arms out. “I’m surprised you trusted me enough to show me this. It’s crazy impressive, Kellan. You’re legit as hell.”

      One side of his mouth quirks up, like he’s amused by my praise. “Walk around if you want. You can touch the plants. Just be gentle—if you can manage that.”

      I stick my tongue out. “When called for. I only see one douchebag in this room, and I think I’ve already dealt with him.”

      I whirl around, halfway hoping Kellan chase me. When my self-restraint runs dry and I look over my shoulder, I find him smiling, definitely amused.

      The cocky fucker.

      I walk up and down the room a bunch of times, pretending I’m on a documentary and marveling at the plants. Many are taller than I am. They’re so green. So... real. The marijuana I bought from Kennard came in several large, round containers—a little like the canisters that zip from the bank to the drive-through line. To me, weed has always seemed almost synthetic. Sometimes the crystals have an orange tint, other times a purple hue. They have various scents and there are various strains. But I never bother much with that, or give much thought to where it came from. So I’m surprised to see it in its raw plant form. It looks so innocent and unassuming.

      I stop in front of a particularly tall, spindly plant on a platform labeled TIGER’S CLAW. After rubbing my fingertip along one of its soft, thin leaves, I let my gaze wander to the far end of the room. Kellan’s in the same spot he was a few minutes ago: standing in front of a platform of smaller plants. His head is bowed, as if he’s inspecting them. I’m admiring the width of his shoulders like the girl perv I am when he crouches, poking at the soil in one of the pots. A jolt of lust bursts through me, thinking of his fingers poking something else. I take a long, deep breath and look away.

      I don’t know why he gets me so damn hot. It’s probably the mystery. He’s a golden god from California, who is both SGA president and some kind of drug kingpin, who’s never appeared around our town with any woman—until the last four months.

      And one of the only things I know about his personality is that after I busted his balls, he called me hours later for some panty-melting phone sex. That, and he’s willing to pay me like a prostitute to...well, prostitute. Except it isn’t prostitution, because it’s not just about the money for me. It’s about this weed business, and it’s about those thick, hard shoulders, too.

      The more I think about the deal he’s offered, the more I think that this could work out really well for me. Could.

      When I make my way back to Kellan, he’s standing again, staring pensively down at the plants, one hand cupped loosely over his mouth. I stop slightly behind him, checking the label in front of the platform: SILENT STALKER. Hmm.

      “What ya thinking about, Farmer Kello?”

      He lowers his hand. His mouth twitches on one side, revealing the ghost of a dimple. “Farmer Kello?” His expression is hung between disapproval and amusement.

      I smile and nod. “All you need is a straw hat and some overalls.”

      “Is that all?” He gives me a wicked look that goes straight to my panties, but it fades after a breath into a smirk that, this time, features the reappearance of that adorably handsome dimple. In that heartbeat, he looks so unlike the Kellan Walsh I usually know, I’m buoyed by affection. I throw my arms around his waist and press my cheek against his back.

      “I know where your grow house is, na na na na na naaaa!” I squeeze him. “It makes me happy that you brought me here.”

      He sets his hands on mine. I can feel the hesitation in the way they flutter for a moment before settling. “Does it?” he says, sounding serious.

      I nod against his hard, warm back. “I like to be trusted. I’m a trustworthy person. You’ll find out.”

      He cuts his eyes over his shoulder. “How?”

      Nervous elation coils under my ribs—from the weight of his gaze at such a close proximity. I shrug and try to keep my voice light. “When rival drug dealers kidnap me and hold me for ransom, they’ll have to torture me for, like, seven hours straight before I reveal this address.” I wink, as if my hands aren’t shaking slightly as they rest atop his hips. Maybe he senses that in me: the giddy nerves, the banked hunger. Because at that moment, he turns to face me. My hands brush the top of his slacks as his rise up to cup my face. His fingers stroke into my hair.

      “I won’t let you get kidnapped, Cleo.”

      “Because you’ll loan me Truman,” I joke weakly.

      “No—because I’m going to take care of you. Like I said.”

      For one hard heartbeat, I wonder if he’s joking. The guileless intensity of his face, the way he’s stroking my hair: as if it’s second-nature to him to touch me gently... It’s easier to imagine he’s about to grin and add “in bed” to the end of that earnest-sounding declaration. I wait for it, but his expression never changes.

      With one final, light stroke of his thumb over my brow, he lowers his hands and takes a half step back.

      My heart gives a few slow, off-beat thu-WUNKs before I realize I’m staring. I spin around, because damnit, when I get embarrassed, my feet move without permission. “Wait, where’s Truman?” I turn back around to Kellan with my arms out. “Did we lose him somewhere?”

      God, my awkwardness is so obvious. I glance around the room, and when I’m brave enough to look at Kellan, he’s smirking. This one is curved upward at the corners, as if he thinks I’m funny but has something against the act of smiling.

      “Truman’s not allowed in here. He knows it.”

      “Aw, that’s kind of sad.”

      Again, that smirk—but this time it seems pained. “You like him.”

      “I’ve always been obsessed with hounds, and Truman is like... a proto-hound.”

      Kellan laughs. At least it should have been a laugh. He turns it into a weird, low laugh-cough thing, covering his mouth with his hand and shaking his head.

      “Bow wow WOW.” I lift my brows coyly and get a real laugh. It’s just a raspy huff of air, but it’s a laugh for sure. I beam proudly.

      As the smile slips from his face, he sticks his hands in his pockets. His eyes move over me. They’re deep and blue, round and serious, and just as quickly as they move down me, they shift away. He looks to the floor, although there’s nothing there. It’s as if he needs to get his eyes off me.

      I’m scrambling for a way to draw him out again when he turns and starts walking down the cement aisle.

      My stomach flips, and all the giddiness I felt comes crashing down.

      Did I do something wrong?

      I stare at his back, and all I can think about is rushing after him.

      I’m not insane, right? That was weird.

      Yes, of course it was weird. Twenty-one years of being female lets me know why, too. I shake my head. If Kellan Walsh didn’t just now get scared off because he felt too close to me, then I’m a monkey’s auntie.

      My stomach clenches as I remember what his friend said—Manning. About how Kellan doesn’t trust people.

      I watch him moving down the cement aisle between the plants. He’s probably thirty feet away by now. The angle of the lighting has him looking slightly shadowed: a lone figure defined mostly by big shoulders and a broad back. I watch him stop, pull some leaves into his hand and bring his nose down to them. I watch him as he crouches down to touch the soil.

      If I stare hard enough, will he look back at me?

      A less confident Cleo would start feeling insecure now. Like she’d overstepped some invisible bounds. Like she’d been too obviously trying. I take a deep, slow breath and tell myself this Cleo is beyond that.

      I walk slowly, at a steady pace, toward Kellan. I tell myself that I’ll be patient. Wait him out. I’ll be living with him, so I can watch him. I’ll find out what makes him tick. Why laughing at my stupid joke made him clam up like he’d just confessed some deep, dark secret.

      I notice my hands are in fists. I loosen them and flex my fingers. I need to take this thing with him one moment at a time. I can do that. If anyone knows the tenets of mindful living, it should be Cleo Whatley, future art therapist.

      I practice as I move. Listening to the sounds of the room: fan blades spinning, and their echo through the large space. The smell of the plants: bitter yet sweet, like fresh-cut garden weeds mixed with some kind of citrus fruit. The warm, heavy air on my cheeks and arms. I redirect my mind from Kellan by looking at the plants. Noting which ones are tall, and which ones smaller. I note the names of various strains of marijuana as I pass the plant-filled platforms.

      VIOLET VIPER. KILLER CROCK. APPLE ASTEROID. By the time I reach GRAVE YARD DAISY, I’m feeling calm again. I pass THE BIG SLEEP and am pretty sure I’ve found a pattern in the plant names. I nod to myself as I remember SILENT STALKER. All the names are morbid.

      Curiosity slings through me. I thought marijuana was a happy thing.

      By the time I catch up to Kellan, he’s at the front left corner of the room, just a few feet from the door through which we entered. To the right of the door is a slab of corkboard countertop, stretched under a row of cedar cabinets. His luscious back stretches as he reaches into one of them.

      I stand behind him as he fiddles with something inside the cabinet.

      “Hey,” I murmur.

      He turns to look at me, lifting his brows in acknowledgment. His mouth is twisted, like he’s irritated by whatever he’s trying to do.

      “Having trouble?”

      He shifts his weight, leaning over the counter as his muscular arm fishes deeper inside the cabinet. “This is one of our water tanks,” he says over his shoulder. “There’s a hose that runs off through this wall,” he says, pointing, “pumping fertilizer. One of our newer strains didn’t like the cocktail we were using, so I changed it up. But the new shit’s clogging all the tubing.”

      “Ugh. That sounds annoying.”

      I think I see him nod, but I can’t tell. His attention is definitely on his task.

      I look down at my boots, but who am I kidding? My eyes are starving for him, and with his back turned, I’m free to gawk without consequence. The first place my pervy gaze goes is his ass, but I don’t want to be a freak, so as soon as I eyeball-hug his taut buns, I drag my eyes up his back. I watch his muscles shift under his shirt. My fingers drift to my cell phone, tucked into the waist of my leggings. I smile, wondering if he would notice me nabbing a little .gif footage for the Smuffins group.

      I roll my eyes at myself. We’re in a grow house—hello, Cleo.

      As I admire the cords of muscle in his neck, the golden hair that blows a little in the light breeze of the fans, I wonder why a rich boy like him would turn to dealing drugs. Does he like the risk? Or was he even a rich boy at all before he started dealing? Maybe he’s like me—but I don’t think so. He seems... well-bred. I’d bet my lumpy little nest egg that a guy like Kellan Walsh knows when to use the two-pronged mini fork.

      When my brain finally tires of imagining Kellan in a tux, his long fingers clutching a teeny tiny spoon, I let my breath out and decide to risk interrupting him.

      “Soooo, these are your strains?” I ask. “Like... yours yours?”

      “Some are,” he says, still yanking on the tube. I admire his strong jaw-line, evident because he’s clenching his teeth. He pulls his arm out of the cabinet and turns to face me, shocking me again with his beauty. He leans his hips against the counter. I have to force my eyes to stay on his.

      “Most of our strains started in California. But we’ve been cross-breeding long enough that we do have our own stuff now.” He shuts the cabinet door and nods at the one leading back into the hall. “Come this way.”

      I follow him back into the hall, marveling that such an amazing grow room is attached to such a normal-looking house. He steps over to a door on the other side of the hall, then pauses to fish his phone out of his pocket.

      He hunches over it, his face bathed in blue light.

      “Just a second,” he says tightly.

      “What’s the matter?”

      A few long seconds later, he stuffs the phone back into his pocket and pushes this new door open without meeting my eyes. “Dealer drama.”
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      He steps into the room, and I follow, so close I can feel his body heat. I don’t realize I’m holding my breath until I let it out. I’m not sure what I was expecting, but I’m relieved to find this room looks much like a stock room—and it’s empty, save us.

      Floor-to-ceiling plywood shelves line all four walls, and another row of shelving splits the room in half. The shelves are stacked with large, blue plastic bins. Two cement aisles running long ways down the room are dotted with tables and weird-looking iron machines. For chopping up the crop and weighing it and stuff?

      I look at Kellan, who’s still clutching his phone.

      “This is the stock room. Pretty straightforward,” he says, without looking up.

      When it seems he isn’t going to say more, I turn away from him, drifting slowly down the aisle.

      He seemed so solicitous before we got here, but since we walked into the house, he’s been acting “off.” So maybe his mood took a turn. So what? What’s bothering me? I try to think, but all I can come up with is the gnawing feeling that I don’t really know what he wants. Yes, he wants to get rid of the competition—if I could even be called that. Yes, he seems to want my body. Those things, I understand. But I’m still not sure why he wants me to live with him. Why he wanted it enough to offer to pay me so exorbitantly. His reticence about the dealer drama underscores what truly bothers me about Kellan: his secrets.

      The double life he’s living is... really double. He’s Chattahoochee College’s golden boy, but he runs dealers and was able to lift a gun off me. Why is he paying me to live with him? He said it was so we could learn to work together, then later acted like it was more for sex. But is it really? Why pay me so much? Why, why, why? What am I missing here?

      I fold my arms and inhale deeply. Exhale slowly. I imagine I can feel his eyes burning my back. I stand there another moment, trying to decide if I should mention my concerns and ultimately deciding not to. I do need to stay with him for at least a night or two, after all. Until I can see if Milasy will cool down about the brick. And so I have a little time to try to figure Kellan out.

      After that, if I still feel like there’s too much I don’t know, I’ll figure out a new solution to my homelessness. If there’s any way I can feel okay—or even good—about this weird thing between him and me, I’ll stay. Because I’d really like that money, and if I’m being honest with myself, I’d like to find out more about him, too.

      “Cleo.” He touches my shoulder. “You’re jumpy.” His fingers squeeze as his blue eyes search the waters of my own. “Tell me why.”

      I bite my lip. Because you make me feel unsteady. Because I don’t know if I can trust you. Because I want to find out all your secrets. I say the first thing that pops into my head. “Do you hide weed in teddy bears?”

      He gives a raspy laugh. His lips twitch, like he wants to smile—but by now I know he won’t. “Is that what’s bothering you, Cleo?”

      Sensation tingles under his hand, trickling hotly through my torso like the first wave of anesthesia. I take a small step back and try to pin down my racing thoughts.

      Ah, hell. “What’s bothering me is... I don’t know why you trusted me with this. Enough to bring me here.” It’s not all that’s bothering me, but it’s something tangible I can lob at him.

      He tilts his head, not blinking as he looks at me.

      I press my lips together, mirroring him. “I guess I just don’t understand. Why get this involved with me at all? Don’t get me wrong,” I add, “I’ll deal your stuff, but I don’t see why you need me to know so much about your business. Or to live with you. Like, why you want me to.”

      He blinks, owlish and unreadable.

      “You’re paying me so much...” I exhale. “It can’t just be for sex. I guess I just... feel weird about it. I don’t get it.”

      I let my breath out.

      “I don’t either,” he says, low. “I don’t think I should, but I’m going to anyway. Do you know why?” He lifts his brows.

      I shake my head.

      “I don’t either. If I dismissed you now, and you never stayed at my house, would you keep this place a secret, Cleo?”

      “Of course,” I nod. “I don’t want to get you busted.”

      “Why?” His voice is sharp.

      I glare at him, because he’s dodging my questions, leading me down bunny trails. I can feel it. “Why wouldn’t I tell? Because I’m not an asshole. Are you?”

      “I’m not that kind of asshole. Come here, Cleo. Let me show you something.” He walks to a thick steel door beside the place where the wall seems to fold or lift up to accommodate a hook up to an 18-wheeler. He pushes the door open.

      I can see the pines sprawl out behind him as I step closer.

      “See that?” His left hand touches down on my back as his right points at the woods. I notice two lines of red dirt snaking through the pine straw: tire tracks. I nod. “It leads back to some hunting land off Highway 231. That’s a big truck. Dump truck. You know what’s in the truck?”

      I shake my head.

      “Fertilizer. Real black market shit, just what we need to grow our stuff. Comes up all the way from South America. Dude who brings it—he works for some bad guys.” His eyes meet mine. “Do you know why I told you?”

      “No.”

      “I’m telling you, Cleo, because I choose to trust you. If you really want in, I’ll tell you more. But I need to know that first. I don’t think you know that yet. That’s why I brought you here. I want you to see it—so you can know what you’re maybe getting into if you decide to do more than just deal my stuff.”

      “More than deal?”

      He nods. “You’ll make your mind up and if you want in, then we’ll talk some more. I think we could work together. Really work together.”

      My stomach flutters. I want to ask what that means, but I’m too nervous. “Will there be an initiation?” I ask. I’m mostly teasing, trying to shift the tone of things a little—but he must not hear the light tone in my voice.

      His eyes harden and his voice yawns down an octave. “Do you want to be hazed?”

      I press my lips together. “No.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “No,” I whisper.

      “Don’t tell me that.”

      “Okay...” My voice trembles. “I take it back.”

      He drops his head down like he’s going to kiss my mouth, but he diverts his lips to my jaw. He kisses me so tenderly my stomach flutters. His mouth crawls, warm and moist, beneath my chin—and then he bites my neck. It’s sharp and sudden, predatory. His teeth tear at my throat until my heart is pounding and I want to pull away. And then the pain is gone. His warm, soft mouth strokes me; his tongue soothes my stinging skin.

      And when my legs begin to tremble, when I’m clinging to his shoulders, drunk from his strange ravishment, his teeth pierce me so hard I gasp.

      “Cleo.”

      My own name thrums in my ears like an exaltation as he nips my neck. He drags it out. He makes it hurt. I clutch his shirt and lock my jaw to keep from crying out. I moan. He’s going to hurt me!

      And then his silken mouth, his graceful tongue.

      He moves so fast, his hair tickles my chin. He moves like he’s hungry: harsh, thorough—and yet the whole thing is so gentle, I’m moaning with bliss. He trails down my throat and over my collarbone: nipping and then licking, marking with his teeth and following with his tongue and lips, biting and then soothing, punishing and stroking.

      He sucks my tender throat between his teeth, and a moan spills from my lips.

      In between my legs, I’m throbbing.

      I wrap my hands around the back of his head, clutching him to me as I moan again. I’ve lost my mind... I press my hips against his thighs, gulping back air and exhaling in a low sigh. One of my hands trails down his nape and grips his shoulder as his mouth continues its assault on my throat.

      “Kellan...”

      He moves away. At first I think I’ve wrecked this, but he doesn’t step back. Instead he tilts his forehead against mine, gives me a heavy-lidded smile, and plants a soft kiss on my lips.

      When he lifts his mouth off mine, I press my lips against the base of his throat, pausing for a moment because at first, I’m sure that he will pull away.

      He doesn’t move.

      I can hardly breathe. As I gaze at his smooth, tanned skin, I find his throat is marred by a small, horizontal scar. It’s thin and pale, and looks like someone drew a dash over his jugular with a beige Sharpie. I roll my tongue over it and feel him shudder. Yessss.

      His hands wrap around my head, his fingers tangling in my hair, then grasping my skull. I’ve never been a skilled lover, but this is different. My hunger leads me. I see his smooth throat as a canvas and I want to mark it. I kiss him softly at first, then so hard I hope it aches.

      I’m rewarded by a hard catch of his breath, followed by a muttered, “fuck.” He clutches my head tighter and presses his erection against my hip. I wait for him to move, to grind against me—in fact, I hold my breath for it—but he doesn’t. He just juts against me, his throat still under my mouth, his chest frozen against mine. And then, after an exquisite second, he grabs my arms from around his neck and pulls them up over my head.

      “What a little slut you are,” he growls. Clamping his hand around my wrists, he pushes me toward a row of shelves. With my arms bound and my upper back against one of the Tupperware containers, I’m helpless—and panting so hard I feel almost panicked.

      I can feel my face burn as he looks down on me.

      “You like this, don’t you?” His fingers tighten around my wrists. His head drops down. He kisses my mouth slow and hard, then bites the corner of my lips. “You like fucking around with me, don’t you, Cleo baby?” He murmurs it against my cheek. “You were waiting for this. You’re already wet for me.” It’s true, of course. I feel him hard against my lower belly, and I grit my teeth.

      He takes my chin in his fingers, revealing my face. There’s no point in answering. I know he can see it in my eyes. I can see my lust reflected back at me in his.

      His face is so intense, I almost expect him to pull my leggings down and take me as I lean against the shelves.

      Instead, his strong fingers release my wrists, and he drops down to his knees. He puts my shawl out of the way and claims my pussy with his wide mouth.

      “Ohmygod!”

      He closes his jaw just slightly, mouthing at me, and then I feel his voice vibrate. “You smell like sex, Cleo.”

      It takes everything I have to keep from rocking into his face. My legs quiver. My voice shakes so hard I can barely speak. “I haven’t had a shower.”

      “You don’t need one.”

      His mouth shifts against me, and there is his tongue. I know it by its lovely pressure; the feel of it is big and hot and damp. He settles it warmly over me—and then his lips are back, clamping on my throbbing sex as he blows into the fabric. I can feel the hot moisture against my skin.

      “You want my mouth on your pussy. You want to feel my tongue between that slit, right where you’re wet and throbbing, don’t you, Cleo?”

      Yes!

      He puffs on me again, and I can feel the damp heat seep between my lips. I can’t help it—I thrust myself at him.

      “Cleo...” The pressure of his mouth is gone. I want to scream as he wraps an arm around my ass and looks down at my feet. “You’re on your toes. So hungry...” His eyes find mine. His grin is arrogant; unhampered. “I bet you want my cock. It’s okay.” His fingers, pressed into the back of my thigh, loosen their grip. Begin to stroke. “There’s no harm in wanting a big cock in your pussy. I think a good, plump pussy deserves a thick cock. I bet you do too...”

      He rubs his lips against me through the fabric. I grip his shoulder.

      “Say my name,” he purrs.

      “Kellan.”

      “What do you want, Cleo?” As he looks up at me, he blows another long, hot breath through my leggings.

      I moan. “Please!”

      He pushes his tongue against me. Moves away. “Please what, Cleo? Please who?”

      “Take off my leggings!”

      His fingers pluck at the elastic. “And?”

      Eat me out. I can’t say it. “Put your mouth...”

      He lowers his mouth to my pussy and hovers there, just breathing. “Put it where?” he rumbles.

      “There! Please...” I’m swaying, almost falling over.

      “You want me to eat your pussy? Say it, Cleo. I want to hear you say, ‘Kellan, I need you to eat my pussy.’”

      His mouth gathers over me again, and he puffs one breath after another into the fabric, like he’s doing CPR on my cunt. One time... two times... three. I’m so wet, I could die. His eyes flick up to mine, stern and expectant. I dig my nails into his shoulders.

      When the fabric over me is soaked and sweat is beaded on my pussy, and the slickness in my slit is dripping like the icing off a cake, he stops and gazes up at me. “Last chance, Cleo. Tell me what you need, or I’ll assume I’m doing this all wrong.”

      I grab his hair and yank hard. “Eat me out, Kellan. Eat my fucking pussy. Just do it right now!”

      He laughs, pressing his mouth against me so I feel every vibration. Pleasure slices through me. I can feel it pulse deep in me, like I’ve magicked his cock right where I need it. Then he leans away, grins like a predator, and grabs my leggings at the seam that runs from the waist down to my crotch. With a quick jerk, he rips them open.

      I can feel his warm, smooth forehead stroke down my lower belly, the bridge of his nose over my mound... Then his tongue parts my damp folds, delves inside, and—

      “OH FUCK!”

      That is all it takes.
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      I repossess myself slowly, as if I’m waking from a long sleep. I flinch at first blink—at the stock room, with its glaring light and stark aesthetic. But I’m more shocked at where my face is: nestled in the crook of Kellan’s chest and bicep. I blink a few times at the plaid of his shirt before my awareness shifts to the rest of my body. The first thing I feel is the hardness of his chest and thighs against me. The second: a cool sensation between my legs. It’s as if—

      Kellan ripped my leggings open.

      Kellan. Ripped. My. Leggings. Open.

      I lift my head off him. I want some distance, but his face is right in front of me. I’m about to take a big step back when his hands, tucked around my lower back, drift up my shoulders.

      “Cleo?” He smiles at me. It’s a small smile, but it’s real. Instead of falling off his face the way they seem to do so often, it kind of sticks there. “Hi.”

      And even though we’ve probably only been standing here, tucked into each other, for a minute or two, it feels like something between us has shifted. I watch his face. He looks attentive. Interested. And, as a few more milliseconds tick by, kind of smug. Yes, definitely smug.

      He smirks at me, and I feel the vibe between us settling back near our baseline. “How you feeling?”

      I blush big time. And curse my father’s name. (My mother doesn’t blush; she says I got it from my dad). And feel ten times more awkward thinking of my dad right now.

      “Damnit,” I mumble.

      The smirk turns smile-ish, complete with a crinkling at the corner of his eyes. “What’s the matter? Tired?” He drawls the word, as if he’s proud he wore me out, then briefly grins. My stomach lurches.

      He rubs his hair back off his forehead, then looks at me for a long, heady second before the world starts turning again. He clasps my hand, lacing our fingers together.

      “You want to try a new strain?”

      I laugh as he pulls me toward the door. “I don’t smoke.”

      He opens his mouth. “Of course not,” he says richly. He smiles, fast and fleeting. “I don’t either.”

      “Really?”

      He pushes the door open, squeezing my hand as we walk back into the hall. “Rarely.”

      “Why not?”

      His eyes fix on my face. “Why don’t you?”

      “I don’t know. It makes me sleepy. I blab secrets and eat up all the donuts. It’s not exactly conducive to doing good business—or making the grades I need to make.”

      “Are you on a scholarship?” he asks as he locks the stock room door behind us.

      “How’d you know?”

      He winks. “You just told me.”

      He unlocks the grow room again, and we step back into the warm, sweet-smelling air. “I kind of have to be. I make money from the dealing, but that pays my sorority dues and trips and t-shirts, and—” I wiggle my boot—“the pursuit of high fashion. Haircuts, electric toothbrushes, books and music. You know... the basics.”

      He nods. “You don’t pay your tuition.”

      “Thankfully. It would be a big drain if I was.”

      With a stroke of his thumb over my knuckles, he releases my hand. I watch as he opens a cabinet under the countertop and pulls out a small, plastic box. From another cabinet, he grabs a few towels. He spreads them on the floor at the mouth of one of the aisles. Then he runs his hand along a panel of switches on the counter, and music comes on.

      Classical music.

      I smile. “Is this for the plants or us?”

      His brows lift. “Are you mocking Chopin?”

      “I wouldn’t say mocking so much as... noting.” I smile again, and sit down on the towels. “You’re surprisingly geeky.”

      “I’ll have you know the Nocturnes are a strain favorite.” He sinks down beside me and opens the box. He takes out a blue and green, glass-blown pipe about the length of my hand. Then he pulls out a lighter and a bottle of water.

      “Damn. The bud.” He laughs a little, but he’s gritting his teeth. He pulls his phone out of his pocket and looks down at it. Without looking back up at me, he says, “Can you grab something from that bin beside the Silent Stalker?”

      There was a bin somewhere? “Sure,” I say. “What am I looking for?”

      Still looking down at his phone, he points toward the end of our aisle. “It’s a bin with dried out stuff.”

      I bring back a bud that’s about as long as my palm, and Kellan laughs.

      I shrug, smiling. “I didn’t know how much to get.”

      I sit down beside him, and his dancing blue eyes move over my face. “You know how to pack a pipe, right?”

      “I’m not very good at it.” I laugh lamely.

      “Cleo, Cleo. How can you call yourself a dealer?” He shakes his head, then pats the space across from him. “I’ll show you.”

      He sets the bud down on the towel and starts to pluck eraser-sized kernels off it, his expert fingertips stacking the little tufts inside the pipe’s bowl with amazing speed. I think I maybe see his hands shaking, but I can’t be sure. Still, it sets my mind in motion.

      “Who was on the phone just now?” I ask.

      “One of my guys.” He lifts his eyes to mine. “It’s nothing, trust me.”

      He sets one more tuft of weed into the bowl, then taps the side of it, knocking the little kernels of marijuana into the bottom.

      “You’re good at this.”

      “I used to smoke.” He holds it out to me.

      I bite my lip and squeeze my eyes shut. “Please don’t laugh, but I don’t know how to light it. One of my friends... My friend from home, he used to light it for me and cover up the hole on the side of the pipe for me. I would just suck in.”

      “Cleo—” his brows arch—“you can’t be serious.” His mouth pulls into a sort-of smile. “How do you vouch for your product?”

      “I don’t know. No one ever asks me to sample it or anything. And Lora tells me how it is. It’s been like, years. Two summers ago I think is when I last smoked. And that was a few hits off a blunt, not from a pipe.”

      “Tell me more,” he says, moving the lighter over the bowl. He looks at me over the pipe. “Why did you stop?”

      I watch him flick the lighter and hold the flame over the bowl. The tiny pieces crinkle and snap, flaring red as he presses his thumb over the small hole on the side of the bowl and closes his lips around the business end of the pipe. His shoulders rise as he drags in. The bud in the small bowl pulses red and orange. I watch his chest expand as he pulls the smoke deep into his lungs.

      Then he leans forward and cups his hands around my mouth. He blows his breath into the space between his hands. The smoke I suck in is warm and sweet and a little sour. I hold it in my own lungs, and my head feels immediately warmer. My eyelids feel heavier as soon as I exhale.

      “Did you get some?” I hear his low voice, but my eyes are watering. I can’t see his face.

      I cough. And cough.

      I feel something plastic pressed against my hand. A water bottle. Through bleary eyes, I see him twist the top off and hold it out. I take it and bring it to my mouth. I gulp until I start to choke. When I lower it, I’m smiling. Grinning.

      I feel good. I look at him, to see if I can tell whether he’s feeling as loose as I am. I can’t tell. Too buzzy.

      He looks fucking hot with the pipe raised to his lips. I watch his lashes kiss his cheeks, his lips close around the pipe, as he puts the lighter to the bowl again. He holds the flame until the marijuana glows, and his chest expands with a deep breath.

      I’m so mesmerized by him, I’m startled when he sets the pipe down and leans toward me. He cups his hands around my face, and I get ready to inhale the smoke he’s going to blow between his palms. I’m utterly unprepared for his mouth covering mine. For his soft, firm lips and the gentle puff of velvet air he blows into my mouth. His tongue strokes the inside of my lip, and pleasure whirrs through me. I fix my lips around his. Take a deep, long drag, pulling smoke from his mouth into my lungs.

      My head spins like a moon around a planet.

      I take another breath, and find the air is cold. Kellan moved away—while I wasn’t noticing. I cough.

      “Cleo...” I hear him smiling, even though my eyes are closed. His hand rests on my lower back.

      I blink a few times. Cough some more. I see him smiling down at me, as if I’m viewing him inside a dream. This is dream Kellan. His face looks kinder. More relaxed. Silly perfect Kellan. “Cleo. Are you with me?”

      “Maybe.” I squeak. It turns into a giggle. “I like this...”

      “Do you?” He’s out in front of me now, smiling his lazy Kellan smile.

      I nod, and the room shifts slightly, with its weird heat lamps and forest of green illegal plants. I’m grinning anyway. I laugh, because this shit is funny. “I forgot how much I like it,” I say, leaning forward. “I want to do this every day!”

      Kellan, who is sitting cross-legged in front of me, leans toward me, too. We’re having a moment. His eyes are seeing me. So much seeing me. They’re such blue eyes. They’re really watching me. I watch his lips. They’re such good lips. I want him to kiss me.

      I realize I’m too tired to be sitting up. I want to lie down. I stroke the towels spread out under me. They feel soft. I try to stretch out on my side and end up flopping onto my stomach. Ungraceful, Cleo! Not winning! My ribs dig into the cement. I roll onto my back. There are fans in the ceiling, too? Between the lamps! I never noticed this. Lights and fans. It’s cold here on the floor.

      I need to find a new position.

      Kellan must have ESP, because here he is. He lifts me up, he lays me against him, he lowers my head into his lap. He’s sitting cross-legged. My cheek is on his hard, hard thigh. His arm goes around me, just below my breasts, and his other hand sifts through my hair. I feel like high school on that field trip to the Atlanta Zoo with Alan McIntire. But this is better. Mmm, it’s really better.

      His fingers play along my hairline. I moan maybe. I’m not sure. It’s hard to pay attention.

      His fingers trail along my side. They go under my shirt! Oh my God, the goose bumps.

      “Ohhh yes. Mmmm.”

      His hand spans my ribcage. It’s a big hand. Strong but... really good at being soft. He traces my ribs with his fingertips.

      I feel warm and tired and great.

      His mouth is on mine. I didn’t even see it coming. It’s hot and soft and tastes like smoke. I pant against his lips.

      “Cleo.” He pushes the word into my mouth, then pulls away and nips my neck.

      I grab his hair. He moans. I drag his mouth back up to mine. Our lips and tongues and teeth. I don’t know how. I kiss him hard, as if there’s someone else controlling me.

      He’s stroking my breasts, but that’s not what I want. I push him away and roll over on my stomach. I push myself up on my arms. I’m smiling at him. He’s looking serious. Angsty. I kind of want to giggle.

      Instead, I lean over his lap... and he uncrosses his legs. His face is rapt. His eyes are pools of darkest blue.

      I reach for his dick and find it through his slacks. I grab and squeeze.
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      “Christ...”

      I rub up and down it. He moans. Then he grabs me by the arms and pulls me onto his lap, so I’m straddling him. He presses down on my hand, keeping it over his bulge while his lips trail up my jaw. His mouth tickles. It’s warm and wet. I shiver, but I can’t get too distracted.

      I go for his fly, but my fingers are so dumb right now. I can’t make it work. I stroke his big dick through his pants. I want his dick. I shift my weight, so I can touch him with both hands, and I notice the soft bulge just below the base of his shaft. His balls. Oh, yes. I like the balls.

      Under my spread legs, he stretches his out. I reach between my legs and push his thighs wider. Hard thighs. Mmmm. I reach down below his dick and—there. His balls are big and full. I cup my hand around them. Must be careful... I try to trace him from the soft bulge of his balls up his thick shaft, around his smooth, round head. I want to touch him—all of him.

      He hisses. “That feels good.”

      He grabs a handful of my hair. He finds my mouth again, and together we stretch out on the floor. His hand works between my legs. I frame his dick with my fingers.

      “Your pants...”

      He unbuttons them, and I pull away from his kiss so I can find my brain enough to tug them down.

      His hips. Oh shit.

      His dick. Fuck yes.

      This is a cock—not a dick. His cock is standing up, tenting his black boxer-briefs. He tugs his pants the rest of the way down, then pulls the elastic of his boxer-briefs out of the way. His cock springs up—a porno of my own.

      “You are perfect.” I laugh, curling my hand around his head. “Especially this.”

      “Likewise,” he breathes. He’s sucking on my nipple through my shirt and bra. I’m lying atop him—but I don’t want to be. I want to be between his legs. I crawl down him, settling on my knees between his muscular thighs, and when he reaches for my shoulder, I evade.

      I curl one hand around his shaft, caressing his velvety skin. I run my fingers under his heavy sac, then cup it in my palm and tug a little.

      “Fuck,” he breathes.

      I tickle my fingertips over the tightening skin.

      He grunts.

      “They’re getting tighter.” I’ve never really played with this part of a guy before—but I always perv on well-hung guys when I’m watching Tumblr porn. I knead him a little more, lightly stroking my other palm over his plump head.

      “Ah—Cleo. Fuck...”

      I gather my courage and lean down to lick his sac. My tongue laps gently. I can feel it tighten. “You’re so sensitive,” I breathe against him, then tease him with the tip of my tongue.

      “Fuck.” His heavy thighs twitch. His hand comes down on my head. “Suck me, Cleo. Now.”

      And wouldn’t that be easy? So predictable. I wrap my hand around his shaft and stroke, glancing at his stricken face, then pull one of his balls into my mouth.

      He barks.

      Oh, yes. So hot! I suck him a little deeper, caressing with my tongue and cheeks. His groan hits me light a lightning bolt between my legs.

      I think I could take the other one, too.

      I open wider and use my fingertips to guide the fullness of his sac into my mouth. I use my lips and cheeks to tuck him in, exploring him with the tip of my tongue as I keep the gentle pressure of my cheeks around him.

      I glance up to find his lips parted, his eyes rolled back. He’s stroking his shaft, his big hand moving in a frenzy. I close my hand over his, then push his hand away as I maintain the steady rhythm. His fingers bite into my shoulders. I trail my tongue between the twin globes of his testicles, and he lets out a wicked groan.

      More of that...

      I want to see what I can do to him. I tighten my grip on his cock and pump faster. All the while I’m sucking gently on his swollen balls. I feel his thighs flex.

      He moans again, like he’s in pain.

      I curve my hand around his slick head... ease his sac out of my mouth. His hands fist on my shoulders as I give his sac another warm, slow lick then flick my tongue over his taint.

      He lifts his ass up off the floor.

      “Cleo... Fuck. Your mouth is... God... please. Fuck....” His legs fall open, then clamp hard around my shoulders. “Cleo,” he begs.

      I lick his sac once more, just to feel him jump, and whirl my tongue back up his shaft. I curl the tip of it around his head, then draw away, just far enough away so he can feel the warmth of my breath on his erection.

      “Oh, Kellan.” I giggle wickedly. “You’re wet.”

      There’s a little pearl of pre-cum on the tip of him.

      I love being a tease, so rather than suck his head into my mouth, I lean down and kiss his thighs. I kiss the smooth, pale skin as he thrusts his cock against my cheek. I suck on his thigh, my chin brushing his balls.

      “You... little fucking whore,” he snarls. But he’s gasping between the words.

      I grin and lift my head so I can see his face. He’s completely wasted. Gone. His lids lift open, and his eyes look liquid. “Cleo—what...is this?” The words wobble. He twists my hair around his hand and shoves his cock at my mouth.

      He’s so hard now, his length is pressed against his abs. I pull it down and stroke it, fast and steady.

      “Suck me. Jesus fucking Christ. Now... Cleo.” He cups my head, fingers digging hard into my scalp. I just can’t stop. After all his bossiness, I love that I can do this. I smile to myself and drop down to tease his balls again, but his thighs clamp around my ears. He thrusts his hips and pushes my face down, pressing his swollen head against my lips.

      I open for him, sucking him in deep... then deeper, until I feel like I will choke. His palms cup the back of my head, pressing me in place, as I drool and work to rearrange my mouth and throat around him.

      “More,” he orders. “Take... it all.” The words are rasped. I flick my gaze to him and find his eyebrows clenched, his jaw tight...

      Yes.

      I shut my eyes and take a long and careful breath. As I ease his plump head deeper down my throat, he tugs my hair. His hips tremble. “Cleo... Christ, that mouth...”

      I bob my head, applying pressure with my cheeks as I move up and down his cock.

      “Such a fucking slut,” he moans. “My little tease. You love this don’t you? Teasing me...”

      I swallow gently and he thrusts, making me choke. He tugs my hair so hard I almost bite.

      “That throat...so goddamned soft. You’re such a...ahh.” His head tilts back, and I can see his chest rise as he pants.

      Stroking his balls, I take him deeper, until my eyes are streaming tears. I’ve given blow jobs before, but never one like this. He’s buried so deep in my throat, every breath is a struggle for me. My jaw aches, even as I pulse and leak between my legs.

      My tongue struggles to curl around his girth.

      He moans, clutching my head.

      I pull almost all the way off him, grab a quick breath, and slam him all back down my throat. I repeat a few times, till his legs are shaking badly and his breaths are ragged, fast and hard.

      I swallow once more, taking him deep as my lips massage his shaft. “Fuck me, fuck...” I feel his balls draw up in my palm. I stroke the tender skin and swallow once more, hard, around his cock. I’m rewarded by a hard thrust of his hips. “Oh God... Oh—fuck Cleo!”

      He tries to pull away. I clamp my mouth around him, suck him hard, and grab onto his hips. He breathes a harsh curse, then he’s blowing in my mouth.

      The marijuana does some magic on the moment—slows it down for me. I’m aware of my fingers clawing his hip as I swallow. I open my eyes while he’s still pulsing down my throat.

      He’s leaned back on his elbows. His face is tilted to the ceiling; his eyes are shut; his mouth open.

      He looks nothing like the Kellan I know. This one looks exultant. Free.

      My prideful thoughts must echo through the ether, because a moment later, he grabs me by my hair and jerks his dick out of my mouth.

      I sit up and wipe my chin. I’m so wet right now, I can feel it dripping down my legs. My cunt feels full and swollen, heavy. Empty. I can’t even draw a full breath.

      He blinks, looking shell-shocked. Maybe because I’m about to ask him to help me come, the harsh look on his face feels like a slap.

      I know something is wrong when he fumbles to his feet and turns his back without meeting my eyes. He starts to pull his clothes on, moving quickly but clumsily, like someone trying to flee a one-night stand.

      How embarrassing. Insulting. Rude.

      I shift a little, so the fabric of my ripped leggings isn’t pressing against my swollen, clit. It’s still throbbing. I lick my lips. My mouth still tastes like him. Is that the problem? That I swallowed? I thought guys liked that. It hits me that I’ve done it for him twice now.

      I put my hand over my chest and watch his back and shoulders ripple as he pulls his pants on. I take a few deep breaths and try my best to forget about my throbbing pussy.

      Fuck his moods. I gave him a blow job because I wanted to. I was in control.

      Why did I want to? Why did I enjoy it so much? Because... I feel this weird regard for him. An inexplicable... not fondness exactly. More like interest. I’m so damn interested in this guy. So attracted to him. So when I saw the chance, I guess I wanted to make him come undone. Not even want—I needed it. I don’t know why he stokes such strange feelings in me, but I’m not going regret it now.

      I remind myself that just before this, he was the one initiating things in the stock room. What was so wrong with me doing the same?

      Doubts whirl through my head. I shut them down as I sit on my heels. I gave a fabulous blow job—no question about it. The way he jerked and writhed... the way his cockhead leaked a river... All those dirty words... the mindless moans. There is no denying it. He wanted what I gave him.

      I want to hold out judgment, give him a few more minutes to collect himself and start acting normal again, but as he puts his shoes back on, I feel fury. Spurned fury, born of the embarrassment I just can’t shake.

      Did I read that wrong?

      Is he sending mixed signals?

      I thought half the point of this ridiculous acquaintanceship was messing around. Is Kellan some kind of blowjob hater?

      The back of his biceps ripple as he gets the last boot on his foot. He straightens up, and my stomach curls into a little ball as he turns around to face me. I can tell he’s trying to keep neutral, but his features are taut. Troubled.

      I can’t stand it, so I look down at the floor. I spot the remainder of the bud I plucked and scoop it up. It’s a little nugget: no longer than my pinkie.

      I drag my thumb over it, then find the nerve to hold it out to Kellan. He blinks down at it. He looks pissed off. No—he doesn’t. His mouth twists, and I think that he looks desperately unhappy.

      I curl my hand around the bud. He watches me without a word, without a breath.

      I try to read his face, and when I can’t, I feel the weight of everything I don’t know about him. My heart is pounding as I whisper, “Why do you do this, Kellan?”

      “Why do you?”

      “I asked you first.”

      “I have a lot of reasons.” He blinks. His handsome face is now on lockdown.

      “Name one.”

      He shrugs, the motion quick and angry. “It should be legal. As medicine, for recreation. I give it to people who need it.”

      “You mean like people with ailments? Chemo patients and...whoever else?”

      “Yes.”

      “Do you have a lot of people like that on your list? People who use it as medicine?”

      He shifts his eyes away from me, then back. He locks his jaw, then holds my gaze for a long moment. “I sell so I can give it to the med patients for free.”

      “So you’re like Robin Hood.” I look at his stark face, trying to find the kindness that I know is there. “How many of those patients do you have?”

      “A lot.” He sighs and rubs his brow, as if he has a headache.

      I nod slowly, wishing I knew him well enough to ask what’s wrong right now and get an honest answer.

      His brows lift. “You disapprove?”

      “No—I’m...surprised. Impressed, I guess.” I stroke a fingertip over the nugget in my hand. “I used to want to be a nurse, but I was afraid hospitals would remind me too much of my dad and sister.”

      I watch his shoulders lift with one deep breath. He lets it out—and then his hands curl into fists.

      “Let’s get out of here, Cleo.”

      His voice is bitter.

      I have no idea why.
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      This is not going as planned.

      It’s not Cleo’s fault. It’s mine.

      I’m not doing this right. Maybe I can’t.

      I can.

      I just have to focus. Like now. I’m driving. She’s beside me. I don’t need to talk to her. I haven’t since we left Pecan, and why should I? The only way Cleo is different than the last girl hanging from my ropes is that there are more rules—for me. She’s not one of my submissives, but I think I could work her into that role. As a stand-in, anyway.

      I would love to break her down and make her mine. I would love to see her tanned skin marked. I’m hard just picturing her round ass in the air, her blushing cheeks against my sheets. The way her shoulder blades would draw together when I pull her arms behind her back and bind them at the wrists.

      I want my cock to live inside her throat. Inside her cunt. Inside her ass. I bet she would feel good from behind. She’s not a virgin but I’m guessing no one’s been inside her ass. These Southern girls don’t always go for that. Something about the Bible and sodomy, I think. Fucking literal interpretation if you ask me, but who would?

      Cleo shifts in her seat. Can she feel my dirty thoughts? I almost hope she can.

      But there’s the rub. I need to refrain from lusting after her until it’s time to get my rope out. I need to think of her as Cleo, possible business partner, until the need for her body becomes too great. I won’t let myself think of her sweet pussy until we’re walking up the stairs. Every other moment, it’s just business.

      I don’t need her to be funny. I don’t need her to be kind. I don’t even need her to learn the logistics of stock and delivery—not really. When I go, I’ll shut down the import part of my little supply chain, as well as the smaller grow house on LaMont. The Pecan house is all she and Manning will need to continue turning enough profit to supply my VIP clients—the ones with medical needs—and pay themselves enough to make it worth their while. I know it won’t go on forever. I’ve got a plan for checking in on things, for discerning when Manning is ready to stop without asking him directly.

      My hope for Cleo is that she can be the face of my enterprise for the VIPs and help Manning when he needs her—while padding her pocket book, of course. I’ll put Matt in charge of all the dealers. I’ve already started laying groundwork for that, although I haven’t told him. I won’t until it’s almost time for me to leave.

      Cleo starts to hum.

      My fingers twitch over the volume key on my steering wheel. This girl is all about the questions. I don’t want to answer any, so I let her hum “Friend of the Devil” without mentioning it’s one of my favorite Dead songs.

      I think of Truman back at the Pecan house and I grit my teeth. I should have brought him with us. Manning doesn’t want a dog, and Cleo was ready to write songs about him. Tomorrow maybe. I couldn’t do it today. I don’t know why. It doesn’t matter.

      I inhale deeply, working hard to keep my chest from rising with the effort. I may be unraveling, but I can fix it so Cleo never knows. I can keep my thirsts and all my pains a secret.

      Three weeks. We said three weeks, but I may make it less. I may leave early. It wouldn’t hurt her. Nothing about my situation will touch her. I make that promise to myself as I park the Escalade beside a pear tree and kill the engine. Midday sunlight streaks in through the windshield, playing over Cleo’s heart-shaped face. After a minute of sitting there in silence, she casts her eyes to mine.

      “Are you going to be this way the whole time I’m here?”

      “What way?”

      She lifts her brows. “A moody prick.”

      My mouth twitches. It wants to bloom into a smile. I clamp my lips down, giving her a stern look. “You think I’m a moody prick?”

      She shrugs. “I think you’re hot and cold. You say you’re going to protect me, we get high and mess around, and then you just ignore me? That’s annoying. I don’t want a boyfriend, Kellan, but if we’re going to mess around, you’ve gotta at least be cordial. I’m not that hard up for money, you know?”

      So if I keep being “hot and cold,” she’ll leave. That’s what she’s saying.

      I suck air in. Blow it out. “Fine.”

      “Fine?” she echoes. She’s looking at me as if I have three heads. “What the hell does ‘fine’ mean?”

      “It means fine. I’ll keep it lukewarm, just for you.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Perfect.”

      I pop the knuckles of my left hand, enjoying the dull throb. “For the record...you look good choked on my cock.” Too fucking good. I don’t blow down any woman’s throat. I seem to break that rule every time she puts her lips around my dick. I can’t let it happen again.

      She quirks one elegant brow. “Well, as long as there’s that.” She rolls her eyes—but Cleo doesn’t get it. I haven’t accepted a blow job on a whim since I left USC in January 2011. Gillian came to see me in New York, but...

      I shake my head. “It won’t happen again like that. I don’t get high,” I tell her, forcing myself to meet her eyes. They’re crystalline green—a color that I’ve hardly ever seen except on her. “I initiate what we do,” I add. “Every time.”

      She shrugs. “Unless you don’t.”

      “You want to get your pussy paddled?” The words spill from my lips as my dick stiffens.

      “I don’t not want to.” She locks her jaw. Her eyes on mine are steely. Challenging.

      Fuck me. “No?”

      She thrusts her lower lip out. Fucking minx.

      I breathe so deeply, I can feel my nostrils flare. “Do you want to get your pussy paddled, Cleo?”

      “I don’t care.” Her eyes are emeralds; I can see the twinkle of rebellion there.

      “Are you sure about that?”

      The corner of her mouth wavers. Then she nods.

      “Get out of the car then, Cleo. Go inside and wait up in your room.”
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      This is what we’re doing, then. I don’t know what. I don’t know what it’s called, but I can feel it taking shape inside me: something dangerous and beautiful.

      I walk slowly up the stairs. I want to hear his footsteps, but the house is quiet and empty.

      He told me to lie face down on the bed and take my leggings down. I spend a moment in the room, and then I go out on the balcony.

      It’s a windy day. The treetops sway slowly. Pine bristles tremble with orchestral restraint. All around their roots, the river spills—an open vein. The rushing water hurts my ears, like someone turned the volume too loud.

      I wait for him with my hands on the cold stone railing. I daydream him behind me. The way he will scoop me up. Throw me over his shoulders. Take me to the bed.

      I didn’t plan on this. I didn’t plan for how exciting things would be with him.

      I hear him moving—really there now. I can’t breathe. He grabs my elbows. I am whirled around. His face is cold and hard. I try to match his look.

      “You’re a defiant girl, Cleo. It’s time for you to get your due.”

      “What’s that?” I ask, smiling naughtily.

      “I’ll show you.” His low voice is strained. His cock is bulging in his slacks. I smile wider.

      With his hands around my elbows, he pulls me down to the cement balcony. He urges me onto my hands. He yanks my tattered leggings down, pulling so hard they get stuck on my boots.

      My stomach twists as I remember when he tore them. Then he smacks my ass—so hard I yelp. I rock forward on my arms.

      “That’s for making me come down your throat.”

      “What?” I snap.

      He smacks my ass again.

      “Ungrateful bastard!”

      He hits me again.

      “You loved that! I could—”

      Again. I screech.

      He hits me one more time, then growls, “What’s your safe word?”

      “Hit me again,” I taunt. I look over my shoulder, at his poised palm. Little bolts of glee race through me. My ass stings bad. My heart is racing. I think I kind of love making him growl.

      “Pick a safe word.” He sounds strained, as if pausing in mid-air like that is costing him. “One word to stop things—if it gets too much.”

      He slaps my ass again, and I pant.

      “Safe word?” he prods.

      “Sloth.”

      “What?”

      “Sloth. My word is sloth, asshole.”

      I wag my ass a little. It burns like hell, but I am ready for his hand. This fucked up game—I’m in. I fucking adore making him react.

      A drama queen, a needy little girl: that’s what I was always called. I guess I am.

      “Too scared?” I ask over my shoulder.

      The breeze blows a strand of hair into my eyes. I look behind me.

      No one’s there.
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        “Once you start to live outside yourself, it’s all dangerous.”

        -Ernest Hemingway
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      It can’t be true. It isn’t true. It can’t be true.

      It can’t be true. It isn’t true. It can’t be true.

      It can’t be true. It isn’t true. It can’t be true.

      I hold my forehead as the words spill through my brain. I wrap my other hand around the waist of my pants, keeping them from sagging.

      It can’t be true. It isn’t true. It can’t be true.

      My hollow head and frenzied breathing keep out most of what’s around me. I cling to the details I need. I’m in an elevator, going down. I don’t have shoes.

      It can’t be true. It isn’t true. It can’t be true.

      Is my jacket zipped? I look down.

      It can’t be true. It isn’t true. It can’t be true.

      I need to zip it. Can’t. I tuck its flaps together. Then I shove my hands under my arms and try to tamp my breathing down.

      It can’t be true. It isn’t true. It can’t be true.

      It can’t be true. It isn’t true. It can’t be true.

      The elevator lurches to a stop. My elbow bumps the mirrored wall. Too suddenly, the doors swish open, revealing a glossy, glass-ceilinged lobby. My insides are dead to the familiar sounds and colors. Even the novel sight of people wearing jeans and sweaters, laughing and chatting, ignites no feeling in me.

      It can’t be true. It isn’t true. It can’t be true.

      I try to quiet my gasping breaths. No dice. When the elevator bounces like the door’s about to shut, I step onto the glossy tile.

      My feet.

      “Oh, FUCK.”

      For a minute, I forgot. I step from one foot to the other, trying to escape the pain. I grit my teeth so hard I hear a crack. I groan.

      I start to walk.

      There’s a row of glass doors over on my left, past the information desks. I tuck my chin against my chest and shuffle toward them. My tongue finds the fault line on my tooth and traces up and down.

      When I get through one of the glass doors, into the building’s entry corridor, I’m forced to stop. Pain laps up my calves like streaks of fire. My breathing is so loud, a couple coming through the doors stops to stare. The woman reaches for me, but her husband yanks her arm down.

      “Come on, Anslee...”

      Good. I don’t need anybody recognizing me. Thinking of me makes me think of him. I squeeze my eyes shut.

      It can’t be true. It isn’t true. It can’t be true.

      It can’t be true. It isn’t true. It can’t be true.

      I use my shoulder to push through the next door and keep my hands pulled close to my body.

      The moment that I step outside is indescribable. The sunlight is so white, the air electric. I forgot the stench of smog. It reaches into my throat, filling my nose with the memory of living. My lungs deflate. My eyes blur as I watch cars file by. Taxis line up by the curb, and people—out, then in. People on the sidewalk. So much movement. Adjusting a hair band, sipping coffee, unzipping a purse.

      Purpose and intention. Both feel sharp.

      It can’t be true. It isn’t true. It can’t be true.

      I disappear into the crowd, moving east. I’ve thought about this so many times, I know where I’m going, despite my current state.

      I pull the jagged air into my lungs. Cement is cold beneath my aching feet. I pull my jacket closer.

      I’m trying to move fast, but I’m so unsteady. People stare at me—of course they do. I look fresh out of a war zone.

      It can’t be true. It isn’t true. It can’t be true.

      My mind swims: drinking in the chaos of Manhattan; reliving what just happened. I can’t believe I’m really out here. Christ, I’m almost scared.

      It can’t be true. It isn’t true. It can’t be true.

      I glance up the street and back behind me, looking for... what? A police officer? A frantic civilian?

      One foot in front of the other... Keep on moving, Kellan. My lungs make a sound like tissue paper. The inside of my nose and throat is raw—raw and so painful, I’m starting to tremble and sweat.

      It can’t be true. It isn’t true. It can’t be true.

      I think of what I’m running from. A moan escapes. A woman in front of me turns to look at me. Her eyes widen. She spins around, lengthens her strides.

      It can’t be true. It isn’t true. It can’t be true.

      It can’t be true. It isn’t true. It can’t be true.

      It can’t be true. It isn’t true. It can’t be true.

      I’m moaning with every step I take now. Pain is a monsoon—drenching me inside and out. It’s a reminder of the many risks I’m taking. When I was there, I was comfortably numb. When I was there...

      It can’t be true. It isn’t true. It can’t be true.

      It can’t be true. It isn’t true. It can’t be true.

      Finally, the subway. Fear penetrates the thick fog of denial as I move down the filthy stairwell. I try not to touch the rail, but I can’t descend without it. I wrap my fingers around the cool metal—consequences be damned.

      It doesn’t matter. Nothing matters now.

      It can’t be true. It isn’t true. It can’t be true.

      I stick my dirty hand into the pocket of my jacket and flex my fingers, fumbling with my Metrocard. Somewhere nearby, a train thunders. I shiver. Inhale exhale. Quiet, Kellan.

      It’s a losing battle. I’m panting like a runner. People back away and stare. I hear someone whisper, “no shoes,” and from another mouth, “addict.”

      It can’t be true. It isn’t true. It can’t be true.

      It can’t be true. It isn’t true. It can’t be true.

      My head is still so foggy, but I realize I need to choose somewhere to go.

      It can’t be true. It isn’t true. It can’t be true.

      I can only think of one hotel right now: the Carlyle, where Lyon and I stayed with Dad before he said goodbye to us that day in November. Almost a year ago. I bring my fist to my mouth. I pull my hand down at the last minute.

      Now the train is here. People moving.

      I manage the two steps up without losing my balance. It smells—like dirty laundry and old fruit. I grab a nearby pole, close my eyes to bear the pain in my feet.

      The train lurches. I clutch the pole and let my broken body sway and tremble with the rocking motion.

      Time thins out and starts to twist around things like a string. I can’t control the moaning. My knees can’t hold my weight. I’m on the floor and there’s a woman kneeling by me.

      “Honey—you look ill. Are you okay?”

      It can’t be true. It isn’t true. It can’t be true.

      I try to nod, even though the motion hurts my head.

      “Would you like me to help you at the next stop?” she asks. “You’re not an addict, are you? You’re a veteran.”

      It can’t be true. It isn’t true. It can’t be true.

      I pinch the bridge of my nose. I swallow, using the razorblade sensation in the back of my throat to stay conscious.

      “We’re stopping now. You want me to help you off, honey, or call someone?”

      I lick my cracked lips.

      Hands and shoulders get me to my feet—maybe more than one set. I’m moving down the stairs. The hands let go. So much effort to stay standing. The next time I open my eyes, it’s because tears are spilling from them. I’m swaying under an awning. I don’t feel anything but pain.

      “Come sit down, sir. Mr... ?”

      “Walsh.” My voice is so soft, I doubt she hears me—but the answer satisfies me. I will never be Kellan Drake again.

      “Sit here.” There’s a bench. I slump onto it, keening like an animal. I hear the stranger tsk around me, murmuring to herself.

      “Okay now, here’s a cab for you,” she says in soothing tones. “Where should I have him take you? How about the VA Hospital?”

      “Hotel,” I manage. I groan. “Cash.”

      “You know, my grandson is a Navy SEAL. I’ve got cash—about a hundred in my wallet. But look here, I see an ATM right over there across the way.”

      It can’t be true. It isn’t true. It can’t be true.

      I reach into my jacket and pull out my debit card. It feels strange in my fingers. I crack one lid and hold it out toward her shadow. “Zero three... zero... five.”

      “How much would you like?”

      “Max,” I croak.

      I see a yellow cab through bleary eyes. I can’t seem to focus on the shadow woman’s face.

      Maybe she’s my mother, come to guide me through—

      It can’t be true. It isn’t true. It can’t be true.

      I don’t so much step as fall into the cab. The driver jets off. I can’t remember if I told him where to go, or if I got my cash. The woman was...

      I bend over. Clutch my head. I can’t remember how I got into the cab, can only think of—

      It can’t be true. It isn’t true. It can’t be true.

      It can’t be true. It isn’t true. It can’t be true.

      It can’t be true. It isn’t true. It can’t be true.

      I crack my eyes open to a view of beads hanging from a rear-view mirror. Underneath it, the city marching by. “Do you...have sanitizer?” I rasp. “Hand—”

      A bottle is thrust into my hands. My fingers shake.

      “Here!” The driver snatches it away. I blink and swallow. My throat burns.

      The bottle lands in my lap, the top flipped open. I squeeze some out into my palm. The smell of alcohol consumes me.

      The next time I open my eyes, we’re at the Carlyle. My throat hurts so much, it’s making things blur.

      I can’t go back. I won’t.

      I hand the man my debit card. He shakes his head. “She paid, before we leave.”

      I nod. Okay.

      But I’m not okay. I can’t get my legs to move. My head is spinning like a top. I start to cough. The short man comes around to help me. As he wraps his hand around my wrist and I try to shift my hips, my jacket flops open. His eyes fly to my chest, and then pop wide.

      “Not here,” he says, shaking his head. “This no the right place. You not get out here.”

      I laugh and struggle out, onto my feet and through the hotel’s automatic doors. I stagger into the lobby like a bear into a palace. I find the nearest chair and list into it, sweating.

      It can’t be true. It isn’t true. It can’t be true.

      It can’t be true. It isn’t true. It can’t be true.

      I try to focus. Breathe.

      I guess somehow I get a room. I get a room with the wad of cash tucked into my jacket pocket, and manage to ride the elevator up to it.

      When I open my eyes, the clock beside this strange bed says 11:49 PM.

      My throat is dry. It hurts so much I start to shake.

      My stomach is awash with nausea, even as my body screams for food. I roll over on my side and am surprised to find a tray beside me on the bed. With a trembling hand, I lift the receipt. My eyes seem wet. I can’t read it.

      I tear a piece of bread, but it’s no use. As soon as I feel it in the back of my throat, I’m vomiting.

      I feel the edge of panic start to fray around me.

      Soon, someone will come...

      I slide off the bed and crawl over to a chair beside the window. So dark outside. Maybe just stay here on the floor...
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      I step through the glass door slowly. Once, while I was still down on my hands and knees out on the balcony, I called his name. But that’s the only time.

      I look around the bedroom. That bed—sans canopy now—with its thick headboard and tree-sized posts. The vast expanse of hardwood, topped by rug. The lamps on shelves and tables, wearing dust.

      The urge to call out for him pulls at me, but I don’t want to give him the satisfaction. I straighten my shoulders and wait.

      His arms come around me like a dream. His chest against my back, his hands cupping my hips. He turns me toward him, and we’re like a wicked fairy tale. Me with the sick gallop of my heart. Him with his hard face, his staunch mouth.

      The room is warm with sunlight. He carries me away from the gold glow, toward the shadow of the bed. He lays me on my back and folds my arms over my chest. My hands rest on my shoulders.

      I wonder where he went before he hid behind me, in the curtains, but I don’t think it really matters. It’s a game we’re playing. I want to stay in it, so I just lick my lips.

      I keep my eyes fixed on the ceiling, even as I feel him moving just behind my line of sight. I hear him opening a drawer. The ceiling gives a groan, and then it opens. Fear deadens my limbs. I watch a metal fixture lower down over me. Ropes. I don’t know what this means. My eyes try to tug toward him, but I don’t let them. For reasons unknowable to me, I don’t want him to see my nervousness.

      A metal bar shaped like an X hovers over me, about five feet above the bed. Thick, white ropes hang down from each of its four ends.

      Kellan comes into my line of sight, standing shirtless by the bed. He’s grim and...different. I don’t know exactly how, but I can sense a shift inside him—and it makes my heart pound harder, even though I wouldn’t say I’m scared.

      He climbs up on the bed and takes one of the ropes in hand.

      “If you stay,” he says slowly, “I’m going to bind your wrists and ankles. I’m going to fuck you until I’m tired.” He blows his breath out. “It takes a long time, Cleo.” He tightens his fist around the rope. “This is for me. I will make sure you enjoy it, but at some point, you’ll get tired—and I’ll want to keep going.”

      I whisper, “Try me.”

      I don’t know why. Because I’m scared? Because I’m spurred by my ridiculous bravado? This same shadow, tucked inside me, laughs when police cruisers rotate through the parking lots on campus, booting tires... while I walk by, my straw bag swinging from my shoulders.

      There’s something bad about me. Years ago, before I learned to hide it, Grans would call it pride—but it’s more than that. It’s recklessness. It’s sin.

      This stupid bar, these stupid ropes, they’re nothing. There’s a part of me that needs to play this game with him. I didn’t even know my dark spirit could rise to sex, but...

      “Try me, Kellan.”

      “You want to do this?”

      “Yeah.” The word sounds nervous. The girl inside me, normal Cleo, is nervous, but I don’t tell him that. I’m shaking a little as he watches me. He’s serious and still. He’s beautiful.

      “What’s your safe word, Cleo?”

      “Sloth,” I whisper.

      “Is that a nickname?”

      I nod and he slides his arms under mine, pulls me against his chest, and moves me over, so he can lower the X-bar down to the bed. When it’s lying atop the sheets, he reaches down to the footboard for a slip of mattress he smooths over the X. This way I’ll be lying on padding, with the X-shaped bar beneath them. The only purpose the bar will serve is to anchor the rope that will bind my ankles and wrists. He lays me down on the tuft of padding like a sacrifice.

      He doesn’t speak or even seem to breathe as he mounts my hips and begins to bind my right wrist.

      My heart throbs in my ears. I start to look at him for lines, for the point where I would start if I were sketching him. I’d do his shoulder lines real smooth. I’d make his cheeks stand out the way they do right now. And pensive lips. I close my eyes and feel his fingers brushing my hand. Flexing and straining as he gets the rope just right.

      I take a slow breath as that wrist is fully bound.

      He shifts his weight, and I feel a bolt of something hot and satisfying. I love being under him. I think maybe this proximity is the best thing I’ve ever felt. How I can feel it when he takes a breath. How I can smell him. How it’s foreign and I want to breathe it deeper. He’s so pretty. He’s so strange. He’s got my left hand now.

      “You’re at my mercy,” he murmurs.

      I’m proud that I’m excited now, not scared.

      He moves his heavy straddle down my hips, my thighs. He leans back on his heels and spreads my knees apart. His hands are gentle, running down my calves.

      He coils the rope around my ankle. “Scaring you is not my goal.”

      “What is?” I whisper, peeking up at him.

      His eyes bore through me, slide away. He lifts my right ankle and sets it down atop the rope. “Making you feel pain and pleasure—so you can enjoy them both. Have you ever gotten off from pain?”

      The word burns through me. I shift my head a little, trying to escape the warm blush on my cheeks. A strand of hair falls in my face. I reach for it. The rope stops my wrist before my fingers even fully stretch.

      Kellan’s blue gaze presses on mine. I shift my eyes away, but feel his linger on me in a subtle show of dominance. I have to work to stop a smile from blooming on my face.

      He finishes tying my ankle and I try to scissor my legs, just for the sensation of failure.

      Kellan grins, wolfish. He’s crouched at my feet in nothing but his khakis. He looks vibrant. Energized. And his upper body... damn. It’s like a statue.

      His dancing eyes elevate his beauty to an almost supernatural level. For once, his face looks...light. I scrutinize his features and find the word I’m looking for: jubilant.

      He moves between my legs and leans to plant a kiss behind my knee. I thought seeing me bound would stoke him to a frenzy, but I didn’t understand. Now that he has me where he wants me, he’s relaxed.

      He trails his warm mouth up and down my inner thighs until my pussy has its own heartbeat—and when he parts my lips and strokes me with his tongue, my hips buck off the bed.

      His tongue rolls through my swollen slit. I push myself against his face. The ropes tug at my wrists and ankles. Pleasure sears me as his tongue laps at my sopping core. I try to scoot away. I moan. I rock forward.

      “It’s too soon to come, Cleo.”

      He teases at my entrance, stuffing his tongue inside, dragging it out. He laps up and down my folds. When I’m moaning, trembling and helpless, he scoops his hands under my ass. He shifts my hips up off the bed, tugs my ass cheeks apart, and meets my puckered entrance with his soft, wet lips. I gasp as he tries to push his tongue inside.

      Into my dripping pussy, he stuffs a third finger.

      “I like this little asshole, Cleo,” he breathes against it. “One day soon, I’m going to work my way inside it.”

      For today, he lubes me with his tongue and pushes a pinkie finger in. It’s overwhelming, being stretched back there, while three fingers writhe in my cunt and his slick, hot tongue teases my swollen clit.

      I come hard and helpless, panting as my wrists jerk against their binds.

      My chest is heaving when my brain reboots. I feel electrified. I curl my fingers inward, pull against the ropes.

      “Relax.”

      I do—because I want to show him I can handle this.

      He licks my pussy once more, making me struggle against my binds, then tugs his pants down just below his rigid hips, revealing a mouth-watering treasure trail and his long, stiff dick.

      It’s fucking huge: a cock, for sure. It’s so ridiculously... perfect—like everything about him. It could be a mold for a dildo company. He wraps his hand around it, loosely pumping up and down, and I think this should be a .gif, gracing Tumblr feeds.

      He grins. His eyes look sleepy—hypnotized. He tips his weeping head toward me. “You want my cock inside your pussy, Cleo?”

      I nod. Restraint, propriety, pride: all fall to the feet of lust.

      He shifts on his knees and pulls a condom from the pocket of his pants, still bunched below his hips. Then he parts my folds with deft fingers. He swirls his swollen head through my slickness, pressing at my entrance long enough to make me moan.

      He grabs my hips and nudges in. I freeze at the invasion, all my focus falling to my tender entrance. I’m soaked, but swollen too, and he’s so big. It’s a stretch, even just the tip of him.

      I shift my hips a little at the sting.

      He groans.

      I writhe against him.

      “Cleo...you’re so fucking tight.”

      The sting sharpens as he pushes slowly in. Oh fuck, he can’t get in. With a swift thrust of his hips, his head pops in. I moan.

      I look down because I feel so full of him, but...it’s just his head.

      “Oh, shit,” I pant.

      His eyes hold mine as he pushes inside, inch by inch. I moan, clenching. I peek up at him, watching his face tighten as he settles. His eyes slip shut, and I can hear him swallow.

      God—he feels so good. I bite my lip and try to keep myself from rocking against him yet.

      He twists his hips a little, sending waves of bliss through me. He presses his palms on each side of my shoulders and stretches his glorious torso over me. With his eyes hot on mine, he shifts his hips, pressing the base of his dick against my clit. I let my breath out.

      “Oh my God...”

      I feel every inch of him—and that’s enough. It’s more than enough... until his forehead drops into the crevice of my neck. I feel his soft lips brush my shoulder. His voice drifts through me. “You’re so tight...”

      I love the rasp of it. The need.

      “I like this,” I say. It’s all I can think of, and I mean it.

      I nudge my chin into his hair. My heart beats hard. I whisper, “You’re so big.”

      He punches deeper and my eyes roll back.

      He draws out slowly.

      Shoves back in.

      “I would call you a slut. A little cock whore.” He withdraws his hard length as his eyes hold mine. “But I don’t think you are.” He thrusts his head slowly back in, stretching my entrance. “You’re not a whore, Cleo. You’re playing slut—for me.” His words flare like a match inside my chest.

      He shoves his cock deeper inside me, rolls his hips. The base of his cock teases my clit.

      I feel his hand against my throat. “Is it because I’m pretty?” he rasps.

      I peek at him through my lashes, finding his face tight. He thrusts harder, deeper, and I come up off the bed.

      His fingers press against my chin, lifting my head up. His eyes hold mine: searching.

      Hard thrust in, then slow draw out... hard thrust in. I jerk around him, stretched so tight I can’t help moaning.

      “Master,” I try, aiming to please.

      He squeezes my hip. “This body is mine. No one else’s. I’m gonna fuck you hard and use you up and treat you like my whore—and afterward, you’re gonna tell me why you want me so much you’ve got tears coming out of your eyes.”

      He flexes his shoulders and finds a harder, deeper rhythm.

      “What do you like about me?” His teeth nip my cheek. “Is it the money?” he purrs, his words punctuated by the hard thrusts of his cock. “Are you greedy, Cleo?”

      I gasp, “Yes.”

      He kisses my lips tenderly, then sucks my neck so hard I moan. “Is it my body? My cock?”

      “Your cock.”

      It’s stretching me so wide, I’m gasping.

      “It’s because I make you come so hard. I can feel you squirt around me. I’m going to have to change the sheets.”

      My clit is throbbing. He shifts his weight, forcing himself deeper, so I feel...so full.

      “Keep your eyes shut, Cleo. You’re going to take what I give you. Keep on crying out. I like your little noises. I like shocking you.”

      His hands slide off my shoulders, and he punches in with so much force, I jerk against my binds.

      He drops his head down, so I can only see the crown of it—gold-blond.

      I feel his body curve slightly over mine. His knees dig into the mattress. His hands bare down against the sheets. Inside my softness, his cock gouges—making me feel empty and then full, empty and then bursting, empty and then—

      He groans, a rough, dry sound, and I don’t know what happens. I just... burst. I come so hard, my muscles burn. I come so hard, I feel the ropes bite.

      I’m crying out and then he is. Just a husky bark, and then his warmth is pulsing in me. I squeeze my eyes shut. Squeeze my legs shut.

      He’s still in me.

      “Oh God...”

      Then he’s pulling out. He’s getting off the bed. There’s a whisper of fabric as he pulls his pants back up. I feel the mattress shift, but can’t tell where he went. My eyes are shut. My heart is beating so hard I feel strung out. Like he shot this lust into my veins. Tears drip from the corners of my eyes. Damnit, I feel... raw—and used.

      I am his whore.

      I listen to my blood roar in my ears and try to regulate my breathing while I wait for guilt to come, for shame.

      I’m still waiting when I feel his weight indent the mattress. I peek my eyes open. As I peer into his handsome face, my chest heats. It’s such a rush, it knocks my mind clean.

      I like this, I realize. I like what we’re doing here. The way he talks to me. It’s dirty... but I crave it. More.

      My mouth is already opening to goad him when I see what’s in his hand: a LELO Ina.

      His eyes, on mine, are wiser than I wish. He sees how wide he’s cracked me open. And what’s worse? He doesn’t seem smug or excited. He just... looks at me. For one searching moment, his eyes hold mine. Saying... what? Intention curves through me, but I can’t tell what kind.

      Then he tugs his gaze down my belly. He scoots closer to me, settling between my legs. He stretches me open with two fingers and pushes the dildo into my swollen cunt. My eyes close in consent, so I can only feel his fingers position the clit piece. Vibrations sluice through me, forcing me to move my hips.

      He pushes it deeper, and my mouth waters.

      It starts to thrust. It’s thrusting on its own—and I can’t... “Oh!” Oh God! My muscles spasm.

      “Hold on to it.” His eyes are round and blue. “You’re so damn slick. I’d hate to see it work its way out before you get the chance to come again.”

      He disappears for years or minutes. I try to clench the dildo inside me, and all the while, I want to push against it, urging its width deeper.

      When he comes back, I’m curled slightly on my side, losing the battle. Only the smooth, round tip is still inside me, pulling at my tender folds. The tiny wand over my clit has slipped away, so I have to thrust my hips to feel its vibrations. Every thrust works the thick wand a little farther out of me. I’m panting like an animal.

      Kellan chuckles as he watches me squirm.

      “Help me! Let me come!”

      I try to reach for him. The knots stop me. He climbs onto the bed as I flail, watching from above me with a coy smirk.

      “You’re ready?” he asks.

      “Yes, please!”

      I can’t see. Oh—right: tears. Fuck me!

      “That’s a good girl.” He wraps his hand around the base of the wand and shoves it back inside me. I moan.

      “Does it feel as good as I do?” He shifts his hips, and I notice the huge hose of his dick straining against his pants.

      He rubs his big palm up and down it. “You want this, don’t you, Cleo?” He wraps his hand around his head and with his other hand, he pulls the dildo out of me.

      My clit throbs so hard my legs fall open. I lift my hips and Kellan blurs.

      He strokes my hair. “You want me to push inside your cunt. To fill you with my cock, give you every inch of me. Am I right, my little slut?”

      My throat stings. “Yes...”

      He leans down over me, and the ropes around my ankles tug as he adjusts the bar to spread my legs wider.

      I watch him take his pants off. His dick is so huge, it has to curve to stay inside his charcoal boxer-briefs. My mouth waters as he frees it from the fabric. It springs up against his smooth, tanned six-pack. The girth makes me moan. The head of him is pearled with pre-cum.

      “I can stuff you full of cock. My cock would love to stretch you open. I can see this cunt is hungry for me.”

      He leans down and runs his fingers through my sopping slit. My hips come off the bed.

      I’m dying as I watch him roll another condom on, too slow. He spreads my lips. He edges closer to me, as if my pussy and his dick are connected by an invisible fuck string. Then he takes his monster cock in hand and rubs the swollen head against my core.

      I scream.

      “What a filthy little whore.” His eyes burn mine. “Just aching for my cock, aren’t you?”

      “Yes, please. Please!”

      He rubs his thumb over my clit.

      “Oh God!”

      He feeds his cock into me inch by slow, sweet inch. I look down and watch myself impaled. I’m stuffed so tight my hips feel compelled to move.

      I shift my ass. He grits his teeth.

      “Yes! Yes...”

      With one smooth stroke, he punches in. I moan.

      “Cleo.” He thrusts. I groan. He presses my thighs apart, and it’s like he knows—I’ll have to spread more if I want to take him all.

      “You’re full already,” he rasps. “I can feel you stretched around my cock. But that’s not all of me, Cleo. Are you ready for me again?”

      With his eyes on mine, he pushes deeper, stretching me exquisitely. Each shift of his huge cock sends a sweet ache surging through me.

      My legs sag open. My eyelids drift to half-mast as I lift my hips to feel him move within me. “Fuck...”

      “I’m not even moving yet.”

      “Please do,” I pant.

      “What do you need to say?”

      “Please, Master. Please fuck me.”

      And he does. He fucks me twice in that position. When I’m sure my heart will burst—that I will die here, from another crashing orgasm—he repositions me. I’m on my stomach with my arms over my head. My nose and mouth press into the mattress. By the time he unbinds my wrists, the sun is setting.
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      Oh, shit.

      I’m in the windowed room’s en suite shower, and that’s seriously all my brain can muster.

      Shit.

      I’ve washed every inch of my body with the thick bar of French lavender soap I found in its bow-tied, burlap wrapping, but I can’t seem to turn the water off. I watch it slosh around my toes like mini rapids. Watch it all slide down the drain—until the steam starts fading. The water runs lukewarm, then cold.

      I’m a card-carrying member of the Scorching Shower-Lovers Club, so I turn the lever and grab my towel from the small tile bench built into the back of the shower.

      I dry myself, then wrap my hair. I step over to a granite countertop and grab another fluffy towel for my body.

      When I’m dry enough to touch my phone, I check for word from Kellan, but there’s no text or missed call. After he untied me, I remember him cleaning me off with a warm, damp cloth and rubbing some oil on my shoulders. I guess I must have drifted off to sleep, because when I awoke, my cell phone was beside me on the pillow, and on the screen was a text he’d sent: I’m 1 in your phone now. Call if you need. Gone to sort out some shit. Back later tonight. Food in the oven. Make yourself at home.

      That was around 6:30. It’s 8:50 now. I consider texting him—but why? To be sure he’s okay? Really?

      Instead I unpack my toiletries, brush my teeth, smooth some olive oil lotion all over my body, and put on my favorite ragged gray sweatpants with a hot pink Greek Sing t-shirt. I drift around the windowed room, first averting my eyes from the bed, then staring at it from the safety of the balcony.

      Shit.

      That’s still all I have.

      Shit, that was amazing. Shit, that was crazy. Shit, that was intense. Shit, that Kellan Walsh. Just... fucking shit.

      What am I doing?

      That wasn’t sex, I think as I descend the stairs. It was... ritual. Some kind of pleasure-pain ritual that blurred all my lines and took me somewhere new. Somewhere I can’t walk without a bite of pain between my legs.

      As I step into the swanky living room, I imagine my old Sunday School teacher, Mrs. Elvira, with her short, gray hair and baby doll-round hazel eyes.

      “Sex should be for husband and a wife.”

      I know I don’t agree with that, but I’ve always thought before now that it should at least be mutually satisfying.

      But I am satisfied, I argue as I sit on his white couch. I’m so satisfied, I’m almost floating. Because Kellan Walsh tied me up and did everything short of smacking me in the face with his dick.

      Do I like to be degraded?

      I liked being bound.

      I’m weird.

      Is it weird?

      It’s a little weird.

      I bite my lip and look down at the pale suede couch. A few inches away from me, there’s a small black ink stain. I rub it with my fingertip. I’m satisfied, okay? Alarmingly so. But is that incidental? Did he care if I was? He told me that, though, didn’t he? That he wanted to please me, but he was going to keep going until he got tired.

      Is he some kind of sex addict?

      I ponder this in the safety of his high-gloss kitchen. I’m pleased to find what’s in the oven is some kind of ham, potato, and pineapple casserole. I have no idea who made it, but it’s delicious. I pour myself a glass of lemonade and settle on the couch.

      Should I call Lora? No. Calling Lora reminds me too much of yapping about Brennan. This thing with Kellan is... I don’t know what, but for now, it’s mine.

      I find two remotes beside a stack of post cards on an end table. I tinker with them as I stuff my face.

      “Damnit...” I’m a mess with technology. I manage to get the TV on, but it’s got a mysterious blue screen. I screw around with the remote as I nom nom. Then I drag my sore self up and walk to the enormous TV.

      Fucked and chucked... a little voice whispers.

      Is that what he did? It’s true he’s gone now—but isn’t that a coincidence? He had to go, to deal with something. I inhale deeply, and I can smell the faintest whiff of the vanilla-ish oil he rubbed into my shoulders.

      I don’t need to bother wondering what other people would think. The only thing I didn’t like about the crazy sex we had was how overwhelmed I felt. But isn’t that also what I did like? I feel like we rolled off a cliff together. Started falling. Maybe we don’t have an emotional relationship to serve as a kind of safety net, but if it’s only physical, do we even need one?

      I bite my lip and turn on the DVD player. The screen remains blue. Because the DVD player is already on. Well okay, that explains things.

      As I stare at the settings on the DVD player, something pops into my head: a memory from before I went into my post-sex sleep-haze thing.

      “This body is mine. No one else’s. I’m gonna fuck you hard and use you up—and afterward, you’re gonna tell me why you want me so much you’ve got tears coming out of your eyes.”

      He’s right. I want him so much it scares me. The worst part, I think as run my finger over the buttons: I know deep down that I don’t want him for his money, or because he’s hot, or because, in all his duality, he seems dangerous. There’s no clear reason I want Kellan Walsh enough to let him lick my asshole.

      No reason at all.

      I ponder this as I turn the DVD player off and look down at the TV. Now the screen is black. I turn the DVD player on again: blue screen.

      “Ugh.”

      Maybe I don’t even care about watching TV. Maybe I’ll call Lora after all.

      I put my hands on my hips and let my eyes drift around the room. It’s the first time I’ve really looked since I’ve been here, and I’m impressed by its opulence.

      The rear wall, facing the river, is pretty much just windows, with a few giant potted plants in front of them. There are windows in the ceiling, too, strips of glass between exposed beams. The hardwood floor is beautiful and glossy, the walls a mint so soft it’s almost white. But what really makes the room is the décor.

      The white and brown suede chairs and sofas; the stained glass, Tiffany-style lamps; the enormous Oriental rug that’s dominated by brown and blue and beige, with the occasional dash of red. There’s a long, intricately carved cuckoo clock along that wall that leads to the kitchen. Adorning most of the space to the left of the clock is a huge... a reproduction of a famous Rousseau painting I happen to love. It’s called Negro Attacked by Jaguar.

      If I remember correctly from my art classes, this was one Rousseau painted near the end of his life. It’s mostly jungle, with an orange-red sun, and in the center of the image is a shadow being pounced on by a tiger, which is standing on its hind legs, so it almost looks like it’s dancing with the man. It’s kind of hard to explain exactly what’s so great about it, but I think it’s all in the dimensions.

      I wander over to it, because I want to see if I’m correct—that it’s an actual painting. I walk around a claw-footed end table, and behind the couch, bare feet smacking against the hardwood floor—and yeah. It’s definitely some kind of high-quality reprod.

      I pick a spot at the edge of the painting and touch my finger to it. Then I stretch my arms out. The painting is at least three feet wider than my arm span. I tip my head up, because I just noticed a wall-mounted lamp above it—like the ones they have in museums—and as I do, the boom of a man’s voice makes me jump.

      I whirl toward the TV.

      “What the...” Okay. I blow my breath out, laughing. Holy shit, that scared me, but it’s just the TV coming on. Finally.

      Football, I realize as I turn fully around.

      The first thing I notice is, it’s grainy. As if the film is from a while back, before filming things in high-def was the norm.

      The second thing I notice: Kellan.

      My eyes snap to him as he raises his arm to throw the ball. I’m mesmerized as I walk around the TV. Trojans... I walk closer to it. Holy fucking shit, that’s USC? Kellan played for USC? He played football?

      He turns as he completes the throw, and I blink at his number: 14. God, I can’t believe that’s Kellan. It is Kellan, playing fucking quarterback. So why is the name stretched across his shoulders DRAKE?

      I walk closer to the TV. I figure out how to get the player open and I look at the DVD. I start to open drawers in the entertainment center, looking for the DVD’s case. And then I find it: TROJANS: VAULT—2012.

      I sit on the couch for twenty more minutes, watching Kellan move around the field. Soaking in every detail. I listen to the announcer talk about Kellan Drake, and I know as soon as I turn the DVD player off, I’m going to search my phone for Kellan Drake, USC student.

      Questions whirl through my mind—like how a USC quarterback could blend into the fabric of our student body here at CC without attracting anyone’s notice. Is it possible that I’m the only one who doesn’t know about his past?

      I watch as he jogs to the bench. He takes his helmet off. His hair is black. My pulse thuds in my throat. His hair is black, but that’s his face. What the hell is going on? I pull my phone out and open up my browser window.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Four

          

          Kellan

        

      

    

    
      I drive in circles, blind to everything. My hands on the handles, the tilt of my body as the road curves—I move on memory. My mind is reeling, even as my body feels so good and satiated.

      I didn’t know.

      I should have known.

      I didn’t know, and when I did, I let her stay.

      It’s wrong. So fucking wrong, to let her near me.

      She won’t find out, I want to scream—but if she did.

      I don’t care, can’t care. And that’s how I know I’m truly sick.

      I shouldn’t need anyone the way I need to string her up. It just confirms what a monster I’ve become.

      I fly down a busted county road that starts just south of the Chattahoochee city limits and juts northwest, curving through a ten-mile tuft of thick pine forest. The faded asphalt is spotted by moisture from a recent rain. I steer my new Ducati 899 Panigale into the pale trace worn on the dark road by cars’ tires.

      The speed limit is 55. I push the bike to 80, 85, 90 before I start to ease up on the juice.

      It’s dangerous, but then that’s how I’m feeling.

      If I lost control and wrecked, wouldn’t that be preferable to what will happen if I don’t?

      My heart is pounding hard. But that’s fitting, isn’t it? What kind of monster would I be if I didn’t feel ill?

      I pick a firm-looking shoulder to veer off and angle the bike for a quick, ten-foot descent over battered grass, into a bed of pine needles. I park at the edge of an eternity of pines and swing off the bike’s seat.

      For a second, I just stand here, testing out my legs. Nothing about this night seems real, so it’s almost surprising that I have a body—much less one that does the things I tell it to. My mind is back at home, curled up somewhere near Cleo.

      Sloth, she says it is. Dear fuck.

      I pull my jacket down and head off through the woods, toward Whitney’s driveway.

      Every heavy footstep drives her through my head.

      Sloth... Sloth... Sloth.

      What are the odds?

      What are the odds?

      My mind should be on this bullshit with Whitney, but it circles her. I wonder what the chances are, in numbers. Out of all the colleges in Georgia... How many students? How many of them female? Only one of them is her. What are the chances we would meet?

      Well, you came here for her...

      It’s not entirely true. She was just a thought, a distant want. Yeah, I wrote to her—notebooks full—but that’s not all. I’ve always liked the luscious South, starting with a family trip to St. Simon’s Island the year before my mother died. Lyon and I were eight, and Barrett thirteen. We stayed for three weeks by the sea. My dad came just four days.

      She’s a dealer—Sloth is?

      I can’t reconcile it. It doesn’t fit with my picture of her. And yet, it kind of does. I imagine her swinging her arms around, all jacked up on Vyvanse; I can see that black shawl flapping around her. Cleo, kneeling, making faces at Truman. I can see a younger Cleo, getting high and eating pizza.

      Why is it so shocking? That a good person—a person whom I know to be inherently good and generous—would sell marijuana?

      I don’t want her getting caught.

      If she was doing it anyway...

      I don’t want her anywhere near me. And yet—

      And yet.
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          Kellan

        

      

    

    
      September 20, 2011

      

      “Take those clothes off—everything... is what Arethea said. And then you’ve gotta put them in this bin.” She points at the big, yellow garbage can, shoved into the corner of the bathroom. I can see her arm jut out, even though my eyes are focused on the floor. “You know the drill,” she adds softly.

      My gaze breaks away from the tile and throws itself at Whitney’s face. In another life—one I lived just days ago—this girl’s wide smile and mismatched green and blue eyes heralded homestyle comforts. Whitney Marsh: knitter of beanies and floppy socks. Whitney Marsh: Pinterest-a-holic. This girl can make a turkey out of an Oreo, a Hershey’s Kiss, and candy corn. When life gives Whitney lemons, she makes lemonade in every color of the rainbow, sweetens it with Stevia, and donates the proceeds to childhood cancer. In a few more years, Whitney Marsh is going to help autistic children learn to talk through special iPad apps. She’s Methodist. A little Marxist, which she won’t reveal until she’s had a few stiff drinks. Whitney was a virgin until my brother.

      And so it’s strange that she’s my prison warden now.

      Her mismatched eyes reach out to mine, so warm the heat of them threatens the ice I’m using as a shield. I shift my eyes away. They sink like anchors to the floor.

      I shrug my shoulders, grateful that the simple motion sends my jacket falling to the blue tile.

      “Jacket,” she says in a quiet, tired voice. I’m not looking, but I sense her pick it up and put it in the bin.

      I bend to remove my shoes, then change my mind and straighten slowly back up.

      “Do you need some help?” I hear the fabric of her clothes swish as she steps toward me.

      I turn away from her. I bend again, reach for my shoes, and end up on my ass. The cold of the tile bleeds through the fabric of my pants. I tug the shoes off, then the socks.

      I hear the soles of her Chucks mnnchh against the floor behind me. I hear her scoop my shoes up. The bag inside the bin crinkles as she deposits them inside. Unsanitary: everything on me.

      “I’m going to step around you, Kellan. Turn the shower on. Just do the same thing with your pants. I’ll get them off the floor.”

      I clutch my head.

      “I can help you up if you want. Do you want me to?” Motherfuck, she’s right behind me.

      “No,” I growl.

      I clench my jaw. I can’t believe she’s even here with me—but that’s Whitney. Compulsively dependable. Like a sister... that my brother fucks.

      FUCKED.

      “Go away,” I snap.

      I hear her retreat over by the door. I don’t feel any guilt, although I know I should.

      I get to my feet without her help and drop my running pants. I hope to fuck she isn’t looking. That’s just... weird.

      I look over at the shower stall. The door is open, and now that the water’s been running for a minute, a familiar, acrid scent leaks across the small bathroom, wafting to the low ceiling in bluish tufts of steam.

      My knees feel weak as I try to figure out where she is now, within the room. I can feel her eyes on me. I hear her soft sniff.

      “Go on, Kellan. You can get in. I’m not looking.”

      Stepping into the shower is a hard thing for me. I’m too tired to discern why, but my chest aches as I do it. The water is lukewarm, like always. Might as well be freezing. I shiver and step under the chemical water.

      I don’t move, just let it roll over me. They should really make this water warmer. I deserve warm water, I think numbly.

      I sense Whitney move in front of the rippled glass door.

      “Kellan?” she calls.

      What the hell is wrong with her?

      “I’m out here, but I can’t see you. I’m sorry to corner you like this, but I’m going to talk. You need to listen.”

      I snort, pulling steam into my nose. The chemicals in the water burn into my sinuses like cocaine.

      “I need you to hear me. Okay, Kellan?”

      I shut my eyes.

      “You made a bad choice, K. I get you lost your cool... but you might have ruined this whole thing in doing that. Have you thought about what that means? Is that what you even want? To force yourself into a corner?” Her voice echoes through the tiny room. “Is that what you want?” Her voice is breathy quiet; shrill. Because she’s on the verge of tears. “I want to know. Is that what you want, Kellan? To just... give up?”

      I look down at myself. I hate everything about my life right now—including her. So I tell her, “Go the fuck away. And Whitney? Don’t come back.”
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        * * *

      

      Cleo

      September 11, 2014

      

      I want a dog—but I don’t have one. I don’t think I...pet him on the head. He’s warm. Soft hair.

      “Roll over.”

      I’m supposed to tell him that, I thought?

      Mmm.

      I roll over, mashing my breasts into the mattress and sinking back down into sleep.

      I crack open my eyes because I’m being tickled. My arms...

      I try to move them and I find I can’t.

      Fear slices through my grumpiness. I try again to move, and as my eyes blink, I spot Kellan. He’s lording over me. It’s dark. I’m on my back now, and Kellan—

      “Ahh.”

      I look down and find his head is pushed against my entrance.

      “Oh God.” My voice is low and hoarse with sleep.

      He pushes in a little, making me grunt.

      “I can’t move,” I whimper. I’m so sleepy.

      “You’re not going anywhere.” His voice is low—a nighttime voice.

      He’s shadowed by the moonlight spilling through the windows. His thick shaft pushes in a fraction more, and I inhale. Now that I’m waking up a little more, I can smell him: sweat and male. I can see his face: so taught and solemn. I wonder how his outing went. I don’t even remember falling asleep.

      I drop my legs open a little wider, and his hand closes around my hip. He rocks gently against me until my body welcomes more of him.

      “You’re so damn tight.” His hand trails up my arm. “You’re gonna take in all of me—deep into your pussy, then your throat.”

      He strokes my belly gently, sending chills over my skin; making my inner muscles clench around his hard length.

      “I need to be inside you... have to be.” His eyes on mine are soulful and intense, as if it really is a need, and not a want.

      He thrusts once, hard and deep, and he’s in up to the hilt. I’ve got every inch of him inside me, forcing me open, rearranging me with his invasion. He starts to rock his hips, and I can feel the bulb of his head way deep inside me, teasing the same nerves that alight when his finger’s in my backside.

      “You feel so good,” he rasps. His free hand crawls slowly down my ribs. “So fucking good, that pussy, Cleo...” He rocks into me, finding a rhythm that is steady and slow, with deep, almost punishing thrusts and slick pulls as he rocks away from me... then plunges deliciously back in.

      His gaze on my face never falters. His fingers twist my nipple as he pumps his big cock in and out of me.

      I arch against him. My clit throbs.

      “You feel so good,” I whisper. “The way you stretch me...” This pleasure combined with the grogginess from sleeping. I sigh, thrusting my hips toward him.

      “You like being stuffed with my cock.”

      “Not gonna lie...” I try to reach out for his shoulder, but my hands are tied. Oh... right. I smile up at him. “I love your big cock.”

      “My little slut...”

      I rock myself against him and I sigh, relaxing my shoulders despite the tightness of the bind around my wrists. Kellan strokes a thumb over my clit. My toes curl.

      And then he pulls out of me.

      My eyes widen. “What?”

      He smiles down at me as I’m...lifted off the bed? I’m instantly confused, because Kellan is still right in front of me. If he’s not lifting me...

      He rises on his knees and smiles grimly.

      My eyes dart down my torso.

      “Holy fuck.”

      I’m strung up like an animal after a hunt. I’m in some kind of harness...

      Straps are holding me upright, pulling me slowly upward. I glance up, observing with my eyes what my body already senses: I’m hanging from a rope that disappears into a dark hole in the ceiling.

      “Oh my God, Kellan.” How the fuck did I not notice this?

      The harness is wrapped around my waist, between my legs, over my shoulders. My arms must be bound to the rope I’m hanging from; they’re still stretched above my head. I didn’t notice it before but—

      “Ahhh.” The little moan pops out my lips.

      As my weight is lifted fully off the bed and balanced by the harness, my legs sway a little, and I notice something...in my—

      “Oh God.”

      In my ass!

      I squirm in my restraints, feeling panicked as I hang there, swaying above the bed like a trapeze artist with a—

      “Kellan, what did you...”

      I clench around whatever’s lodged in me. It starts to vibrate. For a moment, I see stars. Then I’m able to focus, to look down at the bed. Just a few feet below me, Kellan is sitting up on his knees, grinning wickedly as he holds a small remote. He rises a little higher on his knees, so his face is level with my pussy.

      I try to stretch my legs, to brush the balls of my feet against the bedding. To get some control. He’s got me just high enough that I can’t really stand. I bend my knees, lifting my legs and feet up and tucking them behind my butt. My ass throbs. I have to swallow back a moan. The harness around my crotch pulls a little, but it’s not unpleasant pressure. I look down again. The rope that makes the harness looks like it’s coated with a softer fabric.

      “What do you think of your predicament?” he murmurs. He wraps his hand around my calf and strokes. “Does it feel good, the surprise I left you?”

      The pressure in my ass might be delicious. I can’t tell. I’ve started shaking. I tug air into my lungs. “W-what is this thing? I thought we were having sex?”

      “Oh yes. I’m going to fuck you, Cleo.”

      “I don’t...” I roll my hips into the air and close my eyes, my body swaying gently from the ceiling. My ass is so full. God, it’s hard to think. “I don’t get it,” I cry.

      He runs his palms over my thighs, stilling my swaying body. “Let me show you.”

      He takes out a longer, silver remote and I am lifted slightly higher. My pussy clenches as the nerves inside me sizzle from the pressure in my ass.

      “You can almost touch the bed,” he says, looking down at my feet. Dangling as they are, just my toes brush the mattress. “But you can’t. What do you think the purpose of this is, Cleo?”

      He presses a button on the black remote, and what’s inside my backside thumps against my tender walls.

      I moan.

      “Let me show you.”

      He rises into a crouch and grabs my hips. He lowers his head between my legs and drags his warm tongue through my sopping folds.

      “I can do this,” he drags his tongue over my swollen flesh, “and you can’t move—at all.”

      I try to shift my hips and swing my legs to prove him wrong, but to no avail. The roar of pleasure in my backside and his slick tongue on my pussy has my legs feeling so weak.

      “Oh God...”

      “I was going to fuck that pussy, but I wanted you helpless first.” He shoves two fingers into me. I can feel the plug in my backside crescendo, making my hips buck against his fingers.

      “Ahhh!”

      I stretch my feet again to get a foothold on the bed, but all I manage to do is close my legs around his face, bringing his writhing tongue deeper into me. He flicks against my entrance.

      I curl and straighten my legs.

      “That’s right, baby. Struggle. Show me how crazy my tongue makes you.”

      He adds another finger, and my arms jerk.

      “I want to touch you too,” I gasp.

      “Oh, this?” He leans away from me, and I can see his cock standing against his abs. Pre-cum glistens in the darkness.

      “You’ll touch this. Just your mouth. But now it’s my turn.”

      He drags his long, slick tongue between my puffy lips and opens his mouth wider, feasting on me while I screech and throb. He whirls his tongue through my slickness, thumping lightly over my clit, then pushing inside my hungry cunt. My asshole pulses at the whims of what’s inside it.

      Somewhere far away, I’m aware of his fingers pulling out of me, of him adjusting the angle of the harness and lowering me back down to the bed. He eases my legs out in front of me and ensures I’m sitting firmly on the bed before he stops the churning of the rope above me. I’m on my ass in a semi-reclined position—with my arms still stretched above my head.

      He nudges his hand between my thighs and glides two fingers back inside me. He flexes them, and he must brush my G-spot, because the jolt of bliss is so intense, I come up off the bed.

      “Oh shit!”

      With one fingertip still curled against the tender spot, another writhing against my inner walls, he gives my pussy a slow, warm tongue-kiss.

      I jerk in the ropes. I can feel my moisture seep out over his lips.

      “You’re clenching tight around my finger. You’re so wet and swollen. I think you’re getting ready to come soon.” He licks me, from where I’m dripping around his fingers up to my throbbing clit. “How do you feel, with your thighs drenched and your pussy stuffed? That ass of yours is so damn full. Do you feel the egg inside you... ?”

      He makes a lazy circle around my clit with the tip of his tongue. I moan loudly. “I can smell you, Cleo, taste you. You can’t help it, can you? You’re so wet, so close.”

      I feel him drag his mouth down my sopping slit. His puffy lips tease over me as his fingers, stretching me inside, push deeper. He’s right about how wet I am. I’m dripping down my thighs. I buck my hips, trying and failing to press myself against his hot tongue. I need release, but I can’t move. “Oh please...”

      The rhythm of his probing quickens and he rolls his tongue over me, lapping... oh God...”Oh God! FUCK fuck!” I come screaming. Kellan groans into my folds, sending pleasure back through me. “Oh God...”

      While I’m still panting from the onslaught, pressing my thighs together and letting my head loll back between my raised arms, he reaches back under me, parts my ass cheeks with the base of his hand, and rolls two fingertips over my well-lubed sphincter.

      I gasp because I’m stretched already, stuffed full of whatever he put there while I slept. His fingertips stretch me even more, until it hurts—so good my pussy throbs. His fingers stroke in deeper. I moan as he draws the warm egg out.

      “Oh God.”

      I feel like... some kind of fuck toy.

      My asshole throbs as I sag; the binds around my upper body keep me suspended, swaying.

      “You’re dripping everywhere, Cleo. I don’t think I’ve ever seen a wetter pussy...” With his fingers still in my pussy, Kellan lifts my ankles to his shoulders, and I feel a different pressure at my backside. Something bigger...

      “Kellan,” I pant.

      His fingers, in my pussy, wriggle encouragingly. “Relax and take a deep breath, Cleo.”

      I do as he says, and let out a low grunt-groan as something thick and hard slides into my ass. It spreads me wide, stinging even as the pressure of it inside lights up all my nerve endings. At first the sensations tell me it’s his cock, but then I sway a little in the harness, and I realize that’s not possible.

      His fingers, still inside my pussy, stroke. I press my heels against his shoulders, trembling slightly as I move my ass in time with the throbbing pressure inside.

      Kellan slides his fingers out of me, and I want to scream. He lets my legs down, comes between them, parts my puffy lips with his fingers, and wraps one arm around me, holding my lower body in place while he works his hard, thick cock into my cunt.

      I’m at his total mercy. Swaying slightly. Stuffed. Invaded. His arms coil around my waist to keep me locked against him as he fucks me... brutally. So hard and good I start to cry.

      “You’re so big...”

      “You’re so tight.”

      “It hurts,” I gasp.

      He pauses his thrusting, long enough to look me in the eye.

      “It’s good,” I moan.

      “It hurts me good, too.”

      His arms around me squeeze a little, and he clasps his mouth down on my throat. His thrusts are hard—so hard and deep. I feel the frenzy of his breathing in my breasts.

      He thrusts harder, and I groan.

      He squeezes my hips as his cock plunders me, moving with strong, punishing strokes. I’m so aroused, I feel almost ill. Then he slides his hand down my flank, walks his fingers over my ass cheek, and pushes his palm hard against the end of the dildo.

      I see stars.

      He barks, low and loud, and I can feel his dick surge inside me, followed by the warm rush of his cum filling the condom.

      He lowers me onto the mattress and then frees me from the harness. He licks me up and down my swollen slit, and then he wipes me with a warm, damp cloth.

      He rubs my temples and my forehead. He kisses my hair, and whispers, “Thank you, Cleo. Sloth.”

      And when I’m half asleep, he leaves.

      He doesn’t know I’m awake when he comes back. He doesn’t know I feel him wrap his arms and legs around me.
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      If that was no-attachments sex with an acquaintance, I don’t want to make love, ever.

      I wake up like a Georgia kid on a snow day: excited as hell, a little daunted—oh, and really sore everywhere below the belt from kinky sex and a big dildo.

      For a while I just lie there, looking at the canopy and wondering what it says about Mr. Perfect that he bothered to put the damn thing back up after harness time was over. When I finally get the energy to roll from my back onto my side, I realize I really have something to chew on.

      I’m not crazy. I swear. But... these sheets are not the same as they were. Right, like I’m saying they are not the same set of sheets I last saw on this bed. Those were cream. These are brown.

      No, like seriously.

      Oh my God, did he change them? Because of me? The thought makes my cheeks burn.

      I throw an arm over my head, and wonder if I can sneak out of his house and run away.

      Where is he now?

      I remember him slipping onto the bed with me and curling himself around me. I was almost asleep at the time, but I held off going totally under for a little while, just so I could feel him tucked around me. Brennan didn’t do that. He never wanted to touch me unless it was for sex.

      But... Kellan clearly did. He might have waited until I was asleep to do it, but he needed that. He needed to be close to me. He didn’t get the pleasure of my arms around him, making him feel held and sheltered, but he got whatever pleasure can be derived from sheltering another.

      Why did he do it?

      Was he feeling lonely? Sad? After our sexcapade, did he simply want to pay some kind of homage to my body?

      I slip out of bed and cool air wraps around my skin. I look around the bedroom, cast in shadows, and then walk over to the balcony and pull the brownish curtains open. Sunlight soaks the room in gold.

      Something about the sunlight jars my memory, and my mouth drops open as I remember what I learned about Kellan before going to sleep the first time last night. I inhale deeply, still shocked. Kellan was a quarterback. A freshman at the University of Southern California, an alumnus of some swanky Beverly Hills high school, and when the star QB got hurt after USC’s first game of the 2010 season, the Trojans’ coach let Kellan start. And he was crazy good. I read his stats. Once I started looking at his pictures, with that black hair, I even kind of remembered a beautiful, blue-eyed player with “DRAKE” across his back.

      I go over to the door, behind which I dumped my bags, and find them propped on luggage racks. Kellan played fabulously until January 2011, and that’s where his story takes a dark turn. Around four-thirty in the morning on a Saturday night, he got into an awful fight at a bar in downtown Los Angeles.

      He and the guy—who turned out to be a fellow Trojan: a lineman named Joshua Franks—got thrown out of the club, but the fight continued in a parking garage. By the time someone called the cops, Franks had a fractured cheek, a concussion, and so many punches to one side of his head, he later went deaf in that ear.

      Franks was shit-faced, and had allegedly been the one to start the fight. Kellan wasn’t drunk at all, and at the end of the night, he didn’t have a scratch on him.

      I try to see it all inside my head as I poke through my duffel, searching for my favorite sleeveless, purple nightgown. I can’t see Kellan being violent. Beating someone so... repeatedly? I can’t see him doing that. I pull the nightgown over my head and try to decide why. I think it’s because he seems so measured now. So in control of things. So in control of me...

      My gaze careens around the room, trying to reconcile this drug lord’s palace—and its prince—with a dark-haired college football quarterback, beating a teammate in a fit of rage in L.A.

      Kellan is a bad guy.

      That’s how it seems.

      If I told Lora everything I know about him, she would tell me to leave his house and stay away.

      Instead I put on my night gown, followed by my fluffy, hot pink bathrobe, which has been taking up approximately thirty percent of the space inside my duffel. I take a moment to relish the familiar feel of my clothes.

      Then I look around the room for what I had on last night, because I want to launder it. It’s nowhere in sight, and I notice while I search for it that the ceiling looks normal again. The ropes and pulleys must be tucked behind the indention at the center of the ceiling.

      Kellan Walsh... who the hell are you?

      My mind spins like the wheel of a bike, fast at first, then settling into a slow coast as I step into the bathroom, where I find my clothes in a brown wicker hamper. I brush and floss my teeth, smooth my hair down, and go back into the bedroom, squinting a little at the brilliant sunlight. I’m thinking of heading downstairs when I spot my Thomas on the wall over the bookshelf across the room.

      What the hell?

      I turn slowly around the room and notice Grans on an easel in the corner by the wing-backed chair.

      I let my breath out. The third painting, one I kept under my bed until I left the house, is called Olive, and it’s nowhere to be found. But these two...

      I walk over to Grans and marvel at the easel it’s on. Kellan just had an easel hanging around? This one is the one he asked about in my room, the one with lines from “Tintern Abbey”—which so happens to be one of my grandmother’s favorite poems.

      I walk over to the bookshelf with my eyes fixed on Thomas. My dad’s name was Thomas, and this painting truly is for him. Under the paint are slivers of a card he wrote to me, a love note he wrote my mother when they meet in high school, and a button from one of his shirts. Sprinkled over the paint, so sparsely it’s not noticeable, are the soft, soft hairs I got from his beard trimmer and hid in an oval locket that I stole from Grans after he died.

      I was only seven, but I had a sense that I should keep every fragment of my dad that I could find. When my mother decided to have him cremated, I stole some of the ashes, too. I stirred them into the paint for Thomas, and I don’t care who thinks it’s weird or gross. This is probably my favorite painting. I did it in high school. It was the first piece of art that ever really meant something to me.

      Kellan hung it on the wall for me while I slept.

      I’m still thinking about this as I pad downstairs in my pink robe.

      The living area is radiant with sunlight, drifting in from the skylights in the ceiling and flooding through the wall of windows that faces the river. Before my foot touches down on the dark hardwood, I hear the frenzied click of dogs’ nails, and Truman bounds across the rug, tail wagging, ears flouncing.

      “Hi, boy.” I crouch down and tug one of his ears into my hand. “What soft ears you have. How are you?”

      On a whim, I wrap my arms around him: thick and warm and soft and panting. I love dogs because they warm the soul without the baggage of another human.

      “C’mon boy... where’s your daddy?”

      I find Kellan in the kitchen, making pancakes. At first I can’t see much of him because he’s standing behind an island, so I step around it. I find he’s dressed more casually than I’ve ever seen him, in a pair of loose, charcoal lounge pants and a white undershirt that emphasizes his beautiful body—and his gold-blond hair.

      I smile a little, and he arches a brow at me. “Daddy?”

      I laugh. “You are kind of his dad. Unless you’re his brother?”

      He scowls. “No.”

      He pushes a plate of bacon at me as I walk back around the island and take a seat at the bar.

      His hair looks messy, and there’s some delicious scruff on his jaw. I can’t help noticing his eyes look tired. I feel a pang of guilt for not asking how his night went, although it’s not as if I actually could have. I was already in the harness when he woke me up.

      “Okay, bro,” I tease. “Then dad it is.”

      “I’m not his dad.” He flips a pancake.

      “Adoptive dad?” I want him to smile, but he just gives me a blank look.

      “Things must not have gone very well last night on your... um, errand.”

      I see the muscle of his jaw clench. He doesn’t even lift his gaze to me.

      “Okayyy. Well cool beans.” I grab two pieces of bacon off the plate and get up to get myself a drink. If he’s going to be a moody butthead, maybe I’ll go have my breakfast somewhere else. I can sit on the balcony and continue reading news stories about Kellan Drake.

      I grab a Mason jar out of a cabinet and a glass pitcher out of the refrigerator. I set it on the countertop.

      “You should try some lemons in your water,” I advise. Just filling the silence, I guess. (Cleo Whatley: always awkward).

      He doesn’t reply, and my feelings war with each other. Part of me feels sorry for him, part of me is irritated that he’s still so moody—especially after our night last night. Part of me feels pessimistic, like I’ll never really get to know him, and still another part wants to erect a wall around myself.

      I pour some water into my glass and feel the warm weight of his hand around my wrist. I look down, then get the nerve to glance up at his face.

      “I’m sorry,” he says. His blue eyes hold mine.

      “What for?”

      “For being a dick.” He lets me go and runs his hands through his hair. He lets a little breath out, like he’s been holding it. “Bad night.”

      His voice sounds thick—emotional, even. His cuts his eyes away and then turns back around toward the skillet. The pancakes sizzle, but he doesn’t pick the spatula up. I can’t even see him breathing.

      Shit.

      I turn around and lean against the counter. “Anything you want to talk about? You have a roomie now, you know.”

      I look at his broad shoulders, imagining them in a jersey. Bare and goosebumped while he stands on a surfboard. I imagine them tucked around me last night... the way he pressed his face into my hair.

      I have the urge to wrap my arms around his waist again, but I think of his reaction last time at the grow house. And that’s how I know I should.

      Is this what he does with other girls, too? Just fucks them, and if they make him laugh or wrap their arms around him, they get pushed away?

      I put my hand on his back, then realize I want more and press my cheek against it.

      He goes very still. So still I can hear his heartbeat.

      I kiss him through his shirt, and then I wrap an arm around his waist.

      “Don’t be pissed,” I whisper. “You seem sad. I like hugging you... I’m a hugger.”

      I smell something burning, and I lean around him to find the pancake smoking.

      I slide my arm from around his waist and kiss his bicep. “I didn’t mean to make you burn the food.”

      “You didn’t,” he says gruffly.

      I walk around the bar and take a seat on the stool right in front of him. I find myself waiting for his eyes to meet mine. He looks everywhere but at me as he finishes the pancakes, smears butter on them, and brings out a small cup of hot syrup from the microwave.

      He puts three on a plate for me and sets it in front of me, still without looking in my eyes. Then he turns around to open the refrigerator. He takes out some fresh-looking strawberries and sets them in front of me as well.

      “Thank you,” I say, as he finally looks me in the face. “Are you going to have some too?”

      He shakes his head and mumbles something about working out.

      I puzzle over this as he walks slowly toward the living area. He opens a door that looks like a closet door, situated between the kitchen and the living room, and disappears into it.

      I eat slowly.

      Should I ask him about football? Should I tell him what I saw? And what I read? I want to know the answers to my questions, but do I really have to have them? He’s clearly in a shitty mood. I don’t want to make things worse. Although of course, I want to know.

      I finish eating, clean and wash my plate, and when he’s still not back, I can’t help myself. I follow him through the door, which leads down to a basement.

      At the bottom of the stairs, I find a nice home gym, and Kellan running on a treadmill, pouring sweat.

      He glances at me, then straight ahead. I’m not sure if I should feel irritated by how he’s acting, or sorry for him. I go with sorry. If I knew him even just a little better, I would ask what’s up. As it is, I stick my hands in the pockets of my robe and stand there feeling like some awkward stalker.

      “This is really nice down here. I guess this is how you stay in shape for soccer.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Don’t you guys have a game in a few days?”

      “Yeah.” His gaze flicks to mine, and I see effort on his face. He’s trying to be... not an ass. Which I appreciate, even as I wonder why he has to try so hard. “You a fan?” he asks. His voice is rough, the words slightly panted.

      My throat tightens with the secret I’m keeping—about his past. “I’m a fan of how you look in your uniform,” I say slyly.

      “Is that right?” He slows his pace.

      I nod as the air around us starts to prickle. “I used to appreciate you as eye candy even though I thought you were a jerk.”

      “And now?” He steps off the treadmill and closes the distance between us with three steps. He seems so tall. He looks very serious, considering we’re teasing.

      “Now I don’t know.” My heart gives a long, unsteady beat. “You seem... really hard to read. I don’t know what I think of you.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” he says, folding his arms. Any emotions I might have seen on his face are locked away now. “Tonight, we’ll be going somewhere. It will be a chance for me to show you another aspect of our business.”

      “Are you getting a shipment or something?”

      “You’ll see.”

      I nod, and when silence spreads between us, I can’t stop myself from prying. “So what about last night? What did you have to do?”

      “It was nothing,” he says softly.

      Sweat rolls down his temple. I put my finger on his shirt, where it’s stuck to the middle of his chest. “Do you do this every day?” I step slightly closer as I ask.

      He nods.

      I stroke his chest, then ease my hand away. “How long do you run?”

      “I try to do aerobic shit for at least ninety minutes.”

      “Holy hell. Ninety minutes? You’re like, training,” I say, stepping a little bit away.

      He raises his brows.

      I take another small step back, establishing a safe distance between the two of us. Then I take a deep breath. “Can I ask you a question?”

      He plucks a towel off a weight machine and wipes his forehead, not quite meeting my eyes as he says, “You have that ability.”

      “Will you promise not to be growly about it?”

      “Growly?” He smirks—but it’s a ridiculing smirk. Like he thinks I’m crazy. Like he isn’t close enough with me to tease.

      I plunge right on ahead, keeping things casual even as my pulse picks up. “Yep, growly.”

      He stares at me. “Is something wrong, Cleo?”

      “No,” I hedge. “But I... last night, I saw a DVD of you playing football.” I search his handsome face. “You had black hair, and you were playing for USC. Your last name wasn’t Walsh. Your jersey said Drake.”

      I know I’ve hit on something, because his face stays absolutely neutral and his jaw tightens. He doesn’t move, just stares right through me.

      “Kellan?”
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      It almost feels right—that Cleo found it. Sloth. I let her in my house, of course she finds the DVD of me playing.

      This girl has got some fucking link to me. I’ve heard of it before: a soul tie, that’s what Whitney used to call it. When people’s souls just know each other. Maybe that’s Cleo and me. Sloth and “R.”

      As I cooked her breakfast this morning, I wished I knew more about her than chicken pizza. Tonight before we meet Pace to look over the stuff, I thought about taking her for pizza. I can’t let her stay the full three weeks now that I know who she is—but I’m not sending her away quite yet.

      Call it selfish. You’d be right.

      I look down at her, and I try to imagine Cleo writing me the letters.

      I didn’t really go to sleep last night. After I slipped into the windowed room and held her for a little while, I re-read every one of them. Before the sun rose, I went and got Truman. Got her some strawberries from the farmers’ market. Stared at her art.

      Cleo.

      Sloth.

      I’m not in a good place, but having her here... it eases me a little.

      “You watched my DVD?” I ask.

      She nods.

      “What did you think of it?”

      “Your name was Kellan Drake. You had black hair.”

      I smirk and run a hand back through my sweaty locks. “Which do you prefer?”

      “I think the blond is really your hair. Is that right?”

      I nod. I have a memory of Lyon snickering at the black dye stains all over my neck the day I did it—to disguise myself at a game of flag football with the senior dudes from our rival high school. I can hear his laughter.

      “That’s right,” I rasp.

      “Why did you dye it?”

      “For a dare.” It’s not entirely true, but I don’t want to recount the flag football game. Don’t want to think about it—him.

      She chews her lip. Her brows are drawn together. “What about your name? Which one is real?”

      I remember the stench of heavy perfume, and an older lady’s gentle hands on my shoulders. The way I fell into the cab that day, the first day I told someone my name was Walsh. “Walsh was my mother’s maiden name,” I tell Cleo now. “It’s my middle name.”

      “So your real last name is Drake?”

      I nod. I’m not telling her much more, but I don’t see the point in lying about these basic facts. I don’t think BTM ever told her anything about me. She doesn’t know anything but what I told her in my letters: that my name is Robert. Which is, of course, untrue.

      “Why’d you change it?” she asks.

      The truth of my change in surname is not just the need for privacy once I came back from New York and started college here, but what happened before that. All the many things that made me feel like leaving Kellan Drake behind. Things Cleo can never know—lest she should find out how the two of us are linked.

      I would never put her through that.

      “Something happened,” I say slowly. “Something that made it so... I couldn’t be that person anymore.”

      “Was that something an assault charge?” she whispers.

      My stomach clenches as my pulse pounds behind my eyes. “What do you know about that, Cleo?” I rasp.

      “I Googled you.” She looks nervous—and guilty.

      “And you read I was suspended from the Trojans for a bar fight.”

      She nods quickly.

      I nod with her, trying to decide what if anything to add to that.

      “What else did you read?” I need to know if any of the articles mentioned Lyon. His situation.

      “That’s all. You had some killer stats when you were a senior at private school. You played first string as a freshman after Mark Waldon tore his ACL.” I nod, because those are facts. “And?”

      “And then you got into a fight that night. You weren’t drunk—that’s what the story said—but you were at a bar in L.A. at like... closing time. And you got into it with this guy, this other player. It said he lost his hearing,” she says in a whisper.

      I grit my teeth. Fear swells in me. Worry—about what Cleo thinks of that.

      “It happened in January,” she adds, as if I need reminding.

      “Yes.”

      Her green eyes widen just a little. “So you really did it?”

      “Do you think they lied?” I snap.

      She shrugs. “Sometimes people do. Or there are disputes. Someone remembers one thing, someone else remembers something different. Keeps lawyers in business, you know?”

      Not in my case. Everything the papers reported about that night was true. Franks did lose his hearing in his left ear. Like both Lyon and me, he never returned to the field. My father found a way to settle out of court.

      Franks runs a vineyard now. And the truth of that story is, it took me years to feel sorry for what I did to that fuck.

      I nod at her comment about lawyers. I’m starting to feel twitchy now. I want this subject dropped—but Cleo doesn’t notice. She shifts her stance a little, digging her hands deeper into the pockets of her fluffy robe, and tilts her head.

      “So you moved here and changed your name?”

      I shrug. I wipe my face again. “Looks like it.”

      “Did you? Is that how it happened?” she asks. Her tone tells me everything I need to know about the likelihood she’ll let this drop.

      I smooth the irritation off my face and try to appear forthcoming. Or like not a fucking liar who’s deceiving her about almost everything.

      “I did some traveling first—but yes,” I say. “I left USC and ended up here.”

      I turn back toward the treadmill, eager to get back on it and run from those green eyes. After last night—after I wrapped my arms around her and used her heat to warm myself—after she hugged me in the kitchen—and after this line of questioning—I’ve decided it’s a bad thing that the universe brought the two of us together in person. I should send her packing right now, but I’m finding I’m not strong enough. If she learns more about my past, I’ll have to find the strength somewhere. Until then... For just a little longer...

      I step onto the treadmill and start the belt back moving, even as part of me is waiting for her words.

      She walks over by me. I keep my eyes down as I start to run. She wraps her hand around the treadmill’s grip bar. “Kellan, I’m so sorry. That sucks.”

      I turn, confused. “What sucks?”

      “You lost... your life. I mean, you had to like playing football, right? You probably loved it. And after you got suspended, you must not have been able to go back. The news didn’t say anything about that—I didn’t Google much, because I wanted to ask you instead of prying on the internet—but I know that when something is a huge part of your life and you have to give it up, it always sucks. That is, if you loved it.”

      My throat closes off, my body’s own acknowledgement that what she said is true—on so many levels. I swallow and nod. I bite my cheek as I lengthen my strides.

      “Did you play a long time?” she asks warmly. “I wanted to read profiles about you, but like I said, I didn’t want to snoop.”

      “Except right now?” I huff a laugh—and am surprised. That I’m able to. After last night...

      “Except right now.” She smiles. “You’re right here in the flesh. The legendary Kellan Drake-Walsh-Charitable Kingpin-SGA President. I can’t resist a few questions. Maybe an autograph.” She tugs on her t-shirt. “You know,” she smiles, “the Sharpie-on-cleavage.”

      That gets a chuckle out of me. “Bring me the Sharpie.”

      “I just might.”

      I push my body from a jog into a run. Her gaze moves with me. “Thank you for being honest with me. I know you didn’t have to tell me, but I like to know where you came from.”

      I snort. If there’s anything I’m not, it’s honest.

      “No biggie,” I say, as I stretch my legs into a more punishing pace.

      “You know... I won’t tell. I swear. No one here knows that you played football, do they?”

      “Nope.” Our soccer team sucks too much to get me any exposure. Which has been a good thing. I’d have never played if that wasn’t true. Don’t need any sports press sniffing around.

      “Well I won’t tell a soul. Not even my best friends. Maybe just Truman.”

      I jerk my head in a nod.

      Now that she’s standing silently off to my side, and not distracting me with her questions and her pretty voice, the pain inside my chest flares to life again.

      I run faster.

      Harder.

      “My first class is ten. When’s yours today?” she asks.

      “Eleven.”

      “Okay. Well I guess I’ll drive myself then.”

      “Don’t. I’ll take you.”

      She looks surprised. “You would have some time to waste.”

      I shake my head. “I have to go to the dentist at 10:30, so it works.”

      “Yuck. I hate the dentist. Do you have a cavity?”

      I smirk at her. “What do you think?”

      “I think your teeth look pretty perfect. Is it just a cleaning?” she asks.

      “Cleaning.” I nod. “Now get out of here.”

      “I want to work out too,” she pouts.

      “Later.”

      She turns to go. At the bottom of the stairs, she turns back to me. “Kellan?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Last night was—crazy. Like the wolf.”

      She walks back upstairs, and I laugh. That’s me. I’m crazy like the wolf.
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      My school day is dominated by a run-in with Milasy. I pass her on the concourse and can’t miss the Gucci boots she has on—mine: the tan ones that are knee-high. I’m walking with Lora, talking for the first time since the other night, and Milasy glares at her as if she’s doing something wrong.

      Before I can even ask Lora what’s up, Milasy is in front of us, with her hands on her hips and her dark hair flowing in the humid breeze.

      “Lora—what did we talk about?” she asks, not looking at me.

      “Yeah I know, but—”

      “But?” Milasy asks.

      “Cleo is my lab partner,” Lora lies.

      Milasy’s face is unreadable, so I’m surprised when she says, “Find another partner.”

      As soon as she stalks off, Lora pulls me into the nearest building—an aviation science lab—and tells me Milasy has told some of the Tri-Gams that I’m blacklisted.

      “She didn’t tell us why, just that you’re sort of like... suspended. I was going to tell you...” Lora bites her lip.

      “It’s fine,” I say—even though it isn’t. Lora is supposed to be my good friend. I don’t think I’ve missed a single call from her in the last day or two. Nor has she sought me out, except a few minutes ago when we bumped into each other on our walk to the west side of campus.

      We part ways outside the aviation lab, and Lora promises to call me later.

      As soon as I get into my next class, Art as Self-Expression, another Tri-Gam, Sally, asks about my grandmother.

      “What?” I frown.

      “Milasy told us you’ve been home a lot, because she’s... Well, Milasy says she’s not doing so good.”

      Perfect.

      Another girl, a freshman named Christine, confirms this as I leave that class. She pats me on the arm as we pass one another in the lobby of the psych building and says, “I’m thinking of you, darlin’.”

      I plant myself under my favorite willow tree to kill a little time before my next class, biology II, and as I step inside that classroom, my phone vibrates with a text from Kellan.

      ‘Pick u up at 4:30 behind Taylor?’

      ‘PLEASE.’

      When I drag my tired ass into the parking lot at 4:32, he’s waiting in the Sexcalade. I experience a bolt of glee, like a lab rat presented with a carrot.

      I slide into the passenger’s seat and quickly size him up. He looks nice: same dark jeans and emerald green button-up he had on when he dropped me off, so I can’t explain why the sight of him makes my heart do backflips. I notice his hair is a little wind-blown, I guess because he has his window down.

      I give him a small smile. “How was your day?”

      He lifts a shoulder. “How was yours?”

      I drop my head into my hand. “It was tedious and tiring. I’m grumpy. And can’t wait to get away from campus.”

      “I know something you might like.” He looks surprisingly light-hearted.

      “Well, what is it?”

      “You like pizza?”

      “Who doesn’t?”

      We drive the short distance to Mama McCalister’s in companionable silence. He parks behind the restaurant and comes around and opens my door. I smirk at him, but it slips into a smile as I check him out again. He looks more casual frat boy than usual today. And either way, “You make a good Southerner.”

      He smiles a gentle smile for me, then he helps me over a big crack in the parking lot’s asphalt. As we approach the door, he keeps my hand in his.

      He picks a booth in the back, and when a lustful-looking waitress sashays over five seconds later, he orders chicken pizza.

      “Chicken pizza? Are you kidding me?”

      “What can I say?” He smiles. “Chicken? Pizza? It works. You agree?”

      “Hell yes, it’s my very favorite thing ever.”

      He smiles again (clearly he is going for a record). “Ever?” He leans across the table. “Even better than my harness?” he asks in a low voice.

      My cheeks and neck burn. “That was dirty. Dirty-dealing. Unfair. Scandalous.”

      “Wait until you see what I have for you today,” he says.

      I’m blushing so much I’m worried tears might spill over. “Not in public,” I hiss.

      He grins wickedly.

      “Your teeth look nice and white. How was the dentist?”

      “I got a good report. A cleaning too.”

      He sits back in his seat and I notice, now that he’s not smiling, how tired his face looks.

      “How about your other situation? With the... you know... the you-know-whos?”

      “The you-know-whos?” He smirks. “Sounds like some Dr. Seuss there.”

      “I love Dr. Seuss. Look!” I lift my shirt sleeve. “It’s YOU.”

      He frowns and leans across the table. “Is that some kind of code?”

      I laugh. “No, this little guy is from Oh, the Places You’ll Go by Dr. Seuss. It’s one of my favorite books ever. YOU is the star.”

      The tattoo is on the inside of my bicep.

      He wiggles his brows and rests his hands atop the table. “So will you succeed?”

      “Yes, I will indeed.” I laugh happily. “I can see I’ve misjudged you. Not only do you read, but you seem to read a variety of things.”

      A troubled look passes over his face, but it’s gone quickly. “I’m a Seuss buff,” he says.

      “Really?”

      “Maybe.”

      I give him a curious look, but he just lifts a brow, and I know he’s not going to tell me what he meant by that.

      “Do you have any tats?” I try.

      “Don’t you want to know.”

      “I do.”

      He leans his elbows on the table. “I do.”

      “Are they on your booty?” I giggle. I don’t know why, but I’m feeling a little silly now that I’ve made my escape from campus, and at the moment I just want to make him laugh.

      “No.” He laughs, a low, dry sound, but still a laugh, and I feel like a champion. “My ass is ink-free.”

      “Mine too.”

      “Yes—I’m aware of that.”

      I bite my lip and look down at the table, hoping he won’t notice my face flush. I can’t believe the sex we had last night. I had no idea that it could be that way—and with an almost-stranger.

      “Is the illustrious ‘You’ your only tat?” he asks.

      “I’ve got one more.”

      His brows come together. “Really? It must be well-hidden.”

      I blush a little, thinking he’s seen almost all my hiding spots—even in between my ass cheeks. God.

      “I guess so.” I lift my wavy hair up off my neck. “It’s right back here, can you see that?” I point to the spot. “Kind of behind my ear.”

      He leans forward again, and I get a silly little thrill from being the one to dictate what he does, even for such a small moment. He reaches out and traces his finger over the soft skin just behind my ear, where curving text spreads over the area where my sisters’ cochlear implants sit: ‘HEAR NO EVIL.’

      The server arrives bearing bread sticks and water, and Kellan sits back in his seat. I notice that his face looks very serious. Almost angry. As the blonde girl sets the breadsticks on our table, his eyes never leave my face.

      “Pizza should be out soon. Can I get you anything else?” the server asks.

      I look at Kellan. He inhales.

      “Beverage?” he asks me. He means in addition to the water she just brought.

      “I’d also like a medium lemonade,” I tell the server. Her eyes brush over Kellan. “You?”

      His gaze is still on me. He wrenches it away and lifts it to her. “Sweet tea.”

      The waitress saunters off, and I grin. “Sweet tea? You like sweet tea?”

      The corner of his mouth twitches, but he doesn’t smile—or even smirk. “Y’all got that one right.”

      I giggle. “You don’t say it right.”

      “Say what right?”

      “Y’all.”

      “How do you say it?” He looks sullen, like he wants to be stormy but I keep interrupting the storm with sunshine.

      “It’s supposed to be y’all—so like if you were going to say ‘awww, that puppy is so cute,’ you need that ‘awww’ sound in there. Kind of like...” I clear my throat and use a low voice. “Y’awwwwllll.” I smile. “What you say is more a ‘yal.’”

      Now he smirks. “You mean a y’all?”

      I shake my head. “There’s a subtle difference. Not so subtle even.” I tuck my hair behind my right ear, where the tattoo is.

      “Yesterday,” he says slowly. “You mentioned hospitals. And your dad and sister. I know your dad passed away.” His lips rub together, like he’s shifting his jaw thoughtfully. “What about your sister?” His voice is low. His face is hard. He knows, somehow. Of course he does.

      I take a fortifying breath.

      “Don’t,” he says sharply. He leans across the table, looking panicked. “You don’t need to tell me. Forget I asked.”

      I shake my head, picking up a breadstick and twirling the tip of it in marinara sauce. “No—it’s okay. It’s her birthday on the twelfth and I was going to tell you anyway. I’ll be going home tomorrow... to visit her grave,” I manage in a clear voice.

      Despite that feat, I can’t keep my eyes from springing leaks.

      “Damn.” I bring a napkin to my face to catch the stray tears, and then I hide behind it, because no amount of stern inner monologue will stop them.

      In the silence, I notice the music—some Ke$ha song—and all the chatter of the place. It makes me irrationally angry, but I can tell the anger is really just a cover for the awful loss I feel—this week in particular.

      A fresh slough of tears leaks out, and I swallow. I dab my eyes with the napkin and breathe deeply, and I feel something warm and hard settle against me.

      Something heavy goes around my back, and before I have a second to get my bearings, Kellan pulls me up against his left side. I can feel his mouth against my hair as he says, “Fuck—I’m sorry.”

      I shake my head, reeling a little at his sudden appearance on my side of the booth. At how good his arm feels wrapped around me.

      I force myself to pull the napkin down, despite being embarrassed. “It’s not your fault.” I take a deep, long breath, and let myself get lost in the blue of his eyes as I tell him the fact that is, for some reason, so painful.

      “She would be sixteen this week.” More tears make his solemn face shimmer. I dash them off. “I’m sorry.” I dab the napkin to my eyes again and take a few deep breaths. “I didn’t really plan to talk about it. Definitely not here.”

      I laugh a little, even though it isn’t funny. Then our waitress is setting our drinks on the table. I look toward the wall, because I know how blotchy my face gets when I cry—and I’m embarrassed that I lost it out in public.

      Kellan’s hand is stroking my shoulder, and that makes me feel more embarrassed. That I took our business-sex relationship and made it awkward and heavy with this talk of Olive.

      Even saying her name silently makes me need to take a few more deep breaths. Kellan just keeps rubbing my arm. Like he’s my boyfriend.

      Not your boyfriend, idiot!

      I straighten up a little, offering him a chance to move his arm out from around me—in case he feels as awkward as I do. But he doesn’t. When I get the nerve to look at him again, his eyes are gentle on my face.

      “She was deaf just like my other sister. I guess I told you. That’s the whole tattoo thing.”

      His hand, over my shoulder, clasps lightly. “So kind of like... be positive or something?”

      “Or something. You know, like don’t let negativity in, I guess. Olive was the most innocent person I’ve ever known, and not just because she died when she was five. She was just... so sweet and funny.” I shake my head and draw another deep breath. “We should talk about something else.”

      “Only if you want to.”

      “Thank you.” I shrink my shoulders in a little.

      He pulls me closer to him, and I can feel his cheek against my hair. I feel his mouth move. “You embarrassed, Whatley?”

      “Are you laughing at me?”

      “Not laughing,” he says. “Smiling. Wes Anderson-style.”

      I laugh. “You think my embarrassment is a racist, rich person movie about daddy issues?”

      His eyes widen comically. “Touché, Cleo. Not an Anderson fan? That surprises me.”

      I roll my eyes. “I am a Wes Anderson fan. I’m offended that you felt so sure about it, but I am. I think his critics can go fuck a porcupine.”

      Kellan smirk-smiles.

      “That’s your thing,” I say. “The patented Kellan Walsh smirk-smile. What’s up with that?”

      He traces a finger over my cheek. “What’s up with this?”

      “With what?” I feign surprise.

      “You’ve got these little red splotches—”

      “Shut the fuck up.” I shove at him, but his arm tightens around me.

      “It’s cute.”

      “You think I’m cute?”

      He rubs his face against my hair, but doesn’t answer. And I wonder why. Does he think I’m ugly? I’m not ugly. No one thinks so. I’m not a model, but I’m cute at least.

      I lean my head down, away from the warm cheek pressed against my hair, and turn to him so I can stick my tongue out. “I am cute. Everybody thinks so.”

      He pulls me back against the booth and presses his lips against my hair once more. “You are cute,” he murmurs. “And your hair smells like flowers.”

      “I’m a fan of this gardenia-scented hair stuff.”

      And that’s how dinner goes. Kellan leaves his arm around me until our pizza arrives. We both chow down on chicken pizza while we talk about a bunch of random things, like what was Sting thinking with the rhyming on the song “Walking on the Moon,” and why killers whales have their name, and whether the animals at Sea World should be taking antidepressants anyway. And when I think we’re leaving, Kellan orders cinnamon rolls.

      While we wait for them, he slides his hand into my jeans, spreads a menu out in front of me, and rubs me off in the back booth of Mama McCalister’s.
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      After I prove my inability to walk straight on my way out of the restaurant, Kellan scoops me up and carries me to his Escalade. He buckles me in, surprises me by leaning down to plant a quick kiss my nose, and shuts my door without a word. I’m still feeling all tingly and warm when he gets behind the wheel and gives me a long look.

      “What?” I smile self-consciously—somewhat deliriously. This pizza outing has been kind of awesome.

      He leans across the console between our seats, pressing his ribs against my arm rest to get close to me, and kisses my mouth so fast and hard it almost hurts. His hand wraps around my head, holding me upright as he devours my mouth.

      His lips are soft but forceful, his tongue gliding against mine like hot velvet. I feel the firm warmth of his face on mine as we taste each other. I feel the puff of his breath on my cheeks and smell his cinnamon breath. Then he’s got his arms around me; he’s clutching my shoulders. He kisses my throat like a man starving. His hand runs down my ribs and lifts my shirt.

      We’re both panting when he pulls his mouth off mine.

      All that warmth, and all that weight—gone in one heartbeat. And, shit, I’m lonely for him. I want more.

      “Fuck,” he pants. He throws the car in reverse, pulls out of the lot, and doesn’t look at me again until we’re out of the city, getting closer to his house.

      “That was nice,” he says. “The dinner.” His voice is low, a little gruff.

      I laugh, because honestly, I can’t seem to stop the random laughing when I’m near him. “Yeah, it was.”

      “You like pecans?” he asks. The question is accompanied by an intense look that makes me laugh again.

      “I love them.” I tell him about how I used to pick them up with this handy dandy pecan-picker-upper and sell them for three dollars a gallon when I was younger and we needed money. He has a hearty laugh at the picture I paint, and then he quickly sobers. “I’m sorry that you... had to do that.”

      “Pssh. Don’t be sorry. You can bet your ass I value them a lot more now.”

      “I want to make you something when we get home.”

      Mr. Perfect surprises me again when we get to his kitchen—by tugging my pants down, lifting me onto the granite island, and eating my pussy while I lie on my back, my fingers twined tightly in his.

      After that, he binds my wrists with the ties of a black Dr. Who apron, lays me on my belly on the living room rug, and slides inside me from behind. He fucks me long and slow, wrapping a strand of my wavy hair around one of his hands and tugging gently as he pushes in and out.

      Unlike other times, where there’s usually a little dirty talk, he says almost nothing, except, once: “You’re beautiful...”

      When we’re finished, he unties me and goes into the kitchen for a warm, damp towel. He helps me back into my pants—I remember he wanted to do this in the library that time—and then takes my hand and leads me to the bar stool where I had my breakfast.

      He pours me a glass of water, plucks an uncut lemon from the refrigerator, and slices it into half-moon-shaped pieces, one of which he perches on the rim of my glass.

      “Drink this,” he tells me. “I’m going to make you cinnamon pecans.”

      Prickling warmth spreads through my chest, like I’ve swallowed sunshine, and I try to shake it off because it makes me feel uneasy. Why is Kellan Drake (Walsh), moody asshole and criminal SGA president, being nicer to me than most of my past boyfriends?

      Is he starting to like me?

      Should I even allow myself to entertain the thought?

      I manage to loosen up enough to tease him about being a Southern boy at heart—what with the cooking and the hospitality, the button-up Polos and the sweet tea addiction—and he gives me a small smile that almost looks a self-conscious.

      He leans against the granite countertop while I sit on my bar stool, and somehow he starts asking me questions about myself. At first, I don’t realize there’s intent behind it. It’s easy to tell him about my pseudo-photograhic memory, about how well I do on standardized tests, about how I was good at math when I was little but fell miserably behind the year that Olive died; I never did recover. I blab about Mom and Grans’ reaction when I got accepted to this little private college on a full academic scholarship.

      Kellan is a perfect listener, crunching on raw pecans and sipping on his iced tea with one elbow propped on the counter. He looks relaxed and interested, as if my history is somehow meaningful to him.

      He draws stories out of me like silk from a spider, soliciting details about my high-school parties, prom, graduation (I was salutatorian), the mundane tasks I had to do while getting ‘rushed’ (AKA hazed) for Tri Gam...

      I tell him crazy things I never tell anyone, like how I’ve always wanted to ride a horse at the beach because of that movie Wild Hearts Can’t Be Broken, and how, if my sister gets a partial scholarship to CC, I’ll probably stick around in town for a few more years at least.

      We discuss the merits of beets and the horror of goat milk in coffee, the necessity of quality in movies (we agree on a lot of the classics, like “The Godfather” and “Pulp Fiction”). I confess my desire for a slap-band watch and tell him about meeting Mark-Paul Gosselaar at the mall in Atlanta when I was shopping for my prom dress.

      I’m nearly sick from what seems like dozens of baked cinnamon pecans when I start to ramble on about how many kids I want.

      “Two, at least, so they can be best friends. Four if they turn out to be easier than I think, but definitely two.”

      I can tell I’m losing him as I ramble about the virtues of young children, but when I ask how many siblings he has, I realize something else is going on.

      He bites his cheek between his teeth, inhales so hard his nostrils flare, and says, “My parents had three kids.”

      And that is all.

      It’s plain to see this is a sore subject for my mysterious Mr. Drake.

      I feel a pang of sympathy as he turns around and starts scrubbing the pan he used to bake the pecans.

      I try to remember if I read anything about his parents or siblings in the brief news article about Kellan being suspended from the Trojans, but I don’t think anything was mentioned.

      I’m irrationally irritated at myself for saying something that has led to a rough spot in our smooth and easy night—a night in which I almost felt like we were on a fun first date.

      A few minutes later, he turns back around, wipes his damp hands on his pants, and with an unreadable look aimed not quite at my face, says, “I’m going for a run.”

      I bite my lip, because it’s what I do when I’m not sure what to do.

      “You want to go?” he asks.

      My eyebrows jut up. I can’t help it. Sometimes they get away from me.

      Kellan notices and smirk-smiles. “Not a runner?”

      “No—I am a runner. Sometimes runner. I’m just... surprised you asked.” And embarrassed for admitting my surprise. Way to be obvious, Cleo. “Do you run downstairs?”

      He shakes his head.

      “Outside?” I smile, because he looks a little spaced out. (Too many pecans?)

      He nods a beat too late, then gestures toward the front hall. “Down the road.”

      Before I can give him an answer on whether I’d like to go, he looks in my direction—but not at me—nods a little, and says, looking at his cell phone, “I’ll be down in ten or fifteen. Gotta go get dressed.”

      I wait a minute or two so I’m not climbing the stairs right on his heels. Then I go up to my windowed room, dig out a pair of hot pink running shorts, my white Under Armor running shirt, and my new-ish sneaks. I grab a rubber band and braid my hair in the bathroom.

      I get down stairs after him, so I see him walk out a door beside the pantry pulling a gray t-shirt over his head. I smell a whiff of fabric softener, and then he walks around the island, and the sight of Kellan in his running gear takes my breath away.

      My eyes cling to his incredible bare legs as he looks me up and down. “I like the hair.”

      I touch my hand to my French braid and try not to gawk at the muscles of his thighs in those navy running shorts. I think they’re actually basketball shorts, because they’re longer. Geez... that shirt, the way it outlines his pecs. He’s just—Shit, have I said anything back to him? Stupid Cleo. I feel the heat in my cheeks. “Thanks.”

      He lifts his brows. “You ready?”

      I nod. Truman shows up, flouncing happily beside us as we walk toward the front door. I follow Kellan onto the porch, where we stretch.

      “Do you do this every night?” It’s not lost on me that while I told him my whole life story, he told me exactly nothing.

      “Almost. Especially if I don’t do cardio downstairs.”

      “And how long do you say you do it for? The whole work out?”

      “An hour and a half, two hours.”

      “Damn. Are you training for a marathon? Like, really?”

      He smiles, just one corner of his mouth tugging up a little. “Something like that.”

      “Trying to keep your body lady-ready,” I tease.

      He laughs, which sounds like choking. “What?”

      “You know—trying to be .gif-worthy Kellan baby.”

      I wiggle my brows, and he gives a low laugh. “You fucking know it.” He rolls his shoulders. Jogs in place a little. “Ready?”

      “As I’ll be. You’ll probably leave me in the dust.”

      And as it turns out, that’s exactly what he does. I can see him trying to go slow for me, but we’re unmatched. Kellan is a Spartan, and I’m a couch potato. He’s also almost a foot taller than me, so his Spartan legs, in addition to being incredibly well-muscled, are a good bit longer.

      I admire him from behind the entire time he runs. He even has good running form. He holds his shoulders square and straight without being too tense. Where I look like a Muppet let loose on the road, Kellan looks like the athlete he is.

      I think, as we turn around by a row of mailboxes and point ourselves back toward his house, that today has been different than I thought it would be. What changed between yesterday and today? He took me out to eat. He put his arm around me. He roasted me pecans. He asked so many questions. And then he invited me to run with him. Am I crazy, or was the Kellan from yesterday mostly just an ass?

      By the time we jog up onto his porch, I’ve got so many endorphins partying in my brain, I really don’t care. I’m just slap-happy—and exhausted. So I’m taken off guard when we get into the foyer and Kellan yanks my running pants down.

      “Kneel on the stairs and push your ass into the air,” he orders.

      I do, and he crouches behind me. I can feel his smooth pecs brush my backside as he parts my lips and starts to finger me.

      He inhales deeply. “Fuck—you smell incredible.”

      Then he spanks me—hard.

      “Ack! What the hell’s that for?”

      “One,” he says, spanking me again, “for every—” spank—“word—” spank—“you—” spank—“just—” spank—“said.”

      Then he leans down, pushes his head between my legs, and eats my pussy from the back.

      I’m so sweaty, so dirty, that at first I think I’m not going to enjoy it, but I’m surprised to find I come almost immediately. I come even harder the second time he pleasures me. Then he carries me up the front stairwell to the windowed room and lays me on my back atop the massive oak bed. He spreads my sore legs, pulls his pants off, and climbs atop me, revealing his long, stiff cock, and the nice, full balls hanging below.

      He eases his head in, then pushes in so deep and hard, I gasp.

      “I need to fuck this sweaty pussy.”

      He pushes my arms above my head, and I rebel and wrap my hands around his forearms. We fuck with him clutching my shoulders, and me clutching his arms.

      Something about the angle is delicious. My clit throbs with every thrust. Inside, I feel so sensitive and full.

      I peek my eyes open at Kellan and find his eyes closed in peaceful concentration. His brows draw together, his lips part a little every time he thrusts. His eyes peek open as he pulls out.

      “So... damn good, that pussy.”

      My eyes drift shut as his thrusts grow harder. He moves one arm to the mattress to support the frenzied pace, while his other hand captures both my wrists. I relax and let him push my arms over my head and press them to the mattress.

      I can feel his cock swell in me. His breathing has grown harder, faster. When he presses his face into the crook of my neck, I feel his cock pulse in me, and I come so hard my abs clench and I grunt.

      “OH GOD!”

      I watch his sweat-glossed back pump with his deep breaths as he hides his face in my neck. His hand around my wrist loosens just enough so I can free one arm and curl my hand around his warm, damp head.

      “Kellan—that was so good,” I whisper.

      He lifts his head and gives me a dazed smile. “This will be better.”

      He looks exhausted, loose-limbed and satiated, but he moves quickly between my legs and drags his tongue between my swollen lips.

      “Oh fuck!”

      He blows his breath against my fevered skin. He traces the tip of his tongue around my clit, and I come off the bed.

      “Kellan!” I grab his head. He licks me gently, so tenderly I’m almost sure I feel his tongue tremble. And then, when I’m thrusting against him, his tongue starts thrashing me. It’s so intense it’s almost painful. He shoves two fingers into me and I scream. “Ohhhh... ohh!” I suck back a huge breath as my orgasm steamrolls me.

      I sag back to the mattress, and he draws his fingers out.

      When I have the strength to open my eyes again, I find him standing by the bed, holding my robe.

      “Come down.”

      He holds an arm out, and I use it for balance as I slide off the big bed.

      He takes my hand and leads me into the bathroom. He runs some water into the sunken tub and when it’s almost filled, he helps me in. I sink up to my neck in bubbles. The heat seeps into my bones, and I moan. Kellan climbs in after me.

      He seats me between his legs, and with his huge erection pressed against my backside, he washes my hair.

      “I like your wavy hair,” he murmurs.

      I stroke his thigh, tucked around mine. “Thanks.”

      I sit still and patient as he wraps my dark locks in a towel. Then he rubs some soap between his palms and kneads my shoulders.

      “Ohhhh.” I sag against him, giving in to bliss, but as soon as I do, I feel him twitch against me. I turn around and fold my hands around his cock.

      “I want to suck it—please.” I look into his eyes and smile. “May I?”

      He drags his thumb over my cheek and then eases himself out of the water, so he’s sitting on the tub’s stone ledge. His cock juts up and out. Bubbles drip down it, collecting on his balls. I wipe the bubbles off and suck the head of him into my mouth, teasing him with my cheeks and tongue while my hands caress his shaft.

      One hand wanders down to his balls. They’re heavy and taut. I cup them and roll them gently, and take a little more of him into my throat: so deep now, I have to concentrate to breathe.

      His hand rests gently on my hair. I look up and find his head is tilted back. His lips are slightly parted. His eyes are closed. I can feel the tension in his hips. The way his abs are clenched.

      I suck my cheeks against him, and at the same time, I swallow him deeper into my throat.

      He shifts his legs. His hand on my head curls into a fist.

      I start to hum around him.

      He groans. “Cleo... fuck.”

      I hum a little more, and his hand on my hair trembles. He makes a low sound in his throat and closes his eyes.

      He’s feeling good. I can tell because his dick swells in my mouth, and his balls, cradled in my palm, tighten a little more.

      I brush the head of him against my throat and suck the rest of him tightly, with all the softest parts of my mouth. I tickle my fingertips gently over his balls, and then I tickle behind them, over the forbidden taint.

      He jumps a little, and I suck him deeper.

      “Christ. Oh shit...”

      I bob my head a little faster. He pulls out a little. His breaths are coming louder, faster. His eyes are squeezed shut.

      He strokes my cheek with his fingertips and pushes back in, moaning. His legs twitch. His balls draw up a little more.

      I whirl my tongue around him.

      “God you’re... fuck. Keep going... Cleo, fuck don’t stop.”

      I flick my tongue against the tiny slit at the head of him. He jumps. “FUCK,” he groans.

      He thrusts deeper down my throat, and his gusting breaths turn to tight moans. His fingers grasp the towel on my head. And then, just when I feel him start to really throb, just when every muscle in his body tenses and he breathes, “oh fuck,” he pulls out. He strokes himself just once, and blows all over my shoulder.

      I rest my hands on his calves while he sits there with his eyes shut, panting.

      When he opens his eyes, he looks dazed. Dazed but happy. Satisfied, despite the way he pulled out of my mouth. “Fucking hell, Cleo. That’s a gift.”

      I laugh. He wraps an arm around my head and pulls me in between his legs. I rest my cheek against his thigh.

      “That felt so good,” he says hoarsely.

      “I’m glad.” I kiss his inner thigh. Chills spread out from where my lips meet his warm skin. I smile up at him. “This has been a great night.”

      “You’re what’s good.” His damp hand cups my cheek.

      “I guess I kinda like being your slut.”

      Something about my comment makes his eyes look unhappy. As I’m wondering what bothered him, he climbs out of the tub and grabs hold of a towel rack.

      “You okay?”

      He laughs. “All the blood’s gone down here,” he says, nodding at his cock. It’s still half-hard.

      I watch him as he towels off. Once, as he turns, I think I see a small tat on his back, just over his left hip. I’m about to ask about it when he helps me from the tub, wraps me in a towel, and hugs me close while walking me toward the bed.

      He settles me on it with my legs spread. “I need to eat you one more time before you to go sleep.”
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      September 11, 2014

      

      Cleo-

      Fucking hell, I know it’s wrong. It’s dangerous—for you, for sure, but maybe me as well.

      And yet…

      The taste of your pussy is my drug. I wake up for the chance to be between your thighs. Your body feels so warm and soft when I hold you.

      I’m surprised. My Sloth—I never would have known.

      I need you now. Because of you? Because of me? I’m afraid I know the answer. I’m in a desperate state—that’s true. But not just anyone would do. Maybe it had to be you.

      I should send you home. I should push you far away before you learn more.

      I can’t. I can’t!

      My brother Lyon used to scold me for my lack of moral compass. I guess he was right. Don’t worry, Cleo baby. I can keep my secret locked down. I won’t break your heart. I fucking swear. I’ll be sure you never, ever know.

      I hope you’re not too worried for your friend “R.” Don’t spend your time worrying for me.

      Seventeen more days of you in my house. If I can hold out that long, I’m going to cherish all of them.

      -R.

      (It’s his name. He was Robert Lyon. We both owe you.)
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      “Cleo?” Smooth fingers stroke my face. His voice is soft and smoky in my ear. “Do you want to go with me? To the pick-up?”

      I drag my heavy eyelids open. I blink at his handsome face. “What time is it?” I rasp.

      “It’s four-thirty.”

      I open my eyes wider and find Kellan standing over me, looking tired and distinctly soft around the edges. He’s wearing a blue t-shirt that hugs his muscles, and...

      “My God.” I flex my legs. “Ohhhh.”

      “Sore?” He smirks.

      “Oh... very. Ow.” I sit up, groaning as I do.

