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      I glance away from the novel I’m reading to look out at the clouds and earth below. Outside the

      plane window everything looks like miniatures that belong in a tiny dollhouse. I prefer my book over the view, though. The whole thing makes me a little queasy. The book I’m reading is a historical romance set in France about a young woman my age and an older man. My favorite stories are the ones with the big age gap since I’ve never been attracted to boys my age. I love history and especially historical France. It’s the most romantic place in the world and I’m so excited to be flying to Paris.

      My little brother is zoned out beside me with his headphones and iPad. My parents are in the seats in front of me, talking to each other about our trip and all the things they plan to see while we’re there. My mom turns around in her seat to look at me. She keeps asking me questions about college. I’ll be attending a college in Paris this fall. And even though I’m excited about it, all I really want to think about right now is the book I’m reading.

      When I read these books I feel like I can relate far more than I can with contemporary romance. I’m a twenty-year-old virgin, rare for this day and age. I was meant to live in a different time. I want to go back to a time when men had manners and it wasn’t taboo for a woman my age to date an older man in his forties.

      Tara, my best friend, always teases me. She says I should consider time travel. If only it were possible. When I go to school in France, I won’t get to see her for almost a full school year. We got into the same college, but after her parents’ divorce, there wasn’t enough money for her to spend a year abroad.

      I’m glad I’ll be able to get to see her for the next three weeks while she’s with her brother and dad, though. They’re also going to Paris for vacation, and my parents and her dad booked suites beside each other in the same hotel so we can be close the whole time. It’ll be so much fun spending this vacation with them instead of just with my family.

      I ask my dad, “Do you think Tara and her family are at the hotel yet?” I know they had an earlier flight than we did.

      “I would imagine so.”

      My mom leans into my dad and whispers, but it’s loud enough for me to hear. “I’m surprised Nicholas is even going on this trip. I’m pretty sure his wife took all his money in the divorce.”

      My dad nods. “It was ugly. He’d struggle less if he sold that house. It’s too big for him now that the kids are moving out. He’s so stubborn.”

      I wait for them to say more, but they get quiet.

      I already know the story. Tara’s parents got divorced a few months ago, but they’ve been separated since last year when he caught her cheating on him. I’m glad they split. I never liked Tara’s mom. She was always so bossy and controlling. She made little jabs about Tara’s weight and the clothes she would wear, and was always making her self-conscious. Nicholas can do better. I always thought he was so sweet and funny—and pretty hot, too, if I’m being honest. He’s been my crush for years. Their whole family seems happier and more stable with Tara’s mom gone.

      I find myself fixated on the thought of Nicholas and start to feel my cheeks heat up. I remember the time, just after I turned eighteen, when I’d gotten really drunk with friends at Tara’s house. We were playing spin the bottle in the basement where we always hung out. I avoided playing because I didn’t like any of the boys who we hung out with—or any boys, really. Even then I was attracted to older men. Tara hounded me until I finally relented and played. It was just a kiss, after all. It wasn’t like I would have to be in a relationship with any of them.

      I had just spun the bottle when Nicholas walked into the room. The bottle stopped and pointed right at him. Everyone laughed and teased that we should kiss. Even Tara was harassing us. Nicholas laughed. I wasn’t laughing. I wanted to. I wanted to kiss him more than anything. But he walked out.

      That was the day my little crush turned into constant fantasies. I know I shouldn’t think about my best-friend’s dad that way. People would think he’s too old for me, but I don’t think forty is that much different than twenty. Not when it comes to the level of maturity between men and women.

      I close my eyes and lean my head against the cool window of the plane and start to doze off. I dream about the book I’m reading and the characters merge into versions of me and Nicholas. We’re in pre-Revolution Paris, and he’s chivalrous and sweet—not much different than he is in real life. Just as we’re about to kiss for the first time, my mom shakes me awake. I’m instantly grumpy. I want to close my eyes and go back to Paris where people ride through the cobbled streets on their horses and buggies, and where Nicholas is about to kiss me for the first time.

      But my dream is crushed as everyone stands and starts to get off the plane. We exit and head over to the luggage claim and grab our bags. We get a taxi and head for our hotel. We finally get to the hotel after navigating through the thick city traffic. It’s warm out and I’m tired. All the time traveling has worn me out. My parents and brother head to the hotel café for a quick snack while I head for the room. I can’t wait to get out of these clothes and get a shower.

      I have my luggage with me plus my tote bag that I carried on the plane. My books are stacked under my arms. I had to carry them separately because they didn’t fit in my bags and there was no way I was leaving them behind.

      When I turn the corner into the hallway, I run straight into the broad, muscular chest of a man. My books and small bag tumble to the floor and scatter. I just hope I haven’t lost my place in my book. I was getting to a really good part.

      When I look up, my heart stops. “Nicholas.”

      He smiles and everything inside of me starts to hum with nervous energy. Whenever I see him, I feel like I lose control of my mind. My brain goes completely haywire. Doesn’t matter that I’ve been around him most of my life. He still makes my heart feel as though it will beat out of my chest.

      “Sorry, I wasn’t watching where I was going,” I say. I bend down to pick up my things but he gets to them first.

      He picks up one of my novels and turns it over to read the description on the back cover. His eyebrows raise and that sideways smile of his grows.

      “A twenty-year age difference, huh?” he says.

      The heat in my cheeks turns from mild to blazing hot in seconds. I feel the urge to fan myself. Is this what a hot flash feels like? There’s nothing I can do about it except look at the ground and hope he doesn’t notice.

      “Any good?” he asks when he hands the novel back to me. Our fingers brush against each other and I feel the touch everywhere. My heart starts to beat even harder until it’s in my throat.

      “It’s turning into one of my favorites,” I admit shyly, taking the book and hugging it to my chest.

      I notice that he has all of his luggage with him. It’s hard to tell if he just got to the hotel or if he’s leaving. But why would he leave?

      “Are you going somewhere?” I ask, feeling an irrational surge of panic hit me.

      He hesitates, but before he can answer, I hear my dad’s voice break up the silence, startling me.

      “Nicholas! How was the flight?” my dad asks. Through my friendship with Tara, my parents also ended up befriending Tara’s parents. They were both shocked to learn that her mom cheated. I guess she had everyone fooled. Of course, they took Nicholas’s side. He was the one who kept the stable home while Tara’s mom went to go live with her lover.

      I turn to look at my dad behind me. My mom is with him and my little brother still has his nose in his iPad. If he’s not careful, he’s going to miss out on this whole trip. I have to be careful of the same thing when it comes to my romance novels. It’s easy to get lost in them, but I don’t want to miss a single second of my time in France.

      Tara comes around the corner and so does her brother, Charlie. They also have their bags with them. Tara looks miserable. When our eyes meet, I can tell by the swollen, red skin around her eyes and nose, that she’s been crying.

      My dad also seems to notice the sullen looks and the baggage. His excitement turns to concern. “What’s going on?” he asks.

      Nicholas sighs and shrugs. “Looks like we’re going to have to find somewhere else to stay.”

      “But why?” I blurt out. This isn’t the plan. Tara and I are supposed to be together. We’ve already planned the whole thing. We can’t stay in separate hotels. It won’t be the same.

      “Is there a problem with the reservation?” my mom asks.

      “Gina’s mad that I’m taking the kids on this vacation. She cancelled the reservations without me knowing,” Nicholas says. I look at Tara and she sniffs. A single tear rolls down her cheek. I want to go on a tirade about what a bitch her mom is for doing that, for ruining her own children’s vacations, but it’s still her mom and it’s not my place.

      The muscles in Nicholas’s jaw tense. It’s not hard to tell how pissed he is. It’s written all over his face.

      “The hotel doesn’t have any more rooms. We’ve called everywhere, but everything is booked for the summer,” Nicholas says.

      I remember my mom complaining about how difficult it is finding places to stay in Paris because of the increased tourism in the summer. That’s why she and Nicholas booked our hotels so far in advance.

      “What will you do?” my mom asks.

      “I’m sure we can find one of those cheap hostels to stay in,” Nicholas says.

      My stomach twists into a knot. Hostels are popular with the young and broke who want to travel, and I’m sure they’re just fine to stay in, but all I can think about is a horror movie I once watched about tourists staying in one of those places. There’s no way Tara, Nicholas, and Charlie can stay in one of those places for the next three weeks.

      I look at my dad with pleading eyes. He has to do something. We can’t let this happen.

      He must be thinking the same thing because he’s already putting his foot down.

      “There’s no way you’re spending your vacation in a hostel,” he says with the kind of finality he uses when my brother and I try to argue with him. Relief washes over me because no one ever gets their way when he uses that voice. “You’ll be staying with us.”

      I glance over at my mom, thinking she might protest at having three extra bodies in our rooms. To my surprise, she holds her head up with the same stubborn insistence.

      “We couldn’t impose like that,” Nicholas says.

      “Nonsense, we insist,” my mom says in her mom voice.

      Tara looks at me with a bright hope that makes her eyes shine. I smile and hope that her dad isn’t so stubborn that he would turn my parents down. Nicholas glances at his kids and sees their excitement. His body relaxes and I can tell he wants to turn down my parents’ offer, but to my relief, he doesn’t.

      “We’ll try to stay out of your hair.”

      I run over to Tara and we throw our arms around each other. This is going to be the best vacation ever.

      My gaze veers over to Nicholas who looks defeated but relieved. He’s so handsome it hurts to look at him sometimes. He’s tall and broad with a handsome face. He reminds me of a mix between Chris Evans and Ryan Reynolds. And no woman is immune to his charm. Everyone seems to stop and stare when he walks by and yet he doesn’t seem to realize it. Perhaps his ex-wife nagged the confidence out of him. I want him so bad I can taste it. A devilish smile rises up inside of me.

      Now we’ll be in close quarters together. Who knows what can happen?
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      Our suite is large and consists of a common room and three bedrooms. Great for a single family, but a little cramped for two families. We figure out the sleeping arrangements. My parents have their room, Tara and I will share mine, Charlie and my brother will share, and Nicholas will sleep on the fold-out couch.

      We unpack our bags. I take a much-needed shower and throw on a gauzy summer dress. I go in my room and sprawl out on the large king-sized bed that I’ll be sharing with Tara for the next three weeks. It’s bigger than both our beds at our homes and we never had a problem sharing those during sleepovers.

      Tara bounces on the bed, checking the springs. “This is going to be so much fun. I’m actually glad my mom cancelled our reservation. I love that we get to share a room,” Tara says.

      Even though I hate her mom, I’m glad too. I get my best friend all to myself and I can’t help but think about Nicholas staying on our couch. The thought brings heat between my legs and an involuntary smile springs to my lips.

      “Me too,” I say.

      Charlie comes into the room. He’s nineteen, just a year younger than me and Tara, but he’s taller than both of us. I still can’t help but think of him as her bratty little brother, even now.

      “What do you want?” Tara says in that same tone she always uses with her brother. It’s that typical annoyed older sibling voice that I tend to get with my brother, too. They care about each other but can’t help but find each other incredibly annoying.

      “I don’t want to share a room,” Charlie complains. It would probably be different if my brother was a little older. But he’s only fifteen. Charlie is also not addicted to electronics like my brother. He’s a jock. Plays all the sports in high school, always winning some kind of athletic trophy. He’s not the type to be content spending his vacation indoors. “Mom sucks for ruining our vacation.”

      “Don’t talk about Mom that way,” Tara snaps.

      “I’ll talk about her however I want to. This is her fault.”

      I can’t help but take Charlie’s side on this one, but I’d never say that out loud.

      “Then get out,” Tara says.

      “I don’t have to. This is Cleo’s room, not yours. And that’s Mom’s fault.”

      Tara tries to push him out the door, but he throws himself on the bed beside me. He’s a lot bigger and more muscular than his older sister, so he’s impossible to get to budge.

      “This isn’t all Mom’s fault,” Tara says. “If Dad would’ve checked the reservations before we left the states, he would’ve seen that the hotel was cancelled and he could’ve made other arrangements.”

      She’s been taking her mom’s side about everything lately. It’s like she blames her dad for the divorce and not being able to go to school abroad. I wonder if she knows the things I’ve heard my parents talk about when they thought I wasn’t listening. I heard them say Gina cheated on Nicholas and he caught her in their bed. I don’t know how true it is, but that’s the rumor. My dad is close with Nicholas, so it’s possible he heard it firsthand. I don’t want to be petty because I have a crush on Nicholas, but I’ve always thought Gina was sketchy. I used to see her flirting with the fathers when she would show up at the high school parking lot back when Tara and I were still in school.

      “Can you guys not fight? This is vacation, it’s supposed to be fun,” I say.

      Charlie rolls his eyes and suddenly notices the novel on the side of my bed. “What’s this?” he says with the same amusement that Nicholas had when he saw it. He laughs at the suggestive cover with two half-naked people on it.

      “Give me that,” I say, trying to swipe it away from him, but he’s fast. He has the reflexes of a cat. It’s so annoying. The way he’s behaving now is the same way he used to act when he was ten.

      “You’re into this kind of shit?” he asks, his brow twisting with confusion as he flips through the pages. I’m finally able to get it away from him before he reads anything too scandalous and embarrasses me further.

      “Yes I am,” I say, glaring at him.

      “You should get your head out of the books and start experiencing the real thing.”

      My face is suddenly an inferno. Tara lets out a teasing giggle. I glare at her too.

      “What?” Charlie says, noticing the look that Tara and I exchange. “Why is that funny? Are you a virgin or something?” He says it like it’s a joke, but he doesn’t know how right he really is.

      My humiliation deepens. Tara breaks into a fit of laughter.

      Charlie laughs too. “Holy shit. You are! You’re twenty years old, what the hell are you waiting for?”

      “Nothing,” I say.

      I’m not really waiting for anything. I used to be waiting for Mr. Right, whoever that is. The only person who I ever even thought about giving myself to is off limits. It’s impossible to imagine myself with someone other than Nicholas. He’s been my crush for as long as I can remember. I always compare guys who flirt with me to him, and they never measure up.

      Charlie starts to talk, interrupting my thoughts about his dad. I feel a little embarrassed for going into my head and spacing out, as if I’ve been caught thinking about him like somehow Charlie can read my mind.

      “You seriously need to get laid,” Charlie says. “Let’s go see what’s up with the local scene. We can find you a young French man.”

      Tara looks at me and shrugs. “Never know. Could be fun.”

      “Seriously?” I ask her.

      “Why not? We’re on vacation. This is the last time we’ll get to spend quality time together before you start classes here and I’m stuck at home, in that old familiar hell. When will we get another chance to take on the most romantic city in the world? I mean, you will because you’ll be going to school here, but I won’t.” She sounds a little bitter about it. I feel bad for her because she always wanted to go to school here too, but her parents’ divorce disrupted those plans. “Seems like kind of a wasted opportunity not to spend our time here flirting with French boys.”

      Charlie adds, “Getting laid is what this place was built for.”

      I laugh. They’re both right. But I’m nervous. I’m not waiting to lose my virginity, but I fear I’ve waited so long that I’ve made being intimate with someone a bigger deal than it should be.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I walk into the common area of our suite and see Nicholas unpacking his things. He’s in long shorts and a t-shirt. His muscles flex each time he moves. The flecks of gray hair mixed with the dark makes him look distinguished, handsome. He’s the sexiest man I’ve ever seen in my life and it’s hard to look away from him. I could stay here forever and just watch him.

      He looks up abruptly, catching me staring. “Hey there, Cleo,” he says, his smile making my heart sing.

      “Hey Nicholas.” I love the way his name sounds on my lips. I imagine how it would sound as I’m calling it out in bed. The thought makes me blush and smile.

      “How have things been?” he asks.

      “Things are good. I’ve just been getting ready to leave for college in the spring like everyone else. There’s so much to remember.”

      “Better make sure not to get too distracted with all the boys chasing you around,” he says with a teasing tone in his voice. There’s no jealousy, no hint of being upset about it. He doesn’t think of me the same way I think of him. This isn’t one of my historical romances.

      My stomach hurts. I want him to want me the as much as I want him. Is that too much to ask?

      I sigh. “There are no boys chasing me around.”

      He seems surprised by that. “Really? A pretty girl like you? Come on.”

      “Nope. No one. Not yet. I haven’t found someone who gets me.”

      “You will,” he says with assurance. If only that someone who gets me were him.

      I’m disappointed when I walk away. I shouldn’t take it so personally, but knowing he doesn’t feel anything for me hurts.

      I go to my brother’s room where he’s sitting on a small sofa playing a handheld video game. Charlie is laying on the bed, looking up at the ceiling as though he’s having the most boring time of his life.

      I lay beside him on the bed and look up at the ceiling too. There are little designs carved into the surface. It’s beautiful and mesmerizing. I can see why he’s staring. It’s like being hypnotized.

      He looks over at me. My presence seems to break the spell.

      “I’ve changed my mind. I’m ready to go out and meet myself a French boy,” I say.

      He rolls over to face me and caresses my arm. He’s always been a little flirty with me since he hit puberty, but this is a bold new step that I’m not completely comfortable with.

      “Who needs some random stranger when you have me?”

      I don’t know what to say. I’ve never thought of Charlie like that. Luckily my mom walks into the room, interrupting the situation before it gets out of hand.

      “I’m trying to get everyone together so we can go down to the main ballroom. They’re having dance lessons. It’ll be fun,” my mom says cheerily.

      I would normally pass on that sort of thing, but if I do, she’ll leave and Charlie will pick up where he left off, and I’m not ready to deal with that right now.

      I jump up off the bed. “Sounds good.”

      I go over to my brother and pluck the earbuds from his ears. “If I have to do this, so do you.”

      He grumbles and rolls off the bed.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Everyone attends the dance lessons, including Nicholas. Charlie seeks me out to be his dance partner, but I hurry and grab Nicholas before he reaches me. Now Charlie is stuck dancing with his sister.

      Nicholas and I face each other as instructed. He takes my hands in his, the warmth of his skin sending tendrils of electricity through me, raising goosebumps despite the heat. I’m breathing hard, but fighting it.

      I don’t think he notices. And I know he doesn’t feel the same way that I feel, but I’m determined to make it happen by the time these dance lessons are over. We’re learning the tango. This will be perfect.

      We’re clumsy at first because neither of us knows the steps and we keep stomping on each other’s feet and bumping shoulders. We laugh, breaking up some of the tension I’m feeling.

      Eventually we get the hang of it. Both of us have decent rhythm—unlike my parents who look like strangers trying to step around each other, but bumping into each other instead, like some sort of comedy sketch. It’s adorable because they laugh and look like they’re having a blast. Someday I hope to find the kind of love that they have.

      Nicholas and I find our groove. We’re really good at this, as if our bodies know exactly what to do without even needing to think. Everyone is busy doing their own thing, so they don’t seem to notice as I press my body against Nicholas. Our noses are barely an inch from touching. I notice when his breathing starts to change. When I look into his eyes, they’re wide and confused. He’s looking at me differently than he ever has before.

      He spins me around, away from him, then brings me back into his arms, pressing our bodies together again, closer this time. When I rub against him and feel his hard-on, I glance down at it without thinking. I hadn’t meant to be so obvious about it, but I can’t help it. He definitely notices, but doesn’t try to hide it. Not that there would be a way to hide that monster bulge anyway.

      My face is glowing red, I know it. I can feel it. His hand moves down to my lower back and he presses our hips together so his hard dick is pushing against me. I gasp. The motion feels very intentional, but I’m afraid to read more into it. I don’t want to be disappointed if it’s all in my head.

      But his hard-on is definitely not all in my head. It’s very real and very big, and rubbing wonderfully against that very sensitive part of me that’s getting wetter and wetter by the second the longer we stay this way,

      I grind against him and he lets out a sound like a groan before clearing his throat to hide it.

      When I look up at him, his desire is obvious, and I don’t do anything to try to hide my own. I want him and I want to make sure he knows it.
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      I’m staring down at the sweating, gorgeous, heavy-breathing body of my daughter’s best friend as she rubs against my raging erection. Until this moment, I’ve never looked at her in a sexual way. Sure, I noticed as she developed into a beautiful woman. It was hard not to. But I always kept those desires on a leash. Until now.

      She’s a grown woman now and she’s doing everything she can to make sure I know it. I never imagined she would be attracted to me. I stay fit, yes, but I’m still twenty years older than she is. She could have any man she wants.

      Something clicks in my head and I remember the novel she’d dropped in the hallway of the hotel. When I read the back of the book, it was about a younger woman with an older man. Maybe that’s what she’s into. Now that I think of it, I’ve never once heard her talk about boys her age.

      Staring down at her, she’s intoxicating. It feels as though someone has pulled a blinder from my eyes and I’m seeing her for the first time. The way she’s dancing with me and looking at me, she’s been flirting with me this whole time. I still can’t believe it, though. She’s twenty years old. I’ve never thought about dating someone so much younger than me. Never imagined someone like that being attracted to someone my age.

      This can’t be okay. It feels wrong. People will judge me. They’ll think I’m going through some kind of mid-life crisis. My body argues against my mind, though. Maybe I’m overthinking the whole thing. She’s probably just flirting and I’m imagining something that isn’t really there. I want to test this, see how far she’s willing to go.

      My mind is spinning with the possibilities when Charlie calls my name. “Let’s wrap things up so we can go eat,” he says.

      I untangle myself from Cleo’s grasp and thank the instructor. I pretend nothing happened and try to ignore Cleo’s burning stare. A voice deep inside of me says that this isn’t over.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I get in the shower and get cleaned up for dinner. I step under the warm water of the shower and let it roll between my shoulder blades. As I close my eyes and enjoy the warmth and steam, I start to wonder what happened in that ballroom. Was Cleo really rubbing up against me or was I only imagining it? I can still smell the scent of lavender and lemon on her skin. The thought of her keeps my cock hard even after my best attempts to think about anything else.

      I know it’s wrong to touch myself right now while thinking of her, but since I’m alone, I allow my mind to wander back to the dance floor. I lather the soap on my body and remember the way she felt against me: small, firm, and full of unbridled youth.

      I close my eyes and soap up my hard dick. The feeling sends a shiver through me.

      I argue with the thoughts in my head. Part of me wants to not think about Cleo because the things going through my mind are so dirty and wrong.  She’s my daughter’s best friend. I’ve known her since she was just a child.

      But she’s not a child anymore. She’s a mature young woman with stunning curves. Her liquid jade eyes searched mine, and for a moment, I had forgotten how to breathe, and for a moment I thought she would kiss me.

      As I picture all of the little details of that dance, I realize I’ve been stroking my dick this entire time. My hand moves fast as I imagine ripping that dress off of her and tasting the sweet taste of her naked skin and plunging my cock into her tight young pussy. As soon as I imagine her crying out my name, my cock explodes and I shoot cum against the glass shower door.

      My knees quiver and my vision is a blur. Hopefully that’s all I need to get her out of my mind for a while. Though knowing that we’ll be stuck together in the same suite for the next three weeks, I have a feeling this won’t be the last time I’ll be defacing these shower walls.

      There aren’t enough bathrooms or places to get ready in this suite. Charlie keeps knocking on the bathroom door, interrupting my private thoughts of Cleo. Luckily I’ve already taken care of business, so I grab my clothes and walk out with a towel wrapped around my waist.

      Cleo is standing in the small kitchen, watching me as I walk out. The bathroom door slams as Charlie disappears inside.

      I pretend not to notice her standing there as I go around the corner to the closet to change. All of the rooms are taken, and now the bathroom is, too. The closet is too small for me to go inside and shut the door, so I leave it propped open while I change. When I turn around, I notice Cleo peeking at me from behind the kitchen counter as I drop my towel, about to put on my boxers. She looks like a deer in headlights when she realizes she’s been caught. I wink at her and my dick gets hard when she blushes and scurries off.

      I can’t believe she was trying to look at my dick. I really want to know just how deep this crush of hers goes. Is it a crush or is it just youthful fascination with an older man? I plan to find out.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Paris at night is something to see. The streets are lit up, bistros everywhere you look. It’s late but still everything is open. Rustic music is being played by street musicians. It really is the most romantic city on earth. Everywhere I turn there’s a man on his knee, holding a ring out for a proposal, and teary-eyed women saying yes.

      We eat at a gorgeous restaurant. Everything is white and crystal and clean. It’s a place Ted saw on the Food Network and called months ahead of time for a reservation.

      We sit at our table. Cleo sits across from me next to Tara. Tara is prattling on about something and Cleo looks as though she’s trying to follow along, but she’s distracted.

      Ted turns to me, “So how have things been Nicholas?”

      I think about the way things have been lately and hesitate to answer. They haven’t been good. Not even a little bit. After walking in on my wife cheating on me and destroying my family, things have pretty much gone downhill since. I found out her cheating on me wasn’t an isolated incident as I had first thought. Turns out she’d been cheating on me our whole marriage. Even before we were married. Gina was a good actress. I never suspected a thing. How many times had I kissed her after she’d been with another man?

      The thought makes me sick and makes me hate her more than I already do, so I try to push it out of my head.

      As much as I try, I just can’t. I’m so angry. The part that really got to me was when she tried to suggest that Tara wasn’t even my biological daughter. I didn’t believe her because Tara looks just like me. And I didn’t want to take the DNA test, but she insisted and so did our lawyers. Turns out that Tara is mine after all, but the damage is done.

      Gina and her lawyer steamrolled me. I nearly lost everything in the divorce. Every penny went to alimony and lawyers. Tara and Charlie’s college funds were depleted. Lucky for Charlie, he’s a star athlete and has multiple scholarships for different sports. But Tara didn’t get so lucky. She had all these grand plans of going to college with Cleo in Paris, and now she can’t.

      Even though everything seems bleak, I try my best to keep my head up. I’m alive and healthy, and I get to see my kids on a regular basis because Gina is off with her sugar daddy in some far off land, spending his money the way she spent mine. She found herself a loaded older man who looks like some gangster in a casino movie from the 70s. It was always about money for her. I feel sorry for the poor sap who’s with her now. He has no idea what he’s gotten himself into.

      Ted looks at me expectantly, waiting for an answer. I sigh. “Well, I was doing all right until I found out Gina had been cheating on me our whole relationship.” I say it quietly enough so my kids don’t hear. I don’t like talking about their mom and my divorce in front of them. They’re distracted so I don’t have to worry about it.

      “That’s horrible that she cheated on you,” Cleo says.

      She wasn’t distracted after all. She was listening in on the conversation. The concern in her eyes melts my heart. She’s so beautiful. She’s always been a kind girl who has a big heart and cared for other people.

      “Thank you, Cleo,” I tell her. Ted is generous enough to change the subject. He talks about going to the Eiffel Tower and the Louvre tomorrow morning. But all I can think about is Cleo.

      [image: ]
* * *

      That evening I decide to go for a walk to clear my head. It’s almost dark out. From the park on the hill I can see the city lights shining bright. The whole city is lit up, teaming with tourists, yet it’s so peaceful to watch at the same time.

      I’m looking around the park when, across the street, I see someone standing in front of a small bookstore, peering inside. There are several other people walking down the street and standing around in clumps, but for some reason all I notice is her. And then I realize why. It’s Cleo.

      I walk that way. Whatever she’s looking at has her full attention. She doesn’t hear me approach and startles when I come up beside her.

      “Sorry,” I say, chuckling, as she laughs and puts her hand to her heart. She looks incredible in short shorts and a tank top. Her skin looks so smooth. I’m dying to touch it.

      “I didn’t mean to scare you,” I say.

      “It’s okay. I should’ve been paying more attention to my surroundings. My parents are always giving me lectures about being careful so I don’t get kidnapped in a foreign land.” She rolls her eyes and laughs.

      “What has you so mesmerized? Some handsome French boy have your attention? Should I be jealous?” I ask.

      Her cheeks are ablaze with embarrassment and she giggles. I love the sound of it.

      “Boys my age don’t really do anything for me.” My heart stops a moment before she points to the bookstore window and continues. “It’s my favorite book,” she says, changing the subject. I’m slowly able to breathe again. “It’s funny to see the French version. It’s beautiful. The cover is so different.”

      The cover is simple: a black background and a shadowed couple embraced in a passionate kiss. The font is what stands out the most, very elegant with gold filigree. I never thought to analyze a book cover, but now that I see how taken by it Cleo is, I find myself interested.

      I open the door to the bookstore and motion her inside. She walks past me, into the store. I grab a copy of the book she was admiring. I look at the back to see if I understand any of it, but it’s all in French. I’m not sure what the cover says or how Cleo knew it was her favorite book since it has a different cover than the American version. But then I remember she took French in school with my daughter in preparation for going to school abroad.

      I place the book on the counter.

      “You don’t have to buy that for me,” Cleo says as I start to pay.

      “I want to. Anything that makes you smile like that is worth it.”

      Again her face brightens and her cheeks burn red.

      The store clerk wraps the book in tissue paper and hands it to Cleo. She holds the book to her chest as if it’s some kind of treasure. I can’t help but think about all those times I bought my ex-wife gifts—expensive gifts like cars, designer handbags, exotic trips—and she never acted as grateful as Cleo is acting over a simple book.

      “Thank you,” she says, glowing. “I love it so much.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      We leave the store and walk down the street. “Ice cream?” I suggest.

      Her eyes light up again. Making her happy is so easy. If only it were that easy with everyone.

      “Absolutely,” she says.

      I’m tempted to take her hand as we walk. I have to distract myself. “Why aren’t you at the movie with everyone else?” I ask.

      “It’s a tear-jerker. I’m not really into those. Life can be sad enough without finding pretend reasons to cry. I’m more into historical romances.”

      “Like the books you read.”

      She perks up. “Exactly. They’re so lovely. Times were different. There was no Netflix and chill, or random guys sending dick-pics.” She seems to cringe at the thought of it. “Men would take their time to woo the women they cared about. They went out of their way to make them feel special and wanted.” She holds her book closer to her chest.

      “I can see now why you don’t like boys your age. Things were very different even from when I was your age—you know, back in the olden days.” I nudge her playfully. Her laughter is the most beautiful sound I’ve ever heard.

      We get our ice cream. I get pistachio and she gets butter praline. We leave the ice cream parlor and she walks ahead of me to toss her napkin in the trash bin. I take that time to admire her. She has the cutest little walk, so feminine and subtly sexy. She has a curvy, hourglass figure. Her shorts are the perfect length, short but not vulgar, showing off long tan legs. She’s gorgeous. Her hair drapes down her back like a chocolate waterfall.

      I look away before she catches me staring. I want to ask her why she was peeking at me while I was changing my clothes in the closet, and why she was rubbing against me during the dance lessons. What does it mean?

      But I don’t want to ruin the moment if it embarrasses her, so I let it go. For now.

      “It’s still hot outside,” I muse. The sun has set for the most part, but you wouldn’t know it by the heat.

      She wipes the sweat from her brow in acknowledgment. “Humid too. Surprising for this time in the evening. It’s going to be a hot summer but I don’t mind. All my favorite books are set during the hot summers in faraway lands. I kind of love it.”

      I notice as she talks that she’s inching closer and closer to me until we’re close enough to touch. I take a deep breath and decide to make a brave move, see what happens.

      I let my breath out slowly and lean into her, whispering, “So you like things hot and sticky?”

      She lets out a small gasp and covers her smile with her hand. “That’s a very bold question,” she says.

      “No,” I say, bringing my body closer to hers until her shoulder rubs against my chest. “This one is …” She looks up at me, curious. “Were you intentionally grinding against me during the dance lessons?”

      Cleo gets flustered, fumbling with her words, starting and stopping as she struggles to think of what to say. It’s endearing to watch. I keep a straight face, even though I want to laugh at how adorable she’s being.

      “Unless I’m crazy and imagining things, you’re giving me every sign that you want me. That’s a dangerous game to play if you’re not serious.”

      Suddenly her demeanor changes. She stops fumbling with her words. She stands taller, chin raised, and a cocky smile tilting just one corner of her pretty little mouth into a mischievous grin. “If you were paying attention, you would’ve realized I was always serious.”

      She licks her ice cream cone suggestively and walks ahead of me. My dick responds immediately as I watch her ass sway. I jog to catch up with her, admiring the way she finishes off her ice cream, intently watching how her tongue works until there’s nothing left.

      I take her by the hand. She looks at our intertwined fingers, then up at me. I feel her pulse quicken. Her palms are sweaty.

      “I must be insane,” I say.

      “Why? We aren’t doing anything wrong.”

      I don’t say anything at first, shocked into silence. I’m speechless.

      I stop walking and she stops, too. She turns to face me. I pull her toward me, cupping her chin in my hand and raising her face to meet mine. Then I kiss her. Her lips are soft, and she tastes sweet like the ice cream she was eating. When I wrap my arms around her waist and press my throbbing cock against her hips, she lets out a gasping moan into my mouth.

      I want to do so much more than just kiss her right now, but I restrain myself since we’re in public. Instead, I focus on the way her mouth moves against mine and the feel of her warm body. I think about what it would be like to rip those little shorts right off of her soft figure and kiss every inch of her smooth skin.

      I pull away from the kiss, struggling to catch my breath. “Do you think this is wrong?” I ask.

      She’s just as breathless as me when she whispers, “How can it be when it feels this good?”

      She raises up on her toes to kiss me this time. Her arms wrap around my neck and she holds me tight. I groan as her tongue slides against mine. My cock throbs and I want so badly to take her right here and now.

      I can’t help myself. I touch her breast, rub my thumb against her hard nipple. Her breasts are firm and perky—the perfect handful (mouthful when I get the chance). The thought of taking her completely is overwhelming.

      “We shouldn’t do this in public,” I say against her eager mouth.

      “No one can see us,” Cleo insists.

      I glance around. She’s right. We’re blocked from the street by a wall that hides the trash bins. But I’m struggling to accept it more than Cleo seems to be. I’m about to give into her—I can’t hold back anymore—when I hear a voice I recognize all too well.

      Cleo’s dad.

      He’s talking to someone and he’s close by. Even though we can’t see him, we jump away from each other. She must have heard it too. She looks just as terrified as I do. We’re both obviously aware of what the repercussions will be if we’re caught by her father.

      A look passes between us, a look full of regret. We step out from behind the wall and walk casually as if we just ran into each other on the street, a safe distance apart so it doesn’t look as though there is anything between us.

      Ted waves at us in the distance. As he approaches, he gives Cleo a stern look. “I’ve been texting you for an hour. I was worried. Young girl in a foreign country. You could be trafficked if you’re not careful. You could’ve told me you were with Nicholas so I didn’t have to worry,” he reprimands.

      The way he’s talking, it’s obvious that he doesn’t suspect anything and the tension leaves my shoulders.

      “Sorry, Dad,” Cleo says. “I promise I’ll check my texts more often. Next time I go out, I’ll make sure Nicholas comes with me.” She slides me a sly grin and thank God her dad doesn’t see it. She hugs him and he softens, his anger defused.

      “I’m going to go find your mother,” Ted says. He looks at me. “You mind walking her back to the hotel?”

      “It would be my pleasure.”

      When he’s a safe enough distance ahead of us, I lean in to whisper to Cleo. “Next time, if we get this close, I’m not going to be able to stop myself.”

      Cleo reaches over, brushing her hand against my hard-on through my pants. My dick twitches and becomes so hard it hurts. I’m so worked up I could cum right now.

      “Then don’t stop next time.”

      I watch in shock as she hops up the steps of the hotel and disappears inside.
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      I wake up early the next morning. Everyone is asleep still. The sun has barely risen, just a hint of light on the horizon. I’m not sleepy at all after my encounter with Nicholas yesterday at the bookstore. I can’t think about anything else. I know he likes me. And I definitely know I turn him on now. This has been a fantasy of mine for so long. I can’t believe it’s actually coming true.

      I know there’s no way I’m going to be able to go back to sleep. I slip out of my room quietly, so I don’t wake up Tara, and I head for the bathroom. When I get to the main room and see Nicholas sleeping on the couch, I can’t help but stare. He’s sound asleep, his breathing is deep and steady. He looks so peaceful.

      A sinful idea comes to me as I watch him sleeping. I tip-toe over to him, making sure to keep an ear out for any noises or signs that someone might be up. I kneel down beside the fold up couch and start to rub the area over the blanket where his dick is. When he begins to get hard under my hand, I know I’m in the right spot.

      He moans and sleepily thrusts his hips into my eager hand. I get excited and feel the wetness between my legs start to soak through my panties.

      I slip my free hand into my underwear and start to rub myself. The faster I rub Nicholas’s dick, the faster I rub myself. I push two fingers inside the warm, soaking wet depths of my pussy and bite my lip to stay quiet. It feels incredible. I’m far more turned on than I ever have been just masturbating alone in my room. Eyes closed, I imagine what it would be like to have Nicholas inside me, his large body pressed against mine, moving with me in perfect rhythm.

      I open my eyes, and when I do, I see that Nicholas is awake and staring right at me. I startle, but don’t stop touching him or myself as he stares into my eyes. His mouth is barely open and he looks so intense and turned on. He takes my hand and guides it under the blanket. I get even more excited as he lifts the waistband of his boxers and I feel the warmth of his bare skin in my palm. I wrap my hand around the silky warm shaft. He’s much larger than I realized. I’m barely able to get my fingers around him.

      I start to get nervous. I’m a virgin and have always heard that sex hurts the first time and that the pain could be worse when the man is well-endowed. But right now I’m too turned on to worry about the consequences of any of it. I’m too excited to be concerned about anything, really. I have to keep reminding myself it’s not just the two of us in here. I have to worry about getting caught and not getting lost in the moment.

      I try to jerk him off, but I’ve never done this before. I’m not sure I’m doing it right and I start to feel a little self-conscious.

      The way he arches his back upward, pushing his hips harder against my hand, eyes fluttering closed, it seems like he’s enjoying what I’m doing.

      I can tell by the way his breathing changes, growing more rapid, he’s close. I rub myself harder. I’m right on the edge. The pressure of my orgasm builds.

      He lets out a deep groan. It’s quiet enough to keep from waking anyone but I feel the bass in his voice echoing through me. Soon I feel the hot, sticky liquid coating my hand and my own orgasm strikes with sudden force. I lay my head on his chest, my body trembling as it ripples through me.

      I don’t have any time to recover or enjoy the aftermath of what just happened before I hear footsteps in the hallway.

      I jump away from him and pad quickly into the kitchen, turning on the coffee pot. My mom appears moments later in her robe.

      “Hey Mom, you’re up early,” I say, hoping she can’t hear the fear in my voice.

      She puts her finger to her mouth to shush me, and points to Nicholas. “He’s still asleep.”

      I look over at Nicholas. His eyes are closed. He’s good at pretending. I try not to giggle.

      My mom comes into the kitchen and whispers, “You can’t sleep?”

      “Not really. First night in Paris. I think the excitement got to me. I decided to get up and make coffee for everyone.”

      “Smells good,” she says as the coffee starts to brew. “It will get easier to sleep once you get used to being here. You probably have a bit of jet lag.”

      My heart is still pounding. We came so close to getting caught. If I had stayed next to him a moment longer, my mom would’ve caught us. That was too close for comfort. But it was also strangely exciting at the same time. It was a huge risk that I can’t afford to take again. My parents would no doubt kick Nicholas out of our hotel suite. Everyone’s vacation would be ruined … Oh God, and Tara. She would hate me!

      I don’t even want to think about that. Nicholas and I will just have to be more careful next time. And there definitely will be a next time.

      I smile to myself as I pour my mom a cup of coffee. I still can’t believe I touched Nicholas and made him cum! That’s the first time I ever touched anyone like that. I was so nervous, but extremely turned on. My thighs are sticky from my orgasm.

      I glance over as Nicholas stands up from the couch and makes his way to the bathroom—more than likely to clean the mess he made all over himself. After a few minutes, he comes out of the bathroom wearing a pair of pajama bottoms instead of boxers.

      I sip my coffee and watch through the steam coming out of the cup as he walks toward us. He stretches and yawns as if he’s just woken up. He winks and smiles at me before my mom turns to see him,

      “Coffee?” my mom asks him.

      “Yes please.” He takes the cup from her and loads it with cream.

      “How’d you sleep?” she asks him.

      He glances at me with a smirk. “Like a baby.”

      “How’s the couch?”

      “Better than I thought it would be.”

      “Well good,” my mom says. “I’m going to wake everyone up so we can go down to breakfast and get the day started.”

      My mom heads down the hallway. I want to kiss Nicholas so bad and talk about what just happened between us, but it’s too risky to do that so we sip our coffee and stare at each other wordlessly behind our cups. I wonder if I can keep up this secret with him this whole vacation or if we should stop now before things get too far out of hand. But, by the way he’s staring me down with a hunger in his eyes, I already know things have gone too far. There’s no going back now. I want him more. I’ve had a taste and now I’m addicted. I won’t be able to get enough of Nicholas until I’ve had all of him.
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      Everyone decides they want to go see the Eiffel Tower today. I spent my whole morning daydreaming about what happened between me and Nicholas. I missed my opportunity to get in the shower before everyone else, and now I’m running late. I have to rush to get ready.

      Everyone leaves ahead of me. I tell them I’ll catch up. They have a several minute head start on me by the time I’m done getting ready. When I finally make it out of the hotel room, I have to run to catch up.

      I see them up ahead, I’m almost there, running as fast as my legs will take me, when a bike messenger rides right in front of me, cutting me off. My knee clips his back tire and I fall right into the gutter with a loud yelp as I hit the ground.

      The guy barely even acknowledges me as he rides off with a glance behind him. My family and friends turn around at the sound of my yelp.

      “Oh my God, Cleo!” Tara yells with sheer terror in her voice.

      They all run toward me, even my little brother who rarely seems to notice anyone exists outside of his iPad or video games. Nicholas is faster than everyone. He’s even faster than Charlie who is captain of the track team.

      “Are you okay?” Nicholas asks me, already assessing the damage to my body. The skin between his eyes creases with concern when he sees that my knee is skinned. But it’s not my knee that hurts.

      “I think I sprained my ankle.”

      Charlie is the second fastest and kneels beside me, out of breath. “Want me to chase down that guy on the bike?” he says playfully when he realizes I’m not seriously injured.

      Nicholas isn’t so playful and sounds dead-serious when he says, “Yeah, bring him back to me so I can beat him senseless.”

      He touches my ankle. I wince and suck air through my teeth. He says, “I don’t think it’s sprained. Just twisted. But you’re definitely not climbing the Eiffel Tower today.”

      My mom and dad finally catch up after everyone. My mom says, “You guys go ahead of us. I’ll help her get back to the hotel suite and stay with her.”

      “She’ll need to be carried,” Nicholas says. “I’ll do it.”

      My heart starts to race at the thought of being alone with Nicholas in the room. All the pain in my ankle seems worth it now.

      “No, we can’t ask you to do that,” my dad says. “I’ll carry her.”

      I want to protest, but my mom beats me to it. “Ted, there’s no way you can carry Cleo with your bad back.”

      Nicholas says, “I have three weeks to see the Eiffel Tower. I’ll see it at some point. There’s no sense in everyone missing out. I’ll be happy to take her back to the hotel. She needs to get some ice on this ankle before it starts to swell up.”

      “Are you sure?” my dad asks.

      “Yes. I insist.”

      “Want me to stay with you?” Tara asks because she’s my best friend, but I can tell she really wants to go see the famous tower. It’s all she’s talked about for months.

      I almost blurt out “No!” but instead I smile at her and say, “Go on, have a blast. We’ll see it again before we leave.”

      Now that the guilt of leaving me behind is taken care of, everyone seems eager to get to it. I tell them goodbye as Nicholas lifts me into his arms, carrying me like a groom would carry his bride over the threshold. We head back to the suite while my family heads in the opposite direction.

      He’s so strong and seems to carry me with little effort. He smells fantastic. I bury my face into his neck. His breathing becomes more labored. I don’t want there to be any mistaking my intentions.

      “I want you,” I whisper into his ear and nibble on his earlobe.

      “Do you have any idea how difficult it is for me not to take you right here and now?” he says as we make it into the lobby. He impatiently stabs at the button on the elevator.

      I giggle and caress the back of his neck with my fingers. The ride in the elevator seems to take forever. Someone else is in here with us so I do my best to keep my hands to myself.

      When we finally get into the suite, he takes me into the room I share with Tara and places me gently on the bed. I want him to tear my clothes off but he’s far more patient than I am. First he goes to the kitchen to get me a bag of ice to put on my ankle. This is torture, and not because of the pain in my ankle. I don’t even care about that right now.

      When he gets back, he starts to massage my ankle. “Does this hurt?” he asks.

      “No, it feels amazing.”

      The longer his hands are on me, the more turned on I get. His hands moved up from my ankle to my knee. He stays there a moment, rubbing, before moving further up to my thigh. I moan, unable to mask just how turned on I am.

      I glance over at him and see the hard bulge in his pants and I know he’s just as turned on as I am. He leans in and kisses my mouth. He continues to massage me as he kisses me, then as his hands move up my leg, his mouth moves down to my neck, sucking gently. Not hard enough to give me a hickey, but sucking none the less and it feels incredible.

      He leans back and our eyes meet. His hand moves between my legs. He rubs the fabric and electricity crackles through my whole body. I reach over and touch his chest, feel the hard muscles beneath his shirt flex in response to my touch. He reacts by moving his own hands up to my chest, caressing my breasts through my shirt. My breathing is rapid, uneven, fluctuating depending on how much pressure he applies.

      His hands snake under my shirt and he unclasps my bra with an expertise of someone with plenty of experience. I shudder with excitement as his fingers dance across my hard nipples, pinching and pulling and flicking, sending my mind and body into a frenzy. My pussy now pulses as all the blood in my body floods the area. I feel swollen to where it’s almost painful. There’s a need like nothing I’ve ever experienced before. It fills my mind, a craving so intense I’m practically out of my mind like some kind of movie zombie.

      I can’t take it anymore. I push him back on the bed and straddle him. A smile spreads across his face and he’s not so gentle anymore when he tugs my shirt over my head and tosses it across the room. He sits up and grabs one of my breasts, bringing his mouth to it. He seems to have a desperate hunger of his own as he swallows my breast whole, tongue flicking against the overly sensitive nipple. I moan and cry out as he nibbles on them with his teeth, then soothes them with his tongue. I can feel the sensation deep in my clit. The pulse between my legs gets stronger, more urgent. I’ve never had anyone inside me, but instinct tells me that’s the only thing that’s going to satisfy this need.

      He pulls off my shorts and panties, tossing them in the pile with my shirt. I wait for him to take me in whatever savage way he wants, but he just stares. I start to feel a little self-conscious, but there’s no judgement in the way he looks at me. He’s like an art connoisseur, studying a painting, a foodie enjoying the first taste of a meal.

      “God, you’re beautiful,” he says as his eyes travel down the length of my body. They stop at my breasts and he touches them softly. His fingers glide along my stomach and stop at my pussy where he touches the tiny landing strip of pubic hair. A shudder rolls through him as he slips his fingers between the wet folds.

      I throw my head back as his finger enters my body. I’ve never felt anything like it. My body becomes somehow both very tense and very loose at the same time. I feel a gush of wetness leave my body, soaking his hand.

      “Holy shit, you’re so wet,” he says and enters another finger inside of me. It’s uncomfortable, but nothing I can’t handle. I know he’s preparing my body for his cock.

      He pulls his fingers out. They’re covered in the wet evidence of my arousal. He hurries to unbutton his pants and I eagerly watch, enraptured as he pulls the massive cock from his boxers. I knew it was big when I felt it under the covers, but seeing it is so much more intimidating. How in the world will that thing possibly fit inside of me? The fear is almost overwhelming. I start to back away, but then he flips me over onto my back. I wait for him to just plunge inside me, but instead, he kisses the top of my pussy gently. His warm tongue slides up and down against the delicate skin. The fear fades just as quickly as it appeared and now there’s nothing left but the pure pleasure of his tongue against me.

      My body writhes and twists and aches as his tongue works my clit. When he adds his fingers to the mix, a lurid sound escapes my throat.

      “Fuck me,” I demand.

      He looks excited and a little surprised by my words, but responds immediately to them. He spreads my legs, admiring the view. “Look at the perfect pink pussy,” he says. Hunger and lust drip from his words. His eyes are half closed as though he were getting drunk from the sight of me.

      He places the tip of his cock at the opening of my pussy and starts to push. I hold my breath when the pain grows more intense.

      “Relax,” he coos.

      I take a breath and let my body go slack. That’s when he pushes inside of me. There’s a sharp sting as he bursts through my barrier, but it’s gone in an instant. As he works his way in and out of me, the pain turns to an addicting pleasure like nothing I’ve ever felt before.

      I love the way he fills me up. Why have I waited so long for this? Though I’m not sure I would enjoy it as much if it was with anyone other than Nicholas. Just knowing it’s him causes an arousal and excitement I’ve never experienced before.

      As my body grows used to his length and size inside of me, he starts to move faster, thrusting harder. The constant friction against my clit is pushing me toward a breaking point.

      “Oh shit!” I scream as my orgasm races toward me.

      He lifts my legs, practically folding me in half. He’s able to drive deeper inside of me until I can’t take it anymore. My orgasm explodes with the power to tear me apart.

      His grunting becomes louder, more animalistic. His body slams into my pussy. The sensation makes me dizzy. It’s blinding. He lets out a long, deep growl and I feel his cock twitching inside of me.

      My body still rings with the sensation of my orgasm, long after he pulls out of me. When he lets go of my legs, I feel the wetness of our combined orgasms spill out of me onto the sheets.

      We lay there spent and useless for a moment. Then he turns to look at me and his smile melts my heart. “You’re incredible,” he says.

      “So are you.”

      He rolls over to cuddle me, pulling me close to his side and kissing my face and forehead. We lay like this for a while, but I have a feeling that we’re both concerned about someone coming back before expected, so we get up.

      While I clean up, Nicholas goes out. He doesn’t tell me where he’s going, but he has a smile on his face as he leaves.

      I decide to make the bed and get rid of any evidence of what we did so Tara won’t be shocked by anything when she gets back. While I clean, I can’t help but replay what happened. I can’t believe I just had sex with Nicholas. It was the most wonderful experience of my life, better than I could’ve imagined. I’ve heard horror stories about people’s first times and I was worried. But it was wonderful and I’m left with a weightless feeling, like I could float away on a happy cloud.

      Nicholas comes back ten minutes later with macarons and lattes. The macarons in Paris are nothing like they are at home, so buttery and flaky. Or maybe everything just tastes better when I’m this happy.

      As we eat our macarons and drink our lattes, Nicholas asks, “Do you regret not getting to see the Eiffel Tower?”

      I toss what’s left of my cookie at him, hitting him in the cheek when he turns his head to dodge it. I laugh at his shocked expression.

      “Do you think so little of my first time that you would assume I’d rather see a tourist attraction right now?”

      He shrugs. “Well you did get to see a tower after all, but it’s not much of a tourist attraction,” he says, referring to his dick—which definitely was a tower of its own.

      I laugh and throw another cookie at him. This time he catches it and pops it into his mouth.

      He takes me by the hand. “How’s the ankle?”

      “Good as new.”

      It doesn’t hurt at all anymore. He was right about it not being sprained. Just a twist.

      He lifts me off the bed and we walk onto the balcony. I hadn’t realized how late it was getting. The sun is starting to set and there’re already a sprinkling of stars in the sky. I don’t know what time everyone will be back, but it shouldn’t be too soon. My parents want to milk every minute they spend in Paris seeing all the sites.

      We watch the sunset and listen to the orchestra of city sounds below.

      “You must be getting excited to go to school,” Nicholas says.

      My mood shifts. That happy, glowing feeling I felt only a moment ago, darkens. But I put on a smile for show and say, “Very excited.”

      The smile is hard to maintain. Inside I feel as though I will drown in the sudden sadness consuming me.

      I realize I’m not going to see Nicholas or Tara for an entire school year. It’s not as though I can just drive home on weekends and breaks. But whatever, this thing between Nicholas and me is just a fling, right? At least that’s what I try to tell myself.

      I lean over and kiss him. He tastes like sugar and vanilla. I take a deep breath and decide to do something that scares the hell out of me. I must be losing my mind, but I can’t keep it to myself any longer.

      “I think I’m falling for you,” I tell him.

      He looks me in the eyes and the emotion in them floods my stomach with butterflies. “I’m falling for you too,” he says. “But the situation—”

      I cut him off by pressing my finger against his lips. “I know.”

      I don’t want to think about that right now. I just want to enjoy this time with him while it lasts. I hate the thought of this thing between us ending. But eventually it will have to. It’s a paralyzing thought and I want to pretend it isn’t happening. We have three weeks together and I don’t want to spend them dwelling on what will eventually happen.

      He doesn’t say anything. Instead, he grabs me and holds me close. He feeds me the last of the macarons and kisses me.
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      The next two weeks pass in a blur. There’s only one week left in Paris. Cleo and I spend every moment we can to sneak off to be together. I pack a lunch for us, surprising her with a picnic. It’s a beautiful day with a rare cool breeze. It’s going to be perfect.

      Then my phone rings.

      I look at the caller ID and see that it’s my ex-wife calling. My mood immediately shifts into one of loathing and distain. She has that effect on me. It’s a bad idea, but I answer anyway—she’s the mother of my children, after all. I don’t feel like I have much of a choice.

      I regret it as soon as I hear that familiar nagging voice. How could I have ever loved someone with such a horrible voice?

      “How’d you like your surprise?” Gina asks, her tone dripping with underhanded venom. “Tara texted and told me you’re staying with the Reynolds family in their suite. Do you have no shame?”

      I’m tempted to hang up, but I know that will only make things worse. “How could you do that to your own children? You know how much they were looking forward to this trip. Now they’re cramped in a small hotel suite, sharing rooms.”

      “I was trying to get Tara to leave the trip. I want her in Italy with me. That was the original plan and you ruined it.”

      “That’s not true. Tara wanted to spend time with Cleo. You don’t even know your own daughter. You want her in Italy for your own selfish reasons.”

      She makes a sound of annoyance on the other end of the line. “You think you know my daughter better than me? You don’t know shit.”

      I brace myself as she starts to go off on me. I’m far too familiar with these fits of hers, but unfortunately I was wrong when I thought I’d gotten away from them after the divorce.

      “How do you think you know anyone?” she says with evil amusement and laughter in her voice. “I cheated on you our entire relationship and you never suspected a thing.”

      Her cackle makes her sound like a fairytale witch. She keeps spitting fire, but I’ve gotten really good at letting my mind wander elsewhere when she’s like this. I’m tempted to go off on her when she gets really nasty, but it’s better to keep my mouth shut. She has a way of making lives miserable and I don’t want to deal with it.

      “If you think you know our daughter so much more than I do,” she continues, “then you can pay for her college tuition all on your own.”

      I laugh because I see right through her. “All this sabotage is to make me out to be the bad guy so you can get out of helping pay for Tara’s college.”

      It’s bad enough that she took all my money in the divorce, making it so I couldn’t afford to send Tara to school in Paris. Now she wants me to pay for state college on my own. I start to wonder if Gina’s sugar daddy is starting to see her for the gold digger she is and is cutting her off.

      “If you dare try to turn this on me and try to make me look like the bad guy, I will make your life hell,” she spits.

      She’s good at that. My whole marriage was hell so I don’t take it as some idle threat. Even if I sold my house and gave her all the money, there’d be no getting rid of her. She’ll always be in my life. That reality doesn’t sit well at all. She’ll always try to bring me down, try to hurt and ruin me. Anyone close to me will suffer because of her.

      I don’t want to drag Cleo deeper into this mess. Gina will steal the youth and innocence right out from under her. She’ll crush Cleo if it meant hurting me.

      Cleo shows up just as I’m hanging up with Gina. She looks so fresh and beautiful in a floral sundress with her long tan legs exposed. A smile spreads across her face when she sees me.

      “I’m so excited to spend a day in Paris with you,” she says cheerily and full of light. A pool of anger settles in the depths of my gut when I realize I have to let her go to save her innocence.

      “We’re not going on the daytrip,” I say, avoiding eye contact. I start to unpack the picnic basket.

      “Wait, why?” she says. The sadness in her voice rips at my heart.

      “Doesn’t matter.” I put as much of an edge on my voice as I can muster given the situation. This will no doubt hurt me more than it hurts her. I hate being cruel to anyone, but especially to sweet Cleo. “It’s over,” I say.

      She freezes. Maybe even stops breathing a moment. Tears spill down her cheeks and I want desperately to wipe them away and soothe her aching heart. She turns and runs away.

      I want so badly to apologize, but it’s the best thing for her, so I don’t.
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      I sit in the corner of the lobby, my mind racing, heart feeling as though there’s a fist clinched around it. What just happened? I’ve spent every spare moment of this vacation with Nicolas. For two weeks we’ve snuck around, desperate to get our hands on each other. It’s been great. I know he loves me. So again, what the hell just happened? I can’t wrap my head around his sudden change of heart. We were both looking forward to our date today. And now it’s over? It doesn’t make any sense. I try to search my memories of the last time we were together, trying to figure out if I said or did something wrong. But I can’t think of anything. I’m so confused.

      I’m sitting here, stewing, when a tall figure looms over me. I startle at first, then hope fills me when I think it might be Nicholas coming back to tell me it was all a misunderstanding. But when I look up into the glare of the lights, I realize it’s Charlie.

      “What’s with the sad face?” he asks.

      I wipe my eyes and shrug. “Home sick, I guess.” I’m not about to tell him the real reason I’m upset.

      “I have something that might cheer you up.” He shows me the flier in his hand. “I found it in the lobby.”

      The flier is for a night club in downtown Paris.

      “Live music, boys, and booze,” Charlie says with a wide smile. “You can get all the experience you want before going off to college.”

      I want to roll my eyes. I’ve gotten plenty of experience in the last two weeks and it’s been magical. I doubt some French boy can pleasure me more than Nicholas has.

      “It’s better than reading about it in a book,” he adds.

      “Yeah, I know,” I mumble under my breath.

      I’m hurt, but I still want Nicholas even if he suddenly doesn’t want me anymore. His words play back in my head and the pain starts to turn to bitterness. I need to get out of my head and away from these spiraling thoughts.

      “Yes, I’ll go,” I tell Charlie.

      As much as it’s going to kill me to move on, I don’t really have a choice. Nicholas doesn’t want me and there’s nothing I can do about it. Maybe I’ll meet someone at the club who I won’t have to sneak around with. I hate keeping a relationship a secret. It’ll make my life a hell of a lot easier.

      Tara comes around the corner and sees us talking. She looks at the flier in my hands. “I saw those earlier. Are you guys are going to the club?”

      “Yes, and so are you,” Charlie says. Tara seems hesitant. “We’ll go while everyone else is site-seeing.”

      “It’ll be fun,” I tell Tara. “We’ll get to hang out.”

      I’ve been spending so much time with Nicholas it seems as though I’ve barely spent any time with my best friend.

      “The trip is almost over,” I say, practically begging.

      Tara smiles. “Okay, I’ll go.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      I manage to avoid Nicholas the rest of the day. I can’t bear to look at him right now.

      That night we make our way to the nightclub advertised on the flier. Paris is gridlocked this time of night with tourists everywhere. Nightclubs line the strip. Long lines spill out of doorways. We get to the club and it’s no different than any of the others. We wait in line for a good half hour before we get to the front door. All the while I’m worried we’ll get turned away for one reason or another. Standing in line allows my brain to wander back to the thought of Nicholas. I need the chaos of the club to drown it out.

      The bouncer at the front door doesn’t bother to check our IDs. I’m not even sure what the legal drinking age is in Paris. I’m relieved when we finally make it inside.

      We have a few drinks that loosen me up and help—just a little—to take the sting off Nicholas’s rejection this morning. The bartender seems amused that we’re American and makes us “authentic” French drinks. I’m not exactly sure what all that entails, but whatever is in it has a hint of coffee, is strong, and tastes delicious. More than one of these can be dangerous. So I drink two. I need it tonight.

      We decide to go out on the dancefloor. I’m determined to have a good time. I sway to the beat of the music. None of the songs are what I’m used to from clubs back home. The music is very European, which only makes this place feel further away from home, which I like. Tara finds a cute French boy to dance with. She finally looks like she’s having a good time while I dance with Charlie. As much as I’m hurt by what Nicholas did to me, I can’t get him out of my head long enough to even bother looking at another boy. I can’t imagine dancing or rubbing up against someone else right now.

      Charlie starts to get a little too comfortable with me and his hands go to my hips and he grinds against me—the very thing I was trying to avoid from strange boys.

      I take his hands and move them back to my waist, putting some distance between us. He doesn’t take the hint and continues to try and get closer to me.

      “Charlie, you’re like a little brother to me.” I have to yell for him to hear me above the pulse of heavy music.

      He winces as if it’s the most offensive thing I could possibly say to him. “Come on, Cleo. We have chemistry. I know you can feel it between us.” He tries to touch me again, and again I keep him at arm’s length.

      “No Charlie, it’s not like that with us.”

      He’s drunk and starting to get belligerent. I should’ve tried to stop him when he decided to order a third drink.

      “Don’t be such a tease,” he says and leans in like he’s going to kiss me.

      I jump away from him before his lips can land. He stumbles forward and I run for the back of the building and out the door, into the alleyway. I’m not so much afraid of Charlie. I don’t think he would hurt me, but I’m really not in the mood to deal with his childish and drunken antics.

      The air has a chill tonight despite the hot and muggy day. I’m in a sequin tank top, freezing. The alley smells like piss. It’s the first time I’ve seen anything in this city that’s less than glamorous. I wish Nicholas was here. I wish he never said those words and never broke my heart.
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      I regret what I said to Cleo. I hate that I hurt her. Nothing good ever comes from a conversation with my ex-wife. I shouldn’t have let her bully me the same way she did throughout our marriage. I’m done letting her rule my life. I need to find Cleo and fix this. I need her to know I would never abandon her.

      I also need to find Tara. I have a feeling she’s blaming me for not being able to go to school abroad like Cleo. I didn’t want to tell her that her mom demanded I give her the tuition money in the divorce. I fought to keep it, but the judge ruled against me in the end. But he didn’t know Gina. That judge had no idea that Tara’s mom would have that money spent within the first month of her getting her hands on it. I kept it from Tara because I didn’t want her to be hurt. But it’s put a wedge between us that nothing seems go fill.

      I want to find out from Tara herself. I text her but there’s no response. I text Cleo too, but again, no response—though that part doesn’t surprise me. I wouldn’t be surprised if she never wants to talk to me again after the way I treated her.

      I’m starting to get worried when even Charlie doesn’t answer my texts. At home I wouldn’t worry about it so much, but in a foreign country they should know not to ignore me.

      As I head back up to the room, I see several fliers cluttering the message boards and coffee tables in the lobby. It’s for a trendy nightclub. I recall hearing Charlie talking to a friend on the phone about going out. I wonder if this is the place he was talking about.

      “Excuse me,” I say to the receptionist at the front desk. She turns to look at me with the exaggerated smile that people who work in hospitality tend to have. “Have you seen three young people in their early twenties leave recently?”

      “Yes, not more than an hour ago,” she points to the flier. It’s hard to understand her with such a thick accent. “They took a cab to that location.”

      “Thank you,” I say and call a cab.

      I run out of the hotel to wait for it to show up. Time seems to slow to a crawl. Only minutes have passed, but it’s enough time to imagine the worst. My anxiety level is through the roof. I know Cleo is going out because I hurt her and she’s trying to heal. She’s in the perfect state of mind for some asshole to take advantage of her. I need to get to her before that happens. If she gets hurt, I’ll never forgive myself.

      When the cab finally arrives, I urge the cabby to drive faster and flash him a generous tip. He happily obliges, driving well over the speed limit.

      When we get to the club, I can hear the music pouring out of the building before I even open my door. I hand over a wad of cash to the cabby and get out of the car. I rush inside the building. I can’t see anything through the fog machine they have spilling into the room and the flashing lights confusing everything.

      When I’ve looked everywhere for Cleo and my kids, I head for the back of the building. There’s a door, but I don’t know where it leads. Maybe outside, maybe to another part of the club. I try the door to see if it opens. It opens out into an alley. When I see my son standing in front of Cleo, shaking her by her shoulders, I’m stunned at first. When Cleo starts yelling at him, I grab him and yank him away from her.

      “Charlie!” I say. When he doesn’t acknowledge me, I twist his arms behind his back until he cries out. I push him against the wall. As soon as I see his eyes, I can tell he’s drunk.

      “Back off,” Charlie says to me, and tries to push me off of him. He’s too uncoordinated for his efforts to do any good. “Cleo and I are trying to have a conversation. This doesn’t concern you.” His words slur together into nonsense.

      I look at Cleo. She glares at me. She looks cold, her skin bright pink and covered in goosebumps.

      “Why are you here?” she says to me, still just as mad as ever. “You obviously don’t care about me.” She doesn’t seem too bothered by Charlie or the fight they were obviously having before I arrived. All her anger is now aimed at me. It’s like a stab in the chest knowing I’ve hurt her so bad that she’s looking at me like she hates me.

      “Of course I care about you,” I snap, unable to control the heat in my voice. I need her to know that my feelings for her are just as strong as ever. “That’s why I pushed you away. I don’t want this thing between us to ruin your future.” I shake my head. “Why are you here at this club? This isn’t you.”

      Cleo likes books, not noisy clubs.

      “What I do is none of your business,” she says. “You can’t push me away then get upset about where I go.”

      Charlie is slumped against the wall, still pinned by my arm. He watches us, but doesn’t say anything. If his eyes were closed, I would’ve guessed that he was passed out.

      “What the hell is going on?” Charlie says with a somewhat sober look. He seems confused about the conversation between me and Cleo.

      “Just leave, Charlie,” Cleo says, seeming annoyed that he’s here to listen to us talk. “I don’t like you the way you think I do. And you had no right to touch me.”

      I glance at my son. I’ve always known he has a crush on Cleo, I just never expected for him to treat her disrespectfully, even when drunk. We’re going to have a long conversation about this when he sobers up.

      Charlie looks dejected when he starts to walk away. He mumbles an embarrassed apology and goes back into the club.

      Cleo starts to yell at me the moment Charlie is gone, but before she can get more than a few words in, I grab her face in my hands and kiss her passionately. I taste the alcohol on her breath and the sweetness of it on her lips. To my surprise, she kisses me back. I thought she would be too mad at me for that. At least I know I haven’t completely lost her.

      When I pull away from our kiss, I say, “You’re reckless. I was so worried about you. Don’t scare me like that. You could’ve been hurt, or worse …” I shudder at the thought. “Don’t ever scare me like that again. I can’t live without you.”

      She stares at me, blinking slowly. “If I wasn’t reckless, I never would’ve tried to make things work with you in the first place.”

      I look her over, then I kiss her again. When I wrap my arms around her, she starts to cry.

      “I was so mad at you,” she says through her tears. “I hate that you pushed me away. Can’t you see that I want to be with you? Why do you get to decide what’s good or bad for me?”

      “Being with me will only cause problems for you. My ex is evil. She’ll do anything to hurt me. If she found out that we’re together, she’ll ruin you.”

      “I don’t care,” she insists.

      “It’s not just Gina, though. Everyone will be angry with us. Imagine what your parents will think … and Tara.”

      “Being without you hurts more than anything. I’m willing to risk their anger. Our families will eventually get over it when they see how happy we make each other. I love you. Isn’t that obvious? Isn’t that enough? We can’t help who we fall in love with. Why can’t we be like the couples in the books I read? Why can’t I get my happily ever after?”

      I crush her in a hug and kiss the top of her head. “I love you so damn much,” I tell her.

      “Dad?”

      I look up, startled to hear Tara’s voice. She’s standing at the door to the club, looking confused and angry.
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      I feel a cold fear come over me when I see Tara standing at the doorway, looking as though someone had just slapped her in the face. Charlie is standing beside her, looking smug. He must have gone in and found her and told her Nicholas was out here with me. I guess Charlie wasn’t so drunk that he couldn’t pick up what was happening with us by our conversation.

      “Tara …” Nicholas says. He tries to explain, then stops himself.

      Tara starts to back away. When I move toward her, she runs. I chase after her. It’s fairly easy to keep up when she’s wearing tall wedges and I’m in flats. We weave in and out of people on the dance floor until bursting out the front door of the nightclub and back into the cool night. She only makes it to the vacant parking lot across the street when I catch up with her. I grab her by the shoulders and spin her around, forcing her to look at me.

      “I don’t want to talk to you,” she says, crying. Not just a few tears, but an ugly, angry deluge of tears. Snot runs down her nose and black mascara streaks down her cheeks. “How could you do this, Cleo? That’s my dad. You’ve been my best friend since we were in kindergarten. You’re destroying an already wrecked home.”

      Her words sting. “Tara, I’m so sorry. I know this looks really bad, and I don’t expect you to understand, but I can’t help the way I feel.”

      More tears fall and Tara sounds defeated when she speaks again. “How could something like this even happen? He’s so … old.”

      I can’t help but smile. She doesn’t share the same attraction to older men that I do.

      “I guess it was all the talk about this magical idea of summer love before going to college abroad … I don’t know.” I pause to take a breath and collect my thoughts. Everything is so jumbled in my head. I love Nicholas, and I also love my best friend, and I hate that my happiness has to hurt her.

      “I never meant to fall for Nicholas,” I tell her.

      “My father is a monster, Cleo. He’s greedy. He only cares about himself. He won’t even give me my college fund. My mom told me he spent it.”

      “He’s not a monster. He’s been broken after being cheated on and after the divorce.”

      I can’t imagine Nicholas spending Tara’s college money. He loves his kids. My parents said he lost everything in the divorce including both Tara and Charlie’s college money. The only thing Nicholas was able to keep was the house. That’s why he’s been struggling. He almost cancelled this trip, but he didn’t want to do that to his children. He was willing to go broke for their happiness.

      Tara’s face twists with rage. “You don’t know anything about that. And you don’t know what he’s really like. If he cared he would think about how he’s holding everyone back, including you,” she yells.

      I know all of this is coming from the bullshit her mother feeds her. I know the real story. I’ve heard it from my parents and from Nicholas himself . Tara doesn’t know the extent of her mom’s lies and games. Nicholas has tried to protect her from all of that. Now that protection has poisoned her against him.

      “You don’t know anything either, Tara, you know one side of the story,” I yell back at her. “You haven’t even bothered to listen to your dad’s side of the story.”

      My throat hurts from yelling, and so does my head and heart. Who knew love could hurt this much?

      I take a deep breath and try to settle down. Tara does the same. Her tears slow until they trickle instead of falling freely.

      “Please understand that Nicholas and I never meant to hurt you or Charlie,” I say. “We didn’t plan any of this. It just happened.”

      “You’re really in love with him?” she says meekly.

      “I am. And he loves me too. It’s not just some summer fling. I’ve never felt this way about anyone before.”

      A sad look sweeps across her face. She looks destroyed as she hangs her head. “I just want my family back. I’m losing everything. Even my best friend who I won’t get to see again for almost a year after this vacation is over. It’s not fair.”

      “Tara, you’ll never lose me.” I hug her and she begins to sob in my arms.

      I see Nicholas approaching in the distance. He has his hands in his pockets, looking unsure if he should interrupt. When Tara hears his footsteps she turns to face her dad. She runs into his waiting arms and he hugs her tight.

      “I’m so sorry,” he says, apologizing over and over again. “You and your brother are everything to me. But I also love Cleo.”

      He glances at me and smiles with a wink. Tears spring to my eyes. For a moment everything feels better, fixed somehow. We’re now out in the open and no longer have to hide. There’s no turning back. I love Nicholas no matter the consequences.

      Nicholas explains to Tara about the divorce and her mom getting the money for her college tuition and spending it shortly after. He does his best not to make Gina sound like a monster, but she absolutely is. There’s no denying it. Tara seems reluctant to believe it at first, but Nicholas convinces her. By the end of the conversation, Tara is teary eyed, and her loathing of her father is gone. I don’t want to interfere, so I stay in the background. But then Tara calls me over to them.

      “You’re the best person I can imagine for my dad. He needs someone in his life as loving and loyal as you.” She hugs me and we weep in each other’s arms.

      “We should get back to the hotel,” Charlie says. I didn’t see him standing in the shadows. The smug look is gone. He looks sober and more like himself again.

      My insides turn to cement because I know once we get back to the hotel I’m going to have to tell my parents.
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      I sit on the balcony of the hotel room with Ted. I haven’t been kicked out of their suite yet, so that’s a good thing. I think. Neither of us says anything. Someone needs to break the awkward silence. It’s been fifteen minutes since I told him that Cleo and I are in a relationship. He went stone cold at the news. Colder than I’ve ever seen him.

      “You know,” Ted says, looking out at the view of Paris. I perk up at the sound of his voice. “I’m debating whether or not to toss you over this balcony right now.”

      I sigh and he looks at me for the first time. “How did this happen?” he asks.

      “It just did. I don’t know. One moment she was my friend’s daughter and the next she’s this woman who I want to make laugh, and who I want to protect and never see shed another tear. I love her, Ted. I really, really love her.”

      Ted scrubs his hands over his face. “Is this new or has it been going on behind my back for some time?”

      “It started over the vacation,” I say. I don’t know what he wants to hear, or what I could say to make this better, but I decide on the truth. I just want to get everything out in the open so we no longer have to hide. I know when Gina finds out, she’s going to go straight to Cleo’s parents in the hopes of ruining my life. I have to make sure they know the truth before she can pervert it into something she can use as a weapon against me.

      “Is it serious?” Ted asks.

      “It is.”

      Silence falls over us again and it’s just as uncomfortable even after getting all of that off of my chest. I can’t take the silence anymore. I stand up, needing to escape the tension.

      “Ted, I want you to know I’m moving to Paris,” I tell him.

      He looks at me, bewildered. “What are you talking about?”

      “Tara wants to go to school abroad with Cleo. Only way I can afford to do that is to sell my house. Gina got everything else of value in the divorce. I fought tooth and nail with her lawyers to keep the house because it’s where I raised my kids and I wanted to hold onto those memories for them. But I’m realizing it’s just a pile of wood. What really matters is the memories we’re making now. What’s important is the present and future. Not the past.”

      He continues to stare at me, not saying anything.

      Again, the silence becomes too much. Just as I’m about to leave, he says, “I know you’re struggling. You’ll have nothing if you sell your house.”

      I laugh at the thought. “That’s where you’re wrong. I’ll have everything. My daughter will get to experience college abroad with her best friend. Their happiness means the world to me, so I’ll only gain from selling my house. Not lose.”

      Ted stands up to face me. At first I think he might hit me, then he sticks out his hand and gives me a firm handshake. He hugs me and gives me a hard, yet friendly clap on the back. I’m shocked.

      He says, “You’re not who I would’ve imagined for my daughter to end up with, but she couldn’t have picked a better guy. You have a heart of gold, buddy. Always have, and you deserved better than Gina. My daughter is definitely better than that psychopath.” He laughs. “No offense.”

      I laugh too. “None taken.”

      “I’m not going to lie, seeing you with my daughter is going to take some getting used to. But we won’t get in your way. You have our blessing.”

      “That means a lot to me, Ted, and I know it will mean everything to Cleo.”

      “It’s good to see you happy again, my friend. It’s been a long time.”

      He’s right. It’s been a long time since I’ve been truly happy. I’m happier now than I’ve ever been.
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* * *

      Later in the night, I knock on the door of Cleo’s room, but it’s Tara who answers. She looks happy to see me, which I haven’t been used to since the divorce. After all the lies her mom told her, I feared she’d grown to permanently hate me. I love that I have my daughter back.

      “Hi daddy,” she says.

      My smile stretches. She hasn’t called me that in years. “Hi Tara Bear, is Cleo around?”

      She gives me a little wink and opens the door wider to show Cleo sitting on the bed with one of her books. Cleo jumps up off the bed when she sees me and runs to the door.

      “You two stay out of trouble,” Tara says and waves at us before shutting the door.

      It’s late. We’re the only ones in the hallway. “Midnight pancakes? There’s a twenty-four-hour café down the street,” I ask Cleo.

      “Sounds fantastic.”

      We head for the elevator. As it starts its slow descent, I ask her, “Are you okay?”

      She practically tackles me when she hugs me, throwing herself into my arms. She kisses me deeply. I cup her face in my hands, taking in the slight pinkness in her cheeks from when we went from the warm halls to the cold lift that goes down to the lobby. I notice the red highlights in her dark hair under the fluorescents, and the starburst shape in the iris of her pale eyes. I look at every inch of her, relishing in her existence.

      She’s so beautiful and it’s difficult to hold back my arousal. I need to have her now. It can’t wait a moment longer.

      I hit the emergency stop button on the elevator. It’s late so I don’t have to worry about someone complaining.

      Cleo gives me a conspiratorial smile. “What are you up to?” she asks.

      “You’ll see.”

      I stare at her under the elevator lights and anything seems possible now that we have the blessings from our families. There’s nothing anyone can do to keep us apart.

      I grab Cleo’s waist, drawing her near. She shivers when I move my hand up to rest just under the swell of her soft breast. She gazes up at me with soft, loving eyes. The look on her face tells me that she knows what will happen next and she’s desperate for it. My fingers brush her hard nipple through the fabric of her bra. I pinch it and my cock grows harder when she gasps.

      Her eyes flutter closed as I explore her body. “What if we get caught?” she says.

      “We won’t.”

      I slip my hands into the elastic waist of her jogging pants, rubbing the fabric of her lacy panties underneath. They’re wet and sticky just as I knew they would be. I love how turned on she gets. I’ve never been with a woman who gets so worked up. Every time I’m with her I marvel at the fact that this perfect young goddess who could have anyone she wants, chose to be with me.

      My hand slips beneath her panties into the warm, slippery heaven beneath. Her legs go weak at the first touch to her swollen pussy. She has to lean against wall to hold herself up.

      I pull down her pants and underwear until they puddle at her feet. She’s naked from the waist down. I’m not worried about anyone interrupting us at the moment. We could go somewhere else to be alone, somewhere more private, but I can’t wait. I need to have her right now.

      Her breathing is rapid, her pussy dripping steadily. Her shaved pussy silky, in need of my attention. I need to run my tongue over the soft skin and taste her sweetness. I run my fingers down the wet slit.

      “Damn, you have such a pretty pussy,” I say in awe of its perfection. It’s a piece of art, all pink and tight and swollen with want.

      My hard-on rages inside my pants. Any longer and the feeling building up inside of me will become painful.

      I push my finger past the engorged folds and the whimper that she makes is pure bliss. When I add another, she starts to melt, hanging onto me again to keep from falling. Her eyes are wide and she’s holding her breath. She’s going to cum.

      I kiss her hard, pulling her tongue into my mouth, greedy, urgent. She starts to pull away, but I hold her face to mine and force my tongue between her lips and kiss her again. I hurriedly pull off her shirt and bra, exposing her pert little tits. Her nipples are bright red and hard as diamonds. It’s cold in the elevator, but she seems not to notice. Besides, I plan to warm her up really quick. I suck her perfect breasts, biting her nipples. She moans and my fingers are flooded with her juices as it pours from her pussy. I have her loosened up enough to slip in a third finger. I move them around until finding the ridges of her g-spot. As I start to massage that sensitive area, her eyes roll in the back of her head.

      “I need to fuck you,” I say. I won’t be able to control myself much longer.

      “Then fuck me,” she says.

      I smile as she bites my lip.

      I shake my head, changing my mind. I’m not going to make it that easy on either of us. “No, I want to drive you crazy first.”

      She pulls back and gives me a wanting look.

      I push her up against the elevator wall and fall to my knees in front of her. Her pussy is so wet it looks as though she were doused in baby oil. I lick the top of her mound near the clit, but not touching it, and taste her delicious sweetness. I play with the small patch of hair she left behind. I don’t think I’ve ever seen such a magnificent pussy in all of my life. Her clit is hard and every time I suck on it, it gets more swollen. Her wetness coats my lips and tongue as I explore every inch of the cleft between her legs.

      I grab one of her legs and put it over my shoulder to spread her farther apart so I can get deep in there. I love how unabashed she is. She doesn’t mind the light, doesn’t mind me spreading her apart and looking at her thoroughly. I test her boundaries and rub my finger against her little asshole. She flinches a little but then relaxes as I continue to pleasure her. She’s not ready for that just yet, but she will be soon. Yet another thing I have to look forward to when it comes to my future with Cleo. I can’t wait to take her in every way possible, but right now, this is enough.

      I pull my fingers from her body, lick them, and put my mouth to her opening, lapping it up. Then I push my fingers back inside of her. Though she’s loosened up a bit, she’s still tight and warm. I never want to leave.

      Her breathing quickens, then it stops and I know she’s close. I continue finger-fucking her and licking until she’s squirting. It’s all over me and running down her legs. She’s crying out so loud that I have to reach up and cover her mouth to keep us from being discovered.

      When her cries die down she says, “Oh. My. God.” The look of drunk satisfaction on her face only makes my painful hard on rage.

      I turn her around so that her ass faces me, and tell her to put her hands against the wall. When she’s in position, I slowly sink into her. She’s primed and easy to enter. Her pussy squeezes my cock like a tight glove. She feels so good that I almost come instantly. It takes all my willpower to refrain.

      Her next orgasm causes tremors through her body and I push through it even though some of the contractions threaten to push me out. I fuck her hard, pounding, drilling. It’s brutal, I’m an animal, but I know she’s up for it. She’s used to getting fucked now and she likes it hard and fast.

      Her moans become screams each time my hips smash up against her ass. “Fuck me. Oh God, you feel so good inside my pussy,” she says. Her dirty words drive me insane.

      I grab her hips and our skin slaps together. She starts to scream as yet another orgasm takes over. It’s impossible to stop once my own orgasm hits. My whole body starts to shudder and my mind goes blank. Only pleasure is capable of getting through my brain. The world around me ceases to exist and in this moment it’s just me and Cleo.

      It takes minutes before I recover. Pulling out, I watch as my cum spills out from between her legs. She turns to face me and I kiss her. Now that we’ve calmed down, I start to notice the cold again. Her body is covered in goosebumps. As much as I hate to see her clothes come back on, I don’t want her to be uncomfortable.

      As we walk out of the elevator and into the street, I think about how lucky I am to have Cleo in my life. Maybe all that pain I went through was worth it to get to where I am now. Having Cleo is worth it. I would do it all over again.

      We go to the café. She has waffles and I have crepes. We talk into the early hours of the morning, until the sun comes up again. Her parents will be taking her to the university soon to check out the campus. That was a big part of why they decided to go on this Paris trip: kill two birds with one stone. She’ll finally get to see where she’ll be studying for the next year.

      “Are you nervous about school?” I ask her.

      “I was, but not now that I’ll have Tara around and you nearby.”

      I grin at her. “I’ll probably have to stay at some hole in the wall. But I’d be willing to live in a cardboard box if it meant being near you.”

      “Are you sure this is what you want?” she asks. “Where will Charlie go?”

      “He’s staying in the dorms. When school’s out, he’ll come stay with me or one of his friends. It will all work out.”

      Cleo reaches across the table and takes my hand. “Thank you. I love you so much.”

      “I love you too. Forever. No one will ever keep us apart.”
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      A cab pulls up in front of my dorm and I climb inside the back seat and roll my window down. I can’t believe it’s June already. My hair whips at my face and the warm air feels wonderful.

      My first year at college in Paris was amazing. I thought I might struggle because of language barriers, but I quickly became fluent in French slang and was able to keep up. My GPA remained at a 4.0 and I’ve made plenty of friends. I’m so excited that I get to see my best friend every day. The school was so generous to allow Tara in at the last minute, and they found us an available room in the dorms so we could share.

      Best of all, I get to see Nicholas on the weekends. He sold his house and found a small apartment in a village on the outskirts of Paris. I wouldn’t call it a hole in the wall, but it’s not much bigger. But it’s perfect for the two of us. Luckily Charlie decided to stay with friends, so Nicholas and I always have the place to ourselves, and that gives Tara the dorm room to herself when her new boyfriend comes around.

      The apartment is quaint and cozy. Even if it wasn’t, it wouldn’t matter. As long as we’re together. The only thing that would make this situation better would be if my family was around more. I only got to see them for a few days at Christmas when they came to visit. At least I’ll get to see more of them now. They plan to stay the summer in Paris. My mom texted me an hour ago, letting me know the family arrived safely at Nicholas’s apartment and they would be checking into their hotel suite soon. Nicholas invited them to stay at his apartment, but it’s a cramped two bedroom and it would be a nightmare to squeeze everyone in there for the whole summer.

      The cab pulls up to the curb in front of Nicholas’ apartment. Nicholas comes outside. Our eyes lock and my heart lifts and my stomach is filled with butterflies. I get that giddy feeling I always get when I’m around him. I run into his arms. He lifts me into the air and spins me until I’m dizzy with laughter.

      “God, I’ve missed you,” he says.

      “It’s only been five days.”

      “I don’t care if it’s only five minutes. I always miss you.”

      He kisses me and I don’t ever want to let him go, but them someone clears their throat behind me. I break away and look over my shoulder to see my mom.

      “Mom!” I’m so excited to see her—embarrassed but excited. Mostly I’m embarrassed that she saw me kissing Nicholas, but she doesn’t seem to care. By now they’re used to the idea of our relationship. And since they’ll be in Paris for their vacation over the summer, they’re really going to have to get used to us being together because I’m no longer trying to hide my relationship. Nicholas even told Gina about us. The news pissed her off so much that she called several times a day for months before finally giving up. Now that the truth is out, she has no power over him. And now that Tara knows the lies her mom told, she has no power over her daughter either. Nicholas and I have been happy since.

      Tara comes out of Nicholas’ apartment. She’s with her boyfriend who doesn’t speak a word of English. He tries, though, and gets it adorably wrong. I’m so glad to see my best friend happy.

      “What took you so long?” she asks. She left campus a few hours before I did.

      “Traffic. All these damn tourists,” I joke, looking pointedly at my mom. She gives me a playful slap on the arm then pulls me into a bear hug. I’ve missed my family so much.

      We go inside the apartment. Charlie and my brother are on the couch playing video games. My dad is in the kitchen, making himself at home. My mom and Tara join him while Nicholas and I take my bags to our room. Nicholas shuts the door behind us. He lifts me up and tosses me on the bed. I laugh as he climbs on top of me.

      “We have to be careful,” I tell him, making a motion with my hands for us to be quiet.

      “Oh come on,” he says playfully, “we’re long past being a secret.”

      “I know, but I don’t want to be disrespectful to my parents.”

      He kisses me on the nose. “I know. You’re right. But tonight, when they go to their suite, you’re all mine.”

      “You better believe it.”

      He tickles me until I’m laughing so hard I nearly pee myself. I roll off the bed and flee into the kitchen with the rest of my family. Everyone is happy and laughing and talking. This feels so much like home, I don’t ever want it to end.
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* * *

      Later in the evening, we have a big meal and catch up with everyone. I was hoping we could all do something together tonight. I wanted to show them all the non-tourist attractions I’ve learned about since living in the city. But everyone seems to have other plans. My parents want to go to some war monument, Tara and Charlie want to go downtown and see one of their favorite bands preform at a club. And Nicholas wants to take me to go see the Eiffel Tower.

      I’m bummed, but not too worried about not spending time with my family. They’ll be here all summer. There’s plenty of time for that.

      After dinner, everyone leaves to go on their separate adventures. As always, I’m the last to get ready, so Nicholas and I are leaving for our plans late. He doesn’t seem to mind, though. He’s so laid back and always goes with the flow.

      I hop in the shower. At least there’s still plenty of warm water left. The warm water feels good. I’m shampooing my hair when I feel a cool breeze, which interrupts the comfort of the steamy shower. I don’t know where the breeze could be coming from since I hadn’t opened a window or opened a vent. I turn around toward the door and see Nicholas standing there. He closes the door.

      It’s not hard to see the large erection concealed in his pants.

      “How long have you been standing there?” I ask him.

      “Not nearly long enough,” he says in a husky voice.

      “Oh yeah? Like what you see?”

      I pose for him, making sure he gets the full picture of my glistening naked body. He grabs his hard-on through his jeans. I touch my breasts, run my fingers across my hard nipples. I put a few drops of body wash into my palm and start to soap up my body, really making a scene of scrubbing my pussy and ass before rinsing off.

      Nicholas slips off his jeans and then his boxer-briefs. He’s so beautiful naked. He’s beautiful clothed as well, but there’s something so powerful and masculine about the muscles that ripple beneath his skin when he’s naked.

      I move to the side to let him into the shower with me. The water trickles across his chest and chiseled stomach. It trails down his body and I watch, enraptured, as my gaze moves toward his gorgeous cock. It’s long and thick and proud. When fully hard—as it is now—it’s quite intimidating. I want to touch it and suck it and have it conquer any of my orifices it might fit in. Lately we’ve been talking about anal sex and the possibility of trying it out. I’m nervous. We even bought a butt plug and lube to prepare my body. I’ve been using it daily to get used to something larger than a finger being in there.

      Right now, having him all to myself, I think I’m ready for the real thing.

      He steps toward me. I hold my hand up to stop him. He looks confused because I’ve never denied him sex. It’s always me grabbing him and making the first move. If anything, I wear him out.

      “Hold on a second,” I say and step out of the shower, putting on my robe.

      “You’re not leaving me alone in here, are you?” he asks, sounding a little dejected.

      I giggle. “Not for long. Trust me, it will be worth the wait.”

      I run into the bedroom and grab the bottle of lube and the butt plug from my bag. When I get back into the bathroom and show him, his eyes widen and so does his smile.

      “I’ve been practicing for you,” I tell him.

      “Oh, really? You sure you’re ready for that?”

      “More than ready.”

      “Come here,” he says.

      I take off my robe and get under the water with him. He kisses me hard. His lips and tongue explore mine, desperate, excited. The shower spray wets our faces, making everything slippery. I love the feel of his wet skin against mine.

      He takes hold of my breast and sucks on my nipple. The feeling sends a bolt of electricity to my clit and makes me almost come instantly. It’s the perfect combination of biting and flicking his tongue that gets me every time.

      When he’s done with my nipples, he kneels down, his mouth just inches from the sweet spot between my legs. He looks up at me with his captivating eyes and my breath shudders.

      I run my fingers through his wet hair and bring him closer to me. Still watching my eyes, his tongue slowly emerges from his mouth and licks the tip of my clit. My knees instantly go weak and I let out a moan of encouragement. It’s enough.

      He buries his face into my wet and aching pussy, sucking my clit the way I suck his cock, slow at first, teasing, before enveloping it with my hungry mouth. His long tongue snakes into my opening, wiggling around, and fuck, it feels amazing.

      “I need you inside of me,” I insist. “I can’t wait any longer.” It’s been over a week since I’ve seen him last and all I can think about is how well he fills me. I crave that full feeling.

      He stands up and turns me around. If he weren’t holding onto me so tight I might slip. But he has a solid grip and he bends me over. With one hard thrust he enters me. I yell out in surprise. I don’t know why I still feel surprised by the size of him and tightness of him inside of me, but I do. He fucks me hard, not bothering one bit to be gentle. And I don’t want gentle. Not at all. I want him to fuck my brains out. I want him to drill me so hard that I lose my mind and my vision, and all other senses.

      He grabs me by the hair and pulls my head back, kissing the side of my neck. With his other hand, he slaps me hard on the ass; hard enough to leave a red hand print. I love it when he gets rough. Don’t get me wrong, he can be the most passionate and gentle lover that a girl could ever dream of, but there’s just something about when he turns into a wild animal that I crave. It’s what I dream about at night, what I picture in my head when I masturbate.

      “God you feel good. I love being inside your tight little pussy,” he growls.

      He pounds me so hard I have to be careful not to slam my head against the tile. I put my hands in front of my face for protection. He touches my asshole, pulls out and rubs the head of his dick against it.

      “Are you sure you want to do this?” he asks me. He’s the only one who seems unsure. I know exactly what I want.

      A quiver runs through me with anticipation. “I want it so bad,” I moan. I’m too turned on to stop now.

      He grabs the bottle of lube and squirts some onto his finger and inserts it into my ass. It feels amazing. By now my body is plenty used to having this kind of attention with my own fingers. I roll my hips has he plays and plunges. I never thought anal would feel this good. I don’t know what all the stigma is all about. If everyone tried it, they would know it was fun. And done with someone you love and trust, it’s downright heavenly.

      He squirts the lube onto the head of his cock then slathers his dick with it until it’s nice and slippery, then adds some to my asshole too. My pussy clenches with excitement. It seems so dirty and taboo, and I love every second of it as he pushes the head against that sensitive opening.