      Kellan helps me down from the big bed and I dress quickly in jeans and a black Tom Petty t-shirt, because I assume there’s a certain time we have to be there.

      As I sit in the wing-backed chair and tie my sneakers, looking out at the pitch black night through the window wall, he comes and crouches at my feet. He rests a hand on the shoe I’ve already laced and looks up into my eyes. “There’s a risk here. I want to be sure you know that. Are you okay with that?”

      “Yeah, sure.” I finish tying my other shoe and straighten up. He takes my hand and rubs the top of it, so gentle that, for a second, my eyes drift shut again. I pull them open, finding him somber. “Isn’t there a risk with dealing too?”

      He nods, covering my hand fully with his. “But this is different. I’m not getting that much imported anymore, but this is a lot more than you’ve ever had on hand. I don’t think anything will go wrong, but we could get busted. It’s always a possibility.”

      I shrug. “Optimist, remember?” I push my hair back. Little strands of it have escaped my French braid and are hanging in my eyes, but I’m not going to take the time to re-braid it. Not here, anyway. Maybe in the car. “Hey, that reminds me. Where’s that stray cat you were telling me about?”

      He shrugs. “I haven’t seen her lately.” He stands up and pulls me with him. When I’ve gotten to my feet, he laces his fingers through mine, and as we walk through his room, I think how strange it is to just be holding hands. In a way it’s even stranger than our casual-not-casual sex has been. He bends his wrist, bringing my arm a little closer to his body, and it feels so nice.

      We walk downstairs that way, and I find he’s already made us each a water bottle. There’s a granola bar by mine. Kellan lets my hand go so he can grab both bottles. I grab my granola bar and Truman bounds over from some unknown Truman resting spot. The three of us clomp down the hall as if we’re going to do something ordinary, like throw a Frisbee at the park, and I’m reminded of “Scooby Doo.”

      “Did you ever watch ‘Scooby Doo?’” I ask Kellan as he locks the front door.

      His mouth curves up in a lazy, sort-of smile. “Oh yeah. Did you?”

      “Yep. I was always wanting to wear my Grans’ old lady head scarves around my neck so I could look like Daphne.”

      Kellan laughs—a rich chuckle that makes my skin tingle—and steps in front of me to open my car door. I scramble into my seat, disappointed when I have to let his hand go. I beam at him as he closes the door behind me, then I smile out at the darkness through the windshield. I hear the door behind me open and close, and then Truman’s head appears between the two front seats. I rub his ears as Kellan gets into the car.

      I notice as he cranks it that the design on his worn blue t-shirt is a manatee. My eyes drift down to his thighs, which are clad in dark denim.

      “You’re such a California guy,” I tease as he turns down the dirt driveway.

      He tugs on his t-shirt and raises his brows.

      “I love manatees.”

      “High school fundraiser,” he says.

      “I want to hear about your swanky high school.”

      Kellan reaches down by his door, pulling out a navy Braves cap that he presses onto his head. He adjusts the bill as he turns from his driveway onto the dirt road that will take us to the highway.

      “Some other time,” he says.

      “Are you nervous?” I ask as we bump over the dirt road. Moonlight pearls on the hood of his car, so bright white it hurts my eyes.

      He shakes his head, and I’m surprised to find that I’m a little disappointed by how focused he seems on the road, by how his free hand rests on his right knee instead of twined in mine. And realizing my feelings, I feel a trill of fear.

      This isn’t serious, I remind myself. But the words ring hollow in my head.

      He looks somehow both younger and older in the ball cap. Like a high school baseball player—or a young dad. The light from the dash illuminates the planes of his face, and they look like mine. My heart says MINE. I squeeze my eyes shut.

      “Who will we be seeing tonight?” I ask quietly.

      “I get the imports from my Uncle Pace,” Kellan says. “He’s really a cousin, but he’s kind of old, so we just always called him uncle.”

      “Oh. A family member.”

      He nods. “I used to get more shipments, but now I’m growing so much—so much good shit—that I only get a shipment once a month. It helps supplement in case something happens to my crop, and it gives us seeds to continue cross-breeding. The plants we’re getting tonight are pretty young, so they’re small. We’re only getting twenty of them.”

      “Only!” I laugh.

      As we start down the highway, headed for the east side of town, Kellan explains that he bought the abandoned toy factory at a bank auction; it has doors on the back that open like a garage. He tells me he’s in the process of remodeling so he can sell it. Until then, it’s used for deals like this.

      The east side of Chattahoochee is the “bad” side of town. Even I, who rarely leave campus, know that. And tonight, the evidence is everywhere. Shadowed figures with bowed heads shuffle along the uneven sidewalk that runs alongside the street. Run-down cars idle in front of decrepit-looking buildings. We pass a violent jade Mercedes Benz with flashy rims, and my eyes slide to Kellan.

      “Do other drug dealers know you?” I ask.

      He smiles tightly. “I don’t have any criminal enemies, Cleo. I’ll open the warehouse doors with this—” he taps a flip-down compartment in the ceiling of the Escalade—“and we’ll drive in. The doors will close right behind us. In the main garage area, there are no windows to the outside. No one will see a light in there and come to see what’s up. There’s an office attached, and all the lights will be off there too.”

      I chew my lip, and his hand spreads over my knee. “I’ve got a good security system, baby. Just because of the neighborhood it’s in.” He nods at the digital clock on the dash. “By the time we get there, Manning and Pace will already have things all settled. Only reason I go too is prudence.”

      “You mean you don’t trust Manning?”

      “Not at all,” he says. He takes a left at a litter-strewn intersection and we drive slowly down a dark, one-way street. Kellan reaches up to touch the ceiling, hits the brakes, and a second later, we’re driving into darkness. “I trust him,” he says calmly as the dark garage looms around us. “But this is my thing. I’m the one in charge, so I should be here with him.”

      Just as my throat starts feeling uncomfortably tight, someone flicks the lights on, and I’m stunned to find we’re in a large open space, almost like a skating rink, with creamy, sheetrock walls and a smooth, cement floor. About a dozen yards in front of us is a large white van, and by it, Manning’s Harley.

      “Lights flick off when we open the garage door, and flick back on once we’re in,” Kellan explains. He lifts his hand off my knee and tugs the bill of his cap in what seems like a nervous gesture.

      Manning and a short, pot-bellied man walk out from behind a white van, and Kellan nods. “See the old guy?” I note the man’s torn jeans and Pink Floyd t-shirt. “That’s my Uncle Pace. I’ll check things out, we’ll do some back slapping, and then you and me are out. It should be simple.” He winks, and I try to calm the riot rushing through my veins.

      “I wanted you to see how easy this is,” Kellan explains as he adjusts his cap again. “So if you ever had to do it, you’d know how.”

      “If I ever had to—”

      Truman barks when he sees Manning, and I watch Kellan’s face tighten as Pace raises his hand in a wave.

      They both start toward the Escalade, and Kellan says, “Wait here. Manning is picking the stuff up. Don’t know why he’s on his bike.”

      My stomach twists as Kellan saunters over to them. I never noticed until now what a nice swagger he has. In a t-shirt and jeans, it’s easy to admire.

      I watch as Manning holds out a hand and Kellan clasps it in a friendly shake. It’s weird, though, because as he does that, I see tension in his back and shoulders. Manning’s face is serious. Kellan holds out one arm, and Pace holds out both hands.

      I can’t hear what’s being said, but Manning’s face tightens, and Pace looks unhappy. Kellan’s arm slices the air. Manning touches his shoulder. Kellan takes a long step back.

      Over the dull roar of the Escalade’s AC, I hear someone shout.

      Kellan? The low boom echoes through the empty warehouse. Pace gets right in front of Kellan, reaching for his shoulder. Kellan pushes him. My heart hammers as I crack my window.

      Manning looks unhappy. Do I trust him? He seemed like a good ole boy.

      Kellan grabs Pace’s collar. “Don’t you fucking mention Lyon! EVER! Goddamn fucking Pace!” I can’t hear what Pace says back, but it doesn’t go over well with Kellan. He shoves Pace’s shoulders. Manning grabs Kellan’s arm, and Kellan takes a swing at Manning.

      “Get out of here.” I think that’s what he growls. Manning doesn’t move—I think he’s saying something I can’t hear. Kellan scoffs. His face, which I can see from the side, looks as if he’s laughing at Manning—but his shoulders are still heaving. Manning shrugs and gets on his bike. He looks pissed, but I hear him crank it, so that must mean he’s leaving.

      For the next minute, my attention is split between Manning riding slowly out the garage door, and Kellan as he and Uncle Pace begin to go at it again.

      Shit!

      Pace grabs Kellan’s arm, and cold fear sweeps me. Kellan shoves his chest, and for the first time, Pace looks angry. Kellan gets up in his face, and after something else is said, he shoves Pace again.

      My mind races. Is Pace a nice guy? Does he know I’m in the car? What if he hurts Kellan? I crack my door open, because I want to feel more mobile.

      Kellan’s voice booms through the warehouse. “I am!” Pace says something and he gets up in his face. “Oh no, you didn’t think. Fuck you, Pace. Fuck you,” he sneers.

      I catch another low, pissed off voice, and possibly an “idiot” from Pace’s mouth. Then Kellan leans closer, with his hand on Pace’s shoulder. I think they might be making nice when Kellan hauls his arm back and smashes the shorter man in the jaw.

      Truman barks—a low, intimidating sound that has me shrinking against the cracked door before I realize his tail is still thumping against the back seat. I put my hand on the door handle, clutching it as Pace shouts something.

      He covers his face with one hand, and Kellan laughs—a bitter sound.

      Pace says something loud and forceful. I see blood drip from his nose. Kellan shoves his shoulder, and he holds his hands out. I can’t hear his words, but they are loud and they sound pissed off.

      Shit, did someone sell him out? My pulse is so frantic, I can barely breathe.

      I slide into the driver’s seat and crack that window too.

      “It’s up to me. Not Robert—ME,” he says, as Pace puts pressure on his bleeding nose. “You need to remember that shit.”

      Something else is said. Pace looks sad. Kellan seethes. Pace opens his mouth, and Kellan seems to take that as his cue to go.

      He stalks back toward the car, his hands in fists, his long strides closing the distance between us quickly. He’s within spitting range when Pace says something else. Kellan whirls around, stalks over to him, and slaps his shoulder.

      “Fuck you then,” I hear him say. He sounds resigned.

      Seconds later, he is at the driver’s door. When he sees me there, he walks around and gets into the passenger’s seat.

      “Drive,” he snaps.

      I do.
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      I’m so furious I can’t speak. I can barely breathe as Cleo drives us back toward my house. I train my gaze on the night outside the windshield. Pace’s words ping pong around my mind, and every echo brings on new fury. The rage I feel is thick enough to fill my chest, until I’m numb and heavy, curled around a fire deep in my gut.

      After parking the car, Cleo shepherds Truman toward the porch, steers me up the stairs with her hand on my lower back, and uses my key to open the front door.

      I feel ill as we walk toward the kitchen. All because of Pace—and Manning. Fucking Pace betrayed me. Fucking Manning. Clueless bastard. They took this shit I’ve been pushing out to sea and brought it crashing through me, crashing through my house. I can’t be here. I stop before I reach the living room and look down the hall, at the front door. I could go. A part of me just wants to go.

      Cleo’s hand around my forearm brings me back. “Come on in here,” her soft voice says. “Your hand is scraped. I can clean it up for you.”

      She leads me to the couch and I sit down, my eyes cast to my boots. I can’t look at the TV. I don’t want to see the sunset post cards on the end table. Even the sight of my own legs makes my throat tighten in impotent fury, but I can’t escape myself. Not yet, anyway.

      Cleo disappears. I feel a pang. When she returns, she’s got my first aid kit. I don’t move as she cleans my knuckles, smooths a Band-Aid over one of them. I rest my head against the back of the couch and let sleep tug at me.

      I could go to sleep.

      I can’t go to sleep.

      On every level possible, I have to rage against that bullshit Pace threw at me. I’m tired but I have to fight. I’m living on my own damn terms—but when I feel this desperate, I know of nothing that will help except to be between a woman’s legs.

      I fuck Cleo on the rug. I make a cage of my arms, my palms pressed to the rug on each side of her shoulders. With her hands unbound for once, she strokes me, her warm hands tracing up and down my hips, then up a little higher, where she cups my pecs and teases my nipples.

      I hold nothing back. Three years ago, with Gillian, I fucked without a single rule, but even that was nothing like this time with Cleo. Every time I plunge inside her warm body, a ragged groan tears from my throat. Every time she sighs or gasps, I curl down closer over her, until I’m propped up on my elbows and my hands are holding her cheeks.

      My mouth devours hers—punishing, then worshipping, teasing, raging, needing. I’ve never tasted anything like Cleo’s breath as she moans between my lips. I come hard—so hard I nearly pass the fuck out with her ankles wrapped around my calves and her arms tucked over my shoulders. I fuck Cleo like a lover, and when I’m finished, I don’t even have the wherewithal to clean her up.

      Her soft hands urge me onto the couch, and then my head is in her lap. Her fingers in my hair. I’m lying on my back between her soft thighs. Cleo tightens them around my waist, and I feel... safe. So safe and so, so tired.

      The demons in my mind are far away, and there is only her sweet voice, singing a song I’ve never heard...

      We’re playing checkers. The pieces are big, and they’re all black. Lyon’s hair is black, too. At least I think it’s his hair.

      I try to tickle him, under his ribs, so I can see him grin, but Lyon steps away. His face is solemn—more like mine.

      “I didn’t think I’d go before you,” he says with his head down. “I didn’t mean to, Kelly.”

      I look him over, head to foot. He’s wearing his Trojan uniform, and it fits like it did when we both played. I stare for a long time at the crown of his dark head. I wonder why he’s gone dark now. If it means... what I fear it means.

      I grab his shoulder, squeezing hard enough to hurt—the way Robert taught us both. “I want to know where you went, Ly. This not knowing is killing me. I miss you.” My throat aches. I pull him into my arms. “You’re my older brother. You’re my twin. I need to know.”

      “You know I can’t tell you.” He laughs. “If I told you, Kelly, I’d have to kill you.”

      My throat and stomach burn like someone dumped a vat of acid into me. Lyon is wrenched from me. I look around for him, but there is no sign he’s ever even been here. The blue tiles are cold under my feet. Blue steam wafts through the air. I breathe it in, because along with poison, there is oxygen—and I haven’t yet learned how to live without breathing.

      “Fuck me.” I clutch my throat. The shaking starts in my shoulders and spreads out, all through my aching body.

      I never thought I’d feel this pain again...

      I jerk out of sleep as if the hand of God has plucked me from the ether. Cleo’s face is right in front of mine. I blink a few times before noticing that she looks scared shitless. Her hands squeeze my shoulders, and she’s straddling my outstretched legs. “Kellan! Shit—you scared me.”

      “What?” I look around the living room, still stained with shadow but starting to glow from the rising sun. I look down at my busted hand. “What’s going on?”

      Her hand rises to cup my nape. “You feel asleep in my lap. You had a nightmare, I think.” She puts her free hand on my chest, and I notice how fast I’m breathing.

      I try to slow it down, but I keep feeling that ghost pain in my throat. “Water,” I try. Cleo rushes to the kitchen. I can’t breathe. I stagger up and walk around the couch, into the kitchen, where I see her opening cabinets. I hang onto the granite countertop and try to focus on the cold beneath my hands.

      I’m in my own house. I’m not going back there. I’m okay for now. I look down at my bandaged hand and want to scream. Why’d I do that? I’m so fucking stupid.

      Cleo’s hands are rubbing my back. I like that.

      “I’m fine,” I tell her. But I can’t seem to slow my breathing.

      I just stand there... flailing, while Cleo’s hands stroke my fevered skin through my shirt, and my body echoes and my heart hangs from my chest in tattered shreds. I miss my brother so much, I can’t breathe.

      I try to ration my breaths, and Cleo keeps rubbing circles on my back. Like Lyon. He would rub my neck and shoulders—since when we were little kids.

      My big brother... he knew what would make me better. The one who didn’t know was me...

      I lean over the counter and let my head rest on my arm. “Cleo?”

      “What can I do?” she asks in a high voice.

      I shake my head. I turn around and pull a cabinet open. I grab a pill bottle and shake a Xanax into my damp palm. It’s been a long time since I took one, so they might be expired... A few fall to the floor, and Cleo rushes to gather them.

      I hold one in my hand, thinking of cutting it in half. My fingers shake so much, I just put it in my mouth and chew.

      She takes the bottle from me as I swallow bitter pieces.

      I lean over the counter, too ashamed to look at her. “I’m sorry,” I say as it starts to spread its numbing fingers through me. I pull my lead gaze up to hers. “I didn’t mean to scare you.”

      “You were saying ‘lie.’”

      “Lyon.” I let my eyelids slip shut. I feel her hand, a gentle pressure on my back.

      “I heard you say it at the factory too,” she whispers by my ear. “Did something happen, Kellan? I can tell you’re really upset.”

      I open my eyes and find her worried face. I take her hand.

      “Come here,” I whisper.

      I lead Cleo over to the couch and then I summon all my energy and walk to the DVD player.

      I take the Trojans DVD’s plastic case and turn the player on.

      I sit beside her, feeling heavy.

      “Look at this.” My eyes shut as I pass her the leaflet from inside the case. “Find my name,” I groan. I don’t mean to, but I can’t keep the pain out of my voice.

      “I see you—right here. Kellan Drake.”

      “Now look below it,” I rasp.

      “Lyon Drake? I’m confused.” Cleo pauses, and I hear the TV start to play. “Number thirty-three, the program says.”

      “His number?” I lift my head out of my hands as my eyelids try to shut. Yes, Lyon was thirty-three.

      I nod, and she watches the screen. Lyon lines up in his tight-end position, and my chest fills up with nails.

      “That’s your brother?” she asks.

      I nod.

      “Is he younger or older than you?” she asks gently.

      “Twins,” I murmur. The word feels foreign on my tongue.

      “Did something happen to him?”

      I swallow, even though my throat is dry. I bury my head in both my hands. “He died.”
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      Cleo

      

      I watch the phantom Kellan on the screen. It’s strange because he has blond hair, like the Kellan sitting with me on the couch, so as he circles around my dark-haired Kellan with a giant cooler, my senses tell me that he’s Kellan. He’s got the same beautiful body, the same gorgeous blue eyes. But when he laughs, his face is different. He has dimples when he smiles, and Kellan only gets them when he frowns.

      My dark Kellan darts away and starts to circle blond-haired Lyon. Lyon whirls around with him. When Kellan feints, his brother anticipates it in advance. He dumps the cooler full of ice in the exact right spot to drench Kellan.

      Kellan jolts out from under the icy water and tackles his brother. Behind them, fans are filing out of the stadium. Other players join in, and as the brothers brawl on the football field, someone brings another cooler and dumps it on them both.

      “Fuck you!” Kellan roars.

      Lyon is laughing—laughing with his blond head thrown back. Laughing like a Kellan angel.

      I can see where Kellan gets his darkness. It’s the balance to his brother’s light.

      Someone starts to throw ice cubes, and the twins disappear into a mass of jerseys. I hear one final whoot from one of them, but it’s impossible to discern which. My Kellan was younger, freer, despite his black hair. As if in answer, Lyon flits in front of the screen, smiling gloriously for the camera.

      He shakes his wet head, sending drops of water flying at the lens.

      “And that’s all we have tonight, from Los Angeles Memorial Coliseum. Keep it cool, and we’ll see you next week,” the announcer says as the camera pans out.

      I shift my gaze to Kellan. He’s just staring. I can see no feeling on his face.

      “When did it happen?” I whisper.

      “September 18. 2011.”

      I nod slowly. “That date is coming up.” I look at his hands, sitting listless in his lap, and I wonder about his fight at the bar. It was January 2011—just a few months after this game was filmed. Was his brother there that night? I didn’t read anything about his brother in the papers. Was Lyon as talented as Kellan? Were they both untamed boys, privileged athletes living outside the lines? Were they using drugs?

      “It must be on your mind.”

      I touch his thigh with just my fingertips, even though it makes me nervous—the act of reaching out and touching him when he’s in so much pain. I don’t want to hurt him more. Instead, he doesn’t move at all. His body is like a statue. After a moment, he leans his head against the back of the couch.

      He closes his eyes, and I stare down at my helpless hand on his jeans. My heart pounds with the need to comfort him somehow, but my mind is painfully blank. I feel a burst of panic as I watch the even rise-fall of his chest. I hope he didn’t fall asleep. Not before I get a chance to comfort him.

      “I’m sorry,” he says raggedly. “I never take this shit.”

      “Please—don’t be sorry.” I have a memory of a letter I got from “R.” once, where he replied to a note I’d sent about going to see Olive’s grave. He told me I should take Xanax before bed after I went. Tomorrow—well, today—I’m going to Olive’s grave again. Maybe I’ll take a page from “R.” and Kellan’s book. “You should never feel bad about doing something that will ease your pain. Everyone deserves a break.”

      I raise my hand and ease it behind his head, dropping down to rub his nape gently. His skin is soft and very warm. His eyes lift up to mine.

      “Can you not... rub like that?” He rasps. “I’m sorry.” He drops his forehead into his hand.

      “Of course. You want me to give you some space?” I start to move my arm, still hovering over his shoulders. He grabs my hand and tugs it down, settling my arm firmly around his back.

      I scoot closer to him. My hip touches his as I tighten my grip on his back, hoping that the weight of it will make him feel less alone—the way he did for me at Mama McCalister’s.

      We sit like that a while, and I lean my head against his shoulder. A moment after I move, he does—raising his head to look at me with haunted eyes. “I need you again,” he whispers. “Now, please.”

      I nod, and he lifts me in his arms. He cradles my body to his chest, my forehead on his shoulder as he slowly climbs the stairs. I’m expecting slow sex on the bed, so he shocks me by lowering me belly-first onto the hall runner, yanking off my pants, and coming down heavy over me. He fingers me until I’m gasping, then he fucks me without flair.

      Just a pounding doggy style, until his warmth jets inside me and I clench around him. We groan in unison, splitting open the dark silence.

      He braces himself there atop me for only a moment. Then he scoops me up, sets me on my feet, and smacks my ass so hard it echoes. I yelp and whirl around to face him. I find Kellan sharp-edged and somber.

      “Go to your bedroom,” he orders. “Lie on your back, in the middle of the mattress. Wait for me.”

      I nod quickly, and he walks through the door into his bedroom. He shuts it behind him. I can’t quite say why, but I feel the urge to follow him inside. I count to thirty, then walk to his door on weak legs and turn the knob. I push the door open slowly, hoping he won’t notice me peek in. When it’s open just an inch, I align my right eye with the crack.

      I find a large room stuffed with sleek, mahogany antiques, fluffy armchairs, a massive corner bookshelf, and—a wall rug? Yep, the right wall of the room is covered with what looks, to my untrained eyes, like a rug. And what’s weird: it’s swaying, as if Kellan smacked it as he walked by.

      I have a flashback from a Nancy Drew I read when I was little, where there was a hidden trap door behind a wall-hanging. Obviously that’s ridiculous, but even so, I can’t contain my curiosity—and that part of me, deviant Cleo who likes her ass spanked till it burns, wants to see what punishment he’ll inflict if he finds I followed him.

      I slink into the room like a spider, one leg first, one arm, and then a full step brings me onto his soft, Oriental rug.

      I stand there listening, and when I don’t hear him, I walk past his bed and a cozy armchair, where a book rests. I put my hand against the rug hanging from a long rod up near the ceiling, and press down until I feel the firmness of the wall behind it.

      I slide my hands down, holding my breath against the dust that is probably swimming all around my face. Then I commit to my insanity and lift it up so I can look behind it. I’m strangely unsurprised to see a door there. It’s sleek wood—almost the same color of the mahogany bedroom set—and on its left side is a fancy, brass doorknob.

      As I lower my cheek gently to the door, I already know that I will hear him on the other side—and so again, I’m not surprised. Kellan, breathing heavily. The cadence of his gasping is so fast, I have the sick fear that he’s with another girl.

      I don’t dare move. When he roars his pain out, my heart forgets its rhythm. Kellan...

      I stand there with my fist poised at the hard slab of the door, until I hear the sound of water running. Then I rush back to my windowed room.

      I lie there in the morning sun for two hours before I close the curtains and the canopy and burrow into the duvet. I’ll have to leave here in a few hours, and if I’m going to drive to Albany, I need to get some sleep.
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      I hang up my cell phone just as Cleo steps into the kitchen. Her eyes are guarded: pleasantly neutral. It’s the benign look on her face that gives her away. It’s not a real expression, it’s a dummy one. Probably because she’s not sure where she stands with me—and with the dawning of her sister’s birthday, she might be too tired to think it through.

      Her gaze feels warm on my face, and I can feel the tug of her concern before she shifts her green eyes over to the island and the bar stool she’s adopted as her own. I admire her getup as she hoists herself onto the stool. She’s got her wavy hair tucked into a messy bun at the top of her head, and she’s wearing magenta leggings and a flowing, tie-dyed shirt. I squint to make out her stud earrings, but I can’t from where I’m standing, between the refrigerator and the sink.

      I’m embarrassed, so it’s tough to meet her eyes—but I can be tough when a situation calls for it.

      I give her a small smile that seems to lift up only half of my mouth, and I nod at her. “I like your getup there.”

      I step over to the island she’s sitting at and lean my elbows on the countertop beside the stove.

      “Thank you,” she says, twirling one earring. It’s a tiny Hello Kitty.

      “I thought I’d try to wear things she might like,” she says in a voice that’s slightly hoarse with pain, “if she was still here.”

      I don’t even think about it first. I just stretch across the island and hold out my hands. My pulse hammers between my ears as she looks down at them. I’m not sure when’s the last time I left myself so open for another person. She gives me a small, sad smile and threads her fingers through mine.

      I look her over more closely and—shit: her face is definitely sad.

      My mind’s hung up in a dark place too, so I feel like I’m right there with her. It seems almost like kismet—that I wrote out those instructions for visiting the cemetery, and she falls into my life a week before she treks to her hometown for that very reason.

      I rub my thumbs over her small, cool hands and try to overcome the embarrassment I feel, being so close to her after last night. I don’t even remember the ride home from the warehouse. I remember looking down as she rubbed something on my knuckles. How pain clenched in my chest, like a weed overtaking flowers, choking everything out of me but the agony of my losses.

      I know I used Cleo for comfort. I remember how incredible it felt to get lost deep inside her. How smooth her palms were as they swept slowly up my chest. I remember her fingers in my hair, her legs around my waist as we curled together on the couch. And waking up... that way.

      Like I’m so far from the living, nothing warm can touch me. Like there’s a glacier shoved inside my ribs, and I’m not even breathing. No heart beating. Hollow and filled up with cold.

      I know I lost my shit and let her see me looking wrecked and crazy.

      ... And I know she put her arm around me. Tried to rub my neck.

      I remember all of that.

      Afterward, upstairs... I went into the locked room because I had to. I didn’t know what to do, and I didn’t want to make any calls. I don’t want to pull the trigger on my time with Cleo. I can’t yet.

      So I repaired things as much as I could, and by the time I was done, she was asleep—so I slid under the sheets beside her. Her body was so warm, and mine so cold. Even in her sleep, she reached for me. She cradled me. And for the first time in—the first time ever—I started to wonder what I need the most. And how, when I can’t feed this growing hunger for her, I’ll be able to do anything but die.

      I look up at her now, at her sad face, and I feel the vestiges of my own pain fall away as I think of ways to ease hers.

      “How’d you sleep?” I ask—because I want to know if she remembers being joined in bed by me.

      “I slept okay.” She rubs a finger over my scabbed knuckles and frowns down at them. “Did you hit something else?” She pulls her gaze up to my face and strokes her fingertip over my skin. “This little cut is still bleeding.”

      I shrug and draw my hands away. “I’ve got that punching bag...”

      She reaches out for me. “You punched a punching bag? You shouldn’t do that,” she says. I lean back toward her and let her have my hands.

      It feels so good to have her stroke my hand and wrists. I could shut my eyes and give in to her soothing touch. But today, the focus is on her.

      “You want some breakfast?” I ask, gently withdrawing my hands from hers.

      “I want you to let me put another bandage on your knuckles, especially that one that looks so puffy. I’m leaving to go home after that, so I’ll probably just grab a Pop Tart on the road.”

      “Come here,” I beckon with my hand.

      She hesitates a moment, then comes around the counter, and I place a hand on her shoulder. I don’t plan to, but I draw her closer, close enough so I could wrap my arms around her. And I want to. I want to so damn much. But I’m still feeling cold and dead inside, so I just stand there, breathing.

      “Thank you for last night,” I whisper. “You were very kind to me—with not much regard for you and very few questions answered.” I release her shoulder and look at her pretty face. “Do you want to know what happened at the factory?”

      She shrugs. “Only if you want to tell me. It’s okay if you don’t.”

      I owe her. I lean back against the counter and tap my fingers against the granite, trying to think of where to start. How much to say. And if it even matters. I’m surprised to find I want to tell her. When I meet her eyes again, they’re warm; encouraging.

      “Pace is a first cousin of my father, Robert. My father is... a powerful man—in many ways. Most people feel beholden to him. They do everything he asks. My father and I have been estranged for several years. Since Lyon’s death,” I manage in a steady voice. “But Robert can’t accept that. Everything has to be... according to his wishes. So right now, he’s trying to put pressure on me. He had Pace drive here—even though Pace is an employee of mine, he doesn’t work for my father—He had Pace drive to Georgia with an empty van. To prove a point.”

      Her eyes widen. “He drove here from—where again?”

      “From California,” I tell her.

      “He drove that far with nothing?”

      I nod.

      “Did Manning know about it?”

      I’m surprised she was watching closely enough to see Manning was batting for Pace’s team back at the warehouse.

      “He didn’t know, but Pace told Manning some bullshit, and the two of them tried to get me to... yield to my father’s wishes. On something important. Something that’s not their business, either one of them.” I inhale; exhale. Robert is dead to me. I want to tell Cleo why. How I blame him for Lyon’s death. But one look at her sympathetic face and I know this day should be all about her. Even mentioning this right now... it’s selfish.

      “I’m so sorry that happened,” she says.

      I nod. “I know you are.” I let a breath out, releasing that subject, and look back up at her. “I appreciate it, Cleo. Now let’s get some food and water packed.”

      “Um... what?”

      “I’m driving you. Don’t protest. I know it’s hard to do this shit alone, and I want to go. Anyway, you don’t have a car here.”

      “Oh, I guess I don’t.”

      I start opening cabinets. “What do you want?”

      I open the liquor cabinet, and her eyes widen. “Oh my God, is that Snow Queen vodka?”

      I can’t resist a smile. “It’s my favorite. Have you had it?”

      “I love it. This is really weird... but can we take some with us?”

      I give her a gentle smirk. “Only if you tell me why.”

      She smiles a little, and I can’t tell if it’s sad. “My friend came up with some instructions for me once, for visiting the cemetery. One of the things was having some Snow Queen with me.”

      “You should,” I say, trying to ignore the sharp twist in my gut. “Your friend sounds like a smart dude.”

      She frowns. “How did you know it’s a dude?”

      “You said ‘he.’”

      “Oh.” She nods. “Yeah. I haven’t heard from him in a while. I’m actually really worried about him.”

      All the air in my lungs dissipates, and I feel the color drain from my face. I draw a deep breath, taking care to look away from her. “What makes you worried?” I ask as I get the Snow Queen down and set it on the counter.

      “He’s got a weird situation. Kind of... risky.” I wait for her to tell me what she means by that, but Cleo just runs her palm over her upswept hair. “I found out he has a P.O. box in a city like an hour from here, which is totally crazy. It’s just across the Alabama line, in this little town called Eufaula. I was thinking of stopping by on my way back up to Chattahoochee, to see if anyone around has seen him.” She rolls her eyes. “I have stalker tendencies—I know.”

      I smile a little at how ruffled she seems, even as I feel a yawning ache behind my sternum.

      “We can do that. We can do anything you want,” I lie. I keep my business P.O. box across state lines for security reasons, and there is no way we’re going by there.

      I stretch my arm out and rub my palm over the coil of her bun. Cleo stands perfectly still, her eyes level with my throat as I just... touch her. My hand lingers there, barely brushing the soft nest of her hair. Because I need to touch her. Because now that I know who she is, I feel a fucking tug toward her, as if a rope is tied around me and she’s got the business end.

      Cleo’s hand touches my throat. “What’s this?”

      My muscles tighten. “What?” I trail my hand down by her ear, hoping to distract her—but she leans closer.

      “You’ve got this little scar... right here.” Her finger rubs gently over the base of my neck, just atop the thick throb of my jugular. “It looks exactly like a little white Sharpie line.” She strokes me there again, and I suck in a deep breath.

      “Oops, I’m sorry. Does that bother you?”

      I shake my head. I guess I held my breath while she was touching me. I press my lips together for what I hope looks like a normal smirk. “You want to hear that story?”

      She nods, eager.

      I stroke her ivory white throat. “In the car,” I lie again.

      Cleo shakes her head and pulls her lips down. “It’s not a car.”

      Goddamn, her mouth like that. It’s fucking sexy, that little smirk. There’s something feline about it—like a smug housecat pondering a bowl of milk. I want to kiss it off her lips.

      “What is it then?” I ask, turning toward the refrigerator before she sees my boner. I grit my teeth and start to rearrange my canned nutrition shakes.

      “It’s a gas guzzler,” she says, coming to stand on the other side of the refrigerator door. I train my eyes on the label of one of the shakes, because I can feel her eyes on me. She’s so damn close, her gaze burns.

      “Do you know the miles per gallon?” she asks.

      I reach in and get two water bottles out, and I think of checkers. That’s all it takes to kill my boner, so I’m safe to turn around. “You really wanna know?”

      “I’m not sure. Do I not?”

      I tug the sleeve of her shirt. “Are you a tree-hugger, Cleo baby?”

      “Don’t call me that.” Pink spots bloom on her cheeks.

      I grin. “What—Cleo baby?”

      “Yes.” She takes a step away from me. I step with her. She leans against the countertop, right in front of the sink. I come in close, so close our hips are almost touching.

      I’m still grinning. “You don’t like it?”

      “It’s... I don’t know.” She fusses with her hair. “It makes me feel like I’m... being teased.”

      I rub my thumb along her smooth jaw, smirking because I can’t help myself. “Cleo baby?” I tilt my head at her. “That makes you feel teased?”

      She leans back. “You are teasing me—right now. Don’t act like you aren’t,” she says indignantly.

      “You never answered me. About the trees.”

      She leans back toward me with reluctance on her face. I could step back to give her space, but where’s the fun in that? I know my breath smells good because I chewed a bunch of Big Red after my run earlier this morning.

      I rub my fingers over the hemline of her tie-dyed shirt. “You look cute in tie-dye, Cleo baby. Like you belong in California with me, hugging redwoods.”

      Her cheeks are even redder than before. I’m surprised, and irrationally charmed.

      “I’m getting ‘The Lorax’ on my ankle next,” she says, and then presses her lips tightly together to hide a smile she wants to beam at me.

      That makes me laugh. I don’t know why I find it so damn funny: that smug little smile she’s trying to hide, and the thought of that damned mustached Lorax on Cleo’s little ankle.

      “Dr. Seuss.” She shrugs, her eyes alight, as if my amusement has infected her. “I’m his number one fan girl.”

      I give her a grin, because fuck it, I can’t help myself. I notice a glint of something silver at her throat and pull a necklace out of her shirt. I see a small sloth hanging from the chain and lose my grin.

      I guess my face must show my feelings, because Cleo’s eyes widen in response to what she thinks is disapproval. “Are you hating on my sloth necklace?”

      “Hell no.” I fake a quick smile for her. “I’m a lover of the sloth.” I turn toward the pantry but I slide a glance her way. She’s folded her arms and is leaning against the refrigerator, looking skeptical.

      “Have you ever heard of Save the Sloths International?” I ask. She frowns as I step into the pantry, looking for some shit for us to eat. “I’m one of its biggest donors. Same money that bought the Escalade—” I stick my head out, giving Cleo my most earnest look—“I’ll have you know, it saved three sloths.”

      She steps toward me. “What kind of sloths?”

      “The slow, tree-dwelling kind.”

      “Sloths that live in... ?”

      “Endangered locations,” I tell her. “Much of South America is being pruned by... well, you know—Mr. O’Hare.”

      Her mouth drops open and her eyes widen. The shocked look quickly morphs into a smile. “You’ve read ‘The Lorax?’”

      “I helped write it,” I tease.

      “Kellan Walsh, you... sneaky trickster.”

      I laugh. Sneaky trickster—that’s all she’s got? I step out of the pantry with an armful of food and shrug. “I’m a closet whore for Dr. Seuss myself.”

      She shakes her head, still laughing, and then steps to take some of the food out of my arms. “Holy hell, Kellan. Do you think we have enough snacks?”

      I lay out the array of food on the countertop, and Cleo starts to weed through it. “White powdered doughnuts—score!” She sets the two packs off to the side. “Twizzlers—these things are my super fave.” She pushes them into the pile, and I smile at her enthusiasm. “Teddy Grahams—hell yes, childhood! Olive would love these.” I watch as her smile falters, but she pastes it back on.

      “KIND chocolate and peanut butter protein bar, yes, please. Hell yes, Nutella and these godly little dipping sticks. Kellan, you have great taste in junk food.” I laugh, and Cleo wraps her arms around her food pile. “You’re a shopping god.” She moves a pack of candied peanuts, a bag of Nilla Wafers, and a small bag of Doritos into the stack, rejecting two bags of pork rinds and one bag of Fritos.

      “No pork rinds?” I tease.

      “Hell no. Those things are sick. Pigs are super smart, you know.”

      “But not when there’s bacon around, huh?”

      She hangs her head. “I know. I’m evil.”

      I laugh, and turn to get a grocery bag out of the pantry. “Manning left those here.”

      “Ewww. No thank you. Pork rinds are a Southern thing I’ve never gotten behind,” she tells me.

      I hold a plastic grocery bag open, and Cleo dumps her booty in. “This is going to be the yummiest sad day I’ve ever had.”

      That makes me smile. I take the bag from her and set it on the counter, then I grab a stick of beef jerky from the refrigerator and peel it open.

      “You refrigerate your beef jerky?”

      “It’s the only way.”

      “How about just not eating it?”

      I shake my head and rip a bite off. “Protein,” I say between chewing.

      “Eat an egg.” She wrinkles her nose. “Eat chicken.”

      “I don’t do leftovers, Cleo baby. And I’m not up for cooking right now. Unless you want something?”

      She shakes her head.

      I finish off the jerky in three more bites and toss the wrapper. Then I grab a TwoCal out of the refrigerator, peel the aluminum top off, and dump it into a glass.

      “That looks disgusting,” Cleo leans against the counter as I swallow the creamy liquid. Her eyes run over my navy blue Dr. Who t-shirt and my ragged ass jeans. “Is it for body building?”

      I smirk. “You think I look like a body builder, Cleo baby?”

      Her cheeks redden. “Stop calling me that.”

      I sweep my eyes down myself. I know I’m looking pretty cut right now. Since May, I’ve been working out like a fiend and piling on the muscle mass. My body fat has got to be low as shit, and yeah—before I started dropping weight these last two weeks or so, my shirts had gotten tight as fuck tight around the chest and arms.

      I can’t help a smug look. I toss back the TwoCal and set the glass in the sink, beside another empty one. Cleo peeks at them.

      “You drank one of those earlier today, too? Like for breakfast?”

      “You worrying over my diet, Cleo baby?”

      She shoves me in the chest, and I wrap my hand around her thin, tanned wrist. I look down at her face—her teasing eyes, her playful smile—and all I want is to kiss those soft, full lips.

      A heartbeat passes. Another as I try to bridle myself. Then I lean down, take her face in my hands, and kiss her like she’s the last thing I’ll ever taste. I kiss her with the power surging through my veins, with all the strength of my desire to protect her from this day. With all the want that’s burning through me—want of more than just her body. Want of days and nights, forgotten things like the weight of a woman’s body in my arms and the way the woods sound when the sun comes slanting through the trees like sheets of gold. Everything I long for, everything I can’t have, I pour into her mouth—and Cleo responds beautifully.

      Her arms twine around my waist, pressing her soft belly against my bulge. I’m so damn hard, I just want to push myself against her until she spreads her legs and lets me in. Instead I slide my tongue into the softness of her mouth. Cleo gasps. It makes me smile around her lips, knowing that I can make my dirty girl gasp with just a slip of my tongue.

      I explore her slowly, wrapping an arm around her back and cradling her head, so when I thrust my tongue into the hot, slick sanctuary of her mouth, she doesn’t have to work to stay upright.

      I kiss her soft and slow, and longer, harder, until she’s gasping and my hand is squeezing her breast. Her back is pressed against the refrigerator, and I’m thrusting against her.

      She’s rocking against me, too. She slides down the refrigerator door, and I take her in my arms and lay her on the floor. She’s panting. I can see her nipples poke out through her colorful t-shirt.

      I kneel over her. “Do you want to be fucked on my kitchen floor?”

      She starts to nod, and I crouch over her, pressing my lips against her temple even as I straddle her and rub my bulge against her softness.

      “Know what I think would be better?” She blinks up at me, her eyes liquid and dreamy as I shift myself against her. “We’re going to do this sometime on the way there. I’m going to pick the spot.”

      She pushes her pussy against my dick. “But it’s a—”

      “A serious occasion?” I lift my hips off hers and work my hand into the elastic waistband of her leggings. “A sad one?” I ask, stroking her soft belly.

      She nods. She looks down guiltily at my hand. My gaze rolls to her nipples, and when I don’t see their outline against her shirt, I help her up and lean her against the counter.

      “Here...” I twist the top off the Snow Queen. I get a shot glass from the cabinet and fill it to the brim, then hold it out to Cleo. “I don’t think your sister would want you to have a shitty day. And you know what else I think?”

      She takes the glass and shakes her head.

      “I think you don’t have to feel like shit to commemorate someone who’s gone.” I think of Ly and his khakis and his button-up Polos with the sleeves rolled up over his forearms.

      “You know why I ran for SGA, Cleo?”

      She brings the vodka to her lips and holds it there. “No,” she whispers over the clear liquid.

      “Because my brother loved rules and order. He was a dork who carried—” I swallow hard. “You know that calculator I had? That was his, and he loved that fucking thing. Our day school had a dress code, so we were all walking around like little CEOs but Lyon—he got off on that shit. He ironed his clothes and mine too, and Myra our housekeeper would always laugh at that. But he knew what he liked. He liked to feel like things were taken care of. He liked to be prepared. And when we started college he rushed, but he also went out for a spot on the USG Senate, because he loved that kind of shit. The boring shit? Lyon was all over that.”

      She slams the shot back, then gives me a wide-eyed look, her lips caught somewhere between a sad smile and a surprised oval. “So you don’t like rules and order?”

      I laugh. “Hell no, not those kinds of rules. I memorized Robert’s Rules of Order and it damn near killed me. That’s one of the things I did for Ly.”

      “You ran for SGA for him.” Her lips tuck up, but it’s not a smile. It’s something more fragile.

      I nod, and when I open my mouth to say something else, the words all lined up to come out are I’m more of a wood-chopping guy. Because—fuck me—I want her to fucking know.

      For just this one dark moment in my spotless, stainless-and-granite kitchen, I want Cleo to know exactly who I am—and what my life is like. I want it so much I ache with it.

      My jaw clamps shut, because I could never do that to her. I’ll do everything I can to ensure Cleo stays out of my sick mess. No one really earns this kind of hell on earth, but least of all Cleo.

      Least of all Lyon.

      I have to turn toward the sink so I don’t give myself away.

      I suck a deep breath back and try to calm my racing pulse. Cleo must know because she doesn’t make a move toward me. She lets me have my space to mourn my brother, even though what I’m really doing is mourning her.
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      The second Kellan and I start down the stairs, a black cat streaks across the lawn, between the porch steps and Kellan’s Escalade. My first instinct is to lunge after it, because that’s the kind of spaz I am, but Kellan stops me with a squeeze of my fingers.

      “Are you trying to catch her?” He grins.

      “Possibly.” I giggle.

      “Wait here.” He lets go of my hand and disappears into the house while I watch the yard for a black streak. I don’t see one, so when Kellan re-appears with a bowl of diced chicken and sets it on the corner of the porch, I sink down onto the top stair and figure we’re waiting for nothing.

      That second, the cat pounces on my head.

      I scream, tossing the cat off the porch, and Truman bounds out the front door and down the stairs.

      “Shit.” Kellan’s hands rove over my face. “Are you okay?”

      I laugh. “I think so.”

      “Okay—wait here.”

      He chases Truman down and hauls the dog back into the house. While the door is shut, the cat jumps back onto the porch beside the bowl of chicken and curls into a ball, blinking her green eyes at me.

      “Helen—you pussy!” I smile at my own ridiculousness and crawl slowly over to her. She scoots back a little, but she’s not going to leave the bowl of chicken. I watch her bend over to eat, taking note of how thin she is. But she doesn’t look mangy.

      I scoot a little closer to her, until I’m close enough to hold my hand over her back. She peeks over her shoulder at me, then keeps eating.

      Kellan comes out the door. He slides a hand into his pocket and leans his shoulder against the door. God, he’s hot. At a glance, he almost seems lanky, but his shoulders are so wide. And that face. He’s giving me that gentle smile of his, the one that tilts up a little on one side and is always accompanied by a twinkle in his blue eyes. The world indulgent comes to mind. I look at the bowl of chicken and smile back at him. He is indulging me.

      He indulges me for five or so more minutes, until Helen seems to’ve had her fill. She looks skeptically at me, and I just smile at her.

      “Not going in for a rub?” Kellan teases.

      I shake my head and hold my hand out. He pulls me to my feet, and I’m pleased to find the cat’s still watching us from the corner of the porch.

      “I don’t want to scare her off. I’m playing the long game here.”

      He squeezes my hand. “Let’s play it inside for a second.”

      “Mm, and why is that?”

      He leads me through a formal dining room to the right of the stairs, and into a small half-bath, where he opens a cabinet and produces a bottle of soap.

      “Antimicrobial. Aren’t you special?” I tease. “Looks like you’re a germophobe like me.”

      “Strays can carry diseases,” he says, squirting soap into my palm.

      “Helen doesn’t.”

      Kellan gets a laugh out of her name, even though I’ve told him my intentions before, and I force him to spend the first thirty minutes of our car ride determining plans for Helen.

      “If she’s there when we get back, I want to take her to the vet tomorrow. I’ll get her a purple collar, possibly purple with a leopard print pattern—” Kellan snorts at that—“and we can start litter box training.”

      Kellan just laughs at me, and after hearing all about my grand plans, he tells me he’s allergic to cats.

      “What a pussy,” I joke, miming claws.

      He does a hilariously realistic “meow,” and I get a good laugh out of that.

      The next twenty minutes are more subdued. We listen to a bunch of random stuff on Kellan’s iPhone—none of it overly sentimental, thank God—and when he pulls over on a gravelly shoulder to let a police car fly past, he asks me to turn my back to him. He tucks a few stray strands of hair into my bun and plants a warm kiss on my nape, and after that, he takes my hand.

      We talk about robots, and sex robots, and sex toys, and Kellan tells me I should get a job as a spokeswoman for LELO, which I tell him would be a dream come true. Driving through the miles of flat, hot farmland outside Albany makes it a little harder to keep things light, but Kellan starts quizzing me, asking me silly things like pie in the face or whipped cream up the ass.

      We stop so I can use the restroom at the first gas station in town, and he has a shot of Snow Queen waiting for me when I climb back into my seat.

      As it burns its way into my stomach, I feel an awful ache for “R.”

      I think the universe is trying to send me a sign, a show of solidarity or something... because we’re driving past a bunch of businesses on the main drag when “Sea Ghost” by The Unicorns starts playing. My stomach does a back flip, the way it does when I’m riding a roller coaster with loops.

      I can’t look at Kellan. I just squeeze his hand and try not to cry, and of course I’m almost sure I will. I torture myself by imagining pretty, curly-haired Olive at school, talking with her friends, and Olive at the DMV getting her license.

      Just as the first tear falls, Kellan pulls over at the mall in front of Books-A-Million, cuts the Escalade’s ignition, and comes around to open my door.

      “Where are we going?”

      “You’ll see.”

      And I do see. I see that he’s a naughty, naughty boy. Instead of taking me into the store, he ushers me into the back of the Escalade, lets the seats down, and urges me onto my back. He pulls my shoes and leggings off and moves my limbs into a spread-eagle.

      He teases my tears away by kissing up and down the inside of my thighs, and then he licks my slit so slowly, I wrap my leg around his shoulders and ram myself against his mouth.

      He tenses his tongue so it’s firmer than before and drags it through my swollen lips. Then he laps at my clit, so softly and slowly that my ass comes off the floor.

      “Oh God!”

      “I’m right here,” he says in muffled tones. He drags his tongue from my clit down to the clenching, sopping core of me and, with no warning, he thrusts his tongue inside.

      I lock my legs around his neck, tightening my thighs as I rub myself against his face.

      “Oh God...” I shudder, and he twirls his tongue, stretching me gently.

      “Kellan.” I tug his hair, surprised to find, “I want you... inside.”

      He stops licking and smirks up at me. “What’s the magic word, Cleo baby?”

      “Please!”

      He takes his t-shirt off and slides it under my hips. He tugs his jeans down, freeing his enormous cock. It’s such a beautiful sight: a reminder of virility and life... I reach out and touch it, and he shuts his eyes.

      He pushes two fingers into me, stroking his erection as he stretches me. I hear him rip a condom open—with his teeth—and open my eyes to watch him roll it over himself. Then he slides his fingers out of me, rubs his plump head through my slickness, shuts his eyes, and pushes deep inside.

      He fills me so thoroughly my legs fall open. I lift my hips on instinct but he’s so deep, there’s nowhere else for him to go. He shifts his hips and settles snugly into me. I let out a cry they probably hear inside the bookstore.

      He leans over me and laces his fingers through mine. His hips pump, making me moan at the deliciousness of being filled.

      “You like it when I fuck your pussy, don’t you, Cleo baby?”

      I nod, tightening my inner muscles around him. He grinds against me, burying himself deeper, so I gasp and arch up toward him.

      “You like to have your nipples sucked,” he says. I feel my nipple tighten, then his lips find it. His thumb comes over my clit, stroking gently, and my pussy pulses as I buck my hips.

      “God—you’re beautiful,” he murmurs.

      He suckles my breast, then kisses up my chest, toward my neck. I nuzzle his head and find his mouth with mine. I slide my tongue in, taking charge of this one thing, even as he dominates the rest of me.

      I nip at him and lick his lips. He’s so hungry, his kisses start to hurt. Our hips move in frenzied sync as he surges deeper. I tighten around him. I suck on his tongue and am rewarded with a sharp jerk of his hips. I feel his moan in my mouth... then inside me as he throbs with his release.

      I tighten around him, coming in a violent rush. I’m still panting as he feathers kisses on my cheek. I peek up at him. His face is filled with soft intent; his big hand strokes my hair. And I feel cared for. Very cared for on this sad day.

      “I think we might be soul mates,” I tell him as we drive toward the cemetery. It’s nestled in the middle of a well-off neighborhood, far from our family’s house, which is closer to the Flynt River.

      His hand is in mine, his thumb stroking my knuckles. It goes still at the comment.

      “What makes you think so?” he asks in a voice that’s too relaxed.

      “Among other things, you just played a song I really like, one I usually play when I’m coming here. But other things too,” I add.

      “What things?”

      “Like you tucked my hair back up, and how you made me drink the Snow Queen. My friend used to always say to drink before I come here.”

      “Anything else?” He gives me a strange smile.

      “I don’t know. I just... feel weird about you. Good weird. Like I know you, even though I know I really don’t.”

      “You know me better than most,” he says. His fingers resume stroking mine.

      “I have a feeling that’s still not very well.”

      “Can’t argue that,” he says quietly. And that’s the end of such talk.

      I leave Olive a tube of my favorite lipstick and a shot glass full of Snow Queen. I ignore the bouquet of sixteen roses lying against her headstone, and I don’t look at the card.

      Kellan strokes his thumb over the seashells I left here several years ago. I look around the cemetery, searching for some sign, but there’s nothing. The sun is shining, the sky is ordinary blue, the grass yields no secrets for me. It’s neither dead nor particularly verdant. The trees sway in a breeze that’s no different from any other day. The only thing significant about today is Olive’s absence.

      I don’t stay too long before Kellan wraps his arm around me and guides me back to the Escalade.

      The whole way home, I talk about an article I read in TIME Magazine about how, years from now, no one will die. I keep it technical, and again we talk of robots. When we get back to Kellan’s house, Helen is waiting by the door.
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      Kellan carries me to the windowed room. I assume he plans to pull the covers back and peel my clothes off, but instead he tucks me into bed and disappears, returning a few minutes later with a mug in hand. Steam wafts off the top. He sets it on the nightstand and leans against the mattress.

      “Sit up a little,” he whispers, smiling softly down at me. I’ve got my head propped in my hand and I’m lying on my side, just looking out the windows and thinking. I drag my tired self up, and he plants a kiss on my forehead.

      “Thanks.” I wrap an arm around his back, and for a blissful moment, his forehead is against my neck—and I have him. The weight of him. The smell of him. All his wonderful intentions, and my fantasies, which have only just begun to simmer.

      Then he leans back, hands me the mug, and winks. “Try that.”

      “What is it?”

      “What does it smell like?” He smiles and tilts his head, watching as I take a tentative sip.

      “Ahh, that’s—whoa, that’s really good. It’s hot chocolate with...”

      “Brandy and Frangelico.”

      “What’s Frangelico?” I ask before taking another long, warm sip.

      “Hazelnut liqueur. Italian.”

      “God.” It pools in my belly, and with the next long sip, I feel a blanket of drowsiness cover me.

      “You should get some sleep,” he says. He walks to the head of the bed and I feel his hands on my hair—pulling the rubber band off the bottom of my braid, then separating the wavy locks.

      I sigh. “That feels amazing.”

      “Good.” He smooths my hair down my back and kisses my temple.

      I blink at him. Is this the same guy who disarmed and cajoled me.... what? Mere days ago? I feel like I’ve known him my entire life.

      “What will you do while I sleep?” I ask, folding my hands around the mug. As much as I’d love to go to sleep, I think I want him near me more.

      “I’ve got a dealer meeting, then a thing with Manning.”

      “Oh, a thing?” I smile, teasing.

      “We do it twice a week. I’ll bring you to the next one.” His mouth presses tight, then curves back up into a pensive half-smile. “It’s for the charitable distribution.”

      “Oh, like for the ailing people?”

      He nods.

      “I’d love to go to one. I want to help.”

      “That’s what I love about you,” he says quietly. Without another word, he turns and goes.

      I’m asleep in minutes, dreaming of his arms... his blue eyes, crinkled with his smile. Around the corner somewhere, Olive dances with my lipstick in her hand.
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      I don’t know what time I wake up, roused by the strange and lovely sensation of something vibrating in my pussy. My legs are spread, my knees bent and the soles of my feet touching, drawn up under my bare ass. As the undulations grow stronger, I try to writhe toward the pleasure and I find I can’t. I’m bound at the ankles.

      I test my arms, both spread, and find they’re tied as well.

      I open my eyes and look around the room. The canopy is gone, so I can see the moonlight pouring through the wall of windows.

      I see the shadows shift outside, and find Kellan outside on the balcony. He’s leaning against the thick cement wearing nothing but an open robe, watching as I struggle with desire.

      I roll my hips. I clench around the thing inside my cunt and feel my clit throb. Oh—I want to moan.

      I tug against the binds around my wrists. I gasp as the vibrations change. Now the egg is throbbing, working itself deeper into me. So deep, I have to move my hips. I lift my backside off the bed and watch as Kellan glides across the balcony and pulls the door open.

      The tempo of the throbbing increases. I pull against my binds because if I could just roll over, if I could get this egg thing closer to my clit, then maybe I could get off.

      Kellan seems to drift onto the bed. In his black robe, he looks like the grim reaper as he leans his blond head down and licks my pussy. I’m reminded of a tiger’s tongue—and then I only know the trembling of my fists, the fierce throb deep inside me. I’m already so aroused, it only takes a few soft, hot licks before I’m pulsing. I gasp his name and let my pleasure take me under.

      When I open my eyes, I find Kellan sitting near my hips. He’s cross-legged, his dark robe pooled in his lap.

      I start to laugh at how hard I came, laugh out my embarrassment, when my gaze finds his face.

      “... Kellan?”

      His eyes are fixed somewhere out ahead of him, on the wall beside the door. He doesn’t look down at me as I say his name, nor in the seconds after.

      “Hey,” I say more gently. “You okay?”

      He blinks, and my gut clenches. There’s something strange about his eyes. About his whole face.

      My hand flinches in its knot. “Kell—can you untie me?”

      He blinks.

      “Please?”

      I watch his Adam’s apple bob as he swallows. Anxiety streaks through me. What’s going on? I’m tied up—totally defenseless. How much do I trust him? Those are fear’s questions.

      Then I see his mouth move—just a tremble—and everything falls away except a thick swell of concern.

      I try to turn my body toward him, try to reach him with my hand. I can’t, of course.

      “Kellan? Hey... what’s wrong?”

      His eyes shift to my body; not my face. He blinks again, doll-like. In a low voice, he says, “You should go.”

      “What?”

      His eyes shut. As he opens them, he moves onto his knees and starts to untie me. I watch the gorgeous ripple of his shoulders, the column of his throat. His face is pained. His gaze is everywhere except my face.

      As soon as I can sit up, I grab his arms and tug him toward me. “Kellan. Look at me.”

      He does, and I can see his eyes are red.

      “Did you smoke?” Maybe that’s it. I discard that almost as quickly as I think of it. He’s not high. He’s upset. Something. “What happened?” He rests his gaze on mine, then slowly tugs it away. He’s looking over at my painting on the wall: Thomas.

      I open my mouth to ask if I did something wrong, but I have a gut feeling it’s not that.

      I reach up and frame his face with my hands, tilting his head down gently. His eyes fall to my chin, to my throat. “Talk to me—please.”

      I watch his jaw clench. I watch his lips as they move uncertainly around whatever they will say.

      I don’t know what happened, but I can feel him wrestling with something.

      I stroke up and down his back and press my cheek against his warm, hard chest. It rises with a long breath. His chin comes down atop my head, settling there slowly, like he isn’t sure, he doesn’t want to... but he does. He wraps his arms around me too and we are intertwined.

      I can feel his heart beat—fast.

      “There was a wreck... My Uncle Pace.” He draws away from me, and finally, he gives me his gaze. I can see the pain in it. My throat knots.

      “I’ve gotta go to Atlanta,” he says thickly. “It’s going to be a big thing... for my family.”

      Questions rise in me like bubbles, simmering and popping. I push them down and stroke his arm. “What happened? Is he going to be okay?”

      “I don’t know.” He stares at something over my shoulder. He looks anesthetized.

      “Are you okay?”

      “I don’t know.” His voice sounds ragged. His skin is so, so pale.

      I wrap my arms around him. “Kellan, I’m not going home. For one, I can’t. Remember? I’m sort of banned from the Tri Gam house for now. I want to drive up with you. Please let me.” I look up at him. “I’ll do anything you ask.”

      His eyes find mine. “You can’t. I can’t...” He shakes his head. “My family.”

      “I’ll wait in the car. I’ve got homework I can do. I just want to ride with you—so you don’t have to be by yourself. Pretty please?”

      He nods, the movement so subtle I almost miss it. “Okay.” I stroke his hair. “It’s okay,” I whisper. “What can I do to help get ready?”

      “Just get dressed,” he says.

      He’s off the bed and out the door without another glance at me. I quickly check my phone: 3:38 AM.

      I find him in the kitchen twenty minutes later, looking red-eyed, looking pale, and mostly looking lost.

      I pack some food for us as he leans on the counter, hovering over his phone. I take his hand, and we walk to the door. When Truman pitches a dog fit, I look at Kellan and he nods. “Whatever.”

      He lets go of my hand to lock the door, and after that, he props an arm against the outside wall.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Worried,” he murmurs, tilting his head to the side so he can see me. His mouth is vulnerable and soft. I think of kissing it, but decide he may not want that, so I just take his hand in mine again.

      He unlocks the Escalade and opens my door. After I’ve climbed into the passenger’s seat, I look down at him and see his eyes are closed.

      “What are you doing?” I whisper.

      “Nothing.” His eyes open to slits.

      I slide down and take the keys from his pocket.

      “Let me drive you, okay? You just ride.” I open the back door. Truman bounds up. When I climb behind the wheel, I find Kellan is leaned back in his seat.
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      He sits his chair up after a while and bends over his phone. He’s got his shoulders hunched, his forearms drawn in close against his hips. His big hands curve around the phone. He looks ill—as if it was he who had the wreck.

      I ask him where I’m going.

      “Emory,” he murmurs.

      I drive for what feels like years, setting my attention on the traffic. When I look over at him, I find his eyes on me. His face is grim.

      A few minutes later, he plugs his phone into the iPhone cord and the car fills with... The Beatles. “Helter Skelter.”

      I sneak a peek at Kellan and find him looking at the road. His lips are drawn into a line. His brows are tense. He doesn’t move at all to the music. I don’t even see him blink.

      I weave in and out of traffic, which is starting to thicken with commuters, northbound toward Atlanta.

      “Kell?”

      He shifts his eyes to me. They’re slightly wide in thought, but as soon as they touch mine, they turn wary. He looks down at his phone. A few seconds later, “Helter Skelter” stops abruptly, leaving only road noise in my ears.

      I’m at a loss for what to say. I wish I could help him, but I don’t know how. I don’t want to pry, though at the same time, I want details. I force myself to swallow.

      He shuts his eyes, even as I see his knee vibrate from the bouncing of his foot. He peeks down at his phone again. As I move from the left lane to the middle, a different tune fills the car. The music is redolent and rich, beautiful and simple. The lyrics swell in my throat.

      As I try to decipher their meaning, Kellan says, “Can you drive faster?”

      He clutches his phone and I glance down at the screen. I expect a text. Instead I see the song title. “Your Protector’s Coming Home.” I can’t see who sings it, but I’m going to Google the lyrics while I wait for him.
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        * * *

      

      Kellan

      

      “Are you sure you don’t want me to go in with you?”

      I shake my head. My gaze is hung between my knees.

      “I’ll just park as close as I can, then,” she says in her soothing voice. “I can call and tell you where. Or you can call me and I can pick you up at the entrance when you’re done?”

      I nod.

      “Okay. Is here okay to drop you off?” I don’t even look out the window, just nod and push my door open. I take a step and—“Fuck.” I turn around—the parking lot careens around me—and grab onto the side of my car. It’s still here. Because Cleo has the window down and is holding my phone out for me.

      “Thanks,” I murmur as I snatch it from her hand.

      “Kellan—”

      I turn and walk quickly toward the front of Emory University Hospital at Midtown, my eyes on the row of doors along the front of the tall, brick building. The morning light offers no warmth. I’m fucking freezing. I shove my hands into my pockets and fix my gaze on the grass under my feet. A few more steps, and I’m walking across a narrow throughway—the drop-off area for patients.

      I shoulder through the door and stand in the lobby with my arms folded over my chest.

      I watch a clock on the wall until fifteen long minutes have passed. Then I go back outside and start walking, across the throughway, across the small lawn, across a wider street and past the parking deck where Cleo will be, toward a smaller building as I murmur, “Glenn” repeatedly.

      I reach the door and push it open with my forearm. As soon as I’m in the lobby, a pretty blonde woman appears at the mouth of a hall.

      “Right this way, Mr. Walsh.”

      I follow her into a dimly lit room where piano music drifts through ceiling speakers. I’m offered a seat in a plush armchair, near an oversized house plant.

      I give the woman a hard look. “How long should it be until Marlowe gives the okay to get things moving?”

      “Ten or fifteen minutes,” the blonde says, in a pleasant tone. “She’s expecting you of course.”

      I’m there for almost five hours. The entire time, I wish I had sent Cleo home. Thinking she could comfort me was stupid. Wishful thinking of the worst kind.

      I feel like shit when Pace texts me. ‘I’m sorry, Kellan. Sorta stuck in the middle. Want a re-do of that shipment next week?’

      I turn my phone off, feeling like the biggest asshole in Atlanta.
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        * * *

      

      Cleo

      

      “Cleo, damn girl. That is cray.”

      “I know, right? I hate to talk to anyone about his personal issues, but I don’t know what to do.”

      “It sounds like you’re doing everything right to me. I mean, for one you’re having awesome sex. He ties you up, that is so crazy kinky sexy. It’s a once in a life time experience. And you guys are becoming close and stuff. I think it sounds like he likes you, girl. That hot chocolate thing? The vodka? I’m not surprised,” Lora says. “You’re easy to like, Cle. You’re braver than I am, riding up there with him. I’d be too scared. Serious shit stresses me out. Sounds like he’s being a little douchemonkey too.”

      “He’s upset.”

      “An upset douchemonkey,” Lora corrects. “But Cleo, what more can you do? There is literally no reason to worry, chica.”

      “Maybe I should have left his house when he asked.”

      I hear her chewing brownie. “Maybe,” she says around the food. “But I wouldn’tof.” She pauses. “Sorry.” I hear a soft glug, like she’s swallowing, then she enunciates her words. “I wouldn’t have. You’re trying to be nice. How much longer are you going to wait?”

      “As long as I have to, I guess.”

      “I wouldn’t sit there at all. Not in downtown Atlanta.”

      “It’s daylight and stuff. I feel completely safe.”

      “If you don’t, you should leave. Lover Boy can catch a cab.”

      We talk for a few more minutes, during which Lora reiterates the apology she gave me at the start of the conversation, and tells me she’ll keep working on Milasy. Apparently Lora talked to her last night and told her she should let me come back to the house. She said Milasy clinked her—my—boots together and said “maybe,” then smirked.

      Another hour crawls by, during which rain starts to stream down from the upper level of the parking deck. I’m engrossed in homework when there’s a knock on my window. I jump, and am surprised to see a girl wearing a pale blue rain coat. The first thing I notice is how pretty her face is. The second thing: her eyes. One is blue and one is hazel-green. She taps on my window.

      Just as I’m about to roll the window down, my phone rings. KELLAN, the screen says. I hold up a finger at her and answer on the second ring.

      “Hey, you.”

      “Cleo?” My stomach jumps at the sound of his voice, which sounds reassuringly casual. “You still around?”

      “Of course I am, silly. Are you out?”

      “I’m walking to the parking deck.”

      He definitely sounds better. Less... encumbered. More like regular Kellan. His uncle must be doing okay. I smile. “Cool. I’m on the first floor.”

      “See ya soon.”

      I belatedly turn down the Band of Horses song I’m listening to and roll the window down.

      The girl leans slightly forward, then slightly back. “Is this Kellan’s car?”

      “Um... Who’s asking?”

      “Where is he?” the girl asks.

      I feel my Spidey sense prickle. “Who are you?”

      She looks around, as if she’s worried someone might hear her. “Whitney,” she says softly.

      “Are you related to him?”

      Truman leans up between the front seats, pressing his head against my arm, as if he wants to hear her answer, too.

      She shakes her head, catching her lip between her teeth. But she must be with his family’s entourage. “If you want to talk to him, he’s almost back to the car. Should be here any second,” I say.

      She nods slowly. “What’s your name?”

      “I’m Cleo,” I say, a little fiercer than I need to.

      “Hi, Cleo. And thank you. I’ll just... maybe I’ll see him down in Chattahoochee soon. Could you do me a favor and please don’t let him know you saw me?”

      “Um, okay I guess.”

      Psyyyyyych. I’m telling Kellan I saw this bitch as soon as I get the chance.

      She says, “thank you,” tucks her chin, and wanders off into the sea of cars. I’m closing my books up, sliding them into my bag, when Kellan raps on my window. I push the door open.

      “Get out,” he says. He gives me a relaxed smile and closes his hand around my knee. I can tell immediately he’s in better spirits, which makes me smile as well.

      “Okay, Mr. Bossy.”

      He smirks. “I thought I was Mr. Perfect.”

      “What? Huh?”

      He winks as I slide out of the car. “I saw a text from Lora. It was on your screen. Don’t worry.” He catches my forearm in his gentle fingers. “All I saw was her inquire about me, and you told her I was ‘Mr. Perfect.’”

      I scoff. “That’s wasn’t you I was talking about. Trust me, I refer to you as Mr. Bossy. Actually, just Bossy. Kind of like Big on Sex and The City.” I smirk, and Kellan elbows me out of his way, as if he’s going to climb into the driver’s seat. Then he doubles back, catches my hand, and tugs me around the front of the Escalade. He gets my door for me and slaps my ass as I get in.

      “You hungry?” he asks as he backs the car out.

      “Starving. You?”

      “I could eat something.”

      After evaluating the next few exits, we decide on Steak & Shake. I get a cheeseburger with light mayo only, and a small strawberry shake. Kellan gets a double cheeseburger but says he doesn’t like to eat in the car.

      “Why not?” I ask.

      “I don’t like being watched, I guess.”

      “No one is watching you.”

      He lifts his brows. “You are.”

      I smile and lean my cheek against his shoulder. “I am. I’ve been worried about you today. You seem a little better.”

      His blue eyes flick from the road to my face. “What do you mean?”

      “A little less worried I guess. Just feeling better.” I haven’t wanted to broach the subject of his uncle, but I hesitantly do so now. “Is Pace okay? Stable and stuff?”

      He nods.

      I lean away from his shoulder so I can see his face. “I’m really glad.”

      He swallows and nods. I wait for more—a flicker of emotion on his face; details of what happened in the wreck—but Kellan just drives, perfectly still and quiet, as if he’s alone in the car. I polish off my burger and relax in the silence, looking out the window at the swaying pines.

      “What music do you want to hear?” he finally asks.

      “Oooh, how about that song from earlier?”

      “Which one?”

      “The protector coming home.”

      He looks uncomfortable—irritated?—then says, “I don’t know what list that one is on. Other requests?”

      “Do you ever listen to Broken Bells?”

      He nods. “Good stuff.”

      “Ooooh, no, I know what I want to hear! It’s such a good song. If you don’t think it’s too cheesy, you’ll like it. And you’ll see why I like it. Total optimist song. Hmm, let me see if I can find it.”

      I pick up my phone, which is still plugged into Kellan’s iPhone cord, and flip around until I find one of my favorite folksy bands, a Portland group called Blitzen Trapper. I start the song I have in mind—called “The Tree”—and adjust the volume.

      It’s a very uplifting song. Not blindly so, but with a kind of heaviness I appreciate. I’m disappointed to see Kellan looks more and more unhappy as it plays, until finally I turn it down.

      “Not a fan?”

      He shrugs. “It’s nice.”

      “But you don’t like it.”

      “I liked it.”

      “Not like ‘Helter Skelter,’” I tease.

      The corner of his mouth pulls up in a reluctant smile. “Can’t knock The Beatles, Cleo. Not unless you want to hitchhike home.”

      “You wouldn’t dare.”

      “Oh yes.”

      I thump his leg through the same worn jeans he had on yesterday, and think for a minute how weird it is to never see him in khakis anymore lately. The sun beams down in sheets of brilliant white as we near Chattahoochee.

      “You can talk to me, you know,” I tell him as he slows to exit. “About Pace, about whatever. I’m a good listener.”

      “Mm.” His blue eyes meet mine, then return to the windshield. “Thanks,” he says belatedly.

      Whatever’s going on inside his head goes on until we reach the dirt road to his house. Then I feel a shift in his energy. No longer distracted, he seems edgy. Restless.

      I’m almost expecting to be hauled up to the bed when we reach his house, but it doesn’t happen. Kellan dresses in khakis and a button-up, makes both of us a sandwich, and asks me if I want a ride to campus.

      “You have a class?” I ask, leaning against the counter.

      “Make-up lab,” he says. I wonder when he missed it, but he still seems moody and I don’t want to pry.

      “Sure... I’ll go with you. I’ve got a two o’clock I shouldn’t miss. Stupid palliative counseling.” I grab my bag as Kellan shakes his head. “Those dying bastards.”

      “Exactly.” I smile.

      He smiles. He takes my hand for the short walk to the front door, and I get that butterflies-in-my-stomach feeling I remember so well from middle school. I steal a glance at him and find him looking at me. One of the butterflies swoops. I laugh. We smile at each other like two idiots as we step onto the porch and Kellan locks the door. He opens my car door for me, gets settled behind the wheel, and cranks the car... and I can’t hold it in any longer.

      “I like you,” I blurt.

      Kellan’s brows shoot up.

      “Too much? Too soon?” I pucker my lips, caught between exuberance and embarrassment.

      He surprises me by leaning in to kiss them. “Neither.” As he steers toward campus, his eyes move over me. “Hey, Cleo?”

      “Hey.”

      He brakes at a stop sign and looks full-on at me with those gorgeous blue eyes. “Thanks for going with me,” he says softly.

      “No prob, Bob.” I squeeze his shoulder, but it’s not enough. I nuzzle the softness of his shirt sleeve with my cheek.

      I feel embarrassed as I pull away. Where did these tender feelings come from? I feel so... needy around him. Not just for sex.

      This feeling is new to me. I think on it as he circles the psych building, and I decide it’s a sensation of comfort—and affection. I’m comfortable around him—more so than I’ve ever been with any guy, come to think of it—and out of my comfort comes this... gladness. And appreciation. Gratefulness, I guess.

      I think, as he edges nearer to the drop-off point and I begin to contemplate being in class—sitting at my desk; the teacher’s caramel coffee; the dreadful small group study we always do—that maybe the worst thing about life is being “out and about” and having to just... be you. They say hell is other people. I believe that. But what I didn’t know until now is so can heaven be.

      Kellan brakes at the mouth of the walkway to the building, and I flash a silly smile at him. “You know, you’re a kinky bastard.”

      “And?” His mouth quirks.

      “I love it. That’s all.” His big hand comes over my head. I lean back. “You’re messing up my hair.”

      He lunges for me with both hands outstretched.

      “Eeeep!” I shrink against the window.

      He surprises me by leaning over, framing me with his arms—his palms against the window—and leaning in to kiss me... on my nose.

      “Kinky?” He wiggles his brows.

      I reach out and ruffle his hair. He leans in and... closes his mouth over my boob? “Kellan!” His teeth clamp around my nipple and his warm tongue flattens over it. He nips a little, hard enough so I can feel it through my bra. I feel a shot of heat between my legs.

      “People will seeeee!” I push against his blond head and he leans back, grinning.

      I look down. “There’s a wet spot!”

      “More than one I’d bet.”

      I hmph. “You’re evil.”

      He just lifts his brows and lays his hand between his legs. I feel another burst of warmth between my thighs as his fingers curve around a huge erection.

      “God... that’s hot. I’m not going to lie.”

      “Good.” His voice is low; a purr.

      He reaches for me again. I slap at his hand. “I’ve gotta go!” I giggle—not a sound my mouth is used to making.

      Kellan’s eyes are hooded. His smile back is dark. He pushes the base of his palm against his dick one more time, watching my face as I watch him.

      “I’m putting you on Smuffins,” I say. “It’s decided. Secret footage... upload, BAM. Everyone gets to enjoy. Your dick is so big.”

      He strokes it and smirks. “What happened to ‘I’ve gotta go?’”

      “I do! Now leave!” I slide down from the Escalade and pull my shorts up—high. Then I bend down, pushing my ass into the triangle of space created by my open door.

      I hear him groan as I straighten up and grin. “What? Just dropped my pencil.”

      I catch that dark look in his eyes again as I slam the door shut.

      When I sit down in my desk in class, my phone’s screen lights up with a text.

      ‘Hope that ass is ready. Tonight... Pick u up at 5 after your art class?’

      ‘Can’t wait.’

      I mean I can’t wait to see him again, but I decide to let him think I’m clamoring to have his dick in my ass. If he wants to do it, I’ll end up letting him, so might as well have the added satisfaction of seeing him all eager for it.

      I sigh and clench my pussy. I’m so wet. I’m pulsing all through class.

      Art instruction techniques, my next class, includes a lecture on sculpting. I can’t quit picturing my hands over Kellan’s naked body. God, he’s hot. Soft, soft skin... The hardness underneath.

      I can’t believe things have taken a turn this way. Kellan the asshole, Kellan the kinky bastard, is someone I like. Like... really like.

      I’m not sure I can sit through class, I want to see him so badly. I want to touch him. Want to suck his dick. I really do. I want to cup his balls and stroke my finger over his taint and feel his cock pulse in my mouth. I want to hear those hoarse sounds he makes.

      I want to swallow. And then after he’s satiated, when he’s gone all sleepy and soft, I want to curl around him and whisper funny things into his ear.

      It’s strange to have these feelings. They’re so big and... engulfing. But I feel happy to lay myself at his feet. Why? Because he’s giving me something no one has in... ever, maybe. It’s... this sense of peace. In my counseling classes, my professors go on and on about a happy place. It’s like... this little mental cubby you create for yourself, a little bit of fantasy where you can just relax. It’s a conceptual thing—something to tell clients in therapy; they think of something traumatic, you’re supposed to steer them to a happy place when they’re done—but with Kellan, life feels like that. Cozy.

      I slip out of art class a few minutes early and go wait for him behind the building. Mmm. I’m going to stroke his dick while he drives us back to his house. When we get there... God, it’s crazy to say, but I kind of hope he does put it inside me. Back there.

      I smirk as I stand on the curb, watching the cars that flow in and out of the U-shaped lot.

      I hope his uncle’s still doing okay. I wonder if he’ll talk about that sometime, and I hope he will. I think of how upset he was, and all I want is to make him feel good. The way he made me feel when we drove down to Albany.

      I stand there for what seems like an entire day, feeling soft and raw and wanting and... exposed, in such a weird way. Like everyone who drives and walks by can see my longing for Kellan.

      Maybe they can.

      Geez, where is he? I check my phone, and find it’s ten after five.

      That’s kind of strange. Maybe he got stuck in traffic. I don’t know where he parked, after all.

      By 5:20, I haven’t seen him, and I can’t get an answer on his phone. I’m stuck between annoyed and concerned—until I remember my car is here on campus.

      I rush to his house and find him sleeping in the windowed room. His shirt is unbuttoned, and he’s curled over with his palm pressed to his throat. I see a half a Xanax—it’s got jagged edges, like he bit it—on the bedside table and feel a curl of sympathy. Concern.

      Something’s bugging him. My thoughts of sex fly out the window. Later, I think to myself.

      I climb up behind him and wrap my arms around his waist. I press my cheek against the firm plane of his back. In his sleep, Kellan sighs gently.
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      When you add it all up, it’s never enough. It wasn’t enough with any of the others, and it’s fuck sure not with Cleo.

      I watch her sleep. I stroke my dick and dream of sliding it inside her.

      I’m not going to.

      She doesn’t know it, but our time is up.
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        * * *

      

      Cleo

      

      When I wake up in the canopied bed, I have no idea what time or even what day it is. Wasn’t Kellan in here with me? He was... I remember, but he’s not now. I’m alone. The window wall in front of me is dark, which makes it easy to see the flashing of my cell phone.

      I hope for him until I see the number: (800) 627-7692.

      Ugh. I quickly debate answering, and decide I will because I think it may be the Albany power company. One of the last times I went home, I dropped by the office and changed the phone number on my house’s account from Grans’ to mine. This way if they’re late on the bill, I can pay off some of it, so when Grans or Mom gets the money to pay it, it’s less than they expected.

      I swallow, clearing the sleep from my throat. “Hello?”

      “May I speak with Autumn Whatley?”

      I slide off the bed, eager to go in search of Kellan. “This is Autumn—otherwise known as Cleo.”

      “Hi, my name is Cindy and I work with Be The Match.”

      My heart stops. At least, it feels that way. I urge my lungs to breathe again and lean against the bed. “Um... yeah?” The word cracks.

      Fuck fuck fuck...

      “I’m calling to request a preliminary evaluation. Our records indicate you might be a match for someone on our roster. Would you be willing to undergo basic testing in the next few days, understanding we may make additional requests pending results?”

      I let my breath out. “That’s why you called?”

      “We’re on an expedited timeline, so we’re asking that you act on this as soon as possible.”

      I nod slowly, letting this sink in. It’s been years since I heard from them. I never thought I would again. Not unless... I shake my head. “Sure... that’s fine. No problem. If I am a match, I would... go through this again?” Would it be to the same person? My pulse races.

      “If you are a match, you would be called upon again. I see here in your records that you’ve done this before.” There’s a brief pause, in which I try to breathe. Then she says, “Are there any other questions, Cleo? We’re so glad that you’re a part of Be The Match.”

      I inhale deeply. Exhale. Let my two-ton question tumble forth. “Can you tell me anything about Robert?”

      “Robert?” she echoes.

      “You don’t know the name of my last match?” My tone is sharper than I intended, but I find I don’t care.

      I hear a brief pause, followed by loud typing. “What information are you requesting, Miss Whatley? I’m limited by—there are rules in place to—”

      “How is he?” I whisper.

      I hear a delicate clearing of her throat. “It looks like... mmhmm. I can see your chart is marked with blue—which means you’ve been flagged based on your file from last time.”

      My stomach hollows out. “Are you saying that I’m being called again as a match for R.—Robert, I mean? Could I be matched with him again?”

      Silence fills the line. “What’s the last report you received on Robert D., Miss Whatley?”

      I clamp my teeth down on my tongue. “I haven’t gotten one. Not since a while back. That’s why I’m asking. It’s been really bugging me, the silence from him.”

      A heavy sigh comes through my phone. My throat tightens. My stomach heaves, and I just know. I can feel the bad news coming like a train. “Cleo. I’m so sorry to inform you, your last match is listed as deceased.”

      “Deceased?” The word makes no sense. Less than no sense.

      “I’m sorry that you didn’t know. We don’t want to discourage—”

      Her voice sounds like it’s underwater. I hang up the phone.

      Eight forty-three PM, my phone says.

      I sit down on the rug. I wait for tears, but they don’t come. My face feels like a slab of wood. My heart thumps painfully.

      I check Kellan’s bedroom first, peeling the blanket away from the wall so I can examine the hidden door. As I dash downstairs, I wonder why I’ve never asked what’s in there. I wonder why I didn’t tell him about the girl I saw today.

      But I already know the answer: because I didn’t want to rock the boat. Despite the strong connection I feel to him—a connection that seems to grow stronger every minute—the boat with Kellan feels unsteady. Probably because he runs so hot and cold. My mom has always been that way: happy when she’s on a two-day off shift from the factory; quiet and withdrawn on work days. I grew up trying to make her happy, trying to help keep our struggling household steady. It’s why I got good grades. To avoid rocking the boat. I do the same thing now as I press my lips together to hold in a sob, despite the awful ripping sensation in my chest. I want to fall onto the floor and wail.

      Instead, when I get downstairs, I stalk through the living room and kitchen, then the formal dining room, the half-bath, and the library, which I’ve only ever peeked at through a half-cracked door till now.

      I can’t find Kellan. I can’t sit down. I swallow repeatedly as I get Helen more diced chicken, re-fill Truman’s water bowl, and rearrange the pillows on the couch.

      I pace the living room, peek out the back door, the house’s front door, and then dash back upstairs. I give the rumpled bed a glance—I imagine Kellan and me, intertwined tightly enough to extinguish the awful ache behind my breastbone—before I change into a black cotton sundress, pull a gray sweater on over it, and slide my feet into black flip-flops. Then I step out onto the balcony.

      The pine trees are a dark mass. I aim my gaze above them, looking frantically for Leo.

      I drank a shot of Snow Queen for you 8/7 also. Maybe in an alternate reality, we were drinking them together.

      Just as hot tears start to come, something pale near the ground attracts my gaze: a smoke cloud. I know without question that it’s Kellan.

      Why did he tell me he never smokes? What’s the point in lying, I wonder as I trek down to the river. I want him to feel like he can tell the truth with me. So I can tell the truth with him. Raw pain slices my heart as I wonder if I’m being foolish, letting myself feel this way.

      No choice.

      I have no damn choice, I’m finding.

      It feels dangerous. So dangerous, especially tonight.

      Oh God...

      I cross the lawn with long strides, my flip-flops sinking into warm, damp grass. Please be okay, I find myself chanting.

      With this loss sitting heavy in me, the night air seems to vibrate. I can’t see in the growing darkness. Unease is a small hand knocking on my chest.

      I find Kellan leaning against one of the thicker pines, his bare feet planted in the muddy riverbank. The fingers of his right hand cradle a blunt. Truman sits beside him on his haunches, stiff-backed, as if he’s trying to make his wayward owner more respectable.

      I stand a few feet from them, waiting for Kellan to look over at me. When he doesn’t, I press my trembling lips together and wait until I can’t wait anymore. I murmur, “Hey.”

      His gaze glides to mine, and I feel cold in my soft dress and flip flops. The sweater I’ve got on doesn’t shield me from the river breeze. The air slaps at me, seeping into my chest.

      I fold my arms under my breasts and try to read his face. It’s so... still. At the moment I need connection more than ever, Kellan gives me no clues to his mood. When he shifts his eyes back to the water, I look him over frantically.

      The guy before me doesn’t look a thing like the Kellan Walsh I met in the student center. He’s wearing that same charcoal t-shirt from last night and what I think are black jeans. His soft blond hair is sticking up, like he’s been running his hands through it. His handsome face, so kind at times, so open in quiet moments, has its doors closed.

      I feel a sharp ache in my chest when I think of his arm around me at Olive’s grave. The way he looked holding the mug of spiked hot chocolate... was that yesterday? God, I feel as if we’re in some kind of time warp. Again, the sensation that I’ve known him for a long time. That I know him well. And now, the bitter truth that I need him.

      I need something...

      The sound of my exhale is louder than the rushing river, but he doesn’t look at me. He doesn’t want to look at me. I may not be a Kellan expert yet, but I can feel his withdrawal—his isolation.

      It makes me desperate. I want to grab onto his shoulders and just... bite him. I could bite him hard enough to taste his blood. I want to throw him down and ride his cock. I want to sob into his chest.

      I fold my wants away and level him with an impassive look. “I thought you didn’t smoke,” I say softly.

      “I don’t.”

      I wait a moment for his gaze to brush my face. I need the softness of his gaze, the touch of his interest. But his attention is mired in the river.

      “Well you do,” I say. I chew my lip.

      “Sometimes...”

      I want to grab his thick forearm and pull him close in that proprietary manner he uses with me. But the thought of it burns—because I don’t feel like I can. Kellan calls the shots with us, and that’s a shame, because he’s stormy. Changeable. Sometimes I feel like I’m getting close, and then he flits away. Like now.

      “When you go to sleep that night, be sure you’ve had some alcohol or even Xanax. If that’s not your scene, fall asleep... I don’t know. Reading. Or doing something else.”

      Kellan leans his head against the tree’s trunk and slowly brings the blunt up to his lips. I watch the cherry flare as his chest expands; he holds the smoke in his lungs. A second later, his shoulders slacken, and a thick cloud pours out his mouth.

      He takes another drag, then turns quickly to me.

      He doesn’t cup my mouth or take my shoulders in his hands. He wraps an arm around me, pressing my breasts against the hardness of his chest—and then his lips close over mine.

      For a second I forget what I’m supposed to do. His mouth is closed so tightly over mine, I inhale instinctively, to ward off the sensation of being suffocated.

      Stinging smoke fills my lungs, and Kellan’s mouth lifts off mine. I gulp fresh, damp air. I brace myself for the removal of his arms, but instead, he holds me tight. He wraps an arm under my backside, so my feet come off the ground. He’s holding me to his chest.

      He leans his back against the tree. I feel a tremor flicker through him. Then he buries his face in the crook of my neck.

      I tell myself it’s just his high making him needy, but his grip on me is firm. His breath beneath my ear is warm and real. I can feel his heart pound.

      He sets me down a moment later, and he doesn’t look down at me.

      Just when disappointment spreads through me, he shifts his night-gray eyes to mine. His lips curve up: a little smile; sad little smile.

      “Let’s go inside... so I can hold you for a while.”

      “That sounds good.” I blink back tears.

      Kellan takes my hand and shuts his eyes before we start to walk. I wonder why he seems so sad—if he can sense my loss. I worry that his uncle took a turn, or that the girl called him, but that doesn’t seem likely—because his hand is threaded through mine. His fingers stroke mine, easing something taut inside me.

      “Your hand is warm,” I whisper as a lightning bug drifts over us. Beyond the blinking yellow light, I find the crouching lion, Leo.

      “Your hand feels good.” His voice is low and rough.

      I run my eyes over Kellan’s messy hair, his tired face... and this time he looks back at me. One corner of his mouth tucks up.

      “You’re good to me,” he murmurs, heavy-lidded.

      “You’re good,” I say back. Oh, please be good...

      I want to throw my arms around his neck and cry. He seems to sense my building grief. His big hand squeezes mine at the moment my heart races, spurred by pain. It’s perfection. I feel weak and warm. Strangely satiated, despite the darkness that hangs over us. I don’t notice Kellan’s stopped walking until I feel the tug of his hand. I look back and find his mouth stretched open.

      I know what I’ll see before I turn back toward the house. It’s in the ether: hurt. Kellan’s sweetness hid it from me, but it was always on its way.

      “Why are you sad? I’m afraid I know the answer, and that brings me to my instructions.”

      It’s her—the girl from the garage. Standing next to her on Kellan’s back porch is his healthy-looking Uncle Pace.

      I see the color drain from Kellan’s cheeks even in the dark. In the faint moonlight, his skin looks alabaster.

      His voice is static. “Go inside, Cleo.”

      My throat closes. I push against the pressure. “Why?”

      “Trust me. I’ll explain this later. I just need a few minutes.”

      “What?” I look from our joined hands to the duo on the porch. They look solemn. Maybe even angry. “You’ll explain what later? Who’s that girl?”

      “She’s no one.” He shakes his head.

      “No she isn’t. She knocked on the car window. In Atlanta.” I drop his hand as my pulse quickens. “Who is she? Just tell me now.”

      His eyes widen, and I know. I don’t know exactly what this is, but I know enough to see that he’s deceived me. His uncle isn’t hurt. Why did we go to Atlanta in the middle of the night? To meet this girl? Who is she to him?

      “Why are you lying to me?”

      “Cleo—please.” His tone sounds desperate. “You have to go inside. I need to talk to Pace alone.” He actually pushes on my shoulder as the two of them descend the stairs, their eyes on Kellan.

      The girl rushes forward to greet him, and I dart past his uncle, feeling sick. My heart is beating so hard, I can’t even make it upstairs once I get inside. I stand at his sink, filled with those stupid shake-stained glasses, holding my stomach and looking at the dark window in front of it.

      Through the glass panes, I hear low voices.

      I wait to get my breath again. For the pressure on my chest to lessen. When I realize it’s not going to, I run up the stairs and down the long hall to the windowed room, where I start frantically gathering my things. I hug my canvases to my chest, strap my bags on my shoulders, and step back into the hall.

      If he wants to tell me the truth, he can call me. I’m not sticking around to hear that Kellan fucked me over. That I’m the only one who’s fallen—into my emotions. I’m not sticking around to find out that girl is his ex or something. I can’t handle that tonight. I can’t.

      That’s when I notice his bedroom door open. I’m not sure what drives me to go in at this moment: curiosity that’s been gnawing for too long and needs to be appeased, or some kind of masochistic urge to tempt his anger and up the ante of this shitty night. Either way, I step inside.

      The room is just the same as last time I was in it. He’s got a big, mahogany bed; a dresser; a recliner; and a trunk. The walls are pale green, bare except two charcoal sailboat sketches, both framed in dark wood. And then there’s the wall to my right, covered mostly by his giant woven rug. I’ve never really looked at it before, except to note its dark colors, but now I spend a moment staring at it—this barrier between Kellan’s bedroom and his secret door. Woven in gray, navy, and deep green, is a bear. It’s on its hind legs. Behind it, at the top right corner of the rug, is a half-moon.

      I walk slowly over to it and run my hands over the fabric. It’s soft, more like a blanket than a rug. I take the fabric in between my fingers and realize it is a blanket.

      I lift the left side of it almost reverently, and stare at the door. It’s clearly meant to be hidden, because the bottom of it isn’t flush with the floor. It can’t be seen unless you know to move the blanket. What’s it here for? To hide Kellan’s stash: whatever amount of marijuana he keeps here at his house? That used to be my default guess, but suddenly I need to know for sure.

      I try the doorknob, but it doesn’t turn. I notice there’s a keyhole to the right of it. A little, old-fashioned keyhole.

      Of course.

      I know I’ll never find the key. I let the side of the blanket fall back down and step over to his bed. I lower my face to the duvet and inhale deeply.

      I let out a long sigh. Tears brim in my eyes: for R. or Kellan? Why, I want to roar. Why do things always go so wrong? I can hear the R. voice in my head—a voice that sounds like Kellan, saying, “Get back to your life. Be glad you’ve got your thong, or your heart, or whatever.”

      I want to scream because it doesn’t happen that way. I can get back to my life, but who’s to say whether I’ve got anything at all? There are no guarantees. There is no fate. No kind or sensible undercurrent dragging us to where we’re meant to be. Through the wall of windows, I hear voices, and I know—I can feel it in my bones—that something bad is going down.

      Tears seep from my eyes. I blink, and there it is: a small gold key. It’s lying on the duvet right in front of me.

      My blood begins to hum. My heart quickens. I think I must be meant to see inside his hidden room. Why else would it be so easy? I dash my tears away and look up at the ceiling.

      Thank you, R.

      I scoop up the key and walk back to the blanket. My hand shakes as I pull it aside. I step fully behind it this time. It melds to my bare shoulders and a shiver skitters through me.

      The key fits flawlessly into the lock, just like I knew it would. I turn the knob and push gently against the cool wood. The door swings open like a portal in a fairy tale. I inhale, step inside, and—what?

      I look around the room: all five square feet of it. I look up and down, and left and right, almost expecting to see a lone toilet. It reminds me of a half-bath... except it’s not. The wall to my right—no more than three feet wide—is a built-in bookshelf. Empty. The wall to my left—equally tiny—is dominated by cabinets and a sink, with a short swatch of black granite countertop.

      I turn toward the cabinets and look them over, ceiling to floor. Clearly, they are the purpose of this small space.

      My fingers flex. Which door do I open first? Should I open them at all?

      I lean over the counter and close my hand around the knob on the right-side cabinet. I pull it open slowly, telling myself I’ll find nothing but a bunch of marijuana.

      I squeeze my eyes shut, and when I open them, my stomach hollows out.

      Instead of seeds or marijuana baggies, I see bottles. Dozens and dozens of prescription bottles: orange, blue, green; tall, short. And scattered amongst them, glass vials; tinctures; gauze; gloves; tourniquets; syringes; filters. I grab a bottle. Oxycodone. Another one: Hydromorphone. I open the cabinet on my left and I feel sick as I behold more of the same.

      This place is a miniature pharmacy, stocked with everything Kellan needs to numb himself to everything—including me.

      I slip quietly out the back door while they talk on the front lawn. Kellan’s back is to his big, brick house, his hands up in the air. Everyone looks sad-faced.

      It’s not hard to evade them. To stay behind the trees, inside the pool of shifting shadows on the lawn. I open my car’s door and dump my things into the backseat. No one knows I’m here until I slam it shut.

      As I sink into the driver’s seat, I hear footfall. Voices lift in unison, tossed up toward the moon—and Leo. I don’t give a fuck. I can’t right now. I peel away so fast, I hit my head on the ceiling.

      When I look in my rear view, I see Kellan’s shadow—shoulders slumped, head down.

      Guilty.

      I don’t let the first sob loose until I turn onto the highway.
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        “Unless you love someone, nothing else makes any sense.”
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          Kellan

        

      

    

    
      November 13, 2010

      

      When Ly and I were little kids and Barrett was in junior high, our family lived in this cottage overlooking the cliffs near Malibu. My Mom would set her easel up on the porch, and Ly and I would ride our tricycles on the rough grass beside the house. We would dare each other to walk closer to the cliffs’ edge, and Ly would always make up some excuse not to. I was always sticking one foot off. It drove Mom crazy. I guess it probably scared her.

      There was so much wind there—all the time. I loved that wind. I loved the salty smell of it. I thought if I ever fell, I might just spread my arms and fly. I used to dream of it, at night when we would leave our windows open for the warm, wet air: flying over the water like an albatross.

      I don’t know why I remember that right now. Tonight. I guess because I’m standing at the front of Daniel Harmon’s father’s yacht, looking out over the choppy waters off the coast of Santa Monica.

      Tonight was our last game of the season, so Daniel had almost the whole team here to celebrate. He’s our captain, and he’s generous as shit. I don’t think he asked any of the guys to help with food or liquor, not to mention gas for this big bitch.

      I know most guys couldn’t shovel over the money. Lyon gave Dan a handful of Benjis yesterday, once Dan had gotten confirmation from his family’s captain.

      The two of them are pretty friendly: Ly and Dan. I heard them talking a couple weeks ago in the locker room, and I’m pretty sure it was about Ly becoming team captain in a few more years. Dan is a lineman, and Ly is a tight end—second string right now—and neither of them is consumed with playing, like I am.

      Not that I would be team captain anyway. I’m not cut out for that shit. Lyon has always been. And that’s a good thing, that one of us likes being the life of the party, because I’d rather take a knee to the nuts than spend a bunch of time with other people—most days, anyway.

      Nights like tonight, it’s cool. The bar is bleeding freely, there’s a bunch of not-quite-strippers in the cinema room, and I heard Murray’s making Mississippi hunch punch in the master bathroom.

      I get a buzz on my phone and pull it out and yep, my boy Murray—our superstar wide receiver—is asking me do I know how to sink a honeydew melon. I laugh smoke into the humid air and turn around from my spot at the bow of the yacht. I flick my blunt over the rail and take the port side back toward the stern, to avoid where all the girls are, on the starboard deck. I’m kind of sick of Gillian and her mind games. If she wants me, she can come and find me inside.

      I take my time going down the stairs and through the living area. It’s big—way bigger than the one on Robert’s yacht—and flashy as shit, with gold fixtures, a swank ass chandelier, and a bunch of leather furniture, all centered around the biggest flatscreen I’ve ever seen.

      As I start down the rear hallway, I bump into McQueen and his girl, Fiona, with her hand in Mc’s jeans. I give him a grin and he slaps my shoulder.

      I pass a couple of staterooms before I get to a wide-ass door that’s propped open with a fifth of tequila.

      There’s a party in the bedroom: a bunch of the D and a harem of girls who could either be strippers or their girlfriends. Since I’m not sure which, I don’t say much either way.

      I tip my chin at them, then bang on the bathroom door and yell, “It’s Kellan, dumbass. Open up!”

      Murray slaps the door open. I catch it right before it hits me in the face, then give his cheek a hard swipe. He steps back and shakes his head.

      “Man, this shit looked easy when my older brother did it.”

      “Us little bros gotta stick together,” I say. He laughs at that, because Murray is six-foot-five and three hundred pounds of lethal muscle—and some long, fast legs—so he doesn’t seem like anybody’s little anything. He told me once his brother, an accountant, is five-foot-eight with a fro and wire-rimmed glasses.

      I follow him deeper into the bathroom, which has a flowery, funeral parlor smell, and Murray points to the melon floating in a giant Tupperware box in the shower. “I tried to cut that shit with this knife—” he passes me a fillet knife from one of the sinks—“but that motherfucker will not budge.”

      I laugh my way out of a smirk. “You know where the kitchen is, man?”

      Murray nods.

      “Go ask someone in there for a chopping block and a Kuhn Rikon melon knife, or something like that.”

      “Kuhn Rikon, you say?”

      I nod. “Whoever’s in there, they should know.”

      I think about telling him what to look for if the kitchen is unmanned, but no way it will be. Not with this many people on board.

      Murray takes a fuck while to come back, so after I use the fillet knife to finish slicing the three watermelons he busted open on the counter’s edge, I pour another bottle of Everclear into the box and stand at the door, listening to the boom of music from the bedroom.

      I look around the bathroom.... at the giant whirlpool. Then I start the water, lock the door, pull my shoes and clothes off. Nothing like a good soak. I slide into the water with a bottle of Cristal.

      I lean my head against one of the shell-shaped pillows on the tub’s side and let my breath out. I’m pretty fucking tired from this morning’s game, but very fucking happy. We went 7-3 this season, which is damn good for a team with me as quarterback.

      I curl my right hand into a fist. Then I take a long pull of Cristal.

      Now all I have to worry about is Gill. And Thanksgiving. My father will probably work the break away, and Barrett won’t come home—he’s down in Georgia, training with the Rangers—but even being in that fucking house makes it hard for me to breathe.

      Dad’s expectations stalk me through every echoing corridor, and my mom is still all over. The place is like a fucking shrine to her. Her art, her murals. Even a tapestry she wove. I guess I never noticed how much I hated it in high school. How I tried not to go downstairs for much, or even be home at all. Who can blame me? I don’t think Dad has spent more than six or seven hours in a row at home since Mom’s death. Sometimes I think he’s trying to follow her, the way he always works and never sleeps. I know, I know—he re-wires tiny little baby hearts. Does things no one else knows how to do. But still...

      I rub my forehead. My dad is a fucking prick.

      The times we do see him, he makes Lyon get all stiff and quiet. Ly has got this low, serious voice he uses with Robert, like to show him he’s a real man or some shit. It doesn’t matter how much he trips over himself, trying to impress our father. Robert never bats an eye. He never has any praise to spare. At the end of every day we’re there, Ly goes to his room and shuts the door. He doesn’t even rant about what a dick Robert is—not anymore. He doesn’t say a word to me about our bastard Dad. He hasn’t in at least a year.

      My strategy for being home is different. I get drunk, try to leave a bag of powder lying around, and see how rattled I can get him: dear old Dad—the esteemed pediatric cardiothoracic surgeon Dr. Robert Drake. He tells me what a prick I am, and I crack the knuckles on my right hand. I don’t care what Robert thinks. Not anymore. My name’s on TV every week. I’ve got my own damn fan page.

      Maybe we should take Gillian and Whitney to Veil or someplace for TG. Whitney doesn’t like Gill, but so the fuck what? I’ll keep Gill in bed, stuffed full of my dick, and Ly and Whit can stroll the happy mountains holding hands like the old folks they are.

      “Open up motherfucker!”

      Murray knocks so hard the door vibrates. He yanks it open and steps in. I stand up and laugh as Murray whirls away from me.

      “What the fuck are you doing, son? Damn!”

      He tosses a towel over his shoulder, and I catch it before it hits the water.

      “Put yo clothes on.”

      I towel off and reach for my boxers. “You get the knife?”

      “I got somethin’.” I laugh at Murray’s Mississippi drawl.

      We spend the next half hour finishing the punch, and then I hear Gill coming through the bedroom, making a big fuss as she tries to locate me.

      I shut her up as fast as I can, bending her over the side of a chair in one of the lesser staterooms and fingering her tight hole while my other hand delves into her warm pussy. I wait until she’s dripping wet and begging for it. Then I slide my dick inside her pussy for the moisture, draw out slowly, and take her asshole inch by blissful inch.

      When we’re finished, she’s quiet for once.

      I grin.

      She huffs. “I don’t know why you like my ass so much.”

      I shrug. “It’s symbiotic, baby. That ass likes me just as much as I like it. Don’t try to lie.”

      I step into the en suite and turn on the bath, then throw Gillian over my shoulder and lower her into the warm water.

      “What is it with you and baths tonight?”

      I shrug. “Cleanliness is Godliness or some shit. That’s what Murray says.”

      Her lip curls. “Stupid Southerner.”

      “Portlander.”

      Gill makes a face at me.

      My phone buzzes, and I step out without even checking who it is.

      Murray. ‘Get your ass in here. I got something for your bro Ly.’

      I tell Gillian I’ll be back in a few and elbow my way through the crowded hallway. I find Murray spooning hunch punch into some crystal we probably shouldn’t be using. He hands me a glittering glass that’s filled with red liquid and chunks of melon.

      He grins. “Give this to Ly. I want to see him drunk off real hunch punch, the way we do it down in Jackson.”

      “You want to what?” The door cracks open, and my blond brother steps in. He looks from me to Murray and grins. “You making fun of me, Murray? That hurts.” He puts a hand over his heart. “You think I can’t handle some of your fruity punch?”

      Lyon drains the glass in two long gulps and chews a chunk of melon. He smacks his lips together, then smiles his dimpled smile. A few minutes later, Whit pokes her head in.

      “What up?”

      Murray sends them off with two more glasses of the good stuff.

      Lyon holds his glass up to me as the door shuts, asking me in twinspeak what the fuck is in it. I wink.

      An hour later, when we’re dicking around on the promenade deck and Lyon slips on some sea foam, I remember that moment. The way I winked and let my brother eat the fruit.

      As Ly sails across the damp deck, Whitney grabs for him and so do I, because we both know Lyon is shit-faced. The two of us collide and send him sailing toward the guardrail, and at that moment, a big wave rocks the boat toward the starboard side. Lyon hits the railing with his middle, and flips over it like a gymnast on the bars.

      My heart stops.

      But he’s got the rail. Holy fuck, he’s got the rail! His hands are wrapped around the braided wire. His loafered foot is propped against the deck.

      I lunge for him, grab his forearms. “Fuck!”

      Whitney’s shrieking draws a crowd, and seconds later, Lyon is hauled onto the deck by six strong hands—two of them my own.

      He gives Whit a long, weird look before his eyes roll back into his head. He crumples to the slick deck like a blow-up doll deflating. When I drop down by him and shove my fingers to his neck, I find his pulse pounding too fast.

      A second later, blood starts pouring from his nose.

      My heart pounds too as Whitney screams again.
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      September 18, 2014

      

      How long am I going to sit here? Like a lunatic. I’ve got my phone in my hand, and my car parked on top of the library parking deck. I’ve made myself a beacon for Kellan—and yet he hasn’t sought me out. Not even a text to explain the lie about his uncle and the pretty girl with different colored eyes.

      So I have nothing to assuage the awful feeling in my stomach. The one that tells me I messed up, wearing my heart outside myself. Letting him brush up against it. Letting him grab hold of it.

      How many lies did he tell me?

      He’s an addict. Probably. I don’t want him to be, but I’m not an idiot. Who has that many pill bottles and injection-type supplies for any other reason?

      As I’ve sat here these last few hours, I’ve wondered if that’s why his uncle and the girl were there: to stage an intervention or something. Was that what happened the other night, when Pace wouldn’t deliver the plants? Manning was involved—as he would be if Kellan had a drug problem. And Kellan said something about how his dad was putting pressure on Pace. Wouldn’t any father try to intervene if they knew their child had a problem?

      Kellan.

      Addict.

      I saw that cabinet with my own two eyes, and still... I just can’t picture it. He always seems so... capable.

      And moody.

      Okay, he is definitely moody.

      Moody like an addict?

      How the hell would I know?

      He lied about the pot. I know that much for sure. Telling me he doesn’t smoke, as if I’d even care, but then he smokes. He clearly does.

      Maybe he lies instinctively. He would do it to protect himself. The longer I’ve known him, the more I’ve sensed something like that: an outer shell around the softer Kellan.

      Maybe his entire life is a lie. Some people are like that. They can’t commit to being just one person.

      I think about how he joined SGA for his brother. How he doesn’t even like it. And on top of that—the lie of posing as the type of person you aren’t—he has an even more flamboyant double-life because he’s an SGA president who deals.

      So Kellan is a liar.

      I don’t care...

      All I feel right now is desperate. Foolish. Why did I storm off like that? It was stupid to run off without talking to him. Especially after I saw his secret cabinet. Tears shimmer in my eyes.

      R.

      I couldn’t help him! Why not, God?

      I can’t believe he’s dead.

      The more I think about my Kellan, swallowing a bunch of painkillers so he doesn’t have to face whatever haunts him, the more restless—the more helpless—I feel. I want to go to his house, but I’m too scared. What if he hasn’t texted me because he doesn’t want me to come back?

      He likes the affection—yeah. The holding hands, the non-stop touching. So he needs the contact to assuage some beast. But maybe I freaked him out when I told him I liked him. If he’s an addict, he may think he needs to shut me out. Spare me some pain or some such martyr shit.

      I feel the weight of his warm hand on my back as I stood by Olive’s grave. I can see him, pale and stricken, in the passenger’s seat, playing me that song.

      Hey, wait... The hospital!

      My hand drifts to my throat. Of course. I think back to the way he was on the drive to Emory—so listless. At one point, he was begging me to hurry. And before that, up in the windowed room at his house... I don’t think we had sex. Wasn’t that the time I woke up with that egg inside my pussy? And Kellan seemed so pale. So haunted. Was he going through withdrawal or something?

      It would make sense. The way he seemed when we first met: a tiger, always on the prowl, demanding things. And how he seemed to grow more... quiet as the days passed. I wonder if the girl could be his AA partner. Or maybe he was going to—what’s it called?—a Methadone clinic? And the girl knew the clinic hours, so she tried to intercept him there.

      I get out of the car and start to pace. Back and forth, along the row where I’m parked. Moonlight glints off hoods and bumpers. A warm, magnolia-scented breeze tickles my skin. When headlights spill out of the lower level, signaling the arrival of another car, I step behind this big, green Ford F-250 and pray that it’s an Escalade.

      That’s what I’m doing when my phone rings: hiding from the glow of unfamiliar headlights. I look for his name on the screen, but it’s not Kellan. Not the 1-800 hundred number of Be The Match. This number is a local one that I don’t know. Of course.

      “Hello?” I say with trepidation.

      “Cleo?”

      My stomach somersaults. “Manning?”

      “It’s ole Manning.”

      I lean against the green truck’s hood. “God, I’m glad you called. I was going to talk to you about something. Something with Kellan. I’m kind of worried about something with him.”

      “Why you worried?” he drawls.

      “I... I’m sort of hesitant to say. But Manning, do you know what’s going on right now? I was over at his house and his uncle and this girl showed up. He told me—”

      “Cleo?” he says. “Why don’t ya hold your horses for a second?”

      “Why?”

      “I need to tell you something. Kellan told me to...”

      Fear scoops through me. “Okay, what?”

      “He wanted you to know that you can get... that thing from Matt or me, at the prices y’all had talked about. You know that thing?”

      “From Matt or you?” My heart is pounding, but my brain is running a step behind my body. I rub my head and frown. Is Kellan going—”

      Manning cuts in on me, saying, “And he wanted me to tell you that I’ve got a check. I can bring it to you... whenever. Tomorrow. It’s for twenty K. You know what I’m talking about?”

      My blood pumps so hard I feel faint.

      “Honey? Are ya there?”

      I slide down the truck’s grill, crouching on the cement deck. “So... ? He’s...” My head throbs, referring pain behind my eyes, where tears are building.

      “He’s going back to California, with his uncle and that girl you saw. I’m real sorry, Cleo. That’s his high school girlfriend. He was hoping to get back with her for the last couple of months. Since she got pregnant back in May.”
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          Kellan

        

      

    

    
      I bring the phone back to my ear and re-play Robert’s message. It’s so strange to hear his voice. So ridiculous to hear him making threats. What more could he take from me? There is nothing he can take. There is nothing I can give. I have no choices left.

      I was going to go—to get out of here before my trouble pins me down. Go back to California, where I can settle everything the way I want—out on the water. But I couldn’t bring myself to say goodbye to Cleo. Every day, I tell myself just one more day. Then Whitney and Pace showed up, with their pleas and their tears and their threats, and Cleo did it for me. She left me.

      I tried to catch her as she got into her car, but...

      But.

      After she left, I sent Whit and Pace away. I stood by the door with Truman, slammed by the thought of never seeing Cleo again. God, it hurt. It hurt so much it made me shake. But... no choices.

      Robert says he’ll be here tomorrow morning. If I book a flight out of Atlanta, he’ll know. He told me he’s been monitoring my cards. It’s how he knows what I have—or rather haven’t—been doing. I can’t book a plane ticket with cash, and I don’t know if I could make the long drive home.

      This is how terrible choices are made. It all comes down to lack of options. I should know that, shouldn’t I? I should be an old pro at this. And yet... it doesn’t get easier. It never gets easier. In fact, if time is any indicator, decisions like mine only get harder.

      Because of Cleo... this is so much harder than it might have been.

      I lean against the railing of the balcony and try to think. If I hadn’t met her. If I only ever knew ‘Sloth.’ If I hadn’t fucked her tight cunt. If I hadn’t hidden my face in her soft hair. If I hadn’t watched her leave that tube of lipstick on her sister’s headstone. If I hadn’t felt the warmth of her chest against my back, the firm squeeze of her arms around me.

      “You seem sad. I like hugging you... I’m a hugger.”

      If I didn’t know that, maybe this would seem more like the right choice. It’s the only choice—but I don’t crave it like I used to. Back when my need for control of my own fate outweighed fear or regret.

      Now it’s... different. Like I’m opening my mouth and swallowing water, when what I really need is air.

      I walk downstairs. I get a postcard and my damaged fountain pen and press the card against my thigh. I close my eyes. Inhale. I open them and steady my hand.

      

      September 18, 2014

      

      Dear Sloth,

      Long time, no write. I hope you’re well. I’m sorry for the radio silence. The last thing I intended was to trouble you.

      I moved to Okinawa, Japan in May as part of an exchange program. The first day I was there, I met a girl. She’s Canadian, and…yes, she calls me Lord.

      I’m home for a week or so to take care of some family business, and then I’m flying back over. I wish I had the time to meet you. Maybe next time I’m stateside?

      I still think of you often.

      All the best, always.

      “R.”
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        * * *

      

      I reach for the drawer where I keep my Post-It notes, then draw my hand back. I need to walk this to the mailbox myself; Manning might not send it, even if I leave it with a note. I get a stamp from one of the kitchen drawers, hold the front door open for Truman, and take my time trekking down my long, dirt drive.

      I note the curve of the moon. I used to have a thing about the moon, when I was very young. I would ask Ly if it could see us. He would tell me “no” and I would argue for the moon’s sentience. When Mom died, we decided one night that that’s where she was. Up there, dancing in the glow.

      I stop at the mailbox and look up and down the road in front of me. It should look different. More. The metal of the mailbox should feel colder on my hand. Truman flounces through the field in front of the house, chasing mice—like always.

      My footsteps are the same as I turn back. My left knee still aches where I busted it up that first game of my junior year in high school. I feel the rise and fall of my chest. It’s nothing special. I’m endowed with nothing but the weight of my own ego. Pretty soon, that will be gone.

      I go inside and I stop looking for some fucking sign. I drift around the rooms upstairs, trying to smell Cleo in the air. I go into my little room and take a second patch out of the cabinet. Put it in the old spot, on the back of my shoulder. Right beside the one I put on when I woke up by Cleo earlier.

      Then I step out onto the balcony and smoke a bowl of Silent Stalker. I try to calm myself. To focus on the dark treeline; the stars. Their brightness hurts.

      I go downstairs and get the Snow Queen out and chug. A few more pulls—until I’m warmer and the hard edges are fuzzed.

      Truman sniffs around my legs like he can smell it on me—dark intent. I laugh. Somewhere in me, there is an inferno—but I can’t feel it anymore.

      I tip my head back and drain the vodka bottle.

      I blink a few times, slow and bleary, and there is Truman, sitting on the kitchen floor. So goddamned loyal.

      I drape my hand over his head and step past him, into the pantry. “Here boy...” My voice sounds low, the rasped words barely there.

      I shift my mind away from that and focus my clumsy hands and the peanut butter: twist the top off... set it on the floor. Truman’s long ears perk in question.

      “All yours.” I blow my breath out. Wait—no. “Hell...” I scoop the peanut butter container up and get a spoon and dole some into his bowl. “The whole thing would make you sick,” I whisper.

      I blink a few more times and lean my head back. There now. I can see straight.

      “Ummh...” I lick my numb lips. “Eat that,” I murmur, setting Tru’s bowl down.

      I get another bowl—a big glass mixing bowl—and hold it under the faucet for what feels like several weeks. The water sloshes as I set the bowl down. “Now gotta... wash these dishes.”

      Truman doesn’t eat his peanut butter. He leans against my legs while I load the dishwasher. I can feel the Fentanyl seeping through my skin, into my veins... Lifting me above the floor.

      You’d think that it would help me forget, but I want her no less; more. I turn off the sink. Look at my hands. I know them. They are mine. I use them to pull my phone out of my pocket.

      I can’t call her.

      “No you can’t,” I whisper.

      I set my phone down on the counter. Through the haze of Fent, I feel a sharp ache in my chest.

      I walk into the living room and look at the stairs. I’m not going back up. Don’t know if I could... walk up.

      I strip off my shirt. Take my time pulling it over my head and sliding my arms out. It’s weird to not be able to feel my skin. It feels good. I rub my hair. My face. Something to remember me by. I laugh.

      I drift over to the TV. The DVDs... I never finished. It’s okay. I feel like it’s okay now.

      Truman bounds over, moving faster than my dizzy eyes can follow. Then he’s by me, warm and heavy. My throat is tight and sore as I rub his ears, then lean down and pull his body against mine.

      “Thank you,” I whisper hoarsely.

      I kiss his head, and then again. I scoop my keys up and walk slowly down the hall.

      I can’t believe I’m really here now. Game over.

      All I have left is my secret. And a flame of pride, because I never let her near it.
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        * * *

      

      Cleo

      

      I get into my car, and I start driving. I don’t think of what I’ll do or say. I don’t think of anything but him.

      I need to see him. Need to hear it from his mouth.

      I’m speeding down a rural highway, en route to his house, when I have to dim my brights for an SUV.

      It looks like Kellan’s Escalade.
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          Kellan

        

      

    

    
      The need for Cleo is an agony. I’m so numb, the only place I really feel it is my chest. It’s like a fire in there. The deadened parts of me can sense the heat. My throat and face. My throat aches. My shoulders and my arms and everything feels... bad. My fingers rub the leather of the wheel. I have this urge to shift my legs, but I remember that I’m driving.

      I fix my eyes on the dark road and I think desperately of where I’d find her. I want to see her one last time. I know I can’t... but it’s so fucking hard. Denying myself this.

      As I drive, I think of what she’d say if she knew. What she might do.

      I don’t know. I do know.

      She would hold me. It would feel good.

      Today was bad.

      I can’t keep doing this.

      My eyes blur.

      Even through the haze drifting around me, I know what I have to do. Before he comes. Robert.

      The car is bumping over the shoulder before I realize that my hands must have slipped. I hit the brakes. The Escalade fish-tails in the grass. Jolts to a stop.

      I lean over the steering wheel.

      Cleo. I can only whisper. I’m so tired.

      I lift my head and try to will my brain to think. I can’t pass out here. Need... to keep driving. But—no wrecks. I don’t want a wreck that hurts someone.

      I sift through the haze. Cleo. Not at the sorority house. My lips curve a little as I picture her sitting in her car atop the parking deck. She would wait for me there. It would be a fantasy.

      The fire is back.

      It wakes me up.

      I look between the treetops and the moon.

      Something... please.

      I get out of the car. It’s like my body... thinking on its own. I stumble in the grass and tip my head back.

      There. The sky.

      I don’t want it. I would tell her I don’t want to. I want her. I can’t. I know. I have to hurry. Now I’m... just too tired.

      I get into the car. I dream while I drive. Warm hands and her hugging arms. My mom’s got cookies. Lyon with the football. Cleo on the bed.

      She says, “You can talk to me, you know.”

      I start to whisper. I press a hand to my forehead... so I can think.

      The bridge is near here... right? The rail is bent. The drop is steep.

      I tell her all the things. The whole story. Flat green pastures gleam under the moon. I pass a cow beside his fence.

      My speeding heart begins to slow, as if it knows the score. My mind clears like the sky as clouds shift, revealing a bright moon. Pale light winks over my hood.

      Some ways ahead, the road bends left. I press the pedal: fifty-five... then sixty. I take the curve at seventy.

      Cleo... Cleo.

      The road runs straight. I can see the bright lines of the bridge’s metal rails.
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        * * *

      

      Cleo

      

      It’s definitely him. And I’m a stalker freak, because I’m tailing him. I wasn’t going to. It started with an innocent U-turn. Why go to his house if he’s not there? But then I saw his car pull over on the roadside. So I dimmed my lights and stopped a hundred yards or so behind him. When he got back in and turned onto another road, a more rural road, I just... kept following.

      What do I want?

      No idea.

      Through the woods, I follow him. Along a winding road pinned in by fields. Beside the fence line, cows cluster. Moonlight stripes the long fields, casts crooked shadows through an orchard of pecan trees.

      Pine-needles shimmer with moon dust. Kellan’s inky car glints as he swerves a little to the right.

      I picture her head between his thighs and press the brakes a little, halfway hoping that he’ll see me in his rear-view mirror.

      My eyes trace his silhouette. I can’t see hers...

      I picture her pink lips around his dick. The way his legs flex, right foot heavy on the pedal. The Escalade surges forward as if my narrative is true. I see a creek off to my left, glinting in between the trees. The road squiggles, and Kellan’s Escalade dips into the left lane for half a heartbeat. I touch the brakes again, a mime of what I wish he’d do, but Kellan flies around the bend.

      I punch the pedal. “Slow down, Kell...”

      Next time I sight him, he is riding with the car’s right side on the shoulder.

      My head feels hot. My pulse picks up. I reach for the phone in my lap, to call who? The road curves sharply right and Kellan runs again into the left lane.

      Fuck.

      I top out at 75 mph and press the brakes out of sheer fear. But Kellan doesn’t.

      Kellan disappears around another wooded bend.

      I come around it... see a bridge. The sheen of moonlight on its metal rails. The glow is blotted—for one second. The rails are blotted by his car. I hear the Escalade punch through the guardrail with an awful screech. I watch in horror as it tumbles toward the water.
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          Cleo

        

      

    

    
      I run down the shoulder, I slip, I tumble down the hill that skirts the murky swampland. I scramble up just feet from the dark water, which splays about as wide as a skating rink.

      The Escalade is near the middle of the reed-laced marsh, nose-down in the water... pointed a little left, toward me. It’s still moving, sinking ever so slowly into the muck. The waterline spills over the windshield. As I gape at it, the right side of the Escalade sinks down a few feet.

      “Oh Jesus, God, fuck fuck!”

      I jerk my shoes off, yank my pants off, and splash into the chilly sludge. I’m screaming, waving my arms above my head. I flop forward, belly-first, and try to freestyle, but the weeds are too thick. My arched feet fumble for the muddy bottom. I kick hard, but my feet touch nothing, so I’m swimming, gasping.

      I hear a low glug-glug and see the car tilt even further downward on the front end. Fear cuts like a knife. Adrenaline makes my arms and legs move faster. My thigh bumps something hard. I shriek—fuck just a log. I’m almost there. Oh fuck, Kellan—what if he went through the windshield?

      Treading water, I try to look around. The night bears down around me, dark and textured. I kick my feet and surge forward.

      “Buckle up for safety, Cleo...”

      Please be in there!

      Oh God, I can barely see the driver’s side door. The door behind it... I can open that. My throat constricts as I swim closer to the car: so large and dark. Over the stink of the water lapping at my nose, I smell burned rubber, maybe even smoke.

      I shudder as I glide within reaching distance of the SUV. Focus, don’t be scared! I kick a few times, hard, and keep on kicking as I try the back door handle with my wet, trembling hand. The car gurgles, bubbles rising around me.

      “Fuck!” I pull the handle up and, while I grasp at the door with my left hand, sinking slightly I press my foot against the SUV’s body. The Escalade lurches. I shriek. Fuck, it doesn’t open!

      I moan and pull the handle again, and the door opens fractionally. Water rushes into the Escalade. The door pulls shut again.

      “FUCK!”

      I pull the fucking handle one more time, and when the door cracks open, causing water to cascade into the car, I pull harder.

      There is no doubt—no doubt in my mind that I will get to Kellan—so I pull the door open with all my might and dive into the gap between the door and door frame.

      My forehead smacks something. I let out a sob and then I’m in the car! Water! It’s up to my boobs, but in the front seat...

      “Kellan,” I sob. Fuck, the front is underwater. Is his face submerged? I feel the car tilt and realize water’s pouring in through the cracked door. I yank the door shut. My breaths are shrieks, my limbs are clumsy as I splash between the front seats.

      His face is not submerged, his head lolls leftward and there’s blood…

      “Wake up!” I grab his face before I realize don’t do that; the neck, and “KELLAN.... please!” The car jolts leftward with my movements, water rising.

      The seatbelt! Got to get the seatbelt! Don’t look at his face! I reach into the tarry water and I feel and... there! My fingers press against it... tiny, cool, metallic. The belt comes undone. I’m panting as I work it off of him.

      I try. It’s hard. He’s big. He isn’t moving.

      What if—

      No.

      I slap his cheek. His eyes open, blinking blood... His head is bleeding.

      “Wake up! Damnit, fuckshit, wake the fuck up... Come on!” I grab his right arm, tugging violently. I jerk him toward the back of the car and realize when he doesn’t move at all that he will have to move himself.

      “Come on, you have to swim!” I shriek.

      There’s water to our necks now; Kellan’s head is tilted back. “Kellan, please, please!” I sob.

      He blinks twice, slow and dazed. His eyes roll... his eyes find mine.

      “Come on, baby... Come on, we have to swim!”

      I grab his arm, clawing his bicep as I tug him toward the back seat. “MOVE YOUR LEGS!”

      He groans... His body twists. I hear a splash, and then he slams against me. We drift in a tangle to the back seat.

      “Cleo...” He grabs me, looking confused. “What—”

      “I’m opening the door now, kick against the seat and push yourself out of the car.” The Escalade lurches leftward again. I hear water rushing.

      “Right now, Kell! I’m opening the door now, come on! Get in front of me...” I push his broad back, ushering him in front of me, so I can push him from the cark. I reach around him to shove the door open. I can’t push because he’s in my way—but Kellan pushes. He pushes the door, and I push him, and together we get the thing open.

      Water pours in so quickly I almost don’t catch a last breath—but I do. I shove Kellan hard, and he disappears into the murk.

      The second I swim out behind him is the longest of my life. When I break the surface I find him treading water, moaning with his head tipped back.

      I nudge his shoulder. He fumbles and chokes. I push his chin up. “Swim!” Rich boy—can swim. “Toward the shore!” I hit him and he gasps.

      “My shoulder...” He sounds hurt. Dark water laps around his head. His face is twisted. I grab a breath of air and sink and shove his lower back with both hands. Resurface.

      “Fuck...” I give his back a shove, but I can’t move him. He’s too fucking heavy.

      Fuck... That slimy—duh, the ground! That’s the ground under my feet! “Kellan...”

      I just barely get my arm around his neck before his eyes roll back into his head. My feet are mired in mud. I try to swim, to kick against the slimy ground. I cry as I struggle... then it’s shallow. I can stand completely but I can’t lift his limp body. I struggle to the shore with him, pulling his torso out onto the mud. He’s bleeding... from his nose? His mouth?

      I look around for help, but I don’t have my phone. I start to cry. I touch his head, his bloody face.

      “Oh God! What do I do?” I wrap my hand around his mouth, feeling for breath. There it is, a little bit...

      I’m running toward my car when I hear sirens.
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      “Yes, I realize no visitors right now, but I just want an update.” I smack my fist against the front of the looming counter in the Emory University Hospital ER and bite my tongue so I don’t cuss this fucking woman out.

      My hair is damp from sticking my head in the bathroom sink, the crevices of my fingernails are stained with Kellan’s blood, I’m wearing scrubs and paper shoes and my head aches—and no one will tell me shit.

      “I’ve called a doctor, and we’re waiting on her, ma’am,” bitchy receptionist explains. Bitchily.

      I glare at the yellow smiley faces on her hot pink scrubs and whirl around to sit back down.

      The ambulance ride was awful. I mean... I’m glad one came, of course. Apparently a fisherman heard the wreck and called 9-1-1, which is a good thing, but the ride itself? Traumatic.

      The EMTs pulled two Fentanyl patches off Kellan’s bare shoulder, which explained his blue lips, but after they got an oxygen mask on his busted face, they couldn’t figure out why he was bleeding so much from his nose and mouth. They wrapped his left arm against his bruised chest and I held his right hand until someone stole it from me to stick an IV into him.

      They kept talking about overdoses and something called “narcan,” which I’ve since learned can help people who overdose on opiates. I said I was his girlfriend and they started asking me the basic questions like his age. I got his hand again, the fingers curled and cold, the wide, cool palm swathed in tape, an IV line curling around our joined hands, and as I stroked his fingers, I realized I know almost nothing about Kellan. I don’t even know his real, true, legal last name.

      I explained what I do know to the EMTs and told them that I thought he might use a doctor at Emory, and someone, somehow, sometime confirmed that we were headed here.

      The ride was long. My eyes swept up and down him as I folded his big hand between my warmer palms. I could see the awful, awful bruising on the left side of his ribcage as they tucked his arm against it... strapped it down and then they covered up his pretty abs, his perfect arms and shoulders.

      The blanket was gray, and underneath the plastic mask his face was gray. The female ENT kept pulling the mask off and wiping blood off his face with a white cloth. His nose and mouth just kept bleeding. The few times his eyes open, he looked hurt and scared. His eyes darted around until his gaze found me, and I would touch his hair and rub his shoulder as his body shook.

      There was a neck brace on him, I noticed. When did that happen? His body was hidden under blankets but I watched his feet, stripped of their Keen sandals. His toes would curl as the EMTs shown light into his eyes and pulled the blanket back to stick a needle in... his thigh? He jerked. Their voices moved too loud and fast. The crackle of the radio... my mouth kissing his fingertips.

      The male EMT prodded the inside of his left elbow and nodded at the female. “Lots of marks,” he murmured, covering the arm again.

      “Track marks?” I wailed.

      The female EMT screwed up her face. The dude gave me a no shit look, and I started to cry. I never really stopped, just tried to keep it quiet as they labored over him, and Kellan’s eyes opened and shut and I said sweet things to him.

      By the time we reached the ER drop off, Kellan’s face was snow white. The female EMTs told me to “stay put,” he was in shock and needed blood. I had to let go of his poor, cold hand and stop myself from running with them as they spirited his cot into the ER.

      Someone brought me dry pants and these weird, papery shoes, and I cried some more, and talked to a cop who was nice and handed me a towel from his trunk.

      Someone from the hospital—some sort of advocate woman—popped up and took her own notes as I answered questions for the accident report. And then the advocate told me she’d find out about Kellan, and she led me to a plastic chair.

      That was coming up on three hours ago now. Physically, I might be the healthiest person in this room, but I can’t breathe. I can’t think straight. I feel like I’m being psychologically tortured.

      Just when I think I’m going to end up wringing smiley-face receptionist’s neck, a short-haired brunette in a white coat comes through the double doors. Her eyes dart around the room as she says, “Cleo Whatley?”

      I rise and she blinks at me. She seems distracted, almost skittish. She tries to smile, stops half-way, and pushes a strand of short hair out of her brown eyes.

      “Cleo.” She waves me toward the mouth of the ER hallway. “Has anybody spoken with you yet?”

      I shake my head. She ushers me down a short, white hall, into a small, white room with a brown table and three chairs. She sits on the side with only one chair and nods at the two in front of her, which makes me cry because if Kellan was with me there would be a chair for each of us…

      The doctor plunks a tablet on the table and glances down into her lap, then up into my face.

      “Hi there.” Her face is stuck somewhere between kind and gravely serious. Which makes my stomach flip.

      “Can you tell me how my boyfriend is?” I manage hoarsely.

      My voice breaks on the word “boyfriend,” as I remember that he’s not. He’s got a pregnant girlfriend. How fucked up is it that I still want him?

      A box of Kleenex slides across the table toward me and I realize I’m crying again. I take two tissues and dab my cheeks.

      “Is he okay?”

      Her mouth flattens. Her face looks like no. “What do you know about Kellan’s health, Cleo?”

      I look worriedly into her wide brown eyes. To see where she is leading me, so I can shelter myself. But I can’t tell. “I don’t know,” I whisper. “I... Does… He has a drug problem?”

      She blinks, completely poker-faced. I watch her chest rise on an inhalation. “What makes you think that?”

      My throat tightens—and I can tell I’m right. He does have a drug problem.

      “I found a bunch of pills at his house... recently.” I rub my finger over a ragged cuticle. “Also, in the ambulance. They said... I saw pain patches. On his back.” My stomach twists so hard I have to swallow to be sure I don’t throw up on the table. I look at her. “Is he okay? You’re scaring me.”

      “Cleo...” The doctor leans toward me. Her eyes widen. “What do you know about Kellan’s mental health?”

      My throat tightens as if she’s slung a noose around it. “Nothing.” I bring a hand up to my chest. “Is there something I should know?” My voice wavers.

      The doctor sits back in her chair. She looks almost relieved. “In June, he was admitted for an overdose attempt,” she says, stroking her hair out of her eyes.

      I gape. “He was?”

      She nods. “He spent two nights in the psychiatric unit here, but he was discharged. I’m going to tell you about that,” she says slowly, “but first you need to know he’s being transferred to another hospital.”

      “He is? Why?”

      “We’re moving him to New York. It will be a plane transfer, and it will happen soon. There is an option for you to go along, if you want that.”

      I swallow. I blink, and tears fall down my cheeks again. “What’s wrong with him? Why can’t he stay here?”

      She leans toward me, reaching across the table. Time slows as I watch her red lips move.

      “Cleo—I’m sorry to have to share this news with you, but... Kellan is in the most advanced stage of leukemia.”
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      Have you ever had your whole life rearranged by something someone told you? It feels like surgery in a second. Like someone reaching in and moving things around so fast you’re different before you even realize what they’ve done. Maybe they’ve removed a part, or maybe something’s added. Maybe everything’s the same, but shifted slightly leftward.

      Surgery on the heart changes the way the blood is pumped to every other part.

      It makes sense. I can’t deny that much. It makes so much sense now that I know the truth.

      Why he would pay me so much money to stay at his house—and for just three weeks. He mentioned teaching me more of his business, so I could maybe have a larger role, because he was “leaving.”

      From the second we first met, he was always holding my hand. Between the dirty talk and his pretty, perfect cock, he was always reaching for me. Needing to be near me, in me. Wrapping himself around me while he thought I was asleep.

      How many sick people are getting marijuana at no cost because a bunch of college students pay for it?

      Robin Hood.

      I’m not even surprised he set up something like that.

      And yet, I’m so surprised. I don’t believe it—any of it. I can’t fly to New York with him. When the doctor tells me what she tells me, I take a taxi back to Chattahoochee, to my car. I see the swamp, the puncture in the rail, the road muddied from where they hauled his car out, and it’s meaningless to me. Like a scene from a film I watched while half asleep.

      I drive straight to Kellan’s house and find it unlocked. I go to the windowed room and go to sleep, and wake up in a ray of thick gold sunlight. Afternoon, it seems.

      I reach the river as the sun sets, pinkening the sky over the pine trees. The black cat joins me. When I start to feel ill and I know I need to move, she follows me back to my car and twines her sleek body around my legs.

      

      “And if we catch her and we have to put her down instead?” he asks.

      “I don’t know. I wish you wouldn’t say that.”

      “It makes you sad to think about putting down a feral cat you’ve never even met?”

      “I think pain should be reserved for something painful…”

      

      I scoop Helen up and take her with me. I don’t know where I’m going until I realize I’m in Lora’s parking lot.

      ‘I’m here. Coming up,’ I text her as I look up at the third story.

      I carry Helen up the stairs and knock and ring the bell. Lora’s not home, but there’s a spare key underneath the frog statue sitting by her mat. I take Helen straight to the kitchen, where I serve her water and a bowl of ham.

      Then I pull a wicker chair out from the breakfast table and sit down.

      Tired. I feel so—

      Don’t.

      I pull my phone out of the pocket of the jeans I got from the overnight bag in my car, and turn the screen face down so I can’t see the texts or missed calls.

      Denial burns inside me, prickly, unsettling. I stand up and start to organize the counter. Toothpicks, Lora? Three boxes of toothpicks? I move two dirty plates, a vase of crumpled roses, and a sheer pink blouse, then spray the grimy counter down with a bleach-based cleaner.

      The air in Lora’s house is cinnamon-vanilla. It feels heavy, like the pressure of the water on a scuba dive, which I did once and hated.

      I’m wiping the counter slowly, letting the bleach fill up my head, when my hand bumps into a stack of mail partially obscured by the toaster oven. The thing on top is from the power company. It’s marked urgent.

      “Lora, Lora…” I tear the bill open and mount it on the refrigerator with a magnet. I wipe the counter two more times and then thumb through the rest of Lora’s mail. This girl makes me look organized. Probably because she has so much money. What’s a late fee? I thumb through her other bills but don’t see any that look urgent enough to justify my opening them. I’m setting the envelopes in a seashell-shaped pewter bowl beside her paper towel holder when a small, white square slips from the bottom of the stack. It flutters to my feet. I bend to scoop it up and...it’s addressed to me?

      I blink down at my dorm room address, and something starts to buzz inside my head.

      I set the post card down. The post card with the campus scene. I turn around to face the throughway between living room and kitchen, leaning my back against the countertop. I touch my throat, which stings, as if I swallowed a chicken bone.

      I turn back around, compelled, and as my hands grab for the post card—

      Thwack!

      I whirl toward the breakfast table. My phone has fallen to the floor. Vibrating. I step over to it. Face-down, so I can’t see who’s calling…

      Dr. Marlowe’s voice echoes. “A relapse after three years… hasn’t sought treatment… team waiting for him in New York…”

      I scoop the phone up, see the number, answer. “It’s Cleo.”

      Desperate. Desperate. Desperately, I clutch the phone. I sink into a wicker chair. My mind cranks like an airplane: spinning slowly, faster faster…

      Cindy. Be The Match. The international bone marrow registry.

      My fingers tremble on my iPhone as she lets me know my blood arrived and has been tested. I am a match. She starts to tell me things I know from last time. I stand up. Circle the kitchen. I step over to the counter, frame the post card with my fingers.

      I blink and stroke the glossy cover of my post card as she talks.

      My brain…I must be tired. I feel wound up. Like things are connected when they aren’t connected. Like I’m about to cry, or barf. I look over my shoulder. Where is Lora? Is it chapter night? What day is it?

      I’m going to pass out.

      Just turn the fucking post card over.

      I feel strong resistance to the idea. Cindy’s voice is driving me insane. She prattles on. My heart swells like a balloon behind my ribs. It takes up all the space. With a flick of my wrist, I turn the post card over. Read the time stamp: September 19, 2014. So…today.

      I blink several times, and scan the text. It blurs as pressure builds behind my eyes.

      “Cindy?”

      She takes my interruption as a sign that she should wind things down. “So to proceed, we’ll need a commitment. Verbal and—”

      “Cindy?” A tear falls onto the card.

      “Miss Whatley?”

      I swallow, but my voice is still a rasp. “I have a question.”

      “Sure,” she says indulgently.

      My heart hammers. I swallow, but it doesn’t help me breathe. Again, the chicken bone. “Can you tell me…when did R. die? What day?”

      My chest is on fire. My head on fire. I lean against the table as my hand mangles the card.

      “If you really want to know, I guess it couldn’t hurt. Just one moment, Autumn, okay?” I can hear her fingers clicking on a keyboard.

      “Cleo.”

      “Cleo? Okay, Cleo. I’ll be back in just a moment.”

      My chest rises… My head spins.

      

      “Sloth,” he says. “Is that a nickname?”
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        * * *

      

      “Chicken pizza? Are you kidding me?”

      “What can I say?” He smiles. “Chicken? Pizza? It works. You agree?”
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        * * *

      

      “I think we might be soul mates.”

      “What makes you think so?”

      “You just played a song I really like, one I usually play when I’m coming here. But other things too,” I add.

      “What things?”

      “Like how …  you made me drink the Snow Queen. My friend used to always say to drink before I come here.”

      “Anything else?”

      “I just…feel weird about you. Good weird. Like I know you, even though I know I really don’t.”

      

      I hear a click. “Okay, Cleo.” Cindy’s voice is clear and crisp.

      I close my eyes. I mouth the date. I mouth the words, because I know before she tells me. All this time I didn’t know and I know now. I know.

      “It was in September. September 18, 2011. That’s the date, according to the charts.”

      I hold my breath as Lora’s kitchen slowly tilts.

      “I’m sorry, Cleo.”

      I jump up. I’m sorry. So fucking sorry. I look down at the crumpled post-card. Then I dash into the living room, where I hung my purse on the front door knob.

      Cindy’s voice pipes up: solemn, concerned. “I hope this doesn’t make you feel…”

      Her voice is static. I pull the check out of an inside pocket, fingers shaking.

      No surprise. It’s no surprise now. Now I know.

      It’s R.’s handwriting. Kellan’s check.

      R. and Kellan. Kellan, R.

      Lyon. Robert. Robert Lyon?

      Lyon is the real R., and Kellan was his stand-in. Writing after his brother was dead to thank me for giving bone marrow to Lyon.

      I murmur a goodbye to Cindy. Then I dash to Lora’s sink and vomit.
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      September 20, 2014

      

      I walk the hallways of Memorial Sloan Kettering Cancer Center for hours, blank and brainless, carting all my bags. And I decide he didn’t know. Kellan never sought me out at Chattahoochee College. He didn’t know about our strange connection until I said “sloth” on the balcony that day.

      This is the universe’s setup. God’s joke. It’s so insane that, as I wash my hands outside his room on the bone marrow transplant floor, I question whether he’ll really be in there.

      This seems like a dream. One big, bad dream.

      I keep seeing him on that pebble path behind Taylor Hall, walking with me in between the shrubs. The way his hair glowed in the sun that day. The way he smirked. I remember he was dressed up for a trustee meeting. I remember his wide shoulders, his muscular thighs…

      “Why would you want to write and sell a book?”

      “Maybe I was thinking of writing my memoir.”

      Kellan doesn’t need a memoir. Nothing’s wrong with him. I want to believe it so badly, I could almost convince myself. So I resent the nurse beside me, telling me about the unit’s rules. Arethea, her name is, and she’s pretty. She’s got brown hair, brown eyes, and this soft voice, with a lovely accent I can’t place.

      So it’s strange that I kind of want to throttle her. Doesn’t she know all this is bullshit? I would never let Kellan have cancer. I wouldn’t let him die. He’s perfect Kellan. He’s mine.

      You know Manning texted me? That girl is not his fucking girlfriend. She was Lyon’s girlfriend. Now she’s in medical school at Emory, which explains why she popped up in the parking deck that day.

      After she and Kellan’s Uncle Pace showed up at Kellan’s house—an intervention, where they begged him to seek treatment—Manning said Kellan was worried I’d find out. He wanted me to go away. He wanted to protect me. So he made up the bit about the pregnant girlfriend.

      “Cleo? Your hands seem clean to me,” Arethea says kindly. I look over my shoulder at her and find her face is tranquil. Kind and patient. Maybe even sympathetic. Something in me recoils.

      “You want to go inside?” she asks, passing a paper towel. “I think he’s sleeping.”

      It’s horrible, the stepping through the door. With every cell I have, I protest. My stomach twists into a knot. My forehead sweats. My heart hammers so hard I barely notice my surroundings: teeny tiny hallway, widening into a larger room with blue walls.

      He’s not in here. He’s not! I would believe that if I could. If I didn’t want to see him so badly. But I do. I want it more intensely than I fear it.

      I take soft steps down the tiny hall. I pause at the mouth of the room so I can listen to the beeping, breathe the strange, cool air. It smells like plastic, and some sort of cleaner.

      “Why is Daddy in that bed? It has a rail like Olive’s baby bed.”

      “He’s sleeping, honey.”

      “Will he sleep forever?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Another long, slow step, and here I am. I blink at the wall of windows in front of me, then look left, at the TV mounted on the wall, beside an ocean print. Under the TV, there is a door. Maybe the bathroom. I suck a desperate breath back. I can feel gravity pulling harder on my body as I swing my gaze to the right.

      Kellan’s bed is empty. My throat tightens as I see the sheets tucked neatly, as if it’s not been used.

      He isn’t here? I knew it! That’s what my heart screams.

      But I see an IV pole. With IV bags hanging from the top. I see a rolling table with a newspaper, a black thermos. Both things are right beside a recliner. The plastic-textured chair is angled toward the room’s right wall. I can see the foot-rest part is out—and something wrapped in white on it.

      I walk closer. Hard to breathe.

      I don’t know what I think I’ll find, but as I come to stand in front of the recliner, I’m shocked and not surprised at all to find that the white bundle is Kellan’s legs… My eyes race over him, and down and up again, taking it in. Kellan lying on his right side, bundled up in sheets. They sag down his left bicep, so I can see how bruised his shoulder is.

      I blink a few times. Blurry. There are pillows propped behind his back and left side, cushioning him in this position, so all his weight is on the right side of his body. I can’t see under the sheet, but his ribs are hurt just like his shoulder. I remember from the ambulance.

      I rub my palm against my lips and blink, and his swollen shoulder blurs, as if the bruising is nothing but a watercolor. I could reach my fingers out and smudge it all away…

      And still, it’s easier to look there than at his face. Solemn face, closed eyes… His cheekbone and the skin around his left eye are bruised deep purple, almost black.

      Anger bubbles up in me, even as I step around the chair and sink into a crouch beside the right arm. My face is level with his now. When he opens his eyes, he’ll see me.

      Breathe, Cleo.

      The IV lines droop from the pole and trail beside me, disappearing into the sheets pulled up to Kellan’s throat. I check him over from this angle. He’s so still… His face so pale. Why is there a patch of gauze tapped at the base of his throat.

      Fuck. I suck another breath in.

      I watch his eyelids, watch his mouth. I can see his pulse throb over his brow.

      Wake up, baby. Look at me…

      My fingers flex. I need to touch him. Stroke his messy hair. He hasn’t shaved. He looks swarthy, like a wounded pirate. Does that mean he’s too hurt to get up? I blink quickly, and a tear drops down my cheek.

      His mouth tautens. It’s just a flicker of expression, there then gone, but it’s enough to make my hand reach out and grip the chair’s arm.

      I lean closer to the chair and mouth his name. I don’t mean to speak, but my throat is so tight, the sound comes out.

      His eyes stay closed, but he shifts his shoulders, the tiny movement just enough to make the white sheet droop. I can see his chest now. Pretty throat, his collarbone, and…shit. The sheet falls lower still, and I can see his chest. The IV lines join up at a small, white tube that’s punched into his chest, over his pec.

      Fuck!

      The IV tubes are threaded through his fingers, and his palm is pressed above his pec, as if he’s holding himself together.

      I tip my forehead toward the chair and sit there with my head bowed, hot tears dripping out my eyes.

      I’m in a knot. I want to scream.

      My palm trembles over his arm. I lean a little closer, till our faces are so close I feel his breath on my cheek.
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        * * *

      

      Kellan

      

      Cleo is here. I might be dreaming, but... I think I’m not.

      I smell her tea perfume. I hear her voice. I try to.

      I have a fever. I can’t think because...the IV. If she’s here, then she can see me. I float up from where I’ve been and I can hear the beeps of the pulse ox machine.

      Pain flashes all through me. My face, my shoulder, ribs... My hips and back.

      I feel Cleo’s hand. I twitch, and I can feel the IV tubing tug. My chest is sore from where they put it in...

      Regret and shame.

      She knows.

      I can feel her fingers in my hair. Her fingers... being nice. Making me tired. But if I fall asleep, I’ll miss her. I peek and— fuck. Cleo—right here.

      I can see her see me, see her face go soft and sad. She murmurs, “Sweetheart.” Gentle fingers dance across my brow. “You’re sleepy, huh? You’ve got the good drugs going. That’s good.” She strokes my temple. My chest goes heavy with pleasure.

      “I wanted to tell you, Kell...I figured out about the letters. And R. I wanted to say...I understand. It’s crazy...like, a big surprise. But I’m not upset with you or anything.” Her cool fingers, sifting through my hair. “I talked to Manning just a little. It’s amazing, what you guys are doing. You’re amazing. I came to visit, but—” Her fingers dance like fog over my skin. I feel her face come up against mine, feel the warm rub of her cheek, and I’m surprised that she would…get so close. “I’m really here because...I think I’d like to stay with you. Umm...for a while.”

      I must be dreaming.

      I think Cleo’s crying, even as her soft hands stroke my hair. “I’m so sorry that I didn’t know. About all this, and R. I’m sorry I’m crying. I’ll be fine. I’m just...”

      I shut my eyes. I try not to feel her hands, so I won’t feel them when she goes.

      I float a little. All the Dilaudid. I try to stay, though. To stay near her.

      But I keep my eyes closed. I don’t want to see...her look at me.

      “Can you look at me, baby? I just want to see your eyes.” Her voice cracks. “If I can help you over to the bed... I want to lie down with you. You seem sort of uncomfortable in the chair.”

      My eyes drift open—I see her, close but blurry—then they sink back shut...because Dilaudid. I want her. I want to lie with her. To have her touch me, but...I’m sweaty. So messed up. The last few days...have gotten bad…with pain.

      She strokes my cheek, and my throat aches with want.

      “I can help you get to the bed, or even call a nurse if you want. If you don’t want to snuggle, I’ll just leave you alone. Your shoulder, the left one, is it hurting? You keep moving it.”

      I do?

      She kisses my hair. I feel a sob build in my throat. She’s going to go soon. Godddamn.

      I sit up, gritting my teeth against the pain of my cracked ribs. I forget to hold the IV lines. They pull from where they’re threaded into my chest.

      I curl over my lap, holding my throbbing head. My heart pounds hard.

      “You...need to go.” My eyes roll toward her, the words slurring.

      I reach back for the IV pole, and miss it.

      “Hey…hang on.” She touches me. I shrink away. “Just let me put the leg-rest down, okay?”

      I grit my teeth as she does, and my legs lower. My hips… I brace against the chair’s arms, grunting as I stand. I shuffle as quickly as I can to the bed, but the rail is up. I have to move a lot to lay down. Ahh. It hurts…

      I feel the cold linen under my fever-warm body and curl up, shivering. I put my hand up to my face. I tell myself that anyone would go. She came, at least…

      And then I feel the mattress indent. My eyes lift slowly open. Cleo’s right in front of me. She melds herself around me, so my face is near her neck.

      “It’s okay,” she murmurs, one arm wrapping lightly around my back. Her hand curves around the back of my head. “Just go to sleep. I’ll be here when you wake up.”
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      If you’ve never been here, you can’t understand. How bad it hurts to watch someone you care for suffer so much.

      That first day, we don’t ever really talk. I hold Kellan, my arms encircling his shoulders, as the transplant team bustles around us, coming up with plans, adding and subtracting to and from his bloodstream via the three IV lumens that dangle from his chest. Arethea works around me when she checks his vitals and changes IV bags.

      And Kellan sleeps.

      I’m told they’re giving him a strong painkiller called Dilaudid. It makes his breathing weird and unsteady. Sometimes his eyelids flutter and he blinks at me with glassy eyes.

      Sometime later in the day, Arethea brings a wheelchair and I’m inducted into hospital hell when we take Kellan—and his IV bags—to a “procedure room” where he has to lie on his sore chest, his face in a pillow, his hands in mine, while a doctor does a bone marrow biopsy, digging into his back with this awful little metal rod until Kellan’s body tightens and trembles.

      He pushes his face into the white pillow and grips my hands. The doctor murmurs “almost there,” and Kellan moans. I can see the doctor move the little rod. Kellan’s hands around mine are tight enough to hurt.

      I squeeze his hands and bow my body over his. It doesn’t help. I can’t protect him. His little moans into the pillow make me feel ill, too.

      When they help him off the awful little cot, his face is bone white, his hair is sweaty, and he’s so sore, I think he almost cries moving back into the wheelchair.

      Back up in his room, it takes both Arethea and me to help him up onto the bed. Right after I crawl up beside him and start tucking the blankets around him, a whole team of new faces comes into the room.

      One of them, a tall, wide-shouldered man with salt and pepper hair and a blunt-featured face, is Dr. Willard, the leader of the transplant team, a native Texan who managed the pediatric ward when Kellan had his first bone marrow transplant here in 2011.

      He prods Kellan’s sore hips, eliciting a single, punchy sob from writhing Kellan.

      “What the fuck?” I gape, then glare at him. The fucking bastard.

      “Move over a little,” Dr. Willard tells me in his slow, low, Texan drawl. I scoot down by Kellan’s feet, sweating with rage.

      But then I watch the doctor crouch beside the bed and talk softly to Kellan. Dr. Willard clasps his forehead with a gentle hand and urges him to try another transplant—and another chemo trial.