      When the head pushes through, there’s a twinge of discomfort at first. Nicholas has a really big dick; much bigger than the plug, but I quickly get used to his size. He moves extremely slow to get my body used to his size. It doesn’t take long before the discomfort subsides. He inches his way in until he can’t go any further.

      Once the discomfort subsides, I rock against him, driving him in and out of me. He holds my hips and starts to fuck me. There’s something about taking it in the ass that instantly brings me right to the edge of orgasm. I want this to last because it’s been a week since I’ve seen Nicholas and I love this intimate time together, but at the same time, I don’t know how much longer I can hold on. I can tell by the shift in his breath and the forcefulness of his thrust, that he’s close too. It’s too late to slow down now.

      He reaches around and puts two fingers inside my dripping pussy, double stuffing me. And that’s it. I can’t take anymore. I explode into an orgasm with a loud cry. Several grunts and hard thrusts later, Nicholas’s cock starts to throb and pulse inside of me as he empties his load.

      He slumps against my back. We’re both weak and out of breath.

      “Holy shit, that was incredible,” he says.

      “Better than I could’ve hoped,” I agree.

      We clean each other up with body wash and just hold each other, enjoying our naked bodies pressed against each other. I could stay like this with him forever, but eventually we run out of hot water and have to flee from the shower.

      I dry off and get dressed. I’m excited to see the tower with him. We never got the chance to go last summer like we planned. He hails a cab and we weave through traffic to get to one of the most popular tourists attractions on the planet.

      When we get there, and I look up at one of the most iconic images in modern history. It takes my breath away. It’s so much different than seeing it in pictures.

      “What do you think?” Nicholas asks.

      I hold my hand to my chest and feel my heart beating rapidly. “It’s so amazing, I don’t even know how to put it into words.”

      We ask people to take our picture in front of it like all the rest of the tourists, and we head for the stairs. We walk up the flights of steps. It would take all day to reach the top. Only the first two flights are open to the public. It takes us forty-five minutes to get there.

      When we’re at the top of the second flight, I freeze, taken aback. Standing there is Tara, my mom, and the rest of our family.

      “What’s going on?” I ask. I thought everyone had other plans. And why would they choose to come up here without me? No one says anything. They just stand there, grinning. I turn to Nicholas to see if he knows what’s going on. He’s down on his knee, holding a velvet box with a beautiful ring in it.

      I put my hand to my mouth in shock. I always thought it was such a cliché for women to react that way during a proposal, but I get it now. I’m completely speechless.

      “Cleo, will you make me the happiest man in the world and be my wife?”

      I can’t speak and there’s a lump in my throat that the words can’t seem to get past, but I know the answer. It is undeniable. There was never a doubt in my mind. Tears start to fall. I can hear my mom crying but I can’t seem to look away from Nicholas and the ring in his hands.

      Tara leans over toward me. “Say yes,” she whispers.

      Charlie whistles.

      My dad says, “Take a deep breath, hon.”

      I do what my dad says and breathe. “Yes, of course I’ll marry you.”

      He slips the ring on my finger. It’s a perfect fit. No doubt my mom helped him with that. He stands up and wraps me in a hug. This is more perfect than I ever dreamed it could be. My whole family is here and they support us. I couldn’t have asked for a more romantic proposal, and I definitely couldn’t have asked for a better man to spend the rest of my life with. I thought this kind of romance was unique to the books I love so much. But it’s my time for a happily ever after.
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      “Maggie! You’re going to be late. You can’t afford to be late during your first few weeks. It will reflect badly on your father.”

      I glare at my reflection in the bedroom mirror as I finish tugging my brown mess of waves into a high ponytail. It’s the best I’ll be able to muster at this hour of the morning. Over my shoulder, a shelf full of stuffed animals watches me balefully, as if judging.

      I get it. I’d judge me too, if I were them. 23 years old and here I am, still living in my childhood bedroom—a bedroom that has not been updated since I left to live in the NYU dorms downtown, then a dingy shared apartment with ten other students. That was five years ago. Now, freshly finished with my nursing degree, I’m back in this trap. Back in a life I never wanted to live.

      Worst of all, I’m supposed to be grateful for it all.

      “Maggie!” My mother’s voice sharpens in warning. I recognize that tone. It’s the I’m not going to warn you again voice.

      “I’m coming!” I cinch my scrubs tight and grab my purse, hurrying toward the stairs. We live in an honest to goodness Upper West Side brownstone, the kind of house that nobody who hasn’t lived here for generations could afford anymore. Luckily, thanks to my father’s job running one of the best hospitals in the city, we can afford to pay the crazy high property taxes.

      But, according to him anyway, he can’t afford to pay that, my med school tuition bills, and rent for me somewhere on my own. So here I am, back at home, working my debt off to my parents in a different way. By taking a nursing gig at Dad’s hospital, right under his nose, where he can keep an eye on me.

      I barely make it to the bottom of the staircase before he’s glaring at me, studying everything from my sneakers to the scrubs I chose, a cute pair with bright pink stripes.

      “Those look frivolous,” he comments, before he sniffs and turns back to the kitchen. Apparently the rest of me passes inspection, at least for the moment. “How much of my money did you waste on those,” he adds over his shoulder, as my mother passes him a cup of his coffee. The same kind she prepares every morning, just the way he likes it: black, no milk or sugar.

      Like his soul, I always joke. But only where he can’t hear me.

      “I didn’t,” I respond, crossing my arms. “It was a present from Julia.” One of my nursing school friends, and a former roommate back when I still lived downtown, near school. Our apartment building was a rat hole, the bedroom I shared with her a constant mess, not to mention plagued by a never-ending stream of infestations—everything from bed bugs to cockroaches. Yet I still preferred it to my current room.

      That should tell you something.

      “Julia. The one with the hair?” Dad squints into his coffee suspiciously, the same way he does every morning. As if Mom might have somehow messed up the order.

      Over his shoulder, Mom fires me a semi-apologetic glance. Not that she’d ever stand up to him on my behalf or anything. In this house, Dad makes the rules, and the rest of us leap to follow them.

      “The redhead, you mean? Yes, that’s her,” I grumble, shouldering past him to pour my own cup. To be honest, it stings a little, the reminder of my friends. I haven’t seen any of them in months. Because they’re all off doing what I wish I could be doing. Julia took a position straight out of nursing school with Doctors Without Borders, and a handful of our other roommates followed her shortly thereafter. They sent me some photos from their placements the other night. I sent back a sad selfie in my childhood bedroom.

      Then I stayed up halfway through the night, scrolling through their social media feeds. Drinking in every detail I could.

      It’s not the travel I envy, though that would be fun too, of course. It’s the fact that they’re doing something. They’re helping the people who really need it most. Not like me, stuck here serving all the same rich old clientele I’ve watched my dad kowtow to for his entire adult life.

      “Are you coming?” Dad barks, before I’ve even had a chance to finish downing my coffee. I grab a to-go mug before I grab my jacket from the kitchen counter. It’s getting colder outside, finally, though even the fall bite in the air—normally my favorite season of the year—hasn’t improved my gloomy mood.

      Just appease him for now, I can practically hear my mother saying, despite the fact that she says nothing for now. She just leans in to kiss my father’s cheek and then mine as we parade past. But she’s given me the talk enough times by now that I have it memorized. After your school tuition debt is paid back, then you can decide what you want to do. Where you want to live and work.

      She acts like that will be easy. Like the years upon years of work I’ll need to put in here will pass before I even know it.

      Frankly, if Dad had explained before I went to nursing school how this whole “you need to pay me back” thing was going to work, I would have taken out my own student loans instead. Sure, I’d be broke as hell right now, but I’d be broke and happy.

      It would’ve been worth it, I think.

      Maybe.

      I sling on my coat and trudge out after Dad into the predawn light. This time of year, it’s still dark by the time we need to be up and about. There’s a faint sheen of ice on the windshield. Without a word, Dad passes me the scraper, and gets into the car himself to warm it up. I sigh, my breath fogging, and start to scrape the frost from the windows.

      By the time I’ve finished, I’ve worked up a sweat, and I’m not even at work yet. I slide into the car and shove my hands right up against the heating vent, which has started to feebly spit out faintly warmer air than the rest of the car. I’m shivering myself back to life when Dad clears his throat in a way that makes my stomach sink. I recognize that sound. Not to mention the expression he shoots me from the corner of his eye.

      “We have some things we need to discuss,” he says as he puts the car into gear.

      I slip my hands under my thighs and clench them into fists out of sight, since he’d tell me off for looking visibly annoyed otherwise. Dad’s big on “accepting constructive criticism with poise and grace.” AKA, he hates when I talk back to him or in any way question his directives.

      “I went through your patient roster,” he says, and I blow out an exasperated breath.

      “Dad, I went to school for this, you know. I understand how to do my job.”

      “That’s funny, because last I checked, I’m the one who paid for that school, and I’m your boss’s boss’s boss, and I’ve been working in hospitals since I was younger than you. So I’m pretty sure that between the two of us, I’m the one who knows how you need to do your job.” He jerks his head toward the backseat, and I notice with a suppressed grimace that he’s got a stack of folders spread across the seats. As usual.

      I spot a file folder with my name on it, right on top of the files with a few other employee names. I spot Russ’s folder lingering near the seat behind me, and feel a brief pang of sympathy for him. Russ is my father’s oldest friend, all the way back from when they were in medical school together. He’s a surgeon and doesn’t usually have to deal with Dad’s daily BS meetings, where Dad delivers his marching orders to everyone in the hospital, all the way down to the newbie little nurses like me.

      Some rich woman must be coming in for an elective plastic surgery, if Dad has a file with Russ’s name on it. Normally, Russ is just about the only person in the hospital who Dad trusts. He has fairly free reign over the surgery wing, in comparison to the heads of all the other departments. It never ceases to amaze me that Russ hasn’t applied to another hospital and escaped to freedom somewhere else. After all, unlike me, he isn’t beholden to my father.

      Yet despite the fact that Russ is warm and friendly—not to mention kind of hot, I can’t lie, I had such a crush on him back in undergrad—for some reason he likes my dad. The two of them hang out outside of work, something none of Dad’s other “friends” do. Well, except for the mutual friends he and Mom have, who come over for barbecues. But even they’re all mostly Mom’s friends, really, who put up with Dad glowering in the corner and announcing his displeasure over everything, from the food down to the music.

      When I hesitate for too long, Dad clears his throat. “Inside your folder,” he starts, subtly emphasizing the words until I finally sigh and reach back to take the thing, “you’ll find a list of the patients you’ll be attending to over the next couple of days. I’ve highlighted three of them in particular. Two are children of members of our board, so they’re going to need extra close attention. The third is the son of a man I went to Yale with, so I’d also like you to give him more time than you normally would.”

      “Dad, I have…” I flip through the book, my eyes widening. “Twenty five patients in here. That’s a ton. I’m going to have to make sure they all get taken care of—”

      “And you will make sure that those three, in particular, are your priority. Yes.” He sets his jaw, his eyes narrowed, tone firm. It’s a face that brooks no room for disagreement.

      I sink back against my seat, my stomach churning. It has nothing to do with the coffee I hastily chugged earlier, and everything to do with how badly these orders sit with me. “Dad…” There’s no way that I can agree to this. Not in good conscience.

      When I went to nursing school, it was because I wanted to make a difference. I wanted to help people. Not just the people who have a ton of money or who have power and influence. Everyone. Including the ones who need it most.

      Before I can protest further, though, Dad makes a left turn, drawing us close enough to pull within sight of the hospital. It towers over the apartment buildings to either side of it, a massive, hulking structure. I spot a cluster of doctors and nurses near the front entrance, on their way in to begin their day. Closer to hand, positioned right beside the street and lit up with at least as many spotlights as the OR itself, stands an enormous billboard with our last name emblazoned on it.

      Thomas Cuthbert Owens General Hospital.

      The hospital is family-owned, after all, passed down through generations from my great-great grandfather, who named the building after his father (or so he claimed, anyway—they had the same name, so I like to tell myself it was his excuse for being able to name a huge city hospital after himself). Now Dad, better known as Dr. John Owens, owns the place. Though, to judge by how it’s still run, like an antiquated old guard monolith, you’d think nothing much had improved except for surgical techniques since his great-grandpa’s day.

      We pull past the drive, and we’ve barely made it to the front doors before Dad’s assistant leaps forward, the same way he does every morning.

      “Dr. Owens.” He actually bows when Dad opens his door. You can’t make this shit up. “Today’s briefing,” he announces, withdrawing a tablet from his inside coat pocket while Dad passes over his keys.

      I undo my seatbelt and slip out of the car, my folder full of marching orders tucked under my arm, while Dad’s assistant reads him the business of the day. A lot of meetings, from the sound of it, and some complaints from the board of directors that Dad will need to address.

      I’m turning away already, heading for the large double doors, when Dad calls after me.

      “One moment. We weren’t finished with our conversation, Maggie.”

      I grit my teeth and stop, right beside the sliding glass doors. They whir open to admit a pair of surgeons and a nurse, all chatting happily, one laughing. I envy them. They don’t have the hospital owner breathing down their necks, demanding impossible, unethical tasks from them.

      “Yes?” I ask, plastering on my best faux polite smile. Over Dad’s shoulder, I watch his assistant pull away from the curb in the car, off to go park it in Dad’s place of honor right next to the main entrance. Because Dad was too lazy to even pull the car ten more feet over to his own parking spot and then walk back to the doors.

      And he calls me spoiled.

      “I want to hear you say it,” Dad says, stopping beside the sliding doors, close enough that they whir open and shut in a stuttering rhythm, every time Dad shifts on his feet. Which he does, staring me down, willing me to relent.

      “I’ll give those patients the attention they need,” I reply cagily.

      “Maggie.”

      “Dad. I know you want to keep the board happy, and I understand that you don’t want your son’s friend to be neglected. But I’m a nurse. I took this job to help people. I’m going to take care of all of my patients. Equally.”

      “Do you like your position?” Dad tilts his head to one side, his eyes flashing. “Do you want to stay in this hospital? Because this is the kind of work it takes.”

      “No!” I blurt out. “I don’t want to be here, I want to be halfway around the world where all my friends are, doing some actual good.”

      “Margaret Owens,” he says, my full name. That means trouble.

      But I’m already storming away, too furious to play pretend right now. Maybe once I calm down, take a few deep breaths, I can go back and simper and pretend to agree to his rules. But right now, I need to clear my head.

      “You look after those patients,” he calls after me. “You’ll do as I say or missing out on your friends’ vacation will be the least of your worries.”

      Vacation. The word rankles, along with everything else about Dad’s attitude. Like my friends are just off galivanting around the world enjoying themselves, instead of risking their lives in dangerous situations, trying their best to do some good. I ball my fists so tightly that my nails dig into my palms. Screw Dad’s oblivious attitude. And screw his marching orders. I’m not putting up with it, not today.

      I slam into the locker rooms and shove my bag into my cubbyhole. My phone dings, and I check it, still trembling from my anger, assuming it will be a message from Dad demanding that I get my ass to his office right now.

      It’s not. It’s a photo message from Julia, one that makes me still in my tracks, my fists unclenching. She’s in Thailand right now, I think, helping with a yellow fever outbreak. She sent the text to our group chat, since some of our friends have different placements on the other side of the globe. We’re all over the place now, scattered to the four winds, but we still do our best to keep in touch with one another whenever we can.

      I open the photo and have to suppress a smile at the sight. It’s Julia with her arms wrapped around a couple of her colleagues out there, all of them beaming. A few patients stand with them too, and one holds a sign. All Better. Julia added a caption beneath it.

      Hope you’re all having as good a day as I am. Had a few tough cases here who pulled through this morning. She adds a series of kissy emojis.

      I quickly type a few back, along with some hearts. A couple more messages ding in from other friends, congratulating and celebrating with her. I breathe in deep, smiling, even despite the pang in my heart. That should be me. I should be out there with her, doing real good. Helping. It’s what I was trained for, what I did all those extra late night hours of studying for. It’s what kept me going through all the years of school. The knowledge that one day, I’d do my part to make the world healthier.

      Instead, I’m stuck here, catering to rich patients and their spoiled kids.

      With a groan, I slam my locker shut, my folder tucked under one arm. At least Dad didn’t follow me here to continue our argument. I wouldn’t put that kind of behavior past him—he’s done the same and worse in the past. But the locker room is fairly quiet today, just me and Heather and Lionel over at their lockers on the far wall. I wave to them both and scurry from the room, not up for Heather’s bright and bubbly conversation or Lionel’s morose summary of every contagious disease within the hospital today. It’s forever shocking to me that a hypochondriac like him ever went into nursing as a career.

      Luckily, he seems distracted, deep in a conversation with Heather. I catch the words cholera in the air and scurry out before I can be drawn in deeper. Out in the main hallways, the fluorescent lighting makes my eyes sting, and the rooms smell like disinfectant and antiseptics. I flip open my folder and spot the first name on the stack, the ones Dad highlighted as a child of the board members. I skim their case file. Nothing serious ailing them, just a flu most likely. Their IV drips will need changed, but not for another half an hour, which gives me time to check on another patient first.

      I skim to the back of the file, to a man who was found on the street frozen near to death last night. He didn’t have any ID on him, and nobody could find an insurance card or anything. He’s warming up in one of the communal rooms in the back of the hospital, near the stairwell, where we stick the patients we aren’t sure have insurance or even Medicaid.

      Squaring my shoulders, I snap the file shut and make my way there first. Screw Dad’s orders. I’ll do what I think is proper, as a nurse. It’s my job, after all.

      If he wants to fight me, well, then I’ll put up a fight. I might not be able to help away from home, not yet anyway, not until I’ve paid off my school debt to my father. But in the meantime, I can sure as hell do what I can here.
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      I’m still angry by the time I finish making my morning rounds. Angry enough that when the buzzer overhead beeps and my name is read out: “Margaret Owens, please report to the directorial office, Margaret Owens,” it’s enough to make my blood boil.

      “He has got to be kidding me.” I slam my file folder onto the top of the tray I’ve been pushing around all morning. The whole thing rattles, but I don’t care. I storm away from it, fists balled.

      I did what he told me to. Yes, okay, I visited a couple other patients before his precious “priority” ones. But I visited the board members’ kids’ rooms, one after the next, making sure to triple-check everything going on. I went to the Yale friend’s son too, and lingered for extra minutes, even though the guy kept checking me out and making less than appropriate comments about how well my scrubs suited my figure.

      What more could my father possibly want now?

      I’m tempted to ignore the summons, but I know he’ll just keep buzzing for me. I storm down the length of the hall toward the distant double doors that lead to the wing where Dad’s office is located. By the time I reach it, sure enough, someone has already paged me a second time overhead, and my stomach clenches. I hope my direct supervisor doesn’t hear this and judge me for not sprinting to Dad’s attention.

      I hope I don’t get into trouble for missing my next set of rounds, if Dad keeps me here for ages to lecture me.

      I hope a lot of things, really.

      I reach his office door just as it’s swinging open, and when it does, I freeze on the threshold, my breath catching in my throat.

      “Maggie!” Russ looks, if possible, even more handsome than usual. Unlike my dad, whose face has aged into permanent frown lines and a furrowed, disapproving brow, Russ’s only wrinkles are the faint laugh lines around the corners of his eyes. He smiles at me now, his salt-and-pepper hair still full and trimmed into a neat cut, his beard just long enough to show the same smattering of gray throughout it. It only adds to the sharp edge of his jawline, the high angles of his cheekbones.

      His face softens when he sees me, his dark eyes flashing with something like warning. “It’s been a while, hasn’t it? You’re looking more gorgeous by the day, you know.”

      Something curls in my belly, a warmth that spreads throughout my veins. Gorgeous. My teenage crush just called me gorgeous. But he means it in that way adults do, right? Like “oh you’re so cute, child of my best friend.” Surely he doesn’t mean anything more than that, does he?

      He doesn’t mean what I want him to mean.

      Still, I can’t help but notice the way his gaze drops, almost like he’s checking me out for a split second, before he recovers and steps aside, to allow me access into my father’s office.

      “John, I’ll talk to you later tonight,” Russ calls over his shoulder, and my father grumbles something inaudible in response. “Careful,” Russ adds to me, sotto-voice. “He’s in a mood.”

      “Believe me, I know,” I mumble, though I pause for long enough to trade conspiratorial grins with Russ before I slip past him into Dad’s office. As I pass, my hip brushes against his, my bicep skimming his forearm for a second. The heat of his skin is almost enough to make me stumble in my tracks.

      Get it together, Maggie. I need to deal with my father right now, not get swept under by the crush I’ve nursed since my senior year of high school, when Russ came over for my family’s semi-regular pool parties, stripped off his shirt and dove straight into the deep end. Watching him toss his head back, running a hand through that salt-and-pepper hair, a huge smile on his handsome, angular face…

      Fuck. It’s enough to distract me all over again, even now. I try not to think about how cute he still looked without a shirt, how his muscles haven’t faded with time. If anything, he looks in even better shape now. The man must have a serious workout routine. Then again, working in surgery here has got to be grueling, not to mention all the overtime I know Russ pulls.

      He, unlike my dad, is an idealist. He believes he can save every single person who walks through the OR doors, regardless of how hopeless others might pronounce the case. It’s always mystified me that he and my dad could get along so well, but I guess opposites can be friends sometimes.

      “Good luck,” I think I hear Russ murmur behind me, just before I pull the door shut after myself.

      Behind the desk, Dad clears his throat and reshuffles a stack of folders at his elbow. “So. I gave you one very simple instruction this morning.”

      “And I followed it,” I reply, before he can get his rant going.

      “You didn’t visit those three patients first.”

      “What, do you have people tailing me?” I ask, crossing my arms.

      “Don’t be ridiculous.” He points to his left, to a pair of large monitors on the side wall. Of course. He had the security cameras patched through to the spare monitors he has attached to his desktop.

      I roll my eyes. “Good to know you trust me to do my job, Dad.”

      “I was merely interested to see how you would do, following our chat this morning.”

      “You mean following your half hour long lecture,” I mumble.

      “You should have gone to the priority patients’ rooms first. You should always treat the priority patients first. We are a private hospital, Maggie. How do you think we stay funded? How do you think we’re able to treat anyone? Because we play the game, we treat the people who keep us funded and supplied very, very well.”

      I cross my arms. “That’s hardly ethical.”

      “It’s how business works. And until you understand that, I don’t know that I can continue to give you your own rounds. Or at least not as many as you’ve had before now.” He places his palms flat on his desk. “I’ve told your supervisor to switch you off the rest of your patients. The three priority patients will be your only three patients now.”

      My eyes widen. I had so many other people to check up on today. “But who will cover the rest?”

      “Heather and Lionel will step in, along with Martha.”

      Martha. The old woman who forgets where she put her own glasses half the time, let alone what medicine her stacks of patients need. “Will they have enough time?” I ask, panic rising in my gut. “There are so many people checked in today, and they all have their own patients to look in on already…”

      “Something you should have kept in mind before you made it necessary for me to pass all of this extra work along to them.” My father turns back to his computer, clearly a dismissal.

      “You are unbelievable sometimes, you know that?” I growl. But I can tell any more talking isn’t going to get through to him. And even if I try to continue working my rounds like I should, he’ll probably spy on me over the computers, report me to my supervisor—or make my supervisor squeal on me for ignoring his orders. Either way, I’m screwed.

      Why did he even pay for me to go to school if he was just going to treat me like an incompetent child the second I graduated?

      I storm out of his office and slam the door behind me, hard enough for it to echo all the way down the hallway. I’m stomping off down said hallway, when a familiar head pops out of a neighboring room.

      “That went well, I take it?” Russ again. I glare in response, which only makes him chuckle. “Sorry. I heard the slam and just guessed.”

      With a sigh, I lean against the wall beside the exam room Russ was just talking to a patient in. I wait for him to finish up and draw the door shut before I speak again. “Was he always like this?”

      “If you mean completely oblivious to the needs or desires of most everyone around him?” Russ grins, and I press my lips together, nodding. “Yeah, a little bit. He’s got a good heart deep down, he just tends to focus on the really big picture. When he’s in that mood, he forgets about how all the cogs in that big picture are human beings with feelings of their own.”

      I sigh and push off the wall to walk beside Russ as he strides down the long hallway, presumably back toward the surgery wing where he spends his time when he’s not following up on patients in recovery. “Sorry for being grumpy. I know I shouldn’t take my frustrations with him out on you.”

      “Don’t worry, I can take it.” Russ’s eyes sparkle when they catch mine, and not for the first time since it happened, I think about the way he startled when he saw me in Dad’s office, the way his gaze dripped over me. I can’t remember the last time I saw him—maybe about a month ago when I first started here?

      Has something changed since then? Or maybe just today?

      I side-eye Russ as we stroll, not bothering to disguise the fact that I’m checking him out. “I’ll bet you can,” I say, before I can think better of it.

      He laughs softly, just once, and it’s enough to draw my gaze back to his face. When I look up, I find his eyes boring into mine. Curious, searching. “When did you get so grown up, Maggie?”

      “A while ago.” I smirk, lifting my chin high, holding his gaze steady. “Just took you a minute to notice, I guess.”

      “Oh, you don’t know what I noticed,” he murmurs, and the sudden, low heat in his voice does all kinds of crazy things to my body. My toes curl inside my standard-issue work shoes, and my belly tenses. It feels like I swallowed a whole fireplace, there’s so much heat in my core, spreading out to tingle along the tips of my fingers.

      “Why don’t you tell me?” I raise an eyebrow and take a step closer to him. I expect him to back off, or tell me this is a bad idea. But he surprises me. He holds his ground, his smile only widening.

      “You sure you want to play this game with me, Mags?” He says the last word in a whisper, and it only stokes the flames that have been building further.

      Mags. It’s what he’s always called me, since as long as I can remember. When I was a teenager, going through my hormonal phase, I can’t deny, I fantasized about hearing him call me that in totally different situations. Russ might be twice my age, this whole thing might be totally inappropriate, but I don’t care.

      In fact, at the moment, if anything, that makes it even better. I think about the expression on Dad’s face, if he caught me flirting with his best friend, and it only makes me bolder. “I’ve always been good at games. Or don’t you remember how often I kicked your ass at poker nights?”

      He chuckles softly. “You realize I was going easy on you, right?”

      I arch an eyebrow. “Well, then you’d better stop. Because that’s exactly what I don’t want.”

      Russ pauses. He runs a hand through his hair, a motion that makes the corner of his scrubs top inch up, just far enough to reveal a slice of his stomach, cut abs above a happy trail that my hands itch to trace. Then it falls back into place, as he casts a quick glance around us in either direction, as if he’s trying to decide whether he should continue with this. There is a cluster of nurses passing, clipboards in hand. One of them glances our way, and then the rest do, all of them trading glances between them.

      In response, I reach up to place my fingertips on Russ’s arm, just above his watch. A barely-there touch, yet his skin feels heated under my fingertips. Boiling almost. But I keep my hand there, keep smiling, the grin turning mischievous as the nurses’ eyes widen, and they start to whisper amongst each other.

      I want them to talk about this. I want them to report it to Dad. I want him to know what happens when he pisses me off. Dad thinks he can control every single aspect of my life, but he can’t. There are some decisions only I can make, some areas where I’m still the one in control.

      And who I flirt with is very much one of those areas.

      To judge by the look on Russ’s face, as he glances from my hand on his arm, to my eyes and back again, he knows this is a bad idea. A dangerous one.

      But when his eyes find mine again, all fire and heat, I realize that he’s come to the same conclusion I have. If this is a dangerous game, that only makes it more interesting.

      “Really, Maggie Owens.” Russ takes a step toward me. Another. His chest almost touches me, we’re standing so close. At this distance, I catch his scent. He smells like musk and smoke, all heat and fire. It reminds me of the scotch he and Dad always drink at our get-togethers, while Mom and her friends are mixing up margaritas instead. Or maybe the cigars Russ smokes afterward, out on our patio. He let me have a puff off of one once, when I was still in high school, and I came out for just ten minutes to wave hello to the party before I had to head back upstairs to bury myself in books again.

      I still remember that night. The way he drew a puff before he passed the cigar to me, still wet from his mouth. The way I wrapped my lips around it and followed his instructions, breathed in a faint puff of smoke before I exhaled it, slow, through my nose so I could taste it right. It tasted incredible. But not as good as I imagined his mouth would taste, based on the tiny glimpse I got.

      It made me shiver, that night, when he put the cigar back into his mouth, and I knew his lips were clamped right where mine had been a second earlier, my cherry flavored lip gloss still tinting the butt of the cigar.

      “So tell me what you do want, then,” he murmurs, so close to me I can practically feel the words vibrate in his chest. He raises an eyebrow. “You like it hard?”

      “Hard. Rough.” I pause to flick my tongue across my lips, and I’m gratified to see the way his gaze drops to follow its tracks. “Anything but safe.”

      “Well.” His grin curls around the edges. “You certainly picked an interesting way to announce it, I’ll give you that. An interesting place to bring it up, too.” His gaze drifts back to the halls around us, following the tracks of the nurses. They’re almost at the far corner now, I can hear the squeak of their sneakers from here. They don’t work in the same wing as me, so I don’t know any of their names, but I recognize a few of them from around. And I’m sure all of them know who I am, at least.

      Word gets around fast when the director of the hospital’s daughter signs up to the nursing staff. No matter how much I might have wished to remain just another anonymous face in the staff room, it was never going to happen. Not with Owens splashed across my name tag.

      Or with my father in his office, sending down edicts like some kind of creepy overlord, obsessed with making sure I do every single thing he orders me to.

      But he never ordered me to do this. He would kill me if he saw it, in fact. A thought that makes the edges of my grin curl.

      “See, that’s what I’m worried about.” Russ arches an eyebrow, clearly watching me watch the nurses. “I understand why you’re angry right now, Mags, I really do. But I don’t want you getting in over your head.”

      “Believe me, I know exactly what I’m doing.” I whip back around to lock eyes with him again. This time when I reach up to touch his arm, I don’t stop there. I let my hand trail all the way up his bicep, until it curls around the back of his neck. He’s a good half a head taller than me, but that doesn’t stop me from flirting. Besides, the nurses are gone now, out of sight. His objections hopefully went with them. “All I want is to feel in control of one thing, Russ. To feel like I can make one decision for myself.” I study his eyes. Dark, brown like his hair. But there are flecks in them, slightly lighter patches that I never noticed before.

      He studies me right back, and to judge by the heat in those intense eyes, he’s close to giving in. “I can’t say I’ve never thought about it.” His gaze drops, slowly. Over my lips, my chest, my curves. I suppress a shiver that threatens to break out, at the way his eyes linger. Like he’s memorizing me, drinking me in. “You are a fucking sexy as hell woman, Mags. But I think you know that by now.”

      I smirk. “Some people might have mentioned it.”

      “Boys, I’d bet.” He raises an eyebrow. “You can’t have had a real man appreciate you.”

      The words curl in my belly. “No,” I breathe. “Never anyone like you.” I trail my fingers back down his arm, and this time, he finally, finally responds in kind. His hands trace slowly along my arms, up to my shoulders. Then they slide down my sides, tracing the edges of my curves. He passes over my waist, then out wider again to grip my hips.

      Without warning, he pulls me against him, my soft body crushed against the hard steel of his muscles. I can feel myself bend into him, molding against him, my legs trembling, my body already getting eager with want. I wore thin panties beneath my scrubs this morning, and they’re in danger of getting wet at this rate, if they aren’t already. Still, Russ’s hands keep moving, keep tracing along me, up to my waist again, back down.

      “Maggie… I’ve thought about this moment. So many times before. Alone in the shower, late at night, after long shifts when I had to watch you strutting around on the far side of the hospital, too far away to ever touch…”

      My breath catches in my throat. He fantasized about me too? I swallow hard, my throat suddenly tight, my nerves alight with anticipation. “I… I thought about you. All the time. After those family parties, I used to wish you’d sneak out of the guest room and into mine.” I summon my courage and meet his gaze again, savor the heat and the intensity there. “I’ve wanted you for so long. I used to touch myself, thinking about you.”

      He lets out a low, guttural sound, almost a growl. “Christ, Maggie, you can’t tell me this unless you want me to pull you into an empty room right here and now.”

      I raise a single eyebrow, my smile spreading. “What’s stopping you?”

      He lets out a sharp, slow breath. Then he, too, starts to smile, slowly. “Don’t you have rounds?”

      I tilt my head, affect my best innocent girl expression, and bat my eyelashes a few times. “Alas, my father took those away from me. He said I should concentrate on the hospital’s few, elite guests instead… Since my schedule is so freed up now, I’m sure he wouldn’t begrudge me taking a little time off.”

      “Or rather, you’d enjoy making him furious wondering where you are,” Russ points out, with a smirk. His gaze sweeps over my face again, my body. “Not half as furious as he’d be if he learns what you were doing instead.”

      “I won’t tell him,” I whisper, because I’m worried about this hesitation I’m seeing. “It’ll be our little secret, I swear. I don’t want to get you into trouble, or fired or anything—”

      To my surprise, though, Russ just barks out a laugh. “Maggie. If your father wants to fire me, he’s welcomed to try. I have about a hundred job offers at competing hospitals coming in every year, which I always turn down from loyalty to him. But I’d be fine.” He tilts his head, his gaze going serious for just a moment. “It’s you I’d be worried about.”

      “Don’t be. I can take care of myself.” I grin. Let my hands trace down his chest, to the abs I can feel even through the fabric of his scrub shirt. “Though, I’d prefer to let you take care of me right now.”

      At those words, the fire flips back on in Russ’s gaze, and before I can react, he’s pushing open the fire escape door beside us, his hands tightening around my waist as he drags me through it. “Oh, believe me, that I can do,” he murmurs.
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      Russ backs me against the wall of the fire escape stairs. It’s dark in here, the only light the faint red glow from the Emergency Exit sign over the door we just came through. Almost nobody uses these back stairs, because they claim to be alarmed. There are signs all over the front saying the alarm will sound if the door opens. Russ is one of the few people, besides my father and me and a handful of other administrators, who knows that the door alarms haven’t been functional for years.

      It’s a good spot. A secret one to abscond to. I’ve used it more than once before, on bad days. Days when we lose people, or when the stress of keeping up with all of my patients at once threatens to overwhelm me.

      I’ve never used the stairwell like this, though. For something so much better than just a quick distraction, a spot to sneak off to be alone for a little while. Russ pins me against the wall and then his lips find my temple, my cheek. He kisses his way down my jawline, all while his hands continue to trace along my hips, down and around to grip my ass hard.

      I gasp a little, my own hands sliding up to drape over his shoulders so I can brace myself against him.

      He draws back, grinning at the sound I make, and his eyes flash where they meet mine. “You are fucking sexy as hell, you know that?”

      “Speak for yourself,” I murmur, breathless, and grin when he finally, finally leans in to kiss me. His lips on mine are fire, explosions. He kisses me hard and deep, his tongue slipping between my lips to dance with mine, to claim me. To mark me as his own.

      I’ve never been kissed like this. Boys my age tend to grope and peck, or else come in way too aggressively with the tongue. Russ knows what the hell he’s doing, though. He knows when to kiss me harder, when to deepen it, and when to ease back again, teasing, nipping at my lower lip before he pulls away to kiss along my jawline, his lips warm, the stubble of his beard scratching along my cheek.

      “God, you taste incredible.” He nips at my neck, before kissing the same spot again, and I gasp once more, unable to help myself, my hands tracing along his back, up to his shoulders.

      His hands slip back up to my waistline, and his fingers toy with the band of my scrubs.

      “You know, you even manage to make these look sexy. That takes some doing.” He smirks, as his hand slips beneath the waistband, tracing down the flat plane of my belly, his surgeon’s hand rough and calloused against my smooth, soft skin. His fingertips reach my panties, and he toys with them slipping a thumb under the edge before he draws it out again, tracing along the fabric. “Tell me what you fantasized about.” He meets my gaze. Lifts an eyebrow. “You told me you fantasized about me, so let’s hear it.”

      My throat goes dry, and my mouth along with it. I wet my lips, but it doesn’t do much good. Just makes me all the more aware of how fast my breath is coming right now, how hard my heart is beating, as Russ’s fingertips continue to explore. He traces down along my panties until he reaches the crease where my thigh meets my hip, and digs his thumb into the sensitive skin there, pressing just hard enough to make me twist in anticipation, wishing he’d move his finger just a few more degrees to the left, touch me where it counted.

      “I…” I swallow thickly, blink a few times to remember how to use my tongue. “I used to dream about you… coming into my bedroom. You’d lie down along me and kiss me, hard.”

      He tilts his face back up to eye me. Then he kisses me again, his tongue slipping between my lips once more, exploring, tasting. Claiming me, entirely. When we break apart, I can hardly breathe, struggling to catch my breath. “Like that?” he asks, his expression one of pure amusement.

      “Y-yeah. Something like that.” I grin, still feeling a little shaky.

      “What else?” he prompts, his hand sliding down the smooth flesh of my thigh, his fingers gripping so hard I can feel my skin dimple beneath them. Slowly, sturdily, he parts my legs. I stand wider, my back still flat against the wall, as he slips one hand between my legs, hard. I gasp, and hang from his shoulders for balance, my eyes fluttering half shut as he explores me.

      “Then I’d dream about you… tasting me. Kissing my whole body, head to toe. Every inch of me. Until you finally put your mouth between my thighs and—”

      “Licked your soaking wet pussy until you begged?” he guesses, an eyebrow arched, his expression one of amusement.

      I swallow again, harder this time. “Yes.”

      “Mm. I’d love to act that one out in real time, but I’m afraid we should be quicker here. We’ll have to save that fantasy for a time when we can enjoy ourselves for longer.” His eyes sparkle, and the suggestion that we might be able to do this again, that he might want this to be more than just a one-time hookup, but maybe an ongoing one, is enough to thrill me all over again, my breath hitching in my throat.

      “I used to think about how you’d fuck me too,” I admit, my voice low and taut.

      His smile widens. “Oh. And how did you think I’d do it?”

      My heart feels like a rabbit, kicking against my ribcage. Still, I get the words out. “Hard. Fast. Merciless.”

      He chuckles softly. Then he catches both of my wrists in his hands and pins them over my head before I can move a muscle. “Like this, little one?” He cocks his head to one side, watching me.

      My whole body quivers, my belly clenched tight. I’m pretty sure I’m already soaked through these panties, but I don’t even care. Not when he’s right here, his hot, muscular body pressed against mine, so close I can feel the hard bulge through his scrubs, where his belly touches mine. His cock is already hard as a rock, pulsing, ready for me. And fuck, I want it.

      “Just like this,” I manage.

      He grins, and keeps my wrists pinned with one hand above my head while his other hand slides back over my body. He takes his time, his fingertips grazing the edge of my neck, trickling over my collarbone, until they circle my breasts. His thumb drags across my nipple, and I gasp at the pressure, even through the layers of my scrubs. Then he keeps going, sliding down to my belly. His hand slips under my scrub shirt, and I tense at the sudden heat and warmth of his fingers, the callouses on his palms striking against my smooth skin like matches.

      “You feel as soft as I always imagined you would,” he murmurs, and the words send a thrill to my belly, a reminder that this is really happening, I’m really here with the man I imagined in so many of my dreams before. His hand reaches my bra, his fingers easing under it, until his bare palm cups my breast firmly.

      I arch my back toward him, my mouth falling open, and he takes the opportunity to lean in and kiss me, hard and full on the mouth, his tongue slipping through my lips to dance with mine. When we pull apart again, I’m breathless, aching for him. My clit throbs between my legs like a sentient thing, hungry for more.

      “Fuck me,” I breathe, my face inches from his, so my breath dusts across his lips.

      He smiles, and it’s the kind of wild, hungry smile that sets me on fire. “So eager.” His eyes flare white hot with desire. He tilts his head to one side, studying me. All the while his fingers wend lower, back down over my belly to dip beneath the hem of my scrubs. This time he doesn’t stop at my underwear. He tugs my panties aside, his fingers delving below the fabric, against my smooth, freshly shaved skin. “Ask me nicely, little one.” His eyes dance with amusement. He likes teasing me, damn him.

      I can’t say I mind all that much, though. I arch up toward him when his fingertips reach my mound, skating across me. “Please,” I whisper. “Please, fuck me.”

      His smile widens. His fingers reach my thighs, part them gently. Then he cups my pussy fully, the heel of his palm against my clit, his fingertips delving between my thighs to spread my pussy lips. They part with a slick wet sound, and it makes him chuckle softly in the back of his throat. His index finger delves into my slit, and I gasp aloud at the sensation of his thick finger parting the lips of my pussy.

      “I can tell you’re eager.” He’s grinning, enjoying watching me.

      I understand, because I can’t get enough of watching him right back. The salt and pepper in his hair just accentuates how sharp his jawline is, the hot fire in his eyes. I’m not exactly a virgin, but I’ve never had sex with someone like him. Someone older, a man who really knows what he’s doing. My few experiences have been with guys my own age, fumbling in the back seats of cars. Nothing like this, here.

      Here, in the middle of the hospital where we both work. For a second the rest of the world floods back in, and I dart a worried glance around us. But the stairwell is still quiet, still empty.

      Russ grins. “Don’t worry,” he murmurs, his finger stroking along the full length of my slit, from back to front, and then slowly gliding back again. A groan escapes my throat, because fuck it feels good. And I can already feel the way my juices are coating him, slicking his fingertip.

      He adds a second finger to part my lips wider, and then I feel his index finger move to my entrance. Pressing lightly.

      “As long as you can stay quiet, I’m sure no one will find us in here,” he murmurs, his eyes bright with the challenge.

      I bite my lower lip, especially because I was just about to moan again. It takes all of my concentration and effort to hold back a gasp, as he presses his fingertip inside me, slowly, slowly. Inch by inch, the deeper he goes, the more my toes curl and my hips arch up into him. “Fuck, yes, right there…” I breathe, trying to arch my whole body toward his, away from the wall. But his free hand is still pinning both of mine over my head, so try as I might, I can’t bring myself as close to him as I want to be.

      Luckily, he reads my desire on my face, and steps closer. I feel the hard press of his cock against my belly, and shift back and forth against him, even as his finger pushes deeper inside of me. He reaches the end, and I expect him to draw his finger out. Instead, he adds a second, stretching my pussy just enough to make me shudder with pleasure.

      “You’re so fucking tight,” Russ murmurs with obvious appreciation, his gaze aflame. He dips his head to kiss the edge of my jaw, the spot below my ear. His beard grazes my skin, leaves tiny sparks wherever it touches. “I can’t wait to fuck you properly, Maggie Owens.”

      The sound of my full name in his mouth makes me shiver again, especially when he draws his fingertips back out of my pussy, then drives them in again, hard enough to make me rock my hips with him, trying to build up a motion. “Yes, yes, just like…”

      A door slams somewhere overhead, and we both freeze, Russ’s fingers still deep in my pussy. I hold my breath, my heart hammering against my ribcage. For his part, Russ doesn’t seem worried at all, still wearing that sly smile of his, completely confident that we’re fine. I don’t know how he can be. I hear footsteps, and my pussy muscles tighten involuntarily around Russ’s fingers, afraid someone might find us here like this.

      But he just looks even more turned on by the idea. He leans down, his breath white hot where he whispers in my ear. “Be very, very quiet…” He starts to move his fingers again, faster now, so they make little wet noises every time he withdraws them to push them back into me.

      It takes every ounce of my willpower and self-control to keep my mouth clamped shut, as my whole body starts to shake, building toward a peak. Finally, we hear another door slam, the footsteps above us fading, whoever it was off to some other business elsewhere. Probably just one of the few smokers who knows about the stairwell, using it to sneak up to the roof for a cigarette.

      Still, the experience sends adrenaline coursing through me, leaves me feeling wild and excited and a little worried all at once. Russ reads the expression on my face, and his hand slows, stills inside me.

      “Don’t stop,” I gasp in protest, still trying to rock my hips against his, to grind my already swollen clit against the bulge of his palm for release.

      But he draws his hand out, away from me, and I bite back a groan. As I watch him, he raises his hand to his lips. Slowly, his eyes never leaving mine, he licks me from his fingertips, one by one. “Fuck, you taste incredible,” he murmurs, and it does something wild to my nerves, watching him taste me, enjoy me. He winks. “Next time, I’ll have to eat you out.”

      Next time. A rock sinks in my stomach. I worry he’s about to leave me here like this, unfinished, aching for release. I seriously think it might kill me not to come right now. But before I can freak out too badly, Russ drops his grip on my hands and grasps me by both hips.

      “For now, though.” He leans in to kiss me, hard and full on the mouth, his tongue sliding between my lips again. I taste him once more, and my own juices mingled on his tongue, salty and sweet all at once. When we break apart, he’s grinning. “I think we’d better speed things up, don’t you?” His eyebrow arches, filled with amusement and want all at once.

      My knees nearly give out with release. “Yes, please,” I manage.

      It’s all the invitation he needs. A second later, he’s spinning me around to bend me forward over the waist-high railing of the stairwell. I grip it with both hands as he pushes my scrubs down around my ankles. Behind me, I can feel him doing the same, and I dare a glance back while he’s pushing his boxers off. My eyes go wide at the sight of him.

      He grins, catching me looking. “See how hard you make me, Maggie?”

      Fuck. I could tell his cock was big, when he had me pinned up against the wall, and I could feel it through the fabric of his scrubs. But he’s even larger than I imagined, and thicker, too. A vein runs along one side of it, and the tip is fat, swollen and flushed, with a bead of precum dangling from the spongy tip, that makes me long to drop to my knees right here and lick it clean.

      I resist the urge because Russ has his hands on my hips again, pulling my hips back, pinning me forward, bent over the railing. Behind me, I feel him slide one hand down to part my thighs, and then ease the tip of his cock between my pussy lips, teasing, stroking. He runs himself up and down the length of my slit, coating himself in my juices, until I’m quivering with anticipation.

      “Ask me again,” he murmurs, and I can feel the vibration of his chest against me, that’s how close he’s pressed to me, all while his cock continues to stroke, up and down, along my slit.

      “Please fuck me, Russ. Please,” I lean on the last word, not even caring if it sounds like begging, because I want this, I need this, and he’s right here, finally. So close.

      The tip of his cock finds my entrance. With a slow, steady pressure, he eases inside, until the tip pushes into my pussy. I gasp, but he just keeps coming, slow and smooth, never letting up. His cock practically glides into me, but there’s a sweet, distant ache as my pussy stretches to fit him, my walls aching pleasantly on every side.

      “I love how fucking wet you are, little one,” he murmurs, the vibration of his voice shivering through my entire body. My toes curl in my work shoes, and my hands tighten around the stairwell railing I’m gripping, my palms slick with sweat.

      Finally, with one last little thrust, he’s fully inside me, his cock filling me completely, stretching me wide. Then, only then, does he start to pull back out again, and I whimper a little at how empty I feel when he’s not inside me anymore.

      Luckily, it’s only for a second. He pulls all the way back, almost out of me entirely, and then in a smoother, faster motion this time, drives back in. With every thrust, he makes me arch back against him, every stroke of his cock coaxing more and more pleasure from me.

      I moan, and he reaches down to clasp a free hand over my mouth, while the other remains clamped tightly around my hip. “While I love hearing you moan for me,” he whispers, “we have to keep it muffled this time.” As he speaks, he bends down to kiss the nape of my neck, before he starts to speed up, moving faster inside me, harder. “You wanted it rough, didn’t you, little one?”

      “Fuck yes,” I moan into his palm, and he chuckles faintly, slides his hand down to my shoulder to brace himself.

      Before long, he’s fucking me full out, his hips slapping against my ass, his balls hitting my pussy lips softly every time he thrusts his cock inside me. It takes every ounce of self-control I have not to cry out, because fuck, this is everything I ever wanted. Russ, taking control, dominating me. Showing me how fucking good this can feel.

      Just when I think I can’t take it anymore, his hand trails down my back, tracing over each vertebra, until he slips around the arch of my hip and down over my mound. His fingertips graze my clit, which is already so swollen with desire it feels ready to burst. I suck in a sharp, startled breath, and he chuckles softly.

      “Come for me,” he murmurs. “I want to feel your pussy when you come on my cock.” His fingers stroke my clit, once, twice. I don’t need more incentive than that; I’m so turned on I could lose my mind.

      I cry out, deep in my throat, my lips clamped shut to muffle the sound. My whole body shakes from the force of the orgasm, stars bursting behind my eyes. But Russ doesn’t hesitate or slow down. He just keeps fucking me, hard, fast. Driving my hips into the railing while his fingers grip me hard, holding me in place.

      “Again,” he says, his voice low and commanding, almost a growl.

      I open my mouth to protest that I can’t come again so quickly, I never have before. But to my surprise, I can already feel the second orgasm building, especially with the way Russ pushes my ass down and angles his hips higher, his cock dragging along my front walls with every stroke, the tip of his cock running right across my G-spot every time he thrusts into me.

      Before long, the pressure starts to build behind my belly all over again, and I’m gasping for breath, arching right back up toward the peak again. This time I forget to be quiet. I come with a loud cry that echoes through the stairwell, my whole face and body flushing the second it happens, but it’s too late to go back now.

      For his part, it barely even seems to faze Russ. He just tightens his grip on my hips, keeps fucking me right through the orgasm, not even slowing down when my pussy clenches and convulses around him from the force of it. “I’m going to come, Maggie. You tell me where you want it.” I can feel his body going tense, and hear the tightness in his throat, his voice, as he battles to control himself for a few more seconds.

      “In me,” I gasp. “Come inside me.”

      I say it just in time. He obeys, and I feel the hot rush of his cum as he finishes deep inside me, his hands tight around my hips as his cock jumps inside me. I reach back to grasp his hands, but he’s already pulling out of me, spinning me around. I gasp again at the sensation of our mingled juices spilling over, down my inner thighs, tracing along my legs. It feels white hot, and so fucking dirty.

      But Russ has more presence of mind than I do. He’s already kneeling at my feet. He leans in to kiss my pussy, just once, his mouth hot and hard enough to make me shudder all over from the pleasant sensation. Then he yanks my panties and my scrubs back up into place, and winks up at me from kneeling at my feet.

      “That was fucking incredible,” I whisper.

      “You are fucking incredible,” he counters, rising to kiss me softly on the mouth. He draws back just as the stairwell door nearest us opens, and one of the nurses sticks her head in, one I don’t recognize, from the surgery wing. She recognizes Russ, though, as is clear from the way her gaze darts from him to me and back again. Russ looks every inch composed, already standing a few feet away from me, smiling placidly.

      I, on the other hand, feel like I probably look like I just… well, got fucked senseless. I can feel the flush in my cheeks, and I know my scrubs are wrinkled, my hair mussed. Still, I plaster on a belated smile.

      “Everything okay in here?” she asks. “I heard a shout.”

      “I just dropped my phone,” I lie quickly, still breathless, my lungs heaving in protest as I resist the urge to gasp for breath. “Um, Russ was helping me fix it.”

      “Oh, bad luck.” The nurse frowns. Is it my imagination, or is she looking at me funny? Second guessing my makeshift cover story? “Hope it’s not broken.”

      “It’s all good, Stacy,” Russ replies, with the kind of broad, easygoing smile that it’s impossible to argue with.

      “Okay, well.” She’s about to let the door swing closed, before she squints at it, confusion written across her brow. “I could have sworn these stairwells were alarmed, you know…” With that, she lets the door shut, and we’re both plunged back into semidarkness.

      Only then do I break into breathless laughter, doubling over and Russ watching with amusement. “That… was too close.” When I straighten again, he leans in to kiss me once more, his mouth soft and slow against mine this time, a gentler kiss than before.

      “Worth the risk,” he murmurs, his gaze serious, fixed on mine. Then he offers one more wink, and checks his watch. “I’ve got surgery. I’ll see you soon, Maggie.” With that, he turns to go, and leaves me alone in the stairwell, my heart still racing, every nerve ending in my body on fire with adrenaline, desire, victory.

      “Holy fuck,” I murmur to myself in the now empty stairwell. “Did that really just happen?” I am so fucking screwed. But hopefully Russ was right. Hopefully it was worth the risk.
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      The next day, I’ve made up my mind. I spent most of the night tossing and turning, unable to sleep. All I kept picturing was Russ in the stairwell. Russ, bending me over that railing to fuck me. Russ, pinning me against the wall, his voice low and commanding.

      God, I want him to fuck me again. And not just to get back at my dad, even if that is why I started to flirt with him in the first place. By now, that’s just a distant memory in my head. I want Russ, I want his hands all over me, I want him to show me how he made me have two orgasms in a row, I want him to teach me everything he knows about making my body feel incredible.

      I want to make him lose his mind the way he made me lose control in that stairwell, crying out loud even though I knew it was the worst possible thing to do in that spot at that moment. I would give anything for the chance to see Russ lose control that way, too.

      Hell, I want to taste his cock. To trace my tongue along the edges, to lick the hard thick vein and trail the flat of my tongue along the tip…

      But we can’t do that again. We can’t do anything, ever again.

      Russ might not have seemed worried yesterday, about the possibility of my dad firing him, but maybe Russ just doesn’t know how overprotective and controlling my dad really is. They’ve been friends for years, but friends are different than daughters. I can’t imagine Russ has really thought through the consequences: how he could lose his job, his position, his seniority, everything. I know how much working at this hospital means to Russ. Because after all, like he told me yesterday, he’s turned down dozens of other job offers over the years, to go and work for competing hospitals. Russ never has, because he loves it here. And he loves my dad, too.

      Much as I want to piss off my dad right now—and believe me, that’s a lot—I can’t do it at the risk of Russ’s life and happiness. I don’t want to get him fired.

      And I have no idea what Dad would do to me, either. I’m not too worried about him firing me, because hell, I never wanted to work at this crappy job in the first place, tied tight on his leash. But I wouldn’t put it past my father to try and get me blacklisted at other jobs in the area. I wouldn’t put it past him to call Doctors without Borders to tell them that I’m a bad nurse and he fired me for sucking at my job. If he thought it would keep me stuck here in the city, under his thumb, he’d do that in a heartbeat.

      So, no. I want to anger him, but I don’t want to go totally nuclear. Which means, no more Russ.

      Even if it was the hottest sex I’ve ever had in my life. Even if my whole body goes tense and trembly with anticipation just from pulling up to the hospital doors the next day.

      Dad, who has been driving me to work this morning, the same as every other morning, glances over at me and notices my tense body, my clenched fists. “I know you’re still angry,” he says, softly. “But someday you’ll understand why I do this. You’ll come to realize that sometimes you have to play the game, if you want to get ahead. Now.” He nods toward my side of the car. “You have your patients for the day.”

      All three of them, the same three I was downgraded to babysitting yesterday. But I play along, because better Dad think this is what’s preoccupying me than guess what I’m really thinking about. “I still think it’s unfair,” I say as I unbuckle my seatbelt and shove out of the car door. “Both to the other patients and to the other nurses you’ve given way too big a workload to handle.”

      Not to mention, it makes the other nurses on my team resent me. I heard whispers yesterday in the changing room as I was heading out at the end of my shift. Lionel telling another nurse that my father was giving me preferential treatment; assigning me as few patients as possible, so I wouldn’t have to work very hard.

      If only he knew the truth. If only I could explain that I’d trade places with any of them in a heartbeat.

      “And as I’ve explained before, it’s not your call,” Dad replies evenly, but I’m already slamming the car door in his face and storming toward the hospital entrance. I don’t wait for his valet to come and claim the car keys from him, or for his assistant to come read through the daily drama he needs to deal with.

      I just beeline straight through the winding corridors toward my assigned locker, where I’ll be able to drop my stuff off, pick up some coffee, and get to work.

      But at the entrance to my wing, I stop dead, my limbs ceasing to propel me forward. Because leaning against the wall of the locker area, completely out of place up here in the pediatric wing of the hospital, is Russ, dressed in his green surgeon’s scrubs. He has two coffees in hand, and he’s grinning like I’m the person he wanted to see most of all in the world right now.

      My cheeks flush as I reach his side, and he holds out a coffee, his eyes grazing over my body boldly. “You look great today,” he says, soft enough that hopefully none of the other nurses at the nearby station, about fifteen feet away, can overhear him.

      “To what do I owe this surprise?” I ask, still blushing. I take a hesitant sip of the coffee before I relax. Cream, no sugar. Just the way I always drink it. Russ has picked up coffee orders en route to my parents’ place before, but I’m surprised he noticed which of our three orders was mine. Or that he remembered it. I can’t remember the last time we were all together like that. It must have been months ago. Did he really remember so many tiny details about me?

      As if reading my mind, he winks. “It was a selfish move, actually. I wanted to brighten up my own day a little bit. I knew seeing you would be the quickest way to do that.”

      I duck my head to hide the smile that tugs at the corners of my lips. “Russ…”

      “About yesterday.” He dips a little closer, lowers his voice even more, although his baritone deep voice is already pitched pretty low. “I can’t stop thinking about you.”

      “Neither can I,” I breathe, and I force myself to look up, then, and meet his gaze. Those dark brown eyes of his bore into me, from this distance, so filled with heat and desire that I can hardly make myself look away. But I do. I have to. “But, Russ… we can’t do this.”

      He arches an eyebrow, studying me. “I already told you, I’m not worried about getting let go. I have plenty of other fish on the line, employment-wise. I’d be fine.”

      “But you’d lose your status. Surely another hospital wouldn’t employ you at the… well, the level you’re at now.”

      “Or with as much influence as I have, since the director is my best friend, you mean?” Russ catches my eye with a smirk. “Maggie. I’ve thought this through. Long before yesterday, actually.”

      My cheeks heat up all over again at the suggestion. At what that implies. But I don’t rise to the bait. I can’t. “It doesn’t matter. I can’t do this, to you or to me. My father is… he’s so much more controlling than you understand.”

      “Believe me, I know how controlling your father is, and what he’s capable of.” Russ shakes his head slowly. “Maggie, if you don’t want to do this, I understand—”

      “It’s not that,” I reply, so vehemently that it takes us both aback. I shake my head. “I… I want you. I’ve wanted you for years. But we can’t, okay?” With that, I shove off the wall, determined to walk away before I do something more that I’ll come to regret. “Just… leave it.” Without waiting for him to reply, I push through the locker room door, into the women’s area, where he can’t follow me. I crouch there against one of the benches, my warm coffee in hand, and take deep breaths, until the stinging at the backs of my eyes finally goes away.

      This is for the best. I have to push him away, before this goes any farther. Before we both get hurt.

      [image: ]
* * *

      By lunchtime, I’ve almost stopped obsessing over the deep, morose expression in Russ’s honey brown eyes when he looked at me, as I told him we had to end things. At least, so I tell myself. But it’s hard to stay preoccupied, or busy, when I barely have enough patients to take care of to distract myself. Unfortunately, all the down time my father ensured I have in my schedule just leaves me way more time to fantasize about his friend.

      Just before lunch, I give in and lock myself into one of the bathroom stalls. I shut my eyes and lean back against the wall. Shut in here, I can almost imagine that I’m back in the stairwell again with Russ. I can feel the heat of his warm body pressed against mine. The way his thick, strong leg parted my thighs as he pinned me back against the wall. The way his hands roamed across my body, traced my curves. I do the same with my own hands now, following his tracks, and it feels all right, but nowhere near as good as when he did it. His hands were so much rougher, stronger, more calloused and manly than mine.

      Finally, I give up and just slide a hand under the waistband of my scrubs, tracing my panties, dipping beneath them. Once again, it’s inadequate. My fingers are narrow and soft and slim. Nothing like Russ’s thick fingers. But I do my best, tracing the lips of my pussy, my eyes squeezed shut tight, trying to imagine him. The scent of his sweat and musk, the smell of sex that lingered between us in the stairwell the last time he fucked me. I try to imagine my finger is his, the way he pressed a fingertip inside my pussy and traced its edges, slowly moving in and out.

      I curl my own finger inside me, and I picture the heat in his gaze as he told me he was going to fuck me, hard. I imagine the deep baritone of his voice. “I need to fuck you right now, Maggie.” I picture him saying that as I add a second finger, then a third, needing three of my own fingers to imitate two of his.

      Finally, I start to build toward a climax, my whole body trembling with anticipation. I peak with a faint whimper, but it’s a lot easier to keep quiet when I’m by myself, rather than Russ, who somehow seems to know my own body better than I do.

      When I’m finished, my whole body flushed, and yet feeling nowhere near satiated, I stumble out of the stall and wash my hands in the sink. Then I grab my clipboard and head out toward the cafeteria. Maybe some food will distract me, keep me from all these wayward thoughts.

      Instead, I run smack into Russ again, striding up the hallway from the direction of the surgery wing.

      “Maggie.” He tilts his head, offers an arm. “Headed toward the cafeteria?”

      “I was, yes.” I ignore the offered arm, though I have to suppress a faint smile to do it.

      “Wonderful. I’ll escort you.” He falls into step beside me.

      “I thought I made things clear earlier today,” I murmur under my breath as we walk, mostly so nobody else in the crowded hallway will hear me. Nurses I do recognize, and doctors who I know report personally to my father, pass us. We plaster on smiles, and everyone waves or nods our way. They all know that Russ is my father’s closest friend, and I’m his daughter. We’ve known one another all our lives. It shouldn’t be strange for them to see us together. Nobody would suspect anything.

      But I feel like I’m walking down the hallway with a giant neon billboard over my head. They just fucked each other, with an arrow pointed right at us. Surely every single person near us can sense the tension in the air between us, smell the hormones we’re giving off, or guess what it means that we keep trading sly glances, checking one another out even though I know we shouldn’t.

      “Perfectly clear.” Russ tucks his hands into his pockets, looking entirely unconcerned as he matches my pace, strolling easily down the corridor. “Which is why I’ve decided I’ll need to step up my game to change your mind.”

      My cheeks flush. “Why?”

      “Because.” He lowers his voice even further, a barely-there purr that nevertheless doesn’t fail to make my toes curl up inside my standard issue nursing shoes. “I can’t stop thinking about you, Maggie. I want you. I want to fuck you again… and again and again.” His grin widens, no doubt as he notices the effect he’s having on me.

      My heartbeat speeds up, in spite of myself, reacting to his words even though I’d give anything not to show any hints of unease right now. “There are about a million reasons why we shouldn’t,” I breathe, then snap my mouth shut as Lionel passes, offering a stink eye for me. I glare right back until he passes down the hall.

      Russ is temporarily distracted from his seduction. “What was that all about?” he asks, glancing over his shoulder at Lionel’s retreating, slumped shoulders.

      “Dad gave him and the other nurses on my rotation all extra work because he wanted to punish me. Now they all think I’m being given special treatment because I’m the director’s daughter, a lighter workload than anyone else. Meanwhile, the opposite is true…” I groan with frustration.

      Russ’s hand comes to rest on my shoulder, and he draws me to a stop. For a second, I pause, and all I can focus on is the heat of his hand on my body. Even through the fabric of my scrub shirt, I can feel how warm his hand is. I step toward him, unable to resist, and there’s that familiar scent again, the one that makes me want to stop protesting, find the nearest empty room to drag him into and let him fuck me until I forget about everything else. About Lionel and the other nurse’s anger, about my father. About everything except the way Russ makes me feel when he touches me.

      “They shouldn’t blame you,” Russ murmurs. “That’s not right. They know what your father is like. Or at least, they should have noticed by now, if they’ve been working here this long.”

      “Yeah, well.” I cross my arms, frowning. “Not everyone notices who they’re working for, I guess. Or if they do, they don’t care, because he still signs their paychecks, no matter how he treats his employees. It’s easier to blame me than someone with real power.”

      Russ frowns too, and his hand slips down my arm. “I could talk to him for you. See if it would make a difference.”

      I jerk back from his touch as though stung. “No,” I blurt, my breath coming short. I shake my head to clear it. “I mean, thank you, but… you can’t.” Whereas yesterday, I started flirting with Russ specifically so Dad would find out and get angry about it… now I don’t want Dad anywhere near this. “I told you, I can’t risk your job here.”

      “And I told you, Maggie, you’re worth the risk.” He takes another step closer. He’s close enough now that the heat from his body radiates through mine. It’s hard to breathe. Hard to remember what I need to do, or why. It’s so damn hard to walk away.

      “Well, I disagree.” With an enormous effort, I force my foot to move backward, and draw myself away from him.

      He follows me, a small smile on his lips, just for me. “Are you saying you don’t want me to touch you ever again?” His hand hovers next to my cheek. An inch to the side and he’d be touching my skin. I could let him draw me back in. I could cave now, let him have me again. Let him fuck me like yesterday, let him touch me until I lose control again, until I have another orgasm like the one that made me cry out in that empty stairwell.

      My whole body feels like one giant blush. I clear my throat, hard, to make it stop. “We can’t.”

      “Yes, we can.”

      I push past him, beelining up the hallway. But his voice follows me, long after I’ve disappeared around the far end of the corridor. “I’ll find a way to convince you, Maggie Owens. Mark my words.”

      Oh, I do. And I can’t stop thinking about them, all day long.
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      Dad picks me up outside to give me a ride home after work, the same way he does every day. Or rather, the same way he insists on doing every day, as if I’m a child who can’t be trusted to take care of herself. I finish picking up the rest of my stuff from the staff room and trudge out to the parking lot, my shoulders slumped. All day I dodged sideways comments and openly hostile glares from my coworkers. The word has gotten around by now, that I only have 3 patients on my rotation, while everyone else has upwards of dozens.

      It’s not fair, they say, over and over, whenever I’m within hearing, and probably even more when I’m not. What I don’t say, what I can’t say back, is that I agree with them. It’s not fair. I wish Dad would come around on this.

      But as I slide into the passenger seat, ready to argue with him again, the look on his face stops me dead. He’s wearing his serious, prepare for battle face. “Who died?” I ask grimly, buckling myself in.

      Dad’s eyes narrow. “Nobody. Your mother called. She’s hosting a party tonight, so I’ll need you to continue to be on your… well, clearly not your best behavior, but better behavior than you’ve been on for the rest of the day thus far,” he grumbles.

      I roll my eyes. “You can control my schedule and my job and my life, Dad, but unfortunately for you, you cannot control my emotions. I know you’d really love to be able to. Tough break.”

      “It’s part of your job to provide a welcoming and enjoyable atmosphere for your patients at the hospital. I spoke to the Hartford boy you’ve been assigned to look after. His parents are not happy with the attitude you’ve been bringing along with you whenever you visit his room. If that’s an indicator of how you plan to handle these three patients for the rest of the week, then maybe I shouldn’t have even given you this miniscule of a job.”

      I groan. As if taking away the real work wasn’t bad enough. “Dad, everyone already hates me for getting special treatment from you. They think I asked to be given a lighter workload, that I’m enjoying this.”

      “Well, it’s up to you to turn your own prospects around. Now, about dinner. There will be about ten people coming over. Your mother wants barbecue, so we’re going to stop at the butchers on the way home. If you have any other requests, we can make a grocery store run as well…” He trails off, muttering under his breath. I know he’s going into over-planning land.

      My dad even likes to micromanage things like parties. It’s why my mom gives him specific tasks, like dealing with the BBQ and the cooking. Not only does she know he loves grilling, but she also knows he’ll focus all his OCD tendencies on the dinner and leave her alone to prepare the drinks and the decor and the music—you know, all the fun parts of a party. Dad’s not exactly great at the whole letting loose and having fun thing.

      A thought strikes me, as he’s rambling through his dissection of the dinner plans and side dishes we can prepare to go with the main course of ribs and steak. “Hang on. Who all is coming?” My heart leaps into my throat.

      “I assume the usual crowd. Drew and Dorine, the Crowells, Russ of course…”

      My breath comes short. I go tense, and I have to actually turn away from Dad to face the window, so he won’t see the visceral reaction on my face. Russ. I haven’t seen him since earlier, in the hallway at work. But I can’t stop thinking about the last thing he said to me. I’ll find a way to convince you, Maggie Owens. Mark my words.

      Knowing Russ, I don’t doubt that he will. And that’s what scares me. Because I know how easy it would be, honestly, if he really set his mind to it. As it is, I can barely keep myself away from him. All day at work, he was on my mind. When I took my afternoon break, I locked myself in the break room and just pictured him in there with me. I imagined the way he’d pin me against the door and touch me, bold and demanding. He knows exactly what he wants, and he’s the kind of man who will stop at nothing to get it.

      It sent a thrill through me then, as it does again now. It made me check the lock on the door, and then slip a hand down the front of my scrubs, unable to stand it, needing a release. I pictured his face in my mind, pictured him kissing his way down my body. I imagined the way that sexy, sculpted jaw of his would look between my thighs. I could imagine the scrape of his stubble against the soft, sensitive skin of my inner thighs as he dipped between them, pressing his face up against my pussy. I imagined the way his lips would feel against my pussy lips, as he kissed me slowly, carefully. His tongue would slowly part my slit, patient and teasing, the same way he touched me that first time, teasing me as he held me against the wall with my hands pinned over my head.

      I pictured how it would feel to look down at him, to have him grin up at me, his dark salt-and-pepper hair falling across his even darker eyes as his tongue dragged along my slit, all the way up to graze my clit, and then back again. He would draw it out. He’d tease and lick and suck at me until I was almost screaming with desire, ready to lose my mind. Only then would he finally bear down and lap me with long, hard strokes, to make me come with a scream under his tongue.

      I came on my own hand in the break room earlier today, just imagining that. My orgasm was so strong, I had to tug my panties back up, or I was going to get too wet for my own good. I’d gone about my rounds that afternoon afterward, shifting uncomfortably on my feet, knowing I was still wet because I kept picturing him and getting turned on all over again.

      Now he’s coming to my parents’ house. Tonight. For an impromptu dinner that my mom decided to plan at the last minute. Something that, I have to admit, is pretty out of character for her. It makes me frown, wondering what’s really going on. Did she have a plan for this all along, or did Russ—who’s a close friend of my father, yes, but who’s also just as close with my mother, too—text her to suggest it?

      Is this part of his plan to seduce me? I’ll find a way to convince you, he said, and I don’t doubt that he’ll stop at nothing. I’ve seen Russ work before. I know how he rose through the ranks at this hospital, as almost meteoric a rise as my father’s. They were two of a kind, at least when it came to their ambition and to chasing after what they knew they wanted.

      Now I’m what Russ wants, and I can’t help but wonder… what lengths will he go to to win me? And will I really be able to hold out the way I’ve promised to? Or will I cave in, unable to fight the desire I’ve had building inside me for years?

      I bunch my fists in my lap as Dad pulls in front the butcher’s shop, and promise myself that whatever happens tonight, I will stay strong.

      [image: ]
* * *

      By the time we get home, Mom’s already in full planning swing. There are cute fairy lights strung up throughout the pool area, to add ambiance to the little greenhouse area Mom and Dad splurged on so that we could have pool parties all year round, even in the winter.

      If I’m going to live somewhere with crappy weather for the majority of the year, she always says, then I’m going to at least be able to throw some damn pool parties.

      But tonight looks like it will be decent enough, the sky bright and clear overhead, clear enough we can even see a few stars, despite the constant light pollution of Manhattan. It’s still a little chilly, but it warmed up throughout the day, which means that the pool area feels even more heated than usual when we step into it.

      Dad goes straight to work, beelining for the grill, already grumbling about how Mom should have warmed it up before he got here. But she stops him halfway to his job, and his worried look softens for a moment. They trade a slow, easy kiss, one that makes me regret not having dated anyone seriously up until now. Watching them together, I’m always reminded of the magic of the right pairing. As infuriating and bossy and controlling as Dad is, with Mom, he’s a completely different person. She softens all his edges, and she’s always been the only one who can talk him out of a bad idea or bring him around to a new point of view.

      How she deals with his difficultness, I’ll never know. But I’m glad they found each another.

      Thus placated, Dad stops his grumbling and fires up the grill with something almost resembling a smile on his face. While he does that, Mom heads over to the little bar we set up near the pool and starts mixing some drinks. “Come and try one, Maggie,” she calls. “I’m testing out a new recipe.”

      Mom used to bartend, back before she had me. Now she doesn’t work, aside from the odd volunteering job here and there. But she always loves whipping out the old bartending skills, especially when there’s a house full of visitors to show off for. I watch her shake with an expert hand and pour the kind of carefully crafted cocktail that would be at home in an expensive Manhattan restaurant. The kind she used to work at back in the day, I know. She’s always talking about how many bartending and craft cocktail awards she won.

      I take a sip after she offers it to me, and smile. “It’s delicious.”

      “Pumpkin spice twist on a Manhattan,” she says with a grin. “Be careful. It’s pretty boozy.”

      I take another sip, unable to resist, as Mom spots something behind me and buzzes past me.

      “Russ!” she calls, and then I nearly choke on the next sip of the drink I’d taken. I set it down before I do something utterly unappealing like spilling it all over myself. My hands are already shaky from nerves. The last thing I need is to wind up wearing a drink on top of my scrubs.

      Crap. My scrubs. I haven’t even changed yet, and he’s already here.

      I spin around and watch him stride in to hug my mom. But his eyes find mine, and sear into me. He doesn’t look away as he releases Mom and calls a brief hello to Dad.

      He looks better than ever tonight. Unlike me, he’s not still wearing his work clothes. He changed into a casual pair of jeans and a white T-shirt, one that, when tucked in like it is now, clings to his muscles, and shows off every inch of how ripped he is. I swallow hard and force myself to look away.

      “Maggie.” Russ approaches me next and pulls me into a tight hug. It’s the same kind of hug he always offers me at these kind of parties, except that I can’t help but notice the way his hands slide over my backside and down my curves, all the way to my hips. He lingers there, for just a heartbeat longer than would be strictly proper, if not for the fact that he’s already fucked me way past propriety.

      We break apart once more, and I suddenly find it’s difficult to catch my breath. I smile up at him and sidestep toward the door. “Excuse me. I should go get ready,” I murmur.

      “Bathing suit on,” Mom calls as I slip out. “We’re all going swimming later, and I won’t take no for an answer.”

      Russ calls out something in agreement, but I can feel his gaze still on me as I leave, and my heart rabbits in my chest in response, my pulse unable to slow down, my lungs unable to catch up with the breathlessness that comes over me whenever I know his attention is focused on me.

      I hurry up to my bedroom. Some part of me expects Russ to follow, to try to seduce me up here the way I used to imagine him doing, after dinner parties when he’d sleep over some nights, in the guest room just down the hall from mine.

      But he doesn’t show, and I can’t tell if I’m relieved or disappointed by that fact. Relieved, I scold myself as I change out of my scrubs and into my bikini, before I throw on a shift dress as a coverup on top of it. I’m relieved. Or at least, I should be.

      Still, I can’t help hesitating in front of the mirror for longer than strictly necessary. I contemplate putting on makeup to go with my outfit, but I know how warm it is out by the pool deck. Any makeup I put on right now would only sweat right off, and I didn’t want to hang out with Russ while looking like some kind of raccoon. So I just added a light foundation, a faint sheen of lip gloss, and left it at that. As for my hair, I piled it on top of my head, into a slightly messy ponytail that went with my casual dress look.

      Finally, I didn’t have any more excuses to hesitate any longer. I needed to go downstairs and face him. To try and resist the heated gazes I know he’d be flinging my direction.

      In front of my parents, no less. If I survived tonight, it would be a damn miracle.

      With one last check in the mirror, I headed back downstairs. Before I even reached the ground floor, I caught the sound of voices. A couple other guests had arrived, and I waved and gave brief hugs here and there, to the couples who made up my parents’ social circle. While they chatted, I couldn’t stop my gaze wandering past them, though, seeking someone I wasn’t willing to admit I was looking for.

      I didn’t stop doing that until I made it back out onto the pool deck, where I found Russ reclined near my dad, who was still bent over the grill, hard at work on dinner. As I entered, Russ waved me in their direction, his expression the kind of grin you’d see on a fox as it cornered a rabbit.

      Damn him, he’s going to tease me right in front of my own father, I just know it. Still, I can’t ignore him, not when he calls my name and tells me to come and say hello.

      With a deep, steadying breath, I snatch up my mom’s latest drink concoction and head across the pool deck toward them.

      “Russ was just telling me how impressed he is by your work ethic,” my father says by way of greeting. His doubtful tone tells me without words that he doesn’t agree.

      “Was he?” My gaze finds Russ, unable to resist. My body can’t really help itself around him, not even when I want it to. The way he’s staring at me even now makes my breath hitch, my fist tighten around my drink. His eyes tell me, with just as much detail as I know he’d say with that dirty mouth he could right now, exactly what he wants to be doing to me right now.

      The flush starts low in my belly and creeps up my chest toward my neck. To fight it, I tear my eyes away from Russ and force them to fixate on my father. That will kill anyone’s buzz.

      “He suggested I give you more patients, by way of testing you. To see if you’re ready to handle a full load.” Dad’s looking at me thoughtfully now. Like he’s actually considering it.

      Despite my distraction at Russ being here, I can’t help it. A hopeful smile sneaks onto my face, my eyes widening. Is Dad really relenting?

      One look at my expression and Dad’s stern face returns. “I didn’t say I would do it. Not yet, anyway. But he’s given me a lot to think about. If you manage to impress the board members within the next couple of days by going above and beyond before each of their kids leave the hospital…” He clears his throat. “Well, then it will be time to give you that greater test.”

      A mixture of relief and shock floods me, tinged with annoyance. I shouldn’t have to beg my father’s permission just to be allowed to do my own job—the job I spent years in school preparing to do, and the job he himself hired me for, no less. But still. It will keep the other nurses on my wing from whispering about me behind my back—at least, any more than they already have been. And who knows? Maybe given a little time, I can get Dad to come around and see my side of things. If I impress the board members’ kids, then get my full rotation of patients back and impress all of their families too… well, eventually, if I work hard enough, Dad will have to take my complaints seriously, right? He’ll have to admit that I have a point about all of this.

      A couple of days, Dad said. I can handle that. “I’ll be ready,” I tell him, taking a slow sip of my drink, my eyes not leaving my father’s as I rise to his challenge. If he thinks I’m going to fall flat on my face now, just because he pulled some shady underhanded controlling stuff to try to get me to do what he wants, he’s sorely mistaken. After all, he raised me. I know by now the best way to stand up to him.

      Though not as well as Russ knows it, apparently.

      “I’m sure she’ll surprise you,” Russ is saying, and I can tell by the way the heat in my body creeps up from my neck to turn my face red, that his eyes haven’t left mine. They probably haven’t strayed since I first walked into the room. I flick him a warning glance.

      Much more of this and even my oblivious Dad will start to notice something is up.

      But Russ doesn’t look apologetic. If anything, he looks happy. Triumphant. “I know Maggie surprised the hell out of me, with how quickly she’s grown up into… quite the young woman.”

      If my father notices the way Russ lays on the word quite, he doesn’t let on. He just claps Russ on the back and clucks his tongue. “You would say that. Always the diplomat.”

      “Me? You’re the one who deals with the board and all the snake talk. I just sew the wounded back together after the fallout.” They chuckle together, and Dad cracks some in-joke from their time in med school that has them both grinning. But I can still feel Russ’s gaze on me, even as I murmur an excuse about checking if Mom needs help, and sliding back toward the main house.

      I only make it a few steps, though, before Mom herself emerges with a tray of drinks, trailing a handful more partygoers, the late arrivals. She stops at the sight of the empty pool and tsks in disapproval. “Nobody’s braved the water yet?” she calls out, her voice loud enough to cut through the din. “I thought I made it pretty clear that this was a swimsuits required gathering.”

      A few of her friends laugh and protest about the cold outside.

      Mom’s having none of it. She sets her tray of drinks on the side table and pulls off her own cover-up. “Nonsense. Since it’s cold outside, that is precisely why we need to take advantage of this decadent oasis.” Her eyes sparkle with mirth as she gestures at my father. “After all, back when my darling husband was just a broke med student living off boxed ramen above my bar, we could only have dreamed of luxury like this.” Her favorite stories all start with “when we were poor med students.” It’s like she has some kind of nostalgia for her broke days.

      Then again, thinking about my times in nursing school with my friends, caffeinating each other through our exams, piling into our tiny studio apartments to swap notes and study… I can almost understand it. Med school was a simpler time for Dad, before he had to make decisions like the ones he does now. Back when they had more time for each other.

      Done with her speech, my mother dives into the deep end of the pool, in a perfect arc that would make even Michael Phelps jealous.

      A couple people even clap. I just watch, amused, aware of what’s coming. My father leaps into the pool next, summoned as he was by mother’s wave. He’s wearing swim trunks and his T-shirt still, and unlike her, he actually cannonballs in, making a huge splash. A few partygoers squeal.

      But this is just how they are together. It’s the only time I can stand my dad, most of the time. Mom pops up to bow, and Dad splashes her. Which only gets her going. I watch the two of them goofing off, while a few of the other guests dutifully peel off coverups or jeans to reveal that they did in fact wear bathing suits after all. Guess I’m not the only one who knows my mother well.

      I’m still watching the splash-fest when a warm hand comes to rest at the small of my back, setting off fireworks in my veins that stretch all the way down to my fingertips, tingle in my toes.

      “Please tell me you’re wearing a bathing suit under that slip,” he murmurs. “I was really looking forward to seeing more of you tonight.” His breath is hot, right beside my cheek. He smells amazing, like mint and wood smoke and a hint of citrus from the drink in his hand. It makes my toes curl. I lean into him without even thinking about it.

      “Show you mine if you show me yours,” I reply with a pointed glance at his outfit. Jeans and a T-shirt? Not exactly swimwear ready.

      His eyes sparkle with amusement when he catches me looking him over. “Oh, don’t worry. I’m willing to reciprocate. But first…” Without warning, he bends and sweeps one strong arm under my knees, the other landing around my shoulders.

      I let out a squeal when he picks me up in his arms. My drink splashes my arm until I reach out to set it on a table, struggling to escape from Russ’s grasp at the same time.

      “Oh, no. It’s into the pool for you,” he says, louder now, so others can hear it. From somewhere in the background, I hear my mother cheering in approval.

      But I have eyes only for Russ. For the way his gaze sears through me, devouring every detail of me.

      I kick feebly as he walks toward the pool, carrying me as if I weigh nothing at all. Like I’m lighter than a feather. “No fair!” I call out. “At least let me take my shift off.”

      “No phones in your pockets?” he asks, one eyebrow lifted, amusement glittering on his face.

      “If I told you yes, would you set me back down?” I ask, unable to keep from grinning in spite of myself.

      In response, the hand he has wrapped around my knees slide up my thighs. I swallow hard at the feel of his hot, strong palm resting against my outer thigh, right where…

      Right where a pocket would be.

      “Well, I’d set you down if I believed you,” he says, his smile growing wider. “But since you don’t have any pockets…”

      “No, Russ!” I let out one last yelp before he tosses me. For a second I’m sailing, and I catch a glimpse of everyone in the deep end scattering out of the way. Then I hit the water and sink into it, feeling myself instantly soaked through from head to toe. When I splutter back to the surface, my mother is laughing with delight, and Russ’s eyes glitter with amusement. He checks me out shamelessly, studying his handiwork.

      “That was so not fair,” I call out as he retreats from the poolside to peel off his shirt. Then my protests die on my lips, because I’m momentarily distracted by the sight of Russ’s shirtless chest.

      Fuck.

      I’ve seen him without his shirt before, of course. Dozens of times, at parties just like this one. My mom always makes everyone who comes over swim, since she says she wouldn’t let Dad splurge on such a fancy addition to the house without taking advantage of it whenever possible. Still, it’s different now, seeing Russ’s cut abs and his sculpted chest, speckled with a faint dusting of hair around his happy trail and across his pecs, just enough to remind anyone looking that he’s a Man, capital letter and all.

      It’s different now, because I look at him, and all I can think is he fucked me. That man was inside me just a couple days ago.

      My whole body goes taut with tension, and it’s all I can do to tread water and keep my head above the surface, because my body wants to sink down under it.

      A few other couples tease at the poolside, a woman pushing her boyfriend in, another pair sliding into the shallow end with their drinks in hand. But I barely even pay any attention. My eyes are fixed on Russ, watching him peel off his jeans to reveal sculpted, muscular legs beneath his trunks.

      Trunks that, I’m pretty sure, would show just how interested in me he was, if given the proper motivation. They fit pretty tightly, after all.

      All of a sudden, I know what my revenge needs to be. I shoot a glance at the far end of the pool, but Mom and Dad are distracted now, sipping drinks and chatting with friends. I duck under the water and grasp the hem of my cover-up. It’s hard to struggle out of in the water, since the fabric is soaked through and clings to my body. But I finally manage to wrestle my way out of it, and I resurface at the ladder into the deep end. I climb up it to deposit my dress on a side table, then turn to face Russ, deliberately slow, letting the water drip off my body, knowing I look good in my bikini with my curves on display.

      Sure enough, the second my eyes find his, I’m rewarded with a flash of white hot lust. He drinks me in, taking his time to size me up from head to toe, his eyes lingering on everything. My chest, my waist, my hips, my legs. When his eyes drift back to my face, I wonder if I’m imagining it, or if there’s a faint bulge already visible in his swim trunks

      Without waiting to find out, I slowly saunter back to poolside and kneel down to perch on the ledge, making sure to turn so my side faces him, and leaning back just a little to let my breasts show to their full advantage.

      Soon enough, I feel warmth at my back, and tilt my head back to find Russ standing behind me, his legs so close they touch the bare, soaking wet skin of my back. My wet hair sticks to his legs, and my head bumps against his shins as he studies me. He’s not even smiling, he’s so busy staring at me.

      With a wink, I slip off the wall and into the pool, practically daring him to come and follow me.

      A moment later, I hear a splash. I surface in the middle of the deep end, and have to swallow a gasp as a warm, familiar hand traces up my thigh to spread flat across my belly, just for a moment. Then Russ surfaces too, a little too close to me, his gaze fixed on me.

      “This is a dangerous game you’re playing, Maggie,” he murmurs, his voice pitched low, just for me, so nobody else will overhear him.

      I grin in response. “I know.”

      But I have no idea how dangerous it’s about to get. From the other end of the pool, Mom calls out for attention. “Who wants to play chicken?” She taps Dad’s shoulder, and then swats him again, more playfully, when he pretends to groan. I know secretly he loves it. Nobody brings out my father’s goofy side quite like my mother, and she knows when he needs it most.

      Given how stressed he’s been at the hospital, I’m sure he really does need this time to blow off steam.

      “John and I will go up against the first contender,” Mom is saying, when behind me, someone clears his throat.

      “Maggie and I will play.” Russ. I whip around to stare at him, wide-eyed. Normally the couples all play this game. Is he trying to get us caught? But he just winks at me, and keeps an innocent, wide smile plastered on his face as he paddles toward the shallow end of the pool.

      With one last gasp of worry, I swim after him. But my mom and dad don’t look suspicious or worried. I guess Russ has been hanging out with us for so long that they wouldn’t even think to be suspicious of anything going on between us. Still, it makes my heart race when Russ and my dad shake hands, trading good-natured insults about who’s going to destroy whom.

      Mom flashes me a wink and a grin, before she easily swings her legs around Dad’s neck, and he hauls her up onto his back. They’ve done this so many times that she finds her balance in a split second, like it’s second nature.

      A knot of fear curls in my stomach. But it’s overpowered by the anticipation, as Russ kneels in front of me. I swallow through a suddenly dry throat and reach up for his shoulders. He takes both of my hands in his instead, and I push my weight onto his hands as I swing my legs up his backside to wrap over both his shoulders at once.

      He’s so warm, his muscles tensing under my weight. It makes me catch my breath. Especially when he lets go of my hands. I grasp his head to steady myself, and I’m painfully aware of where my pussy is pressed against the back of his neck, his head nestled into my belly, his hair tickling the soft, sensitive skin there.

      What did I just get myself into?

      My parents’ other friends form a loose circle around us, some cheering and clapping, others just grinning and sipping their drinks. Mom and Dad are frighteningly good at this game. They’re usually the undefeated champs of the night. Which is probably why they always suggest playing it. Mom loves any game where she can dominate.

      It takes me longer than her to get my balance. Feeling Russ move beneath me, and having to adjust my weight and balance in tune with his, feels strangely intimate. Especially when his hands drop to grip my thighs tightly, just bare inches from his own face. I suck in a sharp breath and try not to focus on how good his hands feel pressed against my skin.

      I try not to think too hard about how good his head feels between my thighs, either, or I’m going to start wishing he was facing the other direction.

      “Ready?” Mom calls and holds out her arms.

      I grasp her forearms in the starting position and offer a grin that feels braver than I actually feel right now. “Ready,” I reply, and I’m glad my voice doesn’t quiver the way my body is doing right now.

      Without any more warning, Mom starts to shove at me, hard.

      I push right back, bracing myself against Russ. It makes me grit my teeth, struggling to keep my seat as Mom tries her best to fling me off him, first by throwing her weight to one side, then the next. Dad moves with her every motion, so she’s never thrown off balance by her own attempts.

      After a couple of close calls, where I nearly topple before righting myself at the last moment, and only thanks to Russ’s tight grip on my thighs, I notice that under the water, Mom’s legs are tapping. She gently taps her heel against Dad’s side to indicate which direction she’s going to try to throw me next.

      The next time she does it, I tap Russ on the other side, then throw my weight opposite her. She gasps and swears, and nearly loses her seat before Dad skips to one side to catch her.

      “Careful there, old man,” Russ calls out playfully, and I suppress another shiver at the way his voice travels through me when he speaks, with me up on his shoulders like this. It feels like a vibration going through me.

      “Look who’s talking!” Dad calls back, and then he pushes toward us, Mom going on the offensive again.

      I brace hard and manage to twist away from her tackle attempt yet again. I tap Russ on the other side, and we sidestep another attack by our opponents. That’s when I feel Russ’s hands slide a little higher. Just an inch. But a moment later it happens again, his hands inching toward the crease where my leg touches my thighs. My breath hitches.

      It’s enough of an opportunity, apparently. Mom lunges without warning, and I’m too distracted by Russ’s hands. She grabs my forearms and flings me backward, and a moment later, I slide off Russ’s back into the cool waiting water of the pool.

      I resurface a split second later to thunderous cheers and yells.

      Dad and Russ shake good-naturedly, Mom slaps my back and winks. “Better luck next time,” she calls. But I barely even notice, as she and Dad turn to face their next competitor, a younger couple who live down the street.

      I don’t notice, because Russ is behind me, his hands on me again, but my hips this time, drawing me back against him. It’s dangerous. Playing with fire, to stand this close right now.

      “Good game, teammate,” he says softly, and his hands slip down over my hips to grab my ass, tightly, fast. His hand moves again before I can even react, but I suck in a sharp, startled breath.

      Fuck. I want him. So goddamn badly, it’s killing me right now.

      “You threw that game,” I hiss through clenched teeth, after my heart rate calms down again, and my breathing returns to almost normal. “I got… distracted.”

      “I was hoping you would.” His eyes dance with amusement. Then I notice him glance sideways, just a little, quick as a blink. “They’ll be busy for a while…” he points out. With that, he steps back and grasps the rung of the ladder on this end of the pool. Then he hauls himself up and out of the water, shooting me one last pointed backward glance, before he snags a towel and pads through the greenhouse to the sliding door and back inside the house.

      The deserted house, now that the rest of the party are all occupied out here.

      My heart hammers in my chest. I glance around the pool again, at all the people cheering on the game or pouring themselves new drinks or snacking on the sidelines. I hold my breath and wait what feels like an eternity but is probably really only half a minute. Then, pulse racing at what I’m about to do, I swim over to the ladder and climb up to follow Russ inside.
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      “We shouldn’t be doing this,” I breathe, as Russ shuts my bedroom door behind me. “There are so many people down there. Anyone could come back inside at any moment, decide they want to come up and use the bathroom…”

      Russ silences my protests by pinning me against the bedroom door and kissing me, hard. His hands don’t hesitate, not now that we’re alone. They roam down my body, from my chest along my curves to my ass. His palms trace around to grip my ass tightly in two fists, and he pulls me up and against him, until I arch my whole body against his with a groan. Both of us are still wet from the pool, and his skin feels hot and slick against mine.

      Not to mention the rock hard strain in his swimming trunks, begging to be released. God, his cock is already so fucking hard. How did he even manage to walk up the stairs without anyone noticing?

      “It’s a good thing you’re used to being a good, quiet girl, then, isn’t it?” Russ asks me with a wicked grin. From the bedroom walls behind him, my old posters of the celebrities I grew up crushing on stare back at me, almost like they’re egging me on. Because if I could have gotten away with it back in college when I was home visiting on breaks, I would have hung Russ’s face right up there with them. He was every bit as much one of my forbidden crushes as those boy bands and famous actors were.