      Kellan reaches for the doctor, and the doctor clasps his hand, and as they talk in murmurs, I realize how much I don’t know. What happened here last time? Manning told me Lyon died here. He’d been discharged already, but Kellan was still sick, so Lyon dropped by for a visit, I gathered.

      Why?

      And how?

      Why and how, any of this shit?

      It’s difficult to believe that the guy curled up in the bed is Kellan who disarmed me, strung me up from ropes, made me spiked hot chocolate.

      How the hell did he do all that with cancer running rampant, and the awful weight of not planning to treat it?

      What the fuck did he do? To deserve this?

      I know him—he’s strong and brave. He didn’t want to come back here. Would rather die first.

      I’m wondering what made him agree to fly to New York this time—if he even had a choice—when I hear the doctor talking about the different chemo drugs. Kellan asks something I can’t hear, despite being right by him, and the doctor murmurs, “Two are different. One’s Bleisic.”

      “Will it...be...like last time?” Kellan’s words are hoarse and slightly slurred, just barely loud enough for me to hear.

      “I don’t know, but I’ll send you on a good ole Dil vacation and this sweet girl—” the doctor nods at me— “will rub your back.”

      Kellan says something. The doctor looks around the room, at several younger doctors in white coats, and Arethea and a woman changing out the garbage can. “Everyone, we need a minute, just the two of us. And maybe her.” Dr. Willard nods at me.

      Kellan says something about, “hurt her,” but I can’t hear him as the room clears out.

      “She came here on her own, right?” the doctor asks him. Willard’s eyes flick to me, and Kellan nods once. “If she’s half as tough as you, she’ll do alright,” the doctor tells him.

      “You’re late to the ballgame,” Dr. Willard continues, “and I know you’re in a lot of pain right now, but once I get you in remission, all the bone pain will be gone. If it goes real bad, I’ll make sure you’re comfortable—but I think we can do this.”

      A few soft words from Kellan, and the doctor presses Kellan’s hand between his, arches his brows at me, and runs a finger over his wet eyes. And I know I should go.

      I’m scared and I should go. Protect myself. But that’s not what I do.
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      They start chemo while he sleeps that night. Arethea tells me he’s getting a huge dose of steroids with it, and I should expect him to be restless. I guess restless for someone on a Morphine-like painkiller is occasional twitching and a few soft moans.

      Sometime after Arethea’s 2 AM vitals check, he stirs behind me. He runs his hands over my arm and sides, the motion light and reverent.

      I’m breathless for a long moment as he settles around me. I think I understand. Why all great things are sad. Why silence aches. Why people lose their way. Why when I see a lone figure, I wonder who she’s missing and not who she’ll meet. Why babies die when they’re not touched. Why young girls cradle letters from strange boys with nameless pain upon their hearts.

      We’re not meant to be alone. We’re made with holes inside our souls. The only way to survive is to fill them. I think the catch is, you don’t get to choose with what.
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        * * *

      

      Kellan

      

      I open my eyes. I think I opened my eyes... but I’m dreaming. Because I’m back at Sloan Kettering. I blink slowly in the dream and look around the room. The wrong room. The corner room. But dreams are like that.

      I inhale. Shut my eyes. It smells like... antiseptic. And the sheets. Hospital sheets with their smell: the stale, papery smell. That fucking smell sends a jolt of terror through me.

      Breathe.

      I have these dreams sometimes. I have to close my eyes and breathe.

      It’s not real, Kelly. It’s just a dream. My inner monologue is always Ly’s voice. Thinking of him...that hurts, too.

      I open my eyes. There’s the wall, TV, rocking chair.

      Cold fear sweeps me. My body tightens and...my legs. My hips and back... They hurt.

      Fuck. Fuck me. All the sweat and... I’m wet. Water. I can see it spray over the windshield.

      Cleo. Cleo...water.

      I look down, but I know already what I’ll see. It’s not my old line. Not my old line in my chest. This central line is new.

      I start to pant. I can feel the pain of each breath in my ribs. My sore cheek. I’m on my side. I’m in a bed. Hospital bed.

      “Oh God.” I think I’m going to be sick. I try to get up off the bed. I try to throw my legs over the side but something’s—

      “Kellan?”

      Cleo.

      Her hands cup my cheeks. My chest pumps, each deep breath a lance of pain. I look down at my panting chest.

      Cleo’s fingers skate over my sore jaw. Her eyes shine in the dark. “Are you okay?”

      I inhale against her hair and pull her closer. I don’t mean to, but I moan. “This room.”

      My fingers play with the silky fabric of my football jersey... I feel my brother climb into bed. His thin hands on my neck and shoulders. “The day before...” he died “he said he loved me.” He was worried about me. Lyon was better. I was sick. That’s why they came that day. To play checkers...

      I look down at Cleo, pressed against my chest, and raise my knees around her, pinning her between my thighs so she won’t go anywhere.

      I don’t know whose mouth finds whose...but our lips, our tongues are mingling. I stroke her velvet cheek and tangle with her tongue and clutch her head and pull her closer. I can smell her breath, it smells like peppermint. Her tiny fingers play at my nape. I deepen the kiss. I’m damp with sweat, my eyes are wet... I can’t stop. Can’t stop kissing her. She can’t stop kissing me. I’m dizzy.

      My mouth closes over hers. I breathe her breath. Warm breath until my head stops spinning.

      Still spinning.

      I let my breath out.

      “Baby...” Tender fingers find my cheeks. Her eyes. I love her eyes. Her brows pull down, concerned. Her thumb traces under my eyes. “You had a bad dream?”

      “Yeah.” I lean my cheek against her hand.

      I feel her hand behind my shoulder, rubbing my back. It makes me think of Lyon. I like the pain. Being here...I want to feel it.

      I try to remember what she just asked, and what I said. The Dilaudid is making me fuzzy.

      I lean away from her. Her face is blurry. I can only see her silhouette, a dark blot on the blue-tinged room. The blue is coming from the window. Curtain drawn. The city lights. I remember those cold lights.

      I look down at my chest. Only one IV hooked up right now.

      “Is there anything I can do?” she whispers.

      “I’ve gotta get up.”

      She nods. “I brought you a bunch of lounge clothes but they’re in the dryer right now. Our nurse is going to bring them. Until then, I got you this.”

      Our nurse...

      She slides down off the bed and gets back up with something. I can’t see it.

      I blink. Something dark… A robe.

      I push myself toward the bed’s edge, using my right arm.

      “Here—” She’s standing by the bed. “Slide down and you can hold onto me.”

      I get down, and my legs and hips ache so much I feel tears burn my eyes. I can’t believe I’m back here. My throat is so full, I can barely breathe. Cleo’s arm comes around me.

      She kisses me. She wraps her hand around the IV pole. She walks me to the bathroom, pointing out a giant, blow-up palm tree by the wall.

      “There’s more of that type stuff coming to decorate your room. Hope you don’t mind.” Her words are like another language. I can hear but I can’t understand.

      She pushes the bathroom door open. Light spills out. I look down at myself. These scrubs. They came untied... are sagging. Fuck.

      She leaves me and I stare at the sink. The toilet. Blue tile.

      Memories...

      I piss, then stroke my cock. I think of Cleo and I get a halfie, even though I’m numb as hell. Okay.

      I look in the mirror. Big mistake. My face is bruised and swollen. My lips are dry. My eyes look desperate and strung out.

      I put on the robe. I don’t know how it got in here. Did Cleo hand it to me? I’m shaking. The longer I stand up, the more things hurt.

      I open the door, fast because I’m scared that she’ll be gone. She’s right there. We go to the bed. I lie down across it, on my side. My legs hang off. The robe is soft. It covers me.

      Cleo climbs up on the mattress, leans over me. She holds up... some kind of towel? I watch a smile light up her face. Her hand is on my hair. “You can’t get a bath yet, not for a little while longer, because they just put in the central line. But I don’t think you’ve had one since the wreck. I thought it might feel good.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Eleven

          

          Kellan

        

      

    

    
      I blink, and Cleo drags a warm cloth over my calves. Oh God… It does feel good. I clench my fist, because I want to touch her.

      Someone knocks, and Cleo leaves. Fuck. The water dries cool on my skin. My dick stirs.

      She comes back into my plane of vision with an armful of clothes. “I bought some things before I left Atlanta, then I ordered some other stuff from a 24-hour delivery service.” She’s smiling. I think I should smile back, but I’m too tired.

      She sets the clothes on the bed beside me and strokes my knee. Her fingers, soft and kind. It’s too much. Fuck.

      I scurry off the bed before I realize that’s crazy. Then I look around, searching out an excuse for it. But I can’t think straight. I turn back toward the bed and right my twisted IV line.

      Damn it...

      She acts like she doesn’t notice I just freaked out. She lays a pair of boxer-briefs and long, dark gray pants over the bed’s rail. I manage the underwear, but my hips hurt. I feel my heartbeat in the bones. My hands can’t seem to hold onto the pants.

      I get back on the bed and turn away from her. I cover my face with my arm. Fuck.

      “I can help you get your pants on,” she says in a voice that sounds like sunny clouds. “You helped me out of mine so many times, it’s only fair, right?”

      “I don’t need them,” I rasp.

      “Okay then. No pants. I’m going to untie this robe if that’s okay. Get your chest bare. If you don’t mind?”

      I grunt, because that towel’s on my thigh—and I can feel my dick throb, somewhere...

      She washes my hips and belly, gently. I can’t feel myself like normal, but I can pay attention to the rhythm of her movement. And it’s slow. I’m not embarrassed. I would be—if not for this.

      My balls... They ache. I’m surprised to find I want to touch them. I want her to touch them.

      Can I ask her? Would she jack me off like this? Or is it too fucked up?

      She drags the towel over my sore ribs. It feels…kind of good.

      Last time I was here, I tried so hard to forget my body. To pretend it wasn’t really there, and neither was the pain. But this... good. Tears brim in my eyes as my dick stiffens. I love her. I just want to be inside her.

      I would ask—I just...can’t.

      She’s beside me now, leaned over me. Oh fuck. The line. She can see my central line up close. It’s called a line, but it’s a tube. A little tube that goes into my chest.

      She won’t want to touch me anymore. My dick forgets its gladness. I try to be still.

      Cleo...steady. Soft. The cloth trails up my arms, my neck, my face. I want to cry. I want to ask her why she’s doing this. There’s...my robe off me. A towel. Then my hair is wet. She’s stroking. I can hear the bubbles by my ears. So nice and cool.

      She tucks a towel around my hair, and I look up into her eyes.

      Her green gaze softens against mine. “Am I doing okay?”

      She strokes my forehead.

      I inhale slowly through my nose. “Why...are you still here?” She’s gonna go. Even my voice sounds…fucked up.

      She sits down by me, takes my hand. “Because you’re here.”

      “The water was cold.” Did I say that out loud?

      Cleo’s breasts press against her shirt. She’s talking. Emory. Her hand is on my shoulder. The hurt one. I don’t know why...I feel my balls draw up.

      Dilaudid. I’m fucking glowing. My dick’s hard. I need to fuck her. She’s talking about papers. Signing papers. Nurse. TBI. Something about consents.

      She asks, “Is that okay?”

      A nurse comes in. I think I get more Dilaudid, because Cleo goes away. I grab my cock. An anchor. It’s the only thing I feel. My hand or her hands?
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      Cleo

      

      His face is somber and his eyes are shut. I don’t think he’s touching himself the way I think he— oh. The blanket slips off him and I can see his hand stroking his cock.

      It sends a bolt of lightning through me.

      I watch his chest move up and down. The motion makes his face go tighter, even as he pumps his long, thick shaft. My hands yearn to join in his rebellion. Would he like that? Would he like my help? It might just be a comfort thing. Something he can do to distract from the pain.

      The more I watch his fingers curve around his cock, the more I see the strength of his hand moving in its practiced rhythm—the more I understand why he needs this right now.

      Heat begins to rise in my chest, gathering in a thick sting. I’m breathing deeply too, but he has no idea. I’m not sure he even knows I’m here. I watch his hand, the thickness of his shaft, the smoothness of that skin. His breaths come longer, louder and his balls draw up. And I can only stand here, feeling need unfurl between my legs.

      Can I touch him? He would want it. I think he would.

      I climb onto the bed. I trail my hand up his calf, then up his firm, hair-dusted thigh, so he can feel me coming. I hold my breath and touch my fingers to the taut sac of his balls. His hips jerk. He moans as I wrap my other hand around his hand, over his cock.

      His eyelids lift. His eyes are glossy, but instead of vacancy, all I see are seas of need.

      “Can I... ?” Shit. I can’t even say it.

      “Please. Cleo…” His eyes shut. I feel his thighs tense as my hand replaces his hand on his cock. I tighten my grip. I try to keep his rhythm.

      “Oh God, Kellan.” His legs spread. His ass lifts off the bed.

      I move up and down his thick shaft, pumping his base and gliding all the way up to his swollen head, where I find a bead of slick pre-cum. Kellan’s breaths are hoarse and shallow.

      “It feels good?” I whisper.

      He groans. I see the mottled bruising underneath his jaw as his head tips back, his blond hair pressed into the pillow.

      “Good,” he moans. “It’s so good.”

      I bring my other hand under the blanket tossed over his thighs, cupping his warm balls. I knead them as I stroke him hard and fast, with steady, knowing strokes. Another groan rips from his throat. My hand slows, tugging his thick shaft toward me.

      “Faster. Pull...harder.” He reaches down toward me, his fingers spread, as if he wants to use his hand to guide me. He banks his palm over his lower abs. The fingers quiver, but he doesn’t touch me.

      I pick up the pace again. His cock is swollen, huge and hard and hot. He lifts his hips and groans, a ragged, mindless sound. I cup my palm around his head. He’s slick there. I trace the rim of him with delicate precision.

      “Squeeze,” he growls. “My balls. Squeeze hard.”

      He thrusts his hips. “Harder,” he begs. “Please...fuck, Cleo.”

      With one hand wrapped around his sac, I take his cock between the base of my thumb and the inside of forefinger. Then I jack his rigid shaft. Up and down. I pump as my hand fists his balls with measured force.

      He writhes. “Cleo—fuck...oh fucking shit.” The words are low and hard. He thrusts his hips. “Oh God...”

      I want to take him further. Take him away. I struggle with my idea for a moment, then decide to take a risk. I lean under the blanket and lick up and down his thigh, my hand still holding his firm sac, my fingers grasping the base of his cock.

      I pick up the pumping on his dick and guide one swollen testicle into my mouth.

      His hoarse voice fills my ears. “Oh fuck... Cleo... Ohhhh... I’m gonna blow... oh Jesus Christ...”

      His legs tremble. I leave him like that, panting. I race over to my bag and grab a flavored condom I bought for this purpose.

      I can’t suck him bare; one of the rules. He twists his hips, moaning as I roll the condom on.

      “Oh fuck... God. Cleo... please...”

      I roll the condom down to his base and he thrusts against my jaw. I open up. He slams into my mouth, his hand grabbing my hair. I take him deeper than I ever have and roll his balls and lick the underside of him.

      He bucks. “Ah—my hips.” My heart hammers. Is he in pain? “That motherfucking mouth... motherfuck...” I squeeze his balls again, and suck his head. I twirl my tongue around him. His thighs grip my body.

      “Squeeze my dick. Right now, squeeze hard.” He’s panting. “Harder. Press... down under. The underside... press. Aaaah...”

      When my fingers press down underneath his cock, he moans and twists his hips. “Pull... on my balls. Harder...”

      When I’m squeezing his sac so hard it has to hurt, his hand comes over mine, working from his head down to the base of him, smoothing like he’s trying to keep his load inside. He growls. “Suck...me. My cock...in your mouth. Right now.”

      I start to worry someone will come in—but I don’t have much choice. He’s got me by the hair. I feel his balls tighten, but then he stops me, urging me to rub my fingers down the underside of his cock and squeeze his balls again.

      Each time he makes me do this, he seems lifted further from here. My mouth and hands make him forget the world and finally, the third time I drag my thumb along the underside of his thick cock, I realize: I’m prolonging this.

      I do it one more time—until his monitors have started beeping and my heart is pounding hard, and then instead of stopping me, he plants his palms on each side of my head and fucks my mouth like it’s a sport.

      He comes with a sharp cry, his cock thumping hard before his cum fills the condom. By the time I pull it off, his eyes are closed.

      I cover him back up and rush into the bathroom to take care of myself. As soon as I see the blue tiles and the rail by the toilet, I don’t think I’ll be able to do it... but I sit inside the shower, stuff two fingers inside myself, and focus on the memory of Kellan’s hand around his cock.
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      “If all else perished, and he remained, I should still continue to be; and if all else remained, and he were annihilated, the universe would turn into a mighty stranger.” –Catherine, from Wuthering Heights, by Emily Bronte.

      

      I’ve taken to dramatic quotes. So sue me. When I placed an order at that 24-hour random shit delivery service, I came across an origami kit, and of course, I had to have it. I remember mentioning an origami sparrow in one of my first letters to R.

      R.

      Kellan.

      I still can’t wrap my head around it. Kellan Walsh—Drake, it legally is—is R. And he has cancer. My sweet, dirty lover, with the .gif body and non-stop boner, has leukemia. Not only that, he has relapsed AML that he was just... ignoring. What the actual fuck?

      I want to ask about it. When it’s dark and quiet in the room and he’s curled on his side with IVs running into his chest, and I’m folded behind him with my cheek pressed against his back, I want to whisper, “Tell me why.” I need a reason.

      He overdosed this summer. Manning told me he cut up two Fentanyl patches, put them on his back, and took a hot bath. His friend Nessa found him. I asked about her—jealous, in a strange way—and Manning told me she’s dead. Cancer. Cancer friend.

      So from Manning, I know Kellan tried to take his life before the relapse could. God knows I can’t judge. I haven’t been there. But I need to understand. I just need to hear about it from his mouth. Because I love him. I love him. And I need him to live.

      I haven’t asked about it, though.

      Because Kellan isn’t talking.

      I fold the slip of paper with my Emily Bronte quote on it into a sparrow and then thread a string through one of the wings. I wrap the other end of the string around a piece of that special double-sided tape stuff, which pops off when you tug it for removal.

      As I stand in a desk chair to press it to the ceiling, I look over at him, lying in the bed. I can tell he’s awake because the gray box on the bed side table—the one with the red numbers showing his pulse and blood oxygen saturation—shows a pulse too high for him to be asleep.

      But if I go over to him and try to talk, he won’t move.

      It’s been that way for almost three whole days. He gets chemo ’round the clock, lots of IV fluids to flush out the chemo quickly, plus a ton of steroids, antibiotics, painkillers for the bone pain he still has, and a laundry list of random other drugs like Zofran, Ativan, etc. Yesterday and the day before, he got shots of chemo in his spine as well. Both times, I went with him to the procedure room, and both times I wrapped my arms around him as he curled over on his side.

      He’ll hold my hands and push his head against me. He might answer a question or two—as long as he’s speaking with his eyes closed—but he won’t really engage.

      When we’re in his room, he’ll lie in bed and pretend to be asleep.

      I’ve gotten good at gauging his pain level—the pulse number on the pulse-ox monitor can help me tell—so if he gets up to do something and I can tell he’s hurting, I’ll wrap my arm around him...and he’ll lean on me.

      But this is all—until night time.

      Around nine or ten, I’ll play a DVD—one of the episodes of Walking Dead, from the stack of DVDs Arethea pointed out when I first got here. I’ll slip into bed behind him, and I’ll wrap an arm around his hard, lean waist. At night, Arethea only comes in every three hours, so I have time to really touch him.

      I stroke his neck and shoulders...trail around his sides, down to the firm plane of his abs. And always, there’s his dick, standing straight up. He will guide my hands to it, or sometimes urge me to come lie in front of him, so we can see each other. I’ll pull his head against my chest so he can suck my nipples, and I’ll stroke his cock until he comes in my hand.

      Sometimes it takes a long time, and I know it’s because of all the painkillers. But if I roll a condom on and suck him, play with his balls and tease the rim of his head, or drag my fingertip over his taint, I can almost always make him come.

      He lays his fingertips on my pussy...pushes inside. We both come, he falls asleep. He wakes again; I always wake to him. His hands grab me. His sleepy mouth strokes mine, his tongue delving inside. He says my name against my skin, and when I whisper his name, he moves against me.

      Usually, after the second round, we’re facing each other. I pull his head against my chest and wrap my arms around him. Once or twice, I think I feel him shake a little, feel some moisture on his cheeks, but I can never tell for sure.

      As this third day of chemo wears on, I miss Kellan more than ever. I know that this is where I want to be—I withdrew from school this morning, via phone, from the shower in the bathroom—but it’s lonely.

      Dr. Willard explained that I have two choices: I can stay in Kellan’s room and be part of his quarantine—a necessary thing while his immune system is so off—or I can come and go a little more, but when I’m in here with him, I would have to wear a mask and gloves. I’ve decided on the quarantine.

      A few times a day, he has to get up to “stay moving.” I lace my arm through his, but even then he hardly looks at me. This afternoon, he does PT and chokes down some chicken and rice. His eyes are tired. His face is pale. He falls asleep with the food tray in his lap. I tuck pillows around him. I hang more birds. No one stops me. By the time the sun starts going down, one-fourth of the room is filled with sparrows.
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      Kellan

      

      I can’t.

      I think of it. I map whole conversations. Jokes. In my mind, I tell her that I love her. How soft she is, how good she smells. I tell her to stay in bed with me all day, to keep her hands around my dick all night, because I need that. I need her.

      But that’s a fantasy, a script. In the real world, I am silent. When she holds me in the daylight, I don’t move. Poison drips into my veins. I tell myself if I don’t speak, if I don’t move my mouth, I won’t get sick. I tell myself if I get sick, Cleo will leave. I can’t be here without her. She is holding up the sky.
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      “The heart of another is a dark forest, always, no matter how close it has been to one’s own.” –Willa Cather

      

      September 24, 2014

      

      Chemo day four, Kellan doesn’t eat his breakfast of bacon, a biscuit, and a TwoCal. Dr. Willard comes in and asks him how he’s feeling, and I’m shocked to hear him have a normal conversation with the doctor.

      “My hips hurt some. Better, though...”

      “We’ve dropped back on the Dil since that pain’s lessened,” the doctor tells him. “What about your stomach? Any nausea yet?”

      He shrugs. “Not much.”

      “We can go up on the Zofran.” Dr. Willard nods at the stationary bike and gives Kellan a teasing smile. “You been training on that thing?”

      Kellan shakes his head, rubbing his forehead, like his head hurts. “I wish.”

      The doctor pats his arm. “Take this pretty girl and dance around the room. Just keep him up and down,” the doctor tells me.

      Kellan’s eyes meet mine, and I feel warm all over. When did he stop looking at me?

      When Dr. Willard goes, and Kellan lies back on his side, I perch on the foot of the bed. “You want to play a game or something? Maybe watch a show?”

      He shakes his head. He’s got his phone cradled in his hand, but I can’t see what’s on the screen.

      “I think I’ll take a nap.” I swallow, because all of a sudden, my throat is aching. “Do you mind if I lie down beside you?”

      “Sure,” he says quietly.

      I slip under the sheets, but when I go to spoon myself against him like normal, I find that I... just can’t.

      I lie there, staring at the small sky light above the bed. I feel him shift beside me. He turns on his back. I catch his eye and realize he looks more alert than yesterday. As I just saw, when he spoke with Dr. Willard.

      I blink, making the ceiling blur.

      Did I do something wrong? I thought he’d want me here, but... I cover my face with my hand.

      “Cleo?”

      I peek my eyes open and see him leaning over me. He grabs my hand and tugs it under the covers, where I find a rock-hard erection.

      I stroke up and down his velvety length, slowly at first, because I’m not sure if I want to do this. But I find I do. I need him. I’ll settle for anything I can get. I trace around his head and roll his balls in my warm palm. His chest rises with his heavy breaths.

      “Yeah... oh... fuck... Cleo.”

      I feel a pearl of moisture on the head of him. I feel wet too.

      His thighs flex as he pushes himself into my hand. “Oh God... mm... underneath... my head again. Like that. Fuck.”

      I feel his hips tremble. I stroke his balls. I jack him a few times and return to his head, to the silken rim, where the barest stroke of my fingertips has him snarling in my ear and threatening to blow all over me.

      I wrap both hands around his thick shaft. He thrusts as my hands pump, and when he comes he groans, “I love you.”
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      “And if you are not a bird, beware of coming to rest above an abyss.” –Nietzsche

      

      My hands shake just a little as I fold the square of bright red origami paper into a sparrow. I kind of suck at origami. None of the sparrows look the same, but I don’t care. I’ve got to stay busy...lest I go completely insane.

      I’m sitting at the desk, over near the exercise bike, which is right by the room’s big windows. Kellan’s lying on his left side in the bed, eyes on his iPad.

      He’s lying on his left side. The side where he has two broken ribs and a fucked up shoulder. The side that puts him facing away from me.

      I grab another square of yellow origami paper.

      

      
        
        I love you, too. Asshole. -Sloth

      

      

      I’m folding that into the shittiest-looking sparrow yet when he gets off the bed and pushes his IV pole slowly to the restroom. After a few minutes, he comes back out. From halfway across the room, I can’t see him very well, but I’m pretty sure he’s going out of his way to avoid looking at me.

      This time, he lies down on his right side like a sane person, but he’s quick to get the iPad back in front of his face.

      Fury spreads its fingers through me. So he loves me, does he? Or maybe he just loves my hands around his dick. It feels wrong to be so pissed off at him, considering the situation, but I can’t help it. I want to saunter over to the bed and let him have it, but that isn’t fair. I tell myself that’s why I take my own vacation to the bathroom.

      For Kellan’s sake.

      Yeahhh.

      I strip out of my clothes, pull a pair of loose gray sweats and a long-sleeved red t-shirt out of my bag, and seek refuge under the lukewarm stream of shower water. I don’t know if cancer patients can’t get over-hot or what, but this shower sucks.

      Still, I stand there in the muggy, not-quite-steamy space a long time after I’m finished shaving and washing my hair.

      Even if he really does love me, he’ll never say it again. I bet he won’t. I dry myself slowly and dress more slowly, then stash my bags back in the bathroom closet.

      I hang my head upside down to dry my hair, so it’s got a little more body than it has since I got here, and brush and floss my teeth before I brave the room again.

      I’m surprised to find him on the stationary bike. His blue eyes flicker over me, then quickly come back to the bike’s small, digital screen. I watch his legs pump for a minute. I can’t help admiring the way his body moves, the way he looks, even with the IV lines in his chest. He’s just…perfect.

      I sigh. Fuck me. I thought this would be so different. I thought he’d be glad to have me here. I thought at the very least, he’d share his feelings. Fess up to liking me. Is that selfish? Maybe I’m not being understanding.

      He has cancer, after all. The other day I came across the thick stack of consent forms—just for this one particular hospital stay—and learned more about what being here means for him. Trials usually don’t promise specific survival statistics, but I’ve read the stats for repeat bone marrow transplants online…with a reduced intensity radiation regimen (as Kellan had—two sessions of radiation the day before I got here) and—yeah. They’re not so fab. And by that, I mean like fifty percent, or even less.

      God, I really am an asshole. Obviously, he’s scared. Who wouldn’t be? He’s scared and feeling bad and I’m here, all up in his space, demanding things. Even if I don’t say I am, I’m sure he can feel it. How I want him to talk to me.

      I go to the recliner with my cross-stitching and watch him through the forest of my lashes.

      A masochist. He must be. The IV pole stands beside him, and he’s not wearing a shirt. The IV lines pump chemo into his chest. His eyes are sad and tired, his handsome face perpetually tight. I know it now: his look of pain.

      I’m so fucking helpless, I can’t stand it. I prick my finger with my cross-stitch needle just to do something. It stings more than I think it will.

      I murmur, “Fuck.”

      His gaze tugs to my face. I roll my eyes. “Pricked my finger.”

      I’m surprised to see his legs slow their cycling. To see him move down off the bike, his motions slow and desperately careful. He walks to me in his lounge pants, pushing the IV pole. My heart beats like a drum the entire time. And then he’s standing right in front of me. Just standing there.

      I want to scream.

      He stands there for the longest time. I don’t look up. Not because I don’t want to, but because I know I can’t. All the desperation that’s locked up in me would spill out, and he’d see it and know I care too much.

      I care too much. Maybe I really do.

      I sit there feeling nauseated. I just watch the needle and the thread, and make the “e” in ‘bitterness.’ Until he kneels in front of me.

      His hand drapes over my knee, and I can feel his eyes on my face. “Cleo?”

      God—I’ve really missed his normal voice. Not just his dirty whispers, but his real voice.

      “Mmm?” I feel terrible for it, but I still can’t look at him.

      His hand squeezes my leg and tension builds between us. So much that I think I’ll burst.

      “I want to tell you something,” he says quietly.

      “That’s new.” I can’t help it.

      “I want you to go after your... after you donate.” His voice is low and husky, making chills roll over my skin. “You’re giving me enough. You’ve been here long enough... You have your own life to get back to. I know I...have to let you go.” The words are thick and soft. I feel a shot of hope. My heart pit-patters as his blue eyes come to mine. “I’m being selfish,” he confesses hoarsely. “It’s my default with you.”

      I put my hoop on the table by the chair and reach for his handsome face. His eyes are full of pain. I want to kiss him, but at the last minute, I decide it feels better just to press my cheek against his.

      “Kell...” My arm goes around his shoulders. “It’s not like that with us. You know it’s not.”

      He inhales, and I can tell it hurts his ribs because he also tenses. He presses his cheek against mine and wraps his right arm tight around my back.

      “What is it like?” he whispers. “Tell me.”

      I curl my hand around his nape and kiss him near his ear. “It’s like I really care about you. I love you... and I just want to be here with you. Close, so I can see you every day.”

      He pulls away. He looks anguished. “I feel like such a fucking bastard.”

      “No.” I pull him back to me. “Why would you say that?”

      I cup his head, and he lowers his forehead to my shoulder. His arm wraps back around me. I feel his fist clenched above my shoulder blade.

      “Everything I do will hurt you.” His voice breaks. “I make you go...” He shakes his head. “I love you, I’m a liability to you. I fucking hate myself.”

      “You are not a liability.” He lifts his head at that, his blue eyes wide and pooling with emotion. Which gives me hope. He cares what I say here. I brush his lips with mine. “I love you and I want you any way you are.”

      His mouth tightens, as if my words hurt him. He hides his face in my hair again, and for a moment, I can feel him breathing hard.

      “It’s gonna get worse,” he says in a broken voice. “You might... watch me die here. I don’t want that for you. Goddamn, Cleo. I want you to go. Just get as far away as you can and don’t look back. If I come through—” he shakes his head, his forehead rocking on my shoulder. “You’re never gonna need this shit.”

      He lifts his head. His eyes are wide, intense. “Can you do that? Leave here after the donation?”

      I smile sadly. “You know I can’t.” I drift my fingers along his collar bone on the side where he’s still bruised from the wreck. “I’ve got a total Heathcliff thing going for you.” I stroke his neck. “Now I know you know that. You’re English and finance, aren’t you? R. said he was an English major.”

      He shuts his eyes. “Cleo, you aren’t Heathcliff. Don’t be. Please?” He peeks his eyes open and pulls me close enough to kiss me. But he doesn’t kiss me. His lips move against my chin, and I can smell the wintergreen mouth wash he’s been using. “You be Cathy. You be rational… Be safe.” His voice is soft and low. I love the sound of it. The feel of his words against my jaw.

      “You know I’m the one who got your blow-up palm tree, right? And the bubbles for when the marijuana tincture gets here and you’re high? I’m not logical. I don’t want to be.”

      I squeeze him to me, nuzzling his scratchy cheek. He hasn’t shaved in a few days, and he’s looking rougeish. “Let’s lay down, okay?”

      His eyes slip closed just for a second, then he nods. He reaches around me for the chair, and I step out of his way.

      “Can I—” help, I’m going to ask. But he pulls himself up, wraps his hand around the IV pole, and steps over to the bed. I hang back and let him get settled on his own. It’s hard because I can tell he’s sore, and I feel so bad that I let him kneel there for so long.

      When he’s lying on his not-sore side, I climb up behind him and snuggle up against his back.

      Silence wraps its arms around us. I shut my eyes and focus on the heat of Kellan’s body. I promise myself he’ll be okay. All that stuff he said about me leaving... I tell myself it’s not some prescient feeling he’s having that things will go badly for him. He’s just showing me he loves me.

      I rub his back, so smooth and warm, still rippling with muscle, which feels more rigid than it ever has. “I’m really not leaving. I need you to believe that... and trust me.” Tears make my throat feel thick. I swallow. “I don’t want to be away from you.”

      I feel him stop breathing for a moment. “And if you stayed?” His voice sounds strong, more firm than what’s normal in the last few days. “If you stayed and...things end badly?” he says, quieter now. “How do you think you’d feel about it then?”

      All his muscles tense as he awaits my answer. I close my eyes and try to really go there. To imagine if he wasn’t moving and his skin was cold, and this would be the last time I would be with him.

      I swallow, because the first thing I think is, we would never get to be together in the long-term. Which makes it crystal clear what my heart wants. I press my forehead against his back. “It scares me...to keep saying this when I’m not sure how you feel. But I love you. I can’t help it,” I whisper. “I...need you. In this way that doesn’t make sense, logically. But feels natural to me.” My heart pounds, because it’s terrifying, being so straightforward. “But if you died? I think I’d get comfort knowing I was here as long as I could be. Kinda saw you through... and didn’t leave, you know?” Tears drip down my cheeks, trekking across my face toward the pillow. “I couldn’t leave you. I just can’t, so please don’t make me.”

      I guess he hears the tears in my voice, because Kellan takes the IV lines in one hand and, with a wince, turns over to face me. He frames my face with both his hands, even though I know it hurts to move the left one.

      “I didn’t think you’d come up here. I hoped you wouldn’t find out Ly was your recipient. But now—” he looks into my eyes—“I know I fucked you over. I should never have let things keep on with you. Selfish.”

      The low beeping that I’ve almost tuned out picks up, and I realize his heart is beating fast.

      “What were you really? You’re not selfish. Were you curious? Once you found out I was ‘sloth’... what was that like?” It’s a question I’ve been longing to ask him.

      He shuts his eyes and squeezes my hand. “I loved you too. Before we even spoke. Just watching you.” His eyes open and focus on my face. “I didn’t know it at the time, that that’s what all the interest was. If you tripped on a fucking crack I wanted to go help you. You smiled at someone, I wanted that for me. I would watch your hair...” he works his fingers through it, “and I would want to touch it. See how soft it was. After a while, I realized I didn’t like it, knowing I couldn’t have you. Or anyone, because it wasn’t fair. To let anyone get close to me...”

      He leans his head down to my chest and hugs me carefully. “The whole thing... started getting to me. I told myself I was pissed off that you were threatening the business. All the charitable deliveries, they depend on the sales. I thought I just needed to get you under heel. But I think even then I knew it could go more places than that.”

      “I think we were meant to meet each other.”
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      He looks away from me, and I can sense a wave of pain come over him. I can tell because his body tenses, and after a few seconds, he draws a deep breath.

      His eyes shut, and slowly open. “You know, to meet you I have to be sick.”

      “What do you mean by that?”

      “Both times I met you, it was because of cancer.” First because I donated to Lyon, the second time because Kellan was here getting diagnosed with his relapse when his dealers had a dry spell and noticed me.

      He lays back against the pillows and pulls an arm over his eyes. “You know, sloth is a sin,” he says softly.

      “I prefer to think of it as an adorable animal.”

      He peeks at me from underneath his arm. His eyes are dark. “I knew in March.”

      “That you had relapsed?”

      He blinks. “Not ‘knew.’ ‘Thought.’”

      “What did you do?”

      “Nothing,” he says bitterly. “I like numbers, remember?” He lets a sharp breath out. “I didn’t like the odds.”

      I feel his jaw clench. “I drove off the bridge.”

      Tears drip down my cheeks. “That hurts a little, not gonna lie. It makes me sad that you felt so backed into a corner. I wish you had talked to me.”

      He gets off the bed. Starts pacing. “I didn’t want you to be here. I didn’t want this.”

      “You want me to go?” My heart pounds.

      “Yes—of course I do.”

      “You didn’t say that when I got here.”

      “A moment of weakness.” His features tense, but that doesn’t stop a single tear from falling down his cheek. “I hurt...worse than ever. The bone pain...the wreck. All I could think of was your hands. I couldn’t live without your hands on me. I knew I couldn’t.”
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      I step away from Cleo. I can’t think straight so close to her, so I grab a TwoCal Arethea left on the bedside table and walk around to the recliner, where I sit and take a long, disgusting swallow.

      “Why’d you come here? Really?” My voice sounds hoarse. Because my throat is so tight.

      Cleo’s sitting cross-legged on the bed now. She lifts her eyes to me, then drops them back to her lap. She plucks at the blanket. “I guess…it felt like my place,” she says. “Being here. I couldn’t stand the idea of anybody else being near you when I wasn’t.” Her eyes flash in my direction. “You’re mine. That’s what—” She shakes her head. “It felt like I should be here taking care of you. Me and no one else. I can’t explain. I…needed to in this weird way. I felt like that since we met. Like I didn’t have a choice. I didn’t even matter, though. I rolled with it. You’re stuck with me.” She smiles.

      I swallow. Fuck, I love those words. I look down at my knees. What do I tell her? How hard should I try to drive her off?

      Really hard, my conscience answers.

      I take a breath and blow it out. “You know I’m going to get sick. Sicker than this. A lot sicker.”

      She nods slowly. “I don’t want that, but if happens, I can handle it.”

      She doesn’t know. She’s only had a taste of this, a few days.

      When I look up again, I find her looking curious. “Did Whitney stay here with your brother, just like this?”

      I nod, trying not to let her see that it bothers me to talk about him. “She would hold his hands while someone pushed a catheter into his cock. She would let him vomit all over both of them. She’s a freak, Whitney. Med student now.”

      “Maybe I’m a freak, too.”

      My stomach twists so tight I feel a wave of nausea. “I don’t know why you would be,” I rasp.

      “Because I love you.”
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      “Cleo…” I watch his Adam’s apple move along the column of his throat. He rubs a hand over his head, then folds his fingers over his eyes like a visor.

      “It’s a burden,” he says quietly. “If you don’t feel that way, you haven’t been here long enough.”

      “God. That’s what you really think? Who made you think like that?” I want to go and wrap my arms around him, but my chest hurts so much I can’t breathe.

      I’m filled with rage. “I really want to know who made you feel like that. Was it your dad? Where is your dad?”

      He grits his teeth. “He came and left before you got here. It doesn’t matter.”

      “Yes it does. Who else? Was it the last time? Who was here with you last time?”

      “My college girlfriend came here once. She stayed for thirty minutes. And you know what?” He stands up. “She was shallow, nothing like you, but she wasn’t a bitch. It’s just too much. No one wants this. You’ll see.”

      I slip down off the bed and step toward him, arms out. He doesn’t lift his head. His mouth is tight and hurt. I twine my arms around his waist and lay my cheek against his chest.

      “K... You’re so wrong. You’ll see.” I nuzzle my head against his pec. “That girl was an idiot. I’m much better than her. I love you, and I want to help. It’s not too much for me. I love being with you. I would never change my mind.”

      I rub his lower back, and he shakes his head. He clutches his forehead, fingertips digging into his hair. “You gave me love...” he rasps, “and all I can give you is pain.”

      “That’s not true.” I look up into his tortured eyes. “Every moment that I’m with you, I’m happy that I am. You’re going to be okay—and in the meantime, all you have to do is talk to me and I’ll be super happy. I want to know everything there is to know about you, Kell.”

      His mouth twitches. “I don’t know why.”

      “Lie down with me…”

      I take his hand, tugging him over to the bed, and hold his IV lines while he climbs up and settles on his side. I watch him shift his left shoulder a few times, then—when I think he seems comfortable—I climb up behind him.

      “Lie on your back for a minute, so I can see you. ’Kay?”

      He shifts onto his back, his eyes wary. I trail my fingertips over his forehead, just the way I know he likes, and he stares at the ceiling.

      “Close your eyes, baby. Focus on my fingers.” I kiss his chin, and keep on tracing the planes of his face. “Is your father your only living family?”

      “No.” He shifts his jaw. I feel his chest sink with a slow exhale. “I have a brother. Barrett. He’s a Ranger, special forces. Just retired,” he adds after a moment.

      “You’re not very close to your father, am I right? I remember that from R.’s letters. And at your house, I remember you said some things about your dad. Some conflict between the two of you.”

      His eyes open, blazing. “Lyon had a heart attack because the chemo was too harsh. He wanted to withdraw from the trial we did, but my dad pushed him to stay in. That’s how he is. He wants me to be alive, I guess, but none of the details matter.”

      God. None of the details… Quality of life. How hard he has to fight for it.

      “I’m so sorry.” I wrap my arm over his chest and snuggle close to his side, my fingers still smoothing over his head. He shuts his eyes, but I can feel the tension in his body.

      “The details do matter,” I say softly.

      I think about the burn of his forehead on my chest when he’s fevered and I’ve got him pulled close to me. The way his hands crushed mine during the bone marrow biopsy.

      “You’ve had so many hard details. Ones I can’t even imagine.” I press my face against his bicep, feathering my lips over his smooth skin. “I’m so glad you came back here. You’re so fucking brave. Because I get it, why you wouldn’t want to. I’m not sure if I could have.”

      My throat tightens when I think of Kellan coming here alone that day. How hurt he was, physically. How hard it must have been, coming to this place of nightmares. Tears fill my eyes as I meld myself around him.

      I feel him shift a little. Feel him breathing. I want to see his face, but I don’t lift my head from where it’s pressed against his shoulder.

      “When I first came to New York,” his low voice rumbles, “I wasn’t staying in the hospital. I was living out of this hotel, The Carlyle, and after hours I would go to bars, and drink and smoke. And fuck. I had a— I had been with someone, sort of.”

      “The girl you mentioned?” I ask softly.

      “Yeah,” he murmurs. His arm, around my back now, shifts a little as he strokes along my spine. “It was just an off-and-on thing. Back at school. But I was here and started...needing sex. I had a central line like this—” his right hand hovers above his chest— “so I would tie them up and…take them from behind. Some of them knew me. From TV, you know? They would do whatever I wanted.”

      I bite the inside of my cheek and try to picture this—my Kellan with some New York girl. I feel a well of sadness where I had expected jealousy. “Had you ever tied anyone up before? Or was that the first time?”

      His hand spreads out over my back, pressing me closer to him. The silence cradles us.

      “It was the first time,” he says finally.

      I hug his chest tighter, taking care not to press myself too hard against his sore ribs.

      “That must have been so hard,” I whisper.

      His forehead furrows.

      “Clearly you were in denial, right? You were getting treatment and out partying?”

      “It was definitely hard,” he says dryly.

      I tuck my leg over his and wait for him to speak. His fingers play along my spine, but he stays quiet. Waiting, I think. For my questions.

      “Where was your brother during that time?” I ask.

      “He was inpatient. He had a bad reaction to the chemo from day one. It made his heart fuck up.”

      I think on that. I try to picture Kellan Drake, star quarterback, at a bar, smoking and drinking and picking up women. Then going back to…what? Chemo pills? Covert hospital appointments? Did he wear a ball cap? Shades? Poor K. And worried about his twin the whole time.

      I think of Kellan holding the counter in his kitchen, chewing a Xanax because he missed his brother so much. I meet his gaze. It seems to shove at me.

      “I could have stayed with Ly.” He grits his teeth. “I didn’t. He was by himself. Whit had no idea. After the night on the yacht—after we found out he had AML—he broke things off with Whitney and he left the team. People found out he left the team and left town too, but no one knew what happened. Some fuckhead made a crack about him, how he wasn’t good enough to hold his spot on the team, and I kicked his ass outside a bar one night. So when I got my diagnosis, my coach used me as an example.” Kellan’s teeth come down atop his lower lip. “It was different with me than with Ly. The whole thing became more of a secret.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I wanted football for a career. We thought I would do the treatment, then come back. Be fine. If no one knew, I’d still get scouted just the same. Now, they would find out—they look at your medical records—but I’d still be in the running. I could still move forward.”

      It didn’t happen that way. I don’t know the whole story—the story of the first bone marrow transplant, or why the cancer came back this year—but Kellan’s chemo consent forms say that this is his seventh cycle. I nuzzle closer to him.

      “Anyway, that didn’t happen, did it?” he says. “I was fucking bitter after he died. I was here for a while, inpatient. I had left the hospital the day he died. Just took off, onto the subway and shit.”

      “Wow.” That’s a big no-no for a bone marrow transplant patient. We can’t even leave this room. Something as minor as a cold could be serious for Kellan right now. Until he gets my marrow and his immune system re-starts.

      “I got sick,” he says. From going out on his excursion, he means. He goes on, “Not just from skipping out that day. Before then, too. Ly and I switched places after transplant, see. His took, and he was better fast. Angel marrow,” he murmurs, nuzzling my head with his chin. “Mine wasn’t such a good match, my donor. There was only one 10/10 match for us. Twins, right? And Ly was worse, so he got you.”

      I look up at him, bug-eyed. “What?”

      “My donor was a German woman,” he explains. “An 8/10 match. Still good, but not you.” His hand comes into my hair. I shake it off.

      “You’re telling me I could have helped you last time?”

      His lips twist up on one side, in a tired smile. “You mad now?”

      “Hell yes. Why didn’t—”

      His eyes shut. He interrupts, “It wouldn’t work. We needed marrow at so close to the same time. The more the better, for each patient. Willard didn’t think you’d have enough. And 8/10 isn’t bad. Sometimes it’s fine.”

      “But it wasn’t,” I fume.

      He strokes my cheek with his thumb. “Yeah. I needed you.”

      “You don’t look pissed off!”

      “I’m not.”

      “So zen.” I look at his face: pale and tired, like usual right now. So fucking hot, my guy. Why is he here?

      Before I get a chance to get all philosophical, he rubs his foot against my leg and goes on. “Right about then is when I asked for your info. I was here, just me. Pissed off. And I was going to write you and say ‘Guess what, it didn’t matter, he died anyway,’ but I don’t know…” He shrugs. “I guess I couldn’t.”

      I smile softly. “No. Of course you couldn’t.”

      His eyes flare a little. “I wrote you more letters.”

      “What do you mean?”

      He rubs his eyes, looks into mine. “I wrote to you all the time from my family’s cabin. After I got discharged last time, I was so fucked up. My head was fucked. I was up there by myself, until they brought me Truman. I started telling you things, talking to you like you were all I had. I didn’t send that shit. But you’re how I ended up in Georgia. Figured at least one good person was there. Barrett’s stationed there, Ft. Benning, but he’s never stateside.”

      “Wow.” My eyes sting as I prop my head in my hand and look up at him. “I didn’t know that. I would never guess. Can I…sometime can I see the letters? The ones you didn’t send me?”

      “Yeah. I’ve got them.”

      “Here?”

      He nods. “Manning sent them. I asked him to.”

      That really…makes me feel good. And more secure. As if he really does care for me.

      I smile—almost grin. He liked me. Kellan liked me, way back when.

      “I’m really glad,” I say. “What are the odds, you know? It’s almost unbelievable that we met at school. That we were both dealing. I’m sorry,” I correct, smirking. “You were supplying and playing Robin Hood, and I was dealing like the bad bitch I am. It’s like one of those cheesy local news stories.”

      He nods. “You being a dealer and at Chattahoochee College—that’s some crazy shit. A hell of a coincidence.”

      “Because it’s not…”
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      “What makes the desert beautiful,” said the Little Prince, “is that somewhere it hides a well…”

      – Antoine de Saint-Exupéry, The Little Prince

      

      September 25, 2014

      

      Today is Kellan’s last day of chemo. Yesterday after we talked, we had our best night here so far. Arethea gave us a chess board, and Kellan was a shark, acting like he felt shitty and then checkmating my sad self in no time flat.

      We played three times before bed, and every time, he kicked my ass. And then the lights went out, and we had such a good time. So much better than I ever would have thought would be possible in a hospital.

      It wasn’t just what we did—although that was pretty damn good too—it was the time after. Kellan stretched out on his back and pulled me to his chest, and wrapped his arms and leg around me and played with my hair. And as we fell asleep, he made the ASL sign for “I love you” with his hand...and followed it with the sign for “I’m sorry.”

      “Kellan—no. You’re not sorry. No sorry. I reject your ‘sorry.’”

      He sighed, but I got him to agree. We fell asleep with him more in my arms than me in his. Dr. Willard lowered the dose of steroids he got through the IV overnight, so he slept peacefully and woke up before mid-morning, for once.

      He woke me up with a cinnamon roll he ordered for me from a nearby bakery. Unlike the oblivious days at his house, I noticed when he didn’t have any breakfast besides a few sips of the TwoCal.

      All morning, he talked to me and touched me and looked at the quotes I wrote inside another batch of origami sparrows. When the PT person came and made him do a shoulder workout, he didn’t complain. When Dr. Willard came in with a bowl of rice and awful gravy, Kellan downed most of it—and then lounged on the bed with a can of Dr. Pepper.

      We watched the first episode of Orphan Black sitting side by side, shoulder-to-shoulder, and then Kellan fell asleep leaning against me.

      Nice, right?

      But not nice. Because about this time, the room phone rings. The transplant unit’s mail person tells me I have a package.

      Gotta get it fast. It’s marijuana tincture from Manning.

      I slip my Ugg mocs on, strap on a face mask, shimmy my hands into gloves, and walk to the opposite end of the BMT ward. I get my package, and on my way back to the room, I notice a homey little sitting area, where I decide to stop off and call my mom.

      She knows nothing about my situation. Just that I came to New York about a week ago. Now that Kellan and I have talked more, I’m feeling braver, so I drop into a leather wing-backed chair and dial her number.

      And, surprisingly, I get her.

      More surprisingly, instead of telling her a half truth, I tell her the whole damn story. It takes almost an hour and a half, and just as I get up to go—eager to see Kellan again—the phone rings. It’s Cindy from Be The Match, telling me what I already know: my recipient is at Sloan-Kettering Memorial.

      I guess some of the stress is definitely starting to ease up now that Kellan’s talking to me some, because I chat with Cindy for a few minutes, telling her how he and I met each other. She says she wants to interview us both for Be The Match’s e-newsletter.

      “You have quite a story.”

      I agree.

      I hustle down the hall, worried about how long I was away, but telling myself I should obviously chill out. The first few days were bad, yes—apparently Kellan had a strong dose of radiation before I arrived, and that made his bone pain much worse—but everything is so much better now.

      So of course, as I open the door to our room, I can hear the awful sound of retching. I race to the blue-tiled bathroom and find Kellan curled up on his side between the shower and the toilet, unable to even lift his head as spasms wrack him.

      “Kell... oh shit.” I drop down and touch his sweaty back.

      “Cleo!”

      “Oh. Shhh, baby…” As his shoulders clench and harsh gags echo off the walls, I try to clasp his forehead so his face is off the floor. He pulls away.

      “No, don’t.” I gather him against my knees me as he trembles and groans. “Oh baby—” God, I need to get a towel—a “It’s okay…” He manages to stop the heaving, breathing hard and hoarsely. “Can you get up? Let’s get you to the bed.”

      I try to help him off the floor and have to page Arethea because he’s so heavy, so unsteady. The two of us get him up and moving toward the door, but after just one small step, he stops to curl over the sink.

      The retching is relentless. There’s nothing in his stomach now but bile, which burns his throat. Arethea starts another anti-nausea drug and gives more Zofran too, and brings wet rags and stickers we put on his wrists.

      But nothing really helps. I find myself holding poor, exhausted Kellan by the shoulders, bracing his head against the bed rail as he gets sick so many times, he actually starts to drop off to sleep between dry-heaves.

      I clean his face and throat, and wash hair. Arethea brings another bag of the offending chemo.

      “The last one,” she offers sadly.

      Kellan rouses around midnight. When he tries to talk, his eyes spill tears.

      “Damn it. I’m so sorry...”

      I spoon a shard of ice into his mouth, then drop the spoon in my lap.

      “Holy shit! I’m such an idiot.”

      The package I originally left the room to get is the marijuana tincture, one Manning told me Kellan made himself, for chemo patients.

      I call Arethea in, propose a plan, and when she doesn’t come back for an hour, I know I’ve been given my signal. She asked Dr. Willard, who felt no bad would come of it. It’s permission, if not an actual endorsement.

      I give Kellan two droppers full and after that, he sleeps.
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      He wakes up in the early afternoon on the official “rest day,” and blinks at the ceiling. I can tell he’s high, and not from Morphine or one of its icky derivatives, but from good ole fashioned reefer.

      His face is looser. He’s more apt to smile. Like when he sees the origami sparrows shivering over us.

      “Birds,” he whispers. “Lot of birds.” He blinks at me, a little smirk on his face. “I want to... get up,” he whispers.

      I help him out of bed, and we walk to the window. I can feel him trembling.

      “You want to try to get a shower? You sit down in there? I’ll help you?” He nods, taking a handful of my hair and looking down at it.

      I giggle. “High Kellan. Sit here in this desk chair first and let me change the sheets again.”

      I put on the Batman sheets I bought him, just for fun, and then we get into the shower. He holds onto my shoulder, and I bathe him carefully. By the time we’re ready to get out, he’s pressing his dick against my thigh. His eyes are dark with desire.

      He takes my hand as we walk to the bed. He hands a condom to me—one of the flavored ones I bought—and I smile. “Yeah?”

      He nods, and works his pants down chiseled hips.

      “God, your dick is beautiful. If you want this, I can’t wait to give it to you.”

      I roll the rubber over him and suck him into my mouth. After a few thrusts, a few sharp moans, he stops me.

      “Not feeling well?”

      He shakes his head and puts a hand on my arm. “I don’t want to come,” he whispers. “I don’t want to fall asleep.”

      “Why don’t you want to? Sleep is good.”

      He shakes his head and pulls me down beside him on the mattress. “I don’t like it. I can’t feel you there.”
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      The marijuana tincture is a game-changer. After a long night’s sleep, Kellan wakes up feeling good. He seems so comfortable and happy when the doctors do their morning rounds, Willard decides to cut back sharply on the remaining IV painkillers. After a pancake breakfast he attacks with comical enthusiasm, Kellan nods off in the recliner, thumbing through The Wall Street Journal. I use the quiet time to sit on the love seat near the window and have a text with my sister.

      Around lunch time, I move over to the bed and bring my laptop out. I’m combing through my list of favorite quotes when Kellan’s eyes flip open.

      “Cleo, fuck. My dick…” He blinks around the room, looking dizzy. His gaze smashes into mine. “Is this a wean?”

      “A what?” I slide down off the bed and stand over his chair.

      He reaches for my hand and brings it down to his cock, which even through the cotton of his pants, is so hard I can almost feel his pulse in it.

      “Dilaudid,” he rasps. “When they cut it back, I get these crazy fucking boners. I need to be inside you…now.”

      His eyes are dazed from all the tincture he’s been taking. I grab a condom and urge him over to the bed, where he sprawls out on his back and draws his knees up. I can see his thick erection straining at his pants.

      I rub my palm over the bulge and Kellan grabs my shoulders. “Fuck…please. Now.”

      I giggle, cupping his balls. Kellan squeezes me between his knees and thrusts toward my face.

      I throw the sheet over us, and, crawling in between his legs, I press my breasts against his cock as I untie his pants and draw them slowly down his hips.

      His cock pops out, pointing straight up. I feel a throb of warmth between my own legs as I notice the pre-cum pearled over his little slit.

      I touch my tongue to it and work his pants a little farther down.

      “Shit.” He grips my shoulder, and I kiss his dick.

      He groans. I plant my hand around his thick base, leaving his pants bunched underneath his heavy balls. I know I’m mean, but I love it. If he tries to writhe around, he’ll be restrained a little.

      I suck his head into my mouth and start to lick around the rim. He moans and rocks his hips, forcing his thick rod down my throat. His head and shaft are pulsing as I take him deeper…move back up.

      “Fuckkkk...” Just two times deep-throating him, and his legs are trembling. One more and I can feel him swell and tighten in the condom.

      “Mmmmm.” I hum, and Kellan pants like he is running.

      “Cleo…” I can feel how thick he is, how hard, how tight the rubber is under my tongue. He grabs my head and holds me down, filling my throat with so much dick, I’m gagging and my eyes sting.

      “Jesus…Cleo… Ahh.” He thrusts, his ass lifting off the bed. His thighs quiver… He’s moaning like it hurts, except I know it doesn’t.

      Damn, his cock is sexy buried in my throat. I love the way his balls draw even tauter as I tickle them. I run my fingertip along the seam and Kellan barks. A little half thrust and he’s gone, exploding in the rubber, pulling at my hair.

      “Oh God…oh fuck!”

      I run my tongue around him as he quakes beneath me.

      “Fuck.” He strokes my hair. He grabs my jaw. “Look up here.”

      I do, and find his eyes earnest. His cheeks are stained crimson. I stroke his thigh.

      “You like that, baby?”

      “Fuck yes.” He tugs my shoulder. “Get up here. Come lie beside me. Spread those legs.”

      I do, and he fingers my pussy so expertly I’m biting at his chest to keep from screaming. With his fingers buried in me, Kellan starts to pant.

      I reach for him and feel how hard his cock is. “Like a rock,” I murmur. He thrusts into my hand.

      I stroke him. He fills me with his fingers, swirls his thumb around my clit. I come stroking his hard, hot cock. As I pulse around his fingers, Kellan jets into my hand.

      Afterward, he’s still half hard. I laugh. “Are you serious with this?”

      “I told you.” His eyes are wide and brighter than I’ve seen them in days. “All day. Tomorrow too. Is tomorrow the rest day?”

      “Tomorrow is your first day after transplant, K.”

      “Fuck. So that’s today.” He wraps a tissue around himself. I move his hand and clean his thighs.

      “Too stoned to keep track of the days,” I tease him. “It’s okay. I’ve been taking my pre-donation meds, and I feel fine. I’m all ready. In fact, I think I’m supposed to get a shower.”

      He’s quiet as we walk into the bathroom. I start the water, strip my clothes off, and pretend not to lust after his gorgeous man meat as he drops his pants. I catch his eyes flick to his reflection in the mirror before I help him remove his shirt, while being mindful of the IV lines. The left side of his chest is still bruised. Shoulder too.

      He’s leaner. Leaner in the legs and hips. He’s still wide up top, but it’s a different kind of top-heavy. His arms are more sinewy, his shoulders squarer.

      “Mmm,” I kiss his bicep, “that’s a .gif right there.”

      He rocks himself against my leg and wraps his hand around my breast. “You’re a .gif. I need a file for when you’re not around.”

      “I’ll always be around.”

      I strip out of my clothes. He whistles. I move the IV bag to its hook inside the shower and we step in, clutching each other.

      I giggle at his dick.

      He smiles a little, looking tired around the eyes.

      “You feel okay?” I touch his forearm.

      “I like being with you.” An earnest answer. Thank you, marijuana. His hungry hands wash me. He fingers me again until I come under the shower spray. Then he strokes himself until his lids are low, his nipples taut.

      “Why are you still here?” he asks as he works his cock.

      I grab his balls and kiss his chest. “Because when we get out, I get to take this home.” I grin. He smiles a little. “What a horny boy, and feeling so good too. Why don’t you sit down on this bench?”

      He does so without question. I climb up on his lap and sink down on his tortured cock. We come fast, both gasping. We step out onto the rug together, tangled in each other. I dry myself and then help him.

      He leans down so I can dry his hair, and when I rub the towel over it, it comes away in patches.

      He lets me shave his head with shears I ordered for this very day, and when I present him with the soft gray beanie hat I ordered on my second day here, he shuts his eyes and pulls me up against him. His lips move gently over my cheek.

      He sits by the windows as the sun goes down. After a few minutes cleaning up the room and rearranging the pillows and covers, I join him on the little love seat, which we have pointed toward the window.

      “So…no hair,” he murmurs.

      “No hair and a lovely boner.”

      There’s nothing we can do but laugh.
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      “I understand she’s in recovery.” I puff my breath out, wrap my hand around my iPhone. “What I’m asking is if you can have Arethea call me. Right away.”

      The nurse in outpatient surgery makes a growl-like sound. “I don’t know this woman, Arethea,” she snaps. “She may work at this hospital but she doesn’t work in our department. I told you everything I can. Our system shows that Autumn Whatley is no longer in surgery, but is now in recovery. That’s more than I should tell you, Mr. Whatley. You could be anybody. Especially since Mrs. Whatley did not check the ‘married’ box on any of her intake forms.”

      “We were separated. Back together now. It’s not my fault you don’t have current information.”

      “Congratulations, Mr. Whatley. Can I help you in any other way?”

      I hang up the phone and walk from the window to the dresser. It’s true, I swore I wouldn’t leave the room, but Arethea swore she would fucking call me. If Cleo’s been in recovery for more than an hour, something’s wrong. I’m going down to find out what it is.

      I have to hold onto the arm of a chair to get out of my black lounge pants and into a pair of jeans that Cleo bought me. I don’t have time for underwear.

      Even though I know I’ve lost some weight, I’m shocked by how easily I can wear the smaller size. When I button them, I’ve got about an inch of slack. Well, fuck. That’s why I brought a belt, I guess.

      Threading the belt through the loops is fucking hard as shit with my hands shaking like this. Drives me fucking crazy. Everything is so damn slow. And it’s so cold in here. What the fuck is that thermostat set on? I pull on a button-up and look down at my chest as I button it. This is the real test of whether the weights I’ve got hidden under the desk have helped me maintain any muscle mass.

      It’s not snug like it was. But it’s not that loose.

      I hope tomorrow I can lift again. Maybe ride the stationary bike, or fuck Cleo from on top. Other than praying to the porcelain god right after Arethea came with a wheel chair for Cleo, this detox hasn’t been so bad. I feel like shit, of course, but that’s to be expected. Feeling lousy, jacking off all day.

      The feeling shitty isn’t new for me. I haven’t felt great since January at least, when I noticed the first signs of the relapse. I’m actually better now that all the blasts in my blood have been killed off by the pre-transplant chemo.

      My heart pounds as I think about the next few weeks. If I remember right from last time, that’s when things get really bad. I hate it when my counts are this low. Always tired. All the fucking rashes and other stupid problems that go along with having no immune system.

      I finish buttoning the shirt and look over in the corner where my shoes are. The door opens and I whip around, so fast I almost lose my balance. I see the front end of a bed wheeled in, and glee and anxiety hit me all at once.

      I feel a deep trough of grief from out of fucking nowhere, that she had to go through this without me. Someone numbed her lower body and dug around her bones, and it wasn’t my hands she was squeezing. I had Arethea give her a letter to read while they prepped her, but that’s nothing. I should have been there. My presence at the surgery is one of many things I can’t give her. I’m such a selfish fuck for what I’m doing.

      Arethea smiles as she wheels the bed through my door. I stalk over, finding Cleo on her side, facing away from me. She’s covered with these horrible white blankets that must be made in some third-world dungeon. I can see her hands clasped loosely out in front of her.

      I’m too afraid to walk around the bed, so I flick my eyes to Arethea’s brown ones. “Why is she on a bed?” I snap. “Is that a hep lock?” I ask, nodding at the IV in her hand. “I thought she would be discharged. What went wrong?” My heart pounds desperately as I walk around the bed and— Cleo’s smiling.

      “Hey you,” she whispers.

      My chest flares with heat. The room tilts. My cock throbs. Fucking withdrawal.

      Arethea starts rolling the bed again, over toward a corner of the room where there’s some empty space for a guest cot.

      “Not there,” I snap. She turns. I wave at my bed. “I don’t want her in that crappy cot at all. It looks like shit. It’s a fucking slab of metal with a lumpy mattress and four wheels. Put her in my bed.”

      Arethea smirks at me, and the smirk turns into a smile. “I see papa bear,” she teases.

      Cleo’s eyes are on me. “I want to stay here for right now. It’s okay. Just come and see me. I want to hold your hand.”

      I feel like an ass for not being by her side already, but I want this right. I move my bed over, so Arethea has room for Cleo’s cot between my bed and the half-wall where the desk is, so if we’re both lying down, Cleo is facing me.

      I sigh, then run my hands over her hair. I lean over and kiss her forehead.

      I give her the pink fleece blankets that I used to wrap the brick when I brought it to her at the Tri Gam house, and then her pillow, and then a stuffed sloth that makes her grin.

      “I love him. And you.”

      “I love you too.”

      I wish I didn’t. I wish more that she didn’t. But who the fuck can change these things?
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      I just got the news that Cleo’s angel marrow is engrafting. I kiss her head and pull her against me, even though she’s sleeping. After the orgasms I gave her this morning, she was worn out. When she wakes up an hour later, I’ve got her chicken pizza waiting on the table.

      She hangs another sparrow as she eats the pizza.

      I watch from the love seat by the window. “What’s that one say?”

      “You might think it’s cheesy.” She smiles.

      “Try me,” I tell her.

      “Okay.” She wipes a strand of hair out of her green eyes. “It’s by this author named Louise Erdrich. Honestly, I don’t know her, but I saw this one on Tumblr, and I love it. Ready?” She holds up the unfolded paper. “It says, ‘You have to love. You have to feel. It is the reason you are here on Earth. You are here to risk your heart.’”

      I blink as heat fills my chest and throat. “Is that what you think?” I ask softly.

      “Of course.” She laughs, and steps over to rub her hand over my beanie.

      I’m tired as fuck today, like every day lately, but I’ve got discipline left over from my football days. I drag myself over to the stationary bike, and ride until my ribs and shoulder ache. Cleo tries distracting me by reading dumb news from a celebrity gossip web site.

      When I’m done, she helps me down and wipes my face with a cool towel. I fucking love this girl so much.

      I tell her that.

      She reaches up to touch my bald head, which for some reason, she’s decided that she loves. We watch a Game of Thrones episode while I struggle with my dumbbells. I try not to feel like a loser when I don’t finish the workout. Too tired.

      I sleep so much the next few days.

      One afternoon, after a nap that lasted all morning, I wake up with a temporary tattoo—a blue butterfly on the inside of my wrist—and Cleo blowing bubbles, cackling as she waves the bubble wand above me. “Are you high enough to appreciate them?”

      I laugh. “Are you?”

      I’ve been taking tincture every day. Willard knows and doesn’t care. He says whatever works. And it does work. I’m weak regardless, but at least this way, I’ve been able to avoid the opiate painkillers. Either way, I won’t remember most of this in a few months, but at least with the marijuana tincture, I’ll be able to enjoy it as I live it.

      Later, as we lie in bed watching HGTV, my mind cycles back around to that though. I realize why it stood out.

      …in a few months.

      I stroke Cleo’s arm and offer her a glimmer of the hope I’m feeling right now.

      “When we get out of here,” I whisper to her hair, “I’ll take you all over New York.”
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        * * *

      

      Cleo

      

      It’s the first comment he’s made about us leaving here. I take it as a good sign, and I’m glad I do. We have a great night, wrapped up in each other’s arms, sharing stories from our childhoods. It’s perfect time—and so damn short.

      The next day, Kellan gets the mouth sores I’ve heard so much about. His mouth and stomach hurt so much he’s shaking in my arms as he tries not to swallow. Within a few hours, Willard brings the pain pump back.

      But I know what to do for him this time. I know what comforts him. And I know how to wait.

      I read, one book after another: romance novels, mysteries, and poetry. I touch myself under the covers, rubbing the sole of my foot over Kellan’s leg, as if that will make him more involved.

      A whole week passes in this state: Kellan sleeping, giving me dazed, heavy-lidded looks, and leaning on me like a California redwood as he lurches to the restroom.

      I get good at origami sparrows. After the aching quiet of his first few days asleep, I accept losing him to the Dilaudid again. Because I really think I’m going to get him back.
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      For eight days, Kellan sleeps. On the ninth day, his mouth and throat seem better, so Dr. Willard starts to wean the pain pump.

      The following few days amaze me. Kellan’s blood counts started rising—like they should—while he was on his Dilaudid vacation, but until Dr. Willard cut the dose, I didn’t get a chance to see him doing better.

      After a week spent mostly in bed, I thought he’d be too weak to even move—and he is weak. We walk down the hall the first night he’s awake again, his arm intertwined with mine, and have to stop a lot of times for him to catch his breath.

      We have to wear face masks when we leave the room, so I can’t see his mouth, but I’m pretty sure he smiles almost the whole time. We make a big show of looking at the pictures on the wall when he’s tired and needs to stop, and when we’ve walked enough to see them all, he stops and tucks my hair behind my ear as he catches his breath.

      “You’re pretty.”

      I tug his gray beanie down around his ears and kiss his chin. “You are.”

      His happy eyes look sleepy. We walk back to his room with our arms around each other, Kellan’s free hand pushing the IV pole. Arethea whistles as we reach the door.

      “The two love birds,” she teases, in the soft Brazilian accent that I’ve come to love. She smiles at Kellan, then touches his cheek. “Up and moving. Onward, onward!”

      She comes into the room with us, and when she leaves, we stretch out on the bed together. I tug Kellan’s beanie off.

      I swear, his lack of hair makes his eyes stand out more. All the weight he’s lost hones his features in the best possible way—showing off his beautiful bone structure. No one has ever looked so perfect. Now that he’s awake again and able to reciprocate, I can’t keep my hands off him.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Our next endurance exercise is the following morning, when we go down the hall to the kitchen to cook eggs and toast.

      Kellan insists on eating a few bites, even though all he’s required to eat today is TwoCal and three cups of yogurt. We walk the halls for longer than I would have thought possible.

      Kellan tells me where he grew up, in this cottage overlooking the Pacific Ocean. He tells me about a trip he took to Georgia with his family when he was little. About his first kiss—a girl named Molly, in the coat closet in his first grade class—and about his peewee, middle school, and high school football days.

      He tells me about how his mother was an artist who got breast cancer. He says it “got her” fast. His dad was stunned.

      “He felt like he failed her.” It sounds like Robert Sr. withdrew from his kids emotionally, but he tried to watch over them anyway. A control thing, I guess. The result was he used a heavy hand and little of what felt like love—and things are still that way. Kellan tells me he came here late the first night Kellan was here.

      “He just…stood by the bed. I was…wearing oxygen or whatever. Because I’d had so much Dilaudid, and I wasn’t used to it yet.” I nod as we look out the window of our room. Kellan’s shoulders rise as he inhales. They sink as he exhales. I lean against him. “He did one thing. He messed with the oxygen tubing. Adjusted it or whatever. And then he left.”

      “He didn’t say a word?”

      I watch him swallow. Watch him struggle.

      “It’s okay.” I take his hand. His longer, stronger fingers lace through mine. “It doesn’t matter.” I rub my lips over his knuckles. Then I press his hand against my cheek.

      “He said you’re an asshole,” Kellan rasps. “And assholes win.”

      I blink back tears.

      All morning, he tells me all about himself. How much he loves the ocean. How he wants to smell the salty air, and how he scuba dives. How he can cure my fear of deep water. How we can fly kites over the sand. We sit on the love seat, looking at the city, and I shift so my legs are wrapped around him, and he lies between my legs. He’s looking at the ceiling and I’m stroking his shoulders when he talks about last time he was here. How Lyon’s room was right by his, down on the pediatric transplant floor, and he could hear his brother and Whit laughing while he laid alone in his room.

      “I didn’t like the bed,” he says, quiet. “That’s why I didn’t get in it at first.”

      I nod, pretending I’m not shredded, and blink back my tears. “You’ve got me now.” I rub his neck. “The bed is the best place.”

      We move to it to watch a show, and even during that, he’s open in a way he’s never been before. He shares his thoughts and makes some jokes. He puts me in between his legs and folds himself around me from behind.

      He falls asleep just after lunch and I tuck the fleece blankets around his shoulders, then curl up beside him. I’ve gotten used to napping, too.

      I wake up to find him leaning his cheek in his palm, watching me. I lift my head and realize his other hand is stroking my hair.

      I stick my tongue out, then grin, because I kind of love it—his attention. “You watched me while I was sleeping?”

      “Only fair.” He smiles.

      I run a finger over his cheek, where the bruises from the wreck are almost gone. “I guess so. I could probably sculpt you now, as much as I’ve watched you. I drew you lots.”

      His eyebrows lift. “Is that right?”

      I smile and nod. “You want to see? I’m not much of a sketch artist, but you might get a laugh.”

      “Yeah, let me see.”

      I go to the desk for my portfolio briefcase, and when I open it, I find three yellow legal pads. They’re filled with Kellan’s handwriting. I whip around toward him.

      “What are these?”

      I look back down and notice a sparrow tucked into the briefcase. It’s folded badly. “You did this?” I flash a grin at him.

      He just smiles, and I bring the things back to the bed. “Shall I unfold it? Did you write on the inside?”

      His mouth twitches a little with his tired smile. “Look and see.”

      I unfold it to find a quote I wrote myself.

      

      “Unless you love someone, nothing else makes any sense.” –e.e. cummings

      

      Kellan’s familiar penmanship is below.

      

      One night you fell asleep and you had written this but hadn’t folded it. I crumpled it up and threw it under the bed. You didn’t see it there for a day or two—or maybe one, or ten—but I found it again yesterday in the night stand drawer. I think I understand it now.

      I understand, a little more, why this happened to me. Or if not that, I see the parts that are good. (Hint: The good part is all you).

      The notebooks are from after last time, when I was at my family’s cabin upstate. After you wrote me back the first time, I wrote you every day. At the time I thought it was because I was so lonely. I had a hard time after Lyon’s death. I couldn’t leave the cabin much. These notebooks got me through. But now I think I somehow knew you would be mine. Maybe I could sense the way things ended up. I find I kind of like to think that.

      I love you, Cleo Baby. Thanks for making things make sense.

      

      I look up at him through tears in my eyes. “That’s beautiful. I love you too.” I wrap my arm around him and he wraps his arms around me. His hand cradles my head against his chest. His lips come down on my hair.

      “The notebooks are yours. You don’t need to read them right now. But they’re yours. I wanted you to have them.”

      I lift the notebooks out. I was wrong at first glance; there are three of them, not two, and they are filled completely, back and front of every page. I blink against my tears. His tongue laps at them when they fall.

      I cover my face. “Sorry, I’m being stupid.”

      His hand rubs over my hair as his voice rumbles near my ear. “Not stupid. Tell me why you’re crying.”

      “It makes me sad that you were lonely.”

      He laughs, a rich chuckle. “Cleo baby... Don’t do that. I’m trying to say it helped. Writing to you. Made me better. That’s what you are. You’re my medicine.”
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      “Oh my God, how did you knoooow? Chocolate caramel sea salt cupcakes. Mmmmm.” I swallow a bite of moist chocolate cake and luscious icing and flop back onto Kellan’s lap. “Total mouth-gasm.”

      He arches a brow. “You want an orgasm in your mouth?”

      I lean my head against his thigh. “Mmm. Maybe.”

      “I know what I want...” He trails a finger down my chest and grazes my nipple.

      “Shower?” I grin.

      He squeezes and I struggle not to shriek.

      “We had one...” he twists; I pant...”this morning.”

      “But I’m dirty.”

      I can’t resist delving between his crossed legs. He’s wearing lounge pants, so I can feel every line of his perfect cock.

      “Okay...” I sit up. “Shower it is.”

      We get off the bed, Kellan grabs a condom from their home in my purse, and he urges me toward the bathroom with his palm on my back.

      I can’t help thinking, as he strips off both our clothes, that just a few weeks ago I was undressing him and helping him wash. Starting when he woke up after his mouth sores healed, we had sex dozens of times with Kellan lying in the shower and me riding his dick. But things are better now. He’s stronger. The last few days, I kneel on a folded towel while Kellan pushes into me from behind.

      There are times now when the IVs aren’t hooked up, so no more watching for the IV lines. If we time it right with nurses’ shifts, we can have sex two times a day some days.

      I turn around and run my eyes over his chest, down to his hips... then to his cock, which juts up to his abs.

      I run my hands over his hard, lean sides... over his hips—such a perfect V—and take his dick in my hand.

      “Mm.” He reaches for my breasts, then leans down and bites my neck. He walks me backward into the shower, snatches a towel off the top of the shower wall, and tosses it onto the floor.

      “Get down there. Put your fingers in your pussy. Spread it open for me.”

      He starts the water... kneels. I feel his hand brace on the shower seat and then he slams into me.

      “You like that,” he says, husky. “I can feel you get all tight... your pussy grabs me.” He pushes deeper, and I slip down on my forearms.

      “Bigger...” I groan. “Feels... nff. You... feel bigger.”

      Kellan chuckles. His arm wraps around my waist, his hand splayed over my wet hip.

      I push against him with my muscles, welcoming as much of him as I can take, until I’m so full I’m moaning, heedless of who hears. His hand slides down my belly, fingers parting my lips... He lightly touches my clit, rolling his fingertip through my slit where I’m slick, then rolling back around my swollen bud, just grazing it...

      I thrust back against him. “Ohhh.... that’s good.”

      “You’re so tight. Fucking... ahh. So—” he thrusts—“fucking tight and hot and wet for me... My little slut. Sticking things... into your pussy... while I slept. Sucking me off... Oh... couldn’t stay away could you?”

      His finger rolls over my clit, causing it to throb... My cunt tightens around him. Kellan moans.

      “I made you come in the hallway, didn’t I? Touching...your greedy little pussy...like right now. You’re sopping wet. I feel those hips shaking...so full...full of cock... I’ve got you all filled up...all stretched and swollen. All except your asshole.” His hand leaves my pulsing clit, grazing the base of his cock, stroking up...up toward my tight hole. His fingertip teases cruelly...applying pressure as my pussy clamps around his pounding cock.

      “I think if I slide into you, your pussy would get real tight on my cock. Tight enough to hurt... Bear down baby.” I do, and he shoves inside.

      “Ahh!” It always stings a little at first. He holds still, letting me adjust, then pushes in until he’s buried to the knuckle.

      “Fuck,” I grunt. His finger’s wide.

      I can feel him sagging over me. “So tight... oh God, I’m gonna come in you... I wanna fill you up...” I clench around his dick and push against him one more time, until his cock has split me open and his finger is deep in my ass. It feels so good. I quiver and keep thrusting my hips. His cock swells and hardens and I feel his finger curl.

      “Fuck... fuck. Oh Cleo.” He spasms, and then I’m filled with pulsing warmth.

      “Ohhhh, yes.” I sag. He holds me to him. “Ahhh.” He draws gently out of me and leans against the wall. I rest my cheek against his heaving chest.

      His hand trails over my hips, between my leg. He cups me. “I can feel it dripping out of you...” He parts me with his fingertip and eases just a little of it inside, where—he’s right—I’m full and dripping.

      “Mmm.” Inside I’m full... it’s warm... his fingertip feels good... the way they stretch me... “Kellan...” I giggle, pushing at, then pulling on his hand.

      His mouth brushes my ear. He drags his finger up and down my slit. “What do you think? You want me to stop now?”

      “No...”

      His free hand cups my breast. His finger eases in... and then another one. I grunt. “You sure?”

      I grip his forearm. “I want...” His fingers writhe. I clamp around him.

      “Mmm... I could do this all day—and all night.”

      “Forever,” I moan.

      He kisses my neck, and fingers me until I scream. And helps me up, and wraps me in a towel. Then his robe.

      We’re back in bed in time to play some Call of Duty before Areteha starts the next round of IVs.

      I lie on my side with Kellan’s big, warm body tucked around mine. We both fall asleep, and when we wake up at half past nine, there’s chicken pizza on the table.

      Kellan yawns and shrugs. “I got a craving.”

      I drip ranch under the collar of his shirt and pull it up so I can lick it off his pec. We go to sleep like that, except I don’t need as much sleep as he does, so I’m up at three a.m.—just me and the hospital room. I slip out of the bed and walk over to the windows. Look down at the busy streets.

      I wonder what it’s like, a night in New York? It’s so weird that I’ve been here for almost a month and haven’t even had a hot dog from a street cart.

      I look over at the bed, where Kellan’s sleeping on his side. The tiny, plastic IV tube stretches over the mattress, delivering... hmm? Steroids? Or that drug for GVHD, a post-transplant complication that’s making his blood counts a little weird.

      I walk slowly over to the bed and look down at him... really look at him. Now that he’s getting fewer fevers, and we’ve got our pretzel sleeping position established, he never wears the beanie when he sleeps.

      I let my eyes trace the curve of his head. Perfect. The other day, Lora asked me how I handle being here. All the unpleasantness... the hard days and the pain and sweat and blood and sometimes tears. I couldn’t tell her. If you’ve never been here like I have, you wouldn’t understand.

      How every drop of sweat is precious. The overpowering evergreen mouthwash... the scentless lotion I would rub on him a few weeks back when his skin got ultra dry and kind of chapped (the GVHD again). I’ve held him while he cried dozens of times. I know that when he’s done, he always hugs my neck and nuzzles up under my chin and strokes my cheek and often says, “sorry.” And I never care, because every tear is precious too. If I could bottle them, I would. Wear them around my neck forever, like my origami sparrow.

      I walk back across the room, to the little desk where I keep my portfolio. I sit down in the rolling chair and pull the yellow legal pads out of my folder. With my cell phone, I check each pad for dates.

      I find the first one, then get up again to get my stuffed sloth from the foot of the bed. I curl my legs up in the chair and hug sloth while I read.

      I read all night—and I realize, these aren’t letters. This is Kellan’s diary; it’s just addressed to me. To Sloth.

      I smile and laugh and cry onto the pages. It’s not easy, reading all his pain. I can’t go back in time. I can’t even travel forward. I’m stuck here in this day. But in this day, I can do something. So I slip back into bed.
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      First the dumbbells. Then the stationary bike. I watch him work out while I cross-stitch in the recliner. And when he’s done, we get a shower.

      We dry each other, slip into our robes—he bought me one—and Kellan heads back for the bed, and Game of Thrones.

      I head for the dresser drawers and thumb through his clothes until I find the ones I ordered just the other day. A pair of new jeans—32-32, rather than his previous 36-32s—and a soft, cream Irish Aran sweater. Wool socks, check. Ugg moccasins that look like bedroom slippers but have real soles, check.

      I grab my own clothes, push a chair under the room’s doorknob, and slip into my leggings and my own green sweater.

      Kellan whistles.

      “I might need a shower.”

      “Nope!” I drop his clothes at the foot of the bed, and he thumbs through the pile. “Going commando I see.”

      “Whoops. Forgot your underwear.”

      He laughs. “I’m wearing them, Cleo baby. Pulled them on before I got up on the bed. For Arethea. Keep her blood pressure down.”

      I roll my eyes and toss the jeans at him. “Get dressed then. Get.”

      His face goes serious and smooth, his eyebrows arching. When he speaks, his voice is soft. “Where am I going?”

      “Not home yet. Which, duh. But... somewhere. I already got approval for us.”

      I let down the rail and tug his arm. He tugs back on me, pulling me atop his lap. “You need help dressing?” I tease him. He doesn’t—anymore—but honestly, the idea of helping him now is kind of sexy. Kellan has the perfect legs, all sinewy and still remarkably muscular, probably from the obsessive working out he’s been doing in the last week.

      “To protect my heart,” he always says.

      I always wink and tell him, “I don’t need protection.” And then I try to forget what he really means by that: his twin had heart issues from chemo, and Kellan’s had a lot of it at this point.

      He kisses my jaw, my throat... I push at him. “C’moooon.” I throw my arms around his shoulders. “This is gonna be amazing. For at least half of us. The other half that’s holding us up right now gets the rubber chicken for dinner.” I reach onto the bed side table and grab the actual rubber chicken I ordered a few days ago, as a representative of our favorite horrible hospital meal. Kellan squeezes its head, making it cluck.

      “Okay.” He drops it on the bed and sets me on the floor, then slides off the mattress. I touch his chest, parting the robe so I can see his lean, hard body. I stroke a finger down his ribcage, just over the broken ones, which are pretty close to being healed now. “I kind of want to dress you. Say yes?”

      He smiles smugly, tugging on my tight sweater. “Wear this next shower, and yeah, you’ve got a deal.”

      “Kay.”

      I tug his boxer-briefs down, and Kellan’s cock twitches. I pull them back up. “Okay... boxer-briefs, check.”

      Kellan chuckles as I pool the jeans at his feet, then stroke my palm up his calf. “Right foot first,” I tell him, smiling sweetly. It’s really weird, I know, but being down here at his feet, coaxing him into clothes, reminds me of how far he’s come and makes me happy.

      He complies, resting his hands lightly on my shoulders as he steps in. “I don’t know these jeans. Are they new?”

      “They’re very funny. Great to have at parties. Nickname Blue.” I run my fingers up his left thigh. “Left foot now.”

      When he’s standing in the jeans, I pull them slowly up his thighs... With one hand gripping them on each side of his hips, I tug a little harder over his boxer-briefs. I catch his now-hard dick in the zipper area on purpose and then reach into the jeans. “Pshh. I’m so uncoordinated.”

      I fondle his balls, and Kellan hisses. “Damn, woman. You sure you want to leave the room?”

      I push his dick down into the pants, then zip and button, giving his bulge a final pat before I grab the sweater. “Yep, I’m sure. And so do you.”

      I only fondle his chest for a minute before pulling the sweater onto him. When I’m finished, I present the moccasins and Kellan smirks at them. “I’m wearing these puppies outside?”

      “They’ve got real soles.”

      “If you say so.” He turns a slow circle, looking down at himself. “Not bad threads. Right size too.”

      “I know you inside out.” I wiggle my brows. Then I push the gray beanie onto his head.

      “You’re gonna need this, baldie.”

      “You know you like this smooth head rubbing on you. When my hair grows back, you’ll want it shaved.”

      I blush, because he’s kind of right. It does feel good against my pussy.

      We both mask and glove up. I take a moment just to look at his pretty blue eyes before we leave the room. We step into the hall and Kimmie, one of the nurses, grins at us. “You guys going somewhere?”

      “Somewhere,” I say. We pass Arethea at the nurse’s desk and she presses a button behind the counter that opens the doors for us. Kellan’s eyebrows shoot up to his hat.

      “Well, fuck.” It’s murmured, husky. I take his hand, and we walk slowly out into the lobby just outside the locked unit. We both stop and look around. It’s been weeks since either of us has left the locked unit. If I had left at any time, I’d have had to wear a gown, a mask, and gloves the whole time I was in his room. I couldn’t do that—so I stayed.

      The air out here feels cool. It smells... like food? Some kind of cleaner. Lemons.

      We walk slowly over fresh-waxed tile and into a shining, narrow hall. Kellan stops and grips my shoulder with his gloved hand. “Cleo baby...” He blinks, heavy lidded, his face unreadable. Then he bends down, pulls his mask off, pulls mine down, and kisses my lips. It’s gentle, sweet, and painfully brief.

      Then we’re walking hand and hand again, Hansel and Gretel following bread crumbs. To the elevator. We get in it and he pushes me against the wall. He leans against me, his face in my hair—and I remember. I remember what he told me about the day Lyon died: how he got in an elevator without shoes and fled the hospital.

      I wrap my arms around his back and murmur sweetness in his ear. And then the doors tremble open. We shuffle out into a vast lobby.

      Once we get a few feet from the elevator shaft, we stop and look around. It smells like car exhaust. People walk past us—real people in real people clothes. They look sad, tired, bored, irritable. They have long hair, no hair, dread locks. One pulls a wagon stacked with luggage. Another carries a small child.

      My eyes travel up the columns, toward the glass ceiling several stories up. I look back down to find his blue eyes on me. They look wet maybe. I can’t tell. I squeeze his hand.

      “Want to keep going?” I whisper.

      He nods, and we slowly walk toward the row of glass doors. I get all the doors for us, and when we get outside, I have to resist the urge to throw myself on him and shelter him from all the dangers here. Viruses... bacteria... fungi. For right now, he has no immune system and could catch anything.

      For right now, he tips his head up to the sky. His eyes shut. I wrap arms around his waist and press my cheek against his sweater.

      I feel him inhale. He murmurs, “Fuck.”

      When we look into each other’s eyes again, I can see his are a little red. Mine probably are too.

      I can him smile, despite the mask. “Where you wanna go?” his low voice asks.

      I smile back. “The hot dog stand?”

      His arm bumps mine, our hands still joined. “Gotta have a chili dog.”

      “Is that okay?” I feel a little bad, because he can’t have one. Because of germs.

      His fingers squeeze mine. “I’d say you earned a chili dog.”

      I giggle. “Maybe just a little.”

      “I’ve got one I know you’ll like. Tastes best with a little soap and water.” I look up, and find a dark spark of arousal in his eyes.

      “I’ll save room for seconds then.”

      We get my chili dog. I eat it from the little baggie it comes in, keeping my germy, gloved hands far from my mouth, and then we walk back inside the hospital. Kellan stops inside the doors and looks around.

      “I guess you’ve seen this place a bunch of times.”

      “Not this last time,” he says, almost absently.

      “Where did you come in?”

      “Around in back. The ambulance entrance.”

      “So it was plane, then ambulance?” I can’t believe I’ve never asked.

      He nods. “Want to see?”

      I look up at his face and find it curiously soft. I nod and toss my chili dog trash and Kellan takes my hand.

      We walk down a long, white and gray hall that seems to skirt the outside of the building, and Kellan’s breathing is more audible. I stop us. I tug at his sweater.

      “What are you doing?” he asks.

      I smile up at him. “Just brushing off some white lint.”

      “Are you?” He smirks, because he knows I stopped us so he could catch his breath.

      I wink. “Yep. We can resume now.”

      The walk is long, so I can tell he must really want to go here. And then we reach the “ambulatory transfer” area, and I blink. It looks a little like the warehouse where we met Pace and Manning that night. I see some nurses at a nurse’s station, and a door to an ER, but otherwise it’s empty.

      “Nice place. Lively.”

      He smiles down at me. I wish I could see his mouth, because based on his eyes alone, the smile looks sad.

      “It was lively that day. Lots of people.” I can’t help wrapping an arm around him. Standing extra close to him. I look up at his face. “People for you?”

      He nods.

      I squeeze my eyes shut, because I really don’t want to make this about me and my guilt.

      His gloved hand rubs my arm through my sweater. It’s an absent gesture, showing how in tune we are with each other’s unspoken thoughts; he doesn’t know I feel sick with guilt, but he can tell I need his touch. I watch his eyes circle the room. And I realize with a jolt: I think he wants me to ask.

      So I put on my big-girl panties. “What was it like?” I ask softly.

      He pulls me under his arm, up against him, then he wraps an arm around my back.

      “I don’t remember that much,” he says, looking thoughtful. “Lots of Dil.” That’s what the nurses call Dilaudid.

      I don’t mean to—not at all. But my eyes fill up with tears, and they spill down my cheeks. His eyes widen. He grabs my shoulders. “Hey—what’s wrong?” His voice is low and hoarse, and warm... and loving. “Cleo baby...” His arm comes around me. “You want to go back upstairs?”

      “No.” I press my face into his sweater. I can feel him urge me down the hall. “I’m sorry, Cle. Those lights up on the ceiling? Flashing now. That means they’re bringing someone in, in just a second.” I open my eyes to see flashing lights over the hall.

      “Oh shit. I’m sorry.”

      We move quickly down the hall, and then we spot an elevator. His hands touch my chest. “Cleo—look at me.”

      I do.

      “Tell me you don’t feel... sorry? That you didn’t fly with me that day?”

      Tears drip down my cheeks. “Of course I do. I hate it that I didn’t come. I didn’t know what to do, so I did the wrong thing,” I whispered. “I took a taxi to my car. Rambled around and figured out the R. connection. And then I got here and…” I shake my head.

      “That bad, was I?” I see his cheeks under the face mask. He’s smiling. Trying to make me feel better.

      “It was that bad. You didn’t even look at me.”

      Kellan pulls me to him, wrapping me tight against his chest. He leans against the elevator’s corner and tightens his grip on me, squeezing me so tight it almost hurts. His face presses into my hair. I feel his chest rise with a deep breath...

      I hold onto him as we ride up up and then back down... and up again... and down. No one gets into the elevator, so we sink down to the floor and I sit tucked under his arm.

      I can barely breathe. My heart is vibrating. My throat is so so full. I can feel it in him too. The things he wants to say are living in the air around us. Tap tap tapping. They are waiting to be heard.

      So I’m surprised when he lifts his arm off me and pulls me to my feet. He tucks my hand in his, and we get off on our floor.

      We walk to our room with no fanfare, and when we get there, Arethea connects two IV bags and Kellan lies on his side holding his phone, and I snuggle in behind him like I always do.

      But when she leaves the room, he cuts the lights and turns toward me and grips my face so hard his fingers maybe bruise me and he whispers: “It was always you. That’s what I think. Ask me when my mother died, Cleo.”

      “When did your mom die?” Chills sweep my skin.

      “The day that Olive did.”

      Tears fill my eyes. I swallow, and they fall.

      “Have you ever heard about string theory? Everything is tied together, works together, shrinks, expands, and breathes together. Maybe we’re on the same string, baby. We’re right beside each other. We’re the same thing.” His mouth takes mine. He pulls away. “My blood, your blood...” Another kiss... his voice hot on my cheek. “One day I tried to calculate the odds of how we met. The odds of February 14. There are no odds. For us, there are no odds because it isn’t chance.”

      He’s inside me mere seconds later. No one pushes the chair under the doorknob. There’s no need to. Arethea skips the 2 AM IV—the only time she ever does.

      When I wake up in the morning, I’m so hot. Like I’m living on the sun. I turn toward Kellan and my heart sinks.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Twenty-Three

          

          Cleo

        

      

    

    
      The house of cards falls so, so fast. I can tell by just one glance that something’s very wrong. He’s lying on his side, behind me, his right cheek against the pillow. His skin looks slightly gray, his lips a little pale—maybe a tinge of blue. His eyelids sag. His blue eyes almost seem to glow. I don’t have to ask what’s wrong because I feel him up against me.

      He’s hot. Really hot.

      I turn around to face him. “Kellan?”

      I’m so alarmed, I grasp his face. He winces, and I move my fingers off his bruised cheek.

      “Shit, I’m sorry. What’s the matter?” The fever isn’t triggering alarm bells for me. It’s the way his face looks. His coloring is off.

      He blinks at me, and his eyes have that glazed quality, which makes more bells peel for me.

      He reaches for a strand of my hair. “Nothing,” he says.

      But he sounds weird and raspy. Breathless.

      My eyes fly to the little box that keeps track of his pulse and the amount of oxygen in his blood.

      Pulse is 130, blood oxygen is 81 percent. I lay my hand on his jaw, just below the bruising. I stroke the stubble. “You’re not fine. What do you think is wrong?”

      He reaches out for me and pulls me closer. “Just come here...” He tries to tuck me up against him.

      “Kell—we need to call someone.”

      His eyes squeeze shut. “Nothing…to…say.”

      “I can hear how breathless you are.” I stroke his burning brow and feel a sheen of sweat. I look into his eyes in time to see them swim with tears.

      “I’m so sorry. Just let me call Arethea and we’ll figure out what’s up.”

      He shakes his head, and one tear spills down toward his nose.

      I brush it off and lean to touch his temple with my lips. I smooth my palm over his hot forehead and Kellan grabs my forearm. “Cleo—please. Don’t call... please. Not yet.” He grasps at me. He wraps an arm around me, pulling me to him. Pushing my backside against his dick.

      “I want to be inside you. Cleo, please.” His voice cracks, and I know I have to call Arethea. “K., we have to call. We have to let them know something is wrong.”

      His hand comes up to his face, and my chest aches. “Kell...you’re so strong. You’re doing so well. I love you.” I reach for the bed’s remote, with the call button.

      His hand grips my elbow. “Cleo—no.” He pushes up, half sitting. He looks pale and dazed. “Don’t call. Please. Hold me. I need you. Cleo, trust me—please.”

      I scoot back toward him, wrapping my arm around him even as I press the nurse call button.

      “Yes?” It’s Arethea’s voice, thank God.

      “Hey, could you come here, please?”

      “Of course.”

      I look down at Kellan. He’s wrapped both arms around me and his head is on my thigh. I’m sitting cross-legged but I shift us so we’re lying face-to-face on our sides. I wrap an arm around him, kiss his fingers.

      “You’re okay. Don’t be scared. I’m here. I’ll be with you.” I smooth my palm over his hair, behind his neck. Good God, he’s warm. I feel his back shake on a sob and my heart stops.

      “Baby...hey...” I try to lift his face but he won’t move. Arethea bursts in at that second and I’m so confused. She’s flanked by several doctors from our team: the pulmonologist, the infectious disease expert, the trial coordinator, and finally, a few seconds later, Dr. Willard. Their faces are grim.

      My eyes fly to Arethea’s. Her face is careful.

      “Oxygen?” I manage.

      She nods, then looks at Willard.

      I kiss Kellan’s forehead.

      Dr. Willard steps over to the bed as Kell curls up to me.

      “Cleo—I spoke with Kellan yesterday, while you were meeting with Arethea about the outing.”

      “What?”

      “You ever heard of CMV pneumonia?” he drawls.

      I look with wide eyes at the crew at the foot of our bed. “No… What is it?”

      They explain: it’s something a lot of people have been infected with at one point or another. In people with healthy immune systems, it doesn’t cause any problems. He caught it from my blood. My blood was positive for CMV when he received the transplant.

      “We’ve been monitoring him since then. It came up on his blood work recently, and now he’s started showing symptoms. We’ll need to do some imaging to really know, but—”

      “If it is, what will you do for it?”

      “We’ve already started treating it with antivirals,” Willard tells me.

      “And?”

      “It all depends on Kellan.” He looks over at Arethea, then at Kellan’s blood oxygen saturation. He’s wearing oxygen now; his pulse is 112 and his blood oxygen level is only up to 88.

      Dr. Willard looks into my eyes. “What he’s got is serious. But I think he could beat it. Might have to spend some time on ventilation, but—”

      That’s all I hear.

      A ventilator. Kellan on a ventilator.

      Arethea rubs my shoulder as the doctor shakes his head. “I’ll be honest, I’ll be real surprised if we don’t need to try the vent with him, we’re on full-blast here and we can’t pull a 97, 98... It’s not what I’d prefer to see. But Kellan’s strong. He can come through this.”

      I look down at him but I can’t see his face. His arm clutches around my middle.

      I take a few deep breaths and start my questions. Forty minutes later, all the doctors leave.

      Kellan kisses me. His eyes are tired. “I want to be inside you.”

      “You’ve got a CT scan in thirty minutes.”

      He shakes his head, his grip on my shoulder surprisingly strong. “I need it. I need you.”

      I wrap my arms around him. “You have me.”

      His hands rub mine. “I love you. You remember what I said last night?”

      I shake my head.

      “I love you more than anything.”

      I nod and cry and stroke his cheek.

      “I love you, too. I love you so much.”

      A ventilator... fuck.

      We cling to each other.

      “Cleo baby?”

      “Yeah?”

      “During the CT...go get me... I want another robe. One with a better tie...in case...the ICU.” His eyes roll slightly, and the oxygen monitor sounds its alarm.

      Arethea comes running. They take him straight back to CT. I veer the other way, like Kellan said.
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      “I’m sorry, ma’am but you’re not listed as a visitor.”

      I thrust my arm out across the desk. “I have an armband. I’m with Kellan Drake. He had a bone marrow transplant.”

      The woman scans the bar code on my arm band, and I hear a low, discordant thrum. “Your band expired, honey. If you want to get into the ward again, you’ll need to have your relative notify us.”

      “I can’t! He’s going on a ventilator.” I burst into tears. “Please let me in, I have to see him now. I don’t have time to wait!”

      “Sit down over there.” I fidget in a plastic chair as the woman makes calls. Then she beckons me to the desk. “Someone’s coming to talk to you.”

      A moment later, Arethea comes through the doors... pushing a cart. My belongings are heaped on it.

      I clamp my hand over my mouth and have to struggle not to pass out.

      “He’s okay.” She nods, and tears start dripping from her eyes.

      “Arethea, what the fuck?” My heart is pounding wildly.

      “He’s okay. Come here...” She steers me around a corner to a more private nook, and sits beside me on a leather couch, wrapping an arm around my back.

      “Cleo—” her eyes widen— “he doesn’t want to let you back in.”

      “What?”

      “He’s worried about this. This ventilator,” she explains.

      “Are you kidding me?” I feel a swell of panic, followed by a sharp ache in my chest. “Can’t you help me? Go get Willard!”

      She shakes her head. “Yesterday, the going out. We all knew about the CMV. He planned this. I think he will change his mind. Kellan is strong. You might have to give him time.”

      “Just give him time?” I start to sob. “I want to talk to him. I need to see him, please!”

      “I am so sorry.”

      “You can’t do this! You can’t just... throw me out!”

      Arethea wraps her arms around me. I hop up and pace and try to reason with her. Cut a deal.

      “He doesn’t want you in there. Not right now,” she says softly.

      “Talk to Willard. He could let me in!”

      She shakes her head. “Kellan is the patient. Cleo, we are with you...in spirit, but I can’t let you in against his wishes. You want me to text you?”

      “No!” I hold my head and sob so loudly, someone peeks into the little room to see what’s going on.

      Arethea sits with me until she’s paged. She says she’ll try to text me. I nod, even though inside I hate her. I hate all of them.

      He’s mine. Kellan is mine. I won’t stop until I get back in.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I don’t leave the transplant unit’s waiting room for three days. Arethea said she’d try to text, but I don’t see a message from her. I play on my phone and do sit-ups and change my clothes in a nearby bathroom, never leaving the area outside the locked doors for too long, in case he calls for me.

      As for me, I call the ward incessantly. I talk to every nurse I know and beg them all. When someone walks through my waiting room, I try to talk to them. I call Kellan’s dad, his brother, leaving messages. I call Manning, Whitney. Nothing.

      At the end of the third day, the woman at the desk appears in front of me with a short, red-haired woman, who explains that I can’t live here, as they put it.

      I give her the Carlyle Hotel’s address, and before I leave, she passes me a big, tan envelope.

      “Arethea left it for you that first day,” she tells me, dashing all my hopes.

      I rush to the Carlyle, get a room, and open the envelope in the privacy of my room: a new notebook from Kellan. When did he find the time to write in this? I flip through the pages. Love notes. Three’s an envelope as well.

      Afterward, it says. Fuck that.

      I dress in something clean and go back to the hospital. I shower in the day and sleep in the main lobby at night.

      The receptionist who sent me packing can’t help noticing I’m back. I tell her our story. She seems sympathetic but she never gives me any news.

      Five days pass. I forget to eat, forget to sleep. My mother calls. My phone rings and rings.

      Six days.

      A week. Unfathomable.

      I go wandering the city blocks. I call his phone, and call and call. I buy myself a neck pillow so I can sleep out in the waiting room. The receptionist is my friend now. She says she is praying for me.

      Manning shows up on the eighth day, and Whitney on the ninth. Something Whitney says turns my friend the receptionist against me. I’m asked to leave the waiting room and not come back.

      I wander the hospital halls. I wonder if I do this long enough, if I can catch his cancer. They would let me in, then.

      I ask every day about him. Sometimes janitors I recognize, a few times nurses. No one tells me he’s dead. So I assume he is alive. I write him letters. I send them. I start a list of quotes I wrote on the sparrows and one day, in a fit of delirious exhaustion, I walk a few blocks down and get one tattooed on my ribs.

      

      
        
        “Unless you love someone,

        nothing else makes any sense.”

        –e.e. cummings

      

      

      

      My clothes hang loose. I find a pair of Kellan’s narrow-waisted lounge pants in my bag and vow to never take them off. One afternoon—day twelve, I think—I take the subway to the Carlyle and shave my head. My mother comes and tries to make me go. She threatens me, like Kellan’s dad did him.

      I call his dad’s office. I call Manning, begging. Whitney comes again, this time with a plane ticket home. I refuse it. She claims she doesn’t know how Kellan is. He made it through the first night on the ventilator, but no one is being updated.

      He’s on a ventilator. Kellan is.

      “So he’s in a coma?” My voice sounds dead and dry.

      “Cleo... I don’t know.” She holds my hands. We’re in my suite at the hotel. “You need to eat.”

      “I eat chili dogs. Did you know it’s my blood?” Tears leak from my eyes. “I made Kellan sick.”

      “No you didn’t. CMV is common. Very common. He got it at the most likely time for transplant patients to get it.”

      Whitney pulls me into her arms, and I sleep a little while. She takes me downstairs to the hotel restaurant. I push some eggs around and ask her to go with me to the hospital.

      When we get there, she cries. “Cleo—I’m worried. You’re so much like I was. After Ly.”

      “Is he dead? Are you telling me that Kellan’s dead? I’m not like you! Lyon is dead!”

      I run away and don’t come back to Memorial Sloan-Kettering for two days. One of them, I drink in central park. I call Kellan’s father’s office. I call and leave another message for his brother, Barrett.

      Manning calls me, asking how I am.

      “How’s Kellan?” I ask.

      “I don’t know.”

      “Liar. Fuck you, Manning. I want to see Truman.”

      Manning arrives with the dog the next day. Truman is wearing service dog clothes. “He’s a PTSD dog. Kellan’s service dog.”

      PTSD from what? But I know the answer: The first transplant. He was alone. I hug the dog. I fall asleep in the waiting room while Manning talks about...something.

      I wake up in my hotel room. Manning wants me to eat soup.

      I laugh. “I need a feeding tube, or TPN. An IV. I think I have cancer too.”

      Manning’s freckled face goes serious and frowny. “Cleo, you have to stop. He wouldn’t like this.”

      “Wouldn’t? Or doesn’t? Is he dead? Manning, tell me please.” I start to sob. He shakes his head, like it’s a shame, what’s happened to me. I shove him. “Go away! If you know nothing, go away!”

      That night, when Manning flies back home to man the grow house, I hatch a plan. I wait for my ex-friend the receptionist to leave her desk, and then I hit the “open” button on her desk and dash right through the doors barring the hall.

      I run straight to Kellan’s room—our room. I throw the door open and nearly pass out from the rush of seeing—

      Nothing.

      Holy fuck. Our room is fucking gone. The bed is stripped.

      Kellan is dead.

      I scream and wail. The noises are so strange. They don’t sound like me. A second later, nurses burst into the room. I don’t even look at them, just throw myself on our bed, clutching the railing as I curl into a ball. “I want to sleep here! One more night... please, one more night!”
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      “No! No, no! Cleo! Look at Arethea!” Tight hands grab my wrists. “Kellan is not here.”

      “I know,” I sob.

      “No! He is discharged! He is discharged!”

      “What?” I sit up slowly. My chest is heaving. “What did you say?”

      “He is discharged,” she says more quietly.

      I note the nurses’ faces. Sad and sympathetic. They file out. The room goes still. I’m tired, so I lie down on our bed. No more sheets. Arethea reads my mind. She grabs a blanket from the closet. She lies on the bed with me and holds me while I cry.

      “He doesn’t love me.” I sob violently. “He didn’t want me.”

      “It’s not true. I held him while he cried for you. It happened many times.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Kellan

      November 14, 2014

      

      The apartment I’m renting is on the twenty-first floor of a new high-rise overlooking Central Park.

      It’s strangely designed, with just three rooms, all made of mostly glass. The bed is just your basic queen, pushed into the corner of two glass walls, at the corner of the corner unit on the twenty-first floor.

      I sit on the bed and look out over the city. The park is a dark splotch, with gold freckles: twinkling lights. All around it, buildings gleam. Between sky-scrapers, the sun rises and falls, tossing streaks of color at my windows.

      Tonight I watched the sunset sitting cross-legged on the bed, and since then, haven’t really gotten up. I watch the world move out my window and am glad I’m up so high; no one can see me.

      I found a shirt of Cleo’s in my bags—a t-shirt that says GREEK SING—and I’m wearing it, even though it’s a small and I’ve already gained enough weight back to need a medium.

      The t-shirt pushes my central line against my chest, and that’s uncomfortable. But I don’t care. If I had her pants, I’d wear them too. As it is, I wear the pants she bought me. Lounge pants in green and black and blue. I never noticed what she did until I got packed up to leave the unit. How there are three pairs of each pant, two pairs of three waist sizes: 34, 32, and 30. I thought about why, and the only thing I could come up with was that she wanted it to be easy on me, wasting away. When I started dropping weight, she would just rotate the pants out and I wouldn’t even notice when my clothes hung loose.

      I drop my chin down to my chest and inhale. Do I smell her? She never wore her Green Tea perfume in the hospital, but she still had a scent. I tell myself I’m inhaling it right now. I rub my thumb and forefinger over the seam of my left sleeve and picture her arm in the shirt.

      When I had Cleo removed from my visit list, I sent her stuffed sloth and most of the pink fleece blankets with her. I kept one, and Cleo’s pillow. Selfish. No surprise there.

      I sleep on the pillow every night, and wrap myself in pink blankets. The apartment has a living/area kitchen, too, as well as a large bathroom, but I mostly spend my time in bed. Maybe it’s a side-effect of being confined to my hospital room for so many weeks.

      I sigh. I stretch my legs beneath the covers, and in the process, I knock over a bowl half-filled with rice, ground beef, and gravy—all of which I made myself.

      “Fuck.”

      I scoop the food into the bowl and set it on the night-stand. Then I hang my legs off the bed’s side and take my breathing mask from atop another pillow. Twice a day I have to do this. Attach a cylinder of chemicals onto the bottom of the mask, strap the thing around my head, and breathe as deeply and as slowly as I can.

      My lungs are still healing. Willard thinks they’ll recover over time, but no one knows for sure.

      I was intubated, on a ventilator, for six days, with only moderate sedation, meaning I remember every bit of how it felt to have the tube down in my throat. Sometimes at night, I wake up clutching my mouth, trying to pull it out. Funny, because my nightmares from the first transplant weren’t very different really—focused on the mouth sores that, at that time, were the worst thing I’d endured. Before my relapse, I would often wake up with a phantom aching throat.

      I chose the moderate sedation as opposed to deeper sleep because I could still move my arms and legs a little. Several times a day, a PT came and made me exercise, which cut down on the muscle loss. I dropped twenty-seven pounds my twelve days in the ICU, and since then, have tried hard to gain them back.

      I do what I’m supposed to do, since I got discharged last week. Eat, sleep, lift weights, run on the treadmill in the living room. I have doctor’s appointments almost every day. I have a personal shopper, because I can’t really leave this space without risking an illness. Sometime in the next six months, that should get better.

      After my breathing treatment, I lay down on my back and read a few unfolded sparrows. Even though they’re worn and ragged now, I still think of the sheets of paper as sparrows.

      I read through them all two times before I curl on my side and lift out the one I’m reading most often right now. It’s a poem called “Longing” by Matthew Arnold. The words make tears fall from my eyes. It’s nothing new. I cry a fucking lot since I moved out of the unit.

      My “outpatient life” counselor keeps pushing me to do a screening for depression, but I know I don’t need that shit. I don’t need a pill, or some kind of therapy where I talk about my shit with someone who doesn’t know shit about me or my life. It’s fucking simple really. I like crying over Cleo.

      No, it’s nothing physiological. They all that shit, all the time. I’m healthy, in those ways at least. I’m A-okay. So what if I never use my dick? I still wake up with wood. My balls ache, telling me to let them blow sometimes, but I don’t care. One time I ignored them for six days and woke up in a pool of my own cum.

      Pathetic.

      Just like last time after discharge, I avoid the mirror, though this time, the reasoning is different. My hair’s growing back in—thick, soft gold—and I’m filling out from all the lifting, but I just... don’t want to see my face. I think it will make me think of her face. Of her hands in my hair.

      I scoot to the bed’s edge and press my hand against the glass wall. The cool is soothing. I scoot closer and let my forehead touch as well. It almost feels like a cool hand. Her hand.

      I look at the clock: 1:46 AM. I have a blood draw at 8 AM tomorrow morning. I need to go the fuck to sleep. I tug the blankets up to my neck and curl onto my side. Then I push a pillow behind me.

      “Goodnight, Cleo. I love you.”

      Tonight, the darkness seems to leak into my heart. I ache for her. I hold her pillow to my chest and start to cry, so hard and fast it’s sobbing.

      She’s not coming back.

      I clench my hands and look at them, and see her hands around them. I need her. I can’t fucking breathe without her.

      Why am I here?

      Without her... I pick up her stack of sparrows and I hug them to my chest. I get my breathing back under control. I swallow an Ativan. Maybe I’m wrong, about the crying feeling good. Right now, I just want to go to sleep.

      I wake at 3:11 with a nightmare. I summon her voice. “You’re okay. Don’t be scared... I’m here. I’ll be with you.”

      I’m lying on my side, holding my chest, when someone knocks on my door. Bangs. It sounds so frenzied, my heart starts to race.

      Sometimes I think of fires…

      I glance at my shirt as I stride into the living room. I look out all the windows, but I don’t see flame or smoke. I am the end unit. Sometimes people get lost.

      I look out the peep hole imagining her face—so when I see it, I blink once, twice, three times. Then my body goes white hot.

      That is Cleo. Hairless Cleo, swaying on my mat. I’m so alarmed by how pale and thin and nearly bald she is, I jerk the door open without another thought.

      The second that she sees my face, she starts to sob.

      “Fuck…” I reach for her, heart beating so hard my head buzzes.

      I’m surprised when her thin arms bat me away. “What did I do? You don’t want me?” she shrieks.

      “Cleo... Christ, what’s wrong?” She sobs so hard she pretty much collapses. She’s so fucking skinny I can pick her up. I haul her into my kitchen and sink down to the floor with her in my arms. “Cleo…are you sick?” My voice is shaky with a well of tears.

      She folds her arms around herself and shakes her head. “You,” she weeps. “You made me…sick.” I smell a bite of alcohol and look down at her hands. They’re marked with thick, black Xs.

      I feel cold inside. Her hair…her face. Even her green eyes are duller. I swallow back my tears and open my mouth.

      “What? Just say it!” she cries.

      I heave a breath out. “Fuck. The ventilator is a sign. It predicts death. Read any research on transplants. Goddamnit, Cleo—I didn’t want you to see me die.”

      “I died without you!” she roars. “I died for twenty-four days!” Rising to her knees, she shoves me hard.

      I almost fall over, because I’m shaking. I feel sick with shame. Regret.

      “Cleo...come here and let me touch you.” I hold my arms out. She backs away, and I reach my hand out to her. “Cleo… What happened? Are you okay?” She’s so fucking thin. She looks worse than I do.

      “I’m not okay. My heart is sick!” She fumbles to her feet and grips the counter. “I kept giving blood for you, for your transfusions. We’re a blood match now, I thought you might need…” She grabs hold of my refrigerator door and sobs. I scoop her up again. How good it feels. I bring her to my bed.

      The room looks different. All the lights outside the windows, brighter. Her blood buzzes in my veins.
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      Kellan. I hold him, claw at him. Wrap myself around him. “I’m so sorry. I missed you. You smell good.” I kiss him between his words. He kisses me. Our passion starts out slow but builds. I grope his cock, his rock-hard cock. His hand delves into my pants.

      He shoves some papers off the bed. His fingers wriggle in my pussy. He’s crawling down my legs and leaning down to lick me... Tonguing me gently, then whipping me.

      I come, and then he turns me over and pushes into me.

      I’m so full. He’s so thick. I’m wet. My clit throbs.

      “Kellan!”

      We come at the same time. He jets into me. He sags against me, and the weight of his body, his familiar feel and smell, make me feel like I’m about to cry again.

      He eases me down on the bed, belly first, and gets up. He returns with a warm, wet towel. He cleans me tenderly. I sanitize my hands. He puts more in them and threads his fingers through mine.

      After that we turn to face each other. Kellan pulls me into his arms. He pushes his face against my neck. I can feel him shaking, causing tenderness to roar through me. So many memories: us in bed.

      I squeeze him gently. “You okay?”

      “Yeah,” he says. “I’m fucking good.” I can hear the tears in his voice.

      “Oh, my baby…” His body shakes. I hold him tightly in the dark, with the city winking all around us. I cry, too.

      I can’t stop running my hands over him. He can’t stop doing the same. I run my hands all over his body. I even stroke the central line; it’s so familiar, like a friend.

      I kiss his throat. I taste his salty skin.

      His lips are on my temple. His mouth by my ear. “I’m so sorry. I’m so fucking sorry, Cleo baby. I didn’t know what to do...” His voice cracks. “I kept thinking of you there and me sedated, on the vent, if something happened… Whitney. On that day.” I feel him shudder. “I thought you would go home. Why didn’t you just go home?” His voice breaks. He draws me up against his chest.

      “I told you I would never leave. I would sit there every day and watch for body bags going by. If I didn’t see one, I had hope.”

      “Christ.” Another shudder and some little moaning sound. “I’m so fucking sorry. So, so sorry.” His lips are everywhere. My face and hair… He wraps me tight against him. “I did everything wrong.”

      “You did what you thought was best. I talked to Arethea the other day... she told me you were on the ventilator for six days and the first two were pretty touch and go. I’m sorry, baby.” I stroke his face as hot tears spill down mine. “I’m sorry you were by yourself.”

      “It wasn’t your fault.”

      “Arethea said Willard was bullshitting us that day you got the fever. She said you were lucky to pull through.”

      His forehead pushes against my fingers. “I kept seeing you. On the surface of the water. All your hair. I tried to swim to you.”

      I curl up against him.

      We talk all night, and make love two more times. We fall asleep together, tangled and soul-weary.

      The next morning I see all of him in the light. His hair. His pretty limbs. His chest and shoulders, and his perfect Kellan face. He’s beautiful. So fucking perfect. And he’s mine.

      “How are you? How do you feel?” I kiss his abs.

      He guides my hand between his legs.

      “No…really,” I press.

      He pulls me against him, his chin rubbing my hair. “I have a lot of joint pain sometimes. My lungs aren’t 100 percent. I have a hard time with weird shit, like Pig Latin. And remembering everything at the store without a list. Even the online store.” He gives a little laugh. “But I still know my antiderivatives, and I know every origami sparrow you hung on the ceiling. I would make the ICU nurses read them to me.”

      “You missed me?” Tears shimmer in my eyes as I look at his face.

      “I missed you every day, and every night. When I got moved back to our room... I had a bad time. I struggled about calling you, but I didn’t think it was fair to jerk you around. I knew if I got close to death again, I would want you to go again. And then one time I thought I was... My heart did something. Sort of like a hiccup from the chemo. And I wanted you. Arethea climbed in bed with me. Hugged me. I would have been embarrassed as fuck if I wasn’t so fucked up from missing you. But that was my last night inpatient. I came here, and I just…couldn’t call. I didn’t think you’d want me to.”

      I pinch his arm. “How could you say that?! You said you would take me all around New York. Kellan—I would take your call from anywhere. You know I can’t leave again. I can’t. I won’t. If you want me gone, you have to tell me now.” My voice cracks.

      He lays his cheek against my cheek, kisses my temple. “It won’t be normal—ever. I’m still taking sixteen pills a day. You can still trace both of my hip bones... I can’t run for more than fifteen minutes. Still can’t breathe enough.”

      “Kellan, please. I love you so much. I would want you with no legs and arms.”

      “Let’s not wish for that.” He strokes my cheek. “I love you too.”

      “Stay with me? Forever. You have to. You really have to.”

      He smiles a little, then it slips away. His face is gravely serious. Then he laughs.

      “Cleo…”
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      i take her hand and lead her to the living room couch. She sits on the edge of it, and I struggle not to kneel in front of her. I laugh again.

      “I’ve got something to show you.” I sit beside her on the couch and pull her up against me. My hands stroke her belly through her shirt. “The only catch is,” I whisper against her throat, “you read the instructions. And follow them.”

      She turns to look at me with wide eyes. “What is it?” She pets my short hair. I rub my palm over hers.

      “Nice haircut by the way.” I kiss her jaw. “Trendy.”

      “Kellan…” She pushes at me. “I don’t like suspense. Or surprises. Remember?”

      I get a good laugh out of that before I open the trunk-style coffee table just in front of us and close my hand around the sparrow.

      I turn to her and open my palm. “I found this. Recently. I didn’t unfold it because…” I inhale, and try to slow my racing pulse. “I didn’t want to touch something you did.” I grin, then laugh. So not fucking smooth. Cleo blinks. With her hair so short, her eyes look luminous.

      I hold the sparrow out to her.

      “Do you want to open it and read it to me?” I shift onto the floor, sitting cross-legged, so I am looking up at her.

      She curls her fingers loosely around the sparrow, and I clench my jaw. I fake a smile. I can feel the blood drain from my face as she looks down at it. I wrap my arms around her legs and press my cheek against her shins.

      I shut my eyes and wait for it to fall out in her hand…the ring. I can feel her muscles tighten when it does.

      I’m not sure I can handle looking at her face, so I roll the words I wrote inside the sparrow back through my head. I read it many times before I folded it.

      

      Dear Cleo,

      It can be anything you want it to be. I would love to make you my wife—but I understand you may not want such a formal commitment so soon after all that’s happened. No one would understand that feeling more than me. If that’s the case, wear it on any finger. It was my mother’s mother’s wedding ring. It’s not a blood diamond, so don’t worry about that. It’s two carats with one small imperfection near the top left prong, but I’m learning imperfections don’t bother my selfless, strong, and loving friend, lover, and donor. You are everything to me. I love you with every cell I have, and I will always love you. Thank you. Thank you. Thank you for saving my life and my heart. Both are yours. Everything I have is yours.

      

      Kellan

      

      She pounces on me and I feel her arms lock down around me. “Kellan!” Her fist hits my shoulder. “That’s the worst proposal ever!” I open my eyes in time to see her thrust the ring at me. “What finger do you want to put it on, you lunatic?”

      She holds her hand out, all the fingers shaking.

      I blink as my heart pounds. I look into her eyes, so she can see the feeling in mine. Because I mean it when I tell her, “Any finger.”

      She throws her arms around me, squealing as she bounces. “Please make me the crazy woman who waited in the hospital every day for almost a month for her husband.”

      I smile down at her and blink fast as I take her left hand. My eyes meet hers again. “Any finger is okay,” I rasp. “Would be an honor.”

      She lets out a sweet sob. “Kellan!”

      I squeeze my eyes shut, then look into her face and slide the ring on the only finger she’s got held out.

      “Will you marry me?” My voice trembles.

      She’s already crying. “Yes! Oh, yes! I missed you so much…Kellan, I was going crazy. This is crazy…I know, but I don’t care. I don’t care…”

      “No more going crazy.” I scoop her up into my arms.

      I carry her to the bedroom and make love to her as we look down over New York.

      After that, we lie beside each other, face to face. Our hands roam each other. Cleo grins at her new ring.

      “I’m hungry,” she murmurs.

      I stroke her neck. “You need to eat. What do you want? I’ll go get you something.”

      “That’s a risk. No germ risks. Let’s order delivery.”

      I smile. “They don’t deliver here. Restaurants stop at the fifteenth floor. Chinese? There’s a place on the sixth floor. Manning liked it when he came.”

      “Mmmm. Chinese.”

      I kiss her hair. “I’ll go.” Her mouth opens. I kiss it shut. “No worrying. I have my own mask and gloves.” I kiss her hair again. She smells so fucking good, I can’t help it. “You want a bath while I’m gone? Get in there and relax?”

      She shuts her eyes and pulls me to her. “Kellan—I love you. Thank you for the ring. I realized when I couldn’t see you that I need you. To live life. And yes, I’d love a bath.”

      “I’d love to give you a bath. And help you live life. If you want that.”

      “I want that.” She kisses me, and I go with it. I believe her. Cleo loves me. She wants me, and I want her.

      I carry her into the bathroom and grin at the dance she does when she sees how huge the tub is here.

      “I’m filling it up to my nose,” she tells me.

      I take her left hand. Kiss the ring. She sinks into the steaming water.

      “I won’t be long,” I tell her. I slip into a CC t-shirt and then into my jeans.

      “Mmm, mmm, those jeans are tight in all the right places. I might have to get out of this water and come check that out.”

      I wink. “I put a text order in for the food, so let me go get it and then…” I stretch my arms out. “All yours.”

      She sighs. “Always?”

      “Always.”

      I leave Cleo beaming in the tub, moving her hand around so she can see the light glint on her ring.
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      I ride the elevator nearest to my flat—the one that gets the least traffic. With new gloves on my hands, I press the “6” button and lean my shoulder against the mirrored wall.

      I can’t help the little smile I give myself in the mirror. For just a second, I swear I see dimples.

      Thank you, Ly.

      I stand stone still, feeling…warm. Just really fucking warm and…glad. That things turned out this way. I inhale deeply. Fuck, I’m lucky. I love her so much. It was crazy, giving her that ring. I did it recklessly—because I love her. I can’t believe she said “yes.”

      I step out of the elevator on the sixth floor still grinning like a fool and get a kick out of going into the restaurant. As always, people give me looks, but I don’t give a shit. I’ve got my fucking woman in the bath tub with a diamond on her finger.

      God, it’s good. I close my eyes and fire a prayer off to somewhere. Thank you.

      I get Cleo’s little brown bag and hand my card to the woman at the counter. She hands me my receipt, which echoes my thoughts: THANK YOU. I walk to the elevator slowly, taking careful breaths because sometimes my lungs try to close up a little.

      Right now, my chest feels tight. Excitement, I guess.

      I press the “up” arrow and tap my foot as I hold the warm bag against my thigh. I can’t fucking wait to get back up there to her.

      I laugh. Did that really happen?

      Yeah. It fucking happened.

      I ball my hand into a fist and press it to my aching chest. I step into the elevator hearing birds caw…smelling salt water. I’ll buy her a cottage by the sea. I want kids out there, playing on the sand. I think of Cleo at an easel, smiling as she paints. The feeling of my mother knots my chest up. My eyes blur a little.

      I lean against the elevator wall and rub just under my throat. I grip the rail with my gloved hand.

      The elevator lifts me. The door opens, and I walk out.

      My chest feels…tight and heavy. Cleo. That’s my first thought. Needing her. My cheeks and chest flush. My shoulder aches. I blink down at the hardwood, stunned by the crushing pressure on my chest. I dropped Cleo’s food.

      Fuck.

      Can’t breathe. I grasp at the hall wall. Can’t see. I stagger toward my door.

      Cleo!

      My heart lights up like a fireball, spreading all through me.

      I can’t breathe without her.

      Guess I really can’t…
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      October 19, 2014

      Dear Cleo,

      The last six weeks have been the best ones of my life. Meeting you…knowing you—it’s the answer to the question “why,” which I have asked so many times.

      I flew from Emory to Memorial SK because of you. Just you. I never told you, because I didn’t want you to feel burdened or obligated. Do you remember in the ambulance that night, the way you rubbed my hand? You kissed my neck and pulled my hair, you did everything you could to keep me awake, just like the EMTs wanted. I remember only pieces of this—individual frames in a longer, blurry film—but in one of them, I can hear you telling them, “You have to fix him. I love him.”

      I knew you really thought they could fix me, because you never said those words to me. You probably figured I was semi-conscious and I would remember. I think maybe you didn’t want to burden or obligate me. You didn’t know you had already. Meeting “Sloth” in person changed me before I even spoke to you. It was a lie: I watched you just for business. I watched you, stalked you, because my heart was sore and tired, and looking at you made me warm down to my soul.

      So many times, you warmed me. What I wanted to say that night in the elevator was that when I got here in the ambulance, I had only one foot in. Despite the painkillers they had me on, I realized I was back at Memorial SK and I was fucking scared. I couldn’t breathe. They gave me oxygen. Some Ativan. I started saying I wanted to be discharged. Arethea found me and she later said I cried for you. She told me she would try to find you.

      I was so lost that night. You’ve been here now, you know why. I told myself if you reached out to me in any way—a text, a call, even a card—that I would do another transplant. I wanted you so much. There were no odds. Just you.

      I don’t know how to tell you…when you came. You showed up in my room. I remember you wanted me to get in bed with you. Cleo… you killed all my pain in just that moment. Every time I got scared that you would go, you showed me you were made of iron.

      That’s how I knew, when Willard told me about the CMV, that if it gets bad, I will have to shelter you myself. If you’re reading this, that’s probably what happened. They say this shit is hard to beat. I hope you never see this letter. I’ll try hard, I fucking swear.

      But I want to know— that if I have no choice— if I send you away so you don’t have to watch me die and walk out of the ICU alone— I want to know you have no doubts about my feelings.

      I want to marry you. Do everything with you. Travel the world. Have children. Watch them grow. If I can, I will. I swear. (Unless you don’t want that).

      But if it doesn’t go that way…

      I wanted to leave instructions for you— wishes for the one I love.

      Okay, Sloth. Here I go…

      Don’t guard your heart. I understand you’ll want to. Keep it open. You’re so strong. By far the strongest person I’ve ever known. Don’t isolate yourself.

      Actively seek love. Anyone could love you, Cleo baby. Go on lots of dates. Blind dates. Match.com dates. Please find someone to hold you while I’m gone. Nothing in this universe would please me more.

      Have lots of children. (I know you want to). Millions of years of evolution compel me to offer you my banked sperm, but consider having children with someone you love, who’s also living. If I have angel vision, I would love to see your pizza-loving Cleo spawn.

      Please don’t think of me too often. I know it will be hard at first, after what we’ve been through, so don’t rush things. Sometimes the pain will take you to your knees. I know that, baby. I’ve felt it, and I wish to hell you didn’t have to. It never goes away, you know that already, but I know you can learn to live with it.

      Have fun. Do what you love. I’m leaving you some money, baby. When they bring the check to you, take it without a fuss. For me. I still want to take care of you. It’s important to me. You deserve the best.

      Please don’t regret a thing about the time we shared. Everything you did was good enough. Your marrow is a lovely thing. Do you know how much it pleases me to know we share your DNA? I’m going to leave this world perfect.

      Don’t worry with my resting place. I won’t be there. Once a year, baby. That’s all you need to do.

      I want you to travel. See the world for me. Leave your angel DNA on every continent. Find someone to love, who loves you back, and take him (or her) with you. Share a cot in a hostel. Go to the beach a hundred times a year. Dancing in the rain is fucking cold and, in my opinion, unpleasant, but enjoy other spontaneous things, like extra nights on vacation, and a good fuck. Yeah—that’s right. Don’t forget to use that pretty pussy.

      Also, keep painting. There’s a grant waiting for you at my mother’s foundation.

      Don’t hold onto bitterness and anger. I know it’s easier said than done, but I want you to remember what, to me, is the most important fact of my life: I died knowing that you loved me.

      Maybe I wasn’t here for very long, but while I was, you gave me the greatest gift you could—your heart.

      I don’t know why I was here, or exactly how I got here, or even where I’m going, but I know the point of it was loving you. There is no doubt in my mind, Cleo. We love each other. I think that’s the point, baby. I think that’s why. We didn’t need a lot of time. We took what we had.

      Please keep Truman close to you. Don’t walk down dark roads at night, baby, take a self-defense class. Be careful who you trust, or sensible. Cherish what I value most, okay?

      When you meet your next love, kiss them as soon as you know. Put the poor bastard out of the misery of guessing.

      Make sure he treats you like an angel. You are, and always will be, mine.

      

      Your Kellan.

      

      The bedroom door pops open before I have a chance to swallow back my wrenching sobs. I see Olive’s small, blonde head, then Mary Claire’s stunned face.

      She scoops Olive up, stroking her hair. She reaches around Ol and, with her brows drawn tightly, MC signs, “Are you okay?” Her eyes widen, to emphasize surprise. “Do you need anything?”

      I shake my head. “Go away,” I sign back. My daughter’s green eyes meet mine, and I give her an unsteady smile. “It’s okay Ollie, Mommy’s sad, but I’ll feel better soon,” I fudge. “Go play with Aunt MC.”

      My four-year-old nods knowingly. “I love you Mommy.”

      I feel a flash of mom guilt as MC carries Olive off, but it’s lost quickly in the typhoon of grief roaring through my soul. I drop my head down to my pillow and give in to hysterics.

      Outside my window, waves crawl up a long, deserted shore. The sky looms low over the sea. A bird caws, frantic—like I feel.

      I hold my pounding head and squeeze my pillow close. I miss him. I miss Kellan so much. I picture his face and sob so long and hard my stomach starts to churn. I drag myself into the shower and sob as I wash. I pull a swimsuit on, then flop down on my king-sized bed. I need to get out of the house. Instead I grab the nearest framed snapshot off my nightstand and grip it to my chest, as if that can ease my pain.

      I hear my daughter’s gleeful scream echo down the hall. Poor Helen’s sharp meow as Olive dashes after her. The sound of crashing waves floats in through the half-cracked balcony door. It’s a perfect summer afternoon. I have to stop. No use in grieving all this now.

      And yet, the more I tell myself to stop crying, the less I can. I curl over on my side, weeping helplessly…for how long?

      I cry for both of us. For Kellan, mainly—all he went through, my poor K.—but for myself too. For all the pieces of my heart that cracked and fell away. The ones I never found again, and never will.

      I used to think the pain of this would pass, but now I know it’s a lie, what they say: that time heals all wounds. It doesn’t. Time fades the scars a little, but like physical scars, soft spots on our hearts don’t really mend. If you press hard enough on them, they ache. They even break wide open sometimes.

      Like today. August 7. It’s no wonder I’m a mess.

      The door creaks, and I tense. I drag a deep breath into my lungs and brace myself for Helen’s lithe body, or Olive’s wide, green eyes.

      Instead, I hear my husband’s long, strong strides over the hardwood. I cover my puffy face with my arms and wait to feel his hands on me.

      I feel him over me. Then his hands are on my back.

      “Cleo?”

      He clasps my shoulders, firm and gentle, then seems to decide against rolling me over onto my back, and takes my face between his hands instead.

      His fingers brush the hair out of my eyes. He sees my blotchy face and murmurs, “Fuck.”

      I peek up at him. His blue eyes are wide and startled. His perfect face is twisted in alarm. “Did something happen? Lyon?” He bends down over me, kissing my cheek. “Don’t leave me guessing, baby…”

      “Not Lyon.” I shake my head and wrap my arms around his shoulders. As I pull him down on me, he sees the letter. He hovers over me for a long moment, eyes locked on the yellow pages. Then he sinks down to the bed, pulls me to his chest, and tucks my head against his strong pec as he reaches for it. I can hear the papers crinkle as he holds them out in front of him.

      “Cleo…why? After so long…” He sets the papers down and leans away from me, forcing me to lift my head off his chest so he can see my face. “Why right now, when things are so good, baby?”

      My eyes fill with tears and tenderness gentles his face. He brushes his lips over mine, presses his cheek to mine. His skin is hot. He smells so good. Like…marijuana. And spices. Like Totally Baked, the marijuana bakery we started several years ago.

      I inhale a long, slow, soothing breath. “I don’t know,” I murmur. Or rather, can’t explain what made me open Kellan’s goodbye letter this year, on this particular day.

      I sink my hand into my husband’s soft, gold hair. I can’t help smiling at him. “You’re home early. How did that happen?”

      “Magic.” He gives me a gentle smile. “I got something you might like.” His eyes gleam. “From our old stomping grounds.”

      He reaches behind him, fingers delving into the back pocket of his jeans. He holds up a tiny swatch of pale grey fabric.

      “Ohhh. A Chattahoochee College onesie.” I take it from him, rubbing my thumb over the soft cotton.

      “Got a shirt for Olive Arethea, too. I gave it to her.” He grins. “She said, ‘It’s just like Mommy’s!’”

      I smooth the onesie over my pregnant belly.

      “Looks good on you,” he says softly. He reaches for my face, stroking his thumb over my jaw. Tears fill my eyes again. He wraps an arm around me and I turn to face him…my gravity. He smiles and draws me closer, sheltering my body with his larger one. His mouth brushes my eyes and nose and finally….so carefully…my mouth.

      “You gotta tell me,” he whispers. “What’s with your timing, wife o’ mine? Two days I’m down in Georgia with the franchise, you take a walk down memory lane?” He smooths my hair back off my forehead. “Lucky I got business taken care of fast and raced home to my woman, mmm?”

      I wipe my eyes. “Not lucky! Unlucky. No more leaving till the baby’s born. I mean it.”

      Kellan chuckles. “You would think I leave you all the time.”

      “You do.” I wrap my arms around his broad, strong shoulders. My nipples harden as my breasts brush his chest. “That makes twice this pregnancy. No more. Please…say you won’t.”

      His lips tug into a crooked smile. “I won’t. On one condition.” He reaches for the letter, and I watch him fold it. He smirks as his eyes flick up to mine. “You’ve gotta talk to me.”

      He slips the folded letter into his back pocket. Then his fingers tuck a strand of hair behind my ear. “You trying to feel sad? Get your pregnant woman emo thing on?” He’s teasing, trying to make light of such an awful, painful subject. But the weight inside me can’t be lightened.

      I shut my eyes and rub my lips together. Tears drip from my eyes. “I want to be reminded of unhappy times. Because we’re happy. That’s why.” I wipe at my eyes as my voice cracks. “We were them too, remember. You wrote that to me, Kell. Can you imagine? If I really had to read that?” Tears stream down my cheeks.

      He strokes my hair over my shoulders. “No. I can’t imagine. Never have and never will. We haven’t had to.” His blue eyes are deep as oceans. His big hand cradles my belly. “We are all four healthy. Here. Together. I’d say we’re pretty fucking happy, no?”

      I wipe my eyes. “We are.”

      “We earned it, yes? We waited for it. For a long time.”

      I nod, dabbing at my cheeks. After our engagement, we waited almost two years to get married. Kellan wanted to feel healthy, and that took some time. The day he passed out in the hall, I found him when the paramedics showed up, bustling and bumping the walls. They told me they thought he’d had a heart attack, and I was wailing when he started reaching for my hand.

      The chemo did damage his heart. But it repaired itself.

      Even now, with six years of remission under his belt, we still have our moments. But they’re so many fewer. We forget for weeks and even months sometimes. Despite some aches and pains, expected side-effects from all his treatments, he’s healthy and cancer-free. I know we’re fortunate. I watch him smile again.

      “Do you know what day it is?” he asks.

      “Of course.” I reach for his hand.

      “Our anniversary.” He kisses my knuckles. “I brought THC fudge from the café. In the fridge. But I really want to celebrate alone.” His eyes darken. “What say you?”

      He’s already up, getting my soft, white cover up from the armchair and my favorite flip-fops from their spot beside the balcony door. I watch him move around our bedroom, gathering a blanket, a bottle of water, both pairs of sunglasses…even my favorite hair band.

      He takes my hands and pulls me up from my beached whale position, smirking a little as I shift my hips to accommodate my belly. “Turn around. I’ll get your hair.”

      I turn my head and feel his fingers sift through my locks.

      I yawn. “Love it when you do that. Feels so good.”

      “That’s what I’m good at. Making you feel good.” He takes his time pulling his shirt over his head. Ensuring I’ll relish the way his hard chest looks in motion. Like always, I feel warm between my legs. Like always, it’s a struggle not to outright gawk at his bare body. I lick my lips as he kicks his shoes off, leans down to roll his pants up.

      I love the way his shoulders ripple as he moves. I love everything about him. By the time he’s got our beach bag slung over his arm, I’m smiling. He takes my hand and leads me out onto the porch…and down the sandy stairs, out toward a tiny wooden beach shack that is only ours.

      We walk together on the hot sand, slowly first, and then with long, hungry strides. Kellan picks me up and twirls me, and the skirt around my bathing suit flips up.

      I can’t stop laughing. Then we reach the beach shack and I feel my pulse pound. He unlocks the door and I nip at his back.

      He turns and sinks his teeth my neck. He pushes the door open, revealing just one room.

      “Get in there…” He shoves me in front of him…but he can’t keep his hands off me for long enough to let me “get.” He scoops me up and lays me on the mattress. Parts my legs and crawls between them.

      “For a woman who lives on the beach, I don’t think you’re wet enough, my dear…” He grins and slides a finger into me. He leans down, holding my gaze, and strokes my sweet spot with his tongue. “My wife…”

      I grip his shoulders. “Husband.”

      “Always…”

      

      
        
        THE END
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      “Lucas is busy forking his new girlfriend, but if you’re feeling vengeful, I can pop in my dentures.”

      Those were the words I heard as three things were happening at once.

      One, I was just dumped.

      The message was being delivered from Newt, my boyfriend’s—no, my very, very recent ex-boyfriend’s—grandfather, while I was standing on his doorstep.

      Two, my phone started ringing.

      I glanced at it, half hoping it was Luc-ass, but it wasn’t.

      I gulped because the person calling was a blast from my past, like my way early past before Lucas, before the guy I was using Lucas to get over, before even him. That far back, and while the person calling me was a guy, he wasn’t a romantic guy. At all. It was more the group of people he represented, a group that I left in my dust years ago.

      So, hence the gulp, because none of them had called for at least six years. Give or take.

      While both those events were hitting me at once, the third was what shirt Newt was wearing—my Reese Forster shirt.

      I pointed at him. “You stole my shirt!” And because I was getting flooded with everything happening, the question blurted out of me. “If an owl could talk, what accent would it have?”

      My neck was getting hot, furiously hot.

      Newt was the one in front of me, so I was dealing with him first.

      Who did he think he was?

      A thief, that’s what.

      I loved that shirt. I lived in it. Slept in it. Drooled even. I did so many things in that shirt. And there was no way he could claim it wasn’t because the collar was ripped. I put it there, one time in frustration when I watched Forster get the ball stolen from him during the West Conference Finals.

      Reese Forster was the Seattle Thunder’s star point guard. They had other star players too. In fact, their team was stacked this year, but it was Reese.

      It was my shirt of him.

      I got it the first year he was drafted, when he was nineteen, and while my obsession with basketball had waned over the years, my obsession with him had not.

      I kept up on his stats. He was lined up to have one of his greatest years this next season.

      Goddamn. I’d have to get a new shirt. Maybe a jersey even?

      “Is that a no on the revenge sex?” Newt countered.

      “I hope your dentures get glued to the bottom of someone’s saggy ass and you have to go to the emergency room to get them removed. You old fuck!”

      I stormed off after that, but my phone kept ringing.

      Shit.

      Looking down, seeing a name I never thought I’d talk to again, I faltered in my storming away. I couldn’t lie, even to myself because I wasn’t sure how to proceed.

      Too many things were all converging at once.

      But Luc-ass.

      Was I devastated? No.

      Was I annoyed? Yes.

      Lucas and I bonded over our love of Reese Forster and he’d been the first guy I could tolerate in over a year so I was using him. The whole mantra of getting under someone else to get over someone—well, I’d been trying to test that theory out with him.

      It hadn’t worked.

      So no, I wasn’t crushed about Luc-asshole’s cheating. I mean, it made sense. In a way. I could never bring myself to practice human corkscrewing, as he’d put it. He’d tried selling me on role-playing opening a bottle of wine.

      I’d be the wine bottle, and…

      Ring!

      Okay. It kept ringing.

      In the past, the very distant past, if they tried calling, it was only once.

      They’d call. I wouldn’t answer. They’d leave a voicemail, which I usually deleted. There’d been a few I had kept saved in my mailbox and depending on how much I wanted to suffer, I might listen to them over a box of wine and Cheetos.

      This was different.

      He called. He called again.

      He kept calling.

      Oh boy.

      Taking a breath for courage, my thumb lingered over the accept button. I mean, why not? The day had already gone to shit. Might as well add another to the pile.

      But if I was going to answer it, I was going to do it my way.

      “If you had to pick an alcoholic drink to be the title of your autobiography, what would it be and why?” Pause. A breath. Then, “Heya, Trent.”
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      Eight hours later, we were drinking.

      Yeah. I was surprised myself.

      At noon I was being dumped via a saggy pervy grandpa, then I answered my phone, and bam. We were here. I mean, that’s not exactly how it worked. There was an awkward call.

      Trent just landed in the city, and his usual person he called to stay with wasn’t in. He explained it was me or a hotel. His gut had a word with him, and he chanced it, figuring he had nothing to lose.

      Why I answered, I don’t know. I didn’t know then. I didn’t know now. Maybe I’d look back later and know the answer, but when he asked if he could stay at my place for a night, I heard myself giving him my address.

      Then there was a whole disjointed meeting.

      I blurted out that I was dumped, I cursed Newt to him, and then told him about the real travesty of the day: my Reese Forster shirt had been stolen.

      Trent was quiet at first, standing there as I told him all of that, but both of us knowing the big elephant in the room was my disappearing act from our group of friends, or really: the why I faded from the group.

      He knew the reason. I knew the reason. Even Lucas knew the reason. None of us were talking about it.

      “Charlie, uh,” he coughed. “The grandpa. The boyfriend.” He frowned, shaking his head. “This is a new boyfriend, right? I don’t recognize that name.”

      “Oh, yeah.” My throat burned.

      Somewhere an elephant was doing whatever sound they do, raising their trunk up, spraying water everywhere.

      A bad taste rose up in my throat, and I clamped a hand on my stomach. “Oh no.”

      I knew more were coming. They were never pretty.

      “Do camels’ backs actually break?”

      The words rushed out of me. I couldn’t stop them. I was biting my tongue, suppressing the rest.

      I wanted to ask if he ever wondered if mimes enjoyed making sexual gestures more than the others?

      What was the name of his imaginary pet chicken?

      Did he actually have an imaginary pet chicken because everyone should have an imaginary pet chicken. Pros and cons, please.

      Trent was eyeing me sideways. “You still do those, huh?”

      I nodded. When things got too much for me, weird and random things came out of my mouth.

      “So.” Another big sigh from him. He folded his head down, his hands in his pockets and he asked, “Wanna go get drunk?”

      “If Jesus were alive, you think he’d be good at Jerkin dance?”

      He just shook his head.
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        * * *

      

      He yelled in my ear as we were dancing, “You should come with me.”

      We were at the bar two blocks from my apartment.

      For whatever reason, Trent decided to give me a break and not push for explanations and apologies that he deserved. Instead, he’d been on this new persuasion of getting me to go with him when he’d go back to our stomping grounds in the morning.

      The music was now blaring, and I’d already sweated out two of the tequila shots, so I’d moved on to a Long Island Iced Tea. Which wasn’t much better alcohol-wise because dammmn they were tasty. And when I say dancing, I really mean we were bobbing up and down like apples floating in a barrel for a bad Halloween game—with random arm flailing.

      I liked to pretend it was the surprise grouse attack. You’re walking, walking, things are great, calm, the world is beautiful, and whoosh—a grouse shoots up from the ground and you just peed your pants. It was that kind of arm flailing. Trent had it down perfectly. He was convinced he should be in a dance crew.

      “What?” I stuck a finger in my ear, yelling back, but I was lying. Again.

      I was a bad friend because I knew what he was asking me to do.

      Echo Island Camp.

      The name is deceptive. It wasn’t a total island, smack in the middle of the largest lake in Minnesota—well, the largest inland lake. Not Lake Superior. But it was scary big.

      Despite all this, I did have a soft spot for Echo Island Camp.

      It was a sanctuary place, kinda, for me. I went there as a kid, graduated to junior counselor in training during high school, then joined their summer staff full time after that. My family didn’t live far, so it’d been a second home to me. Kitchen. A brief stint on the maintenance crew. A counselor. I did it all.

      That group of friends I ran from, they continued to get together every year—without me.

      And Trent was asking me to go back. He was hired for a speaking event there tomorrow night.

      The tequila had made all my thoughts and feelings fuzzy.

      Is there such a thing as a tequila meltdown? Because I was nearing it.

      I tapped his shoulder, and as he leaned down, I yelled into his ear, “Pee.”

      He nodded, flashing me a smile. I started moving toward the bathroom, and when I glanced back, Trent was already angling toward a hot blonde back on the dance floor. Judging by the smile on her face, I knew he wouldn’t miss me any time soon.

      Knowing that, I slipped out to the sitting area. A few tables were full, but I grabbed one toward the edge. Though we were outdoors, there were plenty of televisions and games like foosball and air hockey. There were a couple pool tables too, but they were at the other end. They tended to be surrounded by serious players, i.e., douchebags trying to look all tough and manly. Newt had probably been one of them in his younger days.

      At the thought of him, I started growling. To myself. Because I was demented now. But he’d stolen my Reese Forster shirt. That pretty face didn’t belong over Newt’s saggy chest and balls. He deserved to be resting over me, keeping me warm—I had to stop myself. I noticed I’d started to caress my drink like it was Reese Forster.

      And sitting alone at a table, that wasn’t a good look.

      “…...Forster’s brother is going to damage his season? What do you think, Kat?”

      I snapped around, hearing the sportscaster’s voice.

      A few other guys were standing in front of the TV, one pointing a remote control and upping the volume level.

      I went over, standing behind them to hear Kat’s response. “We all have to remember that this scandal isn’t Reese Forster’s scandal. It’s his brother’s. It’s getting coverage because of his relation to Reese, and I hope it doesn’t affect his season this year, but who knows? It very well could.”

      On the screen, one of the other men at the desk leaned forward, his suit wrinkling. “You have to feel for the guy. Reese Forster is known to be private. He’s intense on the court. He’s a leader for that team, and now his name is being connected to what his brother—”

      “—what his estranged brother—” Kat interrupted.

      He motioned toward her, nodding. “Yeah. What his estranged brother has done.”

      The first guy that spoke leaned back in his chair, frowning. “I do believe it’s Forster that’s estranged from his family. Not the other way around. That’s the one thing we know about his personal life—an ex let that slip.”

      Kat barked out a laugh. “Oops. What an ex-girlfriend, huh?”

      The first guy smirked. “Probably why she’s the ex now.”

      Kat nodded. “And getting back to the estranged part, it should be the other way around, shouldn’t it? I mean, when you have a brother sexually assaulting women—”

      “Allegedly.” The first guy pointed his pen at her, grinning out of the side of his mouth. “We have to use that term, remember?”

      The second guy snorted, picking up his papers and organizing them. “Yes. We must use ‘allegedly’ or our own lawyers will be hitting the red light for us.”

      All three of them looked up, past the camera, and laughed.

      “And there you have it.” Kat leaned forward, the camera zooming in on her. “Our lawyer just spoke. We’ll be right back to talk about where the Seattle Thunder are allegedly going for their preseason training camp.”

      The second guy laughed. “We’ll allegedly hear from our sponsors right now.”

      They started laughing again as the screen switched to a sports drink commercial. If I drank the purple drink, and if I was wearing an almost see-through bathing suit, climbing out of a pool, then I’d be so sexy that I’d have to bat the boys away.

      More like I’d scare the boys away.

      I snorted to myself, and the guy with the remote control looked back, along with a couple of his friends.

      I’d forgotten I was at a bar, and that I’d had four shots of tequila before coming here. Interest sparked in a couple of them. As their gazes roamed over me, I also remembered I hadn’t cared what I wore. I wasn’t dressed skimpy, but I hadn’t changed since I left Newt’s house, and I’d been dressed for Lucas. He always gave me crap about not being sexy for him, so I’d put on a black, high-collar halter tank top. It was cashmere, and I’d paired it with a silver skirt that had a slit up the side.

      “Uh. Hey guys.” I waved, still backing away. “How about Forster’s brother, huh? What do you think his favorite strain of weed is?”

      The closest to me leaned forward, leering. “You like basketball?” His breath reeked of cigarettes, chew, and alcohol. I was a fan of only one of those things.

      “Charlie!”

      I sagged in relief, hearing Trent shout my name.

      I pointed over my shoulder. “Gotta go. Catch you on the rebound.”

      I’d taken three steps before I realized how that sounded. My cheesy basketball humor only made me seem desperate. Damage done. I headed toward the tables in time to see Trent going back inside. I waved, and he saw me, his eyebrows rising.

      He held his arms out, weaving around to me. “Where’d you disappear to?”

      I gave him a knowing look. “Like you weren’t having fun in there with Miss Boobs-a-Lot.”

      He lowered his arms, but I caught the stupid grin on his face. And the way his cheeks got the slightest bit of pink in them.

      He took the seat across from me at the table and raked his hands through his hair. “Her name is Claudia, and she was actually really nice.”

      “Nice, like you want to head home with her tonight nice?”

      “Har. Har.” He shot me a look, but I saw the interest in his eyes. He was Boobs-a-Lot smitten. I started to wave my finger in the air, the Trent and Boobs-a-Lot Sitting in a Tree song on the tip of my tongue, when he snatched my finger and shoved it back down on the table.

      He glowered. “Don’t start. You’re about to break out in a full rendition with clapping and hand motions, and before we know it, I’ll be taking you to the hospital because you broke your nose trying to breakdance on the floor.”

      My nose began smarting just at the mention, and I cringed. “Okay. One, I was a breakdancer at one point in my life.”