      Maybe even more so, because I got to see him in person, even if we could never really touch outside of the proper hugs hello or goodbye at parties just like the one my parents are throwing downstairs.

      Suddenly, it feels like that younger version of me, the one who dreamed of this moment for years, is roaring back to life. And I don’t’ care anymore how dangerous this could be, or what my father will do to both of us if he walks in on us right now. He’d fire Russ, yes. He’d probably fire me too, or maybe even go as far as to kick me out of the house. I don’t know for sure. I know he’d want to punish me, and even Mom’s placating influence could only go far if I really pushed him with something this forbidden.

      I don’t care.

      Russ is still watching me with that smile, waiting for a response. So I give it to him. I reach up and wrap both arms around his strong, muscular shoulders, and pull him down against me, as my mouth finds his again. I kiss him harder, desperately. As if I can transfer all my own fear and desire and want into this one kiss. His lips part against mine, and his tongue slips into my mouth, sliding against mine, wrestling for control.

      He finds it again, easily. His hands slide down my curves, and with one swift tug, he lets the towel I’d wrapped around myself back by the poolside puddle at my feet. We’re practically naked now, only his swimming trunks and my skimpy bikini standing between our completely naked bodies.

      It was one thing to fuck him in the stairwell at work, hard and fast, but still with practically all of our clothes on. It’s another to be able to take my time now. To trace my hands over his abs, counting each one with exploring fingers. To feel the way he crushes me against him and spins with me in his arms, toward the distant, narrow twin bed that I grew up sleeping in.

      “I need you, Maggie,” he says, his voice a desperate growl that echoes my own white hot desire in this moment. It feeds my craving like a feedback loop, making the tight sensation between my legs, as my clit begins to physically ache with want, grow more insistent. Knowing that he wants me as much as I want him, that he’s thought about this as often as I have… I can’t explain the thrill I get from of that.

      “You’ve got me,” I whisper, because damn the consequences, fuck how badly this will blow up in our faces if anyone finds out. I don’t care anymore.

      Russ’s smile grows as soon as those words leave my mouth, and then he hoists me without warning against, earning a little squeak of protest from me as he sweeps my legs out from under me. But he doesn’t toss me into the deep end of a pool this time. He just lowers me gently onto my own bed, before he lies down on top of me, slowly, so I can savor every inch of his hot skin, still damp from the pool, as it sizzles against mine.

      The bed really is tiny. I knew that, factually speaking. But it’s another thing to try to share it with another body. Some part of me dimly notes that I’ve never even hooked up with anyone, even someone my own age, in this bed. I was always too terrified of what my father would do if he caught us, even after I graduated from nursing school and returned back here full time. On the rare occasions when I have hooked up with guys in the past, I’ve always gone to their places to do it.

      Which only makes this feel extra dirty and forbidden.

      “You have no idea how hard it’s been to keep my hands off of you all night,” Russ murmurs against my neck, as his fingers trace down my sides to my hips. He flattens one hand against my belly and lets his fingertips toy with the hem of my panties. I suck in a sharp breath and try to concentrate on remembering to breathe.

      It’s hard to do that whenever he’s around. Let alone when he’s touching me like this. “You didn’t manage all that well… during that game of chicken,” I point out, only losing my breath once during the whole sentence, and proud of myself for it.

      His grin widens. “What can I say? I slipped.” He leans down to kiss me again, and I let my eyes flutter closed, my lips already parted in anticipation. But he only kisses the corner of my mouth, his lips tracing down the edge of my jawline next, and along it until he nips gently at the soft, sensitive spot where my ear meets the corner of my jaw.

      I gasp again softly and arch up against him. When I do that, I can feel the press of his cock through his trunks, already stiff and ready for me, swollen with desire. I drop my hands, wrap them around his hips to grip his ass tightly. Fuck, he has a firm ass.

      I drag him down against me and wriggle a little beneath him, so my belly presses against his cock.

      He groans against the crook of my neck, and nips me again, a little harder this time. “Don’t make me leave a mark for your parents to wonder about on you…” There’s a teasing threat in his voice, and it sends a flutter straight to my belly.

      “Russ… We really can’t let them catch us.” He’s been friends with my dad for a long time, yes, and he knows what his temper is like. But he has no idea how protective my father is about me, or how much this would set Dad off. Some part of me is still convinced Russ isn’t aware of what he’s getting into.

      “Maggie.” He draws back from me, just far enough that my chest and stomach feel cold without the warm press of his body against me. I’m still a little damp from the pool, and it makes me shiver in the cool air of my room, goosebumps pricking along my limbs. But when he catches my eyes, I forget about that. I forget about everything but gazing into those deep pools of brown, his expression both sincere and slightly amused. “I know what I’m doing, Mags. I know what I want.”

      Even before he says anything else, those words shiver through me, impossible to ignore.

      “I want you. No matter what the risks are.” His voice is deep, filled with feeling. It makes me wonder if he really has thought about me for as long as I’ve been fantasizing about him. I know he said he’d thought about me like this before, but how often? How intensely?

      The look in his eyes makes me want to find out.

      “Russ…” He doesn’t let me ask, though. Not now. He silences me with another slow, intense kiss, one that has my breath coming short and my body arching up against him. At the same time, his fingers slip under my bikini bottoms, and his index finger traces circles across my freshly shaven mound. He grazes the edge of my clit, and I swallow hard against the moan that rises in my chest.

      He takes his time tonight. His kisses are slow, deep. His fingers move slowly, too. He teases and taunts, tracing the edges of my pussy lips before he so much as lets a single finger enter my slit. As he continues to stroke and tease my pussy, his head dips again, and he begins to kiss his way down my chest, his tongue flicking out every now and then to taste my skin, leaving wet, warm patches and making me sigh with want.

      “God, that mouth of yours…” I murmur at one point, when he finally reaches my chest, and he sucks one of my nipples into his mouth, his tongue toying with the tip of it, making it stiffen between his lips.

      He draws back just far enough to flash a knowing look up at me. “Wait until you see what this mouth can do to you,” he murmurs, a promise hidden behind his dark gaze. His hands take the chance to slide around under me, then, and he undoes the knots of my bikini to let it fall away entirely.

      I lose track of time as he licks and sucks at my nipples, alternating between pinching the free one between his fingertips ever so gently, rolling the hard little nub just enough to make me twist beneath him, while his tongue laps at my other breast. Then he switches, back and forth until the sensation has started to build toward a kind of peak inside me, a type of orgasm I never even knew was possible.

      I’m breathing hard, barely able to contain myself, before Russ flashes me a sly look once more. “I love watching you come undone,” he murmurs softly, his breath heating my wet skin.

      Then he starts to kiss lower. Down and under my breasts, nipping at the plump undersides softly. “I love making you come undone,” he adds.

      He dips down again and keeps moving, lower and lower, nipping at my belly, and then grasping the corner of my bikini bottoms in between his teeth. With one sharp, practiced motion, he tugs those down. They peel away from my pussy with a slick sound, leaving me exposed to the cool air of the bedroom. A shiver starts at the tip of my head and works itself through my body, all the way down to my toes and the tips of my fingers, which tingle from the sensation.

      And he’s barely even getting started.

      He keeps going, not releasing my bikini from his teeth, but peeling it all the way down my body with his mouth alone. When he finally tugs it off my feet, I expect him to slide back up and warm me with his presence again. Instead, he picks up one of my legs and gently kisses the soft skin at the spot where my ankle meets my foot. His tongue lashes out, traces hot trails over me. He kisses his way slowly up, up. Over one calf, all the way up to my knee, where his tongue licks the back of it.

      I shiver, my breath shuddering in my lungs. “That… mouth again,” I manage breathily.

      He grins. “I want to taste every inch of you, little one.” With that, he lowers my leg back to the bed, switches to the other side, and does the same thing over, slow and steady. I could lose my mind from this treatment alone. From the pleasure of his hot mouth against me, and the alternating chills that race through my body as he kisses, licks, sucks, teases me. Finally, slowly, he makes his way back up to my thighs, which he parts gently. His hands reach up to grip my ass, and I obey the silent command, arching up against him.

      Still, he moves slow. His tongue traces the crease where my thigh meets my hip, first one and then the next. His lips come back to trail across my mound, and he smiles against me, his lips touching my skin. “Nice and shaved for me,” he says softly. “I like that.”

      I reach down, tentative at first, almost afraid to break this spell. But as he keeps moving, kissing lower, until his tongue brushes along the outer lips of my pussy, I can’t resist any longer. I bury my hands in his hair, enjoying the thick, full feeling of it, and how soft it feels between my fingertips.

      He presses his mouth fully against my pussy, as if he’s kissing it, the same way he kisses my mouth, hard and fast. I gasp and let my head fall back against the cushions of the bed. One glance down at him between my legs reminds me of earlier in the pool. The way he balanced me on his back.

      The way he touched me with my parents just a couple feet away. Like he’s doing now.

      But the thought, far from taking me out of the moment or worrying me, only adds to the fire. This is me taking back control of my own life. This is me doing what’s best for me, and damn the consequences or what anyone else thinks.

      Russ’s tongue parts my pussy lips and delves between them, thick and strong. Exploring. He trails it all the way along my slit, and I can already tell that I’m soaking wet, but he leans back to comment anyway, heat and amusement both dancing in those dark eyes. “God, I love how wet you get for me, Maggie. Tell me, are you this wet when you fantasize about me at night?”

      “Every night,” I breathe, my cheeks flushing from the admission, not to mention the dirty words. But I might as well admit it. It’s true.

      His grin widens. “You have no idea how hard it makes me to hear about that. About you touching yourself, thinking of me…”

      “Sometimes…” My voice catches, and he pauses for a moment to watch me. I swallow hard. “Sometimes I use a vibrator too. When I think about you.”

      He leans back in to lick me again, hard and fast, just once, his tongue lapping across me like an ice cream cone in a flavor he adores. “Tell me more,” he commands, his breath hot against my sensitive pussy, and it’s not the kind of command I can ignore.

      I swallow around a lump in my throat. “I… I pictured us fucking right here in this room,” I murmur, my breath catching as his tongue reaches my clit, grazes over it in a way that makes my hips buck.

      I tighten my grip on his hair, and he tightens his grip on my ass in return, his fingers leaving little marks dug into the soft skin of my ass. I want that. I want him to mark me. I want everyone to know I’m his.

      “I pictured the way you’d know exactly how to pleasure me, even before I did. How you’d teach me about my body.”

      “Like this, you mean, Maggie?” Russ presses his tongue inside me, then, and I cry out faintly at the feeling. His tongue parts my folds, presses deep into my pussy, easily. I’m soaked, and his tongue is so hot and wet. Fuck it feels incredible.

      “I… yeah…” is all I can manage in response. He chuckles softly, and the vibration of him laughing makes my toes curl as I slowly raise my legs to drape them over his shoulders, hooking my ankles one around the other for balance. Something tells me I’ll need the extra help balancing for the next few minutes.

      I’m right.

      Russ eats my pussy like no one I’ve ever been with before. His tongue knows every spot, every trick and maneuver. He finds my G-spot easily with the tip, works at it while his hands knead my ass in a firm massage. Before I can even adjust to that, he moves again, pulling his tongue out to lap along me, and the way he licks and sucks at my clit, hard enough to build the excitement inside me, but never hard enough to let me reach a peak, at least not yet… well, it drives me wild.

      Before long, I’ve forgotten all about staying silent, all about trying to behave. I’m just straight up begging. “Please, Russ. Please let me come.”

      “You’ll come when I tell you to,” he breathes against me. “Not before.”

      It’s torture. Beautiful, amazing, agonizing torture. His tongue licks me right up to the edge and then moves to a new spot, before I can finish. Finally, I’m panting for breath.

      “Please, please,” I’m gasping, only vaguely aware that my mouth is even moving. All I want, all I need, with every fiber of my being, is to come. To come with this man’s tongue in my pussy.

      “Okay, Maggie.” His eyes find mine again, and the sight of him looking up at me like that, kneeling between my legs, filled with desire, drives me wild. “Come for me.” Then his tongue presses into me again, hard and fast, and he’s licking me without any sense of control.

      It only takes a few seconds. The orgasm has been building in me for almost an hour, practically since the moment he first hauled me onto his shoulders to play chicken in the pool. I let out a weak, strained cry as the peak sweeps through me, and my vision swims in and out, colors dancing on the edges of my vision.

      “Again,” he orders, almost before the convulsing in my pussy and the racing adrenaline in my veins has even faded. But then his mouth is on me again, and this time his tongue laps over my clit, gently but firmly, making the already sensitive spot throb and ache.

      My breath hitches, my hands fist in his hair, so tightly I’m sure it’s hurting him, but he doesn’t protest, which is good, because I doubt I could make myself stop. I come with a faint, distant cry, even weaker than the first one, which is probably a good thing, because again, I’d forgotten all about being silent.

      My body shakes, twitches with the aftershocks of the orgasm. Russ draws away from me, and my pussy feels suddenly cold without his mouth clamped over it. But he’s already moving, thank god, leaning down along me, sliding back up my body until we’re nose to nose.

      “You are a fucking wonder,” he breathes. He kisses me again, and I can taste myself on his lips, the salty sweet scent mingled with Russ’s own smell, a musky, masculine one that drives me wild.

      His cock rests along my inner thigh, rock hard, thick and veined. When I shift my hips against his, his cock jumps against me, twitching with the force of his desire.

      I reach down and slowly, gently, grasp the base of his cock in my fist. I draw him toward my entrance, my legs already spread, though I spread them even farther now, wrapping them around his waist.

      “I want to feel you inside me,” I breathe, my heart still pounding from the double orgasm, my body feeling both loose and liquid, and filled with fire all at once.

      “As if I could resist you for another second, little one.” He bends to kiss me once more, and at the same time, gently presses his hips forward, the tip of his cock parting my pussy lips. He reaches down and peels my hand from his cock, guides himself inside me instead. When the tip presses into me, I gasp, but his mouth swallows the sound, hot and hard.

      So I let myself go. I moan into his lips, feel a sharp sting as he gently nips my lower lip. The slight pain contrasted with the pleasure as his cock drives farther and farther into me, an inch at a time, spreading my pussy wide, making me ache to contain him… It’s enough to have me starving all over again, hungry for his release this time, as well as mine.

      I remember how good it felt when he came in me last time. I want to feel that again.

      Finally, he’s pressed all the way inside me, and for a moment, he pulls away from my lips to regard me, both of us studying the other, our naked bodies pressed together for the first time, every muscle of his digging into every soft curve of mine. “I love this tight, wet pussy of yours,” he breathes, the dirty words only making my belly curl with pleasure.

      He pulls out, just a little, and thrusts right back in again, filling me once more, making me feel deliciously stuffed.

      “I love every inch of your gorgeous body.” His hands trace up my sides to my hips, waist, chest. Finally, one hand comes to rest along my cheek, and he tilts my face to his, kisses me again, softer this time, slower.

      “I love feeling you inside me,” I murmur against his mouth when we break apart once more. “I feel so fucking full.”

      The corner of his mouth quirks in a faint smile. He draws out of me again, a little farther this time, and thrusts back in. “I fucking love it too. How tight you feel around me…”

      In response, I tighten my pussy, squeeze around him. He lets out a faint groan of appreciation and draws out once more. Thrusts in again. He’s starting to move faster, to build up a rhythm. My hands slide up and around his shoulders of their own accord, my fingers wrapped around his taut muscles. I dig in, hold on, as he starts to thrust faster, harder.

      “God you are fucking perfect, Maggie,” he groans.

      I can’t even respond, because I’m too lost in the feel of him. The thick push of his cock deep inside me. The way he smells in this moment, all heat and sex. The heat that’s building within me in response, even in spite of the two orgasms he gave me. It makes me wonder how many of those I could possibly have in one night. It makes me eager to find out. The longer I can stay with him, feeling this, the better.

      Russ reaches down to grasp my ass, pulling me up and against him more firmly. I gasp, because at this angle, the tip of his cock, curved ever so slightly upward, drags along my inner wall, brushing over my G-spot with every thrust.

      “That’s it, little one,” Russ murmurs, his eyes never leaving mine, tracing down over my body and back up again, like he can’t get enough of the sight of me either, spread out beneath him, at his mercy like this.

      Not going to lie, I can sympathize. I can’t stop looking him over, either. This firm strong body that I spent so many nights dreaming about fucking me, just like this.

      “I want to feel you come on my cock,” he says softly, but firmly, like it’s another of his commands. Even just the way he says them, like someone who’s accustomed to being obeyed, makes me feel hotter, wetter with want.

      Who knew I’d like being bossed around in bed? But I do. “Yes, sir,” I breathe, and his eyes flash in response, desire and heat obvious within them.

      He arches back to drive into me, then, fucking me harder, faster. It makes me lose control just as fast. My clit was already sensitive from coming earlier. It doesn’t take long to get me back near the peak once more, especially the way Russ moves, his cock knowing just the way to fuck an orgasm out of me.

      “Come for me,” he orders again, and I can’t disobey.

      I cry out, as my toes curl, and arch up against him with pleasure. He moves, a split second too late, to clamp a hand over my mouth and muffle the sound. I shudder, too late realizing how loud that was. But I’m lost in the orgasm now, the pleasure that sweeps through me. I can feel my pussy tighten and convulse around his cock, squeezing him like a fist.

      A moment later, with strong, firm hands, he flips me around underneath him, until my face is buried in my own pillow. He drives into me, hard and fast, then, and with a guttural growl, he comes deep inside me, making me gasp with pleasure as white hot cum spills from him, pumps inside me.

      When he finally draws out of me once more, a thin dribble traces down my inner thigh. He lets go of my hips, and I flop onto my side on the bed, my limbs glistening with sweat, spent. He’s about to lie down beside me, when he hesitates.

      A second later, I realize why. His head jerks toward the hallway, and we both tense.

      “Maggie?” It’s Dad. The knob of my door jiggles as he tests it. But it’s locked. Thank god we remembered to lock it. “Is everything all right? I heard a scream.”

      My whole body blushes, all the way from my toes to the top of my head. “Uh… fine. I just tripped,” I lie quickly, shooting panicked glances at Russ.

      For his part, the bastard just looks smugly amused with himself. Like he doesn’t mind that I just almost blew our cover and got us both murdered by my father.

      “I’ll be back down in a second,” I yell again, when Dad’s footsteps don’t retreat. “I’m just getting changed.”

      “All right,” he responds. Still, there’s another long pause, before he finally walks back down the hall once more. Neither of us move until the stairs creak, the telltale third step groaning beneath Dad’s weight, telling us he’s back downstairs once more.

      “Fuck,” I groan, collapsing against Russ.

      He bursts into laughter, then, and wraps his arms around me. With one gentle finger, he tilts my face back until I’m forced to look up at him, my eyes narrowed.

      “It’s not funny,” I protest. “He would have killed us.”

      “It’s a little funny,” he replies. “And I’m pretty sure I could give him a run for his money.”

      I groan and roll my eyes, but I let him lean in and kiss me softly.

      “If you’re having regrets about this, Maggie, you can tell me,” Russ murmurs, when he draws back from the kiss, his worried eyes fixed on mine.

      A guilty, unpleasant sensation tugs at my chest. “It’s not that. I don’t regret doing this.” I really don’t. “Just… I don’t want to make anything harder. For either of us. And I really don’t want to fuck up your entire life.” I search his eyes. He opens his mouth, but I hold up a hand to stave him off. “I know you said you don’t mind if you get fired. That you have other options. But I would hate to be the reason you had to implement them against your wishes. Even if you were alright with it in the end… I can’t help but worry that at some point down the road, you’d start to resent me for it.”

      His eyes search mine right back. “Would you resent me if you lost your job at the hospital?” he asks, one eyebrow lifted. He’s quick to add, “It’s all right if you think you would be. I’d rather us be honest and open with one another.”

      My cheeks flare red again, though less intensely than when my father almost walked in on me post-fuck a minute ago. “It’s not that. I mean, I don’t even like my job right now. Though…” I hesitate and chew on my lower lip. “Thank you for talking to Dad about it. For trying to convince him he should let me have a normal patient roster again.”

      “Of course. Any time.” Russ’s forehead creases. He’s clearly trying to figure out what I’m not saying. What really makes me so nervous about pissing off my father.

      I groan and sink back against my bed. After a moment’s hesitation, he lies down alongside me, and loops one arm around my waist. I snuggle into him, grateful for his warmth, not to mention his strong, comforting presence. It makes it easier to say what’s on my mind. “I want to make a difference in the world,” I say softly. “And I’m afraid that I can’t do that from here… but Dad could ruin my chances to do it from anywhere. You know how much clout he has. He could…” get me blackballed from Doctors Without Borders, a part of me finishes. But it’s hard to admit even that much out loud. Russ has never traveled or worked anywhere except right at Dad’s side. Somehow, admitting my deepest desire proves harder than I expected. “He could ruin my future chances anywhere else, too,” I finally settle on saying.

      Russ’s chest rises and falls in a deep sigh. “I can understand that. You have ambition, Maggie. Not to mention a huge heart.” He lifts a strand of my hair and twirls it around one of his fingers. “It’s why I don’t want to let you go, Mags. Because I love that about you.”

      My heart twists in my chest, a little too painfully aware of how close that is to another three little words. Words that might break me, at this point. But he doesn’t say them. He just sits in silence, watching me. Waiting to see what I want to do.

      Finally, I lean up and kiss him, soft and sweet this time. And I settle on the truth. “I don’t want to let you go, either…” I admit in a low whisper.

      As bad as this idea is, as crazy as us trying to be together seems…right now, he is exactly who I want.
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      A week passes. A week of sly glances in the hallways, of whispered promises between rounds. Dad doesn’t give me back a full roster of patients yet, but he lets me have three more than before, after I apparently treated the handful of rich patients to his satisfaction. So now I’m up to six patients instead of three. Better than before. But still not the two dozen I should be handling.

      Still not enough to stave off the annoyed or angry glares of my fellow nurses in the hallways.

      But I have Russ to distract me from those, at least. We start to fall into a regular pattern. He’ll text me something innocuous—a winking face or a grin. Then I’ll text him the time of my next break. By the time the break rolls around, I’ll find Russ waiting for me in the handicap stall on our floor, down an out of the way passage, or maybe in the break room near the OR wing.

      We’ll lock the door, and for twenty minutes, we can lose ourselves and forget about our problems in one another’s arms.

      It’s not enough to make me feel satisfied with my whole life—I still wish I were doing so much more, helping more people than I am right now. But it’s enough to distract me, for the time being. Enough to make my current life survivable, at least, and maybe even lined with a little silver.

      I have no idea how long it can last. I can’t see it ever working out. But for some reason the desperation that induces, the knowledge that this can only ever be a temporary wild fling, just makes it feel all the hotter whenever we are able to sneak away together. I lose myself in the heat of his arms, the intensity of his kisses, and it soothes me into forgetting, for a little while, that one day I’ll have to let him go.

      At the start of our second week of… whatever it is we’re doing—whether you can just call it hooking up or it’s starting to transition into more, I’m not sure—I finally have a day off work at the same time that Russ does. Our schedules normally don’t align, and for once, I think, we can take advantage of this. Be together without having to sneak, or without risk of my parents stumbling across us.

      But when I text to ask him what he’s doing that day, his reply says he has an appointment that he can’t miss. My stomach sinks. So much for my grand plans of going on a semi-normal date, somewhere downtown and far from my family’s prying eyes.

      Then my phone dings a second time. If you’re free, why don’t you come with me?

      What are you doing? I ask a moment later.

      You’ll see.

      Confused, but ready for any excuse to see Russ outside of work or my parents’ pool parties, I agree to meet him up in the Bronx in a couple of hours. I spend most of those two hours dressing, because what the hell do you wear to a date—is this a date? —where you don’t know what you’ll be doing? Finally, I settle on jeans and a cute sweater, since it’s still freezing outside, all layered under my heavy overcoat. Then I catch the train, just in time to make it to meet him on time.

      When I get to the address he sent me, though, all I see is a rundown looking building with a line of people outside. Everyone there has shabby-looking coats. A few are carrying sacks of what look like odds and ends.

      Slowly, it dawns on me. This is a soup kitchen.

      Sure enough, a moment later, a side door pops open and Russ waves me inside. I jog into the warm building, my breath still fogging from the cold air, and I freeze as I step over the threshold. Because damn, I’d forgotten how good he looked out of his work scrubs. Not that he looks bad in those, but his flannel and jeans today have me wishing we didn’t always have to wear the same clothes over and over at work.

      He wraps me in a tight hug the moment I get to his side, and I fold into him, breathing in his familiar scent, grateful for his warm, strong presence. When we break apart, I grin up at him, my head tilted with curiosity. “So this is the big secret, huh? Volunteer work?”

      “Come on, I’ll introduce you. I got the manager to agree to put you on serving duty with me.” He checks a clock over my head, near the doorway. “Which starts in five minutes, so we don’t have much time.”

      I trail after him as he introduces me to a few of the other volunteers, and the coordinator who puts everything here together. Everyone seems nice, and they all know Russ well. They joke with him, smile and laugh at his jokes in return. I keep side-eying him, wondering how he has this entire other side to his life that I never knew about. I’m pretty sure Mom and Dad have never mentioned that Russ does volunteer work. How did this never come up, in all their years of friendship? It seems like he’s a regular, too.

      Finally, once the introductions are complete, Russ shows me the ropes. It’s pretty simple, really. Take a tray, serve the food in front of you, and pass it down the line to the next server.

      “Make sure to smile at everyone, make conversation as they come through,” he adds. “Sometimes this is the only place that these people get to see a friendly face or be treated like a human being.”

      Something about the way his voice dips at the end of that sentence makes me eye him funnily. His expression has gone a little shaded, as if he’s remembering something. But before I can ask about it, a bell rings somewhere, the main doors open, and our “customers” flood inside.

      We spend the rest of the lunch shift serving everyone who comes along the line. I follow Russ’s lead and smile at everyone, laugh, crack jokes. Not going to lie, for a volunteer gig, it’s a lot of fun, if a little worrying to see how grateful people are to be spoken to or smiled at.

      By the end of the shift, my arms ache from lifting all the trays. My heart aches too, but it’s a good kind of ache. I feel full, happy. Like I made an actual difference, for once. Maybe it’s just a tiny one, but still.

      Russ loops an arm around my waist and kisses my temple as our shift wraps up. “So?” he murmurs against my hair, “how did it feel? You wanted to help people…”

      “It felt great,” I reply, tilting my face up to smile at him. It takes me by surprise when he leans down to kiss me, in full view of everyone around us, all the other volunteers, everyone eating nearby, on the other side of the lunch line. I pull back a little sooner than I’d like to, in spite of how hot and soft his lips feel against mine. “Um… should we do that here?” I ask, unable to help the catch of nerves in my voice.

      Russ chuckles softly under his breath. “As if your father would ever be caught dead anywhere near a place like this,” he points out, and I can’t help but laugh softly, too.

      He has a point.

      The other volunteers have helped themselves to small portions, and are clustered near a table in the kitchen, chatting. Russ grabs a tray for me, one for himself, and pulls out chairs near the end of the table. A few people smile over at us, but they seem to sense that it’s our first chance to be together in a while, so nobody moves closer or tries to strike up a conversation.

      Which is good, because I have about a million things I want to talk to Russ about, now that we’re somewhere unsupervised. But the words all stick in my throat, get tangled up, until I finally just settle on asking. “So… you’ve been doing this for a while?”

      “Every day I have off, ever since I started at the hospital.”

      My eyebrows shoot upward, so high they nearly touch my hairline. “But… I’ve never heard you mention it. You and Dad have been friends for so long. How does he not know?”

      “Because I never felt comfortable telling him. I figured if I mentioned it, he would start to ask why I do it, and I couldn’t have that.” Russ catches my eye, his gaze boring into me, through me. I feel like he can see straight through my shell and into my core, whenever he does that.

      It makes me both nervous and excited, all at once. It also makes me want to do the same thing. Get through his outer shell, see the real Russ underneath. So I clear my throat gently. “Why do you do it?” I ask, my voice pitched low.

      “Back when I was in med school with your father, I couldn’t afford a full-time job on top of my classes. I had a part-time gig, but it wasn’t enough to make rent, even in the crappy kind of multi-room dorms that your father was living in at the time. He had a little help from his parents to get on his feet—not a lot, mind you, but enough to make those rent payments. I didn’t.” Russ runs a hand through his hair, and the silver speckles in it catch the light, reflecting in the fluorescents in a way that makes me want to reach out and follow his lead. Trail my fingers through his dark, fine hair, and see how soft it feels today.

      But I curl my hands around each other instead, to resist. Not while he’s telling me this. I want to hear the whole story, first.

      “Anyway, I eventually got a housing grant from the department, after I came out top in the class. But before then…” He clears his throat. “Well, there were a couple of months where I had to rough it.”

      My eyes go wide. I take another slow glance around the shelter, the realization slowly dawning on me. “You mean…”

      He bows his head. “I was homeless for a little while, yes. It was the hardest period in my life, honestly.” His voice goes rough, and I can’t hold myself back anymore.

      I reach out and gently cup his cheek. He turns to face me again, as I draw him toward me. I kiss him softly, my lips soft against his, the kiss slow and gentle. When I draw back, he’s smiling at me, ever so slightly.

      “That’s not the usual reaction I get to this story,” he says quietly, and I laugh.

      “Sorry. I just… I hate to think of you like that.” I bite my lower lip, and, unable to resist, I glance around the shelter at the others gathered here. How many of them have similar stories? How many just needed a little help to get on their feet again, and instead wound up here? “And my father didn’t help you back then? I thought you two were close.”

      “He didn’t know,” Russ says, a little more harshly than he maybe intended.

      My eyebrows rise.

      “It was my own fault. I didn’t want to tell him.”

      “Why not?” I ask softly.

      “I was too proud to admit it. I always looked up to your father. And he has such strong opinions about who should get what kind of help. He’d made comments in the past, ones I never really thought too much about. Comments about how the homeless just needed to work harder and they could get back on their own two feet without help.”

      My cheeks flare red. “That does sound like him,” I mumble. “I’m so sorry.”

      Russ shakes his head. “Don’t be. There were other people who helped me out—though nobody I knew from my regular life. I was too proud to admit to anyone what was going on. Not the teachers at school, not my friends, not even my best friend, your dad… But shelters like these, where I was able to get a meal, get my feet back under myself? They were a godsend. At the time, I swore that once I was back in a position to do so, I’d help out. Give back the same way people paid things forward to me.” He gestures behind himself at the kitchen. “So, now I volunteer here every spare chance I get.”

      My heart feels so full it could burst. “Russ…” I rest a hand on his on the table. He turns his palm around to lace his fingers through mine.

      “Don’t be too impressed.” He laughs. “I also enjoy it here. It’s fun.”

      “I agree.” I smile. “It feels good to help others. It makes you feel like your life has meaning, like you’re doing something important, right?”

      “Exactly.” His eyes dance with amusement when they meet mine.

      The words just slip out of me. I can’t help it anymore. “That’s what I want to do. But not here at home. I want to join Doctors Without Borders. Go to the places where medical help is needed the most, and just… do what I spent all those years in school learning how to do. Save lives.”

      He squeezes my hand gently in his. “So why haven’t you applied yet?” He tilts his head and eyes me curiously.

      Like it’s that easy. Like achieving my dreams is that simple. “I… can’t. Dad won’t let me.”

      But Russ is already shaking his head. “That’s an excuse, Maggie.”

      “No, it isn’t,” I protest. “Dad paid for my nursing school. He says I need to earn back enough money to pay him back for it, by working at his hospital, where he wants me. Otherwise he’ll blacklist me in the rest of the industry.”

      “You think he could really do that?” Russ lifts an eyebrow. “He has pull around the medical establishment, sure, but enough to get you blackballed from every single establishment or company you might possibly try to work for, anywhere in the world?” Russ shakes his head. “Don’t give your father that much credit, Maggie.”

      “What about the school bills, though?”

      “If he already paid them, the bill collectors can’t come after you for it. You could offer to pay him back, set up an agreement. If he hasn’t already paid them off, then you could just assume control of the payments yourself. It would be hard to do, on a starting salary, I know, but—”

      “Worth it,” I interrupt. “Yeah. I guess I could…”

      He squeezes my hand again, and tugs on my arm gently until I finally look up at him. “So?” he asks, his voice softer now.

      “So what?” My eyes track his. Drop to his lips. To his mouth, just inches away from mine. It’s hard to stay focused on practical things like career discussions when Russ is right in front of me. Staring at me like this. In a way that makes me suddenly wish we were alone, somewhere private. Not seated at a table with half a dozen witnesses, probably wondering who this young thing Russ brought in is.

      My cheeks flush at the thought, and I drive it away. Not the time to worry about that.

      “So, what’s the real excuse?” Russ’s grin looks almost sly now. “Besides your father. What’s the real reason you haven’t pursued your dreams?”

      I open my mouth. Close it again. Then I press my lips together tightly, thinking. He’s right. There are ways around my father’s control. Big, dangerous steps that I could take. But they scare me. Why do they scare me?

      “Because I might fail,” I murmur. “It’s such a big risk. Taking on that debt, and going out there into the world with no backup plan. No family at home to fall back on. Going somewhere I’ve never been, with people I don’t know yet… It’s terrifying.”

      “It is a huge risk.” He nods, never letting go of my hand. Never taking his eyes from mine. “That’s what makes it worth it, Maggie. The risk motivates you to reach for higher things than you might have otherwise. Yes, there’s farther to fall if you take that leap… but you’ll never learn to fly if you don’t.”

      With that, he squeezes my hand one last time and peels away from the table. I look up with a start to realize that half an hour has passed. The other volunteers have started to clean up already. One of the women tosses me an apron, along with an approving wink.

      My cheeks flush, but she senses my embarrassment and leans in quickly. “Don’t worry, we all approve,” she murmurs. “We’ve been wanting Russ to find someone as nice as him for years.”

      “I don’t know if I’m that nice,” I admit with a smile, as I watch him across the other side of the kitchen, hauling some of the larger pans to be washed out in the sinks. But she just pats me on the back, undeterred.

      “He cares about you,” she says. “A lot. And I can see you feel the same way about him. You two will make it work. Love always finds a way.”

      Love? I almost blurt. But the woman’s already moving on, scurrying across the room to start to work on another set of dishes that need washed. My face feels like it could start a small forest fire at this point, it’s so bright red. Still, I can’t help but cast another glance in Russ’s direction, my heart hammering in my chest.

      Love. Fuck. Could it really be? But I don’t remember the last time I felt this way about a guy. I don’t think I ever have. And the fact that Russ brought me here, today, and showed me this side of his life, after years of keeping it hidden from my father, and from all of his other friends… This has to mean something.

      Could this be more than just a fling? I wonder. Could I actually love him?

      And if so… am I completely fucked?
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      You’re off tonight, right? Russ’s text appears in my phone while I’m in Dad’s car, listening to Dad rant about some obscure argument going on right now between one board member and another. Much as Dad does drive me crazy, I don’t envy his job. He’s constantly dealing with people like that, who have more money than common sense, as he likes to complain. From what I’ve paid attention to of the current rant, I do have to agree that it sounds ridiculous.

      Mostly, though, I just want to get home so I can reply to Russ’s text. My heart skips a beat as I side-eye Dad, wondering if I can get away with texting while he’s talking. I slide my phone out from where I’ve tucked it under my thigh and run my thumb over the unlock button. I’m just pulling open Russ’s text thread when Dad shoots me a pointed look.

      “Are you even listening to me?”

      “Of course.” I shove my phone back under my leg. “Rich people having dumb arguments that will affect real people’s lives down the line. As usual.”

      Dad snorts. But he doesn’t disagree, which is at least a start. “I haven’t heard any complaints about you lately,” he says after a while, musingly.

      I resist the urge to roll my eyes. “Did you have many before?” I can’t resist asking.

      “Only from your coworkers, complaints that your schedule was too light, like you told me.”

      My face flushes. People actually officially complained about that, too? I knew they were annoyed at me, but damn. I shift in my seat and glare out my window. “Yeah, well, whose fault is that?”

      Dad just grunts noncommittally under his breath. Figures. He’s big on me having to take blame for all of my actions, but god forbid anyone ask him to do the same. After a few more lane changes, Dad changes the subject, talking about some of the new hires in the surgical wing. Still, it makes me wonder.

      Is he finally thinking about reinstating me fully? He’s given me a few more patients along the way, but I’d need to almost double my rounds to have a full roster. At the moment, the small workload has made it easy for me to sneak away and visit Russ more often, true. But I’d rather just be allowed to do my actual job here, since Dad is obsessed with making sure I stay in this city and in this position anyway.

      Russ’s words echo in my mind, not for the first time since he said them. What’s the real reason you haven’t pursued your dreams? He’s right. Dad’s disapproval is an excuse. Indebted to him or not, I am a grown ass adult. I can do what I want, with or without his say-so.

      When am I going to just bite the bullet and do what I’ve been longing to for years? There will be consequences. Blowback. But still…

      I swallow around a lump in my throat and mumble something in response to Dad’s complaints. All the while, I fix my gaze out the window, focused on the road ahead. On home.

      I’m not going to change my whole life today. If I’m going to do this, I need a plan in place. I need to have my ducks in order and know exactly how I’m going to tackle the issue.

      In the meantime, there’s a whole other terrible idea waiting for me on the other end of that text message. I’ve seen Russ a couple times since the soup kitchen day, but just for quickies here and there—a hot and dirty make out session in the supply closet before someone walked way too close and startled us into leaving before we could finish. Then our meetup in the on call room late last night, where Russ pinned me against the wall and knelt to go down on me, practically almost before I’d even shut the door behind us.

      But we haven’t had any quality time since the soup kitchen. We haven’t had a chance to actually talk, and my whole body is craving that. The opportunity to be near him. To touch him without worrying someone will interrupt in another instant. To savor our time together instead of hurrying through it.

      By the time Dad finally pulls into the driveway at home, it feels like my entire body is itching with anticipation. I practically fly out of the door the second Dad parks, so quickly that he actually calls after me. “Where’s the fire?”

      “Forgot I’m supposed to meet a friend later,” I call back, already halfway up the front steps into the house. Once in my bedroom, safely hidden from prying eyes, I open my texts again. Yes, I’m free tonight. What did you have in mind?

      Meet me here? Russ replies almost instantly—of course, since he doesn’t need to sneak around and hide from parental figures in order to text me. Along with his text, he sends a link to a google map page.

      Another soup kitchen? I reply, with a winking emoji to show him I’m up for it. Because we did have fun last time, and Russ was right. Helping other people helped me, too.

      Not quite, he says, however, an instant later. Wear that little black dress you wore at the friendsgiving party last year, he adds, which makes me full-body blush all the way from head to toe. I know exactly which dress he means, but this is a reminder that Russ was noticing me, remembering things like the dresses I wore, for just as long as I’d been thinking about him.

      If I shut my eyes, I can still picture what he wore that night. My parents threw their annual friendsgiving party, the same way they did every year, a week before Thanksgiving itself. Russ showed up in a three piece suit, all black, the kind of formalwear that took my breath away on anyone even remotely cute, let alone an older man as hot as Russ. My mom had even teased him for taking the party so seriously—though he was quick to point out (correctly) that the invitation did mention formal clothing.

      I wonder if he’ll be going that level of dressed up for wherever this direction link leads us. I reply to let him know I’ll see him soon, and then I get to work. I do still have that little black dress, but I’ve acquired an even cuter one, recently, from a cute vintage shop by my old apartment downtown. It’s simple yet elegant, an A-line dress with a slightly flared hem, and a scoop-neck top. I pair it with sparkling high heels—not actually high, but just a few inches to give my calves the definition heels always add. They’re still low enough I can walk in them, which is the main thing in this city.

      To top it off, I do my hair half up, half down, fluffing it out to make the waves curl with a little more definition. I keep my makeup simple, except for some ruby red lipstick. Red lips are great, because they mask anything else that might be going on with your face. Everyone is too busy staring at the cute lips to notice if you have a blemish on the side of your nose or anything.

      When I check the mirror a half an hour later, I grin at myself. I look good. Really good. It feels nice to dress up, because I normally don’t. I’m a casual scrubs and jeans kinda girl. But the change can be fun every now and then. It’s nice to feel girly.

      I grab a leather coat rather than my usual enormous winter one, and toss a cross-body bag over my shoulder. One of my cute little bright red ones that pretty much only holds my phone, a subway card and a credit card. Not that Russ will let me pay when we go out together—he won’t even let me buy us lunch in the work cafeteria, the couple times we’ve dared to eat together down there. But still, I bring it just in case, along with an ID. I wonder if I’ll need anything else. But I figure Russ would have told me if we were doing something off the beaten path that required special supplies.

      I just hope we aren’t really going to a soup kitchen again, or I’m going to be obnoxiously overdressed for the occasion.

      Still smiling at the thought of last time we met up like this, I troop downstairs, only to find my mother in the kitchen, in the middle of mixing up her and Dad’s usual post-work cocktails—Manhattans with a cherry on top. She eyes me, then does a double-take, her eyebrows rising. “Someone’s all dolled up.”

      My cheeks flush a warning pink. “Meeting up with some friends.”

      “Some friends?” Mom’s eyes narrow knowingly. “Or one special friend in particular?”

      I force myself to laugh lightheartedly, despite the jolt of panic that floods my veins. “What are you talking about?”

      She shrugs, a look of pretend innocence on her face that I’m not buying for a second. Anyone who knows my mother would recognize this as her None of my business, but… expression. “I’ve just seen you texting a lot lately. And you get this little half-smile on your face when you do, like you’re daydreaming…”

      Damn. I thought I was being careful. So much for subtlety. I’ll need to be more cautious about when I text Russ in the future, if I want to keep this up. “Nobody special,” I say aloud, not allowing my smile to slip. “Just been in a good mood lately.”

      “That’s good.” Mom’s expression goes a little serious, and she checks over her shoulder. Looking for Dad, I realize. When she speaks again, her voice is a little softer. “I was worried when you started at the hospital. Because I know you and your father don’t always see eye-to-eye on things there…”

      “Still don’t,” I admit with a faint grimace. “But it’s getting more bearable.”

      “Well, good.” Mom’s smile softens as she watches me. “He cares about you, honey. And he wants you to be successful and have a great career like his.” Her expression turns a little sly. “But your father doesn’t know everything. Sometimes you need to stand up to him to show him who you really are.”

      I watch her turn back to her drink shakers, my mind reeling. Your father doesn’t know everything. I don’t think I’ve ever heard Mom talk like that about him. Of course, she’s always been the only person in the world who Dad actually listens to, instead of just talking bullheadedly to prove his own opinion.

      Maybe that’s how she came to be. Because she forced him to recognize that her opinion counted, too.

      Can I do the same?

      “Thanks, Mom,” I say absently, as I start toward the door, mulling her words over. She just waves at me with a shake of her head, and tells me to have fun with my friends tonight. If only she knew it wasn’t my friends I’m about to have fun with, but hers.

      I push the thought from my mind, less some of my guilt shows on my face. If it weren’t for Dad, I probably would tell Mom about Russ and me. But my parents share everything, and even my free-spirited, fun-loving mother might react weirdly to me dating someone her age. I can’t be sure, and I’m too nervous to even think about trying it.

      No, we need to remain a secret. If not for my sake, then for Russ’s, who has to keep his job at Dad’s hospital.

      Outside, the winter wind bites through my light leather jacket almost immediately. I scurry toward the nearest subway, cursing myself for not wearing a thicker, albeit uglier, coat. Or at the very least, some boots, even though they wouldn’t go with this dress at all.

      Finally, I slip into the subway station, where a blast of warm air hits me straight in the face. In the summer, the stations are abysmal, but in the winter months I do appreciate the heat, even if it comes with a whole host of not great smelling side scents.

      My parents never take the subway, not since Dad bought his car. But as a broke student, I got used to it. Now I almost prefer it. At least there’s never traffic, even if the MTA sometimes (okay, most of the time) messes up the schedules and changes the tracks for construction all the time.

      The address Russ gave me isn’t too far away though, a straight shot from here down to Chelsea. And I arrive in the station just in time to catch an express train. I hop onto it and take a seat as we speed downtown, trying to guess where we might be headed.

      I could have just googled the address he sent me, but where would be the fun in that? Last time I was pleasantly surprised by where we ended up. I have a feeling tonight could be the same.

      So I resist the urge to cheat, and I show up to our date half an hour later, completely unprepared. I follow the map directions out of the subway station and a couple blocks over, only to find myself standing outside the doors of a high-rise. I stare up at it, my jaw falling open. Does Russ live here? I realize I’ve never been over to his house, although I’ve heard him talk about having a place downtown. Does Chelsea count as downtown? I’m never sure where the line lives exactly.

      As I’m gazing up at the building, a warm hand comes to rest on the small of my back, and someone leans down close to my ear. “New dress, hmm? I like this one even better.”

      Just the sound of Russ’s low, baritone voice is enough to warm my blood and set my heart skipping in my chest. I smile, without even meaning to. It’s automatic whenever he’s close to me—and he’s very close now, his hand warm through the thin fabric of my dress, his breath a hot tickle against my earlobe.

      I turn to face him, and his eyes light up when they meet mine. He sweeps an appreciative look over me, his smile widening as he takes in every inch of me.

      “Maybe it’s just me, but I could swear you get sexier every time I see you,” he says, leaning down, one finger reaching up to crook under my chin, so he tilts my face toward his.

      “What do they say? Like a fine wine, I just get better with age,” I reply, a grin on my face.

      Then his lips find mine, and I’m too distracted to think up more witty comebacks. I sink into him, let his lips part mine, his mouth hot and firm where mine is soft, supple. He cradles my face between his hands like I’m something fragile, a delicate flower he doesn’t want to hurt.

      I love that. But I love it when he’s rough even more. I nip at his lower lip, and he chuckles into our kiss, his voice going low and gravelly when he draws back to respond.

      “Don’t get me too excited, too soon, Maggie, or we’ll have to skip this entire date.”

      My breath stops in my chest at the way he looks at me then. Like he’d like nothing better than to pull me into a dark corner and have me, right here and now. I recognize the look. He’s worn it often enough in the hospital corridors, right before he does just that.

      “Is the date visiting your apartment?” I ask, crooking one eyebrow as I glance back at the building next to us.

      He chuckles and loops an arm around my waist, turning me toward the double doors. “I live in Soho. This is just a visit to a friend I’d like you to meet.”

      At the word friend, my feet stutter in my kitten heels, so much that I have to reach up to brace myself against Russ’s shoulder to stay on my feet. “Um… is that a good idea?” I ask, forcing my legs to start working again, as I follow him into the building.

      The doorman in the corner waves and tells us to take the first elevator. The doors ping open then, and Russ steps inside. There are no buttons. No hint of where we might be headed.

      “Don’t worry,” Russ murmurs, probably sensing the tension in every inch of my muscles. “This is not a mutual friend of your father’s or anything. Like I keep telling you, I have parts of my life they know nothing about.”

      “Okay,” I reply slowly, trying to force myself to relax a little. Then it dawns on me. He wants me to meet a friend of his? Does that mean this is more serious than just a hookup?

      I’ve been feeling that way, but I’ve been too afraid to ask him how he really feels, or what he expects out of this. I’m worried that if I ask, he’ll tell me it is just a hookup, and then I won’t be able to keep doing it, because… fuck. I am starting to have feelings for him, damn it. Real ones.

      I swallow back the sudden realization and force myself to keep my head in the moment. Just enjoy where you are, Maggie. Stop overthinking everything. Lord knows I’m the champion of overthinking.

      The elevator slows to a halt. Top floor, I realize. But when the doors open, I see nothing I expected on the other side. It’s not a penthouse, or a swanky apartment.  It’s a whole restaurant, hidden up here like one of those old fashioned speakeasies that got so popular a few years back in the city.

      A real, unforced smile breaks out across my face as Russ leads me out of the elevator with a sly smile. “Guessing you haven’t been here before?”

      “How did you find out about this place?” I ask, my eyes widening as I take it in. It’s partially open air, with a glass enclosure over it now, though I can see that it could probably be removed in the summertime. Through the huge glass windows, there’s a brilliant 360 view. I can see all the way uptown to the new Hudson Yards development and the Empire and Chrysler buildings. Downtown, there’s the new One World Trade and a few of the apartment buildings that have popped up over Wall Street. Every time I blink these days, it seems like the city skyline is changing, yet somehow I never get sick of watching it light up at night like this.

      “I told you, we’re here to meet a friend,” he says.

      Closer to hand, the restaurant is a cluster of cozy little seating areas, some with velvet-lined booths, others with plush cushions in the middle of the floor. Russ leads me to a velvet booth in the corner, near where the uptown and western facing windows meet. It has the best view in both directions, I think.

      On the table itself, there’s a small placard with our names in curling script. Just out first names. Russ and Maggie. Seeing them together like that makes something hitch in my chest. Our names look good together. And this feels so right, like a normal date.

      We settle into the table, where a small floral arrangement greets us, alongside a menu that’s blank except for a handful of emojis.

      I laugh, looking them over. “What are these?” There’s a tongue emoji, then a heart eyes one. All the way down a list of about ten of them.

      “That is our menu,” replies a new voice. A man about Russ’s age has appeared behind our table, wearing an apron and twirling a drink shaker in one hand. “Do you like it?”

      “What does it mean?” I ask, peering at it again.

      “Each one represents the experience we’d like you to have tasting the dish,” he explains, before he deftly sets down two glasses and pours us a mixed drink worthy of my mother’s skills. “I suppose this must be the Maggie I’ve heard so much about lately?” he asks Russ, then, as Russ offers him a fist to bump.

      “Maggie, this is my friend Carlos. He’s a restauranteur. This place is his newest project.”

      Wait a minute. Carlos… that rings a bell. Carlos Ramirez? I remember reading a ton of articles about him—he’s got like ten restaurants across town. I had no idea Russ knew him. “Nice to meet you.” I offer a hand to shake, which he does, firmly. “Your restaurant is gorgeous.”

      “Just wait till you taste the food,” he says, holding up a hand to stave me off. “Looks are nothing if you don’t have good cuisine to pair.”

      “How do you two know each other?” I can’t help asking. How did I never know Russ was friends with a famous chef?

      Carlos’s smile widens. “Russ, you care to explain, or shall I?”

      “You can tell it,” Russ says, and there’s something about the way he phrases it that makes me think he doesn’t always like Carlos to admit it.

      Carlos gestures at me, and I slide over in the booth to make room, so he can join our table. As he sits, I take a sip of the drink he poured for us, and my eyelids flutter closed for a second in appreciation. It’s delicious. Delicate and spiced. It reminds me of Christmas. “Russ saved my life,” Carlos says, without any preamble.

      I glance over at Russ, my eyes widening.

      “We were in the same, well… shelter.” Carlos looks toward Russ with a hesitant glance, and Russ nods. “I guess he’s told you about the couple of months he spent homeless.”

      Suddenly it makes sense to me. Why he hasn’t told Dad about him and Carlos being friends. If Carlos is from that part of his life, he hasn’t told many people about it at all.

      “At the time, I was an addict.” Carlos says it so easily that I almost think I misheard him. But he’s clearly come to terms with his past. “I overdosed. Russ was able to revive me and get me to a hospital in time to make a full recovery. Any longer and I would have suffered severe brain damage.”

      Russ shakes his head. “But Carlos saved me too, after that. He’s the one who convinced me to admit to my dean how much trouble I was actually in, which prompted the dean to speed up my stipend applications process and get a roof back over my head sooner.”

      “We both helped each other out over the years,” Carlos concedes. “But without this guy, I wouldn’t have any of this.” He gestures around him at the rooftop, and my smile softens. I cast a glance toward Russ, my heart swelling.

      Another way he’s helped the world. Done real good and made real changes. “Well. I can’t say I’m surprised,” I admit softly, which makes Carlos chuckle and Russ shake his head. “He’s a do-gooder if I ever met one, though he’ll never admit it.”

      “She knows you well,” Carlos says, with a grin for his friend. “I can see why you’re so into her.”

      There’s a faint thunking sound, probably as Russ kicks Carlos under the table. I can’t help it. I laugh lightly. With that, Carlos slaps the table and slides back out of the booth. “You kids have fun,” he says as he heads away. “And don’t mind me. I’m just here to provide the sustenance.”

      But sustenance turns out to be really underselling it. Every course we’re served is more delicious than the last. And I have to admit, once I taste them, the emojis make more sense. This one does taste like an explosion emoji, and another one like a shooting star.

      Every so often, Carlos stops back by our table with a funny story about Russ from their younger years. It’s cool to talk to someone who knows this other side of Russ, the one he hides from everybody else. It makes me feel like I’m seeing sides to him nobody else does. Like he’s letting me past his walls.

      And to judge by the way Carlos keeps teasing him about it, I guess Russ has mentioned me to his friends. Or at least to the ones he can get away with mentioning me to, since they don’t run in Mom and Dad’s social circles. That means something, right?

      Though what, exactly, I can’t tell. But I tell myself it doesn’t matter. For tonight, this one night, I’m just going to enjoy the feeling.

      For one night, Russ isn’t my father’s best friend, the forbidden older man, a possibly terrible idea. Tonight, he’s just Russ, and I’m just Maggie. Two people on a date. Two people eating great food, cooked by a funny, interesting friend.

      Two people who could maybe really be something, in the right circumstances. Given the right timing.

      At some point during dinner, Russ hooks his legs around mine. A moment later, his hand comes to rest on my knee, searing hot beneath the table. I inch my leg higher between his, and I’m rewarded with a flash of heat in his eyes, a serious, straightforward stare that tells me just how much he’s looking forward to getting me alone later.

      By the time the meal finishes, as fun as it’s been, I can’t wait to get out of here either. Russ spends most of dessert teasing me, murmuring comments about how good the dessert would taste licked off my skin, or tracing his fingertips along my inner thigh, his touch light enough and hot enough at the same time that it drives me wild with desire.

      We bicker with Carlos about the bill for a while—he wants to comp us the whole meal, and Russ finally settles for hiding a huge tip underneath our final dessert plates—and then we slip out together, back into the unmarked mystery elevator down to the ground floor.

      Since most other people seem to only just be arriving by the time we finish—I gather it’s more of a late night spot here, and I can see why, as the city view lights up around us—we have the elevator down to ourselves. The moment the doors glide shut, Russ slides around to pin me against the corner wall, his hands grasping my hips and pulling them against his, his mouth crushing mine in a hard, deep kiss. My ruby red lipstick is long gone, thanks to dinner, and I’m grateful for it. It lets me kiss him back with abandon. When his lips leave mine, I kiss along his jaw, savoring the way his rough stubble grazes my cheek on the way past. At his neck, I gently nip his skin, just hard enough to make it sting a little. He groans and grinds his hips against mine.

      “Fuck, Maggie. You don’t know how hard it was to sit inches from you all night without touching you.”

      “I don’t know. You managed to touch me a little bit…” I point out with a sly grin. “At least enough to leave me aching for more.”

      His eyes find mine once more. “Believe me. That was nothing compared to the way I’m going to touch you tonight.”

      My breath hitches in my chest. “Tonight…”

      “Oh, we’re not done.” He tilts his head, eyes dancing. “You haven’t visited my apartment yet, Maggie. And I intend to thoroughly enjoy you in every single room of it.”

      My mouth goes dry at the promise, just as the elevator doors ding open again. He steps away from me, and cool air floods back in between us, making me ache to be in his arms again. But apparently our night has only just begun. For once, I’ll have plenty of time to enjoy that.
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      Russ’s apartment surprises me. It’s not a penthouse with a crazy view like I might have guessed—like I’m sure my father would have bought, if he didn’t have the wife and kid to think about, the way Russ doesn’t. Instead, Russ’s place is a cool mix of vintage and modern. Exposed brick walls in a huge loft space, with his bed on an open platform above and behind his ultra-sleek and modern looking living room. The kitchen is in another section of the apartment, along with a guest bedroom and a bathroom that looks like something straight off a spaceship, with a huge rain head shower and jets along the walls.

      Not to mention a jacuzzi tub…

      But I don’t have much time to take it all in. We’re barely inside the door before Russ’s hands find me, sweep under me. I laugh against his chest as he picks me up and carries me toward the steps.

      “We’ll save the tour for later,” he says as we start up the stairs. “First, I need to show you my bedroom. Or rather, I need to peel off all of your clothes in it…”

      I grin and lean in to kiss his neck softly, before I let my cheek rest against his chest. It never ceases to amaze me what great shape he’s in. The way he can just pick me up like this, as if I weigh nothing at all. I can feel his chest muscles tense against my side, and it only makes me want to peel off his shirt again, to savor his naked body the way I haven’t really been able to since the night we hooked up in my childhood bedroom. And even then, we weren’t totally free to enjoy one another.

      “At least here I don’t have to try to stay quiet,” I murmur.

      Russ chuckles, and the laugh vibrates through my body as we reach the top of the landing. His bedroom is simple and sleek, too—a huge king size bed with white sheets, one dresser, and a closet of flannels and T-shirts. Like me, Russ rarely dresses up. Though he definitely looks amazing when he does. “Oh, I intend to make sure you can’t be quiet tonight.” Russ’s eyes sparkle with amusement. Then he leans down to lower me onto the bed, following me down, so his warm, strong body hovers over mine.

      I arch up against him impatiently, my arms wrapping around his neck to try to draw him toward me. But he resists, and I pout a little, impatient.

      He presses a finger to my lips. “I’m taking this slow, Maggie,” he says, in a low voice that makes me shiver.

      Then he rolls off of me and reaches down to undo one of my heels. He leans in at the same time, kissing the sensitive skin right at my ankle. I shiver, and he lets the first shoe drop, before he kisses his way up my calf. He switches legs and trails his tongue down the inside of my calf to my other shoe. Undoes that one, slow and steady.

      “You sure know how to tease a girl,” I whisper. My breath hitches then, as he slides back up my body to catch the hem of my dress. He teases, running a hand up my inner thigh and back a couple of times before he suddenly flips me over. I gasp, and look back over my shoulder at him as he draws the zipper of my dress down.

      “You look hot as hell in this,” he says as he slowly peels the zipper off. “But this dress will look so much better on my floor.”

      I feel like my entire body is blushing by the time he has the zipper undone and starts to drag the dress down over my arms. He rolls me back onto my stomach as he pushes the dress off my legs, lets it puddle onto the floor. I reach up, then, and grasp at the buttons on his shirt. He lets me undo them, one at a time, and my eyes widen at the sight of that firm, sculpted chest.

      I run my hands from his pecs to his abs, tracing the outline of his muscles. He reaches down, his hands slowly traveling down my stomach to toy with the hem of my panties.

      But I reach down and stop him, my eyes dancing. His eyebrows rise in surprise, but he lets me move his hand away from me. “You always get to go first,” I tell him, grinning. “My turn.”

      He just lifts a single eyebrow, clearly amused. “If you insist.”

      “I do,” I reply, before I push up off the bed and turn to gently push him down where I was lying. He sprawls easily across the bed, his hands above his head as he watches me work.

      “You look even better from this angle,” he remarks with his trademark grin, and I flash him a smile of my own in return, before I lean down to trace my tongue over his clavicle, and trail kisses over his chest. His skin is so smooth, his muscles strong. I can’t get enough of his scent, either, or the way he tastes just how he smells. Heady with a hint of musk, a masculine scent that drives me wild.

      I kiss my way lower, to his stomach, and tilt my head up to watch him as my hand slides up his thigh, toward the hem of his boxers. “I want to taste all of you,” I murmur, echoing his sentiments. His stomach tenses under my hands, and even from this angle, I can see the flare of heat in his eyes.

      “You want to suck my cock, is that it?” he replies, eyeing me steadily, although I can see by the thick bulge in his boxers that his casualness is entirely feigned. He wants me to do this as much as I want to do it.

      “Exactly,” I whisper, and inch lower along his body, my hands following me. I hook my fingers under his boxers and drag them down his legs. He arches up off the bed to help me, and when his cock springs free of the fabric for the first time, it makes my breath catch in my throat.

      Fuck. I knew he was big. I could feel it every other time I touched him, or when he fucked me. But this close, I’m appreciating his cock in a whole new way. It stands straight up off his body, a thick vein running along the side, swollen and rock hard with want.

      “See how hard you make me, Maggie,” he whispers, as if reading my mind. “Every fucking time.”

      I flash him a sly smile and push his boxers the rest of the way off his legs before I lie along his legs, my mouth inches from his cock. But I’m not going to let him have me that easily. I’ve learned a thing or two about the power of teasing from him.

      I trail my tongue along the creases where his thighs meet his hips. I make sure to nip gently at the skin there. “I love watching you get hard for me,” I murmur, and he reaches down with both hands then to stroke his hands slowly through my hair. His fingers curl in my hair, and I flutter my eyes when I peer up at him, my eyelashes brushing against his cock, I’m so close to him.

      I hear him suck in a breath through his gritted teeth, and I know I’m having the effect I want. Then I lean in again to trail my tongue around the base.

      God he tastes incredible. Like salt and sweat and sex.

      He watches me with hooded eyes as I move, tracking everything I do. “Have I mentioned before that you have a magic mouth?” he asks at one point, when I gently suck one of his balls between my lips and trace my tongue along it, toying with it.

      I chuckle, and I’m rewarded with another sharp intake of breath from him, as my mouth vibrates against his balls.

      Before long, I’m feeling more comfortable, and really exploring. I part his legs, and he obeys the movement. I trace my hands under him to squeeze his ass, and then trail my tongue up along his whole shaft, from base to the tip. When I reach the tip, I find a drop of precum dangling there like a drop of fruit, salty on my tongue as I lap it off.

      He groans again, a little deeper this time. I feel his hands continue to stroke my hair, the fingertips curled, as if he’s resisting the urge to draw me down.

      So I continue to tease. I lick him in long strokes, base to tip and back again. I lock my eyes on him at the same time, and it feels so hot to watch him from this angle, to see the effect I’m having on him.

      After a few long licks, though, Russ’s patience runs thin. His hands tighten in my hair, and his voice is commanding when he speaks again. “Open your mouth, Maggie.”

      I flash a smile. He’s back in command. The way I like it. I part my lips, and he positions his cock at the tip of them. Slowly, I bend down to take him into my mouth. I move slow, just a centimeter at a time, savoring every inch of him. His cock feels velvety soft along the sides, and rock hard at its core, a contradiction that sets me aflame to feel it.

      At the same time, I toy with his balls, my hands gently tugging them away from his body, rolling them between my fingers softly. Before long, the tip of his cock reaches the back of my throat, and I go to pull away and begin again.

      But Russ tightens his hands in my hair. “You can give more,” he says, his voice low and confident.

      I moan a little, unsure. Can I?

      But his hands are firm, and his smile is steady where it’s fixed on me. So I suck in a deep breath and try to keep going.

      My gag reflex kicks in and my whole body tenses, but Russ doesn’t let it faze him. “Breathe,” he reminds me. “And relax, Maggie. Trust me.”

      I let my jaw relax, let my whole body go limp, in fact. Russ guides my face closer to him, and his cock slips past the trigger for my gag, just far enough that I feel him tickle the back of my throat. It’s a strange sensation, unique and hot at once. And it makes me proud.

      “Good girl,” he whispers. “Look at you taking my whole fat cock at once.”

      I moan again, this time in approval, as he slowly lets up the pressure and draws my mouth away again, back up his shaft. I withdraw all the way to the tip, and purse my lips before he pulls me back down again, so my lips create constant pressure around his shaft.

      He groans once more, and starts to move my face, faster. He draws me up and down his length, and I let myself go, relax my jaw and my body, let him take control. “That’s it, Maggie,” he murmurs. “Let me fuck that sexy mouth of yours.”

      Another moan escapes me, and I can tell without even touching myself that I’m soaking wet from this treatment. From gazing up at him and watching him get off, just from my mouth alone. Before long, he’s moving faster, thrusting his hips up off the bed to drive himself deeper into my mouth. His hands guide my face back and away again, over and over, building up a rhythm until he’s thrusting up into me.

      Finally, I feel his body tense, his hands tightening so hard in my hair it brings tears to my eyes, although it’s a good kind of the pain. The kind that makes me want more.

      “I’m close, Maggie. I want to come in your mouth.”

      I make a sound, not quite a moan, not quite words. His cock goes stiff and taut in anticipation between my lips. I moan again on purpose, knowing the vibrations must feel good. That does it. One more hard thrust and Russ comes deep in my mouth, his cum shooting down my throat.

      “Swallow it,” he orders, as I feel my body tense at the response. I do, swallowing hard once, then again, my head still bobbing up and down on his cock as I clean every inch of him with my tongue. I never knew cum could taste like his does, salty and almost a little sweet. It’s fucking delicious.

      It makes me want to do this again.

      I keep licking him until his cock starts to go soft, my hands still toying with his balls, or slipping down to grip his firm, tight ass again.

      Finally, he gently pushes me away and tugs me up toward him. I slither up his body, lying down along him to savor the feel of my bare skin on his. I’m still wearing my bra and panties, a matching, lacy, barely-there set that I bought specifically for the next time I ran into Russ, but other than that, every inch of my skin makes contact with his. He feels like a small forest fire beneath me, white hot.

      It makes me eager for more.

      When I reach his mouth, he kisses me, long and deep and hard, his tongue invading my mouth the way his cock just did. He pulls back just far enough afterward to catch my eye. “You taste like me,” he murmurs. “I like that.”

      “So do I,” I whisper truthfully. “I want you to claim me.”

      His eyes flash. Without warning, he flips us around again, until I’m pinned beneath him. “Is that so?”

      “Yes,” I breathe, letting my head fall back against the cushions as he starts to kiss his way down my chest, as his fingers slide beneath me to unhook my bra.

      “You want to be mine, is that what you’re saying?”

      “Fuck yes.”

      He tugs my bra off, and I obediently lift my arms to let him draw it off, before he tosses it off the side of the bed to join my dress on his floor. “Good.” He leans back down to suck one of my nipples into his mouth, his teeth lightly grazing the areola in a way that makes me gasp and tense. It doesn’t hurt, not exactly, but it’s a new sensation. Toying with the edge of pain and pleasure. His tongue laps against my nipple at the same time, making it harden. “Because you are mine, Maggie,” he murmurs when he draws back again, and his breath is like a flame, licking my wet skin. “You’ve been mine since the moment we first touched. And I intend to keep it that way.”

      His words ignite me. I arch up against him, unable to resist, savoring the feel of him, and the way he makes me feel when he talks like that. I want that to be true. I want to be his, now and for good.

      For once, for tonight, I can forget about all the ifs ands or buts. I can just be with him, here and now. I can just be his.

      And for this one night, it’s enough.
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      A few days after our sleepover—one I explained away to my parents by pretending that one of my friends had come back from her trip to South Africa with little notice—I still can’t get Russ out of my head. We spent the whole night barely sleeping, waking up again and again just to touch each other, as if both checking we were still there. And then those touches would turn into more, with him slowly exploring me, his hand slipping between my thighs and stroking me over and over, sliding inside me to find my G-spot, until I came undone with a cry.

      By the morning, I was aching and sore, especially since we woke up only for him to roll me on top of him, letting me ride him slow and steady until we both came at nearly the same moment.

      But now, it’s been four days since, and I’m dying to touch him again. I want to have nights like that more often. Hell, I want all my nights to be like that, safe at his side. Knowing I can reach out and touch him whenever I want to, and that he can do the same to me. I want him to whisper commands in my ear the way he loves doing, telling me exactly what to do, where to bend, how to move against him.

      I want him to teach me everything he knows about my body, and I want to explore every inch of his too. But we can’t. That beautiful one night together is fading behind us, and we’re back in reality. Back in the daily grind of desperate kisses when we can steal them, and longing stares when we can’t.

      Hell, for the past four days we haven’t even been able to steal enough time together for a quickie in the stairwell or to make each other come in the break room. I feel antsy, jittery. It’s like Russ is a drug I never knew existed, and now that I’ve tried a few hits—and then some, really—I can’t go without it. I’m addicted to him, I’m pretty sure. I’ve always read about how chemical attraction can be as addictive as some drugs, but I’ve never believed it until now. With guys I’ve dated in the past, I enjoyed the hookups, but I never craved seeing them again. I never missed them every second we spent apart.

      My phone is filled with texts from Russ, some just asking about my day, others explicit and dirty, dirty enough that when he texted me this morning I had to duck into the bathroom in the nurse’s area and lock myself in a stall for some alone time.

      But it looks like any alone time I’d be able to steal has come to an end. Because when I step out of the bathroom, somehow still jittery and anxious even in spite of the fact that I just fingered myself to orgasm thinking about Russ’s hands on my body, the whole wing is in an uproar. I stop one of the passing nurses—Lionel, who’s still angry at me, I think, but at least he speaks to me on occasion now.

      “What’s going on?” I ask. Without thinking about it, I start to follow him, automatically, toward where everyone else seems to be rushing.

      “Emergency,” he manages. “There was some kind of train accident a few blocks away. They’re bringing about two dozen patients in now with smoke inhalation damage, blunt trauma, all kinds of stuff.”

      My face pales. Shit.

      Lionel is jogging now, and I keep pace with him. When we reach the main area where our nursing staff director passes out assignments, it’s flooded with people. Everyone on-call or not already attending to patients who require immediate attention seem to be here. Our boss starts to bark out assignments. When my name is called, I dart out to receive a clipboard and my assignments.

      For once, I’m given just as much work as anyone else. It doesn’t feel good, this time, though. Because right now, so many people are hurting. But I’ll do whatever I can to help save as many as we can.

      I spend the next few hours on high alert, rushing between patients and rooms. The hospital is flooded—normally we don’t have this much room for people, but we make do, the way we’ve been trained to in events like this. I don’t envy Russ right now. Down in the OR, he’ll be dealing with a lot of the more grievous injuries. Up here in pediatrics, we don’t get as many of the life-or-death cases. A lot of the kids with smoke inhalation damage, though, who need stabilization, and families with broken limbs and minor concussions. Things they still need to be treated but that won’t kill them, as long as we do our jobs.

      My adrenaline runs high all day, throughout the chaos. It helps keep me focused, working through everyone in my roster in a steady rotation. It feels like my on call beeper buzzes every other second, though, as patients request everything from more painkillers or medical attention to waters and toothbrushes. By the time the early evening rolls around, the balls of my feet actually throb with every step I take. I’m pretty sure if I checked my phone, it would tell me I’d run the equivalent steps to a marathon around these halls today.

      I’m swinging back through the central nurses’ hub to pick up a chart for a doctor visiting a young couple when I run smack dab into my father. He looks grim, but then again, we all do today. It’s one of those days.

      “I need you with me up on the top floor,” he says.

      My face blanches. The top floor is where the private rooms are, an area that people have to pay a huge chunk of change to be treated in. “Is it bad?” I ask, reaching around him for the clipboard I’d been after in the first place.

      “Just some scrapes and bruises. But it’s one of our board members herself. I need you to make sure she’s comfortable. I talked to your supervisor already. They’ll let you go early from here to handle her.”

      I scowl and cross my arms. “You can’t be serious. Dad, we need all hands on deck down here.”

      “I need someone I can trust to watch over her.”

      My chest tightens. He trusts me? But that’s not enough. It can’t be. “If you trust me, Dad, then listen to me right now. I am needed right where I am.”

      Dad takes another step closer to me, and leans in to whisper something where the rest of the nurses flooding around us won’t be able to overhear. “Maggie, most of these people don’t even have healthcare. You need to focus on the people who matter, the ones who can further your place in the world. How else are you going to get your name out there? I’m trying to help you here, to ensure that the right people notice the hard work you’re doing.”

      I take a step back from him, anger rising inside me. Russ is right. I can’t let my father dictate my life for me anymore. I need to stand up for what I believe in.

      I need to stop making excuses.

      “Everyone is important, Dad. There are no right people, there are just people. Some we can save, and others we may not be able to, but we can try. Right now, the ones I can do the most good helping are right here on this floor.”

      “You’re being naive if you think any of this matters in the grand scheme of things,” my father snaps.

      “Of course it matters!” I yell, not caring who hears me. “People’s lives matter. Not just money or status.” Other nurses have stopped to stare. Lionel straight up gapes at me.

      My father glances around at them all, his face going red. “Keep your voice down. It’s unseemly to behave this way in public.”

      “Screw behaving,” I reply. “Get out of my way. I’m going to do my job. Unless you’d care to fire me?” I crook an eyebrow at him.

      Someone, I can’t tell who, actually cheers. My father looks around again, his expression shifting into worry. But I know him. He’s not actually worried about what any of these people think about him. He’s just worried that our fight might somehow impact his bottom line here. Wealth and status, that’s all he cares about.

      I realize it wasn’t just Russ hiding his homelessness from my father in med school. My father had to have willfully ignored how much his friend was suffering. You don’t just not notice something like that. Not unless you’re completely self-absorbed and oblivious to the reality of life for everyone around you.

      But when I storm off, he doesn’t intercept me or try to stop me. Maybe he really will fire me later, who knows. I’m beyond caring at this point. If he lets me go, fine. In the meantime, I’m going to help as many people as I can.

      Before I even leave the wing, though, someone claps me on my shoulder. Lionel, I realize with a start when I look up. He’s grinning. “Good to know the whole family isn’t completely heartless,” he comments.

      “Guess it’s not a genetic thing,” I reply, a smile forming on my face too. Then we part ways, both of us back to our own jobs.

      I think Dad will finally give up. That this will be the end of him trying to control me. But a few minutes later, I emerge from another call room to find him crossing the hall toward me once more, a furious look on his face.

      “If you think you can just talk to me like that,” he starts. But he doesn’t finish. Because a moment later, a familiar voice interrupts from a nearby room.

      “John? That you?” Russ emerges from a patient’s room. He must have taken a break from the OR to come visit one of this post-operative patients up here on our floor. It happens every now and then.

      One glance at Russ and my heart squeezes in sympathy. His face is drawn, lines forming around his mouth and across his forehead from the stress. His forehead shines with sweat, and his hair is a mess, sticking almost all the way into his eyes. I resist a crazy urge to reach up and brush it back from his face. That would be the last thing I need right now, for Dad to suddenly realize what’s going on between Russ and me, when he’s already in a furious mood.

      I avert my gaze, and force my breathing to calm, my heart rate to steady. I can’t afford to give away anything I’m feeling. Like the way my body is already tilting toward Russ, drawn into his gravitational pull almost against my will.

      “Russ. Perhaps you can help me talk some sense into this girl.” My father crosses his arms and continues to glare in my direction.

      I shoot Russ a guilty glance and look away again quickly. Shit. The last thing I want is to get into it right now. Or to mess up Russ’s life, if he defends me. “Just let it go, Dad,” I try, but Dad’s already talking over me, clearly not content to let sleeping dogs lie.

      “I was just telling Maggie that she needs to get her priorities straight. Jane Showman is up on the top floor in her usual private suite, and she has some scrapes that need tended to. It’s something a nurse can handle on their own. That nurse ought to be my own daughter, to demonstrate how seriously this hospital takes it when one of our own board members is injured. But Maggie is insisting she can’t be bothered—”

      “That is not what I meant, Dad, and you know it. I’m needed here. With the people who have actual emergencies right now.”

      “We have a huge staff who are more than capable of treating a few wounded poor people on their own—”

      “Let me stop you right there, John,” Russ says, before I can get another word in edgewise. I stop bothering to try and avert my gaze. I straight up shoot pointed stares at Russ now, all but waving my hands at him.

      Stop, I want to yell, but I don’t dare. Don’t do this. Not now, not here. The last thing I want is to get Russ into trouble. Especially over me. Especially when Russ is the one who told me I need to stand up to my father for myself. It should be me arguing this point right now. Me getting into trouble potentially.

      But it’s too late. One look at Russ’s face tells me I’m not going to be able to stop him now. He looks angrier than I’ve ever seen him. Like he could punch my father right now.

      I’ve never even seen the two of them fight before.

      My father looks equally shocked at Russ’s expression, and that’s before Russ even gets a word in.

      “Your priorities have been out of line for far too long. You’re better than this, John.” Russ takes a step toward him, and my dad actually flinches, before he gets himself back under control, his emotions under wraps. “Do you remember why we both went to medical school in the first place? Our first year, the year we met, you told me why you were there. What did you say?”

      My father’s jaw creaks, he’s gritting his teeth so hard. But he gets the words out. “To make a difference in the world.”

      My eyebrows shoot upward. Almost exactly the same reason I went. But I’m nothing like my father.

      Am I?

      Dad’s already talking, explaining. “But don’t you see, Russ? The way we make the most difference, the most change, is by treating the important people first. The ones who can create a real difference in the world, the ones who can make bigger, more expansive changes than we ever could on our own. We have to play the game in order to win it, I always tell you that.”

      “Yeah, well. Maybe I should have disagreed with you sooner,” Russ says, his own expression hard. “This isn’t the way, John. Letting innocent people die to cater to some rich woman with a papercut is not changing the world, and deep down, I think you know that too. Let Maggie do the job she came to this hospital to do.”

      My jaw drops.

      So does Dad’s. Neither of us have ever heard Russ disagree with him this vehemently. Normally Russ is all polite talk-arounds. But I guess both of us are changing, these days.

      “You heard the man,” I say, with a brief smile for Russ.

      He flashes me a broad one, not seeming to care if my father notices it, or the way his gaze briefly sweeps over me, before Russ stands aside and gestures for me to pass.

      My shoulders tense. I almost expect my father to follow me again. But I stride past, on my way to my next room, and Russ joins me. By the time we emerge again from checking up on that patient, a few minutes later, the hallway is empty, and my father is nowhere to be seen.
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      We make it through the worst of the night. I wind up staying overtime, as do most of the other staff members. I hadn’t noticed before now how isolating it felt to have most of my nursing staff against me, until they weren’t anymore. Now I trade smiles with Heather, a joke here and there with Lionel. A few people bring me coffees throughout the night, and wave me off when I offer to pay them.

      “I just never thought I’d live to see the day someone stood up to John Owens like that,” cackled Magda, one of the older nurses on staff, who insisted on buying me an entire donut from the caf. “Made my year, I can tell you.”

      But the brief respite Russ and I got from my father doesn’t last for long. A few hours later, as the worst of the emergency rush starts to wind down, a page goes off. Not just a local one, but one throughout the entire hospital. “Margaret Owens. Russell Marks. Report to the director’s office immediately.”

      My stomach sinks all the way through my feet and into the floor. Here it comes. The fallout of our decision.

      But as nervous as I am to face the music, I don’t regret anything. We made the right decision. No matter what happens now, I’m proud of the work we did here tonight. We helped people, we saved lives. We’re making a difference.

      I meet Russ in the stairwell up toward the floor where my father works. He reaches out to catch my hand and squeezes it gently, just once. I squeeze back, and let go before we reach the exit doors.

      At Dad’s office, I let Russ knock. I’m too busy wrapping my arms around my midsection, trying not to freak out. I have very rarely ever disobeyed my father in my life. The few times I have dared to stand out in my memory as some of the worst days of my life. I just hope tonight isn’t going to be another of them. I’m so wired on caffeine and adrenaline, shaky from hours upon hours of overtime work, that all I can handle right now is to faceplant headfirst into bed.

      You can do this, I tell myself, as Dad calls for us to come in. You can handle him.

      I’m surprised, actually, that Dad is still here. Normally by this hour on a weeknight, no matter what was going on in the hospital, emergency or no, he’d already be headed home. I guess he made a special exception so he could be here to murder us when we got off instead.

      The office is dark, the only light a desk lamp and the glow of my father’s computer. He’s sitting at his desk, ramrod straight, his hands folded on top of the desktop. He looks calm. Bad sign. The worst blowups I’ve ever had with my father have always come when he’s calm.

      “Please, shut the door behind you,” he says.

      Russ obeys. As for me, I stride over to the nearest chair and practically collapse into it. I know I should probably stay standing, to try and intimidate him or whatnot. But I can barely keep myself upright for another second. I’m exhausted, physically and mentally. Whatever’s coming now, I just want to get it over with.

      Russ sinks into the chair beside mine. As for him, despite the bags under his eyes and the tired lines on his face, he looks every bit as stern and unyielding as my father. “You paged us, John?”

      “I did.” My father looks from Russ to me, slowly. “You realize I could fire you for what you did earlier, Maggie? Ignoring a direct order from me.”

      My mouth goes dry. My fists curl atop my knees. But I keep my chin firm, and nod slowly. “I realize that.”

      “And Russ.” His gaze shifts back to his friend’s. “I could say the same for you. Trying to countermand my orders? What were you thinking?”

      “Don’t blame him for trying to help me,” I interject. “It’s my fault. I’m the one who ignored your orders.”

      “Maggie, it’s fine,” Russ murmurs beside me, but I shake my head.

      “No. You shouldn’t have to risk your job for me. I can handle this on my own.” I raise my chin and stare back at my father. “You’re the one who was wrong tonight, Dad. If you want to fire me for having the guts to tell you that to your face, fine, do it. But don’t believe for one second it makes you right somehow.”

      My father couldn’t have looked more gob smacked if he’d tried.

      Beside me, Russ shoots me an unmistakable smile. A proud one. Like he admires me. And I realize, I admire that part of myself too. I’d finally found the strength I never knew I had or needed before.

      “She’s right,” Russ says a moment later. He holds up a hand to stave me off. “And before you tell me not to risk my job for you, don’t bother, Maggie. I’m not sure I can stop myself from risking everything for you. Not anymore.” He holds my gaze for a long moment, long enough for me to read everything else he means in that deceptively simple statement.

      My whole body tingles, from the tip of my head to my toes. I feel so elated I could fly. A smile starts to spread across my face, and I can’t stop it. I don’t want to, either. I feel the same way. I want to risk everything for this man. Whatever it takes.

      Across the desk from us, my father stares. Back and forth between us, like he’s doing a calculation in his head. I lift my chin and stare right back, defiant. Let him think whatever he wants. He doesn’t scare me anymore.

      For the first time in my entire life, my father looks away from me first. “I see how you both feel now,” he says, softly, dangerously. I’m not sure what that means.

      I’m not sure I care anymore.

      Without another word, he rises and reaches for his coat.

      “John,” Russ starts to say beside me. “Be reasonable.”

      “I am being reasonable,” my father replies, his voice shaking with barely suppressed fury. “I am reasonably going to leave this matter to decide in the morning. Tomorrow once everyone’s heads are clearer. That is as much leeway as you’ll gather from me, Russ, so I’d suggest you take it. You are both dismissed for now.”

      I’m not sure whether that means fired or just released for tonight. I can’t bring myself to worry about it, not now. Not when every limb in my body feels shaky from spent energy and adrenaline. Not when my bed is not just calling my name, but screaming it.

      I rise, expecting to go with Dad, the way I do every night. But he storms out of his office without waiting for me. When I jog after him, I notice he’s already taken the elevator. Guess I’m finding my own way home tonight.

      Behind me, I hear soft footfall. Russ brings a hand to rest on my shoulder. “Give him time to cool off,” he says, sounding uncertain. “He’ll be reasonable.”

      I snort. Russ doesn’t disagree with the sound. But at least we’re alone now. Safe, for one more night. With one last glance at the empty hallways around us, I lean back a little. My head rests against Russ’s chest. I can hear the beat of his heart in my ear where it leans against him. A moment later, his strong arms circle my waist, and he draws me back against him, swaying gently from side to side as he does.

      “Whatever happens, I’m proud of you,” he says softly. “You stood up to your father. That takes real courage.”

      I reach up to loop my hands around his forearms. I trace my fingers up and down the length of his arms, marveling all over again that I’m able to do this. Touch the man I daydreamed about for so long, so easily. “You were pretty great too. Giving him a piece of your mind.”

      Russ chuckles softly, and the sound makes my whole body shiver, pressed close to him as I am. “To be honest, I should have said all that to your father a long, long time ago.”

      “Yeah, well.” I let out a soft sigh. “That makes two of us.”

      Russ’s hand slides up to tuck under my chin. He tilts my face toward his, and I kiss him softly over my shoulder. “Come on,” he whispers, his breath warm against my lips. “I think it’ll be best if you stay at my place tonight.”

      I couldn’t agree more. With a shiver of relief, I let him take my hand and gently lead me down the hallway, out into the night. This time, when we get to his place after an hour of traffick in the beat-up old vintage car Russ drives—one that, I now realize, matches his whole apartment aesthetic too, old but in a stylish, purposeful way—we don’t even undress. Both of us are too tired to do anything but just collapse straight into bed, fully clothed. But when Russ gently reaches over to tuck me against his side, I let out a contented sigh.

      After the day we’ve just had, this is somehow the perfect way to end it. Cuddled up together, resting before we have to face whatever tomorrow will bring. I couldn’t be with anyone more comforting right now, or who understands what I’m going through more completely.

      As I drift off into sleep, with Russ’s arm draped around my side, I feel more safe and secure than I can ever remember before. Somehow, despite the bomb I know awaits us tomorrow, I am content. More than that: I’m happy.

      For once, my father can’t ruin my life anymore. Because I’ve finally taken control of it. And I have the best co-pilot I could ever have hoped for, beside me at the helm.
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      The next morning, I wake up blearily to Russ’s alarm clock blaring, hours and hours before my angry, exhausted body wishes it would have gone off. I struggle to shift off of Russ’s arm as he flails over toward the nightstand to shut it off. I groan, and then tug the covers up over my head at the assault of sunlight pouring through his large windows. I thought those windows were really cute the last time I stayed over, but today I wish they had blackout curtains or that he lived in an underground bunker instead.

      Beside me, Russ chuckles softly. “I know. I’m feeling it too.” He leans down to kiss my shoulder. Then the nape of my neck. I let out another sigh, this one less irritated and more contented.

      I could be convinced to tolerate this hour of the morning with the appropriate motivation. I roll over to face him just as he runs a hand through my hair, curling it between his fingers. I let him draw me close, kiss me softly, and then tuck my head under his chin, just holding me for a minute.

      That single motion is enough to make me sigh and let go of all the tension that flooded me a minute ago when I woke up. When I remembered yesterday and everything that exploded in our faces. “I can’t believe I said all that to Dad’s face,” I mumble into Russ’s chest.

      He laughs softly, a sound that vibrates through my cheekbone where it rests against his ribcage. “You can’t believe you said it? I can’t believe I finally told him what I should have half a lifetime ago…”

      I heave a deep sigh, one that I can feel Russ echo a moment later. “So what do we do now?” I ask softly, trying to disguise the tight worry that knots in my throat. Dad won’t really fire his best friend, will he? I know he’ll probably sack me, but honestly, Russ is right. If I want to pursue my dreams, I need to do that, not just sit around in this job Dad forced me to take in the first place, feeling comfortable but not like I’m living up to my potential or doing what I was placed on this earth to do.

      If I want to make a difference in the greater world, I have to start by changing my own life first.

      “Well, we gave him time to cool off. And last I checked, I’m still on the schedule at the hospital today. How about you?”

      Reluctantly, I peel myself out of his arms and reach over to grab my cell phone. I shut it off last night, not wanting to deal with the world. I turn it back on now, and tense, waiting for the other shoe to drop. I expect screaming, ranting, at least a million texts from Dad. Maybe even some from Mom.

      But there’s nothing. No new messages. No missed calls either, though those probably wouldn’t show, if someone called while the phone was shut off. Still, they would have left a message, right? It surprises me that not even Mom called to check up on me or ask where I was spending the night. Maybe Dad filled her in on our fight. Maybe they both assume I just went to a friend’s house to cool off for a bit.

      If only they knew…

      But first things first: I can only handle one huge fight at a time. “No texts to inform me I’ve been fired,” I say, to which Russ smiles ruefully.

      “Well, that’s step one I guess.”

      “It does mean I still need to be at the hospital in less than two hours.” I collapse back against the pillows with a long sigh. “And I don’t have fresh scrubs to change into.”

      Russ props himself up on one elbow, watching me. His gaze dips down over my body where the blankets have fallen away from my chest. I flush with pleasure, but I don’t cover myself. Normally I feel shy at being naked around guys, even the ones I’m hooking up with. But not Russ. The way he stares at me makes me feel like I’m the hottest woman on earth, every damn time.

      He’s doing it again now.

      “I can’t say I’m complaining about your lack of proper attire,” he murmurs, leaning in with a sly grin to kiss me again, slower this time.

      I sink against him. But only for a moment. Then I draw back, lifting an eyebrow. “Unfortunately, I can’t exactly show up to the hospital in my birthday suit, so…”

      He chuckles. “Much as I’d enjoy watching you do that, I agree it’s probably not the best move, especially when we’re both already in trouble.” He winks. “I can run you by your house to pick up a change of clothes. It’s no trouble.”

      My stomach sinks at the thought of going home. Of facing my parents. But what else can I do? “Yeah, I guess that would work. Maybe we can wait until Dad’s already left for the morning at least, though…”

      “Well, I know of one way we can distract ourselves.” Russ’s arm snakes around my waist, his fingertips trailing slow circles over my skin. It’s maddening, the way he always knows exactly how to touch me to drive me wild.

      “Oh really? What might that be?” I bat my eyes up at him, suppressing a grin of my own.

      He tugs me toward him so that I roll over, my backside pressed against his, the same way we cuddled last night. Big spoon and little one. Except that I can feel the hard press of his cock against the backs of my thighs now, clearly eager for me at this hour.

      “Do you know what I dreamt about last night?” he whispers against my shoulder, his lips caressing my skin, ghosting across it as he speaks in a way that sends a shiver all the way from my scalp down to my toes.

      “What?” I manage to ask, breathless already and he’s barely even touched me. Damn. How does he always know just how to get me going?

      His hands glide over my hips, then down. His hand parts my thighs gently, and he trails one finger along the edge of my pussy lips, lightly, not entering my slit, not yet. “I dreamt about you and me on a trip of our own. Far away from here. Off somewhere you’d like to go and help save the world.”

      “And you’ve come to help too, I suppose, in this dream?”

      “Naturally.” His fingertip presses a little deeper between my thighs. Soon his whole hand slides between my legs, parting them. Two of his fingers dance back and forth along my lips. “But first, I’d insist that we take a pit stop, in order to gear up for our trip. Just you and me and a gorgeous beach somewhere, practically deserted…”

      “I see… and what are we—” my breath hitches in a faint little gasp, as his index finger slips between my pussy lips and starts to stroke back and forth along my slit. I can already feel how wet I am, as my juices slick and coat his fingertip. “What are we doing on this gorgeous beach?” I finish, my voice steady once more. Though not for long.

      His fingertip reaches my entrance, and he presses against it. A moment later, his finger slides into my pussy. Slow and careful. “Well. Since we have the whole beach to ourselves, we don’t bother to get dressed in the mornings, that’s for one thing,” he murmurs. His fingertip glides deeper, deeper. Then it starts to withdraw again, and I whimper faintly, hating how empty I feel without some part of him inside me right now. “First thing in the morning, we jump into the ocean—”

      I shiver as he inserts a second finger into my pussy. “Sounds cold,” I say faintly.

      “No, no, it’s a very warm ocean. Almost like our own personal bathtub.”

      I laugh a little, but the laughter turns into a slow hiss of pleasure as he begins to work his fingers in and out of me, thrusting them in quick and drawing them out much slower. He curls them just a little inside me, so the pads of his fingers drag down my front inner wall, right over the hard little nub of my G-spot. He knows how to find it every time, and it makes my toes curl as my hips rock back and forth a little, trying to grind against his fingers instinctively.

      “I swim out there with you, to a spot where you can hardly stand,” he whispers. “And then I pull you up into my arms. You wrap your legs around me, and I push my cock inside you, right there in the water. At least, that’s what I dreamt about last night…”

      My mouth feels dry, my throat tight. “How often do you dream about me?” I can’t help asking, in a hesitant voice. I don’t trust myself to speak too loudly right now, or I’ll go all unsteady. What with the fireworks he’s setting off inside me right now.

      He withdraws his hand suddenly, and I let out a faint mewl of protest. But I don’t have to wait long. I feel his cock slide between my thighs, the tip of his head positioned against my entrance, dipping between my pussy lips. He feels wet already, maybe from the moisture gathered between my thighs. “Every night, Maggie,” he whispers against the nape of my neck.

      Then he pushes his cock inside me.

      I gasp as he moves into me, inching deeper and deeper as his hips make small thrusts against mine. I arch my hips backward to grant him better access, grind against him as he forces his thick cock deeper and deeper into my tight pussy. With every inch he gains, I feel more awake, the nerve endings throughout my whole body more on fire.

      Finally, he reaches the end, pushed all the way inside me. We both groan a little in unison, my heart racing. I feel more awake at this hour than I ever have, even in spite of our late night and emotional day yesterday.