      “Never. Never. You had two breakdancers in your cabin that summer, but you weren’t a breakdancer. Knowing two lock-and-pop moves doesn’t make you one of them, and those were with your wrists.”

      I ignored him. “And two, that softball came out of nowhere. Literally. We didn’t know there was a game being played on the other side of that building. I thought I was in the clear to show you all my skills.” I smoothed out my shoulders, pretending to brush off some dirt.

      He rolled his eyes. “Same Charlie. Funny and deluded.”

      Okay. Ouch. “Rule number one of hanging out with Charlie: you can’t tell me I’m deluded until I say it first.” I smacked my hand on the table. “Take that, Motivational Marathoner.”

      He shook his head. “You did—three times on the walk here. And don’t think I don’t know what you were doing. You were trying to distract me from talking about camp.” He was trying to keep a straight face. Trying…and he was failing. He laughed, shaking his head. “Man, I’ve missed you.”

      There went that moment.

      Eight years. It was a long fucking time to stay away, and I was sore from all the cringing on the inside. Including right at this moment.

      He hadn’t pushed me to talk about him or why I faded from everyone. While I knew I was being a coward, I’d been grateful.

      It was time. Long past time, because I was glad that I answered his call and I was glad he’d gone dancing with me tonight. But I was really glad that I just saw him again.

      I’d forgotten how much I missed everyone.

      I looked down at the table, the words burning in my throat, but I had to say them. Or say something, at least. I wasn’t a total jerk.

      “I know I went MIA—”

      “Hey.” His voice was gentle, and he laid a hand on mine. “I know enough to realize you were going through something bad. You don’t have to apologize to me or explain anything.”

      That made the burning worse.

      “Trent…”

      I tried again. I had to. He was a good friend to try after eight years of me ghosting, and since he’d showed up, it’d been drama overload. I never used to be a shitty friend.

      I didn’t think so, anyway. But that might’ve been something else I was deluded about.

      “You gotta know it wasn’t just the camp group,” I said. “It was everyone. I ghosted on everyone in my life. My family too.”

      “I know.”

      The music blared as someone opened the door. BOOM, BOOM, BOOM!

      He waited until the door closed again, until it was just Boom, boom, boom, and then he leaned forward, his forehead almost touching mine across the table.

      “I knew you were going through it. We all did, and some of that’s on us too. You know, when you and…”

      Damian.

      It was time his name was said.

      He hesitated to say his name. Hell, even I did at this point.

      He cocked his head to the side. “When you began dating Damian, I’ll admit that some of us didn’t handle it the right way. I know I got pissed—not because you were with someone, but because I couldn’t call you at three in the morning to talk about whatever girl I had in my bathroom and figure out how to get her out of my apartment. At some point, you were no longer our Charlie, but his Charlie.”

      I picked at the table. Some dickhead had scratched penis into the wood, and damned if I wasn’t going to turn that i into an upside-down actual penis. Just needed to add some girth and another ball. Or I was stalling. Again.

      I glanced up, meeting Trent’s knowing gaze. Why’d he always look at me that way? Like he was an all-knowing wise owl.

      I raised a shoulder, feeling guilt bloom in my chest. “You should’ve been able to do that, except Damian should’ve joined the conversation.”

      God.

      One year ago. That’s how long ago I’d left that relationship, and I’d been such a mess that it took eleven months to realize I needed something drastic to get me back in the land of the living—and social media.

      Hence my Lucas mistake. We met at my gym, gushed over Reese Forster, and I’d given a reckless yes to his suggestion we grab a beer, which had ended with Newt. Good old Newt.

      I sighed. I was starting to miss the old grandpa.

      But not his thieving ways.

      Trent nodded. “Yeah. Maybe. Maybe I can’t talk, but I know all our other friends, and I never had the relationship with any of them where I could call at three in the morning to plot Operation Remove Forgotten-Name-Nice-Lady.” He bumped my arm with his fist and ducked his head to meet my gaze. “I’m kinda scared this is an aberration, so I mean it. You should come with me to camp. Keith—”

      Boo. Hiss. Thunderbolts.

      I hated Keith.

      Keith, the boss.

      “—said that whoever booked the island, they have it for almost three weeks. He asked me to come back a couple times for their stay. He’s only using old staff. He wants the ones he can trust, so whoever it is, they’re a big deal. You should come.”

      “And work there? Be your assistant? Get you coffee? A fan on command?”

      He rolled his eyes. “No. I mean, didn’t you say you were trying to write a book?”

      Oh, fuck. Either my social skills were seriously lacking or my tolerance to tequila was in the trenches.

      “I said that?” I felt my face getting hot. What else had I said?

      Trying to write a book hadn’t been my idea. It’d been my therapist’s, and yes, after eleven months, Lucas and the therapist had both been my attempts at getting a life again. And that was an exaggeration about writing a book. She might’ve said journal, but here’s me. I either overly commit or I don’t commit at all, and I walked out of that session hearing I needed to write a book.

      Yeah. I’d written nothing.

      “What?” Trent asked.

      “Huh?”

      He shook his head. “You zoned out on me.”

      “I told you I was going to write a book?”

      He nodded. “Were you not supposed to?”

      “No, but it’s embarrassing.”

      “Why’s that embarrassing? I think it’s a good idea. You can write about your life, about what you went through with Damian. It’s like an intensive therapeutic technique.”

      Holy shit. He’d been talking to my therapist. Or Newt.

      “My life sucks. It’d be the most depressing book ever.”

      He laughed. “You’d be surprised. But hey, getting back to my question—are you still working at that data place?”

      I used to work with data sets, but it was something I quit on behalf of my dignity. The owner had asked if I stole her laptop. I said no, and I quit. Okay. I might not have quit per se, but I still left without pointing out that it was her cheating husband who stole it. For his mistress. And I knew that because the mistress had come in the day before with the same laptop. He hadn’t even taken off the sticker that said Boss Bitch. Instead, the mistress had crossed it out and written Mine Now.

      I felt she’d fired me because I kept quiet. But the mistress herself was revenge enough. I went in the other day to grab my last paycheck—she wouldn’t even mail it to me. And I saw she’d hired the mistress for the desk clerk position.

      The two of us had a shared smirk moment.

      I felt like I was telling her, “Give Meredith hell.” And the mistress was telling me, “I already have been, with him. In bed.”

      She might not have been thinking that, but I had high hopes. She was probably more thinking, That’s the loser who got fired for what he stole for me. And she probably thought I was thinking, I’m scared of you, but please come clean so I can have my job back.

      See? Joke was on her. Ha.

      Either way, I’d decided to accept the assignment my therapist gave me: write about my life. I was embracing the idea. I did have a small nest egg in my savings account, and if there was any time to try something new, it was now.

      Right?

      Who was I kidding? I was scared shitless. I needed to get a new job and stat.

      “Who do you think would win: a cockatoo or an otter?” I asked. Followed shortly by, “hashtagImight’vebeenfired.”

      He didn’t respond, not right away. He just stared at me, and after I snuck a look at him, he rolled his eyes. Again.

      “I’m not even going to ask, but hello?” He nudged my shoulder over the table. “This is perfect timing. You’re coming. Decision is made.”

      It was like being in the last cell in a block, and one by one, I heard the doors shutting. I knew mine was coming, and I wanted to bolt, but I also knew I couldn’t. Long-term, it was better if I sat tight.

      Lucas had dumped me.

      I lost my job.

      I had a book to write.

      Get the feeling the universe is trying to tell you something?

      Trent was looking at me, so smug and somehow I knew I’d just committed to this too.

      Whether I was ready or not, Echo Island Camp, here I come.

      Again.
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      I felt like a thirteen-year-old, all awkward and scared, not like my twenty-seven years. Oh, who was I kidding? My life had been more together back then than it was now. Maybe Trent was right. It was fate that I was coming here.

      Trent had called ahead, making sure Keith had a position for me to fill. Trent had to leave after his speaking event tomorrow, but I’d be staying so we were going in separate cars the next day. My old boss had hired me for the whole three weeks whoever-it-was had booked the entire island.

      He said I’d have to sign a non-disclosure agreement, and I tried to keep from gagging. Keith always made a big deal about any campers. They mostly catered to wealthy campers, but even the 4-H campers got the celebrity treatment. At this point, the island could’ve been rented out for a makeup consultants convention and Keith only needed us to staff concessions or the gym courts.

      In my case, it was the gym courts.

      That’s what I learned when we arrived, four hours later and severely needing coffee. We’d taken off the morning after what I now called Tequila and Regrets Night. Trent had gotten up, the ambitious overachiever he was, and went for a run.

      “Just the gym courts?” I signed the NDA with a little flourish under my name.

      Keith started to take the paper away, and I couldn’t help myself.

      I added two dots over the i in Charlie.

      He paused.

      I was done.

      He started to take it again.

      Wait. I had to add a line under my name.

      He raised an eyebrow. “Are you done?”

      “Is your name Keith?” That was tame, even for me. I nodded.

      I didn’t like Keith. I never had.

      He’d been my boss every summer I came here, and each year, his belly got bigger and bigger, and so did his arrogance. He always had on a golf shirt with a mug that spelled out BOSS with the B being the handle (Maybe I was attracted to always being an employee for those types of bosses? The asshole kinds?), and he wore khaki shorts with white socks and white sneakers underneath. It was the same uniform every single day—with a bounce in his step as he strutted around the campgrounds that made me grit my teeth.

      And then there was his hair. There was a small amount of curl on top, a blondish brown color. Or maybe it was his laugh. He would always echo out a “HAR HAR HAR” laugh at the end of his jokes. Not anyone else’s. His.

      When Trent and I had arrived and walked into the office, I’d braced myself for some suggestive, snide comment. There was usually something sexual from him, at least with me. It was what he did, what he leered about, what he suggested with an appraising look, or a slightly dirty joke, but I’d been surprised.

      He hadn’t said a word, just shoved over the NDA, announced I would get paid a little less than the normal rate and I wasn’t special because I was older. Then he’d picked up the B-oss mug and taken a sip.

      When I finally let him take the NDA, he left his mug on the counter as he took the papers over to his desk. I eyed it. I was tempted to knock it on the floor, but this was my first day back. Probably not a good idea.

      “Is that okay, Charlie?”

      I’d been lost in Boss-mugland. “Huh?”

      He came over, a key in hand. “You’re in charge of the basketball courts, the outside and inside ones. I don’t know what they’ll need, but make sure they don’t take our equipment or damage anything. You’re there to watch everything, and help with whatever they need—towels or snacks or whatever. You’re in charge of that too.”

      I stared at him. Huh?

      Basketball courts…

      “It’s a basketball camp?”

      Trent smothered a laugh beside me.

      What had I just signed?

      But it was gone. Dickhead Boss had already taken it.

      “Yeah. It’s a basketball camp.”

      Both guys were watching me, silent, waiting for something. No doubt waiting for me to clue the hell in on what was going on.

      “Who’s coming?”

      I started going over my list of ideas as I asked. It could be anyone. The Coyotes? Fuck. That’d be a dream job. Sit back and watch them play all day? Reyson got traded a few years ago. Marley before that… I ran down the list of who I thought was still on the team. But what if it wasn’t them? It could be a private school. Or a special league. Or… The possibilities were endless.

      “Who is it?” I asked again.

      Keith smirked. “I’m not telling you. That’s what you get for not reading the form.”

      A surge of anger rushed through me. “How did you ever escape the #MeToo movement?”

      Okay. Maybe not so random right there.

      Keith ignored my question, his gaze on the front of my shirt. He smirked.

      Oh, you—I started to raise a fist in the air, but Trent checked me.

      He shoved my hand down, slamming his side to mine and hiding my fist behind us. His laugh was forced, as was his smile. “That sounds great, Keith. Thank you.” He cleared his throat, stretching his neck a little. “So, uh, where are we all staying?”

      Keith was glowering at where our hands would’ve been, but rather than comment, he just flicked his eyes back up. “You’re in the main lodge,” he told Trent. “You got room 222.” He turned to me, his eyes hardening. “You, missy, got the fish cabin.”

      The fish cabin?

      “Huh?”

      “Oh.” Another forced laugh from Trent as he shifted to face me, letting go of my fist. His hand came down on my shoulder, as if he was holding me back. “I told him you were writing a book, so he thought the fish cabin would be a good idea.”

      Keith’s lips were mashed together, his dimple showing (I hated his dimple). His shoulders shook with repressed laughter.

      The prick.

      The fish cabin had been given that name for a reason. That’s what it had been used for. Cleaning fish. They’d stopped using it for that purpose after a local game warden threatened to report the camp. He’d been half-joking, but the next week a camper threw up from the fumes, so Keith declared it abandoned.

      Until now, apparently.

      I’ve mentioned he’s a dickhead, right?

      Fine. Whatever. I gave him a closed-mouth smile, though it was painful as hell to my cheeks. “I’m sure I’ll love it.”

      He held up his hands. “I was just thinking about your writing. It’s the most private place on the island.”

      For a reason.

      He laughed. “Besides, it’s not that bad anymore. We’ve had it cleared out over the last few summers, so just spray some of that nice-smelling stuff you girls wear and it should be as good as new.”

      “I’ll make do.”

      The fish cabin was at the tip of the island, closest to where the bridge and road came on to the island. My cabin would be north of the main lodge in the center of the island, and to the west of the village that had the nicest cabins. That was Morningside. There was a patch of trees between the main lodge and the basketball courts to the south, so my walk would be a nice long one each morning.

      “What about the staff headquarters?” I asked.

      That was a building in Morningside that the staff used mostly during weekends. It was a bit more relaxed than the rest of the camp facilities, but I knew they had jazzed it up recently. I saw pictures of it on social media.

      “It’s not available. All the rooms are booked up.”

      The definition of asshole: exhibit A. Keith, such a bitch boss. He’d put me in the smelliest cabin, farthest from everyone I knew, and the closest cabins to me would be booked with campers—campers I still hadn’t identified. Lovely.

      “Where’s Helen?”

      At least she’d be a welcome change. In her early sixties, she was the main receptionist at camp. She didn’t live too far away from the island, so it was an easy drive back and forth. Plus, she hated Keith as much as I did. We’d bonded over it, and I missed her.

      A flash of guilt settled in my gut.

      She’d been another one I stopped coming back to visit, stopped checking in with. Crap. The last I knew, Helen’s husband had medical problems. He could be dead by now.

      Way to go, Charlie. Way to drop the ball on everyone.

      Keith’s nose wrinkled and he rested his hands on his stomach. “Helen won’t be here for the three weeks.”

      “What? Why?”

      Trent nudged my elbow, nodding toward the pile of NDAs on Keith’s desk. I got his implication. Helen sucked at keeping secrets—hence a very old friendship with her. My uncle had visited me from Missouri one time. He was going through the area and wanted to say hello. Keith made him sign an NDA.

      My uncle still talks about how we must have had the country’s president at our camp.

      He would’ve been sorely disappointed.

      It’d been a group of sixth grade boys for fishing week. In fact, I was certain that’s when the camper had retched from being in the fish cabin.

      “Because she had a family emergency.”

      I narrowed my eyes.

      Keith looked away, starting a drum solo on his stomach.

      He was lying, but I got it. And damn, I was really wondering who these people were that were coming.

      I sighed. “Just tell me if these people are going to be assholes.”

      I realized who I was asking and rotated to face Trent. “Am I going to want to kill these people?”

      He cocked his head to the side. His eyebrows went up, and he raised a hand to scratch behind his head. “Well…”

      Fuck. I was.

      “I mean, you don’t have the best record at liking people, so…” He faltered, his eyes locking on Keith’s. “Help me out here.”

      Keith deadpanned, “You hate people. You’ll hate them.”

      I hated him.

      And I wanted to ask if a hot air balloon could ever use cold air instead.

      I raked a hand through my hair. “Okay, then.” I punched Trent’s shoulder. “Help me move in?”

      “Uh.” I didn’t miss the way his eyes returned to Keith. “I need to go over my talk.”

      Right. Because he’d been asked to come here. I had been foisted on the camp. Got it. I swung around to Keith.

      “So where’s the rest?”

      I knew Owen and Hadley from our group had moved back from when I was still on the email chain. Even though I never replied, I’d been happy for them. Owen’s dream was to run this place. Though evidently he hadn’t gotten there yet.

      Trent flashed me a grin, ducking out into the hallway.

      It was just Keith and me. This was a scene in one of my nightmares, but Keith didn’t seem disturbed. He had sat down behind his desk and started going through some papers.

      “They’re around,” he said, distracted.

      I saluted him. “Way to be helpful.”

      I picked up one of my bags and started for the door. Apparently, I needed to de-fish a fishing cabin.

      I took two steps to the door and heard, “And Charlie?”

      My heart sank. I didn’t look back.

      “You’re looking real good. You’ve not let yourself go.”

      I looked now, glaring, and he smirked. He never gave a shit. Well, neither would I now, and I extended my hand, my middle finger very prominent as I waved it at him.

      “Fuck off, Keith. Fuck off.”

      I left, his smug laughter trailing behind me.

      “Always the joker, Charlie.”

      Owen was always the most responsible, kindest, and organized of our entire group. He probably would’ve earned a promotion a long time ago. Maybe I’d be proactive in helping him get that promotion.

      A lot proactive. Keith had to go.
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      The trail to the fishing cabin wasn’t very big, just wide enough for my car to fit. Barely. Tree branches scraped the side, but I had to prioritize: save my already-piece-of-crap car from maybe one or two scratches or save myself a broken back from carrying all of my stuff on foot.

      After further thought, I reprioritized and grabbed one of the golf carts the camp used. I was fairly certain I needed to sign a whole other form to be allowed to drive one of them, but that was Keith’s fault. That was my rationale. If he hadn’t been such a dick, I might’ve gone through the appropriate channels, which would’ve meant getting one of the maintenance guys to drive me. But I knew who that would’ve been, and that was another history hill I didn’t want to climb. Not yet, anyway.

      When I arrived, a station wagon was already there, the back end opened up, matching the windows and the two doors to the cabin, which were also propped open.

      And as I walked in through the side door, a voice blared from the bathroom, “Did someone let the dogs out?”

      Another voice chimed in, “Woof! Woof!”

      I found Owen dancing in the living room, a purple bandana on his head, tied at the base of his neck. He wore an old camp staff shirt. It was faded in patches and ripped at the sleeves. He threw his head back, his mouth forming to howl at the next words, and he jumped backward on one foot. Eyes closed, he stopped and did a full-body twirl, a purple feather duster in his hand.

      He wasn’t alone.

      Hadley came dancing in to join him from the bathroom.

      She’d been a petite thing back then, and she still was, but she didn’t dance like it.

      Baggy jeans rode low on her hips with the legs rolled at her ankles, ’80s-style. She had a shirt hanging off her, with the sleeves cut off and the ends rolled and stuffed under her sports bra straps. Both had gone with the purple theme today—even Hadley’s hair ties were purple at the end of her two French braids.

      Her eyes were closed, her hand in the air, her head down, and she was doing a running-man-inspired dance. Her feet were pumping as she inched toward her man, one bounce at a time. When she stopped feeling the hand in the air, she put both in front of her and started doing a jig, kicking her feet out to the side.

      This.

      These two people. This dancing. Knowing that when I made myself known to them, they wouldn’t be embarrassed. They might turn the music up and dance around me in circles.

      I had missed this too.

      The song changed, and a slow bass began—Eminem’s “Ass Like That.” As one person, they jumped toward each other. Hadley leapt high enough to turn all the way around, her ass doing its own dance.

      Owen crouched around her, pretending to frame her booty like he was a photographer giving his model instructions.

      Then he looked up, and his mouth dropped.

      Hadley continued popping it with the rhythm, then leaned back and pretended to slap someone’s ass in front of her. When she backed into Owen and realized he had stopped, she looked up.

      Her mouth dropped too.

      I waved. “If you’re having a dance-off, is there a way to cheat?”

      They paused. One second.

      “Charlie!” Hadley screeched.

      Owen offered his own awkward wave. “Hey, Charlie.”

      She launched herself at me. I hadn’t seen this woman in eight years, but that didn’t matter. She leap-frogged and stuck to me like a window suction animal—legs around my waist, arms around my shoulders, and she climbed up, settling into a better position.

      I reacted on instinct, grabbing her so she didn’t pull us both down.

      That’s how my hand landed on her ass, and she wiggled it, mewing into my neck. “Aw, she’s missed us too, D. And there’s no cheating in a dance-off.”

      “Whoa.” I hugged her tight. “Okay. Extrapolate.”

      She laughed, letting go and standing on her feet again.

      Owen moved up behind her, a protective hand coming to her shoulder as they perused me.

      These people.

      We were all in our late twenties. I knew these two had a kid, maybe two by now, but they looked like they were still in their teens. It was the camp air. Had to be the camp air, all fresh and no toxins. What kind of animals enjoyed breathing that stuff?

      “I’m hoping the D stands for Owen.” I wasn’t sure if I wanted to pose that as a question.

      Owen’s tanned cheeks flushed, so yep. Got my answer.

      “Okay. Hug time.” I pointed at D. “If you leap-frog at me, you’re going to hit air.”

      He laughed, came forward to hug me briefly before Hadley squeezed me tight again. She rocked me left and right. “I’ve missed you so much.”

      Owen motioned around the cabin, taking his bandana off his head. “We were trying to help clear it out for you.” Hadley stepped to his side, and his arm slid around her waist. They were two pieces of a puzzle coming together.

      “We heard what Keith did to you,” he added.

      Hadley grimaced. “What a jerk.”

      I grunted. “You’re telling me.” I studied Owen. “How do you do it? Work with him all these years?”

      He shifted, rolling his shoulder. I’d forgotten he did that. An old car accident had messed up his back. He shook his head. “It is what it is. It’s only been two years, though.”

      “Oh.” Crap. I’d forgotten that part too. They’d come here because her parents died. The Managing Director position opened at camp, and they wanted to leave her hometown.

      I wasn’t sure what to do now: ’fess up, apologize, or change the subject like an asshole.

      “Why isn’t it Dragons and Dungeons?”

      They frowned at me.

      I smiled and pretended to swing a bat. “Look at that.” I was committed here. I pretended to hit a ball, and I pointed, showing the high arch it would’ve taken, whistling in appreciation. “Home run with that subject change, huh? Am I right?”

      Owen laughed, but it was weak. He was humoring me.

      Hadley’s face tightened, and I saw hurt flare for a moment.

      Asshole: me.

      Genuine friend: her.

      “I’m sorry. I… Yeah. Eight years, huh?” A nervous laugh escaped me, and for whatever reason, they both seemed to soften.

      A sad smile lingered on Hadley’s face and her hands caught mine, squeezing. “It’s been too long, if you ask me.”

      Owen’s smile loosened up, and just like that, these two saints forgave me.

      “Trent said you’re writing a book while you’re here?”

      It was ten minutes later when Owen asked from the couch, after they’d both helped bring all my stuff inside.

      A quick recap: they’d offered. I said no. They ignored me and walked ahead of me to my car.

      Saints, I tell you.

      Despicable.

      “Uh, yeah. Sorta.” Holy crap, did I not want to talk about that project. “It’s more of an excuse to come back here for a bit. I’m manning the gym courts?”

      Hadley leaned back, pulling her feet up on the edge of the couch and hugging her knees to her chest. As she checked out, Owen checked in.

      Leaning forward, he grew serious. “Yeah. You’ve done it before, but it’ll be longer hours. That’s why Keith wanted one person just to handle the gym. You need to have it open every morning at five—”

      Cue my choking on an invisible ball.

      Five? In the morning? When I was at camp?

      Nuts. They were all nuts.

      I was back to hissing at Keith in my head.

      “—get whatever they need, but they’ll have their own trainers here too. Keith wants you to keep a daily list of all our equipment so nothing gets taken back to the cabins—”

      I nodded.

      When things left with the campers, even if they went to their cabin, the chances of getting them back were small. There was usually a Thursday night cabin raid every week. It was disguised as a camp-wide activity, but it was really to help us snoop and grab whatever had been taken from the facilities.

      “—Mary and Grant will help keep everything clean, but you know, help them out with that, and then you’ll close the courts at midnight too.”

      Midnight. Five am to midnight. I’d have no life. Or bathroom breaks.

      I groaned. “This isn’t legal. Keith’s not paying me enough for those hours.”

      Owen grinned, leaning back next to Hadley. He stuck his foot up, resting it on the coffee table. “You can close it during meals, and I’m sure the campers won’t always be there.”

      Speaking of, I still didn’t know who was coming. I opened my mouth to ask, but we heard a shout from outside.

      “Yo! Charlie.” The screen door pushed open and Trent came inside. “It doesn’t smell that ba—”

      He saw Owen and Hadley, and I braced myself for Hadley to leap-frog over me. She didn’t. She stayed put, just smiling at Trent as both she and Owen said their hellos.

      “Hey, guys.” Trent chuckled, crossing to sit in the last open chair in the small room. An old fishing net hung above him with three light bulbs in the middle like a chandelier. He looked up, saw it, and cursed. “I forgot how kooky this place was.”

      Hadley laughed. “There’s an old reel by the toilet. It holds the toilet paper now.”

      I smiled. Yeah, the place was odd and quirky, but there were good parts—the view outside the front door with the lake right there, the entire side wall covered in old hooks to hang things from. I saw a line of crystal lights strung through them, and I would bet money Keith had never done that before.

      Trent and Owen and Hadley caught up for the next thirty minutes, but after a while, everyone fell silent. It was as if they’d rehearsed it, because all three turned to me, waiting, silent.

      It was my turn.

      I felt the back of my neck heating up. I felt bad for not sharing, but I couldn’t do what they wanted. There were no words to describe what I’d gone through, so instead, I threw Newt under the bus.

      “Before this, I was informed I’d been dumped by my recent ex’s grandpa, then propositioned in the same sentence.”

      I waited.

      Owen frowned.

      Hadley blinked a few times.

      Trent merely smiled.

      “Uh—what?”

      I nodded at Owen, who spoke for Hadley. “He offered to pop in his teeth if I wanted some revenge sex. I turned him down.”

      Hadley’s mouth was now hanging open. For the booty shaker she was, I had blown her mind.

      Oh yeah. “And I was fired, so ta-da. You’re all caught up with me. When’s dinner? Is Betty working back there still?”

      “Wait.” Hadley’s eyebrows bunched together. She lowered her feet and leaned forward, resting her elbows on her knees. Scooting to the edge of the couch, she asked, “A recent ex? As in Dam—”

      “Oh.” I waved that off. “That’s old news. This was a new guy, but again, I think the grandpa part was the most traumatizing point of that story. And we’re here, so everything’s good now.”

      I wanted to run.

      It wasn’t the best way to end a conversation. It wasn’t even a polite way. In fact, it was probably rude and awkward, but in my state, it was the best I could do. So there I was, pretending I wasn’t there, and they were all staring at me, because…I was there.

      This wasn’t working.

      I cleared my throat. “About Betty…”

      “Oh. Uh.” Owen took the bait, always the respectful one. “No, actually she isn’t here either. She and Helen are off-island. Keith and Trent are handling the welcome reception tonight, but we’re in the kitchen for the weekend.”

      “Just you guys? How many people are coming for this three-week thing?”

      “Maybe around thirty?” Owen seemed to be asking Hadley.

      She shrugged.

      “I think that’s right,” Trent said. “Yeah. Plus their extra staff.”

      I did the math, which surprised even me. “So, what? That’s, like, forty people you have to feed? Forty-two, adding Mary and—”

      “Well, only half the staff is here, but yeah. We’re twelve total.”

      “You guys are taking care of all of them?”

      Hadley shrugged, getting comfortable on the couch again. “We’ll be fine. You fed two hundred people alone one time, remember?”

      Shit. I had. “We’re lucky I didn’t burn down the main lounge.”

      That had all of them laughing, remembering when the grill caught fire. Keith had moved me out of the kitchen after that. I’d gone back to the camping staff personnel team. I think everyone was relieved, particularly the firemen from town. The fire captain came out once after that for an event, and when he saw me in the kitchen, I swear he paled.

      I’d thought he was getting the flu and told everyone we were going to get sick. They’d stocked up on antibacterial soap and hand sanitizer and thought that’s what had stopped it from happening. Nope. It’d probably been that the fire captain was not contagious, just terrified of me.

      I shouldn’t have felt some pride about that, but I did.

      My power to instill fear was legendary. Except with Keith.

      Boo, hiss.

      “Wait!” I shot my hands out, remembering to ask. “Who are the campers for this thing?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 5

          

        

      

    

    
      They wouldn’t tell me.

      They laughed at me, so I kicked them out.

      Full disclosure: the real reason was because I wanted to take a nap. The day had already gotten long with the waking up after dancing and boozing, then the driving after dancing/boozing, and then the whole dealing with Keith. But seeing Owen and Hadley, sitting and talking a bit, had been nice. It was good.

      It felt normal.

      And I needed normal, especially after waking up from my nap.

      I’d been dreaming that Newt was chasing me, threatening to smack my ass with his dentures. Behind him, Trent was dancing with Owen and Hadley, and Keith was the DJ. I didn’t know if we were in a nightclub, but whatever it was, it was horrifying. I kept running from Newt, and Keith was always there. I couldn’t get away from either of them.

      I had chills when I crawled out of bed, until I saw the time.

      I had five minutes.

      There was a strict late rule when it came to meals at camp. If you weren’t there on time, you didn’t eat. That was it. This was for staff, not campers. Those guys could stroll in forty-five minutes late, and it’d be fine, but if staff was a minute late, no food for you.

      After cleaning up a little—traveling had a smell—I grabbed my sneakers and tore down the walking path with the most direct line to the main lodge. It connected to another path, so I had to veer to the right halfway there. As I did, I was already thinking of ways to make a straight path just for me. I doubted the board would allow it, so I was going rogue.

      Call me Camp Badass.

      My stomach growled, and I kicked up my speed.

      I burst through the front doors, expecting the cafeteria to be busy with activity.

      There was nothing. No one. Not a peep.

      I skidded to a halt.

      The good news: I could still eat and not have to sneak a plate somehow.

      The bad news: we were still eating, right?

      “Hello?”

      The office door was closed so I passed it, going into the cafeteria. On one side of the large room was the kitchen. Campers would line up, grab a tray, and go through the line. They’d grab their drinks, stop so the kitchen staff would hand out food, then move farther down the line for the rest of the meal.

      This three-week thing didn’t seem full, with only forty people to feed, so I wasn’t surprised to see only a few tables set up. The back half of the room had been left open for an indoor gym, the carpeting rolled back to reveal a hardwood basketball court. Sometimes a volleyball net was strung up, or a stage could be pulled out from the wall if there was a show going on during the meals.

      The gym area had its lights on, but the table area was dark.

      I saw lights on the other side of the kitchen, though the sliding wall was still pulled down. It was locked at night so no one could sneak into the kitchen, but it was lifted during the serving times. The fact it was still down said that they weren’t expecting anyone immediately; otherwise everything would be out and uncovered.

      It was like the camp gods had decided to answer me, because as I was about to call out again, the front doors opened behind me.

      I turned, almost expecting to hear church choirs singing.

      A lone guy wearing a business suit was there.

      That was it.

      He moved forward, a tired look on his face, a bag thrown over his shoulder, and two more guys in business suits came behind him.

      I was used to having wealthy campers. Echo catered to them, and the random celebrity had been known to rent out the whole place before, so I was used to seeing nice things. Nice clothes. Nice shoes. Nice bags.

      These three guys? They were the definition of nice.

      Their faces were manscaped. Clean. Their teeth were white. They had an air of authority and confidence—not arrogant, but strong. They were sure of themselves, so sure that I moved back a step.

      These guys were known, whoever they were.

      Custom-tailored suits. Italian shoes. Their bags, I didn’t recognize the brand, but wealthy people used them. There was a look to them. The first guy was normal height, but trim. The two behind him were giants.

      And then all the air was sucked out of the room. It started spinning.

      The first guy looked at the office door and at me. He pointed. “That’s where I go?”

      “Argucham,” came out of my mouth.

      I didn’t recognize the language myself. Maybe it was something foreign, or maybe it was a future alien language, because that’s how I played it off. I smiled, blinked, and nodded as I felt like I was about to make a crash landing on the floor.

      He frowned briefly, but went to the office. A soft tap and he opened it, stepping inside.

      The two other giants went with him. Neither spared me another look.

      Why would they? Because the reason I started speaking Alien was because I’d recognized one of those giants. He was a former NBA All-star, had been on the All-NBA team, on the All-Defensive Team, and had won six NBA championships.

      He. Was. A. Legend.

      And I couldn’t breathe.

      Do platypuses walk backward?

      I was hyperventilating.

      When you’re eighty, will you look back and wish you’d been a psychic?

      Winston Duty retired six years ago, but he was now the head coach for the Seattle Thunder.

      Oh.

      My.

      God.

      The Seattle Thunder.

      I was wheezing.

      How many records is too many to break for the Guinness Book of World Records?

      I bent over, my hands on my knees, but I couldn’t get any air out. I was panicking and pissing myself from excitement all at the same time. And I was about to pass out.

      “Charlie!” Hadley hissed my name from behind, and I tried to turn around. I really did.

      She was probably motioning for me to get to safety. Hide and die. But I couldn’t. My knees were melting. My feet were already in a puddle. I was sure that really was pee dripping down my legs.

      This was my dream come true, if I lived to relish it.

      A hand wrapped around my arm and jerked me backward. I clutched it and raised my head. I was pretty sure that was Owen’s hair just in front of me. He pulled me into the kitchen’s office and shoved me in the chair. They pushed my head between my knees, and Hadley kneeled in front of me.

      “Breathe, Charlie. Breathe.” She patted me on the back.

      I couldn’t. I kept shaking my head, pointing past them and out the door. Did they not know who was out there? No. The joke was on me. They did.

      The Seattle Thunder. Reese Forster. My favorite all-time team and player.

      Those were his coaches. If they were here, it meant one thing.

      I was so unbelievably stupid.

      The Seattle Thunder was having their training program here. HERE! AND I WAS HERE TOO!

      All the fangirling, fanatical fan/obsessive stalker inside of me was freaking the fuck out.

      Aliens. I’d talked like an alien, and it seemed I wasn’t done.

      “Whobegodan ham—”

      They were snickering at me. They were laughing.

      I darted forward, knocking my hand against the back of Owen’s knee as he turned for a moment. He went down, but caught himself, shaking his head.

      That was the old Charlie. I did annoying stuff like that, but it was payback this time.

      I glared as I tried to keep breathing. Nostrils, open on my command.

      “You fuckers,” I finally managed.

      They bent over in laughter. Hadley was leaning on Owen’s arm.

      “The look on your face.” She pointed at me.

      I whipped out a hand, knocking it aside. “What’s your favorite sexual position—” I caught myself. “Please don’t answer that.”

      She just pointed again and smiled. “We never do. We ignore your questions.”

      Years of friendship here. We were past what was polite. It was like the eight-year absence never existed, and then I was laughing too. I mean, I was trying not to think about who was out there—and maybe now standing in the front office’s hallway—because if I did, it’s straight to the language of the Arguchamites.

      “What’s going on?” came another voice from the kitchen. There was an attached doorway between the two.

      I didn’t even look at Trent. He’d been in on it too.

      “She found out who the campers are,” Owen reported.

      “Oh.” Trent laughed. “That’s fucking awesome.” He leaned forward, resting his hands on his knees and raised his voice. “Can you hear me, Charlie?”

      I glared at him. “If everyone was deaf, would anyone speak?”

      “She started hyperventilating.”

      I shot Hadley a dark look. I was still hyperventilating. There were birds in the room. Goddamn birds.

      One of them flew through Trent’s head. He didn’t notice. It came out the other side.

      A cocky smirk tugged at his mouth. “Live, Charlie. Live. Are you going to live? Do I need to give you a motivational talk on how to soothe your inner fan?”

      I punched him in the stomach.

      He dropped. “Oomph.”

      Owen and Hadley started laughing all over again.

      “Can animals besides parrots and elephants dance?” spilled out of me.

      I couldn’t think about who was in the hallway. If I did, the walls in my brain started bending and everything flipped upside down. So therefore, we had normal, wealthy-prick campers out there. I was just here to waste some time, write a little for a novel I’d probably never finish, and deal. I was here to deal. That was it.

      As I repeated that, I felt myself calm down.

      I could breathe normally. My chest wasn’t threatening to cave in.

      I started feeling my feet and legs again, enough where I could stand up.

      My three A-hole friends all stopped laughing and moved forward, their hands out to catch me. I was tempted to flip them off. That’s the least they deserved for laughing at me in my moment of stupidity.

      “You better now?”

      Aw, Hadley. She was nice, and tenderhearted.

      Trent snorted. “You mean is she more sane now?” He gently rapped his knuckles against my head. “Did you scramble these tonight?”

      Hadley started laughing.

      I take back the tenderhearted part.

      Owen lifted his shoulder, knocking it back in place. I swear, that wasn’t even about his injury anymore. It was his “we need to get going” signal. That or his “I’m uncomfortable; let’s change the subject” signal.

      I waited.

      We all did—the two other A-holes quieted too.

      “If they’re all here, we should start checking that the food’s still heated.”

      On cue, we all moved.

      Hadley and Owen went to the kitchen to do their thing.

      Trent went out the regular office door. I didn’t know what he was doing, but I figured it had to do with the job he’d been hired to do here. And me? My job didn’t start—well, shit. I didn’t know. Tonight? Tomorrow morning?

      I went to the kitchen.

      Owen was checking the thermometers.

      “Do I open the courts tonight?”

      “Yeah. I think so.” He was distracted, going through all of the steam drawers. “Keith didn’t say?”

      Hadley came from the dishwashing area carrying two serving spoons that were still wet from being cleaned. She waved them in the air, helping them air dry. “He mentioned that after dinner they’d do the opening reception with Trent,” she said. “Then maybe they’d all want to congregate on the courts after.”

      No way I was going to ask Keith about this directly. “You’re thinking I should open it after the welcome ceremony and close it at midnight?”

      Owen pop-locked his shoulder back. “Yeah. I think that’s a good idea. You can close them if no one shows up.”

      I clipped my head in a nod. I almost saluted him—I was that grateful he hadn’t told me to go to Keith.

      I glanced around.

      I was still pretending I didn’t know who was filling up the cafeteria, but we were all hearing their voices.

      “What can I do to help?” I asked.

      Owen was already moving around me toward the door.

      Hadley eyed me. “Are you going to be okay? Got your question habit in check?”

      I nodded. “I’m working on it. I used to have it in check.”

      She nodded. “You always did like the dishes?”

      It was said as a question, but also a suggestion. And she was right.

      There was a whole mess of dishes already there, asking me to clean them. I could hear their voices. “Charlie. Wash us. Make us shine again. Pleeease.”

      Okay, that was creepy, but there’s something about holding a power washer in your hand and aiming at any surface you want to punish.

      The window to the cafeteria was open, where the dishes would be stacked, but I wasn’t paying attention. I wouldn’t pay attention. Walls. I needed them up and erect in my brain. I reached for that powerful nozzle.

      The handle felt like it’d been waiting for me all these years. I almost heard it saying, “Welcome back, my little Charlie.”

      And I smiled.
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      There was Garth Carzoni.

      I almost fell into the dishwasher.

      I should’ve stopped gawking, but I couldn’t.

      The randoms were bouncing in my head, though I’d put a block on them. Every time I felt one coming, I bit down on my lip. I’m pretty sure I was bleeding, but what else could a slightly stalkerish-girl do to keep sane?

      Apparently, bleed.

      And ignore the one player I’d probably pee myself if I saw. I couldn’t handle knowing whether he was here, so he was locked in that special place in my mind.

      They had all eaten, and Keith and Trent were at the front giving everyone the run-down on the campgrounds and rules. I knew this routine. When they stepped away, the coaches would step up and continue with whatever needed to be said.

      After that, I didn’t know.

      But until they took off, my inner basketball fan was melting down inside.

      Terry Bartlonguesen.

      I made a weird-sounding gurgle. It started as a sigh, but I caught myself and barked out an alien something again. I wasn’t sure what it was.

      I couldn’t breathe. My heart nearly stopped working as he leaned over and whispered something to Matthew Crusky.

      Matthew Crusky, everyone! The Cruskinator. The Cruskimachine.

      Double-down on the weird alien sigh.

      I sagged again, but grabbed for the sink and caught myself.

      Right.

      Look away. Brain walls. Brain walls. They needed to be erect.

      Firm.

      Standing upright and ready.

      I felt my knees going.

      I couldn’t stop myself.

      I went back to my stalker/gawking mode.

      Beau Michems.

      The crowd surges to their feet and gives a standing ovation. Ahhhh. Ahhhhh.

      And he was sitting next to Juan Cartion.

      Juan Cartion. Juan the Speedster Cartion! His other nickname was the Chia Pet because his hair would frizz up during every game. The announcers loved teasing him about it. He wasn’t the Chia Pet here, though. His hair had been slicked down and combed to the side. He was the shooting guard, and—I was about to embark into Pure Insanity Mode, so I had to guard myself, ram up the shields—he was Reese Forster’s best friend.

      My mouth dried up, just thinking of him, thinking his best friend was in the room. His best friend was twenty feet from me.

      Me. From me!

      “Settle down, Cherry Popper.”

      “Cherry Popper?” I turned around and raised an eyebrow. “Are you using reverse psychology on me? Hoping I’ll want to pop your cherry.”

      Trent laughed. “I was hoping for projection. I’m projecting my fantasies onto you.”

      I snorted. “Hate to break it to you, but my cherry was popped long agooo…oo…oh shit.”

      Keith stood on the other side of the dish window, a scowl on his face.

      The dirty bastard was going to take it and run. I knew how he worked.

      But he just grunted, waving that B-oss mug in the air. “Trent, we’re going to start.”

      Damn. He was all business. I was slightly disappointed… Slightly. I didn’t want to get ahead of myself.

      But I couldn’t help it. “Hey, Keith?”

      He paused and looked back.

      “If you needed to confess one sin to save your life, what would it be?”

      “Keep it up, Charlie. We have other alumni staff we can call.” He turned away.

      “Oh yeah? How many of them can ask you—” A hand clapped over my mouth.

      “Keep walking, Boss,” Trent called. “I got her handled.”

      No one handled me.

      Well, except Trent just now, and I needed it.

      I gulped down some oxygen once he lifted his hand. “Thank you. I almost lost a second job there.”

      He moved back, but his chuckle was strained. “I gotta go, but you need to get yourself in check. I mean it. I have to leave tomorrow for another speaking event, and I won’t be back till the end of their stay. You going to be okay till then?”

      I nodded.

      Once the camp weeks started, it wouldn’t be hard to avoid Keith. He tended to only show up for meals. He’d stay in the office other than that, so as long as he wasn’t poking his nose in at the gym courts, I would be fine. I could do the dishes and squirrel away a plate of food.

      “You’ll help rein her in if she needs it?” Trent called to Hadley, walking by.

      She threw him a smile over her shoulder, not stopping. She went out, picked up a steamer, and brought it back. “No problem,” she said as she passed us again. “Though I’ve always enjoyed Charlie’s feisty side.”

      “For some reason, I’m not reassured.”

      I slapped Trent on the arm. “Get on. I’ll be fine. And if nothing else, I’ll whisper my random questions.”

      He gave me a dry look. “Right. Because that’s not creepy.”

      I shrugged, going back to the dishes.

      The players had started to migrate out the doors, leaving all their dishes on the table.

      Normal camps had a process where campers were told how to collect plates on one tray, silverware on another, throw away their trash, etc. Adult camps were just told to take their dishes to the dish window, but these guys were none of those. I wasn’t surprised to see that not one of them brought their stuff to the window. That would add thirty minutes to the cleanup.

      But just then Owen whipped through with a cart.

      Owen was bringing the window to their dishes. It was decked out, even with a soaker tub for the silverware.

      “Okay. I’m going to go.” Trent still lingered. “You haven’t asked about your baller crush.”

      Hyperventilating.

      Do you regret anything you did five days ago? Five weeks? Five months? Five years?

      I was biting down hard on my lip. None of those questions spilled out, and I was damn proud of myself.

      Then I heard Trent say, “He’s not here. He’s coming tomorrow.”

      Oh good God.

      If you can see a fart on a thermal camera, could you see a climax too?
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      It didn’t take as long to clean as I thought.

      I was walking out of there thirty minutes later. Hadley had set a plate of food aside for me before they put everything away. I could’ve kissed her when she gave it to me because my stomach was doing some serious growling and rolling. I could’ve intimidated bears if I needed to, but because I was scarfing down my food, I was also cutting through the back of the lodge, heading for the gyms.

      I wasn’t sure how long they’d keep everyone at the opening/welcome ceremony, but I hadn’t checked out the gyms yet.

      Big mistake.

      That was always one of the number one rules. Actually, we didn’t really have a list of rules. They were all considered the most important, and we had to figure it out from there. My personal number one rule had always been eating, so there you go. Smart girl priorities.

      Anyway, I was in a bit more of a rush than I normally would’ve been, and I slammed through the screen door leading into the inside gyms, only seeing the silhouette at the last second.

      “Oh shit!” I tried swerving around him, but I failed.

      I hit the guy smack in the center of the chest, and down we went. My food rained on top of us.

      Fuuuuck.

      Is rain only called rain if it’s the liquid form of water? Could my food have snowed down on top of us too?

      I bit my lip so hard as I rolled to my feet. “Sorry.”

      I wasn’t sure if I should look, but I did. I sighed in relief. “Oh, Grant. It’s only you.” And then I immediately seized up in a mouth-twisting-biting-hands-wringing moment because I hadn’t meant to imply he didn’t matter—like I hadn’t purposely not asked about him, because I knew he was here or he would be here, and yeah. I was sucking at this whole thing.

      I still couldn’t bring myself to look him in the eye, but I was very aware of our surroundings. Even in the dark, I was already taking inventory. There were two indoor gyms and in the corner was the cage where I’d be sitting and trying to write out a lame and overly committed-to therapeutic exercise. I’d come in through one screen door, but straight across from us, another screen door led to three brand-new outdoor gyms. Leaning to the side, I could see that the last court had a volleyball net up and shit. That’s probably why Grant was here.

      “Are you here for the net?” I asked.

      I was aware of how he hadn’t moved since I jumped to my feet. He was still on the floor, and I got a glance in before I panicked, just quick enough to see my roll sitting on his jean’s zipper, right where a whole other type of bread was.

      Ahem.

      I made every effort to change my thoughts, because I could feel all the sexual-themed questions coming, and with my history with this guy, I did not want to take that on.

      He grunted, finally standing up. “That’s all you’re going to say to me?’”

      Well…what else was there?

      I mean, besides the fact that for all the crap I took from Keith about “dating” my guy friends, I hadn’t dated any of them. Yet, this was the one guy who actually came close to entering that zone. The dating zone.

      That’d been Grant.

      And no one knew. No one.

      They just knew he’d been my best friend for six summers in a row. They didn’t know we’d kissed on the hanging bench my last summer here, and we’d held hands on the walk to my car—right to where I had it packed with all my belongings. We drove our separate ways, and that was the end of our summer.

      Grant went north four hours to finish his last year at college, and I went south to meet Damian. Life took a turn after that—a big, fast, and dramatic turn, and sometimes I felt like I’d taken that turn so fast, my car had rolled in the ditch and I’d never woken up.

      My throat suddenly had an STD. There was burning, more burning.

      “How’s Damian?” Grant asked.

      We were going serious right off the bat.

      “If everyone started using shiitake as a curse word, would we switch things and call them shit mushrooms?”

      He snorted, rubbing a hand over his jaw. “You’re exactly the same.”

      No, Grant. No, I wasn’t actually. I was very, very different inside, but it was all covered up in lame questions and stupid jokes because I couldn’t admit the truth or I would collapse. That was the real Charlie, and I clamped her down because I couldn’t even handle her myself.

      “Well…” His voice lilted with sarcasm. “I’m engaged. Do you give a shit?”

      I looked up at him now, finally. His eyes bore into me, and I swallowed.

      “Yes,” I whispered.

      I rolled my eyes at myself. I wasn’t a meek and timid mouse, but that’s what was coming out. Coughing, I hit my chest with a fist and exclaimed, “I mean, yes, I do.”

      Oh, Lord.

      It came out booming now. All I had to do was throw my arm out to the side and it would be as if I was announcing the Seattle Thunder’s starting lineup.

      His lip twitched.

      That relaxed me. My lungs weren’t so shriveled up.

      “Congratulations.”

      He looked at me and lowered his head, seeming to study me. After a moment, he shook his head. “Yeah. Okay, kid. You and I can do our dance later.” He gestured around us. “Boss wanted this cleaned up and the net taken down. I’ll handle it.” He nodded to the cage. “You need to count everything in there.”

      The cage was just what it sounded like: a small room set in the corner with two large doors, but only one was used to enter and exit. The other one had been cut in half. The bottom had the door handle. It could swing open and closed, but the other section of the door had been taken off, cut in half again and glued over the top so it looked like half a concession stand.

      Years ago, it had looked rough, but they had made it look better. It looked like an equipment room any top-notch facility would use now. The budget had been good to this place.

      Heading in, I switched on the light. The cage had been organized. All the balls were in place, the equipment in its spots. I scuffed my foot over the floor. Even that had been cleaned.

      “Grant, you did this?”

      He’d just cleared the screen door, but hollered back through it, “Nah.”

      Grant wasn’t a liar, so that meant Mary had done it.

      I yelled back, “Thank your mom for me, please.”

      He raised a hand in response, crossing the first of the two courts.

      I got myself to work, and I was kneeled down behind a partition, going through the second rack of hockey equipment, when I heard the first voices. They came closer and closer, and I couldn’t move.

      Grant had left twenty minutes ago, so no one knew I was back here. I squeezed my eyes shut and took a breath. Meditation, bitches. I’d need to become a namaste maestro by the end of these three weeks, but Reese Forster wasn’t here.

      I whispered that to myself, over and over again. I hoped fervently it would give me some form of bearing so I wouldn’t get swept up in the craziness.

      “—gotta call the woman and check in.”

      Yes. I recognized that voice. I’d heard it from locker-room interviews, but I wasn’t going to name the Cruskinator. If I did, I’d be nutso.

      I wasn’t going to be nutso.

      Someone else responded, “You have a four year old, right?”

      “Yeah. He’s such a little punk—”

      He sounded so fond of his kid.

      The Cruskinator kept talking, but the word rascal did it for me.

      I could rattle off his stats for four years in a row—not the last four years, but a few years before that—yet hearing him call his kid a rascal grounded me.

      He was a father, and a good father from what I’d read.

      A different voice: “You guys seen Aiden?”

      The door to the cage rattled, but it held firm. I forgot I’d locked it. It’d been an automatic motion for me, a policy Keith hammered into our heads so no campers could get in and steal the equipment.

      That same voice: “Door’s locked. We don’t have any balls to shoot with.”

      “Half the guys are heading to the cabins to call their families.”

      That guy grunted. “True. We could come back later?”

      Cruskinator asked, “When’s Forster showing up?”

      The squeak of their shoes on the floor. They were moving away.

      The screen door protested as someone hit it open.

      “I thought tomorrow…”

      They faded away after that, and I let out a deep breath.

      Okay. I’d been acting like a twenty-something, which I was, but I needed to rein it in. I was twenty-seven. I was almost an adult. Kind of. God help everyone, but I was annoying even myself.

      Yes, these guys were some of my idols. Yes, I had watched them when I was with Damian—and my throat was burning again.

      Damian.

      Being back here shouldn’t have brought him to my mind, but he was everywhere. Everyone grew up. Everyone had formed a family—got married, had kids, got divorced. One guy went to prison. Working here, we’d all had dreams, together, and my dream had been shattered.

      And no one knew why.

      I felt a tear slide down my face.

      The gym’s lights were on a timer, which chose this moment to turn off. It seemed fitting, so I didn’t move. I remained in place—no questions bouncing in my head, no jokes on my tongue—and for the first time in a long while, I let myself feel. A monsoon of grief pushed through me, tearing everything in me and commanding I deal with it.

      Well. Fuck that.

      Feeling sucked. Who liked to cry? I couldn’t do it.

      I thought I could. I changed my mind.

      I was pushing myself up from the floor when the lights switched back on. The screen door shoved open. I heard angry stomping coming across the room as the door slammed shut, and before I could prepare myself, Reese Forster was standing smack in front of the cage, his stormy eyes locked on me.

      “I need a ball.”

      Shit. I was going there. I tried to stop myself, but, “What’s your criteria for determining who you choose to be a fuck buddy?”
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      He scowled. “The fuck you say?”

      Oh shitty crap.

      My idol was scowling at me, and I swallowed over a piece of bark in my throat. I had to go for broke here. If I didn’t, I’d forever be a freak in his eyes. I could not go to my grave knowing Reese Forster—who was overwhelmingly live and livid and lovely—would think of me as that freak fan.

      (Though, I kinda was.)

      (Slightly.)

      (Okay. Completely.)

      So, taking a breath, I rushed out, “I didn’t mean that the way it came out.” I might’ve. “I have a problem.”

      The scowling lessened, but his eyes were still narrowed at me.

      “It’s just something weird I do. It’ll go away. I hope,” I explained. “I just—I don’t know where I picked it up, but when I’m nervous or excited or angry or if I just can’t deal with whatever I’m feeling, these stupid questions burst out of me.”

      Stop. Take a breath.

      The bark was still there. Ouch.

      And once more.

      “I’m nervous,” I added. “Soo nervous.” I bent over suddenly.

      The scowl was gone. His head cocked sideways, and he stepped back, his hands stuffed in his hoodie. I was either back to the alien theme or he was looking at me like I was nuts. Which was still in the freak category.

      I waved a hand in the air, puffing out. “I’m good. I’ll be fine. Nothing to see here. Totally normal.”

      I felt them coming. More. They were going to burst out of me.

      Annnnnd…here we go.

      “If you were guaranteed the truth, what question would you ask someone?”

      I bent down farther, resting my forehead to the counter, but another question came out. It was mumbled. “Favorite curse word to use while having sex? Or biking? Or having sex on a bike?”

      Fuck.

      Damn.

      Shit.

      I’d just answered my own question, and I bit my lip.

      It wasn’t working.

      I tried my cheek. Ow! And that wasn’t working either.

      “What do a mullet and a ferret have in common?”

      GAH!

      I bit down harder, and this time I tasted blood. I was almost hyperventilating again. If I went down a few more inches, I could just buckle to the ground, wrap my arms around my knees, and hope to disappear.

      I’d started to think I should do that when I heard a soft chuckle.

      “I would ask my brother something,” he said. “I like the word fuck for anything, and having sex on a bike sounds fun to try. I can’t think of anything they have in common except the words both have two of the same letters in the middle, both have six letters, and you could put a ferret on someone’s head to look like a mullet.”

      I…had no idea what to do.

      He’d answered my questions.

      No one answered my questions.

      I stayed frozen for a second before lifting my head. I gulped again.

      “You don’t think I’m a freak?”

      “No, I do. You’re crazy.”

      The corner of his mouth tugged up, and holy shit, my heart flopped over in my chest. There was the Reese Forster that was in Person magazine’s Most Beautiful People issue. There was my fantasy for so many years.

      “But I’m hoping you’re harmless.” He laughed softly, his hands pushing down on his hoodie so it stretched from his shoulders to accentuate his physique.

      God.

      This guy.

      I had watched him running up and down the court so many times—I knew his body was lean and muscled. He was solid, but in front of me, he seemed larger than life, with bright hazel eyes. They had a golden ring of honey around the iris, and a smattering of blue and green.

      Long eyelashes.

      High and angular cheekbones.

      A strong jawline that could cut paper, or glass—maybe not glass, but definitely something else. Go back to the water. Man, I had just envisioned him with droplets sliding down his face, lingering at the dip of his chin where it came to the most perfect square end. There was a slight scruff on his face. He hadn’t shaved that day or the day before, giving him a very rough, slightly alarming, and so authoritative air.

      I sighed to myself, my fingers curling around the counter.

      I was ogling.

      I didn’t care.

      After all the questions, this was nothing. The guy must’ve been used to it by now.

      A slight growl vibrated out of him, and my gaze snapped up to his.

      His hair. I was distracted again. It was the perfect short length and a dirty blond color. It matched the honey in his eyes.

      In some ways, it wasn’t fair.

      No guy could measure against him. None.

      “Would you stop fucking leering at me? I don’t do camp groupies.” He thrust a hand out, pointing behind me. “I want a ball. Now.”

      I snapped to attention, jerking around. I grabbed a ball and thrust it at him. “Here.”

      He took it and rotated swiftly on his feet, pushing the ball to the ground in a bounce as he stepped over it at the same time. He began dribbling as he went to the court—so smoothly, so naturally, it was like he didn’t even realize he was doing it.

      Legend.

      L-e-g-e-n-d.

      There was a sign-out sheet campers were supposed to use when they took equipment, but sorry, Keith. No camp policy for this guy, though I did scribble his name on the paper. My hand was trembling so much it looked like a chicken scratch.

      Oh well.

      It’d have to do.

      He ignored me and began shooting hoops. He’d toss the ball up. It’d go through the basket, with a nice swishing sound, and he’d grab it off the first bounce to follow with a quick layup.

      I was riveted.

      My whole body had been shaking, but he kept going, and going, and going, and after what must’ve been an entire hour, I felt calm.

      I almost wanted to freak out, realizing that, but nope.

      Watching him play, the same motion over and over and over again, was soothing. He had such control every time he touched the ball. He never struggled. The ball answered his commands seamlessly, as if connected to him through a mental string.

      The room was rippling with the power he had, but as I relaxed and lounged back against the wall, I began to pick up what else was coming off of him. And I felt anger. His anger. His bounces were hard and forceful. His shoulders were tense, so was his jaw as he kept his head bent down.

      All pro players were phenomenal athletes, but when Reese was on the court, he was different. I should know. I watched him enough. He could move the ball around like it was magic, sending it through legs, outstretched arms, and behind his own back. There were times when he was in the Reese Zone, as the announcers liked to call it, when he almost toyed with his opponents. He could send off a quick round of sharp and abrasive dribbling, then suddenly, whoosh, that ball was either in the air or in the hands of his teammate and his defender had barely blinked.

      I watched him for another hour, and he never slowed down.

      Bounce, bounce, pivot, then up for a layup. Sometimes, he fell back and tossed it up in a pretty arc, what would be a teardrop shot or a floater. Other times, a hard hit against the backboard. Just over and over again.

      A quick rebound.

      Or back to the three-point line.

      The free-throw line.

      He just kept on.

      After a third hour, he started to slow down.

      Another player came in the side door, but he saw Reese playing, and after a second of watching him, he eased back out.

      I didn’t think it was coincidence that Juan Cartion came to stand outside another side door a few minutes later. He made no move to come inside. It was apparent he was there to watch his best friend, and when Reese switched from shooting hoops to walking up and down the court dribbling the ball in short, angry staccato beats, his friend left.

      A normal person would’ve lost the ball in two seconds.

      Reese never did.

      My phone beeped.

      Dazed, I grabbed it to see what the alert was.

      Trent: Headed to my room. Where are you? I need to get to bed, early flight in the morning.

      He wanted to come and say goodbye. I was weird about goodbyes. Just tack that on to the long list of what made me special, but it was what it was. I hated saying goodbye. Despised. Loathed. Strongly opposed. You name it, I was. There was a reason for it, and as I remembered and felt that pressure building in my chest, I shut it down.

      It was ironic because that shut everything else off too.

      Me: Damian called. Mind if I give you a goodbye hug through our phones? Can you feel it?

      Damian was one of the few reasons Trent would believe I needed space.

      I felt a burning in my throat. The bark had moved to the side.

      I hit send, and there was a small pause.

      Trent: Sounds good. Call me if you want to talk.

      I pocketed the phone, knowing I wouldn’t call, knowing he knew I wouldn’t call, and knowing we both knew the next time we’d talk was when he came back at the end of this whole preseason training camp.

      Turning off the light in the cage, I slid onto the stool behind the counter.

      I sat and watched Reese Forster play, knowing this was a special moment in my life. I wanted to protect it, even if that meant lying to a friend.

      I was okay with that, and if I explained it to Trent later, I thought he’d be okay with it too.
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      Babe.

      Buzz.

      I’m sorry.

      Buzz.

      Babe, forgive me.

      Buzz.

      Babe.

      Buzz.

      Babe.

      Buzz.

      Babe.

      Buzz, buzz, buzz.

      I swatted at a fly. It was waking me up, and it kept coming around. Finally, hearing another buzz, I bolted upright with my pillow in hand, and I swung. That sucker was going down.

      But…

      No fly.

      I swung and the pillow hit me in the face. I ate cloth.

      I had to sit for a minute and get my bearings, but when I heard another buzz, along with the words of Ricky Nelson’s “Baby I’m Sorry,” which I had programmed at an accidental brilliant moment. The song sounded different because I got the phone to sing it in an Australian accent. Genius, I tell you.

      Without looking, I knew who the texts were from, and then I was wishing for the fly instead.

      That song played every time Lucas texted, which meant he… I had no clue what it meant, actually. I hadn’t heard a word from him since Newt broke the news to me and I’d left the next day with Trent.

      I did the math, which was hard, and we were at the forty-eight-hour mark. So either Lucas just found out or the next girl had already dumped him.

      I considered for a second, and my money was on the girl. I rolled over and picked up the phone.

      Lucas: Why aren’t you answering my texts?

      Lucas: Where are you?

      Lucas: Gramps said you came by. I missed you.

      Lucas: I miss you now.

      Lucas: You’re still not answering—

      He was covering his ass. There were twenty other texts from him, and I deleted all of them—without blinking, without a second thought, without reading. One by one, I wiped them clear, and once the screen was blank, a satisfied smile came to my face.

      I lie back down, closing my eyes. I could get another twenty minutes of shut-eye.

      BUZZ.

      It was louder now that I was awake.

      Groaning, I flipped the phone on and hit call. I was ready for him, expecting him to answer.

      It rang, and rang, and then, “This is the Luc-machine. Say your piece and I might listen…”

      He didn’t answer and he’d literally just texted.

      After the beep, I said, “Dude. You were fucking another girl. Your grandpa told me. We’re done, and save your drool. You were the guy to help me get over someone ten times better than you. I used you, so whatever. We’re through. You’re not worth the time it took to call you.” I started to hang up, but brought the phone back to my mouth. “Do not call, text, send smoke signals, think about me, or jerk off to me. Done, Luc-you-bet-your-ass-you’re-an-ass. BYE, Felicia.”

      There.

      I hung up, then wiped him from the phone and his number too.

      Then I realized the last text hadn’t been from him.

      Trent: Hey. Call me later. Want to make sure you’re okay.

      Well… I sat and stared at it, and groaned. Shit on me.

      Me: Sorry I flaked last night. I’m fine. How was your flight?

      I studied my phone after that, looking at the history, and saw that Lucas had texted all day yesterday. They just all came flooding in at the same time because reception was iffy on this island.

      Well...still didn’t matter. He cheated. We were done.

      A new text came in.

      Unknown: Bitch.

      That was Lucas.

      I laughed, and once I started, I kept going.

      I was tempted to tell him I’d met Reese Forster last night, just for some revenge, but it wasn’t worth risking my NDA. He was the type to call Keith and tattle on me, or worse—show up so I would introduce him.

      I groaned. I was too awake now. It was five in the morning. I’d gotten four hours of sleep. But in camp life, that was almost eight hours. Reese Forster had kept running drills until twelve-thirty. I could’ve kicked him out at midnight, but I hadn’t had the heart.

      I’d turned the light off in the cage, though, so when he was done, he must’ve thought I’d gone.

      I was like a creepy statue against the wall, just to the side of the counter. If he had looked in and to his left, he would’ve seen me there. I’m sure that would’ve gone over well, but he hadn’t. He put the ball on the counter, made sure it didn’t fall off, and left, hitting the light switch as he went.

      It had been dark, but a little bit of moonlight showed through the screen door, so I could see enough to take the ball and put it on the floor, then feel around for the door handle. My phone was in my pocket. I had been just leaving the cage, pulling my phone out to light the way, when I heard the screen door open again.

      It was Forster.

      I held still, not moving an inch.

      He’d walked clear across the courts and checked the other screen door, shaking it and then locking it after he found it open.

      He never turned the light on again, just rotated swiftly, retraced his steps, and locked the first door behind him.

      The locks on the screen doors didn’t really hold. If someone wanted to break in, they could’ve just ripped the door open with a bit of extra oomph. But still, his concern had me melting.

      I didn’t know where he was staying, but there was a good chance he was at the staff headquarters. They were the nicest place to stay, and Keith had closed it down for campers during this session. Forster was just about the best kind of camper there was, and if that’s where he was going, he would’ve taken the same path as I needed to.

      Stalking him in the dead of the night was a step this girl wasn’t ready to take.

      So I held back and sat on a bench just outside the gyms. After giving him a few minutes’ head start, I let out a soft sigh and headed down the trail by myself.

      If anyone tells you walking down a wooded path by yourself, at night, on an island with no lights is peaceful—they’re lying to you. They’re straight-up bullshitting you, because it wasn’t. I felt like I’d spent half my life at this camp, and even I got freaked out. My phone’s light was a small help, but not much. Visions of deer running at me, ready to spear my chest with their antlers or hoof me to death had me picking up my pace. Then there was the slight whiff of skunk. I was probably imagining it, but by then, I didn’t need to add much more to get to full sprint. And because the path was made of wood chips, I was trying to run while picking up my feet so my toes wouldn’t get caught up on anything.

      My knees were rising almost to my chest, making my phone bounce so much that I about clipped myself in the chin with it.

      I turned it off, but I could still imagine how ridiculous I would’ve looked to anyone wandering around with night-vision goggles.

      And then I started thinking about the time people had snuck onto the island and we’d had to catch them and escort them back off. That had taken a coordinated effort by most of the staff, and tonight was just me.

      So now I was running from deer, skunk, and any random island intruders.

      I’d been out of breath by the time I got to my cabin, welcomed by the faint odor of fish.

      That had been my night, and so far my morning was off to a bang-up start. After chilling myself to the bone because it was seriously cold at five in the morning, I dressed and stuffed a bag full of whatever I grabbed. I wouldn’t have much time to run back here since Keith wanted the courts open almost all day. A few minutes later, after lacing up my sneakers, I hit the path again.

      There was still not much light, but my absolute exhaustion pushed all my scary thoughts away. If a deer, skunk, or intruder tried to mess with me, they’d be the stupid one. I was also a little more rational this morning. Daylight tended to bring back the sanity, just a bit. And I was tired. Tired meant I wasn’t a happy Charlie. I needed coffee before dealing with life, hence I’d chosen the best time for my call to the ex dipshit.

      That cheered me a bit.

      I was almost smiling when I got to the clearing between the gym courts and the main lounge. Keith had said he wanted it open at five am. I was thirty minutes late, but no one was here. I was pretty sure my job was safe. I unlocked the courts and flipped on all the lights.

      The air was still crisp. I had slipped on a sweatshirt over my T-shirt and jean shorts, and shivering, I tugged the zipper up. It went up the side, all the way to my neck. I’d thought it was cute and trendy when I bought it, but it pinched my skin now, and I cringed. Oh well. I liked how it looked, so I was keeping it, even if it made me bleed.

      I opened the cage, put Forster’s ball up on the rack since I’d left it on the floor, and grabbed the list of inventory.

      I started going through everything, but I was yawning so hard that it was making me tear up by the time I got to the relay equipment. That was three minutes later.

      I needed coffee. I didn’t care how distrustful Keith was. I was going to leave the courts unlocked (gasp, then hiss), and I was going to get coffee in the main lobby.

      Putting a few basketballs outside the cage door, just in case someone showed up, I headed out. The cage was locked up. My bag was with it, hidden in the back with the hockey sticks, and I was just leaving through the back door when I more sensed them than saw them.

      Reese Forster and Juan Cartion were jogging down the walking path.

      All in gray, Reese had his hood up and head down, with sweatpants hanging low from his narrow hips. They ended around his calves. His shoes were neon yellow—the entire shoe, even his laces.

      As the path broke out from the trees, Juan’s head was up, and his eyes met mine.

      They weren’t anywhere close to me, but I still stepped back. My back hit the building behind me, and I stayed put, almost the exact same posture I’d taken last night when Forster brought his ball back to the cage.

      Like last time, he never looked up.

      He and his best friend ran right past me, going around to the front of the gym building and turning down the path that’d take them to the lake.

      I’d swear I saw some amusement in Juan Cartion’s gaze, but I wasn’t sure, and after waiting another few seconds—as if they were going to magically run back—I smoothed a hand over my shirt. My heart was beating so fast.

      This was ridiculous.

      I couldn’t keep almost having a heart attack every time I saw these guys. They were campers. I was staff.

      Three weeks, or more like two and a half weeks.

      I was on day two and almost pissing my pants at just the thought of seeing Reese Forster.

      I needed a trick. Something to help me calm down.

      I needed to think of him naked.

      My pulse skyrocketed.

      Yeah. That wasn’t going to help.

      I needed to... I went through some ideas.

      Maybe I could just focus on his penis.

      Another skip in my pulse. That wasn’t helping, because I thought of why I would see his penis, and whoa boy—I got lightheaded.

      Think of him vomiting.

      Nope. I just wanted to help clean him up.

      Think of him taking a piss.

      And there was that penis again.

      The same with taking a dump.

      He was naked. He was squatting.

      There might’ve been a smell, but there was his body in all its glory. I’ve seen pictures of him playing without his shirt. Goooorgeous.

      I bit my lip, squelching a groan. So not helping.

      Damian.

      That hit me like a bat to my chest.

      Everything was gone—the nerves, the flutters, the feeling of just feeling. Thinking of Damian took it all away.

      I swallowed over that bark lump. It wasn’t right, or it shouldn’t have been, that just a memory could strip someone of everything.

      But it worked.
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      Owen and Hadley had been running behind on making breakfast when I came in for my coffee. They had a sick kid, so they had to keep taking turns going back to the house to check on little Noah until Owen’s mom got there. They had one of the two houses on the island. Keith had the other. (Boo, hiss)

      And speaking of Keith…

      In another accidental-genius moment, I snagged a pair of radios and put one in the court and the other in the kitchen. Now I would hear if someone showed up, and like Owen and Hadley with their kid, I’d run out to check on the courts. Until then, I stayed in the kitchen to help with the food. The players were starting to trickle in, and I was behind the dish window again, waiting for Keith to show up for his coffee.

      It was almost clockwork. Even after all these years.

      Ten minutes till we started serving, he breezed in.

      Khaki shorts. A green polo shirt. His Boss mug in hand. He filled it up, then entered the kitchen to talk to Owen. Seeing me, he stopped whatever he’d been about to say and blinked a few times.

      I wasn’t about to defend myself for not sitting in an empty gym when my two friends had a sick kid and needed help. He was beyond an asshole if he was going to light into me for that. After staring at me a couple more seconds, he turned back to Owen.

      Clearing his throat, he asked, “How’s the morning going?”

      I tuned them out, going back to washing what dishes I already could.

      I was on my third pan when I heard the players coming in.

      The Damian effect was still with me. I’d felt it the whole morning since I’d let myself think of him, and it prevented my usual freak-out when the guys came in. I almost felt like a normal person. I was just standing here, doing dishes. No idiotic questions burst out of me like a backward fart, and I hadn’t even felt the usual amount of anger toward Keith when he came in. That would change, but for now, I almost felt melancholy.

      As if sensing he was safe, Reese Forster walked in with Juan Cartion right behind him and a couple other players too.

      Normal Charlie would’ve categorized every single person. I would’ve taken note of what they were wearing, how they were walking, how I thought they might’ve smelled. All of it.

      But melancholy Charlie only looked at him a moment before finishing my pan and putting it through the washer.

      See? Normal.

      I could do this.

      Thoughts of the ex-soulmate who had shattered me were going to be my friend for the next three weeks.

      These three weeks were going to suck.

      I inhaled, feeling my lungs tremble, and swallowed over a couple knives in my throat. My hands shook slightly when I reached for the next round of dishes, but then I firmed everything. Whatever. I could do this.

      It’d been a year. I should’ve dealt with the Damian trauma long before now anyway.

      I’d have to look up nearby therapists at this rate—or write my book. Shit. I’d forgotten that was the main excuse for coming out here. Yes. Maybe I should plan to actually work on that thing.

      I don’t know why I looked up. Might’ve been the hairs on the back of my neck shifting. They didn’t stand up. It wasn’t that type of feeling that was trickling down my back, but it was an awareness.

      I glanced up and that nice soft trickle ramped up in volume. I was scorched to the bone.

      Reese Forster was staring at me.

      He sat at a table a few yards away, and while his teammates were talking, he was looking right at me.

      I paused with the dishes.

      The whole thing only lasted a second or two, but the world melted away. I felt a pounding in my chest. Maybe it was my heart. Maybe it was Damian wanting to tear out of me. Whatever it was, I swallowed over that damn lump that seemed permanently lodged there, and I stopped what I was doing.

      Until he looked away.

      One of the guys spoke to him, and he turned to answer.

      The spell was broken, but I felt the remnants still inside of me.

      I was a mess—a very literal jumbled mess that had bones and skin keeping it together, but it really hit me at that moment. I mean, it had hit me at various times over the last year, and I was doing this whole denying routine to keep myself from falling apart, but in this moment, the reality of how destroyed I was inside became crystal clear.

      I was nearing thirty. Three years away was really not that long.

      I’d been fired from a job I kinda enjoyed doing, but also didn’t really give two craps about at the same time. It was something that paid the bills and I hadn’t hated it.

      I was now doing dishes at my old childhood job, literally hiding from my life, and I had no idea how to move forward.

      I snuck a look at Owen and Hadley. It made sense that they were here.

      Owen had a plan. The normal kitchen staff were off, otherwise Owen was the one who usually ran things around here. Even Keith being here made sense. He was the director. Those were two respectable careers, and Hadley was here to support her husband. They had kids. She was a mom too. That was the most important job in the world.

      Grant was head of the maintenance crew. That was a good job anywhere.

      What the hell was I doing?

      I had no kids. No boyfriend. No life.

      I was trying to keep myself from becoming a gawking stalker. I mean, pathetic much? That was me.

      The normal staff were usually college kids, doing a fun job during the summers while they went to school to get to the real careers they wanted in life. Even they had direction.

      I was embarrassed.

      “Charlie.”

      I literally jerked out of my thoughts, stepping backward and hitting the wall behind me. Two drying crates hung there crashed to the floor.

      Keith had been making an announcement, but he stopped, and everyone looked at me.

      I hissed, feeling the tears on my face.

      Grant had been the one to say my name, his eyes now narrowing before he looked around us.

      He stepped forward, shielding me from the rest of the room, except I looked around him. Reese Forster still had a direct line of sight to me, and he was staring like everyone else—except his jaw was clenched. His eyebrows pulled down, and he frowned.

      Was he mad at me? Because I was crying?

      Feeling an irrational burst of anger, I flipped him off.

      The dish window hid most of me, but I raised my hand to my waist, with just the one finger showing. His eyes dropped to it and lingered.

      I waved it from side to side until I realized what I was doing and tore myself away.

      Then I did what I always did.

      I went to the back of the kitchen and hid. What’s one more embarrassing moment to pile on with all the others?

      My heart raced and beat loudly in my ears as I bent down at the back sink to wash my hands. When that didn’t help calm me, I cupped a handful of water and splashed it on my face.

      That helped. A little. It disguised the tears anyway.

      Owen and Hadley had been in the office, so they didn’t know what happened. They were coming out now, and I heard Grant ask them, “Where’d Charlie go?”

      Hadley answered, “I don’t know. Why?”

      I tensed, waiting for Grant to tell them. But he only said, “I had a question for her…” He saw me, and his voice trailed off. “Never mind.”

      He came over to stand next to the sink.

      We waited in silence until Hadley grabbed what she had come out for and went back to Owen’s office.

      “You okay?” Grant asked in a low voice.

      The answer was no, so I didn’t answer. I couldn’t bring myself to meet his gaze either. If I did, I was going to start crying, so I stared at a wall to the side of us.

      When I trusted my voice not to crack, I said, “Thanks for covering for me.”

      He nodded. I caught the movement from the corner of my eye. “That’s what we used to do.”

      He was right.

      He’d been my best friend all those years ago.

      I still couldn’t say anything—I was doing everything I could not to cry—but I reached out and blindly grabbed for his hand. He held it out, shifting something to his other hand, and I squeezed it once.

      “Thank you.”

      “We can talk later, if you want, but one of the Thunder’s trainers was asking who’s in charge of the courts. He’s going to leave breakfast early to meet with you, go over what they might need from us. Can you handle that?”

      Work. Distraction. I needed that like I needed air.

      “Yesssss,” I breathed out. Grabbing a paper towel, I wiped my face. “I’m going to go now.”

      “Get some food,” he said again. “I remember how you used to not eat when you were upset.” He started for the door. Then he stopped and looked back. “Oh. Hey. My fiancée is coming today. I’d like you to meet her.”

      “What’s her name?”

      “Sophia.”

      His voice got lighter when he said her name. So did his face. He relaxed, the tight lines around his mouth softening.

      He loved her. He truly did, and he was happy.

      He was worried about me, but she made him content. I saw it all in an instant because I knew him so well. That had never gone away, and despite the reason for me coming here, I was glad for it.

      It was time to stop and face some of the people I had run from before.

      I smiled. “I’m excited to meet her.”

      He nodded and was gone, and because I was feeling more myself, my eyes returned to Reese Forster. I should just embrace the stalker inside of me, right?

      With a jolt, I found he was looking at me again.

      As our gazes met and held, he reached forward. His gaze was almost smoldering. He grabbed his milk, his own middle finger splayed out on the side of the cup. Tipping it to his lips, he never broke eye contact, even when he put it back on the table.

      I bit down, squelching a smile.

      The ghost of a grin teased on his face too, and I had to bite down harder.

      I shouldn’t find that exciting, but I did.

      And because I felt a question wanting to be blurted out, and knowing it was going to be highly inappropriate, I ripped my gaze from his.

      I headed out.

      Then I smiled.
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      The balls were all there, in the same spot where I’d left them.

      They were good balls, trainable balls. I felt an odd amount of pride in these two inanimate objects and scooped them up. Cradling them as if they were my balls, I took them inside the cage.

      The screen door creaked open and slammed shut a second later, and a guy walked around to the front of the cage, decked out in all white.

      He had the swoosh symbols on his shoes, his pants, and his warm-up windrunner, and over his left chest was the Seattle Thunder lightning bolt. His hair was shaved on the sides with the top long and healthy, a sandy mix of browns. I wasn’t even sure if he was blond or had brown hair. The length was pulled back into a messy bun—one I was jealous of.

      He moved toward me briskly, as if it were his normal speed, but he was constantly being told to slow down for the rest of us mere mortals.

      “Are you in charge of the courts? Charl—” He cut himself off, his head cocking to the side.

      I would’ve bet money that he knew my name was Charlie, but he wanted to be the guy who called me Charlotte instead. That wasn’t my name, but some men felt special, thinking they’d guessed the right name and called me that instead of the nickname everyone else used.

      There’s a reason it’s used, and that’s because I like it.

      I finished for him, “ie.”

      He blinked. “Huh?”

      “Charl-ie. That’s my name.”

      “Right.” His head lowered, but his eyes remained trained on me. His eyebrows pinched together as if he’d stepped into an invisible pile of poo, but he couldn’t see it or smell it. He only had the feeling it was there. “Charlie. That’s you?”

      “That’s me.”

      “You’re a girl.”

      It came out accusatory.

      I scowled. “You’re a boy.” This game was fun.

      He frowned. “Yes?”

      I nodded. “Yes.”

      He scratched behind his ear. “What’s happening here?”

      I was tempted to scratch behind my ear too, but I refrained. Barely. “Nothing. What’s going on with you?”

      His frown deepened. “You’re…”

      Here we go again. I almost sighed. “A girl. Yes.”

      “What?”

      I relented. “You’re Aiden?” And he was confused by my name?

      “Aiden Marshall.” He stuck his hand out. “I’m one of the trainers for the team,” he said. “Keith mentioned you could be in charge of making sure the water is fully stocked.”

      He led me over to the screen door between the outdoor courts and the indoor area. “I was thinking of having a table here. Water. Sports drinks. Protein and energy drinks and snacks. Then towels. Keith said you could help with the towels too.”

      I was fairly certain Keith might’ve mentioned I was here to do their bidding, but I refrained from that comment too.

      “How many do you need?”

      “Anything we need to specially order, we’ll already have, but if you could just make sure the tables are fully stocked. I was thinking around a hundred towels. Some of the players use a couple at a time.”

      “Just regular towels?” Not heated? I was already thinking of how we could get a steamer in here to hold the towels and how I could avoid that catching on fire.

      “Yeah. Just hand towels. We brought some with us, but any you have on hand would be helpful. And ice baths. Do you guys have enough ice to supply for an ice bath?”

      Oh shit. That would take large tubs. And ice, lots and lots of ice.

      “I’ll tell Grant about that. He’s maintenance, so he’d be doing the ice baths for you guys.”

      Seriously, Keith? He told them we’d handle that? That sounded like an enormous pain in the ass, but it was just like him to offer.

      “Grant.” Aiden dipped his head forward. “You’re right. I’ll talk to Grant myself about the ice baths. We’ll need a few tubs filled every day too.”

      Tubs. Got it.

      I gave a bouncing nod and said, “You think a portable tub would make a good sled on a glacier?”

      He stared at me.

      “Never mind.” I whipped around, intending to go for the screen door. A quick exit was always a good choice after one of those slipped out. Instead, I smacked into a chest.

      Or I would’ve except, two strong hands grabbed my biceps and caught me.

      It happened so quickly, not even half a second.

      I saw the wall of muscle in front of me and closed my eyes. I opened them after being stopped and was an inch away.

      Gulp.

      I already knew. I knew because I was this guy’s stalker, and that should’ve made me all giddy and euphoric. It didn’t. Instead, dread surged in my gut like an Olympic runner taking off after the starting gun popped.

      My eyes moved up and up and up, over a defined chest to strong biceps and where they met his broad shoulders. His throat had the slightest stubble, as did his chin. I looked over his perfectly formed mouth, up to his nose and landed right on those hazel eyes that I swore were smoldering. Again.

      Reese Forster was touching me.

      Red alert, red alert.

      His hands flexed on my arms before he chuckled. “Again with the questions?”

      “Questions?” Aiden looked between the two of us.

      He hadn’t dropped his hands.

      He was still touching me.

      I couldn’t even formulate a response except what was exploding up from my toes, my legs, my groin, my stomach, my chest, my throat. “If scientists are able to add a rhino’s horn to a horse through DNA manipulation, is that a real unicorn?”

      Aiden made a gurgling sound, but to his credit, Reese didn’t even blink.

      He responded right away. “No. That’d be a horse with a rhino’s horn.”

      “Whaaat is happening?”

      Reese ignored Aiden, finally dropping his hands—and yes, he left tingles where he had touched me. His eyebrows dipped down. “You’re a little odd, aren’t you?”

      I snorted. “Fantastically so.” Somehow my hand found my hip in the most backward movement ever. I twirled and dipped it like it was an airplane going in for a landing. “You know me. Us camp groupies always have to keep you on your toes.”

      His eyes remained locked on mine.

      I was such an idiot.

      Aiden was almost gawking at us now.

      Then Reese gave a little grunt and stepped back. “You’re not a camp groupie. I was wrong. I’m sorry.”

      Little did he know…

      The door that connected the gym to the concessions burst open behind Reese, and I heard the familiar whisk-whisk-whisk of Keith’s khaki shorts before he bellowed out, “Charlie!”

      I was right fucking here. I gritted my teeth.

      Reese looked back.

      Aiden stepped aside to see Keith too, and I stepped out from behind Reese.

      “Oh!” Keith ground to a halt, that damn Boss mug in hand. He must’ve put hair product in his curls since breakfast because they looked wet. I’d bet my measly camp salary he was trying to impress the players, or the coaches.

      Keith liked to pretend he was an expert on the sport.

      To his credit, he did know quite a bit. He coached his daughters’ basketball teams, and one time I had to help. I’d been slightly impressed with the way he blew his whistle. Until it became annoying. He blew the thing every five minutes.

      “I’m Keith Gimpel.” He stuck his hand out. “I run this place.” His smooth-talker voice was on. He was hoping to impress Reese Forster now.

      Reese just nodded at him and moved back a step, to the side. “Thank you for letting our team use your facilities.”

      Aiden stepped forward, shaking Keith’s hand instead. “I’m Aiden, one of the team’s trainers.”

      Reese stepped back again, as if Keith’s presence repulsed him—or maybe that was my wishful thinking. Either way, Aiden moved forward again, engaging Keith in further conversation, and somehow, Aiden had Keith walking back into the concessions area a second later.

      I was in awe.

      I might need to be friends with this Aiden if he could handle Keith like that, because that’s what they both just did. My boss got served, in the best way ever.

      Reese had gone back to watching me, and I couldn’t help myself. “That was awesome! It’s like you have creepy-guy radar, and Aiden’s your superhero,” I gushed.

      Reese winced. “I don’t know if it’s like that exactly.” He lifted a nonchalant shoulder. “Your boss is a dick. I can tell.”

      Stalker mode: engaged. Again.

      “I think I want to be your best friend.”

      I cringed, hearing those words before I could take them back, but a second later, Reese Forster laughed. It was small, brief, but it was there. And the sound flooded me with a warm, slightly gooey feeling.

      “Let’s just keep it at weird camp buds, and by that, I mean you give me a damn ball. Now.”

      That edge from last night was back in his voice. It was slight, but it was there, as if he’d been trying to hold it back.

      I nodded, turning for the cage. That was the guy who’d showed up last night and practiced for four hours straight by himself, and with a vengeance—as if he needed to save the world with his basketball skills.

      I felt honored he was even trying to hold back with me.

      After handing over a ball, which Reese took in the same instant half-dribble, go-between-the-legs motion as he walked toward the court, the screen door slammed shut once again.

      Please, not Keith. Please, not Keith.

      Grant walked around the corner. “Hey—”

      I shot my hands in the air and clapped them together. “It worked!”

      I must’ve shouted, because Reese stopped dribbling. He and Grant both looked at me, but I didn’t even care. At this point, both were aware of my quirks.

      “Okay.” Grant shook his head, rubbing his hand over the side of his face. “I’m not even asking. Did that trainer guy find you?”

      “Yes. We need tubs.”

      “Tubs?” His eyebrows rose.

      I nodded. “Tubs and other stuff. Water. Sports drinks. Towels.” I indicated the spot behind him. “He wants a table set up there with all of that, and a second one outside. And he wants ice for the tubs.”

      “Oh. That doesn’t sound so bad.” He had twisted around, probably gauging what size table he’d need to get.

      “No, no.” I leaned forward and tugged on his sleeve.

      He looked back.

      I knew what he was thinking. “He doesn’t want the tubs for drinks or food.” Because that was a normal thing here. “He wants the tubs for the guys, for ice baths.”

      And now I waited.

      “Are you kidding?” His eyebrows pulled together, matching the sides of his mouth. “Fucking ice baths?”

      I smiled. “Keith told him we could do that.”

      He swore under his breath. “Goddamn fucking Keith. Where the hell are we going to find tubs that size? We’ve never offered that service before.”

      I had a feeling it was going to be a regular thing now. I said as much. “You know Keith will want to get more pro teams. He’ll put images of them on the website.”

      Grant went back to growling because he knew I was right, and that meant it’d be on him to get it done. Finding tubs wouldn’t really be a problem. Grant hated ice. His only use for ice was making drinks colder, but because winter retreats were offered here during the off-season, that meant he had a large hockey rink to maintain. Then there were polar bear plunges. Igloo making. Ice carving. And I got the newsletter—they were boasting a brand new ice carnival. All of those jobs fell on Grant’s shoulders to maintain, and during a time when staff was cut in half and sometimes to a third of what he had during the summer.

      He pulled his radio from his back and pressed the button. “Owen, you there?”

      A crackle, then, “Owen here. What’s up?”

      “We got enough ice to fill up a couple of tubs for ice baths?”

      More crackling.

      Owen said, “For what?”

      “Ice baths.”

      Crackle.

      Crackle.

      “Did you say ice paths?”

      Grant swore.

      The crackling intensified, and he swore some more.

      He almost yelled into the radio, “Ice baths. B. B as in boy. Baths!”

      “Psychopaths?”

      “Goddamn!”

      He wound up, ready to throw the radio over my head, but I lunged forward and grabbed it from him. He didn’t even resist. He walked in a tight circle, his arms tucked across his chest and his head down.

      I pressed the button. “Owen, ice soaks.”

      “Ooh! Yeah. We have enough. The machine is working fine.”

      I pressed it again. “Thank you.” Let it go, then pressed it again. “Psychopath.” I said to Grant, “He was messing with you.”

      Crackle.

      Owen’s laughter sounded over the radio a second later. “I was just having fun. We’ll put out some buckets Grant can use. Owen, out.”

      “Fuck this.” Grant started for the door, took one step, and twisted back to me. He took the radio in one hand, my arm in the other, and walked me out the door. “You’re helping me.”

      A warm feeling exploded in me. I felt it shoot down my arms, and I couldn’t have stopped my smile if I’d tried.

      This was the old Grant, the old dynamic of someone pushing on his buttons for the fun of it. The fact that it had been Owen made it even funnier, and like those previous years, Grant was huffing and puffing, but he was going to get the job done.

      And I was going along for the ride, even though I was supposed to stay and man the gym.

      “The cage, dude,” I said.

      He growled. “Fuck that too.” He shot a look over his shoulder at Reese, who’d lined up for a three-pointer. The ball swished as Grant added, “Keith’s being paranoid if he thinks Reese Forster is going to steal a ball.”

      “But where are we going? Tubs won’t have to be filled till after their practices.”

      A hard bounce sounded behind us.

      Grant hit the screen door with the palm of his hand. “You can help me bring all the stuff up.”

      A second hard bounce.

      We were out the door and walking for the main lodge when I felt a tingle in the back of my neck. I looked over my shoulder, and as Reese bounced the ball between his legs, I met his gaze.

      A shiver ran all the way down my back.

      I couldn’t read him. His face was locked down into an impassive wall, and I had to reflect for a second. He’d been pissy, furious, bossy, commanding, and then suddenly he’d laughed at me. Now there was nothing. He was devoid of all emotion.

      His eyes were dead.
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      “The team has to go to their first preseason game. They have to use Fairview’s airport, so you’re going to go with them, show them the way.”

      I blinked.

      I saw the Boss mug first, then it moved from the opening in front of the cage’s window and Keith appeared. He was hitching his khaki shorts up, his belly jutting out even farther than normal because he wasn’t watching me. He was leaning against the cage, one of his legs crossed over the other, and he was watching the practice.

      They’d been running drills for the last hour, with Reese and a few others sectioned off to the back corner. He was being fed basketballs as he was dribbling up to three at a time. He handled four at one point, but that was quickly shot off to the next person in line. They were taking turns, sending him the balls and he couldn’t lose control over any of them. He was bent down, a wide grin on his face, his eyes lit up. So not like the other day, when there’d been no look at all. Since then, he hadn’t looked at me. I was nonexistent.

      Well. I was staff. There was a level of invisibility that came along with my position.

      I wished that same power was extended to Keith, but alas he was my boss. What could a recently fired and recently dumped person do?

      “You want me to do what?”

      He waved his mug back to me, speaking distractedly, “You know how that airport is. The GPS always gets it wrong, so I told them I’d send a staff member with them. Trent’s gone. Owen is needed here and Grant’s got other things to do. You’re up.” Now he looked at me.

      I wished he hadn’t.

      I knew he was trying to grin at me, he was even speaking neutral and like I was a regular person to him, but when his mouth lifted, it just came out as a sneer. I didn’t think I’d be able to see him any other way.

      He straightened up, readjusting his shorts. “I told Winston a staff person would direct them to the airport, so they know. They’ve chartered their own plane.”

      He and Winston. First name terms, huh?

      Wait. “I’m riding with them?”

      On their bus?

      I was starting to hyperventilate and he hadn’t even answered.

      He was eyeing me, his eyebrows pinched together. “Yes. And you’re representing the camp, so don’t do anything nuts.”

      I wanted to snort for so many reasons. I refrained, chewing the inside of my cheek. But I did give him a half-salute. “Yes, sir.”

      “Good. They leave in about two hours. You’ll go on the bus with them, and they’ll park it there until they fly back.”

      Two hours later, I was told to wait in the entryway while all their equipment was first loaded. They left after eating, and one by one, they went past me.

      Out the door. To the bus.

      A few of the guys eyed me with interest. A couple winked. Two smiled. Then there were the blank stares, a couple disgusted looks, all until the end where Reese was bringing up the rear. Juan was in front of him, a coach walking next to Reese, his hand on his shoulder.

      He was nodding to what the coach was saying, then he saw me, and his eyes sparked. He half-turned his head toward me, enough so the coach stopped talking, lifting his head too to see what caught Reese’s attention. Seeing it was only good old me, the coach went right back to speaking, but Reese didn’t look away. He eyed me the whole time as he passed, his head turning to watch me as Juan held the door open for him.

      Noting the look, Juan took interest in me too. His own eyebrows pinching together, a slight frown marring his face.

      And because they were the rear of the group, I waited a beat before I fell in line.

      These guys were giants, all of them except their trainers, and even most of those guys were six feet and in amazing shape. Came with the job, I suppose.

      This was my life.

      I couldn’t get over it.

      I was walking behind the Seattle Thunder. I was going to ride on their bus with them, show them the way to get to the airport—wait.

      Oh, shit.

      I held up a hand. “Hold on!” I took off, back inside. “Owen!”

      The door slammed shut behind me, then I heard it squeak as it was opened again.

      “Where are you going?”

      I was dying. That was Reese.

      “I need directions.”

      His nostrils flared and his head moved back an inch. “You’re supposed to be giving us directions.”

      “I know, but—” There was a fork in the road and I always went the wrong way, but instead of explaining that to Reese, I yelled for Owen. “Left or right at the fork?”

      “Right!”

      Hadley yelled, “He means left. He thought you said left, and he was saying right to the left. It’s left.”

      I was confused.

      A body stood next to me. I could feel Reese’s heat coming off him, and his arm lifted. He had his phone out, was frowning at it. “Why’s the GPS all fucked up out here?”

      I gulped. “The signal out here is crap.”

      He grunted, putting his phone away. “Makes sense.” He eyed me again, before nodding up at Owen who had come out from his office. “Why can’t you come with us? Make sure we don’t get lost.”

      So embarrassing, but then he stepped into my side.

      My head whipped up, and I swear, he’d done it on purpose. His face was stiff, his lips pressed tight like he was holding back a grin, and he didn’t look down at me. Then he did it again. He was doing it on purpose.

      I tensed, standing to my fullest height of five six. And I had no idea what to do here.

      Owen gave us both a grin, eyeing me with a slight wary look. “You know the way?”

      I nodded. “It’s left…”

      “Right?” Reese added.

      I clamped my mouth shut. My neck heating up.

      Owen was skirting between the two of us, rolling his shoulder up and tugging on his neck. “At the fork, you go left.”

      Hadley yelled from behind the kitchen window, “That’s right.”

      Reese started laughing.

      I yelled back, “You can’t see, but I’m flicking you off, Hadley.”

      “I’m twerking back at you.”

      “Yo!” A shout from behind us.

      Reese and I both turned. The coach was there, a slight glare on his face. He was holding the door open, one foot inside. “What’s the holdup?”

      Reese turned around, stepping into me again. “Direction Girl needed to get directions.”

      “What?” His eyebrows shot up.

      “No. I mean,” I coughed and started forward, “there’s a fork. I needed to remember which way to go. It’s confusing sometimes.”

      Reese was close behind me. “She’s right.”

      He was fucking with me.

      The coach pushed the door open, stepping back and giving us space so both of us could pass him by. As I stepped outside, I moved to the side, giving Reese a good side-eye. “We go left.”

      His mouth twitched, but he ran a hand over it, hiding his expression. “You sure about that?”

      My God. I had to think about it.

      As he was looking down at me like that, like we were having our own secret, I almost faltered in my step. He was mesmerizing. “I…yes. I’m right.” I blanched.

      Reese started laughing.

      I wasn’t ready.

      He’d been pissed the first night, confused after that, and guarded yesterday. This Reese was electrifying. I’d seen it earlier in their practice and had been half-swooning, but standing so close to him, having him giving me this attention—a jolt went through my entire body as the sound of his laugh washed over me. It took a moment to regroup.

      “Yes. I’m right. It’s left.”

      The coach sighed, moving ahead of us. “Just don’t get us lost. We are on a time table here.”

      Then we were getting on, and a lot of eyes were focused on us.

      I gulped.

      One head coach. Four assistant coaches. Two trainers. A few other extra staff and nineteen players were waiting for us. Only half were watching, but it didn’t diminish the effect of being the center of their attention.

      Reese started to take one of the open seats in the front, until their head coach grunted. “In the back, Forster.”

      He paused, mid-swing into the chair. “What?”

      His coach was looking over some papers, jerked his hand toward the back. “Passing along the message. Cartion said you had to go back there.” He looked up, his eyes all business. “I don’t know why.” Then the other coach was sitting behind me, and he focused on me. “You’re the staff?”

      Staff. I dipped my head down. “That’s me.”

      Reese’s grin was slow. “She needed to ask for directions.”

      “Shut up,” I hissed under my breath, then was more mortified as three of the coaches looked over.

      Winston Duty’s eyes were narrowing the more he watched us. Then he motioned for an empty seat right behind the driver. “I’m starting to see why Cartion requested your presence in the back.” He said to me, “That’s for you. You’ll be relaying directions to Pete.”

      Pete was fifty-three, grandfather to three little ones under the age of five, and he was tickled pink at being the team’s driver. They employed him during the season, and not only was he deemed the team’s greeter, but he was also their storyteller. Unofficially, of course.

      By the time we were pulling into Fairview’s tiny airport, where their plane seemed to take up half the tarmac, I learned about the time they traveled last year to Oregon and had a tire go out. I learned about the police officer names that came to assist them, and how Pete himself knew all of the first responders who attended their games in Seattle. Did I want to learn more about Washington itself?

      I was turning that last request down, my head buzzing with all the information, names, dates, and little factoids like the fact that Pete’s granddaughter was not actually named after Reese, the actress, but after their very own Reese Forster. Pete had a good laugh about that. It was always a source of confusion when people met his little granddaughter.

      He kept talking, swinging the bus over into the parking lot.

      A hand touched me from behind. Aiden leaned over, saying under his breath, “You can tune him out. Once he starts, he won’t stop.”

      I half-glared at him. “You tell me now?” I motioned outside. “We just got here.”

      He chuckled, grabbing his bag as the bus stopped and Pete opened the door. Standing up, he patted me on the arm. “Pete does best when he’s talking to someone, and from what I hear, you needed distracting. Least, that’s what Forster said earlier.”

      Forster said?

      He said what?

      But Aiden was off the bus.

      I was going to get off next, but one of the coaches said, “Stay put.”

      I stayed put.

      I stayed put as all the coaches got off, the other trainer. Their other staff, and as each player trailed past me.

      “Heard you almost got us lost.”

      I swallowed over a lump. That was Lestroy talking to me. He was teasing as he held his bag over his shoulder and added, “Thanks for not doing that.”

      Oh, God.

      Garth Carzoni was next, winking. “I was rooting for the right, not the left. Glad you were correct.”

      Seat, swallow me now.

      Matthew Crusty was up. He said to Carzoni as he passed me by, also winking, “I heard she’s dyslexic and has to turn her hands around to get the L right.”

      A little gurgling sound came from me.

      Juan spoke up, the next one passing me by, “That’s why Reese went after her, making sure we didn’t end up at that casino. Remember that one time?”

      Crusky raised his arm, already outside. “Oh yeah. That one time.”

      Juan went down the stairs, but flashed me a grin over his shoulder. “Wish us luck, Staff Member.”

      Direction Girl to Staff Member. I wasn’t sure if I’d been demoted or not.

      Reese was the last one out except for one of their staff in the back of the bus.

      He stopped at my seat, a backpack on and his hands resting on the straps. “They’re hazing you, just a little bit.”

      Another gurgle escaped my throat.

      “You guys don’t get it.” I had to blink a couple times. “This is—a wet dream for me.”

      But no randoms came out of me. I just now realized that, and as if reading my mind, Reese said, “Why do you think Pete was talking to you the whole time? I might’ve had a word with him earlier.” Then he was moving past me.

      “Wait.”

      All of them were going up into the plane. I was looking around. “Where is Pete?”

      “He’s on the plane. He wanted to get on first because his knee was giving him problems earlier. We’ll have a bus waiting for us at the next airport to the stadium.”

      “But—”

      Reese chuckled. “Have a good one, Direction Girl. We’ll be back after we win.” He didn’t wink, but his smirk had enough punch behind it. I lost my train of thought for a second, until I clued back in that he was getting off and crossing the tarmac to get on that plane too.

      They all had been, except one.

      The last staff guy was holding a bag of garbage, coming back down the center aisle. I asked as he passed me by, “Do I have a ride home?”

      He glanced up and shrugged. “I don’t know, but you gotta get off the bus. I have to lock it for Pete.”

      I got off. He locked the bus, jogging over to the plane, and I was left standing there, my mouth hanging open. All the while as the plane closed up and took off, long after I saw it disappear into the air.

      I’d been ditched, and I wasn’t even sure who had ditched me.

      Then the airport office door opened and a woman waved at me. “You Direction Girl?”

      I groaned, heading over to her. “Yeah.”

      She smiled, laughing. “They told me to wait until the plane was long gone to tell you that I’m your ride back. Give me a minute to close up, then I’ll drive you.”

      I didn’t know if I should laugh or curse.

      I did both.
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      Two days later, they’d won their first preseason game and were back practicing.

      Both gyms were filled and were in the middle of drills. The sound of bouncing basketballs, whistles, yelling, and the squeaks of shoes against the floor filled the courts.

      And the smell of sweat.

      I loved it.

      I’d never enjoyed playing the sport myself, but my brother was a basketball star for our high school team. He was starting varsity in seventh grade, and growing up as Chance Manning’s little sister had its benefits—but also its cons. One of the benefits, I was treated like royalty at every single basketball game. Another girl, whose brother was on the varsity team with Chance, told me she’d started being one of the team’s managers. That was a loose title they’d given her because she showed up and took stats for their games. She’d asked if I wanted to do it with her, and the answer had been a resounding hell yes. The popular girls down front always had time for Chance’s little sister, and the only better seating was actually with the team. That’s where they put us managers.

      So even to this day, a filled and active gym of basketball players made a part of me purr like a kitten.

      I’d missed this, and I’d forgotten how much I missed this. Seems as if coming back to camp hadn’t been the only part of my history I was revisiting, and I was okay with that too. I dropped the ball I’d been bouncing idly and whipped my head around.

      Reese stood at the counter, sweat wetting his hair, his face, and his shirt. He held a basketball on his hip.

      “What?”

      My brain turned off. Reese Forster looked as if he’d stepped out of the shower. He didn’t smell like it, but he looked like it.

      My groin was inflamed. The Fourth of July decided to visit, and I groaned, biting my lip. So embarrassing.

      “What’d you say?” I asked again, my voice a little raspy.

      He nodded toward the screen door. “You and that guy from the other day. You’re good friends.”

      It took a second, but Grant. It clicked then. The Tub Day.

      And nope.

      I was not going to let my weird brain go nuts with thoughts here. He was asking because he was curious. That’s all. For no reason other than curiosity.

      Right.

      A monotone voice sounded through my brain: Calm the fuck down.

      I swallowed, and just like that, I was calmer.

      My normal response was to go into hyperdrive, but enough was enough. I needed to be a normal person. Reese (I wasn’t using his last name any more) had asked a general question, because he was generally interested, and I could respond—like a generally normal person.

      You’d think I’d be better after getting hazed. I wasn’t. I was worse, in some ways.

      I tucked some hair behind my ear. “I used to work here a long time ago, and he and I—”

      Reese bounced the ball between his legs, once, catching it right away. “There was a thing?”

      I was totally cool here.

      “Yeah.” I winced at myself. “I mean, no. We were best friends. That’s it.”

      He dropped the ball again, starting to bounce it in front of him. “So there wasn’t a thing?”

      “Friends.”

      “So who did you have a thing with?” He was still bouncing, his head cocked to the side.

      “What?” Why is he asking about this?

      “Come on.” He looked me up and down. “You’re hot. You’re trying to tell me you’re single?”

      I couldn’t say I wasn’t.

      He kept on, “And you’re working here as what? A gym court attendant?”

      “Um.” Shit. He wanted the deets on why this train wreck was still working at a camp.

      All the Damian trauma, Grandpa Newt, and getting fired exploded in my chest in one big ball.

      I let out a sigh.

      “That’s...stupidly tragic.” What else could I say?

      He caught the ball and stopped, staring hard at me. “Stupidly tragic?”

      I clipped my head in a nod. “Would you like more water? I can get that for you.”

      Pretending like he’d asked for more water, I started walking away. I called over my shoulder, “I’ll get you more water.”

      He stared at me the whole way as I went back out the door. I couldn’t see him, but I felt him. And then I remembered: we had just filled the table with water an hour ago.
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        * * *

      

      Reese kept his distance from me the rest of the day. I worked like a normal employee, with only minimal fangirling still going on inside of me, but not as much. The whole ‘stupidly tragic’ thing put a damper on my inner fangirl.

      But he watched me, and I couldn’t ignore the flutter going on in my stomach. And those weren’t there because of my fanatical fan-ways. They were there and growing because of a different reason, one that was more like me woman and he man, that sort of way.

      And that was bad.

      I could do nuts. Crazy was a nice firm wall that I kept around myself, shielding people from getting too close, or from me connecting as a real human being kinda way. It was a good firm wall locked around me, and the more he was watching me, the more that wall was getting dents in it, and that was the bad part.

      Really bad. Like seriously, I’m stupid—sign me up for another stint of therapy kind of bad.

      I did not need to deal with anyone on a real basis. Lucas was the most I’d tried in a year, and we all know how that ended.

      Reese Forster made Grandpa Newt not even a blip.

      But, I was walking from the main lounge, after dinner when he fell in step beside me, and for some reason no one clued Reese Forster in on how bad of an idea he was to my senses.

      “I didn’t mean to freak you out earlier,” he said.

      I almost faltered in my stride, but caught myself and kept going. I needed to deal with this problem before I was put in a mental clinic.

      “Tell me something gross about yourself.”

      “Why?”

      We were rounding one of the outdoor courts. A couple of the other players were there, shooting hoops.

      I figured, why not. “Because gross helps balance things out. I need balancing out. I’m starting to like you.”

      He grabbed my arm, jerking me to a stop.

      His head inclined toward me. His eyes keen. “Say again.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Come on. You’re a pro ball player. Women throwing themselves at you is not new. Why are you surprised by me?”

      “It’s not that.” He gripped the back of his neck. “As a line, that was almost lame compared to some I’ve heard.” An easy grin fell back in place and he let go of his neck, nodding to me. “You can do better.”

      This guy.

      I—no words.

      Then I blinked a few times, staring at him because he was right. I could do better, and that sort of thing wouldn’t even phase him.

      “Okay. Fine.” I could do this.

      This was weird.

      I was still going with it. “Is your dick cold? Because I’ve got a warmer for it.”

      He didn’t react, his face expressionless, then his smirk grew. “That’s it? We’re not at the Roxbury. Do better.” His smirk was growing cocky.

      Jesus. He did not realize the stalker he was fanning here.

      Some of the bouncing from the court lessened. The guys were starting to watch us. One guy broke from their group, heading over. I saw it from the corner of my eye.

      I coughed. “I don’t know. How do girls usually hit on you?”

      He shrugged. “Most just usually send me a nude in my messages. Or you know, practically being naked and just grabbing me.”

      “That works?”

      His smirk was almost rakish now. “If I have an itch and she’s got the warmer for my dick.”

      That was so crude. My warmer got hotter.

      “Yeah. Well. I’m trying to warn you away from me.”

      He rolled his eyes. “You don’t scare me. Besides, I thought you were funny.” He relaxed, rolling his shoulders back.

      “Reese,” Juan called out, halfway to us. He shot out a ball. It bounced once and Reese caught it without looking away from me.

      “You think I’m less funny now that I’m being honest?”

      He flexed his hands around the ball. “Maybe I’m missing the questions?”

      Juan stopped just shy of joining our group and conversation. He was waiting.

      And I was waiting too. No one missed my questions. I didn’t even miss my questions. I was waiting because I didn’t know how to process this conversation. I narrowed my eyes at him. “Are you messing with me?”

      There was another burning feeling in me, moving up, spreading over my stomach, my chest, rising all the way to my neck. It was a burning feeling that I hadn’t felt in so long. I almost didn’t recognize it.

      “Is that another attempt? ’Cause that’s lame too.” He smirked. “Thought you weren’t a camp groupie?”

      Well…there was always going to be a fine line with that one, especially with him, only with him.

      I closed my mouth and bit down hard. Juan Cartion was listening to our conversation, and not even hiding it. The Cruskinator was coming in too, his large hands on his hips.

      I focused back on him, trying to ignore the other two and now a third was coming over. “We have an audience.”

      Reese’s eyebrows pulled together, skimming a look over his teammates. “So?”

      “So.” I coughed, smiling and dipping my head down. My hands were almost shaking. “I should get the cage open. Excuse me.”

      I wasn’t running. I honestly wasn’t.

      I wasn’t hiding.

      I wasn’t avoiding.

      I—just—I’d hid from life while I was with Damian, then hid for another year, and Lucas had been a crash and burn attempt at jump-starting my whole living again. This, though. This, with a minor conversation with Reese Forster (yes, I had to say his last name because his first name didn’t put it into the best perspective) had me feeling things I’d almost forgotten could happen in me.

      I felt normal, for a small moment.

      I was a girl crushing on a guy, not a fangirl gawking over a celebrity, and it hit me hard in the chest. Right there, making that thing pumping and skipping a beat.

      That was what I’d been afraid of.
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      I was normal again the next morning. So normal I was boring.

      No fangirl. No creep or freak. Nothing. Not one iota.

      Reese looked at me, and I barely reacted.

      Reese asked me for a ball and I handed one over, just fine. My hands only trembled a slight bit. See. Totally freaking so-blah boring.

      I could’ve put myself to sleep, I was that lame.

      I was tragically normal.

      That lasted until the afternoon.

      Reese was in the hallway when I came out of the bathroom. He was leaning against the wall, and his head lifted as I exited the door. He pushed off from the wall and declared, “You’re being weird.”

      Holy shit. He finally knew me.

      I grinned, not wanting to go back to the gyms. No one else was in the hallway so I leaned back against the other wall. “Hate to break it to you, but that’s my norm.”

      “No. Not like this.” He indicated me. “I can tell. You’re off from your usual weird shit.” He scowled. “I don’t like it.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “My usual weird shit?”

      A smile ghosted over his face. “You don’t think I didn’t know you were watching me that first night?”

      Oh. I squirmed. This hallway suddenly got really hot.

      “Or the next morning when I jogged past with Juan?”

      I’d been a creeper both times, standing and hiding against the wall.

      And really. I glanced at the back end of the hallway. Keith didn’t believe in using an air conditioner for the indoor gym, said all the windows were enough for the ventilation, but maybe we needed to add more windows.

      My voice came out strained. “You knew I was there those times?”

      “One of the guys heard you freaking out the first night they got here, told me about it last night after he saw us talking by the courts. Figured I needed a warning.”

      I could’ve been a puddle by now.

      “Oh, God.”

      A slight chuckle from him. “I don’t give a shit about that. You about to start creeping outside my cabin window?”

      Yes. Maybe. I mean, no.

      “What cabin are you in?”

      The corner of his mouth tugged upwards. “Yeah, right. I’m half-tempted to tell you. I want you back to how you were.”

      “How I was what?”

      “Being weird.” He raked me up and down. “You’re being normal. I don’t like it.”

      I frowned a little. “You’re very vocal and demanding.”

      “I know what I want.”

      And apparently, he wanted me weird. Well, I could so out-weird him.

      I mean—where’d that come from?

      Now my eyebrows went up. “I don’t get a lot of requests to go back to being crazy.”

      He grinned, but then shrugged and readjusted his leaning stance against the wall. His hands went into his pockets. “I don’t know. Just doesn’t feel right.” Then that grin came back. It was teasing now. “Or maybe I thought I was getting my own ball girl for a second, and before you run with that one, I mean as in someone to retrieve my balls for me so I don’t have to stop shooting hoops.”

      I almost cooed at him, all the embarrassment shifting to more comfortable terrain here. “That’s cute. You want an errand girl.”

      “Yeah. Maybe.” His eyes darkened.

      “No, seriously. Think of it this way,” I told him. “Now you don’t have to be scared you’ll find me in your bed one night with a knife and hot wax.”

      Someone walked past the hallway, then backtracked.

      “Reese.” It was Aiden. He was frowning at us. “Coach wants you back.”

      Reese nodded to him, and after a questioning look at me, Aiden returned to the courts.

      I started to go back, but Reese caught my elbow.

      I stiffened, my insides shrieking. Code Red, people! He was touching me!

      Reese was saying over my internal tornado alarms, “Just tell me. Does it have to do with a guy?”

      Oh.

      Damian.

      And just like that, the tornado alarms switched off. A whole different form of storm was tearing me up inside, one that was way too fucking real for this conversation.

      I gentled my tone, but I needed to let him know I meant business. “Look.” Fuck. I sighed, biting my lip. “Yes. It’s part of the tragically stupid thing from before, but I don’t even talk to my friends about it.”

      Technically, I didn’t talk to anyone about it. The therapist had been a little over six months ago.

      His hand was still on my elbow. He was leaning closer.

      I gave him a little bit more. “It’s taken a full year for me to get where I am now, so…”

      He nodded, new understanding dawning in his eyes. He held his hands up, and I tried to ignore how I protested the loss of his touch.

      He straightened away from me. “Back off?”

      Something shifted.

      I felt it. I saw that he felt it too, and I didn’t think it was my delusional side imagining it. I nodded. “Back off.”

      “No need to say anything more.”

      He meant it, bypassing me.

      He was almost to the courts when I followed him back into the gym. Someone tossed him the ball, and he was dribbling for his team within seconds, calling out the play as he went.

      I stopped in my tracks, though.

      God.

      That look. His touch. The slight concern that I was just now realizing I had heard when he questioned me in the hallway. I didn’t know how it happened, when it happened, but there was something there.

      Something real.

      His shirt was flapping in the wind, showcasing a good amount of skin and a tattoo running vertically under his arm, and my heart just did a backflip.

      All those flutters exploded in my stomach.

      My head spun. I wasn’t quite sure what had happened, but I think, just maybe, someone had understood me without me saying a word about it? Maybe? I was in trouble, very real and serious trouble.
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      Over the rest of the week, I fell into a routine.

      One could’ve argued that everyone had a routine, but mine was up at five to open the courts. The kitchen was next for coffee, then breakfast prep with Owen and Hadley. I’d start dishes when they began piling up, and do them throughout the meal. Most of the team still left everything at the tables, but after Reese started bringing his tray to the dish window, others followed suit.

      I thanked each and every one in a polite, appropriately cheerful voice and a smile in my eyes—no extra weirdness or flaking out on my part. I was quite proud of myself.

      After breakfast, I’d head back to the courts and man the equipment closet.

      Aiden came up a few times with things he needed for the team, and I’d do whatever he asked. I was usually desperate to leave that equipment cage. A girl could only smell hot and sweaty ball players, hear the sound of basketballs bouncing and feet running up and down the court, and stare at nothing for so long before she’s ready to combust.

      The inner fan wanted to break out still. I was struggling at being completely rational. Still.

      The other part of me would break out in heat whenever Reese came over and not because he was the celebrity superstar to me anymore, because he was a man. All man.

      A few of the players had learned my name. I was no longer Direction Girl or Staff Member, but Reese kept to his nods. He was polite.

      A polite thank you here. A polite you’re welcome there.

      At times when I felt my inner craziness etch out of control, Damian would come to mind. And with the thought of him, the impending doom soon settled in, helping me bottom out all over again.

      I felt like the underside of my stomach had a trap door, and the thought of him opened it. All my contents dropped to my feet, and the door would close, leaving me with nothing but a mess to clean up.

      I’d operate that way until something caused a spark—usually Reese looking at me—and then I’d start feeling a little buzz inside again.

      After the first time when I realized I could use the Damian trick to calm myself, he had started sneaking into my head more and more. And I could handle that, sort of, but then the nightmares started.

      I’d tossed and turned, and then the last few nights I’d jerked awake screaming.

      That gave me a fright all on its own.

      My time off was nonexistent, but that was okay with me.

      The busier I was, the better, but I was tired because of it.

      Still somehow that method had gotten me all the way to here: my first time off because the team had gone to another preseason game. Keith kept us busy the first time they were gone, with random projects around the island. This time, we got a full twenty-four hours off, and I was walking back to my cabin, unsure what I wanted to do.

      I’d done nothing with the book I was going to write. That only brought more Damian gloom.

      “Hey.”

      Oh, thank God. A distraction.

      It was Grant.

      “Heya back.”

      Be gone, stupid queasy stomach. I don’t need to feel you. Please have work for me to do, Grant. I’ll do almost anything at this point.

      Almost. Let’s not get crazy now.

      He was walking toward me from the back of the main building. He slid his hands in his pockets and jerked his head back over his shoulder. “Owen and Hadley are heading into town, dinner and drinks. Want to come?”

      He said dinner. I only heard drinks. “I’m down. Can we add the last D word?”

      Grant laughed. “You know how those two are. Any excuse for some dancing. We can go to The Barn. They’re actually playing a DJ these days.”

      “Really?”

      I was impressed. The airport was small, but Fairview had a surprising number of bars and a couple nightclubs even. The Barn was in one of the smaller towns outside of Fairview. We were going even smaller.

      I loved it.

      Grant nodded. “It’s Thursday, so there might be college students there.”

      “Just call me Mrs. Robinson.”

      Instead of the grin I expected, he grew more serious. He was quiet a beat. “You okay, Charlie?”

      “As okay as I can be in Candyland.” I shot him a grin, trying to up the ante here. “You know how I am with the Seattle Thunder.”

      He didn’t fall for it again. I was losing my touch.

      “I’m serious. I know you, remember?”

      Oh God. We were going into Realityland. Nope. No way. Retreat.

      My smile slipped, but I lifted a shoulder. “I’m as good as can be, I guess.”

      This was Grant. I had to give him something or he’d never let up. But I knew him too, and he loved gushing about people he loved.

      “Is Sophia coming?”

      See? There. His fiancée would do the trick.

      And she did. His eyes lit up, and he launched into a story about how not only was she coming, but we’d be lucky if her Nana and abuela didn’t show up themselves.

      Grant filled me in on Sophia’s dancing-loving family as we headed to my cabin. He didn’t stop until we reached a fork in the path. I had to go left for my place, and he had to go right, because I assumed he had work in that part of the camp?

      I gestured behind him. “Got a maintenance order or something?”

      “What?” He looked. “Oh, yeah. One of the players was saying his toilet wasn’t flushing. I’m excited to see.” His chuckle was dry. “But yeah. Let’s meet at the main lodge in an hour. I’ll be sobercab too, so feel free to let loose.”

      Let loose. Did he not know me?

      “Sounds like a plan.”

      He nodded, his eyes warming. “It’ll be nice to hang out like real friends again.”

      I gave him a thumbs-up, but as soon as my back turned, my smile fell.

      Friends were a commodity I hadn’t had in so long. There’d been no friends from work. I’d faded away from all my friends during the Damian era, because it was too hard to see their normal lives when mine was slipping away daily. You can only talk about what’s going on for so long. People like to say they’ll be there for you, but there’s a time stamp on that offer. What they really mean is that they’re there for you over the next three days. If it takes longer than that, you’re out of luck. You need to move forward, find new friends to confide in.

      No one understood unless they were on the “outside” alongside me, because everyone on the “inside” was busy being normal and living a normal life.

      So after it ended with Damian, it’d been just Lucas, and yeah, the rest is history from there. So, no friends for me. And now here I was, back where I had friends around me I’d considered family at one point.

      Working was easy. I could do that without talking. Jokes? Cheesy lines? I was the queen of those things. Want a random question? My need had simmered down, but I could pull one out if I needed.

      But time outside of work, over food and with booze—that meant talking.

      Normally, people love talking about themselves, so it’s easy to distract them. But not these guys. Not Hadley, Owen, or Grant. And they knew my tricks.

      Yep. Cold sweat.

      I could already feel I was on the verge of a breakdown. Again.

      But I was tired. Not sleeping tired, but bone tired—tired of being alone, tired of dodging and evading. As I stepped into my cabin, I felt tears starting to roll down my face.

      Maybe I should actually tell them? I ran through the conversation.

      I’d see pity on their faces. Hadley would start crying. Owen would roll his shoulder back because he’d be uncomfortable. And Grant, he’d be angry. I could only guess at why he’d be mad, but I knew he would be. That was his go-to emotion for situations like that.

      I decided instead that I’d get drunk. Problem solved. I was always a happy drunk too, like a Labrador.

      Labrador it was.
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      I shouldn’t have worried about deep and meaningful conversation.

      The Thunder’s preseason game was on television, so we ended up taking our plates to the bar. We ate and watched the game—seemed the loyal thing to do. People were yelling and cheering, and I had a flare up of Crazy Charlie when Reese stole the ball at the end of the third quarter, followed up with a fouled shot that went in, and followed that up by sinking the free throw. And then he stole it again, but instead of running up for the layup—which would’ve been blocked, the guy had three extra inches on Reese—he backed up and laid out the prettiest, most smooth-sailing floater I’d ever seen.

      Swish. Only net.

      That was going to be played on ESPN for the rest of the night.

      The bar broke out in groans, since they were playing our local state team but some had to cheer. It was so damn beautiful.

      That seemed to set the tone for the rest of the game, and for us.

      The Thunder stomped our team, but it was so pretty to watch. Reese dominated the floor. The announcers wondered aloud how the rest of the season would go, if this was an indication of the Thunder trying to make a point. They were one of the best teams for a reason. There was speculation about Reese’s brother as well, about the consequences, and then a mention that the team was using an undisclosed location for their camp.

      We all watched. We all heard, and we lifted our drinks for a toast. It wasn’t high—more at chest level—and not a word was spoken, but after that, we were all in for partying. Owen ordered two rounds of shots. Hadley had two martinis, and we were lit.

      And after meeting Sophia, then her family, I would’ve married her too.

      We went to The Barn for dancing.

      Hadley got another martini. I had another shot.

      There was twerking. Running man. Sprinkler.

      I grocery shopped. I changed a tire. I was a half of a unicorn dance. It was new. We’d just created it that night. I was the ass part, and Sophia’s abuela was the head part. Sophia tried being the hooves, but she just didn’t get it. When she swung her head back, I’d kick up my leg and throw some confetti in the air. Then we’d go back to prancing and pretending to kick people.

      It was just what I needed. Tomorrow was going to kick my ass.

      Even drunk, I could feel my sides hurting from all the laughing as we drove back.

      Grant dropped Owen and Hadley off at their house. Sophia was snoring in the front, but they lived off the island, so it was just me. He drove to the village.

      The path to my cabin wasn’t driveable so he parked at the mouth of the trail.

      “I’ll walk you.” Grant opened his door as I got out.

      “No, no!” I nearly yelled. Looking around, some of the lights were on in the nearby cabins. “Those guys are back already?”

      Grant looked around. “Yeah. I mean, Minneapolis is only four hours away. Their game ended around ten, and it’s after three in the morning.”

      Oh fuck. That was true.

      “I have to be up at five.”

      “We have the morning off, remember?” Grant nudged me because I’d started staring at one cabin in particular—the one Reese was staying in. The lights had been on, but they’d just turned off. Reese was in bed. Crawling into bed. Maybe shirtless. Probably shirtless. What guy wore a shirt to bed? He was definitely shirtless. And that tattoo. I remembered it. I’d been secretly salivating over it all week, and I say secretly because I was a reformed stalker.

      Maybe not as reformed as I thought.

      I hung my head. “I’m so messed up,” I whispered to myself.

      I wasn’t talking the usual craziness. Though that was there, and I held it up like a shield, loving it and hugging it close because it kept so much real shit out. I meant Damian. I could feel him. He was sitting on my chest, pushing me down.

      I felt tears on my face, which dammit, probably meant I was bawling.

      “Charlie?” Grant edged closer.

      Sophia’s snore rose to a crescendo, and I realized what I’d just said.

      I jerked away. “Sorry. I’m good. I—” I wasn’t, but I wasn’t looking at Grant. I was too embarrassed. “Thanks for the ride, Grant. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      “We’re off till lunch.”

      I waved. “Okay. Thanks. See you for lunch.”

      Grant drove away, and there was a lone light left for the entire village. It cast just enough light for me to make it to my front steps.

      That’s when the dark shadow spoke. “You reek.”

      I screamed.

      “Holy fuck! Shut up.” The dark shadow moved at an unnatural speed, slamming a hand over my mouth.

      It pressed in close, but I was still trying to get some air for more screeching. My heart was in my head, trying to burst out of my skull.

      “It’s me. Forster. Shut up.”

      OH! Oh, God. Oh God, oh God, oh God. Oh God, God, God, God.

      Deep breath. I needed to calm, but holy fucking hell. I was having a hard time.

      Shoving back from him, I hissed, “You scared the crap out of me.” And on second thought, I felt my butt. I couldn’t tell if my pants felt wet or not.

      “No shit.”

      I couldn’t see a thing, but I swear I could hear his eyes roll. I heard my screen door open, and he rattled the doorknob.

      “You got a key?”

      I moved forward, bumping into him so I could insert the key. No light meant you had to go with feel, and Keith had given me a crappy key. You had to insert it, then jerk it to the right just as you unlocked it, or the lock would get stuck. I was not going to explain that to Reese right now, when I was drunk, and he must’ve been…

      I rounded back to him just as the door gave way. “What are you doing here? Why aren’t you sleeping?” And who had turned that light off in his cabin?

      He didn’t say anything, just grunted and stepped inside. “Where’s your light?”

      Now that sane thought was fighting its way to the surface, I was having a moment. Reese Forster was in my cabin and asking where the light was. Did I want the light on? Of course I did. I might be deluded, but I wasn’t a wanton hussy, or I was trying to tell myself I wasn’t. Though with him, persuasion would go a long way.

      “There’s a string in the middle of the room. You gotta pull it.”

      I was not entering that fairway. With both of us standing in the middle of the room, swinging arms around, someone was bound to lose an eye.

      A few more curses from him, he found it and yanked.

      Light flooded the room. I was greeted by a pissed-off pro basketball player, who’d showered and was wearing sweatpants and a T-shirt that looked like it was made of the softest material on Earth. Seriously. Whoever made that shirt was a genius, because I wanted to touch it.

      I was raising my hand to do just that when he shifted backward. “What are you doing?”

      “Your shit looks so soft. I wanted—”

      “My shit?”

      “What?” I blinked. Huh?

      “You said shit.”

      “Shirt.” Shit. Um… I cocked my head. “What’s going on here?”

      “I asked what you were doing coming in so late. And you reek of booze. I couldn’t sleep, and I heard you and your friend driving up, so I came down to wait for you. You walk like a tortoise.”

      “I’m drunk. And it’s night.” That made the perfect sense to me, and I remembered his earlier question. “I was a unicorn.”

      “I’m so fucking confused by you.” He rubbed his forehead. “What are you talking about now? A unicorn?” “Me and the abuela.”

      “Abuela?”

      “I call her THE abuela, but I’m sure she goes by Abuela too.”

      “Who are you talking about?”

      “Sophia’s family. Her grandmother. And then there’s Nana, mija, and lots of cousins, but the abuela and I were a dancing unicorn together. I threw confetti.”

      “I gathered.” He nodded at me. “You’re covered in glitter.”

      I shrugged. “From the confetti and the dancing.”

      “Where’d you get the confetti?”

      Another shrug. “The world’s greatest mystery. Where does confetti really come from?”

      Suddenly his eyebrows went flat. “You guys went drinking.”

      “The booze oozing out of my pores indicates that. I thought we were past that.”

      “No. I thought you camp people stayed here all the time.” He shook his head, rubbing his jaw as he looked around the room. “What kind of shithole do you stay in?”

      He took in the fishing net that made up a chandelier, scanned the wall of fish hooks turned upside down. He wrinkled his nose. “This place smells too. Holy fuck.” He took a good whiff. “What is that?”

      “It’s the old fishing cabin. I barely notice it now.”

      “Because it’s on you.”

      “What?” No! “Take that back.” I hit him in the arm.

      “Who put you in here?”

      “My boss.”

      “Your boss who’s a dick?”

      Best friends, this guy and me. I felt a good kick in the nether regions. Not good, though.

      “You can’t do things like that,” I told him.

      “Like what?”

      “Like be on the same page as me.” I motioned to my groin. “Makes the he-girl happy down there.”

      He groaned, but asked, “Your vagina is male? That’s where you’re going with that?”

      Of course. Made perfect sense.

      He rolled his eyes. “You can cut that shit. I’ve been watching you all week, and I know your deal.”

      That didn’t sound good.

      A knot was forming inside me. I felt its tentacles starting to wrap around. Okay. It was more of an octopus inside me, but it would harden and knot. All knots.

      He sounded impatient as he picked up a bag of mine. “This whole crazy charade you’re putting on is just that. It’s a facade. You’re not a real stalker. You’re not even half a stalker.”

      “I am too.”

      He opened my bag, and I let him. I don’t know why, but I did. He dumped out some papers I had stuffed in there and began looking around. He went into my bedroom and grabbed some of my shirts. Putting them into the bag, he reached for more clothing.

      “It’s an act,” he informed me. “Yeah, you might have weird tendencies, and you might be a fan, but that’s it. You’re not a groupie. You’re not a fanatic. If you were, I would’ve needed to kick you out of my cabin five times by now, and you’ve not once come over.” He shoved more of my clothes into the bag. “I asked you one question, and you folded. Someone truly nuts would be convinced I was asking you to marry me. She’d have horrible boundaries, and you are really all about boundaries. Jesus. You told me to back off after one personal question. You closed up and flipped the switch. You’re not even super friendly anymore.”

      He was done. My bag was so full he couldn’t zip it closed.

      I motioned him aside and took it, stuffing my underwear down so there was enough space to close the zipper. Then I handed it back to him.

      He took it, staring at me. “I don’t know your deal. I don’t want you to know my deal, but sometime over the last week, I started to like you.” He pointed at me. “And not like that. You’re kinda cool, and I don’t say that shit to anyone, so if you claim I said it tomorrow, I’ll lie. Got it?”

      I nodded. “Got it. I’m not cool.”

      “See? There’s the annoying side of you.” He started for the door. “Now come on.”

      “Where are you going?”

      “Back to my cabin. Juan’s there, but I’ll have him bunk with Lestroy tomorrow.”

      “Okay.” I waved. “Have a fun time with that.”

      He stood at the door, looking back to see I had not moved with the bag in his hands. “What? No.” He threw the bag at me. “That’s for you. You’re not staying here. This place can’t be healthy. The whole thing should be burned down.”

      “Don’t tell Owen and Hadley.”

      “Why not?”

      “They worked really hard at airing out the smell.”

      His eyes got big. “You mean it was worse?”

      I was not usually the giving-in kind of girl, but I was tired.

      Finding one of my other bags, I put in enough clothes for the night and some of my things from the bathroom.

      When I had my phone and charger, I stood in front of him. “Ready to go.”

      He eyed my bag. “What’s that for?”

      “Clothes.”

      He held up his bag. “That’s what this is for.”

      I took it from him and tossed it to the chair. “Thoughtful as you were, you packed all the wrong clothes. I don’t actually wear half the stuff I brought with me.”

      “Jesus Christ.” He grabbed my bag and shoved through the door. “Come on.”

      I went with him, my insides quivering in fear and aching with excitement.

      The fish cabin had won this battle.
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        * * *

      

      Juan Cartion was sleeping on the bottom bunk. His suitcases were open on the bunk above him, and that was the only bed open. They had one of the more private cabins, so Reese bunked on the couch and said I had to take his old bed.

      I started to make a comment about not encouraging the he-girl, but he clamped his hand over my mouth and hissed in my ear about not being a smart-ass. I experienced a flurry of déjà vu

      moments, but did as he asked. I heard Juan snoring lightly, so I decided to be kind.

      And I continued to be kind, even though I barely slept.

      The sun had come up thirty minutes ago, and I’d waited this long before getting on my phone. Sound was off, the vibrate too, but I was doing some research. I had something to prove to Reese when he woke up.

      That was all fine and dandy until Juan Cartion rolled over in his bed. His sheet slipped down to his waist, just barely covering his dick, and I watched as he stretched. His eyes stayed closed as his hand moved under the sheet to cup himself. He yawned as his hand moved, and I knew enough to know I had to announce my presence.

      I coughed. “Morning.”

      His eyes flew open, and he launched in the air. “HOLY FUCK!”

      A thud came from the main room. Reese was in the bedroom in half a second as Juan pressed against the wall with his sheet in front of him.

      First horrified, then pissed, Juan lunged forward and grabbed the phone from my hands.

      “What the fuck? You were recording me?”

      Oh no!

      “What the fuck?!” Reese glared at me.

      “No.” I scrambled to my feet. I was wearing a respectable tank and sleeping shorts, but Juan pressed back like I’d tried to brand him. He sucked in his breath, moving behind Reese to glare over his shoulder.

      “I wasn’t. I swear!” I motioned to my phone. “Look. I was on Google.”

      He examined my phone. “What is this shit? Types of stalkers?”

      Reese’s face switched, his eyes tight and his jaw clenched. He grabbed my phone, reading the screen. “Are you serious? You’re supposed to be sleeping, and instead you’re what? Looking up types of stalkers?”

      Forgetting Juan, I took a step closer. “But look at the categories. I fall in, like, four of those. There’s the rejected stalker, the resentful one, predatory, the one seeking intimacy, incompetent, or the morbidly infatuated one. I’m a whole bunch of those. I swear.”

      “You’re nuts. That’s what you are, but you’re not a stalker. I have stalkers. You’re not one of them.” He shoved my phone at me, rolling his eyes. “Juan, let’s switch.”

      Juan’s eyes became saucers. “You’re going to sleep in here with her?”

      “Her dickhead of a boss put her in a place that should be condemned. It’s not safe. Trust me. Just for a night. It was late. I was thinking you could bunk with Lestroy, or she can find a new place.”

      I folded my arms over my chest. I already knew how that’d go. “My boss won’t put me anywhere else. It’s the fishing cabin or the janitor’s closet in the basement, and that main building is haunted.”

      Juan’s eyes just remained saucers. “It is?!”

      I was guessing. “I wouldn’t be surprised, but that’s the basement. I’m not sleeping down there.”

      He took a breath, suddenly looking more normal. He stepped away from Reese too.

      “Shit. Okay.” He grabbed his phone and some of his clothes and padded to the other room. A second later, he tossed Reese’s pillow and blanket into the bedroom.

      Scooping them up, Reese gave me a wary look. “We are going to be sleeping. We have this morning off. Then it’s meetings the rest of the day and light hoops. It’s a rest day for us too.”

      He said that like I was going to fight him on it.

      I just shrugged, stepped into the bathroom for a moment, then slipped back into his bed.

      I paused, seeing Reese’s eyes closed. “You want me to sleep there?” I asked. “I mean, this is your bed. Right?”

      He rolled over, shaking his head. “I was sleeping in the other room the whole time. Go to sleep, not-really-a-stalker girl. I’m tired.”

      Well… When he put it like that… I slipped under the covers and turned my back to him.

      I fell asleep much more easily this time.
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      Juan Cartion moved out.

      I convinced Reese to let the fishing cabin go, because I didn’t want to deal with what Keith would do afterward. He’d claim I seduced Reese Forster into taking up my fishing cabin cause, and I wasn’t joking about the janitor’s closet. I’d overheard him one time mentioning to the maintenance crew that if we needed an extra room for someone, a staff member could stay in that closet.

      It was big enough for just a single bed to fit in there. The door would have to be turned so it opened the other way, and that person would have to climb on and off the bed to get into the hallway, then walk past the ghosts, the laundry, the maintenance office, and up two flights of stairs before using the bathroom the campers on the first floor used. The only pro for that room was that it was in the main building, which meant it was closer to midnight snacking.

      But let’s be honest.

      Was I really feeling the impending need to find somewhere else to sleep? Not really.

      The Thunder had practices and meetings and scrimmages over the next week, and I did my usual. I manned the gym, did breakfast prep, and did dishes for all the meals. More guys were bringing their trays up to the window now instead of making Owen go and get them from the table. Reese also came in and booted people out of the gym every night at midnight. Not that any guys were up there anyway, but every now and then, one might be doing late-night drills or just shooting the breeze. A few times one of the guys would take a phone call on the benches around the outdoor court. But it didn’t matter. Reese would declare the gym closed. No one argued with their captain.

      Then we’d walk back to his cabin and start the routine we’d developed.

      I’d go to my cabin and get clothes. He’d be cleaned up by the time I got back, just leaving the bathroom and shower as I got in. Then it’d be my turn.

      After that we’d sit in the living area. If he took the couch, I took the extra chair. Or vice versa. We’d work on whatever or read or listen to whatever until one of us got tired and went to bed. Going to bed and falling asleep weren’t a hardship anymore.

      I didn’t question why I could sleep so easily with him across the room from me. I was just grateful to be getting around five hours of sleep per night. Reese woke the first few times I got up at five, but after two days of that, he was able to sleep through or just roll over and fall back asleep.

      He did argue with me about not getting enough sleep, but I insisted I was getting up at five on my own. That was a battlefront I would die on, because he didn’t know I was going to help Owen and Hadley with breakfast. He was already pissed at Keith about my cabin. I didn’t need to give him more ammunition, at least until after camp, because a part of me was wondering how much damage a pissed-off NBA player could do to Keith? If anyone could get something done about Dickhead Boss, I would put money on Reese. Which made me feel bad, because he was a camper. He shouldn’t have to worry about any of this. Nor should he have to put up with rooming with one of the staff because he was a decent human being.

      “Why do you have a laptop if you never use it?”

      Reese was lounging on the couch, wearing only shorts with rap blaring through headphones in his ears. No one was around at the gym, so he’d talked me into closing it early. And by talking me into it, I mean he took my keys and locked everything up, then stalked down the path to his cabin.

      I hadn’t argued. It was nice to feel like I had a night off. It was only around ten o’clock.

      Or at least it had been nice until he asked that question.

      I shifted in my seat, my phone in hand. I was stalking Lucas, looking at his new girlfriend because the douchebag hadn’t wasted time. She was petite, with long brown hair and the largest almond eyes ever. She looked sweet.

      I was tempted to slip into her DMs and see if Grandpa Newt had propositioned her, but I was resisting. Only one stalking target at a time. And I didn’t know what to say to Reese, so I kept quiet, pretending to thumb up my music on my phone.

      He grunted, then swung up from the couch. Reaching over, he picked up my headphones…which weren’t plugged into my phone. Flinging them on my lap, he laid back down.

      “If you don’t want to tell me, fine. But at least try to lie better. For all your crazy facade, you suck at actually being crazy.”

      Oh. OH! Did he just challenge me?

      I think not.

      But as I was puffing up my chest, I knew he was right. I’d lost the will to be nuts. Even the random questions had stopped. I missed them.

      “It’s a therapy assignment.”

      I might’ve mumbled those words, my mouth tucked into the collar of my shirt. If he heard, he heard. If he didn’t, he didn’t. Just as long as he didn’t kick me out of his cabin, because his was so much better than mine.

      The lack-of-smell alone was worth it.

      “What?” His eyebrows rose, and he lifted his head, his hand splayed out on his chest—his very nice and defined and muscled chest that was lean, with that tattoo that I hadn’t yet brought myself to ask about because I couldn’t read it. But damn, I wanted to. It was hot.

      “Nothing.” I tried to sink farther into the chair.

      He wasn’t having it.

      He swung his feet back up and scooted to the edge of the couch. He reached over and plucked my phone from my hands, holding it hostage. His eyes dared me to even try to get it back.

      “What’d you say?” he asked.

      I knew my place. Professional athlete, I was not. I remained in my seat and only lifted my feet up, scooting my knees against me and wrapping my arms around them. I propped my chin on top and watched him. “You heard me.”

      He was giving me a new look. “You’re in therapy?”

      “I was.” And damn. I just didn’t have the energy to lie anymore.

      I held out my hand, palm up. “Come on.”

      He gave me my phone back, but cautiously. “Why were you in therapy?”

      “Because…” I took the phone, my hand wrapping around it, but I only brought it back to my lap. My knees remained up, like they were a shield.

      My throat burned. Was I actually going to tell him some of this?

      This felt weird—too fast, too…too exposed.

      Shit. I was going to tell him.

      I was crapping my pants as the words formed on my tongue. “I was in a relationship with someone for a long time, and it was…” The burning increased in my chest. I felt an impossible weight there. “It was a hard relationship.”

      A lump formed in my throat.

      Reese’s eyes narrowed. “Did he hit you?”

      I couldn’t answer that. “It was—was he abusive? No. Did he hit me? Once, but it wasn’t a normal situation. I—” God. I couldn’t talk. I closed my eyes, pressed my forehead to the back of my knees, and inhaled. Once. And I counted.

      5

      4

      3

      2

      1

      Exhale. 5. 4. 3. 2. 1.

      Inhale, and repeat.

      It helped. Some of the pressure lifted, and I was able to look up again. I knew there were tears on my face, but for the life of me, I couldn’t wipe them away.

      “Have you ever been involved in a situation where you felt like the other person needed you so they could live?” I asked. “But you couldn’t stay there because they were taking the oxygen you needed to breathe?”

      A deep emotion shone from Reese—one I couldn’t name, but I felt the air switch. He leaned back against the couch and dropped his head.

      “Yeah.” His voice was rough. “And it fucking sucks.”

      He got it.

      I didn’t even get it, but he got it.

      I couldn’t say anything for a while after that. So I just sat. I cried. I hid behind my knees.

      And Reese waited. Or something. I didn’t feel like he was waiting for me. He looked away, his eyes downcast. I had a feeling he was thinking about something else, or someone else.

      “You know about my brother’s shit?” he asked after a minute. “Why we’re even here and not using our normal facilities?”

      I nodded, looking up over the tops of my knees.

      He still wasn’t looking at me. “He was like that for me. But he didn’t actually need me like that. He just made it seem like he did.” He turned now, his gaze raw, looking right into me. “Was it the same for you?”

      I wanted to say yes. That would be an easier battle to tackle. I couldn’t, though.

      “No. Not like that,” I whispered

      His eyes closed for a second. “Shit.” A soft sigh. “I’m sorry for that.”

      “Me too.”

      The air was heavy. The room seemed to shrink around us.

      Reese glanced around, and I felt a restless edge come from him. He checked his phone and scraped a hand over his jaw before standing.

      “Come on.” He put on some socks and shoes. Grabbing a shirt, he picked up the basketball he always seemed to have close by.

      “Where are we going?”

      I hadn’t moved quickly enough. He tossed my shoes at the bottom of my chair, then took my phone and headphones out of my hands. He waited by the door as I pulled on my shoes.

      “I need to turn my mind off, and I use two activities for that. We’re going with the second option.”

      I wasn’t asking about the first, but I did ask, “Hoops?”

      He nodded. “Hoops.”

      The first night he’d been here flashed back to me, and I knew what the next couple hours were going to be like. I stood, and since it was a little chilly, I said, “I want to grab a sweatshirt from my cabin.”

      He dropped my phone and headphones on the couch, moving past me to the bedroom. Coming back out, he thrust a sweatshirt at me. “Here.”

      Picking up my phone and headphones again, he led the way out of the cabin.

      We were heading down the trail when we passed a few of his teammates coming the other way.

      I averted my gaze, pulling on his sweatshirt as he stopped.

      “What’s up, Forster?”

      “Not much. Heading back to shoot some hoops.”

      I could feel their gazes.

      Reese’s sweatshirt swamped me, but it smelled like him. A hint of sand and pine mixed together. Tugging his sleeves down, I balled them up and pretended to look at them.

      “We bus out at ten, right?”

      Reese nodded. “Yeah. Breakfast is at nine.”

      That was news to me, though not the busing-out part. I knew they had another preseason game coming up.

      Fists bumped between Reese and the others as they said their goodnights. We’d walked a few feet before someone murmured something, and the others began laughing.

      The hairs on the back of my neck stood up. I knew that laugh was about me.

      “They think we’re fucking,” Reese commented.

      I smothered a “WHAT?” and let out a strangled chuckle instead. “Yeah. No shit.” A second thought, “You think they’ll tell your coaches about me staying in your cabin?” Because I hadn’t said a word to the other staff. I didn’t want to hear any of the lectures I’d get. Plus I knew Keith would relish the chance to fire me.

      “Nah. And to be honest, I don’t think the coaches would give a shit—as long as we show and do our jobs. And you’re not underage.” He laughed. “Juan told the guys about your cabin, but none of them are buying it. I figure it’s easier to let them think that than tell them truth. Is that okay with you?”

      I looked up. “What’s the truth?”

      He grinned, the look taking him from hot to HOT. “That you’ve become like an annoying gnat that I like for some reason.” He raised an eyebrow. “How’s that for the truth?”

      Warmth flooded me. I could be a gnat.

      We started forward again, and I kept his sleeves wrapped around my hands. “You could tell them the other truth.”

      “Yeah? What’s that?”

      “That I’m a stalker with polite boundaries.”

      He groaned. “Stop with the stalking bullshit.” He swung, but his fist was more of a tap on my shoulder. It was a soft tap, one between friends.

      Friends.

      We’d become friends.

      I was okay with that.
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      “I saw you last night.”

      Aw, shiitake.

      I had to give Grant some credit for waiting ten minutes after the bus left to approach me.

      He had stared at me for a full minute before grabbing his tray and going through the line for breakfast. Didn’t take a genius to know something was up with him. Then once Owen handed him his omelet, he stared again for another thirty seconds through the main glass window.

      A shiver had gone down my spine.

      His eyes cut from me to Reese, who was eating with Juan, Lestroy, and Crusky.

      For the most part, Reese and I acted like we didn’t know each other during the day. He brought up his dishes. He signed out a ball if they needed an extra, but that was the extent of our back-and-forth—at least in front of the staff. Owen, Hadley, and Grant were never around in the evenings. They were all long gone to their homes, done with their hours for the day, so it was really only Reese’s teammates who knew about the extra friendship between us.

      Even if it was a gnat sort of friendship.

      “Saw me doing what?” I countered.

      Keith had already frolicked through the cafeteria, getting his usual coffee and having a “word” with the coaches. All the details had been ironed out, but he’d claimed he needed to know when they’d be back and if food needed to be prepared for them. We were nearing the end of their second week here.

      “Something going on with you and Forster?”

      Silence.

      Hadley had been scraping the grill, but she stopped. Owen had been pulling the plate dispenser back over to me, but he stopped that too.

      I let out a small sigh, reaching for a last bin to rinse. “What makes you say that?”

      “Because it’s the third night in a row I saw you walking back to the village with him.”

      There was nothing inappropriate about what we were doing. There was some gray area about me staying in his cabin, but nothing had happened. At all. But I felt some twinges of shame as previous accusations from Keith flared up in me.

      I never did anything wrong back then either, but it never mattered. Keith always found some excuse to accuse me of something.

      I waited a second before answering. Finishing the bin, I put it on the tray and loaded it into the machine, then turned to face Grant. He was in the doorway between me and the rest of the kitchen. Owen and Hadley were waiting behind him, both looking uncomfortable.

      “What are you accusing me of?”

      “Are you sleeping with him?”

      Sophia had just entered the cafeteria, but she paused coming through the tables. There’s no way she could’ve heard Grant, but she must have sensed the awkwardness in the atmosphere. Her gaze was searching. She found Grant first and then me, looking right at her.

      Her eyes narrowed as she approached. “Grant?”

      He looked, but turned back to me. “I asked you a question, Charlie. Are you sleeping with him?”

      “Grant!” She sounded horrified.

      I wasn’t sleeping with him in the way he was asking, but saying no felt like I was hiding something. I didn’t want to hide. It felt wrong.

      “Charlie!” A second hiss from him.

      “No, okay?”

      His head tilted to the side. “Why’d you take so long to answer?”

      I opened my mouth.

      Hadley beat me to it, pushing past him. “Because maybe she wants to sleep with him. How about that? And she can if she wants.”

      Uh—what?

      Little Hadley was all in his face, her two French braids bouncing from her energy.

      “She’s not a full-time staff member, and none of us are kids now. I have three little ones of my own. And really, who could blame her?”

      “It’s Reese Forster,” Owen added. “I mean, if I swung that way, I’d want to as well.”

      That said a lot coming from Owen.

      He adjusted his shoulder, rolling it back.

      “You saw her walking with him back to the village. That’s the same path she takes to her cabin. So what? She’s allowed to talk to him.” Sophia with another defense.

      Guilt bloomed in me.

      All three of them had spoken up for me. Gah. I had to come clean. I liked them all too much.

      “Okay! Fine. You all can stop defending me because I…kinda, but not really lied just now.” I squared my shoulders and shoved all the shame out of me, because I did not deserve it. “I’m not sleeping with him, but I am sleeping in his cabin.”

      Hadley wheeled to me, her mouth open.

      “Damn,” Owen breathed.

      Sophia just blinked, looking shocked.

      A flush was working up Grant’s neck. “You’re sleeping in his cabin?”

      “He was waiting for me one night when I got back—just to talk. I don’t know why, to be honest. He likes me as a gnat—his words, not mine.” I held a hand up to halt anything incoming from them. “And it’s not romantic at all. He was in the fishing cabin and almost puked from the smell.” I gave Owen and Hadley an apologetic look. “You guys aired it out to the best you could, but the smell’s come back. He made me sleep in his cabin that night. He’s offered to demand that Keith find me somewhere else to sleep, but you all know he’ll just put me in the janitor’s closet downstairs. He doesn’t give a shit about health codes for staff. So yeah, I’ve been sleeping in his cabin, but that’s all. I swear.”

      Hadley’s mouth had closed, and she rotated right back to Grant. “Happy now?” She looked over her shoulder to me. “And for the record, if I were you and I was single, I’d be sleeping with him by now.” She moved past Grant with a harrumph. “And no one would be making me feel guilty about it. We’re all too old for that.”

      Owen found my eyes. “We have a guest room you can use, if you want.”

      “That house is for you and your family. You can’t be offering that room up for staff every time it’s needed. That’s your home.”

      “Offer’s open anytime you need it, and we don’t need to tell Keith either.” He gave Grant a meaningful look before leaving, following Hadley because the last of the dishes were done.

      They went to his office, and I heard the door open a second later as they left. Staff had the rest of the day off.

      Grant was still silent.

      Sophia cleared her throat. “I think Grant knows my thoughts on Keith, and I have a feeling he knows I stand with Hadley’s thoughts on this matter as well.” She spoke to me, with her eyes on her fiancé’s back. “He’ll realize he had no right to accuse you the way he did. And it’s none of his business because you’re not under contract like we are, and again, nothing illegal is going on.”

      Grant turned to her.

      She shook her head. “It’s not even unethical, Grant. Don’t go there. They’re adults. Both of them. That’s it. And now, having said that…” She smiled at me. “We’re having a group of people to the house tomorrow night to watch their game, if you’d like to come.”

      Grant said stiffly, “I was going to invite her.”

      “After the third degree? Really?” Her voice was dry. “I’m sure she would’ve felt so welcome.” She looked back at me. “Please come. Grant will have his head out of his ass by then.” She nodded, turned, and went back out the way she’d come.

      Grant waited until the cafeteria door closed behind her, and his gaze swung back to me.

      There was no apology in his eyes, though. He just seemed haunted, with an edge of anger, and his tone reflected both. “With all due respect to their opinions, they don’t know you like I do.”

      Fuck. I looked away. I knew in that second that this was going to hurt. He wasn’t coming at me in a disapproving way for my ethics. He was taking a personal angle.

      Shit, shit, shit.

      It had killed me to expose myself as much as I did with Reese the night before, and now here? With Grant? I wasn’t sure I had the strength to hear this out, whatever he was going to send my way. Though, maybe I did deserve it?

      He started low, quiet. “You were my best friend. Like, the bestest friend I’ve ever had. And yeah, I knew that kiss was a mistake. I knew it was going to scare you away, but I had to still try. I backed off after. I did.”