      “Fuck, I love being inside you,” he murmurs, and the words make my stomach tense, a pleasant little curl tightening in my belly.

      “I can’t ever get enough of you,” I breathe in return, but I’m not even sure if he hears me or not, because he’s already moving, drawing back out of me. Just when his cock reaches the entrance of my pussy, almost completely out of me, he drives back in. I gasp and fist my hands in the sheets. His hands, on the other hand, are wrapped tight around my hips, pinning me in place where I’m curled up against him. Holding me steady as he starts to drive into me, building toward a faster and faster rhythm.

      I lose track of time, place, any of my anxieties and fears, while we move like that, together. There’s just me and him and the heat between us, the thrust of his cock deep inside my pussy. He slides a hand between my legs and fingers me until I come, screaming his name as I do. Then his hand returns to my hip, where he holds me in place, makes me come all over again using only his cock, angled right over my G-spot with each thrust.

      Finally, after what feels like hours lost in one another’s bodies, he finishes deep inside me with a guttural growl. I roll over to face him again, kissing his lips, his stubble-scratched jaw, his neck. Every inch of him I can reach.

      Then we roll ourselves out of bed and head for the shower, only to do it all over again there.

      By the time we’re finally clean and presentable enough to brave leaving his apartment, it’s already past the usual time when Dad heads to the office. I trudge down to Russ’s car, parked in a garage a few blocks away from that vintage and very bachelor-y apartment he’s got. It’s a little uncomfortable to walk, my pussy feels so sore, but it’s a good kind of discomfort. One that reminds me, with every step, exactly where I got these sore muscles and deep aches from.

      It leaves me aching for more of them, all over again. And again and again and again…

      I drift into daydream as we reach the garage, and Russ chuckles when he has to touch my shoulder to get my attention. “Come on,” he says, amusement written all over his face. “Car’s ready.” The garage attendant has already pulled it around. I don’t know how long I was standing there, lost in memories.

      My face flushes as I climb into the passenger side seat, and Russ walks around to the driver’s side. “Good to know you distract so easily at this time of day, Maggie,” he comments with a wink as he takes the wheel.

      I clear my throat, embarrassed. “What can I say? It was a memorable morning.”

      “You can say that again.” His eyes find mine, and the searing heat in them, the sheer, obvious desire, takes my breath away.

      I turn back to the road, mostly because if I don’t, I’ll do something insane like climb over the gear shift and into his lap for round three. Or would it be round four? I lost count when we were getting dressed after our extra-long shower…

      My gaze drifts to the console. “Dad should be gone by this time,” I comment, a statement that’s sure to take sex off of both our minds.

      Russ clears his throat in acknowledgement. “Well, if he’s still around, you can run in by yourself, if you’d rather not deal with all the awkward questions yet.”

      “Screw it.” I let my head fall against the seat back, shaking it gently side to side. “I don’t care what he thinks anymore. He made it pretty clear last night that he’s not going to take any kind of feedback, ever, so why should we just spend our whole lives catering to his comfort?”

      Russ smiles. Then he reaches over, as we pull out of the garage and onto the Manhattan streets, to loop his free hand through mine. “You’re a smart girl, Maggie. I’m lucky you picked me.” He raises my hand to his lips and kisses the back of my knuckles.

      Heat rushes up my arm from where he’s touching me. “Yeah, well. I had help from a smart guy along the way, pointing the obvious out to me,” I reply with a grin. “Couldn’t have stood up to my father without you. Seriously.”

      “We make a good team,” Russ says, as he lets our hands fall clasped between us on the gear shift.

      We fall silent as the radio clicks on. We listen to the morning traffic report, until Russ switches it to a music station. Rock. I flash him a grin. Good to know we have similar taste in music, too.

      By the time we reach my parents’ house, I’ve almost calmed down again. Almost.

      One glance at the windows tells me the house is empty. Mom always leaves half the lights on whenever she’s inside. Sure enough, we pull up the driveway around the side, and find the back empty, Dad’s car gone. Mom must have gone out too. Some mornings she goes to meet friends for brunch or runs errands and picks up things we need for dinner.

      “Are you sure you don’t want me to wait out here?” Russ asks, his forehead puckered with concern, though not about my father.

      “I told you, I’m done tiptoeing around his stupid rules. If you want to stay out here, I understand—”

      “I’d rather come with,” he says, with a shrug. “But it’s up to you.”

      “Come on.” I step out of the car, and he follows a moment later. Both our car doors slam, loud enough they should get an answer from inside the house, if anyone is in there. Nothing.

      I fetch the spare key from a hidden fake rock in the backyard and open the backdoor. “Hello?” I call as I step into the kitchen. “Anyone home?”

      The house sits silent in response. I shrug and walk all the way in, Russ close on my heels.

      “I’ll just be a couple minutes,” I tell him. “If you want coffee or anything, the machine makes it each morning automatically. There should still be plenty left.” I leave him to help himself and jog upstairs, two at a time. In my room, I toss off my scrubs and throw on fresh ones. I wash my face and do a quick dash of makeup—nothing fancy, just foundation and mascara, the way I usually do every morning.

      Then I trudge back downstairs, feeling refreshed and ready to face whatever today is about to throw my way.

      In the kitchen, Russ has prepared us both cups of coffee, and he’s in the middle of frying some eggs he scrounged from the fridge. I smile at the sight of him at the stovetop. He turns to wink in my direction, smiling broadly. “Have a seat,” he calls. “Breakfast will be served in one minute.”

      I slide onto a barstool with a wry grin. “You do realize that we have to be at work in less than half an hour.”

      “Guess we’ll both just have to enjoy our gourmet meal quickly, then,” he counters. He pops some eggs onto each plate, and presents mine to me with a flourish. I take a sip of my coffee as I watch him dig into his own.

      It feels strange to be here with him, in my parents’ kitchen, in the house where I grew up. In the house where I spent my early twenties eying him with desire every time he visited, too.

      Yet somehow, despite the strangeness, it also feels… right. I’ve never felt this at ease here, even when I’m home alone. Some part of me is already dreading my father’s return and his scolding. But with Russ here, I feel relaxed, calm, even happy.

      I take another long drag from my coffee cup and poke at my eggs. “So… are you really sure about this?” I ask. And somehow, I don’t think I’m talking about work or disagreeing with my father professionally, anymore.

      Russ reaches over. His hand comes to rest over mine, and I let the fork fall to the plate. “Maggie, look at me.” I raise my eyes to his. “Of course I’m sure. But I want you to be, too.”

      “I am.” I search his eyes for any hint of hesitation or disagreement. I don’t find it, though. All I see there are his feelings for me, clear and obvious, shining through.

      He really does care, I think with a faint smile, some part of me still unable to believe my luck. But a bigger part feels like this was always inevitable. Like we were inevitable.

      I swallow around a sudden lump in my throat, and slide off my kitchen stool to step over to where he’s leaning against the counter. “To be honest…” I start slowly. “Losing my job is terrifying. Losing my security, having my parents not willing to speak to me anymore maybe.” I gesture at the empty house around us. “It’s all terrifying. But I’ll manage. In the past, I was too scared to think about what life would be like without all the security they provide, the wealth and the safety. But how secure was it ever, really? How safe was I before, if Dad was always willing to fire me with a snap of his fingers the second I stepped out of line?”

      He watches me, sensing that I need to get this all out now.

      “I’m ready to take the leap,” I say. “I’m ready to stand on my own two feet and see what comes of it. And, if you’re willing… I’d like you to be there, too.” I smile as I finish speaking, because Russ is already beaming too, ear to ear.

      “Maggie… of course.” He leans down to kiss me, slow and soft and deep. I sink against him, wrapping my arms around his neck as he deepens the kiss. When we break apart, our faces hover a bare inch from one another. “We’ll be fine,” he murmurs. “Especially since we’re in this together.”

      I tighten my grip on his neck. Kiss him again. When we break apart, he’s gazing at me with an intensity I’ve never seen before.

      “I love you, Maggie Owens,” he says, loud and clear and steady. The words set off fireworks in the pit of my stomach, make my nerve endings light up with pleasure.

      That’s when a gasp from the doorway interrupts us.
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      I whip around to find my mother and father standing in the doorway. Mom has her hand pressed over her mouth, keys dangling from her limp fingertips. Oh fuck.

      They weren’t out of the house. Dad wasn’t at work.

      “What is the—where have you—what is the meaning of this?” Dad bellows. His whole face has bypassed red and gone straight to purple. I don’t think I’ve ever seen him this angry before. It’s somehow both terrifying and weirdly funny at once. A small, hysterical part of my brain just wants to start laughing at this whole damn situation.

      A bigger part is too busy staring at both of my parents in horror.

      “Get your hands off my daughter,” Dad finally sputters in Russ’s direction, taking a threatening step toward us.

      But I reach down to grab Russ’s hand, and I don’t let go. I squeeze his fingers tight in an unspoken message. Russ put it all on the line for me yesterday, standing up to my father on my behalf. Now it’s my turn to do the same. “Don’t tell him what to do, Dad. It’s not your decision.”

      “Not my—!”

      “Exactly,” I interrupt. “Russ.” I turn back to him. I didn’t answer his statement earlier, and I really need to. “I love you too,” I tell him, and it’s worth everything just to see the way the words light up his face, spread a smile across it. I turn back to my parents, my shoulders straight and firm. “We’re in love, and we’re going to be together. I’m sick of hiding it.”

      “This is unacceptable, Maggie,” my father yells, finally recovering his voice, it seems. “First all of your disobedience yesterday, then you disappear all night, leaving your mother frantic with worry.” He gestures at her. As for Mom, she’s glancing back and forth between Russ and me, her face a mask of confusion, as if she’s doing mental calculus. Trying to figure out if she should have guessed this was happening sooner, or what signs she missed. “We left before dawn today looking for you, driving by all of your little friends’ houses.”

      My friends who are currently in other countries? I roll my eyes, not bothering to disguise it. Even if I had been missing, my own father wouldn’t have even been able to guess where to find me.

      “And now we learn you were shacking up with my, my… my friend, my colleague, a man twice your age—”

      “I am a grown adult now, Dad,” I snap. “I’m sorry that you still can’t see that. I’m sorry you think that you have the right to control me even now, but you don’t. It’s my life, and I get to decide how I spend it. I want to be with Russ.”

      “Honey,” Mom begins, but my father bellows over her.

      “And you.” He rounds on Russ. “After everything we’ve been through together. I never want to see your face again.”

      I tense, ready to fight back more, but Russ rests a hand on my shoulder, communicating without words that it’s his turn, now.

      “That’s fine, John,” Russ says, in a voice so quiet and calm that it confuses my father into clamping his mouth shut. “I’ve enjoyed our friendship over the years, I really have. But you never really saw the real me, anyway. Back when we were younger, you willfully ignored me for a while. So what difference will it make, if you do so again now?” He shakes his head, but he looks sad, too. “Our friendship was always built on half-truths anyway. Maybe it’s better to just get the whole truth out there.”

      “What on earth are you talking about?” my father snaps. But underneath the anger and the bluster, I can see his emotions rising to the surface. He’s upset, too. He really does care about Russ. Even if he has a selfish, controlling way of showing it.

      “I’m talking about when we were freshmen in med school,” Russ says, his voice rising, though it remains steady. “Back when I had nowhere to go, no home or money or even food. You were my best friend, John, even then, and you never even noticed. Didn’t you wonder why I looked the way I did in classes? Did you wonder why I filled my pockets with leftovers every time we splurged on a trip to the dining hall?”

      My father’s face shifts from an angry red to a washed-out pale. “What… what are you talking about?”

      “You really never noticed, the way I never talked about family, or the way I skipped nights out drinking with the other guys in our class…”

      “I thought you were just more serious. That you wanted to study more.”

      “You used to even make fun of me.” Russ laughs softly, not a happy sound. “You told me I should buy more than one shirt. You didn’t know I literally couldn’t. Because how could you guess that? You’d have to actually be paying attention to the people around you to notice it.”

      My father’s mouth hangs open completely, now.

      “I was homeless, John. For two whole months. And my best friend never even noticed. What kind of friendship is that?” Russ shakes his head sadly, and squeezes my hand gently, where his fingers are still entwined in mine, at our sides. “Come on, Maggie,” he murmurs in a quieter voice now. “I think our work here is done for today.”

      “It most certainly is. Get out of my house. Both of you,” Dad finishes in a low, threatening growl. “And don’t let me see you at the hospital either.”

      “Maggie.” My mother’s eyes finally meet mine. She tilts her head, a question written all over her face. Is this really what you want?

      I might not feel bad about hurting my father right now, but I do feel bad about Mom. She didn’t ask for any of this. She’s the only one who’s always known how to stand up to Dad, but even she can’t help how he treats everyone else in his life. The only thing that breaks my heart right now is leaving her alone with him, to sort out the mess that he caused.

      But what else can I do? Just like Russ is who I want to be with, Dad is who she wants to be with. I understand that. I just can’t put up with him doing this kind of stuff anymore, even for her sake.

      So I squeeze Russ’s hand in return and let him lead me out of the house. Behind us, I hear my mother’s breath hitch, and I ignore a guilty twinge. She’s crying. Because of me. Because of what we decided to do just now.

      But Dad’s the one who told us to leave. Dad’s the one who keeps setting all these ultimatums. I won’t fall into line after him like a good little soldier. Not anymore.

      We march out onto the back porch. Once the fresh air hits, my breathing comes faster, quicker. Russ pauses just next to where he parked his car and reaches down to cup my cheeks between his palms. “You okay?” he whispers, so close our noses touch, and his breath dances like frost in the chilly morning air.

      “I’m okay,” I breathe. His lips touch mine, brief and faint. Just enough to keep me standing, moving, for now. As long as I have him, I can handle this.

      Then I remember everything that happened in there—everything—and a faint smile rises to my lips once more. “Did you mean it? You love me.”

      His eyes dance where they find mine. “I think you knew that already, Maggie. And you love me too.”

      “I do.” I grin, and he kisses me again, slower. When we break apart, I feel energized once more. Able to face all of this. I cross around to the passenger side and climb into the car with slow movements. Inside, I fasten my seat belt, and for a moment, we both just sit there and consider the big, empty, dark house. Behind us, out on the street, I spot Dad’s car parked sideways in a spot, as if they sped into a street parking spot just so they could run inside and run back out again. I guess they really were searching for me. Stopping by quickly to scan the property.

      I check my phone, which I left on the seat of Russ’s car, and find a couple of missed calls, all from Mom’s line. I wonder why they only tried calling me in the morning, if they were out so early hunting the streets for me. But then I remember that I had my phone turned off back at Russ’s. I guess whatever they had to say to me, they didn’t want to do it in a voicemail.

      I let out a sigh and fiddle with the phone, flipping it over between my palms. Then I slide the power button and turn it back off. I’m taking a break from the world today.

      “So… where to?” Russ asks with a glance at me. We can’t go to the hospital for our shifts. Dad made it clear we wouldn’t be welcome there.

      I wonder how long it will take for him to draw up severance papers. I wonder what excuse he’ll give for firing us both. It doesn’t matter. We have each other. That’s what matters.

      I lean back against the seat. “Central Park?” I suggest, uncertain. At least nature might do us some good.

      That’s when a palm slaps against my window, startling me. I jump nearly out of my seat. Dad’s standing by the passenger side window. He glances back over his shoulder, where I can see Mom standing in the doorway, arms crossed over her all black outfit, the meanest glare I’ve ever seen on her face. Mom rarely ever gets angry, but oh boy, when she does…

      Dad taps at the window again, a little more gently this time, and Russ and I trade glances. I shrug and nod at him, and he pushes the button to roll down the power window slowly.

      “Yes?” I ask, and I hope my voice sounds as dangerous as Mom looks.

      But Dad doesn’t look at me. He looks past me, at Russ. “Were you telling the truth back there?” he asks, his voice low and filled with emotion. If I didn’t know him better, I’d almost say it sounded like regret. Maybe even hurt.

      “About being homeless?” Russ’s eyebrows shoot toward his hairline. “Of course. Why would I make something like that up?”

      “No, no.” Dad shakes his head. Then he pauses. His face pinches with a whole new feeling. That one is definitely regret. “I mean… I suspected something was going on, at the time. But I didn’t want to bring it up. I thought you wouldn’t want to talk about it, or that you’d be embarrassed by it.”

      “I was,” Russ admits quietly. He shakes his head. “But I still needed help.”

      “And I should have seen that. I’m sorry.” My father clears his throat. “But no, I meant… did you mean the other thing that you said. Do you really love Maggie?”

      My eyes shoot wide as I glance from my father to Russ and back.

      But Russ just looks at me, not even paying attention to my dad now. “I do mean it.” Russ reaches over to touch my chin and turn my face toward his. As if I could ever turn away. He leans in and kisses me, just a quick soft peck. But one that says it all.

      We’re doing this. Whether you like it or not.

      Back outside the car window, my father has crossed his arms. But the look he’s giving us now isn’t the same glare of sheer fury he wore earlier. He looks pensive. Thoughtful. “Well. Don’t think I fully approve, because I do still think there’s a very wide age difference, and—”

      “John,” barks my mother from the back door of the house.

      It almost makes me smile. Almost.

      My father clears his throat with evident difficulty. “But, Maggie… You’re right. You are an adult now. More than that, you’re a smart, capable, responsible adult. I should trust you to make your own life decisions more often.” He takes a step back from the window and glances from me to Russ and back again. When he speaks next, his eyes focus on me. “I didn’t mean what I said, earlier. I do still want to see you both again. And Maggie, this house will always be your home. As for the hospital…”

      He hesitates. Sucks in a deep breath and squares his shoulders, as if he’s bracing himself for something.

      “If you both want to come back to work today, you are more than welcome to. I shouldn’t fire you for having lives outside of work, or for being brave enough to stand up to me when I make a bad, blind call in terms of other peoples’ care.”

      “Is this you admitting you were wrong yesterday?” I blurt, unable to help myself.

      Somewhere in the distance, I catch the faint sound of my mother’s laughter. My father, on the other hand, only scowls even more deeply. “I did not say wrong, precisely.” Then he catches himself and clamps his lips together. “But I was, Maggie. You were right. The people in the emergency needed your care and attention more than one wealthy board member did. Thank you for reminding me of my priorities, because I seem to have forgotten them somewhat, in recent years.”

      A slow smile breaks out across my face. “It’s okay, Dad.”

      “Well.” He clears his throat again, all gruffness now. He’s never been the type to talk about emotions for long, and situations in which he made a mistake make him even less comfortable with it. Admitting mistakes isn’t exactly his forte, clearly. “I’ll see you back at work in a few hours, then?” He glances past me at the clock.

      I hesitate. This is it. A way to reverse what happened yesterday. A way to walk back all the drama and upset, so I can go back to my normal, easy life. The life I was living perfectly happily before Russ came along.

      But was I really happy? Or was I just biding time, treading water at the hospital, while missing out on chasing my own dreams?

      I exchange another long, pointed look with Russ, at this point. He shrugs one shoulder and nods, as if to say, Up to you. And for once, I realize, it is. My future and my destiny are in my own hands.

      In fact, they always have been. I just needed to realize it myself. And thanks to Russ believing in me and helping me stand up to my father, I know it now.

      “Actually…” I say slowly. My father blinks. But I force myself to meet his gaze and hold it. If I’m going to do this right now, the least I can do is look him in the eye. “I appreciate the offer to come back and work with you again, Dad. I really do. And maybe Russ will want to, I’m not sure. But… this hospital was never the right place for me. It’s time for me to finally follow my heart, Dad. Which means that I can’t let anything hold me back. Not your expectations, or the safe career path I should follow. I have to do what feels right.”

      “And what is that, exactly?” he asks, arms crossed, a look of stern disapproval on his face.

      But he didn’t say no, I remind myself. And even if he does, I know how to counteract it now. I know how to stand up to him, the way Mom does. The way she’s always been able to.

      “I plan to join Doctors Without Borders,” I say. “I’m going to help people. The way I’ve wanted to do ever since I started school.”

      Beside me, Russ weaves his fingers through mine, in a show of silent support. And right then and there, I know, without ever needing an answer back… this is happening.

      I’m going to follow my dreams now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            14

          

        

      

    

    
      Wind whips at my hair, tugging long strands of it across my face. I reach up to gather it into a ponytail once more, then I turn my face toward the sun and breathe a deep, satisfied sigh. The beach is gorgeous at this time of day, nearly deserted. White sand as far as the eye can see in both directions. And the water is a clear, crystalline blue, lapping up at the shore.

      I kick off my shoes and wade through the sand, savoring the way it feels between my toes. When I reach the water’s edge, I dip a toe in, and suppress a shiver at how cold it feels.

      Well. We all have to make compromises. You can jet off to save the world, but it won’t always be at the warmest, most bathwater tub-like beach. Guess Russ and I will have to wait until our next assignment for that.

      Speaking of, I hear a call behind me, and I turn, raising a hand to shade my eyes from the sun. Russ waves as he jogs down onto the sand behind me. He’s freshly showered, which is unusual. We only get two showers a week where we’ve been stationed. And behind him, now that I’m facing away from the water and the sandy beach, and back across the island itself, there is wreckage visible everywhere. Downed power lines snarl and tangle in treetops, debris and pieces of broken houses and shanty town dwellings scatter the dunes that separate the beach front from the even more broken and pitted parts of the road on this side of the island.

      But I can’t help the smile that breaks out across my face, seeing him. Russ is dressed, as usual, in his work scrubs. Same as me. Our shifts are about to begin. But he knew where to find me, naturally. As many mornings as I can, anytime that I’m up and ready for long enough before work starts, I try to make it down to the beach. I love to wake up like this, facing the wild ocean.

      It reminds me to ground myself in the here and now. It reminds me that as hard as this job can be some days, it’s worth it. There’s a reason I’m here, in this particular part of the earth, which has gone through so much recently.

      “There’s my little beach lover.” Russ reaches my side and wraps his arms around my waist. I tilt my head back, and his mouth finds mine, his kiss slow and searing. When we break apart again, he’s smiling, his eyes soft where they fix on mine. “I knew I’d find you here.”

      I tuck into his side and let him steer me back toward the roads. As we walk, I find my shoes again and slip back into them. “You know me too well,” I say, suppressing a smile.

      “Come on,” he murmurs. “We can come back here for sunset later. I get off around 6, not sure about you?”

      “Same.” I smile, as we work our ways back over the dunes.

      Puerto Rico is our first deployment, after another hurricane swept through just a couple of weeks ago. The devastation it left behind is heartbreaking, as is the plight of many of the people who need our help here. But being here with Russ, doing everything we can to save the lives of the people who were injured in the hurricane, or by debris falling afterward, or from electrical burns or flooding after that… it’s where we’re supposed to be. How we’re meant to give back to the world that brought the two of us together.

      “Do you ever think this is what your dream was about?” I ask quietly, and then thumb over my shoulder toward the beautiful, sad, empty beach. “That time you told me you dreamt about getting me on a beach all alone with you…”

      He chuckles. “Don’t be silly. I told you. That beach had warm water, none of this Atlantic Ocean surf.” His arm, still wrapped around my waist casually, squeezes me tight. “Someday we’ll go find that beach together, though. I promise.”

      I smile up at him, so broad it makes my eyes crinkle. I love when he talks like that. When he reminds me that we have our whole lives ahead of us.

      We reach the main road. One end of it is set up with makeshift cabins for us, the crew here to help. The other end holds the big white medical tents, all marked with Red Cross flags. Doctors Without Borders didn’t exactly pan out, at least not yet—it turns out they have a crazy long wait list. But Russ and I are both on it, together. And I think in the meantime we wound up doing the next best option.

      When we reach the medical tent compound, which in and of itself almost looks and operates like a miniature hospital, sprawled between tents instead of in fancy office building wings on the Upper West Side, Russ gives my ass one last hard slap.

      I laugh and reach over to try and slap his back, but he’s already out of reach, waving over his shoulder at me. “Remember, date night tonight,” he calls before he ducks into the far tent, the one marked Surgical over the flap in bright red Sharpie.

      As if I could forget.

      Still shaking my head and grinning a little, I duck into my own tent. The wing set up for caring for the patients in recovery after surgery. The nurse whose shift is ending as I duck inside takes one look at my face and rolls her eyes with exaggeration.

      “Let me guess,” she says, her smile only a little bit rueful. “That sexy older man of yours woke you up with a little breakfast in bed… or, wait, no.” She squints closer at me. “Breakfast sex in bed? You have that glow.”

      I snort and waved her off. “Oh, please.” But I can’t really deny it, either. Before my walk and Russ’s shower time, we did enjoy ourselves a bit…

      “Girl, you really have life figured out,” she insists, still chuckling and shaking her head, even as she passes her chart over to me to start going through the patients list.

      The rest of the day passes in a pleasant, if hectic, blur. We have a pretty damn good day today, actually. We don’t lose anybody, which is always a good sign. And two of our patients who have been flat on their backs ever since the hurricane first hit, due to the severity of the injuries they sustained when their house collapsed over their heads, are finally able to take their first wobbling steps toward freedom.

      It’s days like today that remind me I did the right thing in coming here. And that, no matter what, I’m following my heart. You never know when a hurricane could explode right in the middle of your life. You never know what the future holds, either. So you can’t afford to just wait around for life to get on the same page as you, or for your dreams to finally be within easy reach.

      If you wait for your dreams to come to you, it will never happen. You need to go out and catch them yourself. Which is exactly what I came to Puerto Rico to do, and exactly what I’ve been able to learn how to do since I arrived. With Russ at my side, we can accomplish any dream we set our minds to.

      [image: ]
* * *

      By the end of the day, I’m aching from head to toe, but I’m happy, too. Even happier when I wash my hands in the sink out back of the tent complex, then get to step into the warm stream of my twice a week warm shower. I sigh with relief, sticking my head under the heated current and basking for a moment in the marvels of modern life. The rest of the week I’m stuck with freezing cold water, not the drinkable kind either, and our showers can only last a minute max. Right now I have five whole minutes, which feels luxurious.

      After the shower, sparkling clean, I change into my civvie clothes, as we’ve started nicknaming our regular outfits, and I feel like a whole new woman. I emerge from the shower and pad over to the cabin that Russ and I share. It’s a little larger than the single ones, which is why we opted for it, even though we knew it might be fast to move straight to living together when we got here.

      After all, back at home, I spent the last six months living back at my parents’ place while we were getting all of our paperwork in order and making preparations. But more often than not, I wound up crashing over at Russ’s half the time anyway. So it’s not like moving into the same cabin here was a complete stretch.

      And surprisingly, despite the atmosphere and the fact that we’re living somewhere harder than usual, for most new couples testing out cohabitation for the first time… it’s been easy. More than easy. It’s felt right, being here with him. I duck into our cabin, and I spot a note on top of our bed. I stash my scrubs in the closet before I pick it up, feeling a little flutter in my stomach.

      I hope it’s not bad news. Some nights we make plans as best we can, but last minute Russ will get called into the OR for an emergency, if a patient takes a turn for the worse. We have to keep ourselves flexible, to work around our schedules so we can do the work we came here to do. It’s rewarding, but that doesn’t mean it’s not frustrating and exhausting sometimes.

      But when I flip the note open, I relax, a smile spreading across my face.

      Meet you at our place? Is all it says, signed with a little X. Unable to keep myself from grinning, I grab a light jacket from the peg. Sometimes it gets breezy down on the beach, even despite the near constant tropical heat. Late at night, anyway…

      Then, all showered and fresh and clean, I pick my way back down the street toward the beach where Russ caught me this morning. It’s become our unofficial spot. Or maybe official, since I’ve heard a few of our colleagues talk about how often they see us heading down there. At what point does something like that become official, I wonder?

      When I reach the beachfront, I think I have my answer. I stop dead in my tracks, my jaw dropping.

      Russ has set the whole place up like a restaurant. There’s a table and chairs set up, and a big awning draped in fairy lights. I recognize the lights as a set that one of the new arrivals brought with her, a nurse who loves to decorate her cabin back in the compound where we all stay. But the awning and the tables, I have no idea where on earth he scrounged those up.

      Or where he got the food he’s serving, because to judge by the scents wafting toward me, if it’s anything like it smells, it will be delicious.

      “That doesn’t smell like Taco Shack,” I point out, as I stride across the sand toward my man, waiting beside his creation with his arms crossed, looking far too pleased with himself.

      Out over the water, the sun is just starting to set, casting orange and pink lights on the fluffy clouds at the horizon, and making the waves on the ocean seem to sparkle with light, like each one is a tiny gemstone, studded in brilliance. The view takes my breath away.

      So does Russ. He dressed up, I realize, wearing slacks and a button down shirt, though he left the top few buttons undone. His only concession to the tropical climate we’re in.

      He looks good. Better than good. The sunset highlights the silver lines in his hair and along his jawline. He grew his beard out here, mostly at my insistence, because damn, if you thought the man looked like a silver fox before he let his beard grow, then you have no idea how sexy he looks now.

      “You did all this for me?” I ask, as I skip across the last few feet of sand to reach him.

      He sweeps me up in his arms and spins me in a little half-circle, before he sets me lightly back on my feet and leans in to kiss me.

      Every time he kisses me, I swear, time stops. I loop my arms around his neck, run one hand through his thick, full hair, as his hand twines through mine, too.

      When we part once more, we’re both breathless, our eyes alight, glazed with desire. “I called in a few favors,” he explains as he breaks away from me to pull out my chair. I take a seat and let him push it back up to the table’s edge, before he crosses around to sit on the other side of the table.

      The food smells even better up close. “What, did you fly your chef friend out here as a surprise or something?” I chuckle.

      He grins, eyes twinkling. “Not quite. But I did convince one of the best chefs on the island, whose wife we treated for severe internal bleeding earlier this month, to make us this meal.”

      My mouth waters. Puerto Rico is not just beautiful, it also has some of the best food you’ll find anywhere. But it looks like this isn’t even the traditional Puerto Rican food we’ve been dining on at our local spots for the past few months since we arrived. When Russ lifts the lid off the tray with a flourish, my eyes go wide.

      “You didn’t.” I burst into laughter. On the plate between us sits a full American style meal: perfectly cooked burgers topped with avocados and some sauce that smells spicy. A plate of ribs in Southern BBQ sauce. Even Cajun spiced French fries. “Oh my god.” I reach for a fry and pop it into my mouth before he can even react. I let out a groan of appreciation at the explosion of flavors.

      “I asked you what food from back home you were missing,” Russ says softly. “This is everything you mentioned.”

      My eyes widen. There’s even a plate of dumplings, just like the ones I love so much at Vanessa’s back in New York, near campus, where I used to eat all the time in nursing school. My eyes water as I realize how closely he paid attention to that conversation. “You remembered,” I whisper.

      “Of course.” He reaches over to take my hand and squeezes lightly. “I remember all the important things, when it comes to you,” he says. “I always have.”

      He’s right. In the year since we started dating, he’s remembered so much about me that I never even knew he would. My favorite outfits, the style I wear my hair on nights out, my favorite foods, bands, books, movies. I’ve never had a partner so attentive before, and it makes me all the more grateful to be with him now.

      I don’t know what I’d do without him.

      As if reading my mind, Russ catches my eyes and smiles. “I’m so glad we made it here, Maggie. Together.”

      “So am I.” As gently as I can, I extricate my hand from his, unable to resist the mouthwatering scents anymore. “But we should probably eat… Before it gets cold. You know.”

      He laughs, and winks at me. “Dig in,” he says, not even bothering to tease me for my appetite.

      I’m sure he can’t blame me. After all, like I said, Puerto Rican food is delicious… but sometimes you miss home cooking. Or at least, home restaurant food. I dig in, and groan with appreciation at every new bite and flavor I taste. All the while, Russ explains how he talked the chef into making this for us, and a local worker who’s rebuilding one of the houses up the road lent him the gazebo to bring down to the beach as a makeshift roof. He borrowed the chairs and table from another volunteer, too.

      So many favors and so much effort, all to make me smile. “I hope I’m worth all this,” I joke, when he reaches the end of his long explanation.

      But the words only make Russ tense, his eyes go wide. “Maggie. You’re worth every bit of effort I spent today and a million more. I don’t ever want to stop making you smile.” He glances out over the water. In the distance, the sun is just starting to set. The sunsets here are always pretty too, much like the people and the food and the culture. But tonight’s sunset looks like it’s really going to be something extra special.

      From the brilliant rays it casts out over the ocean, I can tell it will be an unforgettable night.

      And that’s before Russ slides off his chair.

      “I have something to confess, though, Maggie,” he says, in a voice that makes me hesitate where I sit, and then slowly, staring at him, lower my burger back to my plate. I reach for a napkin to wipe off my hands, as Russ holds my gaze.

      Then he sinks down in front of me. I’m so shocked that I don’t even process it until later—but he’s only kneeling on one knee.

      “I didn’t just bring you out here tonight for a fun time. Well, okay, I also brought you for that, but.” He winks. “I brought you here because I wanted to ask you a very important question.” He reaches out, and I still don’t get it, because I am completely oblivious.

      But when he gently picks up my left hand from my lap and draws it out to hold it in his left, I start to realize. “Russ…” I clap my right hand over my mouth, my eyes starting to water.

      Is this real? It feels like a dream. Like a fantasy I could have dreamt up. In fact, if I’m being honest, I have dreamt about this moment. About what it might look like, what I might say, if Russ popped the question. I just never imagined he would feel comfortable enough and sure enough about our love to do it this quickly. I thought he’d need another year or two with me to feel sure about things.

      I’m not quite sure why I thought that, though. After all, I was sure by the time we boarded the plane to fly to Puerto Rico together. I knew he was the one I wanted to spend the rest of my life with.

      My throat goes tight, so tight I couldn’t say a word if I wanted. But that’s okay, because Russ isn’t finished talking yet.

      “Since I’ve been with you, Maggie, you’ve made me appreciate the world in a whole new way. You’ve made me want to attack life, not just to sit by and be content with where the current takes me. I want to keep up that same energy, the same vigor, that you’ve given me, for the rest of my days. I want to go through this life with you beside me, both of us together making more of a difference in the world than we ever could apart.”

      As he talks, he reaches into his pocket with his free hand, and withdraws a little velvet box.

      “Maggie Owens. Will you marry me?”

      I hiccup. Actually hiccup. In the future, he’ll remind me of that so often it will become a running joke. But then I force through the sound with a laugh and start nodding, before my mouth will even work properly. “Yes. Yes, of course I will.” I barely even notice the ring he slides onto my finger, at least not in the moment. Later, I’ll admire the beautiful diamond, surrounded by tiny little emerald studs, because he knows green is my favorite color, and because he remembered me saying one day that I thought plain diamond engagement rings weren’t unique enough for me.

      Later, I’ll look back and realize how absolutely perfectly he planned every detail. I’ll even appreciate the fact that, apparently, before we even left for our trip he had gone to my father and told him about his intentions, and asked for his permission to take my hand in marriage. He talked to my mother, too, and promised them both that he would take care of me on this trip. That he would never leave my side, no matter what happened.

      He explained that he loved me. The way they loved each other. And they approved, thank god. After all this time, they finally understood us, too.

      Before we even got to Puerto Rico, I’d realize eventually, he’d already picked out the ring, started dreaming about and planning for this moment.

      Later this same night, I’ll learn that he went even farther than just this beautiful little gazebo on the beach and a meal planned just for me. He reserved us rooms at a hotel, a real hotel, far on the other side of the island. He got us permission to take one day off work, and booked a van to take us over there for some much needed relaxation, with rooftop sunset views and a jacuzzi tub and everything. He shipped champagne, real champagne, to the hotel. And he got all of our coworkers and supervisors in on it, with them covering shifts for us and ensuring we’d have time to savor our engagement tonight and tomorrow.

      Later, I’ll learn all of that, and love him even more for it. But none of that is the reason I tell him yes.

      In the moment, all I have eyes for is Russ. Russ, standing up before me, on an island that he followed my crazy life dreams to come to. Russ, tugging me up into his arms, lifting me off the sand with the force of his embrace, so strong and steady against me. Russ, with his mouth against mine, our arms around each other, our chests pressed so close together we could hear our hearts beating through each other’s bodies. Russ, with the kind of kiss that I’ll never forget, for as long as we both shall live.

      He’s all I saw right then. And he’s the only thing in the world I needed to see.

      Finally, I am exactly where I belong. I’m making my own life for myself, my own choices. I’m following my heart. And beside me stands the man of my dreams, doing the exact same thing. Changing the world, just like he said. Together.
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      A forest of evergreens flashes by as my parents’ Subaru whizzes through the tight turns of the mountain road. Sun dapples the ground through the leaves and the warm wind rustles my hair from the open window. My parents are in the front seat talking about our trip to the cabin and all the things they may have forgotten to turn off before we left. My little brother sits beside me in the back seat, reading his book. I have no idea how he does it. That would make me car sick in an instant.

      The batteries in my iPod are dead and there’s nothing else to do but scroll through Tinder. There are a lot of cute guys to check out, but I’m struggling because none of the ones my age interest me a bit. I wonder if there’s something wrong with me. The thought of being with someone my own age makes me roll my eyes. They’re so immature. All they seem to care about are a girl’s looks and sex—which isn’t necessarily a bad thing, but I’m a virgin, and I don’t like the thought of being pressured into anything.

      Not that I’d really have to be pressured into it. I want to lose my virginity, actually. In fact, if all goes according to plan, I will lose my v-card this summer while we’re spending the next three weeks at the lake house. I can make it happen. I will make it happen. The lake is bound to be teeming with plenty of good-looking guys to choose from. And not to brag, but I’ve been working out like crazy for the last couple months since my parents told me we’d be going on this little summer vacation, and I look damn good in my little black bikini.

      I can’t help but think about the conversation I had with my best friend Annie’s older sister before we left to go to the lake. She told me that I shouldn’t go off to college being that girl. The goodie-goodie, the prude who knows nothing and will scare off all the boys who are too nervous to be with me because it’s my first time. Annie’s sister, Tulip, said I should take the summer to get it over with. Not that there’s anything wrong with being the pure girl, the virgin. But I don’t want to be that girl. It’s a choice I’ve made and I’m determined to make it happen.

      My mom turns around in her seat to look at me, startling me. I close the Tinder app before she sees it and I put my phone face down in my lap.

      “Did you get all your classes in order?” she asks.

      If she’s going to ask me a million questions about school, it’s going to be a long three weeks. I think she might be more excited for me to go off to college than I am. She always tells me that her college years were the best of her life and I should embrace everything it has to offer. And believe me, I plan to.

      “You’ve asked me that three times,” I say, smiling at her eagerness.

      “I know, and I know you’re an adult now and can take care of yourself, but it’s still my job to make sure you’re all taken care of.”

      “All my classes are in order and I have my schedule ready to go.”

      “What about housing? Did you find out anything about who you’ll be rooming with?”

      I laugh as she twists her hair into a knot, something she does when she’s nervous. The dorms are coed. I’m sure she’s afraid I’ll end up with a boy in the room, but I’m fairly certain the university makes it a point not to put boys and girls in the same rooms together.

      “Not yet. It’s the beginning of summer. I probably won’t find out anything about my roommate until the day we move in together.”

      She sighs and the worry on her face ages her. She turns back around to face the front of the car. I hope she’s able to enjoy her vacation with all these questions filling her head. My dad, on the other hand, seems perfectly content to get rid of me. Not that we don’t have a good relationship or that he won’t be sad when I leave; I’m sure he will, but he doesn’t quite have the same empty nest blues my mom will have. I think he wants to finally have his wife all to himself. In a couple years, when my brother is old enough to go to college, I have a feeling my dad and mom will be making up for all those times my brother and I cock-blocked their nights together.

      “Dad, do you think Annie and her family are at their cabin yet?” I ask, hoping to keep the conversation busy so my mom doesn’t come back with more questions about school.

      Annie and I have been best friends for many years. Our parents are friends. We go on vacations together all the time and they even bought cabins on the same lake. But since Annie’s parents’ divorce, things have been different.

      “I’m sure they beat us there,” my dad says. “Ben drives that Corvette as if it has wings. He probably arrived hours ago.”

      My mom leans over the seat and whispers just loud enough for me to hear. “I think Lorain got the Corvette in the divorce. Ben’s probably driving something else.”

      The muscles in my dad’s jaw flex with tension. I know he doesn’t like talking about his best friend’s divorce. Everyone had liked Ben’s wife, Lorain (except me—I never did trust her, and she was way too strict with Annie), and when they found out she cheated on Ben, they were devastated. What do you say to someone who’s been cheated on practically his whole marriage? When the details came out, we were all shocked. I always liked Ben. He’s sweet and funny, and when I got into high school, I couldn’t help but notice how hot he was.

      I feel my cheeks heat up when I think about him. That happens a lot lately. The older I get, the more I notice him. It’s so bad sometimes I have to take a cold shower just to calm down. Annie would be mortified if she knew the dirty things that go through my mind when her dad is around, and that there have been times I went to her house just to see him.

      I know I shouldn’t think about him like that, but I can’t help it. And I can’t help how excited I feel getting to see him every day while we’re on vacation. Especially now that he’s single. Though, it’s probably a good thing Ben’s cabin is further down the lake from ours so I won’t be obsessing over him the entire time.

      I go back to scrolling through Tinder to get him off my mind, but the Wi-Fi is spotty as hell this far out into the woods.

      My dad slows the car and I look up as my dad turns down the long dirt driveway. After about a mile of bumping along and kicking up dust, our cabin comes into view. And there’s a truck parked out front.

      “Isn’t that Ben’s work truck?” my mom asks.

      My dad’s forehead wrinkles with confusion. “It is.”

      My heart starts to thunder in my chest. I always got a little excited when I knew I’d get to see Ben, but it’s never been this bad before. Knowing he’s single again has changed everything.

      Ben climbs out of his truck, and so do Annie and Tulip and their younger brother. I’m so confused why they’re at our cabin and not their own.

      My dad pulls up beside them and I can’t get out of the car fast enough. Annie and I run at each other and tackle each other into a hug.

      “I’m so excited to spend the next three weeks with you,” I say to her excitedly. I can’t wait to show her my new black bikini. And Annie and Tulip are the best wing-women a girl can ask for when it comes to dating. They know where all the hot guys hang out and they are eager to help me pursue my goal of losing my virginity over this vacation.

      “Don’t get too excited,” Annie says. When I pull away from our hug and look at her, she’s practically in tears.

      “Why, what’s wrong?” I ask.

      “What’s going on?” my dad asks Ben before Annie can explain to me what she meant.

      Ben sighs and looks like he’s barely masking his anger. “Well, Lorain and I share custody of the cabin, and apparently she rented it out for the next month without bothering to mention it.”

      “She did it on purpose,” Tulip mumbles under her breath. “I told her we were coming up here weeks ago.” No one else but me hears her, and I have to admit I’m not the least bit surprised that Lorain would do something like that. She’s vindictive. It wasn’t enough to cheat on Ben and hurt him, but now she has to go and sabotage his vacation with his daughters. What a bitch. Of course I don’t say that because I know Annie and her mom are still close even after everything Lorain did to her dad.

      “Looks like the girls and I are going to be making other vacation plans for the summer,” Ben says.

      “No!” I burst out so suddenly it startles everyone. Now they’re all staring at me, but I’m not the least bit embarrassed by my outburst. I’m not going to spend the next three weeks at this cabin without my best friends.

      I look at my dad, pleading to him with the biggest puppy dog eyes I can muster. But I can tell by the determined look on his face that he already came to the same conclusion that I did.

      “You’re not going anywhere. That’s ridiculous. I know these girls will start a mutiny if we try to separate them for the entire three weeks. There’s plenty of room in our cabin. You’re staying with us,” my dad says.

      There isn’t plenty of room in the cabin and we all know it. It will be cramped quarters, but that will be part of the fun of it. I glance at Ben, dirty thoughts jumping into my head like pop-up ads at the thought of being in the same cabin with him for the next three weeks. He’s so good looking and he doesn’t really look his age at all except for a few wisps of gray hair at the temples. If anything it makes him sexier. More sophisticated, I guess.

      “We couldn’t intrude—” Ben starts to say, but Annie interrupts him.

      “Yes we can and we will.” She’s already grabbing her bags out of the truck and heading for the cabin.

      Ben laughs. “I guess we’re staying.”
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      My family grabs our bags and groceries out of the car. I leave a few things behind in the trunk because there’s too much to carry in one trip. Three weeks is a long time.

      My mom is an over planner so there’s plenty of food for everyone. We could practically survive the apocalypse with the amount of food she brought. While I fill the pantry, my dad, Mom and Ben figure out the sleeping arrangements. There are only three bedrooms. One, of course, is for my mom and dad. Usually one is for me and the other for my brother, but that will clearly need to change. They decide to put Annie and Tulip’s little brother in my brother’s room and us girls in my room. Ben volunteers to sleep on the couch. I feel sorry for him because it’s the most uncomfortable couch I’ve ever slept on. I’ve taken a nap on it a time or two and woken up feeling eighty years old.

      Once everyone is settled in, us girls go into my room to unpack. We’ll be here for the next three weeks so we might as well get comfortable.

      “We wouldn’t be in this mess if Mom wasn’t such a bitch,” Tulip says.

      Annie’s head snaps up from her suitcase where she’s arranging her underwear into the drawer I gave her. “It wasn’t all Mom’s fault. Maybe if Dad had paid any attention to her, she wouldn’t have had to get attention elsewhere.”

      I can’t believe what I’m hearing from Annie. How can she defend her mom and blame her dad for her mom’s cheating? There’s no excuse. Lorain made a commitment to Ben when they married and then she broke it. It’s no one’s fault but her own.

      Tulip snaps back, “Mom never cared about anything other than money and she was always out looking for someone who could give that to her. The divorce was her fault and now she’s punishing Dad for God knows what. And clearly she doesn’t care about us either, because she knew how excited we were for this vacation and yet she rented out the cabin anyway without saying anything. She’s a stone cold bitch.”

      “Dad should’ve known the cabin was rented out. It’s his property too. He just wasn’t paying attention. Just like he doesn’t pay attention to anything. He should just sell it to Mom.” Annie makes a huffing sound. “As if he’d ever let go of it. He wants the disposable income that he can have the luxury of forgetting about.”

      That doesn’t sound like the Ben I know at all. He doesn’t care about money. He cares about his family.

      I’m sick of listening to them bicker. If I have to deal with this for the next three weeks, I’m going to snap. They don’t normally fight, but I think the stress of the divorce has finally gotten to them.

      “Guys, come on,” I say. “This is supposed to be fun. Let’s drop it before one of you says something you’ll regret.”

      “Fine,” Tulip says, rolling her eyes. “What time is it?”

      She grabs my phone that I’d tossed on the bed. The screen lights up and my Tinder app is open. She laughs. When Annie looks at my phone her mouth falls open and she laughs too. I guess laughing at me is better than fighting with each other.

      “Girl’s trying to get laid,” Tulip says. “Look at all these hot guys who liked your picture. Why haven’t you liked any back?”

      I grab my phone from her and black out the screen. “I don’t know. They’re not really my type.”

      “What is your type?” Tulip asks. “I don’t think I’ve ever heard you talk about a guy you like.”

      “She likes the grandpa types,” Annie teases.

      “I do not,” I say, laughing too now. “I just like them a little older. A little more mature, I guess.”

      “Silver daddies can be hot,” Tulip says, taking my phone from me again.

      After a while of scrolling, she says, “Let’s get out of here. This is boring. I want to meet real boys.”

      “I don’t know …” I say hesitantly.

      “Come on, Jenny, it’ll be fun,” Annie says. They both look at me with pleading eyes.

      “Fine, but first I need to go get the rest of my clothes from the car. I need something to wear.”

      I go down to the car to grab the rest of my things and see Ben doing the same. He’s carrying a box up the porch steps. He’s wearing a short-sleeve t-shirt and long board shorts. The ropes of muscle in his calves flex with each step and his arms bulge with the strain of the weight of the box. I try to pick my jaw up off the floor. He’s so fucking hot, it’s hard not to stare. But I try not to when he sees me standing near the front door. He’s better looking than any guy on Tinder, and I’m far more attracted to him than any of the eighteen-year-old boys flooding my inbox.

      “Hey there,” he says, and sets the box down. He wipes the sweat from his brow and smiles his big beautiful smile. My heart leaps every time I see it. It makes me want to throw myself into his arms and beg him to kiss me.

      “It’s been a while since I saw you last,” Ben says. “You get more and more beautiful every time I see you.” I blush profusely and can’t help the shy smile that comes to my lips. “I bet you have the boys falling all over you.”

      I shrug. “A few of them, but I’m not into immature boys.”

      He raises an eyebrow and smiles wider. If I didn’t know better, I’d say there might be a hint of attraction. But I’m too afraid to read into it. He’s the same age as my dad; their birthdays are just weeks apart. I doubt he sees me the same way I see him.

      “I’m sure your dad is happy to hear that.”

      My lack of enthusiasm after thinking that he may not have any attraction to me shows in my voice. “Yeah, probably.” I smile to try to make up for it.

      I walk out to my car to get the rest of my things. I don’t even want to go out to look for boys anymore. My mood has completely changed and I’m feeling dejected. When I go into my room, Tulip and Annie are looking through their own Tinder apps, trying to find their perfect summer matches.

      I need to stop moping over Ben. It’s never going to happen with him, as disappointing as that is. Even though I don’t want to hook up with anyone my age, I don’t really have a choice. And I’m ready to lose my virginity. Maybe going out is exactly what I need right now.

      “Let’s do this,” I say, fishing out my sexiest summer dress. It’s more of a cover-up for my bikini than it is a dress. And it’s totally see-through. I put my new bikini underneath and Tulip and Annie start to whistle and catcall as I strut around, showing off the new curves I earned with all the time I’ve been spending at the gym lately.

      Suddenly my bedroom door swings open without a knock. Tulip and Annie fumble with their phones to shut off their Tinder apps as my mom comes in.

      She looks at me and frowns at my outfit with confusion. “Are you guys heading to the beach?”

      “We were thinking about it,” I lie.

      “Could it wait for an hour or two? The boys want to have a game of flag football, and I was hoping we could all have a nice dinner together for our first night together. I’m sure with everything that’s happened, it would make Ben feel comfortable and a little more welcomed since he seems to think he’s intruding.”

      Annie rolls her eyes. She’s not getting along with her dad all that well, but Tulip and I agree. I don’t know anything about football, but my dad and Ben played in high school and college. They’re very competitive. This should be interesting.

      “Get downstairs then, everyone is ready to play,” Mom says.

      I stay in my bikini and cover-up since it’s comfortable and easy to move in. We go down stairs and when I see Ben standing next to my dad without his shirt on, I literally stumble down the first two stairs before I catch myself.

      “Careful, clumsy,” Annie teases.

      I smile and wave her off as I try to get my heart under control. Ben has the body of an athlete, all lean muscle and smooth skin. Nothing like my dad’s actual “dad bod”, that’s soft and doughy in the middle. Ben even has a six pack that ripples beautifully when he laughs.

      I want to reach out and touch him, run my fingers along his wide shoulders. Touch his brown wavy hair, run my fingers through it.

      “Hey kiddo,” my dad says, shattering my fantasy and bringing me back to reality. “You’re on my team.”

      “Great,” I say. We’re definitely going to lose. There’s no way my dad will be able to keep up with Ben, and since I don’t know what I’m doing, I’ll be pretty much useless on our team.

      My dad gives me a brief overview of the rules. It’s our family against theirs. Annie and Tulip are far more athletic than my mom and I, so we most definitely don’t stand a chance. Oh well. It’s just a game. Wish I could convince my dad of that, but he seems to have something to prove. He stares at the other team with determination, and when he comes back into our huddle, there’s nothing but fierce determination in his eyes. This isn’t going to end well.

      “The only one who will be able to keep up with Ben is you, Jenny-Bean. I want you on him like white on rice,” my dad says.

      My cheeks heat up. He doesn’t have to tell me twice. I wouldn’t mind staying on Ben all night long. “On it,” I say.

      Maybe flag football isn’t so bad after all.

      So basically, all I have to do is run and grab the flag off Ben’s belt whenever he has ball. This should be easy, right?

      Wrong.

      Ben is fast. Like, Superman fast. And he has the stamina of someone half his age. I’m already out of breath. My dad keeps yelling at me to stay on Ben. I’m starting to get frustrated with his constant demands, so the next time Annie snaps the ball and Ben catches it, I burst from my line like a cheetah and head straight for him. I don’t think he’s expecting my speed and for me to suddenly be on top of him. I know it’s supposed to be flag football, but I’m caught up in the moment and I jump on him.

      We tumble to the ground together, tangled in each other’s limbs. I roll on top of him, straddling him. I reach down and yank a flag from his belt. He laughs and tries to snatch it back, but I stuff it down into the cup of my bikini top.

      “If you want it so bad, you’ll have to come get it.”

      He freezes, and suddenly I feel that his dick is hard as a rock beneath me. To everyone else it looks like a friendly tackle, but I know differently, and judging by the look on his face, Ben does too. Ben stares into my eyes and we’re locked that way, both realizing this is now more than just a friendly game of flag football. My little stunt has taken it to the next level. And though he’s hard and obviously feels some desire toward me, I don’t know if it’s what he wants.

      I start to climb off of him, but his hand goes to my thigh and he squeezes. My dad and mom are too busy celebrating our victory, and Annie and Tulip wallowing in their defeat to notice when Ben reaches into my bikini top and grabs the flag. His fingers brush against my nipple and they turn to small diamonds.

      I’m startled by the sudden touch and can’t help but think, Oh shit.
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      Oh shit, I think as I stare up at the sweating, gorgeous, heavy-breathing body of my best friend’s daughter. She’s a woman now with gorgeous curves and lovely pert breasts. Her thick blonde hair cascades in natural curls down her back and the sweat glistens off her young tan body in the receding sunlight. She’s intoxicating.

      I think about all the touching and groping she’d been doing throughout the game and realize she’s been flirting with me this entire time. What the hell is happening? I feel like some kind of creep, but she’s eighteen. She’s an adult. That’s okay, isn’t it? My brain wants to argue that it’s not. Not only because she’s only eighteen, but also because she’s my friend’s daughter and my own daughter’s best friend.

      My brain argues that it’s not okay, but my body is telling me something entirely different. My hard-on refuses to go away, no matter what I try to think about to distract myself. I even try to picture my ex-wife which is a guaranteed boner-killer, but even that doesn’t work. This girl has my body frozen in ecstasy.

      I want to keep testing her, see how far she’s willing to take this, but my son yells out for us to hurry up, get back on the line so we play some more before the sun goes down and we have to stop for the night.

      Jenny climbs off of me. She smiles and winks when she does, and that doesn’t help my situation at all. This isn’t over. I have to know what’s going on.

      When I stand up, I have to use the football to hide my erection. After one more play, we go in the cabin to wash up before dinner. The girls go up to their rooms, the boys remain outside to play, and John and Mary work on finishing dinner. I’d offer to help, but they know my skills in the kitchen are less than favorable.

      I go into the downstairs bathroom and run cold water in the sink, taking handfuls and washing my face. Maybe the slap of cold water will wake me up from this dream I’m having. And just maybe it will cool me down because I’m overheated after my encounter with Jenny during the football game.

      Every inch of my clothes and exposed skin is covered in dried mud and grass stains. I need a shower before dinner. No washcloth is a match for the mess I’ve made of myself. I should probably take a cold shower too, but I don’t think even the cold water will do enough to get rid of the hard-on raging in my shorts. If I stand any chance of getting Jenny out of my head before we sit down to dinner, I’m going to need to take care of that.

      I step under the warm water of the shower and let the stream cascade over my shoulders, relaxing the sore muscles. As I bow my head and feel the tension ease, I start to wonder what the hell happened out there. Did that really happen with Jenny or did I have some kind of vivid daydream that only felt so real? I can still smell her. Despite sweating, she smelled like flowers and mint, and some kind of fruity shampoo. She smelled of youth and vitality, a scent that is dangerously addictive. The memory of it is burned into my brain and keeps my cock hard even after my best attempts to think about anything else.

      I know it’s wrong—in so many ways—to touch myself right now while thinking of Jenny, but since I’m alone, I allow my mind to wander back to her. I soap up my body and remember the see-through bathing suit cover she wore and the tiny black bikini under it that left very little for the imagination. Her breasts are small yet perky, her hard nipples were easy to notice, and that smooth, tan skin …

      I close my eyes and soap up my hard dick. The sensation makes my whole body quiver.

      I wrestle with myself. Part of me wants Jenny out of my head because the things I’m thinking about are wrong.  She’s my best friend’s daughter and my own daughter’s best friend. I’ve known Jenny since she was just a child.

      But she’s not a child anymore. She’s a mature young woman with gorgeous curves and an ass you can bounce a quarter off of. That look she gave me while straddling my waist is something I’ll never forget. Her stormy gray eyes searched mine, and for a moment I forgot how to breathe. She stared at me and bit her bottom lip as if she were thinking about kissing me.

      Maybe I was imagining it, but I know for certain I was not imagining her rocking back and forth against my cock, and the slight moan she let out when she was doing it. She’s always been a beautiful girl, but in that moment, something changed. She was the most stunning woman I’ve ever seen.

      As I picture all of the little details of that moment on the lawn as we played football, I realize I’ve been stroking my dick this entire time. My hand moves so fast it’s a blur as I imagine ripping that bikini off of her and tasting the sweet and salty taste of her naked skin and plunging my cock into her tight young pussy. As soon as I imagine her clawing at my back and crying out my name, my cock explodes and I shoot cum against the tiled shower wall.

      My knees are weak and my vision is blurry once I’ve come down. Hopefully that’s all I needed to get Jenny out of my system for a while. Though knowing that we’ll be stuck together for the next three weeks, I have a feeling this won’t be the last time I’ll be spraying these shower walls.
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* * *

      Once I’m finished, I wrap a towel around my waist. My clothes are too dirty to put back on and I forgot to get clean ones before I got into the shower.

      I step out of the bathroom and see Jenny sitting on the couch where I’ll be sleeping the rest of the time we’re here. She’s alone. The others must still be in their own rooms or in the kitchen. She’s changed her clothes as well. This time she’s wearing a tank top and a pair of shorts that are so short they’re practically underwear. She smiles at me and subtly sticks out her chest so that I notice she’s not wearing a bra. Not only that, but the tank top is sheer enough so that I can see the pink of her nipples through the white fabric.

      After just busting the biggest load I’ve let out in years, I would’ve thought my tank would be drained, but I guess not. I’m instantly hard again. The sudden bulge loosens my towel and I almost drop it right there in front of her. My reflexes are fast enough to catch it.

      She notices and lets out the most adorable little giggle. “Close one,” she says, sounding almost disappointed.

      Does she really want to see my cock? I’m half tempted to just drop the towel and see how she reacts. But that is too risky with so many other people in the house.

      “Too close,” I agree.

      I grab my clothes from my suitcase and go back into the bathroom, conveniently not shutting the door all the way. I leave it open a crack, and I can see through the mirror that she’s watching me, though I don’t think she realizes I can see her as well.

      I drop my towel and my hard prick stands at attention. I watch as Jenny’s jaw drops. I’m hung far larger than the average man. In fact, it’s the one—and only—thing my ex admitted that she’d miss about me. Before I was married, the women I’d slept with were often intimidated by my size and some couldn’t even fit their mouths around it to give me head. To a tiny girl like Jenny, it must be almost scary to look at.

      But the look on her face is far from fearful. It’s pure lust. She licks her bottom lip and unconsciously touches herself between the legs. Her gaze wanders up my body, and when her eyes meet mine in the mirror, I wink at her. She blushes furiously and covers her smile with her hands.

      Her mom calls her name and she jumps off the couch as if someone prodded her, and she runs into the kitchen. I shut the bathroom door and can’t help but fear I’m in trouble. There’s no way I’m going to be satisfied with this vacation until I get my hands on my best friend’s daughter.
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* * *

      The table is set with all the summer dishes one would expect from a vacation by the lake: barbeque chicken, potato salad, baked beans, and slices of watermelon. It smells delicious and after that workout during football (and in the shower), I’m starving.

      We all gather in the kitchen. The boys get their plates and run off to go talk about the newest video game they’re obsessing over at the moment. The rest of us get our food. John and his wife sit at each end of the table, while my daughters sit across from me, and Jenny sits beside me. My daughters wanted to eat outside, but Jenny had wanted to sit at the table with the rest of us, and so the others decided to do the same. She even hurried to sit down next to me so neither of my girls would have the chance. Or at least that’s how it seemed. I can’t be sure if it was on purpose or if I was imagining it.

      “So,” John says as we sit down to eat. “How are things with you, Ben?”

      I know what he means by that. He has that look of concern on his face, the way he always gets when curious about how I’ve been since the divorce. Normally I would sidestep the conversation to avoid talking about their mother in front of the girls, but since they seem to be in a heated argument with each other over boys and not paying any attention to the conversation, I answer.

      “Other than getting my ass handed to me in court and finding out my wife cheated on me the whole time we were married, I’m doing great,” I say light-heartedly to keep things from getting too dark. This is supposed to be a vacation, after all.

      I glance at my girls, still arguing, still not listening. Then I glance at Jenny. She’s silently nibbling at a piece of watermelon, keeping to herself, but I can tell she’s listening. She’s always been the quiet type, always concerned about others. That’s part of the reason I always liked her being friends with Annie who could be slightly selfish at times. Jenny helped to balance out that part of her. Their personalities complement each other.

      John bringing up the topic of my ex has my mind wandering back to my divorce. The separation wasn’t that long ago. It all happened so fast. When I first found out she cheated on me, I thought it had been a one-time thing and that we could work things out in marriage counselling. I wasn’t ready for a divorce because I knew how hard that would be on the kids.

      But then the rumors started to fly. And then those rumors turned to facts and secretly made videos and proof. Turns out she’d been cheating on me for years with multiple guys. She even told me there was a possibility that my son wasn’t mine and asked me to take a paternity test. I didn’t want to because I didn’t want to believe it, but she insisted and so I took the test. Turned out he was mine after all. But the damage those accusations caused was already done. There was no marriage left to save. I didn’t love her anymore and staying in a loveless marriage seemed more harmful to the kids than going our separate ways.

      John gives me a weak smile and nods.

      I’m not all that messed up over the split anymore. I want to tell him that when seeing the pitying look on his face. The only thing that still hurts is knowing I’d been lied to for so long. I’m glad my ex is gone. She’s off traveling the world with her new sugar-daddy who looks like a shriveled up potato with grease-slicked hair. Money was all she ever cared about. Didn’t seem to matter that she got the money at the expense of her family. Whatever makes her happy, I guess. And as long as she stops trying to come after me.

      It’s silent at the table except for the continued bickering of my daughters. I can tell John’s wife is uncomfortable with him bringing up the subject; she was a friend of my ex-wife’s after all. I’m sure she’ll probably get on him about it later. I was afraid they would remain friends after the divorce and that would put a rift between me and John, but her loyalties fell on me. I’m sure John probably had something to do with that, which I’m thankful for.

      I’m surprised when I hear Jenny’s soft voice beside me. “That’s awful that your ex-wife did that to you,” she says. She looks directly at me and for a moment I get lost in those stormy eyes again, the way I did when she was on top of me when we were playing football. I can’t help but appreciate the concern and kindness in her eyes and in her voice. For someone so young, there’s a maturity there that my daughters and most girls their age lack. Jenny is different.

      “Why don’t we change the subject,” I say, not wanting to talk about my ex anymore. I don’t want to bring the mood down, and right now, all I can think about is Jenny.

      After dinner I sit and have a few beers with John until his wife announces that she’s taking the kids to go see an outdoor movie in town and wants us to go. I politely decline. Sitting down and watching a movie when all I can do is think about Jenny will be nearly impossible. Maybe if I can get sometime alone, I can finally talk myself out of this crazy notion that something might happen between us during this vacation.

      When the others leave, I head down to the lake. It’s almost dark. The sunset turns the sky different shades of orange and pink. It reflects off the glassy water and looks like something out of a dream. It’s a beautiful view, but not even close to the thing of beauty I spot over by the docks. Jenny stands next to the water in a different bikini than she wore during the football game. This one is white with little flowers on it. The bottoms are so small I can practically see her pubic bone, and the only thing keeping them on are the little ties on the side. The top part of the suit is made up of small triangles of fabric just wide enough to cover her areola and nipples, and the rest is string as thin as dental floss. Her legs are long and slender. Their length makes her look taller than she is.

      She dips her toes into the water as I approach her from behind. Damn, her ass looks good, her soft cheeks poking out the sides. Each cheek is the perfect size to cup my hands around.

      My dick stirs the closer I get. I can smell her skin as I step up behind her. With a deep breath, I touch her shoulder. She startles, and I grab hold of her before she can fall into the water. She yelps but then starts to laugh when she sees it’s me.

      “You scared me,” she says with the cutest giggle I’ve ever heard. I’m still holding her in my arms and all I want is to pull her closer to me. Instead, I step away and let her go. She looks almost disappointed.

      “Sorry, didn’t mean to make you jump,” I say. “Why aren’t you out with the others watching the movie?”

      She shrugs. “It’s a horror movie. I’m not really into those. Life can be scary enough without finding more things to fear.”

      She really is a bright girl, mature for her age. And I realize it’s not just her young, tight body that I’m attracted to, but her personality too. She’s always been the kind of person that you could have a deeper conversation with. Every time I ever talked to her, she would pop off with some deep revelation of the world around her or say something of surprising substance and intelligence.

      And while I can appreciate that intellectual side of her, right now it’s her body that’s speaking to me. She turns to face me with one hand on her hip and the other toying with the string holding her bottoms on. She tugs at one and the corner of her mouth lifts into a playful smile. She knows what she’s doing to me. With the bulge in my pants completely unhidden by the tightness of my board shorts, she has to see exactly the effect she’s having on me. There’s no masking it. She keeps glancing down at my cock so I know she sees it. Her little smile is also a pretty clear indicator.

      She wipes the sweat beading on her brow. “It’s still hot out despite the sun going down,” she says.

      “It’s going to be a hot summer.”

      “I hope so,” she says. When she pulls her hair up off her shoulders, the bottoms of her breasts show beneath the triangles of fabric and my dick is so hard it hurts. “Those are my favorite kind of summers.”

      She keeps fidgeting, moving her body whichever way she can to show as much skin as possible. She might think she’s being subtle about it, but I see all of her tricks. The girl knows exactly how to get a man’s attention and she’s brilliant at it.

      If she wants my attention, she’s going to get it. I just hope she’s ready for just how much I plan to give her.

      I step closer until our bodies are almost touching. She takes in a deep, shuddering breath. “You like things hot and sticky?” I ask her.

      She’s all flustered, fighting a giggle and looking up at me with those beautiful eyes. It’s endearing and at the same time sexy as hell. Even though the sun has practically set, I can still see the blush in her cheeks.

      “That’s a bold question, don’t you think?” she says with a flirty tone to her voice.

      “No, but this one is.” I raise my eyebrows and ask, “Were you trying to see me naked earlier when I was changing in the bathroom?” I’m standing so close to her now that my body casts a shadow over hers.

      She chokes off laughter.

      I continue when it seems like she might not admit to it. “Unless I’m crazy, you’re giving me every sign that you want me. That’s a dangerous game to play if you aren’t serious.”

      She stands taller, pushing her chest against mine. “If you had been paying attention, you’d know I always play to win. I don’t know if you noticed, but I nearly took you out during football.”

      I start to laugh. This girl is going to ruin me. I loop my hand with hers, braiding our fingers together. Her pulse quickens beneath my palm.

      “I must be insane,” I say.

      “Why? We haven’t done anything wrong.”

      “Not yet,” I say.

      She opens her mouth to speak and I cover her lips with mine, kissing them softly. But inside I’m struggling to do so much more. I want my hands to roam all over her, study every part of her skin.

      She’s stunned at first and I’m afraid she won’t kiss me back, but then I feel her tongue slide across my bottom lip and into my mouth. She tastes like fruit candy, and I want to devour her, but her gentle tongue is too perfect for me to give into my desires. How can a simple kiss turn me on more than any other sexual encounter I’ve ever had?

      I pull away, afraid I’ll tear that bikini off and have my way with her right here on the dock.

      I look her in the eyes to see her reaction, and all I can see is happiness and something on the verge of excitement.

      “You don’t think this is wrong?” I ask.

      Her voice comes out in a whisper. “No. Do you?”

      “I don’t know yet, I’m still deciding,” I say.

      “Let me help,” she says and wraps her arms around my neck and lifts up onto the tips of her toes to kiss me again. Her warm body presses against mine. I groan when I feel her hard nipples touch my chest, and louder when she pushes against my hard-on. My cock throbs with longing. I want to know how it feels to sink deep into her tight pussy.

      Her lips move to my neck and she kisses my throat.

      “We could get caught,” I tell her, trying to hold onto some semblance of rational thought, but honestly, right now, it’s so difficult to care about anything else going on around me. We could have a full audience for all I care in this moment. “I guarantee if other people see us, they won’t have trouble deciding if this is wrong or not,” I say.

      She stops kissing my neck for a moment, but keeps her lips touching my skin when she speaks. “I don’t care,” she insists.

      I seem to be struggling with this far more than she is. Maybe it’s her youth that makes her so careless. The repercussions of this kind of affair will fall harder on me than they will on her. People will think I’ve taken advantage of her, despite her being an adult and being fully capable of making her own decisions.

      John’s voice rings out in the distance, calling out to his son. Jenny and I jump away from each other out of instinct. Clearly both of us are terrified of the repercussions after all. Especially when it comes to her dad and my best friend. We give each other the same look that has regret written all over it.

      When John comes out of the trees and onto the dock, we are a safe enough distance away from each other for everything to appear innocent. John smiles and waves, and the air bursts from my lungs with relief. I’d been holding my breath, afraid he’d seen something, but he obviously hadn’t.

      As John walks toward us, I lean closer to Jenny and whisper, “If this happens again, I don’t think I’ll be able to stop myself.”

      I mean it as a warning, but it sounds too excited for that. It comes off more like a promise.

      Jenny steps in front of me and waves at her dad with one hand, and with the other, she slyly reaches back and rubs my hard on. “Then don’t,” she whispers.

      Her words make me practically come in my pants.

      Then she walks away and I have to cover myself to hide the evidence. She looks at me over her shoulder with a flirty smile, and I stare at her perfect ass as she walks away.
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      It’s early when I wake up the next morning. I can’t sleep in. Not after what happened between me and Ben on the docks. I can’t believe I kissed him and touched his dick. Granted, it was on the outside of his shorts, but I was brave enough to do that which isn’t like me at all. I’ve always thought he was an attractive and very sexy man, but I never thought in a million years that he would be interested in me too. Now that I know he is, I don’t think I’ll be able to stay away from him. And I’m going to make damn sure that he can’t stand to stay away from me either.

      I get up out of bed and go downstairs to get something to drink. When I’m about halfway down the stairs I see Ben sleeping on the couch and stop. No one else is awake. Tulip and Annie sleep like the dead and so do the boys, and my parents rarely wake up before 8am. It’s just me. And Ben. Alone.

      I pad toward him with bare feet, light enough to keep the floorboards from squeaking beneath me. He’s handsome even in sleep. His hair is adorably mussed, and his arm is draped across his forehead, showing off incredible muscles and a broad, hairless bare chest.

      My heart is pounding in my chest and my sweaty hands shake as I reach out and touch his cock over the covers. I can’t believe I’m actually doing this. But after what happened between us yesterday, and the things that were said, I don’t think he’ll be mad about it.

      At first I’m just touching his leg I think, but as I move my hand around, I find it. It slowly grows hard beneath my touch and my pussy tingles knowing I’m arousing him in his sleep. He groans, and I slip my other hand into my panties and touch myself. I’m soaking wet already and I begin to rub myself at the same time I’m rubbing him.

      His hips start to thrust toward my hand, and when I look at his face, he’s not asleep after all. He’s looking right at me.

      I gasp, about to pull my hand away, but then he grabs it and guides it under the covers. When my hand touches the bare skin of his cock a slight moan involuntarily leaves my mouth. He’s naked under there. Does he always sleep naked? The thought excites me even more.

      I grasp him in my hand and start to move it, slowly jerking him off. But the problem is I have no idea what I’m doing. I’m afraid my grip is all wrong. I’m too wound up in my head. I start to question everything I’m doing. Am I going too fast, or not fast enough? Am I squeezing too hard? I’ve heard touching the head of the dick can be arousing, but I’ve also heard it can be too much for a guy.

      It’s all too much! I think about letting go and not doing it, but then his eyes close and he groans louder. The look on his face is pure pleasure, so I guess I’m doing something right. I keep going.

      I start to pull my hand out of my panties, but he says, “No, keep playing with your pussy.”

      I do what he tells me to do and he watches me intently as I rub my clit with my left hand and jerk him off with my right. I feel that familiar tingle rising up as my orgasm grows closer to the surface. I can tell it’s going to be a strong one. Stronger than anything I’ve had lately while just fantasizing about older men. Having the one man I really want right in front of me, touching his big cock, I’m more turned on than I have ever been before.

      I try to hold back but I can’t. As my orgasm slams into me, my grip loosens on Ben’s cock. He grabs my hand and wraps his around mine, using my hand to jerk himself off, doing all the work by stroking himself while I’m distracted by the hurricane of bliss rolling through me.

      It’s only seconds before he’s getting off too. His cock grows rigid, harder than I think a cock is capable of, just before shooting his load. The warm, sticky mess it makes beneath the covers coats my fingers.

      We’re staring into each other’s eyes, and he’s about to say something when I hear my mother’s voice upstairs. I pull my hand out from under the covers and wipe it on my t-shirt, leaving a streak of cum across my breasts.

      “Jenny, are you down there?” my mom calls out. Her steps are heavy as she comes down the steps.

      I dart into the kitchen before she can see me standing over Ben. I’m not sure what he’s doing. Maybe pretending to be asleep. I don’t stick around to find out. It was too close of a call for my comfort.

      “Yeah Mom, I’m making pancakes for everyone. Hope you’re hungry.”

      “That sounds wonderful, honey.”

      Great. Now I’m stuck making breakfast. I don’t mind too much though, because while I’m busy making breakfast, I have the time alone to replay what happened between me and Ben in my head. The feel of his cock was divine. I’ve never touched one before. I’ve seen plenty on Instagram and other social media stuff, but it felt different than I was expecting, and it was WAY bigger than I was expecting too. I’m sort of addicted. I just want to touch it again.
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* * *

      I was hoping to have the kitchen to myself to think about Ben, but I guess that’s not going to happen. My mom comes into the room and is delighted to see me making pancakes the way she taught me. Not from the box, but from scratch and with real blue berries, not those canned things in the syrup.

      My heart continues to pound. I’ve never touched a man like that before and it was exhilarating. My thighs are still sticky from my orgasm.

      Walking around the kitchen island, I lean over to take a peek at Ben. He gets up and walks into the bathroom. He must have slipped his boxers on under the covers and is going to clean himself up. I smile knowing I did that to him. I’d been so worried I was doing something wrong, but clearly I wasn’t.

      When he returns, he walks into the kitchen, yawning and stretching as if he’d just woken up. I can feel my cheeks burning, and when my mom isn’t looking, he smiles and winks at me. My mom goes to wake up the boys, and while she’s gone, it’s just me and Ben in the kitchen. While I make pancakes, he goes behind me and does the dishes. He asks about college and all the things I plan to do while I’m there. He’s always been so easy to talk to. I try not to think about what it would be like to do this with Ben every morning, make breakfast and talk about the future. But I can’t help it. It’s nice and I would love for his face to be the first thing I see in the morning, every morning.

      Stop Jenny, I chide myself. I can’t be thinking like that. What Ben and I are doing would never be accepted by our families. I start to wonder if I should keep up this secret affair the whole vacation or if I should stop now before things get too far. Not just with the physical stuff, but with the feelings as well. I can’t let myself fall for him.
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      Later in the afternoon, we all decide to hike up to the falls. We go there every time we come to the cabin. I get dressed and put on my boots. It’s a long walk. Ben and my parents walk ahead of us to watch for the rattlesnakes that sometimes lounge around on the sunny spots of the trails. There are warning signs about them everywhere, but I’ve never actually seen one. The boys walk in the middle so they don’t fall behind. Tulip and Annie and I walk in the back so we can gossip and talk without the parents eavesdropping.

      “I think I found the perfect guy for you on Tinder,” Tulip says.

      I look at her, confused at first. I’d been watching Ben walk and not paying any attention to the conversation going on around me. Apparently, we were talking about Tinder and boys and getting me laid for the first time while we’re on vacation. I’d all but abandoned that thought now that Ben and I have been messing around. There’s no way I can lose my virginity to some random young guy now. Just the thought of it disgusts me.

      “What guy?” I say.

      She shows me a picture of a guy who is young, probably my age. He’s wearing a college football jersey and his hair is brown and cut short. He has a great smile and is very handsome. He’s definitely attractive, yet I’m not attracted to him in the slightest.

      “Can you believe that he’s going to the same college that you’ll be going to? He and his parents are vacationing at the lake for the summer too! It’s like fate. You are meant to lose your virginity to this guy. His name is Kevin. I showed him your picture and he thinks you’re gorgeous and wants to meet you.”

      I stare at her with my mouth hanging open. She didn’t do anything wrong, and yet I’m pissed.  I feel betrayed, even though I have no right to. This was supposed to be the plan. I was going to find some beautiful boy to lose my virginity to this summer and everything was going to be great. But after what happened with me and Ben, how can I possibly think about other boys right now?

      I will the muscles in my face to put a smile on even though all I want to do is frown. “He’s cute, but I don’t know if he’s the right one,” I say nonchalantly.

      “What do you mean he’s not the right one? He’s perfect.”

      I shrug and kick a rock in my path. “I don’t know. I’m thinking maybe now is not the right time to try to lose my virginity after all. I’m thinking maybe I might want to lose it to someone I actually care about and want to be in a relationship with.”

      I gaze at Ben longingly. I was so excited to lose my virginity to some stranger. I was determined, and yet now, after everything that’s happened, I can’t imagine being with anyone but him.

      Tulip and Annie both look at me like I’m speaking a language that neither of them understands.

      “You’re just scared,” Annie says. “Once you meet some cute boys and get your flirt on, you’ll change your mind.”

      I don’t want this to become an argument, so I just shrug and say, “Maybe.”

      I’m watching Ben, not paying any attention to my feet or where I’m walking, when I step on a rock and roll my ankle. I go down hard and let out a loud yelp that has everyone looking back to find out what happened.

      I sit on the ground, holding my ankle and wincing. The pain shoots up my leg and I fight to hold back the tears.

      Suddenly, Ben is at my side. He had to have run fast because my parents are still a fair distance away, still running toward me.

      “Did you get bit?” Ben says. He examining my leg, touching my skin. The pain is still there but I’m not as focused on it now that he’s touching me. I realize he’s looking for snake bites.

      “No, I just rolled my ankle. I might have sprained it,” I say.

      His whole body sighs with relief but he still looks troubled. “Can you stand up on it?”

      He helps me to get to my feet, but when I try to stand, the pain is sharp and piercing and I cry out.

      “I can’t walk,” I tell him, starting to panic. We’ve walked a long way and I can’t imagine having to walk all the way back to the cabin with this pain.

      And I was so looking forward to the falls. They’re one of the most majestic things I’ve ever seen in person. Behind the falls is a cave and you can stand there behind the waterfall and watch the water cascade down. It’s romantic and I was hoping to get Ben alone to see it. I guess that’s not going to happen now.

      “Is it broken?” my mom asks in a panic. She’s out of breath from running and my dad is bent over holding his side as if he has a cramp.

      “I don’t think so,” Ben says. “I don’t think it’s even sprained. There’s no swelling. She just twisted it wrong, but I think she needs to get back and keep her weight off of it. We don’t want to make it worse.”

      The boys start to complain about going back, and even Tulip and Annie look disappointed. I feel horrible for ruining everyone’s fun. My mom made a nice spread to have a picnic. All of that will go to waste.

      “You guys go on,” Ben says. The boys and Annie and Tulip instantly perk up. “I’ll take her back to the cabin.”

      “No, that’s okay, I’ll take her back,” my dad says.

      Ben teases him by patting my dad’s rounding belly. “You going to carry her? Looks like you’re struggling just to carry that fanny pack.”

      My dad gives him a playful swing and misses. Ben lifts me into his arms before my dad can protest.

      “I’ll take her back and get some ice on that ankle. You guys enjoy the day and maybe Jenny’s ankle will be okay enough to catch the dance tonight,” Ben says.

      I love the way he holds me in his arms as if I weigh nothing. I wrap my arms around his neck, feeling safe and comfortable. Maybe rolling my ankle wasn’t such a bad thing after all.
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* * *

      It takes a while for us to get to the cabin. He carries me as if I weigh nothing and I’m stunned by his strength. I feel so safe and protected in his arms. When we get back to the cabin, he takes me upstairs and lays me in my bed, sitting by my feet. He takes off my shoes and socks and touches my ankle.

      “Does this hurt?” he asks, gently prodding at my skin.

      “No, not really. Only when I put my weight on it.”

      He starts to massage my ankle, moving down to my feet and it feels amazing. I close my eyes and marvel at the feel of his strong hands against my bare skin. His hands start to move up my leg, rubbing my calves and moving even further up. I shiver as his fingers tickle my thighs.

      I spread my legs and smile at him.

      He hesitates. “Are you sure about this?” he says.

      “I’ve never been more sure of anything in my life.”

      My breathing quickens and my heart beats like a gong as he climbs on top of me, settling his weight between my legs. I like the heft of his weight on me, his hard-on pressing against me through his shorts. I push my hips up against it and he groans.

      He kisses me hard and deep, his tongue doing a desperate dance with mine. His hands pull at my shirt, eager to get it off.

      “Damn, you are beautiful,” he says. His fingers slide across the flat plain of my stomach. I can see the bump of my heart as it races. He leans over and kisses my stomach, driving me wild as his tongue leaves a trail across my skin and dips into my belly button. He doesn’t stop kissing my mid-section until he’s covered every inch. There doesn’t seem to be any hurry as he explores my body. No one will be home for hours. We have plenty of time to discover each other and I’m eager to start exploring his body as well.

      He takes off my bra off next and admires my breasts. He pinches my hard nipples, sending electricity racing through me. My pussy aches with jealousy from all the attention I’m getting up top. It wants to be touched. Wetness soaks through my panties and shorts, leaving the fabric dark in the center. Ben notices and bites his bottom lip.

      “Someone’s excited,” he says teasingly

      I know I’m blushing a thousand shades of red. I can feel the heat in my cheeks. The way he stares at me makes me feel like the most beautiful girl in the world. Like no one else exists but the two of us. I want him so badly I can hardly keep myself contained. I want to rip his clothes off and climb on top of him, riding him like a mechanical bull at a carnival.

      He puts his warm lips around my nipple and starts to suck. I can feel it in every part of my body. When his teeth touch it and he gives it a gentle bite, my clit tingles.

      I moan and grind harder against him. When he pinches the nipple of my other breast, I cry out. How does that feel so good? I touch my breasts all the time when I masturbate, and it’s nothing like the effect he has on me. Not even close. It’s as if I’ve been doing it wrong this whole time.

      He reaches down and pulls off my shorts and panties in one practiced motion, leaving me completely naked and spread out on my bed. He sits back and the dreamy look in his eyes is almost more than I can handle.

      “Look at that perfect little pussy,” he says in a gruff voice and touches the top of it like it’s something to be cherished, a precious jewel. I shiver with anticipation as he lowers her head. His tongue reaches out and finds my clit, tracing delicate circles around it.

      “Oh God,” I say, barely able to breathe. Everything in my body feels amplified, like someone turned up the volume on all of my senses. What is happening right now? I’ve heard foreplay could be fun, but this … this goes beyond anything I’ve ever experienced. If this is only foreplay, then I can only imagine what sex must be like. I’m more than eager to find out.

      While Ben’s tongue works its magic, he slides a finger inside of me. I’m so wet that it glides right in. He puts a second one in and stops. He raises his head and gives me a curious look.

      I want to cry out for him not to stop, but the concern on his face gives me pause.

      “Are you a virgin?” he asks.

      He starts to pull his fingers out, but I grab his hand and keep him inside of me. “Yes, but I want you. There’s no one else I would rather lose my virginity to. Please don’t stop.”

      His mouth goes slack and I can tell he’s surprised.

      “I just assumed you weren’t. You’ve had boyfriends, right? I’ve heard the girls talk about all the attention you get from guys.”

      “I get plenty of attention, but I’ve never wanted any of them the way that I want you.”

      My words seem to trigger something in him, and his eyes fill with lust.

      He starts to fuck me with his fingers and the feeling is spectacular. He’s able to touch me in a way that I’ve never felt before even though I’ve explored plenty with my own fingers. He knows exactly where to find the mysterious detonator hidden inside of me to make me explode. I’m writhing against his hand.

      “That’s it baby, come for me,” he says, coaxing and soothing. His words turn me on even more. I’m almost there, but not quite. Then he hooks his fingers in a way that makes my head and body explode at the same time. I’m crying out and seeing stars.

      “Holy shit!” I yell as my body erupts.

      When he pulls his hand away, the bed sheets around me are soaked. I look at him, amazed.

      “Wow, that was incredible.”

      He kisses me deeply, then looks into my eyes and says. “I’m not even close to being finished with you yet. If you thought that was incredible, just wait. I’m going to make sure your first time is perfect.”

      “It’s already perfect just being with you.”

      He wipes my hair from my eyes. His hands smell like me and I like that on him.  Like marking my territory in a way. I don’t want anyone else to have him but me.

      I start taking off his clothes and he helps me by stripping off his shoes and socks. When he’s fully naked and I see my first full glimpse of his big, beautiful cock, my mouth falls open and no words come out. I’d caught a glimpse of it that day in the bathroom, but it’s so much different when it’s right here in front of my face in all its glory.

      I take him in my hands and start to stroke him slowly the way I did this morning under the covers. Only this time I have more confidence. When he closes his eyes and moans, I know I’m doing something right again. This time I want to go further. I want to make him feel as good as he makes me feel.

      I kiss his neck and slowly make my way down his chest, licking both his nipples. He combs my hair back with his fingers to watch me as my mouth closes around the head of the cock. I’ve watched a few pornos so I know the gist of what I’m supposed to do, but it doesn’t make it any less intimidating. He’s so big I can barely get my mouth around it, but somehow, I manage.

      Swirling my tongue around the head, I start to slide him down my throat. It chokes me and I start to gag.

      “Relax your throat,” he says, running his fingers down the side of my neck in a reassuring way. I do what he says. “Now breathe through your nose.”

      I do that too. I didn’t think I’d be able to breathe with him in my throat, but I can and so it makes it so much easier to swallow him. My throat gets used to his size and the gagging stops. I’m enjoying the feeling of him filling my mouth and the coating of pre-cum that slides down my throat.

      He holds onto the sides of my head and starts to gently fuck my face, rocking his hips back and forth, easing in and out of my mouth.

      He pulls out and I take in a deep breath.

      “Why’d you stop?” I ask, missing the feeling of him.

      “Your mouth feels so good I was about to come. I’m not ready for that yet. There’s still plenty more I want to do to you first.”

      He flips me over so that I’m on my hands and knees. He presses my head down onto the pillow so my ass is up in the air. I’m a little embarrassed to be in this position, but I trust him. He touches my ass and gives is a quick slap. I startle, but then he soothes the skin by rubbing it and kissing it and I like the way that feels.

      “You have an incredible body Jenny,” he says.

      He spreads my pussy lips open and his warm tongue slides into the wet folds. I gasp and there’s no longer embarrassment or intimidation, or anything other than pure pleasure radiating through me.

      “Oh my God,” I say when he starts adding fingers. He’s sucking on my clit and swirling his tongue around it, taking the breath right out of me. He keeps at it until my body is trembling and I burst into another orgasm that leaves my legs shaking.

      He doesn’t wait for me to come down from this high. Instead, he holds me by the hips and positions himself behind me. I moan as the head of his cock eases into me. Inch by perfect inch he enters me. It’s uncomfortable at first, and pushing past my hymen is nearly painful, but it only lasts a second. When he’s fully inside of me, I grind up against him, loving the full feeling.

      “That feels so good,” I say as he starts to move in and out of me. He fucks me gently for a long time. I’m so wet our bodies make squelching sounds.

      “Your pussy is so tight and warm. I never want to leave it,” he says.

      I don’t want him to either, and then he does. Just long enough to flip me over onto my back. He lifts my legs and props them on his shoulders, practically folding me in half before entering me again. This time he’s so deep it almost hurts. But I like this kind of pain. He rubs my clit, and starts to move faster, slamming our bodies together. Each time his body hits up against mine, it rubs against my clit and before I know it, I’m having yet another orgasm.

      I’ve heard of girls having multiple orgasms before, but I didn’t think I was going to be one to have them. Tulip always says multiple orgasms are just a myth, but clearly she was wrong.

      He lifts me off the bed and somehow still manages to stay inside of me, still with my legs over his shoulder. He carries me over to the wall and presses me up against it, using his weight to hold me up while he fucks me like we’re porn stars.

      Again and again he twists me into new positions, and each time it stimulates either my clit or g-spot in some new way that causes more orgasms and more new sensations. After a while I lose count. Or maybe it’s all just one long orgasm that I haven’t come down from. It’s all so new to me and thrilling. If I knew sex could be this way, I would’ve started a long time ago. But I have a feeling the only way sex can feel this way is with Ben.

      I’ve come so many times I’ve lost count and yet he still hasn’t. I want him to though. I want him to feel as good as I feel.

      “Wait,” I tell him.

      He stops moving and looks at me with concern. “Did I hurt you?” he asks.

      “Not even close. You’ve made me feel incredible, actually.”

      I push him down onto the bed. His smile practically knocks me over. I climb onto of him, staring into his eyes the entire time as I lower my pussy onto his raging cock, letting it sink deep into the swollen depths.

      I ride him slowly and deeply. Everything about this moment is so perfect. He starts to make sounds. Sounds that he wasn’t making before. Deep, guttural, animalistic sounds. The faster I ride him, the more urgent the sounds become. He continues to look into my eyes the entire time and I see a war of emotions playing out in them: lust, pleasure, maybe even a little fear, and is that … love?

      He grabs my hips and starts pushing deeper into me. He lets out a loud groan and comes at the same time that I do. Our juices spill out of me and onto his lap, making an even bigger mess than before.

      I collapse onto his chest, out of breath and feeling amazing. My body is spent. I don’t have an ounce of energy left in me. We’re both sweaty and sticky, but I don’t care. I love the feeling of our chests pressed together. He rubs my back and kisses the side of my cheek.

      “How was that for a first time?” he asks.

      I laugh. “I think anything we do after this is going to have to be epic if you want to beat that.”

      “So it was good enough to want a second time?”

      I sit up so I can look into his eyes. He rubs the side of my face with the back of his hand. “It was so good I want a second, third, fourth, fifth …”

      I keep counting until he laughs and spanks me on the ass.

      He looks at me, all the humor gone. He’s looking at me with those eyes again, the ones that look mysteriously like love. “Being with you has been one of the most incredible experiences of my life. No one’s ever made me feel the way you do,” he says.

      “I feel the same way,” I tell him.

      I’m feeling suddenly emotional, but I don’t know why. I’m just so happy. I always thought the term “making love” was so cheesy and old school, but now it all makes sense. When Ben and I came together, it wasn’t just sex. We made love.
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* * *

      Ben leaves to run on a mysterious mission. While he’s gone, I lay in a beam of sunlight coming through the cabin window and bask in the glow of the most incredible sensations I’ve ever felt. I’ve always heard girls talk about their first times as if it were something they’d been anticipating their whole lives but were ultimately disappointed. If everyone’s first time was the same as mine, no one would stay a virgin. I’m so glad I didn’t waste my time losing my virginity to some random young guy in town. I would probably be disappointed and think of sex as something more of a chore than something to look forward to. But with Ben it was more than just a physical feeling I enjoyed. It was emotional and magical. It was everything I could’ve hoped for and more. I really think I’m falling for him. And I have a feeling he’s falling for me too. I’ve had guys look at me with lust before. It’s different with Ben.

      I get dressed, afraid someone other than Ben will come home early and see me laying naked in a bed with the sheets tossed and the pillows thrown across the room. Clearly more than a nap took place here. I hurry to make the bed and hide all evidence of our encounter.

      I hear the door downstairs open and close, and footsteps coming up the stairs. My heart gives a little flutter when Ben walks in. I wonder if my body will always react that way when seeing him.

      He has a grocery bag and pulls out a tub of Rocky Road ice cream and two spoons. Sitting on the side of the bed next to me, he hands me a spoon and opens the lid to the tub.

      “You remembered Rocky Road is my favorite,” I say.

      He smiles. “I remember everything about you.”

      He always knows the right things to say to me to make me feel special. But there’s something in the way he watches me take a spoon full of ice cream that makes me think that he has more to say but is hesitating.

      “What is it?” I ask, afraid that he’s feeling regret over what we did.

      “Is that really what you wanted?” he asks. I know he’s not talking about the ice cream.

      I stare at him as if he’s lost his mind. “Are you kidding me?” I say, and playfully swipe his nose with a dollop of chocolate ice cream. “That was better than I could’ve imagined. Amazing sex and then Rocky Road after? There’s only one thing that would make it absolutely perfect.”

      He takes his spoon and dips it into the ice cream and I’m relieved to see him looking more comfortable now that he knows I don’t regret anything. “What’s that?”

      “If this day will never end.”

      He takes a spoon full of ice cream and feeds it to me. “We’ll have plenty more days like this.

      My heart leaps at the promise that there will be more amazing experiences with Ben.
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* * *

      That night, after everyone gets home from their hike, they change clothes and head into town. There’s a big dance at the lodge and Tulip and Annie are anticipating all the cute guys in town on vacation will be there. They beg me to go, but I point to my ankle and tell them my dancing days are on hold for now. They eventually relent.

      Everyone leaves. But Ben stays. My heart lifts because I was hoping he would stay. When everyone’s gone he asks, “How’s the ankle?”

      “Good as new.” I put all my weight on it and spin around to show him.

      He smiles in a conspiratorial way because he knew I lied to my friends and family just so I could spend more time alone with him.

      “There’s more ice cream in the freezer if you’re interested,” he says.

      “That sounds good to me. We could eat it together under the stars.”

      He smiles and wraps me in a hug. I love the feeling of being engulfed in his strong arms.

      We grab the ice cream and spoons and head out to the dock. The moon is barely a sliver in the sky, so it’s mostly dark out. The stars are brilliant and fill the sky as far as the eye can see. Without the city lights to dim them, it seems there are more stars than ever before. Frogs croak a funny song, answering to each other as if in conversation. Fireflies light up randomly around us. The night feels like a dream. Even more so now that I’m lying next to Ben on the dock. He holds my hand and it feels like the most natural thing in the world for us to be here together like this.

      Everything is so perfect right now. I wish it could stay this way forever, but I know it can’t. Especially not here at the lake since my parents plan to sell the cabin after the summer is over. My dad says it’s because we don’t use it as much as we used to, but I know he needs the money to pay for college. I suggested I attend a smaller school closer to home, but he rejected that option right away. I just wish I didn’t have to give up this beautiful place with so many fond memories in order to secure my future at a good school.

      “I’m going to miss this place,” I tell Ben.

      “We have all summer to be here. And more summers after that,” he says.

      “Didn’t my dad tell you? After this summer he’s putting the cabin on the market.”

      Ben sits up on his elbows and looks at me, seeming confused. “What are you talking about? He never said anything about it to me.”

      “I guess he didn’t want to ruin your summer. Since you don’t have your own cabin to yourself anymore, my parents didn’t think we’d have many more opportunities to come out here for the families be together like they used to.”

      He lays back down with a sigh. “They’re probably right. With the way my ex is behaving, I’m sure we’ll be in court again over it soon.”

      “I’m really going to miss this place. There are so many good memories here. And now my best memory …”

      I look over and see him smile in the glow of the fireflies hovering above his head. He takes me by the hand and brushes his thumb against my skin. His eyes shine even in the darkness. Sitting up, he leans over and kisses me. His tongue tastes like chocolate and marshmallows, sweet and inviting.

      When we part, words I hadn’t meant to say tumble off my lips. “I think I’m falling for you,” I tell him. And then I feel my stomach clinch with fear and nervousness. Was that too much too soon? Maybe I shouldn’t have said that.

      But then he takes my face in his hands and looks me deep in the eyes and says, “I’m falling for you too. But this situation is …”

      I cut him off. “I know.”

      I don’t want to think about that. I know what Ben and I have together right now will eventually have to end, but right now I just want to hold onto it for as long as I can.

      He gathers me closer to him and kisses my forehead. I can tell he’s as sad about the thought of us coming to an end just as much as I am.

      His lips find mine in the darkness, his teeth gripping onto my bottom lip, then my tongue, and we’re kissing passionately. His kisses continue to my neck and ear lobe.

      “You’re so sexy in these little bikinis of yours,” he says. He undoes the side ties on both sides of the bikini bottoms. There’s no longer anything keeping them on my body. “And you’re even sexier without them.”

      I giggle as he nibbles on my ear lobe, and fumble in the sticky darkness to find the drawstring of his shorts. Once I’ve loosened them, I pull them down, releasing his massive cock. The anticipation of having him inside me again is almost unbearable. I want him to fuck me until I can’t see straight, but I know if we dive right into it, neither of us will last long. I want this night with him to linger as long as possible before our families get back from the dance. Luckily we still have hours to go.

      I touch the warm, rippling skin of his muscles. Pure masculinity under my palms.

      I roll on top of him. Taking his cock in both hands. Even with my hands wrapped around him, fists stacked, the head still pokes out. My tongue licks at the drops of pre-cum on the head, then I slowly swallow him down, letting him sink into my throat. I don’t gag this time and I remember to breathe the way he told me. We stare into each other’s eyes as I suck his cock. The taste, the feeling of him inside my mouth is such a rush. And the look of ecstasy on his face drives me wild.

      After maybe a minute, Ben pulls out of my mouth suddenly and I stare at him, surprised. He chuckles. “You’re getting far too good at that. I almost came in your mouth.”

      I wrap my arms around him and grab his bare ass. “Would that be so bad?” I ask

      “Not at all, but I want to do other things with you first.”

      He moves the scrap of my bikini bottoms out of the way and spreads my legs to expose me. He puts his lips to my pulsing center and I moan when his tongue finds my clit. I grab the back of his head, my fingers tangled in his hair, and pull him closer to me. A flick of his tongue has me writhing and begging him not to stop. He opens me with his thumbs and his long, glorious tongue dives deep into me, snake-like, wriggling. It’s a sensation like nothing I’ve ever felt before. Everything with Ben is like nothing I’ve ever felt before. It’s so new and exciting and entirely addicting.

      “You smell and taste so good. I could eat your pussy for hours,” he says and goes back in for more.

      His fingers plunge into me, and with his tongue working my clit and the layers of my folds, I explode into orgasm.

      There’s no waiting, no calm before the next storm. Instead he’s turning me over so that I’m on my hands and knees. Luckily we brought a blanket and so it saves me from getting splinters in my knees from the dock. At this point I don’t think I would care. A few splinters are worth everything we’re going to do together.

      He licks me from behind and the sensation is just as amazing as when he did it in the bedroom. Only this time he does something I was definitely not expecting. He licks my ass. My first instinct is to jump away from him, but he holds me still so I can’t move. It’s such a weird feeling, but the more I ease into it and get comfortable, the more I realize that it’s fucking fantastic. And the fact that he seems to be enjoying it just as much as I am takes all the stigma and weirdness away.

      After he’s had his fill, he places the head of his cock to my pussy. I gasp as he penetrates me, sinking deeper and deeper until there’s no room left to go.

      Fucking under the stars by the lake makes everything seem more intense. That fear of getting caught brings an extra bit of excitement to it too.

      Ben bends and folds me like a piece of clay so that we wind up in every position possible. I like them all, but there are some I like more than others. He’s so in tune with the sounds I make and the way my body reacts, and so when he puts me into a position I like, he seems to know it and spends more time that way. But my favorite part is when he’s on top of me and my arms and legs are wrapped around him. He stares deep into my eyes while slowly moving inside of me. There’s nowhere else I’d rather be than exactly where I am now.
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      Jenny and I have had sex nearly every day for two weeks and each time is better than the last. I feel like I’ve just learned almost everything about her body, what she likes, what drives her crazy. There’s only one week left at the cabin and it doesn’t feel like nearly enough. I’ve never felt about anyone the way I feel about her.

      This might be my last chance with her. Soon she’ll be away at college. She’ll probably meet some young jock who will sweep her off her feet and I’ll be a distant memory. The thought of her being with anyone else digs a knife into my stomach. I try to push the thought away and focus on the time we have together now.

      The day is sweltering, the sun beating down. The perfect day to be out on the lake. I’m packing up some things to take on the boat I rented. Jenny and I plan to spend the day swimming in a private cove I found, away from prying eyes. We can finally be alone without fear of interruption. I’m getting tired of sneaking off and only being able to do quickies in a dark corner. That’s not exactly the experiences I want her to have with me. I want to blow her mind, not just blow my load. I want to treat her the way she deserves. But it’s hard to find that time alone with her without anyone becoming suspicious that we always seem to be gone at the same time.

      While I’m packing drinks into an ice chest, my phone rings. I see my ex-wife’s name on the caller ID and roll my eyes. She is the mother of my children and I’m kind of stuck with her until all my children are eighteen, so I decide to answer it even though I would much rather ignore it. Nothing good ever comes from conversations with her.

      I answer the phone and I can tell right away by her voice that I was right about not answering it.

      “I got a text message from Annie, Ben. She says you’re staying in the cabin with the Jones’s. Did you even stop to think how our children would take being cooped up all summer without a place of their own to sleep? They have to share rooms for fuck sake, Ben. If you were responsible at all you would’ve gone online and seen that our cabin was rented out. We have a schedule. Can’t you do anything right? And, also, you still owe me for the maid. It was your turn to pay for the cleaning. Annie should’ve just come with me to Italy. She would’ve had a better time. You’re a shitty father. I guess it’s a good thing that I’ve stuck around because you can’t do anything right.”

      She continues to go off on me, but I’ve stopped listening. It’s the same old thing every time anyway. I could probably recite most of it by verbatim in my sleep. She was the same way while we were married. Any time she was unhappy or didn’t get her way, it was always the same thing. I’m the bad guy. It’s all my fault. I’m always the one who is in the wrong, and she just loves to punish me for it any chance she gets.

      Jenny shows up on the dock where I’ve just loaded the last of the supplies onto the boat. Seeing her makes my stomach twist with longing. She looks amazing in a white bathing suit that gleams against her tan skin. She has her youthful glow and her perfect body and a smile that would knock any man over. I realize then that my ex-wife is right about one thing. That bitch is always going to be around. We have kids together and there’s no escaping that. She’s always trying to bring me down, hurt me, ruin me. That will never change. She’s right about another thing too. Annie has been miserable lately. She doesn’t smile nearly as much as she used to. I shouldn’t have dragged her to the lake on vacation when she wanted to go to Italy with her mom. I’ve made things worse.

      If I continue on with Jenny, it’s just going to bring Jenny down too. And if my ex ever found out what I’m doing with her, all hell will break loose. She’ll ruin me, and possibly Jenny as well. She’ll end up as collateral damage. I can’t let that happen.

      “Are you ready?” Jenny says, looking excited. It’s going to break my heart to push her away. And hers. I know she’s falling for me just as hard as I’m falling for her. There’s no denying that I’m falling in love. Which makes me want to protect her that much more.

      “There’s not going to be a boat trip today,” I say resigned.

      “But why?”

      “Just … stay away from me, okay?” I say, putting as much venom in my voice as I can. It’s so hard because I never would want to do anything to intentionally hurt her. But I have to. It’s either I hurt her or my ex does. And if my ex does it, it won’t just hurt. It will ruin and devastate. At least if I hurt her, she can get over it. She’ll find someone age-appropriate and move on.

      God, that pains me to think about. I hate even getting near the idea of her being with someone else.

      Tears sparkle in her eyes and the sight of it just kills me.

      She storms off and the ache in my gut from hurting her has me bent over and wanting to scream in frustration.  I want to chase after her and tell her I’m sorry and that I would never want to hurt her, but I can’t do that. This is what’s best for her and all I want is for her to be happy. She’ll get over me and she’ll go off to college and be happy then. I tell myself this will pass. But it doesn’t feel like it.
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      “What’s wrong with you?” Tulip asks me. “You’ve been moping around all day.”

      I lay back on my bed, thinking about the way Ben talked to me down by the lake. I don’t understand what happened. We’d been so happy until that point. Was he just using me to have sex and then discarded me when he was tired of it? I never would’ve guessed that he would do something like that. I’ve known him all my life and he’s not that type. Or maybe what his ex did to him turned him into that type. Maybe she ruined the most perfect man I’ve ever known. I want to just strangle her. I’m madder at her in this moment than I am at him, I think. No, that’s not true. I’m mad at him as well. I’m just pissed about the whole thing.

      I don’t even want to think about it. The thought hurts too much. I’m so hurt and mad right now I could scream. I try not to cry in front of Tulip and Annie. I don’t want them to know anything is wrong with me. There will be so many questions and I have no idea how to answer them. There would need to be excuses and lies and I’m far too exhausted to come up with anything believable.

      “Nothing,” I say. “Just sad that this is our last week of summer. It went by too fast.”

      “I feel like we’ve hardly seen you,” Annie says. “You’re always disappearing to be by yourself. We were supposed to meet cute guys over this vacation and get you laid finally.”

      “It’s not too late,” Tulip says. “There’s still plenty of time for that. In fact, I think we should go tonight. I heard about a fun little club in town that doesn’t ask for IDs. And there are always lots of hot boys there. We should go.”

      I play along because I don’t want to have to tell them I already lost my virginity. There will be too many questions that I’m not willing to answer. If I even bring up the subject, they’ll pounce on it like two lionesses on a gazelle.

      “It’ll be so much fun,” Tulip says. “A summer to remember, and the best part is we don’t have to ever see these strangers again. It’s perfect, right?”

      I nod in agreement, but none of it sounds perfect to me. I had perfect. I had Ben. Being with some younger guys just sounds like a chore. But then when I think about Ben and his harsh words to me, I start to feel bitter and wonder if meeting another guy is for the best. It will help me get my mind off Ben. Maybe I’ll actually meet someone who I won’t have to keep secret forever.

      I lift my chin up in defiance. “Count me in,” I say.

      “I don’t know,” Annie says hesitantly. “I’m supposed to watch the boys while our parents are on their fishing trip. Those little heathens can get into a lot of trouble.”

      The boys used to be real trouble makers, but they’re older now and all they seem to care about are video games. Other than sitting outside on occasion, they haven’t left the cabin for much of anything.

      “They’ll be fine,” Tulips says. “They’re old enough to take care of themselves.”

      “Tulip’s right,” I add. “They’re not little kids anymore. They’ll be fine.”

      Annie sighs. “Fine. But if I get in trouble I’m taking the two of you down with me.”

      “All for one,” I say, quoting the Three Musketeers. That’s what our parents used to call us since the three of us have been inseparable since the day we met.

      “And one for all,” Tulip finishes the saying.

      Annie rolls her eyes.

      [image: ]
* * *

      We take an Uber into town. I’m wearing a short summer dress that hugs all the right places and sandals that show off my fresh pedicure. We find the club Tulip was talking about and we manage to get in without being carded. I’m sure we’re going to get kicked out when Tulip orders us a couple Long Island iced teas, but again they don’t even check to see our ID. The music is even good and I’m thinking I might actually be able to have a good time despite missing Ben. I just have to keep reminding myself about the way he snapped at me and it pulls me right out of those thoughts of longing.

      I look around at all the people on the dancefloor. So many happy couples smiling into each other’s eyes and holding onto one another. They look happy and they’re having fun.

      Ugh. I hate them all.

      I’m not having a very good time at first but then as the music starts to play and the alcohol kicks in, Tulip and Annie drag me onto the dancefloor and it’s not so bad. There are a lot of cute guys and I’m getting plenty of attention. It’s a nice distraction, I guess. There’s a boy who seems to be paying quite a bit of attention to me. He singles me out in the crowd and heads straight for me.

      He’s tall with frat boy good looks, but a bad boy side with all the tattoos covering his arms. When he smiles, it doesn’t reach his eyes. Not the way that Ben’s smile changes his whole face.

      Damnit Jenny, stop comparing everyone else to Ben! Why can’t I get him out of my mind? That’s what I’m here for.

      “What’s your name?” he says over the music.

      “Jenny.”

      “That’s a pretty name for a pretty girl.”

      I want to roll my eyes. That’s so cheesy. Before Ben, I might’ve fallen for a line like that. Men don’t say shit like that. Boys do. And I’m so not interested in boys. This really sucks because he’s cute. If he could just say the right thing then maybe I could be interested in starting an actual conversation with him and get Ben off my mind, if only for a moment.

      Tulip nudges me and Annie winks. They give me the thumbs up, like he’s the one. If nothing had happened with Ben, maybe he would have been the one. I shake the thought of Ben out of my head. Maybe this guy could still be the one. Not to take my virginity, obviously, but to be the distraction I need right now. I’ll give him one more chance to not be lame.

      We start to dance together. He’s really good at it and he smells nice and has beautiful brown eyes. I’m really feeling the alcohol now and I’m having a good time until he starts to grind up against me. He grabs my ass and his hand moves lower, trying to grab other things too. I push him away, but he doesn’t take the hint and grabs me with both hands, holding me closer. He pinches my ass so hard it almost hurts.

      This time I use all of my strength to push him away and glare at him so he knows I’m not trying to play hard to get.

      “I’m done,” I say and run toward the back of the building before he can grab me again. I don’t know if Tulip and Annie saw what was happening, or if they’re following me. I don’t think they did because they had found their own guys to dance with last time I checked and they looked like they were having a blast. All I know is I have to get out of this place, and I don’t want to ruin their fun, so I don’t go looking for them.

      I bust out of the back door into the empty alleyway and my tears start to fall. This is all so fucked up. This isn’t how the summer was supposed to be. No matter what I do, I can’t get Ben out of my head. He’s all I want despite how much he hurt me. I just wish he was here.

      I look behind me when the back door to the club opens. I hope it’s Tulip and Annie so I can beg them to go home. But it isn’t them. Standing in front of me is the guy who’d groped me, and he doesn’t look happy. Judging by his pissed off expression, I have a feeling he doesn’t like taking no for an answer. Fear rolls through me, and my hands begin to shake when he steps toward me. I know if I run, I won’t get far before he catches up with me. These damn sandals I wore are made for looking cute, not escaping a potential predator.

      He backs me into the wall of the building next to the club. When he reaches for me and grabs my arms, I scream.
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      I leave the fishing trip early. I can’t get Jenny out of my head, the look on her face when I yelled at her. Even though I did it for her own good, I went about it all wrong. I’m still worried that my ex will destroy the both of us if she finds out we’re together, but I can’t let her rule my life forever. She’s already done enough damage as it is.

      I need to find Jenny and apologize. But when I get back to the cabin, I see that she’s not home. None of the girls are. Annie told me she’d stay and watch the boys.

      I search the cabin, finding the boys playing with their hand-held video games in the living room.

      “Where are the girls?” I ask.

      They look at each other, then look at me and shrug. Clearly Annie had made some threats about telling on her because they aren’t very forthcoming with the information.

      “Whatever Annie threatened you with, you better believe I can do worse. And I’ll start by taking those video games from you,” I say.

      I reach out to take them, but my son is quick to spill. “I heard them say they were going to some club in town to meet boys.”

      My stomach drops. Not at the idea of my daughters going out with boys; they’re over eighteen and that’s a given. But the thought of Jenny finding someone else kills me. It’s probably what would be easier for her in the long run, but the selfish part of me wants to keep her all to myself.

      My mind starts to wonder about all the trouble the girls could be getting into and worry and jealousy take over. Thinking that my daughters and the girl I love are out there alone with no one to take care of them when this is a town full of horny kids looking to have a summer fling has my blood boiling. I have to find them.

      Luckily it’s a small town and there can’t be too many clubs. Except it turns out there are more than I thought, and some of them are more secretive than others. I look in several places and don’t find any trace of them. As I’m driving down the road in my truck, windows down, I hear a scream and I know it’s Jenny’s voice.

      I speed toward the sound of the voice and find myself in a sketchy alley behind a dive bar. Jenny is standing in the middle of the alley looking terrified. A boy twice her size is moving toward her and he doesn’t look too happy. When he grabs her by the arm, I throw my truck into park and flash my high beams, getting his attention. When the kid looks my way, holding his hand up to block the glare, I grab him by the throat and pin him against the wall. The piece of shit looks ready to piss his pants. He has no problem picking on a young girl but doesn’t have the balls enough to stand up to a man.

      I want to bash his skull against the wall for touching Jenny, but I think I’ve already put the fear of God into him.

      “You ever touch anyone like that ever again, I’m going to find you and rip your balls off, do you understand me?” I growl at him.

      The kid nods vigorously, and as soon as I let go of him, he runs back into the club.

      I reach out to Jenny who is cowered against the wall, but when I touch her hand, she pushes me away.

      “Why the hell are you here?” she demands.

      I know she’s mad at me and she has every right to be. I fight the urge to take her and hold her against me and tell her how wrong I was for ever thinking I could let her go that easily.

      “The boys said you guys went out to the club and I know how horny guys on summer vacation can be. You shouldn’t be out alone,” I say.

      “I’m not alone. I’m here with Annie and Tulip.”

      “Yeah? Were they going to protect you from that asshole who had his hands on you?”

      She tries to walk past me but I step in front of her.

      “Why do you even care?” she says, raising her voice. Not quite yelling, but far from the sweet, friendly Jenny I love. “Clearly you didn’t care the other night. And you haven’t seemed to care since then.”

      I take her by the shoulders and force her to look into my eyes. “Of course I care, Jenny. That’s why I wanted you to stay away from me.” My voice is too loud. I’m yelling at her, but it’s not her I’m frustrated with. It’s my damn ex-wife and this whole situation. I hate that Jenny and I have to see each other in secret, and it has gotten to a point where we don’t see each other at all.

      “Get in the damn truck. I’m taking you home.”

      She wriggles out of my grip and gives me a look so angry it makes me grimace. “I’m not going anywhere with you. I’m eighteen. I can do what I want. You can’t choose to dismiss me, then tell me what to do.”

      My frustration is about to boil over, and then suddenly that anger turns to regret and then grief. Jenny tries to get away from me when I go to grab her, but I’m faster than she is. When I have her in my grip, I kiss her. This time she doesn’t try to escape me. Her lips part and she sighs as though not kissing me had been hurting her just as much as it had been hurting me. It’s as if we’d both been holding our breath since we parted and this is the first time we’re able to breathe again. This kiss is the salve for the open wound not being with her has caused.

      When we part, I brush the hair out of her eyes. She’s wearing too much makeup, I notice. She looks beautiful, but she’s so much prettier without anything covering it up. And I hate it because I know she put on all that makeup to attract other guys. I only want her to try to get my attention. No one else.

      “You’re being reckless,” I tell her. “You could’ve been hurt. Or worse.”

      “I’m not reckless,” she says, her voice coming out as a whisper.

      “Yes you are. If you weren’t, you never would’ve tried to make things work with you and me.”

      I kiss her again. This time it’s me being the reckless one. When our kiss ends, her eyes well up with tears and she starts to cry. I hate that I’m the reason for those tears. “I was so mad at you for pushing me away. I want to be with you more than anything. Why do you get to decide what’s good or bad for me?”

      “Being with me will cause a rift that will ripple into all facets of your life. It will affect your friendship with my children, with your parents, and my ex will find a way to ruin you. That’s what she does. She hurts people.”

      Jenny lifts her head stubbornly. The look on her face is meant to be tough, but it’s too cute for that and I try not to smile. “Being without you hurts more than anything your ex can do to me,” she says. “I love you. Isn’t that obvious? Isn’t that enough?”

      Her words hit me like a brick to the heart. I know that I love her and I hoped that she loved me too, but hearing them and knowing it’s real changes everything. I’m both thrilled and horrified at the same time. The consequences of what our love could cause is frightening. Going through with this relationship could ruin everything for both of us.

      “You’re better off with someone your own age, someone who doesn’t come with all this baggage,” I tell her. I hate every word that comes out of my mouth. It’s not fair that we have to hide anything. We’re both adults capable of making our own decisions, and yet our choices aren’t our own. Our choices affect everyone around us.

      “I’ve tried to fall for others,” Jenny says. “I’ve tried all sorts of ways. We don’t get to choose who we fall in love with. The only person I’ve ever wanted was you.”

      I wrap my arms around her and lift her off the ground. “I love you too. I love you so damn much.”

      “Dad?” a voice behind us says.

      My heart drops at the sound of that voice and my stomach curdles.

      I put Jenny back on the ground and turn to see Tulip and Annie standing in the doorway of the club.
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      When Ben kissed me, every horrible feeling that had been plaguing me since our fight went away suddenly. But when I heard Tulip’s voice, my entire body went cold with fear. We’ve been caught. The thing I’d been dreading the most.

      My whole body shakes as I watch Annie and Tulip standing there staring at us in bewilderment. There’s a strange look of amusement on Tulip’s face mixed with her confusion, but Annie looks pissed. No, not pissed. More like betrayed.

      Ben starts to explain, fumbling with his words, then he stops himself when Annie starts to run away. I chase after her down the alleyway. She darts across the road into a drugstore parking lot where she stops and starts to cry under the neon glow of a streetlamp. Bugs hover around the light and they dip down, buzzing around her. She doesn’t seem to notice. If she does, she’s far too hurt to care.

      I stop too. She’s my best friend and I want to go to her and make this all go away, but I’m the one who caused her pain. I’ve been so selfish with my feelings for Ben that I haven’t stopped to really consider what would happen with my friendship if we were to be caught. I guess, somewhere in the depths of my mind, I figured she would forgive me, and maybe even be happy for me and her dad because we’re finally happy for the first time in a long time. I realize now that was just wishful thinking and I should’ve considered her feelings more. She’s been through so much lately. I haven’t been a very good friend. Lying and sneaking around may have destroyed our friendship. I want to cry just like she’s crying, but that too feels selfish right now. I need to be strong for her.

      She whirls around to look at me. “How could you do this to me? Don’t you think my home is broken enough?”

      I hold my twisting stomach. I want to run away from this and pretend it’s not happening, but I can’t.

      “I’m so sorry Annie. I can’t help what I feel. I never meant to fall for Ben. I promise.”

      “You’re eighteen, Jenny, and my dad is forty-four. He’s a monster. He’s preying on you.”

      “That’s not true. He’s not even close to being a monster. He was broken after your mom cheated on him. And the whole divorce stuff really messed him up.”

      “You don’t know anything about any of that,” Annie yells.

      I yell back at her. “I know a lot about that, actually. I also know that your dad has been happier in these last few weeks than he has in years. Haven’t you even noticed him smiling lately?”

      Annie’s shoulders slouch and her anger melts into sadness. I take a deep breath and put my own anger in check. Seems all the screaming has worn us both down.

      “Please understand that Ben and I didn’t mean for any of this to happen,” I say. “I would never choose to fall in love with my best friend’s dad. I would never want to ruin my relationship with you. It just happened and we couldn’t help it.”

      “We’re happy together,” I plead. All I want is for my best friend to accept us. I can handle my parents. I know they will forgive me eventually. But I really don’t want to lose you. We’ve been friends our whole lives. “How can that be wrong?”

      Annie hangs her head. “I just want my family back.”

      I walk over to her tentatively, afraid she’ll reject me and push me away, but when I put my arms around her shoulders, she lets me hug her and it’s the best feeling in the world aside from when Ben hugged me.

      “You know you can’t force your mom and Ben back together, right?” I say. “No one would be happy in that situation. Not even you. Remember how miserable you were, how you’d come to school crying when your parents would spend the night fighting? It would be the same now as it was then if they got back together.”

      Annie starts to cry so hard her whole body shakes, and I hold onto her like my life depends on it. I know our friendship does.

      I look over and see Ben standing on the sidewalk. I was so focused on helping Annie that I didn’t hear his truck pull up. Annie looks up and sees him too. I step back as he rushes over to hug his daughter. She lets him hug her which is a good step. She hadn’t even really talked to him since they arrived. Their relationship has been strained since her parents’ divorce.

      “I’m so sorry, honey. I never meant to hurt you,” he says to her.

      “Is this how it felt when you caught Mom cheating on you?” Annie asks, wiping the tears and makeup from her eyes. She doesn’t say it like she’s blaming him for anything. She just wants to know if he hurt the way she hurt. Like maybe she’s trying to find some common ground between the two of them.

      “Honestly, I don’t know,” Ben says. “But it was the deepest betrayal I’ve ever felt the moment I saw your mom with her new lover. I fell apart. It was the last time I could pretend that our marriage wasn’t over. Your mom never really loved me and learning that crushed my heart. I’m just sorry you and your brother and sister had to witness the fallout. And I’m sorry that finding out about me and Jenny this way is hurting you. It’s going to hurt a lot of people I care about. But I love Jenny.” He looks over at me and smiles. Tears glitter in his eyes under the streetlamps. Seeing him so broken hurts me more than I can bear.

      At the moment, when I see the acceptance in Annie eyes, it feels like maybe everything will be okay, but then Tulip shows up and says, “We should probably get back to the cabin before the others see that the boys have been left alone.”

      My insides turn to cement. It’s time to tell my parents.
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      I sit out by the lake with John, neither of us talking at first. The sun has gone down, the moon casting a spear of light across the water. A slight breeze rustles the leaves on the trees around us, keeping things from getting too deep in silence.

      I could cut the tension in the air with a knife. I know John would love nothing more than to hit me right now after Jenny and I broke the news to him. His wife didn’t take it as hard, but she’s not too happy with me either. I wish this could’ve waited until after the vacation was over, but my daughters finding out put a kink in that plan.

      “Dammit, John, say something,” I plead with him. The silence is driving me mad.

      John looks at me with disgust and now I’m wishing I could take my words back. Maybe it’s better if he doesn’t say anything after all.

      “I’d really like to drown you in the lake right now,” he says.

      I nod because I know he doesn’t mean it. He’s just pissed and I don’t blame him. If it had been the other way around and he was having an affair with one of my daughters, I’d want to kill him. “That’s fair.”

      “How the hell did this happen?” he asks.

      “I don’t know. It just did. One minute she was just Jenny, your daughter. The next she was this woman who I wanted to make laugh, to protect, to never see shed another tear. I want to take care of her. I really love her.”

      John stares out into the distance. I can’t read his expression. “Is it serious between the two of you.”

      “It is.”

      He’s silent again. The bastard has never been silent a day in his life and now he’s doing the one thing he knows I hate. I’d rather be yelled at than ignored and he knows this about me. He’s doing it as a punishment.

      I stand up on the dock, ready to leave. I can’t sit here in the quiet.

      Before I walk away I say, “Don’t sell the cabin.”

      John looks up at me. I’ve finally gotten his attention. “Why not?”

      “This place means a lot to Jenny. Some of her best memories are here.”

      John sighs. “I don’t have a choice. I need the money to pay her tuition.”

      “I’ll pay it,” I insist. “I’ll sell my share of my cabin to my ex—she’s been begging me for full ownership anyway. It will be enough.”

      “What about your own kids?”

      “Mine have full scholarships and their own funded accounts.” John continues to stare at me, his jaw slack. He doesn’t seem sure if I’m being serious or not and he looks shocked.

      “I thought you were having a hardship after paying for the divorce. You never dipped into those funds?”

      “I would never be that selfish.”

      John shocks the hell out of me by standing up and taking my hand and shaking it. Then pulls me into a bear hug. Is this the part where he throws me into the lake? I wait for it, but it doesn’t happen. Instead he says, “We’ve been best friends since we were kids. You’re not who I imagined for my daughter, but she couldn’t have chosen a more stand-up guy. At least if she’s with you, I know she’ll be treated right.” He shakes his head. “It’s going to be strange for a while, seeing you together as a couple. But I’ll get over it. I’m not going to stand in your way. And I don’t think I’ve ever seen you as happy as you have these last couple of weeks. You were never this happy with your wife, not even in the beginning.”

      “You’re right. I’ve never been this happy before.”

      John shakes my hand one more time and I watch him walk away. When he’s out of sight, Jenny steps out of the trees and into the moonlight. She’d been listening in. I smile at her.

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean to eavesdrop, I just really wanted to know what my dad was going to say. And I figured you needed back up in case he tried to kill you,” she laughs.

      “He gave us his blessing. And he won’t be selling the cabin after all.”

      She seems shocked at first, but her wide open mouth turns to a Cheshire-wide grin and she runs up to me and throws herself into my arms, hugging me tight enough to knock the wind out of me.

      The crickets and frogs start to sing. I hold her close to me and listen to the sounds of nature, the soft lap of water as it hits the dock.

      “You should be asleep,” I tell her.

      “How can I sleep at a time like this?”

      I stare at her under the moonlight and anything seems possible now that we have the blessings from our families. My ex-wife is another matter, but there’s nothing she can do now to hurt us.

      I touch Jenny’s waist, drawing her near. She shivers when my skin touches hers. I move my hand up to rest just under the swell of her soft breast. She looks up at me with the penetrating gaze of someone in love. She’s hungry for what we both know will happen next. My fingers brush her hard nipple through the fabric of her bikini top. I pinch it and my cock grows harder when she gasps.

      She shifts her weight. I’ve grown to realize she does that when she’s turned on. She can’t stand still with the anticipation. Her eyes flutter closed as I explore her body. I slip my hands into the elastic waist of her shorts, rubbing the fabric of the bikini bottoms underneath. They’re wet and hot just as I knew they would be.

      “You’re so wet,” I say, marveling at how turned on she gets. I’ve never been with a woman who’s so responsive. And it’s all for me. Every time I’m with her, it blows my mind that this perfect angel who could have anyone she wants, chose to be with me. It makes me want to be a better man. I never want to give her a reason to think of anyone else. I don’t have to worry about that now. Right now, it’s just the two of us, and I plan to keep it that way for the rest of our lives together.

      My hand slips beneath the last barrier of fabric that keeps me from my own personal slippery playground. Her legs go weak at the first touch to her swollen clit. She has to lean against me to hold herself up.

      I pull down her shorts and bikini bottoms until they puddle at her feet. She’s naked from the waist down. I’m not worried about anyone interrupting us at the moment. We’re out here alone and I’m confident we’ll hear anyone approach long before they see us. We could go somewhere else to be alone, somewhere more private, but I can’t wait. I need to have her right now.

      She’s breathing hard, her wetness a steady drip in need of attention. Her shaved pussy is so smooth. I need to run my tongue over the soft skin and taste her sweetness.

      I run my fingers up and down her wet slit.

      “Damn, you have such a pretty pussy,” I say in awe of its perfection. This makes her giggle, but it’s true. It’s a thing of beauty. “It’s so pink and tight.”

      My hard-on rages inside my shorts. It feels as though it’s being strangled by the fabric, dying for release.

      I push my finger past the swollen folds, and the whimper that escapes her lips is pure pleasure. When I add another finger, she starts to melt, hanging onto me tighter to keep from falling. She looks up at me with wide eyes. She’s holding her breath. It’s another thing about her I’m that I’m getting to know. She does this just before she’s about to come.

      She raises up on the tips of her toes to kiss me. I open my mouth to accept her tongue. Her kiss is urgent, greedy. She starts to pull away, but I hold her face to mine and force my tongue between her lips and kiss her again. I kiss my way down to her chin, her neck, and finally to her chest.

      I pull her bikini top up to expose her little breasts, sucking and gently biting her nipples.

      “I need to fuck you,” I say. I won’t be able to control myself much longer.

      “Then fuck me,” she says.

      I smile as she bites my lip.

      I shake my head. “No, I want to drive you crazy first.”

      She pulls back and gives me an excited look.

      “I’m going to make you lose your mind,” I say and push her up against one of the posts on the dock used for tying the boats up. I sink to my knees in front of her. Her pussy glistens in the moonlight. I lick her from top to bottom and taste her sweetness. It coats my lips and tongue as I explore every inch between her legs.

      I grab one of her legs and put it over my shoulder to spread her farther apart so I can get better access.

      Putting a finger inside of her, she’s plush and tight and warm. I never want to leave. Hooking my finger, I feel the ridges of her g-spot and focus on rubbing against it. It drives her crazy. Just as I planned.

      Her breathing quickens, then it stops and I know she’s close. I continue my pounding and licking until she’s squirting. Hot juice is all over my face and running down her legs. Her breathing shifts into moaning. She’s so loud I have to reach up and cover her mouth to keep us from being discovered.

      When she calms down, I stand up, dragging my soaked hand down her cheek, kissing her lips.

      “Holy shit,” she says, looking drunk and satisfied.

      “I told you I was going to drive you crazy first,” I said. I’m so hard now it’s painful.

      I turn her around so that her ass faces me, and tell her to wrap her arms around the post. She’s going to need it for leverage. Then I slowly sink into her. She’s so wet and slick and easy to enter. Her pussy hugs my cock, squeezing like a rubber band against the base. She’s so tight I almost come instantly. It takes all my willpower to refrain.

      Her next orgasm causes tremors through her body and I push through it even though the powerful contractions threaten to push me out. I pound her hard now, brutal, but I know she can take it. She’s used to my size by now and she likes it hard and fast.

      Her moans become grunts each time my hips smash up against her ass. “Fuck me, yes, just like that. I need your cock,” she says. Her dirty words urge me on.

      I grab her hips and our skin slaps together. She starts to scream as another orgasm takes over. This time I don’t try to silence her. It’s impossible once my own orgasm takes hold. My whole body starts to shudder and my mind goes empty for a moment. Only pleasure is capable of penetrating this darkness. The world around me ceases to exist and in this moment, it’s just me and Jenny.

      It takes minutes before my brain recovers. I open my eyes to the dim light of the moon. Pulling out, I watch as the evidence of my orgasm drips out of her, the juices catching the glint of moonlight. I turn her around and hold her close to me. As we kiss, I realize just how cold it is. We’d been too worked up to notice. Now we’re both shivering and grasping each other tightly.

      Jenny looks up and I see tension in her eyes. “What’s wrong?” I ask, noticing a change in her mood. I trace her chin with my thumb. Her skin is so soft.

      “I’m afraid everything is coming to an end,” she says.

      “Only the summer, but not us,” I assure her.

      “I’m going off to college, though.”

      I grin at her. “That’s true, but you won’t be far. I’ll come to see you on the weekends. We’ll have plenty of time together. And next summer, we’ll still have our time at the cabin.”

      Her eyes glitter. “You promise.”

      “I swear.” I kiss her forehead. “Nothing is going to stop me from being with you. I love you so much, and a little distance between us is not going to change that.”

      She hugs me tight. “I love you too.”
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            Jenny

          

        

      

    

    
      I drive down the curvy mountain road with the top down on my Mini Cooper. The wind tangles my hair. It’s finally summer again. My first year of college was as amazing as I hoped it would be. The only downside was only seeing Ben a couple weekends a month. His son is still in high school, so it’s not like he can drop everything to come see me on a regular basis. Even though I didn’t get to see him that often, the times when I did were explosive. Luckily, I have a really cool roommate and she was willing to stay with her boyfriend the weekends Ben came up, so we had all that time for ourselves. We always made plans to go explore the town, but in the end we rarely left the room, or even the bed.

      But now that it’s summer, I’ll have a couple months to spend with him and I can’t wait. When I get to the cabin I see that I’m the last to arrive. Ben and my parents are parked out front, and Tulip and Annie’s cars are off to the side. I park next to them.

      The door to the cabin opens before I’m even out of the car, and when I see Ben, I almost forget to put the car in park before I’m opening the door and running toward him. I throw myself into his arms, laughing, on the verge of happy tears. He lifts me into the air and spins me around. His familiar scent overwhelms me with happiness and joy. Everything feels complete when he’s with me. He’s the puzzle piece missing from my heart.

      “I’ve missed you so much,” I say.

      He stops spinning me and we just hold each other. Both of us refuse to let go. I could stay like this with him forever.

      But then someone behind us clears their throat. I look over Ben’s shoulder and see my mom standing there. She has a grin on her face. “You two love birds going to come up for air anytime soon or am I going to have to turn the hose on you?” she says.

      My face heats up. I know she’s joking, but it’s still a little embarrassing. “Mom, stop,” I say, laughing and shaking my head.

      Annie comes out of the cabin with a big smile and a hug waiting for me. The only thing that could break me away from Ben’s embrace right now is a hug from my best friend. She looks happier than when I saw her last. When she came to visit me a few weeks ago at college, she was teary-eyed and upset. She’d come to realize over the last few months that her mom was using her to get between her and Ben. If Annie had showed any kind of affection for her father, her mother threatened to cut her off. Annie finally got sick of the threats and told her mom off. They haven’t spoken since. Without even telling her, her mom ran off to Japan to be with some new guy she met.

      “It’s boring here without you. What took so long?” she says.

      “Everyone on campus was eager to leave. It was a mad-house out there. But I’m here now and we’re going to have the best summer ever.”

      Tulip comes out of the cabin next and whistles at me. “Damn girl, you look good. Still going to the gym I see.”

      We hug and then my dad and the boys come out, smiling and waiting for their turn at a hug as well. It’s so good to be surrounded by the people I love.

      [image: ]
* * *

      While everyone piles into the kitchen to prepare for the big meal we always have on the first night of our cabin trips, Ben helps me unload my things from the car and take them upstairs. This year we have a room to ourselves, and the boys have to sleep in the living room on air mattresses. I was a little surprised to hear it was my dad’s idea to give us the room. Though I’m not sure why I’m so surprised since my parents have been very accepting of our relationship once they realized we were truly in love and it wasn’t just some summer fling we were having.

      As soon as I put my bag down in our room, Ben lifts me up and tosses me on the bed. He kisses me hard and passionately. It’s so difficult to stop him because I want him just as bad as he wants me, but I have to.

      “Wait,” I say. “We can’t. We have to be careful.”

      He laughs. “I’m pretty sure your parents know by now what we’re up to. We don’t have to be secretive anymore.”

      “I know, but I don’t want to disrespect them. I’m sure it would make everyone uncomfortable it they heard the headboard banging against the wall. And we both know it would,” I tell him, nudging him in the side. We both know we’re incapable to being silent during sex.

      “Don’t worry, we have plenty of time to get crazy later. Tonight I have a surprise for you down by the docks.”

      “What kind of surprise?” I always love his surprises so I know it will be good.

      “You’ll have to wait and see.”

      He kisses me again and I change into a summer dress and we go downstairs for our annual family barbeque.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I’m shaking with anticipation when Ben leads me down to the docks later that night. I’m not sure what to expect, but it definitely wasn’t seeing my family and his waiting for us. Everyone has wide smiles on their faces. It’s not my birthday so I have no idea what’s going on or what we’re celebrating.

      I look up at Ben once we’re on the dock with my family. “What’s going on?”

      He gets on one knee and my heart stops. Is this really happening? Tears explode from my eyes and I’m sobbing before he even gets the words out. I look at my mom and Annie and they’re doing the same.

      “Jenny, will you make me the happiest man on earth and be my wife?” He presents the box to me and opens it to reveal a gorgeous heart-shaped diamond ring.

      I cover my mouth with my hands.

      Annie whispers at me. “Say yes.”

      “Yes. Oh my God, yes. Yes, yes, yes.”

      Ben laughs and slips the ring on my finger. It’s a perfect fit and I know my mom must have told him my size. I have a feeling they were all in on it from the beginning. I’m so surprised they were able to keep it a secret.

      Tulip says. “It’s going to be so weird calling you mom.”

      I laugh. “Don’t you dare.”

      I look into Ben’s eyes when he stands. I’m so full of love for him that I’m about to burst. Another amazing memory to add to the many I have at our cabin by the lake.
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          Jenny

        

      

    

    
      The summer heat crept up slowly. Just days before graduation there was nothing but rain, but now the temperatures have climbed up to the nineties. Hot and humid the way I like it. Except I’m not sure how much I’m going to like it now that I’m seven months pregnant. My swollen ankles definitely aren’t a fan of this heat. But despite all that, I’m so excited to be done with school. Now I can finally focus on my family and my new job.

      I’m in love with my job as a chemist in a cosmetics lab. When I decided to major in chemistry, I wondered what I could do that would be both stimulating and fun, and I’ve definitely found it. This job also moves me toward my goal to one day start a cosmetic brand with Tulip and Annie who also found their niche in the beauty industry doing makeup and hair.

      But as much as I love my job, I can’t wait to get out of the lab and go spend my next two weeks off for vacation at the cabin with my amazing husband and our family. The clock seems to be going by so slow today. Each time I look up, only minutes have passed. Only five more to go and I can clock out.

      I clean up my station, hang my lab coat on its hook.

      “Bye everyone,” I say to my lab partners as soon as the clock strikes five. They wave goodbye and wish me a happy vacation. I’m so excited. It’s the last real vacation I’m going to have before the baby is born.

      I head for the lobby, toward my car, and stop short when I see Ben standing there with his dazzling, sexy smile and a greasy paper bag from my favorite burger joint. Usually he brings flowers when he comes to visit me; he knows flowers always brighten up my day, but today it’s like he’s read my mind.

      “How did you know I was having a serious craving?” I say, waddling to him as fast as I can on my poor swollen feet.

      “I figured my girls need to eat.”

      He hands me the bag, kissing my lips while rubbing my belly.

      “How do you know it’s going to be a girl?” I ask, digging into the bag and sighing contently when I see the delicious oily fries I love so much. I take a handful and start to munch before they get cold.

      “That’s what my gut is telling me.”

      “Well I know Tulip and Annie hope your gut is right. Remember we told them they could name her if it ends up being a girl?”

      He winces playfully. “Oh, right. I forgot about that. Maybe we shouldn’t have made that promise. We’ll end up with a kid named after whatever beauty guru they’re obsessed with at the time.”

      “It could be worse,” I laugh. “When Annie and I were little, we decided to name our future kids after the three musketeers whether it was a boy or a girl. We might end up with a child named of Aramis, Athos, or Porthos.”

      He looks mortified and I bust up laughing, almost choking on my fries. “With any luck, they’ll have forgotten that pact we made.”

      “God I hope so,” he says.

      He takes me by the hand and we walk out to my car. He’s parked beside me, the back of his truck heaping with everything we need for the next two weeks at the cabin aside from everything my parents will bring.

      I follow him in my car to the big beautiful house we bought together after I graduated. It’s the perfect place to raise a child. The neighborhood is great, close to a park and a school nearby. Ben’s son has his own room and there’s an apartment in the back yard for when Annie and Tulip want to come stay—which is often. They’ve really embraced my relationship with their dad and it’s been such a wonderful sense of family and closeness.

      I park my car in the garage and head toward the truck. But Ben has turned off the truck engine and has gotten out.

      “Did you forget something?” I ask.

      He walks toward me with a look on his face that I’m all too familiar with. Even after all this time of being with him, I still get giddy when he looks at me that way, full of lust and want.

      “I did,” he says as he walks into the garage and shuts the garage door, closing us off from view of our neighbors.

      I laugh. “Really, right now?”

      I’m already wet before he even touches me. Just the anticipation alone is enough to turn me on. As if I wasn’t already obsessed when it comes to sex with my husband, all the pregnancy hormones have made it so that I crave it more than greasy hamburgers.

      As soon as he kisses my lips, I’m peeling off my clothes. He’s infatuated with my naked pregnant body so I make sure not to leave on a stitch of clothes. When I’m fully undressed he stands back and admires me from under the garage light. While he watches me I rub my pussy, giving him a show.

      He lets out a deep sound of approval and unbuttons his shorts, letting his hard cock flop out. I walk toward him, trying to be as sexy as I can in my current condition. I don’t always feel sexy with a giant belly, but the way he looks at me and the fact that he’s always hard as a rock when he sees me naked, makes me feel beautiful.

      Kneeling down in front of me, he kisses my bulging belly sweetly and rubs it like a crystal ball. He lifts one of my legs and puts it over his shoulder. I hold onto the back of my car to keep from tipping over. When his hot breath reaches my wet and engorged clit, I gasp.

      “Oh shit,” I say when his eager lips latch on. His tongue dances around my clit, teasing, prodding, playing.

      “Your pussy tastes so good,” he says before diving back in for more.

      As much as I love the way his tongue feels, I need to be filled up. “Please fuck me,” I beg.

      He lets out a low, animal-like sound and stands. He grabs my hips and turns me around, pulling my ass toward him. He pushes me forward so I’m leaning up against my car. My belly is too big for him to fuck me from the front while we’re standing, so he takes me from behind. It’s the most comfortable way, and it’s the best way for him to sink deep inside me. When the head of his cock slips past my barrier I moan so loud it fills the garage. Being pregnant, all the sensation in my pussy is far more intense than I’m used to. Having him inside of me is pure heaven.

      “You’re so swollen and tight,” he says as he thrusts deep and hard into me.

      I moan, unable to speak through the orgasm building up inside. He’s fucking me so hard all I can do is grunt. In this position, his balls slap against my pussy in a perfect rhythm.

      “Oh God, I’m going to come,” I tell him desperately as the feeling builds into the perfect ache. My body screams for release, but at the same time, I want the build-up to last. I don’t think that’s going to happen though. I’m far too gone for that. The orgasm is happening whether I’m ready for it or not.

      With one hand, he grabs hold of my ass cheek and fucks me like a bull, and with the other hand he takes hold of my sensitive nipple and squeezes. That’s it. That’s all my body can handle before it explodes into orgasm.

      I scream and I don’t care if the neighbors can hear. Ben doesn’t either because he doesn’t do anything to try and keep me quiet.

      With several powerful thrusts, he groans almost as loud as I’m screaming, and I’m flooded with the warmth of his cum inside me.

      We’re both panting and dripping with sweat and our combined juices. He hugs me from behind, rubbing my belling and trying to catch his breath.

      “That was a nice surprise,” I tell him.

      “I figured we should probably get that out of the way before we spend the next two weeks sharing a house with your parents.”

      I laugh. “That’s probably a good idea.”

      “How about a cold shower together?” he asks.

      “That sounds wonderful.”

      We walk into the house naked, holding each other. I touch my belly while I hold his hand. I didn’t think it was possible for one person to feel so much love. Life couldn’t get any better than it is right at this very moment, and yet I know, in a few weeks, it will.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2019 by Penny Wylder

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            Savanna

          

        

      

    

    
      The same jazz tunes play over and over in The Coffee Grind, the little coffee shop where I work. I know the songs by heart. They get stuck in my head every night, but I can’t tell you the artist who plays them. It’s just background noise. The smell of brewing coffee, the hiss of steaming milk, and the chatter of customers is the soundtrack to my nine-to-five day. I’ve been here for six months. The job was supposed to be temporary. The entire time I’ve worked here I’ve been sending out résumés. It’s an impressive résumé, if I do say so myself. I’ve been valedictorian of every school I’ve ever attended, going all the way back to middle school. The same for university. I have glowing recommendations from all of my law school professors. So why is getting a job with a law firm turning out to be so incredibly difficult?

      I don’t know what else to do. My parents are lawyers, but I don’t want to ask them for help, and they’ve never even volunteered. I want to show them I can do this on my own. There’s no one else to ask for help from, and even if there were someone, I honestly don’t know if I would ask. It’s a pride thing. I got into law school on my own, and I’ve done everything up to this point without any help.

      I was on my way up. You wouldn’t know it by looking at me now, though. This job pays minimum wage and the tips on coffee are pretty lousy. I’m barely getting by. Now that I’ve graduated, the banks are starting to reach their hands out for loan repayments. If I don’t find a decent job soon, I’m going to lose what little I do have. People who graduate with honors from prestigious law schools aren’t supposed to contemplate bankruptcy at the age of twenty-five.

      The line at the counter starts to stretch out the door. The lunch rush pounces on me and I’m falling behind while stressing out and thinking obsessively about my financial troubles that seem to be mounting by the hour. People start to complain about the slow-moving line which doesn’t help matters. One lady complains about her coffee not being hot enough; another says it’s too hot.

      I plaster a smile on my face and redo their orders. If I can’t handle the stress of a coffee shop, there’s no way I could handle a courtroom. But that’s not going to happen. I am a stone. Nothing can break me. Especially not a bunch of whiny over-caffeinated customers. I may just be a barista, but I’m going to be the best damn barista this store has ever seen.

      I finally start to catch up. When I get back to the cash register after making a soy latte, I see a tall man, about a foot taller than me, standing there with broad, muscular shoulders, double the width of mine. He’s looking down at his phone, tapping out a text message. I hesitate at the register as I study the familiar stature. With his head down, it’s hard to tell at first why he looks so familiar. He’s an older man with hair graying at the temples, but he’s built like a man half his age, like he’s been working out all his life, but not bulky like someone who spends all their time in a gym. He’s stunningly handsome and my body instantly reacts to him. I desperately want him to look up. My heart lifts into my throat when he finally does, and recognition sets in.

      “Lonnie.” My voice is barely a breath of air when it comes out. The sound sticks in my throat.

      “Savanna, is that you?” he says. His eyes travel up and down my body, respectful enough not to linger on anything below my neck longer than a few seconds.

      His grin when he recognizes me takes me to when I was a teenager with my first major crush. Lonnie is my dad’s best friend. I haven’t seen him since high school graduation. I was obsessed with him. I was never all that into boys my age. They were so immature and annoying. All they ever talked about were video games and sex and sports. With Lonnie, there were nights when we would talk for hours about politics and all the things I cared about. He was smart and deep, but he could also be silly and adorable.

      I used to flirt with him relentlessly. He was flattered by the attention, I could tell. Whenever I’d comment on how handsome he was or touch his arm while laughing at his jokes, his face would turn the most adorable shade of red. He’d always politely dodge my advances. I know he didn’t want to hurt my feelings, but hurt feelings were inevitable. At least they were on my part. When you’re young and not experienced in heartbreak, emotions are stronger. Every feeling is magnified, and if you’re not careful, you can burn up under the flare of those emotions. Like what happened to me. I was completely infatuated with him, then one day he just moved away and never came back.

      Now that I think about it, I’m glad he always rejected me back then. I was seventeen, far too young for a man in his thirties. If he would’ve tried to be with me, what kind of man would that make him? No decent guy would hook up with a minor, even if I was on the verge of eighteen. But Lonnie wasn’t like that. He was a good guy. The best. And by the looks of him, he’s only gotten better with age.

      “In the flesh,” I say and instantly regret it because it sounds so lame. I quickly follow it up by saying, “What can I get for you?”

      Lonnie tells me his order. Luckily, it’s a simple one, because my thoughts are scattered and I’m having a difficult time trying to stay focused. My hands shake as I type his order into the computer.

      “Are you still in school?” he asks me.

      Even though I’m not surprised, I’m still a little disappointed that my parents didn’t tell him that I graduated. I was hoping enough time had passed that they would have invited him to my graduation party. It’s been seven years, after all. They used to be such good friends. He was always at our house, then suddenly, just before I went off to college, he moved. I assumed it had something to do with business or clients since he’s a lawyer just like my parents, but whenever I asked my parents about it, they never wanted to talk about him.

      “I graduated six months ago,” I tell him.

      I’m doing my best not to screw up his order. I can’t think straight when he’s around. Even a simple latte is proving to be difficult. My damn hands won’t stop shaking.

      “Really?” he says.

      “Top of my class.” It sounds like I’m bragging. Maybe I am a little. It’s something I’m really proud of. I worked hard for that spot. Though all of that work is starting to feel like it was all for nothing now that it seems my only potential is to be a barista.

      I hand him his drink and manage not to splash it on him. He takes a tentative sip and looks confused. I get nervous and start to wonder if I managed to screw it up even though I was trying my best to make his order perfect.

      “It’s been six months since you graduated, and you still haven’t found a job at a firm?”

      I shrug, feeling inadequate. Since I went off to college, I always fantasized about running into Lonnie again and the things I would say to him. I was hoping to get the chance to tell him I was a successful lawyer and had my shit together so he would see me as more than his ex-best friend’s immature daughter. Meeting him at a coffee shop where I work while struggling to make ends meet was never part of that fantasy.

      “I don’t know what I’m doing wrong. I’m sending out résumés but no one seems to be biting. Not even an interview.”

      “When can you take a break?” he asks. “I’d like to talk more about this. Catch up after all these years.”

      I get excited at the thought of getting to sit down and have a conversation with him.

      Looking at the line now snaking out the door, that excitement ebbs. “It’ll be at least a half hour before I can take a break.”

      He pays for his coffee and leaves a twenty-dollar tip even though his order was only six dollars.

      “I can wait,” he says, and finds a nearby table to sit at.

      I rush through my orders, my hands no longer shaking. I’m in my zone, making sure every order is perfect so there are no returns that will set me back. I feel his gaze on me. Each time I look over at him, our eyes lock and it sends butterflies swarming around in my chest. No single feature makes him so beautiful, it’s a combination of several unique quirks. One eyebrow sits higher than the other and makes him look perpetually amused. His full lips give him that sensual allure that makes me wonder what they would feel like against mine. His eyes have a gentleness about them, while at the same time being intense. They are the kind of features that age well and never fade.

      I wonder what he wants to talk about with me. That childish romantic in me hopes he’ll profess his undying love for me. But I know that would never happen. He probably just wants to catch up and find out what my parents have been up to. He was such a huge part of my life growing up. I’m sure he just wants to know how law school went for me. He went to law school too, after all. Like me, he was at the top of his class and graduated with honors. But unlike me, he was recruited right after graduation and has been successful ever since, though I’m not exactly sure what kind of law he practices now. I used to think all law was the same and wondered why my dad and Lonnie never went into business together.

      The line finally starts to dwindle to just a few customers. It’s enough to keep from overwhelming my coworkers, so I don’t feel guilty for taking my break.

      My legs are soggy noodles and I float toward him on numb feet. I’m mindful of every step so I don’t trip and make a fool out of myself. Lonnie stands when I approach, and I’m once again overwhelmed by the towering size of him. He pulls out a chair for me to sit. It’s an old-fashioned gesture, and this is only one of the reasons I find him irresistible. The guys my age don’t even know what manners are anymore. I’m lucky to have a door opened for me on a date.

      “Can I get you a drink?” he asks.

      I could’ve made one for myself, but if I drink caffeine right now, I’ll end up launching out of this chair. I’m far too nervous for that.

      “No, thank you. I’ll stick with this,” I say, gesturing to my water bottle.

      He sits down across from me. My foot starts to bob maniacally under the table, and I’m picking at my nail polish. I’ve never been so weird around him like this before. It’s such a foreign feeling. He used to be the person I was most comfortable around. I could always be myself in his presence. I didn’t have to be the perfect, pristine honor student that everyone expected me to be. These years between us have changed everything.

      “How have you been?” he asks with genuine concern. The flecks of grey in his hair and the stubble on his chin make him look distinguished, important. He’s the kind of man whose presence demands attention. It’s an understated importance that needs no words. When Lonnie is in a room, everyone is aware of it. He doesn’t seem to have any clue just how strong his magnetism is.

      “I’ve been well. Just really focused on school. Consumed by it, really. I was able to graduate a year early.”

      He gives me the most mesmerizing, playful smile. “No time for boyfriends?”

      How does he do that to me with just a simple smile? He’s a vortex, pulling me toward him. I’m leaning forward, trying to catch my breath as he pulls it from my lungs.

      My cheeks heat and I smile back at him. “Not really. A few dates but nothing that stuck.”

      His blue eyes sparkle in the pale light coming through the tinted windows of the coffee shop. They’re such a striking color that I can’t possibly look away. They’re a work of art. Looking at them, you can’t help but feel something. They evoke emotion, they tell a story. Seeing those eyes again, I remember when I first really noticed them. I was sixteen and he was with my family on our houseboat at the lake. His skin was tan which made his eyes stand out all the more.

      I miss those days, secretly watching him while he was shirtless, the way his skin would glisten when he got out of the water, how his wet swim shorts would cling to his body, showing off the shape of his manhood. My imagination would run wild. I always wore the skimpiest bikinis despite my mom’s complaints and objections. I know he noticed me, but he always tried hard not to.

      Thinking about those houseboat trips has me wet and aching. Those adolescent fantasies hit me with full force. I have to keep my eyes locked on his and force myself not to let them roam all over his body.

      “With such great accolades, I can’t believe a firm hasn’t snatched you up yet,” he says.

      I’m sweating. It’s so hard to be this close without touching him and flirting the way I did when I was younger. I’m twenty-five now. It should be easier than it was then, but it’s not.

      “There’s a lot of competition out there,” I say to make myself feel like less of a failure. But it doesn’t work. He’s right. I can’t believe it either. I was sure I’d have a great job in a firm by now.

      “I can’t let that kind of talent go unnoticed.” He leans back in his chair and knocks his fist on the table like a judge making their final ruling. “I want you in my firm,” he says.

      I’m so taken by surprise I choke on my water and start to cough. “What?”

      I’m not sure I heard him right.

      “It’s a perfect fit,” he says. “I’ve been looking someone I can trust, someone I can teach from the ground up, who doesn’t already have bad habits they’ve learned from other lawyers. I want an apprentice. My firm is in the city so you would have to relocate. The signing bonus you’ll receive should be enough to get you a decent apartment to start with …”

      He keeps going, talking about bonuses, insurance, benefits, money I can actually live on without starving. My head is spinning. Somewhere in the deepest recesses of my mind I know my parents would freak. When Lonnie first stopped coming around, they warned me they didn’t want me talking to him, though I didn’t know why, and they wouldn’t say. I never pressed the subject because it seemed to really upset them, and I wasn’t sure I wanted to know.

      But they aren’t helping me get a job and I’m barely surviving. Being a barista isn’t part of the plan. I can’t say no to this opportunity no matter how much I know they would disapprove.

      I stand up suddenly, almost knocking my chair over. Lonnie stands too, startled by my sudden movement. I throw myself against him, wrapping my arms around his neck in a smothering hug. His cologne is a drug that I inhale deeply. It makes me lightheaded and euphoric, sending a warmth through me that touches all the fun parts. His body is so massive against mine, and I have to stand on the tips of my toes to reach. He hesitates only a moment and chuckles before his arms wrap around my waist. He’s so masculine and firm. Solid muscle against my soft skin. I forgot just how safe it feels wrapped in one of Lonnie’s hugs. My breathing quickens and I notice his does too. I don’t want to read too much into this, but I can’t help but notice and wonder if he’s feeling anything close to the way I’m feeling right now.

      The longer we hug the more I notice there is definitely something different about the way he’s hugging me now compared to when he hugged me as a teen. I know it’s not all in my head. This time he holds me a bit closer. Squeezes me a bit tighter. His hands roam down to the small of my back and settle there, just above my ass. This touch is different for sure.

      “Say yes,” he tells me, squeezing me even tighter. His voice is deep, sultry. It vibrates through me, making me weak. His body is so warm against mine and I melt into him. “I’m not leaving here until you do.”

      My giggle threatens to burst loose and turn into hysterical laughter. I can’t believe, after all these years, Lonnie is back and he’s offering me the opportunity of a lifetime. Not to mention the fact that my body is pressed against his again. It’s all so perfect that I don’t want this moment to ever end. Except it has to, and it’s only going to get better from here because there’s no way I’m going to turn him down.

      “Yes, of course I will come work for you.”

      He pulls back and looks at me, his eyes lingering on mine. His stare threatens to sweep my feet right out from under me. I know this job opportunity is priceless, but if I’m being honest, even if he offered me a minimum wage job cleaning his toilets, I probably would say yes to that too. I never stopped caring about him and I never was able to let go of those teenage fantasies that used to keep me up at night masturbating.

      “Good. As soon as you put your notice in here and get your things packed, I’ll send a car for you.”

      He kisses my cheek. His lips linger against my skin and my breath shudders out of me. They’re so soft and supple. If I turned my head only the smallest fraction, I would know what they would feel against my own lips.

      He steps away from me and I sigh. I watch him walk out the door. I fight the urge to scream and dance around the room. Instead, I go straight to my manager who is outside on her smoke break and put in my notice. In two weeks, I’m going to be a real lawyer working for a man too tempting to resist.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            Savanna

          

        

      

    

    
      I don’t own much, so packing doesn’t take long at all. Everything I’m not attached to, I just toss out. I left most of my things at my parents’ house because I was afraid of anything important getting stolen by roommates who always remained strangers to me.

      I finish packing in record time because I don’t want to stay in this small town any longer. Not when Lonnie already gave me the keys to my new place in the city. He said the papers were already signed and it was ready be moved into, so I don’t see why getting there a day early will be a problem.

      Lonnie offered to send a car for me, but I don’t want to put him out more than I already have. He’s done so much for me already. I call an Uber instead. My parents gave me an Uber card for graduation, and it will no doubt cost a couple hundred dollars to make it to the city, but with the money I’ll be making from working with Lonnie, I’ll be able to pay they them back if they say anything about it.

      My new apartment has the most amazing view of the city. The people below me look like little ants crawling around. There’s no way this place is in my budget. I told Lonnie as much when he chose it for me, but he insists that I can afford it now. It’s close to the train station and shopping, and everything is within walking distance, including the law firm’s office. He says the rent is manageable, yet he won’t tell me how much it is. He says he’ll take care of the rent and utilities and not to worry about it. I know he would never leave me stranded without money, so I trust him.

      The apartment comes fully furnished. I’m not talking some cheap Ikea furniture. It’s all very luxurious and expensive. This looks like a place where a proper lawyer would live, one who’s already established. Not someone who will probably be fetching coffee and licking stamps for the next year.

      I plop down on the plush leather couch and smile at my surroundings. I giggle, wishing my friends and family could see this. But I haven’t told anyone about my new job yet. I’m afraid it will get back to my parents. As far as they know, I’m still back in the suburbs in my cramped apartment with my three lazy roommates, still working at the coffee shop for pennies. I don’t know when I’ll tell them the truth. Maybe when this all starts to feel real. Right now, it’s just a dream. Maybe I’ll get to Lonnie’s law firm and completely fail. Maybe the pressure will be too much for me and I won’t be good at being a lawyer at all.

      I close my eyes and try to think only positive thoughts. The soft suede couch under me is like a teddy bear hug. I can get used to this. I’m not going to let the fear of change sabotage a once in a lifetime opportunity like this.

      I decide to take a bath. The tub is a replica of an old claw-foot tub, but with jets. The master bedroom is larger than my old apartment. I grab my toiletry bag, unloading my body wash, lotion, and soothing bath bombs. I drop one of the lemon grass scented bombs into the running water and watch as it starts to foam. The room is filled with a glorious lemon scent.

      I skip the straps of my sundress over my shoulders and let it pool around my feet. Then I take off my bra and panties before sliding into the tub. The curves of the porcelain hug my body just right and the jets kneed at my sore muscles.

      Closing my eyes, I start to think about Lonnie and those impossibly broad shoulders and blue eyes that sparkle like sea glass. All those old fantasies surface again. I picture his big hands all over my body, caressing, slipping between my legs.

      I slide down the tub, spread my legs and let the running water cascade over my sensitive clit and I revel in the sensation. I touch my breasts, slide my fingers across my hard nipples. Little shocks of electricity jolt through me. My moans fill the small room as I bring myself closer to orgasm. I picture Lonnie, slowly fingering me and sucking my nipples. It’s not long before my orgasm takes hold. My back arches and I slip deeper into the water until my head is submerged. Under the water, the world outside disappears, and the only thing I’m aware of is the exhilarating sensations rushing through my body. I stay under until I can’t hold my breath anymore, then emerge from the water with a deep breath.

      My body is languid, weightless, and yet I’m anchored to the tub. When last sparks of my orgasm pass, I hear someone clear their throat and I flail my arms, startled, splashing water all over the bathroom floor. Lonnie is standing in the doorway with an amused look on his face.

      Oh. My. God.

      “How long have you been standing there?” I ask, trying to cover myself as much as possible, but the towel isn’t within reach, so I have to settle with only covering my breasts. Unfortunately, my breasts are too large to really conceal much.

      Lonnie takes a step forward and hands me a towel. He holds it just out of reach so that I have to stretch to get it. I’m sure he gets a good look at my breast when I quickly reach out my hand to grab the towel. His smile grows.

      “I came to make sure you had everything you need before you were supposed to arrive tomorrow. You’re a day early.”

      I drain the water from the tub, wrap the towel around me and stand up.

      “Sorry, I thought because you gave me the key I could come early. I was excited to move in.”

      His eyes scan my body. “No trust me, I’m happy you came a day early.”

      My face gets hot and I bite back a smile. If only he knew what I was thinking when he walked in.

      “Do you need anything?” he asks.

      “No, I think I have everything I need.”

      “Well then, I’ll see you bright and early tomorrow.”

      His eyes scrape over the length of my body once more, and the approval in his gaze makes me blush deeper. When he leaves, I giggle and sigh. There’s no way I’m going to sleep tonight not knowing just how much of the show he saw. I’m embarrassed, but part of me hopes he saw the whole thing.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The next day, I’m up bright and early for my first day of work. I’m beyond excited—and a little nervous to see Lonnie again after what he saw me doing last night.

      Like the first day of school as a kid, I picked out the perfect outfit before I went to bed last night. Professional, but it still flatters my figure. I don’t want to use this job as an excuse to get closer to Lonnie, but I do want him to notice me. Seeing him at the coffee shop brought back all those old feelings—though I guess they never really went away. They were just lying dormant, waiting for the time I would see him again. Now they’re back at full force. Being around him all day every day will be a challenge and possibly a distraction. It’s a good thing I’m excellent at multi-tasking.

      After I put on my makeup, I put on a sexy tight slip to accentuate my curves. Then I dress in a black pencil skirt and button down blouse. I leave two buttons at the top undone. Not enough to show cleavage, but enough to make Lonnie take a second look if I bend over in front of him. I skip the pantyhose. My legs are freshly waxed and tanned, so there’s no need. Then I find my black heels. They might be a little tall for the office, but they do wonders for the shape of my legs and ass. When I look in the mirror and I’m pleased with what I see, it’s time to figure out what to do with my hair. I have long, blond, naturally wavy hair. It’s always been my best feature. Men love to run their hands through it. But I feel like wearing it up might be best for the job. It’ll make the heels seem less daring.

      I pull it up into a twist and give myself a final once over in the mirror. My eyes are wide and my jaw is set. I look terrified. I realize I’m more nervous about seeing Lonnie than I am about the job. Rightfully so, I guess. The job should be easy enough. I graduated from law school with honors, so I’m fairly certain working at a law firm will suit me.

      But I’ve never been in a successful relationship. The ones I’ve been in were short-lived and toxic to say the least.

      Stop it Savanna, I scold myself. This job isn’t about trying to be with Lonnie. I have to keep telling myself that. Even though I know there’s chemistry between us, he’s my dad’s former best friend and there could never be anything between us. And now he’s my boss, so there is definitely not going to be anything between us.

      … unless it’s just a small office affair.

      Stop!

      I take a deep breath and shake off the nerves. No more thinking about him. I need to focus on this job.

      “You’ve got this,” I say to my reflection. I grab my briefcase and my purse and walk out the door.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I’ve never taken a train before. It’s like going on an adventure. Everyone else is used to it. People in the city are pushy and rude, but I don’t mind. I’m just excited to be here. There is only standing room, so I hold on to a poll and try to stay upright in my heels as the train lurches and people jostle around me. It smells like a public toilet. I’m starting to wonder why so many people love living in the city.

      I get off at my stop and walk the two blocks to the firm. It’s in a massive office building, with a glass façade and shining metal. Not quite a skyscraper, but it dwarves the other buildings around it.

      I go inside, show my ID to the security guard, and head for the elevators. On the elevator doors is a maintenance sign that says Out of Order with caution tape blocking it off.

      “Are you kidding me?” I mumble.

      I’m sure there are other elevators somewhere, but I don’t know where, and I don’t want to be late for my first day.

      Looks like it’s the stairs for me. I regret these heels so much right now. It’s a good thing Lonnie’s office is on the tenth floor and not all the way up on the twentieth.

      I take off my heels and balance them on my briefcase, and head for the stairs. By the time I’m on the fourth floor, I’m out of breath. If I don’t hurry, I’m going to be late. I take two steps at a time even though it kills my calves and I’m afraid I’m going to sweat my makeup off.

      I’m just rounding the corner of the fifth floor when I run smack into Lonnie’s broad, unmovable chest. My things clamor to the floor and I lose my footing, yelping when I start to fall backwards.

      Lonnie catches me before I can fall. I hold onto him like my life depends on it. I’m laughing with relief, my chest pressed against his, heart hammering.

      When I’ve finally calmed down, I look up at him. He’s still holding onto me. Now that the adrenaline has worn off, I can feel the tension between us. Electricity flows through us, our arms powerlines connecting each other, fingers buzzing. The hair on my arms stand on end and I’m covered in goosebumps.

      I try to slow my breathing. I’m not sure now if I’m out of breath because running up five flights of stairs, or because of Lonnie’s embrace.

      “You all right?” he asks. Those sparkling eyes search my face.

      “I think so. Are you?”

      His playful smile makes me light-headed.  “I am now,” he says.

      I shift my balance, trying not to let my smile get out of hand. He’s all disheveled from the impact, so I reach up and fix his tie. His body tenses and I wonder if I’ve stepped over some line that I shouldn’t have.

      “Are you on your way out?” I ask.

      “I was just coming downstairs to make sure you got to the office okay with the elevator being out of order.” He points at the stairs. “Shall we?”

      He picks up all of my stuff and we head up the stairs toward his office.

      “It’s been so long since I’ve last seen you,” I tell him. “We have a lot of catching up to do.”

      “As I recall, I just saw you last night.” His cocky grin sets my cheeks on fire.

      “You know what I mean.”

      He frowns and I get the feeling he doesn’t want to talk about the past. “We have all the time in the world to catch up now that you’re working and living in the city.”

      He expertly changes the subject and starts talking about the firm and how it’s been up and running for the last four years and how successful it is.

      “I’m so happy for you,” I say. “I remember, when I was younger, you talked about one day opening up your own firm. I’m glad it’s worked out for you.”

      He lets out a long breath. It sounds like a sigh, but it might just be him losing his breath. These are some serious stairs, and even someone as fit as he looks, he could be winded from them.

      “The only issue is this thing with the new partner, but it will all work out, I’m sure of it.”

      Again, he doesn’t seem to want to get into it. I have a feeling there’s a lot he’s holding back, but I don’t want to push it on my first day of work.

      When we finally make it to the office, my muscles are screaming. If that elevator isn’t fixed soon, I’m not sure how long I’m going to last. I really need to get to the gym and get back into shape. Who knew working in law would require so much cardio?

      Lonnie introduces me to Mick, the paralegal. Mick has a kind, yet confident smile. I’m guessing he’s in his mid-twenties, but the premature balding makes it hard to tell for sure. His open face, firm handshake, and polite demeanor make me think I’m going to like working with him. That’s good. One of my fears was not liking the people I’m stuck with day in and day out. That was a big problem I had while working at the coffee shop. There was such a high turn-over rate—with it being a minimum wage job and all—so you had to get used to different, and not always pleasant personalities all the time.

      Lonnie shows me to my office next. I have to do a double take when I see that my name is already sand blasted into the frosted glass door. When he opens the door, I nearly stumble backward. The office is huge! Nothing like the dark little closet-sized room I was expecting. The massive oak desk looks expensive, and it is already adorned with all the office supplies I will need. There’s also a beautiful purple and white speckled orchid in a decorative pot on the corner of the desk, making it all look so elegant. There is a leather couch, high-backed chairs, everything I would need to meet with clients comfortably.

      And then there’s the view …

      The far wall is nothing but glass, and you can look out at the city and see the ocean beyond it. It’s even better than the view from the new apartment.

      “What do you think?” Lonnie asks.

      I’m speechless when I turn to look at him. All I can do is smile from ear-to-ear.

      He laughs. “Good. I’m glad you like it.”

      “I love it,” I say quickly. Like doesn’t even come close.

      “I’ll let you settle in and get used to the space. I have a few calls to make. I’ll be in to check on you soon.”

      I nod and he leaves.

      I flop down in the big chair behind my desk and spin around, unable to control the giggling laughter that explodes out of me. When I stop spinning, I’m dizzy. My eyes finally focus, and I stare down at the view of the city. This is it. I’ve really made it. I was worried about failing, but I won’t allow it. I’ll never get another opportunity like this and I won’t let it slip through my fingers, no matter what. Everything is going to be great.
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      Things are not great. I go to the wall of windows in my office and stare out into the cityscape, wishing I was just beyond it on my boat that’s docked in the marina. I let out a groan. Being around Savanna and seeing her in the tub has been a pleasant distraction, but as soon as she’s out of my sight, my mind wanders back to thoughts of the new business partner that I’m bringing into the firm and the mess I’ve made of everything. He’s not just any partner. He’s one that I desperately need. The buy-in money he’ll bring with him is the only chance to save this firm. It’s not doing as well as I lead Savanna to believe.

      Yes, technically all the numbers add up, and on paper I’m quite wealthy. But every penny that I have is tied up in this firm. If my company fails, I’m done, and I’ll be left penniless. My new partner, Mr. Sapline, will bring new clients—high-profile clients—that will earn beyond the injection of partner cash. It all sounds great, right, so what’s wrong? The problem is Mr. Sapline doesn’t work with people in family law who haven’t experienced family law. He believes everyone taking on these cases should be married. Kids are optional, but a bonus. I don’t have either of those things. Stupid me, told him I did.

      Lying to him about my family situation was the dumbest thing I’ve ever done. I deceived the one man with the power to save my ass. But I was desperate. We’d gone out for drinks to discuss expectations. I swooned over his list of celebrity clients, people everyone has heard of. I had stars and dollar signs in my eyes. Every time I opened my mouth, a new lie came out. Partly desperation, partly the alcohol speaking. Now that I’m sober as hell, I don’t know what to do.

      Mr. Sapline will be here in two days and I need to figure out how to fix this mess before he arrives.

      I sit down in my chair and adjust the tie that Savanna fixed in the stairway. I can’t believe how much she’s changed since the last time I saw her before she went off to college. She’s really grown into a stunning woman. After seeing her like that, masturbating in the tub, I can hardly focus. Really, I need to be more concerned with my financial situation and Mr. Sapline, but I can’t get Savanna out of my head.

      Thinking about her gets me worked up and my dick stirs in my pants. An image of her father, Stan—my former best friend since college—pops into my head, his face furious, barely contained rage, and my hard-on instantly goes away. My mood slumps. I have to resist Savanna no matter what. Savanna is the reason Stan and I are no longer friends in the first place, though I don’t think she knows that.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I manage to keep my head down and focus on work the rest of the day. Savanna is a go-getter, a real self-starter. I knew she’d be good at this. When she needs help, she goes to Mick, and, per my request, Mick reports back to me. So far, the only thing she needed help with was finding certain programs on our computer and locating the toner for the printer. Other than that, she knows all the ins and outs of the system and the legal jargon. Every time I walk past her office, I see her with her head bent down, nose buried in her notes.

      By the end of the day, I have three files in my inbox from her. Skimming through them, I realize they’re impeccable. Well researched and she even leaves suggestions in track changes that I would expect from a seasoned lawyer. This girl is a godsend. How the hell could other law offices not have snatched her up right off the graduation stage? Their loss, I guess.

      As I’m leaving for the day, the sun sets, painting the walls different shades of orange and violet. When I look into Savanna’s office, I notice the setting sunlight makes a halo effect around her beautiful blond head. She looks angelic.

      I walk up to her door to tell her she can leave. She’s an over achiever, always has been. But I don’t want her to burn out. Law has a way of doing that to people in the beginning. It can be overwhelming.

      “You should get home,” I tell her. “Get some rest. Have you even eaten today?”

      The sound of my voice startles her, and she knocks the potted plant off her desk. She bends down to the floor and starts sweeping up the soil into the pot. I run over to help her, apologizing profusely as I reach for her hand. She laughs and I breathe a sigh of relief that she’s not angry.

      “I thought you left,” she says as she gets to her feet and straightens her skirt. The orchid back on her desk.

      “I was waiting for you.”

      Her laughter fades and she looks into my eyes when I don’t let go of her hand. There’s that thing between us again. That spark. My erection is instant. She smells like cherry lotion, and her hair is strawberry, good enough to eat. If her hands are this soft, I can only imagine what the rest of her feels like. Those thoughts turn me on even more.

      I know I should let go of her hand and walk away. I try to get back that image of her dad’s angry face to get rid of this desire flaring up inside of me. But nothing is working, and when I see her desire sparkling in her eyes when she looks at me, I know I’ve lost control of this battle.

      I lean over and kiss her. Her lips are as soft as I imagined they would he. Her tongue grazes mine. Everything about her is warm and inviting. The wild animal in me wants to sweep everything off her desk and take her right here and now. No closing the blinds or turning off the lights. If Mack walked in, if the whole city watched us, fuck it. I don’t care. I just want her.

      She suddenly breaks away from our kiss. I want to reach out and pull her back to me, but she steps away.

      “What are we doing?” she asks.

      She backs up until she’s up against the large window. “I know you had a crush on me when you were younger,” I say.

      Her face turns a pretty shade of pink. “Was it that obvious?”

      I take a step toward her, pinning her to the glass with my hips. She gasps.

      “I was too old for you then.” A lock of her hair has come loose from the twist of hair on the back of her head. I wrap it around my finger. “Am I too old for you now?”

      A visible shiver runs through her. Her lips part just as she rises onto her toes and kisses me again. Her round tits press against my chest. Her tongue draws a sensuous line from one corner of my mouth to the other. I open my mouth and she sinks her tongue in. My hand slides behind her back, sweeping up toward the nape of her neck. I pull the pins from her hair and let it cascade around her shoulders into a sunlit waterfall.

      I take a handful of her honey hair in my fist and tilt her head back. A soft moan escapes her lips. I answer her moan with a growl as I force my lips against hers, devouring her with a hungry kiss. I crush her body against mine, wanting her to feel just how hard I am. Her moans grow louder. The chemistry between us ignites.

      I learn the taste of her, the feel of her tongue, the softness of her lips. I’m taking in everything, memorizing every detail of her.

      When I pull away, she lets out a disappointed sigh that makes me chuckle. I pull her toward the couch and we sit close to each other. I slide my hand up the side of her face, studying her features and fixating on her parted lips, hearing her small pants of desire. I can’t wait another second longer, and I press my lips against hers again, breathing in her delicious fragrance and growing harder as I feel her tongue dance around mine. She kisses me back, deeply and passionately, her hands in my hair now, bringing my face closer to hers until it’s hard to tell where her breath ends and mine begins. My control is wavering, and I trail my hand up her bare thigh, until I reach the hem of tight skirt. I grab her by the waist, needing to feel more of her, and bring her onto my lap, quickly hiking up her skirt so she can straddle me. Her face is flushed and I can feel the heat between her legs through my wool suit pants. I consume her mouth once again, pulling her mouth down to mine. My tongue tangles with hers.

      My hands rake down her long, slender legs. Her skin is like silk against the tips of my fingers. They settle on her waist, holding her hips down as I gently thrust upwards. She lets out a gasp and starts to grind against me.

      I feel like a teenager, ready to come from just that contact alone. I’m not ready for that just yet. I have bigger plans for her. I need to slow this down.

      I lift her off of me. She’s pliable, like putty in my hands, bending to my will. I lay her face down on the couch. She stretches out her limbs like a happy cat. I lift her skirt, exposing the most perfect heart-shaped ass I’ve ever seen. I love how confident she is with her body. She doesn’t even flinch as I spread her legs, exposing her.

      I pull off her panties. They’re dripping with her arousal. I kiss the smooth skin of her ass. She giggles when I gently bite her. I want to flip her over my lap and spank her, but she’s not ready for that just yet. Instead, I slip a finger into her from behind. She moans, raising her hips to give me better access. She rides my finger as deep as it will go and gasps when I add a second. She’s so slick she leaves a damp spot on the couch and my finger glistens in the early evening light. The smell of her is an addictive perfume. I breathe her in, fill my lungs with it, try to burn it into my memory.

      I pull my fingers out of her and lick them. Just as I expected, she’s tastes as delicious as she smells. When I tease my fingers into her again, her tight little pussy squeezes me as she adjusts to the intrusion. I can’t take it anymore. I unzip my pants and pull my cock out, stroking it from base to tip, spreading a drop of precum around the sensitive tip. I lean back on the couch, taking my time to pump my fingers inside, and keeping the same rhythm, I stroke my cock. I feel a fresh burst of moisture around my fingers, and my cock grows uncomfortably hard. I can’t take it anymore. I have to be inside her.

      I lean over close to her face, and drag my finger out of her pussy, searching for her clit. I find it, hot and swollen under my finger, and watch her face contort as I rub around it, my finger so slick it easily glides over the sensitive nub.

      “I want to fuck you,” I say. “I need to fuck you.”

      “Yes,” she says in a breathy plea. “Please.

      I don’t waste a second. I lower my pants below my hips while supporting myself above her. I drag my cock up her wet seam, coating myself in her juices. I stop for a beat and let the head just barely enter her, resting at her hot hole. I want to dive into her, but this moment of anticipation is too exquisite to rush. Just as I’m about to lose control, she angles her hips up off the couch, an invitation to fuck her, a request I’ll happily oblige.

      I grab her hips, hard enough that my knuckles are white and I’m afraid I’ll leave a mark, and with a swift hard thrust, I plunge into her, instantly surrounded by white heat.

      She’s immediately screaming and wild, her hips driving back to meet me thrust for thrust, and even though I want to make this last, I’m going to give her exactly what she wants.

      Her screams only make me want to go harder, faster, and she’s loving it. I give her a gentle slap on the ass to test her tolerance. She yelps and raises her ass to me. I smile, spanking her harder. This time it leaves a red mark behind. That’s as far as I’m going to take it, but I know eventually, this girl will give into me fully. I want to push her to her limits.

      I reluctantly pull out and turn her onto her back. It’s time to unwarp this present. I drag a finger down her chest, to the cleavage exposed by her button-down shirt. These tits are all I’ve been thinking about today, ever since I ran into her in the staircase this morning. She’d left the top two buttons undone, and I got a nice view of luscious tits. My cock ached all day wondering if she’d done that just for me. Slowly, I unbutton her shirt, revealing a lace black bra. Her pink nipples show through, hard and pert. I undo the clasp behind her back and her big breasts spill out.

      I can’t wait to have one of those nipples in my mouth, so I dive right in, sucking, nipping. She squirms under my tongue and teeth. I continue my exploration, sliding my tongue over the mound of her breast, inhaling her scent deeply. I circle my tongue around and around her nipple, watching the skin pebble around it and her nipple flush a darker shade of pink. Her hands are in my hair, and she’s breathing quickly, moaning softly whenever I take her nipple between my lips and suck. I slide down her chest to her flat stomach, lingering at her bellybutton, peppering her tummy with kisses and licks, and watching as her stomach rises and falls as she inhales sharply. I unzip her tight skirt and shimmy it down her hips before tossing it onto the floor. The scent of her arousal is intoxicating. I’m drunk on it. Finally my prize is unwrapped, and her smooth pussy is an inch from my lips. My mouth waters thinking about the first taste, how she’ll feel on my tongue. I kiss the soft, delicate skin as if it could break under the weight of my lips, though I know it won’t. I kiss and lick up and down her pussy before I spread open her lips to reveal the luscious wet, pink folds within.

      “You have such a beautiful pussy,” I tell her.

      She has a dreamy look in her eyes, her smile like she’s just woken up. I kiss her wet pink center, eliciting a low moan from her. Her breathing quickens. Her legs spread wider, hips rising to meet my tongue as I taste her. I softly lick her silky skin, suck the folds into my mouth, drinking every drop of her. She tastes as sweet as nectar. It’s an elixir. A cure for everything. I could live on it.

      I move her ankle up the couch so that her leg is bent and I have better access to taste her. I’m not rushing through this delicious treat. I circle her clit with my tongue, and her foot shoots up, coming to rest on my shoulder. She’s so reactive, so I do it again. “Yes, that’s it,” she encourages me, and I focus on her clit, alternating between slow circles and plunging into her pussy. When I sense that she’s getting close, I pull back and slow down, dragging my tongue up and down her lips, so swollen and pink from fucking her before. I reach down to stroke my cock, relieving some of the intense pressure building there. I’m pumping into my hand as I fuck her pussy with my tongue, and I feel her heating up again. She’s grinding into my face and her scent is everywhere. The feeling of her wet pussy on my face combined with my cock in my hand is becoming too much. I have to be inside her again. I grab her thighs and spread her wide open, focusing on her clit relentlessly, pumping two fingers inside her. Both her hands are in my hair, and her fingernails dig into my scalp, telling me I’m on the right course. I hook my fingers and find her g-spot, and rub slowly there, while clamping my mouth over her clit and sucking. The combination is just what she needs, and I feel her thighs shake and her moans reach a fever pitch. “Fuck,” she pants. “Don’t stop.” And I don’t until I feel her fingers releasing my hair and her legs relax around me.

      I can’t wait for her to settle before I enter her again. I grab my cock and ease it back into her, catching the tail end of her orgasm, feeling her pussy clench around me. Her eyes captivate me as I begin to move in and out of her in long, deep thrusts. She never breaks eye contact, and when I hike her legs up, hugging them to my body so I can fuck her even deeper, just the slightest look of surprise crosses her face. She’s so willing, so pliant, so un-fucking-receptive to every touch, every stroke.  I can’t take any more of it. Squeezing her legs tightly to my chest, I hammer into her quickly, loving the way her tits bounce. I push hard into her one last time before I explode. I can’t remember coming that hard in a long time, and the orgasm seems to wrack through me again and again until I fall by her side, completely spent. It’s a few minutes later begore I realize I came insider her, not even bothering to think whether she’s on the pill. What the fuck was I thinking? This is Stan’s daughter. She works for me now.

      This is Stan’s daughter. She works for me now.

      I caress her hair and she touches my face, bringing my eyes back to hers and all the worried thoughts disappear from my head and all that’s left is her.
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      We lay on the couch for a while, wrapped up in each other’s arms. There will surely be a stain underneath us on this couch, but I don’t care. In case this is a one-time thing, I’ll be happy for the small reminder.

      He rolls me over to face him. The sunset turns our glistening skin shades of red, pink, and gold. This is the first chance I’ve had to take my time and look at his face up close, without feeling like some sort of creepy stalker. His blue eyes are as intense as ever, although I see now that there are a few fine wrinkles around his eyes. They don’t make him look old, though, they make him look more serious, like a protector, like a mentor. I run a finger over his lips, so full and soft, and the corner of his mouth quirks up, and he nips at me playfully with his teeth,

      I chuckle and let out a big breath.

      “What is it?” he asks, smiling at me, looking so completely relaxed and at peace.

      “I’ve always wanted to do that with you,” I admit to him. “I’ve fantasized about being with you more times than I can count. Now that it’s happened, I don’t know, it just feels like a dream, you know?”

      He runs his fingers across my chest and down to my belly. “Oh yeah? Even after you went off to college and were surrounded by all those young, handsome law students? You don’t have to humor me. Surely I wasn’t on your mind then.”

      My eyes flutter closed. It’s hard to concentrate on his words when he touches me like this, drawing lazy circles on my skin.

      “Especially then. All I could think about after I left for college was you.”

      He stops touching me and pulls me out of the trance his fingertips hold me in. I open my eyes. A shadow of a frown changes his features. He looks troubled.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask.

      “I appreciate your honesty,” he says. I can tell he wants to say more, but he hesitates.

      “Okay…”

      “Now I want to be honest with you,” he continues.

      My heart picks up speed. In my experience, whenever anyone wants to be honest with me, it’s rarely good. His face is hard to read, though. I don’t know whether he’s about to tell me good new or bad news, and I dread the latter.

      “I need a favor,” he says finally.

      I raise up on my elbow. He has my attention now. Could it be that he made a mistake hiring me, and he wants me to step down? Or maybe the apartment is too expensive, and I should move? Or maybe this…I don’t know what it is, romp in my office, has disqualified me from employment here and he needs me to resign without fuss.

      He reaches out and rubs between my eyebrows. “Where’d you go?” he laughs, smoothing the tension that’s settled in my face. “I far prefer you relaxed, Savanna.”

      He puts a hand on my chest, gently pushing me back to the couch. He rubs the back of his hand back and forth across his cheek, over my forehead and down the other cheek. My eyes flutter closed involuntarily, and he gently caresses over my eyelids. And though I’m still nervous about what he has to say to me, his touch calms me, almost puts me to sleep, actually. Goose bumps rise across my skin and I shiver as he runs his fingers up and down my neck now.

      I’m getting turned on again, melting with his body heat. All of my nerves have dropped away, and I can’t even imagine news bad enough that would take away this feeling of total relaxation and submission. Whatever he’s about to say can’t be that bad when he’s touching me like this.