      I frowned. Why was he bringing this up? “The kiss?”

      “Our kiss.”

      “Why are you…” I trailed off.

      He jumped in, more insistent, “I knew I scared you away with that kiss. I don’t want it to happen again, where you get with a guy, he hurts you, and we lose you all over again. I did it with our kiss, and then we completely lost you for years to Damian. And now I know things ended with you two, and you were still too scared to come to me. I…” He ground to a halt.

      My eyes were wide. I could barely breathe. “Are you serious?”

      His eyebrows bunched together. “I scared you away. It’s because of me that you even started dating Damian.”

      He blamed—what? No. He couldn’t, but he did. I saw it then.

      He blamed himself for Damian, and for...I wasn’t even sure what else.

      I shook my head. “No. No! You didn’t scare me away. That’s not what happened.”

      His frown deepened. “It’s not?”

      “No! Not at all.”

      Oh boy. I would have to slide that door open once more and feel the Damian effects again. It was going to crush me, but he needed it. This wasn’t my coworker in front of me, but a best friend I’d abandoned, and it was on me to make this right.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “For what?” he asked.

      “For leaving you—for leaving everyone, to be honest. I knew I’d hurt people. I just didn’t know how much. I’m getting it now.” And gah, that kiss. He blamed himself. “Grant, when you and I kissed, I knew there was nothing there.”

      His entire face twisted. “Nice.”

      “We were young, and I was a coward. I should’ve told you straight up right then and there, but you never pushed, and I didn’t realize what you were going to think. You never scared me. I was okay. We kissed, and it was what it was. You were my best friend, and in a way, I think you still are, but I didn’t run to Damian because of you. When we left the swing and I drove away, I decided to just let it lie. I was waiting to see if you pushed for something, and if you did, I was going to tell you then that there was nothing romantic between us. You and me kissing had no bearing on me falling in love with Damian. At all.”

      “It didn’t? I didn’t?”

      We’d been so young, and I heard it in his voice again. That guy was in front of me, the one I’d thrown away.

      “I am so sorry. When I fell for Damian, it was a whirlwind. He consumed everything in me, and I fell hard. I fell fast. We were—I could think something, and he knew it just by a look, or a twitch, or somehow he could feel it in the air. I don’t know. It was unsettling at first, but I’ve never had someone know me the way he knew me and so fast.” Pain sliced me right down the middle, my guts falling out. “He was my soulmate, and what happened with us—it wasn’t a case of him cheating on me or abusing me. It wasn’t like that, but it was tragic, and it was hard to walk away from. But I had to.”

      “A year, Charlie.” He picked at the counter beside him. “You’ve been away from him and hurting for a full year. Why didn’t you—I mean, you could’ve called. You could’ve emailed. Anything. I would’ve been there for you. What happened with you two? You’re half the size you were back then. You were healthy and glowing, and you’re like a shallow reflection of yourself. He did that to you. I don’t care what you say. He did that to you.”

      “No.”

      “Yes! Stop defending him—”

      “He has dementia!”

      Oh—I bent over on a dry heave. I hadn’t intended to say it out loud, not for a long time. But those words were out. I couldn’t take them back.

      How could I explain? The pitying looks, the confusion. Grant wouldn’t understand. He would judge me—about leaving Damian, about not being humane and staying, no matter what. Ride or die. I cut and run instead.

      “He what?”

      Grant’s words were soft, but still seething. The anger was still there.

      I braced myself, because I knew it was coming at me.

      “I can’t,” I choked out. “I can’t do this. Excuse me.”

      I was empty.

      I walked past Grant, tuning him out. He was saying something, but I was gone.

      Suddenly I wasn’t so grateful for a day off.
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      I rolled over the next morning and turned my phone on.

      It had taken almost the whole day for me to get the Damian shame out of me. I’d gone to Reese’s empty cabin and stayed most the day. Since the athletes were gone, we had no meals scheduled, so I’d heated some leftovers from the staff fridge. I hadn’t seen anyone else when I walked back to the village, and since it was still nice out, I’d kept going. I’d walked the trails for another hour before returning to Reese’s cabin, and then I did something I never thought I’d do.

      I’d opened my laptop.

      Lightning bolt!

      Gasp. Shock. Yes, I actually did what my therapist suggested. I turned it on, brought up my music, plugged in my headphones, and I typed. Judah & the Lion were crooning in my ear. I didn’t know what I’d typed—half the stuff was in red squiggles from being misspelled, but I felt better at the end. Enough that I saved the document, shoved the laptop aside, and curled up on Reese’s bed to sleep the rest of the night.

      It was still cold in the cabin, so it wasn’t that late, but I was too lazy to get up and check the clock in the main area. I waited till my phone flashed on to check the time, but the buzzing started, and it kept going.

      Buzz.

      Buzz.

      Buzz.

      Buzz!

      BUZZ!

      BUZZZZZ!

      I got it.

      I hit silence on my phone, but still watched the alerts come through.

      Wtf?

      Where are you?

      U okay?

      Holy fuck, gnat.

      Text me.

      Why do I care? I care. Fuck’s sake. Answer me.

      Dude.

      There was a whole list of them, all from the same number, and I had a feeling I now knew Reese’s phone number.

      I pulled up the last one and texted back.

      Me: I’m here. Turned phone off last night.

      My phone rang, vibrating alive in my hand within seconds.

      “Don’t tell me you were concerned about me?” I said in greeting. “How’d you get my number?”

      He snorted. “Snagged it one night and I was bored. You’re supposed to entertain me. You’re slacking, Direction Girl.”

      Ah. I’d been demoted.

      I lie back on the bed. My bladder was not happy with that decision, but who knew the next time a pro basketball player would be on the phone with me? Saying I was supposed to entertain him? My bladder could wait.

      “Tell the truth. You’d rather I was your roommate than Juan.”

      He laughed. “Yeah. Maybe. He snores. You don’t.”

      “Says you. Maybe I wait till you fall asleep and then zonk out, and I always wake up before you.”

      “You don’t snore. I’m a light sleeper. I’d know.”

      “Yeah, yeah. Maybe I sneak over and put earplugs in your ears.”

      “I’d definitely wake up for that.” He waited a beat, dropping his voice low. “For real, though. Are you okay?”

      “Yeah.” This was feelings territory. I liked Jokingland. Let’s go back there. “You gonna replace me with a new ball girl? One that’s a real ball girl?”

      Another short laugh from him. “Nah. That’s not the term I use for those girls.”

      “Right. Groupie.”

      “That or a one-use girl.”

      My eyes widened. “A one-use girl? Really? That’s crass.”

      “So’s fucking.”

      I could hear his smirk over the phone. Someone said his name in the background, and he responded, “Yeah. Be right there.” A door closed, and he came back on the phone. “I gotta go. You’re going to watch later?”

      “Yep. A whole bunch of us are going to Grant and Sophia’s.”

      “That’s the good friend of yours, right?”

      “Right.”

      He paused another beat. “Tell me straight. You okay or not?”

      I had to smile. “Why? You worried about your gnat?”

      “Maybe I’m a little concerned for my friend.”

      See! We were friends. “I’ve been promoted. Direction Girl, Gnat. Now Friend, but not your ball girl.” And definitely not a one-use girl. Hell to the nah. I had more respect.

      Maybe.

      Well…

      Okay, enough with that thinking. We were friends. Platonic, no fucking. But, “Hey, Reese?”

      “Yeah?” He sounded distracted.

      “Are you going to use a one-use girl tonight?”

      There was silence on his end.

      I shouldn’t have asked, but I did, so I waited, my chest tight. I sat up, pressing the phone tightly against my ear.

      “I was more hoping to call a certain gnat tonight.”

      My chest felt lighter. “Really?”

      “Really.”

      He hung up after saying goodbye, and I sat there a full minute afterward, just holding the phone.
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        * * *

      

      I took my phone out later on when I was waiting for Owen and Hadley to pick me up for dinner.

      Me: Why is it llama and not lama?

      Another one.

      Me: Have you ever been propositioned by an ex’s grandmother?

      Me: Rate your teammates as shades, curtains, drapes, or blinds.

      Me: Would you consider yourself a camel, a lama, or an alpaca? Or a goat? Goats are options too. Not sheep.

      I was thinking of more when my phone buzzed.

      Reese: What the fuck are you smoking?

      I grinned.

      Me: Boredom and emotional numbness.

      Reese: You’re not high?

      Me: emoticon sad face, followed by emoticon thumbs-down

      Reese: You didn’t have to type that out. Could just do the actual emojis.

      Me: But what’s the fun there?

      Reese: I gotta go. We’re warming up.

      Me: During your winning interview, give me an Easter egg.

      Reese: I like your cockiness. And what do you want?

      Me: Flick your ear, from behind.

      Reese: Okay. Ur with good friends tonight, right?

      Me: You’re starting to more than care for me. Watch yourself, son.

      Reese: Serious.

      I sobered, because damn, the knot in my gut started to thaw.

      Me: This was supposed to be an entertaining relationship. I entertain you. I am the gnat. You’re not supposed to care about the gnat.

      Reese: I do what I want. And I’m being serious. If you’re drinking tonight, you’ll be safe right?

      Me: That’s not proper grammar.

      Reese: This is texting. I don’t give a shit. Answer me.

      I sighed as I heard the sound of tires covering gravel from behind me.

      Me: I’ll be fine. Probably be bored even. Gotta go. My Uber just got here.

      Hadley rolled her window down. She was on the passenger side, a bright smile on her face. “Hey! Ready for some margaritas?”

      My phone buzzed again as I got inside. “Margaritas? I thought you were all about the martinis?”

      Owen laughed as we pulled away.

      “Not at Grant and Sophia’s. Sophia makes amazing margaritas. You’ll see. You’ll love them too.”

      My phone kept going so I pulled it out.

      Reese: So a llama isn’t mistaken for a lama, which is also a Tibetan monk. Google.

      Reese: I have actually. She pinched my ass and I offered her some Ensure.

      Reese: Drapes: Juan. Nothing gets past him when he’s playing defense. Shades: Carzoni because he does his job, but he’s a softy inside. Curtains: Lestroy because he wears his heart on his sleeve so you can see through him at times. Blinds: Crusky because the Cruskinator is hard as nails, though sometimes his humor is sideways.

      Reese: I’m THE goat. You figure out why.

      I barked out a laugh, but covered my mouth quickly. Jesus. I hadn’t expected him to answer, but he always did.

      Hadley twisted around in her seat. “Is that…”

      She bit her lip as I put my phone away. The smart-ass answers could come later, when I was buzzed with even more attitude.

      “Yeah,” I answered. “It was Reese.”

      She glanced to Owen.

      Coughing, he rolled his shoulder back. “So, uh…” His voice was strained.

      Hadley’s wasn’t. Her eyes were big, and her tone was gushing. “What’s the deal with you two? Are you really not sleeping with him? Because, I mean—”

      “Hadley.”

      “What?” She looked back at her husband. “Are we really going to ignore this? She’s texting with Reese Forster! She was freaking out over him herself a week ago.”

      I snorted. “I still do.”

      “See?” Her grin was smug as she turned back to me. She leaned even closer. “Tell us everything. What’s he really like? Is he nice? Is he a dick? Has he put the moves on you? Because you know, ball players can get laid.”

      Owen groaned. “We all know that, but…” He hesitated, looking at me in the rearview mirror.

      They were curious. I would’ve been too, if I looked at it from the other side. But I wasn’t on the other side now. And I was protective. Whatever kind of friendship Reese and I had, I needed it. He wasn’t twisting my arm to know about Damian. I didn’t feel obligated to apologize to him for skipping out on years of friendship, or to tear open my insides and show him how I was still devastated, still in pain, still not quite healing.

      I didn’t have to explain anything to him, and that’s why I liked him. I mean, other than the obvious: his ball skills.

      I sat back and shrugged. I needed to proceed with caution. I loved these two people. I owed them too, because they could’ve declared me dead to them, and they hadn’t. But I couldn’t give them what they wanted.

      “He’s cool. He’s funny.”

      “Have you two, you know…”

      “No, Hadley. There’s been nothing like that. Just friends.”

      “But still.” She sighed, moving to sit more forward in her seat, her profile to me. “Can you imagine being friends with someone that famous? I know we get celebrities here sometimes, but we’re staff to them.”

      “Yeah.” I understood.

      “Some are so nice and down-to-earth, but we’re not friends when they leave.”

      “It’s their staff that aren’t so nice sometimes,” Owen added.

      Owen and Hadley shared a laugh, and I knew what they meant. Reese and me, though, this wasn’t just a camp friendship. It didn’t feel like it.

      But maybe it would be. Maybe when he left, and they entered their regular season, that’d be the end of us. I guess if that happened, then that’s what happened.

      Was I really in a place to demand otherwise? I mean, come on. I was a mess, a certifiable, fucked-in-the-head, slightly-crazy-and-I’m-not-joking-about-it sort of mess. Reese had become some form of weird name-calling glue that held me together.

      Was this the beginning of healing?

      Maybe?

      God, I hoped so.

      Either way, when we pulled in to Grant and Sophia’s house, I was more than ready for some margaritas.
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      Three hours later, the screen door opened behind me. A beer and a package of smokes landed on the table, and Grant sat beside me.

      I grunted as he yawned, then lit one up. “I forgot you smoked.”

      My stomach knotted. I knew why he’d come out, and the somersaults were going.

      He breathed in, his arm resting on his knee. “Yeah. Just when I’m drinking.” I felt his gaze. “If we were teens, I’d offer you one. You stopped, right?”

      “I only had a few that one summer with you. And they were cigars.”

      I’d gone a whole summer thinking I was badass, sucking in, holding, then exhaling. I never actually inhaled the cigars, and I’d had no clue I was doing it wrong until a friend realized what I was doing. She’d laughed so hard that I gave up cigars after that.

      My voice was hoarse now, from the yelling, cheering, laughing, drinking—just from all the hoopla I’d learned defined a party at Grant and Sophia’s house.

      “I think I’m in love with your fiancée and her family,” I added.

      He grinned, taking another drag, then lifting his beer. “I know. Why do you think I’m marrying her?”

      I grinned, but I didn’t look back to meet his gaze. We were side by side, and it felt right, like old times, though I was still certain he’d come out for a serious talk. And fuck me, but I was going to beat him to the punch.

      “I don’t want an apology.”

      There. Take that.

      “Good.” He put his beer down, coughing once. “’Cause you ain’t getting one.”

      I gave him the side-eye now. “Excuse me?”

      He grinned, then took another drag from his cigarette. “You heard me. This is what you reap. You don’t let your friends in, and this is what you get. They can’t know if you don’t tell them shit.”

      I grunted. “Touché.” And a second grunt. “Hadley and Owen were fawning over him in the car coming over here.”

      “As they will.” A sip of beer. “They don’t see it the way I see it.”

      I groaned. “I hate when you bait me.”

      He laughed softly. “Fine. I’ll take the bait myself. How do I see it? Well…” He was quiet a moment. “Are you using him? How invested are you?”

      “You’re worried he’ll hurt me?”

      “I have reason to be worried.”

      Damian.

      Dementia.

      Early-onset dementia that was supposed to be so rare it never happened. But it did. It had happened to him.

      I took Grant’s cigarette. “I don’t know what to tell you—”

      He plucked it back out of my hands. I didn’t even get the chance to bring it to my mouth.

      He scowled. “What the fuck? I know you, Charlie. I know you. You’re going to take a drag, then start coughing so much you’re almost puking, and you’ll run inside to the bathroom. Either way, you get out of this conversation, and I know that’s the real goal for you.” He pointed his cigarette at me before taking it to his mouth. “No smokes for you, and stop bullshitting me. Just tell me what I want to know, and we can be done with it.” His eyes flicked upward. “And you know I’m sorry for being a dumbass earlier. I get you not wanting to talk about you-know-who, but just reassure this old bastard who used to be your best friend that you are talking to someone about him?”

      I was quiet.

      He sighed. “Charlie.”

      “I’ve mentioned the situation to Reese.”

      “Forster?” he scoffed.

      “Yes. Him.”

      He was quiet again. “Shit. I’m trying not to be best-friend jealous here. Him? Really?”

      I shrugged, my stomach settling back down. “To be honest, I didn’t say much. Just that I’m going through something stupidly tragic.”

      Another beat. “It’s not stupid. It’s just tragic, plain and simple.”

      Oh whoa. I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t talk. I blinked back sudden tears. They’d come out of nowhere. I stuck out a blind hand for his cigarette.

      He chuckled, swatting it back down. “Here. Drink this instead.” He pushed his beer into my hand, and I guzzled it.

      He sat back, and the air felt lighter somehow. He finished his cigarette. “I saw Superstar’s interview. He flicked his ear.” His shoulder nudged mine.

      I’d beamed when Reese did that, and I knew Grant had noticed, though no one else did. Reese made the gesture so subtle, it looked like he was flicking off some sweat or an itch. But I saw it.

      “That was for you, wasn’t it? You used to do little signals all the time when we were young.”

      I laughed, the beer helping with my throat. “That’s right. The good old…” I scratched my nose with my middle finger.

      He laughed too. “Yeah, and this one.” He made a circle with his thumb and finger, moving another finger through the hole.

      “That’s not that discreet.”

      “It is when you did it behind Keith’s back.”

      I groaned. “He’s such a dickhead.”

      “He is a dickhead, yes.”

      “How can you work there?” Scratch that. “How can you still work for him?”

      He lifted a shoulder. “Patience. There’s a plan in the works.”

      “Good. I support that wholeheartedly as long as it involves him getting fired in the end.”

      “You know…”

      Oh no. He was back to his serious voice. I shook my head, standing up. “No. No more real talk. I’ve handled what I can for the night.”

      I was itching to shoot off twenty different questions to Reese—not because I was feeling uncomfortable, but because I wanted to see his responses. But I refrained, until after another beer.

      Raising Grant’s beer, I finished it. “That is one thing about your fiancée, though. She’s not that perfect.”

      He harrumphed. “Says you.”

      I held the now-empty can out. “Her margaritas are too sugary. I need more beer.”

      A laugh, then he stood with me. Taking the can, he nodded. “Then beer you will have. Come on.” He led the way. “We’re off for a refill. I need one myself.”

      More than two hours later, after three more beers—don’t judge me—and one slice of pizza then I finally sent off another round of questions. I had thought long and hard about them—and by that, I mean I gave it no thought.

      Me: Octopus or bear?

      Me: Why do people have to have the last word? What’s the point?

      Me: Why can’t people vacation in their own homes? That’s where all your stuff is.

      Me: When global warming melts all the snow, will Antarctica have to change its name?

      Me: Was I wrong for cheering in Aquaman when they tossed the trash back on the land?

      Me: Stupidest advice you’ve ever gotten?

      Me: What constitutes being nosy versus probing?

      Me: Why do we call it a refrigerator and not a food-cooler?

      Buzz.

      Reese: Stop. Jesus, woman.

      I giggled. Normally, I hated giggling, but in this instance, that’s what it was. I’d just gotten back to his cabin, and I was curled up on the couch, my phone in hand and what I could only imagine looked like an unhinged smile on my face.

      I was buzzed, gloriously—a let’s-forget-reality kind of buzzed. It was the bestest.

      The phone rang instead, and I hit accept. “When people work the midnight shift, are they nooners instead of a morning or night person?”

      “Fuck’s sakes. I’m tired, woman. Stop. Turn the brain off.”

      “Reese,” I whispered. More laughter. A hiccup now.

      “What?” But he knew. I could hear his smile. “Ah. You’re buzzed.”

      “I am. Did you use a one-use girl tonight?”

      “Who is that?” a voice asked from where he was.

      “Sorry,” he said to them. “It’s a chick. Hold on.” He was moving around. I heard a bunch of static sounds until a door closed, and his voice came back, dropping low, “Give me a second. I’m actually going to the lobby to have a conversation with you.”

      “I’m a chick? Why not ducklings? Little ducks? Too close to little dicks?”

      He barked out a laugh, then smothered it. “Chill. Give me a second to regroup.”

      A ding.

      “Are you on the elevator?”

      “I am, and yes, there are people here.” He said to them, “Nice night, huh?”

      A woman laughed. A guy said something. Then I heard, “You’re Reese Forster, aren’t you?”

      “No.” I shot upright on the couch. “I’ve got him now. He’s mine.”

      Reese snorted, but said to them, “I am.” To me, “One second.”

      The elevator door dinged again, and I could hear Reese stop to take a selfie. He signed a couple things for them, and then the phone came back to his mouth. “Hold on. I’m moving somewhere more private.” He asked someone else, “My roommate’s sleeping, and I know you guys don’t like people to hang out in the hallways. Is there somewhere I can take this call?”

      A sudden burst of laughter and yelling came from where he was, in the background.

      “Oh yes, Mr. Forster,” someone said. “Of course. One moment, please.”

      It was another two minutes before I heard a door close and Reese said more clearly, “Okay. I’m in a back office that I’m pretty sure some dude was hoping to take a nap in for his thirty-minute break just now.” He yawned. “And shit. Why am I talking to you at two in the morning?”

      I forgot he was an hour ahead where he was. “Why would you not talk to me when I’m buzzed?” I felt a belch coming and stifled it. “I’m hilarious.”

      He laughed quietly. I heard creaking on his end. “Maybe. So entertain me, woman.”

      “Stop calling me woman. I have a name.”

      “Gnat.”

      “You call me a gnat again, and I’ll start taking pictures of your dirty boxers. You have some here, you know.”

      “You wouldn’t.”

      “Stop calling me a gnat. It’s insulting.”

      “Okay, okay. I’m sorry. You’re right. Just…names felt a bit personal, Miss Don’t-Ask-Me-Any-Real-Questions. Thought a nickname, made in jest, was the right way to go.”

      “What do you usually call your female friends?”

      He grunted. “I don’t have female friends.”

      “Right. You have one-use girls?”

      “Or multiple-use girls.”

      “That is disgusting.”

      He laughed. “Sorry. I don’t really date, so I don’t label anyone anything, but would you rather I say fuck buddies? I have a few of those.”

      I wasn’t feeling a burning in my chest. Not at all. A gnat hadn’t nestled there and started digging even deeper.

      I scowled. “When’s the last time you dated?”

      “Really? We’re going this route?”

      “What?”

      “Don’t be a jealous chick. I don’t like that.”

      “Don’t call me a chick either.”

      “Shit!” He was silent a second.

      I bit my lip. What was I doing?

      “Are you seriously jealous?” He was quieter now.

      Was I? “I don’t know.”

      His voice was strained. “I thought we were friends. I mean…we are, aren’t we?”

      Had I just messed that up? I swallowed, pushed down a lump, and sagged back on his couch. “I have no idea. I mean, I’m a mess.”

      “Certifiable.” He sounded relieved.

      I relaxed, stretching my legs over the cushions. “You know about Stupid Tragic Guy, but you don’t know about the ex-ex, the most recent ex.”

      “There was another guy?”

      “I was using him to try to get over the tragic guy.”

      “It didn’t work?”

      “No.”

      “Let me guess. Did you get propositioned by his grandpa?”

      “Yes!” I smiled. “You do pay attention to me.”

      “It was a shot in the dark.” He was wry now, with a twinge of wariness. “Is this a problem for us?”

      “There’s an us?”

      He was quiet again. One beat. Then, softer, “I thought there was. A friendship us.”

      “Friends.”

      “Are we doing it? The talk?” He was grinning. I couldn’t see it. I couldn’t hear it, but I could feel it.

      “The talk?” I asked.

      “Where we cement an actual friendship, where we move toward giving a shit about each other and have each others’ backs, and it’s not a big deal.”

      Friends. For real. “So that means I should stop calling you Reese Forster in my head, huh?”

      He snorted. “Oh my God, tell me you don’t do that.”

      I laughed. “I don’t. Or I didn’t. Today.”

      More laughter. “Fuck. You’re whacked.” A sigh. “So, when are you going to tell me about the ex-ex?”

      “Never-never.”

      “You’re a different duck, that’s for sure.” He seemed resigned to it.

      “I know.”

      “But I like that.”

      I smiled once again, but just like that, my eyelids were getting heavy. “I know.” The moment had passed. We were back to friendly and comfortable waters.

      And I was still buzzed, but now the buzzed had moved to the buzz that makes you want to fall asleep, and fast.

      I yawned.

      A soft chuckle. “So, do you want me to answer those questions, or is this where we hang up and you pass out on my couch?”

      I was nodding off. I yawned again into the phone, “Saftrabels. Congrassuladnsonurwn.”

      “Yeah. Okay.” He laughed. “No idea what you just said. Good night, friend. I’ll text you my responses in the morning.”

      But I didn’t hear. I was asleep.
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      Reese: Octopus. BBC says they’re smart. Bears could eat me, so there’s that.

      Reese: The point of having the last word is feeling like you won? I don’t know. Conflict should be about resolution, not winning, or so my coach said, but he likes to yell. And get the last word in.

      Reese: Makes sense to me, but I have someone to clean my place too.

      Reese: Yes. It would have to change it to Warm Terrain and no longer Frozen Tundra.

      Reese: Let’s cheer again. Good measure.

      Reese: Trust her when she says she’s on birth control.

      Reese: Are we talking anal or oral?

      Reese: Not a goddamn clue. Let’s make up our own word. That can be called Frozen Tundra instead.

      I woke up to his responses, followed by one last one.

      Reese: Night.

      And then a few new ones that had come in this morning.

      Reese: On the bus. Had breakfast. Want our flight number?

      Reese: Why are you not answering? Still sleeping or am I getting the last word in?

      Reese: Fuck it, woman. Wake up. I’m bored. Send me new questions.

      I laughed, rolling over, still on his couch, and typed back.

      Me: I slept in. Awake now. Are you in the air?

      I sent my response an hour after his last one, and when he didn’t buzz back right away, I left my phone on the couch and got up for the day. After showering and dressing, I was heading out when my phone buzzed.

      Trent: I’m coming back this week. The team canceled their last couple days, so I have free time. Want to do something fun? I’ve got nothing planned.

      I frowned and called him.

      “You’re not with Owen and Hadley, are you?” he answered.

      I needed to check on my fishing cabin, so I was heading that way. “No. Why?”

      “Because I sent them texts too. What are you up to?”

      “I’m heading to my cabin right now. What were you saying about canceling or something?”

      “Yeah. I was scheduled to come in for a last motivational talk for them at the end of the week, but they’ve been changing the days a lot lately. The last change came in this morning. In three days they’re done at camp.”

      “They’re done?”

      Reese hadn’t said a word.

      “Yeah, but the reason I texted is because I had them scheduled for later in the week. My manager moved things around in my schedule, but I still have those days off. So now, after flying in and doing their speech, I have four days clear. You want to do something?” He paused. “Hold on.” His phone buzzed.

      A second later, he came back on. “Uh, what’s going on with you and Reese Forster?”

      I stopped mid-stride. I was between the last cabin in Reese’s village and my fishing cabin, a good five hundred feet ahead.

      My stomach clenched. “Uh, what do you mean?”

      And did his voice have a certain disapproval in it? Flashbacks of my father came to me. He’d tried to get me to leave Damian years before I did.

      “I just got a text from Owen. They have time off from Keith, but he didn’t know if you’d be able to or not. Something about being busy with Forster?”

      Owen. Seriously.

      “Nothing’s going on. We’ve just become friends. That’s all.”

      He was quiet a beat. “Friends? You and Reese Forster? The ball player, right?” His disbelief was evident.

      I didn’t know how to answer that one. Yes, to convince him, or yes, to defend myself?

      I started forward again. I hadn’t gone to my own cabin for two days, and the times before had been just to dash in, my nose plugged, as I grabbed what I could and dashed back out.

      When I got to my cabin, I waited. I couldn’t talk and not breathe at the same time, so I sat on the front porch, my feet dangling off the side, facing the lake. It was just beyond the tree line and a dip down to the edge, which was lined with rocks. The nice beach area was on the other side of the island. Still, it was pretty. The sun was shining, a sparkling line clearing right through the trees and making the water look like it was glistening.

      I hadn’t taken the time since coming here to appreciate the island. Most of my time had been spent avoiding things or being busy. Or with Reese. Sitting here, with Trent quiet for a moment, I took it all in.

      A piece of me settled. Calm.

      “I thought you went to camp to get away from another guy situation?” Trent said.

      “Technically, I was fired and dumped, but let’s be honest here. Lucas and his grandpa weren’t really anything, and neither is Reese. Friends, Trent. Like you and me. Friends.”

      I might’ve been lying a tad bit, but that was between me and the fish smell.

      “What were you thinking about doing?”

      Shit. Not that I was making much money, but that meant I was losing four days of wages. That could’ve covered a weekend of laundry.

      “I don’t know. Some of the others aren’t far away. I was thinking we could do a road trip. Janet mentioned having a new house. We could go there, see her. Dinner. You know, just spending time together. She has walking trails by her place too.”

      I glanced to the left of my cabin. There was a better walking trail right here.

      “I don’t know. You know I don’t get along with Janet.” She was one of the gossiping friends. I’d melted out of the scene so she couldn’t talk shit about Damian. Though she didn’t know that. So maybe the whole not getting along was more on my end, but her tongue could be razor sharp when she talked about her ‘friends.’ I’d heard more than I needed to. Why let myself be a target for her?

      But Trent, he loved her. Trent loved everyone.

      “Charlie.” His voice dipped. We were going real talk here. All these people in my life, all they wanted to do was converse seriously about things. What was the fun in that? Could we not adult in other ways?

      “You said yourself that you need to reconnect with people. Janet’s the glue in the group. She’s the only one who talks to everyone else, besides me. If you want to convey a message to the group or an apology, it’s smart to go see her.”

      That made my decision. The words apology and message were enough. “You know, now that I’m remembering, I had a call from my last boss. She wanted me to come back and see her. Maybe I could get my job back.”

      “You’re lying.”

      I was. I didn’t care. “Have you really never heard Janet talk shit about people? You do know that’s what she does.”

      “She’s not that bad.”

      “Because you’re a guy. She loves you. With girls, it’s another thing. She’ll talk shit about who you’re dating, but she won’t talk shit about you. If you have a vagina, you’re fair game to her.”

      My phone buzzed, and pulling away from my ear, I saw a text.

      Reese: Just landed. Coach said we’re doing lunch there. I brought you a shirt from the airport.

      “Hold on a second, Trent.”

      Me: What airport?

      Reese: Congratulations. It says you’ve visited New York.

      Me: Always wanted to be a New Yorker. One second. On the phone.

      He buzzed through again, but I was speaking once more. “Hey.”

      Trent’s voice twisted. “So you’re going to lie and avoid more camp people?”

      I sighed. “Janet and I were never close. And you don’t get it. You don’t know what I went through…”

      “Because you won’t tell me. I’ve been gone for two weeks, and you’ve not once called or even texted. I thought you wanted to change, reconnect with the group, but you’re still avoiding us.”

      I tried to be gentle. “Look, seeing you, coming here, reconnecting with Owen, Hadley, Grant, and you—that’s been huge for me. And it’s all I can handle right now.”

      I didn’t get why he was upset. When he’d gone through his divorce—the main reason he’d become a motivational speaker—Janet had ripped his ex to shreds. I mean, that’d been around the time I began leaving the group, but I’d seen the emails. She’d been vicious. Yeah, she’d been talking about his ex-wife, but Trent had loved her and married her. I knew he wouldn’t have been okay with what she was saying.

      He was silent, and I didn’t know what else to say. “Maybe we can talk more when you get here? When do you arrive?”

      “I’ll be coming in tomorrow evening. You’ll be free?”

      “Depends on the time, but should be. I’m usually at the courts till I close down.”

      “Okay. I’ll let you know when I’m supposed to arrive. Maybe we could go somewhere to talk?”

      “Yeah. Sure.”

      I frowned as we hung up. The whole conversation had been odd, not really Trent-esque, but I decided to stop thinking about it. I’d just hear what he had to say tomorrow night. Until then, I stood and turned toward my cabin.

      Grab and dash. Don’t breathe.

      I ran inside, and I swear the smell had worsened again. After grabbing pants, I had just enough time to grab the bag Reese originally packed for me. I had to gasp once, and I almost threw up. This cabin really did need to be condemned.

      Thanks, Keith. Boss of the year.

      I’d just deposited everything in Reese’s cabin when my phone buzzed again.

      Reese: At a gas station. You need anything?

      Me: Booze allowed?

      Reese: Done. Wine coolers?

      I laughed.

      Me: How about we do shots your last night here?

      I waited, but there was a second before he texted back.

      Reese: Shit. Just asked. Our last two preseason games are back home. We leave in three days.

      I knew. And I tried to ignore how my stomach shriveled at the thought. Three days. Or more like two days. That’s how much time I had with Reese.

      Reese: I bought a bottle of vodka.

      Vodka it would be then.

      Me: Always wanted to be half-Russian.

      He didn’t respond, so I tucked my phone away and spent some time on my laptop. I needed to find a few jobs to apply for, maybe email someone about my apartment. Reese had his own Wi-Fi, and he’d left it behind, so I plugged that in. The camp’s internet sucked. Since I’d be out of a job again in a few days, I figured it was time I headed back home to face the music.

      If I didn’t have any money coming in, I’d need to make some moves. New apartment, or gasp, make the dreaded call to see if I could bunk in my old room at my parents’ house. Damian and I had broken up once before, and I had asked if I could move back home. My mom said I could stay for the summer, but I’d have to pay rent. Damian and I had gotten back together three hours later, so I’d never had to deal with her offer. Now things were different.

      I had less money. Most of it had been used paying Damian’s medical bills until his parents got involved, but no one knew. How do you tell family and friends that the person you thought was going to be your husband needed to put a note in the bathroom to remind him to brush his teeth? How do you do that and not have them look at your loved one in pity or look down on him? Because keeping your dignity is a thing. Sometimes it’s the last thing you have in situations like that, and you might be surprised by how far you’d go to preserve a thing called pride.

      God.

      I had to take a breath.

      My life was a mess. Everything about me was a mess.

      Maybe Trent was right. Maybe it was time to start facing life again? I mean, I wasn’t going to sign up for a Janet session. Not about that, but opening up? Telling people? I’d mentioned it to Reese. And Grant actually knew what Damian had. Both times, I hadn’t gotten worse. Both times, I’d panicked, but I couldn’t deny that I felt a tiny bit better afterward.

      I took a breath.

      I wasn’t… I was.

      I pulled out my phone and texted before I could stop myself.

      Me: My ex had early-onset dementia. It ran in his family. His father got it super young, and he did too. It’s why we ended things.

      Me: And full disclosure, I’m gonna have a panic attack that I told you. I hope it’s not too much for our new friendship. I’m turning off my phone. See you when you get back. You don’t have to mention this if you don’t want to deal with it. Totally okay with me.

      There.

      I turned my phone off before Reese could text back. Yes. I was being a coward now, but I hadn’t been a moment before. That had to mean something.

      I left my phone on his couch, turned off the laptop and his Wi-Fi, and went to the main lodge. The team would be arriving in a little over an hour, so Owen and Hadley would be setting up the food. I’d help.

      I needed to stay busy or I was going to collapse.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 22

          

        

      

    

    
      I felt him before I heard him, when they arrived.

      A hush came over the kitchen. Owen and Hadley stopped what they were doing, and Reese asked, “Where is she?”

      I’d been in the back, putting away a mixing bowl.

      Stepping around the corner, Reese saw me. His face clouded over, and he came into the kitchen.

      Only staff was allowed back here, Reese didn’t care. No one said a word as he crossed past Owen and Hadley and took my wrist. He tugged me to Owen’s office and shut the door.

      “I have to—”

      “Don’t even,” he growled. He leaned back against the door, folding his arms over his chest. “You text me that and then shut off your phone? What are you? Twelve?”

      I flushed. It was a bit immature. I picked at my shirt. “Adulting is hard.”

      “Tough shit.” He pushed off from the door, stalking toward me.

      I edged back, just a foot.

      He lifted his hands, pausing mid-air, and I watched as a myriad of expressions flashed over his face. He fisted his hands, then unfisted them, then let out a harsh breath as he settled them on my shoulders.

      His tone was gentle when he spoke. “You said he hit you once.”

      I was numb.

      The feeling was spreading fast, coming up from my feet to my legs, my thighs, my stomach. It flared up my sternum, my chest. Through my shoulders. Down my arms. My fingers. Up to my neck, rising, rising until I looked at him.

      I knew a tear fell.

      “Once, yes.”

      “How bad was it?”

      My voice was hoarse. “Does it matter? He wasn’t in his right mind.”

      “It matters.” His hands tightened on my shoulders, his fingers curving into my skin. “Please tell me the truth.”

      I looked away. I couldn’t see whatever I was going to see in his eyes as I remembered this. I wouldn’t be able to deal with it.

      The words spilled, for the first time. “He beat the shit out of me.”

      He dragged in his air.

      “It was the only time, but I’d started noticing little things. He wasn’t in control of himself anymore.”

      “What happened?”

      God. Really? My throat wasn’t completely numb. It was hurting, squeezing, tightening.

      “When I woke up, he was eating popcorn and laughing at Impractical Jokers. I got up, and he looked surprised. He didn’t remember hurting me.”

      “Fucking hell.” Reese hissed as he ripped himself away from me. His hands balled into fists, pressed at his sides, and he turned his back to me. He faced the door, his shoulders tightening.

      “He was tore up about it, and he never hit me again, but there were other things. Small things sometimes. Big things toward the end. He stole groceries from a drive-up lane. He thought they were ours, but he’d already put our groceries in the trunk. Another time, he left the oven on during the night.”

      Reese’s head raised up. His shoulders bulged.

      “His short-term memory was getting bad. He would forget things he’d done the day before. One time he forgot my name. Another time his own. Just for a moment—then he’d be back. He’d be normal again.”

      “How long?”

      He turned back, a rawness in his eyes.

      “How long what?” I could only get a whisper out now.

      “How long did you take care of him until you got help?”

      That question punched me, right in the diaphragm. He didn’t know how much guilt came with that answer, how much shame, how much pain sliced through me. “He started showing symptoms three years in.”

      “Before what? How did the relationship end?”

      I closed my eyes, shaking my head. “I can’t, Reese. Don’t make me tell you everything. I can’t. Not yet.”

      He stepped closer. I could feel him, and he spoke so softly that it broke the rest of me apart. “How long did you have to breathe for him? Before you got help?”

      I was crying.

      I couldn’t feel the tears, but I knew they were there.

      I saw them falling to the floor, some hitting my shoes.

      “Too long.”

      “How long were you guys together in total?”

      I paused, not because it wasn’t in me to answer, but because my vocal cords had frozen. One beat. Two. Three, and then I could speak again. “Seven years.”

      I’d had two years, two amazing years with my soulmate.

      He cursed under his breath, then stepped close to me. His arms came around me, his hand cradling the back of my head, and at first I just stood there.

      I had never spoken about what I went through.

      I never said any of it out loud, just explained the bare minimum to his mother before they’d stepped in to help with him. I had to write out a list of behaviors and events for a lawyer once, but that’d been it. No one else knew—until now, until Reese. My parents. My siblings. My friends. No one. And in some ways, even I didn’t know it all.

      It was out now, though.

      I had a bleak thought, standing in Reese’s arms, that Trent had gotten what he wanted. Grant had gotten what he wanted. I was dealing with life again.

      Then I crumbled.

      Reese caught me. He held me, righting me so I didn’t totally fall to the floor. He went with me, moving so we were sitting in a corner of the room, me between his legs. He folded his arms around me, and I broke apart, my sleeve stuffed in my mouth to quiet my tears.
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      I was still sitting in his arms, resting against his chest when I heard people leaving the dining area.

      “You should go eat.”

      “Fuck eating.” His chest rumbled from his words.

      We heard a voice asking for Reese through the kitchen, then a tentative knock on the door.

      “Reese?” It was Juan.

      He opened the door, his head poking in and his eyes sweeping the room until he saw us. He didn’t look surprised to see how we were, just pursed his lips together a second.

      “Uh. Coach wants a word with you. We’re having a meeting, then we’re doing practice in an hour.” His eyes flashed to mine, an apology flaring. “You got some keys on you? I can open the courts for you, if you want?”

      Oh. That made me feel nice, but crappy. I shook my head, scrambling up. Every inch of me protested as I pulled away from Reese, but I had a job to do. No way would I let a camper, and a professional ball player at that, do my job for me.

      “I got it. I’m okay. Minor meltdown on pause.” It was a lame attempt at a joke, and it fell flat. No one laughed.

      Reese stood behind me. “Coach is mad at me?”

      “Uh…” Juan’s gaze fell to me again. “I think he just wants clarification, if you know what I mean.”

      “Yeah. I got it.” Reese’s hand found my arm as he stepped around me. “Give me a second? I’ll be right out.”

      Juan nodded. The door closed softly behind him.

      Reese looked at me. “You okay?”

      I nodded. “Totally.”

      He laughed. “You’re a shitty liar.”

      I grinned, knowing it was crooked and more just an attempt. “You’d be the first to claim that.”

      “I doubt it.”

      I lifted my gaze, feeling the dried tears caking my face. I flinched, seeing his knowing gaze, feeling him in me, feeling how he knew I was so full of shit, feeling him know the storm I’d been through, just feeling him know me.

      “Your coach wants to know about me?”

      “Probably. He knows the team likes you, but me coming right in here and skipping a meal, that’s going to raise eyebrows.” He gave me a crooked grin. “Don’t worry about it, though. I’ll explain. It’ll be fine. I don’t have a $20-million endorsement deal in the works for nothing. As long as I show up and win, he’s happy.”

      “What an understanding guy.”

      He smiled. “Think you can find me something quick to eat before I head over to smooth things out with him, just in case?”

      “On it.”

      Owen and Hadley were quiet when we came back out, but Owen being Owen, he already had a plate ready. He indicated a tray on the counter: water, milk, silverware, even salt and pepper were on there.

      “There you go. Owen’s way ahead of us.”

      “Thanks, man.” Reese nodded to Owen.

      Owen cleared his throat, tugging one of his sleeves down, his shoulder rolling back. “No, thank you.” He jerked his head toward me. “We, uh, we heard some of it.”

      Floor open up. Let me fall through. Please. Now.

      Hadley was crying in the corner. She wiped at a tear. “I can’t even imagine. Charlie…”

      I couldn’t. I just couldn’t.

      I should’ve gone to her, took her in my arms, whispered that it was okay, but I didn’t have it in me. I wanted to disappear, and as if sensing what was going on with me, Reese took my arm once again.

      “Maybe, uh, come with me? Yeah?” He looked at Owen, though, who nodded back. Owen was the one to go and take his wife in his arms.

      He was the one to comfort her.

      He was doing what I should’ve been doing, and Reese, he was being a friend. He pulled me with him, grabbing an extra apple on the way, and I knew that was for me and not him. He stuffed it into his pocket, his hand falling to mine.

      He was leading me out, the cafeteria empty, when the back door opened.

      Grant stepped in and saw us, his eyes falling to our hands.

      Reese didn’t stop. He only dipped his head to Grant, grunting, “What’s up?” Then he tugged me the rest of the way through the cafeteria with him.

      I was so beyond thankful for him because he wasn’t letting me make decisions. He knew I wasn’t ready to deal with the aftermath of what Owen and Hadley had just heard. He knew Grant would find out. He knew I wouldn’t want to stand there, feeling completely exposed, all my insides out in the open for them to see. And he wasn’t letting me stay and dwell.

      He went into the camp office, where his coach was talking to Keith.

      “Coach?”

      Our hands came apart.

      Keith’s eyebrows bunched together. He was wearing an olive green polo shirt today, the same khaki shorts, though. Could he ever wear something else? I doubted it.

      “Charlie?” Keith frowned at me.

      Reese’s coach cleared his throat, glancing between Keith and me. “Uh, yeah. Can we have a word? Keith, you have an office we could use real quick?”

      Keith brightened and came around the desk. He picked up his Boss mug and held it out to me. “Charlie, wash this for me?”

      Reese’s jaw clenched. He took the mug and put it on the counter behind Keith. “Charlie’s going with me to the gym. I asked her to open it early.”

      “Yeah?” Keith’s smile was wide. “That’s great. She does a good job. Don’t you, girl? Oh hey. We’re closing up early in three days, so you can make travel arrangements. I’ll cut you a check at the end. It’ll be a little short what I promised, but you did a good job—opening the gyms, taking inventory—a good job. I was just talking with Coach Winston, going over the last of the details.”

      I felt Reese’s tension.

      He jerked forward, but I grabbed the back of his sleeve. It wasn’t a firm hold, just a reminder.

      Coach Winston saw the motion and narrowed his eyes, but he didn’t say anything.

      Keith was clueless, as usual. He smiled, nodding. “Since you’re here.” He grabbed a piece of paper from the counter, holding out a pen. “Mind if I get your autograph? My son will be jealous when I show it to him later.”

      “You’re kidding me, right?” Reese said, his eyes wide.

      Keith’s smile slipped.

      Coach Winston stepped forward, moving between the two. “If you don’t mind, Keith, I need to have a word with my player. We can do autographs later.”

      “Sure! That’d be great. I could grab some posters, get the whole team to sign them? We do auctions here. That could help support the camp a bit more.”

      “Uh-huh. Yeah. Sure.” Coach Winston urged Reese outside. “Hallway.” His eyes flashed.

      Reese nodded, turning, his hand going to my hip and moving me ahead of him. Once outside, Coach said, “Upstairs. Your friend too.”

      I was in trouble. By Winston Duty.

      The old Charlie came to life, just a little. She did a little somersault inside me.

      We went upstairs, moving into one of the sitting rooms. Once inside, Reese’s coach shut the door and shook his head. “Hell. That guy.”

      “Is he for real?” Reese asked. “He wants my fucking autograph, so his son gets jealous?”

      “This place was recommended by a buddy of mine, but now I don’t know.”

      “Keith is usually kept away from campers. Owen, he’s the guy that’s been in the kitchen this whole time? His job is usually handling campers. He’s better at it.”

      Both looked at me.

      Reese asked, “Why’s he in the kitchen then?”

      “Keith wanted to keep the staff at a minimum. It’s protocol if celebrities are here, and you guys are special. Keith thinks he’s a big basketball guy. He’d strut around like a rooster if more pro teams came here.”

      The two shared a look.

      Yeah. I doubted that was going to happen.

      “That’s too bad,” Coach Winston said. “I’ve talked with Owen a few times about meals for the team. He seems like a good man.”

      I nodded. “He is.”

      Reese gave me a small smile. “You mind giving us a minute?”

      “Actually, I want to talk to both of you.” He turned to Reese first. “She’s been sleeping in your cabin?”

      Reese explained about my cabin, about the fish smell, and about how my other option would be a janitor’s closet. When he finished, the room was silent.

      “Seriously?”

      Reese nodded. “Are you really shocked after just hearing what he said?”

      “This guy.” Winston shook his head. “Fuck.” He looked at me. “What about your friend? The motivational speaker guy? Where does he stay?”

      “He’ll stay in an extra room, but it’s on the guys floor. Keith would never let me stay in a room with players on the same floor. He assumes I’d try to have sex with every single one of them.”

      His eyes got even bigger, his eyebrows even higher. “Are you joking?”

      “I wish. He has a history of suggesting things like that.”

      He rubbed a hand over his jaw, stepping back. “This guy should not be the head of this camp. If I had known he was like this, we never would’ve come here.” His eyes rested on Reese. “If the tabloids find out about her? About her staying in your cabin?”

      “They won’t.”

      “None of the staff will say anything,” I said. “The few who know are good friends. Plus, we’ve all signed an NDA. That basically says we can’t say anything about anything that happened here during the time you guys were here. We can’t even say you guys were here in the first place.”

      Reese’s coach continued rubbing his jaw. “Do the guys know?”

      Reese nodded. “A few. They won’t say anything.”

      A warning flashed in his coach’s gaze. “If an incident happens? If we have to let someone go from the team? You know things can get dirty.”

      Reese grimaced, but he didn’t respond.

      “Goddamn.” His coach shook his head again, gesturing to me. “She has to stay somewhere else.”

      “Where? You know what that guy is like. He’ll put her in the janitor’s closet.” Reese cocked his head to the side. “Your place? You’re rooming with the other coaches.”

      “We have an extra bed. You can stay with us. Leave her your cabin—”

      I shook my head. “No. No way. I’m not putting a camper out of his own cabin. Juan already moved out because of me. I will figure it out. I promise.”

      “Where?” Reese demanded, both of them almost glaring at me.

      “I’ll—I don’t know, but I’ll figure it out. Even if I have to drive to town for a hotel, I’ll do that. Or I can have Grant put a bed in Owen’s office. That’s easy. I’ll do that.”

      Both of them were cursing.

      “Owen offered me the guest bedroom in their house. It’s three nights. I can stay there. It’s no problem.”

      No way in hell was I putting Owen out. If they had invited me as a guest, if I was here as a visitor, not staff, if Keith wasn’t such a dick and I knew he was banking on Owen and Hadley always offering up their guest bedroom—if any of those situations had been the case, I would’ve stayed there, but that wasn’t how things were. But I was no longer Reese’s problem. I knew that much too.

      I would figure it out, even if I had to sleep in my car. It was camp. Maybe it was time I finally camped out? Problem solved. I could embrace my inner frozen tundra because end of October nights could get hella cold, but it wasn’t their problem to fix.

      “I promise,” I said, a completely fake smile on my face.

      They seemed to buy it, both nodding.

      Phew.

      And Reese said I couldn’t lie.
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      “You are really bad at lying.”

      Reese found me later that night, and he spoke up as I was bent over the back seat of my car. I screamed, whirling around before clamping a hand over my own mouth. I nearly dry heaved.

      “You are a man,” I hiss-whispered, speaking around my hand. Still in danger of dry-heaving here. “You’re not supposed to sneak up on a woman, in a parking lot, at night. Never ever.”

      Everyone had gone to bed. I’d waited a full hour in Owen’s office before making my move for my car. I could’ve carried a mattress to his office. They were lightweight enough, but there was something sketchy about sleeping in someone else’s office and using the main bathroom everyone used—staff, campers, the random visitor, the mail guys, delivery service. Plus, I wasn’t lying when I said the basement was haunted. I thought the kitchen was haunted too. There were weird noises when no one was supposed to be around. Spooky shit.

      No way. I’d take my car.

      Reese rolled his eyes. “You’re not supposed to lie to me, and I knew you were lying. You’re horrible at it.” He motioned to his eye. “You do this little twitch up here. Do you not know that? Has no one told you that?”

      I glared at him. “I’ve spent the better part of the last eight years with someone whose brain was slowly going. If Damian knew, he didn’t remember to tell me.”

      The slight smirk vanished.

      Reese straightened up. “Sorry. That was an asshole comment.”

      I waved it off. “It’s fine.” And I was back inside my car. I’d been in the process of spreading out a sleeping bag I’d grabbed from the lost-and-found. They were always laundered before going in there.

      Reese moved around the car. The door across from me opened, and he grabbed the sleeping bag. “No way. You’re not sleeping in your goddamn car.”

      “Stop cursing.” I yanked it out of his hands. “And I am!”

      “Why? Fuck the rules. Just sleep in my cabin. I’ll stay in your cabin. I’m a man. I can handle it.”

      I snorted. “I had to go in there earlier, and I could barely manage to grab the bag you packed. I almost vomited. You try to sleep in there and your coach will be really pissed, because you’ll be in the hospital. Trust me. Stay in your cabin. I can handle this. I might be sleeping in my car soon anyway, so I should start getting used to it.”

      Oh, crap.

      I hadn’t meant to say that.

      He went still. “What are you talking about?”

      “Nothing. I meant for the next three nights.” Was it three, or two? I did the math. Two. Everyone was leaving on the third day, or now the second day.

      “You’re lying. Again.” He reached inside, his arm span putting mine to shame. He grabbed my bag, my phone, and my keys. Shutting his door, he came around, hip-checked me out of the way, and shut my door. “Let’s go.” He locked my doors.

      When I didn’t start moving, he began guiding me forward. With his legs. His hips.

      Good God.

      He was muscled. It was surprising for how lean he was, but he was six-three and all muscle.

      “How many miles do you ball players run in a game?”

      We were moving past the cars.

      He stepped to my side, my bag slung over his shoulder. “Is that one of your questions?”

      “No. I’m actually curious.”

      He shrugged. “Maybe two miles? It’s give or take per game.”

      Two miles per game? “How many games do you play per season?”

      He grinned down at me. “We play eighty-two games per season. You want more stats?”

      “Always.” Did he not know me?

      “Forty-one at home, forty-one away. We have five games this preseason. Our last two are at home.”

      We were walking behind the main lodge. There was no light to show us the way, but I knew it by heart. I didn’t have a flashlight and normally, I’d have the random island invaders in my head, or a deer running at night, or a skunk even, but it wasn’t happening now. Because of Reese.

      He calmed me, and he was trusting me in return. We were halfway down the path, in complete darkness, before I realized the magnitude of what we were doing. I’d never walked a path in the middle of the night, with no moon shining through the trees, no flashlight, and not been freaked out.

      I bit my lip. I wasn’t about to jinx myself now.

      “What’ll your coach say?”

      “I’ll deal with him.”

      I started to look back, but yeah. No light. Total darkness. I could only see black where he was, so I veered close to him until our arms brushed. “Are you going to get in trouble?”

      He sighed. “Why are you pushing this?”

      The answer was immediate. “Because I don’t want to be a burden.”

      He was quiet a second. “Why would you think you’re being a burden?”

      I bit my lip again, mashing them together. I tasted blood.

      His voice was low. “Who made you feel like a burden?”

      I remained silent.

      “Charlie.”

      I had to grin at that. “That’s the first time you’ve said my name.”

      “You serious?”

      “Yeah. It’s nice.”

      He let out a strangled sound. “I feel like a dumbass. Jesus. I was calling you a gnat. I’m sorry.”

      I shrugged, but remembered he couldn’t see. “We were going with the theme. Remember, I was your stalker in the beginning.”

      “Don’t start—”

      “I was, Reese.” That quieted him. “Damian liked you first, you know. I’ve always liked basketball. My two brothers played. One was a big star in school, and we weren’t close, but I felt close to him then. I think that’s when I really started loving the game. He didn’t give me any attention—I was a gnat to him. I don’t think he meant it in a bad way, but older brothers get caught up in being cool, you know? Except for basketball. I mean, I had to act a certain way. I could only say a couple things to him during a game, like hand him a water or give him a towel, but it meant something to me. I did stats, and he was the team’s star on passing. That’s why I started following you. Your passes are phenomenal. No one can match you in the league, and your ball handling skills are unprecedented. Anyway, I just wanted to tell you that before this—before you and I became friends—you were already more than just a basketball player to me. You connected me to a good memory from my brother, and the same with Damian. We’d watch your games together, and for some reason, he was always Damian during those times. I still had him. He’d slip away later on, but I always knew he was Damian for eighty-two games a year—the ones we could watch on television, I mean.”

      Reese was quiet. We walked a few feet, then, “Your brother didn’t let you speak to him?”

      More lip mashing.

      I twisted the ends of my sleeves into balls, knotting them together.

      “To give him credit, I was probably annoying—”

      “No little sister is truly annoying. They’re younger, and they just want to be loved. Unless they’re spoiled brats. Then it’s different. I have a feeling you weren’t spoiled.”

      I wasn’t. Ignored? Forgotten? Yes. Not spoiled. Definitely not that.

      “Did your family help with Damian?”

      It hurt to talk about it. My insides were being stretched until I felt they were going to break apart.

      “I tried to tell them once, but they didn’t want to understand it.” My stomach twisted, remembering. “They wanted to think I was lying, making it up. My mom got on the internet and tried to look up proof that no one in their mid-twenties could get early-onset dementia, especially not something that progressed the way his did. So I stopped trying. It was too much work to try to convince them.”

      “That’s shit.”

      Yeah. It was. “I think it’s easier for people to deny something than learn and change.”

      “Still shit. Your family was shit for doing that to you.” There was an extra edge in his tone. “And his family? Did they step up?”

      Tears fell down my face.

      He didn’t know. He didn’t see. I wasn’t making a sound.

      My voice was normal. “At the end. They took over conservatorship of him. He’s completely reliant on them for everything now.”

      “Did they know before the end, though?”

      My throat spasmed. My hands trembled. My knees almost buckled. But my voice—it was normal. Maybe I couldn’t lie about some stuff, but other things, I didn’t give a damn thing away. And for the moment, walking that dark path, I let myself fall apart, except the part he could hear.

      “His dad had passed from dementia, and there was some violence that came with it before he went into a facility. Damian blamed his mom for letting it occur as long as it did, so there were problems between them. They didn’t talk.”

      “Did you reach out to her?”

      My voice dipped, a small chink in my armor. “Yes.”

      He paused. I knew he heard the small crack in my voice.

      He asked, his voice low, “And he didn’t want you to?”

      The chink grew. “No.”

      “I will never forgive you if you go to her about this. I’ll never forget, even with my brain. I won’t forget. It’ll be the one thing I remember about you: that you betrayed me.”

      “She’s your mom, Damian. She can help.”

      “No, she can’t! I don’t want her to know.”

      Reese was quiet again. We walked a few more yards. My heart felt like it was down there with my feet, like I was walking on top of it.

      I was whispering now, and Reese had to know I was faltering. “Sometimes the hardest part of having a disease, or having something happen to you, is acknowledging that it’s happening. Once you do, your life is never the same. You’re never normal again. Once you acknowledge it and ask for help, you’re never the same person again. You cease to be you, and you become the you with the problem. He’s no longer Damian. He’s Damian who has dementia. Pride can sustain a person for a long time before they have to break.”

      I sank to the ground.

      I couldn’t go any farther, and I was cracked wide open again. I couldn’t keep the sobs to myself anymore.

      Reese sat beside me, his feet coming around both sides of me. His arms slipped under me and he scooped me up, pulling me onto his lap. So simple a movement, but it meant so much to me. He cradled me, his hand smoothing back some of my hair.

      “Was he a good guy?”

      I grabbed his shirt, fisting it. “He was the best kind of guy there was.”

      He got it. A small weight lifted. He understood. The dementia wasn’t Damian. The disease didn’t define who he was. So many didn’t see that. They just saw the disease. And if they couldn’t see the disease, they didn’t think it existed.

      Reese’s arms closed around me, his forehead resting on my shoulder for a moment. “I wish my brother—I get you. I get what you went through, but Damian didn’t want to suffocate you.”

      “No.” I sniffled. “He did at the end. He couldn’t help it. He was too far gone, too much in denial of what was happening to him.”

      “My brother thinks I owe him. My lifestyle should be his. Hell. He kinda looks like me, so he tells people he is me, and he gets all this treatment because of it. Penthouse suites. Comped meals at restaurants. He tries to get free shit. Women. I’ve had so many women claim I got them pregnant; then they realize it was my brother who fucked them, and suddenly, it was a false positive.” His voice was laced with disdain. “He was using my name at a club, and a girl thought she was going to sleep with me. She found out during the act that he wasn’t me. She tried to say no. He didn’t stop. He just…” His arms tightened around me. His voice was anguished. “Didn’t stop.”

      I felt hollow at times. I recognized the same in him.

      I felt it, and I understood.

      Letting go of my sleeves, I slid my hands over his arms, moving to face him. I twisted around, my forehead pressed into his shoulder as I tried to grip him back.

      I wanted to soothe his pain, to shield him from the harm his brother could do, to take away the damage his brother had already done. I knew in that instant that these were the same feelings I’d had for Damian, all over again.

      But this was different, because Reese didn’t need me to breathe for him.

      I just needed to sit alongside him.

      He could breathe on his own.

      After a beat, I lifted my head. “I know why we’re friends.”

      He grunted, sliding his hand up my back, curling it around my shoulder. “Please, enlighten me. This should be good.”

      I paused, my hands falling to the bottom of his sweatshirt. I tugged on it. “You want serious or the joke response?”

      His chest rose, pausing, and his forehead came down to rest on mine. “I think I need the joke now,” he murmured. “That’d be helpful.”

      The joke. I could do that. I was good at that.

      “Well, we’re friends because we’re both ridiculously good-looking.”

      He snorted, lifting his head. “Jesus. Are you kidding me?”

      I shook my head. “Absolutely not. Ridiculously good-looking people are friends with other ridiculously good-looking people. It’s a whole wavelength thing going on between them.” Sitting back more on his lap, I rested my hands on his legs. “See? At some point, they’ll always intersect, and that’s where we are.” I clasped my hands together. “We intersected.”

      “That is the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard. There are lots of good-looking people I am not friends with, and there are not-good-looking people I’m great friends with.” He tugged on a tendril of my hair, pulling my head back a tiny bit before letting go to slide his hand down my back and tunnel up under my shirt.

      His finger began tracing circles on my skin.

      Goosebumps spread all over me. I ignored them.

      They were weird. Odd. I couldn’t handle having them, or the sensations that came from being in his arms, feeling his touch, feeling him all around me. Or the way his breath fanned over my shoulder, then my face because he was so close.

      We were friends.

      Friends didn’t affect each other like this, hold each other like this.

      But we were still friends, right?

      I swallowed over a lump. “Which one am I?”

      “What do you think?”

      I could hear his smirk.

      And I couldn’t help myself. I reached up, my hands touching his face. I explored him. My fingertips moved over his jaw, feeling a slight stubble there, grazing its roughness, and I touched his mouth. He trembled, just slightly, but I followed the lips, and I was right.

      He was smirking.

      But it was disappearing under my touch.

      I couldn’t see him, but I felt the air changing. It was folding in around us.

      I could smell him, the mixture of sand and pine filling me up, circling around me, pulling me in.

      I was closing my eyes, giving in, when suddenly he asked, “What’s the serious answer?”

      “Why we’re connected?”

      “Yeah.” His voice was rough, deepening. He felt what I was feeling, and before I knew it, I’d rocked forward on his lap.

      He caught me, splaying his hand over my hip, and he leaned forward. I felt his breath warming my neck. Slowly, so slowly, he moved to pull on the end of my sleeve. He tugged, inch by inch, until a portion of my shoulder was bare to him.

      If he dipped down, half an inch, his lips would be on me.

      My heart sped up, and my breath quickened. My lungs constricted.

      But the need—I ached, and I rocked forward once again.

      He groaned under me, holding me even tighter, anchoring me to him.

      I felt him hardening under me, and I couldn’t stop myself. I had ceased to think. I couldn’t remember what he’d asked in the first place, and I moved forward once more.

      “Fuck,” he gasped, his mouth slamming down on my shoulder. “Do you know what you’re doing?”

      I whispered, “No.” But I moved again, rocking forward until I was full-on grinding on him.

      I couldn’t stop. Not if he asked. Not if I tried.

      That wasn’t true. I would have in both circumstances, but my body would’ve ached in protest. It was aching now because I wasn’t moving harder, deeper. I just wanted more from him.

      “Reese,” I gasped. My fingers slipped under his sweatshirt, touching his stomach, beginning to explore there. “I…”

      “You want this? Are you sure?”

      I knew what he was asking. We were beyond the first kiss.

      I gave in to maybe everything I shouldn’t have. “Yes.”

      “Wait.” He said it, but he was standing up.

      I was still on him, and I started to slip.

      He bent down as my feet touched the ground, saying in my ear, “Jump.”

      I jumped, and he caught me.

      My legs went around his waist, my arms around his shoulders. Turning, he walked down the path.

      Reese tightened his hold on me. “This was a bit different walking when you were leading me.”

      I laughed into his ear, then couldn’t help myself. Leaning forward, I nibbled there, and he groaned. His hands shifted to my ass. His fingers flexed, digging in, and he bounced me a little.

      “God, I love your ass.”

      My eyes widened. “Really?”

      “Hell, yes.” A low growl came from him. “Perfect size for me. A little meat, enough bounce, and I can’t wait to really grab hold of it.”

      Damian had never talked to me like this.

      I liked it.

      Moving my head back, his breath was on me. I moved until the ends of our noses were touching. I could feel the outline of his mouth.

      He was breathing harder, deeper.

      “What are you doing?”

      I smiled, softly. “Having fun.”

      “You start messing with me too much, and we’ll be on our asses. As much as I might like this little exploration we’ve got going, I’m not fucking you on a wooded path.”

      I started to close in until he added, “And I’m not kissing you when I can’t see you.” I felt him smiling. His hand switched, grabbing my other ass cheek. “I like to watch. I like to see what my touch does to you. I like to feel your shivers. I like it all.”

      So damn hot. “God.”

      He chuckled, letting me dip down so I felt him between my legs. Then he helped me start to ride him right then and there, through his sweats and my jeans, but I could feel him, and I wanted him.

      My hand dropped down to touch his waist. “I want you in me.”

      “Soon. So fucking soon.” Both his hands moved to holding my ass.

      With my legs locked around him, he moved me up and down, slow and sensual.

      Sensations coursed everywhere through my body. I slipped my hand inside his sweats as an inferno raged within me.

      He groaned into my ear. “You sure you want to do that?”

      Even more so now. I bit my lip in anticipation as I found him. He was long and hard and thick. So goddamn thick. I almost came right then, knowing how he’d feel inside of me.

      “Holy fuck, Reese.”

      He laughed in my ear. “Yeah. That’s all for you.”

      It hit me: I was having fun.

      Sex with Damian had been hot and intense, but not fun. I mean, there’d been moments, but my main memory now was that after a while, there’d been nothing. Five years of nothing, actually, and then I went to Lucas, who didn’t know how to touch or kiss. He tried. I had to give him that, but his touch had made me want to close up. It didn’t make me want him, or want this kind of touching.

      With Reese, just a touch and I was burning up.

      Feeling safe in his arms, I let my hand wander. I didn’t think. No lights were on, even as we approached the cabins. The village lights were motion-activated, so if he stuck to the edge of the path, they wouldn’t turn on. He did just that as my thumb grazed the tip of him.

      He shuddered, nipping at my jawline. “Fucking hell, Charlie.”

      I loved the power I had over him, and I cupped him more firmly. I cradled his dick in my palm, and as he stepped up onto his patio, I began to stroke him. He had to stop, bending over to rest against the cabin wall a moment.

      His cock grew even more under my touch.

      I slid my hand over him, slowly, sensually, and his entire body was shaking under me.

      “Fuck, fuck, fuck. You are killing me.” He grunted, moving back as he opened the door.

      He slammed the door shut, switched the light on, and had me against the wall—all in one instant. Then his mouth was on me, and the world exploded.

      It’d been like this once with Damian. Our first kiss.

      Maybe it was wrong, but somehow I couldn’t stop thinking of him. My first kiss with Damian had been the same way. The world went away, exploding, and everything was right. Just right. But that’s all I felt, all I remembered. For once, thinking of Damian didn’t make me feel awful.

      Reese cupped the side of my face, his thumb moving over my cheek and coming to rest on the side of my mouth. As he pulled back, his lips grew softer. It was just right. Pure. There was nothing holding me back.

      No guilt. No pressure. No worry.

      Just want and need and enjoyment.

      I would enjoy this time with him—wherever it led, it would be what it would be.

      And with that last thought, I gave in.

      I kissed him back harder, more demanding, and he matched me. He could be commanding, then gentle, then tender, whispering grazes and caresses and making me quiver all over.

      “Are you sure about this?” He paused, his eyes on mine.

      I nodded. I had never been so sure, and it felt freeing. It felt powerful.

      I slid my hand up his chest, around his neck, and pulled him down as I rose up to meet him. Because that was important to me, meeting him halfway. Fifty/fifty.

      “God yes,” I said.

      For that night, I was his.

      For that night, he would be mine.
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      I woke the next morning and it took a second for everything to come back to me.

      I was cramped back into the bed, and in a flash everything flooded in: The car. Reese. The wooded path at night. Crying. Falling apart. Him holding me. Then the more.

      Feeling him.

      Touching him.

      Tasting him.

      I looked over. He was sleeping on his stomach, his head tucked into his pillow, his arms crossed underneath it. The sheet had slipped down so the top of his ass was peeking out.

      I scanned down that back, remembering how it had felt with him arched over me, thrusting inside of me. How I had raked my nails over him— I could see the marks today.

      Shit, shit, shit. He had practice. Sometimes he was skins, sometimes not. They’d see what we’d done. Everyone would know.

      I didn’t think. I shoved him off the bed.

      His eyes flew open. He barked, flinging his hand to catch himself, but he was on the floor. “What the fuck?!”

      I leaned over the side of the bed. “Do you think you’ll bruise?”

      “What?” He sat up, scowling and grimacing. “Shit, woman. You’re insane.”

      “I marked you last night. They’ll know today.”

      He reached behind him, cringing, and my words began to penetrate. He cursed. “You’re right.” He blinked at me. “I’m going to have to fuck myself up, aren’t I?”

      “Just go on the walking trail and fall on your back a few times. That should cover it up.”

      “Shirtless?”

      “You can say you went running and tripped?” I sat up on my knees, his shirt riding to the tops of my thighs.

      I’d been a girl last night and decided his shirt was the only shirt I wanted to wear. The effect had been heady, for both of us, and he’d had me pinned underneath him a second later.

      Eyeing my legs, he groaned. His head tipped back. “Shiiiiiiit. You’re going to be the death of me.” He got up, but grabbed for me.

      “What are you doing?”

      “I’ll go and injure myself, but not before another quick one.” He threw me over his shoulder—his back flexing with the minimal effort it took him—and slapped my ass, cradling my cheek to feel it jiggle. “We’re taking a shower together.”

      “You’re going to have to shower again.”

      “I don’t care.”

      When the water was half-warm, he ducked in, taking both of us.

      I shrieked, but he slid me down his body, and from there it was quick work. He’d said quickie, so the clothes were ripped off, he was more than hard for me as I wrapped my hand around him, readying him between my legs.

      “Fuck.” His arms dropped under my thighs, but he reached outside to the counter beside us.

      “What are you doi—”

      He brought a condom in, ripping it open with his teeth. Like teamwork, I took it and sheathed it over him.

      “Fuck. Yeah.” He grunted, bouncing me up and catching me by the ass. With my back against the wall, he lowered me. I sank down on him, and then he was in, he paused, his forehead resting just beside my face. We shared a grin as the water rained down on us.

      “Ready?” he asked.

      “Hmmmm.” I’d barely answered before he was moving in me, stretching me, pushing in, pulling out, thrusting back in, rotating his hips to get me from all angles.

      Good Lord.

      I couldn’t catch my breath. We were moving in a rhythm, and he felt so damn good.

      “Reese!” I gasped.

      His hands flexed on my hips. He dropped his mouth to my shoulder. “You’re going to hate me.”

      “Wha—”

      That was my warning, before he was out of me and setting me down on the tile. My feet had only just found their balance and he was turning me around.

      “What are you doing?”

      He was on his knees, pushing my ass cheeks apart, and then his mouth was there.

      I gasped, feeling his mouth and his tongue stroking me. Exploring.

      A silent scream began to build. I couldn’t keep up with him, and then he was turning me again—to face him—and his mouth returned. He entered me once more, this time with his tongue, his hands holding my thighs apart. A new rhythm began, and I moaned, feeling my entire body slide toward bonelessness.

      I was riding his face, and I had to grasp for the showerhead to hold me up.

      Reese was relentless, determined to make me come, fast and hard, and with no regard for how that climax would rip me apart. I couldn’t hold the scream in this time. It ripped from my throat, and he reached up, his hand clamping over my mouth to stifle the sound. He continued licking me as my trembling began to wane.

      “Holy shit.” I’d barely breathed out before he was standing again.

      I just gave myself over to him, because he was manhandling me once more.

      He turned me, pressed me into the shower wall, and angled my hips back. Still with the condom on, he surged inside of me, and I almost sighed from utter contentment. Falling back, my head rested against his shoulder as he pumped into me, one hand holding my hip and the other cupping my breast. He thrust over and over, in and out.

      He was riding me now, and I was his.

      He kissed my jaw, bending over me. His thumb grazed my nipple, then rolled around to caress my other breast.

      I could only gasp. That was all the sound I could make as he brought me to another climax, flooding every inch of my body, and he wasn’t far behind. He surged up, and I felt him coming inside of me.

      “Fuck.” Another kiss to my jaw, then my mouth, as he held me in place.

      I couldn’t think. I had no idea what had just happened.

      He chuckled, the sound soothing and low in my ear as he squeezed me in a hug before pulling out.

      “I can’t walk.”

      “No problem.” He held me, keeping me pinned against the wall as he reached for the shampoo and soap.

      “Are you serious?”

      He grinned as he turned me around, face to face again.

      I shook my head, taking the shampoo from him. “You move me around like I’m a doll.”

      He swatted at my ass. “You are a doll. You barely weigh anything. You need more meat on you.”

      No one, ever, had told me that. My body warmed to it. Then I was putting the shampoo in his hair as he did the same to me. We shampooed, soaped each other, and when we stepped out, it was thirty minutes later.

      After both of us finished washing up, he had another hard-on.

      I eyed it as I left the bathroom, my teeth nice and brushed. “I’m not joking about your back. They can’t know.”

      His hair was tousled, and I ached to slide my hands through it. But he ducked his head, running a towel over it briskly.

      He turned so I could see his back, laying his last remaining towel around his neck. “Are they still bad?”

      They weren’t as bad, but they were still noticeable. “Yeah.”

      “Okay. I’ll hook up with Aiden before practice, have him cover them with something.”

      “He’ll know.”

      Reese winked at me. “He’ll never tell.”

      I was struck speechless.

      He proceeded to walk around naked, only the towel around his neck. I knew being naked didn’t bother professional athletes, but it was still something to get used to.

      When I walked out after him, a towel tucked around me, his eyes darkened.

      “Why are you wearing that?” He reached for it, and sensing he was going to take it from me, I danced out of the way.

      “Uh, no.” I swatted at his hand. “Not all of us are so fancy free and comfortable being naked.”

      He grinned, rummaging in his bag. “You should be. Your body is nice and tight. You look good with clothes on, but you look hot naked.” He whistled. “Anytime you’re over and feel the itch to embrace being nude, you’re more than welcome.”

      He waited for my reaction, side-eyeing me as he pulled out his clothes for the first part of the day. He was reaching for his shorts, but paused. “I forgot. We have meetings this morning. I’ll still have Aiden put ointment on them, but they’ll be gone by afternoon when we do drills. We’ll be good.”

      That should’ve been a relief, but I was still caught on his casual mention of coming over to his place.

      I sat on the bed Reese usually used, tucking my hands under my legs. “So… um…”

      He stilled, watching me, a wary look in his eyes. “No.”

      “No?”

      “No.” He shook his head. “I recognize that look. It’s the thinking look. Don’t think. We’re having fun, right? That’s all. We’re friends.”

      “We’re friends who fucked.” I remembered all the times. “A lot.”

      His mouth curved in a rakish grin. “And it was awesome. I’m hoping to do it again, and often, but I don’t want to do the talk. I hate having the talks.”

      “The talks?”

      He scoffed, pulling his pants on. He turned to find his socks and step into his shoes. “You know what I’m talking about.”

      “The talk,” I repeated.

      Then I remembered it was morning. He was getting ready to go to breakfast—breakfast I usually helped set up.

      I shrieked, jumping to my feet. “I’m so late!”

      “No one’s using the courts.”

      “I help with the food. You know that.”

      “But you don’t have to. You’re not going to get in trouble for missing once.”

      I threw clothes in the air, grabbing for what I thought would fit. Somehow I ended up in shorts I wasn’t sure were mine, a tank top that dipped too low over my cleavage, and I had no clue where my socks were, so I grabbed for my sandals.

      “Nope.”

      I was about to dash out the door, my phone in hand when Reese caught me by the waist and pulled me back.

      He tugged at my shirt. “You’re not wearing that.”

      “What?” I looked down. “It’s a bit much, but it’s still cold. I’ll cover up with a sweatshirt.”

      “I don’t care. If you forget and take that off, people will see all this.” He took my tank off, then flicked at some of the hickeys he’d left behind.

      I’d forgotten.

      Then I started laughing. “Hickeys. Could you have—”

      Reese held back his grin as he handed me a different shirt. “Wear that. No one will see my handiwork, and no, I liked marking you.” His gaze darkened as he watched me pull the shirt over my head, then down and over my bra. “There you go. Nice and covered.” He swatted at my ass. “See you in about thirty minutes.”

      Thirty minutes. I stifled another shriek and hurried out of there.

      It wasn’t until I was almost to the main lodge that I looked at what shirt he’d given me. His.
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      I turned the shirt inside out, but even the tag in the back had a Seattle Thunder emblem on it. A lightning bolt.

      Hadley and Owen were the only ones who saw it, and I caught the raised eyebrows, but that was it. Both kept silent except for one lone whistle from Hadley, which sounded at the same time Reese walked into the cafeteria. Juan was with him, and both looked over at me.

      I busied myself with the dishes.

      What do I do? Say hi? Look like a clinger already? Yes. My basic roots were fangirling and stalkerish, but I really wasn’t that.

      Work. I was here to do a job, so after I did a certain amount of dishes, I grabbed some toast and snuck out through Owen’s office. I really loved that he had two entrances. The team was still eating when I popped into the office.

      Ugh. So not a normal morning. I did not ever seek Keith out, but I had to today.

      “Keith.”

      “Hmm?” He popped out from around the back office corner. His Boss mug was still on the counter. I’ve no doubt he never had it cleaned. He could’ve asked Owen to run it through for him, but that wasn’t my concern this morning.

      “Is the team using the gyms this morning?”

      “Uh…” He had to think, his curly hair slightly damp from his shower. “No. They’re doing meetings this morning.”

      Sweet. That meant a morning off.

      I was slipping back out when he called my name. “Hey, Charlie! Wait. One sec.”

      Now wary, I eased back into the office, keeping the door open and one foot outside. “Yeah?”

      He shifted, staring at me a moment. A cough. He tugged his collar around. “You’re doing a good job, and I want you to know I’ve really appreciated all the extra help you’ve been doing around here. The board too.”

      He was being kind.

      He was smiling at me, and it wasn’t creeping me out.

      But it was setting different alarms off in me, because this was not Keith. He wasn’t kind. Ever.

      “But?” I was readying myself.

      He stroked his jaw, an uneasy guffaw leaving him. “Uh, but. Yes. But… I got a call from one of the board members last night, and I guess you weren’t approved to be on staff during this time. We only have enough funds to cover your first two weeks here.”

      My first two weeks… That would’ve ended three days ago.

      “Are you kidding? I’m not getting paid for this week?”

      “Well, it’s only been a couple days that you won’t have been paid, and the team wasn’t here, so technically, you shouldn’t have been doing any work anyway. But yes.” He moved closer to me, rolling his shoulders back, sucking his gut in. He began to tap on the counter, his nervous habit. “So what I’m saying is that—”

      I was out of a job.

      “I’ll be manning the gyms for the next two days. I mean, it’s really only today. They’ll be leaving in the morning.” He reached into his pocket and slid a check over to me. “Here you go. And we really do appreciate all the help you gave the kitchen too.”

      Really? I had no words. None at all, and because of that, I just stepped back, let the door slam shut, and I walked out. Unfuckingbelievable.

      “You okay?”

      Reese was coming out from the cafeteria.

      I didn’t look up. “No.”

      “Forster!” one of his teammates yelled.

      I looked now. He stood in the hallway, concern etched over his face.

      “Reese.” His coach stepped up, putting a hand on his shoulder. “We gotta go. We have a meeting with the other coaches.”

      But he wasn’t looking at Reese. He was watching me. There was a gravity in his gaze, but not the caution I saw last night.

      I got it then.

      This wasn’t Keith. This wasn’t the board. This was Reese’s coach. He knew. Somehow he knew about us, and he was putting a stop to us in his way. He was pushing me out.

      There was a warning in his gaze, his mouth thinning as if knowing I connected the pieces.

      “Yeah. Okay.” Reese was reluctant to go. He glanced back to me. “Charlie? You want to talk later?”

      It felt final. All of this. The firing. Reese would be in meetings the rest of the morning. I could feel my bank account dipping lower every minute I stayed here. And I hadn’t done anything I’d set out to do. Well, I’d written one night. But the reprieve from reality was gone. Whatever friendship I had with Reese, I’d have to see what happened, but I knew I couldn’t stick around. I couldn’t afford to stick around.

      And I had a feeling Coach Winston would find a way to get me kicked off the island if I tried to.

      “Yeah. Talk later.” I attempted a smile.

      It was enough to appease Reese, more because another two of his teammates were calling his name now. They all walked past us, heading outside and up to the meeting hall. Coach Winston waited until Reese was gone and the last of his team had filtered past us.

      “If one of them knew, and if one of them was unhappy with our team, they could leak you and Reese to the tabloids. It’d be that easy. His name’s already being put through the ringer because of his brother. We came here to protect him, and to keep him focused. I know he’s a grown man, but he’s my player. I have to look out for him.” He paused a second. “You understand, don’t you?”

      I held up my check. “I came here for two reasons. One, because I’d just gotten fired, and two, to try to get my life back on track somehow because my dementia-boyfriend dumped me during one of his rare lucid moments. He kicked me out the apartment and his life, and I’ve been floundering ever since. That stopped here, because of Reese. And now I got fired again.”

      I looked at the dollar amount on the check and started laughing. It barely covered half a month’s rent. It was less than what Keith first promised me.

      “Here.” I pressed it to his chest, passing him by. “I’m sure that’s what you make in ten minutes. Have a couple coffees on me.”

      I’d gone a few steps outside before I had to stop and bend over.

      I was going to throw up.

      The world began to swim around me.

      I was having a panic attack. I recognized the symptoms, and damn, these were a bitch.

      I couldn’t… I had to—one foot in front of the other. Breathe. Breathe. Breathe.

      It hurt. I was moving against cement in the air, but I had to keep going.

      I was dizzy and sweating, and when I glimpsed myself in the mirror back at Reese’s cabin, I wasn’t surprised. I looked like a ghost, but I didn’t have time to stop and take shelter while this storm passed. I had to get out. Too much of life had taken a shit on me.

      The amazing sex… I couldn’t stay just for that. My pride was shredded. I just wanted to grab my stuff, get to my car, and leave. I’d send my goodbyes later.

      I was running. I was doing it all over again, but my God, I had just been booted from my old place of employment—after being told I’d worked there three days for free. Keith was a dick, but he’d never made me feel unwelcome here. It took good ol’ Coach Winston to do that.

      I bit back tears as I filled my bag. Then I wavered. I did still have things in the fishing cabin, but I couldn’t bring myself to go in there to pack it all up.

      I was telling myself that as I walked the north path that wound around the lodge, bypassed all the buildings, and came out just beyond the parking lot. I told myself I didn’t have the energy to explain to Owen and Hadley what had happened. They’d be angry. They’d rally around me, but for what?

      I’d been dismissed because I was a liability to someone more powerful than all of us.

      It felt like the world had stomped on me once again, but this time was different. I wasn’t shattered by trying to hold Reese up. It wasn’t that situation at all.

      Unlocking my car, I tossed my bags in the back and got behind the wheel.

      I had to reassess the situation.

      I was exaggerating, reacting because of how final it all felt. That was it. That was all. This was not the end of the world.

      I’d been fired. So what? I’d come here for the specific purpose of having a place to run away from my current life. Which I did. That’d been successful.

      I’d wanted to reconnect with some of my old friends. Mission accomplished. I wouldn’t text or email. I would call Owen and Hadley to say my goodbyes. I would call Grant—oh shit. Grant. I’d forgotten. And Trent! Trent was coming tonight. He was expecting to have dinner.

      Then there was Reese.

      I couldn’t tell any of them why I was let go. It was because of Reese, and if I told them, they’d just have to look at me to know things had gone past friendship.

      They would know.

      They couldn’t know.

      I sat in my car, and I had no idea what to say to my friends.

      I’d have to use Keith’s excuse: the board hadn’t approved my employment past the first two weeks. And in that case, the job was done. Whatever.

      This was no big deal.

      Right? I mean…

      I came for a job, and it turned out that job was done. That was it. That was all.

      I should’ve stayed and said goodbye in person. I’d left everyone, Reese too.

      What do I do? How do I clean up this mess?

      My phone buzzed. I tensed, but it wasn’t who I thought it’d be. I almost started laughing.

      Unknown: I have some of your stuff. Went to drop it off at your job, but the chick at the front said you don’t work there any more. You got fired?

      Of all the timing, now he texted me? Now?

      I might still have been slightly hysterical, because I called him back.

      “You got fired from that stank-ass place?” he said when he answered.

      “Hi, Lucas. I’m fine. How are you?” I sighed. “You’re right. Normal, pleasant greetings are a waste of time. Get right down to business. Yes, they fired me the same day your grandpa dumped me, and yes, I just got fired from the new job. I’m sitting outside a hotel, not sure what the hell to do anymore.”

      He was quiet for a moment. “You have enough for rent?”

      “I have a small bit to cover a few months, but coming here wasn’t such a good idea after all.” I laughed, the sound so pitiful. “You take in homeless people? Because I don’t know if my mom’s going to let me stay at home rent-free this time. She wasn’t really up for it last time.”

      “It’s not my house. You know that.”

      Right. Of course. Why would he be decent?

      The tears began. I mean, why even fight them? They were my old friends by now.

      “Yeah, okay. You’re right.”

      “Look. If Gramps didn’t own it—but you know he’s particular about who stays here and I—”

      “So you have stuff of mine?”

      “Oh. Yeah.” He sounded stiff. “Just a couple things. Like some old sweatshirts. A Forster shirt. I know you loved it. A couple mugs. Nothing big.”

      “The same Reese Forster shirt your gramps was wearing when he propositioned me?”

      “Uh…” His laugh was strangled. “I can’t promise he cleaned it.”

      “Oh, for fuck’s sakes. Just donate it to Goodwill. Hell. Maybe I can get it there at the rate I’m going.”

      “Uh…”

      I heard someone call his name in the background, a female someone.

      “Uh, I gotta go. You sure about donating? Tracy can drop it off at your place, if you’re going to be around.”

      “Is that the new girlfriend?”

      “Yeah. She’s…” His voice lowered, getting closer to the phone. “She’s not the one, you know.”

      “Right. Not the one you cheated on me with. She’s even newer than that one.”

      “She’s nice. Sweet.” He chuckled. “I think you’d like her even.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Yeah. Sure. Maybe.”

      “So, um, when will you be around?”

      It was close to ten by now. The drive back would take four hours. “I’ll be there this evening. Anytime after six.”

      “Okay. I’ll call you when she’s headed over.”

      “Don’t call.” Never call again, in fact. “A text will do.”

      And after hanging up with him, I texted Owen, Hadley, Grant, and Trent all the same message.

      Me: Keith said the board didn’t have enough funds to pay me, so I packed up my stuff. I’m heading back to try to find a job. If you guys want, come and hang out! I love visitors. Sorry I didn’t stick around to say goodbye. Hope you understand.

      And to Reese.

      Me: I was fired. I got the feeling your coach didn’t want me around, so I’m heading back to my place. I need to look for a new job. Call later when you have time?

      I didn’t expect immediate responses from anyone, so I turned the engine back on, tossed my phone to the seat beside me, and raised the volume on the radio.

      It was going to be a painful drive back.
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      By that night, I’d come to two main conclusions.

      I was the definition of a broke-ass bitch, and I’d been ambitious in thinking my friends would care about my most recent firing.

      I had heard from no one. Not a one. My phone was silent the entire drive back, and through the entire evening since. The only text I got was when Luc-ass told me his new girlfriend was heading over with a box of my stuff.

      I was ready to let loose, but when I opened the door, the sweetest petite little thing stood on the other side. Lucas was such a dick, because I knew that’d been his goal. He wanted to avoid me, and he knew I wouldn’t be able to tear into her.

      He was right. She was super sweet, and once she was gone, I had to face the music.

      My friends’ silence aside, I had just enough money to cover three months of rent. What had I been thinking accepting Trent’s proposal to work at camp for the last few weeks? I hadn’t been thinking. That’s right—I’d been drinking. I was dumped and fired, all in the span of twenty-four hours. But reality was back, and I had to get my shit together.

      If I didn’t shape up, I had no idea where I could ship myself to.

      My parents’? Someone’s couch? My car?

      It could be a new, sad drinking game. Take a drink wherever you end up, and then just get sauced because what’s a better way to handle it?

      Sighing, I opened my laptop and clicked on the classifieds.

      Five job applications filled out later, I couldn’t deny as I was getting ready for bed. I was hurt. I thought one of my friends would’ve texted—Reese at least. My phone was still blank when I climbed into bed. I turned it off, then on again, just making sure, but it showed the same thing: no incoming texts or calls, and it had worked earlier with Loser Ex, so it was working.

      Still. Because I never liked to admit defeat, I texted Reese.

      Me: No words? Are you mad at me?

      I waited, and five minutes went by. Ten. I brushed a tear away at the twenty-minute mark.

      One hour later, I had my answer.

      He wasn’t going to respond.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 28

          

        

      

    

    
      BANG! BANG! BANG!

      I fell out of bed, no joke.

      I’d been starting to wake up. I was stretching and scooting to the end of the bed. Then BANG, BANG, BANG, and off I fell.

      Hello, floor.

      I winced, rubbing my elbow. That hurt, but then the banging on my door started again.

      “You took my phone!” a voice yelled.

      That was Reese and, oh shit—had I?

      I hurried to the front door. My neighbors were hardcore Thunder fans. If they were home, they would recognize Reese’s voice. They watched every one of his interviews on ESPN. I knew, because I could hear them blasting them from their computer at all hours of the day. I used to think I was dedicated, but they put me to shame.

      Flinging open the door, I grabbed him. “Stop talking.”

      He was alone.

      He was glaring, and he was pissed. Really pissed. His jaw was doing the clenching thing too.

      “What?”

      “You fucking left, that’s what!”

      Oh. He did care. I bit my lip to stop a grin from showing.

      “I texted you what happened.”

      “Yeah.” He scoffed, starting to go through my apartment. Finding my bedroom, he went in and began pulling items out of my bag. I hadn’t unpacked, like, at all. I still had on the clothes I’d left camp in. I just hadn’t had it in me to take off his shirt, and he noticed, his scowl lessening, but then he pulled out a pair of shorts I hadn’t realized I’d grabbed.

      “A-ha.” He pulled his phone out of the pocket and tried to turn it on. “It’s dead.”

      Crap. I felt a pounding behind my temples and rubbed there. “Sorry. It must’ve been with the pile of my clothes. I was packing in a hurry.” And I was slightly hysterical at the time. “Oops.”

      He didn’t answer. Seeing my charger, he took my phone off and put his phone on. When it started charging, he turned back to me, his arms crossed over his chest.

      “That crisis is averted. Now you want to tell me what the fuck happened?” His eyebrows went up. “Because I have news to share with you also—news about you.”

      “Me?”

      “Yeah.” He yawned. “But I need coffee first. Your friends showed up at my cabin, pounding on the door. Then I had to go and pound on Coach’s door, and there was a fucking early-ass meeting this morning. I had to promise two extra charity events before Coach let me come here today and not leave with the team.”

      My head was spinning. “What are you talking about?”

      Reese ignored me, going into my kitchen. My coffee pot wasn’t on, so he began looking through my cupboards. “Where’s your coffee?”

      I moved him aside, ignoring the tingle at just feeling him again, being so close to him again, and pointed to the table. “Sit. I’ll do this. You tell me what happened.”

      He went over and sat down. “You tell me first, because I think what I have to say is going to take longer.”

      I pulled out the coffee, put in a new filter. “Nothing really major. Keith told me the board hadn’t approved me working there, so they only had the funds to cover me for two weeks. So, you know, I was fired. Then I came out and your coach was there. I thought maybe it was him behind it, which he confirmed when you left. He wanted me gone, and to be honest, I kinda understand why. He was protecting you.”

      “Yeah, well, he feels like a dumbass.”

      Pouring water into the machine, I hit brew and went to a chair across from Reese. Tugging my knees up, I hugged them to me. “What do you mean?”

      “He told me in the afternoon what he’d done and wanted to apologize. The reason he did it was justified—we already knew that—but the way he did it was dickish. I went to my cabin to call you, saw your shit gone, and couldn’t find my phone. I went to find your friends and discovered them having a little meeting in the kitchen guy’s back office. They were upset.”

      I swallowed over a knot. “At me?”

      “They didn’t say that, but they asked if I’d be willing to speak about why you were staying in my cabin if they needed me. I told them I’d more than say a few things, and my coach too. After that, I decided just to wait till we were done, then try to bargain a deal with Coach to let me come here and get my phone.”

      The coffee was starting to brew.

      “You said my friends came to your cabin in the middle of the night?”

      He nodded. “They had to wait until another guy showed up, the speaker dude, but they’d convened the board and had them willing to do some form of emergency meeting about your boss.”

      “Keith?” I leaned forward.

      The coffee was ready to pour, but I was on the edge of my seat.

      How had this all gone down when I wasn’t there?! The laws of karma were not on my side.

      “They were so mad about what he did to you, what he’d done to you the whole time you were there, that they got fed up.”

      I might’ve been wrong about karma.

      “They called the board and there was a five-am video conference. They wanted to do it before your boss got in.”

      Reese’s eyes flashed, and his jaw was like cement. He leaned forward, his gaze holding mine captive. “I sat there and I listened as your friends ran through a list of shitty things your boss had done, and not just these last two weeks, but for years. And you were the subject of several of the items. The fucker sexually harassed you? You mentioned him making comments, but nothing like what I heard. How he radioed you on the camp radio where everyone could hear, asking if you were making out with your boyfriend? How you walked into a meeting with another guy behind you, and he accused you both of screwing around in the woods? I listened to your friends explain to a room of old, white fat dudes how the ‘boyfriend’ had only held your hand once, and you’d only ‘dated’ for two days, and you’d literally just walked into the meeting at the same time as the other guy. And there was more.”

      His nostrils flared. Shoving back from his chair, he began to pace: around my living room, back to the kitchen, and around to the living room again. He kept moving, his hands unfisting and fisting in front of him.

      “After they got through their sixteen-page fucking memo, complete with names and phone numbers and taped testimony from others, they got to me. I had to sit there and first deal with their fanning, which was fine, but then the leers. When I told them how you and I became friends, how I was at your cabin—fuck those leers. I could feel the dirtiness coming off of them. They didn’t seem to care until I told them I’d gone into your cabin. That got their fucking attention. I went to grab the rest of your stuff. Juan tried too. We both got sick. That’s what made them perk up. They seemed resigned to the shitty stuff your boss had already done, but they didn’t start sweating until they heard that two pro ball players got sick from entering a cabin that wasn’t condemned on their property.”

      Icy dread lined my spine. “Did you tell them about us?”

      He snorted. “Hell no. All your credibility would’ve been gone. You’d have to be a goddamn nun, do charity events twenty-four seven, openly donate all of your earnings to God, and maybe then they might give you the benefit of the doubt. I’m sorry, but that sucks. That really fucking sucks.”

      I sank as far down on my chair as I could get. I was almost in a ball.

      He didn’t know. He couldn’t understand what his words were doing, how I never would’ve been believed, but now I was?

      I pressed my forehead to my knees, feeling tears on my face once again.

      I was so sick of it.

      I was so sick of life, and that hadn’t hit me until Reese laid it all out.

      All of that I’d lived. All of that I still carried. All of that, alone, just on me.

      I’d never told anyone, not Damian, not my family. Everyone had heard when it happened, but no one said a thing. Why would I have bothered to tell anyone else? Why would anyone believe me?

      Until now.

      Reese kept pacing. I could see him swinging his arms around from the corner of my eye. He was rolling his shoulders like he was warming up for a game.

      “Coach spoke, and he backed up your claim about not having a place to sleep. He said he brought it up to your boss, and he’d said just what you told us he would. He’d have you stay in that janitor’s closet. No one should sleep in a janitor’s closet. And all the extra work you did? You worked from when you woke up, till I made you leave the gyms at night. You never got paid for all of that.”

      He snorted. “And you know what their first response was? That manning the gym courts wasn’t extensive physical labor. That was their justification. That place sucks. Why in the world did you work there in the first place?”

      He stopped now, waiting, focusing on me.

      I lifted my head and rolled one shoulder back. “Because my friends were there. Because at one point, they were a second family to me.”

      His eyes swept over my face, and he cursed under his breath.

      Crossing the room in two strides, he bent and picked me up.

      I went willingly, my arms and legs wrapping around him, just like on that wooded path two nights ago. He carried me to the living room, sat us on the couch, and hugged me. His head burying in my neck.

      “I don’t have the words to take away what happened to you, but I can tell you what happened because of your friends rallying around you.”

      I sat back, wanting to see him when he told me.

      He tucked a strand of my hair behind my ear. “Your boss was canned. I spoke up, saying I’d only consider coming back to your camp if your friend Owen took that dickhead’s spot. Coach backed me up on that, just saying we’d consider it. I’m not saying they hired him based on our recommendations, but I think it helped a little.”

      “So you’re saying…”

      “Your friend Owen is the new director at that place. And they hired your friend Grant to take Owen’s spot. I don’t know what it was, because he was in the kitchen the whole time I was there, but they all seemed happy about it. They made another move to hire you as their head of publicity. Apparently you’re good at that stuff?”

      I frowned. I was? “If I am, that’s news to me. What’d they say?”

      “They approved it, and I told them what my publicist makes and not to take that position for granted. You could do a lot with publicity, so I guess if you want it, you have a job with them?”

      “What’d they say the salary would be?”

      Really? Was I going to be picky?

      “I don’t know. I just know your friend suggested you, and they approved offering you a job. I had to promise all your friends tickets to the next local game for them to let me come see you first.”

      “What?” I shoved back from him, already turning for the door.

      “Relax.” He chuckled, his hands moving down my back, pulling me close. “I got the night. They’ll show up in the morning, when I go to the airport. I worked it out with them.”

      This was all happening so fast.

      Still on his lap, I leaned back, dazed. “I went to bed last night worried about a job and a place to live, and now all of this? If they offer me a job, I’ll have to move there, but even staying in Fairview, the rent will be cheaper than anything here in the city.”

      I couldn’t believe it.

      And Reese was here. And he wasn’t mad at me, just irritated, then mad for me.

      I started crying.

      Big surprise there.

      “What? This is all good, right?” He brought his thumbs to my face, wiping tears away.

      “I think it’s just a conditioned response. Anything happens, and it was the questions. Now it’s this. I’m evolving.”

      I think…

      But I was laughing and smiling, and I couldn’t believe it. “Am I going to wake up and all of this will be gone?”

      Reese smirked, bringing his palm up to my face, wiping the last tear away. “Nah, but can we skip some of the other formalities, because I only have the rest of the day and night with you…if you know what I mean.”

      I nodded, and he picked me up.

      He took me to bed.
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      Later that evening, after the bed, the shower, the couch, and back to the bed, we ordered pizza. The delivery guy left after a full-out gushing moment over Reese, who had answered the door before I could offer to get it first. He’d paid for the pizza, signed an autograph, and declined a selfie before I came out of the bedroom fully dressed. Only going around in shorts had its benefits—one was getting the door first.

      After we began eating, which I insisted we do at the table, I asked a question. “How’d you know something was going on yesterday?”

      He picked up a slice, folding it and lounging back in his chair. His legs kicked out under the table. “I guessed something was up, but I figured I couldn’t do anything till you came to see me. You never did, so I asked Coach. He told me what happened—oh, and I have that check for you. When he looked at it, he felt bad, said no one should earn that little after working morning to night like he knew you did.”

      He gazed over his pizza at me, his grin wolfish. “You’re a hot chick who knows basketball. Okay, that’s not that rare, but you’re a girl who gets noticed. We all saw you doing dishes when we came in for breakfast, and you closed the courts at night. You’re a hard worker, and you never complained about it.”

      “I still can’t believe what you said happened.” I’d checked my phone. There’d only been a call for a job interview. “Are you sure? My friends are really coming tomorrow?”

      He nodded, biting into his pizza. He chewed. He swallowed. “Trust me. It wasn’t just four tickets I gave away. Two of the guys wanted another for a date. That made six tickets, plus one for you because there’s no way your friends are coming and you aren’t. I made them promise that part, even if they had to drag you there.”

      “You really think I wouldn’t want to go to your game?”

      He snorted, grabbing his water bottle. “By now, who knows with you. You didn’t want your friends to know about our friendship. We’re fucking, and you’re aghast at anyone knowing. I had no clue what you’d do if I invited you to a game.”

      “I am a basketball fanatic.” I pointed toward my bedroom. “You gave me a shirt to wear, and a sweatshirt. If you think you’re getting either of those back, think again, buddy.” I snorted and couldn’t dim my grin. “It’s like you don’t know me.”

      Sex, food, and feeling wanted went a long way toward making this person happy.

      I stared at Reese, really seeing him. He was here. He’d come after me. He’d fought for me. He screwed me six ways to Sunday, and oh so amazingly. Yeah. I’m pretty sure I was glowing at this point.

      He stared back, his gaze growing somber. Putting his bottle back on the table, he twisted the cap on it and cleared his throat. That was his signal. We were going serious.

      “I know I put off having the talk, but I didn’t realize you’d hightail it out of there two hours later. Based on our history…” He adjusted in his seat, squirming. “Maybe we should have the talk.”

      Oh boy.

      Deep breaths.

      A whole new churning started in my gut.

      He opened his mouth, but I stopped him. I had to go first, especially with this one.

      “You know I have baggage. Caregiving for someone who wanted to deny he was losing his mind, that’s a lot. For me. For the next guy. For anyone.” I pulled my knees up again, pressing them against my chest. “I went to camp a little out of my mind—I’ll be honest. I think I’ve been out of my mind for a while. But at some point these last few weeks, I started talking about Damian. Not just to you, though you got the most, but to the others too. Grant knows. Now Owen and Hadley do too. No one knew what I was going through for all those years. Damian wouldn’t let me tell anyone. We had to pretend everything was normal, when it was so not normal, and I slipped away. Little by little. Every day. I’m just now starting to feel like a person again. You’re part of the reason for that, but…”

      I was so stupid. I knew it, but I had to say this.

      “I can’t be anything right now. I can be a friend, but anything more? I can’t take that on. I will never lose myself to a guy again, ever. And I don’t know what you’re going to say, but that’s what I had to say first.”

      He stared at me long and hard before scooting his chair back so he could lean his elbows on his knees. “I will tell you this. I like our friendship.”

      “I do too.”

      “And I really like fucking you.”

      I grinned. “I do too.” But then my smile dimmed. “But not if you’re dipping in others.” That was a deal breaker for me.

      He lowered his head. “Got it. Okay, I will not screw anyone, except when I see you. Then I’ll screw you.”

      I nodded. Such crude words, but that was what we needed. Those words held no emotional attachment, and the only attachment I could handle was what we were spelling out right now.

      “So…” I sat up, lowering my feet back to the ground. “Still friends?”

      His head bounced up and down once. He laid his hand out on the table for me, palm up.

      “And we have sex when we see each other?”

      He nodded again. “And neither of us does that with anyone else. It has to go both ways. I’m all about female sexual equality, so I know you ladies get as horny as we do.” He wiggled his fingers at me. “Deal?”

      I started to reach for his hand, but paused. “Should we be ironing out how often we see each other? How often we talk to each other?”

      He stood abruptly. “Shake my damn hand, woman. Friends is friends. We talk as much as we can, and we see each other as much as we can.”

      “Deal.” I reached over and slapped his hand.

      “Oh no!” He caught my hand, reaching out and lifting me clear of the table and into his arms.

      It was exhilarating and terrifying at the same time. He made me feel like I could soar, but he could drop me so fast.

      “Christ, you make me work to get in your pants.” But he was grinning as his mouth found mine. He took me back to the bedroom, and once we got there, he laid me down on the bed, holding himself above me. “You have to promise I can fly you out, because I’m going to be traveling a lot. During season, it’s nuts. I won’t get here that often.”

      I framed his face. “You’re so cute, acting like I’m not a basketball groupie.”

      A twisted laugh ripped from him, but his eyes were back to darkening. “You are definitely not a groupie.” His hand moved down my side, slipping under my shirt and smoothing up to cup my breast. His thumb rubbed over my nipple. “I know you like to joke about that stuff, but do me a favor? Stop with the bad talk. Stop calling yourself a stalker, groupie, and whatever else you think is funny but is just a put-down. Only I can use those as endearments. Got it?”

      I stilled, swallowing. He watched me, affection warming his eyes, but there was more—an emotion that had my pulse spiking because I didn’t want to name it, or feel it, but it was there.

      As I whispered a yes, his mouth found mine.

      I closed my eyes, giving myself over to him, and I tried to forget what I’d seen. Because if I didn’t, I couldn’t stay with him. I’d just ruin everything.

      Instead of thinking, I wound my arms around his neck. I opened my legs as he settled over me, and I pushed down his shorts.

      Condom on, he slid inside me moments later.

      I forgot everything else.
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      Reese’s alarm went off at four, and just as he rolled out of bed, I caught his arm.

      “Hey, go back to sleep.”

      “No.” My eyelids couldn’t open. I was seriously tired, but I was determined. “Cancel your driver. I’ll take you to the airport.”

      “No. Go to sleep. I’ll just slip out.” He bent down, pressing a kiss to the side of my mouth. “For real. It’s ungodly to be up at this hour. Rest till your friends get here.”

      Did he not… He didn’t. It was official. I needed to introduce myself again.

      I growled, lightly shoved his head away, and swung my feet down. I was at least sitting now, but yeah—eyes still not open. Around a yawn, I tried to be fiercer. “I said I’d drive you. Airporaaaaah,” I yawned, “is five minutes from here.” Okay. I just needed to rub my eyes a little, and then they’d open.

      He chuckled, bending close again. He placed another soft kiss on my forehead before he pushed his finger there, easing me back down. “Go to bed, psycho. I have a driver coming.”

      “No.”

      I was determined.

      Pride. Stubbornness. All of my superhero qualities.

      There. I got my eyes open, and whoa—it was so dark out. He was right. No one should be up at this time, but he was, so I was. He still wavered over me. I pushed him aside and scooted to the bathroom first.

      “Are you for real?” His exasperation was evident.

      “Yes,” I yelled over, peeing. A quick wash. Teeth. I splashed my face a little, then I opened the door and waved him in. “Go. Get ready. I’ll put on coffee. You canceled your driver, right?”

      He growled as he grabbed for his phone.

      I pulled on clothes. I wasn’t even looking, but it might not have been a coincidence when I grabbed one of his sweatshirts. I had a problem, a sweatshirt problem. Pretty sure I could’ve started a support group, because I know I wasn’t alone.

      Slipping some shoes on, I got the coffee going, and had a cup ready for him when he was done. Keys. Phone. Purse. I was set. Black leggings on, his sweatshirt over, and my hair up in a messy bun, I was sure I was the epitome of beauty. Not. I didn’t care. The coffee gave me points.

      He came out, all ready, saw me, and shook his head.

      Giving him the biggest smile I could muster, I handed over his coffee and dangled my keys. “Let’s go.”

      My neighbor was coming home from his night shift at a factory. He was trudging down the hallway when he saw us, lifted a hand in greeting, then stopped. His head shot upright and his shoulders stiffened.

      He rotated swiftly on his heels, his eyes wide and bulging. He held up a hand. “Is that—”

      “No.” Lying. Another superhero quality of mine. “It’s late, Bill. That’s my brother.”

      Reese squashed a laugh and nodded to the guy. “What’s up.” It wasn’t a question, but a greeting, and he hustled me past my neighbor.

      I gave Reese a look as we went to my underground parking spot. “He’s going to hammer me later. He’ll know he wasn’t seeing things.”

      “He’s a fan?”

      “The biggest.”

      Reese smirked, meeting my gaze over the top of my car. “Bigger than you?”

      We were entering cheesy couple territory here. We needed to scale it back.

      “I have a cardboard cutout of you,” I told him. “In my closet.”

      He froze. “You’re joking.”

      I was, but now I had to buy one. “Wouldn’t you like to think that.” Settling into my chair, I felt better—more familiar terrain again. “But the funny thing is, next time you come, you won’t know if I was serious or if I bought him after I told you.”

      Reese just rolled his eyes, putting the coffees in the cup holders for both of us.

      He was looking around as I pulled out of the lot. “This is actually a nice place.”

      “The underground parking is nice. The apartment building itself is okay. Nothing great.” I didn’t tell him how the lights in the laundry room would dim, so if I used those machines, I had to prop the door open with a rock. Or how I’d only do my clothes between seven in the morning and nine. Nine was the latest. After that, people were stirring, and there were a few neighbors I wasn’t so sure about.

      Reese whistled as I pulled up to departures seven minutes later. “You weren’t kidding. That’s close.”

      “And you’ve barely had your coffee.”

      He yawned now, blinking a few times. “I’ll grab some inside. You can have it.”

      I parked, but didn’t shut off the engine.

      “Do not get out,” he warned.

      I grinned. “Wasn’t planning on it. We really don’t need to go to that level, with the hugging, would we kiss or not… Too many strings, friend.”

      He smiled back, but his eyes had started to smolder a bit. He leaned over, dropping his voice, “I’ll answer one of those questions.” His lips caught mine in a good, firm kiss, one that sent my senses spiraling and stole just the slightest bit of oxygen from my lungs.

      I might’ve needed to gather my bearings as he pulled back and grabbed his bag from the back. Before he turned, he gave me a second kiss, this one lighter. “Go home. Go to bed,” he said as he reached for the door. “Text me when you park, and again when you’re inside your place. Humor me. I’m a friend. I can care.”

      He was starting to leave, but I tugged on his shirt.

      He paused, looking back.

      “And after that?” I asked.

      “We’re friends. Let’s play it by ear.”

      Our gazes held, a shared reminder of the other details in our agreement. I saw his darkening, so I let go. “Okey-dokey. Hope you don’t get mauled.”

      He laughed. “It’s too early for that.”

      But we both knew the truth. It could happen.

      As if reading my mind, he amended, “It’s usually not that bad. If it is—and I don’t think it will be—airport security is good with celebrities here. They’ve got a special room and everything. Plus…” He reached in his bag and pulled out a baseball hat, dragging it low over his eyes and flicking up his hood. “This is pretty incognito.”

      His height wasn’t, but I decided to pick my battles. “I’ll expect twenty questions by the time you land.”

      He laughed. “Don’t think so. I’m going to be sleeping that whole time, but I’ll text you updates just to annoy you.” He got out, but bent back down, his tone more serious. “Do me a favor? Only take that job if you want it. Don’t take it because you feel desperate. I can loan you money, if anything.”

      That wiped all joking aside. “Reese.” Dammit. “I’ll never lose myself in a guy again. Ever.”

      “Yeah, but before you didn’t have a friend who could loan you money until you got to a place where you could pick something that actually made you happy.” His eyes flashed a warning. “Now you do. Just think about it. It’s a loan. I’d give one to another friend in the same spot.”

      I rolled my eyes.

      He chuckled. “Drive safe. I liked screwing you. Let’s do it again and soon.”

      “I changed my mind. Get mauled!”

      I could hear his laugh as he shut the door and headed inside, his bag over his shoulder. Only a couple guys squinted at him, their heads cocked to the side. He was right. His incognito look really was incognito, but he was still frustrating.

      And I was hoping for the soon too.

      Driving back, my phone kept buzzing.

      Reese: Checking in.

      Reese: I had to check my bag. It’s too big for a carry-on.

      Reese: Two autographs.

      Reese: Going up the escalator now.

      Reese: At the security line. The guards are cool. They promised not to be angry when Thunder beats the Coyotes.

      Reese: Through security.

      He knew I couldn’t answer. I was driving.

      Reese: I’m at gate A6.

      Reese: This is a nice airport. I always forget till I get here.

      Reese: I upgraded to first class.

      Reese: Coach wants to make sure I get back in time for meetings this morning.

      Reese: Still not boarding. Just letting you know.

      After parking, I grabbed my phone.

      Me: It’s supposed to be questions. Like, if I asked security if I could put a body in my bag, could I still check it? Questions like that. You’re not following the rules.

      Reese: Fuck the rules. These are my rules.

      Reese: You do questions. I do updates. Deal with it.

      Reese: Except now. Are you back at your place?

      Me: Yes. Walking upstairs now.

      Reese: No updates from you. Well. Yes. Tell me when you get in your place.

      I turned down my hallway. Bill’s door opened and his head popped out. His hair was scruffed up like he’d been trying for a Mohawk. “No bullshit. Was that him?”

      I was about to break a fellow Reese Forster fan’s heart. “It was my brother.”

      He glared. “You’re not fucking with me?”

      “No.”

      “Oh.”

      That was it.

      His head went back in, and he slammed his door shut.

      Immediately Mrs. Rings yelled from her apartment across the hall. “STOP SLAMMING THE DOORS! EVERYONE FUCKING SHUT IT!”

      And her parrot a second later.

      “STOP SLAMMING FUCKING SHUT IT!”

      And then, “SHUT IT, BORIS!”

      And her parrot again, “EVERYONE FUCK IT AND GO TO SLEEP!”

      My phone kept buzzing. I didn’t read them, just typed back.

      Me: In my place. I lied to Bill, broke my heart to do it.

      Reese: He’ll get over it. There’ll be other chances for you to lie again.

      Reese: They’re letting me board early. For this time, there’s a lot of ball supporters here.

      Me: The life of a celebrity. Poor you.

      Reese: Image of me giving you the middle finger.

      Me: Image of my big toe.

      Reese: What the fuck is that?

      Me: Now you won’t be able to stop wondering. Okay. I’m going back to bed.

      Reese: Turn your phone off so I can keep sending you updates while you sleep.

      Me: Shouldn’t you try to sleep too?

      Reese: Yeah, but in case I can’t. Your friends said they’d just show up and bang on your door anyway, so sleep. For real. Turn your phone off.

      Me: It’s like you care about me. Friend.

      Reese: Don’t do that. But I care about certain activities with you. How about that? Better?

      I laughed, and something settled in me. I wasn’t going to question it. It’d been with me since we woke up—an uneasiness sitting on my stomach.

      This might’ve been a good feeling, but I was scared to feel it. Even while we were doing the jokes, the teasing, using the crude words, that feeling wouldn’t dislodge.

      Whatever it was, it was there, and I knew when it left, I would miss it.

      I typed back.

      Me: Turning phone off. I care about fucking you too.

      But I didn’t turn my phone off. I silenced it, left it on, and propped it so it was facing me.

      The screen lit up as his texts came in, and that unsettled feeling became more permanent.
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      It was two weeks later and I still hadn’t made a decision. Shortly after Reese left, Trent, Grant, Owen, and Hadley had all shown up at my apartment. Things went down just as Reese said they would.

      My friends gave me their dramatic interpretation of the events that had happened after I left camp, and also brought me a job offer. It was a part-time head of promotions position. I would be given an allowance for moving, but that was it.

      I wasn’t sure what to say.

      Was I desperate enough to take something like that to tide me over. I could hear Reese’s words in my head. The salary wasn’t great—I really needed full-time work, but could I be too picky? I’d had a couple job interviews since I got back, but no one had called me for a second one. And I’d applied at a bunch of places. I was open to all sorts of possibilities. My degree was in social work, but I’d never used it. I took what jobs I could get.

      Eye doctor’s office receptionist. Guest services coordinator at a hospital. Research assistant. My last job was data management. I’d liked that one the best, except for the boss and, you know, being fired because she mistook me for her husband’s mistress. There’s that. But the pay hadn’t been bad, and I’d enjoyed looking at numbers all day.

      I was a closet nerd, until Reese found out.

      He kept asking for a pic of me in a skirt and wire-rimmed glasses. I’d succumbed once as I walked past an eyeglasses kiosk in the mall, but I itched my nose with my middle finger in the photo. The sales guy thought it was hilarious—until I handed him back the glasses and tossed a “thank you” over my shoulder. He’d been dropping hints about when he got off work and asking what kind of food I liked. I booked it before the proposition could happen.

      The text I’d gotten back from Reese was an image of him pulling his shorts away from his waist.

      Reese: Are we doing this?

      Me: Is that growing? Can’t tell. Your boxer briefs are in the way.

      Reese: I have a game tonight or I’d be buying you a plane ticket right now.

      That was the typical back-and-forth with us.

      My friends had spent the rest of the weekend at my place, and they’d even talked me into having lunch with Janet and her new husband. I’d sworn each of them to silence about Reese. If Janet found that out, friends from when I’d gone to camp as a child would come out of the woodwork. I also made sure they were tight-lipped about Damian. I was better about talking about that situation, but I still didn’t care to go there with Janet.

      I’d also returned to my therapist.

      She was surprised by my willingness to open up, but we were peeling away one painful layer at a time. Turns out I suffered from something called caregiver’s toxic guilt.

      It was a mouthful to type and say, so I kept that to myself as well. Just easier. My friends knew I was going through a level of guilt they couldn’t understand, so they had refrained from asking too many questions.

      Reese was the only one who brought Damian up these days, and it was just every so often and always a roundabout question—like what other teams Damian had liked. He was never direct or demanding, but he’d bring Damian’s name up until I peeled another layer back and gave him some details about the past. Once I’d done that, he’d change the topic.

      Touch and go. That’s what we were.

      But it’d been two weeks of that: texting, phone calls, pictures, jokes, memes, crude gifs.

      Until today. Today was game day. The Seattle Thunder was in town to play the Coyotes for the regular season.

      Trent was flying in, and he’d said he was bringing a date with him. Owen and Hadley had already arrived, and we were in the car to go pick them up.

      When it had slipped at Janet’s two weeks ago that they were coming back for the game, she and her husband mentioned they were going to try to get tickets. I’d looked down at my lap because I knew a few pointed looks were likely coming my way, but nope—I wasn’t interested in assisting with that in any way. Janet had never made my life any easier, and she hadn’t kept in contact with me. She’d been the easiest to stop talking to because we’d never really talked in the first place. So no, I wasn’t going to ask Reese for another set of tickets. It burned my ego to allow the ones he had offered up in the first place. I kept wanting to pay him back, but he hadn’t paid for them. He said each player had a few they could use each game, but he never used them so he had a surplus.

      We were all supposed to do dinner together later tonight, though, and I wasn’t sure how I’d handle that situation.

      Reese had to travel back with the team, but they weren’t flying back till the morning. That was also a touchy subject I was putting off until later. Trent and his date were going to sleep at my place. Grant, Sophia, Owen, and Hadley were all staying at Janet’s.

      Where I was sleeping, I wasn’t sure yet.

      “What’s holding you back?” Grant asked as we pulled up to Arrivals.

      He meant what was holding me back from taking the job offer at the camp. Lack of money was one, but also, I wasn’t sure I wanted to upend everything and move there. The only place to live near camp was a small town. It was a whole different culture.

      I could’ve said all those words, but there was another reason. Damian.

      Fuck it. What’d it matter if I told them the truth?

      “Damian is here.”

      Cue the nerves now.

      But the car went quiet.

      Finally, Grant cleared his throat. “We don’t know what to say to you. It’s obvious you don’t want to talk about him. We get that, but we have no clue how to handle this. Do we ask questions? Do we not? What do we say to make you feel like we’re here for you, but not pry because we know it’s a touchy subject. You loved the guy, and his mind was slipping, but we have no clue what even transpired. So…”

      “Grant,” Sophia warned.

      “You have to take the lead when you bring him up,” he said, sounding strained. “We don’t know.”

      Hadley leaned forward, her hand touching my arm. “But we love you, and we’re here for you.”

      Grant coughed from the driver’s seat, pulling forward into a line moving at a slow pace. “Yeah. That sentiment.” He frowned, ducking his head to see the passengers lined up on the curb. “Trent flew Delta, right? This is the right baggage claim?”

      Just then, Trent and a woman came out, both pulling suitcases.

      He saw us at the same time we saw them, and the entire group started laughing at his immediate frown.

      We pulled up, and I opened the side door, but he just shook his head.

      “Are you guys serious? The camp van?”

      Hadley and I were laughing as we jumped out to hug Trent, and then hug the girl.

      “Oh.” She blinked, and her arms jerked up. “Hi there.”

      But our hugs were quick. We were already done and climbing into the farthest back seat.

      Sophia got out and was a more gracious hostess. She hugged Trent first, then greeted the girl. Grant came around to hug Trent and shake the girl’s hand as Owen collected their suitcases, putting them in the back.

      Trent was still scowling at the van, rolling his eyes.

      “Stow it,” Grant said. “We figure it’s good marketing, and we all came down together anyway.”

      “Right.” Trent poked his head in, glaring at me. “You could’ve warned me I was getting the camp van greeting at the airport.”

      I shrugged. “It’s how we roll. You should know that.”

      He grunted in response, but his scowl faded. “It’s good to see you guys.” His hand came to his date’s back. “Guys, this is Lauren. Lauren, the official camp greeting. All except Charlie, in the Thunder jersey.”

      “Hi.” She smiled as she climbed in and took the middle seat. “Hi, everyone.” A pause. “What are your names again?”

      We went around, but her dazed look never diminished. She was a deer in headlights.

      Grant pulled the van back into the driving lane. “We all work at camp.”

      “Still?” Her hand came to rest on Trent’s arm. “Or you used to work with Trenton?”

      Trenton?

      Hadley and I shared a look of delight.

      Trent noticed, turning back to us. “Not a word.”

      Hadley squeaked.

      I scooted down in my seat, whispering under my breath, “Trenton. I love it.”

      Trenton was in love. I could tell.

      Lauren was exquisite—long, flowing black hair, lips like a doll’s, and dark almond eyes. I was tempted to ask if she was a model, but decided to wait until Sophia had warmed her up, which she was doing.

      Trent brought a date! He brought a date to a camp social gathering. That was serious.

      Right? Right. I felt it was.

      Owen leaned forward from the other side of Hadley. He and Sophia had somehow become the appointed hosts of the group.

      “Hey.” Grant raised his voice. “Are we going straight to the game or swinging back to Charlie’s? What’s the plan?”

      Trent looked back at me. “We have time to drop our stuff off? Maybe clean up a little?”

      “Oh, yeah. I guess it depends on how long we want to wait for concessions, but yeah, we have time.”

      It was an hour before the game. There was plenty of time.

      “I’d like to wash up a little, maybe not leave our suitcases at the arena, you know?”

      “Say no more.” Grant flipped on the turn signal, veering toward the next exit for my apartment.

      My phone buzzed.

      Reese: You wearing my jersey?

      Me: Coyotes.

      Reese: I’m calling to take away your ticket—just yours. Not your friends’.

      I bit the inside of my cheeks. Every time my phone buzzed, I knew everyone was wondering if it was Reese or someone else.

      I loved that Trent had brought Lauren, but I was highly uncomfortable. We were going to Reese’s game. I was wearing his jersey—one I’d bought that he didn’t know I’d bought—and we were using his tickets for the game. Janet couldn’t get tickets anywhere near where we were sitting, and I was already feeling that pressure. Reese was doing dinner with us, and my friends were in town for the whole weekend, but I wanted tonight with Reese.

      I just didn’t know how to maneuver all of those moving pieces.

      Maybe it was unrealistic, but I didn’t want Janet to know about him or Lauren to spill the beans, if she found out too. And I didn’t know if Trent had told her where he got the tickets or not.

      And then part of me felt I was stressing too much. I should just let it all lay how it was going to lay, but I was coming off quite a few years where I hadn’t told anyone what was going on with me.

      Habits were hard to break.

      People knowing my business gave them reason to form opinions, spread gossip. I was sweating just thinking of all the talk that’d rip through the group about Reese and me.

      “Hey.” Hadley leaned close. “No stressing, okay? We all took a pact. No one will say a word.”

      I loved her. I truly loved her.

      My chest felt lighter.

      “What about dinner? How do we do that?”

      She gave an easygoing shrug. “We’ll figure it out. We’re prepared to handle Janet for you. Don’t worry. If you want him to come with us, he’s welcome. If you want to have your time with him, just give me a wink and a motion and I’ll cover. It’s really no problem. Are you staying with him tonight?”

      I glanced up at Trent, half-turned to face Lauren, and he glanced back.

      “You can just give me an extra key,” he said. “We can work it out. If you want to sneak in, I’ll make sure Lauren and I are in the guest room. We can do this. I mean, we understand.”

      My face felt flushed. “We’re not even…” Yeah. How did I have that conversation with them? “We’re just friends.”

      Trent smirked.

      Hadley snorted. “Right. No boning there.”

      “Hadley!”

      “We might work at a camp, but we’re not backward hicks or something. I do have three children.”

      The back of my neck was sweating. “This is just a lot to handle. I’m used to being a hermit and taking care of someone who some days remembered me and other days didn’t.”

      My second reference to Damian.

      They were coming easier and easier.

      My therapist would be so proud, and I waited, but the instant, white-hot panic that always hit me after I mentioned Damian didn’t come.

      It was getting easier.

      Reese: Easter egg request?

      It was like he knew me. Finally, finally.

      Me: Sexy librarian look. I want the glasses.

      Reese: You serious?

      Me: Absolutely. You’ll get banged tonight if you do.

      Reese: Not to be cocky, but I’m going to bang anyways.

      Reese: K. Gotta go. Head to the players’ exit when you’re done. Or I’ll check my phone once we’re done. Think Juan wants to do dinner with us.

      Me: Us?

      Reese: Whoever. Are we doing your friends too? Or just you, me, and Juan. I don’t care.

      Reese: Or I can tell Juan to do his own thing. You decide.

      It was all up to me. What a disconcerting thought.

      I didn’t text him back. The game, then the players’ exit after that.

      But one thought was seeming more and more appealing: There was beer at the concession stands.
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      I loved going to basketball games. Like, loved loved, obsessed-over loved, and I was such a sports fanatic that it wasn’t just basketball games. Football, hockey, baseball—men’s, women’s, kids. I didn’t care. I’d go to a fifth-grade football game if I were invited. I couldn’t explain why, but it never mattered.

      As soon as I got to my seat and got comfortable, I was ready to go.

      An excited buzz started to build as we entered the arena, and once we got to our seats, I felt ready to explode. Nerves. Excitement. Anxiety. All of it had rolled together, and I felt like I was bouncing inside of myself, only being held together because of my skin.

      “Trenton said you had a friend who got these tickets for us?” Lauren leaned over Hadley to ask me. She was so beautiful, even a little birthmark over her lip winked at me from her confusion. “Does your friend work at the Target Center? These are really good seats.”

      I swallowed.

      Hadley leaned forward, an easy smile on her face. “It’s someone who knows someone who knows someone. It was that sort of deal. I don’t think it’ll happen again.”

      “Ahh.” Lauren leaned back in her seat. “I got it.” She laughed. “I thought for a second Charlie knew one of the players or something.”

      Hadley didn’t respond. I pretended I hadn’t heard, and as Hadley patted Lauren’s hand, we shared a look. We were close to where the players would come in from the locker rooms, so that was adding to the whole messiness inside me. I kept thinking a player would step out, see me, and point saying, “SHE’S OVER HERE!”

      I know, I know.

      I was a bit much.

      But really. I had some anxiety.

      Hadley checked her phone. “Owen’s bringing beer.”

      “Thank GOD!”

      Lauren frowned at me.

      After the guys got back, the dance music started. The teams were coming out.

      When the announcer’s voice began booming, the Thunder began running in.

      Hadley gripped my hand. “OH MY GOD!”

      The Cruskinator went by.

      Lestroy.

      I could name each and every one of them, and not just because of camp.

      One saw us and stopped. “Hey!” He waved. “It’s nice to see you guys again.” He saw me. “Oh yeah,” he said with a laugh before he hit the guy next to him, jogging on.

      Still others passed by.

      A couple of the coaches.

      Aiden was with them.

      Juan.

      Then…

      When I turned, Reese was staring at me, a smirk on his face.

      I couldn’t hold it in. A secret grin showed, and he answered it with one of his own.

      Juan pounded his arm, waving to me too before they jogged the rest of the way.

      I was not going to look around, but I knew the people around us were watching me. I scooted low in my seat and folded my head in, now wondering if his jersey was too obvious?

      Then, fuck it. I was here to support him. Half the women in this arena had his number on their backs, so I sat back up and started cheering with the rest of the crowd.

      Hadley was up and dancing. She and Owen were doing their dances the way only they could. He pretended to smack her ass as she waved her arms in the air.

      Lauren looked at them, her eyebrows high until Trenton leaned in and whispered something in her ear. Her confusion cleared, and her cheeks pinked. She drew closer to his side, and soon both of them were moving to the music.

      Once the game actually began, it was pandemonium—the way a game should always be. Everything happening inside of me came out, and I was yelling with the rest of them. We were in Thunder territory, but I liked the Coyotes too. It hurt when they fell behind, when Reese stole one, two, three balls, made his free throws, and had at least one beautiful teardrop shot.

      He really was having one of his best years. They’d won all their other games but one, and they seemed to be on the fast track for the NBA Finals, but that was a long way off. They were currently rated number two in their conference.

      And it wasn’t just Reese.

      Juan was on the court almost the whole time, leading the team in rebounds and tying with Reese for assists. Lestroy led with three-pointers, and the Cruskinator dominated under the basket.

      Thunder led 72-63 at the half, and after a quick dash to the bathroom, I sat down for the first time since the game began.

      “Holy shit.” Hadley fanned herself. “We need to come to these games more often. They’re a workout.”

      The Coyotes mascot was throwing shirts into the crowd across from us. On our side, the dancers were tossing little basketballs.

      Lauren leaned over a bit after the guys went for the concession stands, her eyes a little wide. “This is so exciting! This game is amazing.” She pretended to scowl at us. “You guys never told me you knew some of the Thunder team.”

      We’d signed NDAs. None of us could say a word.

      Hadley just smiled, the way she usually did. “There’s a reason we can’t talk about it.”

      “Oh!” Lauren smiled. “I got it. Say no more. But did you guys meet Reese Forster? He looked over here like he knew you. Does he?”

      Right then and there, I decided I was keeping Reese to myself tonight.

      Hadley coughed. “Again…”

      “Oh.” Lauren sat back, waving her hand and trying to air out her shirt. “Say no more. I got it.” She giggled, results of the beer. “I might ask Trenton later, though.”

      The guys were coming back, more goodies in hand and a beer for me. Owen handed it over before sitting back down.

      I’d just had a sip when Grant came around to kneel beside me. “Hey. So did you decide about tonight?”

      I lowered my voice and flicked my eyes behind me. “Trent’s girlfriend seems kinda keen on Forster so…”

      “Okay.” He bobbed his head. “You can make plans with him after the game, I’m guessing?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Good. We ran into Janet up there. She might come down and visit a bit, but we’ll make up some excuse for you about dinner. I think Hads had something planned. She thought about it all on the way down. And about Trent and his girl?”

      I lifted a shoulder, shaking my head. “I don’t know. I have to talk to Reese, see what he says about tonight.”

      “Well, I was going to suggest, do you want Sophia and me to switch with Trent and Lauren? They can take the second guest room at Janet’s and we’ll stay at your place? It makes sense, in a way. Trent’s a lot closer to Janet than I am. I was always loyal to you. Plus, Hadley’s friends with her too. And you and I are closer, you know.”

      I nodded, loving this new plan. “Yes. Then we don’t have to hide or dart into a hotel room.”

      “Good.” He squeezed my shoulder, standing back up. “I’ll talk to Trent about everything, and we’ll sort it out. If for any reason it doesn’t go down like that, one of us will let you know. You can have your time, and tomorrow then?”

      “He’s flying back with the team, so I’m free as of tomorrow morning.”

      He knelt back down, looping his arms over his knees. “Janet asked about you, wondering if you’re mad at her or something. I think she’s trying to figure out how we got these tickets.”

      I groaned. “Can Hadley make up something there too?”

      He grinned. “We’ll cover, but just so you know for tomorrow. She invited all of us over to her place for dinner.”

      “When are you heading back to camp?”

      “That’s kinda up to you. I mean, we’re in off-season, so we don’t actually have to go back till Monday. Are you free Monday morning? Should we plan to go back that day? Or we can go back tomorrow after Janet’s.”

      I was happy they were here, which was not something I would have imagined myself thinking even three months ago. A lot could change when you started letting yourself live.

      “Whatever you guys want. I’m easy. I don’t have a job.”

      “Speaking of.” He gave me a serious look.

      “AHH! YOU GUYS ARE ON THE KISS CAM!” someone screeched behind us, trying to push our heads together.

      I jerked, whipping my eyes up to the jumbotron, and there we were, my profile to the camera.

      I paled.

      Grant stiffened.

      And Hadley acted.

      She yelled, then grabbed my face and whipped me around to her. Her lips mashed to mine, and after a second of shock, a cheer rose up around us. People clapped and laughed.

      Owen surged to his feet, pointing at us. “She’s my wife!”

      Trent bit his lip, trying to keep from laughing.

      I just held my hands up and shook my head. “She kissed me.”

      “She’s not my girlfriend. My girl’s on the other side,” Grant announced to anyone who would listen.

      Sophia was dying in her seat, almost on the floor, her arms hugging her sides. And Lauren? She was back to being confused.

      The camera had moved on, but it zoomed back again. This time it found Owen and Hadley. Husband and wife kissed, and another cheer rose up. The camera came back to me, but I shook my head. “I’m alone,” I mouthed.

      A guy yelled from above us, “I’ll kiss you!”

      Grant tapped my shoulder. “I’m going to get back. It’s unsafe being here. We’ll talk later.”

      The players came back out, there was more dancing music, and the next half didn’t disappoint.

      Juan fouled out, leaving the court to a chorus of boos.

      Reese led the charge, and it wasn’t really a surprise when his team won at the end, 109-85.
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      I got my Easter egg during Reese’s last interview, right before he jogged off the court. He asked to wear the interviewer’s glasses. It was all a joke, but the guy loved it, and I had a feeling that clip would be played on YouTube quite a bit.

      As he ran into the tunnel, I saw him looking for me.

      Once our gazes caught, I held up my phone. He dipped his head once and kept running. I knew people saw the exchange. There was no way they couldn’t have. I ducked my head as I noticed a few cameras pointing my way.

      Hadley touched my arm. “You want a hat? Owen brought one he didn’t wear.”

      “Maybe that’s a good idea.”

      I pulled my hair around my face, tugged the hat down low, and tried not to look up until we’d left our seats. There were two guys following me, one holding a camera in front of him.

      We were nearing a bathroom, and I grabbed Hadley’s hand, ducking inside, then circling around a group. The exit was at the other end. The guys were waiting outside the second door, trying to look inside. I held back. When a big surge of people went past them, I moved us into the middle. Hadley was right with me.

      She laughed, her beer breath blasting me as she twisted to look behind us. “Who was it?”

      “I don’t know, but they were following me.”

      “I hate to say it, but if you and Reese do become something, that’s going to happen more and more. People watch him like a hawk.”

      I nodded and squeezed her hand. “Let’s just get through the ‘we’re friends who bone’ stage. I’ll worry about that later.”

      She laughed, patting my arm. “Sounds good to me.”

      A guy pointed at us. “Hey. It’s the lesbian chicks.” He turned and yelled at us, “You guys are hot. Keep kissing.”

      His friends thought he was so funny. One added, “Yeah. Always keep kissing. Without clothes.”

      Hadley flicked her eyes up. “Is it wrong to want to dump beers right on their crotches?”

      “Then step back and yell, ‘Oh! Who smells like piss?’”

      We were both laughing when I remembered I wasn’t supposed to be leaving with them. “Shit. I have to go somewhere else.” I pulled my phone back out, but Reese hadn’t texted yet. I began backing away. “I might have to go that way?”

      We had separated from the group, so I was torn. I was good with directions. Hadley wasn’t. She could get lost in a Super Target, and since I didn’t see Trent or Grant or any of the others ahead, I decided to take Hadley to where we first came in, then make my exit to wherever Reese told me to go. He probably needed time to shower.

      My phone buzzed.

      Reese: Leaving from the main floor exit, in the back. Go out where you were sitting, and go left. Keep going left until door 16. Take that down a floor, and you’ll see a group gathering. Press is here, by the way. If you want, you could come to the hotel and we’ll meet there?

      I was still with Hadley, so that worked best.

      Me: Which hotel? That’s perfect.

      Reese: Hotel Ivy.

      Me: Sounds good.

      Reese: Wait. Fuck.

      Me: What?

      Reese: If we’re doing this, why don’t I just come to your apartment?

      Me: Sounds even better. I’ll have my friends drop me off.

      Reese: Sorry. I didn’t realize how many press would be here. Hot kiss cam, by the way.

      He sent me a picture of Hadley and me. Kissing.

      Me: Her lips are super sweet. You should be jealous.

      Reese: Jealous is not the word.

      I barked out a laugh, then saw Hadley watching me. I sent one last text.

      Me: Leaving now. See you as soon as you can get to my place.

      “Look.” Hadley motioned behind us.

      The two guys from before had spotted us. They were following again.

      Hadley walked next to me, close enough to nudge me with her arm. “Maybe they’re following us because of us, not you and Reese?”

      It was a thought.

      I squeezed her hand, and for some reason, I enjoyed holding it during that moment. She felt safe, reassuring.

      “Let’s just find the rest. Change of plans.”

      Reese texted me just as we saw the group lingering at the door.

      Reese: Coach let me go early. He’s got a soft spot for you. I’m leaving straight from here. I’ll shower at your place. I have clothes with me. If I go back to the hotel, it’s going to take forever to leave again.

      Me: Okay. We’re walking out now.

      Hadley went to Owen’s arms, and Grant moved toward me. I explained about the two guys, who Grant immediately spotted and began scowling at. Then I let him know about the change of plans.

      Trent migrated over. “That’s fine,” he said. “But things will get tricky because we’re dropping you off and have to grab our stuff. What if, you know…” He gestured to where Lauren was standing, far enough away not to hear us, but close enough to know he’d mentioned her in some way. Her eyes narrowed.

      At this point, I was done with all the planning and evading. “It will be what it’ll be.”

      Grant snorted. “Yeah. No.” He rotated to Trent. “She can stay in the car. You and I can grab your suitcases.”

      “And if she insists on coming up?”

      “Oh my God.” I was done with all of this. “Let’s just see where the chips fall, okay? Two guys following me is enough for me to deal with.”

      “Well, let’s go now,” Grant said. “See if we can hurry and be out of there before he shows up.”

      With a plan in place, we all surged out to where we’d parked. Hadley and Sophia yelped from surprise, and Lauren hurried to keep pace, throwing suspicious looks my way. Our way. Her eyes lingered where Trent and Grant had closed ranks around me.

      My phone buzzed again.

      Reese: I’ll be out of here in twenty.

      I showed Grant and Trent the text. Both nodded.

      “Then we’ll be out of there in twenty, just to be safe,” Grant confirmed.

      I loved my friends. Why had I ever stopped hanging out with them?

      I didn’t want them to feel rushed, but that’s what we were all doing. Rushing.

      Walking through the parking lot to the van took ten minutes. Getting out of the parking lot was another twenty minutes itself.

      Reese buzzed me as we pulled onto the street, and we still had to maneuver through the traffic.

      Reese: Almost to your place.

      Grant was driving, so Trent looked back at me. I just gave him a resigned look.

      Me: We’re still trying to get there. Post game traffic is a bitch. How are you getting there faster than us?

      Reese: Left from the back way. We have roads cleared for us. I’ll wait till you get there.

      Me: Juan?

      Reese: Told him to take a hike. I just want you tonight.

      Me: Friendship boning.

      Reese: FF. Friendship fucking.

      That was one phrase for it, but every time we talked on the phone and during our text exchanges, something else was there. It was building, growing. It was becoming more and more cemented inside of me.

      When we pulled up, an SUV was pulling away, and there, about to open the door, was Reese.

      Lauren jerked forward, gripping the seat in front of her. “Is that—oh my God!”

      Wearing Thunder warm-ups and a Thunder sweatshirt, a cap pulled low and his hood up, Reese was still easy to recognize. He saw our van and paused, then turned toward us, raising his hand.

      “Hey, strangers.” He smirked and bent down to see inside. “Oh, wow. You have a full vehicle.” Angling his head, he saw me and his smirk grew. “All the way in the back. That’s my little psycho.”

      I flushed.

      The rest of the van started laughing.

      Lauren’s eyes were saucers. “How do you—you know—” She looked at me and then at Reese. “What is happening right now?”

      He took pity on her. “Hi. I’m Reese. I know these crazy people.” He nodded. “And I’m liking the vehicle digs. I should get something like this. I can get a driver to take me around. More branding for the team. Right?”

      I was done waiting for someone to get out first.

      I started forward, and Trent opened the door for me.

      Lauren began to climb out, but he held her back. “Maybe we should park and all come in then?” he suggested to Grant.

      I almost sagged from thankfulness. They were giving us just a moment of privacy.

      Reese moved, and as if we’d practiced it, he held his arms out and I jumped into them.

      I barely registered Hadley’s surprised gasp, or the fact that Trent shut the door behind me. I was just focused on Reese’s arms and the way he carried me, like I was a doll again, inside the building, away from any more prying eyes.

      Once inside, he walked right to the elevator. “I’m assuming they’re coming up?”

      I took him in. He hadn’t showered, so the tips of his hair were still wet, pressed under his hat, and he reeked, but he’d just run maybe two miles and scored forty-two points. That made up for any smell. I was also eager to get in that shower with him.

      Once the elevator door closed, Reese’s mouth was on mine.

      “Fuck,” he breathed out, his lips opening mine. “I have missed this.” His hand slid down to my waist, lifting my jersey and stroking up my naked back. “You taste so good. Smell fucking good. I want your friends to go away forever. Right now.”

      I wanted the same, but I didn’t have a joke. We had three more floors to go, so I tugged his mouth back to mine.

      He set me down on my feet once we got to my floor, but his hands didn’t move off me. Not as we walked down the hall or as I unlocked the door, and once it was shut? It was the elevator 2.0 except a whole lot more insistent.

      Reese was on me.

      He hoisted me up, and my legs wound around him. He rocked into me, groaning into my ear. He caught the lobe in his teeth and murmured, “Once they’re gone, we are boning long and hard. I’m so glad I chose to come here first.”

      I moaned, searching for his mouth, and we didn’t part until we heard feet shuffling outside, then a knock. Someone rang the doorbell.

      Grant called through the door, “Yeah, we can hear you guys. Let us in before the rest of the hallway does too.”

      Reese buried his head in my neck, smothering a laugh.

      I was beyond embarrassed. My entire neck was red. I could feel my face heating, and as I reached for the door, Reese kissed me on the neck, saying, “I’m going to wash super fast.”

      “Wait—”

      But he’d already ducked into my bathroom.

      Not the guest bathroom in the hallway, but mine. In my bedroom.

      I was so screwed.

      Smoothing my hair, I opened the door and cleared my throat. “Heya, guys.”

      Grant came in first. Knowing eyes. “Nice.”

      Sophia followed with a thumbs-up. “Doing great!”

      Owen rolled his shoulder. “Sorry. Tried to stall as long as we could.”

      Hadley was beaming and bouncing up and down. “I have to pee. It’s my fault.” She darted around the others, grabbing the bathroom first.

      Trent and Lauren brought up the rear.

      “Sorry,” Trent mouthed.

      I lifted my shoulder. It was what it was.

      Lauren’s eyes hadn’t diminished in size, and she was giving me a whole different look than before, as if seeing me anew.

      I didn’t like it.

      My bedroom door was closed, but we could hear the sounds of the shower.

      Grant sat at the table. “Got some booze?”

      Owen sat next to him. “Or food?”

      Lauren’s hand gripped Trent’s tightly. “Are we staying here?” she asked in a loud whisper.

      Trent’s eyes met mine. I shook my head. No way, not after her reaction.

      He mouthed Janet’s name.

      I held up my hand. It wouldn’t matter. She’d see Janet anyway.

      As if we’d had a whole telepathic conversation, he sighed and said, “No. We’re staying at Janet’s.”

      “Yeah.” Grant spoke up, raising his hand. “I’m not trying to be a dick, but in the spirit of protecting my friend, you can’t say shit to Janet.”

      It took a moment before Lauren realized he was talking to her. When she did, she looked around. Everyone was watching her. No one was laughing. Or grinning. Or looking any way other than deadly serious.

      The door opened behind me. Hadley stepped forward, not her usual happy self. She charged right up to Lauren and said softly, but so damned clearly, “Janet cannot keep her mouth shut. You tell her one thing, and she’ll tell forty others by the end of the night. You want us to protect you when she rips you to shreds—because it’ll happen—you do us a solid now.” She motioned to me. “Don’t say a word about Charlie and Reese. Charlie isn’t hanging out with us because she has a friend in from out of town. That’s it. You don’t know who the friend is. She was someone from college. That’s all you say to her.”

      She stepped back, all sunny-like now. “Do we have martinis here?”

      Lauren turned to Trent. “Excuse me?”

      Trent groaned. “Thanks, Hads. I was going to ease into the whole thing about Janet being a gossip.”

      Hadley and Sophia both made exasperated sounds.

      Hadley went to sit on Owen’s lap. “Right. There’s no way to ease into that conversation. We love Janet. We accept her for who she is, but we also know when to keep our mouths shut. This is one of those situations.”

      The shower turned off.

      A different headache began forming at the base of my neck.

      Janet. I’d have to see her tomorrow. She’d not been subtle, wanting to know all about Damian the last time I saw her. I had escaped without much slipping, but it was hard under pressure.

      The door opened. Feet padded down the hall. I smelled him at the same time I felt his warmth, then an arm curved around me, pulling me back into a very strong chest.

      He propped his chin on top of my head. “The whole gang’s here, with a new friend. Trent, you got a girlfriend you never mentioned?”

      In some ways, it was the best icebreaker.

      Everyone relaxed, and Trent shook his head. “Right. I’m the one with the gir—”

      “We’re friends,” I cut him off.

      “Who bone,” Reese added.

      “Reese!”

      I tried to turn in his arms, but he tightened his hold. His laugh reverberated near my ear, as everyone else laughed.

      He started rocking me from side to side. “So what’s the news with the camp upsets?”

      “What?” Lauren asked. It was about the only thing she had left to say.

      Trent chuckled, putting his arm around her shoulders. She whispered something to him, and he responded, moving his mouth to her ear.

      “It’s good,” Owen said. He nodded to me. “Mostly waiting for Charlie to make her decision.”

      Reese knew I hadn’t decided. He’d reminded me of his offer a few times. I felt his attention now and looked up. “Nothing’s changed. I’m still thinking it over.”

      He swallowed, some of the carefree demeanor I’d noticed he kept when my friends were around slipping a little.

      He squeezed me tighter, saying just over my ear, “Yeah.”

      Grant frowned. So did Trent. Owen looked away, adjusting his shoulder.

      Hadley and Sophia both seemed to sober.

      Lauren was the only one unaffected, for once.

      Grant broke the tension. “So.” His eyes moved between us. “You don’t want her to take the job?”

      Reese shifted, coming out from behind me, but he kept his arm on my shoulder. “Would you? Knowing what she’s gone through, where she currently is, and knowing she might be working with you guys, but she’ll be working for that board?” His smirk was hard. “No offense, but your board still sucks. I was not impressed with them.”

      Lauren looked completely lost.

      Owen’s mouth tightened.

      “Right.” Grant’s gaze found mine.

      Okay. Yeah. This was on me.

      I broke free from Reese, hooking my hands in my sleeves. “It’s my decision. I have to decide on a few things, you know that.”

      “But what about money?” Grant asked. “I mean, you wouldn’t be making a ton, but rent and stuff is way cheaper in Fairview than here.”

      I moved into the kitchen. “Again, it’s my decision. And I’ve not made it yet.”

      “You said yourself you can’t afford to stay here much longer…” Grant followed me.

      I turned. “And that’s my business!”

      Reese moved to stand in the kitchen doorway, resting his shoulder against the frame, but his eyes were not nearly so relaxed.

      I hadn’t told him the extent of my financial issues, but at this point, who really cared since he’d already aired some of his thoughts in front of the group.

      I gestured to him. “And it’s none of your business either.” And another screw-it moment. “The real truth, for anyone who wants to know, comes down to Damian. He’s still here. He’s still someone I care about. And yes, one day I need to go and visit him.”

      I needed alcohol.

      Going to the fridge, I yanked the door open.

      Reaching inside for the wine, I said—more to it than anyone else, “You don’t stop loving someone even if they’ve forgotten you.”

      No one said a thing.

      Then, from the living room, Lauren whispered, “Who is Damian?”

      That was it. I took the wine and went to my bedroom, shutting the door. Maybe it wasn’t that big of a deal to anyone else. I tried to tell myself that. They all cared about me in their ways, but I cared about their opinions—each one, and they were varied.

      Reese didn’t want me in a place that would hurt me again, and with the board, that was a fair assessment. He also didn’t want me to take a job because I had to. Grant, Owen, Hadley, and Sophia, they just wanted me there. They wanted to work with me every day, but they were each making more than I would. They had each other as well, and working there was their full-time job. They wouldn’t have to supplement with a second wage.

      Maybe if Damian couldn’t—yeah. I wasn’t going there. Not yet, but my hosting duties were done for the night. I uncorked the wine, sat down by the bed, and took a swallow.

      Rosé all day, or in my case, the rest of the night.
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      I heard them leave.

      Hadley knocked on the door a few minutes later and poked her head inside. “We’re heading to Janet’s. You want Owen and me to stay here tonight instead of Grant and Sophia?”

      I shook my head. “No. I’m fine. Let’s stick to the original Grant plan. I’m sorry for being dramatic.”

      “It’s okay.” Her smile slipped. “My grandpa had Alzheimer’s, but to lose Owen to it? That’s not how it’s supposed to go, you know? Not that it’s supposed to ever happen, but you know what I mean.”

      Maybe. Regardless of circumstances, I didn’t think the sting ever went away—whether it was parent, grandparent, or in my case, someone who was supposed to be my husband.

      “We’ll see you tomorrow then?”

      I nodded, gripping that wine bottle so tightly. “Sounds good.”

      Grant stopped behind her, saying over her head, “Sophia and I will be back later tonight. That okay?”

      I nodded again. “Sounds good. We’ll see you later on.”

      His eyes were hooded, and he dipped his head before heading out.

      Hadley gave me a small wave, disappearing after him.

      Then Reese was in the doorway, and he let out a long breath of air. “I feel like I fucked up earlier.”

      I shook my head, as he came into the room, but I didn’t need to worry about moving. He came over and deposited me on his lap, sitting on the floor.

      He tugged the wine bottle out of my hand, taking a drink and handing it back.

      I took it back. “I messed up. I got emotional.”

      “Seems like you have a right.” He brushed my hair back, resting his head against the mattress. “I don’t think any of us can imagine what you’re going through.”

      “You can.”

      He shook his head, pursing his lips together. “Not even a little bit. My brother’s an asshole to the umpteenth degree. He’s in jail right now, and he’s mad he can’t get anyone to post his bail. He’s pissed that I won’t take his calls and my lawyers are fielding everything from him. Now, if my mom decides to use her money to post for him, that’s on her. All I can do is protect myself against them. That’s not the same situation as yours at all.”

      But he was wrong. For both of us, there was a hole where our family was supposed to be. Damian had created mine. His brother had created his.

      I settled back against him. “Loved ones aren’t supposed to go away, whether it’s their choice or not. That’s not how life is supposed to be.”

      He ran a hand down from my face, cupping my cheek before falling away. “You’re not close to your family?”

      “It’s not that there’s anything really wrong with them. It’s just… They couldn’t support me while I was losing Damian, and that put a wedge between us. I don’t know how to make that right, especially when they won’t acknowledge it.”

      “They know you guys broke up, right?”

      “No. I had no reason to tell them.”

      He cursed softly, hugging me close. “You shouldn’t go through that alone.”

      I tipped my head back. “But I’m not. Not anymore.”

      A look flashed in his depths.

      Raw. Tender. It was the way he’d looked at me last time when we were having sex, and I turned away from it. I wasn’t ready to see it. After a moment I shifted up, raising my hand to his face. My thumb grazed his chiseled jawline, the dip around his mouth, the rough stubble that told me he’d shaved last night, and then finally, I traced his lips. His breathing grew shallow, and his hand moved more insistently behind me, molding over my hip.

      He turned me to face him more directly, sliding his hand under my leg.

      My breasts pressed against his chest, our foreheads resting together.

      Our lips so close, a tantalizing temptation. He licked his, his eyes never moving from mine.

      “If we do this, it’s not going to not mean anything,” he whispered.

      I swallowed over a lump. I knew what he was saying—a question not in question form. But I couldn’t stop it anymore.

      The calling. The texts. The jokes. The concern. Him being here, making me a priority. And him just being him—I couldn’t go back. I was too far gone by now.

      “I know.”

      He cupped the side of my face, his palm resting against my skin. “It’s going to mean something.”

      He was giving me an out.

      I could pull away, slip off his lap, walk out of the room.

      But really? Could I?

      A door opened inside of me, letting everything out. It flooded me, going through every vein in my body, warming me, filling me with something akin to lightness, hope…happiness.

      I was already gone.

      So I gave him my answer, closing the distance and pressing my lips to his. I held there and whispered back, “It’s meant something for a while.”

      That was all he needed.

      His hand moved to the back of my neck, and his mouth opened over mine. Flames licked my body, teasing me, making me shiver all over. As his mouth slid down my chin, my throat, I let my head tip back. My hair fell free, the ends resting on my back because he had moved my shirt up to pull it free. I lifted my arms, goosebumps breaking out as he took me in. A primal desire flared in his eyes.

      His hands slid underneath my bra straps, and his mouth found my shoulder as he unclipped my bra. It fell away, and he drew it away from me, using it to further torment me.

      His mouth found mine again, coaxing me open, and his tongue slid inside. He did a slow and sensual sweep, claiming me.

      A rumble started in me, vibrating me, making me headier with need.

      “You’re so beautiful,” he murmured, his mouth moving back down my throat. He arched over me, one of his hands cupping my breast as his mouth closed over the other. He sucked me, a nuzzle, a nibble, still so damned slow and torturous. I could only hold on to him, falling back against his arm, now anchored firmly behind me.

      “Fuck, Charlie,” he growled, biting just slightly on my nipple.

      We continued exploring, my hands sliding down his arms, over his chest, around and down his back. Every place my hands went, he shivered under their touch.

      I was writhing now, panting for him.

      His hand moved to my pants, and I bit my lip, keeping a cry inside.

      I needed him inside of me.

      His fingers slipped into my underwear and found me. “Christ,” he hissed, his mouth nipping my throat again. “You’re so wet.”

      I rolled my hips back and forth, feeling him, and then feeling his fingers as they dipped inside.

      “Reese,” I gasped as I started to ride his hand. “Please.” An ache.

      “Go.”

      I held on to his shoulders, and his hand moved down to my back. He urged me on. “Ride me. Come on. Come, Charlie. Come for me.”

      He sat back, his gaze molten as he took me in, his hand gripping my thigh and moving with me. I rode him as his fingers thrust in and out, moving inside of me until the climax started. I came on his fingers, my entire body jerking. I couldn’t move for a second after, and he held me, hugging me to his chest.

      He chuckled softly in my ear before he started pressing kisses to my shoulder, my forehead, my cheek. He dipped, finding my lips, and then moved down to my throat again. With each kiss, he was warming me, growing more insistent.

      I could feel him. He was still hard. His fingers slid out, but he was right there, pressing up against me. Still in his pants, he rasped next to my ear, “I need to be inside of you. Right now.”

      “A condom?”

      “In my bag.”

      I was clean. I was on birth control, which he knew. I looked up at him. “Are you clean?”

      He nodded, but I still saw hesitation on his face. He told me once he never went raw. And I understood why. He was a professional athlete. Wrapping it up was vital for them, but I didn’t care right now.

      All logic had fled my mind, and I reached down for him, tunneling through his pants to find him.

      He hissed, his hips jerking up at my touch.

      I wrapped my hand around him, giving a slight squeeze, just enough to torment him. Then I began stroking. I wasn’t timid about it. I had a good grip, and I knew just the way to touch him to make him go mindless with desire—the same way he had made me feel.

      Cursing, his mouth dropped over mine. “Can we do this bare? I need to feel you.”

      I paused. It was my decision now.

      I couldn’t say anything, but I couldn’t stop touching him either.

      He grabbed my hand, pausing me. “Charlie, I need to know.” His hand went to my hair, taking ahold of the back of my head, and moving my mouth against his. “What do you want? I’m clean. I know you are too. It’s your decision.”

      The temptation was strong. But… “Are you sure?”

      “God, baby.” His tongue moved over me. “I am so fucking sure.”

      Lust skyrocketed through me, and I was nodding before I realized I was nodding.

      He lifted me up, and we both clawed to get my pants off, until I was bare. As he lowered me down, I yanked at his pants until he stood before me.

      Firm. Thick.

      Mine.

      I grabbed his cock and moved over him. One adjustment, and I sank down on him.

      “Fuck,” he hissed through his teeth as his eyes clamped shut a second. His hand flexed over my ass. “You feel so damned good.”

      I was almost shattering apart, just feeling him surge up inside me.

      The sensations. The pleasure. They slammed through me, almost violently from the abruptness and so quickly after I’d already peaked. Then he began moving over me, his mouth tasting mine, and I went with him.

      Together.

      Our hips rolling back and forth.

      His hand cupping my breast, holding me, squeezing, his hips digging up.

      He was hitting my wall.

      A savage growl ripped from him, and he picked me up, shifted us to the bed, and was between my legs once more. He grabbed my waist and plunged back inside.

      I could only hold on.

      Pleasure seeped into every inch of me, coating my insides. My second climax barreled through me, even more powerful than the first, and I was a trembling mess as he pushed in one last time, his hips rotating, grinding to touch every angle inside, and then he jerked, coming inside of me.

      He groaned, collapsing on top of me, his body relaxed.
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      We’d taken a shower together and dressed in lounging clothes. Reese pulled on the same sweats he’d worn after his first shower, but I wore leggings and the sweatshirt he’d given me at camp. We’d ordered food in, and the delivery guy had just dropped off our salads, plus two sandwiches for Reese. I’d answered the door this time, preferring to keep Reese to myself, just for a bit longer.

      Grant and Sophia were coming back.

      I didn’t know when, but I guessed we had another hour, maybe two depending on how long everyone decided to talk after dinner.

      Reese asked, “When are you hoping to see Damian?”

      I paused in spearing some lettuce with my fork. “Are you serious?”

      He put a forkful of salad into his mouth, nodding. “Yeah.” Swallowing, then taking a drink of water, he put the bottle back down on the table. “That’s a big deal.”

      I felt a heaviness settle over my shoulders. It weighed me down, but I knew this was the time. This was the moment I would say it all.

      It wasn’t even about Reese. It was about me. I finally could, for some reason, so I needed to. If I didn’t now, I didn’t know the next time the words would come to me, because sometimes grief closes you up and doesn’t let you open. Sometimes grief controls you, and not the other way around.

      I set my fork down and scooted all the way back in my chair, assuming my normal position: feet up on the chair, arms wrapped around my knees. But I didn’t hide my face. I watched Reese right over the top of my knees, resignation taking over me.

      “When you fall in love with someone, you’re not supposed to lose them right away. That’s tragic. I mean, normal breakups—like if someone cheated or lied, I don’t know. Those would be easier, but when it’s something inside a person that takes them away, little by little, each day a tiny bit more, it paralyzes you.”

      I had to take a breath.

      And then, I found I could continue.

      “Damian never wanted to accept what was happening to him. He wanted to deny it. He wanted to remain normal, but every day he had to make a small adjustment to keep the lie going for himself. Suddenly he couldn’t drive during busy times because it was too dangerous, not because it confused him. Not because one time he forgot how to get home, and he had to call me.”

      “Where are you?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “We were three years in. Seven months before the wedding, he forgot my name. He stared at me with this blank look. He was terrified. I thought he was terrified about the wedding, and I teased him about it. I’d had to ask him three times to send the save-the-dates. I thought he kept forgetting them in his car because of cold feet.”

      It hadn’t been cold feet.

      “We lied to everyone. I told everyone he was stressed at his job, and that he wanted to put the wedding off one more year. Everyone… I don’t even know what my family said to my extended family. My sister was panicked, wondering if everything was okay, but I couldn’t tell her. Because I knew my world was falling apart, but even then I didn’t really understand. And I was stubborn. I knew something was happening, but I didn’t want to accept it. I didn’t want to lose him, not just yet. So I held on, and I lied too. I denied too. It’s easier than fully walking away, because what are you walking away from? Your future? Someone who was going to be your husband? The guy you thought would be an amazing father to your future children? The guy who could light up the room with one laugh, one look, one touch. He was mine, and then he wasn’t. The disease took him, but not right away. At first we all became roommates: Damian, me, the disease. It slowly ate at him, and he kept refusing to go in. Kept saying they couldn’t even diagnose him if it was what we thought it was, that it was pointless. That—”

      I couldn’t speak. My throat was scraping against itself. I could taste the blood.

      “And that’s when I lost myself.”

      “Damian …” I’d whispered once in bed.

      He’d rolled over and stared at me. Then flatly said, “Get out.”

      “He was so cold at times. Everything was about keeping his lie going. All he thought about was ‘what-ifs.’ What if he had done this—then maybe he wouldn’t have this happening to him. What if he had done that, and maybe it wouldn’t have happened. If he’d eaten healthier. If he never drank, and he rarely drank anyway. If he’d only had a certain healthy drink. If he’d spent time with—I don’t even know. I thought at times he was trying to learn what he could do to prevent it from getting worse. But that wasn’t what he was doing. He was thinking back on his life, thinking back on what he could’ve done to have lived better. A more fulfilling life—that’s what he told me one time. He yelled at me that I didn’t fulfill him. That he didn’t want me. That he had never wanted me. That he had never been attracted to me, and he’d had to force himself to kiss me.”

      I choked up, pressing the back of my hand to my mouth.

      “Guys want it-girls,” he said. He refused to look at me, sitting on the edge of the bed. “You’re not an it-girl. You’re too nice. But every guy wants her, just ask them.”

      My voice was hoarse. “He tried to break up with me so many times, but I never went. He broke me down, though. Little by little. And I don’t know if he did it on purpose, but the end result was that I was a shell. I had nothing in me to fight him on things, to insist we call his mother, to force him to go see the doctors, to say what was happening wasn’t normal. I just gave in. He threw temper tantrums. He told me how disappointed he was. And I took it.”

      I managed to look up for a moment. “That was my mistake. I took it until I couldn’t stay in our house anymore. And once I walked out of the door, I couldn’t bring myself to go back. My body wouldn’t let me.”

      “Jesus.”

      “But I had to go back. By then he was dangerous to himself. He used to turn the oven on and leave it. He drank hot water once, not even stopping himself until he’d swallowed a good mouthful. He went a whole month forgetting to use soap to wash himself, or shampoo for his hair. He was using my facial cleanser.”

      “What was the breaking point?” Reese asked.

      I almost laughed. “It should’ve been when he beat the shit out of me, right? It wasn’t. No.”

      I’d come down the stairs one night and there was a blizzard going on outside. Windchill was -25 degrees.

      “He left the door open one time. I shut it, not thinking about it, and went back to bed.”

      I shuddered, the memory haunting me.

      “I bolted upright thirty minutes later. I knew—he hadn’t just left the door open. When he went outside, he never closed the door, but he rarely went outside anymore. The door wasn’t closed…because he was out there.”

      Reese drew in a harsh breath. “What happened?”

      “911, what’s your emergency?”

      “DAMIAN!” I could hear myself, the wind. I could feel the biting cold.

      “They found him two blocks from the house.”

      I couldn’t feel my mouth.

      I couldn’t feel my hands.

      I couldn’t feel my legs.

      “He almost froze to death, and it was my fault.”

      “No—” Reese began.

      “It was!” I bit out. “It was. I was the caregiver. Me. Not him. I should’ve taken control long before then. He told me over and over again that I had to take him how he was or it was over with us. He threatened me every goddamn time I tried to say something, but I should’ve done it anyway. I should’ve called his bluff. I should’ve broken up with him if he wouldn’t listen to me. I should’ve called his mother as soon as the first symptoms started, but I didn’t. I didn’t because I didn’t want to lose him, but I lost him anyway. He was already gone. That first time he forgot my name? He looked terrified, but it wasn’t because he couldn’t remember me. It was because he thought a stranger had broken into his house. He was terrified of me. That’s the day I lost him; I just never wanted to accept it.” I shoved up from my chair.

      I got two feet before Reese caught me. His hand took mine, and he folded me into him. “Charlie. Charlie,” he whispered, wiping my face.

      Tears. Of course. When were they not there?

      “Jesus, Charlie. I’m so sorry.” He hugged me as I stood frozen.

      There.

      I heard the click. It had happened once before. And it just happened again.

      I felt everything shutting down, turning off.

      I closed up.

      Nothing could hurt me.

      I was a stone-cold statue, whether I wanted to be or not.
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      I sat on my bed.

      Reese’s phone was going off, and he’d been on it for the last hour, almost since the moment I went robot-style. I caught a few names, but he was trying to keep his voice muffled. I knew he was talking to Juan at one point, then his coach. Who knew who else. People had started calling him. Otherwise I would’ve been worried he was trying to plan a feelings intervention for me.

      “Okay,” he said. “I’ll be there in the morning. Thanks, Coach.”

      The front door opened.

      Grant and Sophia were back.

      They came in laughing just as Reese went back down the hallway. I could see them from my room.

      “Hey!” Grant burped. “Sorry, man. We had to Uber here.”

      Sophia bumped into him, trying to take her shoes off. “Too much wine. So much wine.”

      Grant caught her, steadying her, and then she helped balance him while he took his shoes off. They were a good team. Perfect for each other.

      I could feel Reese looking at me. I could feel his concern. It was in the air. I could almost smell it. And me, nothing. Just nothing.

      I was back to that shell I’d always been.

      This was a mistake. All of it—opening up. Letting Trent come over in the first place. Going to camp. Being with Reese. I sucked in a shuddering breath…falling for Reese. All of it was a mistake. If it happened again? If Reese ever looked at me and told me he didn’t want me? If his mind started to go? What was I doing?

      He was a pro basketball player.

      He wouldn’t want to be with me. Not for long.

      We were friends. Fuck friends. Screw friends.

      It didn’t mean anything.

      His going bare? That meant nothing. That was just for heightened pleasure. That’s all. Nothing else.

      “How was your night?” Grant asked. “Should I even ask?” He slapped Reese on the shoulder.

      Reese was turned toward me. His hand ran through his hair. “Charlie.”

      “No.” That word wrenched itself from me. Just no. No to anything more. I couldn’t take any more of anything. “No.”

      “I think you should tell your friends.”

      “No!”

      Grant frowned. “What’s going on? Tell us what?”

      “Charlie, she, uh…”

      I was off the bed the next second and pushing Reese back. “It’s not for you to say anything.”

      “You spilled all of that to me, and you’ve been in lockdown mode since. You don’t think I recognize the signs? My brother’s an alcoholic. That’s why he does all the shit he does. That’s why I enabled him for years, but don’t think I don’t get phone calls from him that break my heart. I do. And I get it—some of it. I get what you went through. But going locked-down right now? Not the answer. You can’t open up, then shut off right afterward. That’s not how you get better—”

      “Fuck you!”

      I didn’t know why I’d said it. I just wanted him to shut up. I wanted him to stop. He didn’t understand. No one could.

      But his words had made a dent. I felt them sinking in, burrowing inside of me.

      His brother was an alcoholic? What did that even mean?

      “You enabled him?”

      “Yeah. Like you enabled Damian.”

      I shook my head, bowing until I was almost a ball, just barely standing on my feet. It wasn’t the same. “I didn’t enable—”

      Gentle hands found my shoulders. He lifted my head, then groaned at whatever he saw and just lifted me up. “You did enable him, but you didn’t know you were enabling him.”

      He ran his hand through my hair, down my back. He was holding me like a child, but maybe it was appropriate. I was acting like one.

      “You didn’t do anything wrong,” he whispered into my neck, pressing a kiss there.

      Grant coughed, clearing his throat. “Um… I’ll give you guys some time, yeah?”

      Reese took me back to my bed, but got up again with me still in his arms. He crossed the room as Grant shut the door. He left the bathroom light on, the door ajar, and he hit the lights in the bedroom. The room was cast into darkness, a soft glow from the bathroom shining in.

      It helped. I don’t know how, but it helped. It lifted some of the whatever-the-hell-I-was-feeling off me, just slightly. There was still so much there. Almost too much.

      He flipped on my fan next, giving us a modicum of privacy so we could speak freely.

      Then he settled on my bed, resting against my headboard, with me curled up on his lap. He tipped my head back so I could meet his gaze, and he tucked my hair behind my ears.

      “I idolized my brother. He was the star in the family. Charismatic. He always had a girlfriend—and always one of the hot ones. For a guy, that says something. He was popular. There’s about five years between us, so I was young enough not to see the signs growing up. Drinking, partying. I thought that was normal, and he was the star athlete, right? Then things changed. I was starting varsity as an eighth grader when it was his senior year. He rode the bench during the first few games. Suddenly basketball wasn’t his thing. Suddenly he didn’t want anything to do with the game. Football, though. He boasted how he wished I had played varsity on his team. He would’ve destroyed me, hazed me. And baseball. He let me know that if I made varsity baseball, I’d better watch out for his pitching hand. So I heeded his warnings. I stayed with basketball. I didn’t even try for baseball, even on my own grade’s team. I didn’t want any issue with him.”

      His voice grew thick, strained. His arms tightened around me. “I thought things would be fine. They weren’t. He didn’t want us at his baseball games, said there could only be one kid who got Mom and Dad’s attention in the family. They went to my basketball games, so if they did go to his baseball games, he wouldn’t see them there. It was a brainwashing/mind-fuck thing on a whole other level, because he wanted them there. He just wanted them to feel like shit because they supported me his senior year. It worked.”

      His tone turned gravelly.

      “His drinking was worse that year. He crashed his car, but our parents just felt so guilty. They felt bad for him. I realize that now—that they knew I was going to be something and Roman wasn’t. Or he wasn’t going to be a star athlete, and that had always been his thing. He’d banked on a professional career.”

      He sighed.

      “He got a scholarship to school. Joined a fraternity. My parents thought everything would be fine. He was out of the house. Had a new girlfriend. Then the drinking got worse. He was skipping classes, skipping football practice. He had his second car crash that year, and this one smashed his leg. He was off the team. His grades were so bad, he lost his place in the fraternity. So he came home. And he kept drinking. And it got worse. Worse and worse and worse, to the point where his friends still in high school threatened me for him.”

      I gasped.

      He kept going. I didn’t think he’d heard me.

      “His leg healed, but it almost didn’t matter. He got his first DUI a month after he was driving again. He went to rehab. Thirty days in and out. Then to a sober living home. But as soon as he could start drinking, he was. I was a freshman in high school, then a sophomore during all of this, and he started getting hired for jobs because they liked having Reese Forster’s brother working at their establishment. If it was a bar, they threw parties for him. If they were retail, they used my name on their banners, saying ‘Come in on game day! 50% off in honor of Roman’s little brother, Reese Forster.’”

      He began grinding his teeth. I could hear the clicking sound.

      “He burned his way through all the jobs in town—and I didn’t grow up in a small place. It was a suburb of a bigger city. Didn’t matter. By the time I was a senior, Roman was a full-blown alcoholic. Cops knew him by name. He’d had so many probation officers. I was removed from the house when I was a senior, because he kept going back. My parents kept taking him back. Parents’ guilt, it’s fucking powerful. But my coach noticed bruising on me from where Roman had ‘wrestled’ with me, which was really when he would try to beat the shit out of me, laughing as he did it. Social worker came in and surveyed the situation, because by then our parents were slipping too. My mom gave up. She just stayed in her bedroom all the time. My dad started joining Roman with the drinking. And I was sent out of there. Best goddamn time of my life.”

      “Reese.” Somewhere in there, my wall had fallen. I turned toward him and put my hand on his face, turning him to me.

      He gave me the saddest, the most haunting smile, and it broke me wide open. My tears were falling, for him, for me, for Damian, for his family.

      I bent forward and rested my forehead to his chin. “I am so sorry.”

      He rested his cheek against the top of my head. “My brother lost his license that summer and went to rehab again. He’d gone so many times, but this time was longer. He stayed in for six months. I paid for everything, and no, I wasn’t taking bribes or anything. I sold my car to pay for his rehab. I hoped—I really did—that he’d come out and be the big brother I wanted. And he was, for three weeks. He came to see me at school. He stayed with me even. He was the greatest brother. I’d never known this guy. We had a great time, and then he went back home to get a job. Three days with our dad, and he was drinking again. I went back a few times to try to help Mom, but she wasn’t having it. She was so firmly in denial that I let her go too. All three of them. My high school coach had been in talks with my college coaches, so they all had a meeting with me. They laid it out. Let go of your family and keep moving forward to where they thought I could go, or let my family back in and never go anywhere. Alcoholism doesn’t just affect the one person. It affects everyone.”

      He looked at me now, his eyes so piercing. “I get your denial. I get that you didn’t want to lose Damian. I get all of it. The difference between my situation and yours? I had help. I had people in my corner ready to support me, but if they hadn’t been there, I don’t know where I would be. And yeah, I get you wanting to put a wall up, but it ain’t happening.”

      He laid me down and loomed over me.

      His hands traced my face. “Not on my watch. Not while I’m in your corner.”

      He paused, his eyes growing tender. “Got it?”

      He’d used a hammer. Each word he’d said was a strike, a dent, a chip away. With his last word, the wall fell.

      I crumbled. “Got it.”

      Then his mouth was on mine, and after we checked to make sure Grant and Sophia were sleeping (both snoring), he locked the door and turned my fan up even louder.

      Once again he moved inside of me.

      No condom. Just him. Me. Nothing between us.

      I was fairly certain this felt like making love.
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      We’d missed the friendship bus, Reese and I. The train. The subway. The entire freaking airport. We were so far off base from friends who fuck, or whatever we were supposed to be to keep out the emotional attachments that I didn’t know how we’d recover

      I rolled over, knowing his alarm would go off in three minutes.

      I wasn’t sure I wanted to recover.

      His face was turned toward me. His long eyelashes resting against his cheek.

      One arm was up under his pillow, and his other draped over my waist.

      Maybe he felt my gaze, but his eyes opened. When I saw he was watching me, a slight twitch to his top lip, I spoke.

      “Would you still like me if I wasn’t funny anymore? If I resorted to lame jokes I stole from a Laffy Taffy, would you look at me differently?”

      I propped my head on my hand.

      “Can I have your entire wardrobe?”

      “Do you think Grant and Sophia boned last night?”

      “Are we still friends?”

      A pause, then, “Does dementia run in your family?”

      His eyes shifted, growing more alert with each of my questions. He moved, his hand sliding around my shoulders at the same time his alarm went off. Reaching over me, he turned it off. Lying on his side, his head on the pillow next to mine, he smiled. It was slow and tender, but only one thing would make it the best smile I’d ever seen.

      Reaching behind me, I opened the drawer on my nightstand and pulled out two pieces of gum. I offered him one. “To preserve the romance.”

      He snorted, but popped it in. “There.” He breathed on me. “Better?”

      “Minty fresh.” I put mine in too. The only thing I needed now was to ignore my bladder. I knew Reese. He would answer my questions.

      “I never liked you because you were funny. I started liking you because you were nuts, but you really weren’t, if that makes sense.”

      I grinned. “It doesn’t, which makes me feel like it does.”

      He smiled again. “I think Laffy Taffy jokes are the best, so every now and then maybe? Let’s not overdo it. No to the wardrobe, since I need it, and we can’t do a switch. No. I don’t think they boned. I think Grant thought about it, wished he could, but was too drunk to get it up.”

      “Ew.”

      He ignored that. “Yes, we’re still friends.” His finger moved up, tracing the side of my face, pushing some hair from my mouth. “I think we can save time and acknowledge we’re more than friends.” He caught my look. “More than friends who bone even.”

      “Oh.”

      “And no, dementia does not run in my family. My grandfather was an alcoholic, so’s Roman, and I think my dad pretends to be so he doesn’t have to deal with life. But I don’t drink, so you don’t have to worry about that—you know, if we remain more than friends who bone.”

      It was like my heart was made of flower petals. Each one opened, beginning to collect, build, blossom. His last words were the last petal falling into place, completing the heart.

      Cheesy, but the perfect description. It fell into place, all of it.

      “I think I like you,” I whispered.

      Reese moved closer, his forehead resting against mine. “You have a cardboard cutout of me. I think you’ve liked me for a long time.”

      I barked out a laugh. “I was messing with you. I don’t have a cardboard cutout.”

      “If we keep with our more-than-friends-who-bone theme, I’ll get you one for Valentine’s Day.” He lifted me up and rolled to his back, holding me over him, his hands under my arms.

      “Deal.” I nodded. “I feel like I’m your new puppy.”

      “Christ.” He draped me over his chest, and nuzzled against the top of my head. “I have a flight to catch.”

      “You do.” My hand traced his chest, because I could, because I was already missing him. Catching on his boxer’s waistband, I slid my finger underneath, moving across his stomach and then smoothing my hand back up to his bicep.

      “We have a game tomorrow.” His hips nudged mine, jostling me a little. “Would you come?”

      An argument could’ve been made that I already had, but I knew we weren’t joking anymore. Lifting my head, I peered at him. “What are you asking?”

      He smoothed his hands down my back, resting on my hips. “Spend the day with your friends, and then fly out tomorrow morning. Come to my game.”

      “Are you serious?”

      He nodded, his eyes somber. “Come see me. Home games are the best. Spend the week. I can show you my city.”

      My heart lurched upward, and I went with the motion. Sitting up, my legs falling to either side of him, I rested my hands on his chest. “We’re so far past the friends-who-bone-who-can’t-bone-anyone-else, aren’t we?”

      “I think we have been since we started.” He watched me, steadily. “I think we were before we started.”

      My heart lurched again. “You’re okay with that?”

      He could have any girl, any number of girls. Why would he want someone with baggage the size of the Atlantic? Who couldn’t communicate except through random outbursts of fuckery questions. Who longed to return to her hermit status, but knew being social was healing and something she wanted in the long run.

      “I have problems.”

      He pressed his lips together, sighing. “So do I.”

      “Not like mine.”

      “Want to do this? A battle of who has the worst problems? I could put together a good argument that centers around high-pressure versus low-pressure situations?”

      My eyes grew wide. Damn. That was a good counter.

      “If you’re okay with it, then I am,” I said. “Or I will be.”

      “You sure?”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Are you repeating everything I say?”

      “Are you repeating everything I say?”

      He paused, then seemed to surrender. “You’re right. You have the bigger problems.” His top lip curved up. “Satisfied?”

      “The mostest.”

      Satisfaction spread through me, warming me, tickling me, and not because I’d won our stupid argument.

      I was happy.

      In that moment, in his arms, with the slightest glow of light behind us, as he asked me to visit him, as we decided we were more than, I was happy.

      And that should’ve scared me to death, but it didn’t. That’s how far gone I was. I’d even take a Valentine’s cardboard cutout of him and gush over it every day.

      “Okay.”

      “Okay?”

      I nodded. “Okay.”

      He held up his hand, his pinkie extended, and I met it with mine. We pinkie swore on it.

      Then he grabbed me, rolled me under him, and almost missed his flight.
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      Grant took me to the airport the next morning. Sophia was still sleeping. Hell, everyone was still sleeping. Reese had gotten me a ticket for the first flight out.

      It was four-thirty in the morning, but score—he’d upgraded me to first class. I was looking forward to settling in the land of extra leg space and free booze, except this morning it’d be constant coffee.

      I hoped.

      They did that, right?

      I’m digressing.

      Airport. Me. Grant. And my nerves. There were so many.

      I pressed my hand to my chest, willing some of those nerves away. It wasn’t working. They just slammed back against my chest. I felt them mocking me. Who got taunted by her own nerves? Me.

      Grant pulled the car to the curb. Since it was so early, there weren’t as many travelers here. The pressure to dump and dash wasn’t as high as it usually was. Grant put the car in park and leaned back in his seat.

      He watched me. “You okay?”

      The nerves were now pointing and laughing. I jerked my head in a stiff nod. “Yep. Totally great. Superb.” I popped the B.

      A faint grin showed, then he yawned. “It’s early. Why’d he get you a ticket this early?”

      I laughed. “Right. Like I’m going to complain.”

      “Touché.”

      “Besides.” I reached for my coffee. I needed to inhale it before going through security. “He said something about this way he can pick me up and not have to send a driver.”

      “Fair enough.”

      We were both joking. Reese had bought me a freaking ticket. It could have eight layovers, and I wouldn’t care. The gesture was kind and giving and just Reese—or the way he was with me.

      “I still can’t believe you’re dating Reese Forster.”

      “We’re just—”

      Grant rolled his eyes. “Say what you want. I know what I heard last night, and that, my friend, was a couple talk, fight, and makeup. You and him. You guys aren’t just friends.” He leaned forward. “He’s flying you to freaking Seattle. That says a lot. Friends don’t do that, or at least not after seeing you twenty-four hours ago. You know it.”

      Yeah. He had a point.

      I was still going to fight it. “Friends.”

      He scoffed. “Yeah. You and me. We’re friends. You and him, not friends, not like that.”

      “You and I kissed.”

      He snorted. “Which you told me meant nothing—thanks for the ego boost.”

      “Now you have Sophia.”

      “Yeah.” I could hear his fondness. “I do. Now I have Sophia.” His eyes focused on me again. “And you have us too.”

      I nodded. I knew he was serious. And he was still looking at me.

      “We’re going to be gone by the time you come back,” he said. “Do me a favor?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Don’t disappear for five years, or six years, or however long it was. Please. You really are a dear friend.”

      My throat swelled with an onslaught of emotions. “I know. I won’t,” I rasped out.

      “Promise?”

      Oh, man. More throat burning. I looked away, tugging at the ends of my sleeves. “I told Reese about Damian, about those years. I told him some of the bad stuff. There was good too, but yeah—if I was going to hide and lock down, it would’ve happened last night.”

      “That’s what we walked in on?”

      I nodded.

      “He broke through?”

      Gah. Those three words were everything.

      I whispered, “He broke through.”

      “Then I’m indebted to him. But if he breaks your heart, I’m going to troll all the Seattle Thunder social media sites.”

      I looked back at him, flicking away a tear. It was only one. Progress. “As a good friend should.”

      He grunted. “Damn straight.”

      After a hug goodbye, I went inside, and not long after that I was through security and heading for my gate.

      The flight was just as I’d predicted: the extra leg space was heavenly. And it might’ve been the reason I was buzzed off of coffee when we landed in Seattle. I only had a carry-on with me, so no stop needed in baggage claim. When I stepped outside, I wasn’t quite ready for the entire-building mural staring back at me.

      Reese. Juan. Three more players in the background. Seattle Thunder painted in big bold letters—but it was the look in Reese’s eyes that drew me in. I mean, yeah, the chiseled jaw and his hair in a small fauxhawk—which was hot on him—but it was the eyes. They were piercing my soul.

      Or the chest.

      The arms. The narrow hips. The way he was turned sideways and I could see his ass and—honk!

      A silver truck had parked in front of me. The driver had leaned over to the passenger side, and those same eyes were smirking at me.

      Busted. He knew I’d been checking him out.

      I had ovaries. I was supposed to.

      When he hopped out, he had on the same disguise as yesterday: a ball cap pulled low over his eyes and a hood over that, but his six-three frame was drawing looks. The curse of the professional athlete. Their build alone had people speculating who they were.

      He came over, grabbed my carry-on, and said, “I’ll kiss you in the truck.”

      Right.

      Two ladies were gawking, and a guy was starting to head over, camera in hand.

      Reese hooked a hand in the back of my pants and pulled me to the passenger side of his truck. I climbed in as he rounded to his side, he put my bag in the back seat, and we were off. The guy had almost gotten to us, his camera in front of his face now.

      Reese hit the accelerator, reaching over and tugging me so I wasn’t looking out anymore. He ducked forward as well.

      We got down the ramp and he’d hit the signal to merge onto the interstate when his hand finally fell away.

      “I think he recognized my truck.”

      “I didn’t think that was such a problem for you?”

      “It’s not.” His lips tightened a moment. “Usually. It’s gotten worse since my brother’s shit happened. He got someone to post bail—a sports fan of mine—and now a new story has hit the blogs. He promised the fan they’d get to meet me, and you know how that went down. The woman is furious and blasting my name all over the gossip sites.”

      His jaw had clenched. His hands were tight on the steering wheel, and I heard the slight growl under his words.

      This was the reason they’d come to our camp. This was the reason he’d needed to shoot hoops for hours on end that first night. His anger was back.

      As Reese turned the steering wheel to exit, I glimpsed his bicep bulging through his sweatshirt. There was a rigidness there that hadn’t been present in Minnesota.

      I reacted without thinking, catching his hand and pulling it to my lap.

      He glanced over, but didn’t pull away or say anything.

      I began to rub at the base of his thumb. It was rock hard.

      He bit out a groan. “Jesus, that feels good.”

      “That’s all stress.”

      Another grunt. “Tell me about it.” His eyes fluttered a second, and he seemed to shake himself loose. “Wait. No. Tell me about it. Tell me about your flight. Your dinner. How’s the infamous Janet? Am I ever going to meet her?” He managed a crooked smile.

      I filled him in: A caffeine buzz. Okay. Same. And no.

      His laugh was a low baritone. “That’s it? You’re not going into any more detail?”

      I shook my head. “Nope. My turn of being the center of attention was, like, five states ago. We’re in your territory now.” I kept rubbing over his thumb. “Fill me in on what’s going on with your brother.”

      His hand jerked, but he kept it in mine. “It’s a shit show. That’s all I can say.”

      “So tell me.”

      He cursed, pulling his hand away and rubbing it over his jaw. “I don’t really want to talk about it, to be honest.”

      I tried not to feel dejected. I was mostly failing. “I told you about my stuff.”

      “And I told you mine.”

      “You gave me the bulletproof version. The stuff that’s in the past and not affecting you.” I eyed his hand, but he switched his grip on the wheel, his left hand going to his leg now. “What’s affecting you now?” I murmured.

      “Charlie.” He gentled his voice. “I don’t want to be a dick, but I spent all fucking evening on the phone with people about Roman. You’re here.” His hand covered mine again, squeezing. “And I didn’t kiss you at the airport.” He glanced over, his eyes darting to my mouth. “I’m more pissed about the camera guy now.”

      He was lying.

      I recognized the signs. Distraction. Smoothing things over. A more cheerful tone. Bullshitology 101, and I’d become damned good at it.

      Feeling a pang in my chest, I said, “Look, full transparency? You’re full of shit.”

      His head whipped back to mine, just for a second before returning to the road.

      I didn’t touch his hand, and he didn’t move it away.

      “You pushed through my walls. You dug inside when I didn’t want to talk, and then you poured out your baggage. We chose to be more than friends. That means real conversations like this.”

      My chest tightened as I flashed back to Damian’s temper. My teeth began to grind together. “I won’t be anything with a guy unless he gives as much as I do. That’s my rule. And yeah, that’s friendship too, I guess, but most definitely a guy I’m fucking. You open up, at least a little, and we’re good. I opened up last time. Remember?”

      Damian would’ve turned the tables, made me the bad guy for pushing. He’d be the victim… I felt like a rock, entirely on edge as I waited for Reese to blast me. My eyes were closed, my nails digging in my jeans when he let out a soft curse.

      His hand took mine, tugging it to his lap. “Fuck. Is that what he did to you?”

      “What?” My voice had gone hoarse.

      “I was a dick, and a second later your entire body froze up. You said your piece, and now it’s like you’re expecting me to start beating you or something.”

      He was right.

      I knew he was right. I had thought it too, prepared for it, but hearing it come out of someone else, that was different. The impact was smack in the middle of my chest.

      “I…”

      “Did he?” His question was biting.

      I flinched.

      “Hey.” His hand squeezed mine, let go, squeezed again. Over and over. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that the way it came out. Just…” He was fighting for control. “You’re right. You’re completely right, and I was being an asshole. You called me out on it, and I like that you did that. But…fuck. Did he hurt you because you did that to him?”

      Tears dripped down my cheeks.

      I was really sick of feeling this way.

      “He didn’t physically hurt me, but yes. I’d call him on things, and he’d twist it. I was always the wrong one, until I just stopped talking.”

      He wore me down. That was the truth, and that gaping hole was back inside of me.

      I tugged my hand away, turned to the window, and pulled my feet up on the seat—folding in on myself, my go-to. If I could’ve gone into a fetal position, I would’ve.

      “Hey. Hey.” Reese reached over, taking an exit. His hand touched my leg, softly rubbing back and forth. “I’m sorry, okay? My brother shit? It’s just that: a shit show. I’m sorry for being short.”

      “I don’t care if you’re short. Honestly. Just…”

      We were back here. I was pushing, or prompting, and scared to do that. But that’s what was normal, right? Or was I wrong?

      I started laughing, wiping away the tears. “I don’t know how to do this, whatever this is.” I motioned between us. “I went from a seven-year relationship to a three-month regret. Now I’m here, and…” It wasn’t the same, so not the same. “Is this healthy?”

      Reese slowed at the intersection, taking a right. We were pulling away from the city, moving onto a road that wound along the shoreline. It was gorgeous. Trees. Long stems of grass sticking up in the air. White tree limbs on the ground. Rocks.

      I thought Minnesota was pretty, but this was different. It has a more majestic, grander feel to it. Larger.

      “My house isn’t too far ahead,” Reese said. “Traffic normally sucks here, but we got lucky today.”

      “That’s nice.”

      We’d been on the interstate for most of the trip, but now on the smaller roads, I felt a calm settling into my bones. It didn’t make sense, though I wasn’t going to fight it or try to explain. Watching the ocean, the waves rippling over the surface, I was struck by the vastness.

      “We have lakes where I live. They’re pretty and calming, but they’re small.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Yeah.” I wasn’t at all sure what I was saying. “You know there are boundaries. Your danger is more from drowning, not being pulled away by an undercurrent and taken out to sea.”

      But despite the danger, there was something freeing about driving along the shore. And just like that, I knew I wasn’t talking about the different bodies of water.

      Damian was a lake. He had made me feel trapped. Caged in.

      Reese was this shoreline, the edge of something new, something freeing.

      “You okay?” He slowed the truck, turning onto another road.

      We moved away from the shoreline to drive past houses now.

      “Yeah.” The word caught in my throat. “So. Roman…” My voice squeaked, and I smoothed my one hand down my leg. “You share now.”

      He grinned, glancing over. “Need a subject change?”

      “Drastically.”

      “Fair enough.” He inclined his head. “But we’re almost to my place, and you’ll see for yourself.”

      “What?” Did he mean…?

      “No!” He must’ve read my thoughts. “No, no. I’d never let my brother into my place, but I have to warn you that once we get to the house, you’ll have a front-row seat to the Roman Show. One of my lawyers is coming over, my agent, my manager, a rep from the team. We have a game today, so they’re all coming over for a powwow on how to handle everything. Roman’s supposedly trying to come to the game tonight.”

      “No.”

      Another jaw clench. “Yes.”

      Then we were slowing. He reached over, touched a button, and a wrought-iron gate started to open.

      I was dumbstruck—fitting, because I’d forgotten who exactly Reese was. I knew, but I didn’t know. And him being rich was one thing I’d definitely forgotten.

      I was looking at a three-building lot. Five-stall garage to one side. The main house was a giant square with arched posts around the door. Another building sat to the other side, a smaller one, and I could see the bright blue of a pool just beyond, nestled among lush green lawns.

      Reese pulled up in front of the main house, saw me, and snorted. “Come on. And you’ve got drool coming down the side of your mouth.”

      Drooling. He wasn’t exaggerating.

      “Coming.”

      And I think I really was, which was awkward. I walked to the door, my legs pressed together, a grimace on my face.
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        * * *

      

      Once inside, Reese hauled me up, his mouth on mine. And—oh! Oh.

      Lust and pleasure trailed down my spine, making me shiver, and he wasted no time. Carrying me straight through his house, he took me to his bedroom, and we were writhing naked in no time. He entered me—a hurried, desperate edge to him that I hadn’t felt at my place or at camp—and then it was lights out. My mind stopped working.

      “God.” He dropped a kiss to my bare shoulder after we’d both climaxed. “I really love being in you.” He thrust one last time before sliding back out and collapsing to his back.

      I… Yep. No words.

      A speeding horse had come along, plucked me up, and taken me on a twisted pathway over a mountain’s edge. Exhilarated and worked over completely—that’s how I was feeling.

      “Reese.” I was blind. The orgasm had taken my sight. I threw my arm out, patting for his hand until he chuckled and took it. “You broke the he-girl. My spine. I can’t see. I’m wrecked.”

      There was a buzzing in the house, and he groaned as he sat up. “Hey.” He tapped my chin.

      I opened my eyes—that’s why I couldn’t see. And I grinned up at him, knowing my smile was akin to a wasted sailor’s. “Hey there.”

      He gave a short chuckle before he grew serious. The buzzer sounded again. He looked over his shoulder, but turned back to me. “I’ll bring your carry-on up here, but take your time coming down. These guys are…” He sighed.

      Buzz.

      BUZZ!

      He ran a hand through his hair, scooting to the edge of his bed. The sheet pooled over his waist, but I appreciated the corded muscles in his back.

      He stood and looked back down at me.

      His jaw was back to clenching, and my heart sank.

      “Look—”

      BUZZZZZZZ!

      He ignored it, bending down so his hands rested on both sides of me, an apology already in his eyes. “Meeting you at camp and the time with you afterward has helped me. It distracted me from what’s happening now.” His eyes softened, and he smoothed his thumb down the side of my cheek, leaving a trail of tingles. “I don’t know how to say this, except that a guy’s gotta…”

      He paused again, took another breath. His eyes flashed, a hardness replacing the gentleness before. “Being a pro athlete, you’re a professional. You have to be. This is my day at the office, and along with that comes lines I won’t cross, people I won’t let in, and I put up harsh boundaries sometimes. It’s a high-pressure living, and that means sometimes I’ll be hard, but not with you. Whatever you see from me down there, I’ll never be like that with you. I want you to know that.”

      I nodded, speechless, as he twisted around. The buzzer was a constant now, and he pulled on some pants, cursing as he went out of the room.

      I was dazed, from all of this.

      He had kissed me like he was starving, then shoved inside like he was dehydrated. I loved it—every bit of it—but the warning? That had fallen to the pit of my stomach. What kind of guys were they that had come over?

      He brought my carry-on upstairs just before his door opened and we heard someone holler, “Reese?”

      There’d been no time to talk, and he’d disappeared after running a hand over his face.

      I showered, marveling at his bathroom, then got dressed. It was an hour later when I was ready, and three more voices had joined the conversation downstairs. I couldn’t make out their words, but I could hear them. There was some shouting, curses, and low murmuring too.

      “I don’t give a shit!” Reese barked as I left the room.

      His bedroom was on the second floor. At the end of the hallway, stairs covered in white carpet swept down to the front door. I could tell they’d gathered in a room off to the side—probably the living room.

      And here I was, not sure what to do.

      I opted for going back to his bed. After making it, I lie down and dug in my bag for my phone and headphones. Barns Courtney had a new single out. I must’ve dozed, because when I came to, Reese was standing over me, a weird smile on his face.

      “Hey.” I pulled the headphones off, sitting up.

      A guy stood in the doorway, his eyebrows pinched together and a firm scowl on his face. He was trim, maybe around six feet, in khaki dress pants and a blazer. A Seattle Thunder pin was attached to his lapel.

      “Who the fuck is this?” he asked.

      Reese ignored him, saying to me, “You fell asleep?”

      “Reese.” The guy stepped in the room.

      Still ignoring him. “I have to go to the gym. Juan’s girlfriend is coming over to pick you up. She’ll take you to the game. You can hang with her until after.”

      Jeez. I was being inducted to the girlfriend circle already? Not intimidated at all here.

      “Okay.” I sounded cool and calm, not lying whatsoever.

      Reese saw right through me. “You’ll like her. She’s like your friend Hadley.”

      That eased a few of the knots.

      The guy took another step, his hands clutching the ends of his jacket. “Reese!”

      “What?” Reese looked behind him, a scowl on his face now.

      There was the guy I first met. He’d warned me. He went from kind to dick in two seconds flat.

      It was wrong to be turned on, right? A burst of flutters started in my chest.

      The guy pointed at me, his finger jabbing in the air. “Who the hell is this girl? Was she here the whole time?”

      Reese was cold. “It’s none of your business.”

      “She could’ve overheard everything. Has she signed an NDA?”

      Reese’s back was tense. He took a step away from the bed, partially blocking me from the guy’s view. “When have I fucked up?”

      The guy was quiet. “Your brother—”

      “That’s Roman. When have I fucked up?”

      “You haven’t.”

      “Then why are you acting like I just fucked up?”

      The guy eased back a step, his tone a mild bark now. “Your judgment could be impaired—”

      Slap! Right to my face. The guy’s invisible hand left an imprint.

      “—and you’ve never had one of your women—”

      A second slap, followed by a pow.

      “—here before when we have business going on. It’s my job to look out for you.”

      “Yeah. Look out for me, not assume I’ve completely lost my mind.” Reese jerked his head toward the door. “I’ll be right out. Got it?”

      There was a moment of silence. Then I heard the guy succumb. “Fine.”

      He left, disappeared down the hallway, and the front door slammed shut a beat after.

      Reese didn’t look at me, not at first. He stared at the door, letting out a soft, “Fuck,” before turning back. Regret flared over his face. “I’m not even going to address that guy, because honestly, you’re going to get more reactions like that. I’m sorry.”

      I gulped. “It’s fine.”

      “It’s not.” His face was tormented. “And I won’t be around to block it all.” He sat by me, his eyes tracing my face. “Just stay close to Marie. She’ll be here in an hour. She talked about coming early to get to know you a little.”

      I was getting a wake-up call here. That guy’s reaction, the camera guy, the mural outside of the airport. Yeah. It wasn’t time for jokes, though I winced. There should always be room for jokes, but okay. Serious again.

      I sat up, touching Reese’s leg. “Hey. I got it. You don’t have to worry about me.”

      “I’m not sure what to say here, because I don’t want to keep you a secret, but…”

      Yes. Invisible writing on the wall. I could read it. I reached, my fingers sliding through his. I gave him a reassuring squeeze. Our roles were switching. The significance wasn’t lost on me.

      “I’ll be fine. I’m not a girl who’s going to get upset you’re not telling people about whatever we are.”

      His eyes flashed.

      I grinned. “I mean, I know we’re having great sex, but well, you know what I mean.”

      He groaned, leaning down and capturing my mouth. “You’re more than a screw. You know that, right?”

      I almost preened. “The best words ever. Put that on a Valentine’s Day card.”

      A grimace, then a chuckle. “Shit. I’m sorry. I…” He leaned back, tilting his head to the side. “We don’t use the big words.”

      “Because of me. Because of my baggage.” I squeezed his hand. “So if you think I’m a chick who wants to shout it to the tabloids or anyone that we’re whatever—”

      He laughed. “We’ve progressed. Screwing to whatever.”

      I lifted a shoulder. “—then you never really knew me.” I waved a hand around. “All of this is a lot, but I’ve got too much damage in me to start getting ideas. You can relax. I’m here to whatever you and hang out. That’s it. But if Juan’s girlfriend isn’t cool, I might ditch the game.”

      His eyes widened. “Are you serious?”

      “No.” I flashed a grin. “But I might ditch her and watch from the aisle somewhere.”

      He groaned, bending down to rest his forehead to mine. His hands cupped my face. “Don’t do that. Marie’s cool, and you’ll hurt her feelings. Then Juan will get mad at me because Marie’s very picky about who she befriends.”

      That made her more appealing. I perked up. “Yeah?”

      “Yeah.” He pressed a kiss to my forehead just as a honking sound came from outside. “Jesus Christ. I’m going to kill that guy.”

      “Go.” I shooed him. “Get out of here.”

      He backed toward the door. “Marie knows the code to lock everything up, and stick with her after the game. We’ll meet up with you guys.” He turned to jog down the stairs.

      I scrambled to my knees. “Good luck!”

      “Thanks,” he shouted.

      Then the door shut again, and I could hear voices outside.

      I couldn’t help myself. I went to the window, watching Reese get in the passenger side of a very expensive-looking car. I had no clue what kind it was, but it screamed money. The gate opened, and the car sped off.

      Then it was me, and the realization of the world I’d stepped into hit me hard.

      I was fairly certain I’d just crapped my pants.
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      Reese lied to me.

      Marie was nothing like Hadley.

      I mean, height and weight she was petite like Hadley, but she had black hair, a lip ring, and had a solid amount of makeup on her face. Also, her arms were crossed over her chest and she was inspecting me like I was an ant under her shoe.

      “What are your intentions with Reese?”

      That wasn’t even her first question. She’d started off the interrogation Monty Python-style with “What is your name? What is your favorite color?” And we’d progressed from there. I was past the first molehill of questions and she now circled me as I sat at Reese’s kitchen table.

      “Uh, my intentions?” I shrugged. “Besides phenomenal sex?”

      She kept circling, those arms still crossed tight. “You know what I mean. You’re a funny one, I see.”

      I was tempted to snort, but I’d done that after the first four questions. She got tired of it, growling, “You’re not taking this seriously.” I’d been refraining since.

      I sighed instead. More appropriate.

      “Okay.” I was having déjà vu. This was the third time my cards had needed to be laid out, and I stood.

      Marie paused in her circling.

      I mirrored her, folding my arms over my chest. “I get that you’re being protective of Reese, but if you think I’m going to lay out all my innermost secrets to you, a stranger, you can walk right back out. Reese invited me here. He said you’d hang out with me until he was done, but I have no problem buying a scalped ticket and going to see his game by myself.”

      She sneered. “It’ll be in the nosebleeds.”

      “I don’t give a shit. I’m going with the pure intention of being able to say yes, I was there to support him when he asks about the game. I don’t like lying, but I’m also not going to let you interrogate me anymore. The first ten minutes were out of respect because Juan is a nice guy. The next ten minutes were for my entertainment, but these last five minutes, the arrow went real quick to not enjoying this anymore.”

      “Reese never asks me to take care of someone for him. Ever.”

      “Then maybe you should trust him? I don’t know what to tell you.”

      Her eyes were almost slits. She tipped her chin up. “You hurt him, and I will sic a private investigator on you. I’ll ask him to expose your weakness, and whatever that is, I’ll exploit it. I don’t care. Reese is a damned good guy.”

      “Why do you think I’m here?”

      She cocked her head. “Because he’s rich, and famous, and hot?”

      “I don’t care if he’s rich. The famous thing actually freaks me out, and yeah, the last part is nice. I’ll give you one of those.”

      “Are you an actress?”

      I snorted.

      A small growl escaped her closed mouth.

      I amended, “Sorry, but no. I was recently fired from two jobs, and I’m a mess right now, but despite all of that, Reese still invited me out here.”

      “Are you a mode—”

      I almost snorted again.

      She amended this time. “You don’t have the height for that.” Suspicion still hung heavy. “One last question and I’ll ease up.”

      “Okay?”

      “Will you let me go through your purse?”

      A purse. Ooooooh fuck.

      I paled. “I knew I forgot something.”

      “What?”

      But it was no problem. I had transferred all my stuff to my carry-on. A purse wasn’t needed. Relief weakened my knees after a small heart attack.

      “I would, if I’d remembered it. I took everything out and put it in my carry-on for easier access. I hate carrying two bags, so I was going to stuff my purse in my carry-on too. But it’s at my apartment right now.”

      Her eyebrows went up into her forehead. “You don’t have a purse?”

      “No.”

      “And you only brought a carry-on with you?”

      A slow nod from me.

      She relaxed suddenly, her arms falling to her sides and her shoulders rolling backward. “Girl, you could’ve said that and saved us a whole lot of time.”

      “Why?”

      “Because no chick who only brings a carry-on to see fucking Reese Forster is out to use him. No high-maintenance chick would forget a purse.” She flicked her hair over her shoulder, pivoting and going into the kitchen. She reached for a bottle of tequila and poured two shots for us. “Here.” She pushed one to me. “We could’ve been drinking this whole time.”

      I migrated to the counter. “I don’t want to argue with your theory, but I don’t quite get it either.” I picked up the shot and held it. “But here’s to an interrogation-free game? I’m hoping.”

      She grinned, the first time her ice façade had cracked. She toasted me with her shot, before tossing it back. “Damn. I need one more.”

      “Are you driving to the game?”

      “Let’s do an Uber. The guys will drive us home later.”

      She flashed me a grin, and my heart stopped. It took her from terrifying to stunning. She was a short little minx, sassy scary, though.

      “And you can’t really blame me. I’ve been with Juan for four years. Reese is like family. He’s a godparent to our son.”

      “You have a son with Juan?”

      She nodded, smiling in pride. “And two little girls too.”

      This was so not the world I came from.

      She must’ve sensed my thoughts, because she held up that finger again. “And don’t be calling me Juan’s baby-momma, because it’s not like that.”

      I frowned.

      “You’re from the Midwest?”

      Wary now. “Yeah?”

      “You conservative and shit?”

      “Huh?”

      “You know. Looking down on me because Juan and I are shacked up, three kids together, and no ring?” She had lowered her head, giving me a side-eye I knew I’d never be able to mimic.

      I was about to break one of my rules. “I lived with a guy for seven years. No kids, but no ring either.” And even though she hadn’t asked, I added, “And yes, my dad disapproved, but I didn’t care. And by the way, I’ve never used the term baby-momma in my life. I’ve only heard it on movies and television.”

      “You serious?”

      “Yeah. You gonna look down on me now?”

      We took a moment, eyeing each other. Her side-eye was still perfection, but I was trying. I felt like a bobbing ostrich, though.

      Then she sighed, every inch of her loosening up. “Okay. I got you. I think.” She paused a second. “You must have baggage?”

      My lips were sealed.

      She grunted, nodding to herself. “Yeah.” She threw back the second shot and grabbed two beers after that. “Definite baggage.”

      She slid one of the beers to me, and I took it. I was so far out of my depth, I was just going to go with it. She said drink the beer, I’d double-fist it.

      Later, after we’d both settled down and called a truce, she grinned at me from the back of our Uber.

      “I should probably tell you right now that I’m into girls too, and damn—Reese has good taste.”

      Awwww…

      A whole chunk of thawing ice fell off my chest. “If you hadn’t won me over with the shot glasses that look like tampons, that would’ve done it.” I patted the tampon in my pocket.

      At least for the time being, I had a feeling Reese was right. Marie and I were going to get along just fine.
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      “That’s Shelly. She’s Crusky’s current girlfriend, but don’t make eye contact for too long or she’ll start thinking we’re talking about his wife.”

      “Huh?”

      We were three beers in, and four shots. We’d also eaten a slice of pizza, so I was pretty sure that absorbed one of the beers. Saying I was more than tipsy would’ve been… What was I saying again?

      I burped. “Crusky has a wife and a girlfriend?”

      He was no longer the Cruskinator to my inner fangirl, but Crusky. I was talking like I knew him, which I didn’t, not really. He teased me once, though.

      And I was talking to myself again.

      I focused on what Marie was saying, blinking a few times because that seemed to help.

      “—going through a divorce, but the wife is fighting it and it’s taking foooorever.”

      Marie nudged me with her shoulder, leaning in from where we were standing. The game hadn’t even started. She’d brought us up to this box area because family could come up here, but it was really just to grab a few free drinks and food. She asked if I wanted to stay. The other choice was a pair of regular tickets. I opted for a fill-up, then the seats down below.

      “Can’t say I blame you. It’s dangerous being up here.”

      I hadn’t known what she was referring to, but when more people came into the box, I got it then. Wives. Families. I recognized the guy who’d barked at me at Reese’s and ducked when he looked back at me. Marie was shorter than me, but a little heavier. I hunched farther down.

      She stopped talking about Crusky’s love life and frowned at me. Moving her hotdog out of the way to see me, she asked, “What are you doing?”

      “Hiding.”

      The guy moved, frowning at me, and I turned my head—because I was two again. If I couldn’t see him, he couldn’t see me.

      “Marie?”

      Fuck. Damn. Incoming.

      “Hey, Stan!”

      Why’d she have to sound so friendly? Marie was my new ally. Right? Wrong. I was just visiting. Of course she’d cozy up to him.

      “Hello…” He sounded stiff, and I couldn’t avoid this any longer.

      I turned, standing tall again, and locked eyes with him. He wasn’t as hostile as before, his eyebrows were still pinched, confusion clouding his eyes more than anything else.

      He put a hand out. “You are?”

      Okay. Fine. He was playing this game.

      I gave him a big smile. I loved games like this. Fitting my hand in his, I gave it a firm pump. “I’m Marie’s friend.”

      She looked down, her shoulders shaking, trying to smother her laughter. She was failing so miserably.

      “Right.” He sighed and pulled his hand away. “What’s your name?”

      “What’s yours?”

      Déjà vu again. This was a Keith 2.0 moment, except this guy was a lot younger. He didn’t look too much older than Reese.

      “What?”

      Marie entered the fray. “This is Stan. He’s Reese’s manager.”

      “Ah.”

      I didn’t care. I should have, but I didn’t. Reese and I were not a permanent thing. And even if we became—nope, I was not thinking that way. Stress, expectations, all the normal worries about relationships were starting to weigh me down, and that wasn’t Reese and me. I wouldn’t let that happen. We were fun and carefree. Free, being the key term there.

      I plastered a smile on my face, nodding again. I was tempted to bow, but refrained. “It’s nice meeting you.”

      I made a point of turning to look out at the gym. The team’s cheerleaders were on the court, doing a dance for the crowd. Thunder was waving his arms around.

      I could feel Marie and Stan exchange a look, but it wasn’t happening. I wouldn’t get pulled in, get a label put on me, and then have to endure another round of suspicious questions. He and Marie had both put me through the wringer, but then she’d introduced me to tampon-shot-disguising tubes and told me I was hot, so I was a little in love with her.

      They still hadn’t started talking, so I looked back. “Excuse me. I’m going to go to the bathroom.”

      Stan’s entire face was twisted in a question mark.

      Marie coughed. “Oh. Okay.” She finished her hotdog, wiping her face with a napkin. “We gotta go out for the restroom. You want anything else?”

      I had a full beer in hand, and my own hotdog was starting to feel unsettled. “Nope. I’m good.” I smacked my groin. “Just gotta pee.”

      Stan’s head reared back, and Marie’s eyebrows shot up.

      She seemed transfixed, so I led the way—around a few groups of women who looked like they could be supermodels, and men I knew had to be in positions of power and wealth to even be in that box. Once outside, I was grateful. Marie had been following, but I looked back through the door, and she’d been caught by one of those groups of people.

      The door closed.

      I waited against the opposite wall.

      The door opened, and two guys came out. Marie caught my gaze and held up her hand. One minute.

      I nodded, settling in.

      But then the door opened again and Reese’s manager stepped out. He had turned to look down the hall, so seeing me across from him drew him up short. He straightened up, smoothing out his collar and adjusting the Thunder pin before stepping toward me.

      “Can we talk?”

      “Why?”

      He cringed. “You’re…not what I expected, I’ll admit.”

      The appropriate thing would be to ask what he meant. I did nothing.

      His response to me cooled. “I’d imagine you wouldn’t want to make a bad impression on Reese’s manager since I’ve worked for him since the second he turned pro.”

      Seriously? “After how you talked to me at his house? You laid the groundwork first. And—” My fourth lay-your-cards-down moment. “—I’m not permanent.”

      “What?”

      The door opened behind him, and it was Marie. She crossed the hallway, standing to the side of Stan.

      “I get that you guys want to protect him, but it’s not him you have to protect. We became friends, oddly enough, and that’s all I’m going to say. You want information, you ask him. You want my name, you ask him. You want to know my intentions, you ask him. I have no problem walking away from this. Like I told Reese before, I could ditch and watch his game from the aisle because that’s the type of girl I am. Whatever girls you’re used to, that’s not me. Promise.”

      They were both quiet.

      “I don’t like you,” Stan announced.

      “I think I love you,” Marie countered.

      Yeah. Okay then.

      I stepped away from the wall. “I’m going to go find a bathroom. I can meet you at the seats?”

      The door opened and a woman stepped out, calling Marie’s name. I was going to give her an option to sit with me, or stay in there. It would be up to her, but I saw the conflict flash over her face. Her mouth tightened a second.

      “Hey.” I infused my voice with warmth. I was being so fake, but I was selling it. “You called me low-maintenance earlier. Well, I really am. I’m a true sports fan, so if you want to watch with your friend in there, I have no problem sitting by myself. I’m totally okay with it.”

      “The fuck are you talking about?” She looked back. “I’ll be right there, Tawnia.” She looked back to me. “I was right.” She dipped her forehead to me, walking backward with her beer. “Baggage. Lots of it.”

      I had to give her that one. “More than you could imagine.” I nodded behind her. “Go. Talk. I’ll be at the seats.”

      She rolled her eyes. “You and me. We’re getting drunk later, and you’re gonna tell me something about you.” She dug in her pocket with her free hand and handed over one of the tickets. “I’ll see you there later.”

      I ignored Stan. So did she, going back inside.

      I went in search of a bathroom, knowing I’d just crashed and burned in my first brush with Reese’s world. I hoped he wouldn’t hold it against me.
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        * * *

      

      Reese or Juan, whichever of them had done it, got us regular seats, so I wasn’t close to the court. That didn’t quell the excitement in me when the players came out and the game started. The whole lights dimming, announcer booming their introductions raised everything up a notch.

      Marie never came to the seats, and I didn’t think I’d be allowed back up to that box if I went to search for her. We hadn’t exchanged phone numbers, and I was glad I’d remembered to grab my usual items when we left Reese’s place.

      Though, shit—I didn’t know his physical address, and I wasn’t about to go find Marie to ask her. I’d figure it out. I had money with me. My phone. My wallet. I was an able-bodied person, so I settled back and enjoyed the game.

      Reese didn’t lead in scoring, but he did with three-pointers. Having a girlfriend and a wife must’ve worked for Crusky, because he got most of the foul shots, and he made all except two of them. After the ball sank on his last one, tying up the score, I was on my feet along with everyone else.

      I loved this game—the fast pace of it, how a steal could flip everything upside down, how fouls were necessary to stall, but could work in the other team’s favor. The way you have to have teamwork to get anywhere. This game couldn’t be won by one person—there were exceptions, but that was rare. It was beautiful with high-arching shots, edgy with quick ball work, surprising the way a shot would go through that shouldn’t have or how an assist could get past a wall of bodies that should’ve stopped it. And it was rough with shoving under the basket.

      It was ruthless, but so captivating, and I was back at my high school gym, watching my brother throw up a winning shot. It was the end of the fourth. Three seconds on the clock, which could get stalled out to twelve seconds, plus a time out.

      Adrenaline bounced around inside of me.

      I was on my feet yelling, and I didn’t give a thought what happened with Marie. If I’d been a long-term thing, if things had been serious with Reese and me, then maybe. But I wasn’t. We meant something, but that was all I could deal with.

      I did keep an eye out for Marie on the off chance I saw her on the way out.

      I sent Reese a text, letting him know I got separated from Marie. But he never replied, so after waiting a while, I decided to take things into my own hands. I headed out, calling an Uber, and I looked up a hotel on the north end of Seattle. It was a 3-star, so I was hoping I could get a room if worse came to worst.

      For now, I got out and headed for the hotel’s bar.

      Then I waited, an empty sensation settling on my chest.
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      REESE

      

      “What do you mean she’s missing?”

      Marie held her hands up, arms wide, and panicked—right here in the team waiting room at the stadium. She’d been on the verge of panic since she first came to me, telling me Charlie wasn’t in the seats when she went to sit with her.

      “I don’t know. I gave her the tickets. Candace kept asking me questions, so I couldn’t get away as fast as I wanted, and when I got there, she wasn’t there. We didn’t exchange numbers, and I kept asking you for her number, but you weren’t answering either.”

      “Fuck!” I threw my head back, raking my hand through my hair.

      I’d showered after the game, knowing Juan wanted us to go to his place for a low-key party. But I was fucking agitated. Roman had been here. Word had gotten to me. I’d tried to have him banned from the stadium, but there was only so much security could do. He’d gotten in and was live-tweeting the game until they’d found him and escorted him out.

      “I forgot my phone at the house. Stan was being a dick—”

      “Hey!”

      I didn’t even look. “You were, asshole. No wonder she ditched. She said she would.”

      Juan was laughing, shaking his head.

      “Thanks, man.”

      “Hey.” He lounged back on a couch and spread his arms on both sides of him. “Your girl, she was a trip at camp, and she’s still being trippy. She’s hilarious.”

      Marie sat down, perched on the edge until he wrapped a hand around her shoulder. Juan tugged her back.

      “I like her,” she said. “Go find her, and make sure she’s fine.”

      That was the plan—but fucking hell. That meant a drive to my place. Post-game traffic sucked getting anywhere.

      “Where would she have gone?” Stan asked.

      I whipped around to my manager. “Now? Now you want to be helpful? And why are you here? Roman’s been kicked out. My order of protection was served to him. Your job is done.”

      He tugged his blazer shut, smoothing it down. “You just had a game. Your new girlfriend is missing, and I feel like I had a hand in it.”

      Juan kept laughing, the sound getting louder.

      Marie was giggling with him. “It’s not that funny.” She let out another giggle.

      I gave her a look. “You sure you didn’t go to the wrong seats?”

      She hiccupped, shooting upright. “What are you saying?”

      “How much have you had to drink?”

      “Oh, dude.” Juan groaned.

      Marie was on her feet, advancing to me. “Are you kidding? Do you know what I put your girl through? I railed her ass up and down and sideways, and then I flipped her over, and she took it. All of it, until she put me in my place… I forgot why I started with that.” Her fight left her quickly.

      Juan tugged her back down next to him.

      “I might’ve drunk too much tonight,” she admitted.

      “It was a good game, wasn’t it?”

      She turned to Juan. “Yeah, baby. You were amazing.”

      They began nuzzling each other.

      “You guys are all fucking worthless to me.”

      I wanted to do violence—to someone, my manager, Roman, anyone at this point. Charlie was alone. She wouldn’t have been allowed to stay in the stadium this long. Security would’ve kicked her out. We were waiting out the traffic in the team’s waiting room, and I couldn’t do a damn thing. I needed to get home, get my phone, and then get her ass back. Now. Five hours ago. Yesterday even.

      The panic almost choked me.

      “You really like her, huh?”

      I didn’t respond to Marie.

      “I’m sure she’s fine.”

      “She doesn’t know where I live. I picked her up from the airport just this morning.”

      I was helpless. And I hated feeling helpless. She couldn’t have just asked a stadium employee where to wait for players, because how many people tried that route? It was an unofficial rule. If a player wanted someone to know where they were, they told them how to get there. Too many fans had tried before, and everyone had been on alert anyway because of Roman.

      “Relax.”

      “You fucking relax, Juan!” I snapped. “She doesn’t know anyone in the city. Put yourself in her shoes.”

      He quieted, then shrugged. “I’d just hole up at a bar and wait it out. Eventually you’ll get back to her.”

      But shit happened. All the fucking time.

      I’d ditched girls before. And if she went on social media and searched, I knew she could pull up a few. But none of them were like her. They were the one-use girls. A screw. No promises given. They’d known what was happening, and while most were fine with it, there were always a few who wanted more, expected more.

      This life, knowing how Charlie handled pressure—a part of me couldn’t stop worrying she’d decided to ditch me. If I went to the airport, would I find her there, trying to go through security? Or what if she’d already gotten through security?

      What a great fucking start to whatever we were doing.

      I growled and punched a plastic ball. It shot across the room. Ignoring everyone’s looks, I started pacing.

      “It’s the only thing I could hit.” I couldn’t damage my hands.

      Juan was laughing. Again.

      “Shut the fuck up, Juan, or I’m going to punch you.”

      He laughed harder.

      “Okay.” Stan came over. “I’ll talk to security, see if they can find her on the cameras. If she left the way everyone leaves, maybe we can see the car she left in? How about that?”

      “You can do that?”

      “I’m your manager. Trust me. I can pull a few strings.”

      “Then why are you fucking offering now? The game ended an hour ago.”

      He shot up his hands, but turned and left.

      And I just kept wanting to do violence.

      Roman. Charlie missing. My phone at my house.

      I wanted to do more than violence. I hated this feeling. It was clawing up in me, rising, filling me, and I couldn’t work it out.

      “Reese.”

      “What?”

      Marie lifted her head from Juan’s shoulder, somber. “She said she wasn’t permanent.”

      I frowned. “What’s that mean?”

      She shrugged, settling back into Juan’s side. “She was saying it to Stan when I walked up to them. I don’t think she knows I overheard her.”

      Not permanent?

      Foreboding filled me. The fuck?
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      CHARLIE

      

      I’ll be honest.

      I wasn’t too sure about my relationship with Seattle.

      Two business guys eyed me from across the room at the hotel bar. I had my back to them, and I was trying to shred every napkin within reach manically to scare them away, but they didn’t seem to be taking the hint. Their smirks only grew the longer I stayed. I’d gotten three dirty looks from the staff, so I ordered a drink. The waters weren’t doing it for them, but I was feeling quite sober now, so I figured one drink was fine. I could nurse it, keep my wits about me, and decide what time to give up on Reese.

      He’d ditched me.

      It was almost three hours after the game, and still no text.

      I wished I had some willpower, but I didn’t.

      Me: Ever think saltwater and freshwater have a conversation and ask which one is better?

      Me: A follow-up: Would you outlaw pervy old business guys or celebrate them? Have a day just for them?

      Me: I’m trying to look crazy to scare off two guys. Shredding my napkins and laughing like a hyena isn’t working. Suggestions?

      Me: If they approach, I’m going to start talking to my barstool.

      I had more in me, but the server was coming back around. I’d been nursing my drink for the last hour. He stopped, eyed the pile of napkin pieces and asked, “Want more napkins?”

      I burped. “God, yes.”

      Shit. I should’ve been louder. The guys hadn’t heard me.

      ESPN was on. They’d moved past talking about the game and talking about Reese, and were on to the daily highlights. It was early in the season, but there were other sports going on too. Why couldn’t they talk about one of them?

      Oh. Right.

      Reese. Seattle.

      Made sense.

      I needed to add this to the con list regarding my relationship with Seattle. Dating one of the city’s celebrated pro athletes after he’d ditched you? Most definitely a con.

      My phone buzzed, and I considered heralding it in the air and yelling, “Hallelujah!”

      The business guys were past drunk by now. They probably wouldn’t have even heard, but I tried to slow down how quickly I checked my phone.

      I wasn’t desperate or anything.

      I opened the screen, and my lungs deflated. It was a text from Grant.

      Grant: That game was awesome tonight. Caught it on TV. How’s the trip? How’s your man?

      Right. It was just past nine there.

      I didn’t have it in me to text him back, but I would in the morning. I might need tips on how to get my carry-on back from Reese. Buzz!

      Another Grant one, I assumed, reaching to read it, but no!

      Reese: HOLY FUCK! I left my phone at my house. Traffic fucking sucks. I’m coming to get you. Where are you?

      My hand shook. My throat trembled. Really? Had he really?

      Then…whatever. I still needed to get my carry-on, no matter what.

      I took a picture of the napkin the server had just put on my table. It was still intact and the logo hadn’t been shredded. I sent that picture, no words with it.

      I slammed my drink and agreed to another when the server almost immediately offered.

      Feeling ditched, whether it was real or not, sucks balls.

      Two drinks later, a flash of brake lights illuminated the hotel’s windows as a car paused, then went to park.

      I knew who it was. It was another expensive-looking car, just like his manager A-hole’s.

      Another knot to swallow.

      Reese was so out of my league. I had one job offer on the table, and really, if I didn’t take it, I’d be homeless.

      What’d Reese see in me? The charm of my random questions? Really?

      Humor could only go so far. What was I doing?

      Marie had ditched me. Then I’d had this three-hour whatever-it-was.

      Even though this all seemed a miscommunication, I couldn’t ignore the hurt swimming in my gut. The pain sliced me, thinking Reese had decided he was done with me. And sorry, but those thoughts do exist when you’re sitting in a bar for three hours and that phone won’t buzz back.

      It was a wake-up call.

      If he could hurt me with just this small blip, what would he do if I really let him in?

      One more time.

      One more night.

      That’s what I’d give Reese. I’d fly back tomorrow, I’d take the camp job, and I’d learn to love it. That’s where I belonged—with Owen and Hadley, Grant and Sophia, even with Trenton coming to visit. Maybe a dinner with Janet too.

      I was still reminding myself of that, ignoring the piercing stabbing in my chest, when Reese came in. No ball cap on. No hood over his head. He was dressed in jeans and a regular-looking shirt.

      Bad move, pal.

      “That’s Reese Forster!” one of the pervs exclaimed, and not quietly.

      “What? No.”

      Someone else, “What’s Forster doing here?”

      “Yeah.” A pounding sound. A barstool scratched across the floor.

      As Reese saw me, his eyebrows pulled together, his face clouded over, and he looked beyond me.

      The two business guys had forgotten me. They zoomed past, and man, I caught a whiff. They were more loaded than I thought.

      “Hey, man!” The first one held out his hand. “I need to shake your hand. When you went head-to-head against Zorskianova tonight, it was amazing ball work.” The guy was salivating.

      I had my first flicker of pity. Been there, done that too.

      He and his friend fawned over Reese, and the other table of customers approached—a quieter couple and another female friend with them. They asked for autographs, then pictures. The staff came next, all while Reese was ten feet from me.

      I sat and watched, finishing my last drink.

      Once that was done, another two hotel staff had come to get autographs, and hotel customers were coming out from their rooms. Word had gotten out somehow, so I silently paid for my drinks, and began to walk outside.

      “Oh—okay. It was nice to meet you all.” Reese saw me going, scribbled the last autograph, and pushed it toward the guy waiting. “I gotta go.”

      “But… Come on, one more?” a lady asked. She’d just stepped into the bar, her shirt barely covering her rack. One guess what she really wanted.

      “I can’t. Sorry, guys.”

      I was almost to the front door, and I could hear Reese coming up behind me. People were grumbling, and a few called out good-natured goodbyes and congratulations. Then Reese was next to me.

      His hand came to the small of my back.

      I sucked in a breath, tensing, but I didn’t pull away.

      One more night.

      “Hey.” His hand had been cautious, but when I didn’t jerk away, it pressed more firmly against me, anchoring me to him. “I’m really sorry. I left my phone at the house—”

      “Let’s just go.”

      His hand left my back. “You’re mad.”

      I shook my head. “No.”

      I was, but I was trying to tell myself I shouldn’t be. It had been a mishap. Simple.

      Tell that to the baggage that was rising up in me, threatening to choke me. That shit wasn’t rational.

      Falling in beside me, he hunched his shoulders forward. “I can understand why you’re mad, but it was all a mistake. Really. Marie said you went to the wrong seats, but I’m pretty certain she was the one who messed up—if she even went to the seats. Stan told me she was taking shots the whole time in the box, and I’m sorry about her. Marie’s usually really cool. Her doing that doesn’t make sense—but again, that wasn’t me.”

      We were almost to his car.

      “Hey,” he said more firmly. He caught my hand and pulled me to a stop.

      I glanced back and saw a crowd had formed at the hotel’s entrance. A couple girls had followed us to the parking lot.

      He stepped in, his hands coming to my face, but I stepped back. “Let’s do this at your house?”

      It wasn’t really a question, more a strong suggestion. I turned, going to the passenger door.

      He studied me a second before pulling out his keys. He went to the driver’s side, but paused before opening the door. “You are pissed.”

      I looked away.

      He sounded truly sorry. And it tugged at my heartstrings, but I’d decided.

      His world was too much, too big, too powerful—too everything. I was just now surviving the one I’d left. How could I handle his? Even just for the small time we were anything?

      I couldn’t. That was the answer. There was no way I was getting around that answer, no matter how much I was already yearning for his touch, and how much my insides were splitting open at the idea of flying home tomorrow and never returning.

      I sighed. “I’m not, actually.” And because he wouldn’t leave it alone, I gave him my heart. “I’m hurt. I’m sad. I want to be in your arms, and I’m scared. I’m all of that.”

      His eyes narrowed, and he seemed to come to some conclusion. He opened his door. “Please don’t shut me out because of this. I know he hurt you. But this, this was an accident. Bad timing. Bad events that made me forget my phone. Any other time, when my brother wasn’t being a nightmare, I would never let any of this happen. Do you believe me?”

      I didn’t answer. I didn’t want to lie anymore.

      He didn’t push for another response, but he took my hand for the whole drive back, and I let him.

      Who was I kidding?

      I clung to him. I didn’t think I could ever let go.

      His phone kept buzzing as we drove. I glimpsed Stan’s name one time when I looked over, and after Reese parked in the garage, he read through the texts. Cursing softly, he sent out a flurry of responses, then turned his phone off and shoved it into his pocket.

      He took the keys out of the ignition. “You ready?”

      There was a bittersweet taste in my mouth as I nodded.

      Reese lingered, his eyes falling to my mouth. “Juan mentioned drinks later this week. You up for that?”

      He knew something was up, and he was casting out a tentative net, seeing how long I was planning to stick around. Or maybe not. Maybe he really was asking for drinks. I’d already lied to him once tonight.

      “I thought I was flying back tomorrow?”

      His eyes darkened, and he rested his head against his headrest. “I was hoping to change your mind.”

      “Don’t you have an away game on Wednesday?”

      “We won’t fly out till that morning.”

      “You have practice tomorrow?”

      “I gotta put some time in tomorrow.”

      I should fly out. I should stick to the original plan, but… Even now, after just holding his hand for the last thirty minutes, I was having a hard time giving it up.

      This was supposed to be fun. This was supposed to be just an odd friendship. When did all these emotions get involved? And fuck, but I couldn’t bring myself to make the hard decision.

      One more day. Two more. Then that was it. A week.

      I nodded. “Okay. You have a game in New York on Friday?”

      “Yeah. Wanna come? I’ll fly you out.”

      I could tell he didn’t think I’d take him up on that offer, and as a sad smile stretched over my face, he saw it for what it was.

      “Yeah. Okay. I’ll change your flight for Friday morning?”

      I nodded, not saying a word because his lips were on mine, and then I was wrapped up in all the sensations, all the good feelings, all the feelings I shouldn’t be feeling at all.

      He groaned, pulling away to rest his forehead against mine. “Thank you for coming, even though it was a shit show tonight.”

      What was I supposed to say? I shook my head, laughing lightly. “Thank YOU, you mean. You paid for the tickets. I just came and…” His hand moved to my legs, dipping between them, and I narrated as I did it: “I just spread ’em wide.”

      He barked out a laugh, his mouth coming back to mine, harder, rougher, more demanding. “Come on.”

      He came around the front to my side, bent down, and tossed me over his shoulder.

      “Reese!”

      “Hush, woman. Now’s not the time for words.” His hand was firm on my ass, squeezing a good handful. “God, I love this ass.”

      He carried me inside, tossing his keys onto the table, then kept on going, all the way up the stairs and to his bedroom. The windows were open, a sheer curtain covering them, but his gate gave us some privacy. We could hear the sounds of the ocean, a few cars on the road going past, but then silence.

      I was surprised at how peaceful it was. Leaving the light off, Reese lowered me to the bed.

      “I thought Seattle was supposed to be loud?” I remarked as I stretched out.

      He knelt over me, the bed dipping under his weight. “It is, and it is in the city. I’m far enough out that we’re good. Plus, my neighborhood’s particularly quiet.”

      A world I’d never live in, but it was a nice visit. Reese bent, and his mouth came to mine. This was all just a nice visit.

      Not permanent.

      I had to remember that. I couldn’t get caught up.

      Reese’s mouth moved down my throat as he undressed me, and I undressed him.

      I realized I’d been wrong. I’d thought the ocean was freeing, but it wasn’t. It was dangerous. His shirt came off, and I ran my hands down his chest, feeling how he shivered under my touch.

      Yes. So much more dangerous.
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      I was up, enjoying my first official coffee from Seattle (shame on me for missing it yesterday) when the text came through. Reese had been gone when I got up. He’d woken me to whisper he’d be back around three, so I zonked back out and woke late in the morning.

      We’d stayed up till five, a schedule Reese said he couldn’t keep up on a regular basis, but it was a one-off for us, and it’d been worth it.

      Every inch of me had been worked over, kissed, worshiped. My vagina felt like it had played a double-header, and I almost groaned when I got into his shower and had the time to appreciate what I was seeing. He had a steamer shower.

      Take me now—that’s what I felt as I put the timer on, and it was twenty minutes of gloriousness.

      I was tempted to take my coffee back up for another round, because damn, the coffee was amazing too.

      Any girl Reese chose could get spoiled by this life. I could see why Marie and A-hole Manager were protective.

      Reese: You asked if salt and freshwater could have a conversation and determine who’s better? I can see it. Saltwater would win. It’s fiercer. It has whales. Come on.

      Reese: And no I wouldn’t outlaw pervy old business guys. Celebrate them for sure.

      Reese: If you ever need to scare off scary dudes again, I’d say up the hyena laugh while you shred their napkins. Side note, were those the two who came up to me first last night?

      Reese: Yes. Talking to your barstool would be a good tool to scare them off too. Barstools can have the best conversations.

      Reese: Want food? I’ll bring Mediterranean on the way back.

      I was laughing, but I flicked something annoying away from my eye too. Rational thought had returned, and there was an ache in my chest. The hole Damian had put there still remained, and I had a feeling some Reese was filtering in there too.

      He was being kind. My God, he was so nice, and I was being what? Dramatic? Overreactive? I was the annoying girl people rolled their eyes at—but they didn’t get it. I was just now starting to stand. If I kept falling, sinking more and more into the Reese tsunami, he would spit me out broken in pieces. When did self-preservation kick in?

      When did I need to harden my walls so they weren’t completely ripped from me?

      I had no answer, because I knew he’d come back. He’d have food with him. That smile would cause my heart to do flip-flops. He’d look at me, smile at me, say my name, and my body would ignite in a happy flame. All the buzzing my phone did from him, that’s what he did to me.

      He made me buzz. My heart. My mind. My soul—my inner comedian was gagging at the cheesiness, but it was true. I was a goner, and I was slipping further away each moment Reese was in my world.

      My phone went off again.

      Grant: You never answered last night. Everything okay? You’re not doing a disappearing act, are you?

      I took a deep breath, feeling an instant kick start of nerves, and I forced myself to take the first steps. It was now or I didn’t think I’d ever do it, but I really had no choice.

      Me: Things are good. It’s fun, and I’ll take the job.

      My phone rang right away. Grant.

      I accepted his call, taking the coffee out to Reese’s patio—where, dear Lord, the view was amazing. My knees almost buckled in shock. The waves rolled in and out from the shore.

      “Hey.” My voice had gone hoarse for a beat.

      “You okay?”

      “Yeah. Hi.”

      He was silent a second. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing.” I sat down on a patio lounger, coffee on the table in front of me, and I snuggled down, getting comfortable.

      “Are you sure about the job? Ball Wonder okay with it?”

      I grinned at the nickname. “Ball Wonder doesn’t really have a say. We’re friends—”

      “Oh my God, shut the fuck up with that!”

      I laughed. “Yeah, yeah. You know what I mean.”

      “No. I don’t, actually. Listen, tell me to stay in my lane, but he seemed to have reservations about you taking the job. And he’s not messing around. He cares about you. You sure about saying yes?”

      “Don’t you want me there?”

      “Hell yes, I want you here. Sophia and Hadley will be over the moon, but I want to make sure you’re not doing it because your back is up against a wall. I know you. I know you’re probably making yourself feel like you are, but you aren’t. Forster seemed serious about making sure you didn’t take a job out of desperation.”

      I wanted to scoff at him, but I couldn’t. That made all of this even shittier.

      He waited a beat, then asked, “What’s going on, Charlie? For real.”

      So many years of silence.

      My first instinct was to say nothing, but I had to remember, Damian had wanted me to be quiet. He’d wanted me to hide in our pretend world where nothing real was happening, where his mind wasn’t slowly being taken away from us.

      Fuck him. Fuck being silent.

      “I won’t recover after Reese.”

      There it was, the ugly truth. My voice trembled. “Walking away from Damian was the hardest thing I’ve ever done, and when something bad happens—because it will—I won’t be able to stand up again after Reese. It’ll be too much.”

      Now it was his turn to be silent. I heard a soft sigh.

      “Then come home. I’ll drive down and pick you up at the airport.”

      There. Just like that.

      I was crying, but I needed to hear this. I needed one other person to give me permission to walk away from someone else.

      “Okay.”

      “But you’re wrong, Charlie. Walking away from Damian wasn’t the hardest thing. Loving him and staying was the hardest thing you did. You stayed. Remember that.”

      No. I left.

      Everyone leaves, eventually.

      Right?

      “I’ll fly back on Friday,” I told Grant. “And that’ll be it. That’ll be the end.”
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      “I’m back!” Reese walked into the kitchen and set a bag on the table. “I grabbed some salads, but I have to warn you, I’m starving. I might need to eat something else too.” He tossed his keys and wallet on the counter, then came over to where I was standing by the sink.

      His arms wrapped around me and he grinned. “I have to say,” he murmured, dipping closer, “it’s really nice to see you here.”

      He caught my lips with his, and a dizzying spell rushed through me. I went with him as his head began to lift, going to my tiptoes, and just as he was going to pull clear, I clasped him by the back of his neck.

      “No,” I said, keeping him right where he was.

      Maybe it was because of my decision, or maybe it was because I agreed with him—it was really fucking nice to have him come home to me, like we were married. But for whatever reason, need pulsated through me. Demanding need. I needed him. Now. Five minutes ago. My hands turned frenzied.

      “Yeah?” He paused, his mouth still on mine, his body arched over me as he leaned against the counters beside me.

      “God, yeah.” I moaned, yanking him against me, and after that, it was a mess of limbs, desperation, and hunger.

      I was starving for him.

      I couldn’t let him go. I just couldn’t, so I turned my brain off. I had to or I would start crying because I was already aching at the thought of what Friday would mean.

      “Shit.” He kissed my throat, his hands moving more urgently on me.

      He grasped under my thighs and lifted me, moving me toward a spot on the counter that had more space. He pulled off my shirt and kissed down my chest, finding my breast, but I wasn’t the only one getting undressed.

      Yanking on his shirt, he pulled back to help me. He tossed it to the floor and was back on me.

      “I seriously will never get tired of this.” He caught me in a whirlwind kiss before returning to my breast. “God, do you know how much I love your body? The way you smell, taste, move for me. You’ve made me fucking addicted to you.” He pushed his cock against me, still in his sweatpants.

      A growl moved up my throat as I reached for his pants. “I want these off. Now.” I couldn’t help myself as I reached for his dick and took hold of it.

      He froze over me. “Fuuuuuuuck, Charlie.”

      Fevered. Blind. I moved according to my needs, not thinking at all as I wrapped my legs around his waist. I pressed down and rolled my hips around, grinding on him slowly and goddamn deliciously.

      I fell back on the counter, stretching out. My legs kept hold of him, and I just wanted more and more and more.

      Reese held himself immobile, letting me do what I wanted, until finally a primal sound came from him. “Okay.” He grasped my hip and took hold of my pants. Shoving a hand inside, he grunted. “You’re having your fun. So am I.” He plunged two fingers inside of me.

      I gasped, arching my back.

      His mouth came down to my nipple, his tongue rolling around it.

      We’d had sex before. We’d screwed, fucked, had fun, as Reese said. We’d had slow sex, feelings sex, and yes, there’d been times it was akin to making love. This, this was different. There was a raw urgency in me, and I knew it had awakened in Reese too.

      As if this would be our last time, or perhaps my body was trying to claim him before I left.

      It was almost rough and ugly in a way, but I needed to be owned by him. I needed to own him. Feeling that rise up in me, I sat up, released his dick, and shoved his pants down.

      His eyes met mine, hungry, smoldering, dark. He continued thrusting his fingers inside of me, and I bucked against his hand. He lifted his other to cup the side of my face. His hold was tender, such a contradiction, and I gasped, freezing in his hold. Tears spilled from my eyes.

      He wiped one away with his thumb, a question coming to his eyes, but I leaned in.

      Touching my lips to his, gently, I whispered, “Fuck me hard. I don’t want to see by the time you’re done.”

      His eyes searched mine, and a hard and feral look slammed over his face. His nostrils flared, and he gripped me once again, but this time, he lifted me and turned me around.

      Bending me over the counter, he yanked my hips up and back, and he leaned over me, “Like this?”

      “Yesssssssssss,” I breathed.

      He stripped me bare, ripping my underwear off along with his clothes, and I felt him against every inch of me from behind. He leaned over me once again, one hand resting on the counter beside my head, the other on my hip as he lined up at my entrance.

      “Like this?”

      “Yes,” I panted.

      He thrust inside.

      I cried out, but I couldn’t help myself. As he pushed all the way in, I was shoving right back. We fucked hard and rough and brazen, and I almost wanted to be punished. But what Reese was doing to my body was not that. It was so far from that. I began crying toward the end as he slowed and began to pepper kisses down my spine, as his hand curled around my thigh, caressing down to my ass, then roaming back up to cup my breast from underneath me.

      His touch felt almost loving, and that wasn’t what I wanted at all—but maybe I did? Maybe this wasn’t only what I wanted from him?

      He held still, inside me, both of us gasping. “What is this?” he asked quietly.

      I sniffled, unable to quiet myself.

      “Charlie.” More insistent.

      A thrust, hard.

      “Answer me,” he grated, sliding out and back in once more. “What am I doing here?”

      I couldn’t talk. The tears were choking me, but the pleasure had me paralyzed. Such a fucking contrast, because that’s what I was—a big fucking mix of insanity.

      “Charlie.” Another firm plunge, and I cried out because it felt so fucking good.

      I lifted my head, sitting up as much as I could.

      He caught me, like I knew he would. His hand came to my breast, anchoring me there, and he dipped his head to my shoulder, placing a delicate kiss.

      “Answer me,” he whispered.

      I could hear his yearning. My heart spiked up in response.

      I couldn’t hold it in. “I’m leaving on Friday.”

      His hand flexed over my ass. “Yeah?” A groan left him, and he moved inside of me again. “I knew that. What else is going on?”

      “Are you seriously questioning me while we’re fucking?” I looked up over my shoulder.

      His eyes twinkled, and he smirked, moving inside of me once again. This time, he pressed all the way in, rotating his hips, and I moaned, my eyes fluttering closed from the torment.

      “Answer me and I’ll finish.” He grinned. “Maybe.”

      A spew of curses left me, but fuck, it felt so good. “You fucker.”

      “You asked for this.” He slid back to my entrance, then shoved in, his entire body bending over mine so we were lined up from waist to face.

      I looked back and his eyes were right there. We stared deep. I could almost see into him, just as I felt him inside of me. His eyes softened, then grew fierce again.

      His lips nipped mine, and he groaned against my mouth, “Why do I feel like this is the last time I’ll hold you?”

      Fresh tears spilled.

      He felt them, tasted them, and pulled back. “Charlie?” His cock quivered inside of me.

      I gasped. “When I go on Friday, that’s it for me. I’m done.”

      He went still. Every inch of him turned to stone, and a wall slammed over his face.

      “The fuck?”

      He didn’t pull out of me, and I almost sagged from relief. I needed him to finish. I needed him to claim me once more.

      “Why?”

      I flinched at how cold he sounded. My head hung down. “Because I care too much. Because when you leave me, I won’t recover.” I willed myself to meet his eyes. “It took everything in me to leave Damian. I can’t—if you walked away from me, I’d never get back up again. You can destroy me.”

      I’d cut myself open for him, revealed everything in me.

      Taking a second, his forehead fell to my shoulder, and he cursed under his breath. But then he began moving in me again. His cock was almost stroking me. His hand slid around to rub my clit, pressing, holding, circling, teasing. As he brought me toward my climax, I felt his lips on my shoulder, then the back of my neck. I bent over for him again, my hands fisting on the counter.

      I knew what he was doing. “You too,” I yelled. “Don’t you goddamn make me come and you don’t.”

      I lifted my head, intent flashing in my eyes. “If you don’t, I’ll be on my knees in front of you.”

      He paused, holding my gaze, and I tried not to flinch at the wall I saw in him. But then he shuddered. He took my hips and brought both of us to climax.

      We erupted together.

      I fell against the counter, too weak to move, as we both trembled from the aftermath.

      “If you’re going to go, why wait till Friday?”

      I winced. His voice was devoid of anything humane.

      “I’ll take you to the airport today.”

      Then he pulled out, and walked out, leaving me lying there. Alone.
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      I don’t know what I did after Reese walked away from me.

      I don’t know how I got to the airport, or even packed the few items I had with me.

      I don’t remember the flight back to Minneapolis.

      For the next two weeks, I wouldn’t remember hardly anything.

      I texted Grant when I landed.

      Me: I’m at the airport. Can you pick me up?

      Grant: What?! I’m at camp.

      Me: Okay.

      Grant: I’m coming. Are you okay?

      Me: No.

      Grant: Don’t go home. I have no clue what’s going on, but my gut is telling me not to let you be alone. I’m sending Janet.

      I didn’t argue. That said everything. I do remember that.

      Me: Okay.

      I sat on a bench near the curb, my suitcase beside me, staring at nothing.

      A car rolled to a stop before me. The window went down and I heard, “Charlie?”

      I looked up.

      It was Janet.

      A little while later, we were at her house. I followed her inside, and she put her purse and keys on the counter by the door.

      She took off her coat, watching me. “Do you need anything? A drink maybe?”

      I almost laughed at that. “God, yes.”

      Her husband was in the living room, and he paused the television. ESPN was on, and I froze, a numb feeling spreading through me as I forced myself to look at the screen. But they weren’t talking about Reese. His name wasn’t in the captions. They weren’t playing highlights of his game.

      They had remembered there were other sports and teams out there.
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        * * *

      

      “She hasn’t said much?”

      “No. What’s wrong with her? She’s freaking me out.”

      Grant had arrived and was talking to Janet in the entryway. They were using hushed tones, but they still carried to the kitchen and even the living room.

      Janet’s husband gave me a pitying smile. “She’s not the greatest on tact,” he said quietly.

      I shrugged. I’d known her longer than he had. It was understood.

      “I want to help, but I have no idea what to say to her. Did she break up with Damian again? Why am I always in the dark?” Janet hissed.
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        * * *

      

      We were in the car. Grant and me.

      City lights passed by, looming over us on the interstate. He cleared his throat. I could feel his worry when he looked over. “So, you’re okay with what we’re doing, right? I mean, you seem out of it.”

      No. What were we doing?

      But I only nodded and pressed my hands into my lap. “Of course.”

      “Really?”
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        * * *

      

      I found out later that Grant and I had packed half of my apartment the day he came.

      There were reasons everything was moving fast, but I didn’t understand it. I just went with it. Who was I to argue?

      I’d turned in my notice with the lease office and asked Lucas to grab the rest of my stuff. It was supposed to go into storage until I could come get it later.

      I saw the text conversation with Lucas. He hadn’t wanted to help me until I threatened him with a sex tape Newt had sent me early in our dating relationship. It was of Newt. There was nothing illegal about it, but the idea of getting a video sent by your ex’s grand-whatever was just all sorts of gross.

      Luc-ass said he’d have everything packed up and moved by the next day.

      I didn’t tell him, but I was going to release the tape anyway. I was just waiting for the right day.

      The internet needed to know about the likes of Newt.
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        * * *

      

      “You’re okay staying here until you find a place?”

      Bless Sophia’s heart. She had no idea how to make things right for me.

      It was past the weekend now. Time was coming back to me. I was starting to adjust to this new life, but I was a zombie.

      Still numb.

      But I knew I was five days post-Reese.

      He would’ve had his away game, then gone to New York.

      “Did he win?” I asked Sophia.

      She swallowed. She knew who I meant.

      “They lost their Wednesday game, but won against New York.”

      Good.

      That was good.
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        * * *

      

      “We have a retreat this weekend,” Owen was saying to Grant.

      We were at a staff meeting, going over budget and planning. Why was I there? They still didn’t quite trust me to be alone.

      A month had gone by.

      Nothing felt better.

      I’d left him because of that, right? Didn’t I?

      Things were supposed to feel better by now. Be better.

      Why did I feel so wrong?

      “I think I fucked up,” I said to no one in particular.
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        * * *

      

      I was packing again, throwing things into my bag in a mad rush.

      I had an audience at the door.

      Hadley took a breath. “Oh boy.”

      Grant frowned. He rarely didn’t frown when he saw me now. “Are you sure this is a smart idea?”

      Owen flinched in pain, rotating his shoulder over and over again.

      Sophia leaned forward, her eyes bright and shining from unshed tears. “We can call Trent. He said he was doing some traveling this weekend. Maybe he could meet you? So you have a friend there, unless you want one of us to come along?”

      “No.” I was firm. I’d made up my mind.

      “Oh boy,” Hadley said again.

      “Charlie. I don’t know…” Sophia began.

      Grant cursed, stepping into the room. “This is not a smart idea. Remember what you said to me? You wouldn’t recover? Now you’re going to him. Charlie, I don’t think—”

      I whirled to them. “I don’t care!”

      I stopped, my chest heaving.

      Time and thought and me—all of it slammed back into place at once, and suddenly I was in my room at Grant and Sophia’s house. My friends were standing in the hallway, scared to come and talk me down, but also worried about letting me go.

      They were terrified—of me, but for me.

      And that was on me.

      I had done this. To myself. To them. Me. No one else.

      “I fucked up,” the words regurgitated from me, full of disdain for myself. “I’ve made a mess of everything. And I’m better. I’m okay, but I have to do this. You guys don’t have to worry about me. I promise. I will be okay. I just—I have to do this before I move on.”

      “But going and seeing him. I mean—”

      I cut Hadley off this time. “I have to let him go. I never did before. I need to do it this time or I’ll never be able to move on. I have to do this.”

      I zipped up my bag, pulled it onto my back, and faced them.

      No one moved aside.

      I let out a sigh. “I’m really okay. I promise.”

      I wasn’t, but I would be.

      That was a promise.
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      I woke the next morning in a hotel.

      I felt damn good, and there was a sadness with it because I couldn’t remember the last time I’d felt like this—like I knew what I wanted in life, I knew what I needed to do, and I was filled with hope. With Damian, I’d lost hope.

      That’s the saddest part of grieving someone—whether they’re still with you or not, whether it’s a relationship or not. You’re fighting to keep hope, but when the last of that string is cut, that’s where you get lost.

      That’s where I’d been for too many years, but not anymore.

      I knew. In all the madness and confusion and wackiness, clarity had come to me, and once I got it, it was a ray of sun breaking through the clouds. I clung to it, and the longer it stayed with me, the stronger I got.

      This. This was what I needed to do first. I got out of my car and went inside the Silver Shores Assisted Living facility.

      Damian’s mom met me at the door. Her hair was cut short, a dirty blonde similar to Damian’s when we’d first started dating. She had the same angular, long face, and the same blue eyes. She watched me cautiously, which stopped me in my tracks.

      Jesus.

      Damian had lost some of his looks as the dementia progressed. He’d lost the muscle definition, and the freshness of youth I hadn’t started to appreciate until later in life. His hair was greasy half the time, and uncombed the other.

      But seeing his mother now, a wave of memories flooded me.

      “Hi. I’m Damian, and I suck at hitting on women, but I still wanted to come over and try with you. So consider this my lame pick-up line.” He had smiled, holding his hand out in the middle of a busy bar, as if we were meeting in a boardroom.

      His eyes had twinkled.

      Sandy brown hair in a crew cut, a golden tan from the summer months, and a form that showed he lifted weights on the regular—I’d been taken aback. Not by him, not by the simple pick-up line, but because he’d laughed after he held his hand out.

      That laugh.

      I heard it again now. Like an intoxicating bell, light and breezy, and like sunshine after enduring four months of a gloomy winter.

      I breathed in the memory and blinked back tears, because I missed him.

      “I’m going to warn you.” He’d smiled down at me on our first date. “You’re going to fall in love with me.”

      “I am, huh?”

      “I’m scarily intoxicating. You’ll see.” He’d winked before coming around to open my door for me.

      A year into our relationship he’d told me, “I will never hurt you. I will love you forever. You and me, we’ll conquer the world.”

      “Charlie?”

      Brenda approached, her hands coming out of her pockets. She jerked forward, as if unsure then suddenly going for it. This wasn’t the Brenda I remembered. She’d been smooth and confident when Damian and I first started dating. There’d always been a sadness about her, and Damian had pulled away from her when his first symptoms started. When she finally learned the truth, she’d just seemed resigned, like she knew that phone call was going to come one day.

      Thinking on it now, she probably had.

      “Hi. Yeah. Wow.” I fitted my hand in hers, feeling her shaking, just like me.

      She laughed, finishing my thought. “Long time, huh?”

      “Yeah.”

      Yeah. I sighed.

      We were in a nursing home. He was too young to be here.

      “Damian mentioned you the other day.”

      This was so fucking painful. My throat swelled. “Yeah?”

      He could still remember me?

      How many good days did he have?

      How bad were the bad days?

      How far had he slipped?

      Would I recognize him?

      Stop. Pause. Take a breath.

      The lobby had two different directions. A front desk sat at the hallway leading to the left, and a beeping came from behind the desk. But the right side was quiet. It led to a longer carpeted hallway.

      Brenda headed for the right side, and without me asking, she’d answered the main question. How was Damian?

      “We were able to get him in here—at first they were hesitant about taking him since, you know, he’s so young, but I got him in about six months ago. It took a while for everything to be approved, but so far, I think he’s enjoying it. He always did joke that he was an old soul.”

      “I should just move into a senior community,” he’d once told me.

      “Why?”

      “Because that’s just how I am. I never thought I’d have kids. I hate loud sounds. I’m not a partier. I don’t know. Give me my sports network and my dog, and I’m happy.”

      That’d been early on in our relationship, before I’d thought about kids. He mentioned one time he’d have kids if I wanted. I believed him, but he never yearned for a family of his own.

      “Do they allow pets here?” I asked his mom.

      Her smile lightened, and she walked with an easier gait. “Oh yes. And that was a big thing we got this year too. He has a therapy dog, and I do think Mickey has helped. He gets Damian out of the apartment and walking around. He can still…you know.”

      I didn’t. “What?”

      She faltered, wiping at the corner of her eye before looking away briefly. “He can still go outside on his own. They…” She paused, her shoulders rising as she filled her lungs. “They have an alarm on him. I guess he wandered once, but since he’s had Mickey, he’s doing better. Mickey guides him back.”

      “I want to own a kennel and take care of eight dogs. More even.” He had laughed, as we were the couple who went to the dog park without a dog.

      His hand had found mine, and I’d heard the longing in his voice. “Someday, Charlie. I know we can’t afford a dog now, but one day. And I’m not joking. Dogs over people, man. Dogs don’t leave you.”

      I stopped walking as the memory blasted me inside, knives cutting me.

      He had known. Somehow, he had known.

      Brenda was still going, her voice lighter, and she pointed to a television room as we went past. “AJ comes to visit every weekend. Whenever the football games are on, those two are cackling like little girls together. One time they watched in here and a few of the other guys came to watch with them. It’s a sight to see. Damian, AJ, and four older gentlemen. They all get along like best friends. Damian enjoys giving the older guys dating advice, because—”

      She stopped, realized I wasn’t following, and turned back. “A few of the older ones are dating, you see…”

      AJ.

      “AJ comes to see him?” I choked out.

      Understanding dawned, and she nodded, biting her bottom lip. “Yeah. I reached out after you two broke up, and he’s been helping.”

      His childhood best friend. The two had a falling-out, and that’s when I came into the picture.

      “He talked about AJ, but I never met him.”

      “Yeah. He, uh…” She drew closer, nodding her head. “AJ talked to me a little about their argument. I think… I think Damian knew what was coming for him. AJ had just gotten married. Angie was pregnant, and I think it was hard for Damian to see that. Then he found you, and to be totally honest, I think he wanted to keep you all for himself, for as long as possible.”

      Damian’s mom was back in his life. He had the dog he’d always wanted. His childhood best friend was back in his life.

      I was the one gone.

      “I’m so sorry.” The dam broke. I didn’t even try to wipe my tears. It would’ve been pointless. “I’m so sorry I left him—”

      “Oh, honey.” She caught me, her arms wrapping tightly around me. “No, no. Don’t think like that. You—it’s different for you than me, different than even with AJ. He’s my son. I had a husband. I had a family. And Damian’s my family—that’ll never change. The same with AJ. He has a family.”

      She was trying to make me feel better, but it didn’t matter.

      She was losing a son. AJ was losing a best friend.

      “Hey!” She was more forceful, as if reading my mind. She caught my face in her hands and looked me in the eyes. “You are mourning. I know how much you loved him, and when you see him, it’s going to be a different grief. Because he’s still here, but he’s not the same Damian.”

      More tears. They were choking me, damming up in my throat.

      “He was going to be my husband.”

      “I know,” she crooned. “I know, honey.”

      “I wanted him to be the father of my children.”

      “Oh, Charlie. I know. I’m so sorry.” She pulled me in, rocking me as if were a child. Her hand cradled the back of my head. “Damian knew this was coming, but he was living life as if it wasn’t going to happen. He loved you. I know he did. But I don’t want you to feel bad about not being here. Sometimes you have to step back, you have to heal, so then you can come back and be here for him. Because he’s not the same Damian you knew.”

      “Is he…” I looked at her, my hands fisting her shirt, holding on like she was a lifejacket. “What’s he like now?”

      “Happy.” She laughed, for the first time. She wiped some of her tears. “Sometimes they get happy and sometimes they don’t. He’s happy. I mean, that’s the typical day for him. There are days when he’s not, when he knows he’s slipping, and those days are hard.”

      She went on, walking with me down the hall.

      He got along with the other residents. They took care of him, doting on him like he was one of their grandchildren. And he had them watch movies, gave them stats on sports to impress their grandchildren.

      I smiled at that. “He always did love sports so much.”

      “Yeah.” Her arm linked with mine. “Sports and his dog. He always used to say that’s what he needed to be happy.”

      Hearing my memory coming from her broke me again.

      I felt a crack down the middle as I remembered the first time we’d kissed, how he’d felt like home, how I’d wondered if that was normal. Our first date—how it’d been uncomfortable until I made a joke about farting and he’d countered with a poop joke. We’d both laughed when the neighboring tables gave us looks of disgust.

      I thought about the first time we’d told people we were dating—how proudly he had stood with me, holding my hand.

      I remembered when I came home to a bouquet of roses on the table, how he’d stood to the side and waited until I saw the ring on one of the stems. How he was on his knees when I looked back.

      I’d gotten two and a half years with him. Those years had been good. Laughter. Love. Kindness.

      “He made me a sandwich one day and left it at my door.” I felt myself grinning. “He texted me while I was at the gym, and I was annoyed that I had to leave early to get the sandwich because he was worried my neighbor’s dogs would get it. That was before he had a key to my place.”

      But then I’d realized how he took the time to make the sandwich, how he’d put a Hershey’s kiss in the bag with it, along with strawberries because he knew I loved both. It’d been the first of a long line of thoughtful little gestures he did for me.

      He’d left a handwritten quote on my bedside table every morning for a full year.

      He used to buy me chocolate muffins to share from my favorite deli.

      If I was ready to go to sleep and he wasn’t, he’d watch television, but he’d watch it with no volume. He never wanted to wake me up.

      “He drove me to work, and he’d pick me up if he could.”

      “Yeah.” Brenda nodded, her hip brushing against mine. “He’d come home during his lunch breaks to check on me. He bought me puzzles. He always knew I loved them. Now we do a puzzle here every Sunday together.”

      A new wave of grief broke over me.

      She was in her sixties, doing a puzzle with her son who was thirty-one.

      As if sensing my feelings, Brenda stopped and gazed at me. “It’ll get better. The first visit is the hardest. You’re going to cry probably the whole time, and when you leave, and maybe for a few days after. But it will get better. You’re grieving the family you didn’t get a chance to have. Not just him, but you’re grieving a part of yourself. It always gets better. Time moves along, and the hole you have for him may always be there, but you’ll grow layers around it. It’ll begin to heal.”

      A hole. Check.

      Layers around it? Maybe.

      But getting better?

      We turned the last corner, and she opened the door to Damian’s apartment. He sat in his living room, the television on, and as I entered, I remembered the day and the time. I knew, before walking in, that he’d be watching Reese’s basketball game, and I also remembered that I always got Damian during those games.

      As he turned to look at me, I saw recognition and a bright smile broke over his face. Inside me, something clicked back into place.

      This was family.

      Brenda was right. It would get better. It already had.
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      Five days ago, I’d sat next to my ex, listening to him tell me Reese Forster’s stats, hearing the old ribbing he used to give me about my crush on Reese. I’d sat there with tears welling up, but I never let them fall. Not in front of Damian. The tears weren’t for the teasing—far from it. And they weren’t even from the pain of seeing where Damian was in his disease.

      The tears were good tears, finally.

      I hadn’t realized how empty I’d been without him.

      I’d gone back two more times through the week, meeting AJ for the first time and getting closer to Brenda. And I met Mickey, who was adorable. A German Shepherd, whose first priority was always Damian —always checking on him, watching him. It wasn’t until Damian sat down that Mickey was off-duty. He hadn’t been brought up as a typical service dog. He had training specifically for dementia, and while I hated the terminology—because Damian wasn’t Damian with dementia to me. He was just Damian—I understood the training was needed.

      A few times Damian started to get up and do something, and Mickey sensed it, whining, pressing him back down. One point he prepared to leave the apartment, but Mickey blocked him, and AJ called his name. Then Damian remembered we were there. His eyes lit up, a smile spread over his face, and he came back for another round of Reese Forster stats.

      Going to see him had been a goodbye in my heart.

      Not a goodbye forever, because I could never do that, but a goodbye to him being my romantic partner. Maybe if I were older, if we’d had kids, things would be different. I would’ve stayed at his side, held his hand, kissed his cheek, and known he was my soulmate for life.

      But I was too young.

      He tried to send me away so many times because of this reason, so I could still have a husband, perhaps children. I got it. I got it then, but I never accepted it. I hadn’t wanted to lose him either.

      At one point, one of the other residents had tried to classify my relationship with Damian.

      I wouldn’t have it.

      I wasn’t his sister. I wasn’t his best friend any longer. I was family. That was it.

      And now, I was back to traveling.

      A part of me felt whole again. I was getting there, and I had one more piece to fix. Reese.

      “Why are you going to Chicago?” my seatmate asked once they announced we were starting our descent. He’d kept to himself the whole time, headphones plugged into his phone, but after going to the bathroom, he didn’t immediately tug the headphones back on.

      I’d been slouching down, but I sat up now, stretching my arms and back. “I’m, uh… I’m seeing a friend.”

      He nodded. “Yeah, yeah. Good friend?”

      He was in a business suit, and I because I didn’t want to talk about the details, I gestured to him. “You’re going for work?”

      “What?” He looked down and laughed. “Oh. No. I travel so much, I forgot. Nah. Not this time. A friend of mine has box seats to the Chasers game tomorrow. I’m flying in to see him, catch the game, and then I’m off to Japan after that.”

      Really.

      I swallowed tightly. “The Chasers?” My stomach twisted up.

      “Yep. Yep. They’re playing the Seattle Thunder, who seem to be the fucking team to beat this year. I kinda miss the old days when Johnston played, you know? He would’ve shut Forster down hard.”

      I couldn’t help myself. “But Forster, Cartion, and Crusky?”

      He sighed, resigning himself. “I know.” He settled into his seat. “Thunder’s stacked this year. They don’t usually have so many heavy hitters. Chasers are hurting. They need to plan better for their team, but we can get there. I know it. Give us another year, and Thunder wouldn’t stand a chance.”

      “That’s your opinion.” I waited.

      He registered the dig and looked over, his eyes wide. “You must be a Thunder fan?”

      “Kinda.”

      “Not Coyotes? We flew from Minneapolis.”

      “Not this year.”

      He groaned. “God, you’re one of those.”

      I knew where he was going, but I wanted him to say it. I wanted him to squirm as he said it.

      I blinked my eyes, so wide and pure. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Right.” He snorted, facing forward again as the flight attendant came with the garbage bag. “You’re a fair-weather fan. Those are the worst.” He side-eyed me, smirking. “No offense.”

      I snorted right back, clipping my seatbelt in place. The descent would still take a while, but I wasn’t going anywhere. “I’ve always been a Thunder fan, and I’ve always been a Forster fan. Don’t underestimate the Reese, man. He’s going to be the GOAT one day.”

      He groaned, and a couple of the other passengers glanced over. He waved at me. “Sorry. She just told me Forster’s going to be the GOAT one day.”

      A guy a few rows back yelled, “Reese Forster? You kidding? The guy can’t rebound for the life of him. He’s gotta depend on his teammates.”

      Yeah. Oh-kay, my seatbelt was off, and I twisted around. I rested an arm against the back of my seat so I could properly see my target. It was a bigger guy who, no surprise, had a Chasers ball cap on.

      “Excuse me? What are you talking about that he can’t rebound? Who cares? He’s not on the inside. Wanna know what he does excel at?”

      “Everything else?” said a woman from the other aisle. She and her friend started laughing together.

      “And he doesn’t look too bad, either,” her friend added as they collapsed in laughter.

      I had to pause, fighting back a grin, before finishing, “He led in scoring five out of the last seven games. He’s led in steals most always. His balls skills are close to Stephen Halorry, another legend in the league, and his floater balls can come in damned handy—and yes, they can win an entire game. Thank you.”

      I was not done.

      Raising a finger, I continued. “No, he doesn’t lead in rebounds, but that’s why they have Crusky, or Lestroy even. And no, he doesn’t lead in three-pointers, but seriously, he’s really good at those too. He’s the youngest captain that team has ever had, and that’s a feat all by itself.”

      I needed a breath. My face was getting hot.

      And once I stopped, I started noticing the looks.

      A few guys wanted to argue, but the guy beside me was just smiling. Leering, slightly. He leaned forward. “You wanna go on a date, honey? I think I could get tickets to the Chasers game.”

      I couldn’t stop myself. My retort came before I knew I was going to say it. “Oh, fuck you.”

      Half the plane erupted in laughter.

      I sat back, and one of the middle-aged ladies waved at me. “You go, girl. You put those men in their place. They ain’t used to girls knowing about sports.”

      As I put my seatbelt back on, I noticed my neighbor eyeing me. “What?”

      “I’m not hitting on you—I have a girlfriend in New York—but do you wanna go to the game? I’m sure my friend would have room for one more. I didn’t know you were that big of a fan.”

      I wanted to huff, but only because I was still feeling spicy. Instead, I shook my head. “I think I’m already going with the friend I’m flying in to see.”

      “Okay. Well, if I see you, I’ll give you a shout.”

      “Same here.”

      The fight drained from me once we landed, and I headed for the exit. My seat neighbor ended up keeping pace with me. We both had only carry-ons, so once we were outside, I waved Trent down and turned to him. “You got a ride coming?”

      “Yeah…” But he was looking at Trent, his eyes narrowed.

      Then, as Trent’s SUV pulled over and he got out to meet me, my neighbor’s eyes went wide. “Fuck, man. I thought we were meeting at the game tomorrow?”

      Uh…back up. Screeching brake sounds.

      Trent stopped, and his shocked gaze jumped between the two of us. He scratched the back of his head. “Um. Huh?”

      “Give me a hug, man. It’s good to see you. I don’t know how you—” He stopped, catching on that Trent was staring just as hard at me. “Oooh.” He motioned between us. “You two know each other?”

      It was clicking in place now.

      Of all the ironies.

      I gestured to Trent. “This is the friend with the box seats?”

      When my plane neighbor nodded, I turned to Trent. “You have box seats?”

      He coughed, his face pinking. “I, uh, kinda know the team.”

      Oh. Duh!

      Oh my God.

      I wanted to smack myself in the forehead.

      Then Trent and my seatmate were shaking hands and hugging. I learned his name was Dwayne—Trent introduced us.

      “Charlie, huh?” He released my hand, stepping back and frowning. “That’s an unusual name for a girl.”

      I glared at him, but he grinned. “Sorry. Had to see if some of that fight was still in you.”

      I grunted, putting my bag in the back since Trent was now enamored with Dwayne. Going to the back seat, I opened the door and hollered at them, “Let’s do all this on the ride.”

      Other cars were starting to honk. We’d exhausted the thirty seconds we could use to greet each other, throw our suitcases in the vehicle, and take off.

      Both guys laughed, and Dwayne nodded to me as he sat in the front passenger seat. “This is nice. Thanks for letting me have it.”

      I just grunted again. There was another potential problem in the future, and I waited till Trent was inside and we had pulled out to the main road before bringing it up.

      “Is it the box with the team girlfriends and family?”

      He met my gaze in the rearview mirror. “Maybe?”

      I groaned. “Trent.”

      “I thought—”

      “No. Can we get regular tickets? I don’t want to deal with his manager and a few other people.” Ahem. Marie. But mainly Stan.

      “I’m sorry. You said you wanted to come down and see—”

      I coughed, shooting a meaningful look toward his friend.

      Trent caught it, amending, “—the game, and I did a recent speaking event with them. Just was natural to reach out, but I can change it.”

      “No way!” Dwayne protested. “I was looking forward to the box.”

      Turned out Dwayne and Trent knew each other because they both traveled a ton. Trent had been booked for a speaking event with the company Dwayne worked for, and the two saw each other on a plane not long after that. They’d been fast comrades at heart. Dwayne mentioned he was flying in from Alaska, and because it made sense for both of them, Trent invited him to the ball game.

      I was content to listen to them talk, but I knew Trent was concerned about me. He kept looking back in the mirror, and I gave him a small wave. I was fine. He could talk with his friend, who told him what hotel he’d booked. Then he asked a question that had me listening closely.

      “You still dating that model?”

      Trent started coughing. “Uh…” Cough! “What?” Another cough. A sputter to follow, “How’d you know about that?”

      “All the guys know. What’s her name?” He was snapping his fingers, trying to remember.

      I couldn’t hold back my Cheshire Cat smile, offering, “Lauren?”

      “Yeah! Thanks.” He said to Trent, “Lauren.”

      “How do you know about Lauren?” He shot me a dark look. “And not a word from you, thank you.”

      “Consider it box tickets payback.”

      Dwayne frowned at me as he spoke. “Yeah. My buddy knows her. Small world, right? He follows her on Instagram and said there was a picture of you two. He remembered you from that work thing and showed me. She tagged you and everything, said you were her beau.”

      Dwayne was teasing when he used the word, but Trent shifted in his seat. The back of his neck had grown a little redder.

      For once, it wasn’t my life.

      For once, it wasn’t my romance or lack of romantic life.

      For once, I wasn’t the center of attention.

      I leaned forward, propping my chin on my hand. “Yes. Let’s hear more about this Lauren.” I winked at Trent, who just scowled.

      “Um, how about you, Charlie?” he asked under his breath. “Seeing anyone new lately?”

      Dwayne’s gaze jumped between us, his smile not dimming.

      I retreated back to my seat, but after Dwayne kept on, talking about how hot Lauren was, Trent looked at me in the rearview mirror. I pretended I had a carton of—what was this? It was huge. I had to really work to get my arms around it, and then what was inside? Popcorn? Hmmm. Delicious. But wait, it needed more butter.

      I was lathering it on when Trent said, “Not funny, Charlie. Your days of being a comedian are over.”

      I held up a kernel of popcorn. “Don’t make me start with my questions again. It’s a problem. They can come back.” I popped that invisible kernel into my mouth and rubbed my stomach. It was delicious.

      “You’re messed up.” But he was trying not to smile.

      Dwayne had stopped his gushing over Lauren to watch the two of us. “You guys are good friends, huh?” He nodded to me. “You missed it, man. She gave a guy his ass on the plane after she took offense at a rib against Forster.” His eyes sparked.

      I pretended there was a platter in front of me. I served it to Trent.

      He just grumbled, “So funny, Charlie.”

      I was throwing the popcorn at him now. “Watch it. I heckle too.”

      He coughed. “So. Forster, huh?”

      “Yeah.” I leaned forward. “Where’d that popcorn go? I might need a vacuum to clean this mess back here.”

      Trent burst out laughing but then cursed, veering into the next lane and hitting the turn signal as he eased onto the exit. “Shit. Sorry, guys. I wasn’t paying attention.” He asked Dwayne, “You’re at the Hilton?”

      “Yeppers. I always stay there.”

      We got off the ramp and pulled into the hotel’s front parking area. Trent got out, talking with Dwayne for a bit longer, and I moved to the front seat. They must’ve mentioned me because I saw Trent motioning to me a couple times before Dwayne nodded. Then they clasped hands and did that chest bump that’s somehow a hug for men.

      Trent climbed back into his seat and sighed. “So. How drunk you want to get tonight?”

      No question. “Wasted.”

      “On it.”
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      I was dumbfounded, and speechless.

      That rarely happened.

      We were standing outside a nightclub, the entire exterior all in black except one word in neon pink, Whisper. A line of people lingered outside, there were two bouncers at the door, and I gave Trent a look.

      “Really?”

      He laughed, moving ahead. “Come on. You said you wanted to get drunk, and I have an ‘in’ here.”

      Well, okay then. We went to the head of the line and—why was I surprised?—the bouncers knew Trent, nodding and grunting hellos as they opened the door for us. As we entered, a server approached, tray of shots at the ready.

      She offered, but Trent leaned over and yelled over the blaring hip-hop music, “Lauren around?”

      Now this made sense.

      Now I knew why we’d been allowed to skip the line.

      The girl nodded and motioned down a hallway. She gave Trent more instructions, and then we were off.

      As we went, I noticed the inside of the club was a mind fuck. It had been created to look exactly like the outside—the same curb and street, just different cars. And instead of one of the buildings across the road, there was a stage for dancing. The DJ booth was set high up, above a streetlight, which acted as a podium bridge.

      People were dancing and milling around underneath the DJ, and couches lined one end of the room. Boxes with tables lined the wall on the second floor. As we walked past, I saw the doors open on a few of the boxes, and they looked a lot like the building doors that we’d walked past on the way from Trent’s car.

      The “street” wasn’t the dance floor. It was the walkway for everyone to get from place to place.

      Suddenly Trent grabbed my hand and pulled us onto one of the “sidewalks” that led to a seating area. “I see Lauren,” he told me. “Come on.”

      We were weaving around couches when Lauren spotted us. She was dancing on one of the tables in between the couches.

      I was speechless, again.

      Lauren was a go-go dancer. But it made sense. She was gorgeous.

      Wearing silver sequin underwear (for real, that was all) and a black corset, she had coordinating silver streaks in her hair. She squealed as she jumped down from her table, throwing her arms around Trent. There was some heavy petting for ten full seconds. I counted, right after making sure my gaze was anywhere but on them.

      “Sorry.”

      I felt a soft touch on my arm. I turned back.

      Lauren flashed me an apologetic smile, leaning in close. “I found out about the party a few days ago, so when I mentioned it to Trent, he thought it’d be a good chance for you.” She moved back, inclining her head. “I reserved a table just for you guys. You’ll be close when they arrive.”

      Dread lined my insides.

      No time for jokes here. This was serious, and I locked eyes with Trent, raising one eyebrow, all villain-in-a-movie like.

      Okay. Who was I kidding? Jokes made the world go round. There was always room for at least one.

      He flushed, giving me a closed-mouth smile, and there he was: his hands in his pockets, his shoulders slumping like a self-conscious little schoolboy. Not today, Stan.

      Lauren led the way.

      Trent started to follow, but I grabbed his arm. My grip was cement. He didn’t even look at me. He took my hand, lifting it from his arm like it was cotton candy.

      He spoke, even as his eyes continued to follow his girlfriend. “Just hear me out when we get to our table. Okay?”

      He didn’t wait for an answer. The asshat took off, knowing I had two choices: follow so I could get all the information, or leave, having only a gut feeling about what was going on here.

      I followed. There was a little Veronica Mars in me.

      As I wound through the couches behind them, I knew there could be only one reason Trent would lie to me—or I should say one person. One person who I knew was already in Chicago with us, and who I’d originally come to see anyway. But that was different—my timetable.

      And anyway, this person was someone who wouldn’t go out the night before a game, who was the epitome of professional because pro athletes had to be.

      So there had to be another reason Trent had brought me here. Right?

      Lauren was weaving around, taking us down a back hallway with the same decor as the main area of the club. It looked like an alley. Murals on the walls had been painted to give us a 3D image of the fire escape stairs that hung off the sides of apartment buildings. When we went past a door, a cityscape was painted on it as if we were passing a street.

      Lauren opened the one with a San Diego cityscape.

      We had our own box. A large booth in black leather lined the back wall, and a small table sat in the middle, with champagne already waiting for us. There was a large chandelier hanging above, and it was a little quieter here.

      Lauren went straight for the champagne, picking it up and opening it. “You guys ready for a fun night?”

      I harrumphed. Why, I had no idea. I just felt it.

      Trent threw me a look, turning to face me. “I don’t get why you’re mad. You came to Chicago to talk to Reese. I figure instead of waiting an entire night where you’re going to feel nervous—and I know you, you’d be trying to talk yourself out of seeing him—what does it hurt to catch him when he’s not guarded?”

      Because he didn’t know Reese.

      But really, did I?

      I did.

      The realization flared strong in me, growing firm. I did know Reese. I might not know all his idiosyncrasies, but I knew his favorite color. I knew what his brother was like. I knew he slept on the left side of the bed.

      I knew he was kind, and loving, and sensual, and could fuck amazingly.

      I knew he had never yelled at me, not once. He’d growled once or twice, but that was in the beginning and at the end. The latter had been deserved.

      I knew he took the time to answer my questions, no matter how many I sent him.

      I knew he answered my call after he was already in bed, in a hotel with a roommate, and when he probably needed his sleep. He took the time to leave the room, go down an elevator with strangers, and seek out a place to talk to me because I was tipsy and wanted to chat.

      I knew he cared enough to tell me to have fun, but then worried whether I was going to be alone or not.

      I knew he cared enough to be nice to my camp friends, to speak on my behalf to the board, to help get my nemesis fired.

      I knew he didn’t want me to take a job just because I was up against a wall. He wanted to help so I only took a job if I truly wanted it.

      He’d asked me not only to come to Seattle for him, but also to New York.

      I knew I wasn’t a one-use girl to him. Or I hadn’t been.

      And I knew even though he hated what his brother did, he actually did care, and he’d help his brother if the circumstances were right.

      But one thing I didn’t know was his stance on second chances. Would he give me one?

      “But why would he come here tonight? He has a game tomorrow.”

      Lauren handed me a glass of champagne. “It’s a birthday party. One of the trainers, Aaron or something?”

      “Aiden?”

      “Yeah. Aiden. It’s his birthday, and the reservation came through that they’re only using the private suite above for a little bit tonight. They should be arriving soon, and we have another party holding it at midnight. They’ll be gone by then. It’s like a quick dip, in and out.”

      It was almost nine. That made sense.

      But knowing didn’t help, because a whole new fresh batch of nerves pounced on me. Good Lord. I contemplated my champagne—down it like the princess trucker I could be or shove it aside and head for the toilet? Both reactions assaulted me at the same time.

      Eyeing me, Lauren leaned close again. “You going to be okay?”

      “That’s a loaded question.”

      She moved back and shrugged. “Okay, but they’re here.” She nodded behind my shoulder, and I turned.

      They were like gods.

      There was no other way to describe it.

      Coming in, one by one and in pairs, they were heads over the rest of us. All eyes in the club went to them. A few mouths dropped. Some frowned, confused. Others scrambled for their phones and a frenzy began as they walked underneath the DJ booth bridge and toward us.

      Lauren nudged me, her head dipping toward what seemed like a throne room looking out over the entire club. It was like a huge black box sticking out from the wall, with one side open and stairs leading up to it. I couldn’t see all the way in, but I knew similar black leather couches likely lined the inside of it.

      A team of servers, clad in the same clothing as Lauren, led the way. Three of them carried bottles with sparklers coming out of them. A few others brought up the rear with more alcohol. It was all a show, but damn, it worked.

      I named the guys as they filed past us, walking up the stairs and taking their deserved seats over the club. Terry Bartlonguesen. Matthew Crusky. Beau Michems. Carzoni.

      I recognized Aiden. Lestroy had his arm around him, and Aiden was laughing.

      Some wore sharp business suits. Others were just dressed up, with pants to impress and custom-tailored shirts.

      One by one they came. Almost the entire team was here.

      I waited, the lump in my throat doubling as each player went past, not sparing us a look. We were within eyesight, but not in their way. Our booth was set back against the wall, whereas theirs was front and center, meant to be noticed, meant to be worshiped.

      A few more trailed in.

      Then, I felt a new frenzy begin on the nightclub pathway. People were migrating over from the dance floor, and I knew.

      More people came running back, their phones raised, so at first I didn’t see them. The lights were blinding against the dark and neon colors inside the club. Then a small clearing opened, and I could see both Juan and Reese…and Stan?

      Fucking Stan.

      I started growling. He was another Keith the Boss to me, but the effect was momentary because once I saw Reese, I couldn’t look away.

      Tingles shot through me.

      A buzz started low, simmering and building the closer he got. And at the same time, the lump in my throat moved down, choking me until I pushed it down to fall with a thud to the bottom of my stomach.

      My mouth dried.

      He looked so good.

      Faded jeans, a black shirt, the silver-tinted sunglasses, and a Thunder ball cap pulled low over his head, I’d never seen Reese more a celebrity than just now. His head was down, and there was a girl on his arm. I almost fell back when I saw her.

      God.

      Her little hands clung to his arm. She was hurrying to keep up.

      Juan and Stan were talking, moving at a more sedate pace toward the private box. Reese edged ahead of them, an urgency in his gait, as if he just wanted to get away. The girl teetered behind on her heels. It was like he’d forgotten she was there.

      She wore a bikini top with a ripped jeans miniskirt that barely covered her ass. As she stretched to catch up with Reese, I caught a glimpse of something lacy underneath. Her hair was blown out and her makeup was heavy.

      Skank.

      Okay. In fairness to her, she might not have been one. You never knew—but then she stuck her hand in one of Reese’s back pockets. She was definitely a skank.

      Pretty sure I was showing my front teeth as I growled. It was savage. I was scaring even myself.

      “Down, girl.” Trent pulled me to sit. He laughed in my ear, sitting next to me. “The girl’s not with him. He doesn’t even really know she’s there.”

      Yeah.

      He was up the stairs, looking for a seat.

      Trent was right.

      Maybe.

      Probably.

      Reese looked like he really didn’t know she was there, and then he sat down on the far end of the box, facing our direction—and she climbed right onto his lap.

      I started to surge to my feet.

      Trent clamped a hand on my arm, holding me in place. “Stop. Stop. She doesn’t mean anything.”

      I knew that. She was a fucking one-use girl, but that didn’t matter.

      Reese was mine.

      I leaned back against the seat. “I can’t do this. I can’t sit here and watch him get mauled.”

      “Well…” Trent kept his hand on my arm. “I don’t think you can get to him right now, so you’re going to have to. Try not to watch?”

      A gurgling laugh erupted from me. Yeah, right.

      He patted my arm. “Or focus on what you want to say? You’re here now. He’s here. Lauren’s done working for the night, so she’s hanging out with us. We’ll keep an eye out for you. If he goes to the bathroom, you can move in.”

      Lauren leaned over Trent, her boobs almost coming out of her corset top. “Completely. A few of my girls here know about the situation, and they’re all in to help set this up. Knowing someone who’s dating Reese Forster is a story no one wants to miss out on—what we can tell the grandbabies one day when Reese is in the hall of fame.” She raised her glass in the air. “And if anything, it’s an adventure.”

      An adventure. Right. It was my goddamn heart.

      But they were right. I had no other options here. I mean, I could send him a text…

      Fuuuck.

      I was doing it before I even fully comprehended I’d made the decision to do it.

      Me: What should I wear if I were going to go to a nightclub?

      Me: A fucking bikini top? Maybe just a bra around my crotch? Or only a thong?

      It was go-time now. I unleashed it all.

      I was typing the next as I watched him pull out his phone. He frowned at it, reading.

      Me: Or maybe just sunglasses? The silver kind.

      His mouth pressed down in a firm line, but he edged the girl off his lap, waving her away. One of the other guys snapped her up, and she went happily to his lap. Juan and Stan were settled in the box by now. Both gave Reese a look, but when he leaned forward and started to type, they moved to the other side of the booth where the others were. Reese remained sitting off on his own.

      A part of me was glad to see that. Good. Stay like that, because you’re all mine.

      Oh, yes. My inner crazy stalker fangirl was back, but now she was possessive. I was all sorts of possessive.

      I wasn’t walking this time.

      A bitter taste soured my mouth as I kicked myself.

      Me: I never should’ve walked. I’m sorry. But…

      Me: What are your thoughts on second chances? Providing it’s not to an alcoholic brother who uses your name for stuff he doesn’t deserve?

      My phone buzzed back.

      Reese: Where are you?

      I grinned, slinking down in our box. He wasn’t even looking around the club.

      Reese: Are you in Chicago?

      Me: What about ex fucking? Positions on that? Pun intended.

      Reese: Where the fuck are you?

      Me: Pun intended?

      Me: I’m just saying yes for you. Good one.

      Me: Answer my questions.

      My body had heated up. A throb started between my legs, and I moved in my seat. I didn’t know what the end result would be, but I knew the chances of meeting up and having a quick fuck were extremely high. Whether he’d still want to talk to me afterwards was another matter.

      I held off, watching him stare at the phone. He wasn’t responding, but he wasn’t putting the phone away.

      Me: Answer me and I’ll answer you.

      He shook his head, but returned to typing.

      Reese: Fuck. You.

      Ouch.

      Still.

      Me: So you’re saying there’s a chance?

      A slight grin from him. He typed again.

      Reese: Where are you? I’ll come to you.

      Me: So you can ‘fuck. me.’??

      Reese: Yes.

      A whole burst of shivers moved down my spine, setting every cell on vibrate. I groaned, biting my lip.

      Me: What are your thoughts on a girl who was so messed up she could barely look at herself in the mirror?

      Me: Who hated herself so much because she was leaving behind someone who could no longer be next to her because a disease was eating him away, slowly, every goddamn day? What are your thoughts on that girl?

      Me: Who still cries at the thought of losing the guy she thought she was going to marry one day? But knows he’ll never come back and she still has to go through that grieving process?

      Me: Who isn’t in love with him, but knows she’ll always care for him because she respected him that much, respected the relationship she thought she would have with him? Because he was actually a really great guy before the fucking disease TOOK HIM AWAY FROM HER?!

      Me: She never got a say. He didn’t.

      Me: They were happy one day, then poof, he couldn’t remember her the next for a few minutes. How’s that right? How’s that something we’re supposed to just take? Move on with life?

      Me: Well. It doesn’t happen. There are feelings and thoughts and dreams and lives that are plucked away from us and we HAVE NO FUCKING SAY IN THE MATTER!

      Me: Sorry. Calmer now.

      Me: Still glad we became friends?

      Me: Still glad we had sex?

      Me: Still glad you put up with me enough so we were more than friends, more than fuck friends?

      Me: What are your thoughts on a girl who was so filled with shame that it took her an entire year to start living again? To hope to live again? To want to live again?

      Reese: Where.

      Me: Or about a girl who realized because she hadn’t dealt with her baggage, she might’ve royally fucked up her chances at being with another guy who could make her happy? Who could make her live again?

      Me: Or…

      My hands were shaking. My stomach was going to empty out, and I was about to be sitting here texting with him and crapping my pants all at the same time. But I took a deep inhale and typed it to him.

      Me: What are your thoughts on a girl who sends you random questions because she’s too scared to tell you the one simple truth?

      Me: That she fell in love with you.

      Me: And she’s now pissing herself, knowing she’ll have new baggage over losing out on someone she doesn’t deserve, but she’s hoping he’ll give her one more chance?

      Me: Because she’s a lot more sane. Promise.

      Me: Because she really is working on herself now and she’s just really hurting and sad, but she has love in her to give and she knows if you can just put up with the void inside of her that may never go away, she’s hoping you’ll deem her worthy enough for a second chance?

      Me: I’m talking about me, by the way. Just making that clear, because talking in third person probably doesn’t help sell the whole ‘I’m more sane here’ premise.

      Damn!

      I sent another flurry of texts because I couldn’t stop myself.

      Me: And beware with your rejection. I’m a reformed stalker, but the reform could be temporary.

      Reese: Are.

      Me: What would happen if a camel was born with three humps? Deformity or evolution?

      I was faintly aware of Trent’s phone buzzing beside me. I kept on. I was committed now. Good luck on knowing when I’d stop.

      Me: Thoughts on ending poaching worldwide?

      Me: Rugby or football?

      Me: American football or the real football?

      Me: Favorite book? Besides your playbook.

      Me: Why are manatees so cute?

      Reese: You?!

      Me: Who’d win in an ocean selfie contest? Dolphin or manatee?

      Me: Seahorses don’t look anything like real horses. Discuss.

      Me: Who really puts together the DSM? Do we actually need all those volumes?

      Me: What do you think—

      A hand rested over mine, stopping my text in mid-type.

      “What?”

      I was almost desperate to get these questions out, but Trent wasn’t looking at me. He nodded toward the front of our box. “Look.”

      I did, my insides a hurricane, tsunami, and let’s throw in a few tornadoes. All were happening. All at once, and they were inflicting horrific damage, but there he was. Standing just at our entrance, his glasses still on and a firm scowl fixed on those so-kissable lips.

      I held the phone up once more.

      Me: Can you even see with those sunglasses?

      He read the text, shaking his head, and I saw a crack. His top lip curved up, but it was flat the next second. He shoved his phone into his pocket, took mine, and grabbed my hand.

      “Let’s go,” he said.

      Trent tossed him a set of keys. Reese caught them, giving him a nod.

      Then we were leaving.
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      He walked me down the hallway.

      Hand in hand.

      His face forward.

      He wasn’t looking at me, and I couldn’t help myself. The texting had unleashed something in me.

      “You had a girl on your lap.”

      I didn’t mean it to come out accusing—no, no, I totally did. Let’s be honest here. I was seeing green and red at the same time. It was Christmas in the nightclub.

      Reese’s hand tightened over mine. He spared me a brief glance, and then his phone was out and he was using his other hand to type on it.

      “She grabbed me when we came in. I let her stay because I thought the guys would leave me alone then. Chicks on laps usually do that, unless they’re hoping for a share.”

      Oh. God. What I could do with that one from him.

      I gulped, only asking with a bite, “Do you usually share?”

      He stopped. I almost slammed into him from the abruptness, and he rotated around.

      “No,” he clipped out, taking the sunglasses off and shoving them into his pocket. “Do you?”

      I reared my head back. “Are you kidding me? I would never not be texting then. Everyone would be getting the texts.”

      He grinned, just slightly, and it made my heart flip over.

      He shook his head, starting forward again as his phone flashed. “You are truly insane.”

      I snorted. “That’s been established. Long ago. Keep up.”

      We were at the front of the club. He paused before stepping out. A few people had gone past us in the hallway, and only a couple had stopped to look back at him, but it was different now. He was going out into an open area, and beyond that, there were more people. If the press knew almost the entire Seattle Thunder team was at Whisper, they’d for sure be camped outside.

      He cursed.

      I tsked him, grinning from the side of my mouth, because—another truth bomb here—I was feeling a little maniacal. “Where’s the hood? It’s like you don’t know how to do this whole celebrity thing.”

      He laughed shortly, but mostly ignored me, staring out. He checked his phone again.

      “What are you doing?”

      He showed me. “I called a driver.”

      The dot was getting close. We were going to make a mad dash.

      I was thrilled.

      I pushed the phone back at his chest. “I know I joke about being crazy, and there’s a little truth in there, but I can turn on the Crazy if you need it. People stay away from Crazy, unless they are too, and no one’s going to out themselves as that level of Crazy here. I can raise the bar if you need me to.”

      He stared down at me, and it finally happened.

      He’d been all hard and ice and monotone, a wall over his face, but at my suggestion, some of it melted away. A small grin tugged at his mouth, and he placed a hand on the small of my back.

      He pulled me against him, just for a second, and murmured into my ear, “Keep the maniacal crazy till later, because you’re right. I want to fuck. you. tonight.” His mouth closed over my ear, and I swooned, my knees buckling.

      Flames burst inside of me, and I sagged against him.

      He continued his kissing, moving down my neck to my shoulder, and his hand joined the exploration. It fit right under my shirt, and then tunneled under my jeans. He grabbed a good portion of my ass before going even farther, and I squeaked, feeling his fingers go somewhere I was not ready for.

      “Holy shit!” I jumped, dancing away.

      My breath was shallow, and I knew I was flushed. All sorts of flushing here.

      He was on me. Literally.

      His eyes smoldered, and he dipped his head to stare at me eye-to-eye. He backed me up against the wall, guiding me until I had nowhere to go and the club melted away, the world with it.

      When it was only the two of us, he said, so softly, “I do not scare. Stop using the crazy card on me, because it’s not working. I’ve seen crazy. Remember? You are hurting. You are sad. You are broken, but you are not crazy. You may feel that way at times, but you’re not. Trust me. So stop saying it.”

      Oh—whoa.

      He took my breath away.

      I reached for him, my hands running up his arms, over his shoulders, curving around his neck, and just as we both felt his phone buzz, his eyes trained on my lips and he groaned.

      Moving quickly, his mouth was on mine, and he sealed everything with that kiss.

      I would do anything he wanted.

      Everything. Anything. Nothing.

      Whatever he wanted, because I just wanted him. I wanted to feel him, be in his arms, be able to speak the words to him that so far I only had enough courage to text.

      But more than anything, I just wanted to be with him in whatever way he was going to allow that.

      Fireworks continued exploding in me as he groaned and his lips nipped at mine. “Our car is here. Ready?” He took my hand again.

      He turned, his shoulders rolling back. He was preparing too, slipping his glasses back on.

      I—yeah… Where was I? That was about my mindset right now.

      But then he tugged on me, and we were going.

      I followed him.

      We walked out through the club’s main entrance, and I was aware of flashes of light all around us. A few people gasped Reese’s name, and then we were outside on the street and more camera flashes were going off.

      Someone had definitely called the press. It wasn’t a barrage, but enough to disorient me.

      Reese ignored everyone and herded us both into the car.

      When he gave the directions to Trent’s apartment, I looked at him.

      “It’s not a great idea to bring girls to the hotel. Trent offered his place. Said he’d stay at his girlfriend’s.”

      Well. Okay, then. It was all settled.

      We were about to have it out. The driver didn’t seem to care who was in his back seat, but I still didn’t want to talk about anything until we got to Trent’s.

      The drive wasn’t long—a little over twenty minutes. Reese kept a hand on the small of my back as I got out, and then stepped out beside me.

      “You were here earlier?” he asked.

      I nodded. “We came for a bit, ate, changed, and went back out.” I led the way inside.

      Trent didn’t have a doorman, so I held my hands out for the keys. Reese handed them over, and for being in Chicago, I was surprised not to see anyone else out in the lobby on a Thursday night.

      We stepped into the elevator, and I asked, “Are you going to get in trouble for not sleeping there?”

      Reese shook his head, rubbing a hand over his jaw. He looked tired, softening lines around his mouth and bags under his eyes. Taking off his hat, he ran his hand briskly through his hair before shoving it back on, squashing it. He leaned back against the elevator wall.

      “Coach knows about Aiden’s party. We’re fine. I mean, we’re all adults. We gotta meet at eleven for meetings, but I’m fine till then.”

      The elevator dinged, and we stepped out onto Trent’s floor.

      Reese stayed right behind me, his hand on my hip. “I thought your buddy lived in Minneapolis?”

      “No. He moved down here for college and just stayed, but he travels a lot for his job.” Speaking of, I opened the door and asked, “How’d you know where we were?”

      He grunted, shutting the door, flipping the locks, and stepping around me.

      That wasn’t a good sign.

      Dropping his hat and sunglasses on the counter, he went to the fridge. He grabbed a water, and tossed one to me. “Drink that.”

      I caught it, holding it a second. “Excuse me?”

      He motioned to my phone and me. “I don’t want to talk to drunk Charlie tonight. You’re acting fine, but I don’t care about how you’re acting. I want you sober. I want to get shit dealt with, because I’m sick of this absence crap.”

      Absence crap.

      My heart soared.

      I opened my water and took a drink. “You really do care, don’t you?”

      He rolled his eyes. “Spare me.”

      I laughed and capped the water again.

      “Really? All that texting was you sober?”

      I touched my chest. “It’s like you don’t actually know me.”

      “Oh…” He let out a myriad of curses, his head tipping back. “Not with this bullshit. Come on, Charlie. I want to deal with you, not just another chick playing fucking mind games.” He tossed his phone on the counter, his water next to it. Stepping back, he folded his arms and fixed me with a glare. “You said a lot of heavy stuff in those texts. Say it again to me—face to face, not behind your little phone keyboard. Give me a chance to actually respond this time.”

      Man.

      Goodness.

      He wanted to go there.

      I looked away, holding on to the counter behind me. I kept my head down, but I started. I had to. For him—and fuck my chest that felt like I was taking a cigarette to it from the inside.

      “Everything in those texts, I meant.”

      “Really?”

      Ooh… I was trying not to, but… ”Yeah. I mean, I often wonder who’d win a selfie contest? A manatee or a dolphi—”

      “Stop joking! This is serious.” His chest heaved. “At least it is to me.”

      I quieted.

      Then, staring at me, he raked a hand through his hair. “You know—shit. Yeah. Okay. You laid out your heart. I read those texts. I can’t imagine what you’re going through with Damian. But what I can say is that you shouldn’t be ashamed of trying to keep living. Never be ashamed of that. I doubt he would want you to feel that either. You shouldn’t feel guilty about wanting to keep living. I mean, my God, there are no words. There’s nothing I can say to make that okay, or even try to what—hold your hand through it? I have no clue. All I know is that when you left, I hated it. I watched you walk away from me at the airport, and I wanted to fucking go nuts. You joke, but that’s what I was feeling. I had you…”

      His eyes blazed. His nostrils flared. He jerked forward, coming to me and stopping a few feet away. There was no one else, just him and me.

      I couldn’t look away. I was captive to what he was saying, the way he was looking. My fingertips curled around the countertop behind me.

      “I know the hell it is going through life with two alcoholics in the family and a mother who gave up long ago. I can understand that suffering, but I don’t have the words to help you with Damian. I wish I did. I wish I could shovel a bunch of money at his doctors and they’d make it go away, but not with this disease. I can’t do anything except care for you and hurt with you, that’s all.”

      Yep. Tears. Again.

      Shocker.

      I was steadfastly ignoring them.

      He’d stopped—maybe for air or maybe because it was my turn—so with a tight chest, I started. My head was firmly directed to the floor. I’d really lose it if I had to see him when I said these things.

      “I fell in love with you, and not the stalker way. The real way.” I laughed. “I think it might’ve started when you called me a camp groupie. I’m weird like that, or maybe when you answered the first round of questions I asked you. Then a bit more when I stepped out of the bathroom and you were there, waiting for me. You told me you didn’t like ‘it,’ and that meant something to me.”

      I risked a look. He was rolling his eyes, but I spoke again, drawing his attention back to me. “You saw me. Most don’t. You were right. I use the crazy as a shtick, and it’s not right. I mean, I’m being really unfair because I know no one’s really crazy. There is no crazy. People have struggles, or imbalances, but they’re not really nuts like I use it. But it kept people away for the longest time. Until you. You saw through it, and you started to like me anyway.”

      His arms fell to his side, and his eyes became softer.

      “We were friends, and I really loved being friends with you, but I was still trying not to feel anything or let anyone in. I couldn’t. I thought I would shatter, because if you let people in, they can hurt you. I was raw—still am, to be honest. But you got in there, and I started not only wanting to be around you all the time, but looking forward to seeing you, to texting you, to just hearing your voice. The calls. The texts. That’s all just because I’m desperate for some attention from you.”

      My voice broke off.

      In one sense, this was embarrassing. In another sense, I was exposing myself again and bracing for what he’d say in return. But most of all, I was saying what I meant, and deep down I knew I would handle whatever came back from it.

      That was freeing.

      It was needed.

      This. This was a part of moving on. I couldn’t explain it, but I felt it. I knew it.

      I looked up again, unshed tears pooling in my eyes. “I fell in love with you, but I am still really messed up, and I am still really exposed, and I am… I am like a toothless saw that had all its jagged edges fall out, and you have to put them back in. Glue them. I don’t know how you do it—buy a new saw? Though since I’m the broken one, I hope you don’t do that. Anyway, a toothless saw, that’s me.”

      I smiled, my lips curled over to blanket my teeth. “Like this. I’m like a shark with no teeth.”

      “Shut up.” He moaned, his head swaying from side to side. “You are unbelievable. You sent me all these really deep texts, and now you’re joking about being a toothless shark while you’re professing your love? Really?”

      I said it simply. “I love you, and I’m telling you, and I don’t have much more to expose, because what I have, I’ve already shown. The rest is self-preservation, in case you decide to walk out of here. I’ll crumble, but I’m really hoping that doesn’t happen.”

      More because I really love basketball, and if you leave me, I’ll have to stop watching ball, and that’ll hurt too.

      It’ll be like a second dumping all over again.

      So please, please, please, don’t walk out and leave me behind.

      Please don’t—

      I looked up. He stepped closer, his head tilted to the right.

      I eyed his hands. They were at his side.

      I wanted them on me. Once he reached for me, he could make the world go away. All the hurt and sadness, all that was stripped away under his touch, but he didn’t lift them to me.

      “The correct usage of crazy aside, you are a complete ball of psychosis at times.”

      That’s what he said.

      My chest filled with warmth.

      He laughed, a self-deprecating edge to it. “Having said that, you were like an itch. I needed to scratch it, and the more I did, the more it grew until it took me over completely.”

      He began to scratch at his chest idly. “It was on the outside at first, then on the inside. I felt like I was being tickled constantly. I liked it, but it was odd at the same time, and then suddenly one day, I found myself wondering about you. I wanted to know what you were doing, how you were. I mean, you were thirteen feet away in a ball cage, but I still had the thoughts. They just built and built, and you started to fucking take over. All my brother shit, that got pushed aside. You and basketball. That was what I thought about, and it was nice—a nice break from everything else. And somewhere along the line I began worrying about you, caring about you, doing things to make you feel better, to make sure you were okay. Then we started screwing and I thought, Okay, this will get her out of my system. It was the opposite. You started to consume me, and I hated it. I loathed it, but I couldn’t do anything about it. It’s like you decided to take over everything inside my body, move in, and be content to live with me for the rest of time, and I had no say about it.”

      He scowled at me. “It was really fucking annoying. Now you’re in there, and I give a shit. And I want you around me all the time. And I loved that your boss got canned, and I loved fucking you away from camp. And then I had to leave, and I just wanted to be back with you. I didn’t care where it was. Here, I mean, not really here. We’re in Chicago, but you know what I mean. If I’m on the road or in Seattle or at your place—wherever you are. I just want to be around you, and I want to make you happy, and I don’t ever, ever want you to walk away from me again.”

      He stepped closer, within touching distance. His eyes were so fierce, shooting daggers at me. “Got it? You’re all about being exposed and shit—well, you’re not alone. I love you, and I have no idea what to do with this. I don’t say pretty words or make fucking declarations. I like you. I love you. I want to always be with you, and that’s that. Right? Isn’t that good enough?”

      He was almost shouting at me.

      I loved it.

      I lapped it all up like a cat getting cream for the first time. Yes, sir. More, sir. I’ll drool for it.

      He laughed at me. “You’re beaming.”

      I was.

      I loved to beam.

      Standing up on my tiptoes, I raised my arms for him. He stepped in, folding his around me, and his head bent to my neck. I kissed his jawline, his cheek, the corner of his mouth, and I whispered against his lips, “You’re annoyed at how much you love me. That’s the most romantic thing anyone’s ever said.”

      He barked a laugh. “I doubt it. I bet Damian said all sorts of nice things to you.”

      He did, but he said not-so-nice things to me too.

      “Your net worth outweighs his. How about that?”

      Another bark from him, then his hands shifted to grip my ass, and he began nuzzling my neck. “God.” He pressed a lingering kiss to my throat. “I really fucking love you.”

      “I really fucking love you too.”

      He kissed me. My lips molded to his, my body melting.

      Then he lifted his head. “Don’t ever leave me. Okay?”

      I sobered at that question and leaned backward. My hands rested on his biceps. “Same. Got it?” I held up my pinkie.

      He stared at me as a wicked grin curved on his face. “Really?”

      I raised it higher. “Got it?”

      “You and me?” He wrapped his pinkie around mine, everything in him gentle. He smoothed his hand through my hair, the touch loving, and he let out a soft sigh. “I about died when I got your texts tonight.”

      I tightened my pinkie around his. “Really? How so?”

      He laughed again, his hand breaking away, but curving around my back and sweeping up under my shirt. His head bent. I felt his lips tasting my neck, tantalizing, caressing and licking.