      His hand slips down lower, brushing over the swell of my pussy, lightly tickling me there, but not going lower, lower where I want his touch. He laughs, low in his throat, as I tilt my hips, hoping to move his fingers where my body’s screaming for attention. Finally his finger slides down my cleft, still wet from his cum. He glides so easily up and down, and every time he rubs over my clit, it’s like a jolt of lightening goes through me. His eyes are so intense, watching my every reaction, and I can see he’s getting turned on too. I can feel his cock against my leg growing harder. He knows exactly where to touch me to drive me wild. How much pressure to apply to make my eyes roll in the back of my head. He plunges his fingers inside me. My back arches, ass comes off the couch. How does he know exactly where that spot is, the one that makes everything go dark and glow at the same time? My moans fill the office.

      I’m almost there. I feel it coming. He presses harder on that certain spot. Whether I want to or not, I can’t stop the climax.

      “I need you to marry me,” he says.

      My eyes spring open just as my orgasm roars through me. My brain is rattled. I can hardly think straight as my breath comes out of me in gasps.

      Maybe it was a lack of oxygen to my brain that made me think I heard that. He didn’t just ask me to marry him, did he? How can that be right? It doesn’t make any sense. Not at all.

      I stare at him blankly, blinking, waiting for him to speak again. It takes him a while before he does. “I need a wife, Savanna. Even if it’s a pretend one. It’s the only way my new partner will sign up to this firm. I’ve made a mess of things, but after the merger is complete, we can work it all out. You won’t need to stay married to me. But if you don’t agree to this before Mr. Sapline arrives, I may just lose the firm. I may lose everything.”

      I continue to stare at him. I understand the words coming out of his mouth, but the meaning, well, this just can’t be right. “Is that why you hired me? Is that what all of this,” I wave a hand at our naked bodies, “is all about?”

      Did he use me? My stomach starts to hurt. I want to get dressed, run away from this, take some space to figure this out, but he has his weight on me, holding me down.

      He looks appalled that I would even suggest such a thing. “Do you honestly think I could do something like that?”

      I’ve known Lonnie all my life, and it doesn’t seem like him to use me. But everything has happened so quickly, and unexpectedly, that I can’t help but wonder whether he set me up. And added to that, I’ve fantasized for years about being with him, and now it’s finally happened. I guess my insecurities are getting the best of me, because with this new wrinkle, I start to think I was crazy to believe he’d ever want me without another motive.

      Then there’s another part of me, the me that’s still floating in the orgasmic blissed out bubble we just created, who would be on cloud nine to even pretend to be married to Lonnie, my teen obsession, my now obsession. Even if it were temporary and all an act, well I’m giddy just thinking about it. But that kernel of excitement, that hope bubbling in my tummy, that’s dangerous. Because it’s those feelings that can lead me to heartache.

      “Lonnie, I don’t know. Everything about this idea seems wrong,” I finally say. Even though, in my heart, it feels right. “And what if my family finds out? Fake marriage or not, my dad would lose his mind.”

      He sighs. “I know he would.”

      I sigh too because I know what I’m about to say and I don’t know if it’s the right decision or not. But I just got my dream job, and if I don’t do this, that will disappear. I’ll have to leave the city, go back to the boondocks and crappy apartments with roommates, back to my barista uniform. I don’t want to take that step backwards. I don’t want to lose it all when I’ve only just gotten started. And being Lonnie’s wife—even if it’s not real—would be an adolescent dream come true.

      “I’ll do it,” I tell him.

      He smiles and starts to speak, but I hold up my hand to stop him. “On one condition.”

      His eyebrows lift. “Negotiations? I like that. You’re thinking like a real lawyer.”

      “So what’s this condition of yours?” he asks.

      “My family can’t find out about this, not under any circumstance.”

      He kisses me. “You’re amazing and yes, I agree to your terms. I will do everything in my power to make sure none of your family finds out. I won’t let our pretend marriage interfere with our real lives. We’ll keep it strictly to the workplace.”

      I start to feel better about the plan even though I know lying to his new partner is wrong. I start to wonder how he plans to keep this from my family. This city is big, but it’s not that big when it comes to lawyers and their gossip. Both of my parents are lawyers and if they even catch a whiff of a rumor of Lonnie getting married, they’re going investigate.
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      My parents call after I get home from my long day at work. My mom wants to come visit me, and I have no choice but to break down and tell her I took a job in the city with Lonnie. She was going to find out at some point anyway. I might as well rip that band aid off. She’s not happy to say the least, and my dad is absolutely pissed. I can hear him in the background ranting and raving as my mom gives me a lecture. “That son of a bitch” this, and “That son of a bitch” that. They’re just as down on Lonnie as the last time I mentioned him. Time hasn’t healed whatever happened between them. I want to ask them why they’re so angry, and what happened between them to end so many years of a loyal friendship, but I’ve tried that before, and they refuse to discuss it with me. So I let it go and don’t even bother asking.

      “How did this even happen?” my mom asks, exasperated.

      I explain to them how Lonnie showed up in the coffee shop and offered me the job after I told him I graduated from law school with honors. Though they’re not happy about my decision, they can’t deny that it’s a great opportunity. All that money they spent on me to go to school was being wasted on preparing expensive cups of cheap coffee. I explain to them that I need this opportunity. I can’t live on minimum wage forever.

      By the end of the conversation, they’ve mellowed out a bit, but they’re still uncomfortable with the idea. I’m afraid my dad may call Lonnie at some point, somehow ruining this opportunity for me, but for now they seem managed. I just have to be really careful with this whole marriage arrangement because if they can barely stand the idea of me working with Lonnie, they’ll be apoplectic if they ever found out I married him.  Even if it is just a temporary marriage for convenience

      I don’t know why, but when I think of this marriage being fake and temporary, it makes me sad. My emotions are all over the place. I’d love to blame it on PMS, but it’s nowhere near that time of the month.

      I decide to lay down for a bit before I make dinner, try to distract myself from this marriage thing for a while. I pick up my phone and start scrolling through my emails, catching up on the latest celebrity gossip and news. My eyes start to feel heavy, and I let myself ease into sleep. Whoever furnished this place did an excellent job. Not only is it stylish, but it’s comfortable too. I’ve never owned such a cozy bed before. A few minutes of shut eye and then I’ll get up and make dinner.

      Burying myself under my comforter, I fall asleep right away. I dream about my wedding, but in my dream it’s not pretend. It’s a grand affair with all of my family and friends there. Their smiling and approving faces surround me. The sun is low in the sky, light streaming through tall, lush trees. The dream is so real that I can feel the dappled sun on my skin, I can smell the forest air, fresh pine, and feel its damp coolness on my skin. I can hear the birds chirping from their perches high up and hidden from view. Clusters of butterflies flit around flower arrangements set up on tall tables surrounding the ceremony area. There’s a small clearing with chairs draped in white silk. Lights are strung up in rows overhead, looking like thousands of fireflies. The cascading flower arrangements fill the clearing with a fragrance that could only be described as happiness and light. I’m wearing a white sleeveless dress with intricate beading on the heart-shaped bodice and a flowing train. My something borrowed is my mother’s platinum Tiffany anklet that I’ve coveted since I was a child. My something blue is my grandmother’s firefly broach that I’ve turned into a hair clip, and my something new is my beautiful ring that’s being carried down the aisle on a pillow by the ring bearer.

      My father is by my side, walking me down the aisle, our elbows linked. Lonnie waits for us with a smile so full of love and devotion I can’t help but start to cry. It’s a dream, but it’s so real that I ache when I wake up and realize none of it is true. There’s no wedding, no relationship. It’s all fake. But the tear trailing down my cheek isn’t. The emotions I feel are very real.

      I wipe it away and look at the back of my wet hand, confused. I can’t believe I was just crying over a dream. But it was so real. So is this ache.

      There’s a knock at the door and I hurry to wipe my face so there’s no trace of tears left on my cheeks. I wonder if my parents decided to come straight to my apartment instead of waiting for the weekend. My mom sounded anxious on the phone. It wouldn’t surprise me one bit if they drove over as soon as we hung up.

      I open the door, but it’s not my parents. Lonnie stands at the threshold holding two cups of coffee. He’s wearing a different suit than he was wearing earlier in the day. Instead of his navy tie, he’s wearing a red one. The shock of color is bright and beautiful on him.

      His steady, approving gaze starts at my bare feet, following all the way up my smooth, tanned legs, and up the t-shirt I changed into when I got home from work earlier. His gaze lingers on my breasts a short moment before meeting my eyes. His smile curves at one corner.

      “I wanted to drive you to work this morning. That’s an interesting choice for work attire. Bold. I like it.”

      “Work?” I say, confused.

      I walk over to the windows where the curtains are closed. I feel Lonnie’s eyes following me. I throw open the curtains and see the early morning sun rising in the distance. My heart slams against my ribs so sudden and jarring that it makes me hiccup. I swing away from the window to look at the clock.

      7AM.

      Shit!

      “I laid down to take a rest after work last night. How could I have slept straight through the night?”

      It actually makes perfect sense I slept through the night. Yesterday was my first day of work as a lawyer. The day I finally fucked the man I’ve been lusting after for years. Then he proposed marriage to me, albeit fake. And to top it off, I had a pretty explosive and difficult conversation with my parents. It’s amazing I woke up when I heard Lonnie knocking at my door.

      I look at Lonnie, desperate. He must think I’m so irresponsible. It’s only my second day and already I’m screwing it all up. He doesn’t look disappointed, though. If anything he looks amused.

      “I’m so sorry,” I tell him, rushing to my room to get dressed. He follows me, watching with a smirk as I fumble to find something to wear in my cluttered drawers. I still need to take the time to organize all my things. With the work load I have, I don’t know how I’ll ever get any unpacking done. “It’ll only take me a moment.”

      “I had a feeling you were burning yourself out, spending all those hours working last night.”

      “No, I swear I can handle the workload …”

      He takes my arms gently in his hands and turns me toward him. I’m out of breath. The frantic beat of my heart makes me light-headed and slightly nauseous. I always get that way when I’m nervous.

      The coffee is no longer in his hands. I look over and see them on the bedside table. He takes the wrinkled blouse clutched in my fist and tosses it on the bed, grabs my hand and pulls me close to him. He smells like cologne. Something expensive. I look up at him and there’s that same look of desire on his face when he was in my office yesterday. He leans in, brushing the loose hair from my face. His lips press against mine. I open my mouth, inviting him in. Our tongues mingle as his arm curls around my waist and he pulls me close enough to feel his arousal. It’s pressed against me, leaving no room for the imagination, and no doubt that he wants me as much as I want him. I gasp into his open mouth.

      He reaches down to touch my smooth legs, and moves his hands up until he’s cupping my ass. He starts to reach for the hem of my panties, and I anticipate him ripping them off of me. I excitedly wait for it. Then suddenly he lets go and steps away, leaving me confused with my mouth still open.

      “We don’t have time,” he says with a little smirk on his face.

      “Right, of course,” I say. My heart sinks a bit. Though I know we’re late for work because of me, and I know that we need to get to the office, his sudden step away from me feels like a rejection. I’m a little sad, and a lot sexually frustrated.

      I start to get dressed and he comes up to me to help, which stops the sting of his rejection a bit. His body language tells me he wants me, and so does the hard-on pressing against his pants, but he’s holding back. The look on his face mirrors my own. He wants to rip my clothes off, not put them on, I can tell.

      We take the elevator down to the garage together. He drives the sexiest sports car I’ve ever seen. An Alfa Romeo, black with a mirror shine to it that radiates even in the dim glow of the basement lights.

      He opens the door for me, and I slide into the buttery leather seats. The dashboard looks like a flight panel and the screen is the biggest I’ve seen in any car, it’s more like a TV. When he turns on the car, everything lights up in a red glow. The engine roars to life, echoing off the garage walls. He looks sexy driving it, too. Confident. He’s the human version of this car. Sexy, sleek, and full of power. I get wet just looking at him.

      Damn this sexual frustration.

      He pulls the car out of the garage and into the bright morning. I open my mouth to apologize again for making us late. I want him to know how sorry I am, and that I’m not some flaky girl who doesn’t care about her job. I want him to know how much I appreciate him putting everything on the line for me. I know it can’t be easy for him to hire his ex-best friend’s daughter, knowing it could make things even worse for their relationship.

      But before I can say anything, his hand slides over the center console between us and ends up on my leg. When his hand slides up my leg and under my skirt, I wonder if that’s why he suggested I wear it rather than the slacks I had started to grab out of the drawer.

      There was no time to look for panties, so I didn’t bother wearing them. He gets to my thighs and my legs instinctively open for him. His fingers slide skillfully up and down the lips of my pussy, tentatively exploring every fold of that sensitive place. He glances at me several times while still managing to keep the car carefully on the road.

      The muscles in my stomach twitch when he touches my clit. His fingers caress me with a slow, steady motion that increases my pleasure. I feel the warm wetness leaking from me, dripping onto his hand. If he’s worried about it getting on his leather seats, he doesn’t indicate it.

      “Fuck, you’re already so wet,” he says as he drives his fingers deep into me.

      I lean the seat back and open myself up for him. I don’t know how he manages to maneuver the vehicle and drive me crazy at the same time with such expertise. It’s a good thing the windows are tinted because we would definitely get pulled over. The urge to push harder against his fingers is maddening, but I don’t do that because the amount of pressure he’s using is perfect. If I push too hard, I might come, and right now, I just want to enjoy this feeling as long as I can.

      “God, you’re good at this,” I say, biting my lip and fighting against my pending orgasm.

      I look over at him just as he licks his lips, and I can tell he wants a taste of me.

      I dip my fingers into my pussy, intertwining mine with his while they’re inside me. When my fingers are nice and coated, I pull them out and reach over to put them in his mouth. He groans and sucks them clean. His hand moves faster, finger fucking me hard and fast.

      “You taste so good, I can’t wait to eat that pussy,” he growls.

      I reach over and rub the hard mound in his pants. Not too much. I don’t want him to come and make a mess of himself before we get to the office. We can’t have the boss showing up to work in trousers crusted with cum. I just want to tease him a little. Telling by the smile on his face, it’s working.

      I’m so wet that he manages to slip in three fingers with ease. My hips sway with his movements. I watch his hand as it expertly brings me closer and closer to my climax.

      My head rolls back. “That feels so good,” I purr.

      The faster he strokes my clit the wetter I get until it flows freely from me. I’m loose and pliable and so ready for him to drive his cock into me right now. I know that can’t happen, but my body is practically demanding it. That intense feeling starts to climb, and I know I’m close. This is the point to of no return.

      “Oh, fuck,” I cry out. For the first time, the car starts to drift off the road just a little. He’s quick to get it under control. His smile sways.

      That feeling climbs and climbs, and my body starts to violently quiver as my orgasm racks my body. Like the end of a wild rollercoaster ride, I start to come down from the high, and glide to a satisfying stop at the end. My breathing slows, my heart becomes a steady beat again and I feel my unmoving smile freeze in place.

      I could melt into these seats and fall asleep right now with how content I feel. I’m looking out the window, basking in the afterglow of my orgasm when I noticed we’re not heading in the direction of the office. We’re going in completely opposite direction. I haven’t been in the city that long, but I know the way to the office from my place, and this isn’t it.

      “Where are we going?” I ask. He makes a left turn and pulls up in front of a large jewelry store.

      “We need to pick you out a ring,” he says.

      “What?”

      He gets out of the car and comes around my side to open the door. I get out, smoothing my shirt and skirt, feeling disheveled and not nearly put together enough to be in a place like this. Not to mention the wet stain on the bottom of my skirt that will surely turn white and crusty when it dries.

      “I can’t go in there, I don’t even have makeup on,” I tell him. They’ll take one look at me and think I’m here to shoplift. That or they’ll think it’s a Pretty Woman situation. Oh God, I can’t do this.

      Lonnie laughs. “You look amazing. You’re a natural beauty. You don’t need makeup.” He takes my hand in his. “Come on, I made an appointment. They’re waiting for us.”

      He had this all planned out?

      We go in and the woman behind the counter steps out to greet us. She’s all class and poise and I look like … well, someone who just got fingered in a car.

      Lonnie tells her we have an appointment, then gives her his name and she perks up even more than she had when we first walked in.

      “I have several selections picked out for you to choose from. I think you’ll be very pleased,” she says.

      The woman brings out a tray of rings tucked into a velvet box. There are several different, elegant styles, and all so very beautiful. And expensive. Platinum and diamonds no smaller than three carrots at least. These are the kinds of rings where I will feel the weight of it on my finger.

      “Do you like any of these?” Lonnie asks.

      “Are you kidding? I love them all.”

      My head is spinning as I look at each one. There’s one in particular that catches my eye, though. It’s not the biggest, or the most elaborate. But it’s absolutely perfect. It’s three diamonds set in a simple platinum band.

      I don’t say anything, but Lonnie sees the ring I’ve chosen and picks it up. He must have been able to tell by the look on my face when I saw it.

      “This is the one, right?” he asks.

      I can only nod. The ring is so stunning it takes my breath away and the words right out of my mouth.

      He slips it onto my finger, and it fits perfectly, as if it were made for me. We are silent as he holds my hand in his, looking down at the ring on my finger. There’s tension in the air, but not in a bad way. It’s thick with an emotion I can’t necessarily place. It’s just weight all around me. There’s something comforting about it. I wonder if he can feel it too.

      This is supposed to be a business deal between us, but right now, that’s not at all what this feels like.
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      Seeing Savanna with the ring on her finger hits me like a fist to the chest. I’ve never been the kind of guy to settle down. Not that I’ve never wanted to, I’ve just never found the right woman who made me want the domestic life. But seeing Savanna again… something has changed. I feel it in every fiber of my body. I’m also not the kind of guy who get emotional about much, but right now, there are no words to describe how I feel.

      I pay for the ring and we leave. As I drive, I keep glancing at the ring, sparkling on her finger. I keep catching her glancing at it as well. She takes my breath away. We drive downtown to the office in silence, and I wonder if she feels that something has shifted between us too.

      When we get back to the office, we each go to our own offices, says a terse goodbye as not to attract much attention. I sit down at my desk, the sun streaked across the room. There’s so much work to be done, and this little trek today will no doubt put me behind, but still, I can’t seem to get my head in the game.

      I can still smell her on my fingers. I put them up to my nose and breathe in her sweet scent. It’s addictive. It sets off fireworks in my head. Each time I smell her, my body wakes up. I can’t stop. Without realizing it, I keep bringing my fingers to my nose. I need it like air, like a drug.

      My dick is a rock in my slacks. I get up and go to my private bathroom and lock the door in case Mick is around. I don’t want to be interrupted.

      I unzip my pants and roll down my boxer briefs a bit, letting my erection free, finally. I stroke my cock slowly, wanting this feeling to last. I brace myself on the sink with one hand, pumping my cock with my other. Twisting slowly from base to tip, paying extra attention to the head and the sensitive spot just below the ridge. I picture Savanna in the passenger seat of my car, her legs spread for me, her pussy so hot and wet on my fingers. I pump a little faster, remembering how she lifted up her ass to give me better access. I think about her finger, dipping into her pussy and then tracing my lips with her sweet, sweet juices. Sucking her finger clean. My dick is weeping now with precum, and I focus on the head, jerking it in short strokes. Her sounds from earlier fill my head, and I hold my fist still, and fuck into it, imagining it’s Savanna’s tight pussy.

      My mind drifts to the look on her face when she saw the ring and when I slipped it on her finger.

      My dick explodes suddenly and I’m coming so hard I have to steady myself against the sink to keep from falling over. My mind can’t form a straight thought for a moment. My eyes can’t see. I’m lust blind.

      When the world comes back into focus, I realize that when she saw that ring for the first time and I slipped it onto her finger, everything changed in that moment. This stopped being a business deal between us.

      I sigh, zip up my pants and wash my hands. Looking in the mirror, I don’t recognize myself. There’s something agonized about my expression. Am I really falling for this girl?

      I adjust my tie and head out of the bathroom. I need to get back to work. Maybe if I can bury myself in work, I can get my focus back and stop thinking about Savanna for longer than five minutes.

      As I walk back into my office, I notice someone sitting outside by the reception desk. I know I didn’t have any appointments for the day. I made sure of it so there would be plenty of time for Savanna to pick out her ring.

      When I get closer, I realize it’s Stan. Shit. Does Savanna know her dad is here? She must have broken the news to him about the new job. My shoulders tense when I see my former best friend. He stands when our eyes meet. As I leave my office to greet him, he smooths his suit jacket and adjusts his cuffs. I reach out to shake his hand. We wear matching neutral expressions. Both the seasoned poker players that we need to be in court. It works well in this situation, too.

      He reaches his hand out as well, but I’m not sure yet if he plans to shake my hand with it or punch me. I’m not sure he knows what he’s planning either at first. In the end, he shakes my hand, but with a grip firmer than necessary.

      “I hear my daughter is working for you,” he says. His jaw clenches at the end of his words.

      He cuts right to the point. Stan has never been the type to dance around an issue. It’s what makes him such a good lawyer.

      “It’s true,” I say.

      Stan takes a step back. There’s a quiet unease in the way he starts to pace the floor.

      “My wife and I would like to invite you over for dinner,” he says.

      Not Rina, but his wife, as if we haven’t known each other most of our lives. Like he hasn’t been my best friend since college.

      The invitation is so sudden and out of nowhere, I find myself stammering. “I don’t know if my schedule—”

      He cuts me off with a sigh. “Rina asked me to invite you. She misses you.” He hesitates. “I do too. Things ended poorly all those years ago.”

      It’s my turn to cut him off. He’s clearly uncomfortable opening up. This is the first time the olive branch has been extended between us since we parted ways that day he and Rina asked me not to come around anymore.

      I smile and say, “I’d love to come to dinner. Forget what happened in the past. It’s not important.”

      Stan seems relieved. He steps forward with his arms extended and we hug briefly.

      He tells me the time and date for dinner before he leaves my waiting room and I agree to be there. I wonder if Savanna will be at that dinner as well, but I don’t ask.

      I watch as Stan walks toward Savanna’s office. The other offices in the suite are partitioned by glass, so I see everything. I watch her pale when she sees her dad. She’s doing everything she can to hide the ring on her hand. I can tell she’s freaked out. So am I. How would we even start to explain that situation? I want to know what Stan is saying because it’s impossible to read his lips from where I’m standing.

      When Stan leaves, Savanna looks over at me like she could feel me watching her. She stands, all elegance and grace, even though I can tell she’s shaken. She walks out to meet me at reception.

      “That was intense,” she says

      “What did he say?”

      “Not much, really. Which surprises the hell out of me. He just complimented my office and said he was proud of me for working so hard.”

      My whole body sighs with relief. At least he didn’t notice the ring.

      I take Savanna by the hand and go back to my office with its solid wood walls and plenty of privacy in case her dad shows up again. I close the door and immediately wrap my arms around her, slipping my hand in hers. I can feel the shape of the ring on her finger. She stops shaking the moment I press her body against mine.

      “Everything is going to be fine,” I assure her.

      [image: ]
* * *

      We decide to go to lunch at a deli down the street so we can go over the details of the marriage before Mr. Sapline arrives. We need to make this relationship believable. He needs to have no doubts that we are husband and wife.

      That’s how the conversation starts at first. It’s very formal, with bullet points and underlined words. Then I find myself forgetting to take notes and just enjoying all the little bits of information I learn about her. Her likes and dislikes. I learn that her favorite drink is a Long Island iced tea, her favorite food comes from a truck and is served on a stick. The furthest place she’s ever traveled is the Oregon coast. She likes buying makeup but doesn’t wear much of it. She loves dogs despite being allergic to them, and she’s been known to snuggle and pet random dogs on the street even though she breaks into hives moments later. “For the right dog,” she tells me, a brilliant smile breaking across her face, “it’s worth a dose of Benadryl.”

      There are things about her that surprise the hell out of me and things that we have in common. I would never have guessed that she’s huge Boston Bruins hockey fan just like me, and she likes the New York Giants, just like me as well. Suddenly she’s hotter than ever before. A girly girl and a tom boy all wrapped up into one. There’s nothing sexier than that.

      It’s all the things a husband should know about a wife and I’m soaking up every bit of information.

      She seems surprised that I would rather spend a day lying around on the beach eating street tacos than dining in Michelin starred restaurants, and that the only lavish thing I own is my car. I live in a pretty modest home even though I could afford something much more ostentatious, but that’s just not me. I prefer comfort over elaborate luxury.

      By the end of lunch my face hurts from smiling so much. I can’t remember the last time—if there was ever a time—I enjoyed the company of a woman this much. And it turns out sports are not the only things we have in common. The longer we sit here getting to know each other, the more I love about her. There’s no denying our compatibility.

      “It sounds like we’re a perfect match for each other,” I say.

      “It does, doesn’t it?”

      She blushes and smiles beautifully. I wish we could stay here and talk forever. But there’s so much to get done before Mr. Sapline gets to the office.
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      I can’t believe how much Lonnie and I have in common. I knew we got along well when I was younger, but I had no idea just how much we are alike. I wonder if I’m this way because of his influence growing up. We must have watched sports together at my parents’ house when I was younger. I know I didn’t get that from my father. We’re just so perfect for each other. We could be great if it wasn’t for my parents and this giant secret between us.

      The next evening I pull into the driveway of my mom and dad’s house. I park and take the ring off my finger, leaving it in the center consul of my car. I really don’t want to take it off. I love the feel of it on my finger and it already feels comfortable there. I feel naked without it.

      My dad had asked me to come to dinner to catch up when he’d stopped at the firm. I’m sure they just want to grill me about my job with Lonnie. I don’t want to tell them too many details before they tell me why they all had a falling out all those years ago. I really can’t imagine the cause of the rift at all. Right now, all I want is to get through this evening together. The less drama, the better.

      I go up the stairs to the mansion I grew up in. When I was younger, I never thought much of it. It was just home to me. Then I moved into a cramped apartment with roommates and I started to really recognize the privilege I had. Now the place seems massive. Too much house for only two people.

      When I get into the house, I toss my keys and purse onto the small table next to the door and make my way into the dining room where I know they’ll be waiting for me. I’m ten minutes late and they are sticklers for punctuality. My dad will give me a lecture all about making good impressions. I can recite it in my head already: “Savanna, you don’t want to be the lawyer the judge remembers as the one who walked into chambers ten minutes after everyone else. Impressions matter, Savanna.”

      I turn the corner into the dining room and freeze. Because sitting at the table, with my mom and dad, is Lonnie.  Why didn’t he tell me he was coming over for dinner? Why didn’t my parents mention it? If they had, I would’ve dressed up a bit rather than throwing on this stretched out sweater and old worn-out jeans. He looks a little surprised to see me too. He, like always, is dressed very elegantly. Not a full suit and tie like at work, but he still wears a sports coat with a crisp button-down shirt. The top button is casually left undone. I guess, like my dad, that’s his version of casual. Always the professional.

      My mom stands up from the impeccable table treatment. She’s wearing pearls and a casual dress with sensible heels. She’s pulled out the good china and gold table runner that she only uses for special occasions. And here I thought we were just having a simple meal. I guess with Lonnie here they feel the need to impress.

      My mom wraps me into a big hug. She smells like Chanel, the scent of my childhood that instantly brings memories of laughter and love and home. I may be mad about how they treated Lonnie, dismissing him so easily the way they did, but they were good parents—a bit overprotective, but always caring.

      “Look at us all together again,” she says with her big, white porcelain veneer smile. “Just like when you were young. Don’t you remember that, when Lonnie was always over for dinner?”

      Of course I remember. I was in love with him.

      I glance over at Lonnie. His face is neutral, pleasant. I wonder what he’s thinking. How could he not be mad at them for abandoning him? He smiles and winks at me, not looking upset at all. If he’s not, then I’m going to try to let it go too. I have to look away to keep my feelings for him from being too obvious.

      We sit down to eat. The whole thing is awkward. There’s so much sexual tension between Lonnie and me that I’m afraid everyone else can feel it too. Sometimes when I look at him, I forget my parents are here. I’m glad they’re usually oblivious to everything in their personal life—never when it comes to work, of course, but definitely when it comes to me.

      We eat, but I’m not hungry. I’m too nervous. I can’t remember the last time we were all together like this. I remember coming home from college my first year and Lonnie was simply…gone. No explanation offered, and it just seemed that he was erased from our lives. Erased from my parents’ memories. Well, I certainly never forgot about him. Things seem to be a little warmer between them all, but I can’t even imagine what they would say if they found out about this fake marriage.

      We finish our dinner and my dad pours us drinks. He’s always made the best martinis, which is what my mom and I have, while he and Lonnie sip at his expensive scotch.

      “Why don’t we take our drinks to the hot tub,” my mom suggests.

      “I don’t have a suit,” I tell her.

      I used to keep clothes at their house for this very reason, but when I moved to the city, I came to pick everything up.

      “I still have one of your old ones here,” she says. “Lonnie can wear a pair of your dad’s trunks.”

      I open my mouth to argue. My mom has a way of shushing people without saying a word. Just a simple motion of the hand.

      “It’s a beautiful evening, I won’t take no for an answer.”

      She never does. It’s what makes her a great lawyer, just like my dad.

      I sigh, knowing there’s no sense in arguing.

      I follow her upstairs to my old room. It looks just as it did when I left it when I was a teen going off to college. Same posters of the bands I used to listen to then but who I can’t stand now, same bottles of perfume and makeup that should probably be tossed out after all this time. In my dresser I find the old one-piece bathing suit she was talking about. It’s navy blue with white stripes going down the sides. It has a sporty look to it. I remember I used to wear it to go to the public pool when I was on the swim team at school. I was sixteen then, and my boobs and hips were much smaller. I put it on, but it barely fits. My chest spills out in a mountain of cleavage. I didn’t think it was possible for a sporty one piece to look provocative, but somehow it manages to do just that.

      “It’s a little small,” my mom says, trying to make it sound better than it is. “It’ll work for now.”

      I look at myself in the mirror. Oh well. It’s nothing Lonnie hasn’t seen before.
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      I swore to myself, when Savanna walked through the door of her parents’ house, that I would behave myself. I was sure I could, but she looked so amazing in just a casual sweater and jeans that fit her perfectly. I love when she wears her sexy office attire—it gives me naughty secretary fantasy thoughts—but seeing her so relaxed in her everyday clothes … there’s just something effortless and beautiful about it. God, it’s going to be hard for me to keep my hands to myself.

      I’m sitting in the hot tub with Stan, sipping scotch, when Savanna walks out in her one-piece bathing suit. Damn, it’s a good thing my dick is hidden by the bubbling water. There would be no hiding my hard-on otherwise.

      I watch her walk toward me with owl-like focus. The bathing suit it too small, making her cleavage look good enough to eat. I can see the full outline of her pussy. It’s bordering on erotic, even though it’s not the type of bathing suit that would usually make me have those thoughts.

      Her mom laughs and Savanna’s face turns red.

      “Her bathing suit may be a bit older than I thought,” Rina says.

      I swear I could come right now. Looking at her is driving me crazy. I want to fuck her so bad, but I know I have to control myself around her parents.

      Savanna sits next to me in the hot tub. Her leg brushes against mine. I fight the urge to groan and slip my hand under the water to touch her. Instead, I grip my drink with all my strength and look at Stan. We talk about contracts and mergers. He gives me advice about Mr. Sapline, and I do my best to forget about the goddess sitting next to me.

      It’s getting late and I’m tired. I’m about to call it night when suddenly all the lights go out and the bubbles in the hot tub stop, leaving us in complete darkness and silence except for a dog barking in the distance.

      “What’s going on?” Rina asks. She gets out of the hot tub and wraps herself in a towel.

      “It’s probably just the breaker.” Stan gets out too.

      I start to stand but Rina says, “You two stay here. We’ll go check it out. I’m sure we just have a few too many appliances running in the kitchen.”

      I sink back into the water. As soon as Savanna’s parents are in the house, I pull her onto my lap. I can only behave myself for so long. I need her.

      She lets out a little giggle. But then she feels how hard I am and twists her body to look at me with a sly grin. I grind against her slowly and she lets out a shaky breath, pushing back against me, urging me on. There’s not a second to waste. Her parents could come back out at any moment.

      I reach down and pull my cock out of my shorts while she pulls the bottom part of her bathing suit to the side. I slide into her with one swift thrust. She gasps and starts to ride me fast and hard.

      “We have to be quick,” she says in a breathy voice.

      The way she’s riding me, it won’t take long at all before I explode. I can tell she’s fighting off the sounds of pleasure she normally is so generous with. Instead, she lets out soft little grunts.

      I grab her gorgeous tits in my hand and knead them. I want so badly to have her nipple in my mouth, but I can’t risk it. We have to keep our suits on. She grabs one of my hands and puts it on her hard-little clit. I roll it between my fingers, wishing it was between my lips instead. Her body starts to shudder and convulse.

      “I’m going to come,” she says.

      I cover her mouth as her moans grow too loud, so her parents won’t hear. If they find out about us, it will guarantee that I’ll never see her again.

      I want to say that my fear of losing her is because I need her to seal the deal between me and Mr. Sapline, but I’d be lying if I said that was the only reason. What I really want is her. At some point, she got under my skin without me even realizing it. These feelings I have for her came out of nowhere. They were so unexpected. I’m still trying to come to terms with them.

      Thinking about her being mine is more than I can take. I come hard, my whole body going rigid as I unload into her silky warm depths.

      The lights come on, shocking my eyes and leaving dots in front of my vision. Savanna scurries off my lap, back to where she was sitting before. I put my dick away just as her parents come outside.

      Her mom smiles triumphantly. “All fixed.”
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      The next morning is the meeting with Mr. Sapline. I’m so nervous I can’t sit still and start to pace the floor in front of the window. I have to do breathing exercises to keep calm. They aren’t working.

      Lonnie walks into my office. “How are you?” he asks.

      “Nervous,” I admit.

      He takes my hand and touches the ring on my finger. “Everything is going to be fine. Just be yourself—obsessed with me,” he teases.

      I laugh. I know he’s joking, but it’s true. I have become obsessed with him. Maybe I always have been.

      I hug him, and I’m comforted by the strength of his arms around me. “Thank you for helping me relax.”

      “That’s what husbands are for.”

      I love it when he says things like that. It’s bittersweet because he’s not really my husband, but it still feels great to hear him say it.

      We sit on the couch and go over the details of our marriage once again. We cover everything that Mr. Sapline could possibly ask.

      Lonnie goes back to his office to draw up papers. I take a deep breath when Mr. Sapline finally arrives. Mick leads Mr. Sapline to the meeting room and gives me the kind of look that implies “good luck.” I smile at him and nod.

      I can do this.

      Mr. Sapline walks in. He’s no more than five-foot-six, yet his presence fills the room. His features are sharp, pointed, just like his gaze. He wears an expensive suit, tailored in a way that makes him seem taller than he is.

      He shakes my hand. His hands are as soft as a woman’s. I don’t think he’s experienced manual labor a day in his life.

      Lonnie is still in his office so it’s up to me to make the introduction. “I’m Savanna, Lonnie’s wife.”

      I love the way those words roll off my tongue. They sound so natural, so perfect.

      “Very nice to meet you Savanna.”

      “Can I give you the tour?” I ask.

      “I’ve been to the office before. No need.” He’s very blunt, but not rude.

      Luckily Lonnie comes out of his office and I’m relieved. Mr. Sapline looks between me and Lonnie with his sharp stare.

      “How old are you, Savanna?” he asks.

      I lift my eyebrows, taken aback a moment. Most women might take offence to such a personal question, a question that we’re notoriously known to lie about. But I don’t mind. I appreciate Mr. Sapline’s blunt nature.

      “I’m twenty-five.”

      He looks at Lonnie, a look I’m struggling to translate. Is that disapproval? I just don’t know. It’s obvious Lonnie and I have a wide age difference—he’s as old as my dad, after all. But I didn’t think that would be a problem. It never crossed my mind, and it’s not something we planned for. I can’t tell if Lonnie is concerned or not. They’re both so poised and neutral. I guess you have to have a great poker face to be a lawyer. That’s something I’m going to have to work on myself.

      I don’t think I can take this stand-off any longer. Then Mr. Sapline starts to laugh, a hearty sound, breaking the tension. He shakes Lonnie’s hand. “Age is but a number, right?” he says.

      Lonnie nods with a hint of a smile. All the muscles in my body that had turned to stone, slowly start to relax. We sit down for the meeting. Mr. Sapline and Lonnie throw around numbers, and files, and client names. I take notes. There’s a lot but it all seems to go well. By the end of the meeting, we’re laughing and shaking hands. Papers are exchanged and a deal is made. The conversation veers away from business. Mr. Sapline seems more interested in our personal lives. We discuss everything we studied. Not so much about the past that is all made up lies, but more about the current state of our relationship. That part we don’t have to rehearse. It all comes out truthfully because it’s about feelings. My laughter and adoration are all real. The fake marriage starts to blur into something that also feels real. I start to wonder if we could actually become a real couple.

      “It’s late,” Mr. Sapline says at the end of the meeting. “I think I’ll head back to my motel now.”

      We stand and shake hands.

      “It’s so nice to meet you, Savanna. I’m happy to have you part of this team.”

      “I’m happy to be a part of it.”

      Once he’s gone, Lonnie sweeps me into a hug and spins me around the room and kisses me.

      “This calls for a celebration,” Lonnie says.

      “It absolutely does.”

      “I’m making a reservation for us. Someplace special.”

      “I’ll meet you in the car. I just need to grab my stuff,” I say.

      Lonnie goes to the car and I head to my office to grab my purse and sweater. I get a text on my way. Unlocking my phone screen I see it’s from my dad. He tells me that he’s going to invite Lonnie onto his boat for a fishing trip this weekend and that he’s happy they have reconnected after all these years. He also says he’s surprised that Lonnie has accepted their friendship back so willingly.

      I close my phone, confused. My stomach feels like it’s in knots. I’d been starving just moments ago and now I don’t think I can eat a thing. What does he mean that he’s surprised that Lonnie accepted their friendship back so willingly? I always thought maybe Lonnie did something to anger my parents. It never occurred to me that maybe it was my parents who were the ones behind him leaving. Now I’m really curious. I know my parents won’t talk about it and I wonder why Lonnie hasn’t told me. I’ve had a feeling he’s been keeping something from me, I just didn’t know what. I noticed from the moment we reconnected, and he offered me the job. I wonder if it has something to do with the secret between them.

      I try to push it from my mind. Tonight is a night to celebrate and that’s what I’m going to do. But I’m determined to find out what happened, and what Lonnie and my parents are hiding from me.
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      My dad ended up inviting me and my mom on the fishing trip with him and Lonnie. I guess he wasn’t comfortable with it being just the two of them. I don’t think he had anything to worry about. They’re acting like nothing ever happened, like they don’t have a secret that they’re keeping from me.

      It’s a beautiful day out on the open sea. A perfect day to be out. It’s been a while since I’ve been on my parents’ yacht. With their busy schedules, they don’t take it out much. When Lonnie was still coming around, they took it out nearly every weekend—that or their houseboat on the lake. When Lonnie took off and they all stopped being friends together, a lot of things changed. Those are such good memories that feel somehow tainted now.

      I stand in the kitchen, cutting carrots for the salad, watching Lonnie and my dad from the window talk out on the deck. They hold beers in their hands, chatting and laughing like old chums.

      I watch the curve of Lonnie’s mouth, the wrinkling in the corner of his eyes when he smiles. He’s so beautiful it’s hard to look at him sometimes. I get butterflies in my stomach every time. I wonder if that will ever go away.

      “Careful, Savanna, you’ll cut your finger off,” my mom says from the stove where she’s boiling potatoes.

      I stop cutting and look down at my finger. There’s less than an inch between my finger and the blade of the knife. That was a close one.

      Even though I look at Lonnie and find him to be the most beautiful man I’ve ever seen, I’m starting to get angrier by the minute, knowing everyone in this boat is lying to me.

      I finish making the salad and tell my mom I need some air. The food smells amazing, yet it’s turning my stomach at the same time. This angle is curdling everything.

      “Don’t be long. Lunch is almost ready,” she says.

      I head for the back of the boat, away from everyone else. I sit on the edge, my feet dangling over the side and watch the wake. The open ocean is so soothing to watch. The sun is high in the sky. Seagulls glide above my head. It almost makes me forget about all of my problems. Almost, but not quite.

      The breeze rustles my hair and tickles my nose. The saltwater in the air feels great against my skin. The ocean had a unique scent that can only be described as freedom. I push my hair behind my ears and breathe it in.

      The sound of water lapping against the boat is loud enough to drown out the footsteps that come up beside me. I startle when I see the dark figure until I look up and see Lonnie standing there. He sits next to me.

      “What are you doing back here all alone?” he asks

      I don’t look at him. “Enjoying the silence.”

      He lets out a small laugh. “I take it that means you don’t want me here with you right now.”

      I shrug.

      “What’s going on with you? You’ve been giving me the cold shoulder all day, and I know it doesn’t have anything to do with keeping our relationship a secret from your parents.”

      Our relationship. Is that what this is? Are we in a relationship? I hate the way that word makes my heart sing when it pertains to me and Lonnie. I want to be in a relationship with him more than anything, but I hate all the secrets.

      “It’s nothing,” I say.

      “It’s something. I know you. I’ve known you most of your life, remember?”

      I stand up, losing my footing a little when the boat cants. Lonnie sticks out his hands to catch me, but I’m able to catch myself on the railing before he gets the chance to touch me. I don’t think I can handle his touch right now.

      I sigh. “I’m tired of all the secrets.”

      He blinks, looking confused, like he’s not sure what I’m talking about. I start to explain, but my mom interrupts us.

      “Lunch is ready,” she says.

      I walk away, leaving him sitting there.

      [image: ]
* * *

      We have lunch on the top deck. It’s been a while since I’ve been on the boat and I’m starting to feel a little seasick. I take some Dramamine and hope my stomach starts to settle soon.

      Luckily my dad keeps Lonnie occupied so I don’t have any more awkward confrontations with him. Though, I do have to admit, I miss being alone with him. I miss the feeling of his arms around me, and his kisses.

      The day stretches on. It’s late afternoon when we get back to shore. Lonnie gets a call from Mr. Sapline, so I go off on my own, walking the beach. My stomach finally starts to settle when on land. The warm sand sifting through my toes as I walk feels wonderful.

      “Hey, Kiddo,” my dad says from behind me, “wait up.”

      I slow down, waiting for him to catch up. We walk side-by-side, not talking for a while. We’ve always been able to be in the same space with my folks in comfortable silence, but not this time. Not with this secret hanging between us.

      “Remember when you were young, and we used to come to this beach all time? You used to beg me to go see the dolphins. We never did get to go see them. Lonnie promised he would go with us.”

      I raise my head, the pressure on my chest lifting as he talks about the past, and I start to think he’s about to tell me what this secret between them is. But he just keeps walking. My mom is heading toward us. When I realize he has no intention of telling me, something inside of me snaps. I’m so pissed I can scream. I can’t take this anymore.

      I pull the ring from its hiding spot in my pocket and slip it onto my finger.

      My dad stares at it a moment as if it’s some foreign object he can’t make sense of. “What the hell is that?” he asks.

      “I’m seeing Lonnie, Dad.”

      My mom is close enough now to overhear our conversation. She stops in her tracks, her mouth hanging open in shock. I start to tell my dad about the fake marriage but he’s not listening.

      His voice booms and startles me. “I warned Lonnie all those years ago to stay away from my daughter.”

      I’ve only ever heard my dad yell in court. At home he was always so mellow and easy-going.

      “I’m going to kick his ass,” he says.

      It’s laughable to think of my dad trying to kick Lonnie’s ass. My dad has let himself go soft over the years while Lonnie has only gotten fitter. Dad always makes the same lame joke “I don’t have a dad bod, I have a father figure.” But as mad as he is right now, he might just be able to give Lonnie a run for his money.

      My dad storms off, cussing under his breath. Cussing is also something I’ve never really heard my dad do.

      I look at my mom. She’s still silent.

      “What does he mean he warned Lonnie to stay away from his daughter all those years ago?” I ask her.

      My mom sighs and puts her hand on my shoulder. My heart starts to constrict with fear about what she’s about to tell me. She always puts her hand on my shoulder when it’s something bad.

      “Before you went off to college, your father and I were concerned about the way you were behaving around Lonnie. I found your diary.”

      I hold my stomach, feeling sick all over again even though I’m on land. “Where was I when you were invading my privacy?” I ask, spitting venom.

      She flinches at the tone of my voice. “You were with your friends, scouting schools.”

      I try to remember everything that was in those old diaries. I know every page was about Lonnie. She would’ve read about how much I cared about him and how I’d planned to kiss him the next time I saw him. I never spared any of the details, the things I wanted to do to him, the ways in which I wanted to touch him and how I wanted him to touch me. The reality turned out to be so much better than the fantasy.

      I remember when I got home from scouting, my parents were acting weird and I never saw Lonnie again after that, but I had no idea it had anything to do with me.

      I start to blush profusely because I was sure that only my eyes would ever see those words. I wrote all of my deepest fears and colorful fantasies in it. No details were missed. Even though it’s been years since then, I’m still mortified that my parents read about those things.

      I hear my dad screaming in the distance. My mom and I take off in that direction. It’s so hard to run in the sand. Especially when you want to run fast, it feels like we’re standing still.

      When I get closer and the voices get louder, I see my dad pushing Lonnie. I can’t believe what I’m seeing. Lonnie is just taking it, not fighting back. He’s pissed though. I can see it in the set of his jaw. I can tell he wants to hit my dad but is holding back. I wonder if he’s doing that for my benefit.

      My dad punches Lonnie in the face and I scream, “Dad, stop! I love him, please stop.”

      My dad jerks his head toward me and backs away from Lonnie. It would be the perfect opportunity to take advantage and hit my dad, but he doesn’t do that. They’re both watching me, breathing heavily. My dad gasps for air. Lonnie wipes at a line of blood running down the front of his nose. He doesn’t look hurt too bad other than that. Nothing seems broken. Just a little scuffed up. My dad is lucky Lonnie doesn’t seem more pissed than he is. My dad is barely holding himself up after exerting his energy on the fight. He’s in a vulnerable position with his hands on top of his head, trying to catch his breath. If Lonnie wasn’t such a good man, he could punch my dad in the stomach and take him down. But Lonnie doesn’t seem at all interested in my dad right now. His eyes are wide and pinned on me.

      My mom yanks my dad to the side. “You are so immature sometimes. Why do you have to react with violence?” she scolds.

      After she’s done reprimanding my dad, both of my parents focus on me and now everyone is staring. I start to twitch under the attention. My eyes fall back on Lonnie. We look at each other as if we’re the only two people in the world.

      My dad clears his throat. When he talks, he’s still out of breath, but able to manage a full sentence. “What did you say Savanna?”

      I glance at my dad and my face grows hot. “I said I’m in love with Lonnie.”

      My mom sees the ring on my finger and gasps, breaking up the silence.

      “What is going on, Savanna?” she says, seeming utterly confused.

      I swallow back my fear. “I’ve always loved Lonnie.” I glare at both of my parents. “You should know that by now since you read my diary. But in the past, it was an immature love. I was silly, and at first it was little more than a crush. Yet he was always that person I could talk to and trust. As an adult I realize not much has changed except my maturity level. I know now what it means to love someone. It isn’t just infatuation anymore. We’re perfect together. We have everything in common. I adore him.”

      I glance at Lonnie for a reaction. I haven’t said any of this to him. My parents look at him too. My stomach turns to knots. I know Lonnie cares about me. I can feel it in the way we touch, the way we kiss, the way he makes love to me. But I don’t know if he loves me.

      “I’m sorry I spilled our secret like this,” I tell him.

      I can’t blame him if he’s mad at me. I made him promise not to say anything and we told each other we wouldn’t let it interfere with our lives outside of work.

      Lonnie walks up to me and puts his hands on the sides of my face, holding my stare in place. “I love you too,” he says, “more than anything.”

      I can feel the weight of my parents’ gaze on us. My dad doesn’t say anything.

      “Is that ring real?” my mom asks. “Are you two really married?”

      There’s pain in her voice. I know it breaks her heart to think that her only child could go behind her back and get married without her there to witness it. It’s such a big moment in a mother’s life, and I’m her only daughter. We get one chance at this and she probably thinks she missed hers. I want to tell her about Mr. Sapline and the deal, but Lonnie cuts me off.

      “Yes, it’s real—or it will be very soon,” he says.

      I raise my eyebrows in question.

      He gets on one knee in the sand. “Savanna, I want to be with you for the rest of my life. I want a big wedding, the ceremony, our friends and family there to witness how happy we are. I can’t go on without you in my life, even if that means my best friend will shun me again.”

      He stands and I jump into his waiting arms, hugging him fiercely, clinging onto him as if we were in a tornado about to fly away. I grab the back of his head and bring his mouth

      to mine. Tears stream down my face. Neither of us seem to care about the salt of my tears on our lips.

      When we part my dad looks a bit uncomfortable, but not angry anymore. He says, “I’m not shunning anyone anymore.” His words surprise us all. “Not if you’re serious about your feelings when it comes to my daughter.” He looks pointedly at Lonnie. “If you really love Savanna like you say you do, I have no choice but to support this merger.”

      We all laugh at his choice of lawyer speak in this situation. It helps to break up the tension and I’m happy for it.

      “Mom?” I say, wanting to know how she’s feeling about it.

      She’s crying and smiling at the same time, unable to get words out.

      Lonnie steps toward my dad. They shake hands and hug briefly. My mom throws herself at me and squeezes me so tight it cuts off the circulation in my arms.

      “We have a wedding to plan,” she says, excitedly.
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      I stand in the mirror at the hotel room where I’m staying. It’s my wedding day. I’m about to marry the girl of my dreams. Of the big decisions I’ve ever made, this is the one that doesn’t make me stop to hesitate. Not even for a second. If there’s one thing I’m absolutely sure of, it’s my feelings for Savanna.

      I take a step back and look at my tux in the mirror. I want to make sure I look perfect for her. Stan walks into the room. He wears a similar tux as mine with the red pocket square that matches the dresses of Savanna’s bride’s maids. Not only will he be walking his daughter down the aisle, but he’ll be my best man as well.

      “Not getting cold feet, are you?” he says. “You know I’ll tear your head off if you bolt on my daughter.”

      I laugh because even just the thought of me leaving Savanna is absurd. “You wish, old man.”

      “I don’t, actually. I’m glad you’re going to be part of this family. You’re the only man I know who I can always trust to take care of her.”

      “I can’t imagine my life without her,” I tell him.

      He smiles and pats me on the back. “Looks like it’s about that time. The car’s waiting downstairs. Are you ready?”

      “More ready than I’ve ever been.”

      Stan leaves and I take one last look in the mirror to make sure everything is right. I can’t help but think about how perfect everything in my life is right now. Not only am I marrying my dream girl, but my firm is thriving. The money Mr. Sapline brought in with him has changed everything. He never found out about the fake marriage and now there will never be any reason to tell him. Soon I will buy him out and this company will belong solely to Savanna and me. I plan to bring in her parents and make it a family run law firm.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I wait at the end of the aisle next to the preacher and my groomsmen. Across from us is her row of bride’s maids. My hands are shaking. I have no idea why I’m so nervous and emotional. She suddenly appears at the end of the long carpet.

      Savanna and her mom planned the whole wedding. I didn’t take any part of it. She had her dream wedding in mind and who was I to take that from her? When she said she wanted it to take place in the forest, I was a little surprised. Especially since her mom went along with it. Her parents are traditionalists. I thought we would be in a church. I didn’t see her vision for it all at first, but now I do. What they’ve done with the place is truly magnificent. It looks like something out of a fairytale with all the lights and the flowers cascading down from the trees. It’s just so Savanna.

      The only thing traditional about it is the white dress. She’s stunning, a goddess, with her hair up in an ethereal twist with little sparkling jewels woven through her blonde locks. She walks down the aisle with her dad and I feel my throat tightening as my eyes grow teary. Not enough to cry, but enough to where I have to swallow hard to keep it back.

      The rest of the ceremony is perfect. Everything is perfect. We go to the reception all to eat. The food is good, the music is good and we dance and laugh all night with the people we care about most. We’re a family now and I can’t help the smile that lights up my face whenever I think about that.

      After the reception, we say goodbye to our loved ones. They line up and blow bubbles and throw bird seed instead of throwing rice—nothing traditional for Savanna, after all. They wave at us as we drive away with cans rattling behind our car. We head straight back to the hotel room. I can’t wait to fuck her in that dress.

      I carry her to our room, and kick the door shut. She laughs as I toss her on the bed and rush to get out of my clothes. She shimmies out of her under garments.

      “Keep the dress on,” I say when she starts to reach back to take it off.

      I step up to her, naked and hard. She’s in a nest of fabric in her wedding gown. I spread her legs to reveal her nakedness underneath.

      She reaches up and pulls me down to her in a kiss. Our lips meet and her tongue slips into my mouth, warm and wet and tasting like cake and champagne. I lay my body against hers, skin to skin, but I don’t put it in her yet even though I can feel how wet and warm she is. She wants it and keeps pressing her hips against me, rolling them around to try to slip it in. I smile against our kiss at how eager she is. I am too, but I’m more patient. They say a happy wife is a happy life and that’s exactly when I plan to make happen, but in the bedroom, I’m in charge.

      Her nails slide gently across my back, tickling me. I would kiss her all night if I could but neither of us have the willpower for that. Eventually I’ll lose my battle to hold back.

      I back away, parting. She lets out a little sad sound. But when she sees the smile on my face and the direction my head is going, she starts to get excited.

      I look at the creamy flesh of her inner thighs, the pink glow of her sex dripping with excitement. I lower my head and taste the smooth, glistening skin of her outer folds. She moans as I move my tongue around, exploring all of her. When I get to her clit, she lifts her hips to meet me. As I suckle at the sensitive spot, she grabs the back of my head and starts to fuck my face. I dip my long tongue inside of her, letting the rocking motion of her body guide me in.

      In no time she’s coming and I’m drinking up every drop of her.

      There’s no way I can hold back any longer. I need to be inside my wife.

      My wife.

      Those two simple words turn me on more than I can express.

      She grabs my dick and guides me into her. I don’t know how long I can hold out, but I do my best not to blow my load right then and there. I want our wedding night to be a memorable one. Not show her the two-pump-chump side of me.

      I glide into her, calming my breath, trying to settle down. Once my head is on straight and I know I’m not going to come right away, I find a motion that seems to work for the both of us. It’s not about getting her off, but about making her feel good. I want her to feel beautiful, and special, and loved in this moment. I look into her stunning eyes and see so much love reflected in them. I want her to see the same thing when I look into hers.

      “I love you so much,” I tell her as I smooth her hair back.

      Her smile eats away at my resolve. “I love you too. More than anything.”

      I rock into her, harder, faster. I want to make her feel loved, but I also want her to feel good and fucked by the time I’m done with her.

      Her moans grow louder, which spur me on. She’s so wet that there’s only warmth and smooth skin gliding across each other. It feels amazing.

      “Are you on birth control?” I ask her.

      She looks up at me like she’s nervous. We’ve talked about wanting to start a family, but we haven’t decided when. I don’t see why we couldn’t have it all right now. The company is thriving and will only get better.

      “No, I stopped taking the pill when we started talking about a family.”

      “Good,” I say just as I explode into her with one last hard thrust.

      I stay inside of her and lay across her chest. She brushes her fingers through my hair.

      “Are you trying to get me pregnant?” she says with a sexy little laugh.

      “Absolutely. You’ll make a wonderful mother.”

      “And you’ll be a great father. I hope our babies look like you.”

      “And I hope they look like you.”

      She laughs. “I hope they look like mix of both of us.”

      “In that case, they’ll be the best-looking kids around.”

      She laughs. Her voice goes soft when she talks. “I love you.”

      “I love you too, Savanna.”
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      I watch Lonnie sit outside on the porch swing with our one-year-old daughter on his lap, her chubby cheek squished against his shoulder. She drools a little and it’s so cute seeing the two of them, I can’t help but laugh. Lonnie looks like he’s about ready to pass out too. It’s been a long week. It’s hard to believe it’s only been a year since we had our daughter and hired more lawyers at the firm so we could both spend more time at home. Six months ago we sold the apartment in the city and moved out into the country to raise our child. It’s all been amazing. A dream come true.

      I step out onto the porch. Our view is like something out of a painting. Our home sits high on a hill overlooking the landscape. At night, when the city lights come on, it’s truly magical. But right now, the best view is of my family. I and sit next to Lonnie on the swing. He gives me a lazy smile and says, “This little nugget is out.”

      “I see that.” I wipe the sweaty hair from her eyes. She’s wearing a onesie, overalls, and her hair in a pony tail that sticks straight up. “Why don’t we take her upstairs and put her to bed.”

      I can tell he’s reluctant to let her go. She’s such a daddy’s girl, and he’s just as attached. She’s his mini-me. They look just alike with their dark hair and crystal blue eyes.

      He stands up, careful not to wake her, and we walk upstairs to her nursery. He lays her down in her crib and turns on the mobile with little plush sheep dangling from it. It plays a soothing lullaby.

      We stand there a moment, marveling at the beautiful little girl that we created together. My heart feels like it could burst open with the amount of pressure from the love I feel right now. I can’t imagine life getting any better than this. I’m the happiest I’ve ever been I my life.

      Lonnie comes up behind me and wraps his arms around my waist. “Maybe it’s time for us to take a nap too.”

      The way he says nap, as though he’s putting the words in verbal italics, let’s me know that napping is definitely not what he has in mind. The kiss on my neck is what confirms it.

      I smile and giggle as the tip of his tongue touches my earlobe. “I could definitely use a nap right now.”

      He presses his hips against my backside and I can already feel that he’s hard. I press back against him and he lets out a low groan.

      Suddenly, I’m being hoisted up into his strong arms. He carries me the way he carried me over the threshold on our wedding night. I fight the urge to laugh. I don’t want to wake our daughter. He carries me to our room and gently lays me on the bed.

      I stare up at him as he removes his shirt. It’s been over a year and we’ve settled into our new life together nicely. Yet when I see him, I still get that rush of butterflies. Every day feels like our honeymoon. I don’t think I’ll ever get used to this, and I don’t want to. I want it always to feel new and exciting. I don’t see that changing for us anytime soon.

      He takes off his clothes and I smile, watching the show. He strips down to nothing. His confidence is sexy as he stands there, allowing me to take him all in without shyness or embarrassment.

      “Come here,” I tell him. He strides up next to the bed. I reach out and caress his balls, his lovely cock. I grab it and tug him gently until he’s right in front of my face. I take him into my mouth, inch by delicious inch until the head of his cock eases down my throat. His head rolls back and he moans as I slowly suck his dick. He holds the back of my head, urging me to allow him to go deeper. I do, but he’s so large and my throat has limits. He’s well aware of those limits and stops before it’s too much.

      He pulls out of my mouth after a few minutes and I take in a deep breath. He takes off my clothes piece by piece, in no real hurry. Our daughter is a good sleeper and takes nice long naps. It’s enough time to enjoy each other’s company without having to make it a quicky. Today is one of those rare days when we both have the day off and so we want to savor every moment we have together.

      He grabs the lotion from the bed side table and puts a dollop in his hand. “Come here,” he says and sits on the bed. I crawl toward him and turn my back. He massages my shoulders with the lotion and it feels so incredible and relaxing that I could fall asleep. But I’m far too turned on for that. He massages my shoulders and my back. His hands go lower until they are at the small of my back.

      “Lay on your stomach,” he says.

      I lay on my stomach and he starts to massage my ass cheeks. He moves even lower, his hands sliding between my cheeks until he’s touching my pussy from behind. I moan as he slips a finger inside of me. Every nerve in my body lights up with the sensation. I’m so wet he glides easily into me. I spread my legs to make it easier for him to enter more fingers. I love the way he moves them around, hooks them, spreads them, changing the sensation with each motion. He starts to properly finger fuck me. Hard until the whole bed is creaking with movement.

      I raise my ass and cry out. The door is shut so I can be as loud as I want, and with the way he drills deep into me with his long fingers, I can’t help but be loud.

      “Oh, God, yes,” I cry as my orgasm has me writhing.

      When I finally start to calm down, my clenched muscles finally let go of his fingers and he pulls them out. They’re coated in the wet aftermath of orgasm. He coats his rigid dick with it until it’s glistening in the sunlight coming through our bedroom window.

      “You know what we haven’t done in a while?” he says with a smile in his voice. I glance over my shoulder and see his mischievous grin.

      “What’s that?” I ask, suddenly excited. There hasn’t been a single sexual thing I haven’t enjoyed when it comes to my husband.

      He puts his hand back between my legs. First he touches my pussy, still wet with my juices, then me moves his way up with a slippery finger, touching the rim of my asshole.

      My muscles lurch with surprise and excitement when touched in that spot. He’s right. We haven’t done that in a while. I’m not sure why. We both love it. Maybe it’s because it’s not something we can do quickly and we really haven’t had too much time to really explore the way we like to.

      “Do it,” I urge him. “Fuck my ass.”

      His smile grows. He loves it when I talk dirty to him.

      He reaches over into the drawer of our bedside table and pulls out the bottle of lube. He grabs the small vibrator too. He slathers his finger with the lube and slowly makes his way inside my rectum with them. It’s slightly uncomfortable at first since it has been a while and those muscles haven’t been loosened in some time. I turn on the vibrator and put it against my clit. It doesn’t take long at all before my body gets used to it. Once my muscles relax, I start to really enjoy the sensation. I could even come without any attention being paid to my pussy at all. But because I’ve already come once, it will take more than just a couple fingers up my butt and a vibrator to make me orgasm again.

      When he has my ass nice and pliable, he adds the lube to his dick and gets into position behind me. He delicately sinks into me. I let out a low, deep moan, pressing the vibrator harder against that sensitive place. He goes in as deep as he can and stays still for a moment to allow my body to get used to his size. I start to rock my hips to let him know I’m ready, then he starts to fuck me.

      Once he’s able to move in and out of me without any resistance from my muscles, he lifts me up by my hips so that I’m on my hands and knees. He’s able to go even deeper into me in this position. I fear my cries might wake up the baby but I can’t help them.

      He leans over me and whispers, in a husky voice, “Put the vibrator inside of you.”

      The vibrator is dildo shaped and not a small thing. He pulls out of my ass and I push the vibrator deep into my pussy. He pulls my ass cheeks apart, waiting a moment, taking in the view.

      “Damn, you’re so fucking hot,” he says as he pushes his dick inside my ass once again. My moans fill the room—and I imagine the house—as I’m double penetrated. The vibrating sensation adds another layer to the pleasure, and I know he can feel it up against his cock from the smooth walls of my rectum.

      He starts to fuck me harder as though he’s no longer in control of his own body. We normally like to take our time with sex, but he’s far too gone to slow down now. The faster he goes, the closer my own orgasm gets. I’m screaming, rocking my hips, pressing back against him until he’s grunting loud. I know he’s just as close as I am, and with a roar, we climax together.

      He pulls out of my ass, and I pull out the vibrator as well. My body is left boneless and shaking. Neither of us talks for a moment. Then after a while we look into each other’s eyes and our smiles spread across our faces.

      “Holy shit, that was amazing,” he says, chuckling a little.

      “It was incredible,” I say, still out of breath.

      We both lay there a moment, useless lumps against the mattress as we calm down. Then he starts to rub his dick.

      “Let’s take this into the shower,” he says.

      I smile at him and raise my eyebrows. “Again?”

      “Well, yeah, I can’t get you pregnant if I keep coming in your ass.”

      I laugh. “Pregnant?”

      His smile slips away and he gets this serious, almost dreamy look on his face. “I want another child. I want Grace to have a little brother or sister she can grow up with.”

      My heart lifts at the mention of another baby because I’ve been thinking about the same thing.

      “Okay,” I say.

      We stand up. He wraps his arms around me and says, “I love you.”

      “I love you too,” I say, and we make our way into the shower.
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      “That’s it, right there,” the rich male voice says. He’s got an accent, and it’s close enough to the real thing that I can close my eyes and imagine that it’s him…the man I’ve been dreaming about forever.

      “Come on,” the enigmatic voice says, “come for me.” The sound of the video echoes off the walls of my bedroom, and the sounds of sex are loud in my ears as I try to shove myself further into my fantasy with Bryce. The dark hair that is just silvering at the temples, the dark blue eyes different from any color I’ve ever encountered, and that voice.

      The man on the video speaks again, and it intrudes on my memory. It’s not good enough, and neither are my fingers. Frustrated, I roll over and fumble in my bedside drawer for my handy vibrator. It’s early, and I had a dream about Bryce that I woke up from. My body is craving pleasure, and this is as close as I can get, given that Bryce is hours away and that he has no idea that I even exist.

      But that dream, holy fuck. I can still feel the way his lips traced across my skin, and the heat in his words. I woke up wet and wanting, but nothing seems to be working now. Usually my trusty playlist of porn is enough to transport me into the right headspace. I love porn. I embrace it. Use it all the time.

      This morning, however, it’s a poor substitute for what I imagine is the real thing, and my body knows it. Glancing at the video, I try to focus on it. It’s one of my favorites. An older porn actor with a British accent and a great body takes a younger actress roughly from behind. The look of sheer pleasure on her face is what drew me to the film, and normally I can imagine myself in her place, Bryce being the one behind me, taking me.

      I can’t get the dream out of my head, though, and as I flip on the vibrator, the dissonance between what I’m seeing and what I dreamt is obvious. I’m so aroused, but at the same time, I know that it’s going nowhere.

      Frustration rolls through me. I normally have no problem bringing myself to orgasm, and I don’t want to give up. But the more I press the vibrator against my clit the more there’s absolutely nothing there.

      Fucking hell.

      I smack my laptop closed on the bed and shove the vibrator back into the drawer. This is really not how I wanted to start the day. Starting the day with a good orgasm is recommended. Frustrated and left wanting? Not so much.

      And it’s all because of Bryce. Of course it’s because of Bryce. It’s always been because of him, and I’m tired of it.

      Because I can’t have him.

      Bryce Collingwood is my father’s best friend, and being together would rip our families apart. He’s twice my age, and my father would never forgive us. But even though it’s been years since I’ve seen him, my traitorous brain still gives me dreams like that, and I still find myself looking for him.

      In my porn. In my dates.

      He’s my go-to fantasy. I can’t fucking help it. He’s always been it for me.

      But there’s nothing I can fucking do about it.

      I pull a pillow over my face, and scream. I need to get up and go to work. But before I do, I allow myself one last indulgence. I let the dream roll through my mind once last time. It was simple, intimate, and the fact that it’s all I’ve ever wanted almost brings tears to my eyes.

      I was lying in bed, and for a moment, I didn’t know that I was dreaming. When his silhouette appeared in the door, I wasn’t afraid, because I intuitively knew that it was him. Wearing nothing but a pair of loose sweats. I’ve seen Bryce without a shirt countless times in my life. He was always there with us at the pool in the summertime, on family vacations. I know what his chiseled chest looks like with my eyes closed.

      He looked down at me with a small, private smile, before crossing to the bed. The heat from his body as he stretched out behind me was comforting. That same heat sank into me as he wrapped his arm around my waist, pulling me against his chest. I looked back into his face. “You were gone,” I said.

      “I didn’t want to wake you.” That voice rumbled through me, rich tones and perfect accent. “I’m here now.”

      And then he kissed me. Soft yet firm, caressing my lips open with his own. My body answered the call, heat rising, and pleasure shivering across my skin. I let him deepen the kiss, turning toward him and letting his hands slip down my body where I needed to feel them most.

      And that’s when I woke up.

      Damn it.

      If I’m never going to actually fuck Bryce, the least my brain could do is allow me to imagine what it would be like. You know?

      And maybe it could actually let me have an orgasm when I really need it. I’ll just have to try again later when I get home. Maybe I’ll be able to relax enough—or maybe the dream will be far enough out of my head that I’ll actually be able to get off. It’s been a long damn time since I’ve had actual sex and not just my hand or vibrator. But I just don’t have the time to put into dating anyone.

      Not that that isn’t what I want and crave. But it doesn’t seem to be in the cards for me. Go figure.

      It’s Monday, and I think that I hate this day before it’s even started.

      As if adding insult to injury, my alarm starts to blare, startling me and shattering the morning quiet with its loud, brassy noises, so different from the whispered warmth of the dream.

      I’m going to need so much coffee today, and I desperately hope that there aren’t a lot of crazy customers today. Because I can already tell that I won’t have the patience for it.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Today is not going well, to say the least. My normal Monday shipment of books was almost three hours late, putting us way behind, adding stress on me and Elle, and to make matters worse, we’ve been busy all day.

      On any other day, I would be over the moon that my little shop has had this many customers. Owning a bookstore is difficult, and sometimes it feels like customers are be few and far between. But I’ve put a lot of hard work into Katti Corner, and I’m proud to say that it’s now a cornerstone of our little community, and that many people in the neighborhood rely on us for their literary needs.

      And we’re not just busy either. We’ve had lots of people with special requests. Books that we would normally never stock, and would have no reason to. Anything from obscure textbooks to esoteric religious tomes and the like.

      On the one hand, I am glad that our reputation is spreading as a store that is welcoming and that we can always find what you need. But on the other hand, with the way my brain is today, I don’t have a lot of patience for these kinds of requests.

      Especially when every time somebody asks for a book, it seems like they can never remember specifically what they want. It’s always something along the lines of ‘Oh, I think the title was something like this,’ or ‘It was a book about penguins with a blue cover. Do you know which one I’m talking about?’

      Of course, I rarely do. And of course, I do my best to help them. But I usually do it a bit more gracefully than I’ve managed today.

      Boxes of unopened stock are scattered around the small space, and it’s making it very crowded. Elle thankfully notices that I’m not doing well, and graciously takes over one of our more regularly obtuse customers. He comes in every week and asks for the new books on quantum physics. Even though we don’t carry books about quantum physics, and never have. So what inevitably follows is a half-hour of googling that he could easily have done at home, and him likely leaving without buying anything.

      If I’d known how little running a book store had to do with actual books, I might never have opened this place. But I still love it. It’s tiny and cozy, and the best part is that it’s entirely mine. Even if I can’t seem to get my head on straight today.

      There’s so much that I need to do on Mondays, and it seems like I can’t get my thoughts on the proper track to do them. The dream I had this morning is still haunting me, and I feel my mind drifting away into warmth and murmured words and simple, elegant touches.

      In the book world, release date is on Tuesday. Which means I have to get a lot of this stock catalogued and ready to go out on the shelves for when we open tomorrow morning.

      There’s a significant portion of our customer base who comes in every Tuesday to get the new releases they are expecting. I can’t afford to just let it slide and do all this in the morning, because it will be bad for business. But I haven’t been able to complete a single task without being interrupted.

      Finally, when closing time rolls around, and there still people in the store, I head back to my office to try to get some of the cataloging done, while Elle herds the last few harried customers out of our doors.

      On the way back, a customer calls out goodbye to me, distracting me for just the second it takes for me to trip over the corner of a box, and land sprawling onto the floor.

      They barely notice—already out the door and on their way—but Elle sees and runs over to me. “Are you okay?”

      I simply lie on the floor, staring up at the ceiling, and try to take a breath. “I’ll be okay,” I say. “Just give me a second, please.”

      She nods. “I’ll finish closing up, and then I’ll get to work on some of these boxes.”

      I close my eyes against the embarrassment and frustration that I feel. “Thanks, Elle.”

      I hear her leave, and she goes about the rest of her duties, and I slowly pick myself up off the floor. I grab the offending box and take it with me, because this box needs to be the first one to go. I’m going to take all the books out of it, break it down and stomp on it like it deserves. Like this whole fucking day deserves.

      I breathe deep through my nose and out through my mouth.

      Fuck this. Fuck Bryce for making me want him even though I’ve gone out of my way to get away from him and move on. It’s not fair that I tried to do the right thing—not chase him and hurt my dad over a crush and what would clearly be a fling for his friend—and I’m still paying for it. He wasn’t supposed to reach me here. And it pisses me off.

      This will pass. Everybody has bad days, right? While this has been a doozy. I can’t wait for it to be over and start again tomorrow. Preferably well rested and with a couple of good orgasms under my belt.

      I settle down in front of my computer, and manage to start the process of inventory. This all should have been done long before now, and I am honestly not too happy about the fact that both Elle and I have to stay late to do this. But that’s the cost of doing business sometimes. And I’m more than grateful that she never complains when it happens. She gets it.

      Finally, I get myself into a rhythm, and the tapping of my keyboard and scanning of the titles seems to take away some of the stress. Until Elle’s voice jerks me out of my reverie. “Hey, did you have an idea where you wanted to shelve the new science fiction display? There’s a lot of them—”

      “Seriously?” I say. “I just need five minutes of uninterrupted time. Just five minutes. Please. For the love of God.” It takes me a second of us both staring at each other for my words to actually sink in. “Wow,” I say. “I’m sorry.”

      She smirks at me. “Been waiting for that all damn day. You’ve been on edge, and it shows. What’s going on?”

      “Honestly, nothing worth talking about,” I mutter.

      She raises an eyebrow. “Really? Doesn’t sound like nothing.”

      “I just had a lousy start to the day and it feels like everything has carried through from that, you know?”

      Elle laughs. “Sounds like you need to get laid and relieve some of the tension.”

      I roll my eyes. “Believe me I’m trying to.”

      Elle has worked for me for the past four years, shortly after Katti Corner opened, and now she’s one of my best friends. She also, in passing, knows about Bryce. In the way that she knows I was kind of obsessed with someone from back home and I still have a thing for him. So when I tell her about the dream and my unsatisfying masturbation, she does exactly what I expect her to, and laughs.

      “No wonder you’ve been pissed off all day,” she says. “I would have been pissed off too.”

      “Yeah,” I say, “but it wasn’t an excuse to snap at you. Sorry.”

      Elle shrugs. “Don’t worry about it,” she says. “But seriously, Katti, you need to meet somebody. Why not just go on a few dates?”

      “You know that I don’t have the time. Everything is crazy busy here, and I don’t even know where I would meet someone.”

      Elle leans against the doorframe and gives me a look like I’m completely missing the point. “The same way that everybody else meets people now. Online. Or an app. There’s actually a good one that I’ve been using, if you want to try it.”

      I laugh. “No thanks. I’m already mortified enough by my lack of human connection. I don’t need the humiliation of being rejected before they even meet the frumpy bookstore owner.”

      “First of all, bullshit,” she says. “You’re gorgeous and we both know it.”

      We both don’t know it. Elle is beautiful, and she thinks everybody else is beautiful too. She’s tall and thin with long blonde hair that cascades effortlessly and never looks messy. I’m more than a little curvy—something that’s happened more recently and I’m still lamenting my high school skinniness—basically haven’t bought any new clothes in the past three years, and am more likely to get tripped over than hit on. But we’ve had this argument before, and Elle is a force of nature. I’ll lose the argument, so I just don’t say anything.

      She rolls her eyes as she continues talking. “But that’s actually the nice thing about this app. It’s all anonymous.”

      I look at her. “What’s the point of a dating app that’s anonymous?”

      “So you can get to know each other first, with common interests and chatting rather than just judging people on pictures that may or may not be accurate.”

      I can’t imagine that Elle would have any problem getting dates on a traditional dating app, but if she vouches for it, there must be something to it. “And you’ve used it?”

      “Yeah. I’ve been having some of the most interesting conversations. I’m going on a date this weekend.”

      I have to admit that that idea does sound appealing. I’ve always found emotional and mental connections to be stronger than the physical—Bryce being the exception. I wanted all of him. Body, mind, and soul. “But what happens when you show up on date and you’re not attracted to them?”

      She shrugs. “Then it doesn’t work out?” Taking a step away from the door, she shrugs. “But even if it doesn’t work out, at least you still tried.” She disappears out the door back to where all the boxes are waiting for her, and I go back to my scanning and sorting.

      But the idea hangs with me. I find myself enamored of it.

      It really has been a long time since I’ve even tried to go on a date. I can’t remember the last time I went out to a bar with any intention of talking to anyone than my friends. I’m at the bookstore all day, every day, and by the time the day is done I usually just want to go home.

      Sometimes I read a book—though you would think that I would be sick of them after spending all day at work, but work never stops. I have to read new books so I can stock the store and make recommendations. Plus, I find that books are usually more consistent companions than people.

      Sometimes I watch TV, and snuggle with my cat. God, that sounds pathetic doesn’t it? Twenty-five years old, a successful business woman, and I go home at the end of the day to snuggle with my cat. Not that there’s anything wrong with snuggling with your cat. But Elle is right.

      I really should try harder.

      Or try at all, really.

      Especially since my mind won’t leave me alone when it comes to Bryce. It’s never going to fucking happen. I need to accept that and move on.

      If anything, I need to find somebody who can replace him in the fantasies I have. That’s not going to be an easy task, but I owe it to myself not to let this sexual frustration get the better of me.

      Rolling my eyes, I get up from my chair. I can’t believe I’m actually going to do this. But I walk out into the store and find Elle, arms deep in boxes of books. “What did you say the name of that app was?”

      She grins. “I didn’t, but it’s called Hearts First. You’re going to try it?”

      I nearly gag at the name. It sounds like something I would rather die than investigate. But I’m going to do it anyway.  “I haven’t decided,” I lie.

      All she does is smirk at me because we both know that it’s not the truth. “Stop looking at me like that,” I say. “You look like the cat who swallowed the canary.”

      Elle puts on a mask of innocence. “I look like nothing of the sort. I just want my friend to have some fun for once. And get fucking laid.”

      I roll my eyes and go back to my office. I’m already imagining the possibilities, what this could mean. Desperation drives me to think about the fact that I could actually meet someone. It’s been so long that I can barely remember what actually being touched sexually feels like.

      My last boyfriend was passable, but not very memorable. God, Elle is right. I need to get laid.

      But for the next couple of hours I need to rein myself in. Hold my imagination in check until I can get home and actually look at this app, put Bryce out of my mind, and make an effort.
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      I can’t wait until I get home to check out the app.

      In fact, I’m barely able to wait half an hour. The idea I of going on a date—and possibly having sex—takes hold of me so quickly that I'm driven to distraction.

      I shouldn't exactly be surprised, based on how today is going, so I just give in. Fuck it. There's nothing that's going to make this workday any better.

      But maybe, just maybe, I can get some kind of satisfaction by starting to put some effort into my personal life. Or who am I kidding? Not my personal life. My sex life. I’m horny. I’ll admit it. I watch enough porn to know when I need some.

      I grab my phone and search for the Hearts First app. It has a lot of positive reviews even though I’ve never heard of it. That’s good at least. It lets me know that it’s not just a niche thing that a few people are trying to use and everyone else is ignoring. And after it’s downloaded, I’m impressed by the sleek and modern interface it has.

      The questions are pretty simple: the basics about your appearance, though no pictures are required, your likes and interests, and what you're looking for in a match. Fairly open ended. From the looks of it, you can be as in-depth or sparse as you want to be.

      But there’s also a section for more…intimate details. Kinks you want to share, and turn-ons. That’s interesting.

      Overall, without the anonymity aspect, it looks like a regular dating app. Granted, I haven't spent a whole lot of time with those in the last few years, but I figure they can't have changed that much.

      As I start to fill out the information about myself, I find myself once again thinking about Bryce.

      I have to have some way to get him out of my system. And while the idea of going on dates is exciting, it's also exhausting. Elle is right. I need to get laid, and I need to do it quickly.

      Sure, I could go to a bar and see what I could pick up there. But some friendly chit-chat over a beer and a hit or miss possibility isn’t what I need right now. I need up-front, honesty, and a night between the sheets with someone who knows what they’re there for. So this seems like the safer bet.

      So instead of filling out this survey in a way that indicates that I'm looking for love, I'm brutally honest about what I want: Someone for the night, someone older, and preferably somebody with an accent.

      I'm well aware that I'm looking for a Bryce clone, and that I will not find him, but a girl can still try. Who knows. Even if I don't get what I'm precisely looking for, maybe I'll get some good sex out of the deal.

      

      Hi there, you can call me K.

      

      I am brand-new to the app, and I don't know exactly how I feel about being here.

      

      What I do know is that I need a distraction. I need to escape my life even if it's only for the night, and I really need to have sex.

      

      That might not be what's normal here, and I know that this is supposed to be about intellect first, but I'm hoping to be an exception. At least until I get this off my mind.

      

      I'm twenty-five years old, and I'm looking for an older man. I really love men with accents, preferably European. I don't feel like going into why, but that's what I'm looking for.

      

      If this is you, and you're interested in having a little fun, feel free to message me. Otherwise we can still chat and get to know each other, but I make no promises.

      

      I don't know whether Elle would be proud of me or want to kill me. All I know is that it feels good to be honest.

      I might be better off going to one of the apps that has a reputation for hook-ups, but I’m a bookstore girl. I thrive on personal recommendations, and if Elle feels comfortable using this app, then I’m sure it will be good for me too. Besides, intelligent people want to get laid too, right?

      The kinks section of the profile is blank. I have things I like to watch, but even though I love porn, I wouldn’t exactly say that I have a variety of sexual experience. There are a lot of things I want to try. I’m not sure I’d call them kinks. But since I’m trying to get someone to have sex with me, maybe here’s an opportunity to thin the herd. I write down a few things, control fantasies, animalistic sex, and marathon orgasms, and using my extensive library of sex toys. If anything, maybe it’ll get someone to laugh. Even better if it gets them to be actually interested.

      After filling out everything else to the best of my ability—what I like, what I don't like, a few hobbies, and a summary of my appearance—I send it out into the world.

      As much as I would like to dream, I refuse to get my hopes up that it will actually happen. One anonymous profile is no different from the next. And if those people really are only looking for intelligent connection, then they are going to skip my profile immediately.

      My distraction having been satisfied, I go back to my work. And it’s done the trick. My focus is sharp again, and it’s a huge fucking relief. Even just taking this small step has helped.

      I almost roll my eyes. I should've known that it would. I've always been someone who’s preferred action over languishing.

      Picking up the rhythm that I lost earlier, things start going quickly. Elle brings me books from the boxes outside and I enter them into the system. Our computer system isn't the fanciest, but it gets the job done.

      A little perspective helps everything. I was complaining about how late it is, but it's barely six o'clock. We close early on Mondays in order to have extra time to prepare for the Tuesday rush. All in all, things aren't as bad as they seemed.

      I swear it’s only been ten minutes when my phone chimes. In reality it’s been closer to forty, but I’m still confused, because that’s not a sound I’ve ever heard my phone make before. It’s not my text or ring sound. When I pick it up and the screen tells me that I have a new message from Hearts First, I nearly drop the damn thing.

      Swiping open the app, it takes me to a message from a user named VonRedwood. The picture is blank—of course—and the message is short and to the point.

      

      I believe I fit the bill. I’m forty-nine, was raised in Oxford, England, and I’m in town for the evening. I’d be more than happy to be your companion for the night.

      

      Marathon orgasms? Does that mean twenty-six? Sounds like the low end, to be honest.

      

      My stomach swirls with a weird anticipation and arousal. Forty-nine. British. Willing to fuck me. This isn’t really happening, right? I’m imagining twenty-six orgasms in a row, and my temperature rises. God, what would that even feel like? At my horniest, I only think that I’ve ever given myself three in one session. Holy shit, I’d end up screaming in a puddle on the floor after twenty-six.

      I click on his profile, and it’s sparse. Basic details. Six-foot-two. Dark hair. Really nothing else. I guess, like he just did, he prefers to be the one to reach out. I don’t mind. I like people who are proactive.

      Nerves tingle across my skin. What do I even say? I wanted this, but I don’t really know how to do this. But I suppose here goes nothing.

      

      Forty-nine and British, you say? Tell me more.

      

      Little text bubbles jump at the bottom of the screen. Holy shit he’s typing.

      

      Born and raised in Oxford. I was there until college, when I moved to the states to start a business.

      

      More typing.

      

      But I’m more interested in why a younger woman like you would be so desperate for a sexual encounter. Surely with the confidence to admit that you want sex, and wild sex at that, you have no shortage of suitors.

      

      His syntax is British. I can tell. In general, unless someone is making a really concerted effort, we default to the way we were raised to speak.

      

      I have a busy life. I type. Romance hasn’t been a priority for me, no matter my desire for it. And even now, I don’t really have the time. But it’s been a long time since I’ve been with anyone, and I need it.

      

      I hesitate before I type the next bit.

      

      And I’m trying to get someone out of my head. You fit the bill.

      

      More typing.

      

      I’m fine with that. I’m intrigued by your mention of toys. Do you have many? Would you like them to be used on you?

      

      God. Heat rolls through me. It’s not even that what he said was explicit. It clearly wasn’t. But the idea of doing this is…intoxicating. I do have a lot of toys, and never once have they been used by anyone but me. The thought of having someone else use them on me draws wetness and anticipation from my body.

      

      Yes. Fuck, yes.

      

      One more question. He types. Do you really like older men? Or is your goal to forget this person the only reason you’re looking for that?

      

      I think about it. I’ve wanted Bryce for as long as I can remember. He was the man that triggered my…I don’t know…sexual awakening. He was all I could see, and all I wanted. But even when I was actively trying to get away from that, I was attracted to men older than I was. Everyone my age seemed too immature, too green, to be what I wanted.

      

      No, it’s what I want. I say. It’s what I’ve always wanted.

      

      Good. He says. Then if you’re willing, I will spend the night with you. I’m going to peel the clothes off you until you’re naked and ravish you until you’re screaming. Twenty-six orgasms will just be the starting point.

      I’ll make sure you get what you need. With my tongue. With my fingers. With my cock. When I’m finished you, no memory will bother you anymore.

      

      I have to put the phone down for a second, because I want that. For the last couple years, I haven’t allowed myself to think about it. Sure, I’ve got all the toys, and the porn, and I masturbate every day. But it’s not the same as someone learning you. Wringing pleasure from you whether or not you want them to.

      Taking a deep breath, I pick the phone up again when it buzzes.

      

      On a less sexual note, I’ve been tested recently, and am perfectly willing to show paperwork to that effect.

      

      “Oh. My. God.” I look over at the doorway to see Elle staring at me with a giant grin on her face. “You actually did it? I’m so fucking proud of you!”

      I shake my head. “I mean, I’m not sure you will be. I basically said that I wanted a one-night stand. Because you’re right. I need to get some action and release some of the stress.”

      “Girl,” Elle says, “believe me, I’m not judging. It’s been long enough. I’m just happy that you’re taking the step at all, frankly.”

      I laugh. “Am I really that bad?”

      “We both know that you are. Someone messaged you already?”

      “Yeah,” I nod. “Sounds like he could work pretty well. But am I really going to do this? Meet a stranger and just let him fuck me?”

      “There’s a reason that I recommended this app,” Elle says. “I’ve been using it for a while. And unlike other apps—I know it sounds crazy because it’s anonymous—but I’ve never had a bad experience. No one has ever been creepy or ever made me feel unsafe. Which feels like a miracle.”

      “Yeah,” I admit. “That really does.”

      “So go get some!”

      I shake my head. The phone buzzes in my hand, but I don’t look down at it. Not yet. “Are you going to do that thing for me where if I don’t text you in a certain amount of time you’re going to call the police?”

      “Of course. But I mean, I’ll be honest, you were up front about the fact that you wanted sex. Men love that. I doubt that this guy is a murderer.”

      “You never know,” I mutter, glancing down at the phone.

      

      I’m imagining pinning you to the bed with my mouth and tasting you until you scream. It doesn’t matter if you’re not a screamer. You will tonight.

      

      Shivers run across my skin, and a visceral image of that floods my mind. Yes. I blush red, and Elle sees. “What did he say?”

      “Nothing,” I say.

      “Bullshit.”

      “Fine,” I say. “He said something very sexual that I would prefer not to share at this moment.”

      She raises an eyebrow. “Was it good at least?”

      I nod. “It certainly…stimulates the imagination.”

      “You’re killing me here.”

      “If it happens, I’ll tell you later.”

      Elle points at me. “I’m holding you to that, you know. Now go, get out of here and go get laid. I’ll finish up.”

      “Are you serious, Elle? There’s so much to do.”

      She shakes her head, “No, there isn’t. Now get out of here. If I can’t finish it all, I’ll come in early. You never take a break and you deserve one.”

      “Remind me to buy you a present,” I say, gathering my things.

      She smirks. “My paycheck is present enough. But text me and let me know what’s happening so that I know if I have to call the authorities. You know, normal best friend things.”

      I laugh as I head out of the store, peeking at my phone again.

      

      I’ll be ready in ninety minutes. I type. Does that work for you?

      

      Perfectly.

      

      I text him the address as I slip into my car. Crossing my fingers that this isn’t the stupidest decision that I’ve ever made in my life.
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      This is insane. I can’t believe I’m doing this.

      As soon as I got home I jumped in the shower. I quickly shaved, then put on a comfortable but pretty shirt and some leggings. I did my make-up, too. God, I hope he’s attractive. Cause even though I don’t owe this stranger from the internet anything, that’ll be awkward, and I don’t want that.

      He’s supposed to be here in five minutes, and I don’t know what to do with myself. I keep pacing around my living room, watching through the cracks in the curtain to see if a car pulls up outside my house.

      My cat, Ursula, senses my distress. She jumps up onto the windowsill on my latest pass by it and rubs her head against my hip. I run my hand along her back, accepting the comfort that she’s offering.

      What am I doing?

      I want this. I can’t deny that I do. The commanding tone that VonRedwood used in the text messages spoke to me and woke my arousal. And the sexual frustration from this morning still has its hold on me. That still doesn’t change the fact that this is absurd.

      I can fully admit that.

      A set of lights runs across the window as a sleek car pulls up alongside the curb. Oh shit, this is real. This is actually happening. I see him get out of the car, but it’s already getting dark outside, and I can only see his silhouette. He’s tall, just like his profile said, and clearly fit. So I don’t have to worry about that.

      Nerves bubble in my stomach as I wait for the knock to come. And when it does, I’m paralyzed for a full second before I can force myself to move. I can do this. I want to do this.

      I open the door, and my stomach falls through the ground and into the center of the earth. The man standing in front of me is fucking gorgeous. Perfect in every way. Model looks and a smile that could put someone in an early grave. But that’s not why I feel like I’m about to pass out.

      It’s because Bryce is standing on my doorstep. Bryce, the man I’ve wanted since before I was legal. Bryce, the man who’s been invading my dreams for years and who I cursed today for driving me to absolute distraction. Bryce.

      It registers on his face a second later. “Katti?”

      God, I just want to die. I told him on the app that I wanted him to fuck me. Use toys on me. I mean, I didn’t know it was him, but now I’ll never be able to take that back. There’s a reason I moved away from home, and it was to avoid this.

      “Bryce,” I say, my voice not at all steady. It’s like a breathy moan and I wish that it wasn’t filled with the longing that I absolutely feel.

      He’s staring at me, face plastered with shock. I’ll never be able to unsee that look on his face. The discovery that I like older men. That I, Katti Everly, his best friend’s daughter, has a collection of sex toys that I was prepared to let a stranger use on me.

      “I—” he says. “This is not what I expected.”

      That voice is just what I remember. Rich and deep like hot chocolate with an accent that makes me swoon. But now he thinks I’m some sort of deviant, and I’ll live forever in embarrassment. I would rather have had our final meeting ever—because I’ll make sure that this is it—been something a lot less mortifying.

      “I’m sorry,” I say. “You should go.”

      I move the door and he catches it with his hand. “You’re not even going to invite me inside?”

      I shake my head. “You said it yourself. This isn’t what you were expecting. You came here to have a night full of carefree sex, not find out that your best friend’s daughter is a deviant and a sex-starved pervert.”

      Bryce narrows his eyes, and easily pushes the door open again and steps inside, into my space. He closes the door behind him, and he’s looming over me. I’d forgotten how tall he is. “Is that what you think I think?” he asks, reaching out and putting his hands on my shoulders. “Because that’s not the case in the slightest.”

      “You don’t have to say that, Bryce. It’s okay. You can just go.”

      He guides me against the wall, pressing me there. Not hard, but firmly enough so I don’t run away and he can look at my face. But I don’t want to. I avoid his eyes, even as he seeks them.

      “Do you really think that I would agree to meet up with someone who I thought was a complete pervert? Why would I do that?”

      “Sex.”

      He chuckles, and I hate the way that sound tugs at my gut, doing things to me that I can’t possibly explain to him. “I don’t usually use Heart First for sex, Katti. But your profile, what you wrote, everything from wanting an older man with an accent to what you put as your kinky interests. It called out to me. I wanted to find out who you were, and I meant all those things I said.”

      I see it when it dawns on his face. “You said you were trying to get someone out of your head. Someone older. Someone with an accent.”

      He lets the words hang in the air, and I finally meet his eyes. They’re asking me the question that I can’t answer. I won’t answer. Not until he says it.

      Finally, after an eternity. “Is it me?”

      I nod.

      Bryce sighs, hands tightening on my shoulders, and he steps just a little bit closer. “I haven’t seen you in four years, Katti. How come you’re trying to forget me? Why am I on your mind at all?”

      I swallow, my body reacting to his closeness, suddenly feeling the very thing that it’s wanted. “This was a mistake,” I say. “You know nothing can happen. My father would disown me and he’d kill you.”

      Bryce’s eyes have gone dark, and he’s slowly closed the distance between us so that we’re nearly pressed up against each other. “You didn’t answer my question.”

      “You had to know,” I say, shaking my head. “It was obvious. I had a crush on you forever, Bryce. You were all I ever wanted. Long before I should have wanted anything. And for a moment, I thought that you might feel it too. But that’s crazy, and I couldn’t do it to Dad.”

      “That’s a problem for you, then?” he asks, lifting a brow.

      “What?”

      “That I’m your father’s best friend, and I’m twice your age?”

      It’s not a problem. It’s never been a problem. But we can’t. It would destroy a lot of things, and it would be beyond reckless. I can’t find the words to say it though because Bryce is here and he’s touching me.

      “Because,” he continues, “last time I checked, we were two consenting adults. We can do what we like, Katti.”

      “No, we can’t,” I whisper, waving my hand between us. “This is why I moved away. Because of this. This tension. I had to get out before I did something crazy and ruined everything.”

      “Crazy,” he says softly. “Crazy like this?”

      He presses his mouth to mine, soft at first. It doesn’t stay that way. Our lips touching is like setting a match to gasoline. Everything in me ignites. The moan that escapes me is feral and needy and I wrap my arms around his neck, pulling him closer.

      Bryce’s hands are on me, exploring my body with bold surety. His tongue strokes across my lips, and I open for him, allowing him to plunder me. All I feel is heat and fire and pleasure, and I’m soaking wet. Sliding his hands down to my ass, he lifts me off the floor and presses me harder into the wall. My legs naturally wrap around his waist, pressing us together intimately and so suddenly I can’t breathe.

      This is so wrong. But it feels so right. It’s better than every fantasy I’ve ever had. We fit together like lock and key, and the way I can feel him hard against me has me aching for him. If I don’t stop him soon, I’m not going to be able to stop.

      God, I don’t want to stop.

      “We shouldn’t,” I say, breathless in between gasps for breath.

      “Why?”

      “You know why.”

      Bryce makes a sound low in his throat. “I don’t think it’s a good enough reason.”

      “Why not? You’re willing to risk your friendship with my father?”

      He pulls back far enough to look into my face, at level with mine since he’s holding me up. “You’re not the only one who’s tried to move on and failed, Katti.”

      I feel like I’m falling through the floor again, and this time when he kisses me, I don’t even think of stopping him. I can’t. Not now.

      “I’m going to take you into your bedroom, Katti, and I’m going to fuck you the way you deserve to be fucked,” he says against my skin, licking my neck. “And I only have one request.”

      “Oh?” I say, struggling to hold on to my power of speech. His lips seem to erase it entirely sending spirals of heat down through my core.

      “Don’t mention your father again tonight. We’ll deal with the fall out, but I don’t want to think of him—and I especially do not want you to think of him—when I’m inside you.” He presses his lips to my ear, whispering. “And I plan on being inside you for hours.”

      I shudder against his body, vision going blank with overwhelming arousal. “Done,” I say. I can barely even remember my own name right now, let alone the drama surrounding our history. All I want is him, and I’m going to let him have his way with me.

      Bryce’s lips crash down on mine again, stealing my breath and consuming me. “Where’s your bedroom?”

      “Down the hall. Last door.” My voice doesn’t even sound like my own, husky and deep and dripping with need.

      He carries me effortlessly through my house and into my bedroom, sprawling us both on the bed. I’ve imagined him over me hundreds of times, but the real, solid, weight of him is better than I ever though that it could be.

      I love it.

      I love the feel of him pressing me into the mattress, the feel of his cock stringing to get to me through his pants, the feeling of his lips on mine, tasting me the way I’ve always wanted him to.

      “I fucking meant every word, Katti. I’m going to do everything I said. I’m going to take you every way you’ll let me. I’m going to fulfill every fantasy you’ve ever had, and the ones that you haven’t yet. I’m going to make you scream my name.”

      “I’ve always wanted to,” I say.

      “If I’d known you’d still wanted that after all this time,” he says, pulling away from me and catching my wrists, pinning them to the bed, “I would have found you sooner. I would have never let you leave. I would have made you mine.”

      My pussy is soaking wet, and I’m not wearing panties under these leggings. I can feel the dampness there, spreading, and it’s only a matter of time till he knows just how badly I want him. That my body reacted to him the second that I opened that door.

      Bryce tugs at the hem of my shirt, and I let him pull it over my head. He’s seen this much of me before—seen me in a bikini plenty of times—but this is going to be different. And my body isn’t the same. “I don’t look the way I did when you last saw me.” I laugh a little, awkwardly. “Less time for the gym.”

      He pins me with a hard look. “If the next words out of your mouth were going to be anything but, ‘I am a stunningly beautiful woman,’ they were incorrect.”

      A flush rushes across my face and chest, and I have to close my eyes. His lips fall on the skin of my chest, exploring the valley between my breasts, and licking my already hard nipples through the thin lace. Fuck that feels amazing. I buck up against him, hips seeking more, and he chuckles. “I like this,” he says. “I like how your body responds to me.”

      It takes only seconds for him to unclasp my bra, baring me to him, and he takes me in, eyes roving. I feel the urge to cover myself, but he doesn’t even give me the chance, pinning my wrists again.

      When his mouth connects with the bare skin of my nipple, I gasp. Sparks of electricity fly across my skin, drawing pleasure out of corners that I didn’t know existed. One and then the other, he teases them with his lips, rolling his tongue across them and grazing them with his teeth until they’re hard points.

      Bryce pulls back an inch and blows gently, the coolness of air raising goosebumps and hardening my nipples to the point of delicious, pleasurable, pain. “You’re exquisite,” he says.

      I can’t find the words to speak as he moves down my body, fingers finding the waistband of my leggings and pulling them down so that I’m completely bare to him. He stands from the bed and stares down at me—all of me. I’m shivering under his gaze.

      The look on his face is enough to make me shudder with pleasure. It’s pure lust and need and fire. He locks his eyes with mine as he reaches up and starts to undo the buttons on his shirt. God, I’ve dreamed of this.

      He reveals himself to me, button by button. The years that I haven’t seen him haven’t had the slightest effect on his body. He’s hard and defined in all the right places, sculpted in that almost crazy way that statues are. I could put him on a pedestal and easily worship him.

      But after the shirt comes off, I’m ready for more. And he doesn’t give it to me. I’m longing to see all of him, and at this point, I know that it’s a given. But I still feel the tiny stab of disappointment when he doesn’t touch his belt. Disappointment that’s entirely erased when he climbs back up my body to claim my mouth, showing me in no uncertain terms that he wants this. Wants me.

      “You were never mine to think about,” he says softly. “And I made sure I didn’t. But don’t think I didn’t notice, Katti. And god,” he sucks in a breath and moves his lips across my collarbone in a blaze of heat. “After you turned eighteen, I couldn’t help myself anymore. I noticed.”

      My stomach drops through the bed and the floor. “You never showed it.”

      Bryce laughs softly. “What was I supposed to do? Tell my best friend that I wanted to fuck his eighteen-year-old daughter? Do things to her that were so dirty I couldn’t find the words?”

      Fresh heat rolls through me, and I can barely keep still underneath him, squirming, trying to have more contact with his skin. “I know. But I still wish you had.”

      “Well,” he says with a smirk, “we’ll just have to make up for lost time.”

      He doesn’t hesitate then, dropping down and pressing my legs open so his mouth can cover me in one smooth motion, and I swear that time stands still. Fantasy and reality collide in a blinding rush, and I can’t catch my breath.

      Bryce licks me, swirling his tongue across my entrance and up over my clit. There’s no part of me that is left unexplored or untasted, moving boldly and thoroughly, but also taking his time. A sound comes from his throat, deep and sensual. “I used to imagine what you tasted like. If I’d known you were this sweet, I would have said fuck it to everything standing in our way.”

      I can’t respond as his mouth seals over my clit, tongue moving in bold strokes along the underside, pleasure shooting through me in sparks and streaks. This isn’t happening right? Bryce Collingwood isn’t between my legs, deep in my pussy. Oh my god, this is actually real.

      Every time I’ve watched porn with a British accent, trying to imagine this very situation, comes flooding back, and none of it compares. It’s not even fucking close, and it’s only been five minutes.

      Bryce slips his tongue down, licking me in a way that makes me moan. Delicious, slippery friction drives me mad. It’s not just that he’s fucking me with his tongue, it’s that it’s Bryce fucking me with his tongue. It’s longer than I imagined it would be, and he strokes it inside in slow, sweeping movements that make my legs shake.

      Reaching down, I grab his hair in my hands, in an attempt to bring him closer, and he obliges by moving his mouth back to my clit and sucking it deeply. Pleasure rises from deep inside, drawn like a magnet to the movements of his mouth. Hell yes. I say it out loud, and I love the feel of his laughter against my skin.

      He sets up that rhythm again, teasing me closer to climax with that clever tongue, and I’m lost in the sensation and also feeling like an absolute idiot for not having given this a chance sooner. All the sex that we could have had in the time that we were both wanting each other and denying it.

      Bryce scrapes his teeth across the top of my clit, and all thoughts of regret are chased from my mind. My body is lit up with gathering pleasure, bits of light that will explode. He slides his hands under my ass, holding me to his mouth while he consumes me like a feast.

      “Bryce, please,” I say. I don’t know what I’m asking, just that it’s more, and that his name feels good on my lips.

      He gives it to me, sucking hard and flicking me with his tongue. I don’t even have a chance to think about whether or not to hold back or make it last longer. I just come. The world shatters apart in a flash of light, a cry dragged from me as the pleasure crashes down on me with speed and force that flattens me. I’m shaking and gasping, only a lightning rod for this sensation. Completely blind to anything else.

      Holy shit.

      I haven’t come like that in…

      Ever.

      I’m breathing hard when my vision clears, and I look down to find Bryce grinning up at me, chin propped on my stomach and mouth shiny from my orgasm. “Well?”

      “Fuck,” I say. “This is insane. That was insane.”

      His eyes narrow a little and his perfect, sexy, British voice grows serious. “If this is insane, then I think I’ll enjoy being crazy. That was number one.”

      “Number one what?”

      The side of his mouth tips up. “Number one orgasm. Remember? We have a marathon to complete.”

      The reality of what he’s saying hits me, shakes me to the core. Fuck, I want that, but I don’t think that’s possible. “Bryce, I can’t come twenty-six times in one night.”

      “Have you ever tried?”

      “I mean…no, but I’m also pretty sure that it would kill me.”

      He grins. “Don’t worry. I’ll stop just short of murder by orgasm.” And then his mouth is on me again, and the only comeback I have is a groan that makes him laugh as he licks my pussy.

      Though that’s not the right word for it. He devours me like a man who’s been starving. The onslaught is too much to take. Too hard, too fast, too delicious, and I come again, caught without breath.

      I arch off the bed, only held in place by the grip he has on my hips and ferocious pressure of his lips and tongue. I gush my climax, and he drinks me in, never stopping and never letting up, instead making me rise higher.

      I can’t see. Can’t breathe.

      I didn’t know it was possible to exist in a plane that was only pleasure.

      But this is it. Pure white light and fireworks and earthquakes of heat and sensation that I’ll never recover from.

      Until I come back to the world limp and spent and he’s still gently kissing my clit, making me jump and my pussy clench with quivering aftershocks.

      “That was three,” he murmurs, moving up and over me on the bed, and kissing me. I taste myself on his lips, proof that this pleasure is real—that he is real. But I still can’t believe it.

      “This isn’t real.”

      “Oh,” he says. “It is real. And we’re just getting started, Katti.”

      “I might need a breather,” I say, stroking my hand down his chest, savoring the feeling of the skin I’ve always wanted under my fingers.

      Bryce chuckles softly. “I don’t think so. Now I’m going to need all of those sex toys you told me about.”
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      “What?”

      “When we were chatting, I asked if you wanted toys used on you. I believe your answer was ‘fuck yes,’ so I want to know what I have available.”

      I blush furiously. I’m not embarrassed of my collection, but the thought of Bryce seeing it is terrifying. What if he thinks I’m sort of crazed sex maniac when he sees how many I have? I’ll have to take the risk, because just the mention of him using toys on me has me impossibly wet again. And we’ve already come this far. Whatever we were hoping to preserve by staying away from each other this long has already been destroyed. You can’t go back to indifference after one person has had the other’s tongue inside them.

      That’s just not the way it works.

      “The dresser,” I say. “Both bottom drawers.”

      Bryce’s eyebrows rise in shock before his expression shifts to something more feral and filled with lust. It takes my breath away. “Are you a bad girl, Katti?”

      “Yes,” I breathe. “More than you ever knew.”

      His lips roam across my skin, starting at my ear and moving down my neck toward my shoulder. “Oh, I plan on knowing. I think you’ll like some of those thoughts I had about you.”

      “Tell me.”

      “The beach,” he says simply, and I’m thrown back in time. He frequently joined us on our family vacations for a couple of days. It was on one of those trips, on the beach when I was younger, that I first realized how fucking hot Bryce was—it was there that my obsession began. The fact that it was that for him too makes me smile.

      “Oh?”

      “The summer after you turned eighteen, you wore that yellow bikini that hid next to nothing, and every damn night we were in that house I thought about you wearing that in the water. Touched myself while thinking about it. Fantasized about sneaking you into my room and fucking you, covering your mouth so your moans wouldn’t wake anyone else.”

      My eyes flutter closed. God, if that had happened…I would have, I would have loved it.

      “His voice is even slower now as his lips graze my chest, hands still on my hips pressing me into the mattress. “I still think about that bikini.”

      “I wore it for you,” I tell him. “I wanted you to notice me. And I thought you never did. I spent that whole week trying to be sexy. I wanted to make you hard.”

      He laughs. “I was harder that week than I’d ever been before in my life.”

      Abruptly he’s up and away from me, and I hear the drawers of my dresser slide open. I’m still wrung out from the orgasms he’s already given me, and I don’t move.

      “Katti,” he says, voice rough. “You’ve been very naughty.”

      It makes me laugh, and I smile. “I know.”

      “I’m going to use every single one of these on you. Not tonight, because I don’t think there are enough hours in a single night. But they’ll all get used.”

      There’s a rustling, and the sound of a bottle opening. The sound of lube and suction. I lean up on my elbows to find him with one of the toys that honestly, I’ve never really managed to use. I bought it on a whim, but it’s not very practical when you’re by yourself.

      It’s a dildo, but not just any dildo. It’s a double dildo, with two cocks, one for your pussy and one for your ass. Even comes equipped with a suction cup. And I did try it, but I felt silly. I wanted the experience of double penetration, but fucking my wall alone didn’t feel sexy.

      Watching Bryce cover each cock with lube and attach it to the wall is an entirely different experience. He works with smooth efficiency and assurance, the dildos are dripping lube onto the floor before he looks at me with feral grin.

      He doesn’t speak as he undoes his belt, dropping his pants and underwear with that same efficiency, and I see him naked for the first time.

      It’s everything that I imagined it would be. The rest of his body matches what I’ve already seen—sculpted and defined, every bit of him hard. Bryce’s cock juts out from his body, proud and thick, curving upwards slightly. My mouth waters at the sight of it. This. This is all that I’ve ever wanted. Him and me, naked together.

      “I’ve imagined you a lot of ways, Katti. And right now I want to see you on your knees. I want to see if it looks how I imagined it would.”

      My heart starts to pound, and I slide off the bed to my knees before him, looking up at his towering height. His cock is that much closer to me now, and I can’t stop looking at it. I want to touch him. Taste him. To see if what I’ve dreamed about is real.

      The look on his face is pure darkness and fire. He reaches out, winding his hand into my hair and lifting my gaze to his. “I’ve wanted this for a long time, Katti. And now I’m going to watch you fuck yourself on that toy while my cock is down your throat.”

      The wave of need that rolls through me is so strong that I have to close my eyes. His power is what I’ve wanted, like I’ve known what was lurking beneath the surface, just waiting for me to find it.

      Bryce’s hand stills in my hair, he guides me on my hands and knees over to the wall where he’s attached the toy, and puts me where he wants me. His hands leave heat on my skin as he backs me up against it and lines it up with me, spreading more lube on both me and the toy.

      “You’re going to take it all,” he says. “Both the toy and my cock. Every hole filled, just for me.”

      I was already soaking wet, but now it’s practically dripping down my thighs. Bryce strokes his fingers across my pussy as he guides me onto the dildo. “I love how fucking wet you are for me. Have you always been this wet for me?”

      “Yes,” I say, because it’s the truth. As soon as I learned about what it meant to be aroused, I was around him. Every friendly smile or hug would make me ache and drip. I tried to shut that part of me off and ignore it, but he always broke back in.

      He fits the other piece of the toy against my ass, and I let him press it in. Bryce crouches in front of me, taking my mouth in a searing kiss. “Take them.” His hands are on my shoulders, and he eases me back, and I relax, taking the toy deeper, letting the lube do the work. God, it’s bigger than I remembered. It makes me so full. Back and back and back I move, and still he keeps guiding me.

      When my ass meets the wall the dildos are so far inside me that I can’t think. Can’t breathe. I’m stuffed full of them, and it feels amazing. I squeeze down on the toy, and shudder. This isn’t how it felt the first time I used it.

      Bryce’s hand is in my hair again as he stands, gripping just hard enough to pull a little on my scalp. I love it.

      He holds my head still, bringing himself closer until the tip of his cock is touching my lips. I’m overwhelmed, his hard heat so close. Everything about this has me in awe, and I still can’t even believe that it’s real.

      “Open,” he says, voice rough and dark.

      I do, allowing him to slide in in one long stroke. He said I would take all of him, and he doesn’t leave any room for disobedience. His hand in my hair angles my head so that he can slip into my throat, and he doesn’t stop until his stomach grazes my lips and his balls are pressed against my chin.

      Every part of me is full, and I’ve never felt anything like it. My mind is blank with pleasure and helpless acceptance. Yes. Please. More. This is what I want.

      Bryce groans, the hand in my hair softening to stroke down my face. “You are so beautiful, Katti,” he says. “And seeing you with all three holes stuffed is the hottest fucking thing I’ve ever seen. Fuck, I love seeing your lips stretched around my cock.”

      He keeps holding me still as he pulls back, the dragging sensation of him on my tongue is mesmerizing, and then he pushes in again. All the way. And again. Long, deep thrusts that fill me to the brim and stretch my mouth. I glance up at his face to see pure rapture on it.

      “Fuck yourself,” he says roughly, tightening his fingers in my hair. “That toy isn’t for show.”

      It takes all my focus to move my body while he drives into my mouth, but I do. Sharp pleasure blooms when I move back onto the dildos again, blinding me. Instinct takes over, my body seeking that pleasure at the same time that pleasure is being taken from me.

      “Make yourself come,” he says, holding me still on his cock, nose pressed into his skin. “For me. So I can pour myself down your throat while you moan around my cock.”

      No one I’ve ever slept with has spoken to me this way, with such dirty words and blunt commands. A gush of wetness floods me, and I can fuck myself that much faster on the dildos. They’re big—larger than the toys I usually use—and hitting spots deep inside that are sending up flares and bursts of need, growing ever stronger.

      Bryce releases me, and I heave in a breath, not stopping my thrusts against the wall. Leaning forward quickly, he reaches under me and finds my clit, stroking it, driving my pleasure upwards toward the edge before pulling away again. He gives me a cocky half smile, as he pushes himself back between my lips. “I can’t make it too easy for you.”

      It’s not easy. Pleasure is warring within me, fighting to get out and continually out of reach. And I’m distracted by the sensation of Bryce’s cock in my mouth, plunging into my throat. Both his hands are now buried in my hair as he drives himself in to the hilt, fucking my mouth freely. The motion of his hips drives me back further onto the toy, and I give in to the sensation. I’m helpless and stuffed and completely controlled by him.

      Heat spirals down my spine and pleasure blooms in a deep, shuddering orgasm that makes me moan. It’s like a low earthquake—beneath the surface and shaking me to the foundations, showing me a kind pleasure that I’ve never felt before. Far-reaching. Expansive. Impossible.

      I can’t help but freeze, completely at the will of this feeling, and overtaken by it.

      “Good girl,” Bryce says roughly, thrusting deep again, again, and one last time, finding his own climax and the sound of his pleasure gives me more. The heat of him spills down my throat, and I don’t even have to swallow.

      Fuck, yes.

      I can’t remember how long it’s been since I wanted to taste him, to have him use me, and for us to have this kind of pleasure together. But it’s perfect, and mine, and in spite of everything that is standing in the way of this moment, I don’t fucking care. I would do it again. I will do it again.

      The orgasm releases me, and my limbs are jelly. I can barely remain upright, and Bryce catches me, pulling me upward and helping me to the bed. I don’t move or help him as he places me where he wants me: On my knees face down, collapsed to the bed. As he leans over me, stretching my hands to the sides, I feel his cock against me, still huge, still incredibly hard.

      “You’re hard.” It’s sounds silly when I say it, like I’m stating the obvious, but I’m too wrung out on pleasure to say anything more complex.

      He laughs softly. “Yes, I am.”

      “But you came,” I say. “You tasted so good.” There wasn’t much of his rich flavor, given how far down my throat he was, but I can still taste it a little. And I want more.

      “I assure you, Katti, with how long and how deeply I’ve wanted you, I’m going to be hard for hours.”

      My eyes close. God, that’s what I want to hear.

      How is it possible that I convinced myself that those replacements were anything close to this? Nothing can copy the timbre of his voice, or the strength in his touch as he presses my hands into the bed, silently telling me he wants me to keep them there.

      Bryce’s body is covering mine, and I love the warm, solid, weight of him. His lips are at my ear, pressing softly. “I’m going to fuck you now, Katti.”

      “Yes, please,” I breathe.

      He lifts away from me for a moment, and I hear him in the drawers again, and again the opening of the bottle of lube. “But first, I think you need to be filled again.”

      Cold wetness presses against my ass, the round shape telling me what’s there. Anal beads. The rounded shapes starting small and getting larger as they get closer to the ring. The string itself is curved in an S-shape. It’s been forever since I’ve used them, but god, I remember when I did, it made my orgasm twice as intense. With Bryce, I think I might pass out.

      I relax, pushing against the intrusion as the first bead slips in, and I groan. My ass is already sensitive from the fucking it just got, and my whole body is like a fuse ready to blow into more pleasure. He doesn’t stop at just one, gently pushing and maneuvering until one after another slips inside, all the way along the curve to the biggest bead that I’ve never managed to get in.

      “Bryce,” I say, “I’m not sure I can take that.”

      His hands smooth up my back, warming my skin and releasing any tension I feel. Those same hands drift around my ribs and under me to cup my breasts as he presses his lips to my neck. “Try for me.”

      “I’ve never been able to take it.”

      “Mmm,” he makes the sound against my skin, hips pressing into my ass so I can feel the pressure of that latest bead and the hardness of his cock there. “But I’m already dreaming of my cock in your beautiful ass, Katti. I want to see your face when you take all of me, all the way down to my balls. I want to hear the screams you’ll make when you can’t stop coming. And believe me, I’m bigger than this last bead. So try for me.”

      I’m wet again, and he knows it. He can probably smell it. His tongue tastes my skin, drawing a line down the top of my spine and making me shiver. I can see the situation he’s describing in my mind, him hovering over me while he takes what no other man has. Only toys have been in my ass so far, and I want to give him that. I want to give him the first that I wanted to give him when I was younger. I dreamed of him taking my virginity, and he didn’t. He can have this, though.

      “Okay,” I say.

      He makes a low sound of approval, continuing to trace down my spine with his tongue. All the way down, until his mouth is right there, where I’m stuffed full of beads. Bryce traces me, wetting my asshole with his tongue, and everything in me clenches down. It’s so dirty, so intimate, and I need more. I need everything. I can’t stop the groan that escapes from my lips, muffled by my sheets.

      His fingers tease my clit, spiking pleasure trough my veins, and it’s almost enough for me to come again. Almost. Not quite.

      Bryce presses in on the bead, and I relax. Pain and pleasure mingle together, but it goes and goes and goes until it slips in, nestled inside perfectly. I feel even more full than the dildo, and my breath is short. “That’s my girl,” he says, grabbing me by the hips and flipping me over.

      How many times have I imagined him over me like this? A thousand? It’s nothing compared to the real thing. I marvel at the way his collarbones are etched in the shadows of my room, and the way that his nipples are hardened with arousal just like mine. The way his lean and perfect body dwarfs me. The fact that he’s here at all, looking at me like I’m the most perfect thing in the world.

      I watch him lean back, and grab the condom he must have grabbed when he got the beads, and roll it on. His eyes never leave mine as he rolls it down, and it’s like the temperature rises five degrees in the room.

      He leans over me, fitting himself against my entrance, and he kisses me. “Are you all right?” he asks.

      “Of course,” I say. “Why?”

      Bryce’s eyes are dark and serious. “We’ve both waited a long time for this,” he says. “And there’s no going back after.”

      I laugh, though I feel the gravity of it too. “You think we can go back after you shot your load down my throat?”

      He presses his lips to my jaw and draws them along my skin. “I could pretend,” he says. “I could make myself believe it wasn’t you. It would be hard, but I would do it.” There’s a pause, and he’s looking down at me and I feel something more than arousal rise in my gut. “But I will never be able to erase the feeling of being inside you, Katti. I know that. I’m going to remember this forever, no matter what happens. So if you have any doubts, tell me now.”

      I wrap my arms around his shoulders and pull him down to me, kissing him. The feeling of kissing him is like a homecoming that I always wanted but never knew that I needed. “I have so many doubts, about what will happen—the consequences. But never about this.” It’s such a simple admission, and yet it feels like the most intimate thing I could say, and it takes my breath away. “Take me, Bryce. I’ve always been yours.”

      Bryce’s mouth slants across mine, hard. There’s nothing but raw, searing passion in this kiss, and it’s that much more when he presses inside me, and I gasp into his mouth. His cock is huge. I know because it was just down my throat, but it feels entirely different inching into my pussy, and I’m already filled up.

      This is how sex was meant to feel—breathless and sparkling and filled with anticipation and immediate, deep pleasure. I haven’t been with that many men, but looking back, sex looks pale and flimsy, and I’m wondering what the point of that even was. Because it wasn’t this.

      I don’t think he’s going to fit, but he does. Deep and thick and throbbing, he doesn’t stop kissing me until he’s buried to the hilt, and then we’re pressing our foreheads together, mingling our breath. He’s right. I can never go back from this. I will always remember the way we’re connected. This is something that we’ve both been yearning for, and it feels like something is sealed between us now.

      “Fuck, Katti,” he says.

      “Yes, please.”

      He laughs, but doesn’t object.

      And then he fucks me, and I see stars.

      Bryce doesn’t hold back, pulling out of me and plunging deep, taking all of me in a way that’s never been done before. It’s possessive and branding and claiming, and I give into it because never in my life have I wanted to be claimed by anyone else.

      I can feel the beads filling me up, hitting places and adding pressure to the already growing climax inside me, and I can’t breathe. It’s too much, and it’s not enough. I don’t know how it can possibly be both, but it is.

      Reaching under me, Bryce palms my ass, tilting my hips up into him as he thrusts deeper, and I go over. Pure white light floods my vision, and I scream his name. This is what it feels like to be on fire. I’m dying from the pleasure and can’t breathe. His mouth crashes onto mine again, stealing what’s left of my air, and I’ll gladly give it all to him.

      My pussy is squeezing down on his cock, my ass on the beads, and another orgasm triggers before the last one is over. My scream is caught in his mouth, and I surrender to it. It’s so good, blindingly, brilliantly good.

      I tumble into the absence of feeling, Bryce’s cock suddenly gone. He’s leaned back, and I realize that his fingers are hooked in the ring of anal beads. “Nooo,” the word comes from me. It’s going to break me open, and I don’t know if I’ll actually survive it.

      “Yes, baby,” he says, and pulls.

      Pleasure rushes through me, fullness emptying, and I scream so loud I’m sure that my neighbors are going to hear me. I’m coming and I can’t stop. Not when the beads are gone, or when he thrusts back in, pounding towards his own climax. Every nerve is on fire, and I’m lost in this place of pleasure.

      From somewhere else, I hear Bryce shout my name, coming deep inside. I feel the weight of him as he collapses on me, and I feel the soft brush of his lips on mine.

      I’m not sure how long it takes me to come back. I may have even fallen asleep for a little while.

      When I come back to my body, floating in a state of calm and perfect happiness, everything is clean. My head is resting on Bryce’s chest, and we’re covered in my blankets. I remember nothing about how we got here.

      My voice is gravelly when I speak, from screaming. “We should have done that a long time ago.”

      Bryce moves when he hears my voice, slipping out from under me, and helping me rest on the pillow. I like the way he’s leaning over me, and the way his body half-presses me into the mattress. Now that I’ve had a taste, I want as much contact with him as possible.

      “I agree,” he says, “but it might not have been like that.”

      “Maybe not.”

      He kisses me, tilting my chin up so he can lean in deeper. “No matter what we should have done,” he says, “that was worth the wait.”

      Just the simple stroke of his hand down my side has my nipples hardening, and he laughs, low and throaty, and I wish I could fucking bottle that sound. “As much as I appreciate your body’s enthusiasm, I don’t want to break you.”

      “What happened to twenty-six orgasms?” I tease.

      “Oh,” he says, “we’ll get there. But it might take some training. Regardless, I think seven is a good start.”

      “Was it really seven?”

      “At least,” he nods. “I’m not sure I kept track of all of them in that last bit, but you were screaming quite a lot.” I blush, and he tucks me into his chest. “I liked it.”

      This feels impossible, but it’s not. I’m still so, so tired, and I relax into the feeling of him soothing his hands down my back, and the steady sound of his heartbeat under my ear.

      “Bryce,” I say softly. “This is real, right?”

      “Yes, baby girl,” he says. “This is real.”

      It’s with those words in my head that I go to sleep.
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      I wake up, and I’m pretty sure that everything is a dream, but I know it wasn’t. But it might be easier if it was, because when I wake up, I’m alone in my bed.

      Oh, no.

      My first thought is to look for a note, but there’s nothing on either of my bedside tables or in the kitchen. In the living room I find my phone on the floor, where I must have dropped it after he kissed me and I didn’t fucking notice. Nothing there. Outside, Bryce’s car is gone. It’s like he was never here at all, and I wish I could take away how much it fucking hurts.

      Tears come to my eyes, and I push them back. No. I’m not going to do that. I’m not going to cry. It’s for the best. It is. We knew that this could never work. Not with who we are and who our families are and who my father is and the age difference.

      Bryce probably came to his senses and realized that this was all a mistake. That his relationship with my dad is more important to him, and he doesn’t want to destroy it. Because my dad would be devastated if he knew. I know that deep in my gut. The same way that I know that I would do all of last night again. I will never take it back.

      It was the best night of my life.

      Probably will continue to be the best night of my life if Bryce has changed his mind.

      It’s fine. I knew it was coming. It’s fine.

      I keep telling myself that as I get dressed, make breakfast, and go to the store. It’s fine. It’s a good memory. It’s okay.

      I push aside the pulsing hurt in my chest and go about opening the store. Elle isn’t here yet, and I’m glad, because she’s going to ask about last night. I’m amazed the cops didn’t show up at my house because I was so caught up with Bryce I never texted her. It was so easy to disappear into him and forget everything but the delicious pleasure and intimacy. Or what I thought was intimacy.

      My body perks up at the memory, need spiraling though me with terrifying speed.

      Down, girl.

      At the very least, I’m glad I know what it feels like to be with him.

      Against my better judgement, I check my phone again and log in to the Hearts First app, and only see what I expect: our messages from last night and nothing more. I have no new texts either. Bryce has my number. He’s always had it. Needed it, since our families text a fair amount. I’ve been left out of most of the group texts the last few years because I don’t live as close anymore, but I’m still on some of them.

      I get everything done to open the store early—it’s in stellar shape due to Elle’s work last night—and I find myself staring at my phone. Hoping for a text that isn’t going to come. But I have to do something, and all I’m going to do is be thinking about him.

      Flicking through his social media, I consume recent pictures of him. A few from a vacation this past year, and the pictures of him spiking a volleyball on the beach and diving in the waves have my body producing an entirely different kind of wave. And then I come across a picture that blows me back into the past. It’s of the two of us, on the night of my college graduation party. The night that changed everything and the night that I knew I had to move away because I couldn’t take it anymore.

      In this picture, I’m still in my graduation gown, and he’s got his arm around me, and I’m staring up at him like his face is the sun and the only thing I wanted was to see it shine. The fact that none of my family realized that I was in love with him is a goddamn miracle.

      At this point in the day, nothing had happened. But later that night…

      I was drunk. Drunker than I normally would let myself get. But I was determined to make a move. I had graduated from college. I was an adult now. I was completely convinced that that would be enough for Bryce to see me for what I was. So I put on my smallest bikini—the one he mentioned last night—and got drunk. People were in the pool in our backyard. My family and my friends, all there to celebrate. So the fact that I as in a bikini wasn’t out of place.

      But I pulled Bryce away, into the pool house. I told him I wanted to talk to him, and he followed me. I was drunk and clumsy, though in the moment I felt smooth and sexy. It’s been long enough and I had consumed enough alcohol that I don’t remember the details of what I said. But I pressed myself against him, and tried to make it clear that I was available for whatever he could possibly want from me.

      And then my mom walked in on the two of us.

      Nothing was happening, but the noise of the door was enough to startle me into freaking out, and I nearly fell on my ass. Bryce caught me, giving us a convenient cover story. That he was helping poor, drunk me, and not that I was hitting on the man that’s so close to my father that the jokingly refer to each other as brothers.

      When I woke up the next morning—completely hungover and still in the bikini—I was mortified. Bryce never gave any clue about what happened, but he had to know, right? And for a second, I think I remember before my mom walked in, I saw the hint of his interest. So I left.

      I knew that eventually I would be drunk around Bryce again, and that I would try to seduce him again because I couldn’t help myself, and I would ruin everything. Five hours away in the outskirts of Boston was far enough away to make sure that we wouldn’t run into each other. Or so I thought.

      “Who’s that? He’s ridiculously hot.”

      I nearly jump out of my skin. I’ve been so lost in my own memories that I didn’t hear Elle enter the store or walk up behind me. “Jesus, Elle.”

      She laughs. “That’s not my fault, Katti. There’s literally a bell on the door.”

      “That’s fair, but you still scared me.”

      “That makes sense,” she says. “You must be exhausted.”

      I give her a look. “What makes you say that?”

      “The accidental phone call I got that let me hear you making out with your Hearts First hottie. I heard him tell you he was going to take you into the bedroom and fuck you, and hung up. I figured you were fine, and wouldn’t be calling me if you’d dropped your phone and were getting told that.”

      I go hot with a blush. “Oh, my god. I’m so sorry.”

      She waves a hand. “Don’t be. Better me hear you getting it on than you actually being in trouble.” Leaning on the counter, she grins. “So, how was it?”

      I don’t manage to hide the way my face falls.

      “Oh fuck,” she says. “What happened?”

      “It was amazing,” I say. “But when I woke up, he was gone.”

      Elle narrows her eyes. “But he was supposed to be a one-night stand. So that’s fine, right?” It takes her a second, and then she looks down at where my phone is still in my hand. “Ohhh. That’s the guy. He was someone you knew.”

      I nod.

      “So…what’s the problem with that?”

      She doesn’t know about Bryce. Not about all of it. “I’ve wanted him for a really long time. It was just a sheer coincidence that it was him. But…the problem is that he’s nearly twice my age.”

      A customer walks into the store, then, and I don’t have a chance to finish telling her the whole story. And we don’t have a chance for several more hours. Tuesdays are always busy for us, and we have a steady stream of customers, and I have a few calls that I need to make. By the time things slow down, it’s nearly noon, and I’m grateful that we haven’t been able to talk about it. Because I don’t know what she’s going to say and I don’t know how much more thinking about him leaving I can take. He already decided that it was mistake. What else matters?

      But Elle isn’t one to give up that easily. As soon as the store calms down, she’s at my side. “So he’s twice your age? Who gives a fuck. He’s hot, and you’re attracted to each other. Weirder things have happened.”

      “It’s not just that,” I say.

      She rolls her eyes. “Then tell me.”

      “He’s my father’s best friend.”

      I see the shock register on her face right as the bell on the door rings, and I see Bryce walk into the store like I summoned him out of thin air.

      Here.

      Bryce is here.

      He came back.

      Relief and hope pour over me like cold water, and I hear Elle suck in a breath. “Holy fuck, that’s really him. And he’s even better than the pictures. Does he have a brother?”

      She’s right, Bryce is stunning. He’s dressed in perfectly pressed slacks and a button-down shirt that’s rolled up to show off his forearms. It looks like he could have stepped out of an ad for some kind of men’s cologne.

      “No brothers,” I murmur, as he walks up to me, and he leans down and captures my lips with his. It’s stunning and bold and completely unexpected. Oh.

      Elle murmurs something about needing to check the stock in the back, and I hear her leave and nothing else. I can’t pay attention to anything but Bryce’s lips on mine. This doesn’t feel like he’s changed his mind. It doesn’t make sense.

      “You’re here,” I say, when he lets me breathe for a moment.

      “You sound surprised.”

      I look away from him. “Well, yes.”

      Bryce moves his hand to the back of my neck, guiding my gaze back to his. “Why?”

      “You left,” I say. “You were gone like you were never there. Not even a note.”

      He chuckles and presses his forehead to mine. “I knew that I should have written it down.”

      “What?”

      “I told you I was leaving this morning. I had a meeting I had to go to for work, but that I’d be back. You said okay. I kissed you and you tried to make me stay.”

      I know that I’m staring, and the amusement on his face makes me blush again. “I did? I don’t remember at all.”

      “Honestly, after last night, I should have known that might happen. I wore you out.”

      “Yeah.” I try to kiss him again, but he holds me still. “You thought I left. You thought I changed my mind?”

      “It made too much sense for me not to think that.”

      He shakes his head slowly, wrapping his fingers in my hair again so that I have no choice but to look at him. “I meant what I said. I’m not taking it back. I regret nothing about what we did, and I’m not stopping either.”

      Butterflies flutter in my stomach. “Okay,” I say. I can’t believe that it’s true, but he’s here, and he’s kissing me. God, yes. “Did I tell you where the bookstore was, too?”

      “No, I figured that out on my own. It’s not a secret.”

      “True.” We stare at each other for a moment. “I’m sorry that I didn’t remember.”

      His mouth tips up into a half-smile. “I’m sorry I didn’t leave a note.”

      “What meeting did you have to go to?”

      Bryce rolls his eyes and wraps his arms more fully around me. “I had to drive home and change. I don’t live in Waterton any more, about half-way in between. But you remember my sister Marcy?” I nod. “She’s having a baby, and I promised that I’d help with things for a baby shower. Little did I know that helping with a baby shower would mean I would do things like making place cards with calligraphy. I had to meet with her this morning to make sure I knew everything that she wanted. And then I had to pick up the blank cards from the place here in the city.”

      I grin up at him. “You’re going to do calligraphy?”

      “I’ve been practicing,” he says. “But I’m going to hope that it’s the thought that counts. When the place cards look like a child wrote them, it will be endearing because it’s a baby shower.”

      “That’ll be sweet,” I say. “I’m sure she’ll be happy with whatever you come up with.”

      “But I remember something,” Bryce says.

      “Oh?”

      He nods. “I remember that you’re particularly good with things like this, and if I’m not mistaken, you’ve got some calligraphy skills.”

      “I might.”

      He deliberately rubs his hands up and down my back. “What do I have to do to bribe you into helping me with this?”

      From the back room, Elle yells, “She likes pizza!”

      We both startle, because we completely forgot that she was there. And then I laugh. “I do like pizza.”

      Bryce raises an eyebrow. “If I buy you a pizza, you’ll help me with the place cards?”

      “How about this,” I say. “You start by buying me a pizza, and we’ll see how the night goes.”

      “Mmm,” he says. “That’s a bargain I can live with.”

      I’m still sore from last night, but right now my body doesn’t give a shit, and I swear I hear Elle laughing as Bryce leans down to kiss me, and we’re interrupted by the bell over the door and the next customer of the day.
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      I’m distracted for the rest of the day, because Bryce stays in the store. He browses, eventually picking a book and settling into one of the stuffed armchairs I keep in the corners of the store so that people can read. “Don’t you need to work?” I ask him at one point.

      He just smirks at me and shakes his head. It occurs to me that I don’t even know what he does now. I tried not to know, cause knowing would have just made me more interested.

      Elle corners me in the back room when there’s a lull in customers. “Holy shit, Katti,” she whispers. “I don’t give a fuck if he is your father’s best friend, that man is lickable.”

      “I know,” I say, “and I’ve wanted him for years. But I don’t know what’s going to happen when my family finds out. It will kill them.”

      “Would it really?” she asks. “They wouldn’t be happy that two people they both love found happiness together?”

      I consider the possibility, but I can’t erase the gnawing anxiety in my gut. "I don’t think so. First, we slept together last night, and I know we both want each other, but there’s no kind of permanence yet. And second, how would you feel if the man that you’d known since college started fucking the girl he’s known since she was a kid?”

      She makes a face. “Yeah, I see your point. But you’re both adults now. You’re both at a very different place in your lives. I think it’s fine.”

      “Well, thanks,” I say. “At least one person does.”

      “And seriously? If he has any hot British friends? Sign me the fuck up.”

      “Unfortunately, most of my friends are American. Some of them are hot though. I’ll keep it in mind,” Bryce says from the door. I think it’s the first time that I’ve ever seen Elle blush. But she does, and I whip around. “You’re sneaky,” I say. “I didn’t hear you at all.”

      He smiles. “I thought I might go pick up dinner for the two of us so we can eat while we work.”

      “That would be nice.”

      “Asian or Italian?”

      “Asian.”

      He leans forward and pulls me in for a kiss. “Done. Will we be working here or at your house?”

      “Here,” I say. “We have room back here with the tables that I don’t at home.”

      “Then I’ll be back soon.”

      I bite my lip. “Okay.”

      Bryce disappears, and I glare at Elle. “Thank you, for that.”

      “I mean, he said that he’d keep it in mind,” she says, grinning. “But point taken.”

      Glancing at my watch, I realize that it’s late. “Wow, that day went by fast.”

      “No,” Elle laughs. “That day went by distracted. And do you mind if I head out? You inspired me, and I actually have a date tonight.”

      “Absolutely.” I practically shove her out of the back room. “You stayed late last night and I didn’t even have a chance to tell you how good the store looked when I came in this morning. By all means, fuck off and go get some.”

      “I would say the same to you,” she says, sticking out her tongue. “But I’m absolutely sure that’s going to happen. Just try not to have sex on the actual books?”

      “Goodbye, Elle.”

      She waves and grabs her bag, and I hear the bell over the door ring. I tidy up things, and check out a couple more customers before the store officially closes. I balance the register and make some notes about things that I need to order tomorrow before I hear a small knock and look up to see Bryce at the door brandishing a couple bags of take-out boxes.

      I open the door for him, and he slips inside. As he passes, I get a hit of woodsy cologne, and I swear to god, I swoon. That scent is full of memory and promise, combined with a feeling of hunger. Both for food, and for so much more than that.

      “Where should I set it up?”

      “In the back,” I say, following him. It looks like he bought the entire store and brought it with him.

      He starts placing all the containers out. “I made sure to get the orange chicken. I know that’s your favorite.”

      “You remember that?” It makes me feel strange. I’ve pushed away our history for so long that it surprises me.

      “Of course. I know that orange chicken is your favorite. You love to sleep in on the weekends. Your favorite color is purple, and you don’t like country music.”

      There’s an unexpected burst of emotion that swells up in my chest. It feels like too much. All of it, and I have to look away as the world blurs in front of me. I remember things about him too. That he loves to grow his own herbs and cook. That his first favorite book was The Chronicles of Narnia. That he’d much rather be outdoors if he can help it. A thousand memories that had been too painful to hang on to bubble up and through me to the surface. I know him, and now I might get the chance to know him.

      “What’s wrong?” he asks, his arm coming around me. I close my eyes when he tilts my face up to his so that he doesn’t see my tears. But he knows anyway. “Are you okay?”

      I just lean into him, leaning my head on his chest, feeling his strength. “I just…I never let myself think about you. Because I wanted it too badly. Because it hurt to think about you. But I remember all of things about you, and the fact that you noticed anything about me…I can’t wrap my head around it.”

      “Why not?”

      I can’t find the words. They’re there, but I don’t know how to speak somehow. How do you tell someone that you don’t know how to deal with getting everything that you’ve ever wanted?

      I already have a good life. I have a good friends and family, a job and store that I love, and the only missing thing was him. It almost doesn’t seem fair that it could be real. And I don’t know how long it’s going to take for it to sink in that it actually is. So I just wrap my arms around him and let him hold me.

      His lips brush the top of my head, and it’s perfect. The most natural sensation in the world. We fit like it was meant to be this way, and for the first time, I’m starting to think that maybe it actually was.

      Eventually he moves just a little, and I feel him take in a breath. “Tell me about the store. I’ve never been here other than today. I knew about it, but what made you start a book store? That wasn’t what you planned for in college.”

      “No,” I say, pulling away to sit down and feeling a lot steadier. “Not directly at least. Art history doesn’t exactly have a lot of practical applications for jobs if you’re not in a museum field or the education field. But I had a business minor too, and that’s been really helpful.”

      “But why a bookstore?” he presses, handing me a container of orange chicken.

      I swear that there’s something addictive in this stuff. I could eat my weight in it. “Wishful thinking,” I say. “I loved reading, and when I decided to open a business, I was taken with the idea of owning a bookstore. It seemed romantic to me. If I’d been smarter, I’d probably have gone with something different. I’m glad it’s turned out well, I really do love this store, and I like that we’ve started to be a part of the community. But it hasn’t been easy.”

      Bryce laughs. It’s a free laugh, easy, the way I remember it from the moments when he was having fun with my family. “No, I don’t suppose it would be."

      We eat in silence for a few minutes, and I can feel it when Bryce looks over me again. When I meet his gaze, it’s appraising. “Did you really move away because of me? I didn’t have a chance to ask you last night.”

      “I mean…” I look away, the night of my graduation flashing into my mind for the second time today. “Yes. I wasn’t running away, I was just...I knew that if I stayed that something would have happened—or I would have tried something again. And at the time, I thought that it never could.”

      “You’re talking about the party,” he says.

      I flush bright red. “Yes. You knew?”

      He smirks at me, which does nothing to cool the blush on my face. “Of course I knew, Katti. It was pretty clear. I’ve thought about that night a lot, actually. Where we might be now if it had gone the way you planned.”

      I shake my head. “I’ll be honest, that night is blurry for me. I was drunk, and I don’t remember what I said to you. But other than my imagination, I didn’t think you reacted to me. Like there was just something, and then it was gone.”

      “God, Katti, I was so hard that night. After you left I had to get myself off three times in order to cool off. If your mother hadn’t walked in at that moment, I don’t know if I could have held myself back. But you were drunk, and I didn’t want you to regret anything in the morning.”

      I rub my hand across my face. “All this time I felt like you thought I was making a fool of myself. But I know this, no matter how drunk I was, I would have never regretted that. I don’t regret what we’ve done.”

      “Good.”

      The way he’s staring at me, I feel like I could talk to him forever and tell him everything. He draws it out of me. “You’re a good listener, Bryce.”

      He takes a bite of fried rice, and smiles. “It’s what makes me a good lover. Whoever my partner happens to be, I listen to what they want and need, especially if it’s their body talking.”

      For a second, my mind flashes to the list of lovers he must have had since I left. As Elle pointed out earlier, Bryce is fucking hot. I doubt he’s been celibate.

      Jealousy rises up like a flare, and I try to smother it. I don’t have a right to be jealous. We weren’t together, I didn’t have a claim to him. But I also don’t want to think about anyone else touching him. Or him pleasuring somebody else with that perfect body of his.

      Bryce reaches across the space between us and takes my hand. “Part of being a good listener is listening when someone isn’t talking.”

      I nod, unsure of what I’d say if I let myself.

      “There hasn’t been anyone else for a long time.”

      I make a face. “Really? You’re like a walking specimen of perfection. I’m not sure how that’s possible.”

      “You forget,” he says, twining his fingers with mine, “that you were not the only one wishing for something that they did not have.”

      He leans forward like he’s going to kiss me, and his elbow knocks the container of soy sauce off the table and onto his pants. Pale brown slacks that the liquid seeps into right away. “Shite,” he murmurs, and I’m on my feet, running to the bathroom getting a wet paper towel so I can clean it.

      It’s only once my hands are already on the stain that I truly realize where it is and what I’m doing. The liquid is right over his cock, and it’s hardening beneath my hands. I slow down my furious scrubbing, and look Bryce in the eyes. They’ve gone dark with awareness and lust, and the air in my lungs completely disappears.

      “How cliché is it if I get on my knees right now?” I ask.

      “I don’t know,” Bryce says. “I think that entirely depends on which story we’re in. Clichés depend on the story.”

      “If I get on my knees and suck your cock, like a classic porn movie.”

      The corner of his mouth tips up even as he pins me with a hungry stare. “Cliché? Yes. But entirely welcome.”

      And I do it. I sink to my knees between Bryce’s legs, fulfilling a fantasy that’s been in my mind for years. I got to taste him last night, but I want more. I want to taste him and explore him.

      Unzipping his wet pants, I free his cock that’s straining through his underwear. I love that it’s like the rest of him—long and statuesque and defined. He’s already hard as a rock under my hands.

      Right now he’s not thinking about anyone else, and I’m going to make him feel so fucking good.

      I start touching him. Not with any other person have I just wanted to savor the feeling of their arousal. I reach down and explore his balls with the tips of my fingers too, feeling the softness there.

      Glancing up, I find him watching me, eyes dark. I can’t help but smile, and I don’t break eye contact as I take the head of his cock into my mouth.

      He groans, head falling back, and that sound does things to my body. Enough that I’m tempted to skip the blowjob and just climb up onto his lap and fuck him.

      But that can come later.

      I love the taste of Bryce. It’s rich and deep and salty and reminds me of him. It has layers, and has that same kind of addictive quality that makes me want to taste it forever.

      Swirling my tongue around the head of his cock, I tease the underside, loving that I feel him jump with every stroke.

      I take him deeper, slowly, only taking a little more of him each time before sucking all the way back to the tip. It takes a long time to reach the base, but it’s worth it to hear the practically feral sound he makes when the tip of his cock slips into my throat.

      Releasing him entirely, I seal my lips to his skin and suck down one side of his shaft and back up the other. Then back down again and underneath, and I take his balls into my mouth.

      I’ve never done this with another person, and it feels naughty and intimate and arousing. The fact that Bryce’s hand immediately finds my hair, just holding on to me, tells me that it was a good idea. I suck one and the other, switching back and forth until Bryce is gasping and his fingers are digging into my scalp.

      It’s then that I take him in again, all the way in one go this time. All the way down. I’ve always been good at this. I like the feeling of taking everything—of being so close to him I can feel the muscles in his stomach move and flex.

      “Katti,” Bryce says, voice rough with sex and need. “I’m so close.”

      “Mmm,” I tell him, and that only makes him groan again. I suck back to the tip and dive back down onto him. Again, and again, faster, fucking him with my mouth and not giving him a chance to breathe.

      I hear when he sucks in a breath and feel it when he tenses, and I pull back in time for him to come across my tongue. His taste is concentrated and deep, and I swallow him even as he spills more heat into my mouth. So much that I almost lose some.

      No.

      I swallow faster, because I’m not going to lose a single drop. Until he’s finished, and he relaxes in front of me, and I clean him off before putting his cock away.

      “Fuck,” he says. Drawing out the word like it might kill him. Reaching out, he catches me by the hips and pulls me down onto his lap. “You’re ridiculously good at that.”

      “I know,” I say. “It’s one of my many good qualities.”

      He tilts my face away so he has access to my neck, and drags his lips across my skin. “Mmm, I can definitely agree with that. Now it’s your turn.”

      “Not yet,” I say. “We still have place cards to make.”

      “Fuck the place cards.”

      I raise an eyebrow. “I don’t think your sister would appreciate that.”

      “She’s an adult,” he says. “And pregnant. I have a feeling that she would very much appreciate it.”

      I laugh, and stand up even though he tries to keep me sitting. “We’re going to do these, and when we’re finished, you can take me home and have your wicked way with me.”

      I don’t think I’ve ever seen him move so quickly, helping me clear the food off the table and replacing it with the cards and the list of names that I’ll be writing. There honestly aren’t that many, and it won’t take that long. “Besides,” I say, “that was a fantasy I’ve had for a while. I need a few minutes to recover.”

      Bryce stops, stock still. “You’ve had fantasies about me.” It’s not a question, more of a realization.

      “Of course. I’m assuming you had them about me too.”

      “More than I can count,” he says. “I just never…thought about it.” He pulls his chair close to mine as I start on the first of the names, concentrating on the calligraphy in the colors he gave me. “Tell me about them.”

      I want to laugh, but I’m too focused on writing the name ‘Alexandra.’ “Bryce, I’ve wanted you for years. I can’t just tell you every fantasy I’ve had. There are too many. And you’re going to distract me,” I say because he’s leaned forward and pressed his lips to my shoulder.

      “Tell me three.”

      “Three fantasies?” I ask.

      “Yes.”

      “No.”

      “Why not?”

      I take a breath, and sort out my words before I speak. “Because it’s embarrassing. And because not all my fantasies are…okay.”

      “All fantasies are fine, Katti. That’s why they’re fantasies.”

      “Says you.”

      He nods. “I do. Tell me three fantasies. I swear that I’m not going to judge you for them.”

      I bite my lip, fighting the blush. “I will. If you tell me three.”

      “Fair enough,” he says. “I’ll start. I’ve imagined you blindfolded and bound to my bed where I can tease you with anything and everything. Making you squirm underneath me until I finally choose to fuck you and make you come.”

      The breath rushes out of me all at once. I can see it in my mind, like an out of body experience. Myself tied to a bed as Bryce uses ice and feathers and other things to make me moan. I would be very very fine with that.

      I have to clear my throat before I speak, and out of the corner of my eye, I can see Bryce grinning. He knows he’s unsettled me. “Back when I lived at home, and you spent as many nights in our guest room as not, I used to imagine that you would sneak into my room. And you would do every manner of unspeakable, dirty thing to me. But I couldn’t make a sound because if I did then we would get caught.”

      Bryce doesn’t wait, jumping into the next fantasy. “I imagine being at a party with you, and you’re wearing a long skirt. I see me pulling you down into my lap in a secluded corner, and fucking you in front of everyone without them knowing. I love stroking myself thinking about the fact that I’m making you orgasm with an audience.”

      “Fuck,” I say, trying to focus. My body is not cooperating, and I’m wet, wanting, and I’m trying not to shake. “If you want these to be perfect, you need to not make these so hot.”

      “Not a fucking chance.” His hands are on my waist. Wandering up my spine and across my body.

      I move on to the next name and try to find the words. One of my darker, less acceptable fantasies. “I’ve been home alone, and imagined that you would walk in the door and not say a thing. You’d just pull me up from the couch and kiss me hard. Rough. Then you bend me over the back of the couch, pull down my panties and fuck me right there without waiting or asking. Just taking what you wanted. You come all over my ass, and then leave me there, a mess.”

      Bryce’s hands move to my breasts, squeezing through my shirt, teasing my already-hard nipples. They’re sending bursts of heat and pleasure through me, directly down to my clit. I have to stop and steady myself before I grab the next place card. I’m only a third of the way through.

      “I’ve thought about you at work. Bending you over my desk and fucking you in the middle of the day. Keeping your panties so you have to come back and get them. But I keep them hostage, and the price you have to pay is worshipping my cock under my desk—no matter who is in the room with me.”

      My mind is absolutely blank. I feel Bryce’s tongue on my neck, and I turn my head so he can kiss me. He does, and I lean into him. It would be so easy just to give in…but no, I’m going to finish this.

      I get through five more names before I speak again. “I’ve imagined giving you my body for one night. For you to use anyway you like for your pleasure, and I have no say about what you do or if I get to come.”

      Bryce doesn’t say anything to that, but his fingers tighten on me. The silence around us is tense as I write. I like the way the place cards look, and I hope that Marcy will too. She doesn’t need to know that they were written in a sex-induced mental haze.

      When they’re finished, I sigh, flexing my hands. “There.”

      “Perfect,” he says, putting them back together in the box. “I appreciate this, Katti. They’re far more beautiful than what I could have come up with.”

      “I hope she likes them.”

      Bryce pulls me to my feet, and pulls me close. “I hope you know that I like you, appreciate you, and want you for more than just sex, Katti. There’s so much more between us than just that.”

      My heart flutters in my chest. “I know.”

      “Good. That said, your second fantasy is going to happen when you get home. You’ll get there first. Get comfortable, and it will happen.” My body goes liquid at his words, and he has to hold me up, cause my knees definitely go wobbly.

      “Okay.”

      “Tell me exactly what you want.”

      My mind swirls. What do I want. “Rough. Dark. Unyielding,” I say. They’re the first words that come to my mind. “I want you to take me. I’m a willing sacrifice.”

      I watch his pupils dilate. “I can do that,” he says. “As long as you know that it’s not real, and that there will only be one change to your original fantasy.”

      “What’s that?”

      “I’m not leaving after,” he says. “I’m going to take you to your room, and who knows what happens there? All I know is that I won’t even be close to finished with you.”

      “I don’t want you to go. And I don’t want to wake up alone again.”

      “You won’t. Now let’s go. I need to give you a head start so that you can get ready.”

      It’s my turn to clean up fast, and we’re out of the store within five minutes.
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      I don’t know when he’s coming, but my front door is unlocked. As soon as I got home I put the food in the refrigerator and changed. Now I’m wearing all black: comfy t-shirt without a bra, yoga pants, and a lacy black thong that I know for a fact makes my ass look amazing.

      Ursula is locked in the guest bedroom. The last thing I need is for my overly-curious cat to be staring at me while I’m getting fucked over the couch—or worse, take a swipe at Bryce.

      Somehow I can’t bring myself to turn the TV on. I don’t want background noise. Nerves rumble in my stomach. I want this. I’ve imagined it hundreds of times sitting right here. When I thought about it, I was longing for him so much that I wanted him to appear—wanted the spontaneity of it. But knowing that he’s coming, and that there aren’t going to be any words between us first. God, it has me dripping. At this rate, I’m going to need to buy new underwear with how wet I always seem to be around him.

      If we last that long.

      Stop that.

      I have no reason to think that he wants to leave, or that this isn’t something serious for Bryce. It feels serious to me, but even so, I can’t imagine how it will all work out. That’s something we need to talk about when he’s not balls-deep inside me. And right now that’s really the only part that I’m concerned with.

      Headlights drag across the curtains of my front window, and my heart rate spikes. It has to be him. It’s him, right? The lights shut off, and I hear his car door opening, and the heavy sound of it being shut.

      I listen hard, and hear the footsteps up the walk, and my heart is nearly pounding out of my chest when I see the doorknob turn.

      And then it happens.

      Bryce strides in. He’s wearing the same clothes as he was when I left him just half an hour ago, but his entire demeanor is different—sharper. He shuts the door sharply behind him and strides across the room to me. Those eyes are pure fire and a little bit danger and I don’t resist as he pulls me off the couch and kisses me.

      He has me by the back of the neck, pulling me away, pressing me to that same wall that he cornered me against yesterday. I’m pinned between him and the wall, and his hands roam my body with a brazen possessiveness that steals my breath.

      Fingers tweak my nipple, squeezing my breast almost to the point of pain. He drags his fingers down my side, digging in. I’ll have marks. His lips ravage mine with bruising force, and a needy sound escapes me. The only things in my mind are yes. And this.

      Bryce rips me away from the wall, pulling me over to the couch and bending me over the arm of it, roughly. I notice that he makes sure not to throw me or hurt me. Just rough enough to show me that he’s serious.

      Shoving down my yoga pants, his hands land on my ass, tracing over my cheeks before he spanks one and then the other in rapid succession. I gasp, the pain unexpected and bright and fading into warmth and pleasure along with every other sensation.

      He spanks me again, harder. And harder still. I cry out, the sound completely ignored as he tears the thong from my ass—the fabric ripping—and shoves his cock inside me. He doesn’t have a condom on, the heat and friction of him is glorious. The invasion is sudden and complete and so damn good I can’t breathe. I’m moaning in the couch, sprawled under him, completely helpless to the force and pleasure.

      “What did you say?” Bryce asks, voice jagged and dark. He grabs my arms, gathering my wrists together behind my back and pulling me up again. I’m pinned to the couch by his cock with no leverage. He’s holding me down and up, and all I can do is gasp. “Nothing. I didn’t say anything.”

      “Good girl. You don’t get to speak,” he says, thrusting deep. “Open your mouth.”

      I obey immediately, mind glazed with pleasure and acceptance. Lace hits my lips, and Bryce fills my mouth with my torn panties. I taste myself on them, the remnants of my arousal from before he arrived. Fuck.

      His hands grip my wrist, using me as leverage as he pounds into me, so deep that I’ll never forget it. The fabric in my mouth muffles my moans, but I can’t keep quiet. I’m so turned on that my orgasm is already building. Already almost here. And every time Bryce slams his cock deep I swear I see stars.

      The pleasure is sharp and dangerous, building to what feels like might be an explosion inside me. Bryce shoves his knee between my legs and knocks my foot wider. I’m ever more off balance now, the only things keeping me upright are the way my hips press into the couch and the sheer force of Bryce’s fucking.

      I feel my orgasm start to go, fire and flame licking up my spine, and Bryce growls in my ear. “You think if I didn’t let you speak I was going to let you come? No.”

      He stops completely, pulling out and shoving me down onto the cushions again. Slaps fall on my ass, beautiful sharp spanks that erase my need to come and once again melt into the perfect blend of high arousal that’s coursing through me.

      Bryce shoves his cock back in, rhythm brutal. “Don’t you dare come,” he says. “Your pussy is mine.”

      Everything feels so good, a constant stream of ecstasy through my veins, and I could go over in a second, but I don’t. I grip the cushions on the couch and hold on for dear life, forcing my orgasm back.

      Behind me, Bryce fucks faster. Harder. And I close my eyes as he shoves in one last time, nearly sending me over. He rips himself from my pussy, crying out his climax as heat splashes over my ass. Streams of cum hitting my skin and dripping, soaking into my pants.

      He groans, and a soft kiss is placed at the base of my spine. “Your ass looks so hot covered like this.”

      Pulling me upright, he has to support me, because I’m limp and pliant. Ass bare and mouth still full of my underwear. He pulls the lace from my lips and tosses it to the floor. “And now, I’m going to spread you out and worship your pussy until you come enough times to satisfy me.”

      I shudder, and he lifts me, carrying me to the bedroom. The bed is still messy from last night, and sinking into the remnants of last night feels like the most natural thing in the world.

      Bryce strips me out of my clothing, and soon he’s over me, eyes searching my face. “Are you all right?”

      “Yeah,” I say, and I absolutely mean it. “I’m great.”

      “Was that what you imagined it would be?”

      I shake my head. “It was better. Way more intense. But…”

      Concern fills his face. “But?”

      “I’m sorry that I made you do that. I didn’t realize it was that dark until I was in it. I shouldn’t want that.”

      Bryce’s face softens, and he smiles before he softly kisses my lips. “You never have to apologize for something that you want with me, Katti. That’s the beauty of trusting someone. You can give them the dark parts of you and know that they’ll keep you safe. Take care of you.”

      I reach up and run a hand through his hair. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.” He grins. “And now I’m going to take care of you.”

      He sinks down my body, and I’m so ready, I come from just the touch of his lips. It’s like a dam releasing, emotion and pleasure and everything else rushing in and out in a solid wave.

      “Oh, god.” It comes out as a moan.

      Bryce’s mouth seals over me, guiding me through the orgasm with soft movements of his tongue. “I think I need to work harder than that,” he says when I’m fading through it, continuing to lick and suck and slide and scrape.

      I don’t think I’ve ever felt like this before. Everything in me is eclipsed by pleasure and vulnerability. I feel…accepted and comfortable and complete. And as much as it was brought on by it, it doesn’t have to do with sex.

      Bryce sees me for who I am, and he doesn’t care that I had a dark fantasy. He joined me there and brought me back, and now his tongue strokes me in a way that has me falling into pleasure again. Screaming and gasping. I need him. Not between my legs.

      As soon as I can control my limbs again, I’m grabbing at his shoulders, pulling him up to me so his face is near mine. “I need to see you,” I say. “I need to feel you.”

      The words don’t feel like enough, but they’re all I have. I don’t know how to express what I’m feeling to him, but he sees my desperation, and holds me. Kisses me hard and takes what I’m offering. Accepting. Holding.

      “Hold on one second,” he says, pulling away. He’s still in his clothes, and I hear the rustling sounds of fabric as he strips down and the crinkling sound of a condom.

      The way Bryce touches me now with infinite gentleness soothes me. He pulls me on top of his chest, and I can look down at his beautiful face. He’s real. And whatever I’m feeling, I see it in his eyes, too.

      Hands stroke down my back, spreading warmth and comfort through my skin. When he enters me this time, it’s with a gentle movement. A joining. And I understand it. I’m too sore to fuck again, but I want to feel him inside me. I want this closeness.

      It seems silly, this desperation for closeness that I feel with him. But after wanting for so long, and suddenly getting him all at once, I can’t help but feel the need to catch up. To dive in all at once and have absolutely all of him.

      Laying my head on his chest, I savor the heat of him beneath me—the hard stability. Bryce holds me against him, hand massaging my scalp. And we rest together, completely comfortable.

      I’m not sure how long it’s been when we start to move together. Slow, languorous, and completely in sync. It’s a different kind of need that rises inside me. Slow and together, and it stays that way. We move together in a steady build, aching pleasure filling and expanding.

      I love the way he kisses me, slowly and deeply. And when we come, we come together.

      I fall asleep, cradled in his arms.
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      I come to consciousness slowly. In little bits and pieces, like becoming aware of the fact that Bryce’s arms are around me. His chest is pressed against my back, hand draped over my hip, and I can feel the steady movement of his breath.

      The first thing I do is think. How do I feel? I was in some sort of frenzy last night, and I wouldn’t exactly think that it was a good thing. Except I feel stable. Calm and content. Everything that happened feels too enormous for me to process, and yet it was perfect.

      And now, more than ever, we need to talk. Because I can't do this if it's just going to end the way it started: quickly and brilliantly

      Slowly, I turn over in the circle of his arms and face him. I stretch on the way, savoring and evaluating the delicious soreness that is the aftermath of everything he did to me—or everything that we did together.

      I like watching him sleep. It’s a different way than I’ve seen him. Sure, I’ve seen him asleep, but it’s different being this close. Seeing his tiny movements. He has the same beautiful face, but smoothed out. None of the worries, concerns, or even joys of waking life are bothering him. I imagine this is how he would look if he was being painted by some Renaissance master.

      I can't help myself. I reach out and gently stroke the lines of his face. He’s so beautiful. I’ve always thought so. And now he’s mine. He wants me. If there’s one thing that last night showed me, is that I’m not dreaming. This is real.

      After a few moments, Bryce’s breathing changes and he opens his eyes to mine. There’s no transition between sleep and wakefulness, and he doesn't look drowsy. He’s simply there.

      "Good morning," he says. His voice is deep with sleep, and that resonance that I love so much is even richer now.

      “Good morning," I say.

      Bryce draws his hand up my back, coming to rest it behind my neck as he pulls in to kiss me. "How are you feeling this morning?"

      A flush rises and paints my skin, because of everything. I tuck my head under his chin and breathe in his scent. Warm, masculine, and mine. "I'm good," I say. "Really good."

      "Are you sure?" he asks.

      I nod. "I promise. But I have something that I need to ask you."

      He pulls back so that he can see my eyes, and the look on his face is entirely open and genuine. I have no doubt that he's in the same place that I am. At least in this moment.

      "You can ask me anything, Katti,” he says. "Absolutely anything."

      I take a breath, and try to find the right words. "I know that we’re in this together, and that we’ve both wanted this for a long time. But I can't do this if I don't know where you're at, or where you’re thinking this is going.

      “In any other relationship, I'd say that two days is too fast to ask that question. But this is us, and it’s too complicated for us not to think about it.

      “If this is just going to be something quick and simple, or something to satisfy the urge you had, then I can't. It’s...more to me than that. I'm not saying that I need some kind of deep commitment from you—or anything like that. But I can't let myself go any deeper if I think that it's just going to disappear."

      "Let me make myself clear, Katti,” he says. “This was never going to be something casual for me. The thought never entered my head. Yes, I have wanted you for a long time. And yes, this is new and happened quickly. But don't ever doubt how seriously I want you.

      “I wish there was a way to tell you how much you mean to me in a way that you would believe. Because I know what I feel, and I know what I want. And when I tell you, I don't want there to be any hesitation, and I want you to be ready.

      “I am here, and we are in this together. Do you believe me?"

      I nod, because I absolutely do believe him. The conviction in his voice tells me that it's the truth. The tears that spring to my eyes surprise me, but I can't help them.

      There was still a small part of me that expected him to say that this was a joke. That it was just a fling, and that this would be over the moment he walked out the door. "I believe you."

      "I'm glad."

      Bryce kisses me again, rolling over so that he's pressing me down into the mattress. I think it's my favorite feeling with him, because I'm incredibly aware of his body and how close he is to me. When he was so far away for so long.

      I bathe in the sensation of the kiss, because he is a fucking amazing kisser. Bryce’s tongue traces the seam of my lips and I open for him, accepting the welcome fire that accompanies every time he touches me.

      When he pulls back, I'm dizzy.

      "I want you to come with me to Marcy's baby shower next week," he says. "Will you?"

      Marcy is Bryce's American stepsister. I knew her when I was younger, growing up in Waterton. My father and Bryce went to Oxford together, and when Bryce’s father decided to move to America, it was his eagerness to give his son some comfort away from home that let him to move to Waterton. And when Bryce’s father remarried, his new spouse had a daughter. She’s a few years older than me.

      We weren’t close, but we were friendly. We saw each other a fair amount just because of my father’s relationship with Bryce.

      I haven't been back to Waterton outside holidays in a couple years. Mostly because I was trying to avoid him. It feels like an entirely separate part of my life. "Won't that be weird? I wasn't invited."

      He shrugs. "It's a pretty casual thing. It will be fine."

      I roll my eyes. “Bryce, there are place cards. That doesn't exactly strike me as something ‘casual.’”

      "I promise you it is,” he laughs. “Marcy wanted to do the place cards because she thought they would be nice. But it's not like she has a seating chart. If you make yourself a place card and we show up together, I’ll tell her that you're the one that did the calligraphy and she’ll probably cry. She’ll be more than happy to have you there.”

      “Why would she cry?”

      He smiles. “Pregnancy has made Marcy a crier. Over everything, good and bad. Trust me, good calligraphy is definitely something worth crying over right now.”

      “Is she due soon?”

      “Yes, at the end of the month. And I think you’ll enjoy yourself. You used to be friends.”

      "I guess," I say, avoiding his eyes and instead choosing to trace the lines of his muscles with my fingers. "Sort of. We were never close, but you probably knew that. I haven't seen her in years—I had no idea she was even pregnant."

      Bryce presses his forehead against mine. “She will be happy to see you. I don't think you realize how much everybody in Waterton misses you," he says. “How much everybody loves you—especially your family. They miss you more than anyone. I don't think they really got over you moving away, or understood why.”

      "No," I say, hating the uncomfortable feeling in my chest. I miss them too, but I could never explain to them. I sigh. "It's not like I could tell them that I was in love with you and desperately needed to get away so that I didn't try to seduce you again." I laugh without any humor, because the very sentence is ridiculous. But that doesn't make it any less true.

      “You should call them more.”

      I raise an eyebrow. “Telling me what to do?”

      “Only for this. And sometimes when we’re fucking.” I laugh for real this time, and I’m distracted by his hands on my body. “But really, Katti. They talk about you all the time. They’re so proud of you for your success.”

      “I know,” I say softly. “What are we going to do, Bryce? We can’t tell them. They’ll lose their shit. And I’m not that good an actor. It’s why I left in the first place. If we’re all in the same room together, they’re going to know.”

      “I highly doubt that it will be as bad as you’re imagining.”

      “It will. I don’t even want to think about how that conversation is going to go.”

      He leans down and sucks on my collarbone, making me groan. “Then don’t think about it. That’s not something we have to worry about yet, because for now it’s just us. I think that’s best until we get our feet, don’t you?”

      “For sure.”

      “Good. Then I want to go back to something you just skipped past.” A brilliant smile breaks out on Bryce's face. "You were in love with me?"

      I bite my lip. I was hoping that he wouldn’t notice that I said that. But the man notices everything. “I like to think so," I say. “But being in love with somebody isn’t the same when they don't love you back. Can you really call it being in love if you’re by yourself? Doesn't being in love require two people?"

      Bryce's face turns more serious. "Maybe,” he says. “What if two people are in love with each other, and neither knew about the other? What then?"

      My breath catches in my throat, and I shove the thoughts away. He can't be saying what I think he's saying. He absolutely can't. So I shove the thought away before it can take hold. "I don't know," I say. “Sounds like those two people were really missing out."

      "Yes, they were."

      After the graduation party, when I woke up feeling humiliated and embarrassed, I told myself that it was over. That I needed to get out of there before I ruined everything. That being in love with somebody who didn't know wasn't worth the pain.

      So I shut those emotions down. But can I pretend that they ever really went away? Would I have been looking for him consciously and subconsciously for so long if I had been able to let go?

      Do I still love Bryce?

      I tell myself that I don’t. That all this is, is the remnants of young infatuation. That I’ll grow to love him the way he deserves. But the dropping of sensation of freefall in my stomach is telling me that I’m lying myself and that is absolutely terrifying. I can’t think about it, and I stop that thought in its tracks before I can give it a chance to take hold.

      "So, will you go with me?"

      The question brings me back, and it actually takes me a second to remember what he’s even talking about. The baby shower. Marcy. Right. “What if someone sees us together? If someone tells my parents…or my dad.”

      “I’ve seen the guest list,” he says. “I’m pretty sure there’s no one on it that knows your family besides my immediate family.”

      “The store…”

      He cuts me off with a look. “Elle can handle it for a day. I’ve seen her work. She’s extremely capable, and I already know that you trust her. If you’re not ready to go, Katti, you can tell me. I won’t be offended.”

      I hesitate. There’s a lot that makes me nervous about it, but I don’t want to say no to something just because of anxiety. That’s no way to live. "If you really think that she won't mind, I would be happy to go with you."

      He grins down at me. "Perfect." It's not that I want to go to a baby shower. Marcy is a really wonderful person, but I don't I have much of a friendship with her outside of Facebook, and the obligatory yearly ‘happy birthday!’ message. But taking a trip with Bryce and making this more real? That I can absolutely get behind.

      “Do you have to go to work today?" I ask. "I don't even really know what you do anymore, but you have to be in some kind of trouble just hanging out with me.”

      He chuckles. “It’s fine. I own the company. I doubt anyone is going to object if I spend a couple of days away from the office.”

      “You own the company?” I run my hands up and over his shoulders, arching into him and feeling his body respond to me. “Look at us, just a couple of business owners.”

      “Two peas in a pod,” he murmurs, looking at me. That look is one that scares me with the depth of emotion. “I’m not in stocks anymore. After you moved away, I started a consulting firm. That's why I moved away from Waterton. I don't want to live in Boston—though from what I’ve seen your neighborhood is lovely—but I need to live closer to get to clients here. And thank fuck that I did. If I hadn't, maybe I never would have been on that app in the first place, and maybe this never would've happened."

      I stretch, and he lets me up from underneath him. “I was going to ask you why you were on there.”

      He shrugs. “Because I like smart women, and if I wasn’t going to be with you, then I at least wanted to meet someone that I could have a conversation with.”

      “Until me,” I tease, “when your main interest was that I liked older men with accents.”

      Bryce smiles smugly. “I’m human,” he says. “And that was too perfect to pass up. It seemed like it was tailor made for me. I guess it was, wasn’t it?”

      “Mmmhmm.”

      “What made you download the app?” he asks.

      I dig in my dresser for a fresh pair of underwear and a bra. “Frustration. Because of you, actually.”

      “This, I have to hear.”

      Finishing putting on my bra, I cross my arms and turn to face him. “I had a dream about you—very rude and un-British of you by the way, just crashing someone’s dreams without permission—and it turned me on. I tried my usual trick, but it wasn’t working. I absolutely couldn’t get you out of my head, and I was a cranky mess all day because I couldn’t get off. I hate dating apps, but Elle recommended that one. The rest is history.”

      Bryce sits up, eyes alight with interest and amusement. “Wait, what’s your usual trick?”

      I freeze. Whoops. No. No way. Not going there. “Oh, nothing. You know, vibrator and… accessories.” I look away and slip out of my room into the kitchen to feed Ursula who’s waiting for me impatiently, sitting on the kitchen table.

      Hands catch me around my waist and spin me around. “I don’t believe you even for one second. Tell me what it is.”

      “Nope.” I wiggle out of his grasp and manage to pour out some dry food for the cat before he catches me again. I won’t make it too hard for him to catch me, though. He is naked, after all. “Tell me,” he begs, pulling me toward him.

      “It’s embarrassing.”

      He chuckles against my skin, which raises goosebumps all over my body. “I think we’re past that, don’t you?”

      “Ugh. Fine. I watch porn. But I made sure the actors had British accents so I could pretend they were you. Sometimes it worked.”

      Bryce starts to laugh in earnest now, and I pull away. “Come here, Katti. I think that’s about the sweetest thing I’ve ever heard. And I’m absolutely going to need to see some of those videos.”

      “No fucking way,” I say. “No.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because,” I say, “I have you now. I don’t want to remember the desperation of trying to replace you. And there’s only so much embarrassment a girl can take, you know?”

      He wraps his arms around me, and kisses my temple. “Okay. But I think we need to work on your version of embarrassing.”

      “Maybe. But not today.”

      “Not today,” he agrees. “Speaking of, what are you doing today?”

      I flip the switch on the coffee maker and listen to the water start to trickle. “I have to go to the store. Don’t you have to go to work?”

      “I have a few calls to make, but nothing too urgent that others can’t take care of. Do you mind that I don’t really want to let you out of my sight yet?”

      “No,” I say. “I don’t want you to go either.”

      “In that case,” he says, smiling, “you’re going to go to the store, and I’m going to go home and get some clothes. I’ll be back in time for lunch.”

      “Okay,” I say, trying to look normal. But my heart is pounding. Because I love the fact that we can make simple plans like lunch. For the first time in my life, I don’t feel like I’m missing anything, and it’s amazing.
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      The rest of the week, Bryce and I are inseparable. Elle laughs at me and teases me every chance that she gets, but I know that she’s happy for me. I never knew I could be this happy. I love having Bryce home with me, going to sleep together and waking up together.

      We fit into each other’s routines without much effort. He doesn’t come to the store with me every day, but stays at my house to make calls, or occasionally goes further into Boston to meet with his clients. But on the days he’s not in the corner chair reading, he’s outside the shop at closing time, ready to wrap me in his arms and make me forget any stress that I’ve gathered that day.

      Even a few customers notice that I’m in good spirits, one of them commenting on how bright I am within Bryce’s hearing, and I swear that he has a smug smile on his face for the rest of the day.

      And of course, there’s the sex. We can’t keep our hands off each other. He knows how to make my body sing like no other person ever has. And when I’m not at his mercy, we talk. We remember things from our separate points of view, and learn more about the things we never had a chance to talk about before.

      And now, a week later, we’re in the car together back to Waterton for Marcy’s baby shower. I haven’t told my parents that I’m coming to town, which I know that he doesn’t approve of. But that’s something he doesn’t get to dictate, and he knows that. It’s the only asterisk to this happiness—the looming shadow of what might happen when my family finds out that we’re together.

      And they will find out eventually.

      They’ll have to, if we want this to be long term. And oh, fuck, I do. I want everything and more with Bryce. The last week has proved that everything I saw in him, everything I longed for, was accurate, and deeper than I could have imagined.

      We’re holding hands across the center console, and I’m watching the foliage fly by when he speaks. “You’re quiet,” he says.

      I smile. “I was just thinking about this week. How nice it’s been.”

      He squeezes my hand, not needing to say anything else, and I lean back and close my eyes. It’s a five-hour drive to Waterton, and we’re barely half-way there. One of the reasons I don’t often go home. “Are you hungry?” Bryce asks, pulling off the highway. “We need gas, and there’s a great diner here.”

      “I could eat something.”

      Neither of us ate breakfast this morning. We slept in instead because we had a late night. Bryce decided he wanted to figure out which one of my vibrators was the most effective. That turned into a detailed evaluation process that involved his tongue and fingers, and me dissolving into a puddled mess of pleasure and orgasms.

      My stomach growls as I think about food, and Bryce laughs. “Diner it is.”

      It’s one of those places that’s designed to look like a diner from the fifties, and it smells amazing the second you walk in. “I want a burger,” I say as we sit down in a booth. “I think this place probably has amazing burgers.”

      “I can assure you that they do. I’ve eaten here before on my way back and forth.”

      “Perfect.”

      There’s one of those little juke boxes in the booth with us, and Bryce pulls out some coins from his pocket and puts them on the table. We listened to a little radio on the way up, but not much. Of the things we’ve talked about, music hasn’t really been on the list. Oldies are the only songs available here. “What are you going to pick?”

      I flip through the menu, slip in a quarter, and watch him break into a smile when “I Can’t Help Myself” starts to play. I mouth the words to him, subtly dancing in my seat. He sings them back. Actually sings. Out loud.

      Holy shit, he has a great voice. “I didn’t know that you could sing!”

      “All British men can sing,” he says matter-of-factly. “It’s a little known secret.”

      “That, for sure, is not true.”

      “How else do you think we’re so popular?” he winks.

      “Your accents may melt panties at the drop of a hat, but I’m pretty sure that’s the only thing that all British guys are guaranteed to have a going for them.”

      Bryce sits back and crosses his arms over his chest. “Is that so?”

      I nod. “Yep.”

      “Speaking as a British man,” he says, “I might know more about it than you.”

      I smile. “You’re speaking as a British man who is stupidly, absurdly hot. Everybody is going to think that you’re gorgeous no matter whether you can sing or not.”

      The waitress walking up to our table proves my point, and I have to stifle my laughter. Poor girl, it’s not her fault. Bryce would take anybody by surprise. She’s looking down at her pad of paper, and when she looks up at him her eyes go wide. It takes her a full five seconds to get her face back to normal before she greets us. “Hey guys. What can I get for you?”

      Bryce speaks before I can. “We’ll both have burgers,” he says. “And I’ll have a glass of water. What would you like to drink, Katti?”

      I raise an eyebrow at him. The way he says it sounds like a challenge. And I spotted quite a few delicious things on the menu. “I’ll have the biggest Oreo milkshake you have,” I say.

      “Sure,” she says, still looking at Bryce and not at all at me. “Are you sure there’s nothing else I can get you?”

      Bryce is still looking at me with a self-satisfied, smug smile. “No, thank you.”

      I can tell she doesn’t want to walk away, but she finally does, with a glance back toward the table more than once. I have no doubt that she’s telling the other servers about the hottie at our table. That’s one thing I’m not worried about. Bryce is one of the most loyal people I know. I’d never have to worry about him going behind my back with anyone.

      “Would you like me to prove to you that all British guys can sing?”

      “No,” I say, laughing. “Because all your singing will do is prove that you can sing, and I didn’t sign up for a musical lesson today. But other than Ed Sheeran and the Beatles, that’s not proof.”

      He shrugs. “I think that’s plenty proof.”

      I roll my eyes, but reach out for his hand. He takes mine without question, smoothing his thumb across the palm. “British singing abilities aside, I don’t know what kind of music you actually like. If you had more options than the oldies in the jukebox, what would you pick?”

      The waitress appears with Bryce’s water, and what might be the biggest milkshake I’ve seen in my life. Oh fuck, that’s not what I expected when I asked for the biggest one.

      That’s just something you say when you’re trying to be indulgent, you know? Bring me the biggest one! Bryce laughs as I stare at it. I didn’t think I was going to have to add a second stomach to my body in order to eat it. “You’re totally going to have to help me finish this,” I say.

      He shakes his head. “That’s on you. I have to keep my physique in fine form for my new lady friend.”

      I laugh. “And what does that say about me? The fact that I’m the one eating the milkshake without any reservation?”

      “Nothing at all,” he says, and makes a face. “You enjoy it. To be honest, I’m just not really a milkshake person. Put some brownies in front of me. Cookies. Any kind of baked good, and then we’d have a deal.”

      I file it away. “Noted. But you didn’t answer the question—what kind of music are we going to listen to when we get back into the car?”

      “I listen to a lot of different things,” he says. “But given the choice, I probably wouldn’t change the station. I really like music from this era.”

      “Really?”

      He chuckles. “Yes, really. Is that so strange?”

      “No,” I say. “I suppose not.”

      Bryce takes a sip of his water. “All types of music have their place, and it depends on my mood. But this type of music has a lot of nostalgia for me. It’s what my parents used to listen to when I was a kid. I have a lot of happy memories associated with some of the songs.”

      I smile and squeeze his hand. “I hope that this is a good memory that will go in that file,” I say.

      “Without a doubt,” he says. “But you have to answer the question as well,” he says. “What kind of music do you prefer?”

      “Like you, I like a lot of things. I really like movie scores and soundtracks, because they’re so evocative. I also listen to a fair amount of ambient music. Anything with a really good melody is what gets me,” I say. “Is that what you would have picked me for?”

      Bryce shakes his head, leaning forward again to take my hand in both of his. I like the small movements of his skin on mine. It’s the kind of intimate moment that I live for. “No,” he says. “Not that specifically. But I do think I would have guessed that you listened widely. I can’t imagine you being pinned down by just one genre.”

      I’m staring at his hands now, and his forearms that are revealed by rolled up sleeves. I don’t know why the fuck forearms are so sexy, but they are. The image flashes in my mind of last night when I watched his forearm flex, over and over again as he used the vibrators on me. I know what kind of pleasure those forearms can bring me, and it’s linked into my brain now. I can’t escape it.

      “I don’t know,” I say “I’m really into this new genre right now. Exclusively British guys who can sing.”

      Bryce leans closer, watching me intently. “What do they sing about?”

      “Fucking sexy songs,” I say. “All the lyrics are really hot and about people who can’t keep their hands off each other.”

      “That sounds like a song that I would be very interested in,” he says. “Where would I hear a song like this?”

      I take a long sip my milkshake out of the straw, making sure he sees the detail with which I take it into my mouth. I let him see just a peek of my tongue. Suddenly feeling bold and wanting more than a burger for lunch, I say, “For whatever weird reason, I hear they have excellent speakers in the restrooms. A very clear listening experience. Something about the acoustics.”

      Bryce raises an eyebrow but says nothing as I get up from the table and walk away from him toward the diner bathroom. He’s not an idiot, he’ll get the hint. Not that it was much of a hint—it was more like a blow to the head. Nobody could misconstrue that. Or at least I hope not.

      The women’s bathroom is just one room, which is good so I don’t have to make sure that I’m alone. I’m the only one in here. It’s only a minute later that Bryce comes through the door, and his mouth is on mine in a second. “You’re too fucking tempting, you know that?”

      “I tried,” I gasp.

      “Even when you don’t try, Katti. Always.”

      I wore a dress today, and Bryce’s hand is under my skirt in a second, pushing aside my panties and dipping his fingers deep in my pussy. I moan into his mouth, and he laughs darkly. “I love how you’re always wet for me. But I’m not going to fuck you in a public restroom.”

      “Don’t tease me,” I beg.

      “I didn’t say you wouldn’t get off, baby girl. I said I wasn’t going to fuck you.” He chuckles again. “At least with my cock.”

      There’s already two fingers inside me, and he adds a third, curling them and thrusting directly into my G-spot. He’s spent a fair amount of time this past week learning exactly where it is, and what it does to me when he plays with it. Mostly that it takes my breath away and makes me come quickly and a lot.

      He doesn’t even have to touch my clit to have me on the edge, gripping his shoulders to keep my balance. Bryce uses his free hand to grab my hair and lock our gazes together. “Don’t look away,” he tells me.

      I don’t. I fall into the dark blue of his eyes, and surrender to the feeling that’s carrying me away. I don’t even try to fight the rising tide of pleasure as it crashes over me. The orgasm is fast devastating, like a tornado rolling through my body. I soak his fingers, and my thighs, and I bite my lip to keep my moans in check. But I don’t look away from him as he continues to thrust through the orgasm until I’m limp and shuddering on his hand.

      As soon as he pulls his hand away, I miss the sensation of him filling me. He lifts his fingers to my mouth, and I open. He loves it when I taste myself, and I know that he’s going to be hard when we walk out of here. I lick his fingers clean, watching his jaw clench with arousal and desire, before he lets me go.

      Bryce is breathing hard, and he closes his eyes before he leaves the bathroom. I follow a couple minutes later, taking a second to clean up before I go back to the booth. The burgers arrived while we were gone, and I dive into mine without saying anything. Though I make a point of touching Bryce’s leg with my foot under the table. I want him to feel me.

      The waitress stops by as we’re eating. “Is everything all right here?”

      “Yes,” I say. “Everything is fine.”

      She looks at me and I swear, it’s like it’s the first time that she’s seen me. She looks at me, and takes in my appearance. I barely glanced in the mirror while I was in there—I’m sure there’s something that says ‘quickie’ about me. “Oh,” she says. “Okay.”

      Bryce smirks at me. “You know, if I end up getting hard every time I eat a hamburger, I’m going to blame you.”

      “Then you’ll just have to take me to more diners. Who knows what kind of ‘listening experiences’ they have there.”

      “That’s a very good point. And since you’re so keen on it, I’ll make sure to show you some of my favorite songs once we’re on the road again.”

      I raise an eyebrow. “That’s not what—”

      “I know what you meant, Katti,” Bryce cuts me off, laughing while he reaches for the ketchup. “More trips to diners will be arranged. I promise you.”

      “Thank you,” I grin. “I would hate to miss out on British singing, no matter who is doing it.”

      We’re both laughing now, and I think that this might be my favorite lunch I’ve ever had.
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      The rest of the trip is relatively uneventful, though Bryce does keep his promise to play me his favorite songs. It’s everything from true oldies to alternative rock and further to mainstream popular music.

      He makes me laugh by singing along with every song—loudly and sometimes intentionally off-key—and he’s actually really good. I can’t believe that I never thought about this. That his deep, resonant voice would lend itself perfectly to singing. It’s also strange to hear him singing without the British accent. By necessity, mimicking American songs makes him sound American, and it’s weird.

      We end up arriving in Waterton just in time for the start of the shower. It’s been a long time since I’ve been to Bryce’s family home, where the shower is being held. But it’s a gorgeous, huge house in a neighborhood set up on a hill with beautiful views of the valley laid out in front of it. From what I remember, there’s also a stunning pool in the back yard.

      When we drive up, there are pink balloons and streamers everywhere. The entire house is decorated within an inch of its life. There is no second-guessing the fact that this is the place where the shower is being held.

      “Let me guess,” I say. “It’s a girl?”

      Bryce laughs. “Yes. How did you guess?”

      I shrug. “Pure gut instinct,” I say.

      Bryce leans across the center console and kisses me, long and slow, before he raises our joined hands to his lips and kisses the back of mine. “The last one for a while, I suppose,” he says.

      I nod. “Unfortunately. Okay, let’s go see your sister.”

      Bryce gets out of the car and grabs the present he brought from out of the trunk. It’s a box that’s almost bigger than I can carry, wrapped in gorgeous pink paper. He brought it into the store yesterday and insisted on filling it with every children’s book that I recommended to him. The box easily weighs thirty-five pounds, and I’m almost jealous of this baby because she is going to have a better library than I did as a kid.