      “Just almost shit my pants thinking what you’d think seeing that girl. I didn’t touch her, but I didn’t stop her from touching me.” He looked at me, earnest. “I’ve not touched anyone since you. I swear. You’ve ruined me. I’ve realized it’s either you or no one.”

      I smoothed my hand up his arm, twining my fingers around the back of his neck, and I leaned back to smile at him. Dazzling.

      “Oh, Reese. You’re trying to tell me an NBA player wouldn’t eventually have sex with all those girls who throw themselves at you guys? You’re right. I believe in the Easter Bunny too.”

      His hands squeezed my sides, and his mouth found mine. “It’s true. I don’t care what you say.”

      Then his tongue danced with mine, and soon we were doing more than kissing. Soon no more words were needed, except that I really loved the way he professed his love as he slid inside of me that night—and afterwards, and before we fell asleep, and again and again and again.
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      Roman Forster, the older brother of Seattle Thunder player Reese Forster, has died. Medical personnel found his body early this morning after responding to a 911 call from his hotel room. Sources indicate he died from an overdose.

      Roman Forster had been recently released on bail for pending sexual assault charges. Though estranged from his younger brother, Reese Forster, Roman had indicated in interviews that he wished to make amends. A source close to the family reports that a history of alcoholism and addiction has played a part in their estrangement. It’s also reported that Reese Forster is estranged from his mother and father.

      A spokesperson for Reese Forster had no comment when we reached out.

      The Seattle Thunder is scheduled to play the Chicago Chasers this evening. It’s not been reported whether Forster will be playing.

      We’ll be following this story as more details develop.
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      The call came at three that morning.

      They asked Reese where he was, and told him to stay put.

      The first knock came thirty minutes later, and Stan and Juan came into Trent’s apartment. Unshed tears glistened in Juan’s eyes, though Stan barely blinked when they walked past me. I saw him wiping his eyes in the kitchen corner later on.

      The phone rang over and over after that. Stan took some of the calls. Juan talked to the coach, but after an hour of being beside Reese, Juan bunked down in Trent’s guest bedroom.

      Reese couldn’t take time off, so they made the best decision they could. I found extra bedding for Stan, who said he’d sleep on the couch. I changed the bedding in Trent’s guest room as well, but Juan insisted on having us use Trent’s main room. He said we might need privacy and the bathroom was attached. Plus, this was my friend’s place, so that was that. We lie in bed until Reese’s alarm went off.

      He turned it off, but didn’t move.

      I didn’t have to ask if he’d gotten any sleep. He hadn’t. We’d both lain in bed, and I’d held him as tears slipped down his face.

      A soft knock came an hour later, and Juan stuck his head in. There were heavy bags under his eyes. “I’m heading back to be with the team. Coach called, said you weren’t answering your phone. You want anything special from us?”

      Reese sat up on the edge of the bed and leaned forward, his head in his hands. “Nah. Thanks, man.”

      “Yeah.” Juan’s gaze met mine over Reese’s head. “You need anything?”

      I shook my head, my hand resting on Reese’s back, moving up and down, comforting. “I’ll call if I think of anything.”

      “Uh…” He cleared his throat. “I heard the team is moving hotels tonight. The lobby was flooded with fans, so I’ll grab all your stuff. Marie said she was flying in. She’ll handle it all, bring your stuff wherever you end up.”

      “Have Marie give it to Stan. I’m sure we’ll fly out of here tonight. He’ll make sure it’s all on the plane.”

      “I’ll do that.”

      “Thanks, man. Means a lot.”

      My eyes closed. Reese’s voice was hoarse, and I could feel the emotion in him. I blinked back a tear of my own, my strokes growing firmer as I rubbed over Reese’s back.

      Someone knocked on the apartment door.

      Reese looked up.

      Juan glanced over his shoulder.

      We heard muted footsteps, then the door opening and low murmurs.

      Juan looked back. “It’s Coach.”

      Reese sighed, running a hand over his face. “Tell him I’ll be out. Gotta dress quick.”

      “Will do.”

      After Reese got up and went in the bathroom, Juan said to me, “You’ll take care of him?”

      “Always.”

      He nodded. “Roman was a pain in the ass,” he whispered, “but Reese loved him. You love family whether they’re kind or not to you.”

      Then he shut the door behind him, and I could hear him talking to someone on the other side.

      Waiting for Reese, I slipped out of bed and grabbed some clothes—his sweatshirt, some leggings, and a pair of ballet slippers I’d grabbed at the last second. I sat on the edge of the bed until it was evident Reese wasn’t coming out anytime soon.

      I crossed to the bathroom, knocking. I tried the handle. “Reese?”

      He didn’t answer.

      Opening the door, my heart broke. There was no other way to say it. He sat on the floor in his sweatpants by the toilet. His knees were up as he did his best to curl himself into a ball. His head was in his hands, and I didn’t think.

      Going to him, I said his name once, sliding to my knees and moving right between his legs.

      A sob left him, but he opened his arms. Crawling into his lap, I straddled his waist and wound my arms around him, pulling him close.

      His hands balled into fists at my sides, and he cried.

      There were no words. Not like this, when it’s raw and new and has the power to change you forever. Nothing could take it away or soothe it, and the only thing I could offer was knowing he wasn’t alone.

      I brushed his hair back, kissing his forehead and whispering over and over, “I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry.”

      Eventually I felt a presence behind us.

      Twisting my head just enough, I saw Coach Winston at the door, looking utterly broken. Reese seemed oblivious. His tears kept falling, his head buried against me, and I just kept soothing him. I was doing the best I could.

      Coach nodded to me and mouthed, “Thank you.”

      I nodded back, just the smallest of motions, and he eased back. I heard the bedroom door click shut softly, and I assumed he would talk to Stan about whatever needed to be said to Reese.

      Thirty minutes later, Reese pulled himself together, his eyes red-rimmed and still sniffling. He dressed for the day, putting on the suit Juan had brought with him the night before. I didn’t know what all happened on the day of a game, but figured there were team things he needed to attend to.

      He stepped into the hall, and I was right behind him. Stan straightened in the hallway. He had dressed in a suit as well.

      He noted our clasped hands and cleared his throat. “I’ll make sure Charlie’s in a room close by for you.”

      Reese’s voice was raspy. “Thanks.”

      And just like that, we gathered the rest of our stuff and headed out. I took Trent’s keys with me. Going downstairs, no one said a word in the elevator, but an SUV was waiting for us.

      This was Stan’s doing.

      On the drive to the stadium, he informed Reese, “I’ve chartered a private jet. A car will take us straight to the airport after your game. Your coaches are aware of everything. They’re on board for you to take the weekend. You’ll be expected back to the arena Monday morning for your game that evening.”

      Reese nodded.

      “Your mother identified the body this morning, and she reached out about funeral planning. She’d like you to pay for everything.”

      Reese’s hand tightened over mine. “Of course.”

      Stan paused, then coughed. “The timing was good—shit.” He looked down. “I’m sorry. That was a bad choice of words…”

      “Roman went to rehab twelve times.”

      I looked over. Stan stopped talking.

      Reese was gazing out the window, his hand still holding mine.

      “And he wasn’t alone in that hotel room. Two girls were with him. One already reached out, asking for money to keep quiet.”

      Stan’s eyes closed for a beat. “I didn’t know that.”

      Reese’s voice was devoid of emotion. He kept looking out the window. “She reached out via my Instagram. My social media team sent it to my publicist. Monica’s waiting for my decision.”

      “I can—” Stan’s voice was strangled and thick at the same time. “I can handle it all, if you want?”

      “No.”

      So sad.

      So empty.

      But so firm at the same time.

      Reese sounded sure as he said, “No. I don’t care what they come out and say. It’s no secret what Roman was like. I’ve never paid to have anyone keep quiet about him. I’m not going to start now.”

      Stan winced, looking down at his lap for a second. He looked up at me first, then Reese. “The medical examiner’s report says overdose, but some media outlets are reporting it was suicide. How do you want me to handle that?”

      Reese turned to look at him now, his eyes hollow, his face gaunt. “How do you usually handle it? I’ve never spoken out about Roman. Won’t start now, not about this. Why would I change now that he’s dead?” He raised our clasped hands and pressed a kiss to the back of mine before turning once more to the window. “He’s at peace now, Stan.”

      Agony ripped through me, and tears came to my eyes. I held them back, but my chest felt a crushing weight, as it had over and over since that phone call.

      “I gave up on a relationship with my brother long ago, but I didn’t stop caring,” Reese added. “That’s the part that was hard—still loving him when I couldn’t do anything to help him. He tried a couple other times.”

      Stan’s eyes widened.

      Reese kept on, not seeing his manager’s reaction, “It was earlier in my career, when I was in college, so it never hit the news. No one cared about Roman Forster back then, but it was only two times. He wasn’t bad all the time, or struggling all the time. He went in waves. He had some good times when he was doing well, when rehab stuck for a bit. But then he’d fall back down. He’s better now, though. He’s not hurting anymore.”

      A car honked outside.

      A sprinkle of rain sounded on the top of our vehicle.

      We drove a few more blocks.

      “What should I tell your mother?” Stan asked.

      “Tell her I’ll pay.” Reese’s hand squeezed mine so tight as he looked over at his manager. “But only if Dad goes to a six-month rehab and she’s checked into a mental health facility. I won’t pay for shit if they both don’t agree, and they go today.”

      Stan’s face went white. “What about Roman’s funeral?”

      Reese went back to that window, his hand easing on mine, but not letting go. “They get committed, but they’ll need permission to leave for his funeral, and only his funeral. They go to the church, to his burial site, and then back into wherever they go. No time afterward for ‘coffee hour.’ I won’t do anything if those steps aren’t taken today. And if she thinks about going to a tabloid and selling some story that I won’t pay for anything, let her know I will respond, and I will be giving my terms to the public.” He laughed, bitter and empty. “She always hated what people thought of her. If anything, that’s the only threat that’ll work on them both.”

      “Okay.”

      We pulled into a back parking lot for the stadium.

      Stan had his phone out as the doors opened and we got out. “One of our lawyers is with her. I’ll relay your terms, and I’ll give the word to start the process. We’ll get them both into facilities today. Don’t worry about that. I’ll take care of it.”

      “Thank you,” Reese said.

      Stadium employees greeted us just inside the door. A photographer and camera crew were there, but no one paid them any attention. When Reese turned down the hallway, Stan caught me and held me back.

      The phone to his ear, he said under his breath, “He’s gotta be with the team now. There’ll be some press interviews, just one, but he needs to focus on the game as much as possible.”

      “What do I do?”

      “There’s a family lobby here. I’ll show you where, and I’ll get a pass for you. You can come and go as you want. Reese needs to know you’re close by, but I know him. He won’t reach out for you until after the game. He’ll try to put everything out of his mind as much as possible right now.”

      I nodded. I could do that.

      Be here. On call.

      I could more than do that.
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        * * *

      

      Trent called. Owen called. Grant called. I talked to Sophia and Hadley as well.

      I asked Stan at one point if I could get Trent a pass to come in and stay with me. So two hours into me being here, Trent came to sit next to me.

      We didn’t talk much.

      I texted with Reese a few times, checking on him, but I knew he needed to focus.

      The afternoon stretched into evening, and someone from their team came to get me. Reese had requested to see me an hour before going onto the court.

      Trent had gone up to the box by then. He said his friend and my airplane buddy Dwayne was there, and he didn’t know anything about what had happened. Someone had taken a picture of Reese kissing me the night before, but my face wasn’t visible, and in light of Roman’s death, Stan got that story killed right away. I hadn’t even known about it until Trent mentioned seeing it in an early alert, then nothing after that.

      I was taken to a room. People were everywhere, lining the hallway, and someone mentioned the locker room wasn’t too far away.

      Stan came in minutes later and motioned to the door. “Reese just wants a minute with you. He’ll be coming shortly, but then to fill you in on everything, he’ll return to the locker room, and after that, they’ll go out to play the game.”

      “Trent said there was a picture of us?”

      Stan grimaced, tugging at his collar. “Yeah. I bought the story and killed it. People are already curious about you. It’s been pushed off because of Roman’s death, but word’s spreading. Two bloggers are claiming they have video of you two conversing at the Coyotes game. Is that true?”

      I knew who he was talking about, and unease began to trickle in. “Not talking or anything. Reese was going off the court. I held my phone up and he nodded. That was it. Those guys followed me after that, but I lost ’em and left the game with my friends.”

      “And these friends? If they’re tracked down, what are they going to say?”

      “Nothing.” I felt slapped by his accusation, but the jaded look in his eyes was just resignation.

      “Everyone has a price.”

      “Not these guys.” My head rose higher. “Not me either.”

      He stared at me, hard, unblinking, and then a wall slid away. He cringed. “I, uh, I have to apologize for something.”

      More unease. Alarms began to sound.

      “That last game you were at, in Washington, that whole mess was because of me.”

      Say what?

      I lowered my head, my eyes still on him. “Repeat that.”

      He studied me a moment. “Marie didn’t ditch you. She was so intoxicated that I switched her ticket. I stayed in the box, and she left twenty minutes later. She thought you’d ditched her until she saw how irate Reese was about it all.” A vein stuck out from his neck. He was so stiff. “And Reese didn’t forget his phone. I purposely took it out of his bag and put it on the counter, after I knew he wouldn’t return to the house.”

      My teeth were grinding. I was seeing pink. Not red, just pink for now.

      “Why?”

      “I wanted to see how you would respond.”

      This fucker. “And did I pass?”

      He flinched, a flash of regret passing over him before his features turned back to stone. “It was…eye opening. If you’d wanted Reese for his money or fame, you would’ve stayed at the stadium. I apologize for the damage I inflicted. I didn’t realize how deeply he cared for you. I do now, and I can tell you I will never do anything to get between you. I am four years older than Reese. In many ways, I feel like I’m his older brother. Taking care of him has always been my job, and knowing how much he cares for you, you are now a part of that world. Now…” He drew upright, adjusting his suit jacket and smoothing out his sleeves. “Because I am not actually a big talker, this is probably the longest conversation you’ll have with me, but I am in your corner. That will never change.”

      He started for the door.

      “And if I hurt him? What then?” I called, stopping him.

      He didn’t even look at me, just reached for the handle and opened the door. “You won’t. I can tell you love him too.”

      Then he was gone, and I wanted to curse at the door.

      What a fuckhead, who I kinda liked now.
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      There’s a stillness in the air after someone’s died. You feel it, knowing something had changed drastically, but yet the world around you keeps moving forward because while you know it, they don’t. It’s an odd dichotomy, and standing in that room, waiting for Reese to come in, I noticed everything.

      The quietness in the room.

      The distant roar of the crowd through the walls. People going past in the hallway. The smell of popcorn, hotdogs, and whatever else mixed together for the heady aroma and yet, down below where I stood only a faint trace of it mingled down here.

      There were also hushed tones. Quiet footsteps.

      And nerves. My nerves.

      I was in that room by myself, knowing Reese was going to step in, knowing he loved me and I loved him and knowing how big of a responsibility that was now. In that stadium, twenty thousand people were waiting to watch him play and most of those probably knew of his loss. Some would care; some wouldn’t. Some would just want to watch a fucking good game.

      I was nervous.

      My heart was breaking.

      And I just wanted to see Reese, one last time before he had to go out there for his job.

      The door opened. My heart jerked, but it was a female staff member. Seeing me, she pressed a finger to her ear and said, “She’s ready.” She disappeared and a second later, she was back, but opening the door.

      Reese walked in, decked out in his warm-up gear.

      A burst of sensations exploded in me, filling me up. My throat swelled for a second, but without looking around, he came right to me.

      I held my arms open and he stepped in, folding his body around me. I heard the distant sound of the door closing, and it was just him and me in that room. Not a word was said. My heart swelled up too, beating hard, beating strong.

      He buried his head into the crook of my shoulder and neck. I felt his body shudder.

      A few seconds…

      Thirty…

      A minute…

      Eighty-seven seconds…

      He felt good against me. Firm. Strong. And his arms tightened.

      We were at a minute and forty seconds now.

      Two minutes.

      Another.

      Three and thirty.

      Then, a soft knock on the door, and he lifted his head up.

      It opened as he stepped back, the same girl from before looked in. “It’s time, Mr. Forster.”

      His hand was still on my hip. It tightened, flexing against my skin, and his shoulders rose up and down in an exhale. His head folded down. “Okay.” His hand fell away, but I caught it. It kept moving, his fingertips grazing mine.

      With a last look, his eyes haunted in a brief flash, before he looked back to the staff and he closed it all off again. His shoulders went back up. His head straightened. And his walk was more confident.

      He was back in game mode.

      And me, I was fighting back tears, for him.
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      “Are you ready?”

      Stan. I hated him in the beginning, but now I was starting to rely on the dickwad. He’d come back after Reese left and after the team had gone out to start warming up.

      Now he guided me up to the family and friends’ suite. He walked beside me. A few people recognized him, their eyes enlarging, but he swept past as if he didn’t see them. He kept a hand behind me, not touching me, but still there as if he were guiding and protecting me all at once. A couple of people frowned when they saw me. I don’t know what that was about, but when we got to the suite, we paused outside.

      Last time I was in a similar room, I wanted to hide and run away. That wouldn’t happen this time. Word would’ve gotten out. Plus, I knew Trent and Dwayne were in there. Stan held the door for me, but I couldn’t bring myself to go in first. I waved at him, motioning for him to lead instead, and he dipped his head, doing as I asked.

      I didn’t need to be worried.

      I knew that as soon as I stepped inside and Marie was there, her arms around me, tears on her face. “Charlie. Oh my God. How are you?” She pulled back, framing my face with her hands, her eyes so earnest. “Do you need anything? I packed up all of Reese’s things and gave them to Stan.” She glanced at him.

      He stepped close, coughing. “Yes. That’s all been taken care of.”

      My tongue was firm in the back of my throat, weighing me down. I—I didn’t know quite how to respond, but it didn’t seem to matter. Marie was hugging me again, then stepping back and wiping her tears away. “I can’t imagine. Okay.” She was scanning my face, reading me. “You’re a little overwhelmed, I can see it.” She squeezed my hands before stepping even farther back. “What do you need? Booze? A shoulder?”

      I was scanning the room. Half the room was watching us, some of the women were whispering to each other, then starting to come over.

      “I had two friends coming today…” I started to say.

      “I got you. There are two guys in the corner. They were talking to the manager.” She pointed behind me. “Is that them?”

      They were positioned at a corner table, in another suite that was connected to this one. Dwayne had a beer in hand, nodding to the conversation and watching the teams below. Trent was conversing with another man in a business suit. The suit guy was the one talking, his hands in the air, but Trent glanced back. His eyes caught me, and a look flashed in them. He said something to the suit guy, turning to come for me.

      “That’s them, yeah.”

      “Got it.” Marie patted my arm. “You go over to them, and I’ll grab you something to eat and drink, hmmm?”

      But she hadn’t gone a step before a woman stepped in. “Are you Reese Forster’s girlfriend?”

      A gargle left me. I didn’t know how to respond, not at first. Then a calmness settled over me and I held my hand out. “Yes. I’m Charlie.”

      She introduced herself. It was Lestroy’s wife.

      “If you ever need anything, let me know. Marie has my number.” She was kind, and giving. She was there for me, but I knew it was her way of reaching out, being there for Reese. This was all for Reese.

      And after she stepped back, another came forward. Crusky’s girlfriend.

      Then another.

      And another.

      A few of the men came over, introduced themselves. Condolences were said over and over until my mind was a blur.

      I couldn’t remember faces, or names, or even what they said. But I remembered the sentiment.

      They were being kind.

      That went a long way with me.

      By the time the last one who came over had stepped away, the lights in the gym were dimming for the announcer’s introductions. Trent was next to me, his hand on my arm. “We have seats in the corner. Ready?”

      I had caught Trent and Marie introducing themselves from the corner of my eye during my line of people. Stan appeared when we went over. There was no surprise from Trent so I assumed they knew each other. Dwayne was watching me, his eyebrow slightly raised, but he kept sipping his beer. He was eyeing Marie at one point until Trent nudged him and leaned in to whisper something. Dwayne jackknifed toward the window again, and stayed there.

      From what I’d been told, I didn’t think an official announcement had been made over the game’s intercom system about Roman’s death. I mean, people knew, but it wasn’t something that needed to be announced.

      But then the lights cut for the Seattle Thunder’s entrance, and the personal phone camera lights blinked on. But they weren’t the usual color. They were a pastel blue—the team color.

      Someone gasped in the suite, and I blinked back tears.

      I heard someone ask in a whisper, “Did you know they were doing this?”

      Her friend replied, “No.”

      Trent leaned over to me. “They were handing filters out in the entrance to everyone.”

      The stadium was an ocean of blinking blue lights. An awareness spread through me. I knew, I just knew that this was for Reese, because of Roman’s death. The fans were trying to give him their support in their way.

      My hand went out to the window, and I spread my fingers, pressing my palm there. It was my gesture to Reese, though I knew he wouldn’t see it.

      I caught movement beside me and looked over. Trent was giving Dwayne a filter, and they both raised their phones, holding the blue in front of the light.

      A few others in the suite were doing the same.

      When Reese’s name was announced and he jogged out onto the court, a roar sounded through the entire stadium. Those blue lights waved around, and everyone was in a frenzy.

      The camera zoomed in on Reese, and he wiped away a tear, blinking to stop the rest. He dipped his head to the crowd, then turned to look where I was.

      My hand hadn’t left the glass, and I leaned forward.

      The entire arena was Seattle Strong for Reese that night.
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      Once the game ended, we remained in the suite. Most of the others filtered out right away, but a few remained. Marie was standing point guard for me. It was too much. The game had been emotionally exhausting.

      Reese played and he played with his whole heart, but there’d been a few camera cuts to him when he’d been caught blinking back some tears. Every time I wanted to go to him. Every time I wanted to take away his pain. Every time I could do nothing.

      Our small crew remained in the corner. I hadn’t even gotten up for the bathroom, not once during the game.

      Stan was either talking on his phone or checking his phone.

      Dwayne had no idea my relation to Reese still. Bless his heart. He was blissfully drunk, sitting between Marie and Trent. He hadn’t witnessed the line of hugs I received when I came in, and I don’t think he let his beer run empty the whole game. If I were asked, I’d have to say that Dwayne had the best time this game.

      Trent nudged me with his arm, showing me his phone. “Look.”

      He had ESPN pulled up and my heart stopped in my chest. It was a picture of me, from the beginning of the game when I placed my hand against the window. The headline read, “Forster’s New Girlfriend There in Time of Need.” I gulped, grabbing the phone.

      “How did they—” But I was scrolling, reading the article.

      Stan leaned over. “The word’s out. I wasn’t able to stem all of the articles popping up. If ESPN found out, it’s a loss. They know.”

      I didn’t know how to process this.

      Handing it back to Trent, I scooted back in my chair and pulled my feet up, folding my arms around my knees. My go-to position when I want to hide.

      Trent was eyeing me, pocketing his phone. He shared a look with Stan, then Marie.

      “How are you doing, hon?” Marie switched seats with Trent.

      I shook my head. “It doesn’t matter. All that, it’s whatever. I’ll deal, process it later. I just want to be there for Reese right now.”

      He’d been there for me.

      He made me want to live again.

      It was my turn now.

      “Yeah. That makes sense.”

      Trent was standing, almost hovering over us. I tipped my head back. “Have the others texted during the game?”

      He was reading his phone again. It wouldn’t stop buzzing now. A deep frown pulled at his mouth, and he itched an idle hand over his forehead. “Shit.” Soft, under his breath. He raised wary eyes to me. “Janet’s husband was watching. He saw your picture.”

      So she knew.

      I lifted up a shoulder. My feelings had thawed toward her since she’d been there for me that day.

      He kept reading more texts as they were coming in. A grunt, then a grin. “Most are just the gang, expressing concern for how you’re doing, how Reese is doing.”

      Dwayne’s head jerked around. “Forster?” He belched, a hand pressing to his chest. “Oh. Sorry.” His cheeks pinked. “I think I’m fairly drunk.”

      Marie laughed. Even Stan grinned at that.

      I eyed Dwayne. “Fairly?”

      His eyes were almost swimming around from all the booze.

      An embarrassed grin appeared. “By fairly, I mean that I am very intoxicated. I should get a cab for the hotel.”

      Trent shot him a look, putting his phone away. “Nah, man. I’ll take you. My car is here anyways.”

      Dwayne stood up, then began to fall again. Trent grabbed his arm, steadying him up. That grin turned grateful and he patted Trent on the arm. “Thanks. You’re a good friend.”

      Trent asked me, “Are you—I mean—do you need anything? I could—”

      Stan finished up on his phone at that moment, a look of finality settling down over his face, and he stood from his seat. “It’s time.” He gave Trent a firm nod. “I got her.”

      Marie was waiting for Stan and asked now, “Cars are here?”

      He glanced down to her. “Yes. Reese is almost ready to leave.” He turned his robot-like face toward me. “We can go now, and we should if you want to get ahead of any press. I believe there’s a sports reality show filming in the arena. You might want to avoid them now.”

      That was enough for me.

      Dwayne looked confused again, tipping his head up to the side. His eyes skirting from me to Stan, or trying. They kept getting distracted by Marie in the middle. He paused, squinted, and he leaned forward now. “You’re a player’s girlfriend, aren’t you?”

      Marie snorted, standing up with me. “You’re just now piecing it together about me?”

      He was totally lost now. “Huh?”

      She laughed shortly, holding her hand out. “I’m Juan Cartion’s girlfriend.”

      His eyes bulged out. “You don’t say?” He almost stumbled as he jerked forward to shake her hand, pumping it up and down. “It’s a pleasure to meet you. I figured you belonged to someone, but I wasn’t sure.” His grin diminished to a shy one. “Took me all game to get my courage up to ask. I was hoping you weren’t.”

      Marie barked out another laugh, pulling her hand free. “Yeah.” She sidled up next to me. “Okay. We’ll leave it at that.”

      He chuckled to himself.

      Trent shook his head. “Okay. That’s really our cue to go. He’s forgetting he has a girlfriend.” His eyes found me. “Call me. Text me. Let me know if you need anything. Are you…” His gaze went to Stan, then back to me. “Are you going to remain here—”

      “I’ve chartered a plane. We’re going straight to the airport after this.” He turned to me. “Do you have everything you need?”

      “It’s that bag I gave you in the SUV.”

      He nodded. “Then we’re good to go.”

      My phone buzzed in that moment.

      Reese: You’re with Stan? Are you in the SUV?

      Me: We’re going now.

      Reese: I got questions about you, just to warn you.

      My throat swelled up. There he was, thinking about me when a part of his world crumbled today.

      Me: Don’t worry about me. How bad are you?

      Reese: Getting through it. See you soon.

      Reese: Love you.

      Fuck the throat. A tear escaped my eyelid. I flicked it away.

      Me: Love you back.

      Reese: Feels good to type that.

      Me: Yes, it does.

      He didn’t text again. Putting my phone away, all eyes were on me.

      A sad smile stretched over Marie’s face. “How’s he doing?”

      I lifted a shoulder up. “Said he got questions about me.”

      Stan swore under his breath. “I was hoping they’d hold off considering he lost his brother. Okay. That’s it then. We need to go.”

      Hugs were done at the door. I hugged Trent, even Dwayne.

      Trent murmured in my ear before letting me go, “Please reach out if you need anything. I travel a lot for my job. It’s very easy for me to book a gig in Washington, just saying.”

      I stepped back, flicking him on the shoulder. “Go back and be with your woman. I like Lauren.”

      “She likes you too. And maybe I will.”

      He took Dwayne then, a hand on his arm as the guy was weaving all around people. With another wave over his shoulder, Trent and Dwayne went around the corner. We went the other way, and like before, I just followed Stan where he was going. It was a myriad of cement steps and back doors. Marie went with us, all the way to the parking area.

      I wasn’t ready for the attention, but we were getting it. As soon as we stepped out the last door, a woman with a camera was there. “Stan! How’s Reese doing? Is that his girlfriend?”

      Marie came to my other side, draping a sweatshirt over me and I tugged down the hood. This felt weird, adopting Reese’s method of camouflage. A few months ago, I only had a cheating ex and a pervy grandpa in my life. That’d been it.

      I paused in my thoughts as we walked down toward a row of SUVs waiting.

      Breaking at one, Marie gave me a tight squeeze. “Stan has my number, but I got yours from him. Hope that’s okay? I’m going to text you, see if you need anything. And I’ll reach out once we get to Seattle in the morning.”

      Another squeeze, then she was off and getting into one of the other vehicles.

      Stan had opened the door to the one we stood by, and I climbed in. He leaned in. The reporters had remained at the exit, but there were other people standing around, and a couple had their phones pointed at us. He blocked their view, his hands on both sides of the door. “I’m going to get in the front with the driver. Reese is heading out now. Do you need anything while I’m here? I can grab a water or anything else?”

      My stomach growled. I hadn’t eaten all day, but I shook my head. “I’m good.”

      I just wanted Reese.

      He dipped his head down and stood back, shutting the door. He climbed into the front a second later, then we waited. The vehicle was silent, even the driver. Then a whole surge of activity happened toward the front. Lights were flashing, and out strolled a few of the players.

      Garth Carzoni.

      Lestroy.

      Beau Michems.

      Then Juan, and following him: Reese.

      Everything raised a whole octave at Reese’s appearance, but he walked through, ignoring everyone. Juan waited, and Reese bumped the side of his fist against his. Both separated. Juan went to where Marie was waiting, and Reese came to us.

      He got in, tossing his bag in the back before sliding next to me. The door was shut, and he reached for my hand, entwining our hands. The SUV started, and within a minute, we were pulling away from the arena.
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        * * *

      

      Life was a whirlwind after that.

      We flew back to Washington that night. Both his parents were already checked into their respective facilities by the time we landed, and as Reese had said, they attended Roman’s funeral. It was an emotional day for all of them. I sat beside Reese, holding his hand, and that night, I held him in my arms.

      He was peppering kisses up my spine, his hand shifting over my hip as he rolled me to look at me. He was looming above me, resting on an arm to hold himself up.

      The stark need in his eyes had me biting back tears. He’d had that look quite frequently this weekend, and I slid my hands up his arms, then moved one around his neck, going up into his hair and I fisted it there, pulling him down to me.

      His mouth met mine. A soft graze. Loving.

      It made me ache, but this time it wasn’t a body ache. It was a soul ache. He brought me to life, and I just wanted to do the same for him now. I wanted to push all his haunts away.

      He lifted his head. “What’s wrong?”

      My top lip curved up at that. “You’re asking me what’s wrong?”

      He rested on his side, his hand tracing circles over my stomach. The sheet fell to the side. He was seeing all of me and he bent forward, his lips finding my breast, tasting me.

      I closed my eyes, that soul ache shifting to peace. He filled me up in every way now.

      Then I started talking, “You have not once pushed me away during this time. You’ve not once tried to avoid dealing with your parents or your brother. You’ve not once shied away from all the responsibilities on your shoulder.”

      That meant something.

      He carried it all, and he did it without a thought, without breaking stride, and I knew he’d continue to do so as long as his parents were seeking help.

      He lifted his head up, gazing down at me. “Yeah. Why would I?”

      A half-laugh slipped from me. “I would’ve. I did. You changed me.” I trailed a hand down his shoulder, his arm, his chest. “I couldn’t even feel my emotions before. I asked those questions to evade it all, and here I am, actually feeling tears and peace and not shitting my pants because of it.” I looked him in the eyes, drawing him back in. “That’s because of you.”

      He shook his head, his hand going to the side of my face, tracing down my jawline. “No, that was you. You were starting to face the world again. I just happened to be in the way.” His lip curled up, and he leaned down, nuzzling my jawline and moving south.

      I closed my eyes, reaching up, grabbing a fistful of his hair.

      My breath was shortening. Panting.

      He was growing closer to my mouth.

      He paused before touching his lips to mine and murmured, “You know my tattoo?”

      I nodded. Did I? I admitted, “I might’ve salivated over it a few times.” He lifted his head farther and moved so we could both see it on his side. “What does it mean?”

      “It’s Hebrew for teardrop shot.”

      “What?”

      He was holding back a grin. “I know. It’s kind of embarrassing.”

      “Why Hebrew?”

      He laughed, burying his head in his arm for a second. “Because I thought it looked cool. I got it in college, and one of my friends was obsessed with learning Hebrew. I have no idea why, but we got drunk one night and resolved to get something that stood for our future. I got teardrop shot because it’s rare and it’s under utilized, and I wanted one thing to excel at in ball. I knew I was fast. I knew I could handle the ball decent, but I wanted one more thing that would make me stand out. I wanted to further pack my resume, I guess. But it also means more than that to me now.” He paused, a dark emotion starting to blaze from his eyes as he gazed at me.

      I whispered out, “Reese.” My hand cupped the side of his face.

      He caught my hand, bringing it to his mouth and kissing it. Then he rested it against the side of his face. “You think you had all this baggage when we first started.”

      I quirked an eyebrow up.

      He relented, “And yeah, you might’ve, but you’re going to be fine. You’re going to be amazing. You can do anything you want, and I really believe that. All that stuff you went through, it didn’t break you. It made you stronger, and I think it made you perfect for me.” He paused, swallowing before he spoke again, his voice dropping low to a rasp, “Life with me is going to be hard. I’m the one with the baggage now. There’s going to be fan pressure, women, publicity. Life’s different at this stage, and I think, I really think, you’re my teardrop shot. You’re the high arch in my life. You’re beautiful inside and out, and you’re rare. So very rare.” He leaned down, his mouth capturing mine.

      All the love, pleasure, peace in me swirled up, flooding my senses.

      I was blinking back tears, my hand moving to his chest. “There was a time when I thought I would never be happy again.” My eyes held his. “I gave it up. I was just trying to find the will to keep going, then you happened.”

      Trent.

      Owen.

      Hadley.

      Grant.

      “I got back a part of my old life. I got a piece of a new life.” Reese. “And suddenly, I could deal with losing a huge chunk of myself in the in-between. You think I was made for you. Well, I think you were made for me too.” Then I grinned. “I mean, who else still responds to me when I randomly text for thoughts on beluga procreation?”

      He laughed, his mouth closing in over mine. “That’s true. I mean, if there’s one thing that keeps me up at night, it’s beluga fucking each other, especially at three in the morning when I’m lying right next to you.”

      I laughed, but then his mouth grew more commanding, and I knew the talking was done for the night. I was okay with that.

      I was happy.
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        * * *

      

      Reese was right. Life happened after that. A lot of life.

      His father emerged from rehab six months later sober and he remained that way. Reese got his dad back. It wasn’t quite the same with his mother. She was treated for chronic depression, survivor’s guilt, and post-traumatic stress disorder.

      Through the years, she had ups and downs, but she continued to struggle the rest of her life. She was in and out of mental hospitals, but she tried. She really tried.

      As for Damian, the first day he met Reese, he beamed from ear to ear. He ate all of his meals. The nurses marveled at how happy he’d been. By that time, he’d already forgotten about me. I was his friend who watched sporting games with him, and then I became Reese Forster’s woman.

      I always got a little sad when he called me that. He never understood why, and I never shared. It was easier to go with the new name. It was the happiest for him. He was proud to know me.

      He forgot AJ, but not Mickey or his mother. He remembered both to the end.

      He passed in his sleep, five years from Roman’s death. The nurses never heard his bed alarm. When they checked on him for their three am rounds, he was gone.

      My family came around, but it wasn’t a happily-ever-after ending with them. They were excited to meet Reese, but I was never able to get past what had happened with Damian. A piece of my heart had died, and though I tried to put it back, it never filled again. I was on polite terms with my family. Polite, but distant, and it stayed that way even while I worked close by in marketing for Echo Island Camp.

      I remained with the camp for two years, going back and forth from Seattle.

      I only needed to be there half the time, when I was in charge of photo ops and had to document all the busy camp schedules. Reese came with me if he wasn’t training in his off-season, and during my off-season at work, I went where Reese was.

      I put in my resignation when I was ready for a career change—and remember that book I said I was going to do for therapy? I finished it.

      I published it.

      And I’m pretty sure two people bought it: one was Reese, and the other was Stan.

      Reese offered to post it on his social media, but I didn’t want that. I wrote that book about Damian and me. It was our relationship, and I enjoyed knowing it was out there in the netherworld of sales. Over the next six months, three more people bought it.

      Thank you, whoever you are.

      As for Reese and I…
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      “I’m going to murder you!”

      I was holding on to his hand in a death grip, my thighs spread wide, and it wasn’t his head between my legs. A fucking basketball was coming out of me.

      I know, I know.

      I would love the little basketball. I would adore it. This twenty-two hours of pain would be worth it, or so I’d been promised. The outlook wasn’t pointing that way, but then the doctor looked up. His face serious, his mouth in a perpetual firm line, he said the three most heavenly words that made me want to profess my undying adoration of him.

      “One. Last. Push.”

      Well, I pushed.

      I heaved.

      I tried to punish Reese by breaking his hand, and he was cringing, but I knew it wasn’t because of me. His gaze was fixed firmly on that doctor too, and then, with a last shove—I was trying here, so bad, but the epidural was working wonderfully—thank goodness—then the basketball was out of me.

      I paused, holding my breath, tears streaming down my face.

      The doctor lifted up our little basketball, curled up in a fetal position, all wrinkly and purple, and he was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen.

      “She’s a girl!” the doctor announced.

      She was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen.

      Reese was crying. I was crying, and a heartbeat later, she was crying. See. We were the most perfect family there was.

      We named her Echo, call me a sentimental mess, but that’s where Reese and I met. Echo Roman Forster, and yes, her last name matched mine because Reese and I tied the knot a year ago.

      Holding Echo, holding Reese’s hand, feeling a swell of feelings, I couldn’t help myself. With the doctor still there, and a roomful of nurses, I asked no one in particular, “Thoughts on why we don’t set toilet paper vertical instead of horizontal?”
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      HER

      Some men reek of trouble. Trey Marks is one of those men. His fingers haven’t stopped moving since I sat down. Right now they are turning the dial of his watch, an expensive piece that peeks out of the edge of his custom suit. I can hear the click of the dial as he gently slides it forward, just one notch at a time, spaced out just enough to drive me mad. Is he even listening to me? I’m barely listening to myself, my ears pricked and tuned to the next click of the timepiece. Click.

      “If you look at the last page, you can see some of my ideas for your Isabella line…” Click.

      “I have contacts that could lower your costs, especially in the…” Click.

      “I’m looking for a position that will allow me to have greater decision-making ability and…” Click.

      I tighten my hands around the leather portfolio, fighting the urge to reach over and snatch his hands away from the watch. He removes the distraction, the offending hand moving up to rub over his lips. I look away. He doesn’t just reek of trouble. The damn man is dipped in temptation, the center of it all radiating out of those eyes. I stepped in this office, and those eyes undressed me. I sat down before him and he all but rubbed his hands in glee.

      “You seem apprehensive, Ms. Martin.” His hand drops from his mouth and I force myself to meet his eyes.

      “I’m sorry. Interview nerves.” I smile and he studies me.

      “Is that it?” He doesn’t believe me. One point for Marks, though I’m not entirely surprised by his ability to read women. His business is seduction, designing lingerie pieces that lure women to purchase and men to take off. According to industry rumors, he’s never been married, fucks like an animal, and has a mouth like my shower massager. It doesn’t matter. He needs a Creative Director, and I need a new job. Word on the street is that Marks Lingerie is struggling, and I don’t need a psychology degree to read the stress that frames his cocky stare. Deep lines across his forehead, the tight clench of his jaw, that damn reach of his fingers to his watch. I recognize the signs. Stress, at the moment, is my life.

      It could be worse. I could have a sick child, or an abusive husband—something more valid than the simple fact that I hate my job. I hate it in a way that makes my chest hurt when I step off the elevator each morning. I spend my lunch break in my car, tinted windows up, the engine off, hiding from my bitch of a Creative Director, Claudia VanGaur. She’s been threatening to retire for the last decade. For that long, I’ve been stupid enough to believe her. Now, I’m stupid to stay, stupid to continue waiting for her to turn over the reins. She’ll be at Lavern & Lilly ’til she’s dead, and torture every employee until that dying breath.

      I need a change; I need the promotion I’ve deserved for a decade. I’ll work anywhere in women’s fashion, but undergarments are my passion, and this is the first Creative Director opportunity that has appeared in the last year. I don’t just want it; I need it.

      “Tell me about the guy.”

      “I’m sorry?” I watch as his eyes drop to my hands, to the diamond, and suddenly understand. “Oh. Craig. He’s…” My mind blanks. He’s very nice. He’s a chemist. He’s never looked at me the way that you, right now, are. “We’ve been engaged four months,” I finish. It’s a safe answer, one that doesn’t mention Craig’s MIT diploma, or his upper-class upbringing. As much as the industry gossips about Trey Mark’s bedroom skills, they bemoan his upbringing even more. Raised in South Central. The son of a stripper, one killed in a nineties drug raid. College dropout. The rumor is that he slept his way into some rich old lady’s fortune, waited for her to die, then used the ill-gotten inheritance to start Marks.

      “Have you set a date?”

      With just one question, he exposes everything. “No. Not yet.”

      “Why not?”

      I can feel a scowl forming, the movement of my eyebrows tightening, and I force a smile, letting out a soft exhale as I speak. “We just haven’t. We’re both very busy right now.” I swallow, and hope that I buried the truth. Because I’m scared. Because I’m bored. Because right now, if I am so easily affected by you, then I probably shouldn’t be getting married to begin with.

      His mouth cracks, a widening of lips, the peek of perfect teeth. It is the beginning of a smile, and I can see him fight to contain it, his tongue playing with the corner of his mouth before he purses his lips closed. His eyes drop once more to my ring before they lift again to my face, his features more composed, a flicker of amusement still in those dark eyes. I want to ask him what is so damn funny. Instead, I knot my fingers and focus on finding an imperfection on his face. I fail.

      “I’m asking about your fiancé for purely innocent reasons. Kate, I’m not the easiest person to work for.” He leans forward, his forearms resting on the desk, and runs the fingers of one hand over the knuckles of his other. “I’m temperamental, and terrible with instructions, and I can be a real asshole.” A hint of a smile appears, then he sobers. “But despite what you may have heard about me, there are certain lines I don’t cross, and fucking my employees is one of them.”

      “Literally or figuratively?” I don’t know where the words come from, but they are well received, his grin splitting wide open, a chuckle rumbling out.

      “Both.” He pushes to his feet and extends a hand. “Thank you for coming in, Ms. Martin. Someone will be in touch to follow up.”

      My stomach twists. Maybe it is my portfolio. Maybe I seemed too eager. Maybe, it is the ring on my finger. I force a smile and slide my palm into his, the squeeze of his handshake just strong enough to ground me.  “Certainly. It was a pleasure to meet you.”

      The lie falls smoothly from my lips, but our handshake lasts a second too long.

      I don’t know how I’ll return to Lavern & Lilly, or how I’ll make it through more years under Claudia, but I know one thing: Trey Marks can say all day long he doesn’t fuck his employees, but I’d bet you his watch that he’d have spread me wide open on his desk if I’d asked for it.

      I push on the exterior door and step into the Los Angeles heat, inhaling the light honeysuckle scent. In four hours, I have dinner with Craig, a meal where he will dissect every moment of my interview and manage to pile more stress onto my job search. I leave Trey Marks’s inappropriate comments in the parking lot, and get in my car, my mind already cataloguing which details I will share with Craig.

      It takes twenty minutes of windows-down driving, music blaring, my steering wheel shuddering underneath my palms, for me to forget the pull of his smile.

      Baby Jesus in a Manger. The man should be illegal.
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      Him

      My desk was a gift from my father, a man who always spent more than he made, my childhood a mix of shiny toys and eviction notices. He gave me this desk a month before he died, the piece plucked from an estate sale down in Rancho Santa Fe, the hundred-year-old piece hand-carved, the edges filled with miniature battle scenes, the top inlaid with leather. I kept the card that he left on its surface, a single notecard, his scrawl barely legible across its lined surface. Always fight, it said. An interesting sentiment for a man who drove his brand new Porsche off a Malibu cliff. The responding officers blamed fog and heavy rain. I blamed aggressive creditors, mom’s death, and the flask he liked to keep in his front pocket.

      I slide the folder of resumes before me, the simple act of opening the folder exhausting in its chore. Staffing will be the death of me. So important to a company, so time consuming when squeezed into a day. But this position, out of all of them, is the most important. I can’t pass off my Creative Director to a staffing agency or HR. This role will work hand-in-hand with me. This choice could save Marks Lingerie or cement our demise. I flip through the resumes and stop at Kate Martin’s, letting out a stiff breath as I survey the page. A Bachelors from Parsons. UCLA for her MBA. Only one job dotting the work experience section, her last eleven years spent with Lavern & Lilly. I make a face. Lavern & Lilly is conservative women’s fashion, its closest competitor White House Black Market. Would she know anything about seduction? About sex appeal? Her conservative pantsuit hadn’t exactly helped her cause.

      Settling back in my chair, I close my eyes and picture her. Those pale pink lips, a faint tint of gloss, their constant press. She had been nervous, her fingers running over the top of her resume, her hands clenching and unclenching the portfolio, her eyes darting everywhere but my face. I’m not a stranger to nervous women; I’ve spent a lifetime using my looks to my advantage, my smile and words to fill in any gaps my appeal might contain. If I’d wanted to, I could have had Kate Martin. If I want to, I still could. Fuck the ring and the fiancé. No woman who wants to get married waits to set a date.

      “Literally or figuratively?” Something had flashed in her eyes when she had asked the question. The edge of her mouth had curled, the hint of a dimple appearing. In those three words, she had shown what hid beneath that stiff posture and nervous eyes. In those three words, she had shown spunk.

      I pull out her resume and close the folder, pushing aside the inappropriate thoughts that have plagued me since our meeting. My company is in trouble. I’m leveraged in ways that make me sweat, our assets dwindling, sales declining, morale at an all-time low. It doesn’t matter if Kate Martin is fuckable, willing, or engaged. I don’t need another fuck buddy. What I need—more importantly, what my company needs—is a savior.

      Could she be it?
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      HER

      “You got the job? Oh honey, that’s terrific!” My mother’s voice pumps out from my cell phone, and I can picture her legs moving, one hot pink lycra-ed leg before the other, her free hand swinging, as she moves down the street. “I am so proud of you! Do you like your new boss?”

      “I’m not sure yet.” I open the fridge and stare at the contents.

      “I’m sure you will, I can just feel it.” She inhales. “Plus, it’s a new moon tomorrow, and that will help.” There is the blare of a horn, and the muffled sound of her cursing. I put her on speaker and set the phone down on the counter. When she returns, her voice is bright and cheerful. “So! I’m assuming you gave L&L your two-week notice?”

      “I tried. They had security escort me out.”

      “What?” I can almost hear the screech of her tennis shoes against the pavement.

      “It’s standard, Mom. They don’t want me messing anything up on my way out.”

      “Well, that’s ridiculous. I’m so sorry, Kate.” She huffs into the phone.

      I find a box of stuffed green peppers in the freezer and pull it out. “Anyway, you can tell Jess tonight. It’s not a secret.”

      “Are you sure you can’t come? I’ve got plenty of food. And you can bring Craig! It’ll be fun.” Her voice pitches, as if in protest of her words, and I bite back a smile. There are many definitions of fun, but Craig and I—around my sister and her five kids—is never fun, at least not for him. It’s entertaining for Jess and me, especially if Mom’s pulled out the wine, but it is excruciatingly painful for him. And tonight, as much as I would enjoy seeing them all—I need some space, a quiet night to celebrate my time at Lavern & Lilly, and my fresh start at Marks Lingerie. “Another time. Give everyone a hug from me.”

      She promises to do so, and I turn on the oven as she hangs up. I call Craig, leaving him a voicemail with the good news, and then I go out to the garage, opening the car’s trunk and grabbing the first cardboard box, carrying it into the apartment before returning for the second, and then the third.

      Eleven years at L&L and all of it fits into three boxes. I open the first one, and pick through the contents. With the second box, I grab wine and put the green peppers in the oven. Before opening the third box, filled with nostalgia, I eat.

      I find a framed photo from just before my Parsons graduation, with my old best friends. Four of us, all with maxed out credit cards and big dreams, clinking sugar-rimmed martini glasses in a dark club somewhere in Manhattan. I haven’t looked at the photo in years, and haven’t spoken to them in almost that long. Meredith is in Seattle now, Jen is in Miami, and Julie and I got in a fight four years ago and haven’t spoken since. I wipe the dust off the frame and return it to the box, not interested in seeing it every day, not interested in feeling the pang of regret. Maybe I should call Julie. I take a long pull of wine and discard the idea. Truth be told, I haven’t really missed her.

      I sift through a pile of business cards, dropping a few of them into the kitchen trash. Maybe Craig and I can find new friends. He has a group he wants to join—Mensa—and brought home membership tests last week, his application already completed, typed into the form with neat precision. Apparently there are weekly events, parties where intelligence is tested and carefully orchestrated mingling occurs.

      I haven’t taken my membership test yet. It’s an IQ exam, one that ignores any fashion abilities or reality-tv knowledge. Craig has pushed me to take it, sending reminders by email, spare tests brought to every date. I almost took it yesterday, but I’m torn over whether or not to cheat on it. My conscience says no. My common sense says that it’s a stupid Mensa test and morals aren’t really in play, but my fiancé’s respect is. On the man’s eHarmony profile, he had “intelligence” as his most important quality, above cleanliness and personality. Before our first date, he had asked for my GMAT scores. I may have overinflated mine a teensy bit out of competitive pride.

      My phone buzzes, and my back stiffens out of habit, my mind steeling for Claudia’s voice, before I remember my resignation. I take a long sip of merlot and force myself to relax before I reach for my cell. It’s a text from Craig.

      Just got your voicemail. Congratulations! Want me to come over to celebrate?

      I consider the offer, my eyes moving over the cardboard boxes, the vomit of my past all over the kitchen counters.

      Sure. Come over around ten. We can celebrate naked.

      I send the message and smile, imagining Craig’s face when he reads it, the rise of his eyebrows, the widening of his eyes. It will catch him off guard, our texts never racy, everything appropriate, should anyone pick up either of our phones. But tonight, I’m feeling reckless. Maybe it’s the unshackling of my Claudia VanGaur cuffs. Maybe it’s the three glasses of wine I’ve had. Or maybe it’s the phantom feel of Trey Marks’s eyes, the way that—fully dressed before him—I had felt naked.

      I finish off the glass and reach for the bottle.
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        * * *

      

      Craig’s knees against the inside of my thighs. His hands beside my shoulders. He dips his head and I lift my chin. We kiss, our teeth bumping, and he slows his thrusts in order to do a better job.

      “I love you,” he whispers.

      “I love you, too.” I lift and wrap my legs around his waist, my hands digging into the meat of his ass, and when I pull him hard against me, he responds. There is a moment of heavy breaths and small grunts, and I close my eyes, enjoying the movement, the flex of his cock inside of me, the slap of our bodies together. I can feel when he is close, the quickening of strokes, the tightening of muscles, and he moans, pushing deeper, his body stiffening as he gives one final pump.

      I close my eyes, and Trey Marks’s face flashes, for a quick moment, in the dark.
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        * * *

      

      At L&L, all of the Los Angeles employees worked in one big loft, our desks arranged in clusters to foster teamwork and interaction. The only thing it fostered was paranoia, the feeling that we were being watched constantly, no conversations private, peak times a shouting match of everyone trying to be heard. Some nights I was hoarse from the constant need to raise my voice just to have a simple conversation.

      At Marks Lingerie, I am given a private office, one with glass walls and a view of the city skyline. I run my fingers over my nameplate, the Creative Director title sending a small thread of pleasure through me.

      “Got everything you need?” I turn to see Trey, his hand gripping the edge of the doorframe. The tie he wears is crisply knotted, his jacket gone, his short hair styled in the messy way of playboys everywhere. His tan skin contrasts with the blue button-down, his eyes popping against the color.

      “I’m good.” I smile, pulling my bag off of my shoulder and setting it on the desk. “Great view.”

      “We need you to keep it.” He smiles, and I see the stress behind the words.

      “Yes sir.” I nod. I can handle pressure. Compared to L&L, this is Disneyland. Instead of eight clothing divisions, we have one. Instead of reporting to Claudia, I’ve got him.

      Lingerie, I can handle. Visions, I can create. A team, I can inspire. A boss, I can please.

      I smile at him and can see the worry in his eyes.
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        * * *

      

      It’s amazing how productive I am when Claudia is removed from the equation. In a typical day at L&L, I spent five or six hours with her. On my first day at Marks, there was a three-hour stretch where I closed my office door and no one bothered me. Total silence! For three hours! I was able to review four years of catalogs and product lines before lunch. I unpacked my thermos and ate at my desk, diving into the designers’ files, a task which ate up the rest of the day. I left by six, and was asleep by nine.

      On my second day, I conducted an employee survey, as well as interviewed the entire design staff, one-by-one, a process that ate up almost seven hours. The general consensus, though they didn’t use these exact terms: Trey is amazing and this job is a cupcake run. Maybe it’s the last decade I’ve spent in cardigan-wearing hell, but my lip had curled a little at the idea of a company drowning, and their employees enjoying the ride. It is past time to rock this boat.

      Trey walks by, his jacket on, keys in hand, and I already hate this glass wall that separates my office from the hall. Each pass of his suit reminds me of a donut shop display, a million calories, lined up to tempt you. A million mistakes, all brightly lit and just a touch away. Just before his office, he turns his head, our eyes meet, and it’s like biting into a dark chocolate eclair. That one hold of eye contact—it’s addictive, the promise of more, the knowledge that you should put it down and walk away.

      I’ve never been good with sweets. If I have one nibble, one bite—I’ll eat an entire box. I’ll wreck my stomach and destroy my diet, toss away weeks of hard work. I’ll give up everything for one long moment of gluttonous satisfaction. I look away, and it is a torturous effort.

      It’s his fourth pass this morning, his office two doors down from mine. This isn’t going to work. Not with a man like him, one too tall to miss, that suit jacket stretching smoothly over muscular shoulders, his dress pants sliding sleekly over what appears to be a perfect ass. God, listen to me. His ass? I’ve never even noticed a man’s ass before. I stand up from my desk before I lose all sense completely. I have four months before I pitch him my vision for next year. Four months to break apart every style line that Marks Lingerie makes and rework it into my own.

      The first step to that goal? Remove distractions.

      I stand and walk to the corner of the room, then turn back and survey my desk.
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      HIM

      She’s turned her work station. It’s not the first thing I notice when I walk by. The first is her ass. She stands beside the desk, the phone to her ear, and leans forward, her fingers moving on the mousepad, the position serving her body up perfectly. I stop, on my way to the reception desk, a shipping schedule in hand, and can’t help but stare.

      Long legs stretching up from modest heels. A skirt that starts at the knee and hugs tightly. Her feet are slightly spread, and if I got behind her right now, I wouldn’t have to change anything to her position. My hands biting into her hips. That skirt unzipped and puddled around her ankles. Panties pulled aside, cock lined up, her face looking back, eyes on mine.

      I force myself to step forward, to put one shoe ahead of the other, the page crumpling in my grip.
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        * * *

      

      “Explain to me what the fuck you’ve done.” I try to control my voice, try to contain the anger that is rippling through me. The pressure is fucking with my head, it’s fraying at my psyche. Three years ago, I would never have lost my cool over this. Three years ago, I would have politely fired the woman and then left the office, the day still bright enough to get in a trip to Malibu. Three years ago, I didn’t have the IRS and every bank in town on my ass.

      She looks up from her computer and nods toward her door, not one ounce of concern in that pretty face. “Please shut the door.”

      My hands tighten on the back of the leather chair, one of two that sits before her desk. I straighten, and reach one hand out, the tight quarters making it easy to grab ahold of the door and swing.

      Click. The sounds from the office disappear. I turn to face her, and she sits back, her arms crossing over the front of her chest. “I need more clarification. I’ve done a lot of things.”

      “I can see that.” If she were a man, I’d have her by her throat, pushed up against the wall, so close that our bodies were touching. Maybe it’s better that she’s not. I’d probably lose focus.

      She rolls her eyes as if I don’t hold her job in my hands. As if she owns this company, and I am bothering her with my questions. “I don’t have time to play games, Trey. What did I do to piss you off?”

      I should fire her. Right now. Fire her and spend the rest of the day putting my company back together. My hands find the back of the chair again, and I wrap my palms around it, squeezing hard. “You fired seven people.” Seven. A third of the design staff.

      “My job description states that I can adjust staffing.”

      “That’s not an adjustment, that’s insanity.”

      “It cleared five hundred thousand dollars off of the budget. And I spoke to the design staff about it.”

      “Which staff?” I think of the seven people on her ax list. Seven lives she just ruined. Would they find new jobs? Would they—

      “All of them.”

      “Twenty-two employees?” Unlikely.

      “At ten minutes per meeting, it doesn’t take that long. I got in early yesterday and knocked it out. Plus, I used the survey results.”

      Oh yes. The survey. That had certainly put the department into a state of panic. “That wasn’t a survey, it was a witch hunt.” The survey had contained only three questions. It had been sent to her team at precisely two o’clock, and a timer had run in the top of the window, giving the participants only thirty seconds to complete the survey. The first question had asked, on a scale of one to ten, how overworked you felt. The second asked which three jobs were expendable in the company. The third asked which three people were expendable.

      “Witch hunt or not, the results were fairly clear.” She slides a piece of paper forward, one covered in bar graphs and statistics.

      “You fired Ginger. She’s practically our mascot.” Ginger, the seventy-year-old woman who prepared coffee each morning and got everyone’s lunch. Her official title was something about quality control.

      “Be realistic.” She stands up, her steel gaze nothing like the polite interviewee who had quivered before me. “You can’t have mascots and people working here just because they are well-liked. You can’t have a hundred percent of your employees giving ones and twos on their level of stress.” She stabs a finger toward the page. “You are running a business, one that, if we don’t turn around, is going to end up firing every single one of them. I need you to trust me, and in one year, we’ll be giving jobs to a dozen new people. In one year, we will be profitable. In one year, if you want Ginger back, you can have her.”

      I’ve never wanted to kiss a woman so badly in my life. To bury my hands in her hair and dominate that mouth. My hands twitch on the leather back of the chair. I stop myself  from moving forward and pulling her across that glass desk.

      I don’t like strong women. I don’t like being yelled at. I don’t like being proven wrong. She has the data. She’s done the homework. I know, I have known, that we are slightly overstaffed. I’ve known for six months that I should lay off one or two people. Seven people is ridiculous. But half a million dollars is badly needed.

      “I didn’t hire you to run my business. I hired you for your creative input and vision. I hired you to create products that sell. You have to consult me in these decisions, even if it involves your team.” She doesn’t understand that this is my family, paychecks I have paid for nine years, lives that depend on me.

      “I was typing up a memo when you came in. You’ll have it within the hour. It will explain all of the reasoning behind the decisions.”

      “Next time, get me the memo before you fire anyone.”

      She tilts her head, as if she is considering the order.  I watch her front teeth bite gently down on her bottom lip, and all I can think about is my cock sliding into that mouth. “I need decision-making ability. It’s in my job descript—”

      “Job description,” I interrupt. “I know.” She’s obsessed with them. I can see, spread out on the glass top of her desk, a dozen of them, covering different roles in the company. She’s probably the only one who has ever read them, much less taken them as gospel. I need to review hers. I have a feeling it will be haunting this relationship. I unwrap my fingers from the chair, and can see the indentations I have left, the bites in the leather, ones that are already beginning to fade. I step back, and notice her heels, lined neatly up by the credenza, her bare feet against the wood floors, the tip of each toe painted a light pink. She has tiny ankles, and I have a brief vision of my hand wrapped around one, her feet against my shoulders, my palm running down the length of her legs.

      She raises her eyebrows and I try to find a coherent stream of thought. “I’ll be looking for that memo.” I stop, one hand on the doorknob, and feel like I’m running. I need to say something else, something that puts me back in the driver’s seat and reaffirms my authority.

      There is a long beat where her eyes hold mine, a challenge flashing out, clouding the arousal. My dick is confused, and so is my head.

      I open the door and escape into the hall, into my domain.

      If this woman was lingerie, she’d be black leather, with studs along the seams and enough of a dominatrix vibe to give a man pause.

      If this woman was lingerie, I’d strip it off and then properly show her who is in charge.
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      two months later

      “I just don’t understand how you didn’t get it.”

      I let out a controlled breath, pulling my seatbelt across my chest and pushing it into the clasp. “I’m sorry. I just couldn’t figure it out.”

      Damn Mensa and their “delightfully fun puzzles!”—puzzles that I had failed. We’d had four challenges in tonight’s party, and I had failed three of them. Craig was—still is—dismayed by my results. Next week’s event is a ”fun team challenge!” which I’m assuming will mean that Craig’s and my scores will be combined. That possibility seems to be the true root of his panic.

      I glance over at him, watching as he flips on the windshield wipers and checks all three mirrors before shifting into reverse. His face is pale blue from the restaurant’s sign, the fluorescent neon highlighting the thick mop of dark hair that is perfectly combed, despite the stress of the evening. I consider telling him the truth, and just as quickly discard it.

      The truth is, I cheated on the Mensa admittance test. I found an online answer sheet and penciled in enough right answers to get me in, without arising any suspicions over a perfect score. I got my laminated card, slid my hand into Craig’s, and walked into that damn event. I didn’t think it would be so hard. I didn’t realize that everyone would be so freaking serious about the thing. Each challenge had been timed, the correct answers written on a big white board in order of timing. In the air, competitive spirit had almost crackled with intensity. At the end of the night, Craig had placed second. The losers had been on their own board, a board that I dominated in depressingly consistent fashion. The only name lower than mine had been Chad, a scrawny guy with skinny jeans and a pierced tongue. Chad had been brought by his parents, and was a high school sophomore, a fact that Craig had pointed out three times.

      “Maybe you have performance anxiety.” Craig rolls the syllable of each word on his tongue as if testing their flavors. “Athletes suffer from it all of the time. Maybe it caused your brain to lock up.”

      “Maybe.” I reach down, into my purse, and pull out a pack of gum. “Want some gum?”

      “I bet there are exercises we could do online. We could time them, to try to recreate the environment. Or maybe food—you know, tryptophan relieves anxiety.”

      “Tryptophan?” I pull a stick of Big Red out and hold it toward him, his head shaking subtly, his hands remaining locked in their ten and two positions. “Like turkey?”

      “It’s a precursor to a neurotransmitter called serotonin, which helps you feel calm.”

      “I know what serotonin is,” I say flatly, though—honestly—I don’t. I mean, I sort of know what it is. Though I thought it had something to do with sunshine and skin. Or maybe that’s melatonin. Or melanin. Something like that.

      “It’s not just in turkey,” he continues, the van coming to a complete stop at a stop sign. There are no cars in sight, not so much as a falling leaf moving, yet he looks left, then right, then checks his rearview mirror. “It’s also in chicken and bananas. Cheese, oats, peanut butter…” He continues to list food and I rest my head on the headrest, tuning him out. He’s crazy if he thinks that I’m going to do a food prep for the next meeting. I’m not even certain I’m going to the next meeting. I’m not even home from this one, and I’m already dreading it.

      “I’ve got an early morning tomorrow.” I interrupt his continuing list of tryptophan foods, a list that is getting ridiculously long, and I don’t know what is more alarming—how many foods contain tryptophan, or how many foods that Craig is aware of. There are times when it is convenient to date a brilliant man. There are other times, present moment included, when it is just really damn annoying. It’d be one thing if he was quietly brilliant, the sort of quiet and unassuming genius that keeps all of his worldly knowledge to himself. But Craig is more of the “let everyone know how much I know” type. He won’t shut up about it. And tonight, I can’t take any more of it.

      “Oh. So … I won’t come in, then.” He puts the van into park and turns on his hazards, a habit I used to find endearing but tonight is absolutely maddening in its overkill. The chances of someone tearing around the curve and hitting his vehicle in the moments in which he is walking me in … they are minute at best. He waits a beat before opening his door, his head tilting to me, waiting for confirmation of his suggestion.

      “That would probably be best.” I stuff the gum pack back into my purse, waiting for him to walk around the front of the car, his journey marked by the orange flares of his hazard lights. He opens my door and I step out.

      “Tomorrow, we can brainstorm about next week,” he says, helping me up the dark path to the building.

      “Sure.” I’ll brainstorm all right. I’ll spend every second of tomorrow’s spare time devising an excuse for my absence. Maybe a last-minute meeting? Or a highly contagious cold?

      We come to a stop outside the door. “Goodnight, Kate.” His kiss is soft, a gentle press that speaks of forgiveness. I forgive you for your terrible performance tonight. I forgive you for your performance anxiety, and for embarrassing me. Next week, we will do better. I know it. I hear the words as clearly as if he speaks them.

      “Goodnight.”

      It’s not his fault I cheated. I unlock the door and wonder how much of my irritation is due to myself, and the un-winnable situation I’ve put myself in. Once inside, I reconsider inviting him in. Will he be able to move past my performance? Will we be able to discuss anything other than that damn whiteboard and his second-place standing on it?

      I move down the hall to my apartment, heading for the shower as soon as I step in.
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      My sex life has occasionally put me in awkward situations. That’s what happens when your brand of kink is outside the box. It puts you in unique places, with unique people. This is the first time it’s put me in front of a gun.

      The setup had been simple, which typically works best in these situations. I leave a key at the front desk. I go to the room. At 10 PM I go into the shower, taking my time. When I finish, and step out, into the hotel room, she will be waiting on the bed. Cue the fun.

      She is waiting, all right.

      I rest my hands on my bare hips and look past the 9mm, and to the woman holding it. She looks nothing like the profile photos, her hair dark instead of light, her breasts big instead of small, her eyes calculating instead of sweet. She smiles, and a silver tooth glints out from her smile. I hope she’s not planning on raping me. I have a wide range of women who I find attractive, but crazy bitch isn’t on that menu.

      A man comes from behind her and steps past me, into the bathroom. There is the rustle of clothing, and then he emerges, rattling my car keys. “Struck the jackpot with this one,” he drawls. “Tesla.”

      He’s an idiot if he thinks that stealing my car is a wise move. The thing is outfitted with enough tracking software and cameras to find Jimmy Hoffa’s body. I open my mouth to enlighten them, then shut it. Let them get caught. They’ll have to stop and charge the damn thing soon enough, its battery already low. He has my wallet and watch in hand, and I wince at the sight of the Glashutte Original in his hands. The watch was my father’s—the inscription imprinted on me, his rough drawl clear as day in my mind every time I read it. You are the captain of your soul. The loss of it will hurt more than the car.

      “Nice watch.” He grins at me and he is lucky I value my life. Take the gun out of this equation, and I’d have him down on the ground, my fist in that smirk, then my elbows. He thinks I am a rich prick who grew up above the law. He doesn’t know the neighborhoods I roamed as an only child, the type of streets where you fought for your respect and stole everything else.

      Maybe I’ve gotten soft. I should have left the watch at home. I could have stuck a twenty in my pocket and left the keys in the car, locking it with my phone instead of the fob. Instead, I trusted the address, the Ritz Carlton logo, and a squeaky clean online profile. Now I’m literally left with my dick out, watching the man stuff my clothing into a duffel bag, my thousand-dollar jacket shoved, with little regard, in last. I watch my phone disappear into his jean pocket.

      “You mind leaving my clothes?” I flash the woman a smile. “It’d be nice to walk out of here.”

      The grin, one that hasn’t failed me yet, earns me a downward glance, her eyes drifting over my cock. “Go right ahead, beautiful. Nothing to be ashamed of there.” She smacks her gum and smiles. “Now, let’s get your sexy ass on that balcony.”

      I am half-relieved, half-concerned, at the instructions. Maybe she isn’t going to kill me. Maybe she’ll just lock me out, thirteen floors up. If so, how long will it take for someone to see me? How long before they track down my room and let me out? I glance toward the balcony door. “Give me a robe, at least.”

      She considers the idea, then nods, barking out an order to the man, who scoffs at my request while wearing a puffy jacket that I could climb Everest with. I watch as he yanks a fluffy white robe off a hanger and walks past me, giving me a wide berth, the sliding door opened, the robe left outside. Sixty seconds later, I am beside it, the woman’s bright orange fingernails waving at me as she closes the curtain and locks the door. I pull on the bathrobe and wonder how the fuck I got here.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Mr. Marks, you can’t throw furniture off the balconies.” The hotel’s night manager sneers at me with a snobbish scowl that I haven’t seen in a decade, not since I moved solidly into the upper class.

      “I understand that. I was trying to signal to the people out on the deck.” In the lunacy of this situation, I seem to be in trouble, the man glaring at me as if I am about to be put on a Ritz Carlton blacklist of sorts.

      “You will have to pay for the damage. You destroyed the chaise lounge. And the side table.” He pushes a piece of paper forward, one where he has neatly written down both items, as if I might argue this point at some future moment. Underneath the two, he has added “Bathrobe: $40,” the words underlined.

      “That’s fine. I’ll pay for it.” I rub my eyes and wonder at what point everyone lost their damn minds. The police had been the first to show up, called by this idiot, who still seems convinced that I was drunk and slinging furniture off my balcony just for the joyous hell of it. It took fifteen minutes to explain the situation and get them in pursuit of the Tesla, which could be halfway to the border by now. Then, I had to practically beg the hotel for use of their phone, making calls to my credit cards and bank. By the time I hung up with American Express, this vulture was waiting, pouncing on me with the ferocity of a disapproving parole officer.

      “We aren’t a party hotel, Mr. Marks. We would appreciate it if you conducted such … events at another establishment.” Events. I’m not sure if he is referring to my sex life or the robbery. I ignore the statement and stand, rubbing my fingers across the lines of my forehead. “I’d like to make a final call, if you don’t mind. Then I’ll be on my way and out of your hair.”

      The man purses his lips. “There is the issue of the payment for these items. I’m afraid that you won’t be able to leave until they are taken care of.”

      My patience snaps. “I told you that I will pay for them. Just charge them to my room.” I reach forward, putting a hand on the phone and dragging it toward me. I need to call someone to pick me up, but all of my numbers are in my phone. I flip the phone book open to the residential section, thinking through my friends, my mind blanking on half of their last names.

      “Your card has been declined, sir.” I stop somewhere in the Ds, and turn my head to him. “What? It’s an American Express. Run it again—“ Oh. In my haste to stop the bitch from a Trey Marks sponsored shopping spree, I had reported all of my cards stolen. The American Express representative had gone through the pending transactions with me, and I had authorized the hotel’s hold on the room. Their initial authorization had probably not been enough to cover the damn furniture, this new authorization rejected.

      Fuck. “I’m sorry. I just had all of my cards canceled.” I run a hand through my hair and try to think. I hate the look on this asshole’s face right now, that mix of pity and contempt, his thoughts as clear as the smell of shit that I have stepped in. You can’t afford to be here. You don’t belong here. Words I’ve run from for a decade, fought through, moved past with my fucking Tesla and penthouse, my company that I can barely keep afloat. I look down at the phone book and fight the urge to smack it across the man’s knowing face. “I’m calling someone to pick me up. They’ll pay for the items.”

      I turn another page, my options reducing.

      If this night were lingerie, it’d be a leopard print satin set. Trashy and destined for ridicule.
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      It’s my car’s first visit to a Ritz Carlton, and I pull up carefully, worried that I might bump into a Rolls Royce or a priceless planter, the deserted drive giving me a little peace. I come to a stop before the valet, who eyes my Kia in the cautious way that someone might avoid a bum. There is a knock on the passenger window and I startle, glancing over to see Trey. I roll down the window, watching his hand steal in and take the leather portfolio off of the passenger seat. “Is this it?”

      I nod. “Yes.”

      He doesn’t explain why he needs the company’s checks at one in the morning, or why he’s wearing a bathrobe. “I’ll be right back.” He walks off with the portfolio, and I notice his bare feet. In the last two months, I’ve seen several sides of Trey Marks. This is, by far, the oddest.
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        * * *

      

      Ten minutes and five bucks to the valet later, I pull away from the hotel, the check folder in Trey’s lap, the top of one muscular thigh visible under the edge of his robe.

      “Where are we going?” The streets are empty, amber streetlights illuminating half moons of asphalt, the bright glare of road construction up ahead.

      “Good question.” He lifts up a hand and rubs at the back of his neck, a scent of soap drifting over. I’ve never been so close to him, his elbow bumping against me, his knee close to the gearshift, my movements careful not to touch him. He shifts in the seat and his robe opens further. I get a glimpse of more thigh and flick my eyes back to the road. I don’t think he’s wearing underwear. The questions mount.

      He turns his head, and I feel his eyes on me. “Does your fiancé live with you?”

      “No.” I think back to our disastrous Mensa meeting, the stilted goodbye. Good thing Craig hadn’t spent the night. I could explain a lot of things, but a call at one in the morning would be difficult. “Why?”

      “I don’t have my keys. Maybe we can find a hotel, one that will accept checks.” He falls silent, and I attempt to put together the pieces of what he is saying.

      “You need a place to stay? Tonight?” I look over. “Is that the roundabout point you are trying to make?”

      “I don’t want to impose.”

      I smile despite myself. “You woke me up in the middle of the night and dragged me downtown. Letting you crash on my couch is minor. Yes, you are welcome to stay at my apartment. Assuming of course, that you behave.”

      He drops his head against the headrest, a low chuckle rolling out. “Trust me, Kate. You have nothing to worry about.”

      “Thanks.” The word comes out tart and offended, as if I want to be pursued, and I struggle to recover.

      “I didn’t mean it like that.” He looks down at his lap and adjusts the white terrycloth. “It’s just been one of those nights that makes you want to swear off sex forever.”

      “I’ve got to admit, you’ve piqued my curiosity.” I get on the on-ramp. “Girlfriend problems?”

      “Something like that.” He reaches over and adjusts his air vent. “Can you turn the heat on? I’m freezing.”

      I glance toward him and turn a dial, increasing the flow of hot air. “Where are your clothes?”

      “Good question.”  He leans forward, holding a hand to the vent. “In my car, along with my phone, watch and wallet. And my condo keys.” He frowns. “Can I borrow your phone?”

      “It’s in my purse. Down by your feet.” I tell him the unlock pin and watch as he pulls up the internet, does a quick search, then places a call. I get off on my exit and eavesdrop as he speaks to someone in his building, instructing them to deactivate his key fob.

      He ends the call and returns the phone to my purse. “Thanks. I wouldn’t have bothered you, but you’re the only person I know who is still listed in the phone book.”

      I grin, the precaution one that Craig had insisted on, and I had always deemed a nuisance. “No problem.” As irritated as I had initially been with his middle-of-the-night call, this was turning into one of my most exciting nights in years. “So … is your car back at the Ritz?”

      He rubs the back of his neck. “According to the police, it’s somewhere in San Diego right now. They’re tracking it down.” He glances at me. “I was robbed.”

      “In your bathrobe?”

      He laughs, and it’s a nice one. Deep and strong, the kind you want vibrating against your skin. “I was naked, actually. The bathrobe was a bit of kindness on their part.”

      Their part. A robber duo. Or trio? I try to figure out how Trey Marks was robbed while naked at the Ritz Carlton, and come up completely blank. It’s like those damn Mensa puzzles. I have all the pieces; they just won’t fit together. “I need more information,” I say finally, admitting defeat as I bring the car to a stop at a red light.

      “I was meeting someone for sex. I left a key at the front desk. They came in when I was in the shower and robbed me.” He shrugs off the explanation, as if is a commonplace response, and one that makes perfect sense.

      I was meeting someone for sex. I left a key at the front desk. It takes a few seconds for any possibility to come to mind. “Like a prostitute? You were meeting a prostitute?” I feel a burst of excitement, the term for this popping to mind. Rolled. He was a john and got rolled. I mentally high-five my super cool trendy self.

      He shifts, the vinyl seat squeaking in response. “Sure. If that’s how you want to think about it.”

      “That’s a bullshit answer. Either she was a prostitute or she wasn’t.”

      “She wasn’t a prostitute.” He turns a little in his seat to face me. I successfully resist the urge to check how his new position affects my chance of a penis sighting. He’s not wearing underwear. He all but said that. Meaning that there is only a thin bit of terrycloth between us. If I reach over and nudge the fabric, he’ll be right there, fully exposed. I focus on keeping the car very precisely spaced in the center of the lane. She wasn’t a prostitute. Another maddeningly odd puzzle piece.

      He clears his throat. “Do I seem like I’d need to pay for sex?”

      “No.” I could have shouted it through stadium speakers and it wouldn’t have been more emphatic. Women probably pay him for sex, for the opportunity to sample that mouth and body. I straighten a little in my seat. Maybe that’s the answer. “Are you a prostitute?”

      “God, you’re terrible at this game.” He looks out the window, eyeing the buildings that pass. “I’m not a prostitute, Kate.” He sounds disappointed.  “I don’t want to talk about it. I fucked up and got burned.”

      “I can’t believe the hotel wouldn’t give you any clothes.” I also can’t believe he didn’t pack any clothes. I guess whatever he had planned with this non-prostitute visitor—he hadn’t planned to spend the night. I guess he just waltzed in with his condom and dick—nothing else needed.

      “The gift shop was closed. And the employees were unwilling to part with their own.”

      I turn off the street and into my apartment’s garage, driving to my assigned spot. I shift into park, my hand brushing against his knee, and he moves away from the contact. I turn off the engine, and he unlocks his seatbelt, the sound unnaturally loud.
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        * * *

      

      My couch is a sectional, one that doesn’t fold out, and I tuck a sheet under the cushions, moving with quick precision as Trey wanders around the living room, picking up and moving anything that he finds interesting. Craig was the complete opposite the first time he came into my home. He’d hovered by the front door, his eyes darting to me, needing the verbal authorization before he’d felt comfortable enough to fully step inside. Second, he didn’t touch my stuff. He still asks before picking up a frame, or opening a drawer. I like that, that even now, two years into our relationship, he has  respect for my space, for my things. When we move in together, he won’t invade, but rather carefully ease in, all the while confirming and diplomatically discussing boundary items like dirty laundry and personal time.

      I hear Trey open my bedroom’s closet door and I pause, mid-fluff, of a pillow. “What are you doing?” I call out, setting down the pillow and moving into the room.

      “Looking for clothes. Where does your fiancé keep his stuff?”

      He crouches, moving aside the bottom of an old prom dress, then stands, turning to me, as if he isn’t being the rudest person on earth. “Huh?”

      “Huh, what?” I cross my arms in front of my chest.

      “Where does your fiancé keep his clothes?” He raises an eyebrow and damn, he is beautiful. His robe is open at the chest, showcasing muscles that hug either side of his neck. His chest is bare and tan, the muscles strong and well-developed. He swallows, and I yank my eyes back to his face.

      “He doesn’t keep clothes here. He packs a bag when he comes.” I suddenly think of something. I snap my fingers in excitement and run for my keys. “I’ll be right back. I’m going to grab something out of the trunk.”

      I am at the front door when his hand wraps around my forearm. “Wait.” I pause, my hand on the door, and look up into his face. “Let me get it. It’s too late for you to go out there alone.”

      I snort. “I just went out there alone when I went to pick you up. You weren’t too concerned about me then.”

      “Selfish necessity. And I didn’t realize the setting. It’s too dark of a garage. Too many places that someone could hide and wait for you. Just tell me what to look for.”

      I yield, glumly handing over my car keys. “In the trunk, on the left side, there are two big ziplock bags. Grab the one labeled ‘Craig’.”

      He nods. “I’ll be right back.”

      When he returns, he hands over the bag, our fingers brushing. I turn away, open the bag above the kitchen counter, and pull out the clothes, an emergency set that Craig had insisted, when we’d first started dating, that we carry in our cars. As he likes to preach, it never hurts to have a spare set of clothes. It’s the same reason why our trunks have bottled water and granola bars, first aid kits and flare guns. Once we marry and move to a house, we will have a generator and a storm cellar, fire evacuation plans and enough canned food to get us through a month-long famine. I hold out the clothes. “Here. I can’t promise they’ll fit.”

      Trey takes the clothes—a new pair of Wrangler jeans, boxer briefs, and a T-shirt. “Do you mind if I take a quick shower?”

      “Sure.” I point to the bathroom. “There are towels underneath the sink. Feel free to use the shampoo and soap that’s in there.”

      He goes. The bathroom door shuts and I try not to think about his robe dropping, and Trey Marks standing, fully naked in the space.
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        * * *

      

      I’ve worked for Trey for two months now. Long enough that I feel comfortable around him, long enough that I no longer flinch when he comes near me. When we bump against each other, when he leans over my desk and examines documents, I no longer hold my breath, or sneak an illicit sniff of his cologne. He treats me with a sort of wary respect, and I’ve grown confident enough to let my opinions fly, sometimes without an appropriate filter or level of respect. It’s not that I don’t respect him, it’s just that I sometimes forget my place, overly empowered by my position. At Lavern & Lilly, I made decisions, and then waited to be admonished or overruled. At Marks Lingerie, he only watches, his eyes following my every move, my freedom eerie in its entirety. He promised me control over the design team, and he has delivered on that promise. It hasn’t stopped his temper from flaring, or arguments  erupting between us. In the last two months, there have been plenty of both.  I was meeting someone for sex. There is a whine of water pressure, and the shower turns off.

      I clean off the coffee table and move the remote near his pillow. I consider it, then move it back to the coffee table, lining it up this month’s issue of Vogue. I should be tired. The last time I was up this late was before Fashion Week, and I fell asleep mid-sketch. It wasn’t a graceful slump either. I face-planted into the desk, my hand getting caught in between my body and the desk, my ring finger bending the wrong way. I didn’t even wake up from the pain. I woke up an hour later, the imprint of a stapler against my cheek, and when I saw the right angle of my finger, I passed out from the sudden brutality of it. That overreaction gave me a black eye, and caused poor Craig a hundred glares.

      The bathroom door opens, and I turn. “Oh my God.” I lift a hand to my mouth to cover up my grin. “You look…”

      “Sexy.” He fills in, then cocks his head, as if he can tell he guessed wrong. “Irresistible? Rugged?” He steps forward. “Wait, I got this. Drop—”

      “Ridiculous,” I interrupt. “And … big.” Craig would have been appalled at such a kindergarten word, but it fits. He looks like a giant trying to wear a mortal’s clothing, the boxer briefs skin-tight, the T-shirt stretched across his chest and ending halfway down his abs. I swallow.

      His eyes twinkle. “Why, thank you.” He shrugs. “I have been told that, on several occasions.”

      “Not that…” I blush. “You know what I meant.” But he is big. The underwear that fit Craig so easily are tight around his thighs, the waistband riding low enough on his hips to show me those perfect angled cuts. And the bulge they point to … I turn my back to him and grab a few pillows off the couch, moving them to a basket beside my chair.

      “Speaking of size, how big is your fiancé?” I hear a pop of fabric and look back to see him pulling off the T-shirt, his face covered by the white fabric.

      I love Craig, I do. It’s been a great two years. We are consistently compatible. I wear his grandmother’s ring, and get along with his parents. Soon we will get married, and I will have his babies, and we will live out the rest of our lives in orderly, organized, and well-prepared fashion. All that aside, I can’t control myself from stealing one moment, one literal second, and enjoying the beauty that is my boss. It’s criminal that God would pair his face with those notches of abs, a neat row of thick muscles that pop and slide under his tan skin. I imagine what it would feel like to run my hand across them, maybe even down them. Would he step closer if I slid my palm inside of those boxer-briefs? Would his eyes close if I wrapped my hand around his cock?

      The T-shirt lifts higher and I turn my head back to the basket, my breath hissing through my teeth as I fight to keep from looking at him.

      “Well?” He steps closer, and in my peripheral vision, I can see him wad the shirt into a ball.

      “What?” I straighten, and push hair away from my face. I am fine. He is going to bed. Nothing is going to happen.

      “Your fiancé. Clark? How big of a guy is he?”

      “His name is Craig.” I move past him and check the thermostat, turning it a few degrees cooler. “He’s average.” Average? Craig would be offended by the term. Then again, I am a wee bit offended from his reaction to my Mensa performance.

      “He wears a medium.” He looks up from his examination of the tag, the word said with repulsion.

      “So?”

      “No grown man wears a medium.” He delivers the statement as if it is fact.

      “Some do.” I flip on a scent warmer and move to the kitchen, turning on the water and washing my hands. “Would you like anything to drink?”

      “I’m good. You can head to bed. I’ll be fine.” He pauses at my fridge and pulls at the edge of a photo, held in place by a daisy magnet. “Is this you?”

      I yank the photo from his hand before he gets too good a look at it. It’s one of me and Dad, my freshman year at Parsons, before he got sick. “Go to bed.” I point to the perfectly made up couch, eight feet away. “Now.”

      He smiles, and clicks his tongue at me. CLICKS his tongue. I don’t know whether to be infuriated or lay back on the counter, begging for that tongue across every inch of my skin. “Submission isn’t really my thing, Kate.” The words drawl out, and I have no doubt that this man left submission behind in preschool. He probably orders the sun to rise, the traffic lights to change, and if he ordered every woman in America to buy his lingerie, he’d be ankle-deep in business right now. He—

      I stop, an idea brewing. Trey Marks, a black and white image, in his suit, a devilish smirk in full effect, sitting in a leather club chair, a whisky in hand. Trey Marks, a high contrast video, him slowly rolling back his shirt sleeves, the tie loosened around his neck, his eyes boring into the camera.

      I drop the paper towel on the counter and move past him and to my desk. I steal a piece of paper from the printer and sit down.

      drop your pants.

      turn around.

      let me see you.

      *Dress your body in the finest lingerie on Earth.

      *Your body is art. Dress it that way. Let it shine. sparkle.

      “What are you doing?” His hand rests on the desk, and he leans forward, looking at the page. I watch his hand, the flex of minute muscles, the strong and beautiful lines of his fingers. The bare ring finger, the odd look of his wrist without a watch.

      I look back to the page, the idea still gaining momentum in my mind. “I don’t know yet. I think I have an idea for a new ad strategy.”

      “We don’t have the money for ads.” He pushes off the table, the words clipped, and I can feel the disappointment radiating off him.

      I turn in my chair and watch him walk away. It’s not that difficult of an activity, not when he’s in just underwear, his ass displayed to perfection, the lines of his back lean and strong. He needs to put on more clothes. If Craig’s don’t fit him, he can put the bathrobe back on. Or get under the sheets. I can’t possibly come up with a winning strategy while he saunters around practically naked. “We’ll find the money.”

      He doesn’t turn. “You’ve seen the balance sheets. We’re barely making payroll.”

      “Borrow it.”

      I watch as his hands clench into fists, then relax. “I’m leveraged as much as I can be.”

      “Then we’ll wait until we have some profitable quarters. We will be profitable.” I believe the words, and if he can’t hear that in my voice, he’s an idiot. “Don’t worry,” I add. The poor man. Talk about a rough day. I think of Craig, who is most definitely in bed right now, his noise machine on, the sound of crashing waves floating through his seventy-one-degree bedroom.

      “I know advertising isn’t my department, but I can design a line around this concept. If—”

      “We can discuss it Monday.” There is a clip in his tone that I have heard before, the subject closed, and, for a moment, I don’t see his bare body or the tight fit of the underwear. For a moment, I only see defeat.
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        * * *

      

      I threaten Trey with eviction, and he finally puts on the robe, balking at the idea of lying down in the makeshift bed. “I’m not having you tuck me in,” he complains. “I’m a grown man.” He sits at the other end of the couch, stretching his legs out, his bare feet against the rug.

      “I’m not tucking you in,” I argue. “I’m just trying to get you to be comfortable.”

      “I’m not going to be comfortable lying down, covered in blankets, while you do laundry. It feels awkward.”

      I pause, mid-fold. Maybe now isn’t the time to fold my towels. Maybe now is the time to excuse myself and let the man sleep. He is right. This should be awkward, only it doesn’t feel that way to me. It feels, for the first time since I’ve met him, natural and relaxed. “I don’t feel awkward,” I say, completing the trifold action and neatly stacking the towel into the basket. “Hasn’t anyone ever taken care of you? Just think of me as—”

      “STOP.” He holds up a hand. “You’re about to ruin all of my future fantasies about you.”

      “Ha.” I roll my eyes. “Little chance of that.” I frown at him. “Besides, you aren’t supposed to have fantasies about me, or anyone else at Marks. In case you missed the memo, the CEO is a real dick about fraternization.” I smirk at the thought of his last all-company email, one that spanned three pages, all devoted to ensuring that our hands are kept to ourselves, and our minds are clear of the gutter. Which had been humorous, in a way, since the company is all about sex and seduction.

      “You’re confusing the rules. I’m allowed to have fantasies; I’m just not allowed to act on them.” He crosses his arms over his chest and rests his head against the back of the couch, his eyes closing, as if he hasn’t just delivered a baby of ridiculous proportions.

      That’s the problem with beautiful men. They don’t know their impact; they don’t realize how a casually tossed out thought can be devoured, obsessed over, life-changing. He’s lucky that I’ve known men like him before, I’ve friended them, I understand the careless way they wield their looks, their flirtatious comments that mean nothing. He is on the verge of sleep, and there was less stock in that statement than there is energy in his body.

      “Are you happy, Kate?” The question is mumbled, his eyes still closed.

      I consider my answer, doing a quiet self-assessment of the key factors (love, health, quality of life = all acceptable). Acceptable. Does acceptability equal happiness? I think it does. I think, for a woman in her mid-thirties, happiness is more about the lack of negatives. And right now, my list of negatives is pretty short. “I am. Are you?”

      He doesn’t say anything. A full minute passes, then his hand falls limply from the couch arm, and the muscles in his face go slack.

      I finish folding the laundry in silence, my mind still stuck on his question.

      Am I happy?
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      HIM

      The touch on my shoulder is soft, then increasingly incessant—a press that is becoming more annoying than nurturing. It stops, then someone lifts my ankles and pulls slightly. I open my eyes and watch Kate Martin attempt to pull an end table underneath my feet. “What are you doing?” I say, and she jumps slightly, the room dark, most of her in the shadows.

      “You need to lie down,” she whispers.

      I turn my head and look at the bed she made, the corner of a blanket turned back, ready for me. I move slowly, my feet filled with lead, my neck sore, and roll onto my back, the pillows unbelievably soft. She moves over me, her hair soft against my chest, a faint scent of perfume tickling the edges of my senses. She pulls a blanket over me, and I open my mouth to thank her, but I can’t get the words out before everything fades away.

      If this moment was lingerie, it’d be our Shameless Robe, soft and warm to the touch, the sort of thing that you pull on and never take off.
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      HER

      “Of course you’re happy.” Mom pops pistachios in the seasoned manner of a competitive eater, her hands flying from the bowl to her mouth to the trash, all in perfect harmony. Around her neck, a neck massager purrs. “Why wouldn’t you be happy?”

      “You’re not happy,” Jess interjects, sitting in the chair next to Mom, her shoulders shuddering as the massage chair tortures her poor back fat to death. “No one who asks themselves that question is happy.”

      “Jess, are you happy?” Mom pauses, a pistachio shell before her lips, and peers at her youngest daughter.

      “Meh.” Jess mashes a button on the remote, and her feet slowly lift, her head tilting back. “This, though. This could make me happy. Kate, spend all of that money you’re making and get me this for Christmas.”

      “She’s not getting you a massaging chair for Christmas,” Mom intones, her fingers digging into her purse and coming up with a fresh handful of nuts. “She’s got to save her money for the wedding.”

      “Actually, I’m not getting you that chair because it’s six thousand dollars,” I say, leaning forward and looking at the black contraption currently surrounding my feet. “Did this thing hurt when you guys did it? I think it’s broken. It’s crushing my toes.”

      “That’s normal,” Mom says, with the air of a seasoned Brookstone shopper. “I think it wakes up your blood vessels or something like that.”

      “Excuse me?” We all turn to the man, a store employee who clutches a clipboard in one hand. “You can’t eat in here.”

      “Sure I can.” Mom defiantly stuffs two nuts past her coral-red lips. “John told me I could.”

      He sighs. “No one named John works here.”

      Jess meets my eyes, and I look at my feet to hide my smile. Poor guy.

      “I didn’t say John!” she says indignantly. “I said Jim. Or was it Jeff?” She waves a hand dismissively and a pistachio escapes, flying toward a display of drones. “Something like that. A tall guy.” She sniffs. “With glasses.”

      “There’s no eating in here,” he repeats. “I’ll have to ask you to leave.”

      “I’ve got thirteen minutes left,” Jess pipes up, holding a remote almost the size of my head. “We can’t le-le-leave-ve-ve yet-et-et-et.” The last words of her sentence reverberate out of her, her chin shaking as the chair starts that sort of karate chopping motion that masseuses all love.

      “Jacob said I could eat in here!” Mom insists, and I reach down and turn off the foot massager. Beside me, a little girl stops, her finger crawling up her right nostril as she stares at my mother. Move along, little lady. Nothing to see here. My mental urging has little effect. She plops down on the floor, and I meet Jess’s eyes. Let’s go, I mouth.

      It is hard to tell, with all the shuddering of her body, but I think she nods.

      “Does this make you happy?” Mom stands, and the cord rips out of the neck massager, the soothing purr gone. “Taking food out of little old ladies’ mouths?” The man reaches for her arm, and she snatches it away, her cup full of pistachio shells swinging through the air, a rainfall of white half-moons cascading down.

      My eyes catch the little girl’s, and she grins, showing a few missing teeth.
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        * * *

      

      “So anyway, as of last month, I’m banned from Brookstone.” I reach over and turn on the heated seats, my elbow brushing against Trey’s.

      Craig, had I told him this story, which I did not, would have been appalled. Trey merely grins. “Any Brookstone? Or just the one in Fashion Square?”

      I pause. “I’m not sure. Maybe just that one.”

      “So you’re not fully a bad girl. Just in Westfield.”

      “Well… yes.” I smile. “But again, that was all my mother’s fault. I was completely innocent.”

      “I’d rather picture you as a rebel.” He reaches forward and starts the navigation, the car informing us that a turn is approaching in fourteen miles. “Remind me again why we didn’t fly to San Francisco.”

      “Quality time together,” I say, reaching forward and pulling the water bottle from my bag. “Team building. The chance to see my excellent navigational skills.”

      “Money,” he drawls.

      “Are we saving money?” I squint, then shrug. “Oh, well. That too.”

      I pull off my heels and settle into the seat, tucking one foot underneath my butt. I pick up my cell phone, and look through my texts. According to Trey’s recovered Tesla—in fine condition, minus one side mirror—we’ve got six hours to go, which includes a power charging break. And …. according to my schedule, we’ll be fine on time. Tonight, dinner and drinks with suppliers. Tomorrow morning, I’ve got interviews with two different designers, then we’ll make the trek back. I check for texts from Craig, but there are none. This trip is causing me to miss our second Mensa meeting. He seems as relieved as I am with the timing, one I carefully orchestrated. At our twenty-year anniversary, we’ll laugh about it. But now, the bitch that is Mensa seems like an anchor tied to our relationship, sinking Craig’s viewpoint of me and dragging my tolerance level down along with it.

      I look over at Trey, who is relaxed against the seat, his eyes on the road, and flip through the list of questions I had jotted down to discuss during this drive. It had been Jess’s idea, being convinced that—given six hours alone with me—we could become best friends and cement my job security forever. She doesn’t understand fashion, the fickle beast that it is. She doesn’t understand that my job security hinges on my performance, my ability to revitalize the Marks Lingerie brand. I can bond with Trey Marks until I’m blue in the face and it won’t change the fact that his company is dying. I wet my lips. “How did you get into lingerie?”

      It’s a story that should be known, should be sprinkled over every article, Wikipedia page, and company bio. But I’ve found nothing online, no breadcrumb trail to explain how this man ended up with the sixth largest lingerie company in the world.  Were the rumors right? Had he seduced an old woman out of her riches?

      “It’s a long story.” He glances at me. “And fairly boring.”

      As if anything about him could be. I set down my phone. “I like boring stories. If it’s really good, maybe you can lull me to sleep and not have to deal with my incessant chatter for the next six hours.”

      He gives a short smile—more polite than authentic. “Maybe another time.”

      I huff out a protest. “I can’t properly create a vision if I don’t know the bones of the company.”

      “Hasn’t seemed to bother you so far.” He shifts in his seat. “Besides, it’s not in my job description.”

      “Ha. Funny.” I reach down and dig into my purse. “Do you allow people to eat in your car?”

      “Of course.” He glances over, watching as I pull out a bag of M&Ms, ripping open the top and offering it to him. “No thanks.”

      “If you’re not going to tell me, I’m just going to invent something scandalous and put it on the website. Poof.” I shrug. “Done.”

      “I’m terrified,” he says dryly.

      “As you should be. Wait until everyone finds out that you were a homeless street performer, playing a ukulele outside a trim factory. You broke in one night, looking for food, and built a hammock bed out of straps and a ukulele bag out of lace. One day, a wealthy woman saw your ukulele bag and—”

      “Please stop.” He smiles, and it is an actual smile, one without sexual pull or cocky undertones. “You’re offending street performers everywhere.”

      “That’s not offensive,” I say indignantly. “It’s the start of a ukulele-playing mogul! Look what you became!” I gesture to him, and his smile widens.

      “Please stop saying ‘ukulele.”

      “I’ll stop saying ‘ukulele,’ if you tell me the real story.”

      He rolls his eyes. “Fine.” He puts both hands on the steering wheel. “I started at Bloomingdale’s, in their ED program.”

      “How’d you get into that?” I interrupt him despite my best attempt to listen. South Central and Bloomingdale’s … talk about two completely different worlds.

      He grins. “When I was thirteen, I was caught at Bloomingdale’s, shoplifting. The loss prevention manager wanted to know what a thirteen-year-old kid wanted with a woman’s blouse.”

      “A girlfriend?” I guess.

      He scowls. “No. My mother. She had an interview—for a real job, an assistant in a real estate firm—none of her clothes were appropriate.” He falls silent and I remember. The stripper mother.

      “That’s sweet.”

      He chuckles. “It’s not too sweet. I had lifted a few other items. Things for me, a thong for this girl I was dating. Anyway, the guy offered for me to work off the items in their stock room. I agreed, and we sort of became close.” He glances over at me. “That guy was eventually promoted, to a high enough level that—when college didn’t work out for me—he had the pull to offer me a job.”

      I stay quiet, trying to piece together the picture of a young Trey Marks, one who sounds like a street thug … with the polished man who sits beside me.

      He shifts in the expensive seat, a bit of his cologne drifting over and teasing my senses. “You know Vicka Neece?”

      Vicka Neece … the name is familiar, but takes a moment to place. “Sure. The Creative Director for Victoria’s Secret.” Maybe the rumor mill had it wrong. I lean forward.

      “We used to work together at Bloomingdale’s. There was a bit of a connection there.”

      A connection. I don’t have to look up Vicka Neece to imagine what she looks like. Victoria’s Secret doesn’t hire ugly women. She and Trey probably just looked at each other and orgasmed. I wrestle out a peanut M&M with a little more aggression than is necessary. “And?” I say brightly, and it doesn’t sound fake at all.

      “And then my father died,” he says flatly, and I suddenly regret my mockery.

      “I’m sorry,” I say quietly.

      “He didn’t have much to his name, but he had taken out a five-million-dollar policy three months prior to his death. A bunch of Italians came after me for part of that. Vicka Neece was interested in the rest. She pitched me on opening a lingerie brand.” He shrugs. “It wasn’t that hard to talk me into. I was twenty-six. I was stupid.”

      His father. Something in my chest, a clog that hates the idea of Trey and an older woman, clears. “How were you stupid? You made it into a real player. I mean, right now we’re struggling, but—”

      “I don’t regret opening the company. I regret losing Vicka. We were successful when she was here, when she was in control. And we sailed on her vision for the first few years after she left. But then, everything started to fall to shit.” He glances at me. “I don’t have to tell you that you are the sixth Creative Director we’ve had in five years.”

      No, he didn’t have to tell me that. I had all of their files in the cabinet in my office. I had reviewed all of their work, all of their visions. Vicka Neece hadn’t had a file in that stack. Whatever her history with Trey, it had been erased before I got there.

      “Did you ever try to get her back?” It’s almost a waste of a question, her job at VS putting her on the top rung of every fashion hierarchy. If I ever got that job, I’d be there until I died, or until I was forcibly carried out.

      “No.” He rubs his neck. “We had opened the company as friends. A few months in, we started fucking.”

      The words are so rough that I wince. “Just fucking?”

      “I don’t know. It got so that I couldn’t tell the company from her, or our relationship from sex. I got jealous, she got jealous. We started fucking less and fighting more. And then she was gone. Packed up her office in the middle of the night and moved back to New York.”

      “Do you still talk to her?”

      “Fashion’s a small world. We see each other sometimes, but not much is said. I’m pissed at her for leaving; she’s pissed at me and I’m not even sure why. If you ask her now about Marks Lingerie, she won’t even admit that she worked here.”

      Ouch. I take another M&M, this one gentler in its retrieval.

      “Truth be told…” he glances over at me. “I’m glad you are engaged. It makes everything easier.”

      I crunch down on the chocolate-covered candy and my jaw pops in response. My mind tries to process that statement, but draws a blank.
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      HIM

      I have grossly underestimated this woman. I stare down at the current sketch, a dark bustier with leather and lace accents. I flip the page and see the exact same cut, same style, but pale pink and white, with delicate cording instead of leather, and petite diamonds instead of silver studs. It’s a naughty and nice collection, two separate lines that will battle each other on store racks, the naughty collection a bit dominating in colors and trimmings, the nice designs almost virginal. It isn’t a new concept, but the brilliance is in the actual designs. “Our team designed these?”

      “Yes.” She reaches forward, and I brush her hand away.

      “Just let me look for a moment.” It’s too big of an undertaking. I flip through a stack of designs and try to count them. In four months, she’s orchestrated forty, maybe fifty, designs? “How many of these have been actually produced and fitted?”

      “Fourteen.”

      A more bearable number, but still. I think of production costs, of inventory levels. If it sells, if it sells well … a new set of problems. Cash flow. Production levels. I feel a knot of anxiety grip my chest.

      “It’s good.” She sounds irritated, and I look up to see her arms crossed tightly over her chest. “I know it’s a different style than your last few years, but—”

      “I agree. I love it.” I set down the page and sit back in my chair. “Sit down, please. You’re stressing me out.”

      For the first time in months, she doesn’t talk back. She obeys. Something in the submission stirs at me, my mind losing focus for a brief moment. I close my eyes and return to the issue at hand. “It’s a big investment. Right now … it’s a tough swing.”

      “It will be even harder next quarter,” she says quietly. “We need to fix things now. Immediately.”

      She’s right, and I know it. My fear is that her fix, these pieces … if I invest in them, if I take that leap, it will be Marks Lingerie’s last. After this, there are no more favors to beg or pockets to pick.

      “Let me show it to the sales team.” I meet her eyes. “If they like it, then let’s do it.”

      “Do what? The fourteen pieces?” She stands and steps forward.

      “Whatever you want, as long as you can back the product up with cost margins and deliverability.” I reach out and touch her hand, stopping her from picking up the presentations. She looks at me, and I choose my next words carefully. “I’m wagering everything on this. On you. I need you to understand how important it is for this to succeed.”

      She nods, and in her eyes I see the confidence I once had. The reckless belief that, no matter what, I would succeed. When did I lose that fire? When did I become convinced I would fail?

      She turns to leave, and without her, the room feels dead.
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      HER

      Black strips of latex cut across spandex. A collar with a front ring, back buckle. Hidden underwire that makes the sample-sized model look magnificently large-breasted. In any other setting, it should be trashy. But with the right lines, cuts, and support, it is sophisticatedly beautiful.

      Six months into this job, and I fight the urge to jump up and down like a school girl.

      “It’s uncomfortable.” The model punctures my elation with two simple words.

      “How uncomfortable?” I glance down at Vern, the technical designer, who looks at the model.

      “Pretty bad.” She tilts her head, then turns it. “The worst is the collar-thing. It’s itchy.”

      “On the edges or the backing?” Vern stands and moves behind her.

      “The edges.”

      “What else is uncomfortable?” I look down at the fitting schedule, cursing to myself. We are behind schedule, not just for today, but for this month. I shot for twenty-two new pieces, and I’m kicking myself in the ass for it. Something that seemed possible two months ago turned difficult one month ago, and now appears to be pretty-fucking-impossible. I glance back at the model and fight the urge to scream at her to hurry up. Maybe this is why Claudia was such a bitch. I am just six months into this role, and I can already feel the fraying of human qualities.

      “It feels like it’s cutting into my rib cage. The boning.”

      “Okay. Move around for me and tell me when the pain increases or decreases.”

      “Pain?” I interrupt Vern. “Or discomfort?”

      The model stiffens, her lips parting, eyes widening, and I growl without looking over my shoulder. “You aren’t supposed to be here.”

      From behind me, he chuckles. “You didn’t think I’d let you have all of the fun, did you?”

      I turn, and, from my place on the stool, we are eye level. “Fittings aren’t fun. No one thinks fittings are fun.”

      “I like fittings,” the model breathes, and she suddenly doesn’t look uncomfortable at all. Trey’s eyes don’t move to her; they stay on me. I thought he was beautiful from my spot on the ground. At this elevated level, he’s even more devastating.

      I hop down from the stool before I lose all intelligence. “What do you think?” I nod to the woman.

      “It’s gorgeous.” He walks around her slowly.

      “Right. It looks great, but she’s saying it’s uncomfortable.”

      “I can manage. It’s not that bad,” she offers.

      Vern mumbles something under his breath, and Trey chuckles in response. “Uh-uh.” I shake my head at them. “Stop that shit.” I push at Trey’s shoulder, then point to the door. “And you, go crunch numbers somewhere. I’ve got a dozen more of these to work through.” I flip over the page. “Vern, you got this? I’m going to move on to Cecile’s model.”

      “I’ll leave in a minute. Let me borrow you for a second.”

      I look up from the page. “Now?” I shake my head. “No. I’m going to keep these guys here ’til midnight at this rate. Whatever it is, shoot me an email or show me in the morning.” I can’t deal with any more problems, or decisions, or his need for an opinion on the interior pages of the spring catalog.

      “I’m borrowing Kate,” he calls out. “Everyone, take five.”

      “No one take five,” I yell. “Everyone keep working.” He pulls at my arm and successfully manages to drag me toward the door. I half-heartedly struggle until we are in the hall, the door closed. “What?” I beg. “I’ve seriously got so much to do.”

      “I just got off the phone with Paris.”

      “And?” I grip his arm.

      “They doubled their last order. They loved your designs.”

      I shriek, throwing my arms around his neck, my clipboard catching him on the side of his face. I apologize as I grip him tightly, jumping up and down. When I release him, he rubs the side of his face with a wince. “Sorry,” I breathe. “I’m just so happy!”

      “Are we able to deliver?”

      “Yes,” I say quickly. “I think so.” I nod, my fingers drumming excitedly over the clipboard. “If you stop interrupting fittings and turning my models’ brains to mush.”

      He chuckles and steps back. “I’ll let you do your thing. I’ve got more pitches to make.”

      I smile and hold his gaze. It’s his victory in sales, and mine in design. And this moment, this baby moment of joy before the panic returns, is the best in my career so far.

      “They doubled their last order. They loved your designs.”

      Marks Lingerie is on its way back.
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        * * *

      

      The Honor Bar in Beverly Hills. We steal two spots in the corner, my purse hanging off the back of the chair, his jacket taken off, and order dinner. I ignore my diet and get a cheeseburger. He orders the same, then adds two Coronas.

      I make a face. “I can’t drink tonight.” I pull at the clip, loosening my hair. My scalp burns, and I run my fingers through my roots, massaging the skin.

      “Why not? We’re done for today. I’ll have your car brought to your house.” He smiles, and pushes the tabletop candle to the side. “I think you need a night to relax.”

      “I’m relaxed.” I lean against the wall and close my eyes.

      “You’re exhausted. There’s a difference.”

      I am exhausted. Half of me is dying for my bed, my quiet apartment, my ability to sleep in late tomorrow. The other half of me feels like celebrating. It was that half of me that accepted his dinner invite.

      “Why don’t you call Craig? See if he can join us.”

      The waiter returns, beers in hand, and I watch him set down the bottles. “He can’t,” I reply. “He has a Chemistry Association meeting tonight. It’s a monthly thing.” I smile. “Exciting stuff.”

      “Sounds like it.” He lifts his beer. “Cheers.”

      I lift my bottle. “Just one drink,” I say. “I can’t be out too late.”

      “Sure.” He shrugs. “You’re the boss.”

      I smile at the joke, and take a sip.
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        * * *

      

      I lean forward. “So I walk into the room and they are both standing there, naked.” I giggle, a hiccup forcing its way out. “I thought they were gay. And I started to apologize, you know, for interrupting them—”

      “You started to apologize to your boyfriend?” Trey leans forward, a confused look on his face.

      “Yes,” I wince. “It was right when there was all this PC stuff about accepting homosexuality, and all I could think was that I wanted him to know that it was okay—you know—him being gay.”

      “I don’t understand where this story is going.”

      I lower my voice and lean in. “They weren’t gay. They were…” I glance to the table beside us to make sure they aren’t listening. “They were waiting for me.” He doesn’t respond and I sigh, forced to fully explain it. “They wanted to have sex with me. Together!” I take a sip of the beer. “It’s called a threesome.”

      The corner of his mouth lifts into a smirk. “Oh yes. I’m familiar with the term.”

      Of course he is. He’s probably had one. Or two. Or five. I move past his smirk and on with my story. “So anyway … that was my first boyfriend. A terrible candidate to lose my virginity to.”

      “Wait.” He holds up a palm. “You just skipped over all of the good stuff.” He sits back in his chair and lifts his beer. “Did you enjoy it?”

      “Enjoy what?” I eye my now-empty beer, and try to calculate how many I’ve had. Three? Four? The waiter swings by and delivers two more.

      “The threesome.”

      “Ew!” I make a face. “Seriously? You think I did that?”

      He studies my face carefully, then shrugs, his broad shoulders lifting the crisp white shirt. “I guess not.” He sounds almost disappointed.

      “Why would I?” I press, and now I’m getting irritated. “Do you know how offensive that is? Two guys taking turns on me? Using me? I didn’t even know the other guy. ”

      “Easy, Kate.” He pushes aside his old beer and reaches for the new one. “I was just asking for the story.”

      “The story is that I left. And I don’t know what they did amongst themselves.” I make a face, then realize my voice may have gotten a little too loud in my indignation. “Sorry for yelling,” I whisper loudly.

      “It’s okay,” he whispers back.

      I pick up a spoon and stab at the brownie, a desert from an hour ago, one that has been stabbed to death by my occasional tastings. It is okay. It’s more than okay. It’s normal. Normal people think that threesomes are gross. Craig would definitely think that threesomes are gross. I’ve never even told him that story for fear that he would judge me out of mere proximity to the act.

      “So…” Trey drawls. “You don’t like threesomes. Anything else I should know about you?”

      I glance up and meet his eyes, and with just a flash of that smile, we are back to normal.
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        * * *

      

      The lights of Torrance are blurring, the taxi bumping along the street, and I watch two bums argue in the brief moment before we pass. “It’s the next right,” I call out.

      Trey checks his phone. “God, I can’t believe it’s almost midnight.”

      “Normally in bed by this time?” I tease.

      “Normally in someone’s bed by this time.” He grins at me, a playful one, and I groan in response.

      “You didn’t have to escort me home. I’m a big girl. I could have gotten my own ride.”

      “I would have worried. This way I can properly see you to your door and earn gentleman points in the process.” He looks out the window. “No offense, Kate, but we have to get you out of this neighborhood.”

      I reach down and grab my purse, the car slowing down before my building. “This neighborhood is fine. But if you want to give me a raise…” I shrug. “I won’t fight you on it.”

      “Stay here. I’ll get your door.” He gets out, and I wait, watching as he approaches my door and opens it with a grand flourish. “M’lady.”

      I laugh, stepping from the cab and over the broken sidewalk. Before me, my building looms, and I have a moment of drunk appreciation for my first floor unit. He tells the cabbie to wait and walks me to the door, pausing before it, his face growing serious. “Monday, let’s talk about a raise.”

      “Wow. You really are drunk.” I pull out my keys and flip through them.

      “No, I’m serious.” He meets my eyes. “I’ll give you anything you want.”

      He meant an increase in salary, but it came out wrong, his voice too husky, his body too close. I step back, but our gaze holds, and I almost change direction, lean in, reach out. He clears his throat, and the moment breaks. I look down, and manage to fit the key in the building’s front door.

      “Thanks for seeing me to the door.” The words squeak a little on their way out. “I’ll be fine from here.”

      He steps back, and the darkness of the walkway obscures his face. “Have a good night, Kate.” He pauses, his hands sliding into his pockets. Behind him, the cab exhaust smokes in the night air. “See you tomorrow.”

      I give a little wave and escape inside, my heart beating, hands trembling as I flip the deadbolt over.

      “I’ll give you anything you want.”

      In that moment, it wasn’t a raise I wanted.
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      HER

      “You’re packing it wrong.” Craig stands next to me, his hand on his hips, his head shaking.

      “It’s fine.” I shut the suitcase lid and lean on it, struggling with the zipper.

      “Kate, stop.” He bats at my hand. “We need to pull everything out and repack. You don’t need so many clothes.”

      “What I don’t need is you telling me how to pack. Go in the living room,” I say crossly. “Let me zip this up.” I push on his shoulder and watch as he steps back, a pained look in his eyes. It’s cruel to not let him pack, to not let him use his T-shirt folding board to ensure that all of the edges are crisp and similarly sized. But letting him pack would mean that he’d see the red lace lingerie that I tucked inside, a new Marks item that hasn’t even rolled off to stores yet. I’d like to keep it a surprise, something to pull out on Saturday night, in celebration of my birthday.

      I get the suitcase closed, the zipper straining but holding, and I lug it into the living room, giving a ta-da! motion that goes completely ignored by Craig, who zeros in on each of my suitcase’s wheels, examining and then lubricating them, using a tiny squeeze bottle that he returns to a Ziploc bag upon completion. “Ready?” I say dryly, glancing at my watch. It doesn’t matter if he isn’t. We’ve got a good five hours until the flight. There is no Earthly reason why we would leave the house now, except that Craig doesn’t like to leave anything to chance. I thought he overdid it when we went to San Diego for the night. It turns out that international travel puts him on a whole new plane of neurotics. I eye Craig and wonder if I’m making a mistake bringing him. This is a work event after all, a shopping trip to purchase leftover inventory from an old undergarments factory. Our four-day trip, if the inventory is quality, could save us a few hundred thousand dollars. In my initial mention of the trip to Craig, I could have just left it at that. Instead, fueled by wine and a $200 scratch-off ticket win, I’d invited him along.

      “I’m ready.” He tests out the wheels, rolling the suitcase in a quick circle. “I’ve got our itinerary and travel documents in the car already. Let’s go.”

      I smile and loop my arm through his. “I’m excited.”

      He returns the smile, leaning forward and giving me a quick peck on the lips. “Me too, sweetie.”

      “Bon voyage!” I cheer, throwing my arms into the air.

      “Allons-y,” he corrects. “Bon Voyage is wishing someone else a good trip.”

      “Sure. Whatever.” I grab the handle of my suitcase and skip toward the door.
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        * * *

      

      Hong Kong is both everything I expected and like nothing I could have imagined. I stand in the middle of a busy street and lift my arms, spinning in the crowd, the neon lights everywhere, the air full of foreign smells and sounds, the clatter of languages like a comforting blanket of anonymity.

      I catch Trey’s eyes and wave, the corner of his mouth pulling up in response, his eyes dropping back to the cash in his hand, his discussion with the street vendor continuing, a back and forth negotiation about scooter rentals, a conversation that Craig is panicking over, his repeated attempts to get my attention ignored. “Relaaaxxxx,” I call out to him.

      He doesn’t trust Trey; that is the problem. He hasn’t learned the carefree ease with which Trey manages to handle things.  It’s been nine months, and I’m just now learning to leap when he offers his hand. Because that’s how he is. He doesn’t ask you to risk, unless he is taking that journey alongside you. If I fail, he fails. And if a street peddler in the biggest city in the world screws Craig over, he’s screwing over Trey Marks also. And that scenario is as unlikely as, well …  a tiny speck of moisture hits my cheek and I look up in delight, a kaleidoscope of white flurries drifting down.

      I jerk forward, waving my hands in big circles to get their attention. “Guys! It’s SNOWING!”
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        * * *

      

      Trey stands, and Craig and I watch as he lifts his glass toward us. “A toast,” he announces, that trademark grin pulling at the edge of his mouth.

      I glance down at my own wineglass, surprised to find it half empty. Hadn’t he just topped me off … what, five minutes ago? Or ten? It was when we’d been telling Craig that story—the one about Marie from Accounting, and her Halloween costume. I giggle, and lift my glass. We should drink more. We should travel more. With my latest raise, and Craig’s … well, Craig never spends any money so he should have mountains of it — there is no reason why we don’t have more fun. Like this. Halfway across the world, in a place where foreign languages bounce off exotic walls, and we are eating fried silkworms for God’s sake. Why, in three years together, are we just doing this now?

      Trey clears his throat, and looks at me in an almost stern fashion. “Kate, I do believe that you are drunk.”

      I giggle again, a completely uncharacteristic act, and stop myself, analyzing my alcohol consumption and present mood. I am drunk. I feel almost proud at the fact, and that itself is even further testimony to the fact that I must be drunk. I, Kate Martin, eternal good girl and dotter of all I’s, am officially drunk. In Hong Kong. With two of the best guys—

      “She’s about to cry,” Craig blurts out, looking at Trey with concern.

      I sniff. I can’t help it. They are so different. Craig is so good to me. And he tries so hard to be the best partner; he’s going to be a wonderful father, and he’s suuuuch a good person on the inside. And then you have Trey, who is, like, this perfect sexy unicorn—not that he has a horn sticking out of his head or anything like that—he’s just so … I close my eyes and try to find the right word, the one that embodies how special and unique he is. How he can make my day by just smiling. Like how, right now, he is looking at me, in the kindest, sweetest way, as if—

      “DON’T CRY,” Craig says, very loudly, his face close to mine, my nose catching a whiff of the tuna tartare he had for an appetizer.

      “OKAY,” I say back, just as loudly and exaggerated as he had, as if being drunk made me deaf in some way. “I WILL NOT CRY.”

      My eyes meet with Trey’s, and he winks.
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        * * *

      

      2 AM. My buzz peaks, then falls, my joy ebbing into something else, something dark and contemplative, where all of my thoughts bubble to the surface and demand to be examined. Craig and I step into the elevator, and I watch the floor numbers rise.

      I think there is something fundamentally wrong with my relationship.

      In three years of dating, we haven’t had a single fight. In three years, we have fit together easily, me overlooking any imperfections, and hiding any qualities that I thought he wouldn’t approve of. I love him, but I’ve never been passionate about him; I’ve never obsessed over him. Shouldn’t a woman, at some point, obsess over the man she is going to spend the rest of her life with? Once, when I was looking up an email on Craig’s phone, I had the momentary idea to check his text messages, to see who he was communicating with, and what was being said. I hadn’t, the idea preposterous that Craig would be cheating on me, or flirting with someone else. A waitress once hit on him, and he got so worked up about it that he made the poor waitress sit down and listen to him explain the history of our relationship. We stopped going to that restaurant, just to avoid another uncomfortable interaction with her.

      Our hotel room is dark, no lights left on, the curtains drawn. I open the top drawer of the dresser, moving aside my sweater and consider the lingerie set hidden underneath it. I replace the sweater and sit on the bed, listening to Craig brush his teeth, then floss. When he comes into the room and unzips his pants, I watch him remove them, hanging them neatly back on the hanger, his body slowly unwrapped as he removes his shirt and follows the same process. His body is the perfect specimen for a doctor’s office: well-exercised, no flab, but only moderate muscle tone, nothing bulky enough to stress the heart. He comes to me naked, gently pulling me to my feet and we kiss, his tongue tasting of wintergreen, his skin cool beneath my fingers. He pulls at the zipper of my dress and I help him. He goes to his knees, and I lie back on the bed, one leg over his shoulder, his mouth gentle against me, and I dig my fingers into his hair when I come.

      I think it’s the alcohol that has numbed me. There is no reason, when he moves to the bed and pushes inside of me, that I don’t emotionally react. No reason why, when we finish and I roll over in bed, my dress still on, hair still up, that I should feel alone.

      But I do. I lay my hand across the dark grey sheets, the diamond glinting at me, and I feel the deep certainty that I am making a mistake.

      At 4 AM, I wake up Craig and tell him everything.
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      HIM

      I end the call and nod to the waiter, waiting for him to replace my drink. I eye the third place setting, and regret, for the hundredth time, allowing her to bring her fiancé along. Initially, I had thought it a good idea. I thought that seeing her happy, seeing her future—it might make everything between her and I a little clearer, a little less tempting. That plan backfired as soon as they arrived. This guy isn’t right for her. Hell, he’s completely wrong for her. But I can’t tell her that. If I do, she’ll dismiss it, and then there will be animosity, and as close as we’ve become during the past nine months, I’m not certain we can bury that conversation and move on.

      I run a finger over the tines of my fork, pushing down on the silver, irritated by the fact that he is here, putting a damper on everything. Today, we should be celebrating, the merchandise purchase complete, a chunk of money saved, everything continuing to move toward success. Instead, I’ll be staring across the table at him, and pairing all of the ways he is wrong for her against all of his strengths.

      Unfortunately, he does have a few strengths.

      He’s attractive, in a Brooks Brothers, men’s catalogue sort of way. Perfectly neat hair, straight teeth, boyish good looks.

      He’s successful, assuming she’s happy as middle-class.

      He’s smart, annoyingly so, something he has gone out of his way to point out.

      He also seems oblivious to the fact that I want to fuck his future wife. He seems to have no concern over our long hours, or casual familiarity, or the moments that our eyes meet across the table, wordless communication in just the tiny movements of a smile or glance.

      He shouldn’t be this calm, or this friendly. He should be questioning our friendship, and subtly asserting his dominance. There should be a healthy distance between us, a squaring off of masculinity, a rolling up of sleeves in the fight over this woman. My woman.

      That is how all of this should play out. That is the game I know how to fight.

      I can’t fight a nice, well-mannered pushover. It would make me look like an ass. It would push her away.

      I reach for my glass and mentally correct myself. It doesn’t matter how he reacts, or how the game should be played. I can’t fight him because I shouldn’t have her. It’s the mantra I keep forgetting, the plan that keeps going astray.

      The restaurant door opens, and I know it’s her from the smile on the maître d’s face.
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        * * *

      

      “Where’s Craig?” I pull out her chair, glancing toward the front of the restaurant. It’s terrible, but a part of me hopes that he is sick, some sort of stomach bug that will keep him in their room and out of our hair for the next two days.

      “Something came up, late last night. He’s on the way to the airport now. He has to go home.” She picks up the napkin and spreads it in her lap, her eyes on the motion. Something is wrong, her voice forcibly light.

      I sit down and smooth my own napkin, keeping my gaze on her. “Do you need to go with him? I can handle the rest of the meetings without you.”

      “No.” The shake of her head is short and quick, almost a shudder. “It’s fine. I’ll see him when I get back.” She smiles at me, and something is definitely wrong, the lines of her face pulling at the wrong places, her eyes avoiding mine, her study of the menu uncharacteristically focused.

      I fight a war between protective aggression and giving her space, my tongue poised, unsure of how to act. I catch her eyes and there is a flash of raw vulnerability, silently begging me to leave it alone. I reach forward, passing her the basket of bread, and eye the ring that still sits on her finger. “So, no Craig.”

      “No.”

      “And our meeting with the factory rep is at ten?”

      “Yes.”

      “I hope you use bigger words in our meeting. You’re the only chance we have to sound intelligent.”

      The corner of her mouth twitches, and it feels like a monumental victory. “Okay.”

      “And you know you’ve piled a lot of extra work on me.”

      Her eyebrow raises, and a hint of life enters her eyes. “In what way?”

      I let out a heavy sigh. “Now I’ve got to entertain you for the next two days. Play host, get you drunk on Hong Kong sake, and give you a vacation you’ll never forget.”

      She rolls her eyes and picks up the menu. “Shut up. We both know I’ll be getting room service tonight, and you’ll be banging some Chinese whore.”

      “I’m canceling the Chinese whore,” I say with a hurt tone. “I mean, I was going to bang her, but you and your inconvenient loneliness just cost her the greatest orgasms of her life.”

      “Oh my God.” She lifts the menu higher to hide her smile. “Please stop.”

      Her foot bumps against my leg, and I look at my own menu, wishing that ring was off her finger and this restaurant was deserted.
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      HER

      “I’m not drinking that!” I call up to Trey, hoping he can read lips because the noise in the club is deafening. He smiles down at me and I tug on his dress pants, smacking a hand across the top of his shoe to get his attention.

      Standing on top of the bar, he calls out something and the crowd erupts into cheers, a chant starting which I can’t understand. I raise my hands in question and he points to the girl next to me, yelling something at her. The girl, a pig-tailed sexpot with cat eyes and combat boots, leans forward and presses her mouth to the ice block, her eyes flicking up to Trey. He tilts a bottle and red liquor flows down a gulley, through the ice and into her mouth. It looks unsanitary and extremely sexual, two directions I have no plans of stumbling down tonight. She closes her eyes and swallows, lifting her mouth from the ice and wiping across her lips with the back of the hand. She gestures me forward.

      “No!” I wave my hands at Trey, shaking my head emphatically, but the crowd chants louder, fists pounding the bar top, bodies beginning to jump in concert. He winces, as if he is innocent in all of this, then holds up one finger.

      “One shot,” he yells. “Just one!”

      I can’t. If I do this, if I yield to him, he will be hell. It will be like giving the devil keys to my kingdom. He will know that if he flashes me that smile, and gives me that wink, that I will bend, will behave, will do whatever he wants me to do. And I do mean whatever. His eyes catch mine and he crouches, smoothly setting down the liquor and swinging off the bar, landing beside me, his hand cupping the back of my waist and pulling me against him. He lowers his mouth to my ear. “Just one, Kate. For me.”

      Maybe it is the proximity to him, or the way his voice softens on the last two words. Maybe it is the fact that I have to turn away from him and take that shot or I’ll tilt my chin up and kiss him. Whatever the reason, I step away and up to the ice.

      I tell myself that ice is sterile, and it doesn’t matter that I’m putting my mouth in the same place where a stranger’s was.

      I tell myself that because I didn’t tell Trey that I broke up with Craig. It makes this night fine, removes any romantic layers, and drinking with my boss is as inappropriate as this will get.

      I close my eyes and wait for the alcohol, and tell myself that I don’t care if I look sexy, or if Trey is proud of me, or impressed, or anything else.

      The liquor hits my tongue and it’s ice cold. I swallow it and stand, some leaking from the side of my mouth. As I go to clean it, Trey’s hand is there, his fingers soft against my chin, and our eyes meet as he wipes away the liquor and then moves his hand up, gently sucking the edge of his thumb into his mouth.

      Good Lord. This man will be the death of me.
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        * * *

      

      My flight to Hong Kong hadn’t been terrible, Craig and I lucky enough to be seated next to one of those scrawny teenagers who wears headphones and doesn’t hog the armrest. But flying back, Trey upgrades me to first class, an expensive transition I initially balk at. The mid-flight neck massage, private television, and sushi softens my resistance. The full bed, privacy curtain, and seven-hour nap have me swearing off coach forever.

      “Is everything okay with Craig?”

      I consider the question without turning to look at him. “He’s fine. It was a work emergency. I think he’s handled it.” It’d be easy to tell him the truth; I should tell him the truth. Trey isn’t just my boss—we have become friends. It’d be weird not to tell him.

      But telling him I’ve broken off my engagement will lead to questions, ones that I haven’t quite worked out in my head. Maybe, back in the US, I will change my mind. Maybe, after cataloguing all of the decision-making factors, I’ll realize that I shouldn’t have made such a life-altering decision while drinking. Maybe I’ll call Craig and tell him that I’d made a mistake.

      Or maybe I won’t. I feel absolutely zero regret over my decision. If anything, I feel better—the knot of anxiety over our future gone, my possibilities wide open. Last night, I had the best night of my life. At some point, we had danced, in a dark club off a side street, one where drag queens greeted us at the door and disco pumped through the speakers. I’ve never danced. Not in college, definitely not in grad school. The formal events that Craig and I sometimes attended had a few slow songs we’d swayed to, in the most dignified manner possible. But nothing like last night. That had been arms up, ass shaking, gyrations. We had moved deep into the crowd, in a place of rough, jam-packed movement, his arms protectively wrapping around me, my body occasionally brushing against his to the tune of the techno. When we made it to the upstairs bar, we took tequila shots and found a jukebox. I put on a country song, managed to mix it with an Irish jig, and Trey laughed and told me that I was a terrible dancer. He also, over tapas in another bar, brushed my hair out of my face and told me that I was brilliant. I don’t remember my response. I don’t remember much of the rest of the evening, except that I fell asleep in a taxi, and he ended up carrying me to my room.

      “Is it bad that I’m almost happy he went home early?” He leans his head back against the headrest and turns to smile at me. “I mean, I’m sure it ruined your birthday but—”

      “It’s not bad.” I gave him a half-hearted smile. “I think it was a good coworker bonding experience.” I reach out my glass, determined to return us to our proper relationship. “To Marks Lingerie.”

      His tongue runs along the inside of his bottom lip and he, almost reluctantly, lifts up his own glass. “To Marks. And to bonding with coworkers.”

      I tip back my glass and look away.
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      There are still six hours ahead of them, the plane quiet, Kate falling asleep within an hour of takeoff from Hong Kong. Now, she is curled next to him, the top of her head brushing against his arm, a first-class pillow comfortable propped underneath her chin. Her shoes are kicked off, her legs curled back, and every once in a while she shifts, and her bright pink socks peek under the blanket.

      He flips over the leather portfolio, turning the white cream paper to a fresh page, and picks up the pen.

      His mind is fucked. He needs a plan, intelligent thought, something to distract him from this woman, who he already regrets hiring.

      That’s a lie. And a truth. Two sides of his head war, and it doesn’t help when she inhales and the cutest snore in the entire world tumbles out.

      She shouldn’t be sexy. She’s nerdy. Way too smart, enough so to catch his mistakes, and call him out on them. She’s goofy, in an unput-together way, the sort of way that makes him laugh despite himself and smile at a moment when he should be scowling. She says words like oopsy and pulls out her bun in the middle of meetings, and once pulled off her nylons in the middle of the day, her bare legs almost arresting his speech when she came back from lunch, suddenly nine times sexier, as if he could focus on the company and not wonder at the change.

      He writes a clear, simple title at the top.  Reasons That I Dislike Kate.

      This would help. Something to sort out his thoughts. To remind him of where his mind should be. He crosses out the line.

      Reasons That Kate and I Are Just Friends

      That’s better. Less animosity. He makes a bullet point, then pauses.

      -       She is a prude in bed.

      It’s purely a guess of course. But given her staunch opinion on threesomes, the conservative outfits that she strolls into work wearing, and the dry doormat of a fiancé that she has attached herself to … it’s an intelligent guess.

      Then he thinks of the way that her eyes flash at him with a challenge. The way that sometimes, when he leans in to look at her concepts, her breath catches. The responsive flush of her skin when he accidentally brushes it. Is there a hellion behind those pantsuits and turtleneck sweaters? God, he’s imagined it enough times, his hand on his cock, his mind going crazy.

      Kate lying back on his desk, her mouth curving into a smile, her knees slowly parting.

      Kate, her hand reaching down and brushing over the tent in his pants, her eyes widening in appreciation.

      Kate, her thighs trembling around his face, his tongue inside of her, the taste of her—

      He shifts in the seat, and is grateful for the pull-out desk in front of him, hiding the erection that is now dominating his thoughts.

      He pushes the desk aside, grabbing his jacket and holding it before him, standing and moving swiftly down the hall, to the restroom, new thoughts of her flooding his head.

      He needs a release.

      He shuts the bathroom door, flips the lock, and frees his cock, his back hitting the hard wall, his legs bracing against the floor in the small space, his hand wrapping around his stiff shaft.

      God, what the fuck had he been thinking, hiring her?
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      “I just don’t understand why you haven’t told Trey.” Jess pushes the shopping cart forward and stops beside a rack of purses, picking up a knock-off Betsey Johnson clutch. “It’s been a month since you and Craig broke up. What do you guys talk about all the time?”

      “Business.” I spin a rack of sunglasses and pluck a pair off the top. “And other stuff. I don’t know. He doesn’t bring up Craig.”

      “You guys are weird.” She holds up the clutch. “Do you think this is worth forty bucks?”

      “No.” I push the glasses on my face and bend down, looking into the mirror. “We aren’t weird.”

      “You’re totally weird. Even Mom thinks you’re weird, so that’s pretty much the kiss of death.”

      “In what way are we weird?” The glasses don’t look terrible on me. I tilt my head, considering them.

      “It’s the way you look at each other. Like you guys are having subliminal conversations. It’s rude, you know. When other people are there. I felt left out having lunch with the two of you. Plus, there’s the whole attraction thing.”

      I take off the sunglasses and check the price tag, sighing as I return them to the rack. “Lots of friends are attracted to each other.”

      “Ummm … no.” She tosses the clutch onto the pile and pushes the cart forward. “Actually, they aren’t. It never works out.”

      “You liked Gabe Jordan.”

      “That was ninth grade, Kate.” She checks her watch. “Shit. It’s already two. We need to hurry.”

      I watch as she turns down a housewares aisle, her steps increasing in speed as she moves past the cooking items, bee-lining for a display of picture frames. Maybe Trey and I are weird. I certainly feel ungrounded at times, as if we are tip-toeing closer and closer to the line of inappropriateness. It’s the reason I haven’t told him about Craig. I feel like my fake relationship with him is a layer of protection, something to point to and say See? We are just friends. We must be, since I am happily engaged.

      “Hasn’t he asked about your ring?” Jess asks, carefully placing a picture frame into the cart.

      “I told him I need to get it resized.” A terrible excuse, but one he hadn’t questioned.

      “I still can’t believe how smoothly your break-up went.” She pauses. “Actually, never mind. I can. If I ever divorce Adam, I’m having Craig handle the entire thing.”

      She is right. My break-up with Craig couldn’t have been more peaceful. He hadn’t argued or shouted. There had been no tears or debates. He had listened to my fumbling attempt at discussing my feelings, then had moved to the closet and packed his bag. Before stepping out of the hotel room, we’d discussed our relationship going forward (cordial acquaintances), and whether he should contribute to the hotel bill (no). I have no doubt that, in his perfectly-organized home office, there had been an In Case We Break Up folder, complete with a list of to-do items. By the time I’d returned to the US, I had a box on my kitchen counter with all of my things from his house, along with a typed list of items he was requesting from me. He had paper-clipped a counselor’s business card to the top of the list, along with signed papers from the bank that removed his name from all of our joint accounts. I’d returned his things the next week, and hadn’t heard from him since.

      I lean against the wall. “I’m worried telling Trey will change our relationship.”

      She looks at me. “That might not be a bad thing. He’s ridiculously hot … you need a new man…” She shrugs as if my problems are solved.

      “It’s not that simple. Maybe if we were just friends—” I rub my eyes. “But the company needs us both. And he knows that. I don’t think he’d even do anything with me, for fear of messing up that.”

      “Okay…” she drawls out, nodding at a passerby and moving farther down the aisle. “You’re not making any sense. Do you want to date the guy or not?”

      Do I want to date Trey? It isn’t even worth considering. I can’t date Trey. “No,” I manage to say.

      “No?” She raises her eyebrows in the knowing way that only a sister can.

      “No,” I repeat, and this time the short word is heavy with resolve.

      She only laughs in response.
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      The brunette is a younger version of Kate, her breasts swelling over the top of the balconet bra. I watch as she lounges against the pillows, one knee pulling up, a hip curving. A man in a suit steps forward, stopping before her.

      “What do you think?” Kate asks quietly. Bulbs flash and there is a snap of the shutter.

      “It’s a gamble.” I shrug. “But I like to gamble.” Like father, like son.

      “Think it’ll be too risqué for the stores?” The man kneels before the model, his hand on her thigh.

      “I’m not sure. But marketing loves the idea of sexualizing the shoot. They think they can get the photos to go viral.” I pull out my phone and refresh my email.

      “Still waiting on the Neiman Marcus order?”

      “Yep.” We are already solidly in the black for this season. However, their national order could give us firm footing to launch proper advertising. I lock the phone and slide it into my pocket.

      “By the way…” she shifts in her heels, and I look over, something in her delivery giving me pause. “Craig and I broke up.”

      It is so unexpected that I take a step back, my heart doing a confused jig—made of elation and dread. I swallow. “Really.”

      “Yeah. I just thought you should know.” She looks down at her clipboard, making a mark on the page. “Not that it changes anything. I just—”

      “Why did you break up?” She had to have ended it. There was no way that he—that any man—would walk away from her.

      “I don’t know.” Her shoulders lift. “I just felt that I might be making a mistake. And our relationship felt…” she pauses, and I feel my entire soul hang on the end of that sentence.

      “…like a business relationship,” she finally concludes. I understand what she is saying, the sterile way they had interacted, Craig’s formal planning and execution of every task—but still. The word choice stabs at me.

      I force myself to step closer to Kate, to return to our prior positions, my eyes on the models, the man now leaning over the woman, pinning her wrists to the bed. Kate tucks her hair behind her ear, and I catch a whiff of her perfume. She slides a hand down the shooting schedule, and I watch the delicate slide of her fingers across the page. She’s single. My Kate is single. No ring on her finger, no calls on her phone, nothing to stop me from hooking my hand around her waist and pulling her against me. I turn and step away, call out to a photographer’s assistant, and have him walk me through the lighting.

      Working with her for the ten months—it has already been a strain on my willpower. Now, with Craig removed from the equation, will I be able to control myself? I glance back at her, my gaze moving up her body, enjoying the feminine curves, the casual slouch, the confident way she calls out to the photographer.

      In my pocket, my phone vibrates, and I pull out the device, my heartbeat quickening at the email notification that appears. Neiman. The timing is suspect, and I glance up to the ceiling, wondering if the big man upstairs is trying to send me a message.

      I open the email, and scroll quickly through the order, a smile pulling at my mouth as I see the purchase numbers. I stride over to her and wrap my arms around her, my chest to her back, my chin on her shoulder, my phone held out before her.

      “Look,” I whisper, and I fight the urge to gather her against me, to press my hips forward, against her body, to feel the curve of that ass against me. “Look what you did.”

      She twists around, throwing her arms around my neck, hugging it tightly. “We did,” she states, and when she pulls away, she is beaming.

      She’s right. We did it. And dammit, I can’t mess everything up now.
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      I am on a conference call when Mom calls, my hand automatically reaching out and silencing the phone, my mind returning to the discussion, one over production schedules for our new garter belts.

      Then Jess texts, and the preview screen tells me everything I don’t want to know.

      Grandma died this morning.

      I swallow, my throat tight, and reach for the phone. In the background, I hear Trey’s voice, the call continuing like I didn’t just receive devastating news. I text Jess back.

      How? 

      Someone says my name, and I become aware of the quiet conference line in the moment before Trey speaks.

      “Kate, are you there?”

      “Yes.” I look at my screen, not sure where the discussion had moved. “I’m sorry, can you repeat the question?”

      “Let’s finish up this call later.” Trey’s voice doesn’t allow for discussion, and everyone signs off, the line quiet by the time that Jess’s response comes through.

      Stroke. We’re headed to the nursing home now. Can you come? 

      My grandmother’s nursing home is in Lake Forest, over an hour and a half away, especially at this time of day. I look over my desk, think of my afternoon meetings, and the looming deadlines, a hundred to-do items to be completed today. There is no way. I think of the woman, the smell of vanilla extract that always seemed to follow her around, the way that she would pull me against her chest, the ornery way she’d refuse help, even when her hands had lost all ability to grip.

      “Kate.” Trey steps into my office and shuts the door. He stops, our eyes meeting. “What’s wrong?”

      I can feel the tremble of my bottom lip and hate it. I hate that I can’t control myself, that I can’t even answer his question. I turn away, back to my computer, and tighten my hands into fights, attempting to find my voice. He says nothing, and I listen for the sounds of his soles against the hardwood, the creak of my credenza as he leans against it, but there is nothing.

      I appreciate the distance, his patience. In it, I manage to answer, my voice almost smooth. “My grandmother passed away. I just found out.”

      “How can I help?”

      I swivel in my chair until I see his face. The gentleness in his eyes almost breaks me. His arms are crossed tightly over his chest, and I can see him resisting the urge to step forward. He looks at my desk and then glances to the window before looking back to me.

      “Come on.” He holds out a hand. “Let’s go to her.”

      “Go to her?” I shake my head. “I can’t. You can’t. I’m underwater as it is.”

      “Everything can wait.” He steps forward. “Where is she?”

      “Everything can’t wait. I’ve got a dozen people waiting on me, for fifty different things. And you know our tight timeframe.” In the overwhelming amount of work before me, I feel a bit of control returning, something to focus on other than the fact that I haven’t visited her in over two weeks.

      “Fuck the timeframe. I’m not asking. I’m telling you. I’ll close down the entire office for two days if it will ease your concerns. But right now, I don’t want you here. Is she up in Lake Forest?”

      I nod.

      “Then let’s go. Do not touch your computer. Do not return another email. I’ll pull my car up front.” He turns and steps out of the office before I can formulate a response.

      Trey drives me to Lake Forest, my entire trip spent on the phone, first with my mom, then my sister, then the nursing home’s director. Once we arrive, the tears come—big bursts of emotions that put me in Jess’s arms, then my mother’s, and then, somehow, in his. He didn’t listen when I told him to go home, when I told him that I had things covered. He tried to get hotel rooms for everyone; he tried to pay the outstanding hospital bill, and when he finally left, he showed back up forty-five minutes later with bags of food. And even though I kept arguing with him to leave, I’m glad he didn’t. He was the perfect complement to our mourning, his questions and conversations leading to stories about Grandma, our time a mixture of laughter and tears, and by the time we all headed home, I felt a sort of contented peace.

      Now, almost halfway back to LA, I finally remember my manners.  “Thank you.”

      “Right now, you’re the most important person in my life.” He glances over, looking away from the road, the Tesla purring along, perfectly spaced between the lanes. “I’ve put myself in charge of taking care of you.”

      It’s the oddest response I’ve ever heard. “I’m not the most important person in your life.”

      He chuckles. “You hold my business in those tiny little hands, Kate. And I have no family. Until my soulmate wanders by, you’ve got no competition.”

      It’s sad. Empowering, but sad. I think of everything I’ve felt today—guilt, remorse, nostalgia, and loss. He’s been through this. Not once, but twice. And he no doubt had grandparents also. Had they passed away? I have no family. It seems like too cruel of a question to ask. I take an easier approach. “You believe in soulmates?”

      The corner of his mouth lifts. “You don’t?”

      “I don’t know.” I settle back in the seat. “It’s a lot of pressure. Like, if I only have one soulmate in this entire world … I could spend my entire life overanalyzing my relationships and picking them all apart.”

      “I don’t think there’s anything wrong with taking a serious analysis of a relationship.”

      “There is if you stop all of them too early.” I try to find the right words. “If—on my first date with Craig—I had asked myself if he was my soulmate, the only person in the entire world I was meant to be with…” I shrug. “I probably wouldn’t have even given him a second date.”

      “Your reasoning makes no sense. You broke up with Craig. If you had been following Soulmate Protocol then, you would have saved yourself three years.”

      “You’re missing the point.” I huff in aggravation. “And you don’t have the right to even have an opinion, seeing as you have never been in a serious relationship.” I tilt my head at him. “Right?”

      “I’ve had serious relationships.” He shifts in his seat. “They just haven’t been long-term.”

      “Ha!” I didn’t exactly score a point in this tally, but it feels like I did. “See?”

      “I’m picky,” he points out. “It’s not a bad thing. And maybe I haven’t met her yet.”

      “Her being your mythical soulmate?” I feel a prickle of envy at the thought. Not the thought of being Trey Marks’s soulmate, but the thought of being regarded in that way. The thought of a man, out there, searching for me. Waiting for me. Ignore the complete illogicality of the concept, there is something inherently romantic about soulmates. “It just doesn’t make sense,” I argue.

      He sighs. “You’re a non-believer, Kate. I can’t reason with non-believers.” He turns, and our eyes meet, and that wicked smile, the one that drenches my panties, flashes.

      “Huh.” I sniff and have no intelligent response.

      Soulmates. I try to picture mine, but I can’t get the image of his smile out of my mind. 
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      four months later

      Las Vegas. I win three thousand dollars on a slot machine and am stretched out on my bed, basking in my newfound riches, when Trey walks in. He cocks a brow at me and holds out his wrist. “I need help. This cufflink is a bitch.”

      I roll over and sit upright on the edge of the bed. When he steps forward, between my legs, I look up at him.

      “This could get interesting,” he murmurs, a wicked gleam in his eyes. His shoes settle into place, and his pant legs brush against the inside of my knees.

      It won’t. The man is a complete tease. He flirts like a teenage boy, then walks away and leaves me panting.

      “There are certain lines I don’t cross, and fucking my employees is one of them.”

      His line from my interview plays on repeat in my head. After our San Francisco road trip, I looked up Vicka Neece. Like I had expected, she is beautiful, and very different from me. Blonde instead of brunette. Taller than me, and thin instead of curvy. She has that sophisticated scowl that I’ve never mastered. I can see why a man would go for her. And I can see, in the tattered remains of Marks Lingerie, what interoffice relationships can lead to.

      I hadn’t thought much about it while I was with Craig, but in the last five months as a single woman, Trey’s stance on fraternization has haunted me. And right now, his belt is at eye level, the buckle begging to be freed, zipper yanked down, and all of Trey Marks’s mysteries unveiled. My hand hovers above the belt. It would be so easy. I sigh and reach past it, for his waiting shirtsleeve, my hands quick and efficient as I fasten the cufflink. I look up at him and stick out my tongue.

      “What is that for?” He extends the other hand, a smile playing across his lips.

      “You. You and your ridiculous temptingness.” The truth slips out before I can harness it in. I bite my bottom lip and look down at the cufflink, struggling more with getting this one through the hole.

      “Oh good. I was worried I was losing my touch.” He flips over his hands, offering them to me and I pull, getting to my feet.

      “Nope. No worries there.” I eye his suit. “So it’s this kind of a dinner?”

      “You were expecting the buffet? Keno and sweatpants?”

      “Don’t tempt me,” I groan, moving past him and to the bathroom. “I’ve worn heels for, like, fourteen hours now.”

      “You don’t have to come.” He stands in the doorway and watches me. I grab a washcloth and rub it over my face, removing my makeup. I glance in the mirror, at my face, slightly pink from the hot water, and frown. Maybe I shouldn’t be so surprised that Trey isn’t trying to fuck me. Not when he sees me like this, in threadbare yoga pants and a shirt I borrowed from his suitcase without asking. That’s what he gets for owning T-shirts that feel like suede and for booking us in adjoining rooms. I may be bringing his company success, but I’m not above blatantly stealing from his suitcase.

      “I know Mira and her husband,” he continues. “Why don’t you take the night off? Get room service and a movie.”

      I turn off the water and glare at him in the mirror. “Her husband owns thirty-seven department stores in California. I don’t care if you know Mira. Their first order, if we can get it, will be huge. No offense, but I’m not letting you screw it up.”

      “How can I not take offense to that?” He barks out a laugh, and follows me to my suitcase for a straightening iron.

      “It’s the truth.” I plug in the iron. “And don’t flirt with her.”

      “Oooh … jealous Kate. I knew you were in there somewhere.”

      “I’m not jealous, I’m sane. You don’t know how you are, what you do to women. You say something casual to her, and her husband is going to bury you into next year—”

      “Kate.”

      “…and he isn’t going to care if—”

      “KATE.” He steps forward, pushing me against the bathroom counter, the line of his body hard, fitting perfect into my curves, one of his legs moving forward, in between mine, a stiff line of muscle against an area that hasn’t gotten any attention since Craig in Hong Kong. “It’ll be fine. I’ve met her husband before. Everything … will … be … fine.”

      He drops his eyes from mine and down to my lips. His hands are resting on either side of me, flat upon the counter, caging me in, and I flinch when he moves just his thumbs, the scrape of them slowly caressing the sides of my hips. I can feel the delicate shift of air as he exhales, his eyes tracing over the lines of my lips, and I wet them in preparation. I should step aside, make a joke, mention the time. Instead, I close my eyes, my chin lifting, and wait for his kiss.

      I hear his groan in the moment before he pushes off the counter, his body leaving mine, my skin suddenly cool without the heat of his touch. I open my eyes and he is there, against the wall of the bathroom, his hand worrying over his mouth, then crashing through his hair. He steps through the doorway, and then there is the slam of the connecting door, and I am alone.

      I sag against the counter and let out a curse.
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      My shoes clip across the hotel tile, a dominating sound that grounds me, another piece of the external appearance of control. I need the illusion, while inside, I fall to pieces.

      My company needs her.

      I need her.

      And, unfortunately, so does my cock.

      And that right there, is how things fall apart.

      I step toward the maître d’ and hope like hell she doesn’t come to dinner.
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      My hair up, I wear my best suit—a sexy YSL number that Trey bought for me in New York. He had groaned when I had stepped from the dressing room with it on. A very similar groan, in fact, to the one that had ripped from him in the bathroom.

      Maybe he likes to torture himself. Or maybe he can only get himself off, and women are all just pawns in his ridiculous game of arousal.

      Whatever the reason, this dinner is too important to let our misplaced sexual tension get in the way. I pass the hostess stand, my heels careful on the slick wood floors, and move through the tables, looking for him. In the back, in an elegant four-top overlooking The Strip, his eyes meet mine. He rises from his seat, and I step toward him.
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        * * *

      

      Mira and Edward are from San Diego. She is a hugger, and I brace when she wraps her arms around my shoulders, her height putting her face uncomfortably close to my breasts. She’s in a low-cut red dress, one that shows off impressive curves and olive skin. She’s not traditionally pretty, but has the sort of face that is transformed when she smiles, her energy infectious. Her husband is more of the strong and silent type, a courteous gentleman who rises alongside Trey and extends a polite hand toward me. He is our mark—his upscale department stores the perfect home for our lingerie. We are in town for an expo, and Edward, apparently, loves any excuse to gamble.

      “Trey was just telling us all about you.” Mira leans forward, tucking a dark curl behind her ear and lowering her voice as if this is a secret of some sort. “He said you used to work at Lavern & Lilly.”

      “I did.” I make a face. “It wasn’t nearly as much fun as working for Marks.”

      She gives me a knowing smile. “Oh, I believe that. I worked with Trey before. I know how well he keeps his coworkers entertained.” She steals a shrimp off the appetizer platter and turns to Trey. “Isn’t that right, Trey?”

      Trey attempts to give her a stern glare, one that loses its impact in the curve of his mouth. “It’s not like that, Mira.”

      Goosebumps pop along my arm, and I study her face, the way she smirks at him before dipping the shrimp into sauce. From under the table, I feel Trey’s hand settle on my thigh, his fingers squeezing, a brief warning that is entirely unnecessary.

      “I’m sorry.” I smile politely. “I didn’t realize that you two worked together.”

      “It was at Bloomingdale’s,” Trey lifts his glass, the ice cubes settling in the amber liquid. “Mira worked in their accounts department.”

      “I seduced the poor boy,” she interrupts grandly, holding up her wine glass to her husband, who lifts the bottle. I watch the dark red wine pour, and wonder exactly how many Bloomingdale’s employees he went through. “And, honestly, he didn’t have a chance.”

      “I wasn’t exactly a boy, Mira.” Trey lounges, his arm reaching behind my seat, the tips of his fingers brushing against my back. “I was twenty-four, same as you.”

      “I was wise beyond my years.” She turns to her husband, who seems completely unconcerned about their history. “Wasn’t I, babe?”

      “Still are.” He leans forward, setting down the wine bottle. “That’s why you get along with me so well. I’m immature and you’re ancient.”

      She scoffs, Trey chuckles, and I feel a combination of jealousy and confusion. I lift my drink and steal another glance at Mira, this one more apprising. I’ve seen a handful of Trey’s dates, most the long-legged kind who don’t concern themselves with breakouts, limp hair, or extra pounds. But Mira … she is a real woman, one whose nose is a little too big on her face, her features pleasant but not breathtaking, her body shape one that could shop at Lane Bryant as easily as Saks. She catches my eye and smiles, and her easy confidence is overwhelming. I swallow a sip of my mojito and search for something to say. “Edward, you met Mira through Bloomingdales also?”

      “I did.” He had smile lines around his eyes, his head a thick pile of silver and gray. Somewhere in his fifties, with the same sort of lean build that Craig had. Probably a swimmer, or cyclist. “She was my account manager.”

      “How long were you with Bloomingdales?” I ask Mira, taking a roll.

      “God, two years. The longest two years of my life. But hey,” she hugs Edward’s arm, “it was worth it for this lug of sexuality.” She glances at Trey. “Hell, relationship-building was the only real benefit of that place, right?”

      He shifts in his seat and I pick up on his tension, the rigid tap of his finger against his spoon, the way he clears his throat. “Have you guys made it to Aspen yet this year?”

      She leans forward, and launches into a long and moderately funny story about a ski trip. I cut my filet and watch Trey, wondering at his tension, the abrupt change in conversation. He glances at me and I meet his eyes, a question in the look. What’s going on?

      He looks away. Maybe it is just Mira’s comment, the thinly veiled reference to Vicka and his relationship. But it seems like something else. He hadn’t wanted me at this dinner at all. I glance at Mira and wonder if there is something else I am missing. Mira smiles at me, and I realize that the table has fallen quiet, everyone looking at me in the expectant way that follows a question. I swallow the bit of steak. “I’m sorry, what was the question?”

      “Edward is leaving tonight, flying back home for a meeting. I was wondering if you could show me your new collections in the morning?”

      “Of course.” I smile, ignoring the hard press of Trey’s ankle against mine. “I’d be happy to. Maybe we could grab lunch at Lago and go over it there.”

      “I could join you.” Trey leans in, and I position the heel of my stiletto in the vicinity of his shoe, his foot quickly moving out of the way.

      “That’s not necessary.” I beam at him. “You go do your manly stuff. Slot machines and whatnot. Let us have some girl time.”```

      Mira giggles against her wine glass and Trey smiles tightly at me, a noticeable tic in his cheek. I take a long pull of merlot and wonder again, what the hell he is so worried about.
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      HIM

      Mira’s hands grip Kate’s shoulders and she kisses her cheek, smiling warmly and promising to see her tomorrow at noon. There is no way in hell that lunch is happening, but I’ll take that up with Mira tonight, once I get her away from Kate. I aged five years during that dinner, my heart in my throat whenever Mira so much as opened her mouth. I’d forgotten how much, without a dick in her mouth, she talks. I’ll fix that problem tonight.

      She reaches for me, and I accept her hug, not reacting when she whispers her room number in my ear. I step away from her and extend a hand to Edward, his smile cordial. “Have a safe flight,” I say.

      “Certainly. I look forward to seeing you again soon.” He releases my hand, and we step apart. I turn to Kate and reach for her hand, our goodbye involving another round of salutations before we are through the restaurant and into the casino.

      “Want to play some slots?” I eye the blackjack tables, where Mira and Edward are headed.

      “Sure,” she replies cheerfully. “As long as you’re paying.”

      “Of course.” I place my hand on the small of her back, forcing myself to not caress the skin there, my steps brisk until we get to the private section of high limit slots. I pause, reaching into my wallet, and am stopped by Kate’s stern look, her perky smile gone. I smell an ambush before she even opens her mouth.

      “You prick with a dick.” She crosses her arms over her chest and leans against the closest slot machine.

      I look back down at my wallet, pulling out a handle of hundreds and buying myself a second to think. I close my wallet and stick it into my pocket. “What? I told you I knew her.”

      “Knew her? Yes, that’s a bit of an understatement. Did you fuck everyone at Bloomingdales?”

      That earns her a smirk, my eyes taking a greedy trip down her body, lingering on the way her dress clings. “I managed some restraint at times.”

      “Don’t,” she warns, and God, I love it when she gets worked up.

      I turn to the closest slot machine, feeding a bill into the machine in an attempt to keep myself from touching her. “It was a long time ago. She’s married now. What difference does it make?”

      “Her marriage didn’t stop her from eye-fucking you across the table.”

      I glance at her, then push the button and watch the reels spin. “Easy, Kate. Your jealousy is showing.”

      She growls. “I’m not jealous, I’m intelligent. Our client is her husband. Are you too stupid to realize that he’s not going to stock anything from someone his wife is attracted to?”

      “I think you’re wrong.” I reach down and grab her hand, pulling her toward the machine, her struggle cute in a way that gets me hard as a rock. “Stop fighting me. I’m not fucking you against the reels. I just want you to push the button. Give me some lady luck.” I slide my hand atop hers and gently push, the machine coming to life. She pauses her fight, watching the roll of lights, and slumps slightly when they come up mismatched. She goes to move away, and I move closer, trapping her, my chest against her back, her ass against me in a way that lights my senses on fire. “A few more.” I speak against the back of her neck, her hair tickling my nose, my mouth close enough that, if I wanted to, I could drive her insane with just the brush of my lips against that skin. My hand still over hers, I give it a bit of pressure, using the excuse to push against her body, my cock pressing along the perfect curve of her ass, her inhale one that I will replay a hundred times over. “Watch it,” I order.

      “You’re too close to me,” she says, and her voice is husky, all fucking woman in every syllable of the words.

      “You want me to move back?” I press the button under her hand, my hips thrusting again, and she sags back against me. God, she’d be so easy to please. In five minutes, I could make her mine. In ten minutes, she’d be calling me her god. In twenty, I could propose and she’d beg me for a lifetime more.

      “Tell me, Kate. Tell me and I’ll give you all of the space you want.” Her hand moves beneath mine, slowly pushing the button, her ass arching against me, and I close my eyes in reverence, sending a thank you up to the God who created this perfect woman. She stiffens, and I open my eyes, almost falling forward as she spins toward me, all sexuality gone from her eyes, and I flinch when she shrieks, her arms flying into the air.

      “We WON!” she yells, and if that is all it takes to get a woman out from under my touch, I need to up my fucking game.

      I step back, glancing at the slot machine, which shows a trio of treasure chests. “Great,” I mutter, watching her spin back to the machine, her chin tilting back, her finger raising as she finds the prize display.

      “A thousand credits!” she shrieks again, her voice at a pitch that fighting cats frequent. “How much is a credit? Twenty-five—Trey, we won twenty-five thousand dollars!!!”

      “Yippee,” I say dryly, and I’d give all of it up to have her ass back where it belongs, flush against my cock. I glare at the machine, which blinks and dings with annoying cheer.
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        * * *

      

      Room 1472. I stand at the double doors and contemplate my options. Mira isn’t the type to lord sex over a sale, she’ll have Edward order whatever we want, despite my cock’s activities, or lack of it. I can certainly decline her offer, but that’d be a little ridiculous, given the rare times that our paths cross. I haven’t been with her in two years, our last time in San Diego, three hours spent in every position known to man. She is my easy fix, the non-complicated sort that never pulls out a gun and steals my car. I eye her door and consider, one last time, returning to my room, to a jack off session and sleepless night, all one thin wall apart from Kate. I groan and reach forward, quickly rapping on the door, before I can change my mind.

      A release will be good for me. It will get my mind off her. It will flush my system, and remind me of all of the reasons that Kate and I can’t—won’t—ever work.

      The door swings open, and Edward stands there, his jacket and tie gone, his shirtsleeves rolled up, his feet bare on the plush carpet. “Trey.” He steps back. “Come on in. Mira is waiting for us.”
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        * * *

      

      Two hours later, I close the door to the suite and walk down the hall, my jacket over my arm, my shirt rumpled from her nails, a button near the top cleanly ripped off. I examine the loose thread and grin, shaking my head at the thought of her. God, I forgot what a hellion she is, how she can pounce on your body and ride you like a fucking bull. I step on the elevator and press the button for my floor, catching my reflection in the metal doors. I look like a mess. I step closer to it, tilting my head to the side to examine the hickey that runs along my collarbone. I pull up my collar and frown, the mark not entirely hidden. Damn woman. I’ll have to button up and wear a tie tomorrow. I am smiling as I step onto my floor, my mind in a better place than it had been two hours earlier. That’s the value of Mira and Edward, even more than the orgasms. They are a reminder that there is nothing wrong with me, that we are all consenting adults who enjoy pleasure, in whatever form brings the most of it. If Mira likes getting two, or four, or ten cocks at once, that’s her business and nobody else’s. If I like a husband to watch me fuck his wife, or I enjoy competing for orgasms, why should society judge me for it?

      I get it, though. I understand the stigma, the flinch of the mind when confronted with the idea. Hell, the first time Mira set it up, had I not been horny as hell, and twice as drunk, I’d have probably run the other way. But it had only turned me on more, thinking of fucking her in front of an audience, in front of another man, one who wanted her just as badly, or more, than I did. The competitiveness of it is an aphrodisiac, one so intense that normal sex can pale in comparison. Normal sex has, for a while, paled in comparison.

      I stop in front of my room, and dig in my pocket for the key card, sliding it through the lock and pushing open the door, reaching for the light switch and stopping. On my bed, curled into a ball, her dark hair spread out on my pillow, is Kate. A remote hangs limply from her hand, her face illuminated by the screen, a black and white show running. I quietly pull the door closed and step into the bathroom, brushing my teeth and changing out of my clothes. I consider the shower and decide to wait, needing to get Kate back to her room before my cock comes back to life. I pull on workout pants and look for my T-shirt, getting frustrated as I dig through the suitcase. I am turning back to the closet when I see my shirt on her, the bright blue fabric loud against the white sheets. I smile despite myself, walking over and carefully taking the remote before turning off the television, the room falling dark. I pull back the covers, and slide my hands underneath her, gathering her into my arms, her body falling limply against my bare chest. I steal a moment and lean in, inhaling her scent, one of fresh soap and flowers, a combination I’ve gotten whiffs of but never fully sampled. I step slowly through the open door, into her dimly lit room, and make my way to her bed, the covers already pulled back and waiting for her. I stop, looking down at the bed, not yet ready to let her go, not yet ready to part. Maybe I should have left her on my bed. Maybe I should have laid down beside her and curled against her body. I could be there, my body pressed against hers, right now. I could spend all night with my mouth against her shoulder, and her legs against mine. I almost step back, but don’t. It doesn’t feel right, doing that tonight, not when I’ve spent hours with Mira and left her here alone.

      I feel her stir and I glance down, watching her eyes open, the slow movement of them as they search the dark and find my face. She smiles, and my arms tighten around her. “I’m heavy,” she whispers.

      “Nah.”

      “How long have you been just standing here, staring at me?”

      I can’t stop the grin that stretches over my face. “It’s creepy, right?”

      “Totally creepy.” She shifts, curling tighter against me, her hand fisting against my chest. Her eyes drop to the bare skin, then dart back to my face. “You’re naked.” She says the word with evil pride, as if she is a small child who has just caught an adult misbehaving and can’t wait to tell someone.

      I shake my head. “Sorry to disappoint you, but I’m wearing pants. I just couldn’t find my shirt.” I narrow my eyes at her, then pointedly drop the glare down to the shirt.

      Her eyes roam over my shoulders, and she smiles. “I would apologize, but I’m enjoying the repercussions of my crime.” She pats my chest. “How long are you planning on holding me up?”

      I look down at the bed. “Not much longer.” I bend over and extend her over the bed, smiling as she burrows into my neck, her deep inhale not much different than my own had been. I gently set her onto the mattress, and straighten, my arms sliding through hers, when her grip clamps down on my forearm, her eyes going from sleepy to sharp.

      “Trey?” My stomach clenches at the accusatory way she says my name. “Why do you smell like Mira’s perfume?”

      I meet her eyes, and in that connection, she knows. She doesn’t know everything, but she knows I fucked her, and that is enough.
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        * * *

      

      Kate pushes out of my arms, sliding across the bed, to the other side. “Kate,” I plea. This is bad. This is fucking bad, made worse because I can’t explain it to her.

      “Shut up,” she snaps, her hands pulling at the sheet, covering herself as if she is naked. “I—” She looks away. “I literally have nothing to say to you.”

      “It didn’t mean anything.” I press the fingers of my hand into my forehead, rubbing at the stress points there. Why didn’t I take a fucking shower? But the answer to that is easy: Kate Martin was in my bed.

      “That makes it even worse!” Her eyes widen, and in them, I see her hurt. “What if Edward finds out?”

      Edward reaches down, gripping her chin and lifting it, her eyes meeting his, the rock of her body not stopping their eye contact. “Tell me,” he orders. “Do you like how he fucks you?”

      “Yes sir,” she gasps, and he smiles, pulling down the zipper of his pants.

      “Edward isn’t going to find out.” Edward knows, I want to scream. Stop worrying about work, or our precious order. Everything there is fine. I have a brief moment of insanity, one where I want to tell her everything, to try and explain it all. But I don’t, I can’t. This isn’t my secret to tell. There are other lives involved, other reputations at stake. Would Mira care? Probably not. But that’s not my call to make. And even if it were, could I tell Kate? Could I really tell her that Edward and I took turns with Mira? That he held back her hair and told her to suck my cock?

      I can’t. There is no way. Tears leak out of the corners of her eyes and I feel a piece of me break. “God dammit, Kate,” I say softly. “Just forget it. Please.”

      She rolls over on the bed, her back to me. “Go away, Trey. Just let me sleep.”

      Leaving her is the last thing I want to do. We need to discuss this, to talk this through, to get back to us. But it’s hard to talk through it when I can’t explain my actions, my motivations. I have nothing to say, no defense to give. I move back a step, then another. I wait for a long moment in the doorway, considering what this will do to our relationship, what this will mean. She doesn’t turn, and I pull the adjoining door closed, the act feeling almost ceremonial in its division of us.

      Maybe this is it, the death of our possibilities. Maybe I need this reminder of the differences between her and me, of all of the ways that—even without the company dividing us—we would never work. Maybe I should use this excuse, this opportunity, to mentally push away.

      She won’t ever accept what happened between Mira, Edward, and me. I swallow that reality and head to the shower, anxious to wash away everything.

      If this evening was lingerie, it’d be expensive, the kind that seems worth the price tag but isn’t, the kind that leaves your wallet empty and your mind fucked.
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      HER

      It’s official. The man’s penis only knows stupid mistakes. First that crazy mugger woman, and now this—a married woman. I bet Edward wasn’t even out of the hotel before Trey was knocking on her door. Had I even been a thought? You’d think if the man was going to destroy everything, he might have at least glanced my way, at least considered me before risking the wrath of our client by sleeping with his wife.

      I lay in the dark room, gripping a pillow against my chest, and listen to the click of the air conditioner as it comes on. My heart gallops against my chest, my arms tighten around the pillow, and I want to scream, but instead, I only growl. I tell myself that it’s not jealousy, but it is. It’s jealousy, and regret, and months of sexual frustration. Why her? Why not a Vegas hooker, or a horny tourist? Why risk this account, one that we need, all to fuck an ex-girlfriend? If he’s so cavalier about the risk to the company, then why not date me?

      I roll onto my back and force my arms to relax, to flop back on the mattress.  My mind relaxes slightly. Maybe it’s because, despite all of his flirting, and our latent chemistry—I’m not his type. Maybe all of my sexual tension is one-sided, and he’s operating in a purely platonic world where he flirts for the sheer fun of it, and is oblivious to the delusional fantasies of my starved sex drive. I consider knocking on his door and just asking him, flat out, to explain himself, but abandon the thought. My nerves are too frayed to have that conversation face-to-face, in an environment where all of my reactions and emotions will be seen. No way to play the cool, aloof girl in that scenario. I roll over, pick up my phone, and compose a text.

      Are you attracted to me?

      Women aren’t supposed to ask questions like that. We should be pursued; we should always know our power. But I don’t. And I need to know. He’s my best friend, and we shouldn’t have to tiptoe around our feelings. We should be able to have a rational and open discussion about this ridiculously huge thing that has been dominating my spare thought processes for the last … hell … even before Craig and I ended.

      My phone beeps, and I pick it up off the bedspread.

      — Devastatingly so.

      I stare at the response, my heart pulled between elation and fear, a flood of new questions arising. I mull them over and wait for him to ask me the same question, but the phone stays dark. Should I tell him that I feel the same way? No. I can’t. I roll onto my back and hesitantly type out the next question, reading over it several times before I press send.

      Then why aren’t we together?

      I lay the phone on my chest and stare at the ceiling. Part of me regrets bringing this up. What if he wants to start a relationship? Do I even want that? I’ve known him for fourteen months, and he hasn’t had a steady girlfriend that entire time. Would he be good boyfriend material? Can he be loyal? Is he romantic? Too many questions and no answers. I pick up my phone and double-check that my text was delivered. It shouldn’t take this long to respond, to provide a simple answer to such an important question. I close my eyes and attempt to relax, focusing on my feet and slowly moving up my body, relaxing one muscle group at a time, my arms loose and rubbery by the time my phone finally dings. I slowly roll to my side and lift my phone, reading his response.

      — too much at risk

      The brevity of it irritates me, as if he didn’t have the energy to go into greater detail. But in those four words, I understand his stance. It’s the same logic I’ve told myself a hundred times. He went down this road with Vicka, and his company had tanked as a result. Dating Trey could ruin Marks Lingerie’s forward progress, not to mention our friendship. In some ways our bond seems unflappable. In other ways, we seem as fragile as glass. No one else can hurt me like this. No one else’s opinion is as important. No one else can break my heart as easily as he could mend it.

      If he thinks there is too much at risk, then fine. I can cross Trey Marks off my list of prospects and dive back into the world of dating. I can find someone else, someone better for me, someone without consequences. I can find a relationship that, if it ends, won’t destroy every other part of our lives.

      I don’t need Trey in my bed, as my boyfriend. I can be happy having him everywhere else.

      I don’t know if it’s a lie or not, and in this moment, I don’t care. I wrap my hand around my phone, slide it under the pillow, and close my eyes.
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        * * *

      

      I wake to a note from Mira, one slipped under my door, her handwriting big and flowery. In it, she cancels our lunch, full of apologies and promises to find me on a future trip. The note is attached to a purchase order, one that Trey must have prepared, the unit count enough to make our quarter, if not our year. I roll my eyes and toss it onto the bed.

      There is a knock on the adjoining door and I open it, giving Trey a tight smile and returning to my suitcase, the zipper difficult. He pushes down on the lid and I work it closed. “Thanks.”

      “Certainly.” He is in khakis and a polo, the bright blue cotton setting off his tan. This is country-club Trey, the preppy look that used to get me hot, the clean-cut exterior so easily twisted with just one smoldering eye-fuck. Used to get me hot. Today I am a new woman, one perfectly content in my Best Friend and Creative Director roles, one who doesn’t wonder what he looks like naked, or what that delicious mouth is capable of.

      He strolls over to the bed, reaching forward and picking up the items from Mira. “What’s this?” He flips over the top page, his head dropping as he reads over it. “I thought she was sending this to me.”

      “Did you see the note?” I say brightly. “She cancelled our lunch.”

      “Yeah. I told her to.” He glances at me. “I figured you wouldn’t want to eat with her after…” He grimaces. “You know.”

      “Oh yes.” I smile again, and his eyes narrow. “I know.” I step forward and pluck the pages back. “I would have been fine having lunch with her. I don’t need you running around and rearranging my schedule.”

      “I’m sorry.” He doesn’t sound sorry. He sounds unsettled, which makes me ridiculously happy. I can do this. I can be the cool girl, the friend who doesn’t care that her friend, her boss, is devastatingly attracted to her. I can roll my eyes at his slutty antics and go off and marry a different Prince Charming. We can build this company, be friends, and I can have smoking hot sex and babies who have nothing to do with Trey Marks.

      I can have it all. I can. I will.

      He looks at me and I look at him, and if he kisses me right now, I would fall apart under his touch.

      He holds the gaze, and I look away, afraid of what my eyes might show.
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      HER

      Four months later, I find my prince in a coffee shop downtown. Or rather, he finds me.

      “Kate?” I look up and swallow the sip of coffee, my eyes darting over all of the details.

      Soft brown hair, void of product.

      Pale green eyes, the kind that smile. He wears glasses, and I unconsciously touch my own, glad that I’d skipped the contacts today.

      His features are as advertised, a classic profile set off by straight, perfect teeth and an adorably crooked nose.

      A blue sweater, the fabric snug around a manly build, his height tall enough that I can wear heels and still be shorter.

      I rise, and extend a hand. “Hi. You must be Stephen.” We shake hands, and it is a good handshake, firm but not businesslike, his hands soft and warm, everything about him reassuringly conservative. “Please, sit down.”

      He pulls out the opposite seat and settles into it, and there is a moment of awkward silence, one where I sip my coffee and he straightens his glasses, and I can’t, for the life of me, think of a single thing to say.  Our eyes meet, he smiles, and I laugh despite myself.

      “This is my fifth blind date,” he admits. “You’d think I would have learned something aside from my name by now.”

      “My eighth.” I smile. “You look like you recently bathed, so you don’t really have to say anything. You’re already ahead of the rest.” It’s a lie, and he knows it, but he leans forward and conversation begins to flow.
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        * * *

      

      “So you work in retail?” He tucks his hands into his pockets as we walk, his head down, ear cocked to me.

      “Sort of. I work for an undergarments company. We supply to retail shops and some high-end chains.”

      “Undergarments. Like underwear, hosiery?”

      I nod, pulling back my hair into a low ponytail. “Yes. Less hosiery and more of the delicate items. Bras, panties, garters, babydolls. The sexier stuff. Our lines are fairly provocative.”

      Trey would have made a sly comment, worked a compliment in, but Stephen only nods, his face a mask of concentration. “And what do you do for the company?”

      “I model.”

      The joke falls flat, and he only nods, as if I am serious, as if there is any chance of my frame on a cover. “I’m joking,” I hurry. “I’m the Creative Director; I’m responsible for the overall vision and the execution of it.” I feel the burst of pride that comes whenever I say my title.

      “That’s nice.” We take the path into the park, a canopy of trees providing a break from the sun. His arm brushes mine, a reminder of where I am and who I am with. Not Trey, who is accustomed to my long stretches of silence, but this man, who probably thinks I’m odd. I am trying to think of something to say when he speaks. “How long have you been there?”

      I relax a bit. “A year and a half.”

      “Do you enjoy it?”

      “I do,” I say honestly. “Trey is very good to work for. We get along well.”

      “That’s nice.”

      I ask him what he does, and learn that he is an oral surgeon. A fancy dentist, as he says. He travels two days a week, has a rescued dog, and a mother in Chula Vista. We both love sushi and hate Star Wars. We are both Words With Friends enthusiasts, and—unless I am misreading the look in his eye—we both want to see each other again.

      We end our walk at the parking lot. Ahead of us, my bright red Mercedes convertible sits, a gift from Trey when we hit last year’s sales goal.  He reaches into his pocket and a new Volvo SUV beeps. “That’s me.”

      He turns to me and smiles. It’s a nice smile, one warm and friendly. He steps forward and my heart speeds up. A kiss. My first kiss since Craig. Would I remember how to do it properly?

      He extends a hand. “Thank you for meeting me. And for not being a serial killer.”

      I laugh, and take his hand. “Agreed. I was actually planning on being a serial killer but decided against it. My day is kind of full. Meetings.” I smile and I think he can tell I’m joking.

      He steps back and waves. “I’ll call you. If that is okay.”

      “It is.” I return the wave, and wait for him to turn, to walk away before I dig into my pockets for my keys.
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        * * *

      

      “You told him you were a serial killer?” The wind ruffles the papers in Trey’s hand, and I glance toward them worriedly.

      “Can we step inside?” I ask. “You’re going to lose something.”

      He pushes the door open with his foot, holding it in place as he waves me through. “Is that what you wore?”

      “No, I went home and changed,” I say tartly. “Yes, this is what I wore. It’s nice.” The questionable outfit—a Jones New York skirt suit, one I had paired with a sweetheart top. Not the most casual of first date attire, but I’d met Stephen in the middle of a work day. A mini-dress hadn’t exactly seemed appropriate.

      “Yes,” he agrees, pulling the door closed, the wind quieting, the sound of sports coming from another room. “It’s nice. Let’s go into the kitchen.”

      I pull off my suit’s jacket and hang it over his stairway banister, pulling the hair away from my neck and following him to the kitchen, where he straddles a stool and flips over the first page of the contract. “You don’t want to dress nice when you go on a date, Kate.”

      “Sorry,” I respond tartly. “We can’t all work from home during the playoffs.” I open his fridge, reaching down to the bottom drawer, where he keeps my Diet Coke. I grab one and push the drawer closed with my foot, elbowing the door shut before turning to him. His eyes flick up to my face. “Grab me one?”

      “A Diet Coke?” I raise my eyebrows. He doesn’t drink diet. More than that, he scoffs at any man who does.

      “There are regular ones in the same drawer. Underneath yours.”

      I yank open the door and bend back over, digging through the ice cold pile of bottles, getting frustrated when I can’t … I look over my shoulder and see Trey settled back on the stool, one foot up on the adjoining stool, his eyes fixed on my ass. I straighten and his eyes jump to mine. “What?” he asks.

      “You don’t have any regulars in there.”

      “Maybe they’re in the other drawer, to the left of it. But arch your back this time. And moan a little.”

      I sling my can of Diet Coke at his head, and he catches it, one-handed, a mischievous smile lighting up his face. “What? I’m thirsty!”

      “I’m sure you are,” I grumble, kicking the door shut and leaning against the counter. “I ought to sue your ass for sexual harassment. “

      “Wear that suit in court and no one will believe you.”

      “It’s not that bad.” I glare at him and steal my soda back, tapping the lid before I crack it open.

      “What’s underneath it?”

      I ignore him and push the contract forward. “Sign this so I can get out of your hair.”

      “Fine. Come over here and explain it to me.” He drops his foot from the other stool and pulls it out, his hand fishing in the top drawer of the island for a pen.

      Trey Marks has several sides, but his business mode is the most tempting. It’s the seriousness that takes over his face, the somber tone, that smooth tongue that delivers words like boning, peephole, and thong without hesitation. I’ve taken advantage of it, stocking our meetings with female buyers, their reactions similar to my own, the entire room one big estrogen explosion by the time he slips his hands into his pockets and strolls out.

      Now, I move to his side of the island and perch on the stool, leaning forward and pulling the cover page back into place. I have barely begun my explanation when I feel the tip of his pen pulling up the edge of my skirt. I stall, my eyes dropping to my thighs, the skirt inching higher, past my knees, now my thighs. My hose ends, my skin pale against the edge of the black lace, and my breath catches when the tip of the metal crosses onto my skin. “Easy…” he says slowly. “I’m just checking…” He slides the pen along the top of my stocking, until he reaches the garter clip. “What are these, the Mirabellas?”

      “Yes.” I reach down to tug the skirt back into place and he swats away my hands.

      “Put your hands on the counter, Kate. This isn’t going anywhere.”

      This isn’t going anywhere? This has already gone somewhere it shouldn’t.

      “I’m not touching you, Kate. Calm down.” He sounds so mild, as if he is examining packaging samples or marketing copy.

      I let out a frustrated breath. “What are you doing?” We don’t do this. This is not playful flirtation, not when I am wet from just the touch of his pen.

      “Put your hands on the counter. Flat. Palms down. Trust me.”

      In eighteen months, he has ordered me to do many things. I almost always obey. Not always because I want to, but because I like to. When he uses that voice, it does something inside of me. Something that felt—back when I was engaged to Craig—wicked. Put your hands on the counter. Flat. Palms down. I glance down at his pen, the metal tip of it next to the lace of my stocking. He drags the point lightly against my skin and I close my eyes. I carefully place my hands on the cool surface of his counter, my fingers spreading over the marble, lines of silver and blue across the giant expanse of white. Trust me. In some ways, I trust him with my life. In other ways, these ways, I wouldn’t put anything past him. Will he lower his mouth to mine? Maybe. Will he slide his hands up my sweater and brush his fingers over my breasts? I hope so.

      “You know we’ve had some complaints of the elastic getting stretched out on these.” He slides the pen underneath the top of the stocking, his eyes on the motion, and I watch as he tilts his head, watching the nylon stretch. “Have you experienced that?”

      “No.”

      “I’m going to slide my hand under here.”

      “Why?”

      “I want to.” His eyes lock with mine, his hand not hesitating as he sets the pen down on the counter, and reaches his hand forward. I can hear the roll of the pen as it moves toward the edge, but I can’t look away, can’t breathe, as he holds my eyes with his. “Is that okay, Kate?”

      His hand closes on my thigh, a warm grip of ownership, and I close my eyes.

      “Is that okay, Kate?”

      I can’t answer him. If I speak, I’ll beg. If I say anything at all, he will know just how badly I want him.

      He slides his hand along the inside of my leg, his palm along the lace, his thumb on my bare skin, playing with it as he moves. “Open your legs, Kate. Uncross them.”

      “Trey.” It is the best defense I can manage. I think of Mira, of smelling her perfume, and I reach out to grab his wrist, to pull it away—

      “Just your right hand on the counter.” He moves off his stool, coming closer, and I can smell his cologne, feel the brush of his shirt against my sleeve. I remove one hand from the counter, my body swiveling to him, and my knees brush against the thigh of his jeans. “This is market research, Kate. I’m just examining the product. Now, open your legs before I pull them apart myself.”

      I open them. I let my feet hang loose from the stool and open my knees, one heel dropping to the floor, the sound loud, my shoulders jumping in response. I lift my eyes to him, and he slowly nods, holding me with his stare. He doesn’t smile, he doesn’t blink, and I’d be surprised if he is even breathing. For a moment, both of us just are. Then he drops his head, and I watch as his second hand joins in, both tracing over the place where my garters clip to my stockings. He runs his fingers up, my shirt stopping his hand, the fabric restricted by my butt on the stool. He softly clicks his tongue against his teeth. “Stand up.”

      “I’m not standing up.”

      “Kate.”

      “Stop saying my name. I’m not standing up.” If I stand up, then my panties are going to end up coming off, and this is going to go to a very bad place, a place that I have been wanting for over a year, but that doesn’t matter right now, none of that matters right now, because this isn’t just Trey, this is the owner of Marks Lingerie, and if he—he slides his hands underneath my skirt, and I gasp when his fingers reach the bottom edge of my underwear. My other heel hits the floor.

      He tilts his head, his fingers caressing the silk, then the top of my thighs, then the detailed edge between them. “Are these from the fall collection?”

      “Winter.” The word whispers out of me. “Please stop.” I’m so wet. He hasn’t even done anything, hasn’t even kissed me, and I am so needy, so desperate.

      “You want me to stop?” His fingers stop their play above my thighs, and he slides one slow, sure hand in between my legs, his touch soft and teasing, my legs opening wider despite myself, my hips thrusting upward, begging for him to—

      He brushes his fingers across my clit, and I whimper. He slides his fingers lower, in between my legs, pressing into the damp area, and when he says my name, it is a swear across his lips. “Stop,” I beg.

      “I don’t know if I can.”
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      I mean it when I say it. I don’t know if I can stop. Not when she sits on the edge of the stool, her skirt pushed up, knees spread, her legs limp and hanging open. I stand before her, one hand squeezing and caressing her thigh. My other hand is seriously fucking with my mind. It plays with her pussy, her sweet pussy, a thin bit of my lingerie the only thing between my skin and hers. I’m terrified to move those panties aside; I’m terrified, if I touch her bare heat, if I feel the smooth skin or silky hair, that I will lose all control. If I push one finger, or two, inside of her … god damn. How will I stop myself from yanking at my belt, my zipper? How will I stop myself from freeing my cock and thrusting it inside of her? I am just seconds away from being able to have her, from gripping her ass and pulling her onto me, from pushing deep inside and fully owning this incredible woman. I could fist her hair and kiss her mouth. I could taste her, have her, please her. I could spread her open on my counter and tease every part of her with my tongue, my fingers, my dick. I could tell her how I feel and plead for her heart. I could come inside of her, and have her for the rest of my fucking life.

      I could scare her away and lose her forever.

      Stop, she’d said. I pull my hand away and straighten, putting one foot, then two, between us. I have to stop. I have to. Against the zipper of my jeans, my cock hates me even more.

      I turn away from her and take a breath, schooling my features, willing the raw need to leave my eyes. Had she seen it? How badly I want her? Of course she had. Touching her? What the fuck was I thinking?

      It had been the news of her date that had broken my restraint, the way she had bounded inside, full of stories and smiles, as if this guy was a possibility, as if he could, in any way, make her happy. I had seen hope in her eyes, and a panic switch in my heart had tripped.

      Stop, she’d said. I turn back to her and attempt the playful tone that has gotten me out of a hundred situations. “And you say I don’t follow directions.”

      She faces the island, the contracts spread out before her, and I know what I will see when I step beside her—control. My beautiful girl loves it, the hiding of emotion, so many interactions a game where her words don’t match her features, and her meanings are never easily deciphered.

      “Why did you care what I was wearing under my suit?” Her head doesn’t turn to me, it stays tilted down, over the contract, her fingers busy, pulling off and reaffixing SIGN HERE stickers that aren’t needed.

      “I wanted to know if you were at least giving the guy some sort of effort.”

      That causes her head to turn, and she looks at me as if I am mental. “It was our first date. A coffee date. He wasn’t going to see anything under my suit.”

      “Because … you told him you were a serial killer?” I feign confusion, furrowing my brow and earning a smile from her.

      “Because it was a FIRST DATE,” she intones. “We didn’t even kiss.” She taps the top of a page. “Come sign.”

      “He didn’t kiss you?” This is alarming, and I sit, pulling the first page toward me and scrawling my signature across the bottom.

      “No. Which kind of surprised me.” She tilts her head, watching me sign the second page, a slow smile spreading over her lips. “It was kind of nice, actually. He was such a gentleman about it.”

      This I don’t need. Her gushing, her starry eyes, her fucking “gentleman.” What was the point of having IT hack into her eHarmony profile if it ended up matching her with comparable men? They were supposed to make her profile such a train wreck that she was only paired with losers. “What does he do? This gentleman of yours?”

      “He’s a dentist,” she tosses out, pushing another page in my direction. “Or a tooth surgeon. Whatever that’s called.”

      “An oral surgeon?” I ask, my hand tightening on my pen.

      “Yes!” She snaps. “That’s it. Thanks.” Any effect that my hands had had on her has apparently disappeared. She now seems a hundred percent focused on this stupid contract and this dumb date of hers.

      “Did you like him?” I ask the question as casually as I can, my pen biting into the soft paper, my scrawl rougher than usual.

      “I think so. He’s a lot better than the other guys. And I’m pretty tired of looking.”

      “That sounds like the recipe for success. A guy who’s better than a pile of idiots, and a woman tired of looking.” I shove the final page toward her and stand. “Does love have any piece of that equation?”

      “It was our first date, Trey,” she calls out. “Give it a few more dates.”

      The next question I shouldn’t ask; it’s not any of my business, not appropriate among coworkers, and not even among friends. I stalk my way to the fridge, fighting it. Still, right before I find and crack a beer open, it comes. “When are you planning on fucking him?”

      She is standing, gathering the papers, a paperclip in hand, when the question hits. She doesn’t look at me. “That’s none of your business.”

      “I just don’t want you to rush into it. It’s only been … what? Nine months since you and Craig—”

      “Shut up.” She turns toward me, her hands reaching back to the counter and she hoists herself onto the marble as if she was fifteen. “If I wanted you to, you’d fuck me right now.” She pulls up her skirt, working it over her thighs, and spreads her knees far enough apart that I can see the pale pink of her panties, a match to the garter straps. A year ago, we’d argued over the name of its color. A year ago, I’d stared at a sample set and envisioned them on her. “So don’t lecture me about my virtue or if I’m ready. I think you just don’t want me to fuck anyone else.”

      I try to keep my eyes on her face, but it is difficult when her legs are open, her words challenging me, and I am almost in reach of her. “Don’t tempt me, Kate.”

      “Am I right, Trey?” She drags my name along her tongue and it has never sounded so sexy in its life.

      “You’re my best friend. I’m trying to watch out for you.”

      “So you don’t want to fuck me.” She lifts her chin, pulling self-consciously at her blouse, and her knees start to close.

      “Stop.” I step forward, my hands settling on her knees and pushing them apart, her body opening like a flower for me, that fucking pink silk flashing at me from between her thighs. I pull my gaze from it and back to her face. “If you want me to fuck you, Kate, just say the word. Don’t ever be confused over whether I want that. There’s not anything on Earth I want as badly as you. I’d love to know if the chemistry that we have … if it could be how I imagine it.”

      One of her hands moves, a tentative reach that runs along my right collarbone before settling on my chest. “And if it isn’t?” Her eyes dart to mine, and the fact that there’s insecurity in them breaks my heart.

      “God, I hope it isn’t. I hope it’s terrible. It would make our lives so much easier.” I smile, and her eyes warm, and holy shit—this may actually happen. I wet my lips and say the one thing that may destroy it all.

      “But I meant what I texted you, back in Vegas. It’s too risky.” I slide my hands off of her knees, my fingers memorizing the contours of her legs, the silky feel of the stockings. I step back and put my hands in my pockets before I make another mistake with them. “There’s too much—”

      “At stake,” she finishes, her knees meeting, and she pushes off of the counter and down to the floor, gripping the edge for support. “Yeah, that sounds familiar.” She bends down and pulls on one heel, and then the other. “When do you leave for New York?”

      “Tomorrow night.” I hesitate, second-guessing my next move. “Want to come?”

      She shakes her head, reaching for her purse. This must be it, the end of her visit. I used to like the solace, the moment when I would step inside my home and hear NOTHING. Now, it only feels lonely.

      She pauses next to me, on her way to the door. “We good?”

      “Always.” I lean into her and she brushes her lips against my cheek. “Drive safe.”

      “I will.” She squeezes my arm, and then, her heels clipping out of the kitchen, she is gone.

      “We good?” If my answer had been lingerie, it’d have been a bustier. Deceptive as hell.
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      I turn on the shower and unclip the garter belt, rolling the expensive hosiery down my legs and stepping out of my damp panties, leaving the pile of lingerie on the floor of my bathroom, the rest of my undressing done with less ceremony. I consider the suit, then toss both the jacket and the skirt in the direction of my bed. He’s right, it is ugly. And I’ll never be able to wear that skirt again without thinking of his pen pushing up the fabric, his hands so close behind it. Naked, I open up the door and step into the shower, closing my eyes as the hot water hits my skin.

      I don’t know what to do with him. I’d almost begged him. I’d almost said I didn’t care about commitments and risks and had him take me to his bedroom right there.

      Put your hands on the counter. Flat. Palms down. God, the places my mind had run. I could feel the heat of him when he had moved behind me, the brush of him against me. If he had knelt, had lifted my skirt and bared my ass, run his fingers along the Brazilian cut of my underwear, if he had dragged my panties to the side … I slide my hand down, to my swollen clit, and softly brush my fingers over it. Had he realized how wet I was? How badly I wanted him? Even now, I throb at the thought of it, the huskiness in his voice, the dominant way his hand had closed around my thigh.

      “I’m going to slide my hand under here.”  I rub a slow circle around my clit and reach for the handheld shower attachment. I flip the control and water pulsates from the head, a small groan falling from my lips as I press it between my legs, the hot water strumming across my clit, my legs tightening in response. I brace a hand against the tile wall, my eyes closing as I remember the look in his eyes when his hands had slid under my skirt, when his fingers had explored the edges of my panties, when his hand had cupped me, his gentle fingers pushing the damp fabric inside of me. All he had had to do was move the piece of fabric aside. One tiny movement. One curve of his digits, and I would have gripped his shoulders and sobbed out his name, promised him anything, and begged him for everything. Replace those fingers with his cock, and I would have sold him my soul.

      “Open your legs, Kate. Uncross them.” I need him in an unnatural way. I need him to push apart my thighs and put his mouth on me. I need him to suck on my clit and tease me with his fingers; I need him to gather me against his chest and push his cock inside of me. I want to look down and see his bare cock, to watch it against my skin, the thrust of it, the tight clench of his abs, his hands on my hips, the burn in his eyes when he buries it fully. Just the thought of it makes my legs tremble, my hips thrust, and I grind against the shower head like a dog in heat. I bite my lip. Sometimes, with just a certain look, I can sense his arousal. That look always makes me think of his cock, thickening inside of his pants, growing stiff, the hard ridge of him pushing against the fabric. I tilt my hips forward, giving a sigh of pleasure as my legs nearly buckle, my orgasm close. I imagine him standing up from his desk, that look deepening, his hand pulling on his zipper, pulling out his cock.

      “Open your legs before I pull them apart myself.” He had said that to me. My Trey. He had given that order, and I had spread my legs for him. Had he seen my panties? Had he seen the way that they stuck to me, the way that I had trembled? I imagine him stepping forward, his head tilting, eyes searching, his fingers pulling my panties to the side, and all of me, swollen and pink and wet. He would look up, and that look, that look in his eyes—I come from the idea, the orgasm violent, my fingers sliding against the tile, my body tensing, back rounding, and it is long and hard when it blooms, a wave of pleasure that shudders through me, my cries drowned out by the water, my pleasure extended by the spray. When I finally sink back against the wall, I am numb, my emotions spent, my body limp, my head a fog of orgasmic bliss.

      It’s just fantasies. Fantasies that will have no life. Fantasies that only belong in private moments between myself and my fingers, my toys, my showerhead. Eventually, I’ll have someone new, someone who will steal my heart and take over my mind and erase all of these ridiculous thoughts.

      I reach and turn the handheld off, closing my eyes and stepping under the overhead’s hot spray.
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      A month later, the woman sits quietly before me, her heels crossed at the ankles, her hands in her lap. She is a few years younger than me, and I can see it in her innocence, her nervous eyes, the tap of her dark nails against her black jeans, the fidget with her smartwatch. I look down at her resume, one fairly impressive, and that aligns well with the graphic designer job. I ask about her current employer, and she begins to speak, pausing when there is a gentle knock on my office door.

      “Good morning,” Trey’s voice fills my office, and I glance sharply at him.

      “Good morning,” I say mildly, in an attempt to mask my irritation. “I’ll be through in a few minutes.”

      He steps inside, and I stifle a groan. “Ms. Cone, this is Trey Marks, our owner. Trey, this is Chelsea Cone.”

      “We’ve met before.” He extends a hand and she rises to her feet, her cheeks flaring bright pink. I watch in interest. “It’s nice to see you again. Thank you for coming in.”

      “My pleasure.” She keeps standing and I look at Trey.

      “I’m almost done here, Trey.”

      “Of course.” He smiles at me, and there is something there, a message of some kind, but I miss it. “Could you see me when you wrap up? There’s an issue with the Brazil order, I just need you to look at it.”

      The ‘Brazil order’ is our code. Something is wrong, and I cycle through the morning’s events, the outstanding issues, all of the things that might have gone wrong. I nod. “I’ll be there shortly.”

      When he leaves, the color in her cheeks fades to normal, her return to her seat almost more of a collapse, and I eye her carefully. “Is everything okay?”

      “Yes. I’m sorry. I’m just feeling lightheaded.”

      I close the binder holding her resume. She’s the strongest candidate so far, and I choose my words carefully, my mind distracted by Trey and his Brazil order. “Thank you for coming in. We’ll make a decision on this position by the end of the week.”

      She rises, and I walk her to reception, then head straight to Trey’s office.

      “What’s wrong?” I pull the door closed, thinking of our factory shipment, the pending patent on our new hook closures, the civil lawsuit against our silk manufacturer.

      “Don’t hire her.” He sits in his leather office chair, one elbow on the arm, his hand playing with the stubble on his jaw.

      It is so unexpected that it takes me a moment to catch up. “Who? Chelsea?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      His hand falls from his mouth and grips his desk, pulling his chair forward. “I have a history with her.”

      Between Vicka and Mira, I’ve seen the women Trey has histories with. They are strong, confident women, nothing like sweet, meek Chelsea. “What kind of history?” I ask carefully. “You dated?”

      “No. Just a one-time thing.” He nods toward one of his chairs. “Sit down. You’re freaking me out, looming over me like this.”

      “You had a one-night stand with her?” I laugh uncertainly. “Really? Are you sure?”

      “It wasn’t exactly a one-night stand, and yes, I’m quite sure of who I have fucked, Kate.” The emphasis he gives the word sends a dark tingle down my spine.

      “So … you don’t want me to hire her?” I have so many questions, all inappropriate for this moment.

      “I think I’ve made my opinion on interoffice fraternization clear.”

      I meet his eyes, and something thicker than tension passes between us. Yes, his position on that is clear. Crystal clear.

      I nod slowly. “Okay. I’ll find someone else.”

      “Thank you, Kate.”

      Just the way he says my name hurts.
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      The restaurant is one of those places that takes farm-to-table a little too seriously, the waiter launching into an extended monologue as soon as we sit down. He delivers us each mini-plates with something from the chef designed to “awaken our palates,” something we should think of as a “delightful journey for the tongue.” I automatically glance at Trey, ready for his dirty take on the phrase, but he isn’t looking at me. The smirk is there, but it’s directed at his date—Chelsea—who blushes, her hand nervously playing with the end of her braid. I move to Stephen, who dubiously lifts the cracker and dips it into the gooey caramel-colored sauce. I look down at my own sampling, and the knot in my stomach fully forms.

      The wine is delivered, along with a second monologue about the appetizer options, one Trey fully ignores, his mouth at the blonde’s ear, his arm draped over her chair, the edge of those fingers playing with her bare shoulder.  When he finally looks up, the speech is over, and the wine is poured. I reach for my glass and Trey stands, stilling my action.

      “A toast,” he says, lifting his glass. “It’s been three months for the two of you, correct?” He glances from Stephen to me and smiles warmly.

      “That’s correct.” Stephen extends his glass and half-rises in his seat.

      “To three months, and many more.” Trey lifts his glass, and we toast, my eyes meeting his as our glasses touch. I narrow my eyes slightly but he only smiles. “Congrats, Kate.”

      “It’s three months,” I say as sweetly as I can manage. “Not exactly toast-worthy.” We all return to our seats and I watch Chelsea cup both sides of her wine glass as if it’s a warm mug of coffee. I don’t need to ask how long they have been dating. I can tell you that with psychotic clarity. Two and a half months. Two weeks after Stephen and I became official, she showed up at the office, a Kate Spade slung over her shoulder, yoga pants and a midriff-baring tank top on. She had waved a cheery hello at me and bounced into Trey’s office, his door quickly shut, blinds drawn. Apparently Trey hadn’t wanted to hire her, yet had wanted to rekindle their past. I had stared at an inventory report and tried to think of anything other than what was happening in there. It had been the longest twenty-two minutes of my life. And that afternoon, after he’d taken a ninety-minute-lunch with her, when I had asked him about it? He had only shrugged. She’s fun, he had said. When I’d asked him if he liked her, he had cocked an eyebrow at me and questioned if we were all still in high school. Since then, I’ve kept my Chelsea questions to myself.

      It’s strange, seeing him in this role, seeing the tenderness come through all of the layers of playboy. How he sweeps a loose tendril of her hair and tucks it into her braid. How he lowers his head to listen to her words, and watches her when she walks through the room. I’ve had his undivided attention for so long—seeing it directed at another woman is disconcerting. I feel lost when I look at him and don’t have his gaze, when I say something to him and it takes a moment to get his attention. I reach under the table and slide my hand into Stephen’s, needing to feel something, a connection, filled with a sudden yearning to be held, cupped against a man’s chest, the feel of arms wrapped around me. Stephen’s arms, I remind myself, lifting my eyes from Trey’s hand, from the slow slide of his index finger around the lip of his bread plate. I move my gaze up Trey’s chest, his jacket open, his dark V-neck shirt snug to his body, light stubble across his neck and jaw. His lips twitch and I flip my gaze to his eyes. They study me, and there is a moment where I can’t swallow, where a bit of bread just sits on my tongue. He slowly palms his glass, and I can only watch as he lifts it to his mouth. The simple act of sipping a drink shouldn’t be seductive, it shouldn’t make a woman clench her thighs or swallow in need. I’m suddenly thirsty, and hot, and I look away, reaching for my ice water, smiling when Stephen glances my way.

      Chelsea asks me something about my dress, and I answer, forcing myself to meet her eyes, to respond in kind, to have some stupid conversation about an episode of The View, one I haven’t seen but that she seems desperate to chat about.

      “We’re going to Exuma at the end of the month,” Trey cuts in smoothly. “You two should join us.”

      “They have wild pigs there,” she says excitedly. “You can swim with them.”

      “Pigs?” I ask dubiously. “Is that sanitary?”

      “They’re very clean,” she informs me, leaning forward, her voice dropping, as if this is a secret of some sort. “They have an Instagram account; I can send you the link.” I don’t tell her that I’m not on Instagram, or that I have little interest in swimming with an animal that I’m minutes away from eating. I simply nod, look for the waiter, and regret agreeing to this dinner to begin with.

      “What do you think, Kate?” Trey settles back in his chair, and his foot bumps mine. “Exuma? You and Steve?”

      “The end of the month?” I look up to the ceiling. “I think…” I look to Stephen for rescue. “Isn’t that when we’re going to your parents?”

      He misses my cue but brightens up at the thought of me and his parents, an introduction he has been pushing for weeks. When he nods, I frown at Trey, painting my features with as much regret as I can muster. “Maybe next time,” I say, and he holds my gaze for a moment before he turns to Stephen.

      “Steve, Kate says that you’re an oral surgeon.”

      “It’s Stephen,” I interrupt, irritated when Stephen waves off the nickname, his shoulders hunching forward as he launches into his spiel on tooth maintenance and root canal procedures. I glance at Chelsea, who is studying her menu. I watch her hand leave one edge of the menu as she reaches under the table, my eyes zeroing in on a movement that has Trey pausing mid-sentence. She glances up, catches me watching, and colors slightly, her hand returning to the menu, the linen paper flipped over as she stares at the wines.

      Maybe that’s what it is. Maybe behind her blushes and soft words, she’s a super freak. Something had to cause him to hop on the dating bandwagon after so many years of being single. I look at my own menu and try to push out the thought of what her hand encountered, what he feels like through his slacks, and if he had hardened under her touch. I flush and stare at the list of entrees. Yeah. We’re definitely not going to Exuma. A full weekend with them would be pure hell.

      “So, I’ve got to tell you, Steve.” Trey sets down his glass and I sense the danger before he even reopens his mouth. “I’ve always wondered if Kate is as much of a hard ass in relationships as she is at the office.”

      “Oh please.” I roll my eyes. “Ignore him, Stephen.”

      “No, really.” Trey leans forward, his hands linking, his forearms resting on the linen tablecloth. “Is she an alpha?”

      “I’m actually very submissive,” I lie, for no reason whatsoever, except that Little Miss Chelsea here seems to be positively collared by design.

      “Oh please,” Trey scoffs. “You couldn’t be submissive if your life depended on it.”

      “Put your hands on the counter. Flat. Palms down.” I stare at him and wonder if he has forgotten that moment. “I think you’re wrong.”

      “It’s not a bad thing,” he challenges. “A lot of men like a little fight in their woman.” He glances at Stephen. “So settle it for us. In a relationship, is she dominant or submissive?”

      He’s asking a man who barely knows me, and he knows it. This isn’t a question, this is a pop quiz, one to find out how involved my relationship actually is, how much of my heart this man has actually sampled. I rip off a piece of bread with my teeth and wonder how convincingly I can feign illness. Maybe we could skip the main course and escape after appetizers.

      “She’s not that simple,” Stephen says, his hand running down my back, his fingers cool on the bare skin. “Just when I think she’s the most independent woman in California, she’ll surprise me.” He leans in and presses a soft kiss on my shoulder. “Like you did last week.” I flick my eyes up to him, a question in them. Last week? He leans in, lowering his voice. “In the elevator,” he reminds me.

      Oh. I wouldn’t exactly call that a submissive moment; it was more of a weak one. The elevator in his building had shuddered, the lights flickering, and I had all but crawled into his arms, terrified of being stuck there, in the dark, a claustrophobic attack armed and ready. It hadn’t been necessary. The lights had stayed on, and the elevator had resumed its climb, crisis averted. I shrug, ready to be done with the conversation. “You’re right. I’m a paradox of contradictions.” I stick my tongue out at Stephen, and he gives me that smile, the one he reserves for moments when he’s enamored with me, and I’m not surprised when he leans forward, pressing a kiss to my lips. When I pull away, the waiter is finally here, and I smile at him in relief.
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      The dinner is two hours of absolute agony, and I don’t know if it had originally been Kate’s idea or mine, but it needs to never ever happen again. Every time he touches her, my skin crawls. The prick kisses her, and I about come out of my chair. And I’ll never be able to step on an elevator again without running through every possible scenario that could have occurred between them. The question had been a test, and he’d failed. Submissive and dominant aren’t words that apply to Kate. She is both, constantly, and at the same time. She challenges me as she begs for domination. She argues for what she wants to be told. She needs a firm hand that gives her everything she wants. She needs me, and no one else.

      Chelsea says something and I turn my head, nodding, willing her to go to the bedroom and sleep. Tonight was as cruel to her as it was to me. Each touch was a show, each whisper a power play, the entire meal a battle between Kate and me. Chelsea pulls on my hand and I stand, following her to the room.

      “Wait here.” She pushes me down in the chair, the one by the bedroom’s fireplace, and I sink into the velvet, rubbing my hands across my face.

      “Not tonight, Chels—”

      “Shut up.” She disappears into the bathroom, and I slouch in the chair, closing my eyes and resting my head on the back of the chair, listening to the sound of water running and drawers opening. When she reappears, I crack open an eye, her profile silhouetted by the bathroom’s light. “Close your eyes,” she whispers.

      I don’t, my head rolling to one side as I eye her, trying to understand what is different. It’s her hair, it’s dark and shorter, brushing the top of her shoulders. “What are you doing?”

      “Shhh…” she says, straddling me. “Don’t ask questions.”

      She leans forward, and it’s then that I smell the perfume, the scent that Kate wears. I stiffen, and she lifts my hands, placing them on her hips. “Undress me.”

      “Chelsea…”

      “Don’t think about it. Pretend I’m her. You need it.” She drags her fingers through my hair, and in the dark bedroom, with the dark hair, her smell … I can almost believe it. I can almost believe that this is Kate, and I can have her. Right now, I can unbutton her top and bury my face into her breasts. I can push her to the floor and have her mouth around my cock. I can carry her to my bed, and wrap her legs around my waist and tell her everything that I always think and never say. I love Chelsea for this, and I also hate her for seeing it, for how transparent I must be.

      I drop my head forward, resting it on her chest, my arms stealing around her waist. I hug her to me and feel myself breaking, feel exactly how fragile every piece of my world is. “I can’t,” I say, the words gruff. “I’m sorry.”

      She leans back and lifts my chin. I’m glad it’s dark, glad I can’t see her face. “Don’t be sorry. It was a stupid idea. A little creepy on my part, too.”

      I laugh, and drop my forehead into the crook of her neck. “It wasn’t a terrible idea. I’m hard as a rock right now.”

      “Yeah, I can feel that.” She rocks against me. “Any chance of me taking advantage of that?”

      “Not tonight.” I reach up and gently pull at her hair, the wig coming off, her blonde hair spilling out. “I’m in one hell of a mood. I’m just going to step in the shower, if you don’t mind. Then I can take care of you.”

      “I’m fine.” She rolls off my lap, bouncing to her feet. “I’m ten minutes away from a wine coma anyway.” She wanders toward the light, and pauses, turning in the doorway. “But you’re setting up something for this weekend, right? Someone for me to play with?”

      “Yeah.” I watch as she arches her back, skimming the dress over her shoulders and dropping it to the floor, the woman unable to resist putting on a show. This weekend would be her prime opportunity, me and two other men fucking her nine-ways-to-Sunday. I wait for the familiar pull of excitement, the high that precedes a meeting, but there is nothing, my funk still in full effect, my mind unable to pull itself off the image of Stephen leaning over, his face beaming at Kate as if she is his.

      I can’t keep this up. Something has to give, something has to crack. Otherwise, I am going to go mad. I’d think of a lingerie analogy, but my head hurts too much.
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      “What do you think?” Trey flips the keys over in his hand and looks up at the chandelier, his eyes drifting over the living room’s exposed beams before returning to me. Marks Lingerie just finished a record-breaking year and Trey seems intent on spending all of the profit. Yesterday, he cut me a bonus check with enough zeros to make Mom faint. Today, we are house-hunting. Not for me, but for him.

      “I like it.” I fall back on the leather couch, the giant cushion wide enough that I could do a mini snow angel of sorts. “Does the couch come with it?”

      “Furniture is negotiable,” the agent pipes in, her heels clicking rapidly across the wood floors, following Trey in the direction of the kitchen. I roll to the left, coming off the couch and standing.

      “It’s a little big,” I remark. “Five bedrooms? Are you starting an orphanage?” I’ve dropped a few Chelsea questions, ones he has dodged with professional skill. A house seems like a significant step toward settling down. They’ve been dating six months now. Maybe they are getting serious, talking babies—this home the first step to their own octuplets reality show. Inside, the familiar burn of envy flares.

      “What’s that face for?” Trey stops before me. “What don’t you like?”

      I wipe the scowl from my face and try to come up with something, anything, to dislike. “The ceilings are really high,” I manage.

      He glances upward. “Yes they are. Excellent point. What would be ideal? Eight-foot?” He turns to the agent. “Can you put that on my requirement list?”

      “Shut up,” I snap, and the agent looks from him to me, confused. “It’s fine.” I turn around, looking through the giant windows and at the view. “It’s perfect for you.”

      “It’s got plenty of guest rooms,” he points out. “I could use a roommate.”

      “Ha.” I smile. “I don’t think Chelsea would like that.”

      “Or Stephen,” he points out, and I shift away, the conversation moving into the sort of direction we normally avoid. “Plus…” He turns to me. “You seem like you’d have trouble following the house rules.”

      “House rules?” I laugh. “Let me guess.” He opens the sliding glass door and I step before him, into the backyard. Before us, a long pool glitters darkly, set off perfectly by the bright green grass. “Something about being naked.”

      He scowls in response, proof positive of my guessing ability. “And…” I muse. “Mandatory meal prep.”

      “It’s not my fault I like your cooking,” he says, offering a hand and helping me down the stairs and onto the pool deck.

      We stop before the pool. “Want to test it out?” I grin at him and the edge of his mouth curves up.

      “Ladies first,” he beckons.

      I anticipate his next move and twist left in the moment before his hand reaches out to push me in. Kicking off my sandals, I dodge another swipe of his hand, sprinting around the edge of the pool and awkwardly jumping over a lounge chair. He stops, his chest barely moving, and eyes me, his eyes alit with mischief.

      “Don’t even,” I warn.

      “What?” he shrugs. “It’s hot out. And I’m dying to know  how well my Creative Director swims.”

      I scoff. “Regional freestyle champion, 2001.”

      “Oh, I bet you blew those scrawny high-schoolers away,” he drawls, and I laugh, easing further around the pool.

      “Ummm…” the realtor stops in the back doorway, her worried eyes darting between us. “I don’t think swimming is allowed.”

      “Kate,” he lifts his chin to me. “Beat me across the length of this pool and I’ll buy this house.”

      I laugh. “I don’t care if you buy it.” I’m perfectly happy with his current condo—and the gym it grants me access to. Plus, there’s no way I’m stripping down to my underwear and getting wet, even if I am wearing our Crepe sports collection—the perfect accompaniment to any physical activity, should a woman feel inclined to spend three hundred dollars on a sports bra and panty set.

      “Hmm…” he glances toward the house. “You’re making my attempt to get you undressed really difficult, Kate.”

      I step off the pool deck and onto the grass before I make a mistake I will regret. Him stripping out of his clothes, me out of mine … he can call it a race, but we both know what it’d be—an excuse to see more of each other.

      He tilts his head at me and I give mine a small shake.

      He chuckles, and I can’t help but laugh. I turn back to the house and look up at it. The pale stucco, the orange tile roof, the ivy climbing up its side. It’s beautiful, worth every bit of its price tag.  My favorite of the ones we’ve seen today.

      He comes up beside me and hangs an arm around my shoulder, bringing me against him. “I like it.” He looks up at the house.

      “Me too. Can you afford it?”

      He shrugs. “Keep the designs coming, and I’ll buy you a matching one in five years.”

      “Ha.” I rest my head against his shoulder. “And leave my apartment? Never.”

      I look up at the master bedroom, and imagine him at the window, fresh from a shower, a towel around his waist. I think of that giant kitchen, the tall fireplace, the view. I don’t want a matching one. I want this one, with him in it. I want to swim naked in this pool and roll around in front of that fireplace, and make love in that kitchen.

      The wind picks up, sweeping my hair across my face, and I feel, in the strong brush of its breeze, my daydreams scatter.
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      I don’t understand my cock. When I was younger, I wanted more kink. Something wilder than vanilla, something that led to orgies and threesomes, an audience often present during my fucking. Now, at the ripe old age of thirty-eight, I can only think of one woman. And she’s not the one currently elbow deep in naked men.

      I sigh, pushing open the glass sliding door and stepping out onto the Hollywood Hills balcony, resting my hands on the rail and looking down at the circular drive, one littered with expensive vehicles, a suited valet stepping from a Lambo and holding the door open to a couple, one who I saw earlier. From behind me, I hear the familiar shriek of Chelsea’s orgasm, her sixth or seventh of the evening. It’s a sound that should stir my cock, one that should, at the very least, pull my eyes toward the scene. But I don’t care. Or maybe I do care, and that’s the problem. Dating Chelsea has been my first experience with this world from the perspective of a couple and not as a single male. Being single, the situation was simple. I arrived, I pleased, I came, I left. Being emotionally involved with the woman in the threesome, or foursome, was a different scenario entirely. As it turns out, I don’t like to share. There is something about another man putting his hand on my girlfriend that rubs me the wrong way. Chelsea said that makes me a hypocrite, seeing as that was how we met—me fucking her while her then-boyfriend watched. I don’t think it makes me a hypocrite. I think different things turn on different people and, right now? Monogamy is looking pretty damn sexy. I don’t want to deal with internet chatrooms and strangers and illicit meetings in hotel rooms. I want to memorize one woman’s body and every sound and pleasure point she has. I want to please her in every room of my new house, and on every continent. I want to get married. And in all of those visions, Chelsea isn’t present. In all of those thoughts, there is only Kate.

      Kate, who is still with that tooth doctor. Kate, who gets flowers every other week, delivered to the damn office. Kate, who left for a weekend in Cabo and came back tan and glowing, her hair still curly from the salt air. It had been the longest weekend of my life, imagining what they were doing, imagining what he was saying to her. Chelsea had been a needed distraction that weekend. Hell, her presence is the only thing keeping me from looking like a lovesick idiot. And she understands, her breezy attitude about Kate almost annoying at times. What woman is okay with her boyfriend being in love with someone else? Maybe it is her generation, a younger attitude that accepts all circumstances. Or maybe she enjoys the expensive dinners and my cock. I turn, my back settling against the balcony rail, and watch her through the open curtains. On her hands and knees, she looks over her shoulder and laughs at something the man behind her says. Reaching forward, she looks up at the cock in front of her, her hand greedy in its grasp of it.

      Ten years ago, maybe I’d have fallen in love with her. Now, I only want out. I pull back my sleeve and look at my watch. I’ll give her another half hour of fun. Then, damn the situation, we’re leaving.
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      “So much for Paris in the springtime.” I flick a piece of bread into the mist and watch a pigeon pounce on it.

      “It’s an off day.” Trey sips his coffee and points down the street. “Look, the Eiffel Tower. That’s all you really need to see. Now you can go home happy.”

      “Wet and happy,” I grumble, scooting my chair closer to the table, its flimsy umbrella doing little to protect us from the rain. He chuckles and I wave my hand in the air to stop him. “Shush, I heard how it came out. Just get me somewhere warm and I’ll be less grumpy.”

      “Fine.” He stands, fishing into his pocket and pulling out some euros. Peeling off a few bills, he tucks them under the coffee cup and holds out his hand. “But we’re going to have to make a run for it.” I slip my hand in his, and he pulls me through the crowded street. My other hand pulls at the hood of my rain jacket, the downpour soaking my jeans, my flats squishing with water by the time he finds an empty alcove for us to duck into.

      “Oh my God.” I push the hood off my head and wipe underneath my bottom lashes with my fingertips. “I miss California.”

      He runs a rough hand through his hair and water splatters everywhere. “Don’t forget, you’re the one who wanted us to open a French boutique.”

      “It was a terrible idea,” I decide. “You should fire me for it.” I look out on the street. “I mean, look at these women. They aren’t going to buy two-hundred-dollar panties.”

      “Maybe you’re right.” He leans against the wall and points to a man who holds an umbrella, helping a brunette across the street. “But he is. And so will the women, once that billboard goes up.” He turns to me. “Or so you tell me.”

      The billboard is actually the side of a building, one that will host a ridiculously sexy picture of Trey, in his hottest suit, our LeCort bra hanging from the tip of his finger. It’s part of the campaign I had brainstormed the night of Trey’s mugging. This billboard is one of eight ads, all of which featured Trey, domination pouring from the images. I had been right. He ordered women to buy our lingerie, and they responded in staggering numbers. Our focus groups had obsessed over it, and sales in US cities spiked everywhere we’ve run the ad. The billboard will be the first of a full French marketing campaign.

      “It doesn’t matter if they buy.” I jump in place, watching my shoes, bits of water squirting out the top of them as I land. “This entire thing was really just an excuse for a free trip to Paris. And now that I’m here, and it’s freaking bleak and dreary, I’d like to cancel it all. Let’s just forget the grand opening altogether and fly home. I’ll even give you a free grope mid-flight.”

      He makes a face, his hands tucking into his pockets. “No deal. I grope you anyway. As soon as you start drooling all over my shoulder, my hands get to working. But if you can wear a front-clasp bra, that would make my life easier. It’s a bitch to undo it from the back, especially when people are watching.”

      I smile despite the weather and the hours of work ahead of us. He catches the movement and steps closer, his shoulder brushing mine as he matches my stance, both of us looking out into the street. Even through the rain and the fog, it does have a certain ethereal beauty to it. A beauty that I never thought I would experience and yet here I am, in the most romantic city on Earth, with him. I glance over, and he looks down at me, a grin stealing over his face. “You know we’ve done it, Kate. Pulled Marks Lingerie from the ashes.”

      I nod, and for once, I don’t have words. Tomorrow, we will open the doors to a French store, a sister to the Los Angeles boutique we opened six months ago. This year, we will clear two million in profits. Next year, we should triple that, launch a men’s line and five more boutiques. It’s incredible what we’ve done, all in two-and-a-half years. As fucked up as our attraction occasionally gets, at least we have this. I’ve never been prouder of anything in my life.

      I nod again, and he wraps his arm around me, his chin resting on my head. “Thank you, Kate.”

      I smile. “You’re welcome.”
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        * * *

      

      “I love Paris!” I scream the words into the night, the wind carrying them down to the street, a few tourists cheering in response. An arm hooks around my waist, and I giggle as Trey hauls me off the balcony, his hands firm as he turns me in place and then points to the suite’s couch.

      “Sit, my drunk beauty.”

      “Yessir,” I mock, plopping down on the red velvet, some of the champagne sloshing out of my flute. I take a small sip, watching as he feeds another log into the fireplace, bright orange embers curling through the air, some floating into the room. I close my eyes and stretch my bare feet toward the fire.

      “Warm enough?” he asks, and the couch beside me dips from his weight. I roll my head to the side, smiling at the look of him, his bow tie loosened, tux jacket gone, the top buttons of his shirt undone. Rumpled. My rumpled and sexy man.

      “I’m perfect.” I hold my champagne glass out to him. “Finish this please.”

      He takes it from me and finishes off a hundred dollars’ worth of champagne in one thick gulp.

      “Is it weird that I didn’t bring Stephen with me?”

      He looks down into the empty champagne flute, then sets it on the side table, slouching down on the couch until his position matches mine. “No. It was a work trip.”

      “Is it weird that I didn’t want to bring him?”

      He turns his head to the side, his ear against the couch pillow. “A little.”

      “Did you think about bringing Chelsea?” It’s been eight months, and I still struggle to say her name.

      “It wouldn’t have made much sense to. We broke up last week.”

      “What?” I readjust, turning slightly to see him better. “Why?” They broke up? My drunk self can’t handle the news; it doesn’t know how to react, and whether to cheer or cry. I’ve spent months trying to adjust to the impending possibility of their long-term relationship, months trying to see him as a friend and never ever anything else.

      “You want the long or short answer?”

      “Both.”

      “She wasn’t you.”

      Three simple words, yet they hit like sledgehammers. I look into his eyes and wonder how much of the emotion welling in me is from the champagne, how much is from Paris, and how much is from him. I have a boyfriend. I need to remember that. Stephen is a good and stable man. I just can’t, right this second, remember what makes him better than Trey. I swallow. “Is that the long or short answer?”

      “The short one.” He sighs. “The long one will have to wait for another night.”

      “I’m with Stephen.”

      “I didn’t tell you that to change anything, Kate.” He reaches over and tucks my hair behind my ear. “I was just answering your question. I wanted to try dating, I thought Chelsea would be a good fit.” He shrugs. “She wasn’t. It is as simple as that.”

      Would I be a good fit? It’s a question I won’t ask, a door I can’t open—not when I’m with Stephen.

      It’s as simple as that. But nothing is ever simple, not when it involves the two of us.
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      She falls asleep on the couch, her bare feet stretched out on the rug, her beaded dress bunched and twisted. I carry her to the bed, and she wakes enough to undress, my hand careful as I help her with the zipper, my eyes looking away as she peels the evening gown away, the barest of peeks revealing her choices for the evening—our Haviar shelf bra and matching eyelet panties, both pale lavender. I pull back the duvet and she rolls underneath it.

      “Goodnight, Kate.” I pull the blanket up and softly kiss her forehead. Moving toward the second bedroom, I stop in the doorway, looking back at her, dark hair spread over the pillowcase, arm limp over the top of the duvet.

      Sometimes, I love her so much it hurts.
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      “Please focus," I laugh, leaning back in the chair and rubbing my eyes. "We're going to be here all night if you keep getting distracted."

      "Just try on the white one." He pulls a bathing suit out of the box and holds it up with one hand, the other hand wrapping around his beer, the bottle lifted to his lips as he grins at me. "Then we can go back to your comparison charts.”

      The box before him is an order from Fredrick’s of Hollywood, and contains their entire summer lineup. We have ridiculed their products while finishing off an entire platter of tacos and … I eye the empty bottles littering the conference table ... two six-packs of Mexican beer. He shakes the flimsy white fabric at me and I snatch it from him, holding the ridiculous ensemble up by the straps. Its first downfall is the color—the type of cheap white that will turn dingy by the second wash. The second downfall—and the sadder of the two—the style. It has a poufy neckline, one that matches the little skirt that hugs the hips of the suit. I turn the suit around and am dismayed to see a tail of sorts, the skirt continuing in a manner the fashion designer had probably pitched as “seductive.” It’s a disaster. I toss it at his face and he tilts his head away, the swimsuit catching on his beer and hanging there for a moment.

      He laughs and pulls it off. "Come on, Kate. We've been working too hard. I need some comic relief."

      I snort, and lean back in the seat, kicking my bare feet up on the closest empty chair. "Nope."

      "Try it on, and I’ll let you have full control over the November catalog.”

      That bit of negotiation lifts my head. "Seriously?"

      "Swear to God." He sets down his beer and leans forward, reaching out and sliding the garment toward me. "Come on. Show a drunk man how the competition looks."

      I stand. "Don't test me. I'll do it."

      He lifts his eyebrows in a challenge, and that's all I need, snatching the bathing suit off the table and walking toward the bathroom. "The November catalog. Full control?"

      "You gotta sell it,” he calls out. “Make me want to buy that thing!"
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        * * *

      

      I don't bother looking in the mirror. I can feel the pooching of the material on my hips. My breasts are firmly supported by its stiff underwire, and the neckline is one that my Sunday school teacher would have approved of. I make sure that the tail of it isn't stuck somewhere it shouldn't be, then step out into the hall and head toward the conference room. Trey’s dress shoes are up on the table and he turns at my approach, the chair swiveling under his weight, his eyebrows lifting as he sets down a fresh beer. "Well?"

      I set my hands on my hips. "What do you think? Super sexy?"

      He stands. "Super sexy." He nods to the window. "Go check yourself out."

      At night, the sky outside dark, I can easily see myself, the way the fabric bloats around my curves in the most unattractive way possible—as if the designer had set out with the sole focus of making a woman look horrible. "Oh God." I cup a hand over my mouth and giggle, the combination of beer and exhaustion making the image hilarious.

      I watch in the reflection as he comes closer, stopping behind me, his finger trailing up the side of my arm, his head dropping as he examines the shoulder of the suit. "Is this polyester?"

      "It's a blend, I think. The tag's there, on the back." I reach back for it, and he bats away my hand, his fingers confidently dipping underneath the edge of it, his neck tilting back as he reads the tag. "You're right. Twenty lycra, twenty cotton. Though I'd bet..." He turns me toward him and looks down at the suit, his forehead wrinkling, deep in thought. When his gaze flips up to me, there is a twinkle in it. "Do you trust me?"

      "Hardly," I snort out a laugh. "But yeah. Go ahead."

      I jump when his hands settle on my hips, his body bending forward, his eyes on mine, and it is almost as if he is going to kiss me. I go to step back, and his fingers tighten. "Easy, Kate." he whispers. "Close your eyes. This is purely for research, I swear."

      I shouldn't close my eyes, but I do. It’s one of those senseless responses to a man I would trust with my life. I inhale when I feel heat against my right nipple, and I open my eyes and look down to see his mouth on the outside of the suit, his lips against the cheap fabric, his eyes closed. He suckles the fabric, and my eyelids drop from the sheer pleasure of it. Has a man ever kissed that part of me like this? His grip on my waist gets tighter, and I exhale as his mouth lifts off me. "What are you—?” The question falls away when he lowers his mouth to the other side, and I am unable to look away as his tongue swirls around the bead of my nipple, hard against the thin fabric. He covers the entire area with his mouth, and I almost groan with the sensation.

      We can't do this. Trey’s mouth on me, the bite of his fingers into my hips, my mind going crazy—pulled between lust and possibilities—he lifts away from me, and I struggle to open my eyes.

      "Look at your reflection." There is a rough catch in his voice that is unfamiliar, and I look up into his face, unsure if I’ve ever heard it before. The heat in his eyes ... that I recognize, a look I always pretend to ignore, the connection between us that I always run from with a flippant comment, phone call, or eye roll. Now, I don’t run. I stand, my heart wild in my chest, my nipples crying for more attention, and meet his eyes.

      "Kate, look." His hands move to my shoulders, and he turns me to the window, his chest against my back, our eyes meeting in the glass reflection. When his gaze drops, so does mine, my cheeks heating when I see the dark stain of my nipples, clear as day through the wet fabric. "If I was at a party," he whispers, “and you stepped out of the pool wearing this..." His hands slide down the outside of my arms. "You'd ruin every man there for life." He tugs on the back of the suit’s skirt, and the jerk of fabric pulls across my most sensitive places. "Even with a tail."

      "Trey.” I can't think of a distraction, can't think of a way to stop this. His eyes flick up, catching mine in the reflection.

      “Is the crotch lined? I’m curious if it—”

      “It’s lined,” I interrupt him, my cheeks heating, the thought of him continuing the test in between my legs … my knees almost buckle at the thought. “I should change.” I want to grip the neck of his suit, just to keep myself upright. I want to rub the tips of my breasts against his suit, just to feel the friction. I need the friction. I almost lean into him, my hand reaching out, stopping myself just in time. I push gently on his suit and force myself to step back.

      His eyes are on fire. I can feel the heat of his stare, it eats at my resolve and this is the closest we have ever been to breaking. “Be right back,” I whisper.

      His hand wraps around my wrist, tying me to him. “Don’t stop for that pretty boy, Kate. He doesn’t—”

      “Don’t.” I flick my gaze up to his and all but beg him with my eyes. “You’re drunk.”

      He says nothing, his eyes on me, as steady as the day he showed me his father’s grave, as strong as when he gave me control of his company. Between our eyes, we fight and lose fifty wars. Then his lids fall over those dark eyes, and he carefully lets go of my wrist. “You’re right. I am drunk.” He turns away from me, ambling by the table and snagging his keys off the polished wood. “See you tomorrow, Kate,” he calls, an exaggerated slur in his words. “I’m out for the night.”
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      I don’t take the elevator all the way down. I stop on the sixth floor, moving quietly through the dark cubicles and into my office, my hand quick on the blinds, then the door’s lock, my back hitting the door, hands fumbling at my belt, my zipper, my underwear.

      Her hand flat against the window, cheek against the cool glass. I kneel behind her, my suited knees against the wood floor—

      no.

      I pull out my cock, and I widen my stance, clenching my thighs, my hand wrapping around my cock and slowly tugging down its length. It’s half-hard already, and stiffens further under my touch, a soft groan tumbling out of my mouth as I picture pulling her from that window and scooping her up, knocking over beer bottles and lingerie and laying her out on the table. Would she fight? Protest? No. Not as soon as I lower my mouth back to that white bathing suit, my mouth teasing her through the fabric, lifting up her legs and wrapping them around my shoulders, her thighs against my ears, the smell and taste of her so close, right there. Fuck the lining of the suit—I’d get her so wet that I’d see it all, her all but naked on that table, the sight of her, her back arching against the hard surface, her hands reaching for me … I quicken my hand, squeezing the base of my dick as I jerk the shaft, my breath quickening, and I’m going to come like a fucking teenager for her.

      I wouldn’t be able to stop, I would pull her to the edge of that table and yank that wet suit to the side, exposing the beautiful look of her. She would be the first woman I would ever take without a condom, and that initial push, the thick slide of my cock inside of her, her name off my lips—

      My shoulders shudder against the door, and I come, breathing her name into the empty office.

      If my need was lingerie, it’d be blood-red, with lines that scream for attention.
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      When the doorbell chimes, it echoes through the house, bouncing off wood floors and glass, the tones catching my attention in the moment before I reach for the remote. I stand, running a hand through my hair, scratching an itch on the back of my head. I pull at the bottom of my T-shirt, stepping out of the media room and jogging down the house’s front staircase, the figure on my front porch manipulated by the poured glass. I hitch up my workout pants and pull open the door, blinking through the glare of the morning light. It takes a moment to recognize the man on my porch.

      “Stephen?” Worry shoots through me, my thoughts rocketing to my last call with Kate, a few hours earlier. She’d been on her way to the store; we’d talked about increasing shipping costs and whether she needed a freaking parakeet. I should have told her to be careful, to get off the phone, to watch her surroundings and get back home. I—

      “Everything is okay,” he reassures me, reading the alarm on my face. “I just came by to talk to you.”

      As quickly as the panic came, wariness replaces it. I can count the conversations I’ve had with this man on one hand, all of them in the presence of Kate. There is no good reason for him to be at my home, on a Sunday morning, without her. I lean against the doorframe and cross my arms, sizing him up, my protective instincts on full alert. He’s my size, but less fit, his frame less muscular, the sort that looks good in a tux but gaunt in a bathing suit. In a fight, I would demolish him—not that he would go toe-to-toe with me. He’s too nice for that—too respectful, too friendly. He would adopt kittens but lacks the sharp edge to haul a woman to his side, then fuck her over the trunk of his car. My eyes move past him and to my new truck, its tailgate down, the vehicle blocking my garage, and the sleek collection of testosterone inside. I’d have her against its door, or sitting on that tailgate, her clothes ripping on its rivets and hinges, the cool metal against her skin, her hands trembling against its surfaces, her nails scratching its wax.

      “I didn’t mean to bother you.” He clasps his hand, one palm over the other, and gives a nervous smile. “I’m sorry for not calling first. I…” he spreads his hands, “I’m running out of time.”

      Running out of time. I think of Marks Lingerie’s fourth year, the two-million-dollar loan I secured with a trio of Italians who’d made my terms of repayment very clear. I had sweated through every minute of that year, through every check I’d written them, until their principal and interest had been paid in full. Maybe that’s what this is about. My eyes flick to the nervous twitch of his gaze, and the possibility of his insolvency encourages me. “What do you need?” I ask.

      He glances past my shoulder, hinting at his desire to be invited in. I don’t move, my eyebrows raising, and wait on his response.

      “Well.” Those fucking hands spread again, and he looks at them as if they hold something, maybe the words that he needs. He looks back at me. “I know that Kate and you are close. Best friends.”

      Best friends. It’s a title that should be reserved for teenage girls, not two people who can barely keep their hands off each other. My lip curls but I say nothing. Is this still about a loan? My body tenses at the idea that Kate may somehow be involved, that she might be in some danger as a result of his incapability to manage money. “Get to the point.” I grit out the words, barely able to stop myself from reaching forward and yanking the damn message from his throat.

      “Oh.” He collects himself, then looks up. “Ah … I.” He pauses, then starts over. “Tomorrow night, I’m planning to propose. There’s an office party I am hosting—I’m going to do it afterward. Since her father is no longer living, I thought I would ask for your blessing. I mean, I know it’s a bit outdated, but you’re like a brother to her.”

      Like a brother to her

      The rage ripples out, taking my thoughts and spewing them out, my words terse and deadly, barbs of truth that stab across the space. “I’m not like a brother to her. A brother wouldn’t think about bending her over my desk every time she walks into my office. A brother wouldn’t check out the curves of her ass every time she turns away.”

      The smile drops from his face. What an idiot. Does he not know her impact? The weight of her smile, her laugh, her challenge? Doesn’t he understand that it’s impossible to know her and not love her? His hands, those patty-cake-palms, clench into fists, and I hope to God he is about to swing at me.

      “What the fuck did you just say?” The man steps forward, and I push off the doorway, coming to my full height and meeting his glare full-on.

      “You heard me. Now get the fuck off my property before I embarrass you.”

      She will be mad. Hell, she’ll be furious. But I’ll be damned if anyone thinks I’m like a brother to her. A brother. My muscles tighten, and I come off the stoop and toward Stephen, pushing my shirt sleeves up, enjoying the rush of blood in my veins. A fight, that’s what we need, the ability to take this back to caveman days and finish it. I clench my fists, and he steps back, his hands raising, his slick dress shoes moving down one step, then a second. He turns toward his Audi, his eyes warily staying on me. “I’m marrying her,” he promises me, and the headlights of his car flash as he unlocks the doors.

      “You’re not marrying her,” I disagree, and I stop, watching him nearly scurry around the hood of the car. “You won’t even be engaged to her.”

      The words roll out confidently, but they aren’t mine to give. I watch him peel out of my circular drive, his window coming down, one cowardly middle finger raised in my direction, and panic sweeps through me.
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        * * *

      

      All Sunday, I wait for her call, for her car to screech through my driveway, for her scream to echo through my home. By Sunday night, I’m convinced he hasn’t told her. By Monday afternoon, I’m almost at ease, my mind halfway through a clusterfuck of a marketing plan when my office door slams open, the handle punching a hole in the plaster, the artwork clattering against the wall.

      “What the fuck is wrong with you?” I’ve never seen her so mad, her body literally shaking before me. I set down the folder and meet her eyes.

      “Good afternoon, Kate. I was just reviewing—”

      “Stop playing games and answer me.”

      “Nothing is wrong with me.” I speak in the tone that would put a submissive to their knees. She doesn’t even flinch.

      “You told Stephen you wanted to fuck me?!”

      “I do want to fuck you. I think we’ve all been clear on that for quite a while now.”

      She digs her fingers into her forehead, her eyes pinching shut. “I know you’re not this stupid, Trey. I know you understand simple fucking society and how much what you just did severely fucks my relationship.”

      “You didn’t have a relationship,” I interrupt. “You had a guy who wanted a goddamn trophy wife. He came to my home and tried to tell me what our relationship is like. He told me that I am like a brother to you.” I stand, and if this desk wasn’t between us, I’d have her pressed so closely against me that she’d feel my need. “Do you think of me like a brother, Kate?”

      She clenches her fists and looks away, as if there is a fucking answer in my potted plant. “I like working for you. I’m not prepared to leave Marks, but I can’t—”

      “I removed an idiot from an equation,” I grit out. “Stop thinking about that and focus on my goddamn question. Do you think of me as a brother?” Fuck the desk. I walk around it and spin her to face me, pinning her back against the oak, my feet on either side of hers, my thighs hugging the rigid line of her legs. This close, I can feel her tremble. I pull up her chin and relish the fight in her eyes.

      “I wouldn’t want to kill my brother,” she whispers.

      “You wouldn’t want to fuck him either,” the words slip quietly out, and her eyes widen, just a hair, at their receipt. God, I am in love with this woman. The force of it yanks at my foundation. My hand softens at her chin and slides down the front of her sweater, coming to rest on her hips, my fingers biting into the fabric as I pull her against me. “Tell me you want to fuck me, Kate.”

      She shakes her head minutely. “I don’t.”

      I lean forward, my lips gently brushing over her ear and down the hollows of her neck, my control wavering and I steal a kiss, just a few, along the way. I feel her shift in response, the work of her thighs against each other, the arch of her into me, her tells as loud as a scream. God, the things I could give her. The ways I could please her. I travel back along her neck and pause at her ear. “Tell me Kate. Give me this one fucking thing so I can go home, wrap my hand around my cock, and picture every filthy thing I want to do to you. Do you want to fuck me?”

      She puts a hand on my chest, and I stop, the bite of my grip loosening, the breath in my throat stalling. I lift my mouth away from her ear and look into those eyes.

      “You didn’t have to say anything to him,” she whispers. “I would have said no. It wasn’t your fight. I’m not yours to fight over.”

      It should make me happy, but it feels like a breakup.

      She steps back, and a part of me dies. “Wanting to fuck you has never been the problem.”

      I don’t know how she can look into my eyes so calmly when she says it. I don’t know how, when she turns and walks away, she doesn’t stumble.

      I watch her leave, and I’ve never felt so vulnerable, so lost.

      If our relationship was lingerie, it’d be fur-lined handcuffs, latched around you, the key lost, escape impossible.
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      HER

      When I broke up with Craig, it was clean and neat. With Stephen, our parting was rough, the result of a fight, one where he’d called me names and accused me of cheating, his face red, spittle flying. I had started out explaining, trying to explain the nature of my friendship with Trey, how he didn’t mean what he’d said, how even if there had been moments of attraction it had never gone anywhere. All of those words had stopped in the face of complete hysteria—the kind, conservative man I’d dated for a year was gone, this new Stephen ripping a brass sconce out of the wall, then smashing a Queen Anne chair through the French doors. I’d shut my mouth and fled through the front door, all of my excuses and explanations worthless in the presence of that. I got in my car and ignored his calls, his voicemails full of venom and hatred, a combination that only cemented my decision.

      Screw my attraction to Trey. Screw the inappropriate things he said. That night, I sent Stephen a short text breaking up with him for one reason: he was insane. Maybe his display of rage was out of love, a reckless passion he had hidden for the last twelve months. But it is unacceptable for him to behave that way, to handle anything that way, much less a few careless words Trey had tossed his way.

      Trey is my new problem. When I’d left Stephen’s house and went straight to the office, I was half-furious with Trey for causing it all, half-emotional from the fight with Stephen. Confronting Trey hadn’t helped, his confident declarations catching me off guard, my system too raw to handle the dark look in his eyes, the soft touch of his lips against my throat, the brush of his fingertips and beg of his voice.

      “Tell me you want to fuck me, Kate.”

      I close my eyes and wonder how I will ever face him again.
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        * * *

      

      “You know you guys can’t go back to being friends now.” Jess digs out a bit of baby food and holds it out to Skylar, who clamps her mouth shut and looks away.

      I sprinkle glitter over a line of glue and say nothing. “Wanting to fuck you has never been the problem.” Had I actually said that? Had I told Trey that I wanted to fuck him? My mind hurts just thinking about the repercussions. I turn the cardboard page on its side and tap the excess glitter off, Jenna squealing with pleasure at the shimmery result. “He’s in New York,” I say. “So at least I don’t have to see him this week.”

      “But you’ve talked to him.”

      “Yes.” Of course we’ve talked. It’s habit to call him on my morning drive in. Fifteen decisions a day go smoother when discussed with him. There is no “running of Marks Lingerie” without both of us, hand-in-hand, pushing it forward. “But on the phone … I don’t know. It’s different. It’s easier.”

      “Because you can’t rip each other’s clothes off?” She gets up and moves to the fridge.

      I eye Jenna’s face, who blinks at me in the innocent way of a child. “Let’s talk about it later.”

      Jess snorts. “Jenna, go upstairs and play.” Jenna’s chair squeaks against the tile and she is gone, her bright blue cowboy boots thudding across the kitchen and up the stairs with the thundering sound of a grown man. I watch Jess settle back in her chair, pulling the high chair closer.

      “He flies back from New York on Tuesday afternoon,” I say.  “He wants me to come over for dinner, to catch up on everything he’s missed.”

      Jess turns, her eyes wide. “Tell me you’re going to finally do it. This is it! This is the moment!” She wipes off her hands and reaches for the house phone. “I’m going to call Mom.”

      “Stop.” I grab the cordless handset off the table, tucking it in between my legs. “I’m not having sex with him. I’ll be in Stage 9 period territory on Tuesday.”

      “Ugh.” She gives up on her reach of the phone and turns back to Skylar. “Hey, maybe it’s a good thing.”

      “It’s a great thing.” It’s the only reason I agreed to come over. Nothing like a giant maxi pad to guarantee my virtue. “But it doesn’t matter. He won’t make a move.” I don’t mean for the words to come out glum, but they do. Every part of me, from my libido to my voice, is confused. Should I be happy? Mad? Worried? I pick up a colored pencil and draw a face on the page. Skinny nose. Cartoon eyes. Long lashes. I pick up a red pencil and hover above the blank space where a mouth should go. Finally, I draw a flat line, sketching lips around it that press together in a … I pull back the pencil and examine the sketch. A constipated expression. I sigh, and attempt to correct the lips into a smile, the ending result clownish.

      “What makes you think he won’t make a move?”

      “He’s had time to think about it. I think the Stephen conversation was a gut reaction for him, something he wasn’t expecting and instinctively responded to. And then Stephen told me, and I came to him, and it sort of snowballed from there.” I add a neck and jaw, then pick up a new pencil and add thick black hair. “When he comes back into town, he’ll be back to normal. Under control.” I say flatly.

      “Which is … a good thing?” Jess asks. “I’m so confused by what you want.”

      “Yeah.” I stare at the artwork critically. “Me too.”
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        * * *

      

      His Tuesday night flight is delayed, nixing our dinner plans. Wednesday, I suffer through two morning meetings, and finally connect with him in the conference room.

      “You know, I did you a favor.” Trey taps the model on the elbow. “Turn around please.”

      “Did me a favor?” I look up from the silk fabric in my hands, watching as he draws a careful line across the model’s back, sketching out the lines of a bustier that he wants us to design. It’s Wishful Wednesday, a monthly tradition on the second Wednesday of each month. We bring in a dozen models and all of the designers, giving everyone free reign with washable markers and a couple hundred material swatches. “With what?”

      “Stephen. If it wasn’t for me, you’d be sampling wedding cake right now and picking up his dry cleaning.”

      “I would not.” I step beside him and eye the model. “That’s too low. It won’t stay up.”

      “But it looks sexy.”

      “It’s not going to be functional.”

      “Tricia,” he drawls. “Will you please get Kate in line? She’s ruining all of my fun.”

      Tricia, the model I was working on, giggles. I glare at her. “Don’t. You’ll encourage him.”  I toss the robe to her. “Put that on for me.”

      “God, you’re bossy.” He looks up at the busty blonde before him. “No wonder they all request me.”

      “No one requests anyone,” I gripe, wincing as he draws a criss-cross of straps that no woman will be able to get into without help. Tricia clicks her tongue at me and I try to refocus, grabbing a handful of straight pins and moving toward her.

      “She was going to marry a boring asshole,” he stage-whispers, and I smile despite myself, grateful that we are back to normal, as normal as the two of us can be.

      “I wasn’t going to marry the guy,” I call out loudly, pulling the silk tight across her shoulders and examining the lay of it. “Now, please shut up and focus on your work.”

      “I’m done.” His voice is in my ear, so close that I flinch, the straight pins almost poking Tricia, who gives me a worried look. He straightens with a mischievous smile, and I hurl one of the pins in his general direction. “Now stop wasting time and dream up something incredible. I’m going to go pick up lunch for everyone.”

      I try to glare at him, but I can’t.
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      HER

      I relax back in one of his chairs, my leg hanging over the arm, a blanket wrapped around my shoulders, and suck a bit of soy sauce off of one finger. On the coffee table before us, a sea of styrofoam containers sit, half-eaten sushi rolls and wasabi piles dotting the white canvases. “You ordered too much,” I decide.

      “The night’s not over yet.” He swipes a piece of salmon and stands, walking over to the window and peering out. “Want to go sit outside?”

      “No.” I stretch out my stomach, exhausted at just the thought of moving. “Entertain me from here.”

      “Hmmm…” He turns away from the window and raises one wicked eyebrow. “That sounds fun.”

      “No,” I groan. “It doesn’t. Entertain me verbally.”

      “Your French store is killing it. We should open a second location over there.”

      “No work talk.” I sit up a little, inspiration hitting in the midst of sushi digestion. “Let’s trade secrets. You tell me one of yours, and I’ll tell you one of mine.”

      “You want me to tell you a secret?” He shrugs. “That’s pretty open.”

      “No,” I decide. “I don’t want to know some stupid arrest you had in college. You have to answer a question.” I narrow my eyes at him. “Truthfully.”

      “Oh please.” He leans back, crossing his arms over his chest. “I’m not doing that. You’ll ask about Mira.”

      “I promise I won’t ask about Mira.” I cross my fingers over my chest, and he rolls his eyes.

      “You don’t even have anything worth sharing. What’s your biggest sin—borrowing a piece of gum without asking?”

      I make a face at him. “You think you know everything, but you don’t. I have all sorts of dark secrets.” I wave my hands in a giant sweep, encompassing all of my many juicy secrets.

      “Name one.”

      “If I do, then you’ll answer my question?”

      “As long as it’s not a question about Mira. Or about us.”

      I turn my head and meet his stare. Or about us. We could sum up our entire relationship in those three words. Attraction. Avoidance. There is an “us”. My heart quickens, that familiar race where I consider the what ifs that I typically try to ignore. “It won’t be a question about Mira.” I say slowly. “Or about us.” I shrug, like I have no idea what I will ask, like the question isn’t sitting, hot and ready, on my tongue. “I’ll find something else to ask.”

      “And your secret has to be worthy.” He leans forward. “Something scandalous.”

      I frown. “I’m not entering one of my secrets in some sort of Olympics. I’ll pick a good secret. You’ll have to trust me.”

      “One of your secrets?” He chuckles. “Kate. Please.”

      I glare at him, buying a moment while my mind frantically tries to find something scandalous in my history. I come up blank. My best secret is that I want my boss to strip me naked and pound me into next Tuesday. And I certainly can’t share that secret. I think back to my college days and work forward, searching for something … my mind zeros in on the time I gave Victor Parken a blow job in the basement of his fraternity house. I search desperately for something, anything else.

      “What is it?” Trey cocks a brow. “You think of something?”

      “Not really.” I pull at my lip. “It’s personal.” But look at what I’m about to ask him. That’s personal. This—this was just a stupid night with too much Miller Lite and not enough common sense.

      “Secret sex tape?” he guesses. “You strip in college to make extra money? Or maybe a secret baby somewhere? A—”

      “STOP,” I interrupt. “You’re ruining my delivery.”

      “I’m sorry.” He holds up his hands in surrender. “Confess away.”

      “When I was a sophomore in college,” I begin. “There was a party—at a fraternity house.” He straightens slightly, and I have his full attention. “I was drinking, and there was this guy I was kind of dating.” His eyes change, growing wary, and I watch his jaw clench, almost imperceptibly. I speak quickly, before he thinks the wrong thing. “The party was getting crazy, and so Victor and I moved downstairs, to the basement.” I pick at the edge of my sleeve. “We started kissing, and … I went down on him.” I can feel the blush, hot on my cheeks, and I reluctantly look up to Trey.

      “And…?” he all but demands.

      “And what?”

      “What happened?”

      “Afterward?” I shrug. “I don’t know. I guess we just went back upstairs.”

      There is a slow change to his face, a resettling of features, his handsome profile returning, and he rubs his fingers along his brow. “That’s your secret? You gave a guy a blowjob?”

      “In a fraternity house. And during a party,” I explain. “Anyone could have come downstairs and interrupted—could have seen me.” I flush, embarrassed at the thought. Me, my skirt riding up around my thighs, crouched and low on that sticky floor, one hand holding onto his hairy leg for balance. God, what if someone had come in and seen me, my lips wrapped around his—I clamp down the thought.

      “But no one did come in.” His lips flutter in the ghost of a smile.

      “Oh my God. We were practically exhibitionists. If you can’t see how stupid I was to do that, then you’re—”

      “Normal? Reasonable?”

      “An idiot,” I finish. “You’re an idiot.”

      “That’s not a secret.”

      “Are you kidding me?” I slam my hand down on the couch pillow. “That was a great secret.”

      “It’s really sad if that is your best secret. Seriously. Tell me you have an orgy you’re hiding behind that blush.”

      “Ew.” I shudder. “No.” I lift my chin and stare at him. “And don’t belittle it. Just because I’m not a Trey-Marks-worthy-slut, doesn’t mean that it wasn’t a big deal to me.”

      “Oh, you’re Trey-Marks-worthy.” He grins, and we are back to that place, the one where he flirts, and I deflect, and later that night I spend twenty minutes with my vibrator.

      “But not a slut.”

      He tilts his head as if considering the possibility. “In my mind, you are wildly promiscuous once out of those clothes.”

      “You’re trying to distract me from my question.”

      “Oh yes. The dreaded question. Am I required to tell the truth?”

      I give him a look, and he chuckles. “Fine. Go forth with this mysterious question.”

      “Who was that girl who mugged you? Why was she meeting you there?”

      He grimaces, and I can tell he had forgotten that night, forgotten my tentative questions he had evaded. Back then, I hadn’t felt comfortable enough to push for the truth, and had never brought it up again. But now, he has to tell me.

      “That’s not what you want to ask, Kate. Ask me something else.”

      “No,” I insist. “This is what I want. I told you my embarrassing secret. You tell me this.”

      “I can’t believe you even remember that.”

      “My boss stepped into my car in a bathrobe,” I say dryly. “Your dick was practically hanging out of it.”

      Any other moment, he’d laugh. Now, he just runs his palms over his face. “Come on.”

      I wait, and he looks at me, his face so filled with dejection that I almost drop it all. I almost give him a free pass.

      But I don’t. I hold his eyes and wait for him to start.
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        * * *

      

      “The woman in the hotel room…” he pauses. “She wasn’t alone. A man was with her. I had scheduled to meet both of them.” He looks up at me. “For sex.”

      I attempt to school my features, to contain the thoughts that come. “Both of them?”

      “Yes. I wasn’t going to fuck him; it wasn’t about that. Both of us were going to please her.”

      “At the same time?”

      He lifts one shoulder. “Possibly. Depending on how it went. Sometimes they just like to watch.”

      Sometimes they just like to watch. Will I ever forget how that sounds, the easy way it rolls off his tongue? I suddenly feel dirty, my desire to exit this conversation as strong as it had been to start it. This isn’t what I wanted to hear. This isn’t what I wanted to envision, not from him. I’ve known that Trey Marks has an active sex life. I’ve heard rumors, seen Mira and Chelsea, certainly never expected celibacy. But I also never expected this. Sometimes they just like to watch. My hands feel clammy, and I pinch the underside of my wrist in an attempt to fend off a sudden wave of lightheadedness.

      “Kate?” He’s watching me, and I look away, trying to hide my disgust. I run my fingers through my hair, everything suddenly hot. He swears and pushes off the wall, coming toward my chair. “Talk to me.”

      “Just a sec.” I try to cough, to clear my throat and speak, but something like a sob comes out. I press my fingers to the edge of my eyes, attempting to stop the weak leak of tears. I regain some control and straighten, inhaling a deep breath. “I’m sorry.” I exhale and feel a semblance of control. “I’m just emotional today. I don’t know why I reacted that way.”

      But I do. This is major. Maybe this is the real reason why Trey has never moved past casual flirtation with me. Because he likes that, which I will never do. Sometimes they just like to watch. I meet his eyes, and the emotions in them are a combination I’ve never seen from him. Embarrassment. Sadness. Fear. He reaches for me and I flinch. He stops and stands, tucking his hands into his pockets and turning away, toward the window.

      “So that’s why you didn’t know her. Or them,” I correct. “They were just some random people off … like Craigslist?” This is getting worse by the minute.

      He doesn’t turn to face me. “Christ, Kate. I’m not meeting people off Craigslist. I’m part of a club, one that pairs like-minded people and couples. There’s a website where profiles are listed. I was in a bad mood that day and went off the rails, taking a risk on a new profile. It was a mistake, one that burned me.” I can see the tension in his shoulders, the rigidity of his stance.

      A club. Probably an expensive one, as if a membership fee and fancy website make it any less sleazy. Sometimes they just like to watch. I should leave. Walk away from this conversation, cross Trey Marks off of my heart forever, and move on. Never mind that I’ve spent almost three years pining over him. Never mind that when he breathes, I can feel it in my heart. He should have told me this. He should have told me this years ago, before I fell in love with him, before he injected his soul into my veins and I became addicted. Can I even work for him after this? Can I be around him without falling deeper in love? Before, I always thought there would be a time—once the company is kicking ass, once he is ready to step away from management and retire—when we would be able to date, when we could try a relationship. But now, with my one stupid question, with his one stupid confession, it all dies. I can’t date a man who—I don’t even understand what he does. I rub my temple. “Tell me exactly what happens.”

      “Kate.” Just a single syllable, but I can hear so much in it. He turns away from the window and rests his back against the glass, his face hanging, as if he is a child being punished.

      “Tell me Trey.” I wait. “I need to know.” I have to know how bad it is. He won’t lie to me. He won’t sugarcoat it.

      “I enjoy pleasing women.” His eyes lift and meet mine. “So that’s what I do. With my hands and my mouth, and my cock. Sometimes the guy joins in, sometimes he doesn’t.”

      “’Joins in.’ Define it.” My mouth is cottony. I swallow. It doesn’t help.

      “Sometimes double-penetration. Sometimes she sucks him while I fuck her. Or she jacks us both off at the same time.”

      “But you’re not gay.”

      “No.” He holds my eyes. “I’m definitely not gay.”

      Little difference that makes right now. I want to close my eyes, to look away, to yank at my hair and scream at him. I don’t. I wait, and it’s almost painful to do so.

      “The woman is always the focus. That’s the extent of my interaction with the men.”

      “Oh, that’s it?” I laugh, a hard hack of a sound, one I’ve never heard from myself before, one that I instantly hate. His eyes harden, but he says nothing.

      In that silence, I almost hear our future crackle and burn.
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      HIM

      I’ve lost her. I can see it in her eyes, in the tremble of her voice, in the questions that she asks. Maybe I should have lied. Maybe I should have muted the truth. Maybe then, she wouldn’t be looking at me as if I am a monster, as if we don’t have years between us, as if she doesn’t love me at all.

      I can’t be surprised, not after that conversation so long ago, over beers and burgers, the disgusted look on her face when she told me about the threesome that her boyfriend had tried to have.

      “Just because you don’t understand it,” I say, “don’t judge me for it. We are all aroused in different ways. This is something I’ve done, something I liked.”

      She looks down, as if searching for a response. When she finally lifts her head, she blinks quickly, her face growing red. This stupid thing of mine is bringing her to tears. “You should have told me,” she says tightly. “This changes everything between us.”

      The words are a hammer to the center of my chest. In them, there is everything that we’ve never said aloud, never put anywhere close to words. Is there an “us”? Us is more than I’ve ever hoped for. Between the risk to the company, and my sexual past, I’ve spent years avoiding any thought of Us. I always understood that we would, at some point, come to this. Her glaring at me, distrust thick in her eyes. Her flinching when I reach out to touch her.

      Us. In a way, the word is almost freeing. The crack of the protective wall. Our rules gone, the battlefield wide open. “Us?” I tilt my head at her. “What us?” I step forward, ignoring her start, the way she peels away from me. “There is no us.”

      “You know what I mean,” she whispers. “Our friendship.”

      “No, I don’t think that’s what you meant.” I watch her mouth, the nervous way she licks her lips, her eyes darting from my mouth to my eyes. She’s done it a hundred times before, the tensing for my kiss, the kiss that I have never delivered, but this time it is all wrong. It isn’t breathless or hopeful. It is panicked and frustrated.  It is … I straighten, stepping back, away from her. It is filled with disgust.

      Incredible how quickly a world can change. How my entire person, our friendship, can be reduced to nothing, with just one confession. I’ve worried for years about her judging me for this. And now that it’s happening, I’m as disappointed in her as I am mad at myself.

      Is this who I fell in love with? A woman who would toss me aside so easily? Is she that judgmental, that close-minded? She isn’t even asking the right questions. She isn’t even giving me, giving us, a chance.

      I turn away, my words tight and controlled when I allow them out.

      “I love you, Kate. I am in love with you. I’m sorry that you don’t like this. Or that you don’t understand it. But it doesn’t change who I am.”

      Her words stop me, their edges as sharp as broken glass. “Don’t do that. Don’t use those words right now, as you are walking away, you fucking coward.”

      I turn and regard her. My beautiful woman, the smartest woman I’ve ever known, the only person on Earth with the capacity to hurt me like this. “You’re right, I should have told you a long time ago. But that wouldn’t have changed this.”

      She swallows, her eyes wet, and says nothing. And this time, when I turn and walk away, she doesn’t say anything to stop me.

      I step into my bedroom and shut the door with a trembling hand. When she leaves, slamming the front door behind her, I can almost feel the vibration in my soul.
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      HER

      We’ve fought before. We’ve screamed, we’ve sworn, we’ve said things that neither of us meant. But it’s never been like this. It’s never been this somber, this quiet. When he looks at me, all I see is sadness and disappointment in his eyes. When I look at him, all I can hear are his words.

      Sometimes they just like to watch.

      It doesn’t change who I am.

      He walks by, and I wait for him to turn his head, to glance in my office, but he doesn’t.
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        * * *

      

      “Harrods placed a new order.”

      “I saw it in your email this morning. It looks good.”

      “Trey, it’s better than good. It’s twice what they sold last month.”

      “I can do the math. I’m happy about it. Do you want a fucking gold star?”

      “Don’t be an asshole about it. I just thought it was worth mentioning.”

      “Is there anything else we need to discuss?”

      Yeah. This. Us. Why we’re suddenly strangers. I swallow. “No. That’s it.”

      He stands, leaving his chair out, and pushes through the conference room door.

      I don’t understand why he is mad at me. I’m the one who is supposed to be mad, I’m the one who has been lied to for almost three years. I’m the one who fell in love with an unattainable man. I’m the one whose heart is breaking.

      Part of me believes that. Part of me feels that I’m being a bitch right now.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Me: I’m sorry. I’m sorry for judging you.

      Trey: I’m not accepting your apology via text. That’s beneath us.

      Me: well I’m not accepting your lack of apology at all.

      Trey: that doesn’t even make sense.

      Me: you know what I mean.

      Trey: come over.

      Come over. It’s been eight days since I walked out of his house. I stare at the phone for a long moment, then stand up and grab my purse.

      Fifteen minutes later, when he opens his front door, I launch myself into his arms.

      His chest is stiff, his body wooden, and I wrap my arms him, hugging my face to his chest, willing his stance to soften, his arms to move. When they do, when one hand settles gently on my hair, his other on my back, I almost cry in relief. He exhales, his breath warm against my neck, and he squeezes me tightly. “I’m sorry,” I whisper.

      “Me too.” He pulls me inside and shuts the door.
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        * * *

      

      It’s barely cold enough outside, but he still builds a fire, and I make hot chocolate. We both finish and sit on the couch, our shoulders touching as we watch the fire. Trey peers into his coffee cup. “No marshmallows?”

      “You were out.” I rest my head on his shoulder. “I don’t ever want to fight like that again.”

      “Deal.” He holds out his mug and I clink my own against it. There is a moment of silence, his body shifting on the couch, before he speaks. “Talk to me.”

      “What do you want? Another apology?”

      “I’m assuming you have questions.”

      “Some.” Some is a bit of an understatement. I have piles, a list that is growing the more that I think about it, the more that I try to match the man I know with the fetish I don’t.

      “So ask.” He sets his mug on the side table and reaches down, pulling my legs onto his lap, his fingers working at the laces of my boots. There is an unnatural tightness to his body, and as nervous as I am about discussing this, he seems worse.

      “We don’t have to talk about it. I know it’s personal.” I flex my toes as he pulls off the first boot, his chest brushing against my socked foot as he leans down and sets it on the floor.

      He sits back up and moves to the next boot. “I want you to feel comfortable with it. I want us to be less…” He grimaces. “Less awkward about it.”

      “Okay.” I watch as he frees my second foot. “Tell me about your first time. Like … did you always like that kind of thing?”

      “My first time was when I was twenty-six. A bunch of us from work were out drinking. We drank too much, and my coworker offered for some of us to crash at her place.” He glances at me. “It was Mira. And me.” He pauses. “And this guy from the New York office.”

      “Mira?” I sit up straighter, and some of my hot chocolate almost sloshes over the rim.

      He chuckles. “Yes. Mira. She all but stripped us both naked and dragged us into her bedroom. And when I saw him there, when I saw him touch her…” He pauses, looks at me. “There was just this moment of possessiveness. Like he was touching someone of mine. It was like I was suddenly in high school again, with my hormones raging and my need—like a ravenous need to compete, to win.” He runs a hand slowly up my jeans, to my knee, and then back down again. “The guy didn’t understand. He didn’t get it. But Mira did. I remember her smiling at me as I fucked her. As he sat there with his dick in his hand. And at the end, she told me that she and I were going to have so much fun.”

      A piece of the puzzle fits together. “Wait. That night, in Vegas…”

      “I met her and Edward,” he confirmed.

      “So Edward knew? She wasn’t cheating on him?”

      He nods, and I try to picture dignified Edward in a threesome with Mira and Trey. I shake my head. “You’re full of shit.”

      His hand stills along the top of my wool socks. “Excuse me?”

      “There’s no way Edward would do anything like that.”

      His eyes darken. “Because it’s disgusting.”

      Yeah. Disgusting is a great word for it. But probably not the best time to say that.  “It’s not disgusting,” I hedge. “It’s just … kinky. And Edward wasn’t like that.” He wasn’t. He was refined, and polite, and certainly wouldn’t have had Trey fuck his wife, much less join in on it.

      “I assure you, Edward is very much like that.”

      “But doesn’t he get jealous?”

      “He’s a realist. He can’t fuck Mira and go down on her at the same time. And he can’t create the energy of two people, the attention of two people at once. With both of us, she has four hands, two mouths, two cocks.” He slides his hands down, under my socks, and pulls them off. “I’m not an emotional player in their life. I come in, we have fun, and I leave. It’s not messy. I get to please a woman, I release some sexual tension, and then I go back to life.”

      He runs pressure along the bottom of my soles, and I almost close my eyes from the feeling. “I don’t understand.” He sighs, and I look toward him. “I’m serious. Are you doing this for the testosterone-fueled rush or for no-strings sex? Because you know you can hire a woman for that, right?”

      “Paying a woman to have sex with me doesn’t turn me on in any way. And I don’t know exactly why I did it. All I know is that the idea of it, the buildup, the unknown of a new woman, the forbidden-ness … it all turned me on. The secondary piece to it is that I love to please women. And this lifestyle allowed me to do it without requiring me to have a relationship of my own.”

      He’s talking in past tense, and I register that, yet still forge on. “Except for Chelsea.” God, I still dislike that woman. Even now, I can barely say her name without snarling.

      “Ahh … Chelsea.” He frowns. “Chelsea was an experiment of sorts.”

      “In monogamy?” So glad to know he failed that one.

      “Actually, the opposite.” He doesn’t look at me, focusing on my feet, the gentle work of the muscles. God, if the lingerie business goes to shit, he could earn a million with just his hands. “I first met Chelsea in a threesome. I didn’t see her again until her interview. Things didn’t seem to have worked out with her last boyfriend. I thought that I would try the lifestyle from the other end. As a host, instead of a guest.”

      “And?”

      He pulls a blanket over my feet and tucks in the fabric underneath them. “I didn’t like it.” He looks at me. “And it made me realize how I’d feel if it was someone I really cared about.”

      He’s not talking about me. I know he’s not talking about me but still, somewhere inside, a warm little flame lights. “Meaning what?” I say, in the most casual way a woman can ask a question.

      He wraps his hands around my feet and brings them close to his chest, almost in the way that you would covet a tiny baby.  “Meaning, if you and I ever date, I won’t want to do anything like that with you.”

      Everything sort of stops. The crackle of the fire, the tightening of his hands, the movement of breath in my lungs.

      “Ever?” I ask.

      “Ever,” he confirms.

      “But wouldn’t you miss it?”

      “I can’t watch you walk into a room without getting hard. I wouldn’t need anything else.” He rubs a hand over his face. “Honestly, if I had any additional stimulation, it’d probably be an embarrassingly short experience.”

      “That’s a common problem, you know. That men have with me.” I lift my mug to cover my smile. “It happens all the time.”

      He scowls. “Put down that mug.”

      “What?”

      “Put it down.”

      I carefully set it on the side table. “What’s wrong—” My question is cut off when he pulls me onto his lap, his hands firm on my hips, his eyes fierce with possession.

      “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you the truth. About Mira. About Chelsea. About my sex life. I didn’t tell you the truth because I was worried I would lose any chance of us ever being together. And if I could go back to that first night, with Mira, I would. I would go back and never have stepped down that path. But I need to know if there is still a chance for us. If, knowing what you now know—and damn any risk to the company—if you will ever date me.”

      Date. It sounds so trivial compared to everything we’ve been through. Would I date him? God, I’ve been in love with him for years. I’ve—

      “Jesus Christ, Kate. You’re killing me.”

      I look down, into his face, my eyes traveling over the edge of his jaw, the tensing of his lips as he swallows, the lines of worry that mark his forehead and gather at the corners of his eyes. Our gaze meets, and everything I know is there. “I want more than that,” I whisper.

      I was going to continue, but I lose the words when he leans forward and captures my mouth with his.
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      HIM

      When a kiss waits for a thousand days, it erupts like a cyclone—a slow unfurling of lips, of tongues, hands ripping, clothes flying, hot swirls of breath met with a clash of frantic desire. I had always envisioned that I would take my time, that I would carefully taste her, my tongue sampling, a gentle moment that I would savor every second of. But in this kiss, we take a hundred seconds in every ten. I groan against her mouth and push her down onto my lap. Her knee moves, our hands fight to reconnect, then she is straddling me, and her hips grind down on me, and I break from her mouth just long enough to swear her name.

      I’ve both feared and anticipated this moment for so long. I’ve wondered if we’d have chemistry or whether our tension was all a myth, the promise of the unattainable only hot because of its impossibility.

      It wasn’t a myth. I’ve never experienced chemistry like this, each taste of her tongue, each shift of her body, the yank of her hand in my hair—each one fans the flame, my cock pushing painfully against my zipper, my skin burning to have more of her, everywhere against me. I slide my hands down the back of her pants and grip her ass, rolling with her, until she falls back on the leather couch, her hair loose and wild, her eyes burning in a way I have never seen. I pause.

      “What? What’s wrong?” she asks, her chest heaving, cheeks flushed.

      “Don’t move,” I whisper.

      “You’re not coming, are you?” Her eyes widen and God, I fucking love this woman.

      “No.” I grin. “I am definitely not coming. I just…” I just want to savor this moment. I just want to remember, forever, how she looks right now, the way she reaches for me, pants for me. I want to remember how her lips are swollen from my kiss, her heart is pounding, the glow of her skin. I swallow. “I just want to tell you that I love you.”

      She slides her hand under the waist of my jeans and grips my belt, pulling me down to her. “I love you too,” she whispers, her mouth lifting to mine. “But right now, I really need you to get naked.”

      I can’t argue with that. I steal another kiss as her fingers pull at my shirt, our mouths breaking apart as she pulls the cotton henley over my head. I stand and yank at my belt, nodding at her jeans. “Take those off.”

      I should take her to my bedroom, but that’s too far away, and this moment feels like a mirage, one that could dissolve at any moment, her head in play, her doubts kicking, my past too much for her mind to overcome. I unbutton my jeans and push them to the floor, dropping to my knees as I move to the edge of the couch, my hands pulling on the waist of her jeans, helping to slide them down her legs, her back settling into the couch cushion as she watches me through heavy eyes.

      I don’t know what is under her shirt, but seeing the expensive thong as it is unveiled, the familiar style, knowing my name is against her skin—it does something to my heart. It’s not just mine, it’s ours, our labor of love, our late nights, our arguments, our passion. I spread her knees and settle in between her legs, my hands sliding up her thighs, toward the black triangle of lace. I run a reverent hand over the delicate material, tracing the details of it and then down, in between her beautiful legs. I lower my mouth to the lace and follow the path of my fingers, planting soft kisses from her hips to her mound, and I breathe in the scent of her, my tongue moving over the lines of the thong, teasing her through the fabric, a small whimper of pleasure coming from her as I hit her most sensitive places. She curves beneath me, and I hold her in place, supporting her up against my mouth, as I pull the thong aside and fully reveal her.

      I’ve gone down on countless women. I’ve never tasted a woman I didn’t enjoy, and I’ve never met a pussy that didn’t make me hard. But Kate … I don’t have words for the feelings I have when she is open before me, her thighs twisting nervously, the thin strip of her hair wet and matted with her juices, all of her exposed. I take a moment, my finger rubbing softly across her, and I look up, watching her mouth open as I gently roll the pad of my thumb over her clit, her body curving for more, her pelvis tilting, like an offering to the gods. I bend down and feast.
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      HER

      The light from the fire makes him glow, a god with strong shoulders and muscular arms that pin me down as his gorgeous profile bends over me, worshiping my pussy with his tongue, his jaw flexing, the soft movement of his tongue tasting me in ways that are destroying my thoughts, my resolve, my sanity. God, all of the things I have envisioned, all of the talents I have imagined—every time that tongue peeked out of his mouth, every time I caught a glimpse of it—all my fantasies have fallen short to this, the look of him, the feel of him. He pushes his tongue inside of me and all thought stops, his fingers digging into the cheeks of my ass, his mouth as aggressive as his touch. I don’t need to wonder how I taste, or if he is enjoying this. I close my eyes, release every inhibition, and let his tongue destroy my senses.

      When I come, it is the kind of orgasm that changes lives. The kind where my nails scrape his scalp, my feet flex through the open air, and my scream is so loud it is silent. I scramble for footing, for reality, and in the hundredth call of his name, I tell him I love him.

      He pulls me to the floor, my limbs loose and free, and I watch as he removes his underwear, his cock bobbing free.

      Good Lord. And I thought he was sexy before.
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        * * *

      

      I reach for him, and he lifts and positions me carefully on the floor. “Are you comfortable?” he asks, and I nod, his rug the impossibly soft type that you want to burrow into, one I have spent nights on before, but always in pajamas and never like this—never with the firelight flickering off his torso as he crawls above me, his mouth dropping to mine, and we kiss, this one different than the first, this one gentle and sweet, him tasting slightly of chocolate, each meeting of our tongues stirring my arousal, waking up my limbs, and I prop myself up on my elbows and reach for his neck, the drug of my orgasm wearing off, my body needing another hit.

      Our tempo increases, layers of control shed as I tug at his head, our kiss deepening, his hips lowering. I wrap my legs around him, and a groan rumbles against my mouth, his bare cock hard against his stomach, and when he drags it over my damp panties, my sensitive clit, I gasp against his kiss. He pushes off his hands and sits back on his heels. In one quick movement, he grabs my legs and pulls me flush against his thighs, his hands reaching forward, and gripping the open neck of my flannel shirt, buttons popping and threads ripping.

      A growl tears from his throat when he sees the matching balconet bra, the one from last season, his eyes scanning over my chest. He slides his palms up my stomach and over the swell of the sheer cups, all lace and underwire, his hands squeezing, fingers pulling at the top of it. “Fuck, you’re beautiful,” he breathes, and it is a moment of calm, a moment where his gaze drags over me, from knee to face, and our eyes meet and I’ve never felt so safe, so cherished, so beautiful. He swallows, and there is a catch to his words when he speaks. “I’ve always worn a condom. Every time. Always.” His eyes drop, and I tighten my legs at the vulnerability that crosses his face. “But with you, I can’t—I mean, I can, if it would make you—”

      “I trust you.” My eyes drop to his cock and I can’t believe I’m actually seeing it, the most private piece of him, the beauty of its thick shaft, its lines and cuts, the twitch of it as I watch. I wet my lips. “Please. I need you.”

      He hisses out a breath and reaches down, moving aside my panties, my body lifting slightly off the floor, and I’ve never been so eager before, never been so needy for something in my life. I lift my body to meet his, and when he wraps his hand around the base of his cock, his eyes flick up to meet mine, a silent question coming from those dark depths. “I can’t believe I’m about to do this.” His voice is hoarse, and he swallows. “You have no idea how much I’ve thought about this.” The hand on my panties moves, and my breath catches as something—his thumb—pushes inside. He swears, and suddenly, there is a break in his control, his hips thrusting forward, hand moving aside and I come up off the rug at the feel of him pushing, bare and thick, inside of me.

      God, the slick, hard feel of him. The way he falls over me, his hands holding him up, breath jagged, hips pumping. He moves slowly, the first thrust difficult, the second easier, the third smooth and wet, a soft hiss leaving his mouth. I can feel his restraint, the careful way he slides above me, each stroke full and deep, then slow as he pulls out. Each movement gives me all of him, each retreat has my body craving. I claw at his back and beg him for more, and when he looks down into my face—I almost come apart.

      It’s him. It’s Trey. It’s his gorgeous face, that tight scowl when he is concentrating on something, the familiar burn in his eyes when he is aroused, the look I’ve always moved away from, always avoided. Now, it’s more than a burn; it’s a fire, his eyes devouring me, something so fiercely vulnerable in them, a look I recognize because I feel it—the terrifying realization that everything I’ve ever wanted is happening right now.  Trey, my Trey, his mouth lowering to mine. His lips softly opening, his tongue against mine, my name a reverent whisper from his lips. His voice is thick when he tells me how incredibly fantastic I feel, when he tells me that he has wanted this for so long. Suddenly, he pauses, only the tip of him inside me, and my legs quake, and I curve my hips up for more, but he keeps me at bay, and there is the flash of his playful smile before it is gone, and he is all business, sitting back on his heels, his hand wrapping around the base of him as he pulls it out and gently, slowly, drags it over the top of me, my clit all but swooning from the slick feel of his head. “Tell me you love me,” he commands.

      “I love you.” There is no hesitation in my words, only the hitch of breath right after, at the moment when he drops his cock and yanks at my panties, his strong hands shredding the fine lace, the ripping sound so raw and unrestrained, a slice of dirty pleasure sliding through me when he leaves the ruined fabric on my stomach. His hands move to my inner thighs, holding them open, holding me open, and he uses just his hips to guide the motion of his stiff shaft, his cock thrusting back and forth across the open spread of me, his grip keeping me in place, and I tremble at the hot, hard feel of him, slick from my juices, rolling with perfect pressure along my clit.

      “Tell me that I am the only man for you.” He lifts his head and meets my eyes.

      “You are.” It’s true. He has been since the day I walked into his building, since I had to move my desk just to concentrate on my work. Since I broke up with Craig in Hong Kong, since my heart hammered in my chest when Stephen told me that Trey wanted to fuck me. He has been the only man for me since the moment he uttered my name.

      “Do you know—” His hands tighten on my thighs, and I move up on my elbows, needing to be closer to him, needing to see the hard length of him against my skin, the way he pushes it along my slit, my lips spreading a little around him. He looks so impossibly big, so masculine, so thick and virile, his strong hands biting into the soft skin of my inner thighs, the hard ridges of his stomach as those muscular thighs flex. “Do you know how fucking insane it made me to see you date other men?”

      I look up at the growl in his voice, a shiver of illicit pleasure shooting through me at the possession in his eyes. “Did it?” Oh, I know. I know how it felt when his lips had lowered to Chelsea’s bare shoulder. I know how, when I’d straddled Stephen later that night, all I could think about was Trey’s mouth against her ear, his hand under the table, our eyes meeting for a moment across a linen tablecloth and menus.

      “I used to fake phone calls so that I could leave the room and be alone, get away from you.” He quickens his hips, a swear rolling off his dirty mouth as he glances between our bodies for a moment, then looks back at me. “I would go into a bathroom stall and jack off my cock, imagining that you would follow me in there, and drop down on your knees.” He pushes on my chest, and I move my elbows, lying back on the rug, my legs dropping as he moves up my body, his stiff cock bobbing over my bra, brushing against my throat, and then he is leaning over me, his cock at my mouth, and I open it, my tongue against the tip of it. I reach for it, and he grabs my hand with one of his and pulls it above my head. “Unclasp your bra and then give me your other hand,” he orders, his eyes on mine.

      I do as he says, and a rough exhale falls out of him as I undo the front closure on my bra, my fingers taking the extra moment to push the lace away from my breasts, exposing myself to him.

      “Shit,” he breathes, his eyes devouring the exposed skin. “God, Kate.” His voice breaks, and I look past the bob of his cock to watch the muscles in his throat flex. “You’re so fucking beautiful. I didn’t even … God, I’ve thought about this so much, and I was still wrong. With how perfect you are.” His eyes pinch shut and he lets out a long exhale, a shudder that ripples through his entire body. When he opens his eyes, his control is back, and he nods at my free hand. “Give me your hand. Up here, with the other.”

      I move my hand up, his wrapping around both of my wrists and pinning them to the rug, a change in position that arches my back off of the floor. His eyes dart once to my breasts, then he is kneeling over me, his other hand flat on the rug, keeping the pressure off my wrists, and I watch as the head of him moves before me. “Keep still and open that mouth, Kate.”

      I do, and he shifts, my eyes closing as he lines himself up, then the tip of him is between my lips, softly pushing, my tongue coming out to meet him, the gentle press of his hips pushing him deeper into my mouth. He moves slowly, a gentle dip in and out, his thickness not allowing too much depth, my efforts to take him bringing soft words of encouragement from his voice.

      His movements get a little rougher, and there is a catch in his voice when he speaks again. “I used to fist my dick and think about you on your knees, your boyfriend back at the table, you apologizing to me with this perfect mouth. I thought about punishing you with my cock, making you gag on my dick, pushing it deeper, and coming down your throat. I wanted to send you back to him with the taste of me on your tongue, with your pussy wet. I imagined so many fucking dirty things, so many ways that I would punish you. You drove me mad, Kate.”

      He pulls his hips away, jerking out of my mouth, and I gasp for breath, my thighs twisting together, the need between them too great. My orgasm from his mouth seems hours ago, and I need something, anything, to rub against, to penetrate. “Please,” I beg. “Fuck me.”

      He chuckles, and pushes off the rug, releasing my hands and sitting up above me, my saliva dripping off him, and his eyes flare with arousal as he takes a moment to drag the head of him over my lips. “You are going to be the death of me.”

      I lift my upper body, and my breasts brush against his ass, his knees still on either side of my shoulders. “Fuck me,” I demand.

      His smile grows wider. “Are you sure you want that? For me to well and truly fuck you?”

      I recognize a Trey Marks challenge when I hear one. In three years, there have been many. Most, I have approached with a cautious hand. This one, I grab by the fucking balls. Or rather, by the shaft. I grip my hand around him and squeeze, and the shock of it all is still there. I am touching Trey’s cock.

      He gives one short thrust against my palm, then jerks to his feet, holding out a hand and helping me up. “Put your knees on the couch, hands on the back of it.” The words are hard and business-like, the kind that don’t allow for discussion, and I scramble, my skin hot from the fire, the leather cool as it yields to the pressure of my knees, my hands gripping the back cushion. I hear the slide and collide of metal, and turn to see Trey, bare-assed in front of the windows, raising and locking them into place, a cool breeze immediately entering the room and fighting with the warmth from the fire. “Not there,” he snaps, pointing to the end of the sectional, the one closest to the fire. “Here.”

      I move closer, and when I get back on my knees and tilt forward, I look over my shoulder at him. He’s a dark silhouette before the fire, an outline of raw sexuality, of strong arms and hips, of hard ass and abs. He strokes himself and comes forward, and there is a moment of reverence when his hands close over each of my ass cheeks. “Are you holding on to the couch?” he asks.

      “Yes.” God, I want this. I want him to be raw and rough. He shoves inside of me, and it’s an invasion. There are no slow and controlled strokes, no gentle draws to allow my body to adjust. This is straight fucking, and it is exactly how I’d always pictured Trey would do it—wild and furious, the bite of his fingernails into my skin, the slam of his thick cock in and out, the grunt of him, the slap of our thighs, the moment when he reaches forward, his hands jerking at the bra that still hangs from my shoulders. “Keep your hands on the couch,” he grits out, and he grips one of my shoulders, using it for leverage, as if I am a wild stallion that he is taming. It takes only seconds for me to come, for the last twenty minutes of teasing to erupt into one overwhelming shatter of senses. I claw at the leather, I scream his name, and when my entire body tenses, it is a rolling, tumbling fall of ecstasy that doesn’t stop, the animalistic sounds coming from him, the continual mad thrusts of his body, the jerk of the lace, the assault of cock and balls against and inside of me … I scream over and over, and if this is a Trey Marks orgasm, I am ruined for life. I cannot, will not, ever find this again. I cannot, will not, ever experience this again. There is no way that a body can feel this good, can come apart this completely, and survive. I hover in some plane, some beautiful place where it doesn’t end, where he and I are fully connected, every line of our bodies intact. When I come back to life, it is with a shudder, my arms falling from the couch, my body pitching forward, and when my cheek hits the couch, I open my eyes.

      Fire glowing, its shape blurry, my eyes tearing. Cool air against my skin, yet I’m warm everywhere, his body thrusting, the slap of us together like a chant in the room. He is saying something, something about me, something about love and fucking and how I feel. He is sliding his hands down my arms, pulling my wrists together at the small of my back, and then they are being bound by his grip, a tight hold while he continues, while he thrusts and pulls, and I don’t think I’ve ever been so wet, so warm, so oblivious to everything but the moment where we connect, the thick feel of him inside of me, the fill and then empty, perfection and then need. He moves me to the side, where my head has more room against the seat of the couch, and I feel everything shift as he climbs onto the leather, my ass up in the air, hands still held behind my back. He pushes back inside and the feeling is different, the angle new, the pleasure a twisted blend of something else, and any coherent thought is gone as he leans forward, one hand playing over my nipples. These thrusts are slower, deeper, more intense. He squeezes my breasts and I tell him he is a god. He pulls on them gently, rubs his fingers over their curves and tells me how much he loves me.

      Then, his hands release my wrists and the pace picks up.

      At some point, I am against the last window, the tall pane of glass that doesn’t open, my bare breasts against the cold surface, my cheek pressed to it, his hand knotted in my hair, holding me in place. The other is at my hip, and he moves fluidly and perfectly, not all of the way in, just little notches of pleasure that drive me to another orgasm, one where my legs collapse and he carries me to the floor, lying me on my back.

      “I’m going to come,” he pants out, almost apologetically, as if his performance is weak, and this is his third thrust, and he just can’t control himself. “Where do you want it?”

      “Inside of me.”

      “Fuck, I’m glad you said that.” His tempo increases, and when he comes, he says my name in a way that is almost a prayer, his breaths ragged, his eyes on me. When he gives a final shuddering push, I wrap my arms around him and whisper out everything I’ve never said. How much I love him. How much I’ve needed him. How much, in the middle of the day, in the middle of the night, for our entire friendship, I’ve wanted him.

      He falls onto the rug and pulls me on top of him. “Tell me you’ll stay with me. Tell me this is forever.”

      “It is.” I lift my head off his chest and look into his eyes. Inside, a part of me worries. Inside, a part of me is terrified. But when I look into his eyes, when I see the man I know, it all goes away.

      There are few things I know in life. But I know that look in his eyes. I know when he is committed to something, when he is making a promise that he will fight with every bit of his soul to keep. He has that look when it comes to his company, the one he’s risking for us. And this look is even stronger. This look is one dipped in love.

      He swallows, his jaw tightening, his throat moving, and his eyes change, just a little, before he speaks.

      “Marry me,” he says, and for such a strong man, there is so much vulnerability in those vowels.
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      I don’t know where the words come from. They fall out of my mouth and hang between us, and damn if I never want to put them back in.

      Marriage is something I stopped thinking about a long time ago, around the first time I had a husband ask me to screw his wife. Monogamy just didn’t seem to be that sacred a concept, the thought of freedom more tantalizing. But then I met her—I fell for her. An hour ago, I was afraid to bring up dating, afraid at the risk I was bringing to my company and our friendship. That was just an hour ago. And now, a proposal? It’s too quick, ridiculously too quick. I’m going to scare her off, going to ruin everything. Her loving me isn’t the same as a commitment that will bind us—

      “Trey.” She touches my face, her fingers soft, and it’s over. You don’t respond to a marriage proposal with a name. I close my eyes and can feel the hopelessness when it hits, the down that comes after a high. Her lips brush against mine, her nails soft against my cheeks, the tickle of her hair as it falls against my ear.

      “Ignore that,” I mumble. “It was stupid.” I need to recover. I need to open my eyes, and make a dirty remark, and give her that smirk—the one that gets me out of trouble and covers mistakes. I need to do all of it, but can’t muster up a smile, can’t come back to life after drowning.

      “Don’t say that.”

      “It was.”

      “I want to marry you.”

      I take a risk and look up at her, the fire’s light playing across her features, and there is a but coming, I can feel it pushing off her tongue. “But,” she says, and then her eyes drop, her fingers running over my bottom lip. I open my mouth and gently bite down on her thumb. Her eyes flick back to mine. “But, I’m worried about the orgy stuff.”

      It is so unexpected, that I can’t help but smile. She scowls in response, and I know suddenly that we will be fine, that we are Kate and Trey, and even if we don’t marry, there is nothing that can come between us. “It’s not funny,” she says, pushing on my chest.

      “The orgy stuff?” I repeat, and I try to contain my smile, to take seriously whatever is about to come out of her delicious mouth.

      “Yes, Trey. The orgy stuff.” She huffs out a breath, sitting upright.

      I can’t stop the laugh that comes at her petulant expression. “I don’t do orgies, Kate.” I quickly amend the words. “I haven’t done orgies. I was only the third for couples. That’s it.”

      “Okay, sorry. The threesome stuff.” She rolls her eyes. “Is that better?”

      “Yes.” I slide my hands up her bare thighs, and I like this position, having her astride me, her pussy bare on my stomach, wet from my come, her hair falling over her breasts, her face flushed from our sex and her current indignation over my pain-in-the-ass past. “What worries you about it?”

      “I’m just worried that you’ll want me to do that. And it’s not that I’m a prude or anything—”

      I pop my hips enough that she bounces up, and she stops talking, caught off balance, her hand reaching out to stabilize herself as she comes back down to my stomach, my hand taking advantage of the moment to slip underneath her. I slide two fingers inside, curving them up and toward me, and her objection dies as she melts forward. “Trey,” she protests, and it is a weak slur of my name, my fingers gently sweeping over her g-spot, and she is so warm, so tight, so wet inside. I wonder how much of it is my come, and how much is her, and how, if I press right there … she curses and digs her fingers into my chest.

      “Jesus, Trey. Don’t stop.”

      “Look at me, Kate.”

      My confidence rises when she tries to lift her eyes to mine. They are heavy, her eyes hooded and glazed, and thank God I am only now discovering this—how responsive she is to just the crook of my finger. If I’d known this early on, I’d have solved every business discussion this way. I’d have insisted that she only wear skirts to work. I would have installed a wall of mirrors in my office and have her face them, have her watch her face as I fingered her, have her see exactly how motherfucking sexy she looks like this. I sweep my thumb over her clit and use my fingers in short thrusts, making sure to brush over that spot, her mouth falling open, short pants leaving it, her hips beginning to rock over me.

      “I will never want to share you with anyone.” I promise her, my eyes on her face, a jolt of pleasure coming through me as she squeezes her eyes shut, a low moan leaving her. I slow my motions. “Tell me you understand.”

      “Don’t stop,” she begs, her hand clawing at my chest. “I understand.”

      “I will never want another woman. Ever.” I resume the manipulation of my fingers and she tightens, the walls of her flexing around my fingers, her g-spot swelling. “There is not another woman who can ever compare to you.” She stiffens, her head dropping back, her neck exposed, and it takes all of my control to stay in place, to keep my fingers’ cadence. I use my other hand and run my palm over her bare breasts, vowing to spend all day tomorrow focused on them, dedicated to my worship of their perfect flesh. Her nipples tighten under my caress, and I bite my lips, the desire to suck them into my mouth almost impossible to resist.

      I don’t know how to convince her, how to tell her that what we just shared was a hundred times better than any sexual experience I’ve ever had. I don’t know how to explain that just the sound of her voice awakens my cock more than a hundred threesomes ever could. I don’t know how to tell her that the thought of sharing her twists my gut in the most painful way.

      “Do you understand?” I stop her orgasm in the breath before it comes, my fingers wilting, my voice strong enough to cause her eyes to flip open, and she grounds her hips on top of my hand, shamelessly trying to maintain my rhythm.

      “Yes,” she gasps. “I understand.”

      “Tell me you’ll marry me,” I order. “No buts.”

      She purses her lips and the hint of a dimple appears in her cheek. “You’re trying to negotiate marriage over an orgasm?”

      I push both fingers into her, cupping them, and watch the blur of her focus. “Yes, Kate. That’s exactly what I’m doing.”

      She gasps, and her hips lift off me as I increase the speed and depths of my movements, finger-fucking her toward the orgasm she wants, her mouth spreading into a smile as she grabs ahold of my other hand, holding it over her breast, her fingers squeezing mine into a grip, her flesh swelling through our fingers. “Yes,” she whispers, her eyes meeting mine, and I jerk my fingers out of her, my wet hand gripping her hip and pushing her back, my cock hard and waiting, the moment when I push her down on it—

      It’s the most beautiful moment of my life.

      Her eyes close, and she breathes out my name, her body shuddering around mine, and I pull her to my chest, holding her in place as my hips hammer upward—short, quick strokes that slap my pelvis against her clit and bury my cock into her heat, her inner walls tightening, then flexing, and when she comes, I can feel it rip through her entire body, her cry of my name more animal than human. She screams the word yes, first quick and shrill, then louder and longer, my movements not slowing, not easing, my control shredding as she gives me everything I want.

      When I come, it feels as if it lasts a minute, and if she ever stopped coming, I couldn’t tell. I give one last, deep thrust and then hold her against me, my cock twitching as the aftershocks tremble through me.

      I close my eyes, and I can’t stop the goofy smile from stretching over my face. I don’t know if she meant the proposal acceptance, but I’ve never been happier in my life.

      In this one moment, everything is perfect.
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      I think he’s dead. He’s stretched out, stark ass naked, his eyes closed, a limp smile on that gorgeous face. His cock is lying across his stomach, and if sucking it will bring him back to life, I’ll be the first volunteer. I smile at the thought and roll off him, pushing to my feet and making my way to the windows, my limbs loose and lazy, my knees almost buckling as I reach up and grip the top of the window.

      “I’ll do that,” he mumbles, his head moving, one eye opening to watch me. I bend over and slide the first one closed, and the corner of his mouth lifts up. “Never mind,” he muses. “You do it much better. Especially naked like that.”

      “Shut up.” I close the other two and return to him, stepping over his chest and stopping, extending my hand. “Come on. We both need showers.”

      “You’re evil,” he groans, his eyes between my legs. “I thought you looked good in my lingerie but fuck.” He drawls out the last word, his eyes shameless in their perusal. “I’d rather you work naked.”

      “That won’t work.” I wave my hand impatiently in front of him. “My fiancé is a jealous bastard. He doesn’t like it when other men look at me.”

      It’s as if I’ve given him a gift. His eyes lift to my face, and his lips twitch into a new smile, a shy one. “I think he likes it when they look. He just doesn’t like it when they touch.” He finally takes my hand, his legs coming up underneath him, and I lift my chin to look up into his face when he stands.

      “Is that so?” I say.

      “I wouldn’t blame any man for ever looking at you, Kate,” he says softly. “You’re the most beautiful woman any of us have ever seen.”

      “You’re so full of shit.” I smile.

      His hands come up, and he holds my face, his eyes deepening as he looks into mine. “Tell me more about your fiancé.”

      “Hmm.” I muse. “He’s very smart. Almost annoyingly so. And he knows it, which makes it even worse. And he’s cocky. But in that confident, sexy way that makes you want him to rip off your clothes as soon as you meet him. But he’s also unbelievably sweet.” He presses his lips to mine, just a gentle pull of love, and then a release, his eyebrows raising for more. “And generous,” I add, earning a second kiss. “And…” I scrunch my brow, as if I am thinking hard for another compliment. And kind. And funny, and loving, and vulnerable, and witty, and intoxicating, and every positive word that Webster ever created.

      “Addictive?” he supplies.

      I twist my lips. “Kind of.” I venture. “I’m not sure yet. It’s a fairly new engagement.”

      “Do you think it will stick?” His hands tighten, and he draws me closer.

      I look up into his eyes. “I do. I want it to.”

      “It will.” He lowers his mouth, and this kiss—it is more of a promise, the sort that wipes away all doubt and tells me a thousand times over, with each brush of his lips, that he means this. That we will stick, that all of this will last.

      He lifts his mouth from mine. “I love you.”

      “I love you too.”
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        * * *

      

      I pull the blanket back and crawl under the sheets, the act almost reverent in its execution. I’ve never been in his bed with him, never slid, bare skin to bare skin, against his body. He had insisted on my sleepwear—a sheer slip from last season, and he wraps a hand around me, pulling me across the king bed and against him, my bottom snug to the bend of his body, his hand closing possessively over one breast. I relax against the pillow, my eyes picking up all of the details before me. The closed curtains, their edges framed in soft moonlight. The glow from the bathroom’s nightlight giving subtle definition to the art, the dark blue walls, the elephant lamp on the bedside table. His breath is warm against my neck, and he squeezes me gently, just a test, as if to see if I am still here. I cup my hand over his and lower my mouth to his fingers, one kiss pressed against the digits.

      In the morning, maybe all this will be gone. In the morning, we both might regret everything.

      I stay awake as long as I can, enjoy as much as I can, the feel of him, the sounds of him sleeping. In the quiet room, I whisper my love for him.
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      “It feels weird,” I confess, sliding a box of cereal toward her. “Being able to do the things I’ve thought about for so long.”

      “I know.” She smiles, opening the top of the cereal box. “I feel the same. Like I’m cheating or something.”

      “Should I have done this sooner?” I ask, leaning my forearms on the counter and watching her, the fall of her dark hair as she looks down, watching the frosted Cheerios fall into the bowl. “Made a move on you?” God, the wasted years. All of the trips we’ve made, the late nights we’ve worked, the times I’d locked myself in my office and jacked off, thinking of her lips around my cock, her body in my hands.

      “I don’t know,” she says, considering the thought. “I’m not sure we would have worked out if we had tried to date earlier.” She uncaps the milk and lifts it, pouring into the bowl. “Like … after I broke up with Craig?” Her eyes meet mine as she sets the jug back down. “I feel like our relationship was so weak back then. I mean, compared to how we are now. There was attraction … but I don’t know if it would have lasted.”

      I scowl at the idea of us ever not making it, even if in a fictional scenario.

      “Plus, you hadn’t dated Chelsea,” she points out. “You probably would have tried to get me in some kind of kinky ninesome.”

      I make my way around the island, hating even the idea of it. “I told you, you don’t have to worry about that.”

      “I know, but I’m just pointing out that Chelsea helped with that. Just like Stephen helped me to see one version of a relationship, and Craig helped me to see a different one.” She scoops a spoonful of cereal and brings it to her mouth, her lips parting for the silver utensil, my dick hardening at just the tiny glimpse I get of her tongue. I want to hop up on the counter right now. Slide her stool over until it is before me, my legs hanging before her, her hand digging into my thighs, her feet bare against the stool’s rungs. She chews, her jaw moving, and I think about how hard she had tried to take all of me, her eyes moving to mine, that jaw stretching, the play of her tongue against my shaft, the—

      “Trey.” Her lips part around the word, and I am off of my stool and pulling her against me, the spoon clattering against the tile floor, her arms wrapping around my neck, and she tastes like sugar and milk, her mouth as greedy as mine, her body light when I lift her up and onto the counter. The reality is better than my fantasy, her panties easily skimmed off, her knees parting, and I pull my mouth from her kiss and move down, to the only thing better.
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      five months later

      I close my eyes and rub my forehead, glancing at my watch, the minutes passing interminably slow. Over the phone’s speaker, the translator talks slowly, filling in the gap in time before our French distributor launches into another spiel.

      “Adrien,” I interrupt. “Let’s focus on the root of the problem for a moment. When do you need the catalog? Give me a realistic timeframe.”

      I wait as the translator speaks, French quickly flying between the two, and glance again at my watch. Outside my window, the city lights move, cars driving, office lights turning off, a plane twinkling from its place in the sky. I used to enjoy late nights at the office. I loved the quiet, the productive hours without interruption, my inbox finally worked through, any sleepy spells taken care of via a fifteen minute catnap on the couch. Now, I eye the couch, a sleek modern piece that has gotten more than its fair share of use lately, all of it of the X-rated variety. My phone buzzes, and I glance at the text from Trey.

      Jet’s ready. Take your time. I’ve got a call with Frank in ten minutes.

      I don’t respond to it, moving the cell phone aside and pulling up my calendar, looking at design schedules, and our concepts in progress. It takes another forty minutes to come to a date that pleases Adrien, and another ten minutes to stop his attempt to renegotiate our rate. By the time I hang up, my head hurts. I move to email, firing off updates to the involved parties, and eye the calendar one last time, mentally moving through all of the pieces, making sure that everything is in place before I push away from the desk. I snag my phone and text Trey back on the elevator ride down.

      On my way. France is happy.

      I walk through the lobby, smiling at the security guard who unlocks the front door and escorts me to my car. “Have a safe trip, Ms. Martin,” he says.

      “Thanks, John.” I open the door and duck into the car, giving him a small wave before shutting the door. I’ve left this building so many times, heard that parting line so often I could recite it in my sleep. Would he stumble when I returned? Would the first time, the first utter of my new name, sound odd?

      I wrap my fingers around the steering wheel and the diamond glints at me. I press down on the clutch and shift the car into reverse, the growl of the engine giving me my first shot of relief. Everything is taken care of. Everything is in place. I back up carefully, then pulling forward and toward the front gate, my nerves loosening by the time I get on the freeway, heading to the airport. I call Jess and my mother, a short conference call filled with teasing giggles and the threat of a surprise visit. I threaten them with bodily harm, then promise to see them as soon as we return.

      Three weeks off. Tahiti, in one of those tiki huts set out in the brilliant blue waters of the South Pacific. Three weeks where I would become his wife and we would sip frozen drinks, dance on the sand, skinny dip in that gorgeous water, and get a head start on baby-making. Would the company survive? Two years ago, the answer would have been a resounding no. One year ago, I’d have worried the entire time. Now, I feel confident in our team, in our new managers, in the systems and relationships that we’ve spent these years building.

      When I step from the car at the airport, I leave my briefcase and laptop in the trunk, taking only my wallet and passport, my step light as I move through the private airport, the stairs of the jet down, beckoning me. There is movement inside, and then he is there, at the top of the stairs, smiling down at me, and everything in my chest swells.

      I’d never believed in fairytales, but this man—he is my prince, my future, my everything.
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      We take the jet to San Francisco, then get on a huge Airbus, and all of the in-flight amenities don’t make up for the fact that I have to behave for nineteen hours, an impossible feat when next to her. She’s helping out the cause, especially right now, her mouth gaping open in a most unattractive way, a thin line of drool leaking from the right side of her mouth. I smile, and carefully reach around her, pressing the buttons on her seat until it is fully reclined, her mouth closing, head rolling to one side. I do my best to cover her with a blanket, then recline my own seat, moving onto my right side until I am facing her.

      Even now, she terrifies me. Even as I know she accepts my past, she accepts my love, and returns it all. Will I ever believe that it is real? Will I ever be secure that I won’t lose her? Or will it only get worse? Is that how love works? Is it more painful the harder you fall? Do you worry more with each additional blessing? I can fight for our love, I can work to be the best husband, the best friend, the best father that I can—I can control those aspects of our marriage. But there will be a thousand more I can’t. I can’t force her to love me as strongly in ten years as she does now. I can’t control if her heart gets bored and finds someone else. I can’t control drunk drivers, or freak accidents, or prevent illness from finding her. I can’t guarantee that this one moment—her face against the pillow, hand limp against her lap—isn’t the last we will have.

      I know that it’s morbid; I get that it’s not rational. Yet, that’s the fear that dominates my thoughts. I reach out and wrap my hand through hers, her fingers tightening for a moment. Her eyes open, and there is a drugged moment of awakening, then she smiles.

      She smiles and damn—my heart almost breaks from the hit. If there is a way to love a woman more, it must kill a man. She whispers that she loves me, and as I repeat the words back, they feel so inadequate.

      If our love was lingerie, it’d be a corset, one laced so tightly that it takes your breath.

      If our love was lingerie, it would be drawn on her skin with ink, a tattoo designed to bend and grow with her.

      If our love was lingerie, it would be a see-through lace that would share everything while still teasing the hell out of both parties.

      If our love was lingerie, it’d be leather, thin strips of binding that could withstand a hundred years of war and peace, fights and love-making. It would yield and give, yet never rip or break. It would be built to last, to wear forever.

      If our love was lingerie, it would never come off.
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      five years later

      When she comes into the office, I can’t stop staring. It doesn’t matter if I am elbow-deep in issues, or in the midst of a meeting. Today, when the door opens and she is there, I stop mid-sentence. “Excuse me,” I say to the room. I meet her eyes and smile, dropping to my knees on the carpet and calling her name.

      Kate releases her hand, and Olivia toddles forward, her footing still a little wobbly, her chubby hand outstretched as she moves toward me. She has her mother’s smile, her mother’s confidence, and she giggles in the moment before she reaches my arms, her excited shriek muffled against my chest as I pick her up. I meet Kate’s eyes and she grins, her other hand full, the newborn hand fisting the front of her shirt. I move toward them both and kiss her first, lingering over her mouth before turning to Baby Trey. I gently kiss the top of his soft head as Kate apologizes to the room. I ignore them, looking into Olivia’s eyes, grinning as her hands find my cheeks and gently pat them. When Kate moves toward the door, I lower Olivia to the floor, accepting the high five that she enthusiastically offers.

      “We’ll be in your office,” Kate whispers, and pulls the door open, propping it with her butt as she waits for Olivia to move through it. She waves at me and Olivia mimics the motion, turning and wiggling her fingers at me, a move that makes both Kate and me laugh. Our eyes meet and my heart twists. In my wallet, I have a list of the things that I once loved most about her. A list of ways that she blew me away. The list is old—one I wrote on the back of a napkin six or seven years ago. I wrote it before we were together, before Stephen, back when I was struggling with my feelings and whether or not I had a chance with her. I found the list when I was looking for an old business card, and had felt a wave of nostalgia, looking back through the things that I had once cherished most about her. The list misses everything I would now fill it with. The way that she curls into my body during the night. The look of pride on her face when our children do something amazing. The type of mother she is, the fiercely protective way she loves our family, and leads it in a way that puts Marks Lingerie to shame. The fearless way she loves without hesitation. I spent the first year of our relationship afraid, while she dove in deep and never looked back. Her ability to switch from mother to executive seamlessly. The way that motherhood has softened her stress but strengthened every other seam of her makeup.

      She smiles, and I can’t look away.
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        Interested in official Top Shelf Romance Subscription boxes, containing a paperback and Top Shelf Romance bookish Merchandise?

        Boxes are shipped each month alongside each Top Shelf Romance release.

      

        

      
        Subscribe here!

        Or purchase ready to ship Editors Boxes here!

      

        

      
        Happy reading!
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