      As we walk up to the house, I have to keep myself from reaching out to touch Bryce. Touching him is like second nature for me now, and it’s going to take a concerted effort for me to keep my hands off him. Especially when I know how I can touch him to make his eyes go dark and for our instincts to take over.

      But as the nerves in my stomach grow, I think I’ll be okay. The mind-numbingly terrifying thought of my family finding out will help me keep my hands to myself. And the only thing worse than them finding out from us, is them finding out from somebody else.

      Bryce rings the doorbell, and I stand a couple steps behind him. Inside, I can hear the chatter of voices and laughter and that soft tinkling of dishware that’s always at a party. A minute later, the door opens and Marcy squeals in happiness. She tries to hug Bryce, but the giant box he’s carrying and her hugely pregnant stomach get in the way. “Get in here,” she says. “And put that down. I thought I told you that you didn’t need to bring a gift.”

      Bryce strides straight to the gift table and sets the box down. It’s easily the biggest present there. Then he turns, and gently hugs his sister. “Did you really think that I wouldn’t?”

      Marcy shakes her head and rolls her eyes. “What am I going to do with you?”

      “Nothing at all,” Bryce says. He then hands her the small box of place cards that I wrote out. “Here are the place cards, and do you remember Katti? Phil and Grace’s daughter?”

      Marcy looks at me, and suddenly registers my presence. “Of course! It’s really good to see you. Oh man, I don’t know, how long has it been?”

      “Years,” I say, “probably.”

      “Katti is the one who did the calligraphy. I was going to try to do it myself, but we both know that would’ve been a disaster. Katti opened a bookstore in Boston, and while I was there I remembered she used to have a talent for it. She was gracious enough to agree to help, and so I invited her along.”

      Marcy comes over and pulls me into a hug. “That’s wonderful! Of course, the more the merrier.”

      Over Marcy’s shoulder, Bryce gives me a look that says ‘I told you so.’ I make a face at him.

      Between us, I feel movement, and Marcy beams at me. Her hand drops to her stomach. “There she goes. Kicking again. I swear, she’s not due for another month, but she’s already dancing and wanting to be out in the world.”

      I laugh. “I think my mother would tell you that I was the same way.”

      Marcy sighs. “Well, at least someone has some sympathy for me. The food is through there, and you can meet everyone. It’ll be a few minutes, and then we’re going to play a couple party games. After that, we’ll open the presents. But feel free to just chill and hang out.”

      I smile at her. “Thank you.”

      We all walk together through the doorway into a large space that I remember is the main living room when the furniture isn’t completely rearranged. As well as a table heaping with food, there’s multiple tables with chairs. And a girl I don’t know is putting the place cards on those tables.

      The next thing I notice is that everybody in the room is a woman. “I never thought to ask,” I say softly to Bryce. “But are you even allowed at this baby shower? Isn’t it typically a female only type thing?”

      He smirks down at me. “I suppose traditionally it is, yes. But I’m excited to be an uncle, and I wouldn’t let anything keep me away. I’m impervious to your American stereotypes.”

      I smile back, trying not to let too much show. “I’m going to get a drink now,” I say. “Make sure you behave.”

      “Me?” He raises an eyebrow. “I’m always on my best behavior.” He winks before walking away.

      I don’t move immediately. Instead, I watch him go up to Marcy and slip his arm around her shoulder, hugging her in a brotherly fashion. Their relationship seems sweet. It’s good that they like each other. I’ve known some adult stepchildren who hated one another, but it’s never been that way with Marcy and Bryce.

      Instead of fighting each other, they bonded together to fight the world. He’s very protective of her. And there’s no doubt in my mind that he’s going to spoil her daughter. It makes me wonder if he wants kids. It’s something we haven’t talked about, and not a thing I thought to learn before. I want them, and just the idea of having kids with Bryce suddenly has me misty-eyed.

      Get it together, Katti.

      I shake my head to clear away the unexpected emotion and try to focus. Looking around the room, I don’t recognize anybody. Maybe a couple of girls that look vaguely familiar. Maybe they went to my high school? But it’s been so long now that I don’t remember their names. Oh well.

      Slowly, I make my way over to the drinks table. The road trip was really fun, and I’ll make the best of this party. He’s happy, and that’s important to me. But I can’t just only talk to him, or people will get suspicious. And because I don’t know anyone, starting up a conversation is bound to be small talk.

      But that’s okay, we still have the drive back together, and I’m looking forward to more of Bryce’s singing antics. And perhaps another stop at a diner. Yes, please.

      I am pouring myself a drink—just a soda—when I overhear people whispering behind me. “Who the fuck is that?”

      A second voice replies. “That, my friend, is Bryce Hamilton. Marcy’s older stepbrother.”

      “She has a stepbrother?” A third voice asks. “Jesus, if he was my stepbrother, I think I’d ignore brother part. I mean…no blood relation, right?”

      The three of them laugh together.

      “I don’t think I’ve ever seen a hotter person in real life,” the first voice says. “What else do we know about him?”

      I can almost imagine the smirk on the second woman’s face, and I can hear it in her voice. “Well, this isn’t going to make him less hot for you, but he’s British.”

      That makes me smile. Because it definitely makes him hotter—not that he needs any help in that department. At all. Bryce is just barely in my line of sight, and I can see his profile. He’s gorgeous. And from here I can see the way his pants cup that stellar ass of his and I have to yank myself back from dirty thoughts so I can keep listening.

      “Are you fucking kidding me?” the first woman says. “British guys are so hot.”

      “I am not kidding,” Voice two replies.

      “Hmm,” says voice three. “How old is he?”

      There’s a light giggle from the first woman. “I don’t give a shit how old he is. Fine is fine.”

      “I know this is a baby shower,” the third woman says, sounding dejected. “but the baby’s not here yet, right? Maybe we could have some kind of strip show?”

      The second woman gasps. “You’re so bad! He’s not going to put on a strip show for his sister.”

      The first voice again. “No, of course not. She meant privately. I would prefer it be me, just the two of us, in a room upstairs. I’ve never in my life hit on someone at a baby shower, but I’m pretty sure that’s going to change. If both he and I…disappear for a while, you’ll know where I am.”

      The second voice snickers and the third voice suddenly sounds curious. “But in all seriousness, do we know if he’s seeing anybody?”

      “I don’t know that,” voice two says. “but last I heard, he’s been single for a long time.”

      Jealousy is a strange feeling. I’m not used to it—not comfortable with it. Just like I was jealous when I thought about Bryce being with other women before me, I’m suddenly jealous of these women thinking that he’s free for them to take. Like he’s on sale.

      Bryce would never cheat, but I don’t want this. I want everyone to know he’s mine. Even if that’s not possible. Fuck.

      “In that case,” voice one says, “I think I’ll shoot my shot, ladies.”

      “Actually, he’s off the market.” I say, turning to face the three women. Shit. You should not have opened your mouth, Katti. Why did you do that?

      All three of the woman startle, like they had no idea I was close enough to overhear them. And then, with a comically in-sync motion, they all look me up and down. They’re all older than I am, but only by a few years. And beautiful, too. If Bryce weren’t with me, I imagine they might have a chance.

      “And how would you know that?” the woman with long blonde hair asks. She’s the first voice—the one who was about to hit on Bryce.

      Shit. What do I say to that? I open my mouth, and the brunette speaks as if I’m not there. “She can’t possibly.” Then she looks at me. “I’m Marcy’s best friend, and I’ve literally never seen you before, so the only way you could know that Bryce Hamilton isn’t single is if you were dating him.” She rolls your eyes. “Now stop being a petty, jealous bitch, and go away now.”

      Oh. She thinks I said it because I want him and not because I already have him. I suppose there are worse things. But the third woman is studying me, looking at my face. “Are you dating him?”

      I see the possibility sink in to the brunette and her eyes go wide. But before I can protest, I hear laughter. Marcy is at my side. “Don’t be ridiculous, Shelby. This is Katti, she’s an old family friend. This is Shelby, my best friend Jenna, and Myra. But honestly, you three are absurd.”

      “It’s nice to meet you,” I lie.

      Jenna raises a perfectly arched eyebrow. “She didn’t answer the question though, did she Marcy? Are you dating Bryce?” Her tone is disgusted and aggressive, the way she’s looking at me confirming that she doesn’t think I’d ever attract his attention.

      “Stop being stupid. Katti is way too young for my brother. He would never date someone that’s younger than his baby sister. Stop terrorizing the poor girl.”

      Jenna is still pinning me with a glare, but the other two shrug and walk away, champagne glasses in hand. “Don’t mind them,” Marcy says. “They didn’t mean anything by it.”

      I blink. “It’s fine.”

      Does she think that I’d be offended by the idea of being with him?

      She rolls her eyes. “I swear, what my brother does to women. The very idea that he’d date someone half his age is laughable. And gross. I’ll make sure I give them a talking to. If they’re too young for him, they don’t need to ask stupid questions about people who are even younger.”

      Someone across the room calls her name, and she flits away, completely unaware of the knife that she’s just plunged into my chest.

      Coming here was a dumb idea.

      In fact, it might be the single stupidest idea that I’ve ever had in my life.

      Laughable. Gross. Absurd. Stupid.

      Those are the words that were used just now. That were assumed because of the difference in our ages, and it was just in reference to the idea of our being together. Not the reality. The reality would be far, far worse. They’d look at Bryce and see some kind of creep—or a monster. They’d look at me and see an idiot or a victim. And gross would be the kindest of the words that they used.

      I was right.

      Suddenly, it feels like the room is closing in on me. I need space. Air. I make it to the front door before the tears hit, welling up from a place I’ve been pressing down and trying to ignore. But it’s there and it’s real. I have everything I want and I can’t have it. Because the world will think we’re awful and ugly and we’ll lose the people we love.

      I open a ride share app on my phone, the need to leave so strong I swear I can feel it gripping me around the ribs.

      “Katti,” Bryce calls from the front door. I look before I can stop myself, and he sees my face. It’s too late, and he comes for me, almost running. “Katti, what’s wrong?”

      He catches my shoulders in his hands and moves to pull me close, but I resist. “We can’t do this,” I say, my words watery with my tears. “We can’t.”

      “What happened? A minute ago you were smiling. I can’t help you if you don’t tell me what happened.”

      “Nothing happened, Bryce,” I say, a fresh wave of tears spilling over. “Just… what’s going to happen if we let ourselves go through with this? Our families will flip out. It’ll be an explosion bigger than the Montagues and Capulets. I don’t know why I was so stupid.”

      Bryce shakes his head, but he doesn’t reach for me again. “I don’t care about that,” he says. “I’ve told you. I care about you. We’ll make it work.”

      “We can’t. You know it deep down, and I do too. I could never live with myself if you lost everything because of me, Bryce. I should have known that it was too good to be true.”

      “Katti,” Bryce says, his eyes wild and his voice desperate. “Don’t do this. I don’t care about any of it. Nothing but you.”

      I close my eyes, and look away. “I know you think you do. But that’s easy to say when we’re alone and nothing is going wrong. You won’t feel the same way when my father is screaming at you for ruining his daughter and calling you a monster. You won’t feel that way when Marcy doesn’t let you see her baby because of me.”

      At the curb, the car I called pulls up.

      He pulls me to him before I can push away, voice fierce in my ear. “That won’t happen. I won’t let it. Katti, please.” His lips connect with mine, and in my weakness, I let myself take one last kiss. I can’t stop myself. I want it too much.

      “Let me go, Bryce,” I say.

      He does, but his eyes are full of pain. “Don’t do this.”

      I force myself to smile through the pain. “One of us has to.”

      And then I walk away, even though it feels like knives are carving into my feet with every step. Even though I can feel his gaze on my back like a magnet trying to pull me back. Even though it feels like I’m tearing my own skin off my body. I get into the car.

      “Train station, please.”

      And it’s done. I don’t let myself look back.
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      Last week seemed like it was the brightest week that I’ve had in my entire life. This week is easily the darkest.

      Bryce calls. He tries. But I don’t answer.

      Every little reminder of him is like a fresh punch in the gut. The clothes he left behind. The toothbrush on my sink. The scent of him on my sheets.

      But at the same time, I can’t bring myself to move them or get rid of them or wash them. Because then he’ll be gone completely.

      This feels like when I left Waterton all over again, except this time, it’s worse. This time I know what I’m missing.

      Elle knows immediately, and when she asks about Bryce, I tell her not to bring him up. Ever. And she does what she does best, she distracts me. I throw myself into work and the store. I swear that it’s never looked better in the last few years. I clean everything from top to bottom. I take care of invoices and orders as they come in. Everything is perfect and running smoothly.

      Until I remember that he’s gone. I lost him and left him, and everything is utter shit again.

      At least Ursula understands. In that way that animals do, she senses when I’m down and is with me the second I come home, curling up with me when I watch TV and following me when I go to bed. Her fur has been wet with my tears, but all she does is purr and snuggle closer.

      Days pass, one after the other, and I’m starting to wonder if I’ll ever come out of this. It shouldn’t be this hard, right? I got a taste of what I wanted and it’s not meant to be. I’m a big girl. I can look back on the happy memories and value them for what they are. I need to pick myself up and get over it.

      Or that’s what I tell myself.

      Because it’s just not that fucking simple.

      It never is.

      It’s Saturday when the phone rings. I’m still in bed. I don’t move to answer it, because I think it’s Bryce. He’s still trying to call, though not as much as he did the first few days. But glancing at the caller ID, I see it’s not him. It’s my mom.

      I pick up. “Hi, Mom.”

      “Hey sweetie. We haven’t heard from you in a while so I thought I’d call and check in. Say hello.”

      “I’m okay,” I lie.

      “That’s good to hear. How’s my kitty?”

      My mom and Ursula have a fun relationship. She spoils her and always asks about her kitty. If I gave her half a chance, she’d steal Ursula right out from underneath me. “She’s right here, snuggling with me.”

      “Make sure you send me some pictures later,” she says.

      “I will.”

      I can hear my mom smiling, and some rustling in the background as she works on whatever task is at hand. It’s rare that she sits still, especially when she’s on the phone. “I did call to check in, but I have great news to share, too.” Her obvious happiness and enthusiasm make me feel better. “What’s that?”

      “You know your dad’s friend, Bryce?”

      All the breath rushes out of me, like I’ve been hit. I had no idea this would have anything to do with him. Shit. I need to breathe. I need to speak. “Yeah, of course,” I say. More than you fucking know. More than you’ll ever want to know or care. More than I can stand.

      “Well his stepsister, Marcy, just had her baby! They’re both doing well, even though the baby was a little early. But when her mom called and told us, she mentioned that you’d stopped by the baby shower, so I thought you might want to see the baby.”

      “Sorry about the shower,” I say. “It was a whirlwind trip.”

      “I figured as much, though I didn’t know that you and Marcy were still friends.”

      I sigh. I can tell her the truth, at least about this. “We’re not, really. I did the calligraphy on the place cards for the shower.”

      “Oh,” she says brightly. “That was nice of you.”

      I thought so. The tears well up and over and I try to keep my sobs silent. My mom doesn’t need to know about this. “Well, Marcy has invited everyone to see the baby, and since you haven’t been up to see us in a while, I thought you might come up and stay for a couple days and swing by the hospital before you go home.”

      This will never happen for me. Not with Bryce. My mom won’t be calling all our relatives with ecstatic news that we’ve had our first child, and the hole inside me gapes like a black hole, threatening to suck me under. God, it hurts. I try to wipe the tears away, but they keep coming.

      “The store,” I say.

      My mom tsks. “You need to hire more than one employee so you can take some time off once in a while, dear. But we’d really love to see you. Maybe think about coming up tomorrow?”

      “I’ll think about it,” I say.

      The idea of getting out of my house is a good one, even if my mom doesn’t know why. I love it when I go home. She always makes delicious food and goes out of her way to make sure that I’m comfortable and happy. I want that more than anything right now. But will I be able to keep a grip on myself while I’m there and not give my parents reason to think that there’s something really wrong with me? That, I’m not so sure about.

      “Are you sure you’re okay?” Mom asks.

      “Yeah,” I say. “Why?”

      She sighs. “I don’t know. You just sound a little down.”

      I laugh. A little down doesn’t even begin to cover it. A little down makes it sound like I lost a balloon or dropped an ice cream cone. This is so much more than that. “I’m fine.”

      “Okay,” she says, though it doesn’t sound like she entirely believes me.

      “I’ll see if I can work things out to come up, and I’ll let you know.”

      “Sounds good. Love you!”

      “Love you,” I reply, choking on the words as I hang up.

      And then I let myself go. Sobs wrack my body as I curl around Ursula. I’ve never felt pain like this before, bone deep and splitting me open. I hate it. And I love it. Because if it didn’t hurt, then it wouldn’t have meant anything. And it meant everything.

      I let the tears take me for a while before I’m exhausted and wrung out from them. The store is closed today—it’s the reason that I’m able to stay in bed. But I know that Elle will have her phone on her, and I need her right now. More than just to ask if she’ll be okay at the store alone.

      

      Are you free today?

      

      Her text is immediate.

      

      I’ve got no plans other than to continue reading this ridiculous historical drama. What’s up?

      

      I need some girl time. And ice cream.

      

      I thought you’d never fucking ask. I’ll be right over.

      

      When she knocks on my door thirty minutes later, she’s got three tubs of ice cream in various flavors, and vodka. “Geeze, Elle.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Don’t even pretend that you don’t fucking need it. We both know that you do. Now get out of my way and let me put this stuff in the freezer.”

      I stand aside and she strides past me into the kitchen. Ursula follows closely on her heels, sniffing at the visitor. Not that I think Ursula would be super interested in the ice cream or vodka. After she places the ice cream in the freezer, Elle reaches down and scratches the cat behind her ears. “Okay, so you’re going to tell me what the fuck’s been going on that has you so depressed. I knew you’d tell me eventually, but damn girl, something is up. I’m not stupid.”

      “It’s nothing you don’t already know,” I say with a sigh. “It’s the same stuff I was worried about when Bryce and I first got together. The same stuff that I was worried about when I moved here so I wouldn’t want him anymore. It. Just. Won’t. Work. Our families would hate the fact that we were together.”

      Elle walks around my kitchen, opening the cabinets and getting down bowls and glasses for our imminent feast. “But what changed? You guys were happy. I mean, I know it was fast, but you guys have a history. It’s not like you have to do you all the ‘getting to know you’ crap the rest of us do. So what happened?”

      I shrug, and sit down at the kitchen table. Elle knows this kitchen almost as well as her own, so I don’t have to tell her where anything is, and I couldn’t make the effort right now even if I wanted to. All of my limbs feel heavy, like weights are attached to each of them. “At his sister’s baby shower, I made an offhand comment to some women who were looking at him. They wanted to know if he was single, and if he was, they were going to go after him.

      “My mouth got the better of me, and I said that he was off the market. They wanted to know how, but his sister overheard. Even the implication that Bryce would date somebody as young as me disgusted her. She called it ‘absurd,’ ‘gross,’ and ‘stupid.’”

      Elle closes her eyes and shakes her head. “Well, yeah,” she says. “I can see how that would get under your skin, for sure. But that was one person, and she was saying it about a hypothetical situation. Any person—and I’m including all of your family in this—wouldn’t think the two of you were gross if they saw you together. You guys are so sickeningly adorable you make me want to vomit.”

      “Elle,” I say. “You’re not helping.”

      “Seriously, Katti. What you guys have is what I want. The fact that you’re letting fear stand in the way of this is not okay.”

      “You make it sound like it’s so simple.”

      She grabs the ice cream back out of the freezer and starts scooping it into the bowls for the both of us. “That’s because it is simple.”

      “It’s not,” I insist. “I can’t just undo more than thirty years of friendship between him and my dad over nothing. And I can’t change the fact that my dad will never get over Bryce’ betrayal if he finds out. He’ll hate all of it. And then he’ll hate me.”

      Elle points at me “There it is. That’s what you’re afraid of. You’re afraid that your dad is going to disown you over this?”

      “Of course I am! How else should I feel?”

      She shrugs, and gets spoons out of the drawer before passing me a giant bowl of vanilla, chocolate, and mint ice cream. “I don’t know, maybe you should feel like your father loves you enough to respect your choices. And is smart enough to recognize when two people genuinely love each other and aren’t just fucking for fun.” She lets those words hang in the air for a moment. “You don’t think your dad will get it? You don’t think he’s been in love before? I think he’ll understand. Sure, it’s a little unconventional. It might even make him uncomfortable for a while, but after seeing you together…I don’t think there’s any way he could deny that you guys are amazing together.”

      “You’ve never met my dad, Elle. I don’t think it’s going to be that way. He’s old-fashioned, and traditional. It’s not going to fly.”

      She drags me out of the chair, and into the living room where she flops on the couch across from me, and digs into the ice cream. “Okay, so let’s play out a hypothetical situation.”

      “That’s not what we’re already doing?”

      She rolls her eyes. “Stay with me. What’s the worst thing that would happen?”

      I think about it, but there are too many possibilities, and just shrug.

      “No, come on,” She says. “Try to think. Right now. If this happened, what is the absolute worst thing that would happen?”

      “So many bad things could happen,” I say. “They could call Bryce a monster or a predator for wanting to be with me because I’m half his age. They could be so angry that they never speak to him again. They could be so angry that they never speak to me again. What if Marcy suddenly decides that her brother is a bad person for doing this, and he never gets his to see his niece because of me?”

      Elle shakes her head. “You don’t know if any of those things will happen.”

      “No,” I say. “I don’t. But if they do, it will be bad.” I take a bite of ice cream while Elle studies me.

      She seems to be thinking about something, and I wait, because I know she’ll get to it eventually. Finally, she says, “You’re not going to agree, but I think you’re making too big of a deal out of this. Bryce isn’t a bad person. You know that, and I know that. Your families both know that, too. And whether or not Bryce knew you before you were eighteen has nothing to do with your relationship now.

      “You’re both adults. You can choose what you want, and the rest of everybody can fuck off. As for all the things that might happen, why are you the one that gets to make the decision?”

      I don’t meet her eyes, mixing some of the mint and chocolate ice cream together. “What do you mean?”

      “You and Bryce were in a relationship, right? Did he agree that the risks were too big?”

      “No,” I shake my head. “He said that he didn’t care.”

      “Then why did you walk away?”

      “Because he doesn’t realize how bad it will be. He doesn’t know what it will be like when he loses the most important relationships in his life because of me.”

      Elle gives me a look like I’m being utterly stupid. “But that’s his choice to make. It’s your choice to make together as a couple, but you didn’t let him. You made it for him. Did you ever consider that maybe you’re the most important relationship in his life?”

      That’s not possible. A one-week relationship doesn’t come above a thirty-year friendship. That’s just not the way it works. “He’ll see that I’m right in the end,” I say.

      Elle rolls her eyes again, harder this time so that I know she’s not pleased. “I’m sure that you both will get a great deal of satisfaction out of you being right. Ten years from now, when you’re both miserable because you’re not together, I’m sure that will be the thing that keeps you warm.”

      “You’ve seen him,” I say. “He’ll find somebody. He’ll be happy.”

      “And what about you?” she asks, her voice loud and echoing in the room. “Doesn’t that matter?”

      I shake my head. It’s better this way. I’ll survive.

      Elle puts her bowl of ice cream on the table and looks unhappy. I’ve never seen her put down ice cream before. “Anyway,” she says, “what was it that made you call me? You’ve been moping around the store for a week without saying anything, so why now?”

      “Marcy had the baby. My mom wants me to go up there and see her and also go to the hospital to see the baby. And I don’t know what to do.”

      She laughs. “And ask me if I can take care of things at the store.”

      “No,” I say. “I mean yes, but is not just that. If I go, I might see him. I was hoping you’d assure me that I’m doing the right thing. Tell me to be strong so that I don’t collapse into a puddle of tears.”

      “You know I’m not going to do that,” she says.

      I laugh. “Yeah, I know that now.”

      Elle snatches the bowl of ice cream again. “I wouldn’t tell you that even if I agreed with you, Katti. This sucks. It’s okay to be in pain. You don’t have to be strong when you see the man you love, even if you made the choice to break your heart yourself.”

      “I don’t love him.” The words come out automatically, because I’ve been telling myself that for the last week. I don’t love him. I don’t.

      I don’t.

      I don’t.

      I do not.

      Elle snorts. “Keep telling yourself that.”

      “I will.”

      She sighs. “Of course I can take care of things at the store. You know I’ve got you.”

      “I need to give you a raise.”

      “You know I’ll take that any time,” she says, nearly spitting out her mouthful of ice cream. “Get your shit figured out. We’ve got a smooth machine. It’ll still be running when you get back.”

      I laugh, and it feels good. “Thanks, Elle.”

      “Anytime. Now. Vodka.”

      “You really want to get drunk with me? Even though you think I’m an idiot?”

      She yells on her way to the kitchen. “Of course I do. Yes, you’re an idiot who’s in love and won’t admit it. But that doesn’t change the fact that you’re hurting, so we’re going to get drunk and binge bad TV.”

      I sigh as she hands me one of the shot glasses that we use when we do this, and relax into the feeling of doing something normal. Just for a little while.
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      The drive is not an easy one to make alone this time. Not with the memories of my last trip with Bryce so fresh. I think about the stop and the diner and the playful flirtation that we had. I think about the way he sang to me, and I have to blink back tears so that I can still see the road to drive.

      I make a point not to stop at the same exits that we did. Nothing good is going to come of that. Nothing at all.

      I turn off the radio and try to think about nothing. Having the radio on just makes me think of Bryce. But of course, my mind drifts. It goes all the way back to that night that seems to have started everything: the night of my graduation.

      One of my friends snuck in jello shots, and I ate way too many of them. I may have even said to her, “You’ll never guess what I’m going to do tonight.”

      “What?”

      “Seduce someone.”

      And then we collapsed into giggles. That whole night is blurry, but I try to focus in on the memory. Bryce was dressed in a blue button down. I remember that. “Bryce,” I may have slurred my words. “Can you help me with something in the pool house? I can’t reach it.”

      He nodded. “Sure.”

      I remember feeling the timbre of his voice down to my very bones. Holding the door open for him, I waited until he passed through before I closed the door and leaned against it. I remember seeing him turn to me, and looking for whatever it was that I needed help with.

      But this time I try to see my fuzzy memory with new information: he wanted me too. Now, I see the shock as he takes in my position by the door, and the way he looks me up and down. Subtle signs, but they were there. Oh, how I wish I’d seen them.

      The exact words that I said to him have been lost by time and alcohol, but I remember walking up to him slowly, and doing my best to be sexy. I stumbled and he caught me in his arms. At the time I thought his reluctance to touch me came from being a drunk idiot. Now I think he might have been holding himself back.

      It makes that entire moment feel so different and charged with possibility. And then I see it in my mind, that moment where hesitation turns into determination. And I think he might have been getting ready to kiss me when my mom comes through the door. Instead of dropping his arms and stepping away, Bryce wraps his arms further around me and makes it look like he caught me in a stumble. “Too much to drink,” he says to my mom. “You should get her to bed.”

      If that night had gone differently, would I still be driving this highway and fighting tears? Would we have gotten together and stayed together, damn the consequences? Would it have been a one-night thing that ended, sating both of our curiosity? Would we have been caught by my mother causing Bryce’s exile years before now?

      There are so many questions, and I don’t know the answers to them. But getting caught up in the hypotheticals isn’t going to help me either. But I wish that I could change things. Still have Bryce in all my memories and parts of my life without him being my father’s best friend. Why did life have to be cruel like that? It just seems unfair.

      I manage to find a radio station that doesn’t remind me entirely of Bryce, and listen to that for the duration of the drive to my parents’ house. This morning I texted my mother and told her that I was going to be coming up, and she was so happy that I might need to come up here more often simply to hear that smile in her voice.

      It’s strange to note how the hedges have grown since I was here last. That alone tells me that I haven’t been here enough the past few years. Now that Bryce is out of the picture, coming here won’t nearly be as painful.

      I mean, in one way it will, because if I see him, I’ll be reminded of what I can’t have. But by the same token, I won’t be in constant fear of ruining things. Can’t ruin things when I’ve already ruined them intentionally, you know?

      When I pull up, my mom sees me out the window, and rushes out to meet me. She pulls me into a huge hug. It lasts for a long time. “It’s been way too long since I saw you last,” she says. “I need to come see you down in Boston. I’m sorry about that.”

      “Don’t worry about it, Mom. You are just as busy as I am. Maybe more.” My mother is the director of a large nonprofit that’s based here in Waterton. Honestly, for all her talk about me needing to hire somebody so I have free time, she rarely has any herself.

      “Still,” she says, “I’m going to make an effort. It shouldn’t be all on you for us to see each other. I have a car, and I need to take the time.”

      “Well,” I say, drawing out the word. “Ursula would really like to see you. She misses you.”

      She beams at me. “It’s settled, then.” Helping me grab my bags from the car, Mom walks with me inside the house.

      From across the open space, I hear a booming voice. “Is that my girl?”

      “It is,” my mother says. “Get your ass over here and say hello.”

      My father comes around the corner from the kitchen, wiping his hands on a towel. “Hey, sweetie. I’m so glad to have you here.” He pulls me into a hug, and gives me a kiss on the temple that I lean into.

      It’s weird how you miss your parents and don’t realize it. You think you’re fine, and then you see them and you realize what a big part of your life they are. Even when they’re not there. “Hi, Dad.”

      “Your mother harangued to me into cooking on the barbecue,” he says. “But…I thought we might save that for later, and have one of our old traditional outings.”

      I laugh. “You want to take me bowling?”

      My dad grins. “Is that bad? Are you too old for burgers and bowling?”

      I shake my head, and give him another long hug. “I’m never too old for burgers and bowling,” I say.

      My mother rolls her eyes and pouts. “So you’re just going to leave me here alone?”

      My father leans in and kisses my mother on the cheek. “Absolutely, dear. You’ll get to have her all to yourself tomorrow and the next day, I’m sure. But tonight, we’re going to have a father-daughter date. Just like we used to.”

      My mother makes a face in protest, but she’s smiling too. “And what am I supposed to do with all the barbecue?”

      “We can eat it for leftovers.” My dad shrugs. “In fact, I think we made enough that we’ll be eating it for the next couple of days anyway.” He turns to me “Do you need some time to get ready?”

      I nod. “Yeah, let me take my bags upstairs and rinse off some of the travel grime. Then I’ll be ready to go.”

      “Sounds good,” he says. “Just let me know when you’re ready.”

      Burgers and bowling is something that my dad and I always used to do together. I don’t even remember how the tradition started, but it always ended up that if we ever want to spend time together, then that’s what we did.

      Some of the kids I grew up with made fun of me for it. They didn’t like hanging out with their fathers at all, so the idea that I would do something as embarrassing as bowling with mine kind of blew their minds. But I love bowling, and whether or not it was because of our tradition, it’s always held a special place in my heart.

      Given the way I am feeling right now, I have the urge to just go to sleep. But going out and bowling—doing something I know I love—makes me smile. And I really need to smile right now.

      I take my time. Washing my face and refreshing my make-up before changing my clothes. I want to be comfortable, but I also don’t want to be in the same outfit that I just drove five hours in. When I finally come downstairs, my dad is right there waiting. He stands. “Ready to go?”

      “Yep.”

      I give my mother a hug, and she hugs me back. “Have fun,” she says. “I’ll be here when you get back.”

      That makes me laugh. “I certainly hope so.”

      As soon as we get into the car, my dad is pestering me with questions. He works in the stock market—the same kind of work that Bryce used to do before he left to start his consulting firm. Despite being in Massachusetts, there are some big private brokerage firms in the suburbs, taking advantage of the lower overhead in order to do business at a higher margin.

      “So,” he asks, “how’s the business going?”

      “It’s going okay,” I say. “We are in the black, but not by much. Not that that’s particularly weird. Bookstores operate at a very close margin.”

      “But your making enough to get by?”

      “Yeah,” I say. “I am.”

      My dad nods slowly. “I was really nervous about the whole thing when you started,” he says. “But you’ve done such a good job with the whole business, I never should have been worried.”

      “You’re my dad. It’s your job to worry about things like that.”

      He smiles. “True. How’s everything else?”

      “What do you mean by else?”

      “The rest of your life. Social, romantic, whatever. There’s more to life than work, you know.”

      That’s not a question that he would normally ask me, and despite the fact that I don’t want to talk about my personal life at all right now, it makes me curious. “Did Mom tell you to ask that?”

      “No,” he laughs. “Well, yes, but I brought it up first. We just want to know that you’re happy.”

      “Yeah,” I say, swallowing the lump in my throat. “I know. I appreciate it.”

      He sighs. “Your mother and I miss you. I hope you know that.”

      “I’m really not that far away,” I say. “It could be worse.”

      His chuckle is a welcome and familiar sound. “Yes, it definitely could be.”

      We pull up to the bowling alley and I’m overcome with memories. I spent a lot of good times here. This is exactly what I need. Or I think that it’s exactly what I need, until we walk in and my dad shouts in recognition, making the object of my thoughts and pain turn around and see me.

      Here.

      Bryce is here.

      What the fuck?

      He’s surrounded by a group of people, men and women that all seem to know my father. Glancing at me, I can see the question in his eyes. “Go say hi,” I tell him.

      Bryce hugs my father and greets him warmly, but he only has eyes for me. His gaze bores into mine over my dad’s shoulder, and I come closer slowly.

      Dad turns and gestures. “Come say hi, Katti.”

      “Hello,” I say, giving a small wave.

      “Hello, Katti,” Bryce says. His voice makes every hair on my body stand up on end. God, it’s good to see him, and I’m having a really difficult time not reaching out to touch him.

      My dad looks around at the assembled group. “What are you guys doing here?”

      “Impromptu get together. Since I was in town for the baby. You both should join us,” he says.

      “No, that’s all right,” my dad says. “We’re on father-daughter date.”

      I cut in. “I don’t mind, Dad. I’m not going to keep you away from your friends. Besides, bowling is more fun with a group. And you know you’d keep walking down here to talk to them anyway.”

      He gives me a searching look. “Are you sure?”

      No. “Definitely.”

      The smile on his face lets me know that I made the right decision. “Great. I’ll see about getting two more people added to the lane and grab our shoes.”

      He walks away, and the rest of the people in the group haven’t noticed that Bryce is talking to me, and I should step away from him and create some distance.

      I don’t.

      Stepping close to me, Bryce lowers his voice so only I can hear. “You haven’t answered my calls. Why?”

      “You know why.” I have to look away.

      He sighs. “Please, Katti. Just talk to me.”

      “It hurts too much.”

      “You know that it doesn’t have to.”

      I shake my head. “No, I don’t know that.” Now I do walk away, putting my bag down at one of the tables and accepting the shoes my dad brings when he comes back. He takes care of setting us up on the game, even if there are only half the frames left. “We can come back,” my dad says. We don’t.

      But the next game, I’m ready for. “Hold that thought,” I say to everyone. “I’m going to get a drink, but when I get back and we have a fresh start, I’m going to kick some ass.”

      My dad laughs. “That’s my girl.”

      “I need a refill,” Bryce says. “I’ll join you.”

      It’s an innocent enough reason to walk with me over to the bar, but I know his motives are anything but innocent. Mine are pure. There’s no way that I can get through the rest of this night without a drink. Maybe two. I can’t just be around him normally, watching him laugh and joke with his friends. Act like this isn’t affecting him at all.

      “Are you going to avoid talking to me all night?” he asks, leaning against the bar as I wait to order.

      “If I have to.” I order a fruity drink with vodka and consciously make an effort not to look at him.

      “I want to have a conversation with you about this,” he says. “I want to talk about it because I’m not ready to give up.”

      “Please, Bryce,” I say, grabbing my drink. “Don’t make this harder than it already is.”

      “I don’t think that’s possible,” he mutters as I walk away. But he gets his own drink and follows me back to the lanes.

      “All right,” I say. “Let’s do this.”

      Bryce sprawls on one of the chairs with his drink, that open and friendly demeanor back in full force. He’s a very good actor. “Are you aiming to win?”

      “Of course.”

      He levels a stare at me. “You’re on.”

      “You think you can beat me?” I raise an eyebrow.

      My dad claps Bryce on the shoulder. “You might not know what you’re getting yourself into there. She’s very good.”

      Bryce smiles. “Oh, I think I know exactly what I’m getting myself into.” Shortly afterward, my phone pings in my pocket.

      I pull it out, surprised when it’s a notification from Hearts First. But it’s not a new message—it’s our same message thread with a new conversation started.

      

      You look sexy as fuck right now.

      

      I both love and hate that that statement makes me blush. He gets under my skin so easily.

      

      I’m wearing jeans and a button-down.

      

      So? Those jeans show off your ass in a way that’s very tempting. And if you haven’t noticed the way that shirt clings to your tits, that’s not my fault. I’m going to enjoy staring at them anyway.

      

      It’s my turn to bowl, and I can feel Bryce’s eyes on me as I go up and take the shot, but I’m mixed up enough that I miss completely. Gutter ball. When I turn back his eyes are full of laughter. I pick up my ball again with steely resolve, and this time the ball goes exactly where I aim it. Strike.

      I pull out my phone and type out a message to him.

      

      Why are you doing this?

      

      Doing what?

      

      THIS.

      

      You’re talking to me, aren’t you? I’ll take what I can get.

      

      I feel a little shaky as I put down my phone and watch him take his turn. If he wants to stare at my ass, then I’m going to stare at his. Bryce has a great ass, and it’s cupped in the jeans he’s wearing. It would be a great ass even if I didn’t know what was underneath those jeans. But I do know, and that makes it both better and so, so much worse.

      He throws the ball with perfect accuracy on the first try. “See, Katti?” he says as he comes back, brushing his hands together like he’s sweeping away invisible dust. “Two can play at that game.”

      “I’m just getting started,” I say, showing him determination on my face.

      My dad looks back and forth between us, a smile that’s both amused and confused on his face. “Play nice, you two.”

      I smile sweetly. “I’m always nice.”

      I land another strike on my next turn and come back to another message.

      

      I like the view from back here. Perfect angle to enjoy your body.

      

      You’re flirting with me.

      

      Just stating facts, Katti. I have a very nice view of you when you throw the ball, and I have to say, I’m enjoying it.

      

      A pause.

      

      Though I can think of several things that I would enjoy more.

      

      Oh god. What is he thinking of? There are any one of dozens of memories that he could be referring to. But I don’t get an answer because it’s his turn. He lands a strike, and I decide to answer first before he can get back.

      

      I have a pretty good view from here too, you know.

      

      Look all you want, baby girl. That ass is yours.

      

      I feel my face flush red, and I take a long swig of my drink.

      

      Don’t say things like that.

      

      Me not saying them won’t make them less true.

      

      A combination of anger and need rolls through me. Damn him for making this hard, and the fact that he won’t see that I’m doing this for both of us. Seriously. How can he be so blind? But I look at him and my body remembers being in those arms only a week ago, and statements like that make me want to go to him no matter who is watching.

      I take my turn, slamming down a strike with angry determination. I’m amazed that I do. I’m a good bowler from all the times I’ve been with dad, but even I’ve never had a perfect game.

      I don’t respond on the app. I’m not going to give him more fuel. But this time, when Bryce goes to take his turn, I can’t stop staring at his ass.

      Mine.

      That’s the word that’s echoing in my head now, damn him. Fucking hell.

      He bends over way more than he usually does when he’s taking his turn, making the back of his jeans draw tight. And I know that he’s doing it on purpose. The need that goes through me is almost overwhelming. A whole week of missing him and wanting him and not even an hour in his presence is making me break down.

      Fine. If I’m going to be miserable, then he’s going to be miserable, too. I undo the top two buttons on my shirt. Not so much that it’s scandalous, but more than enough to flash some cleavage at him if he’s looking for it—and I’m going to make sure that he’s looking for it.

      When my turn comes up, I make a show of inspecting my ball, bending over the return machine right in his direction. He stiffens, and I keep my face cool and collected as I straighten and move to throw the ball with a little more swing in my hips than I had before. Let him get hard. Let him ache. Let him feel even a fraction of the agony that I’ve felt this week.

      He lands a strike on his next turn and earns cheers. We’re both in the lead by far. On the way back, he meets my eyes with a smirk. I have to win. I have to. There is no other option. “You’re going down, Bryce.”

      He laughs easily, “Keep telling yourself that.” His friends laugh too, and my dad, though I see my dad glance between us again like he’s trying to figure out what’s going on. He can try to figure it out all he likes. But me trying to beat Bryce at a game of bowling isn’t going to give away the secret.

      To my surprise, Bryce grabs his ball from the return long before his turn and even mine. I don’t know why. He just keeps it in his lap. I’m trying not to stare at him and figure out what he’s doing. And to anyone else, the action might seem casual, but not to me.

      He leans back in his chair, ball in his lap, and then I see it. His fingers. They’re stroking the ball, drawing tiny patterns over the surface—exactly the way he used to do after we’d finished with sex. We’d lay there in my bed and he’d trace lines on my back and I loved the tingles that would run all over my body.

      It’s my turn now, and all I can think about are his hands on my skin and how much I miss that feeling and would do anything to have it again.

      I don’t hit the strike. I only take down nine, and even with my second ball, I miss. I get some sympathy and pats on the back, but all I can do is glare at Bryce. He’s trying to mess me up. He simply shrugs with a smile, and I roll my eyes. And then I freeze.

      Bryce is touching the ball again, but this time he’s not caressing it. He’s fucking it with his fingers. I’m the only one that can see his hand, middle finger thrusting firmly and deliberately into the ball as he stares at me.

      Oh my god.

      Heat rises up my body, and I think I’m going to explode. I don’t know that I’ve ever felt this angry and turned on and confused. The way his mouth tips up into a smile I recognize from the moments before pleasure tells me he knows exactly what he’s doing, too.

      I’m going to rip the bowling ball out of his hands, I swear. I don’t think I’ll be able to stop myself. But just as I’m about to do something stupid, all the lights in the bowling alley go out.
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      The whole bowling alley is dark for a second, and then everything flips back on. Everyone looks around in confusion, but it seems like it was just a blip. But the first thing I notice is that the games on all the screens are gone, and that all the lanes are starting to reset. Shit.

      “Sorry everyone,” one of the employees yells from the desk. “Power surge. We’ll get everything up and running in a second, and we’ll deduct the last game from your total bill.”

      My dad sighs. “Looks like this is the perfect time to get us all some refills before the next game. You want one, Katti?”

      “Yes, please.”

      But dad isn’t the only one with that idea. The bar is flooding with people—including some people from our group—and that’s going to take a while. I see my chance. Marching over to Bryce, I say under my breath. “You want a conversation? Let’s have a conversation.”

      “Please.”

      “Not here.”

      I lead him down the lanes to the exit door and out into the side alley. It’s late summer now, and since the sun has already set, the air is cool. I let the door completely close before I start to speak. “We can’t do this. You can’t just flirt with me and fuck your stupid bowling bowl and tell me that your ass is mine—”

      Bryce leans against the wall, crossing his arms over his chest and just watches me. He’s not angry, not smiling, not trying to flirt. He’s just watching, and I can’t stand it. His sleeves are pushed up just the way I like them, and I can feel the heat in his eyes even in the darkness.

      I can’t do this. I have to touch him. I have to. If I don’t, I’m going to lose myself, and I can feel myself letting go of the consequences in this moment.

      The sound that comes out of me is desperate and needy, and I take a step toward Bryce. Reach for him. That’s all it takes. The second I break, he reaches for me, spinning me against the wall and crushing my body with his. Lips crash down on mine, and it’s like I can breathe again. I didn’t know that he was my oxygen, but he is, and I don’t know how I’ve lived without this feeling.

      My hands are touching him without my permission, and his are doing the same to me. I have all the parts of him memorized and I’m satisfying the craving to remember with my fingertips. He moves his mouth to my neck, and down further to my chest where I undid my buttons. He’s lighting a fire under my skin and I’ve never been so happy to burn alive.

      I let my hands fall to his ass and squeeze, and he groans against my skin. “Katti.” My name is rough on his lips, and the sound of it makes me wet. His tone and the need that it conveys.

      Yes.

      Yes.

      He’s hard. I can feel it against my hips, straining though his jeans and mine. Fuck, I missed that feeling.

      I’m raw right now. This hurts and feels amazing and I know that I should pull away. I know I should tell him to stop, but I can’t. Tears rise to my eyes, because there’s too much emotion, and I gasp when Bryce kisses my lips again.

      He steals my breath again. And I give it to him. Bryce’s tongue pushes into my mouth, exploring me. Opening me up so I stop, and reminding me of all the ways that he’s been inside me. I’m shaking, vibrating with energy and need. Bryce pulls away suddenly, heaving in breaths and pressing his forehead to mine.

      “I need you,” he says.

      “Not here,” I say.

      “Yes,” he growls. “Here. Right now.” Pressing his hips into mine, I shudder. He’s so close. “Say yes, Katti. Please.”

      “Yes,” I say. I can’t say no. I need him more than I need the next breath in my lungs.

      The rough sound in his throat has me dripping. “If I could, I would strip you down to nothing and worship every part of your body,” he says, unbuttoning my shirt. “But I’ll take what I can get.”

      Every button he undoes reveals more of my chest, and he kisses the skin it reveals until he’s on his knees in front of me. And his hands are on my belt, undoing it, pulling my pants down before I protest. “Bryce. Anyone would come out here.”

      “Fucking let them. If you think that I’m not tasting you right now, you’re out of your goddamn mind.”

      My jeans are around my knees, and Bryce pushes his head between my thighs. I collapse against the wall, knees falling open as his tongue runs over the fabric of my already soaked panties. “Fuck,” I say through gritted teeth.

      My body is so primed, so ready, that I’m ready to come. He’s going to send me over the edge and his tongue hasn’t even touched me yet. Bryce groans, teasing me through the thin lace as he slides his hands up my thighs to my hips. “I want to rip these off you.”

      My breath goes short. “Do it.”

      He doesn’t hesitate, and I hear the sound of fabric tearing just before the wet heat of his mouth seals over my clit. Oh god. Bryce is good at everything when it comes to sex, but his oral skills are unmatched. His tongue laps the underside of my clit while his teeth graze the top, and I go blind.

      I grasp for his hair, his shoulders, anything to hold on to so I don’t collapse from the sheer pleasure coursing through me. More and more. Bryce drags his tongue across my pussy, plunging inside and licking deep. I moan, watching fireworks spark behind my eyes with every stroke.

      Bryce releases me, and I open my eyes long enough to see the sheen of my juices on his mouth as he looks up at me. “Come on my tongue, Katti. Let me drink you.”

      I don’t have a chance to respond. His mouth is on me again, sucking and lapping and licking. He knows exactly what to do to make me squirm, and I am unable to keep still against the wall as he takes my clit between his lips and rolls it before swirling his tongue over it again and again and again and…

      I cry out, loud in the alley as I go over. The sweet release of my first orgasm in over a week, because I couldn’t even think about touching myself when I wasn’t with him. Because I couldn’t bear it.

      Pleasure washes up and over me and crashes down in rolling waves. I gush my climax directly into Bryce’s mouth, and he makes the sound I think that a starving man might make when he finally receives food again. I let my head fall back against the wall, breathing hard as the orgasm passes, my mind a little clearer.

      Bryce stands, kissing me again just the way he likes to so I can taste myself on his tongue. “I missed the way you taste,” he says between consuming my mouth. “I miss feeling the shake in your thighs when I make you come with my mouth.”

      I need to feel more of his skin—to touch him and breathe him in. Reaching up, I undo the buttons on his shirt so I can trace the lines of his abs. His ribs. Feel the way his nipples are hard. But he’s not making it easy, kissing me senseless, and thrusting his hips against mine.

      Before I even know what I’m doing, I’m tearing at his belt, trying to get it open, because I need the feeling of being filled by him. Bryce fumbles for a condom in his wallet while I shove his pants down, and he rolls it on in record time as he kisses me again. It feels like when our lips are separated we’re not breathing, and when they’re connected, we are.

      Bryce thrusts upward into me, and it isn’t gentle. It’s fierce and deliberate and claiming, and I cry out into his mouth. I’ve missed this—there isn’t a comparable sensation to being stretched and filled completely by him.

      Pleasure pours from my limbs, because it’s already there. It’s gathering back into my core and I can’t stop it. I want more of it. The rough concrete of the building behind me scrapes through the fabric of my shirt as Bryce presses into me again and again. His rhythm is brutal, and I don’t care. Gentle is not what either of us need at the moment.

      Gentle is for soft beds and loving whispers and long, slow sessions of love and wrung out pleasure. What we have now is pure instinct and need. We’re fucking. Primal. Real. Raw.

      Bryce thrusts up harder, slamming so deep that I come up on my toes. So deep that I see stars and galaxies. I’m limp, held up by his arms and his cock and sustained by the ecstasy running through my veins. Bryce moves his hips, changing his angle until I gasp. He found that spot—the one so deep inside me that it’s elusive. Now that he knows where it is, he slams into me, focusing all his attention there.

      The world goes white as I come again, unable to make a sound, mouth open in a silent scream. My mind is utterly blank, erased. There’s nothing except this feeling, and the sensation of Bryce’s next stroke. I cling to his shoulders, body taut as he fucks even harder.

      He drops his head onto my shoulder, bracing himself on the wall and grunting with every thrust. I can feel it when he’s close, his whole body vibrating with that same tension and pleasure that I feel, and I’m still falling through the aftermath of my own pleasure and gathering more. Again.

      My third orgasm comes as a surprise. Sneaky and seemingly out of nowhere, it starts as just a shake and ends with me pulling Bryce’s mouth to mine. Closing my eyes and kissing him as he lets go. He pumps up into me one final time, holding himself as deep as he can possibly, and I feel his cock pulse, and I feel Bryce shudder as we both collapse against the wall with nothing left in us but shuddering breaths and limp bodies.

      Bryce keeps kissing me. My lips, my skin, drawing his nose along the line of my jaw before moving to my forehead and claiming that as well. The movements are gentle and tender and they make my heart ache in a way that I can’t possibly explain.

      It’s without words that we pull apart from each other and put ourselves back together. Slowly. I sense that neither of us want to break the moment. Neither of us will dare.

      It’s strange to pull my pants up without my underwear, knowing that they’re somewhere on the ground. Wait, no. They’re in Bryce’s hand, and he tucks them into one of his pockets before tucking his cock back into his underwear and zipping up his jeans.

      Even now, the idea of him keeping my underwear turns me on.

      I fix the buttons on my shirt and run my fingers through my hair as Bryce finishes buttoning his own shirt. He looks at me then, and he’s reaching for me again when the door from the alley opens. “There you two are,” my dad says. “The game is back up and running. We all want to finish before they close.”

      My stomach plummets through the ground into the core of the earth and I can feel all the blood drain from my face. Shit. Shit.

      Dad stops short when he sees the two of us and how close we are together. His face falls, and then draws tight. The look of betrayal is the one that I’ve always been afraid of, and I think I might be sick. But he doesn’t say anything about it, just “Are you two all right?”

      “Yeah,” I say, putting on a smile I do not feel. “I was getting warm inside and Bryce offered to come out with me. We’ll be right there.”

      He nods shortly, and gives us both long, calculating looks before going inside. Bryce especially. He knows. He has to know. There’s no way that he can’t, right? I mean, we just fucked against the wall. The air probably reeks of sex and sweat even if all our clothes are in their proper places. Who knows what my make-up looks like. My lips are probably swollen, and I know that I’m flushed.

      This is exactly what I didn’t want to happen. This is why I was staying the hell away from him. “He knows. Fuck, he knows, Bryce.”

      He sighs. “It’s fine. There’s nothing to know.”

      “Right,” I scoff. “Because you and I always stand too close and look like we just ran the hundred-meter dash. This is why I walked away. He’s going to kill you. Never speak to you again, and it will be my fault.”

      He shakes his head. “You know that I’m not asking you to take on that responsibility, right? You know more than anyone, Katti, I’m a grown man. I make my own decisions. Even if Phil does react the way you’re thinking, it wouldn’t be your fault.”

      Frustration builds in my chest. Both he and Elle don’t seem to get it. But they wouldn’t be responsible for breaking up a lifelong friendship. They only see what they want to see. What I saw was the look on my dad’s face. The shock, horror, and suspicion. I rub my hands across my face, groaning. This is a catastrophe. If I hadn’t been so weak, felt like I would die without his touch, this wouldn’t have happened. It’s just further proof that this has to be the last time anything ever happens between us.

      That hole in my chest opens again, and I know that I’m back at the beginning. This whole week of processing my grief has been erased and I’ll start again.

      Maybe, when Elle actually sees the fallout, whatever that is, she’ll be more supportive. Regardless, I know that she’ll bring me more ice cream and vodka if I need it.

      “This has to be the last time,” I say. “I won’t survive another one.”

      “Katti,” he says. “Everything is fine. It’s okay. I promise.”

      He reaches for me and I pull away. “Fine? Bryce, look around. Think about what just happened. None of this is fine. I was thinking in the car on the way up here how cruel the world is. Because you had to be Dad’s best friend. If I could keep you in all my memories and make it so you weren’t so close to him, I would.

      “But that’s not the way the world works, is it? We don’t get a choice about who we are or the circumstances that we’re from. And it sucks. But we didn’t get to choose that.

      “God, what are we doing to each other?”

      Bryce looks at me in utter shock. “What are we doing to each other? Nothing. We’re not harming anything by wanting this. God, Katti, take a second and think, please, about exactly what I’m doing to you. Or what you’re doing to me.

      “The only thing we’re doing right now is causing each other pain because we’re not together. Don’t you realize how badly I want you? How this is destroying me?”

      I stare at him, because it’s Bryce, and I know when he’s telling the truth.

      “I’ve never wanted anyone the way I want you, Katti. And I wouldn’t change a damn thing about our lives because they brought us together—even if it was later than we liked. I’m stuck on you, and it’s not just going to go away because you say it’s over.”

      I should say something back to him, but I can’t find the words. My voice dried up entirely in my throat and all I can do is stare at the man I’ve always loved, and who I’ve always wanted to love me.

      He laughs, but it’s bitter and full of pain. “I don’t know how you act like it’s so easy to just stop feeling.”

      “Easy?” I ask, shocked. “None of this has been easy.”

      “Could have fooled me, Katti. But know this: I can’t just turn it off. No matter how much separation or distance you jam between us, I’m still going to feel the way I do. You can run all you want, but I think it’s the same for you.

      “And I’ll be here when you realize it. I swear it. I will always be here.”

      I will not cry. I will not cry. I will not cry. All I’ve ever wanted is to hear him say those words. It’s all I want now. And for the briefest of seconds, I let myself imagine that everything will be all right. That I should ignore the look on my father’s face and close the distance between us, step into Bryce’s arm and never look back.

      Oh, what a world that would be. A whole new life, where we could fit together the way we thought that we might. The tears I didn’t want to come flood my eyes and I have to look away. But that’s painful too, and I look at him again. Bryce scrubs his hand through his hair. “How can something that makes us both this miserable be the right thing, Katti? If you’ve changed your mind, tell me now. If you had me and realized that I’m not actually what you want, just say so. It will hurt, but I’ll survive. If that’s the case, you don’t need to pretend that it’s for the sake of other people.

      “If you’re scared, I understand that too. The idea of this is scary. Putting ourselves there and trusting the other person is frightening. But I want to do it anyway. I’m all in, Katti. Please don’t leave me alone out here.”

      They are beautiful words, and ones that stick straight into my soul. I can still feel him inside me. Still taste him on my lips. And I want him so desperately to be mine. But he can’t be. I can’t erase the look on my father’s face from my mind.

      “They’re waiting for us,” I say, voice thick with the things I want to say and can’t.

      As soon as I walk inside, I swear I feel colder than I did in the night air.
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      Bryce follows me inside, and he’s a brilliant actor. He acts like nothing in the world is wrong, talking and laughing with his friends. But this time, he doesn’t look at me. We don’t continue our rivalry through the game, both us of playing moderately well.

      My dad is distinctly quiet. I try to speak with him and engage, but all I get are one word or short answers in return. He plays the worst of all of us, completely distracted. Anxiety rolls in my stomach about what he might be thinking, or trying to figure out.

      Bryce was right about one thing—Dad didn’t catch us directly in the act. We were covered and not touching. But that doesn’t mean that it wasn’t obvious what was happening. Obviously it’s not something that I can ask him about right now, here in front of everyone. I have to wait, and the suspense is absolute torture.

      I come in third, Bryce comes in fourth, and Dad comes dead last. He takes the good-nature ribbing from his friend with enough of a smile that I can see he’s not completely gone. Bryce doesn’t even look at me as he leaves, which is good, even if it feels like being stabbed in the chest.

      My dad pays for the games, we return our shoes, and then we’re out in the night again in an awkward silence. One that doesn’t break when we get in the car. It lasts halfway home. What do I say? I don’t want to confirm what he’s thinking, but the way the atmosphere is building, it’s almost oppressive.

      “I had a good time,” I say. “Thank you.”

      He makes a sound of acknowledgement, but nothing else.

      “I’m glad you got to see your friends.”

      Dad nods absently. “That was nice.”

      The air falls dead between us again. Will he ask me directly? Will he wait until tomorrow so he can sleep on it? If he asks me, what am I going to say? Do I have the ability to lie to him? I don’t want to, but everything I’ve done has been for the sole purpose of not letting him know—not putting him through that pain.

      But if he knows anyway, will denying it just make it hurt more? Especially if I deny it and he asks Bryce—who I know will never lie—and then finding out that I lied to him. We’ve always had a really good relationship. The outings for bowling and burgers are a really good example of that. I don’t want it to be ruined by this.

      I ignore the whispering of Elle’s voice that he loves me, and that he’ll respect my decisions no matter what. I decide to give conversation on last try. “How are things at work?”

      “The same. Busy.”

      And that’s the end of that. No more from him, and even though words keep bubbling up in my throat, I can’t bring myself to speak them out loud.

      It’s another ten minutes before we pull up into the driveway, the house lit up cheerily from the inside. Clearly Mom is still up, though that’s not surprising since it’s not that late. Dad pulls into the driveway and puts the car in park. I’m reaching for the handle to get out when he finally speaks. “Wait, Katti.”

      I stop. Is this about to happen now? My stomach is doing flip-flops and my skin is tingling from the sheer adrenaline racing through me. The look on his face right now…I can’t describe it. It’s sad and anxious.

      He takes a big breath, leaning back against the seat, and closing his eyes for a second. Then he clears his throat. “Katti, do you have something to tell me?”

      Fuck. He’s not going to ask. I look down at my hands. The floor of the car. Anything but him. “What do you mean?”

      “Katti.” The tone makes me look at him. He’s begging me with his eyes. Pleading. And he looks so sad that I can’t bear it. Oh god, I don’t know how to do this.

      “Okay,” I say, my mouth dry. I feel sick. But I’m going to say the words that I never thought I’d say to him. That I didn’t want to. “Bryce and I…have been seeing each other. It started a few weeks ago, but I broke it off when I realized how much it would affect everything. Your friendship, our relationship, all your friends. Tonight was the first time I’d seen him since.”

      My father looks like I just hit him. Up until I said the words, I don’t think that he believed it. He hoped that he wasn’t seeing what he was seeing, trying to find any possible way to justify it or explain it away. Until I just confirmed it.

      I wait for him to say something. Anything. To yell at me. Scream or rage or cry. But he doesn’t. Just stares at me like he has no idea who I am, like he’s never seen me before. What do I do?

      “I need you to know that I didn’t do it to hurt you. Bryce was the person that I had always—”

      “Get out of the car, Katti.” He cuts me off.

      “What?”

      He looks straight ahead and puts his hands on the wheel. “I need you to get out of the car now.”

      I start to say something else, but he just shakes his head. I get out and the second that the door is shut behind me, the car is in reverse and flying out of the driveway. I don’t know where he’s going or what he’s going to do, but I fucked up.

      This is the last thing I wanted, and everything is happening exactly the way I thought it would. God, I need a fucking drink.

      My mom is sitting on the couch when I walk in, reading a book. She looks so comfortable and normal, and when she lights up with a smile at the sight of me, it hits me right in the chest. “Hey, sweetie. Did you have a good time? Where’s your father?”

      I collapse into tears. I can’t hold it back anymore. I wasn’t doing well before we went to the bowling alley, and now…

      “Oh, hey,” she says. “Come here.”

      I sit down next to her and let her hug me, just crying into her shirt. It only makes it worse that as comforting as my mother’s hug is, it’s not who I want to be holding me right now. “You’re all right,” she says, trying to soothe me.

      “I’m not. I’m really not.”

      She doesn’t say anything to that, just lets me cry, and I do. I pour everything out in one long stream, the pain and tears rising up from places inside that I didn’t remember existed. I cry until I feel empty, which is honestly preferable at this point.

      “Come on,” my mother says when I’ve settled a little bit. “I think you need some tea.”

      “Maybe something stronger.”

      Mom shakes her head. “There aren’t any problems that a cup of tea and conversation can’t fix, and you don’t need alcohol to cover up your problems.”

      “Not cover them up, just let me not think about them for a little while.”

      She gives me a look. “And that’s how you end up in tears like this.” I sit down at the kitchen table while she fills the kettle and turns it on to boil. “Now tell me what is going on.”

      “I fucked up, Mom. Badly. I don’t think it’s something that a cup of tea can fix.”

      “Katti, you have a great life and people who love you. Whatever it is, I don’t think it can be that bad.”

      I laugh, but there’s no actual humor behind it. “It’s beyond bad, Mom. I’m pretty sure that Dad hates me now. I’ll be lucky if he ever speaks to me again or even wants me in his house. So if I have to leave tomorrow, I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous, Katti. Your father doesn’t hate you.” She gets up to turn off the electric kettle and pour the water into mugs.

      “I’m not so sure about that.” My voice is soft.

      Mom clears her throat. “I’m assuming that this has something to do with you and Bryce?” For the third time this evening I feel like I’m dropping through the floor with shock. She turns around and laughs when she sees my face. “Honestly, I am your mother. You shouldn’t be that surprised that I figured it out.”

      I swallow as she hands me a mug of steeping tea. “The graduation party?”

      “Well, yes, but I’d figured it out before then. I didn’t think anything would come of it, though. But it seems like it has. I’m going to need you to tell me what actually happened if you want me to help.” I shake my head, but she reaches out and places her hand on mine. “I’m not going to spend the whole story telling you that you’re wrong. I just want to know.”

      So I start at the beginning, telling her how long I had wanted him, and that he was the reason I moved away. I tell her how wanting him never went away and how I kept looking for him even when he wasn’t there—though I leave out the bits about British porn stars because honestly, my mother doesn’t need to know that about me.

      I leave out the bit about the vibrator too, but I tell her about the app and how we met. I do admit to her that I went in looking for a one-night-stand, because I don’t think there’s another way to tell that story. We didn’t romance each other. It was rough and immediate.

      Working my way through our week together, I end up at the baby shower and what Marcy said. And why I walked away. And tonight, when dad caught us. I hate my mother’s sneaky smile when I say that there was nothing amiss when Dad found us—she has a mother’s intuition and definitely knows that we had sex in that alley.

      And then the aftermath. To now. “I ruined everything,” I say. “I just wanted to make sure that everyone was okay, and that Dad and Bryce didn’t get hurt. But it happened anyway. I’m so…mortified and embarrassed, and I wish I could go back in time and make none of it happen.”

      “Oh, sweetie. Nothing is ruined.”

      “Mom, it is.”

      She levels an even stare at me. “It’s only ruined if you’re not happy, which clearly you’re not.”

      “I can’t be happy!” I exclaim, getting up from my chair and pacing across the kitchen. “Not when Dad is miserable and hurt like this. Not when I took away his best friend.”

      Mom lifts an eyebrow, and says, “Based on what you’ve told me, you’ve already been told this. But I’m going to try again, because it’s not sinking in. Your father’s happiness is not your responsibility.”

      “But—”

      “Hold on,” she says. “I’m not finished. You’ve done this your whole life. You live for other people, and think that them being happy is the same as you being happy. That’s not the case. Bryce is a good man. Of all the people in the world that I know is going to take care of my daughter, he is one of them. So is something really ruined if you do something for yourself? If you let yourself be happy for just you?”

      I swear that my brain is pouring out of my ears and onto the floor. “You’re not mad?”

      “Why on earth would I be mad at you for falling in love with someone?”

      “Because…” I say, floundering. “He’s older. He knew me when I was a kid.”

      She snorts. “It’s because of that reason it’s a goddamn miracle that he wants to be with you now. You were a terrible child.”

      “Mom!”

      She’s smiling though. “Seriously, Katti. If you removed all the obstacles you think are there, would you be with him? Would that make you happy?”

      “Yes.” There is no other answer.

      “Then take it from me, don’t worry about anything else. Don’t worry about Bryce and your father’s friendship. Don’t worry about appearances. Throw that away and do what is best for you. Your father will come around. The only thing he wants in the world is for you to be happy.” She stands and hugs me. “At least think about it, will you?”

      “I will.”

      I’m glad I talked to her. Because she’s right. She basically said the exact same thing that Elle did, but because she’s my mom, it got through more. I’m still uneasy, and the idea that I should only think about me is unnatural. But some of my anxiety is gone. The fact that she didn’t even judge me for being with Bryce has given me some hope.

      We talk a little longer while we drink our tea—on topics that have nothing to do with love and romance, before I go upstairs to bed. I’m exhausted. Mentally, physically, and emotionally. I’ve been put through the wringer, and it shows. I barely get the sheets pulled back before I’m slipping down into perfect, dreamless sleep.
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      I wake up late.

      There was no reason to set an alarm, since the only thing I’m doing today is going to the hospital to see the baby. My parents are late risers too, when they can. It’s only ten, but I expect them to be having breakfast right around now.

      Knowing Mom, she might have made pancakes or something. My stomach growls in response to that thought. Yeah, pancakes would be really good right about now. I pull on some soft pants and a t-shirt and make my way downstairs, but I can already tell that it’s too quiet. My mom keeps the radio on when she cooks, and they usually have some sort of casual conversation going on.

      But no, the house is completely dead and silent. The kitchen is empty, and it doesn’t even look as if any cooking has been done this morning. Disappointing, but not the end of the world. I’m just confused about where they are. They don’t seem to be here.

      I wander into the living room, but there’s no sign of them anywhere. Maybe they had an appointment? I pull aside the curtain on the front windows to look for their car, and that’s when I see them. They’re both out on the front lawn, and they’re talking with Bryce.

      They don’t seem to be yelling at him either, which I hope is a good sign.

      Bryce looks good this morning, in dark wash jeans and a simple white t-shirt. His hair looks wet, like he’s fresh from a shower, and the sight makes my chest ache. He’s speaking calmly, hands in his pockets, though something about his face looks off. I can’t tell from this distance.

      My mom has her hand on my dad’s shoulder, though he doesn’t look particularly murderous. What I wouldn’t give to be invisible right now so I could get close to them and hear exactly what they’re saying. I’ve abandoned peeking out from behind the curtain and just watching. Something I realize when he hugs both my parents and watches them get into their car and drive away.

      What the hell?

      What is going on?

      Bryce looks at the house, and when I realize that he can see me, I duck below the window. Then I blush. I don’t know why I’m hiding. He’s already seen me, and it’s not like he didn’t already know that I was home. My car is fucking sitting in the driveway, and my parents would have told them. But I keep myself crouched down, trying to get a handle on what I’m feeling and what’s going on.

      I hear footsteps on the stairs outside the door. Bryce opens the door and comes inside, and I don’t look at him. “Katti,” he says. “What are you doing down there?”

      “Hiding,” I say, my words muffled.

      “I already saw you in the window.”

      “I know.”

      He chuckles. “Are you going to join me up here?”

      I stand up slowly. “Okay. Want to tell me what’s going on?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean you standing in the front yard talking with my parents, and they didn’t attempt to murder you.” Then I notice what I thought I saw was wrong with his face. His jaw has a large bruise on it. “What happened?”

      He smiles, an amused look in his eyes. “Your father came by the house last night, and I happened to open the door. He punched me in the face before saying anything. Then he told me to come over here to talk to him this morning. So what’s going on is that I decided last night that I was going to stop hiding—before your dad showed up. It was time.

      “I was going to tell both of them how I felt about you, and damn the consequences. Because that’s what was between us, and I wanted everything out in the open, even if they completely rejected my feelings. I was tired of having to pretend.”

      “He hit you?”

      Bryce smiles. “He did. And it was worth it.”

      My stomach is fluttering, and I’m nervous. But I feel hope for the first time in forever, like sunshine breaking through the clouds. “What did you say? What did they say?”

      He reaches out for my hand and I let him take it. He pulls me closer, slowly. “I told them that you were special. That you weren’t just a fling or something to satisfy a fantasy. I told them that you had reached in and wrapped yourself around my heart and that you hadn’t let go.

      “I told them that we both tried not to do this, but even with all the time and space between us, fate found a way to put us together. And that I’d tried to fight it, and lost. I told them that I love you. And I do, Katti. I love you.”

      Tears flood my eyes, and I step into his arms, the pain of everything surfacing, and relief flowing through me as it heals. He leans down to kiss me, and I let him. It’s a soft kiss, gentle and testing and perfect. It’s what our first kiss might have been, if we’d had it years ago. “I love you, too,” I say, even though my voice is shaking.

      I kiss him this time, pulling him close to me. I’m just as desperate as I was last night, but it’s a different kind of desperation. I need him. But I need him to know that I love him and that I’m sorry, and that I did fuck up. I should have trusted him. And that I’m thankful he stuck with me anyway.

      He pulls away, chuckling. “Don’t you want to know what your parents said to me?”

      “You can tell me,” I say. “But it doesn’t matter. My mom and I had a talk last night, too. And she told me to do what makes me happy, damn it all, just like you decided. And I’m going to try, even if it doesn’t come naturally. Because what makes me happy is you.”

      “Good,” he says. “I’m so happy to hear that. But they really are fine with it. It’s going to take some adjusting with me and your dad, but he got in his punch. They both gave us their blessing.”

      I kiss him again, wrapping my arms around his neck so I’m closer. “I’m glad.”

      “Now that that’s out of the way,” he says, lifting me so that my legs wrap around his waist, “you and I have some catching up to do.”

      “Did my parents really leave so that we could have sex?”

      He laughs, loudly and freely so that it fills the house. “No. They knew that we needed time to talk, and agreed to go out for a few hours so that we would have time.”

      “So they know?” I ask.

      “They definitely know,” he laughs. “But I don’t think they expected us to make up so quickly.”

      He’s carrying me through the house, and I tuck my head into his neck. “I’m sorry,” I say. “I was wrong. I know I was wrong—but I just wanted to do the right thing for everybody.”

      “I know that, baby girl. But that was the problem. You forgot about yourself. The fact that you wanted to make everyone be okay is sweet, but I’m going to make sure that you remember yourself from now on. I’m going to make sure you’re the happiest goddamn person on this planet.”

      He brings his lips to mine as we walk, and I hope he can feel my regret and my hope and everything in between. “Where are we going?”

      “We talked a lot about going back and doing things differently,” he says. “So I thought that we might do just that.”

      We reach the back of the house, and I help him open the door. But I don’t realize what he means until he carries me toward the pool house. “The party?” I say, laughing. “You want to reenact the party?”

      “I think reenacting that would take a whole lot more alcohol than we have on hand. But I want us both to have some memories in this pool house that aren’t regret.” We walk in, and he sets me down, not wasting time stripping me. I let him peel my shirt over my head and shove my pants down to my ankles. “That’s better,” he says, “though I do miss that yellow bikini.”

      I back him up against the wall where he was standing that night, and I press my body against his. “Maybe you’ll get to see it again some time.”

      “I’d better,” he says darkly. “I’ve been fantasizing about you in that bikini for years.”

      I laugh. “So it was just my bikini that made you horny that night?”

      “No.” He runs his hands down my ribs. “It was your raw, erotic energy. It’s always there. It’s why I can’t be within six feet of you without getting hard. That and I fucking love you.”

      “Six feet? I must be losing my touch. And it’s your accent, for me.”

      “Mmm,” he says, cupping his hand around the back of my neck. “So when I tell you that I want you entirely naked right this second, that turns you on?”

      I let the heat roll through me. “Yes.”

      “Good. Cause you’re mine. And I’m going to show you just how much I mean that.”

      He shoves his jeans down and grabs a condom, but I stop him. “No. I don’t want anything in between us now.”

      Bryce doesn’t hesitate, just tosses the condom to the side and continues to strip. I get myself naked, and freeze. I’ve literally never been nervous for sex with him before. But this feels different—this feels permanent.

      “We’re going to finish what we started,” he says, kissing me hard. My hands land on his chest, and he bends me backwards so I’m nearly off balance—and completely reliant on him.

      “What did we start?” I ask breathlessly.

      He slides his hands down my back to my ass, grabbing it with his large hands, spreading it open, and it clicks. While we were together in that week, he teased my ass. Using my toys and building up tolerance so that he could fuck me there. In the middle of everything, I forgot about it. “I don’t think I can take you,” I say.

      “Not all of me,” he says. “And you don’t have to today. But I am taking your ass, Katti. I want us to have a first together. Don’t worry, by the time we get there, you’ll be so blissed out you’ll already be screaming in pleasure.”

      I’m so glad that there’s a bed in the pool house. It makes this so much easier. “Do you…do you need to be warmed up?” I ask.

      Bryce smiles, backing me up against the bed and arranging me the way he wants me, head just falling off so I’m looking up at him. “If you’re asking if I want you to milk my cock with your throat,” he says, voice low, “then yes.”

      Just those words have my mouth falling open, and Bryce groans as he enters me. I know exactly what he meant last night when he said that he missed the taste of me. The flavor of him makes my mouth water, and I don’t think I’ll ever have enough. I’ve heard other women my age say they don’t like this, but I do. I like the sounds he makes, the taste, and that feeling of being so full that you can’t stop it.

      Bryce enters my throat, all the way down, and he leans over me. He’s tall enough that he can easily reach my pussy, and when his mouth crashes down on my clit I groan around his cock, and reach for him. He catches my hands and pins them to my sides, thrusting deep into my mouth as he pleasures me. It’s disorienting and glorious and it makes me lose myself in that way that I love when I’m with him.

      Pulling back, he gives me a chance to breathe before he takes my throat again, plunging in just as he would if he were fucking my pussy. I love it. His tongue is on my clit, the feeling of him sucking up-side down new and weird and so, so good.

      I’m trapped by his hands and his cock and his mouth, and I love the sensation of drawing in pleasure. I can’t do anything about it, and I don’t want to do anything about it. We’re together. Forever. And he’ll always be mine. After all this time, that knowledge settles in me, and I feel in my gut that it’s real. There’s no question.

      Pleasure explodes through me, rising hard and fast under Bryce’s tongue. I’m shaking, the lack of breath from his cock in my throat making the sensations rolling through me that much more intense.

      He pulls back one more time, and I gasp for air. “You make me feel like a teenager, Katti. I’m not going to last.”

      “Then don’t,” I say, a second before his cock is in my mouth again, voice hoarse.

      He doesn’t stop. Thrusting deep, he cries out as he spills himself into me, thrilling heat and flavor pouring into my mouth. I savor every second of it. God, I love this. I’d let him fuck my throat again just to hear that pleasure in his voice and to taste his cum again.

      But Bryce has other ideas. He swings up onto the bed over me, pulling me to him so I’m no longer hanging off, and plunges straight into my pussy. I scream. It’s so good. Delicious and invasive and deep. He’s not wearing anything and it makes his cock feel larger. Hotter. Perfect. “You’re mine, Katti,” he says. “And I’m yours.”

      “I like the sound of that,” I say.

      “I’ll say it as many times as you need to hear it,” Bryce says. “But I want to hear it from you now.”

      He thrusts in again, and I gasp, fire fizzling through my limbs. “I’m yours,” I say.

      “Again.”

      “I’m yours.” This time my voice is louder.

      Bryce scoops his arms under my body so he can cradle my head with his hands while he takes me. “Keep saying it, baby. By the time you come you’re going to believe it.”

      “I’m yours, I’m yours, I’m yours,” I say in time with his thrusts, wrapping my arms around him. The words come out in a ceaseless stream as the pleasure builds, and my voice fades away to nothing but a whisper as he drives home again and again.

      “Yes, Katti.”

      “I’m yours,” I say. “I’m yours.”

      He reaches between us, finding my clit, and the brush of his thumb over it is enough to send me over the edge, screaming the words he gave to me. I can’t breathe, can’t see, can only feel the sharp knife of pleasure. He’s right. I do believe it. I’m his. Completely. Entirely.

      He backs up, leans down to kiss my stomach. “Are you ready?”

      “You didn’t come.”

      “I’m going to put my cum in your ass, baby. You’re going to be mine in every way today.”

      I shudder. “Okay.”

      He’s gone for a second, and when he comes back, he has a tiny bottle of lube in his hand, and I’m laughing. “Where on earth did you get that?”

      “I brought it with me,” he says, smiling wickedly.

      “Oh,” I say, pretending indignance. “So you just assumed that when you came over here that I would spread my legs for you and let you fuck my ass?”

      He chuckles. “No. But I had a plan to make you mine again, and there was no way that I wasn’t going to be prepared for that.” Spreading the lube on his cock, he reaches down and spreads some on me too. It’s wet and cool, and very real. We’re going to do this.

      “I’m nervous.”

      “Don’t be,” he says gently. “You’ve done this before.”

      I shake my head. “No, not exactly. You know that.”

      “You can take the toys, and you’ll take me. Eventually you’ll take all of me.” He leans down and kisses me firmly. “I can’t wait to make you come while I’m balls deep in your ass. Maybe I’ll shove a dildo inside you too so you’re stuffed to the brim.”

      Just the idea makes me wet, and I make a sound of need. Bryce takes the opportunity. Pressing the head of his cock against the rose of my ass, I already feel short of breath. His cock is thick, and just him pressing in feels like too much to take. “Push back,” he says. “Breathe.”

      I do, and he slips in, the head of his cock inside me with a silent pop. Already he feels impossibly big. Impossibly filling. “Oh, fuck,” I say.

      “How do you feel?”

      I shake my head, at a loss for words.

      “Talk to me baby.”

      “Full,” I say.

      Bryce kisses me, teasing my lips apart so his tongue can dance with mine. “Are you in pain?”

      “No.” I’m not. It feels strange and intimate. But it doesn’t hurt.

      He moves, and I feel fuller as he sinks deeper. I can’t not moan—the sound is entirely involuntary. “You’re going to make me come with those sounds, Katti.”

      “I can’t help it,” I say.

      Bryce just laughs, shifting his hips so I take more. The sensation changes, suddenly lighting me up from the inside. Oh. Oh. I’ve never had anything this big, and the feeling of it is suddenly amazing. Like the beads on steroids. “More,” I say.

      “Really?” he raises an eyebrow. “You’ve taken half of me already.”

      Slowly, I move my knees so they’re framing his hips, and it’ easier for him to enter. “More.”

      He gives it to me. I squeeze down on his cock, and he groans. “Fuck, Katti. I’m going to have to move in a second.”

      Shoving my fingers into his hair, I grip it and guide his lips to mine. “Take me,” I say. “I’m yours.”

      It breaks his resolve. I can tell that he’s trying to be gentle, rocking his hips. Pulling back and thrusting in in small increments. But I see stars. My pussy is soaking wet, my clit throbbing from the sensation of him in my ass. Letting my hands fall on his hips, I urge him harder. Faster. I need more.

      Bryce is breathing hard, every muscle in his body taut as he moves. “You’re so tight,” he grits out. So I squeeze down on him, making it even tighter. “Fuck,” he says, thrusting harder.

      My body is warmed up now, and I’m taking him more easily. He still feels too big, too much, but I like that sensation. I like how aware of his cock I am. I can feel every quiver and twitch, its heat lighting me up inside.

      He uses his hand again, sliding between us and teasing my clit. Oh my god. The world is suddenly bright and shining. I’m so sensitive that I’m on the edge, just the delicate brush of his fingers is almost enough to send me over the edge. But not quite.

      Until he slips two fingers into my pussy and curls them, thrusting directly into my G-spot. “Bryce, no,” I say.

      “Yes,” he says, thrusting harder with both cock and fingers. “Come for me.”

      He rubs my g-spot, flicking it and caressing it with those fingers before thrusting into me again. And when his thumb presses down on my clit—slick with my own juices—I break open

      I’ve never had an orgasm like this before. The pleasure slices me open and remakes me as a new person. I think I black out for a second from the sheer pleasure. Falling, falling, falling through it. I can’t breathe. I just exist on a plane of ecstasy.

      Breath shocks into my lungs as I hear and feel Bryce come. He shouts my name, loud in the pool house, and then heat spreads inside me. He’s the only person that I’ve done this with. The only person I’ll ever do this with, and it’s amazing to me. I wish I had given him every first. But I’m glad that we had this one together.

      His forehead rests against mine in the aftermath, and he pulls out slowly before gathering me up and pulling me close on the bed. It’s the way we used to sleep, my back pressed to his chest, arm possessively around my ribs. It’s a good position. From here he can tease me all he likes—or lift my leg over his hip and fuck me, as he did more than once in the early morning.

      “I love you,” he murmurs in my ear.

      I tangle my fingers with his. “I love you too.”

      His lips warm my neck, and I lean into his kiss. “Can I ask you something?”

      “Anything.”

      “What is your sister going to say? She’s the one who thought it was disgusting.”

      Bryce rolls me onto my back so he can see my face. “She hasn’t seen us together. And when she does, she’ll come around. She likes you, but she spoke without thinking. At first glance, to anyone else, what she says made sense. She’ll be fine. And if she isn’t, she and I will have a talk. Because you’re not going anywhere.”

      He kisses me softly, and I let go of my worry. He’ll take care of it. It’ll be fine. We’re happy, and that’s all that matters. “Should we clean ourselves up so I can go see the baby?”

      “Shower? With you? Absolutely.”

      “I don’t think so,” I say, laughing. “You can shower in here. If we shower together, we’ll never make it to the hospital.”

      He laughs, tracing his hand down my chest and between my breasts until his palm is on my stomach. “Have you thought about it?”

      I have, but I’m going to make him specify. “What?”

      “About what it will be like when we’re there. Showing off our baby.”

      Placing my hand on top of his, I smile. “I have,” I say. “But one thing at a time.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      The baby is beautiful. I don’t think I’ve ever seen a baby that pretty, and I love the way it feels to hold her. She’s so new and precious. Fresh to the world. I’m going to enjoy being an aunt to this little one.

      Bryce’s family, and Marcy especially, were surprised by our announcement. But the minute that Bryce made it clear that we were together, and planning to stay that way, she apologized for her words. I forgave her without a second thought.

      By far though, the most gratifying part of it was that Jenna was there, and when Bryce told them, her jaw dropped open in shock and anger fell across her face. When I intentionally kissed him with tongue so that she could see, she didn’t like that either.

      Too bad, I thought. He’s mine.

      Bryce comes over to me at the window where I’m holding baby Isabelle. “She’s beautiful,” I tell him.

      “Yes, she is.” But he’s not looking at the baby, he’s looking at me. And the love I see in his gaze makes every part of me ache. “You want to make one of those?” he asks.

      I nod. “Absolutely. But I want some time to enjoy you first.”

      He laughs softly. “That, Katti, I think I can do.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

          Three Years Later

        

      

    

    
      I cannot believe that I’m missing my own party. It’s so unfair.

      Lying on my side in bed, I fight the dizziness and the nausea I’m feeling. It’ll pass soon, but I was really hoping that the morning sickness would be over by now. Most women only get the morning sickness for the first few months of a pregnancy. Well, I’m not most women because I’m seven months pregnant and still feel ill with shocking regularity.

      I was just hoping that today it would be okay. It’s my baby shower, and all my friends and family are downstairs. All I want is for it to pass quickly so I can get back to them.

      The last three years have been amazing, and everyone has completely dispelled my fears about what being with Bryce would be like. Just like Elle predicted, once people saw us together, they had no doubts about it. Even my dad—who had to have some time to adjust—has come around and agrees that we’re a perfect match.

      The bookstore is doing so well that I was able to hire another employee just like mom wanted me to, and I promoted Elle to manager. I’m actually able to take some time off. Plus, it’s been good, learning to give up some of that control. And I’m glad that I have someone that I can trust to run things during these next few months while I’m busy. It’s a huge relief.

      I stroke my hand over my stomach and feel for my wedding ring on the chain around my neck. I can’t wear it right now, with my swollen fingers, but I never take it off. I never want the symbol of our commitment very far away from me.

      “Come on little one,” I tell the baby in my belly. “Settle down and let mama have her party, okay?”

      She kicks in response. It is a girl, though we haven’t settled on a name. I can already tell that she’s going to be sassy. She responds to my voice and Bryce’s voice, and is very active. I just wish a little less active today.

      “Your mom sent up a glass of water,” Bryce says as he comes into our bedroom. He sets it on the nightstand and sits down next to me. “Feeling better?”

      I sigh. “Getting there. But not quite.”

      “Well everyone understands, and don’t worry, nobody is going anywhere.”

      “Still unfair,” I say, pouting.

      Bryce grins down at me. “I bet that I can make you feel better.”

      “Really? How?”

      He stretches a hand across my hip, tucking his fingers into the waistband of my pants and tugging them down. “An orgasm or two never hurt anyone.”

      “I don’t know. You don’t have to do that.”

      Bryce insists that he doesn’t care about my pregnancy body, but that’s hard to believe. I look like an alien, and it’s impossible to see how that could be attractive. But he doesn’t stop. “I want to. If I could do nothing else but eat your pussy for the rest of my life, I would do it.”

      I giggle. “That’s not true.”

      “It is,” he insists, pulling down my panties and spreading my legs. “You’re better than fucking cookies, baby.”

      Cookies is a huge deal. Bryce loves cookies. “I bet you would stop for a warm chocolate, oh—”

      Bryce’s lips tease my clit, and he lets his tongue roam over me. He knows exactly what I like and how my body ticks now. He even learned the strange ways that pregnancy changed my arousal. He makes a sound like he’s eating a fucking cake. “God, you taste amazing. I bet if we bottled this we could make millions.”

      I start laughing, or trying, between the gasps he’s bringing out of me. “You’re crazy. We are not bottling that.”

      “Just for me then,” he murmurs. “The way I like it.”

      My hands are fisted in the comforter, trying to hold on because he’s aiming for the orgasm that’s fast and bright, and not one of the ones that he can bring out of me long and slow time with his tongue. He licks into my pussy, plunging deep and fast. That ramps up the pleasure, spreading fire through my lower body and further. Yes.

      Replacing his tongue with his fingers, he does that thing that I fucking love where he teases me inside while he flicks my clit with his tongue in fluttering strokes. It makes it so that I can’t breathe and can’t hold it back.

      But that’s another thing that pregnancy changed—I can’t last. I have no ability to hold on to my orgasm or make it longer. When I need to come, it happens, which Bryce has been having far too much fun with.

      He sucks down on my clit while thrusting three fingers into my G-spot, and I come. I bite my lip to hold in my cries, so that I don’t let everyone downstairs know that my husband’s face is between my thighs. But my mind is blissfully doused in pleasure, and I do feel better. Who knew that orgasms and the muscle contractions that come with them could be the cure to my nausea—something else we figured out together.

      “You’re so fucking good at that,” I say.

      “It’s my pleasure,” he says as he stands. “You’ll never know how much.”

      I raise an eyebrow. “Actually, I think I can see how much,” I say, looking at his pants. He’s clearly hard, nearly bursting out of them. “You can’t go downstairs with a hard-on like that.”

      “You’re right,” he says. “I can’t. Whatever will I do with it.” But before I can answer he’s up on the bed behind me, cupping my ass.

      I’m laughing as he undoes his belt. “You knew it would lead to this, didn’t you?”

      Bryce kisses my neck. “I would have eaten your delectable pussy no matter what. But do I savor every chance that I get to fuck my beautiful wife? Yes. Absolutely.”

      He pulls my leg over his, entering me gently but firmly. Because of the size of my stomach, this is the most comfortable position for me. But I miss the weight of him above me, of being pressed into the mattress and pinned by his cock. That’s the first thing on my to-do list after the little one is born and I’m recovered: A long, slow, fucking session where Bryce does nothing but lay above me and take me as many times as he pleases.

      But now, he slips into me easily. I’m wet from his attention, and he pushes in to the hilt. That’s a good thing about this position. It lets him fuck me deep—and if there’s one thing my husband loves, it’s me taking all of him. In whatever hole he’s interested in at that time.

      His hands squeeze my breasts through my shirt, and I groan. Those are so sensitive now. I squeeze down on him in retaliation. “Naughty,” he murmurs in my ear.

      “You like that.”

      “I do,” he says. “You’re right.”

      And then he fucks me, fierce, long strokes that hit me at my deepest core and send off fireworks. I close my eyes and lean back into him, holding onto his hand, trying to make it last longer, even for a moment. But the orgasm comes up hard and so fast that my head spins. “Fuck, Bryce.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” he says, a little breathless, and pushes harder, which just makes me come again.

      “Smartass.”

      A sting of pain spreads across my skin as he spanks me. And again. “What else?”

      I shake my head, unable to speak. He reaches around and takes my already sensitive clit between two fingers, stroking and rubbing and swirling, and his free hand covers my mouth just in time to muffle my scream. Fucking hell it feels amazing, like it’s too much and not enough, and I love that my husband knows me well enough to know that I can’t keep quiet even if I try.

      I can’t. I can’t take more, and yet my body doesn’t agree. It sets off another sparkler inside, and I moan softly. Now I’m limp and sated and sinking into that place of complete contentment.

      Bryce groans, spilling himself deep inside, giving me that welcome sensation of heat and the jerking of his cock. I love it. I can’t get enough.

      “I love you,” he says, breathing hard. Pulling out slowly, he raises himself up over me so that I can see his face. “Do you know how much?”

      I shake my head. “There aren’t words, Katti.”

      “I love you too,” I say. “And I’m so happy that we found each other.”

      He picks my ring up off my chest and presses it to his lips. He has a matching one on his finger. He’s never taken it off.

      “How do you feel?” he asks.

      “Better,” I say. “Will you help me stand up?”

      He cradles me gently as I come to an upright position and check to see how dizzy I am. I’m still a little, but worlds better

      I roll my eyes. “You’re going to start thinking that you have a magic cock.”

      “Don’t be silly,” he calls from the bathroom where he gets a warm washcloth for me to clean up with. “I already know I have a magic cock.”

      “And you’re very humble about it, too.”

      He helps me up, we fix each other’s clothing, and he helps me downstairs where everybody cheers. Elle comes over and gives me a giant hug. “That was a fast recovery for you,” she whispers. “Magic cock?”

      I laugh, and whisper back, “Magic cock.”

      My mom is next, and she’s glaring kindly at me. It’s something only moms can do and what I aspire to. She has a glass of water. “I doubt you drank the one I sent up there, did you?”

      I take the water and shake my head. “Thank you.”

      “Anytime, dear.”

      Looking around the room at all my friends, I feel tears in my eyes. Everything is the way it’s supposed to be. The room is filled with laughter and animated conversation, and not one person has anything bad to say about my relationship. They’re here celebrating it instead.

      Walking over to Bryce, I hug him from behind—as much of a hug as I can give him around my stomach—and he turns. “Are you all right?”

      “I am. I’m just really, really, really happy,” I say, blinking back the tears.

      Bryce smiles down, and leans in to kiss me. “Me too.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Looking for another hot story? Check out HER BIG NEIGHBOR, a steamy second chance romance between the girl next door and her VERY hot neighbor.

      Julia has had a crush on Edward for years. And when she moves back home and sees him again for the first time in years, she finally gets her second chance.

      

      Read HER BIG NEIGHBOR here! The blurb is below!

      

      Want to be the first to learn when a new title is released? Follow me on Amazon!

      [image: ]
* * *

      
        Her Big Neighbor Blurb:

      

      I've always had a crush on my neighbor.

      I also knew better than to do anything about it. I was a shy teen, and he was a muscled, intimidating hunk of deliciousness. Then I went off to live my life, never telling him how I felt.

      Years later my mother asks me to move back home to help her out. I don't expect to see me hot neighbor still living next door to her. The sight of him washing his car, shirtless, send me stumbling into some trash cans.

      Then he smiles at me... and I'm doomed.

      But my mother warns me to stay away. She says men like him only want one thing.

      And you know what?

      I hope she's right.

      
        Read HER BIG NEIGHBOR here!
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